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        For Shawn,

        Your solid presence has been the guiding light that pierces through the darkest of times, offering hope and reassurance. Like a serene sea, your support has brought calm amidst my life’s turbulent storms.

        For your steadfast companionship over the past year and a half, I am deeply grateful.

        Jack
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      This is a book I originally wrote seven years ago, in the darkest hour of my life. It was originally written in past tense and in the third person narrative form. Having rewritten it to present tense and in the first person narrative form, there is an unconventional break between point of views halfway through, instead of from the very beginning. While I’ve attempted to polish the overall storyline in this process, it’s still a blemish from my usual style because the story itself is not current.

      

      “Love’s Eternal Beat” touches on grief and loss, alcoholism, with some marijuana use as well. Heavy language and angst are riddled throughout, with a guaranteed HEA. Please read at your own discretion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The human heart has hidden treasures, in secret kept, in silence sealed.”

        Charlotte Brontë
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      For most people on this planet, sunshine in the morning is a welcome occasion each day. However, I hardly consider it a blessing when I rarely get to enjoy the typical bouts of solitude others do. Blinded by the ultraviolet curse peering through our window, I awake to spot my doting Papa Bear’s amber irises. Unlike the incessant assault shining down upon me, catching a glimpse of my husband’s generous spirit is all too cherished.

      All this to say is especially for a guy like me, who rarely sleeps next to Dr. Brogan Baxter’s warm body on the weeks I spend at home. This morning in particular is special for me and my husband. Raising my arm with a yawn, I lasso around his neck like a sloth to a tree branch.

      “Good morning, Papa Bear,” I whisper low, tracing my finger around Brogan’s salted eyebrows.

      My love smiles, flashing his award-winning chompers seen on billboards and bus benches in the city over. He doesn’t have to speak a word, as I already know what he’s thinking. Unfortunately for him, there’s little time this morning for a quickie. However, I accept his embrace as he buries his head into my bare chest, having worked up a sweat from the long summer night.

      His tongue, perhaps, could be the best morning greeting I’d ever be gifted in this entire world. Licking the circumference of my nipples, Brogan’s hand slides beneath our comforter for a warmer, most excited southern region. God damn it, I missed this. My lips quiver, trying hard not to jut a drop of pre-cum. But fuck, I returned home from a long shoot in Milan around three this morning. So I can respect his need for a taste of my love after two weeks away.

      A moan swims from my lips as his palm grazes the tip of my cock with fervor. “Mmmmmm.”

      Nothing else in this world feels quite like his delicate touch. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t admit that I missed him just as much as I know he’s missed me. Telephone and Skype calls only go so far, to reach the center of a person’s heart.

      “Good morning to you, too, love,” Brogan mutters, furling a brow of anticipation.

      Hesitant to relent my snakelike clutch, an inevitable yawn forces me to cover it politely. As contagious as the flu, Brogan returns the sentiment in kind.

      Stifling a deeper yawn than mine, he yammers with broken words. “You think I should wrestle up a couple of waffles?”

      I haven’t eaten since my layover yesterday evening at DFW airport when I attempted to snarf a mediocre tuna sandwich. Of course, I’m fucking famished.

      “Yes, pleeassseee,” I whine playfully, nipping at his bottom lip for another kiss.

      His lips, however, are reminiscent of the salty-rimmed margarita I downed after the two bites of tuna.

      I pull away from his head briefly, taking stock of his exhaustion. “But your lips will always taste better than any food in the world,” I admit, leaning back in for a deeper kiss.

      We can only savor a moment together on our memory foam mattress before the sound of tiny bare footsteps interrupts us. The cadence of footfalls against our cherry wood flooring resembles the pivotal moment in “Jaws.” Only this story has a much happier ending.

      “Shhhhh—” Brogan hisses playfully, his forefinger landing against my lips. “Lil’s awake, so I guess it’s breakfast time now for sure.”

      A grin warms my face, meanwhile nipping at Brogan’s finger, then glancing towards the little princess donning a turquoise nightgown through the entryway.

      Brogan winces. “Ouch, what was that for?”

      “Maxie, Maxie,” Lily screams, scampering enthusiastically with open arms. “I miss you so much, Maxie.”

      How could I not take that so delicately? I smile widely, feeling sated enough to witness a sparkle in her eyes. I’ve never really felt like a father to Lily, since Brogan is considerably older than I am. It just feels slightly weird to call her a daughter in public.

      However, back in 2010, my doting Papa Bear in his infinite charm convinced me to start a family with him. Despite my feeble attempts to settle for a puppy, finding a surrogate began the next chapter in our lives. And it took our marriage to a whole new level altogether. I’d already had reservations about raising a child, especially since I was about to become swamped with overseas photoshoots. However, I caved in at the notion that Brogan would have something else to take care of in my absence. This paramount condition for nurturing and fixing others is at the crux of my lover’s essence.

      A comforting guise warms over Brogan’s visage. He must really know how special it is that Lily has taken so kindly to me as an added parental figure—even if I’m probably the most unskilled guardian there is. Brogan did diaper duty while I was invariably oceans apart from him. All that’s to say, I just know he enjoys the connection I have with her as some form of ‘uncle.’

      Wearing a pair of square eyeglasses, he slips away from his side of the bed. “Time for breakfast, Flower,” he insists lovingly, pointing to the doorway.

      ‘Flower’ has been her nickname since birth. Brogan felt it was only appropriate to associate this association, given that he sees her as a precious, long-stemmed masterpiece sprouted from the Earth below.

      Lily releases her grasp from my arm, appearing excited. “You make us Mickey cakes, plea—please?”

      I smile wider than the convergence of the Colorado and Gunnison rivers. “I think we can handle that, sweetheart,” I reply, patting her on the crown of her head.

      Brogan pipes up with his usual cheer. “Sure, we can,” he says. “Anything for my sweet little flower,” he obliges, pacing towards the doorway with a look in our direction. “Well, come on, Mickey cakes wait for no princess.”

      Downstairs in the kitchen, Lily hunches over on a barstool with both palms pressing into her chin with a look of anticipation. She watches Brogan with admiration as he meticulously pours the batter onto a griddle, salivating like a tiger hunting his prey. Meanwhile, I pre-heat our waffle iron. There are many things Brogan is superior at, and I, for one, enjoy his waffles.

      The iPhone beside us intermittently buzzes on the surface of the stainless steel kitchen island. When I reach over to grab it, I see his two new message notifications on the lock screen.

      “Looks like you have a couple of texts waiting,” I announce.

      He nods with a rancorous sigh. “It’s probably just the hospital,” he replies, both eyes rolling straight back. “Someone reminding me about our M&M presentation this afternoon—and on a damn Sunday, no less,” he winces, flipping the pancake.

      My umpteenth yawn casually falls from my lips. “Yeah, but isn’t it important?” I respond. “I have a few things to wrap up from my shoot in Venice.”

      Brogan scratches his temple. “I’d love to just stay home with my two favorite people,” he admits, appearing annoyed. He expresses his strong dislike for these presentations and it seems like he’s about to go on a long rant. “How we can be better doctors, and blah blah, I’ve been in the heart business long enough to know what it takes to keep their tickers going—and I don’t need to be lectured about what I could’ve done differently.”

      As I glance back over at Lily, she’s smiling with absolutely no clue what adult things we’re discussing. Sometimes I wished I could go back to her age. So carefree and innocent, when the world handed me everything I’d ever require from life. Must be nice, little munchkin. Stay young as long as you can.

      Brogan drones on, adding the final touches to Lily’s pancake. “Sometimes bad things just happen to good people and I am most certainly not God—there’re so many things that are simply out of my capable hands,” he adds breathlessly.

      Placing his iPhone back on the counter, I reach around my lover’s waist. A short gale of warm air collides with the weathered skin of Brogan’s neck.

      “You’ll be done with that meeting sooner than you can say Philadelphia cream cheese,” I encourage the gripey bastard.

      I love him like the Dickens. But sometimes he needs to chill the fuck out, or else he’s gonna have a coronary himself.

      “These meetings are par for the course, right?” I add, sneaking a kiss to emphasize my love.

      He moans, lowering his left hand to my arm. “Yes, I’ll go,” he bites back with a wink. “But make sure if I’m not home by four, that Lily Bean gets to her COA peer class.”

      As a parent to a daughter on the autism spectrum, Brogan always insists Lily engage in the best therapeutic opportunities to enhance her interpersonal skills. Without the therapist’s recommendation, my Papa Bear would be clueless about how she could improve her sociability.

      I take a deep gander into Brogan’s impassioned gaze while flipping the waffle iron. “Yes, love,” I assure him. “I have that covered and we won’t even be a minute late—promise.”

      Parenthood does not come easily to me. I’m always thinking of how ill-equipped and inept I am to be responsible for another human being who requires more help than a neurotypical child. Yet, throughout Lily’s growth, so have my parenting skills. All that’s to say even if I’m out of town regularly. I know the importance of her routines and staying on track with the Children of Autism peer classes.

      Brogan contends with his usual morning froggy throat. “Love, would you get the whipped cream out of the fridge?”

      My eyebrow curiously furls to the ceiling. “Only if I get to have fun with it.”

      He rolls his eyes. “It’s for her pancake, you stud,” he chuckles.

      As I reach for the can of ReddiWhip, my nose is quick to detect the scent of a burnt waffle on the counter. “Shoot—I think that one’s beyond done.”

      Brogan twists around to offer Lily a giant, mischievous grin. “Then I guess that’s the one he’s eating, right?”

      Lily can’t help but giggle, causing her hands to flutter about. Her eyes grow ravenous as the sound of her plate clinking with the surface reverberates around the kitchen. I’m not entirely sure what it is about the shape of a pancake, or how it affects the taste any. But I’m in awe of Brogan’s dedication to seeing the little princess take delight in the simplest things.

      With a wide grin on her face, whipped cream already covers her nose. “Daddy makes the best Mickey cakes.”

      “Enjoy it, my Flower,” Brogan mutters, kissing her forehead.

      Meanwhile, he and I find our usual seats at the island on each side of Lily. We enjoy a fresh pot of coffee, combined with the taste of a maple-doused, charred waffle. The atmosphere of our lush Denver home couldn’t be any more peaceful. For a gorgeous Sunday morning, I couldn’t ask for anything more from the universe. I’m sure even though Brogan has to endure a less-than-stellar conference, he’s most happy knowing that our three warm bodies are in the same room together for a change.
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        * * *

      

      As noon progresses, I find myself propped up in front of two massive computer monitors. It takes an eagle eye to catch these little details, ensuring that every spread is consistent and flawless. I’ve been working with Plaid & Paisley Magazine for a few years now, and I’d sooner gnaw off an arm than to contend with the likes of an Editor-in-Chief like Miranda Shaefer. However, time being of the essence, I must finish these edits quickly if I have any hopes of getting Lily Bean to her group on time. And as promised.

      I could spend hours admiring my work, glancing over the perfect frame of a slender Italian guy wearing the upcoming season’s fresh plaid garb. But it’s not getting any earlier in the day, and like hell will I disappoint my Papa Bear by dashing Lily across Denver at the last possible minute.

      No sooner do I save my progress to prepare an email for the layout department when I hear the whoosh of a toilet down the hallway. And in a matter of seconds, Lily patters past my office door as I chug the last half of my soda.

      “Are you all right, sweetie?” I call out, witnessing her peeking around the doorframe with a grin.

      “Yep, just went potty,” she affirms so casually, like a big girl.

      My head bows, eyeing her circumspectly. “Did you wash your hands?” I ask, knowing full well the time from flush to seeing her zipping by. It’s become an oversight.

      She grimaces, raising a palm to her forehead. “Oh, forgot,” she replies, embarrassed.

      “Well then, march it, sister,” I insist, pointing in the bathroom’s direction. “Remember, it keeps little girls healthy.”

      Retracing her steps to the bathroom, she glances over her shoulder. “Yes, Uncle Maxie.”

      “Good girl, I love you,” I mumble, diverting my attention back to a blank email window.

      Shit. It’s already half-past three.

      Composing the rest of this email is easy enough, complete with attaching a secure cloud file link of the full-resolution spreads. However, as inopportune as a toothache, my phone can’t go without a good wail. It’s Melanie, my fraternal twin sister.

      “Hey Sis, what’s up?” I reply and click ‘send’ simultaneously.

      She sounds to be up to her chipper self as usual. “Not too much,” she affirms. “Just getting home from the grocery and had a few minutes,” she adds, accompanied by ice cubes swishing around a plastic Starbucks cup.

      I know my twin all too well to recognize she drinks more Starbucks than anyone in my life. And try as I might, it’s too little too late to stage any sort of intervention. Nor do I have the schedule to accommodate flying fifteen hundred miles to Carmel, Indiana.

      Mel continues her daily recap. “I’ve been so anxious all day, so I’m wondering if everything’s well with you.”

      My sister is an empath, yes. But this is more like a twin power we possess. The only anxiety I’ve had lately was trying to dart from one terminal to another at JFK yesterday. If anyone can soothe all my worries, it’s Dr. Brogan Baxter.

      “I’m fine,” I reply, fishing through my desk drawer to find a paperclip. “I got home way too damned late this morning—like practically the time you might’ve woken up.”

      Melanie lets out her suspicious grumble as if I’m withholding the truth. We’ve been inseparable since birth. And only as of ten years ago, when I moved to Colorado, have we had to rely on Skype and texting. But through it all, our extrasensory powers have all but weakened in the absence of each other’s presence. Honestly, things have been going really well lately.

      “No, honestly,” I plead. “We’re all well here, but I have to hurry because I gotta get Lily Bean to her COA peer class in less than thirty minutes.”

      Melanie gushes. “Awwww, how is my beautiful niece?”

      I nod, rising from the office chair to power down my computer. “She’s just fine too,” I affirm. “Though I swear it seems like she gets bigger each time I return home from an extended shoot somewhere,” I add, clearing my throat. “It’s like Brogan sneaks Miracle-Grow into her apple juice.”

      “No kidding, right?” Mel agrees.

      “Did you get any good groceries?” I ask, scanning the surface of my untidy desk for car keys.

      She stalls with a sigh. “Oh, you know me,” she feigns. “The many temptations give me hell every time I go to the grocery,” she adds, sadly.

      For as long as I can remember, Melanie has been fighting with her weight. However, since my move, I’ve witnessed her go from a size 24 to a 30 in only a couple of years. This is after our dad lost his battle with alcoholism since well before we graduated High School. All this to say, I’m always concerned about her health and wellbeing. Finally, I locate my car keys under a stack of folders. Which is peculiar, because I didn’t do any work when I got home in the wee hours of the morning.

      “I bet you’re doing great, Mel Bell,” I encourage her. “How is the Weight Watchers going for you?”

      Her tone perks up. She proudly affirms, “I managed to shed nearly two pounds last week. But I’m terrified this isn’t gonna make an enormous difference.”

      “Oh stop it,” I bite back firmly. “Any progress is good progress, and I think you’re terrific and beautiful—big or small—size doesn’t matter.”

      She giggles. “Size matters for you, ya big homo.”

      That tracks. She has a point there. But I digress.

      Bursting into laugher, I shuffle down the hallway to Lily’s playroom. “I gotta say you make a valid point.”

      “What time do you have to leave with my adorable niece?” She asks.

      Of course, in the moments I’ve wasted talking to her, only now, when I’m glancing into a mirror at the end of the hallway, do I realize I haven’t even changed my shirt.

      “Speaking of that—shit—God damn it—” I stammer, biting my lip in the process because I’m literally ten feet away from Lily. “I’m gonna have to let you go, because I still have to change into something that doesn’t make me look like a disheveled hobo.”

      The sound of Melanie crunching her ice practically pierces my eardrums. “Okay, Max, thanks for talking to me for a while.”

      “Anytime, Mel Bell,” I offer. “I love and miss you, too.”

      She replies with a gasp. “Love you more.”

      When it comes to ending a phone call, we act like a young married couple. Or like that one scene with Ben Affleck in “Forces of Nature,” on the plane when he’s gushing into the air phone.

      “That’s impossible,” I insist. “Stay out of trouble, Missy.”

      As soon as we finally end the call, I scamper into Lily’s playroom, only to notice she’s not actually in here.

      She must be up in her bedroom.

      A quick trip up the staircase leaves me wondering what I’d do without Brogan being the primary parent. If I can’t keep track of her for over a matter of half an hour, what’s saying I’d be responsible enough to keep her out of harm’s way when she’s older?

      “Lily, honey, put your socks on please,” I shout, ascending to the top step. “Hurry, we’ve gotta get a move on or you’ll be late.”

      Though a time fuck, I must step into our closet for a clean shirt. The silence down the hall shows the princess is lost in her thoughts. I can quickly put on a KC Royals baseball shirt and spritz on some designer cologne from Brogan’s Christmas gift in just a minute.

      Entering her spacious bedroom, I take stock of the little darling laid back into her plush bean bag chair admiring the galaxy star projector, illuminating the entire ceiling, speckled with dazzling stars in galaxies out yonder.

      “Hurry sweetie—I told you to get some socks on—we’re gonna be late,” I advise breathlessly.

      As soon as I finish dressing her appropriately, I scoop Lily into my arms to head down for the garage. She willingly assists me with the booster seat routine, and then I hop behind the steering wheel.

      “Alright let’s go, girlfriend,” I offer a wink, hiding behind a pair of wayfarers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday evening arrives quicker than my fourth day away on any business trip. Much like any other typical Monday night where I’m blessed with the ability to stay home with the fam, we’re lolling around on the couch. Except for Lily, who’s currently upstairs hosting a tea party with her stuffed animals. Though tonight, Brogan has taken it upon himself to surprise me with a dinner reservation. As he dials a number, he gestures for me to lower the volume of the television.

      “Hi Jen, this is Brogan Baxter—Lily’s dad,” he announces on speakerphone.

      Jennifer has been our babysitter since Lily turned six months old. That is, after Brogan faced his fears of leaving her in somebody else’s capable hands long enough to go on date nights again.

      Jen winces audibly through the phone. “Oh dang, Dr. B, I’m all the way in Omaha for the next few days,” she sighs. “But if I were home, of course I would’ve—Lily’s my favorite kid to babysit.”

      A look of despair washes over my Papa Bear’s face. “Oh brother, she misses you terribly, so—you’re her absolute favorite person too,” he admits. “Well, be safe in Nebraska.”

      He ends the call, appearing glum. But if I’m being honest, I want nothing more than to have a lazy night in front of the tube, hand in my lover’s lap, sipping on a cold Pepsi. Though I know how much it means to him to have some private time out on the town, just the two of us. So my disappointment matches his.

      “Jen is a no-go for tonight,” he drones. “Damn.”

      I wedge my left arm between the couch cushions and his backside. “Well, I’m happy to stay home tonight,” I try consoling him. “I can order Chinese.”

      His head wavers. “No, I’m taking you out tonight to celebrate our entire week together,” he hisses playfully, tickling me in my delightful spot. “Do you know anyone qualified enough to look after our leading gal on such short notice?”

      A warm gale of air rushes from my nose. “Not on the top of my head,” I shrug. “We can check Lucy’s List online—that’s how I found the guy who fixed our oven.”

      Brogan gives me a look of curiosity. “You mean to tell me we had a complete stranger off the internet inside our home?”

      My head bows solemnly. This is part of our dynamic, being a handful of years apart in age. I’m always onto the new trends in technology and fashion, whereas Dr. Brogan Baxter is lucky to learn how to set the DVR to record Desperate Housewives reruns.

      “No, no, honey,” I assure him, patting the back of his hand. “It’s a website for skilled laborers of all sorts who have to be bonded and insured to list their services on their platform.”

      He smirks. “Ohh, I’ve heard of all the horror stories coming from that Craig’s List doohickey, and just assumed all these lists were dodgy as all get out.”

      I unlock his device, to pull up Lucy’s List on his web browser. “It’s like Yelp for independent contractors and small business owners,” I reply. “Their past clients rate them honestly and provide feedback on how good or bad they performed what they were supposed to.”

      Brogan swipes his phone from my hands. “Show me Lucy’s List,” he interrupts, appearing relieved that his plans might not be spoiled, taking my phone.

      After a few moments of teaching him this new skill—as if it were some revolutionary process beyond basic knowledge of online shopping or text messaging—he finally lands on the correct subcategory for caretakers and babysitters. Brogan reads me a lengthy testimonial, damn near choking towards the end of their paragraph.

      “Anne Schneider of Fort Collins seems to have quite the reputation for children on the autism spectrum,” he says. “I’m calling her now, and pay her double if she can get to the heart of Denver in time for us to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      “Lily, honey,” Brogan calls up the staircase. “Can you come downstairs for a second, please?”

      Meanwhile, I finish hanging a coat belonging to Anne, our trial substitute babysitter. “Thank you so much for coming in from FoCo at the last possible minute,” I say. “You’ve practically saved my husband’s life tonight.”

      We spot Lily at the top of the stairs, as she shoots a suspicious look down at the stranger in our foyer. Of course, any child would have such a reaction to a brand new person in their living environment. Brogan seems to still have reservations about leaving Lily in the hands of someone she hasn’t had time to become acquainted with. But her high praise on Lucy’s List offers some hope that she’s the real deal.

      Brogan speaks calmly. “It’s okay, Flower darling,” he says, motioning for her to finish the descent. “This is Anne. She’s a very nice lady.”

      Adjusting my royal blue necktie in the mirror, I spot Lily slowly approaching with her tiny feet. The trepidation in her stare is wildly clear, and I don’t blame her. She stops at the bottom step, holding onto the banister with all her might. Brogan takes her right hand, raising it up to point in Anne’s direction. It’s a technique he uses with her to help garner some eye contact with strangers.

      He kneels forward to speak calmly. “Uncle Max and I are going downtown for dinner, and to see a play,” he instructs her, apparently spoiling the surprise, because I knew nothing about a play.

      Meanwhile, I slide a black blazer over my shoulder with a finger. “On the fridge are both of our cell numbers,” I relay to Anne. “Should you ever need to get a hold of us⁠—”

      “Yes,” Brogan cuts in, rising from his haunches. “For whatever reason at all,” he says. “She has a nightly ice cream cone about an hour before bed, which is half-past eight on Monday,” he adds, taking a breath. “There’s a book on her nightstand—it’s her favorite book and will speed up your efforts in getting her to sleep well before the midway point.”

      Anne nods appreciatively, offering Lily a warm smile. “We’re going to have the best time, little one,” she says.

      Taking Brogan’s hand, I finish the usual pre-departure spiel. “She’s already had supper, so if either of you need something to munch on—there’s an entire grocery store in our pantry,” I instruct, pointing toward the kitchen entryway.

      Apprehensively, Lily reaches up for Brogan’s finger. He kneels back down at eye level. “Flower, you’re going to have a fine evening with Anne,” he coddles her, planting a gentle kiss on the forehead. “Be a good girl, and I promise I’ll be up to kiss you goodnight the second we get home.”

      Lily sighs, her breath colliding against Brogan’s fine hairs. “Ookay⁠—”

      “Love, it’s almost seven,” I instruct. “We’d better leave if there’s any chance of keeping your reservation with Monday night traffic,” I add, glancing down at my sparkly Harry Winston watch.

      Brogan rises for the second time, smiling in my direction. “Yep, go start the car,” he agrees. “I’ll be right out.”

      I pace towards the garage. Meanwhile, Brogan reaches for his keys in the bowl on our buffet in the foyer. Something which strikes as unusual to me, because we’re taking my vehicle. Though I shrug it off and think nothing more about it.

      Brogan comes out from inside just as my engine runs in the garage. A matter of a few moments leaves the two of us exiting our gated Cherry Creek subdivision, hoping to make our reservation against the bedlam of busy road conditions. In Denver, there are always fucking construction zones and slow drivers from Wyoming to contend with.

      To be quite honest, this feels nice having an entire night alone with my Papa Bear. It’s the first time in several weeks we’ve been able to share a private meal, let alone four glorious hours, for ourselves. As I turn off my blinker from changing lanes, I study the remnants of anxiety peppering Brogan’s expression. Jen’s inability to babysit brings a new variable into the mix, leaving him scared to death about Lily being left back at home with a stranger she’s never met. Or either of us, for that matter.

      I gingerly pat his thigh. “It’s all right, babe,” I mutter over the sounds of “Wonderland” by Taylor Swift.

      Brogan teases me often about my wild fascination with her music, but I don’t care. I know deep inside that he loves it just as much. As a doctor, he’s highly skilled in stoicism and deadpan expressions.

      He nods. “Yeah, I know, I just hate leaving her with someone she’s never had contact with.”

      This light’s still red at our intersection. So I lean across the center console to plant a kiss on his lips. The man’s fresh, minty breath satisfies my senses. If anything, they just provide me another moment of total clarity.

      “I know, babe,” I reply, rubbing the back of his neck. “But Anne seems very competent at sitting for neurodivergent children—she’s gonna be fine—we’re gonna be fine—” I stammer.

      Brogan’s worry intensifies, as if he’s about to have the meltdown he fears Lily is right this minute. “I can’t help but feel guilty,” he says. “Did you catch the disappointment on that little punim?”

      “Baby,” I mutter low. “She’s just a call away⁠—”

      He nods again. “You’re right, okay? Let’s get on with our date night.”

      Our fervorous moment couldn’t be any better. His tongue slides around the circumference of my mouth as a gentle moan rises from his windpipes. However, the honking horn behind us cuts this exchange short. This reminder that my maroon BMW M6 is stalling the traffic I complained about earlier chides my insides like throwing water into a pan of hot oil.

      “Sorry,” I wave outside my window, accelerating through the intersection. “Ya bastard—cripes—it’s been green for an entire half of a second.”

      Brogan sneers. “Someone must be in a hurry.”

      Turning from E. 6th Avenue, I stifle a short yawn. “I’m not sure I’ll make it through a production—even if it is The Original Broadway Cast of Wicked.”

      His left hand collides with my inner thigh. “It was nice to stay home with you today,” he shivers. “Not a single page for me the entire afternoon.”

      I nod. “Yes, it was a glorious day,” I agree. “How thoughtful of your patients to not require you all afternoon, indeed.”

      As I continue whisking us through the Monday night bottleneck, our conversation persists. However, I’d be lying if I said I knew exactly where this restaurant even is.

      “I have no fuckin’ clue where this place is, babe,” I admit, grimacing. “You’ve been here before, yeah?”

      “It’s exquisite—” he cuts in. “Just ahead past the Denver Marriott,” he instructs, pointing towards the windshield. “Only the best for you, my gorgeous tall drink of water.”

      That’s what I forgot yesterday.

      My grip on the wheel intensifies, remembering what I planned on doing yesterday afternoon. “Oh, shit—that’s what we should’ve done while Princess Peach was in her peer class.”

      Brogan giggles, a salted brow raised inquisitively. “You dirty dog, you,” he jokes. “Get over, mister,” he grunts. “You’re gonna miss Guard and Grace.”

      Following his instruction, I chuckle. “No, no,” I clarify. “I meant we needed to go buy more bottled water.”

      “Uh huh,” he replies, rolling his eyes. “I know what you really meant, wink wink.”

      Thankfully, I could get over in time, so we didn’t miss the turn into the restaurant parking lot. I make a circle leading up to the valet station, glancing into the apertures of my Papa Bear’s soul. They’re alight with admiration, wonder, illustrious reminders of the pilot light, having never extinguished for a decade.

      I straighten his necktie while clearing my throat. “Besides, I’m protein deficient,” a laugh casually falls from my lips. “It wouldn’t have been quite as fun,” I add, grinning mischievously.

      A short, young Caucasian male approaches my driver’s door as Brogan counters with another statement. “Well, maybe my baby gets himself a steak tonight⁠—”

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” the valet smiles, saluting us from the side of his forehead. “Welcome to Guard and Grace.”
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        * * *

      

      Seated at our reserved table, with only minutes to spare, Brogan and I find ourselves concealed behind tall menus. Before meeting him, ‘swanky dining’ in my family meant the cafeteria-style assembly line at MCL: Carmel. Unlike most other couples here, we sat side-by-side in the corner booth. I glance around a tall potted ficus tree and take in the restaurant’s meticulously decorated interior, complete with hand-carved tables coated in glossy wood stain.

      Brogan’s hand travels to my right thigh. “I already know what I’m ordering,” he affirms, placing his menu flat on the table. “You should order a side of their truffle mac and cheese,” he adds, waving his eyebrows as if seductively. “It’s absolutely divine.”

      I take a pause from deciding what I want to order, leaning my forehead into his. “Oh, yeah?” I snicker. “Tastier than your cinnamon-hot tongue?” I mutter softly into his ear, combing my fingers through his thick, salty tresses.

      He smiles. “Oh, well,” he pauses emphatically. “Kissing you is great—” he stalls again, shrugging. “But I’d place higher bets on the grub if I were you,” he teases back, snarling his nose. “Besides, mister, you forgot to brush your teeth after showering tonight.”

      A raucous scowl freezes my emotions in place. “Now then, if you think you’re getting anything more than my warm hand in bed tonight—you’d be sorely mistaken,” he retorts playfully, slapping him on the chest.

      This man’s heart thuds ferociously, like a herd of wild zebras marching to safety in the Serengeti. Sometimes, no matter how much I convince myself that I’m undeserving of his love, he’s always here to remind me I am worthy of it all. His lips. His gentle touch. His irrevocably charming smile. I could joke with him about withholding my love until the cows come home. But the truth is, he is the reason I am who I am today. Our union has taught me many life lessons, through trials and tribulations, that love is the only goddamn thing that matters in this cruel world.

      A hard swallow accompanies my clarification. “Okay, okay,” I grin. “I take that back—you can have five minutes with me in the shower,” I add with a wink.

      Brogan’s oceans of wonder expand like the Mediterranean Sea. “Only five?” He retorts. “No more, no fewer, Mr. Smarty Pants?” He pleads.

      I nod. “Mmm hmm, only five,” I jest, returning my attention back to the horde of entrée options. “No tug, no slap, no tickle—just five minutes with you and a soapy loofah.”

      Our server, a petite woman with ginger hair and square eyeglasses, approaches the booth with a smile.

      “Hi gentlemen,” she greets. “I’m Leslie and I’ll be your server tonight,” she adds, pointing to the drink specials preserved by an acrylic sign holder before us. “Can I get you started with a bottle of our Plum Creek Rosé from the Western Slope?”

      My head wavers, meanwhile gesturing with staunch disapproval. “Just an iced Pepsi for me, thanks,” I request politely.

      Leslie acknowledges my instruction, glancing in Brogan’s direction. “And for you, Sir?”

      Brogan’s melodic, kind tone paints his response. “I’ll have sparkling water with lime, please.”

      She nods. “Very well, I’ll be back momentarily.”

      Leslie totters away from the table with a pep in her step. Meanwhile, I place my menu on top of Brogan’s towards an opposing end of the table. A deep breath cleanses the tiny fibrous tissue in my lungs.

      “I am so happy we have tonight together,” I admit, tracing his jawline with the back of my palm. “Just the two of us.”

      The warmth of his smile returns even more sentiment than I’ve likely shown. Grandstanding, one-upping bastard. I love you though! His honeyed stare makes my cock pulsate hastily beneath the confines of silk boxers and black slacks. Our hands join at the same moment we hear a deep, male voice approaching from behind me.

      “Dr. Baxter?” The voice stalls. “What brings you here on a hot summer night?”

      Brogan’s mirthful tone breaks with laughter. “By the looks of it, I might be wrong, but it appears that I may have a stalker,” he jokes, winking in the man’s direction. “Hon, this is my cardiology fellow, Dr. Billy.”

      Dr. Billy smiles down at me, extending an arm to shake Brogan’s hand. “He’s coined the name because Brogan, in his infinite wisdom, has asserted I’m too young to be a ‘William’ yet.”

      I nod with understanding. “Pleasure meeting you, Dr. Billy,” I reply, accepting his handshake. “He’s right though, you know,” I add, grimacing playfully. “What are you—like some modern-day Doogie Howser?”

      Leslie promptly returns to the table, balancing our beverage order in her hands. “Here you are, fellas,” she smiles. “Are you ready to order yet?” She shrugs. “I can come back though, no rush at all.”

      The doctor, much too young, shakes his head in disbelief. “Yeah, yeah,” he replies, rolling both eyes. “I get that a lot, but I’ll be twenty-six this fall,” he clarifies. “I graduated med school a couple of years early than my peers,” he adds, tugging on his belt. “What is it you do?”

      Our conversation seems to have clued Leslie that she should return in a while after the conversation has dwindled. Meanwhile, my head bows with pride. I simply love talking about my work.

      “I’m a fashion photographer for print and digital media outlets,” I respond.

      Dr. Billy clicks his tongue. “My, that sounds fun,” he admits, placing a finger on the dip of his chin. “My stepson is interested in becoming a model one of these days,” he adds. “Maybe I should hire you to shoot his first headshots.”

      Brogan enthusiastically cuts into the conversation. “I say, that’s a splendid idea, honey bear.”

      After being put on the spot in such a fashion, I reach into my Burberry wallet to hand off a business card with my contact and social info. We agreed to convene later and meet up with his stepson during his Christmas break. Brogan waves him off, appearing to have been drug out of the restaurant by his impatient wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner has gone swimmingly, secure in Brogan’s safe, tender company. He’s finishing his remaining bites of Scottish salmon as I take in the savory tastes of black truffle macaroni and cheese. My love was spot on with his high esteem. This stuff is so good, that I’d almost place it at the top of my growing list of aphrodisiac foods.

      He grunts. “My God, this was a fantastic meal,” he declares, eyes wide with admiration. “Did you get enough to eat, Honey Bear?”

      Dabbing a black cloth napkin against the corners of my cheeks, I nod in approval. “Definitely coming back here,” I reply. “I’m plain stuffed.”

      Brogan retrieves his phone from the inner pocket of his blazer. “You know,” he says. “Lily is gonna be seven next month.”

      He’s right. She’s sprouted like a weed, that little one. It seems like just yesterday when we were taking her home from the hospital after her surrogate surrendered her into our tender, loving care. That’s the funny thing about time. It seems to be some tremendous gift that the universe gives to us. One moment can be full of wonder, seeming to last for a century. And others, days feel like fleeting minutes, tiny grains of sand in an hourglass ticking down to an inevitable demise.

      I wedge my right arm between his backside and the leather upholstered booth. “You’re right, it’s so hard to believe so many years have come and gone already.”

      Brogan agrees, retrieving his Amazon mobile app. “I wanted to run a few ideas past you before we get on to the theater,” he says. “Some gifts I have earmarked, that is.”

      Judging by the time displayed on my watch, we have a few minutes to allow our food to digest before the painstaking task of rolling out of here, completely stuffed with more calories than I will admit.

      “Sure, we have some time to kill,” I assure him, patting his shoulder. “What did you have in mind?”

      He thumbs over to his shopping list. At the top is a vibrant photo of the new edition Troll dolls, to support the animated movie that was released in November.

      “Since she loved the Trolls movie so much, I thought we’d get her the new set of dolls that reflect how they appeared in the film,” he advised, scrolling farther down the list.

      I point to the screen. “Oh yes, and she’d absolutely love driving this little jeep all around the subdivision,” I agree. “And the plastic seats are her favorite shade of purple.”

      Brogan smiles. “So you’re on board with these options to start off with?” He asks, adding both items to his shopping cart. “You know me, I’ll still have to find a few more presents—Princess Lily deserves the world.”

      I click my tongue, meanwhile leaning into the crook of his neck and shoulder. “Honey, that little girl thinks you hung the moon—there isn’t anything else in this world that means as much to her quite as your constant, loving presence.”

      He snickers. “By the power vested in me and my Black AMEX, I now declare this order submitted,” he chuckles more, jabbing me in the ribs with a grin.

      “Good ole’ modern technology,” I admit, furling my brows. “The age of never needing to leap off the couch to replenish the pantry, or Christmas shopping from the toilet.”

      The phone cut his laughter short, lighting up with a surprising call. Judging by the look on his pretty face, he’s not been expecting it.

      “Hang on, babe,” he drones. “I’ve gotta get this,” he adds, pointing up his index finger.

      Of all the nights, he should receive a call from the hospital. It has to be now when we’ve kicked off a date night. There’s no question that I have the energy to get through an entire Broadway production. But that’s not to say I wouldn’t enjoy his warmth underneath the cool silken sheets of our bed, swapping tongues under the mellow summer starlight shining in from the window. That said, Brogan’s position as Chief of Cardiology waited for no man. Raising my wrist to note the time, I let out an impatient groan.

      The diamonds on my watch sparkle from a dim pendant light above the table. I’m fully cognizant that his patients are a top priority. But for Christ’s sake, can we go one entire night without interruption? Then at this very moment, I’m reminded that I wouldn’t have near the luxury of bling if not for those patients he’s sworn an oath to care after.

      Brogan ends his call, stuffing his phone back into his blazer’s breast pocket. “You’re gonna kill me, but⁠—”

      Immediately interjecting his sentence, I hiss with overt indignation. “—But you’re needed at the hospital,” I shrug, surrendering both hands in the air. “I should’ve known something would prevent our date night from proceeding.”

      His finger traces the edges of my disappointed face. “I’m sorry, Honey Bear,” he whispers low. “We can try to catch the original cast this weekend before they leave Denver.”

      My grip remains tight around Brogan’s forearm. “It’s okay, I really do understand,” I assure him. “But I have to fly out to L.A. on Saturday morning,” I add, reeling his torso closer to mine. “We’ll find another show to see when I get back.”

      He raises both arms, wrapping them around my neck. “Of course we will, Honey Bear,” he says assuringly, yet seeming to feel the disappointment inside me. “Even if I have to leave my phone unintentionally on my desk,” he adds with a grimace. “I love you so much, Maxwell Florian Williams,” he draws a quick breath, rising from his end of the corner booth. “Never, ever forget that.”

      I reach into my pocket for the BMW keys. “Well, you’d better get a move on,” I reply, pouty face and all. “Here, take my car and I’ll catch an Uber home.”

      Brogan retrieves my keys, scooping them from the table with a click of his tongue and a wink. He’s already halfway around the smattering of square tables before turning around to glance over a shoulder. At this peculiar moment, I notice a blinding twinkle in the corner of his left eye while he blows me an air kiss. But I’m too slow to catch it in my hands, instead glaring down at my plate with one bite of black truffle mac ‘n’ cheese left.

      My head bounces from one shoulder to the other. “Guess I’ll just pay the check and go back home then—Christ—” I mumble to myself, shoving the last bite of food into my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the backseat of a cramped Prius, heading straight for our Cherry Creek subdivision, all I can think about is how I’ve shortsighted my love for Brogan. Only now does my conscience scold me for acting careless about the patient probably on the verge of a major catastrophe, and how I’ve acted selfish for wanting a few hours alone with the man I’ve not gotten to hold in my own arms but a couple times in the last few weeks.

      My Facebook feed is just as depressing as the night’s been, so I close it to hammer out an apology to my lover. He must know I don’t take him for granted, nor the importance of his role as a hero to Denver’s sick and needy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi babe, I love you too. More than any definition in the Oxford Dictionary could bring to light. I’m sorry for acting disappointed. I’m really not, and I appreciate you and your undying love so very much. Thank you for sharing a splendid supper with me. Your company is all I ever yearn for. I’m also grateful for our Little Lily Bean. You bringing her into this world is the second most important memory I’ll always hold close to my heart. Next to that of marrying you, of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Being a co-parent to her for the past seven years has shown me a different aspect of this life, and I now view society in a far different light. For having raised a terrific kid with such unique qualities. Call me when you’re on the way home. I’ll get the jacuzzi fired up and spend more than just five minutes with you, my dedicated Papa Bear. LOL — I love you with all my might.

      

      

      

      

      

      The send button is almost too easy to tap, especially in the middle of such a heartfelt, genuine text message. A solitary tear rains down my cheek as I turn off the phone screen, pointing up to the window, accompanied by a short cough.

      “Madison Street is just ahead on the right,” I advise Jamal, as if he doesn’t have a GPS map telling him where to go.

      At the front gate, I hop out of the car to walk around the nose of Jamal’s eco-friendly car. Punching in our code affords the metal wing-like grills to unfold before me. If it weren’t because our house was still a quarter-mile from here, I’d just walk the rest of the way home. Instead, I crawl back into his backseat like the lazy motherfucker I’ve become.

      Jamal drops me precisely at the threshold of our driveway, waving for me to have a good night as I climb from his cramped backseat. If only he knew the truth, he wouldn’t be blindly wishing me such a terrific time. Our time has been spoiled by—oh fuck it—never mind. You really need to get a grip, Max.

      Standing out in the dark, surrounded by the gentle glow of lamplight, I realize I do not have our garage door opener. Now I must walk around to the front stoop, ring the doorbell, and hope Anne hasn’t fallen asleep on the couch to Judge fucking Judy or whatever old bird’s like to watch. Especially since Princess Peach should’ve long succumbed to slumber a couple of hours ago.

      Only moments after knocking—so I don’t wake Lily from the doorbell—I see the silhouette of a tiny munchkin running straight for the door. Either Anne has invited company, or Lily Bean isn’t in bed yet.

      Followed by the smaller shadow, is that of Anne’s from behind. I hear the padlocks loosen, and once the door creaks open by two inches, Lily’s piercing voice reverberates all around the foyer.

      “Uncle Max⁠—”

      She attacks me at the knees with a tight embrace, as if it’s been years since she’d last seen me. I calm her quickly, close the door behind me, and then glance in Anne’s direction with a smirk. She appears just as confused as Lily why I’m entering the front door. And also the fact that I’m alone without her daddy in tow.

      I kneel to meet her at eye level. “Daddy got paged to go help a patient,” I advise her calmly, hoping she understands the unexpected variable. “Why aren’t you in bed, sweetie?”

      Anne shrugs her shoulders. “We were just about to start bedtime,” she advises me. “We’ve had such a fun time playing ‘Go Fish’ that I’d lost all track of time.”

      My lack of care about it being past bedtime is evident with a shrug. “Meh, as long as she was good, it’ll all be okay,” I assure her, rising from my haunches. “So, will two-hundred satisfy your needs after rushing here at the last minute?”

      Anne nods her head with a grimace. “That’s way too much, Max,” she says. “I was only here a couple of hours.”

      “No, no,” I bite back, retrieving the amount from my wallet. “I absolutely insist you take it,” I add, waving it in front of her.

      “Uncle Maxie, I can’t go sleep yet,” she whinnies, bouncing up and down.

      As Anne retrieves her coat and purse from the hook behind me, I glance down at Lily.

      “Oh, yeah?” I reply. “And how’s that, huh?”

      Lily scowls. “I haven’t had my ice cweam.”

      In a mere second, I quickly thank Anne for her help tonight and say goodbye while waving at her. Our large door slams shut, followed by locking the padlocks once again.

      “Okay, Princess,” I click my tongue. “I’ll get you a small—and I mean small—scoop,” I add, following her trail to the kitchen. “Then it’s bath time and bed, little missy.”

      Minutes later, I’m leaning up against the sink, facing Lily in her usual spot at the kitchen island. We’re both finishing up our small scoops of mint chocolate chip ice cream, as I continue checking my phone to see if Brogan has responded. It’s not like the forty times prior have produced any different result, but I can’t seem to shake this horrible feeling that something’s wrong. Is he mad at me? I really acted like a spoiled prick earlier.

      Since our circle of friends is always looking to Brogan for new dining haunts, I decide to post a quick status to my wall.

      Just got home from a delicious supper. If any of my Denver peeps like a rare steak, you must try Guard and Grace downtown. It’s probably the best sirloin I’ve ever eaten. And their black truffle macaroni and cheese is just to die for.

      Once my post goes live, suddenly a status update from Brogan’s profile appears in my feed. It’s time stamped a couple of hours ago, as if he submitted this just shortly after we got seated. I’m tagged in it, checking us into the restaurant.

      This place is super. I’m taking my special guy out to dinner and a show tonight. I recommend anyone come experience this eatery for themselves—you won’t be sorry.

      Carefully, I set my iPhone back onto the surface of our stainless steel kitchen island.

      “Alright, Lily Bean,” I announce. “Phweewwwie,” I pinch my nose, bending down to pick her up. “I’d say it’s bath time for sure.”

      Lily grins up in my direction as if she’s just farted and has no qualms about it. “I donnnnnn’t stinks.”

      I loosen my bowtie on the footpath to the secondary staircase from our breakfast nook. One more quick glance down at my phone left on the kitchen island leaves me feeling the same sense of unshakable dread. He’s just busy. Maybe the patient’s in more of a critical condition than imagined?
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        * * *

      

      Now upstairs, I allow Lily to continue playing in the bath while I loll about on our bed. I’m cozied up to a book on my Kindle with a warm pair of flannel pajama bottoms and one of Brogan’s Billy Joel band shirts. I’ve since been able to decompress from my childlike tantrum. Thank God nobody saw that. I never cuss in public. Shortly after it was adapted into a television series, one of my cohorts in New York recommended the Stephen King book, “Under the Dome.” Reading has been paramount for me to cope with loneliness while away from Brogan and Lily, and I’m often found propped up in bed well into the wee hours of the morning even here at home.

      Just one or two chapters, then I must wash Lily’s hair. She’s up way past her bedtime. Brogan is gonna have a cow.

      The sound of laughter from the upstairs hallway means I won’t be able to read anything at all. Tossing my Kindle across the bedspread, I wipe the exhaustion from under my eyes on the trail to Lily’s bathroom.

      “Lily Bean, are you ready for me to wash your hair?” I shout.

      She replies with her usual giggly self. It’s your fault, Max. She shouldn’t have had sugar this close to bedtime.

      “Yeah, okay,” she says, watching me shuffling into her bathroom. “Happy Duck wants to say ‘hi’ to you,” she adds, poising a yellow rubber duck directly in my face.

      Lowering to my knees at the edge of her tub, I emulate something close to a British accent. “Ello, Good Sir,” I reply to her bath toy. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” I add, reaching for the tear-free shampoo. “I’m Maxamillion, Duke of Bubbleton, and we’re here tonight to wash Lily, Dutchess of Bubbleton’s hair.”

      Lily grins, apparently taking delight in my imaginary participation. “You so silly, Uncle Maxie,” she giggles.

      I carefully wash her hair, paying attention to keeping it out of her eyes and ears. Brogan has continued using the Johnson & Johnson brand because it’s best suited to her sensory needs. Given it doesn’t irritate her eyes, should some seep through anyway. I reach around for a violet bath towel and instruct her to stand carefully.

      “Okay Dutchess of Bubbleton,” I continue in my fun accent. “Hold out your arms, please.”

      The two of us finish her bedtime routine, regardless of what time it is. Invariably, story time immediately follows the nightly bath. A dim light affords Lily a smooth transition from the day’s activities into a state of calm. We’ve equipped her dresser with an array of soothing lava lamps, again accommodating her sensory requirements.

      As Lily climbs atop her twin-sized bed, decorated as a turquoise dragonfly. I tuck her in carefully, then join on top of the comforter. She nuzzles into a comfortable spot, propping her head up against my belly. Already calm, she shuts her eyes. Meanwhile, I read her favorite “Alvin and the Chipmunks” storybook.

      I’m not even past the fifth page when I hear sweet wisps of air flowing from her nostrils. This is my cue to kiss her forehead and tiptoe my way into the hall. With the munchkin finally asleep, I’m left with the decision of going back to our bed, cozying up with my Kindle, or heading upstairs to the third floor—a spacious twelve-person theater room. Given this is my week at home, Brogan has probably bought a few new releases from iTunes. So, I’ll see what’s available for me to stream. This leisurely activity won’t go without a cold bottle of water, which is kept down in the kitchen.

      Downstairs, I retrieve a tall glass Voss water bottle, kicking the stainless steel refrigerator door shut with my heel. Only at this moment do I realize I left my phone on the kitchen island this whole time. Brogan’s probably replied by now. On my trail up the staircase, I unlock the screen only to discover four missed calls and a voicemail. All of which is a 303 area code, yet unrecognizable as far as my memory is concerned.

      Reaching the midway point of our staircase, the voicemail swimming through my right ear catches me completely off guard. My grip on the Voss water bottle loosens as the official, dulcet tone of a nurse at Mt. Sinai Denver speaks from the recording. Yet, I don’t get past her job title, let alone her name, when the phone rings. From the same damn number.

      “Hello?” I answer, finishing my ascent to the top of the stairs.

      The same nurse from my voice message speaks on the other end. “Is this Maxwell Williams?”

      “Yes, I’m Maxwell,” I reply, curious as all get out why I’d be receiving a call like this at such a late hour. “You said you’re in the emergency department at Mt. Sinai Denver?” I ask for clarification. “My husband is the Chief of Cardiology there.”

      The lady responds hastily. “Yes, Sir,” she says. “That’s why I’m calling you—you see⁠—”

      Her pause immediately ushers a wave of nausea into my gut. This is the bad feeling I’ve had all night. Something’s wrong with my Brogan babe, and here I’ve completely neglected to answer the calls in time.

      She continues speaking after clearing her throat. “There was a terrible crash on East Colfax, and Dr. Baxter was driving a dark BMW which received the impact of a vehicle traveling South on Fillmore—” she pauses.

      I interject. “Oh, my God—oh noooo!”

      No. Not my Papa Bear. Oh, my fucking God. Please don’t tell me⁠—

      “Sir?” The nurse breaks my concentration, almost as if the pause has lasted several minutes. “Are you still there?”

      There’s not a single word I can respond with. Not only do I not want to hear the detriment spew from her mouth, but I don’t know if I want to continue breathing. Something which has already seemed to rob me of my faculties, about to pass out on my way to the second floor. And my heart feels frozen in place, ceasing to beat any longer.

      She continues to speak regardless. “It’s with my absolute sympathies to tell you that the medics were unsuccessful at bringing Dr. Baxter back to consciousness,” she clears her throat again. “He suffered so much blood loss with extensive injuries from the opposing driver, who was under the influence of illicit substances.”

      My brain can’t process any of that garble-gook. I’m still fixated on the words ‘unable’ and ‘suffered.’ Looking back feels paralyzing, and looking straight ahead is a dark, in-surmisable void. A cacophony of dread is piercing my eardrum. And here I am, caught in the middle of a hellish labyrinth, with an inability to think. Without an inkling of oxygen. My Brogan is—dead?

      The water bottle slips through my fingers. Unable to catch it in time, the glass cylinder tumbles down a couple of steps before rolling under the banister to its demise. Shards of glass collide with the marble floor down below, crashing like tangible fragments of fear creeping under my skin. Sharp ringing sensations flood both of my ears as if being consumed by a fleeting bout of tinnitus. Soon to follow, my phone falls to the step above me. Meanwhile, the hushed remnants of the nurse’s voice seem to find their way into my consciousness, anyway.

      My head wavers in complete shock as I kneel forward to scoop the device. But a torrential downpour of tears glide from my eyes as I stumble. My spine meets the crisp, rugged texture of drywall on a quick trip to my buttocks. Another moment later, I reach for the phone, immediately raising it to my ear.

      “Sor—sorry Miss,” I stammer, breathing as deeply as possible. “Yea—yeah I’m here—sorry—” more stammers accompany me, wiping my watery eyes.

      She speaks up. “I am so very sorry to have interrupted your night with such devastating news,” she says as sweetly as possible.

      The truth of the matter is, I can tell she’s just as affected by this as I am. Brogan was everyone’s resident teddy bear. Always willing to extend a hand whenever and wherever possible. Quick with a joke and incredibly slow to anger. My baby is the embodiment of perfection, meticulously composed by flesh and bones. A drunk driver? Drugged driver? NO! I REFUSE TO ACCEPT THIS AS A POSSIBILITY. Surely I’m dreaming, right?

      Reality stings my frozen heart into a pulsating enigma. This is definitely happening. There’s no escaping this roller coaster ride. I’m being edged to the front of the line with an involuntary fast pass, and nothing I do or say has any clout to change the outcome of this fuckstorm.

      The nurse’s spiel endures. Her tone is sweet as pie, but I can’t fathom hearing it. May as well be the voice of the grim reaper and he’s screaming sweet nothings into my ear, as if hearing the gruesome details is going to do a goddamned thing to make this all better. The cackle of death has heralded my worst fears. That’s it. My life is over. And what the fucking hell am I going to do with Lily? I’m far from being an exemplary parent. At least, not to the high marks of Brogan—who has the patience of a fucking saint. And I can’t schlep her all over the world with me. She has school, a few friends. Oh, my God—FUCKING LILY BEAN! She’s gonna be devastated!

      Of course, the gears in my head are firing on all pistons as the nurse is providing instruction for me to come down to the hospital. And at whatever the fuck o’clock this is, I have no choice but to drag sweet Lily out of bed. One thing is for sure, however. I’ll insist that a nurse or somebody watch her while I take care of things. There’s no way I’ll allow her to see her father—dead. Oh my fucking God, I shudder to imagine how I’ll cope with such a sight. The love of my life, breathless, stiff and cold?

      Interrupting the nurse, I clear my voice to speak. “Okay—yeah—” I cut in. “I’ll be there as soon as I can get our almost seven-year-old autistic daughter buckled into the car⁠—”

      It’s probably rude to hang up so abruptly. But what is the appropriate way to end a conversation when somebody’s just told you that the love of your life, your hero, your one true thing, has ceased to stop breathing—ummm “thanks?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      So much is flooding into the deep recesses of my mind. It’s full of emotion and tragedy, and an entire barrage of questions that I want answered. Yet I fear nothing will bring the clarity that I need. My world’s only beginning to fall down around me to where new realities are going to become permanent in my life for the very first time. Namely, a sole parental figure for Lily Ambrosia. She simply deserves way better than I could ever give her.

      Splashing cool water against my exhaustion in the mirror, I’m left to wonder how I’ll even tell her that Daddy isn’t coming home. I’ve hardly been present when she’s scraped a knee or been in the vicinity as she receives an immunization. So, relaying this fuckstorm while fitting it to a six-year-old’s neurodivergent vernacular is out of my wheelhouse. Lily is simply not skilled enough to read a person’s emotions, nor appropriately process her own. This’ll wreck her entirely.

      I hurry back out to the master bedroom, trying to gather my composure. Tottering from one end of the room to another, I scratch the back of my head while mumbling to myself.

      “Oh shit, I’ve gotta let Mel know,” I groan, thrashing my arms around in a fit of fury. “Fuck—I can’t walk into a hospital wearing flannel pajama bottoms.”

      A moment later, I remove the flannels from both legs, letting them fall where they may. With a fresh pair of black shorts, I quickly raise them up to waist level. On my trail back to Lily’s bedroom, I ponder what excuse I’m going to provide. Why am I robbing her of precious sleep, whisking her across the whole of Denver at this time of night?

      My head wavers repeatedly. “I have so many people to tell—” my words stop short as I approach her door.

      Inhaling a quick breath, I twist the knob as gently as possible. Even though I’m pretty sure in my escalated emotional state, I’d pushed it wide open like a beast. Lily Bean rests so peacefully, with her arms clenched tightly around her stuffed animal, Donald the Unicorn. All the parenting books out there warn about waking a baby. But what none of them prepare a guy like me for is how to suddenly disrupt an autistic child’s sleep-wake pattern. More salted rivers accost my cheeks.

      Annoyed at myself mostly, I raise my forehead to the ceiling. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Max,” I mumble quietly.

      You cannot cry in front of her. Not yet. Just be gentle. She’s capable of so much more than you give her credit for.

      Leaning forward gently, my arms sneak under her petite frame.

      I whisper calmly, “Lily Bean.”

      The movement in combination with my calm demeanor—for what it’s worth—is enough to jostle her from whatever dream she’s been navigating. She pries her eyes open, wiping both with the curl of her tiny fingers.

      “What happening, Uncle Maxie?” She questions in her childlike broken English, seemingly half-awake.

      Carefully in my arms, I take her out to the hallway, where I’m left to contend with another decision. The fact of the matter is, there’s broken glass scattered around the base of our staircase. So, this is one instance where I must use the elevator. In a typical circumstance, we’ve forbidden Lily from touching this convenient luxury most other Denvertonians don’t have. With her safety in mind, of course. This, however, is one night I’ll have to break Brogan’s strict decree and take her down to the ground floor in my arms.

      All the raucous elevator sounds stir Lily even more awake, to where she covers her yawn. “Something wrong, Maxie?”

      Kids are way smarter than adults will ever realize. I’m sure she can tell something is amiss with how I’m behaving. Maybe some pheromone of dread. Or perhaps I’m unable to keep my facial expressions quite as stoically as Brogan can. Oh fuck. He’s not going to show any expression any longer. All I know for sure is that I can’t tell her like this.

      I break the awkward tension with a little white lie. “Sweetie, we have to bring daddy a couple of things from home,” I say, fully aware this may bite me in the ass later. At least I know that it’s only going to suffice for an hour or two.

      Lily responds with another yawn. “Ohhhh okay.”

      As the elevator rushes us down to the main level, I’m able to take a mental inventory of the things I’m about to confront at the hospital. Everything from signing paperwork to collecting his personal effects. The wallet that paid for our dinner tonight. Fuck. Our last dinner? And now that I think about it, I acted like a complete jackass because he had to leave for a patient emergency. Had I known Brogan would wind up being the victim of his own medical crisis, I’d have locked the goddamn restaurant doors and staged a lockdown. Anything to keep my lover here with me. If only I had known.

      I lead Lily across the cool concrete floor of our garage, my hand gently resting on her shoulder. The garage is large enough to house three vehicles comfortably, and at the far end, Brogan’s Porsche Cayenne gleams under the fluorescent lights. With a click of my key fob, the car’s locks disengage with a sharp chirp that reverberates among these three walls.

      Lily, ever predictable, flinches and covers her ears. A slight grimace distorts her features, which is a silent plea for the noise to stop. I note her discomfort with a pang of guilt, because I’m so ill-equipped to parent her alone. I know she doesn’t like loud noises, but this slipped my grief-riddled mind. Making a mental note to be more mindful in the future, I help her up into her car seat.

      “I’m sorry, Lily Bean,” I plead for her forgiveness, rubbing her palm in a soothing fashion. “Maxie forgot about the loud noise this time.”

      Wasting no more time, I crawl to the driver’s door with a sense of dread overtaking me. For one, because I know what’s about to unfold in less than half an hour. And for two, I’m not ready to say goodbye. Our life had just practically begun. Behind the steering wheel, I glance into the rearview mirror with a solitary tear streaming down my face. Meanwhile, I defy the internal demon heckling sweet nothings into my conscious. Why the fuck is this happening to me? Why did he have to die? Why did I let him leave the restaurant?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The short drive couldn’t be long enough. Now that I’ve parked in the spot next to the ambulance bay of Mt. Sinai Health, it’s time to face the music. Even if my stomach feels like razors are slicing away slowly and painfully, I step out into the brisk summer air to unbuckle Lily from her car seat.

      She holds my hand with a ferocious grip, seemingly excited to see her daddy at work. Yet the guilt of my white lie is already sizzling at the surface of my conscience. Why didn’t I grin and bear it? We shuffle through the automatic doors, immediately blinded by the drastic shift in brightness from outside to the interior of the emergency department. Harried, I glance around in the search of a nurse’s station while Lily remains clutched to my leg because the fluorescent lighting is too much to process. I don’t fucking blame her. It’s whatever goddamn o’clock in the morning?

      Nurses in navy blue scrubs and a female doctor in her white coat pass us by when I spot the nurse’s station a dozen paces away. To be fair, I don’t exactly know the schematics of this place, because I’ve never had to see Brogan hard at work. And now, I won’t have that luxury. I get to see him breathless, probably pale and blue in the face with eyes closed, and a fucking toe tag. If God is real, he should hear my rage and thoughts about now for stealing my husband. That’s what’s entirely unfair.

      My gaze shifts down toward Lily as we approach the desk. “Okay honey, be a good girl for me,” I whisper low in her ear. “These guys are safe. They’re saving so many lives tonight.”

      The bitter truth that Brogan should be saving one particular life tonight leaves me feeling yet another momentary wave of nausea. And with that, Lily’s face lights up with excitement.

      “Like Daddy save lifes?” She responds. “I wanna see Daddy, I wanna see my Daddy,” she shrieks throughout the entire emergency department.

      Meanwhile, a nurse at her desk turns around, matching my gaze. “Can I help you, sweetheart?”

      I clear the rustle in my throat. “Yes, I’m here for Brogan Baxter,” I reply, darting my eyes down in Lily’s direction. “I have his—briefcase⁠—”

      “Oh, yes,” she nods. “Thank you for coming down here,” she adds.

      Lily interrupts astutely. “But we didn’t bring anything with us, Uncle Maxie,” she whinnies.

      The black nurse responds in Lily’s direction. “You must be Lily,” she grins, proving her ability to compartmentalize. “I think I might have a treat in this fun little drawer here—” she stammers, opening her desk drawer.

      Meanwhile, I bend down to meet Lily Bean at eye level. “Sweetie,” I begin, fighting back the current of tears trying to surface. “I’m going to be just a few minutes and I’ll be back out here as quickly as possible.”

      Poor Lily shakes her head insistently. “No, I’m going with you,” she affirms. “We’re going together.”

      The nurse, Kim, extends her open palm with a shiny packet of Lorna Doone cookies. “And I have a cranberry juice back in our fridge if you’re thirsty,” she replies enticingly, furling her eyebrows.

      With calmness, I positioned Lily in a rolling office chair next to Kim so that I can attend to the dreaded business which I’ve been summoned to handle. Yet, she will not budge. No sooner do I shuffle around the edge of the nurses’ station when Lily makes a beeline for my leg.

      “Don’t leave me here alone, Maxie,” she drones. “I’m scared.”

      The male nurse waiting to escort me back to my dead husband swallows a hard gulp of air while I lower back to my haunches. “Lily Bean,” I respond soothingly, brushing the beautiful blonde hair over her ear. “You’re too young to come back here, but you are absolutely safe with Kim—I promise.”

      She bows her head. “Ooookay, I wait for you here.”

      I pat her on the head. “Good girl, I promise we won’t be here long.”

      Kim scampers up to the two of us, holding out her hand for Lily to grip. “Come on, Lily,” she says. “How about we go get that juice?”

      Lily rolls her eyes. “Okay, but I drink apple juice.”

      It’s true. Apple juice is her jam. And for her sake, I hope there’s at least one box of it in their fridge or Kim may have to deal with an autistic meltdown all on her own. The thoughts of how I’m going to pick up the pieces in Brogan’s absence flood my mind yet again. Hell, I’m not even sure how to de-escalate Lily sometimes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      An eerie chill washes over me, seeping into my bones as I step over a threshold that separates life and bustling medical workers with an unforgiving kiss of black death. The cold is only one element mirroring a certain heartbreak deep in my chest. Nurse Jim has pulled back the white sheet, just enough to reveal Brogan’s face. But it’s not his face. It’s a waxen mask, a cruel imitation of the man I love. My attention turns to a hissing ventilator, where I focus on the rise and fall of LED bars showing what percentage of oxygen is being pushed and pulled from his lungs.

      I swallow back a harsh wave of bile. “Is he⁠—”

      Jim nods. “Well—” he says, noting the young doctor entering this sanctuary of misery.

      The doctor, somewhere around my age with kind eyes, places a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I’m Dr. Johnathan Craven,” he asserts with kind eyes and a somber expression. “Mr. Williams, I’m so sorry to have to tell you this—but Dr. Baxter has suffered a severe traumatic brain injury. Despite our best efforts, there’s not been a change in his condition—scans show no signs of activity—after my exhaustive tests⁠—”

      His words fall heavy on me like a tsunami. Yet they continue to fall off his tongue as a leaden anchor, keeping my ship of heartbreak in place.

      “I’m afraid we have to declare Dr. Baxter—brain dead—yes,” he finishes with a click of his tongue.

      Brain dead. Such a clinical term, devoid of emotion, yet it razes under my flesh all the same. My knees buckle, and I grasp the edge of the table for support. As Dr. Craven’s words muffle into a distant hum, my limp body collides with the cold tile floor. Hearing those words, validation of my deepest fears despite the hope this is all some horrible dream, doesn’t come easy. Brain dead. The end of hope. The end of Brogan.

      A hollow void opens inside me at this moment, threatening to swallow me whole while a river of tears falls to their demise in a puddle below me. Dr. Craven reaches to help me up from the floor, but I don’t want to confront this anymore. As much as I’d like to wake up from this miserable nightmare, I know it’s not a dream.

      “I need a few minutes to take all this in,” I reply, shaking my head. “I don’t know how to deal with this.”

      As I allow the doctor’s strength to lift my hopeless body, I entertain the dark thoughts swirling through the labyrinth of my mind. A minute ago, I was a pillar of strength for Lily—a parental unit holding back the floodgates. But now, the dams have broken free, and I fear how I’ll keep this emotion from Lily until I tell her. Which won’t be for long, that’s for fucking sure. The tears blur my vision while I slump over in a plastic chair alongside the wall. More sobs wrack my body, each one a shard of glass piercing my soul. Hearing it and seeing it are two very different things. Broken promises are all that remain in Brogan’s wake, scattered around my feet, dampening the hem of my shirt, and heralding an uncertain future ahead of me.

      Jim and Dr. Craven mumble in unison. “We’ll give you a moment alone with Dr. Baxter, Mr. Williams.”

      The young doctor’s voice, crisp and professional, cuts through the fog of my grief like a surgeon’s scalpel. “But only a moment, Mr. Williams,” he urges, offering a blue ballpoint pen like a lifeline. “Dr. Baxter can save seven lives tonight with the flick of this pen.”

      Seven lives. What a cruel joke. A twisted consolation prize. I snatch the pen, a surge of fury propelling it across the room. It clatters against a metal tray, resonating with the hollowness I feel inside. “What about his heart?” I spit in a fit of fury. “Can I have it? Because I’m gonna need a new one before too long.”

      Dr. Craven and Jim exchange a look of pity before slipping out of the trauma room, leaving me alone with the grotesque mockery of the man I love. Each beep of the heart monitor, every artificial breath forced into his lungs, feels like a hammer blow to my soul. Bile rises in my throat as I approach the bed with a scent of disinfectant thick in the air.

      Reaching for his cold and lifeless hand, I can feel another wave of nausea crash over me. It’s like I can feel the weight of metal impaling my car—and the agonizing pain that extinguished my lover’s light. The once clean smell of sanitizer morphs into the sour smell of burning rubber, and the beeping monitors resemble the screeching of tires. A flash of light drowns my mind, leaving me with the realization that he’s gone. This is no fucking dream at all.

      “Seven lives, Brogan?” I choke out, almost whispering. “Goddamn it—” A guttural sound of pure anguish repels from my chest. “You could have saved seven hundred more if I’d just kept you from leaving the restaurant.”

      The last dinner. The last laugh. The last time I’ll ever see his charming wink. The finality of it all crushes me like the impaired driver’s car into mine. It’s a cruel reminder of all that I’ve lost, but it wasn’t always like this. I can remember the first time we met as if it was just yesterday.

      In the food court at the mall, Panda Express was bustling. The clatter of trays and the chatter of mall shoppers offered a comforting hum for my ears. I retrieved my food tray, flashing a smile at the clerk, who warned me about the lid shortage. As I stood at the soda fountain, it seemed like the universe had intervened with a full Pepsi cup, highlighting the bad habit I couldn’t kick.

      Yet my clumsiness prevailed as I stumbled, bumping right into the most chiseled man I’d probably ever met. With this casual encounter came the predictable and entirely inevitable collision of ice-cold Pepsi and his deep burgundy Oxford shirt.

      “Oh shit, I am so sorry,” I blurted, my face burning with embarrassment. “Please excuse me for being a major buffoon.”

      All the man could do was chuckle, emitting the warmest sound that eased my mortification. “It’s quite all right, Mon frer. It’s just a shirt.”

      My head wavered. “No, no,” I insisted, already feeling the familiar pull of guilt. “I’m a walking disaster here lately,” I added, rustling around the food court with napkins.

      Dabbing each flimsy piece of paper at the sticky mess, I realized there was no way his shirt would come out the victor over my addictive, sugary Pepsi. With that in mind, I exerted the instant guilt muscle that has plagued me my whole life.

      “Please let me replace it,” I added.

      A playful glint entered his eyes. “There’s no problem in being clumsy,” he said. “In fact, I quite fancy a man who lives on the edge from time to time.”

      His reassurance sparked something in me. Perhaps a flicker of interest. “I’m Maxwell Williams,” I introduced myself, wiping my hands with one of the sullied, sticky napkins with a grimace.

      Regardless of my poor planning, he took my hand anyway with confidence. “Brogan Baxter,” he replied. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, even under these—unique circumstances.”

      My lips clamored together. “Unique indeed,” I agreed nervously. “But I’m no stranger to awkward moments—here—why don’t you join me for lunch?” I insisted. “Besides, I owe you a fresh shirt.”

      Brogan’s first wink lit a fire in my soul. Something I knew was the moment I’d finally found my first friend in Denver shortly after moving to the Mile-High City. “I rarely allow guys to buy me things on a first date,” he teased, flailing a wrist. “But sure, I’ll order my lunch and sit with you.”

      As I watched Brogan’s confident shuffle to the counter, a giddy excitement fluttered in my stomach. A first date in a mall food court seemed unconventional, to say the least. However, something about Brogan’s effortless charm and the mischievous twinkle in his eyes had already drawn me in.

      A chill courses through me, something that has nothing to do with a frigid hospital room. Tears flow freely now, a torrent of grief that’s inescapable. “I miss you already, my Papa Bear,” I choke out, the words sinking in. “What the fuck am I gonna do without you here?”

      My salted remnants fall to Brogan’s lifeless face while another rush of nausea consumes me whole. “How am I gonna tell Lily?” I cry out in despair. “What about her, Brogan? I can’t do this alone.”

      The thought of explaining Brogan’s accident to Lily is overwhelming. How do I explain death to a seven-year-old, especially one on the autism spectrum? How do I put the concept of mortality into words she can understand? And who else do I have to tell?

      Brogan’s parents, for starters. Even though they barely spoke after he moved in with me, they deserve to know. Then there’s my family: Melanie, Mom, and Kristopher. Lily’s babysitter, Jenny. The list seems endless, a crushing weight on my already heavy heart. But right now, all I can focus on is the pain. The gut-wrenching, soul-crushing agony of losing the love of my life. It’s a knife twisting in my gut, a never-ending ache that I don’t see any respite around the bend.

      “Goodbye, my love,” I whisper, barely audible enough through my sobs. “I hope you’ll be at peace and watch over us from wherever you are.”

      Wandering into the corner of the trauma room, I retrieve my phone from the pocket of my jeans. Finally, I’m spared a couple of minutes to send Melanie a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Mel, I have horrible news. Brogan was struck by an intoxicated driver tonight and did not survive. Here I am, standing bedside to his brain-dead body, and I’m at a complete loss. How the hell am I supposed to tell Lily? I can’t do it, I just can’t.

      

      

      

      

      

      No sooner do I slip the phone back into my pocket when Dr. Craven returns through the sliding glass door with a clipboard.

      “Mr. Williams,” he says gravely. “It is time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Craven sets his tablet on a stool, his face a mask of practiced sympathy. “First, I want to extend my condolences one more time, Mr. Williams,” he says. “Dr. Baxter was a highly respected cardiologist in the Denver Metro area, and he will be deeply missed.”

      My head bops to the cadence of my heart. “I know. Jim told me everyone like him.”

      The phone in my pocket buzzes incessantly, a persistent reminder of the world outside these hallowed halls of healing. Only the joke is, they can’t heal my Papa Bear.

      “I understand this is a difficult time, Mr. Williams,” Dr. Craven continues, his tone carefully neutral. “But Dr. Baxter is a registered organ donor⁠—”

      I dig my nails down the sides of my face in annoyance. “Spare me the theatrics, doc,” I snap. “Can’t I have a few goddamn minutes to process everything without you vultures circling around his carcass?”

      He clears his throat and continues. “We have a patient in critical need of a heart transplant, and Dr. Baxter is a perfect match. The transplant team will also recover any other viable organs and tissues to help other patients in need.”

      I comb my messy hair back; the situation speeding up on me. I know, deep down, that Brogan wouldn’t want me to artificially keep him alive. But the thought of signing the papers, officially ending his life, feels like a betrayal of my vows.

      Dr. Craven shoots a glance into his watch, almost as if he’s practiced how to handle this type of ordeal in medical school. “Time is of the essence.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter almost unintelligibly. “Just one more minute alone, please.”

      As he leaves, I finally take another gander into my phone. Melanie’s texts flood the screen, which seem to be a string of frantic questions and condolences. But I can’t focus on them now. All I can think about is Brogan, lying lifeless in that bed, and the impossible decision that lies ahead of me. Yet one more message pierces through my grasp and I read them, anyway.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you freaking serious? Oh my God, Max.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        This is awful!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        But you are the strongest kid out of all of us. If anyone has the ability to tell Lily in the appropriate manner, it’s gotta be you for damn sure.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Just take some deep breaths and even ask someone in the hospital… a social worker, patient advocate, or someone like that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        They’ll give you the advice you need.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        …Max?...

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me if you can. I just tried to call, and it went straight to voicemail.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Craven returns after a few agonizing minutes with a young woman trailing behind him. “Mr. Williams,” he gestures towards her. “This is our psychiatry resident, Dr. Mayer.”

      “Yeah, hi,” I mumble, thick with grief. “It’s been a hell of a night.”

      She offers a sympathetic smile. “I can only imagine, and I’m here to offer any support or guidance you might need,” she assures me. “So please, feel free to ask me anything.”

      “Actually—” I reply, cut short by another buzzing in my pocket. “I do have a question.”

      Before I can ask, Dr. Craven interrupts. “Mr. Williams, I know this is difficult, but it’s time to honor Dr. Baxter’s wishes.”

      A lump forms in my throat as I nod. “I understand—where—where do I sign?” I respond frantically.

      He passes me the clipboard and clarifies the locations where my signature is required. Dr. Mayer excuses herself, leaving me alone with the daunting task of authorizing Brogan’s organ harvest.

      “Here, you sign as next of kin,” Dr. Craven instructs, pointing to the first line. “Here’s my nicer pen.”

      As I sign my name, he continues. “And here, you authorize the hospital to proceed with the organ and tissue recovery process.”

      Dr. Mayer returns with a padded chair on wheels, a silent offering of comfort as I scrawl my final signature.

      “That’s all,” Dr. Craven says, pointing toward the nurse’s station. “I’ll provide copies of this paperwork for you.”

      “Thanks,” I manage, fresh tears welling up in my eyes.

      Dr. Mayer gestures for me to take a seat in the padded chair while Dr. Craven’s rundown of the next steps. The procurement team will arrive shortly. They’ll take Brogan to the operating room, and— I tune out the rest, as those details are too grotesque to contemplate.

      He leaves shortly, allowing time for Dr. Mayer to spend one-on-one time with me. She pulls up the plastic chair to take a seat, so that we’re face to face.

      “You had a question?” She reminds me gently.

      I nod. “Yes,” I reply, my voice trembling. “We—I have a daughter—Lily—on the autism spectrum, and I don’t know how to tell her about this.”

      She nods in kind. “Hmmm, okay,” she says, patting me softly on the knee. “That’s going to be difficult for you, but let me provide some insight.”

      “Okay—”

      “First, choose a neutral location to tell Lily tonight,” she advises, gesturing a hand. “Try to focus on positive memories, perhaps even give her a special gift.”

      As hard as it is to focus on her words, I just can’t. My mind is jumbles with emotion and worry. Thoughts of our home, now an empty shell, are the first to flood my mind. No more shared dinners—breakfasts. No more lazy mornings in bed, no more welcoming kisses when I return from a week’s long trip. And then there’s the bigger picture—how I’ll raise Lily all by myself. How can I possibly fill Brogan’s shoes?

      Dr. Mayer waves her hand in front of my face, her dulcet voice pulling me back to the present. “Mr. Williams, are you okay?”

      I startle, realizing I’ve drifted off. “Yes, I’m fine,” I lie, forcing a weak smile. “Just a lot on my mind.”
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        * * *

      

      My phone buzzes again, reminding me that the world keeps turning in the face of tragedy. I manage a quick reply to the best I can.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey sis. Still here. Got some advice on how to tell Lily Bean. Taking her to the chapel now. Wish me luck—I need it.

      

      

      

      

      

      More tears well up again, blurring my vision as I head toward the nurse’s station. There’s Lily, her tiny figure hunched over a coloring book with a splash of color amidst the hospital’s muted tones.

      She drops her red crayon and runs toward me with outstretched arms. “Maxie!”

      My heart aches at the sight of her innocent joy. How do I tell her that her world has been shattered? Or how the man she called Daddy will never come home? How do I explain death to a child who struggles to understand even the simplest of emotions?

      “Honey,” I say, taking her hand. “I need to take you someplace special.”

      Her enthusiasm is evident. And I’m sure she thinks we’re going to see Brogan. Boy, is she in for a rude awakening and the pain grazing me inside is all the reminder I need. We walk in silence towards the elevators, my mind racing with Brogan’s words used in earlier scenarios: “Lay out every detail as if it’s in a picture book. She lives for imagery.”

      A-ha. Good idea, Brogan.

      Lily’s small hand clutches mine as we enter the dimly lit chapel. The silence is a stark difference to the chaos unfolding in every direction of the corridors. But here, it’s a sanctuary for my raw grief. If there is a God, then he will give me the strength to tell her Brogan isn’t here any longer. I lift her onto my lap, the gravity of words heavy on my tongue. “Honey,” I begin, speaking low. “Remember when we read that book about the little bird who got hurt and couldn’t fly anymore?”

      Lily nods, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Yes, Maxie, the bird was very sad.”

      I nod in agreement. “That’s right,” I reply to the cadence of my quickened heartbeat. “You see, Daddy had an accident tonight.”

      She gasps. “Noooo, Daddy, what’s wrong?”

      My explanation endures. “Sometimes, when our bodies get hurt really badly, they stop working, just like the little bird’s wings.”

      Explaining this to her, finding the right words to fit her seven-year-old world, feels duplicitous of the life Brogan and I planned. When I held her in my arms for the first time all those years ago, I saw a future filled with laughter and joy. Walks around Disneyland with cotton candy smeared on her cheeks. College drop-offs, filled with nervous excitement and the bittersweet pride of watching her spread her wings. Wedding days, where I’d proudly stand beside Brogan as we watched her walk down the aisle, her face radiant with love.

      Unfortunately, those dreams have been crushed. The vibrant colors of Disneyland have faded to a dull gray, and the future I envisioned has suddenly dissolved into a painful haze of uncertainty. All I can see now is the empty space beside me, the ache in my heart that’s a constant reminder of the life we’ll never, ever have.

      Lily frowns as her brow furrows in concentration. “But Daddy’s not a bird.”

      “No, sweetie,” I agree. “Daddy’s not a bird, but sometimes even the strongest, healthiest bodies can get hurt so badly that they can’t work anymore—” I feel the acrid taste of what I’m about to say building up at the back of my throat. “And when that happens, the person inside—the part that makes them who they are—goes to a special place,” I add, shoving away the urge to cry in front of her.

      I rest my palm against her backside for emphasis. “But it’s a place where they’re happy and safe, and they don’t feel any pain.”

      Tears protrude from her miniature cusps. “So—so—Daddy is in that special place?”

      Nodding, my surprising words of wisdom come to a standstill. “Yes, Lily Bean,” I say, my tone practically crackling. “Daddy’s in that special place now.”

      She nods slowly, her eyes searching mine for reassurance. “But I want Daddy to come home,” she whispers.

      I bring her closer to me, sensing her small body quiver in my arms. “I know, sweetie. I want him to come home too,” I reply. “But sometimes the special place is where our loved ones have to go.”

      Lily’s voice shreds. “Oh Maxie, I’m so sad.”

      “But you know, they never really leave us, you know,” I assure her. “Daddy will always be in our hearts and in our memories—we’ll always have those special moments we shared with him.”

      She rests her head on my shoulder, her sobs gradually subsiding. “I miss Daddy,” she drones. “Like lots.”

      “I know, Lily Bean, I miss him too,” I affirm, swiping the tears away from my cheek. “More than you could ever know.”

      She pulls away with an exhaustive nod when I glance at my phone to see how late it’s gotten. Early more like it.

      “Okay, love,” I say, scooping her up into my arms. “Let’s go home—we’re both pretty tired.”
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        * * *

      

      My mind races on the road back home, where I’m accosted by a jumble of thoughts and emotions from this incredibly taxing night. How can I possibly raise Lily alone? It’s not only the concept of doing it all by myself. But also the fact that I’m usually traveling for weeks on end. It’s just not possible. Something’s got to give.

      I take a quick glance at Lily in the rearview mirror. She’s fast asleep, slumped over in the car seat. Then I remember Brogan’s words back when we took her home from the hospital. “With my conservative family and Lily’s confusion, what would you prefer she refer to you as?”

      I always thought the question was silly—navigating the judgmental waters of a public school where a young girl would introduce her two dads. Narrowing down on ‘Uncle Maxie’ offered the best compromise to fit our needs, but now I understand why Brogan wondered this seven years ago. I’m not her father. Not in the way Brogan was. But I’m the closest thing she has left, and that means something.

      My thoughts turn to the practicalities. How will I manage her school schedule? Her therapy appointments? Her daily routines? Somehow, the notion of tucking Lily into bed from halfway across the world becoming the new normal seems unfair mostly for her. She needs consistency, and I’m unsure I can provide that for her as much as Brogan could. My support system is thousands of miles away, and I have a fashion shoot in New York City in just a few days. Can I really ask Melanie to fly out here just to care for her niece? I push the worry aside for now—I’ll simply have to deal with it later.

      Continuing down Colorado Boulevard, a sign for a 24-hour Rite Aid catches my eye. With it comes a reminder of Dr. Mayer’s advice earlier tonight. Finding a special gift for Lily that she can associate with Brogan’s memory is ideal much sooner than later. Stifling a yawn of my own, I carefully pull into the parking lot. Quietly, I step out and around to the back seat so I can gently shake her awake. Probably one parenting fail among many, dude.

      “Hey, munchkin,” I whisper. “We’re making a quick stop before we go home, okay?”

      She rubs her eyes, surprisingly agreeable for a sleepy kid. We walk hand in hand into the store, heading straight for the toy aisle. At first, I pick up a plush elephant, but something about it feels wrong. Brogan wasn’t an elephant kind of guy. He loved shiny things, however. Any kind of trinket that sparkled and catches the light. The phone in my pocket buzzes again, but I ignore it. I’m on a mission and this is my moment with Lily Bean.

      Heading for the collectibles section, my eyes scan the shelves for something—special. Next to my hand is a mirrored music box with a porcelain ballerina twirling to a tinkling melody. Lily winces while covering her ears.

      “Ouchie,” she blurts.

      Quickly remembering the loud and obtrusive noises part of her autism, I shut the box with another pang of guilt twisting in my gut. “Sorry, sweetheart,” I say, pulling her into a hug. “That’s not a good toy for you.”

      Lily rubs her eyes with another yawn. “Why are we here, Maxie?” She asks, her big brown eyes catching my gaze.

      “Well, chipmunk,” I reply, kneeling down to her level. “I thought we could find something special to help you remember Daddy—like something you can keep with you wherever you go, like a treasure.”

      She tilts her head with a furrowed brow. “A treasure?”

      “Yes,” I whisper enthusiastically, though I’m far from feeling it on the inside. “Something to remind you of all the good times you had with Daddy—all the love he had for you.”

      Her eyes light up with understanding. “Okay, Maxie,” she agrees exhaustedly, taking my hand and leading me further into the store.

      As we round the corner, my phone buzzes again. I finally check it with a knot forming in my stomach as I read the message from Melanie. It’s a simple question, but it brings a fresh wave of pain and uncertainty. Something that has absolutely nothing to do with Brogan’s departure tonight.

      
        
          
            
              
        How are you going to avoid relapsing? You haven’t had a drink in almost ten years!

      

      

      

      

      

      The recognizable shudder of past mistakes washes me over at this moment as I lift my head, finding myself face-to-face with the drugstore’s bountiful selection of liquor. Just an arm’s length away. My gaze fixes on a shelf of whiskey, lined up perfectly at eye level. A jolt of recognition, and I’m transported back nine years.

      There I was, slumped on a bar stool in a dim-lit dive on Colfax. My hand trembled, swirling the last sip of an old-fashioned before me.

      “Another Jack, Tommy Boy,” I slurred, loud enough for the entire bar to hear my inebriation. “Thirsty summbitch!”

      Thomas, the bartender, shuffled over to my aid. “I think you’ve had enough for tonight, my friend,” he said, gently prying the glass from my fingers.

      Just as Keith Urban’s “Only You Can Love Me This Way” blared from the jukebox, the bar door slammed open. Brogan’s face showed a thundercloud of anger as he stormed towards me, resembling an angry bull released from the chute.

      “I’ve been worried sick about where you’ve been,” he insisted, pointing his finger back over a shoulder at the door. “Do you know how long I’ve been searching for you, wondering if you were dead in a fucking ditch or beaten to death by some Hell’s Angels in some back alley?”

      Heaviness sank down in my throat. “Uhhhh⁠—”

      His ire continued. “Have you even checked your phone in the past three God forsaken hours, Max?”

      In my heart, I knew how seriously I’d fucked up. However, the liquor had complete control over my emotions. “Butt—butterball—ha what a funny word,” I slurred.

      Brogan’s face twisted with rage, his tone dripping with pure venom. “This,” he spat, jabbing a finger into my chest. “This pathetic charade ends now—” he stammered. “Consider yourself fortunate that you didn’t get arrested for stumbling home drunk and nearly crashing into our gate,” he hissed. “And where the hell were you all night, huh?” He paused briefly. “Do you even care about this marriage, or me?”

      I waved him off. “But I’m happppyyy. Don’tchya—don’tcha—don’tcha want me to be happy?”

      The sting from his slap could’ve sent me straight over the bar. “God damn it, Maxwell Florian Williams!” He bellowed, yanking me up by the shirt before storming back to the entrance.

      I stumbled after him.

      Thomas shouted in our direction, angry at the prospect of being stiffed. “Hey! He hasn’t settled his tab.”

      Brogan turned around to face Thomas, halfway across the room at that point. “How much this time?” He asked, rolling his eyes.

      “$68.50,” Thomas affirmed. “Plus tip.”

      I could read the indignation on Brogan’s face. “Here’s a hundred—keep the change.”

      Brogan twisted around to drag me out of the bar with my left arm. Meanwhile, I let a sigh fall from my hot lips. “I cannnuuu—I can quit if ya—if ya wants me to.”

      He stopped abruptly, propping me against the brick wall. “Babe, you have to want it for yourself,” he whinnied. “There’s help out there,” he added, gripping my chin, forcing me to meet his stare. “At this rate, you’ll have cirrhosis in five years—dead in ten.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes. “I’m ssss—sssorry, lover,” I choked out. “I’m sooo sooo sorry if I hurt’ch-ew.”

      Brogan pulled me into his tight embrace. “You do hurt me, but I’ll be there for you if you really want to stop,” he claimed, wiping away my tears. “We’ll talk more tomorrow after you’ve had a night to sleep it off.”

      A loud announcement over the Rite Aid intercom pulls me from the memory, where I find myself in the same staggered stance, a reach away from my poison. Brogan kept his promise, standing by me every step of the way. And for almost ten years, I haven’t touched a drop. But now? Melanie’s words reverberate in my mind as if she verbally spoke them. How can I NOT drink away this pain?

      Since my father passed away, this is the first traumatic experience I’ve encountered—the same sorrow that led me to seek solace in alcohol initially. But now, I have Lily Bean. Shouldn’t that be a good enough reason? The irony is sickening—Brogan, killed by a drunk driver, and here I am, tempted to follow the same destructive path. A cold dread washes over me as I realize Lily is gone. Panic sets in. I’m losing my child on the very first night that I’m solely responsible for her. Fuck!

      “Lily!” I yell, cupping my hands around my mouth.

      Rounding the greeting card aisle, I spot her playing with a snow globe in the photo department. Relief floods right through me. I can’t let this become a regular thing. No. I could lose her to child protective services, and that thought is unbearable.

      “Oh honey, there you are,” I say, crouching down. “What’cha got there, munchkin?”

      She shakes the globe, enamored by all the tiny foam flakes swirling around a plastic frame waiting for a picture.

      “That’s for a photo,” I explain, pointing to the globe. “This makes it look like it’s snowing around the picture.”

      Lily’s face lights up. “Should we put a picture of Daddy in here?”

      “That’s a novel idea,” I reply, pinching my chin. “Say—would you help me find one on my phone so you can always remember the good times with Daddy?”

      Under the fluorescent lighting, we huddle together with my phone in both of our hands. And the memories come flooding back, ushering in more pangs of gut-wrenching agony. As Lily laughs at a silly picture of Brogan and her in the Costco snack aisle, I can’t help but smile. The first genuine smile I’ve felt all fucking night.

      She swipes to another photo—the three of us in my Hoosier backyard during Easter. “This, this, this one,” she exclaims. “This is my favorite.”

      I nod in approval. “Then this one it shall be,” I affirm, grunting enthusiastically. “For our one and only Lily Ambrosia Baxter, Princess of Denver County.”

      The word ‘our’ stings. It’s going to take a while to shake that habit, apparently. Lily, thankfully, doesn’t notice my slip. I pull myself up, holding onto a display for support, then we head to the Kodak printing machine.

      “Watch this magic, Lil,” I say, taking her hand.

      Using Bluetooth, I beam the photo at the kiosk. Lily gasps as it appears on the screen.

      “Wow, how do you do that?” She asks.

      My head wavers, all the while I shrug my shoulders. “It’s just magic—isn’t it cool?”

      She nods, pointing to the photo tray. “Look, it’s coming out here.”

      “Yep,” I affirm. “That’s our pictures,” I advise, taking the print of two wallet-sized copies to the register.

      Lily’s inquisitiveness persists on our walk to the cashier. “Why are there two?” She asks, reaching for her favorite candy bar on the shelf of impulse items.

      “I’m going to have one too, so we both have Daddy with us everywhere,” I reply, pulling her hand away from the candy selection. “No munchkin, no chocolate tonight.”

      A disgusted sigh leaves my lips. “Hello?” I call out, waving both arms up at the surveillance camera. “Is anybody working tonight?”

      Lily sighs with a frown. “But Kit-Kats are my favorite, Maxie.”

      Rebecca, the blonde employee, finally arrives after a minute of standing here in the cool breeze. I give in, letting Lily add her candy to the pile, knowing how hard this night has been for the both of us.

      “Okay, Lil, but you have to wait until tomorrow to eat it.”

      Upon paying, Lily takes my free hand on our way out the sliding doors. Rebecca shouts from the corner of the register stand. “Have a great night,” she waves.

      Great night? I can’t imagine a worse one.

      Lily falls asleep in the car in no time. Meanwhile, I turn the ignition and am immediately greeted with an oldie’s station filling the car. The lyrics in question hit me like a punch to the gut. It’s our wedding song, “How Deep Is Your Love” by The Bee Gees. My heart pounds to the melody while tears flood my eyes for the umpteenth time tonight. I’m fully aware of the irony in this moment. But strangely, I feel comforted. Is this Brogan or some cosmic force sending me a message? A message of peace. Reassuring me that Brogan’s passing was painless?

      As I put the car in reverse, my gaze shifts down to my Cartier wedding ring, sparkling under the dim glow of parking lot lighting. While the last notes of the song fade away, and a palpable warmth spreads through me, I can’t help but question if this was Brogan’s way of saying he’s all right, or that he loves me one last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain throbs in my head to a relentless drumbeat as I toss and turn in our bed. Our bed. The word twists in my gut as there’s a gaping hole in my memory. It’s a terrifying blank space that I can’t bring myself to face. Less than twelve hours ago, Brogan and I were laughing, wrapped in each other’s warmth. Now, I’m drowning in grief and my world feels like a cold, hollow shell. I squeeze my eyes shut, willing myself to wake up. To feel the tickle of Brogan’s chest hair against my back, or to hear his soft snores. But it’s no use. This nightmare is fucking real.

      My eyes flicker open to the dim glow of my alarm clock. 3:47 AM. Fuck. The numbers blur, each digit a sharp dagger to my chest. Tears protrude from the apertures of my soul because sleep is a distant mirage. Or plainly put, one giant cruel joke. And try as I might, I couldn’t focus on reading—any hint of happiness in the words on my Kindle would only drive the dagger even deeper into my heart.

      As for my future, it’s a dark abyss, a million miles away from any fairy tale ending. Since sleep is a lost cause, I sit on the edge of the bed, hunched over with my throbbing head pressed into both hands. Maybe I can find some way to distract myself downstairs until daybreak. Maybe Lily Bean will have gotten some rest by then, proving a small sliver of hope in this endless night.

      Stumbling down the stairwell, I dig my fingers into my temple. The Tylenol is in the kitchen cabinet, always on the far left. As I reach the bottom step and round the corner into the foyer, I’m greeted by the crunch of broken glass underneath the soles of my feet.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I grumble, hobbling to the nearest wall.

      The shattered water bottle. I’ve forgotten all about the relic from a few hours ago, after the night of fuckery, which has enraptured my tarnished soul. Maybe even a lifetime ago since the hospital and Rite Aid took for fucking ever. Then we took the elevator back upstairs, where I carried our sleeping princess back to her bed as the weight of the world continued crashing down on me.

      In the kitchen, I yank a tiny shard of glass from my foot, hopping on the other foot to avoid spreading blood. And thank fuck, the first aid kit is in here too, for that matter. I swing the cupboard open, snatching the Tylenol bottle with one hand and the kit with the other. But as I slide the kit off the shelf, a bottle of Alka-Seltzer chews tumbles to the tile floor.

      “God damn it, I’m hopeless without him,” I mutter, fishing out gauze, a Band-Aid, and tiny scissors.

      No, that’s not true. Brogan taught me how to handle this. It’s just—my head is a complete mess. I slap the bandage on my cut, then wrap my foot in gauze, trying to provide a nice cushion from the throbbing pain. My head matches the cadence beating in my foot, almost like the perfect miserable symphony of torture. The Tylenol is more than needed now, it’s as essential as sleep is to a sloth. Lucky fuckers. I only wished I were a sloth at this moment.

      Hobbling to the fridge, I retrieve a bottle of Lily’s apple juice, swallowing it down with a handful of Tylenol. Fuck the dosage—I hurt everywhere. As I settle into a seat behind the kitchen island, I wonder if Mel’s still awake. We’re twins, so I’m sure she’s having just as hard of a time sleeping as I am. Where’d I leave my fucking phone now? Oh, right, it’s in my jeans.

      Now I’m faced with the choice of going back upstairs and possibly disturbing Lily Bean’s sleep. Or do I just forget it because Melanie may be sleeping after all? The decisions swim around my mind while I contend with a bigger mess to clean up down here. The broken glass, that is. Grabbing a broom and dustpan from the closet, I hobble back into the foyer. It’s a moment like this that makes me seriously consider buying water brands that don’t come in glass bottles. If tonight is any sign of how life is going to go, perhaps it’s the safest option. This is getting ridiculous!

      I remove the glass fragments and wipe away the blood with a damp paper towel, exhaling as I go. Brogan’s iPad screen shimmers under the glow of kitchen light, peering in from the hallway, giving me another option to call Melanie via FaceTime. After discarding the glass and paper towel, I sink into the couch with the iPad in my lap. It’s not locked, never was. Punching in Mel’s number, I glance at the time to realize she may just be waking up for her workday if she hasn’t already called in sick. Knowing her, she would definitely drop everything and book the next flight from Indianapolis to Denver, given the circumstances, of course. Her face pops up on the screen.

      “So you are still up,” I say, flashing her a sign of my grief.

      Is this how it’s going to be whenever I talk to somebody face-to-face? Unable to show a smile, no matter how disingenuous?

      Melanie appears to let out a half smile, knowing full well that this isn’t a merry occasion. In cases like this, she’s always the strongest twin on an emotional level.

      “Yeah, of course I am,” she replies, shaking her head. “When you’re hurt, so am I,” she adds.

      I nod because I figured that would be the case. “Well, I didn’t figure with it being almost seven in the morning there, that you’d answer if you were trying to catch a couple winks,” I respond, ashamed for even thinking that she’d have her priorities skewed.

      Melanie breathes in deep. “I know this is a stupid question and all, but how are you holding up?” She asks, clearing her throat. “You never answered me when I asked about the drinking thing.”

      A grimace falls down on my forlorn visage. “I’m a fucking wreck, Mel,” I admit, gesturing with my hand. “Brogan—Bro—” my words falter under the veil of sorrow. “He was my everything,” I conclude, tears streaming down my face.

      Our conversation spans from topics such as how I told Lily that Brogan wouldn’t be coming home, and that he went to a special place, into much more inconsequential banter just in the name of keeping things light. Keeping things light. Ha! Whatever the fuck that means.

      I know I can count on her for anything, at any hour, on any day of the week. Snow or shine. And with that thought, so does the notion that I could buy her a plane ticket to come stay with me and Lily for a little while. As a personal assistant for a high-profile public relations firm, she can do virtually anything from anywhere so long as she has a steady internet connection. There’s nothing my sister cannot handle, and that’s putting it mildly. Fuck. If I asked her to make the arrangements for me, she’d have it all organized in a matter of a day—two tops.

      “Mel,” I blurt. “I’m buying a plane ticket for you to come here, because I need you bad,” I croak. “And there’s a fashion shoot for American VOGUE in New York that I absolutely cannot back out of.”

      The look on Mel’s face is as stoic as Brogan’s. “Oh Max, color me already there,” she affirms. “But you don’t need to buy my ticket.”

      Melanie knows about my combined wealth with Brogan. And the fact she has a good job is of no consequence. I’d much rather her spend any of her funds on spoiling Lily Bean. The ticket is my obligation.

      My head wavers insistently. “Nope, I’ll buy it this morning and send it to you electronically.”

      The sound of bare feet on the stairs makes me pause. It has to be Lily. Either she’s having trouble sleeping too, or she’s woken up way too early. Either way, she needs more rest.

      “Sis, we gotta switch to text,” I whisper into the iPad. “Munchkin’s awake, and she should still sleep after last night.”

      Mel nods with a whisper. “Yeah, I’m getting tired anyway now,” she says. “Maybe you both need to go back to bed.”

      I end the call just as Lily wanders into the living room, clutching her teddy bear and her blanket trailing behind her. Her eyes are heavy with sleep as she climbs onto the couch beside me.

      “Sweetie, what’s the matter?” I question, outstretching my arms to help her up.

      She rubs her fatigued eyes. “I can’t sleep good, Maxie,” she affirms, stifling a yawn.

      “Me either, munchkin,” I admit, tucking her underneath the plush violet blankie at my chest. “Me either.”

      Patting her head gently, I encourage her to close her eyes while I do the same. Perhaps we’re going to have to handle things one step at a time, one day at a time, one breath at a time. And it all begins with as much sleep as we can catch.

      The plan to grab my phone goes out the window. It doesn’t matter right now. Lily’s comfort and safety are all that count. Since I have the iPad here, that will do for now.

      “I love you, Maxie,” Lily murmurs, her eyes fluttering shut as she clutches my arm. “I don’t want you to go to that special place, too.”

      Another blow to my chest. “Oh honey bunny, I’m not going anywhere,” I reassure her. “You’re stuck with me for a very long time.”

      Her sleepy voice is barely a whisper. “Prommmisse?”

      “I promise, munchkin,” I vow, rhythmically patting her back. “A thousand times over.”

      As she drifts back to sleep, I turn to the iPad and start searching for flights for Mel. I access the Delta site and appreciate that my payment information is already saved because my wallet is upstairs too. After a minute of scrolling, I pick the shortest flight arriving Thursday evening. It’s a first-class ticket with one stop in Minneapolis, $806 total. There don’t seem to be any direct flights, but that’s not a big deal. So long as she can settle in that night, I can rush to DIA the next morning.

      I confirm the ticket, ensuring to type Melanie’s email and personal details, so she gets confirmation as well. It takes a few minutes, then I carefully shift Lily to the side so I can rise from the couch without waking her. She doesn’t even stir as the leather rubs up against the bottom of my thigh on the way up. Honestly, this is probably more comfortable than her bed right now. As I approach my reflection in the foyer mirror, I run my fingers through my greasy hair. Dark circles and beet-red eyes greet me as I glance at the ghost staring back at me.

      A shower is imminent, but the thought of stepping into our walk-in shower—I just can’t. Not without him. Sleeping in our bed alone? Impossible. Maybe that’s why Lily couldn’t sleep either. Any way I spin it, I know rest is crucial. And perhaps we need to escape this house, if only for a little while. Now that a plan forms in the dark recesses of my imagination, I waste no time sprinting up the stairwell.

      Upstairs, I throw on my jeans from last night, gasping for air as I yank my suitcase off the top shelf of the closet. A hotel away from our Cherry Creek neighborhood sounds like the best option. I toss in a few clothes, grab my toothbrush and toiletries, and splash a good amount of cold water on my face. That’ll stave any exhaustion for a little while. Then I collect my chargers and iPad, remembering to check if Melanie texted me back.

      My phone’s dead. Figures. It’ll just have to charge in the car later. Carrying my suitcase, it trails behind me in the hallway, where I see a framed portrait of Brogan and Lily. Another pang of grief hits me, but I must push it aside. Lily is most important right now, and I still have to pack her a bag. When I head into her room, I’m graced with the uncomfortable sensation of doll toys crunching underneath my foot. Just because it’s padded with gauze doesn’t mean it hurts any fucking less.

      Lily’s room becomes a disaster zone with toys and clothes scattered everywhere, and it seems like it was pristine just last night. She likely had sleep problems and took her frustration out on a few toys. With a precious child on the autism spectrum, who really knows? Quickly, I gather a few outfits, her favorite stuffed unicorn, and her princess toiletry bag. As I turn to her bathroom, I spot the snow globe on her dresser. The one with our smiling faces from that trip back home to Westfield. With the nostalgia comes another solitary tear, and the notion of bringing it along on our trip to the hotel.

      Back at the stairs, I descend each step with both suitcases in my hands. The weight is comforting, grounding me in the present. Quietly, I approach the base of the staircase, hoping Lily Bean is still asleep on the couch. Our luggage rests in the foyer while I totter into the kitchen to plug my phone in for a brief minute. Its screen is completely blank, serving as a stark reminder of the silence that has fallen over our house.

      Glancing at the time on the microwave, I can see that it’s already 6:15, whereas the sky is a pale gray, hinting that dawn is creeping over the horizon. Lily will be up soon, and I need to be ready for her. My stomach rumbles, ushering with it a wave of nausea as a reminder of the basic needs I’ve neglected. We’ll definitely need breakfast, no matter what else the day holds. Out in the living room, Lily sits on the floor struggling with the TV remote.

      “Babe,” I mumble. “I think I have a better idea than television.”

      She looks up at me with widened eyes. Meanwhile, I take another seat on the couch.

      “Come here, munchkin,” I advise, patting my lap.

      Her small arms wrap around my neck as I lift her up onto my lap.

      I run my fingers through her thick locks, gently tucking her hair behind her ears. “Well,” I begin, inhaling a deep breath as if trying to muster the courage to appear enthusiastic. “What would you say to spending a couple of nights away from home?” I ask, pulling her close. “It’d be like a cool little indoor camping trip with room service and all the hot chocolate you can drink.”

      Lily places a finger on her chin, as if with the decisiveness of an adult. “Will there be apple juice?” She asks. “And where would we go?”

      My head tilts to the side. “Maybe a hotel downtown,” I say. “Or we could drive to Colorado Springs and stay somewhere nice there.”

      She’s much too young to grasp the prestige of The Broadmoor, but it’s the first place that comes to mind.

      “What kind of place, Maxie?”

      A sigh escapes my lips. I try to explain it in a way she’ll understand. “It’s like that place you and Millie went to for her birthday last year—there’s a big spa, and we could get facials and manicures and pedicures—and eat all the food we want.”

      Lily interrupts, her brow furled. “But why would we celebrate when we’re so sad?”

      Her question catches me off guard. It’s a valid point, coming from a seven-year-old with autism. She wouldn’t understand the concept of self-care, of nurturing our bodies and minds to heal our hearts.

      My head wavers. “No, it’s not a celebration, honey,” I reply gently. “It’s a way to take care of ourselves—especially when we’re feeling sad,” I continue, scratching her back. “If we don’t do nice things for ourselves, we might stay sad for a very long time.”

      She stalls, tears welling in her eyes. “But we are sad, Uncle Maxie.”

      “Of course we are, munchkin,” I agree. “We’re going to miss Daddy so much,” I add. “But this is called ‘self-care,’ and it’s an important part of how we heal.”

      Lily bows her head. “Okaayy,” she says, hesitantly. “I’ll try it, then.”

      A wave of relief washed over me. “That’s my girl,” I reply, surprised by the possessiveness in my voice. “You’ll feel a little better, I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Navigating Denver traffic is never fun, and morning rush hour is especially brutal. Lily and I are about to pull into a gas station, where I plan on picking up a quick grub to hold us over until we can eat a proper sit-down meal. But the exhaustion is hitting me hard. Perhaps I need a Red Bull. Pulling up to the gas pump, I shoot a quick glance at Lily through the rearview mirror. She’s absorbed in a Strawberry Shortcake episode on her iPod.

      “Babe,” I catch her attention. “I need to run inside for a minute,” I inform her, rubbing the sleep depravation nagging at my eyelids. “Want a cold apple juice for the drive?”

      She glances up, and then I’m surprised by a burst of laughter. It’s the first time I’ve laughed since—well—last night.

      “Maxie,” she replies astutely, far too mature for her age. “In the history of my life, have I ever not wanted an apple juice?” She grins.

      It’s a moment of clarity, for sure. Lily is seven, but sometimes she’s wise beyond her years.

      “Touche, munchkin,” I retort, wondering how she learned to talk like that.

      Lily returns to her show while I finish pumping gas. The thought occurs to me I may need to stock up on some Tylenol or Motrin to continue nursing this poor throbbing foot of mine since the hotel isn’t likely going to have it readily available. Or if so, it’s going to cost a hell of a lot more than the inflated gas station prices. Approaching the cold beverages inside, I retrieve a 16 oz. Red Bull and Lily’s juice on the opposing wall.

      I retrieve a travel-sized bottle of Tylenol, then approach the front line where I’m standing behind a burly biker, inadvertently blurting out an expletive.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

      He turns around to give me a gristly stare, as I’ve stepped on his pit bull puppy or something. The Denver biker crowd has no sense of humor whatsoever!

      It’s at this precise moment that I realize I’ve left Lily alone out in the car. This is something that Brogan would never dream of doing—even for just a minute. If last night and this morning are any sign, I’m pretty confident in my ability of failing at this single parent schtick.

      The cashier calls out in a boisterous tone. “Next!”

      I quickly grab a small bottle of 5 Hour Energy for an immediate boost now, showing the cashier what I’m about to drink as I tear off the vibrant red and yellow label for a quick guzzle. Then I pay, practically sprinting back to the Porsche with a pep in my step, taking the aesthetic of an African cheetah hunting a gazelle.

      Even at this hour, the heat is stifling on my last steps to Lily in the backseat as I hand her the bottle of apple juice. “Here you go, Princess Smarty Pants,” I say, grinning. “Still don’t know where you picked that one up, kiddo.”

      She grins. “Daddy says it all the time to people,” she replies, her eyes glued to her iPod. “When I asked him what it meant, he said grownups say it to make them sound sofis-ti-traced.”

      My eyes twinkle at her trying to learn a big word. “You mean, so-fist-a-cated, munchkin,” I giggle, turning the ignition. “But you’re right, Daddy definitely knew how to sound sophisticated.”

      As we pull out from the gas station, the morning sun warming the bustling Denver streets, a bittersweet feeling washes over me. My daughter is growing up, learning from the best. But the fact of the matter is, ‘the best’ isn’t here anymore. And that reality hits me with a punch to the gut. Pushing the thought aside, I focus on the road ahead. We’re leaving the city behind, leaving the grief and pain in our wake, if only for a little while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Our first day at The Broadmoor was a raging success. Or semi-fruitful, to say the very least. Taking things slowly and respecting Lily’s sensory needs, I think I’ve done a pretty good job so far. Getting out of Denver, even if for just a couple of days, was a brilliant idea. I would’ve gladly gone further afield, but Melanie is flying into DIA on Thursday.

      Opening my eyes from the piercing light, I rub the exhaustion away with a satisfying yawn. As Lily’s hands press into my back, sunlight streams through the French doors. I squint at the wall clock, surprised to see it’s already past ten in the morning. We both slept soundly—which is a first in day. I carefully slide out of bed, relieved that the pain from yesterday’s cut has subsided.

      I retrieve my phone from the nightstand and pad over to the plush sofa in the sitting area. Picking up the receiver of the old-fashioned hotel phone, I thumb through the breakfast menu, pausing at a photo of powdered sugar-dusted French toast drizzled with maple syrup. It seems like the perfect choice for a quiet breakfast in bed. The downstairs attendant answers where I place the order, adding a large latte for myself and a glass of chocolate milk for Lily. Turning my head around, I check on the little munchkin, paying mind to keep my voice at a low enough decibel. She’s still asleep, with a relaxed and peaceful expression on her tiny face.

      The attendant tells me that our order will be up in twenty minutes, whereupon I hang up the receiver to scroll through my email on the wireless device in my other hand. Melanie’s itinerary is among the first to be displayed, where I also see her comments confirming the details with a string of kissy-face emojis. She’s even told me how many bags she’s checking, which is helpful because I’ll transfer some money to cover those fees as well. If she’s doing me this huge favor by watching Lily during my fashion show, I want to ensure she’s not out of any expense on her part.

      With a sniffle in my nose, I quickly hammer an email reply just as I hear the rustling of sheets from the bedroom. Lily’s waking up.

      Sis,

      I love you so much and can’t wait for you to get here. Lily Bean and I will be right outside the loading zone of your terminal the minute you arrive. I’ve just sent you a few hundred bucks to cover your checked luggage fees and anything you might need, like airport meals or Starbucks. Literally anything at all—it’s on my dime! You’re the best twin sister anyone could ever ask for.

      What a good idea it was to spend time out of the normal flow of things at home. I haven’t slept this well in a few nights. After her very first mud bath, I even surprised myself when I was successful at encouraging Lily to try something new at lunchtime. They were miniature cucumber sandwiches with cream cheese, prosciutto, tomato, and fresh spinach. We spent the whole day yesterday pampering ourselves to distract us from thing about the missing man in both of our lives. God, I miss him so much, Mel. I’ll probably never find a man as wholesome and caring as Brogan. But knowing you’re gonna be here with me makes everything feel intrinsically better. You rock my socks, kid. XOXO — Max.

      I hear the toilet flush, then the faucet running in the bathroom. A small wave of relief washes over me as I realize Lily Bean has remembered to wash her hands without me reminding her. She comes barreling towards me, arms outstretched. Catching her in a hug and a laugh, I let her squeeze me tight while she leans back against my chest with a contended sigh.

      “Maxie, I love you so much,” she says sweetly.

      My head bows. “I love you more, munchkin,” I respond with emotion. “Have I ever told you about the day you were born?”

      Her eyes light up like the Rockefeller Christmas tree. “Oh gosh, yes,” she giggles. “You and Daddy have told me a million times.”

      With a smile, I tuck her head under my chin, tickling her ribs. “I figured because you always remember those stories better than I do,” I admit. “You’re such a smarty pants and I just know you’re going to grow up to be a big, beautiful nerd, and I know you’ll do amazing things.”

      She sighs somewhat sheepishly, muffling her response into my chest. “I want to be a doctor, just like Daddy,” she affirms proudly.

      “If that’s what you want, then you can do it, munchkin,” I reply, patting her back. “I’ll always support you, one hundred and eighty percent.”

      Lily pauses. “Speaking of stories,” she says, taking a deep breath. “You never talk about how you met Daddy.”

      This gives me major pause, myself. “Ohh?”

      Her interrogation continues. “When was it? What was it like? Did you fall in love at first sight?”

      Her curiosity and maturity about romance never fail to amuse me. Kids these days are practically born with an iPad in their hands.

      A grin warms my face. “You’ve heard this one, Silly Jilly,” I tease her.

      “I know, I know,” she replies, shrugging. “But I want your side of the story.”

      Something tells me this is going to be a day of nostalgia. As much as I’d like to tell her all she wants to know, replaying the wonderful memories from the deep caverns of my brain might make my heart hurt a hundred times over again today. However, a curious Lily is a happy one.

      My brow furls. “Well, wouldn’t it be the same as Daddy’s?” I laugh just as a knock on the door interrupts us.

      “Room service!”

      Lily’s freshly manicured nails dig into my shirt, practically sharp as Simba’s claws. “Who’s that?”

      “Our food—I’m starving,” I advise her, settling Lily back onto the couch. “I’m coming!”

      At the door, we’re greeted by a gentleman in a freshly pressed red uniform pushing a cart laden with our breakfast fare into the room. The plates remain covered in gleaming domes until the attendant uncovers them, releasing the aroma of coffee into the air.

      Lily gasps. “I feel like Kevin in Home Alone.”

      Amused, I shoot her a side glance while I fish out a tip for the room service gentleman. This leaves me curious if Brogan let her watch the Home Alone franchise recently while I was away for work.

      “Yes, baby,” I reply. “It’s definitely an upgrade from yesterday at IHOP.”
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        * * *

      

      “She should pop out those doors any moment,” I announce throughout the car, twisting my head to face Lily in the backseat.

      Two days and I’ve finally snagged a new booster seat for Munchkin. Installing it in the mall parking lot wasn’t ideal, but it’s an insignificant victory compared to the mountain of shit I’m dealing with. Funeral arrangements, death certificates, bank accounts, life insurance—and the dreaded Baxter family.

      Ugh. My in-laws. The thought of facing them makes my stomach churn. Thankfully, however, I won’t be alone. My twin sister, Mel, will be here to play Switzerland. Or Team Williams, depending on how things go. I can always count on her to have my back.

      “Lookie there, munchkin,” I exclaim, pointing out the window. “Here comes Auntie Mel.”

      A look of surprise lights up Lily’s face. “Yay, I missed her.”

      A whirlwind of emotions swirls inside me as I step out of the car. I haven’t seen Melanie since Easter. Since that photo of me and Brogan in Mom’s backyard with Lily, all smiles and laughter. She approaches me slowly, as if in some kind of Hallmark Christmas movie. Meanwhile, I take a few steps in her direction as well. It’s difficult to hold back a torrent of salty tears as I wrap Melanie in the warmest hug I can muster.

      “Oh Max,” she sobs, tears streaming down her face matching mine. “I’m so sorry. For everything.”

      My head wavers as I pay attention to the swathe of warmth cover my heart. “I missed you so much, Mel,” I reply emphatically. “There are no words for how much I need you right now.”

      We hold each other for a long moment while the world fades aways around us. I want to break free and grab her luggage, but her grip is too tight. I can’t bear to let go just yet.

      My voice creaks through the dried ravines in my chest. “Mel,” I finally say. “Lily’s in the car, excited to see you.”

      “Oh, that poor, innocent little child,” she says, matching my tone. “She must be devastated.”

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s been rough, but today was a good day,” I bend down and grab her suitcase, surprised by its weight. “Jesus, what do you have in here? Bricks?”

      “A woman’s gotta have options,” she quips. “Besides, I planned on starting for a few weeks, if that’s okay with you.”

      My face lights up with warmth and appreciation. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. But I’m especially grateful you’re here for this weekend,” I counter. “I just can’t miss this fashion shoot,” I conclude, pushing her suitcase into the back hatch. “In fact, it might be my last.”

      Melanie opens the front passenger door, her eyes filled with deep concern. “Max, I’m always here for you—always—and don’t you dare give up your passion.”

      Her words fill me with a tenderness that I haven’t felt in a little while. With Brogan, his support was different, coming from my doting Papa Bear. Coming from my greatest confidant in the whole wide world—surpassing that of our mom—it just hits differently. I’m not alone in this and I know that. Finally, I have my sister, my rock, right by my side.

      “Mel, my job would be impossible as a single parent,” I affirm, opening the car door. “I can’t drag Lily all over the country—it’s too dangerous for an autistic child.”

      Melanie buckles up. “That’s not what I meant, Max.”

      Meanwhile, Lily squeals from the backseat. “I missed you so much!”

      The light on Melanie’s face could light my heart right about now. “Aww, honey,” she says. “I missed you even more.”

      I sigh as the intricacies of the past few days press down on me. “Mel, I don’t have the energy for twenty questions—I’ve got a million things on my plate—there’s no way I can argue about this right now—” I stammer breathlessly, turning over the ignition.

      Melanie’s insistence endures. “I’m just saying, you could always freelance occasionally,” she clarifies, placing her hand on my thigh. “Take things one step at a time—shit—if anyone can afford to take some time off—it’s you, Max.”

      I can hear Lily gasping from the backseat.

      “Yes, munchkin, Auntie Mel owes a dollar to the swear jar,” I announce, rolling my eyes in Lily’s direction to clue her in that we’re around a kid.

      A kid. My kid. My single-father prerogative is now to protect Lily from the obtrusiveness of the world and it’s kicking in naturally. I glance quickly, re-affixing my gaze with Melanie’s while a flicker of hope sparks within me.

      “True enough,” I admit, advancing forward in the busy parking lot.

      As we navigate the Denver traffic, my anxiety spikes dramatically. The accident, the fear of something happening to Lily—it’s all too much. The evening sky, ablaze with orange and purple hues, does little to soothe my frayed nerves.

      Meanwhile, my stomach growls louder than a lion’s roar. It’s at this moment that I realize Lily and I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I glance at Mel, who’s engrossed in her phone.

      “Sis, you must be starving,” I say, changing lanes.

      She nods, looking up from her phone. “I could definitely eat.”

      The reply coming from my backseat is enough to chide my lackluster parenting skills one more time. “Me too, Maxie,” Lily chimes in, waving her arms excitedly.

      A small smile tugs at my lips, but I pay more attention to the regret screaming deep within. As if Brogan’s spirit is sitting at the top of my ribcage, admonishing me for making his little girl starve all fucking day, whether or not she reminded me she was hungry. Yet at the same time, maybe tonight—if for just a little while—we can forget about the grief and the worries. Perhaps we can just be a family, enjoying a meal together.

      “Well, I could eat a horse,” I say, extending my hand back for a high-five from Lily.

      She slaps it with a giggle. “Can we go to the goat place?” She asks, her eyes twinkling with exhilaration.

      “I couldn’t think of a better place, Princess,” I reply, offering a wink in the rearview mirror.

      Mel seems confused. “The goat place?”

      My head bows with a sigh. “Yeah, that’s what she calls it,” I explain. “It’s a pub called The Goat and Clover Tavern on Havana Street,” I continue, carefully switching back into the farthest lane. “She loves it because it’s usually not too crowded and the lighting is dim.”

      Lily squeaks from the backseat. “They have the best chicken fingers in the whole wide world, Mellie,” she gasps, loud enough to shatter glass.

      My eyes roll to the side. “We’re right here, sweetheart,” I remind her gently. “Use your inside voice, please.”

      Lily’s face sinks for a moment, but she quickly recovers. “Sorry,” she mumbles.

      I blow her a kiss from the driver’s seat. “It’s alright, munchkin,” I affirm. “Just remember to use your inside voice, okay?”

      “Okaayyy,” she agrees quietly.

      Mel stifles a yawn, tapping on her phone. “I don’t know if I’m as hungry as I am tired. Flying always takes it out of me.”

      I smile, resonating with that sentiment about traveling. “Don’t worry, the chicken fingers will perk you right up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily climbs onto the booth bench beside me, sitting up straight like a little lady while her eyes dart around the restaurant. At seven, she’s usually past the coloring book stage or needing any sort of distraction. But I know this conversation might get heavy, so I hand her my phone and plug in my earbuds.

      “Here, babe,” I say. “Our food will take a while. Why don’t you watch a cartoon?” I suggest, scrolling through the kids’ section of Netflix.

      Lily points. “That one!”

      I grimace. “Uh—maybe not that one,” I chuckle.

      It just hit me that “An Inconvenient Truth” shouldn’t be in the kids’ section, and I also realized that I didn’t actually scroll to the kids’ section at all. The second offering, however, clears things up nicely.

      “How about Paddington?” I offer. “It’s about a cute bear, munchkin.”

      I’m not exactly sure what it’s about, but it seems safe enough just judging by the animated cover banner. Lily settles back against the booth, engrossed in the starting credits of the movie. I turn to Mel, who’s lost in her phone yet again.

      “Well,” she says, shifting her gaze to me. “It seems all of Hamilton and Boone County are under a tornado watch.”

      Rolling my eyes, I can take in the relief that it’s not me contending with storms this time around. “That’s the one thing that I don’t miss about Indiana,” I affirm. “Tornado season is a whole other level of stress.”

      Mel nods. “Hope Mom and the dogs are okay,” she says, sounding worried.

      My wrist flails. “Oh, I’m sure she’s holed up in the basement with the Yorkies running circles around the couch while catching up on her DVR backlog,” I reply, pressing my palms against my tired eyes. “I’m so exhausted, I could sleep for an entire epoch.”

      My sister reaches across the table for my wrist, a silent offering of comfort. “So—” she begins much softer. “Now that Lily’s occupied, should we talk about the funeral arrangements?”

      Another grimace. “Honestly, I have no idea where to start,” I admit, running a hand through my hair. “There’s just so much to do, and I have to be in New York tomorrow.”

      Mel squeezes my hand. “Just leave it to me, Boo,” she suggests. “I can handle it.”

      While a childhood relic, the nickname offers some solace in the deep, lonely void right now. I haven’t heard her call me that in years. Clearing my throat, I set my soda down on my salted coaster. Yes, salt is the key to a sticky-less coaster.

      “Well, one doctor at Mount Sinai said that since Brogan was Jewish, we need to bury him within two days if we want an Orthodox funeral.”

      Mel’s eyes widen with intensity. “Shit, that’s quick.”

      I shrug. “It’s their tradition, I guess,” I say, taking another sip of Pepsi. “But I wasn’t exactly thinking about funeral arrangements right after—you know?” Another slosh of sugary-sweet bliss rushes down my pipes. “And it would take over forty-eight hours for his family to fly in from Paris, anyway.”

      “That’s assuming you want them involved in the funeral at all,” Mel adds, her tone gentle but pointed.

      She’s absolutely goddamn right. If given the opportunity, I wouldn’t let them within a five-mile radius of my house. However, a parent should never have to bury their child. This is a concept that tugs at my heart, now that I’m contending with the dangers and comforts that I’m now obligated to offer Lily perpetually.

      “Exactly,” I say. “But it’s their son and I can’t deny them the right to say goodbye.”

      Mel shrugs. “True.”

      Resting my chin in my hands, I allow the sincerity of this decision to press down on my soul for just a moment longer. A few minutes pass with awkward silence, intermingled with a symphony of glasses clinking around the restaurant and finger tapping on Melanie’s phone screen.

      I clear my throat again. “But that doesn’t mean I have to bury him, you know?” I suggest. “I knew I would not follow their traditions, so I had them refrigerate his body until I could decide.”

      Another pause follows my statement. Burying my lover. The thought of seeing a modest casket with his lifeless corpse inside and nothing else to comfort the shell of his soul’s former body seems too hard to witness. A cough falls from Lily’s mouth, interrupting my silent contemplation.

      “Here, babe,” I offer, tapping the table with my fingertips. “Take another drink of your apple juice.”

      Meanwhile, my contemplation turns into the second half of our conversation. “You know Brogan,” I offer, turning my palm. “Even if his parents would’ve allowed some fancy casket, he would’ve liked the best, I couldn’t stand watching them—I couldn’t possibly let Lily watch them lower her father six feet into the ground,” I conclude for another drink of Pepsi, slamming it back down onto the table. “It’s too much—shouldn’t it be my fucking decision, anyway?”

      Mel reaches out to hush me. “Quiet down, Max,” she hisses. “You don’t want Lily hearing that kind of language.”

      Annoyed, I roll my eyes to the side. “She’s probably heard worse. Besides, she’s too enamored by her movie to care.”

      Melanie takes my hand in hers. “If you want my opinion⁠—”

      I nod. “I do, of course I do,” I admit, eager for her guidance, because I don’t have any fucking clue what I want to do with Brogan’s body.

      She smacks her lips together, assumingly from the tartness of her Arnold Palmer. “I think there should be some compromise,” she affirms, setting the glass down. “A burial seems necessary, given their customs. But you don’t have to host Shiva at your house.”

      My stomach churns again at the thought of Mother Baxter taking it upon herself to reorganize my fucking kitchen because the spoons aren’t on the right side of the drawer, or because Brogan and I keep the toilet paper under our bathroom sinks instead of a storage closet. Thinking about his hoity-toity parents simply makes my blood boil. They never accepted me, they never stopped criticizing our relationship, either. But I know Brogan loved them, and I must respect that.

      Melanie continues. “Maybe do Shiva at somebody else’s home?”

      I nod. “Yeah, you’re right—that’s the expectation,” I agree to a point. “But I remember Brogan mentioning someone who split Shiva between two homes—regardless—if we do Shiva—I’m comfortable enough hosting it with you here with us.”

      She nods in kind. “And Lily has her safe places to go when she needs to decompress.”

      Our food interrupts my thoughts. Lily’s head poises in excitement—or desperate hunger for I’ve neglected to feed her all goddamn day. Meanwhile, I let out another deep sigh and rub my forehead with frustration.

      “You know what?” I blurt.

      Melanie shrugs. “I have a feeling you’re gonna tell me, anyway.”

      My fist clashes against the table with an air of determination on my visage. “The traditional timing for Shiva has passed, anyway. So, cremation it is—I just need to find a pretty urn for his ashes.”
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        Dear Brogan,

        

        It’s only been a few days, but the ache of missing you has become an echo in every hollow room of the house. And my heart is a ceaseless pillow of gnawing pain. It feels like an eternity since I last saw your smile or heard your laugh. How the hell am I supposed to raise Lily without you? I feel like a stranger in my own home, a foreign diplomat to my own daughter. You were the perfect father and the role model I could never hope to emulate.

        Yesterday, Lily’s Trolls Jeep arrived. The giant Amazon box, a symbol of your love for her, pushed me completely over the crag. I hid it in the walk-in closet, but I couldn’t escape the wave of grief that washed over me. I sank to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably, praying this was yet again all some shitty nightmare. That I would wake up to your arms around me while your heartbeat served a comforting symphony of strength and safety.

        But I can’t change the past. If I could, I would cling to you in that restaurant, refusing to let you leave for the hospital. Some other doctor could’ve tended to your patient. Isn’t it family first, Brogan? But I know that’s not how you saw it. Your patients always came first—and I get it. I guess I do, anyway.

        That night at Rite Aid, I remembered all the pain I caused you before Lily came into our lives. I’m so sorry for every late night that you waited up for me with worry etched into your face as I stumbled through the door. I saw it, Brogan. I fucking saw the fear in your eyes, but I couldn’t stop. Not until that night on Colfax, when you finally drew the line in the sand for our relationship. I’m so very sorry for all the worry I put you through. And now, I know what it feels like to have someone I loved very much ripped away from me.

        As for your family, well, they’re not making this any easier. Their icy demeanor hasn’t thawed, even in the face of tragedy. Maybe I should’ve done things their way. I could’ve buried you within forty-eight hours, held shiva, and all the rest. But I couldn’t. Not so soon. In time, I hope they can find a crack in their stony dispositions to forgive me. That’s the hope, at least for Lily’s sake, anyway.

        I love you, Brogan. I always will.

        Until my next letter… XOXO, Max
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            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily’s gleeful squeals yank me from sleep as she bounces on the mattress, urging me to ‘rise and shine.’ It’s been three months since Brogan’s passing, and thankfully, my sleep schedule is finally returning to normal. Having Mel here has been a godsend. Her presence is a calming balm over my raw nerves. Life, well, it’s taken a positive turn in many ways. And my sister’s willingness to stay in Denver ranks as one of them.

      Even though the Baxter’s tried to pull the rug out from under me after his death, their venomous attacks haven’t fazed me thus far. At least, not too much. Mel’s unwavering support has helped me fight their ridiculous lawsuit over the house, and thanks to my brilliant lawyer, we’ve emerged victorious. Turns out, Brogan had the foresight to set up a living trust, protecting our home and all of his assets from their greedy clutches.

      And then, well, there was the life insurance payout. Ten million dollars. Such an unexpected windfall and a lifeline which has eased the burden of my financial worries. I can finally breathe easy, knowing that even though I’ve stepped away from my career, Lily and I will be financially secure.

      “Wake up, Maxie, wake up!” Lily’s voice chirps in my ear, her tiny hands playfully slapping my cheeks. “You’re gonna be late, you big oaf.”

      Disoriented, I bolt upright. I must’ve slept through my alarm this time. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I hiss, throwing the covers off and scrambling out from underneath Lily Bean to rise from the bed.

      Lily gasps dramatically. “Ahhhhhmmmmmmm—you owe the swear jar, mister! You can’t talk like that.”

      Peeved, I roll my eyes to the side. But I can’t help the smile forming on my face. She’s right, of course. Swearing is a no-no around her, but the stress is making my sarcasm bubble to the surface.

      Tossing her my Capital One No Hassle’s card from my wallet, I reply with continued sarcasm. “Here, take this,” I insist. “That should cover me for the entire month. Have fun shopping with Aunt Mellie.”

      She stares at the card with a puzzled look. “What’s this?”

      “Insurance, babe. Insurance,” I reply with a wink.

      Thankfully, I had the smarts to pack last night for my trip to Seattle. With Lily comfortably settled into the house by my sister’s side, I’m seizing this opportunity to escape, a means of finding some peace amidst the stunning Washington coastline. Perhaps we’ll even find a new home there, a place where the painful memories of this house don’t linger around every fucking corner.

      Clenching my credit card, Lily runs off to inform Mel of my tardiness. I splash cold water on my face, pull on a windbreaker, and head downstairs, hoping a cup of coffee will kick-start my brain.

      “Okay Mellie, I’m running late, as you can obviously tell,” I announce, heading into the breakfast nook with my Uber app displayed.

      Mel raises an eyebrow, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Yeah, Lily came running in here waving your credit card, claiming she had ‘insurance.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I grimace. “Right, I may have let a ‘shit’ or something slip.”

      Lily, the little tattletale, chimes in. “No, Maxie, you said ‘fuck’.”

      Mel lets out a chuckle. “Oh Lord, honey. That doesn’t mean you can repeat it.”

      Another grimace. “Kids say that darnedest things,” I say with a wry smile, bending down to hug Lily Bean. “Try to be a good girl while I’m gone, okay?”

      “Okay, Uncle Maxie,” she says, hugging me back. “We’ll miss you.”

      Mel places her hand on Lily’s shoulder. “He knows, sweetie,” she says. “Max, here’s your credit card back.”

      “Keep it,” I insist, waving it away. “Go have some fun. Just remember, no overstimulating stores, no sizeable crowds, and no loud music⁠—”

      She nods. “Ten-four, Captain.”

      Blowing a kiss to my two favorite girls, I step out the front door with my suitcase trailing behind me. As the door clicks shut, a Black Lincoln Town car pulls up to the gate. Lily, from the front room window, presses her lips and nose against the glass while I shimmy into the car. I offer another wave before securing the door. A tinge of guilt strikes me in this moment, for I could’ve brought them with me. However, if Brogan could speak to me, I’d go as far to say that he’d remind me this is an act of self-care, and our daughter is in fine hands with Melanie.

      As the Uber pulls away from the curb, Taylor Swift’s haunting melody of “Wonderland” fills the car. Her lyrics resemble the emptiness in my chest, a longing for something that’s out of grasp. She sings of reaching for someone who’s already gone, of searching the world for a love that can’t be replicated. These words resonate with a painful familiarity, mirroring my yearning for Brogan Baxter, my desperate search for solace in a world without him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Denver International Airport’s hustle and bustle washes over me as I navigate the TSA checkpoint and baggage check-in with a sense of ease. Air travel, once a routine part of my glamourous life as a fashion photographer, now feels strangely different. No heavy camera equipment, no overflowing bags either. Just a single carry-on for a quick trip.

      As we ascend into the cerulean sky, the recognizable ding of the seatbelt sign release me from my temporary confinement. The flight attendant, her smile warm and welcoming, approaches with her beverage cart, offering a moment of respite.

      “Just a Pepsi and ice, please,” I request, my gaze locked on the vibrant real estate listings on my iPad.

      The unlimited in-flight Wi-Fi comes as a perk to my Delta VIP status, a precious lifeline to the world I’m leaving behind and the one I’m hoping to embrace. Meanwhile, I continue scrolling through the seemingly endless listings, exchanging messages with Dirk, our trusty pharmacist back in Denver. He’s been an inspiration, offering to help me research child psychiatrists in the Seattle Metro area. The images of charming bungalows, modern condos, and sprawling estates dance before my eyes. Each one serves as a potential haven for Lily and me. But finding a new therapist for her is paramount, and Dirk’s background in child psychology makes him an invaluable resource.

      A cool rush of refreshing Pepsi glides down my throat, offering a temporary distraction from the whirlwind of emotions that stands to keep me wrangled. Although a mix of trepidation and excitement fills my chest, I can envision the possibilities that await us on the Western coastline. This trip could be the catalyst for a new beginning, a real chance to heal and rebuild our lives.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yeah man, look him up. His name is Durango Walters. I know him from school when he gave a guest lecture on the importance of boundaries for children on the autism spectrum.

      

      

      

      

      

      I offer an inquisitive reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        So he’s that good? You think Lily would have any problems opening up to him, since it would be somebody brand new?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dirk takes a while to respond, which isn’t unusual if he’s at the pharmacy today. It’s a busy one, always crammed with patients waiting for their prescriptions to be filled. And it’s always on a ‘right fucking now’ basis. I switch back to Zillow while my eyes scan the listings for houses in Seattle and the surrounding area. I want a place that feels like home, with plenty of space for Lily to run and play. What kid doesn’t love rambling hallways and a vast, green lawn to explore?

      Sure, she’s only seven now. But I can already imagine the day when she’ll try her hand at staircase surfing. It’s inevitable, and part of growing up. A smile warms me at the thought, even if a wave of sadness washes over me, as I realize Brogan won’t be here to witness those tender moments. Shaking away the fatigue, I push each of the melancholy thoughts aside. I need to focus on finding a new home, a place where Lily and I can create fresh memories, ripe with adventure and health. Denver is no longer that place.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Blinding afternoon sun assaults my eyes as I stumble out of the terminal, disoriented after hours in the clean confines of an airplane. My phone screen is an illegible glare, but I know it’s filled with messages from Melanie. I left Lily in her capable hands, but a knot of anxiety twists in my gut. Can I really trust anyone to take care of her the way I would, or the way Brogan would?

      I hail a cab, my suitcase suddenly feeling heavier than usual as I heave it into the trunk. The driver guns it, a sudden lurch throwing me back against the seat. Meanwhile, the outside world blurs as we speed away from the airport, the cityscape offering me a kaleidoscope view of colors and shapes.

      “Were to, guv’nor?” The driver asks in a thick Cockney accent.

      Contending with the lump in my throat, I advise him. “The Grand Hyatt on Pine Street.”

      He nods and we merge onto the highway while cars whiz past us like busy honeybees on the hunt for fresh pollen. Finally shaded from the harsh sunlight, I unlock my phone to recover a wave of notifications flooding in. Mel has been busy. Pictures of dresses fill my inbox, each one more dazzling than the last. My heart swells with pride as I see Mel’s choice, a shimmering gunmetal sequin gown with a dramatic black bow. She’s even arranged for the designer to make a replica for Lily. Another lump forms in my throat because it’s a beautiful gesture and testament to Melanie’s unwavering love for her niece.

      Swiping through more messages, a melody of updates and reassurances surface from my sister. Lily is doing well, she says. By the looks of it, they’re having fun exploring the city together. However, a pang of guilt accosts me because I should be there with them. Not stuck in a taxi, chasing shadows of a life that no longer exists. Then I remember the purpose of this trip and the hope it represents, evolving my momentary malaise into a bursting fountain of expectations and optimism.

      Melanie’s last message catches me off-guard.

      
        
          
            
              
        Would you object to placing a deposit down for the designer to fix up a matching dress for Lily? It would be really sweet to have look-alike gowns. You’ll never know when it will come in handy.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m flabbergasted that Lily’s showing such an interest in fashion. This being a new concept for her to grasp, especially because she’s usually so averse to clothes shopping. Somehow, in some way, Melanie has changed this for our Lily Bean, and I honestly couldn’t be prouder. I’m all for whatever makes the little princess happiest. And Brogan would be on-board to encourage his daughter to express new interests. Another text beeps in, this time setting my nerves ablaze.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry to bug you again if you’re still up in the air and won’t see this immediately. But I just went outside and signed a card to receive a letter addressed to you from some legal office on behalf of Josiah Baxter. It seems urgent. Call me when you get this. Love you, Boo.
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        * * *

      

      The Grand Hyatt is an oasis of tranquility, a conflicting symphony to the turmoil raging within me. I pace the plush carpet, the soft thud of my footsteps a counterpoint to the frantic rhythm of my heart. The letter, the Baxter’s, the looming shadow of their greed—it’s all a suffocating weight on my chest. I try to distract myself with the view of the cityscape as twinkling lights offer a mesmerizing dance against the velvet sky. Yet, it’s no use. The questions and uncertainty keep swirling, refusing to be hushed any longer.

      What fresh hell is this? What do they want now? Will they ever leave us in peace?

      A wave of exhaustion sinks in, and I collapse onto the soft bed, burying my face in the cool, crisp sheets. But sleep is elusive, chased away by relentless anxiety. And Melanie’s probably trying to battle Lily in the bathtub or reading to her in bed at this minute. Regardless, I reach for my phone. It’s time to call her, to find out what the fuck these vultures have unleashed upon us. The line trills four times before she finally answers.

      “Mel, open it!” I urge her angrily. “Right fucking now!”

      I can hear footsteps on the other end of the line as she walks downstairs to my desk, silent and solemnly. The tension builds, an agonizing and impervious affliction of the new struggles I’m probably going to face now. At last, she breaks her silence, appearing frustrated on my behalf.

      “It’s from Bechtel and Associates, signed in Chicago, representing Josiah Baxter the Third in Paris, France,” she relays.

      Dread washes over me. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I explode, my anger momentarily eclipsing the fear. “Go on, finish reading it, God fucking damn it, Melanie!”

      My mind races with a torrent of worst-case scenarios. The Baxters have already tried to steal our home, to take away the life Brogan built for us. What more could they possibly want?

      I pace the hotel room, my hands clenched into fists. “Tell me everything,” I drone.

      Mel continues reading the letter aloud with a trembling voice. Each word is legal jargon, filled with barely concealed malice. The Baxters are seeking full custody of Lily, claiming I’m unfit to raise her alone.

      Ice floods my veins. “They’re monsters!” I roar, my voice echoing in the frigid hotel room. “They can’t take her away from me! She’s all I have left of Brogan!”

      I hurl my phone across the room, the impact a dull thud against the carpeting. It’s a pathetic display of impotent rage, but I can’t contain the fury that’s boils inside. This can’t be happening. Not now, not after all we’ve been through. The Baxters are like parasites, feeding off our grief, trying to tear my family fucking apart. Not gonna happen. No fucking way! At this moment, I realize that I’ve forgotten my sister is on the other end of the call, now probably worried I’ve fallen over. Quickly, I go scoop the device back into my grasp when I hear her frantic tone.

      “What are we going to do, Max?” she asks, her voice laced with pure dread.

      A deep breath protrudes from my lungs, forcing me to calm down. “We’re gonna fight this, Mel,” I affirm, my reply steely with determination. “We’re not gonna let them fucking win.”

      Melanie sighs. “This is so ridicu⁠—”

      I interject her thought with more rage. “FUCK NO, IT’S NOT RIGHT!” I exclaim. “Listen, sis,” I continue, pressing into my temples. “I’m fucking tired and need to take a hot bath, but please take a picture of the letter and send it to my iPad so I can read it legibly.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” she replies with certitude.

      My indignation storms forward. “I’m also gonna call our lawyer, Derek Lancaster,” I advise her. “Fuck! This is too much, Sis.”

      Melanie’s response seems genuinely fearful that I’m about to do something incredibly stupid. “Don’t make any rash decisions.”

      I cut off the call, though kicking myself for not telling her I love them. It should go without saying, however. At this moment, all I can think about is the brewing shitstorm in the series of fuckstorms I’ve been dealing with the past several months. This just isn’t fair, Brogan. God damn it, why did you have to die?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      On the edge of my hotel bed, the air in the room thickens. Each breath is a struggle as I read the vile words on the screen. The Baxters, those soul-sucking leeches, are trying to rip the only tangible piece of Brogan I have left—right from the curl of my clenched fingers.

      
        
        NOTICE OF INTENT TO FILE FOR CUSTODY

        To: Maxwell Williams

        RE: Lilith Ambrosia Baxter, Minor Child

        Please be advised that Mr. and Mrs. Josiah Baxter, the paternal grandparents of Lilith Ambrosia Baxter, intend to file a petition for custody of the minor child in the United States District Court for the Southern District of Indiana, Indianapolis Division.

        The initial hearing for this matter is scheduled for September 17, 2024, at 7:00 AM.

        Your presence at this hearing is mandatory. Failure to appear may result in the Court entering a default judgment in favor of the petitioners, granting them custody of the minor child.

        You are advised to seek legal counsel immediately to protect your rights and interests in this matter.

        Sincerely,

        Danny Welch

        Bechtel & Associates

        On behalf of Mr. and Mrs. Josiah Baxter

      

      

      

      My vision blurs while tears threaten to spill over as a primal rage consumes me. I want to scream. Tear the world apart. But all I can do is to crush the iPad in my trembling hands. The shattering glass echoes in my already broken heart, every shard reflecting the crumbled pieces of my life.

      Slumped over, I stumble blindly across the room while my legs feel leaden with grief and my soul incredibly hollow. The mini-fridge glows invitingly, displaying its contents, promising a temporary escape from this visceral reality. As for the temptation, it’s almost unbearable—a siren song calling me back to the darkness. I can almost taste the burning liquid, feel the numbness coursing through my veins. This can’t be happening to me yet again. It’s been three months since the bottle tempted me. Since we lost Brogan that night. But this, this feels different. I’m alone, vulnerable, akin to a wounded animal desperate for a reprieve. The old demons claw at my resolve, their whispers growing louder with each passing second.

      Suddenly, a chilling realization pierces through the fog of despair. The Baxters are using my past against me. They’re twisting the narrative by turning my struggles with addiction into a weapon—aiming to tear my daughter away from me. A surge of fury, hotter and fiercer than the alcohol’s burn, ignites within me. I won’t let them win. I refuse to let them use my demons to destroy my family. I am not the man I was then. I am a father, a protector, a survivor. I will fight this with every ounce of strength I have left. I will not allow them to take Lily Bean. I won’t let Josiah extinguish the fragile flame of hope flickering within me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Hi, my name is Max, and I’m an alcoholic.”

      The words leave my lips like a proverbial declaration, just in an entirely fresh setting than I’m used to. This isn’t my usual meeting back in Denver, but the need to share, to unburden my soul, is just as strong as those moments of desperation all the same.

      In unison, the group of faces surrounding me greet me in kind. “Hi, Max.”

      I take a deep breath of stale air. For a church basement, there’s a certain taste of fetid pages and strawberries at the back of my throat. “I’m a visitor,” I add, resigned. “I’m here in Seattle—to find a new home for my daughter and me.”

      A heavy silence descends, and I can feel the stares of the group members on me. I can sense their judgement, unspoken questions brewing in each of them. Spoiled rich kid, I imagine them thinking. What’s he got to complain about? But they don’t know the real me, the pain that money could never mask.

      My explanation endures as a man in his fifties with ripped jeans wriggles around in his seat. “I’m—I’m here because my husband died. Hew was—he was murdered.”

      The room falls silent, and for the briefest of moment, I could practically hear the hiss of traffic up on the street. My vision blurs as tears well up, hot and stinging like the devil’s scorn. I feel the actual ache of loss, the gaping hole in my soul that no amount of time or distance can ever fill. Confessing this to a room of aliens is difficult to stomach.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I force myself to continue. “He left me—with our seven-year-old daughter. She’s autistic, and—and I’m terrified of raising her alone.”

      This is the point where I can feel the stares and silent judgment bubbling to the surface as a hot pot of stew. Yet I continue. “Having money is one thing,” I admit as my tone shifts. “But having a life—a real life—is something else entirely. And at the end of the day, we all suffer the same. Especially when we turn to the bottle for comfort.”

      Another tear rolls down my cheek when I wipe it away. “Thanks for letting me share,” I conclude.

      Once the meeting ends, I head to the refreshments table, pouring myself a cup of lukewarm coffee. It hits my tongue like a bad Grindr hookup—promising at first glance, but ultimately disappointing and leaving a bitter aftertaste. Not that I’ve ever cheated on Brogan. And even now, I couldn’t fathom being with another man after living what life I did with the father of my daughter. Next to the percolator is a plate of pastries, including a few French macarons. The sight of them twists my gut, a reminder of the in-laws I despise.

      Then suddenly, a voice behind me catches me with a startle, nearly causing me to spill my coffee. A man of average height with thinning brown hair, smiles awkwardly.

      “You know,” he chuckles. “I’ve seen no one come here for the coffee,” he adds, extending his hand. “Trevan.”

      “Max,” I reply, weakly shaking his hand.

      He grins while his eyes twinkle under the dim basement lighting. “I’d remember that name, and anyone who could pull off an outfit like that.”

      I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a back-handed compliment or not. Is this how people in Seattle operate? Complimenting strangers for their unique fashion sense?

      “Well, thanks, I guess.”

      Trevan leans in almost conspiratorially. “You’re not alone, you know?”

      “Not alone in—what, exactly?” I ask, my head wavering.

      He continues. “Having wealth and an entire list of problems,” he affirms, his smile fading slowly. “Including the whole drinky-poo thing.”

      A wave of reliefs warms me from within. Finally somebody who gets it.

      “You do not know how refreshing it is to hear that,” I admit. “And you’d know this because—of what, exactly?”

      He puffs out his chest with pride. “Because I own a few dozen car dealerships all down the West Coast, from Lynden to Carlsbad,” he pauses, stroking my palm with a gesture I’m not sure how to interpret. “And not only do I have a fondness for well-aged scotch, but I’ve also woken up a few times in Vegas, tens of thousands of dollars lighter.”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “Well, you’ve got me beat there—gambling’s never been my vice.”

      “So what is your vice?” He asks, a playful glint in his eyes. “Maybe it’s more than bad coffee—perhaps it’s a taste for the finer things, like my buddy’s new line of Starbucks Reserve roasteries?”

      My eyes widen with surprise. “Wait—you’re friends with Howard Schultz?”

      He nods, a certain smugness playing on his lips. “Pretty much. I’d hardly be golfing with him or attending his holiday parties if we weren’t, would I?”

      A sudden sense of intrigue fills me. This Trevan is an enigma. A man of contradictions. Wealthy, successful, yet clearly battling his own demons. And he seems to see something in me, a kindred spirit perhaps. Could this chance encounter be the beginning of a new connection? A lifeline in the Emerald City? No, stop it, Max. Don’t let him flatter you. You’re grieving, you booze-thirsty son of a bitch!

      “Wow, that’s impressive,” I say, genuinely impressed. “Uncle Howie is one of my business idols. Right up there with Larry Page and Oprah.”

      Trevan winks. “So, what do you say we ditch this dive and I take you for some real coffee?”

      I shrug, trying to play it cool. “It wouldn’t hurt to replace this tin can swill,” I joke. “Besides, it’s definitely better for us than vodka.”

      He smirks. “True, but hey, at least vodka’s made from potatoes. Potatoes are vegetables. Vegetables are healthy, right?”

      Trevan takes my arm and leads me outside. The darkening sky is overcast, seemingly a typical Seattle night. I watch as Traven finishes penning a text message, which offers me a flicker of uncertainty to strike my visage. Is this a date? It’s definitely a better alternative to drowning my sorrows in room service and hooch back at the hotel. And honestly, a bit of company isn’t unwelcome. The Seattle vibe feels worlds away from Denver, and from Indiana as well. It’s a refreshing change of pace.

      “My driver will be here any minute,” he announces, snapping me out of the labyrinth of my thoughts.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Your driver?”

      He puts off a nonchalant air, shrugging his shoulders. “Oh, yeah, I haven’t taken public transportation in years,” he affirms, brushing a speck of lint from his sleeve. “Not even an Uber or Lyft.”

      I’m impressed by his extravagance, yet slightly put off by the hint of arrogance. “Hmmm, maybe I shouldn’t tell you how much I used to spend on Uber back in my globetrotting days.”

      He lets out a stern laugh. “Don’t worry, I don’t judge,” he flails his wrist. “Everyone’s got their own way of getting around.”

      “That’s a relief,” I retort, feigning drama. “I was worrying about where this mysterious stranger was taking me.”

      Trevan waggles his finger in my direction. “Oh, no, my friend,” he says. “You’re not just going to any coffee shop,” he says with certitude. “This is the original Starbucks Reserve and Tasting Room—the crème de la crème of caffeine on the western seaboard,” he finishes with a flourish. “Just you wait.”

      A flicker of optimism sparks within me. Maybe this unexpected detour will be more than just a caffeine fix. Perhaps Trevan has connections with a realtor in Seattle and the surrounding areas. Or possibly, it’s just a chance to forge a new connection, a new friendship in the unknown waters for which I shall decide to tread.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Rolling onto my back in the hotel room bed, I feel a pleasant exhaustion in every muscle and a tingling warmth enveloping me. The afterglow of passion lingers around me and Trevan, mingling with the faint scent of cologne and sweat. He rests his hand gently on my shoulder, offering a comforting weight that seems to anchor me at this moment. I never imagined I’d hook up with somebody so soon after Brogan departed this world. Let alone at all. Yet, perhaps three months of agony and grief warrants a certain release, free of my immediate responsibilities for Lily since Melanie has that under control for the time being.

      “Oh, for the love of God, that was terrific,” he cries out, rolling onto his backside with eyes crossed.

      I agree almost breathlessly. “Wasn’t it, though?”

      We lie side by side with our bodies still intertwined and the sheets a tangled mess around us. Trevan reaches for his discarded sport coat as a glint of silver catches the soft evening light filtering through the hotel curtains. He tosses the jacket aside while a few loose items spill onto the floor. But I’m too mesmerized by the sleek silver case in his hands to care.

      Trevan opens it with a satisfying click, revealing four dark, aromatic cigars nestled in red velvet. A thick match slides out from a hidden compartment, promising of fire and indulgence to loom in the air like the bittersweet finale to Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5.

      “You’re gonna love this,” Trevan insists. He purrs while lighting the cigars.

      I take a puff, allowing the rich and earthy smell to fill my lungs. “Oh, yeah?” I ask with a playful challenge in my voice.

      He inhales deeply, shaking out the match. “Never had a real Cuban before, have you?”

      A chuckle leaves my lips with a billow of smoke curling around my head. “Guess not. What kind of millionaire am I, right?”

      “Your words, not mine,” he quips, clicking his tongue. “But let’s just say, these are practically fresh from Castro’s balmy asshole itself.”

      I nod. “Well, that makes me feel much better,” I reply, my response dripping with sarcasm. “I rarely like giving gentlemen a rim job, at least not on the first date,” I cough, the smoke catching in my throat. “But damn, this is smooth.”

      Trevan’s arm wraps around my waist, pulling me closer. His eyes land on my shattered iPad on the floor. “Well, there goes your deposit,” he laughs. “What happened there?” He asks, furrowing his right brow.

      A grimace forms on my face, all the while rolling my eyes. “Let’s just say my in-laws are trying to steal my daughter,” I say, the anger simmering beneath the surface.

      He takes another drag of his cigar as smoke billows out of his nostrils. “After the fuckfest we just had, I barely remember your name, let alone you mention your in-laws.”

      My palm collides against my forehead, sickened by the reminder of last night. “That’s why I almost lost it and went for the minibar,” I confess under the veil of shame.

      “You think anyone in AA hasn’t slipped up before?” Trevan asks somewhat gently.

      Shaking my head, I reach for a glass on the nightstand to flick the cigar ashes. “Not me,” I affirm. “Not in years. Brogan—my husband—” my voice cracks, the pain still raw as a fucking red sirloin. “He made me realize I was on a dangerous path—so he gave me an ultimatum—” I stammer. “Quit drinking, or sign divorce papers.”

      I hand Trevan my cigar to sit up while my mind races at the speed of sound. I’m so grateful I didn’t give into the temptation last night. A relapse would’ve been disastrous, especially with the custody battle looming over me. There’s no doubt that the Baxters would use it against me, twist it around to make me look like an unfit father. All I can do is shudder as an icy chill raises the hair on my arms. I can’t lose Lily. She’s the only thing keeping me tethered to this world. Lily is the only light in the darkness that has consumed me since Brogan’s death.

      Unable to handle the tension in my brain any longer, I rise from the bed and head to the bathroom so I can gather my thoughts.

      “Where are you going, handsome?” Trevan asks playfully.

      I glance back over my shoulder while a wry smile tugs at my lips. “To pee? Unless you have a firm opinion about that, too?”

      After relieving myself in the opulent marble bathroom, I splash cold water on my face while staring at my reflection in the mirror. The ghost staring back at me is unrecognizable, a stranger haunted by guilt and confusion. This is the first time I’ve been with another man since Brogan—since his death. A pang of shame washes over me, but it’s quickly followed by a sense of clarity. This isn’t what I need. I can’t risk falling back into old habits, into the destructive spiral that almost guzzled me whole.

      I dry my face and return to the bedroom, my resolve solidifying with each step.

      “Look, Trevan,” I say, reaching for my phone. “I have plans later, and I need to get ready. This—was a mistake.” I pause, allowing a breath of fresh air to cleanse my cigar-laden lungs. “I can’t be around somebody who thinks backsliding is even remotely an option.”

      Trevan sits up as his eyes darken. “I never said that,” he protests. “I said everyone relapses sometimes.”

      Shrugging, I choose to disagree. “It doesn’t matter,” I counter. “I can’t risk it. Not anymore.”

      My fingers curl into fists while every muscle in my body tenses up with barely suppressed rage. I want to scream, to throttle this man who dared to deceive me. But I take a deep breath, counting to ten, trying to regain a semblance of control. Striding to the other side of the bed, where Trevan is lounging, I retrieve his chinos from the floor.

      Two items fall from the pocket, landing with a soft thud on the carpet. The first is a plastic photo sleeve, displaying a picture of a tall brunette woman, two children, and a man who could easily be Trevan’s twin. My heart sinks at this very moment. But it’s the second item that confirms my worst fears—a gleaming gold wedding band.

      I can’t hold it any longer. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I roar as my voice bounces off the hotel walls. “You’re married? And to a woman?”

      Trevan raises his hands in a gesture of surrender, all the while exuding a sheepish grin on his face. “Hey, hold on now, it’s not what it looks like,” he pleads. “I can explain.”

      Explain? How can he possibly explain this? A wave of nausea hits me, the disgust and betrayal rising like bile in my throat. I’ve been a victim of deceit, manipulation, and falsehoods. And the worst part is I let it happen in the first fucking place. I let my guard down, desperate for a distraction, for a solitary moment of forgetfulness. But now, the cold reality crashes against me like the Pacific tides. This isn’t just a one-night stand gone wrong. This is a betrayal of trust. A violation of my vulnerability. And I won’t fucking stand for it.

      Trevan sputters, trying to explain, but my rage is a wildfire that’s consuming everything in its path. “No,” I snarl. “You don’t get to speak. You get to march the fuck out of my hotel room. Now!” I point a shaking finger at the door, shoving his pants at him with my other hand. “Get out of here and never show your face to me again. If I see you in public, you’d better run for your fucking life. Because I swear to God, I will kick your ass into next Sunday.”

      He fumbles with the door handle while a wave of shame and embarrassment mold his face like a wax sculpture. Within seconds, he’s gone, leaving a hollow silence in his wake. My anger cools as quickly as it flared, replaced by a wave of nausea. I feel like someone has robbed me of my dignity. The guilt of contemplating being with someone else is overwhelming, even though I didn’t break any vows. I can’t imagine my life without Brogan. And at this point, I’m not entirely certain I want to.

      A text notification vibrates on my phone as I glance at it. My heart sinks again, realizing the time. I’m supposed to meet a realtor soon. Somebody Dirk recommended helping me find mine and Lily’s new home in Seattle—at least prospectively. I grab my phone while the screen flashes a low battery alert and open the message. It’s from a therapist, the guy Dirk set up a consultation with for Lily. Meanwhile, a flicker of hops ignites within me. Maybe there’s a chance for a fresh start. An opportunity to build a new life for Lily and me. But the gnawing guilt remains as a constant reminder of the darkness I almost succumbed to.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Max. Dirk Halstead mentioned you’d probably need reminding. But it’s ten past six. Are you still coming?

      

      

      

      

      

      There’s a second message from Melanie, who appeared to send while Trevan and I were between the sheets.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me when you get this. I promise it’s not more bad news.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        … Quite the contrary, actually.

      

      

      

      

      

      I dial Mel’s number in my contacts, but it goes straight to voicemail. It’s evening time there, so she’s probably wrangling Princess Peach around Denver. If anyone can handle a sugar-fueled seven-year-old, it’s my sister.

      Tossing my phone onto the bed, I dig through my suitcase for a semi-wrinkled mint green polo shirt. The battery will just have to hold out until I can get it to a charger later. I quickly respond to the therapist, apologizing for my upcoming lateness, and rush towards the elevator.

      
        
          
            
              
        Running a tad late. Pardon my disregard for your precious time. I’ll be there in ten minutes—twenty tops. The Starbucks on 23rd and South Jackson, right?
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        * * *

      

      Meeting Durango is a breath of fresh air. Just talking to him about Lily’s struggles these past few months feels like a weight lifting off my shoulders. It’s no surprise that he’s easy to talk to, given his profession and expertise in psychology. Plus, I’m pretty sure he’s not hitting on me either. Which is a major relief. He seems professional. And well, definitely not my type at all.

      “After losing Brogan,” I confess, clutching my iced tea. “I wasn’t sure how Lily would adjust to having me as her sole parent. Sher wasn’t used to me being around every waking minute of the day.”

      Durango raises an eyebrow. “As opposed to not being around at all?”

      Explaining my globetrotting career as a fashion photographer brings up a sense of nostalgia. Even after a menial three months. He seems genuinely interested in hearing about the constant travel between New York, Los Angeles, and the European fashion capitals.

      “That’s a massive adjustment for any child, let alone one on the spectrum,” he observes, jotting down notes on a yellow legal pad.

      I nod, a familiar pang of guilt hitting me like fucking lightning. “I knew it was, but she loves me nonetheless. Which is a blessing, because it’s just the two of us now. Well, other than my twin sister, Melanie,” I admit. “The world can be a scary place for her, and I’m the only one left to protect her.”

      Durango nods in agreement. “Fair enough,” he says, sipping his beverage. “You said you’re from Denver?”

      “Yep,” I affirm. “A Colorado transplant,” I add with a sardonic smile. “But my roots are in Indiana—Hoosier born and bred.”

      He pauses, his eyes lingering on my left hand. “Forgive me for noticing, but it seems you’re still wearing your wedding ring,” he notes curiously. “That can be a significant hurdle for some people grieving the loss of a spouse.”

      A knot forms in my stomach. He’s absolutely right, of course. It’s a constant reminder of what I’ve lost, of the love that was cruelly ripped away from me. But I can’t bring myself to take it off just yet. It’s a part of me. A part of Brogan Baxter. And I’m not ready to let go. Not yet.

      I glance down at my Cartier wedding ring, twisting it around my finger a few times. “Yeah, you’re right,” I admit. “This and my bracelet—I haven’t been able to bring myself to take them off.”

      “I just noticed they match,” Durango observes. “Was that intentional?”

      Another nod. “Yes,” I reply, sullen with this reminder. “It’s a complete collection called ‘The key to my heart’ or something like that,” I add, fiddling with the bracelet, its intricate clasp refusing to budge. “I need a special tool to take it off, and it’s—it’s difficult.”

      The tears are resurfacing, waves of sorrow overwhelming me once more. I don’t want to talk about Brogan anymore. Not right now, anyway.

      “The tool’s probably in his office drawer somewhere,” I mutter, insisting we change the subject.

      Durango nods calmly. I appreciate his professionalism, but I still want to know more about him. After all, if he’s going to be Lily’s new therapist, I need to trust him.

      “You seem like a Midwesterner yourself,” I say, trying to gauge his reaction. “Maybe Dayton by way of Chicago?” I point vaguely to the right, as if the table were a map of the United States.

      He chuckles sweetly. “Close, but farther west—I’m actually a Colorado native.”

      I let out a gasp, feeling relieved that I had finally moved on from the subject of Brogan. “No way! Colorado?” I ask, surprised. “Denver?”

      Durango shakes his head. “Not Denver,” he affirms. “I grew up in Grand Junction,” he adds, tracing the rim of his cup with his finger.

      “I’ve heard of it,” I say. “It’s been on the news a lot lately.”

      He winces. “The Douglas Thames conviction that exonerated Robert Dewey? And Michael Blagg, for fuck’s sake?”

      “Mmm hmmm,” I nod. “Yeah, that monster,” I add, shooting a finger gun in Durango’s direction. “And that little girl a couple of years ago?”

      “Little Delaney,” Durango finishes my sentence. “Tragic case,” he says, shaking his head with sorrow. “Not exactly the kind of publicity my hometown needs.”

      “Yes, but,” I cut in. “It was touching how Taylor Swift spent a whole day with Delaney right before she—” my words falter, realizing her young life was robbed from her family just like Brogan’s from mine. “It made her dream come true.”

      Gazing into my empty tea glass, the melting ice resembles every square inch of my heart. “Lily is my universe now. If anything happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “Welcome to parenthood,” Durango jokes with a hint of sarcasm. “Where have you been?”

      I grimace. “Until this year,” I reply, tilting my head against the window and stretching back into the chair. “Checked out. From the realities of taking care of a kid,” I add, resting my hands behind my head. “Mostly one to six thousand miles away for three weeks each month on business.”

      It sounds callous as it leaves my lips. Am I really that emotionally detached? Not that I didn’t enjoy spending time with Lily. It’s just—work. Always word! But now, I’m finally getting it. What it really means to care for a young human with every fiber of my being, to put their needs first. Always.

      Durango coughs as the ice in his cup rattles. “Oh, but yeah Michael Blagg—” he pauses, his gaze fixed on the melting cubes. “No matter how much I disliked my ex-wife by the end, I never in a million years would’ve thought about committing murder.”

      Bingo. I knew it. Not gay! As attractive as he is, I know he’s not my type, anyway. And even to my gay eye, Durango Walters is straight as a damn nail. “Exes can be the worst,” I offer, trying to steer the conversation.

      He nods. “Yeah, we divorced shortly after my son, Gage, was born,” he says. “Six years old. Couldn’t face starting a family on a lie, even after telling it to myself and everyone else for years,” he finishes, a tinge of discontent in his crackled voice.

      My stomach twists. The complexity of that lie, the fallout of that divorce—it’s heavy. A lie is a lie, no matter how one tries to spin it. I can’t help but entertain the doubt swirling in my mind. Is Durango really the right person to guide Lily Bean? Is he even an exemplary role model?

      “What lie?” I ask, my eyebrow shooting up.

      Durango grimaces. “About who I was, Max,” he clarifies. “You understand, maybe,” he makes air quotes. “Keeping up appearances.”

      Genuinely confused, I bite. “Why would you need to keep up appearances?”

      He takes a deep breath, glancing around the coffee shop with a tinge of guilt—or perhaps shame. “Because I’m gay, Max.”

      Those words congest the distance between him and me at this small, round table. “I couldn’t stand to be that person anymore and it wasn’t genuine. It wasn’t fair for either of us.”

      A wave of understanding warms over me. His confession and the years of hiding—it’s a lot to take in. But suddenly, in this precise moment, it makes perfect sense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      Across the table sits Maxwell Williams, a younger, darker-featured version of myself from years ago. The kind of man I always wanted to meet, but never did. Trapped in a ten-year marriage, I never had the chance to express myself or explore my true identity. My family forced me to be the epitome of everything I wasn’t. They expected me to become the alpha male, working construction or oil rigs during the week, and take on the sporty outdoorsman hobbyist on the weekends. For almost thirty years, I lived a lie.

      Even after my divorce from Bethany, I continued to battle with my sexuality. Love seemed like a distant dream, too little, too late. Only when I finally confronted my demons, did I dip my toes into the dating pool. But with little luck in finding a true soulmate, I eventually gave up. Now, as a prospect to help this swarthy fashion photographer’s seven-year-old daughter on the autism spectrum, my rate quickens. Ethics aside, this meeting—while professional—is the first in a long time to truly excite me.

      All that to say, it’s partly because I spend most of my days in storybook-themed rooms, talking to children using simplified vocabulary. Cleaning up Barbie and Ken dolls from the floor and battling the glitter station has become more routine than fun, adult conversation beyond the chatter between my client’s parental units. Don’t get me wrong, I love my work. But I so desperately yearn for an adult conversation like this. Usually, I maintain a distant, professional client-provider relationship. But something about Max compels me to share a bit more of myself than I normally would.

      I clear my throat. “Since we’re getting more personal than I usually do in an introduction meeting, I should tell you that my son, Gage, is also on the autism spectrum.”

      “That’s a good thing in my book, actually,” Max assures me, tossing his cup in a nearby trash can.

      “I don’t tell many parents, hardly ever, really,” I clarify. “Some might think it clouds my perception or compromises my neutrality as a psychologist.”

      Max’s phone buzzes on the tabletop. “Speaking of Lily, this is my sister,” he says, sliding out from his chair. “I’ve been trying to return her calls and texts all evening—I think I should be going.”

      “No worries, Max, I understand. It’s late,” I say, extending my hand to shake his. “My son’s probably wondering why he’s at the babysitter’s longer than usual, anyway.”

      He smiles. “Boy, don’t I relate to that parental guilt?”

      “Spectrum dads, right?” I chuckle, returning his smile in kind. “We should form a club and call it precisely that.”

      As we shake hands, Max turns and heads towards the door. He pauses for a moment, glancing back at me.

      “I’ll call you in a few days once I get back to Denver and talk with my sister about the move. You might just be the first person I’ve met on my quest to find a new provider for Lily here on the West coast. But for some weird reason, I think I already know you’ll be an excellent person for her to place her trust in.”

      Offering a nod, I gather my padfolio and transfer my cup of ice to the trash can. “Thank you, Mr. Williams. It would be my honor to get to know Lily and help her with the transition from Denver to Seattle.”

      “Oh, please,” he scrunches his face playfully. “Just call me Max. Mr. Williams is my dead father,” he jokes, flailing a wrist.

      I notice a sparkle in his eye as he walks past me, heading towards a car. It’s not just the minor attraction that makes this interaction unusual. There’s something else, something beneath the surface that feels immensely comfortable. There must be some force that brought this new client my way. And I doubt it has anything to do with our mutual friend, Dirk Halstead.

      The commute from Jackson Street to my brother’s home on the other side of Seattle will be a good time to catch up on my audiobook. I love the world of fiction. In fact, besides my brother and Gage, books are my primary source of entertainment. As much as I enjoy having a social life, it doesn’t happen often because I’m a single father to a son with autism. But even with the heavy responsibility, I wouldn’t trade having Gage for anything in the world. Just because I’m often stuck at home doesn’t mean I can’t have fun. Truth be told, most of the time I don’t know how to have fun without Gage by my side. Thankfully, my brother Jake steps in whenever possible to help with raising his nephew.

      As usual, the Seattle sky is turning gray, and another rain is about to grace the lush greenery of the Lakeside Estates subdivision. I pull my silver Honda Element into Jake’s slanted drive, ready to face another evening of fatherhood.
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      Apart from the occasional Uber or taxi when I’m in the backseat of somebody else’s car, I’m not used to being in a passenger seat. Usually, I’m the one behind the wheel. But today, I’m riding shotgun with Pam Lancaster, my new realtor, as she shows me some prime real estate in Washington’s capital.

      “You’re going to love it here,” Pam says enthusiastically, as we approach the L.V. Murrow Bridge. “Especially Mercer Island. From what you’ve told me in emails, it’s the perfect place to raise your niece.”

      I feel a tickle at the back of my throat. “Daughter, actually,” I correct her. “She’s used to calling me ‘Uncle Max’ because my late husband was her biological father. She’s autistic, so it’s harder for her to grasp concepts that other kids understand far easier.”

      “Oh, that’s so darling,” Pam replies.

      “She is,” I nod. “A huge blessing in my life—and one I definitely don’t want to lose.”

      As we cross the bridge, I gaze out at Lake Washington. The sun dances on the water, but a pit forms in my stomach. The Baxter family could take her away if the judge deems me unfit. Even though the Supreme Court recently recognized same-sex marriage, society still has a long way to go. Parenting is a fundamental right, regardless of who one loves. If roles were reversed, Brogan wouldn’t let this fear consume him. So why do I? I must be stronger. I need guidance. I need my fucking lawyer to call me back.

      “Darlin’, you’re out in left field—everything spiffy?” Pam asks, noticing my distant expression.

      Another nod. “Yep, just fine,” I assure her. “Eager to see these houses,” I add, pushing the fear aside.

      This isn’t the time to let fear cloud my judgment.

      “Well shit, sweet pea,” she chokes playfully. “If I’d have known you were looking for houses, we wouldn’t be traveling so far east of Puget Sound.”

      Confusion dances across my face. “That is what we’re doing, right?”

      Pam chuckles. “I wouldn’t necessarily call these houses, Max,” she affirms. “More like huge, luxurious boxes with more lights than a Dutch brothel.”

      “Oh right,” I grin. “Though to be fair, a motel room in the middle of nowhere has more lights than a brothel.”

      “Now that’s the spirit, puddin’,” she laughs. “We’re almost at our first stop, one of my new favorite listings,” she adds excitedly. “I’m talking about a lawn so big that it takes two people all day to mow.”

      A huge yard would be perfect for Lily Bean, if it meets her specific needs. Pam’s maroon Prius pulls up to an iron gate guarding a long, winding driveway. As she punches in the gate code, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I shimmy my hand between the seatbelt and my pocket to read the message. It’s a long one. My screen floods with notifications as Melanie pauses and restarts between thoughts.

      Shit! What now? I think to myself as Pam speeds up her hybrid past the gate, up the snake-like driveway. The sight of a large house doesn’t shock me. My, well, mine and Lily’s home in Denver is already half this size.

      We step out of the car onto the clean slab of cement that leads into a multi-car garage. Pam circles around to my side and points at my phone. “Sweet tart, that better be out to take pictures, because I guarantee you won’t see a sexier bitch than this on today’s tour,” she affirms, striding towards the front entrance.

      As she climbs the steps, she turns back over her shoulder. “This is the cat’s pajamas of Seattle homes. Even Bill Gates himself may live in an expensive home, but I can assure you it’s not this magnificent.”

      Clicking the screen off, I slide my phone back into my pocket. I barely have time to glance at Melanie’s lengthy rambles. All I can make out amidst Pam’s real estate chatter is something about the Baxter’s custody case. I push the thought away for now, because I don’t even want to think about losing Lily. This is supposed to be a happy day for me, God damn it. I want the perfect home for us. A place where she can roam safely, without fear of overstimulation. This estate’s size seems promising. Princess Peach would never feel claustrophobic here.

      Pam swings open the door, and it moves gently, like the wooden doors leading into Jurassic Park. Only without the promise of blood and gore—I hope. Did anyone die here? Is this why it’s on the market? Shit. Why is the owner motivated to sell? Yet, as we enter the grand foyer, my gut instinct corrects the dark thoughts swarming my mind. This seems like it could be the right place. I’m not superstitious, but I know how to listen to my gut most of the time. And according to Oprah, our gut is always right. This home feels more than just welcoming. It’s almost as if I’ve been here before, only I can’t exactly place when.

      “Well, step on it, puddin’,” she ushers me inside.

      I take in the atmosphere and all its grandeur. Polished marble floors, crystal chandeliers hanging from a vaulted ceiling. This feels like a fairytale. Or perhaps that scene in “The Greatest Showman” where Hugh Jackman reveals his family’s new sizeable estate. This feels like a home I could live in for years, at least until I send Lily off to college. Then, plus some, I suppose.

      My gaping mouth oscillates from one shoulder to the other as I follow Pam through a long hallway that opens into a grand dining room. It’s a space of elegant proportions, reserved for elaborate dinner parties and holidays. With Christmas just around the corner, I can almost see Lily here, her laughter bouncing from one marble wall to another. The scent of Melanie’s famous sugar cookies wafts from the nearby kitchen, and I imagine myself standing there, a warm latte in hand, watching Lily’s joy unfold.

      A wave of longing washes over me. I want to make this vision a reality. This house feels like more than just a house. It feels like a safe haven, a place where Lily and I can heal and grow together. It’s a far cry from the ghosts of our Denver abode, where every footstep carries a memory of Brogan. The thought of leaving my old life behind brings a cacophony of emotions. Sadness, anticipation, and perhaps a little hope. Tears well up in my eyes, but I know they’re not salted rivers of sorrow. There’s a flicker of joy in them, too. This is a chance for our fresh start, a brand-new chapter in our lives.

      At this precise moment, I’m filled with a sense of expectation and anticipation. I trust my lawyer will ensure a smooth transition for Lily and me. And as for this McMansion, it calls to me like a lighthouse in Bell Harbor. It’s more than just a picture of beauty and magnificence. This estate offers the promise of a brighter future, a place where laughter will fill the corridors and love will bloom in every room.
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      Rounding the corner into my hotel suite, I’m overcome by an intense feeling at the sight of my shattered iPad screen. And the broken wall of which my American Express Black Card will pay for upon checkout. This stark reminder brings about a sense of shame washing over me, crashing against the frigid air of the room. But relief follows close behind—I’m proud of myself for not succumbing to the siren song of alcohol. Especially not now, with a custody battle looming on the horizon like Custer’s last fucking stand.

      The nerve of the Baxters, thinking they can judge my fitness as a parent because of my sexuality. As if my decade of sobriety means nothing in the face of their archaic prejudices. I rummage through my luggage, fingers brushing against the soft fabric of a clean white tee and black cashmere lounge pants. The detriment of Melanie’s unread texts press into the caverns of my conscious, offering a silent symphony of anxiety and anticipation in the same breath.

      After a quick splash of water on my face, I change into my comfortable clothes and retrieve my phone from the bed. Sinking into the couch, my weary body melts into the shallow bed of plush cushions. My gaze shifts towards the mini bar, revealing an array of gleaming liquor bottles. Each one crying for attention, digging into the furrows of my soul for just a sip. I shake my head insistently. No, Max. I’m stronger now. I will not fall into that trap again.

      With a resolute sigh, I pick up the hotel phone and request the removal of all liquor from this suite. Then, I turn my attention back to the cell phone, where my heart pounds in succession as I scroll through the call history to find Melanie’s contact. It’s a familiar path, worn smooth by countless conversations filled with laughter, tears, and her staunch support.

      This call isn’t just about catching up, it’s about finding solace in the voice of the one person who knows me better than anyone else, besides our mother, of course. It’s about sharing my hopes and fears, my longing for moving to Seattle, and the anxieties that burrow into my soul. This phone interaction will hopefully offer me the strength I need to overcome my adversities, and clinging to the unwavering belief that love will always prevail. Melanie is my AA group tonight. Fuck Trevan, that prick.

      “Max, my God! I’ve been trying to reach your all day,” Melanie answers, her crackling voice emanating through the phone with urgency.

      “I know, I’m sorry,” I offer. “I have pictures of this amazing place I saw today, but I’m on my phone—shit,” I reply, feeling a twinge of guilt just as Lily chimes in over Mel.

      “Well, mister, that’s another trip to Bloomy-hales,” she hisses sarcastically.

      Melanie and I both burst into laughter. Lily sure has grasped the concept of my insurance policy for swear words by now.

      “Munchkin, it’s called Bloomingdale’s,” I correct her. “And you just use that card for whatever strikes your fancy this week.”

      Melanie brings the conversation back on course. “Send the pictures from your iPad, silly,” she says.

      I roll my eyes, momentarily forgetting to mention my recent fit of rage. Or maybe it’s my brain’s way of shielding me from the shame.

      “To be honest—” I’m reluctant to articulate my thoughts. “My iPad isn’t working,” I lie, knowing the truth will eventually come out.

      However, I’m like a child caught in a fib, humiliation outweighing reason. It’s not like she’s our mother, even if she tries to be. A knock at the door heralds my conscience’s ability to breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Come in,” I call out, covering the phone with my hand.

      Melanie chokes. “Expecting company tonight?” She asks, sounding curious.

      “No, I just forgot to ask for the minibar to be removed,” I shrug, smiling at the hotel attendant as he enters with a service cart full of sparkling water and an array of alcoholic-friendly snacks.

      “Maaaaaxxxxx—”

      I interject Melanie’s show of concern. “I know, I know,” I plead. “I didn’t have a single drop, I promise you,” I add, placing a palm on my temple. “I even went to a meeting.”

      Heat rises in my veins as I think about Trevan Donoghue, the man who made me feel like a naïve, horny teenager with hungry eyes.

      Melanie replies, relieved. “Well, that’s something,” she says. “I’m proud of you, boo.”

      Clearing my throat, I try to focus on the present. I can’t let a moment of weakness derail my fresh start. And I don’t want to think about anyone but Brogan. And—maybe Durango Walters. There’s a spark about him, something deep inside that intrigues me. Perhaps it’s because, in some ways, he reminds me of Brogan, a fellow nurturer. But that’s a thought for another time. Right now, my focus must return to Melanie and Lily Bean.

      “Hello? Earth to Max?” Melanie’s voice snaps me from my thoughts.

      “Sorry, sis,” I apologize, realizing this isn’t one of our best conversations. “My mind’s just racing with a million different things. But it’ll be okay,” I reassure her, trying to convince myself of that as well.

      Her response is filled with worry. “You seem pretty preoccupied.”

      Changing the subject, I press on for more information about her texts. “So, what was the news you had earlier while I was looking at houses?”

      Melanie’s tone makes a complete one-eighty. “Well, are you sitting down?”

      “Obviously,” I retort, my tone filled with frustration and sarcasm. “But you asked me the same thing a few days ago, and you know how that turned out.”

      “No, no, sweetheart,” she says, all the while asking Lily to go get ready for bath time. “This is fantastic,” she pauses, the sound of shuffling papers filling the silence between us. “Okay, I just opened the letter from your lawyer, and it’s a copy of what he sent the Baxters.”

      I sit up and rest my elbows on my knees. “Go on⁠—”

      “It basically says they don’t have a chance at getting custody of Lily and your lawyer wants to settle out of court,” she informs me. “With an amicable arrangement where they could have her during the summers, at their own expense.”

      Relief washes over me. “Oh my fucking God, that’s great news,” I cry out with zeal. “I knew I had a shot at keeping her. I mean, they barely saw her since she was two-years-old. And that was only because of her cousin’s Bar Mitzvah in New York.”

      “What assholes!” Melanie exclaims. “I’m so sorry they weren’t more inclusive of you, Max.”

      A single tear escapes my eye. “You know, I’m sure they’re good people in other ways. But for some reason, they just never liked me,” I affirm, wiping my eye. “I don’t think they’re like this to everyone. We just started off on the wrong foot.”

      Mel sighs. “Clearly.”

      I wipe away the fresh tears from my face as the hotel employee wheels away to hooch from my suite. Silence descends between us for a few moments before Melanie breaks it.

      “So, what’s this place like?” Melanie asks, intrigued.

      Finally, a wave of pure joy warms my face. I can’t wait to tell her about the house. My McMansion of sorts.

      “Oh, sis, you have no idea,” I squeal. “I wanna put in an offer right now—it’s three times the size of our current place.”

      Though miles away, I can hear her smile through the phone. “My God, Lily would love a bigger place,” she says. “As if this one isn’t already humongous—if I hadn’t been here before, I’d need a map to get around.”

      Enthusiasm returns to my voice. “Then you’ll need a GPS device to navigate the halls of this mansion overlooking the water.”

      “I can’t wait to see the pictures,” Melanie says. “Before we go, don’t you want to say goodnight to your daughter?”

      My daughter? Given the arrangement we’ve previously had, it’s rare for anyone in the family to automatically refer to Lily Bean as my daughter. But formalities aside, she is now. One hundred percent. As much as I’ve hesitated to fill Brogan’s shoes these past few months. It’s not out of avoidance, no. But more from a place of respect for Brogan, since she still calls me ‘Uncle Max’ anyway.

      “Of course I want to say goodnight,” I sigh, rubbing my forehead. “Switch it to FaceTime so she can see me.”
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        * * *

      

      For the second night in a row, my plans to relax are foiled by a last-minute request. I don’t want to be rude, but it better be worth it. I was even going to hit up a dispensary and truly unwind. Like someone with autism, I get frustrated when plans change without warning. The text message on my screen catches me off guard. It’s fucking late. And the sender is, well, unexpected.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi, Max. Would you want to meet up and have a drink tonight? I can’t seem to stop thinking about you and Lily for some reason.

      

      

      

      

      

      First of all, the universe is testing me with this ridiculous temptation right after I had the mini bar removed. Secondly, there’s a spark of intrigue. Durango, Lily’s potential therapist, wants to meet up again. And in a casual setting? It feels ethically questionable, but something about him calls to me, just begging me to explore this hunch. I smile and start typing a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes, absolutely. I’d love to meet up.

      

      

      

      

      

      That sounds too desperate. I delete and try again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, I’d be happy to make it coffee, instead. I don’t drink at all.

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at the phone causes my impatience to grind at the gristle between my bones, my left leg bouncing in expectation that Durango will respond immediately. Based on the green text box, Durango doesn’t have an iPhone. So, I can’t see if he’s fashioning some clever reply. Perhaps he’s wanting to complete some professional details before I fly back to Denver. Am I reading too much into this? Do I really want to learn more about Durango, the esteemed child psychologist?

      Regardless, I’m starving after touring what felt like the entire state of Washington. Rising to my feet, I shuffle into the bedroom and toss my phone on the bed. Now to find presentable clothes. I’m probably falling for this guy too quickly, but something feels right about opening up to him. It’s not just his approachability, nor his profession. He’s growing on me, digging under my skin, encouraging me to step outside of my comfort zone. There’s a connection I can’t explain. A sort of ‘click’ that I know will take some time to unravel.

      As I slip on a jade green Armani shirt, my phone chimes with a new message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure. That’s ok with me.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart skips a beat.
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          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      My heart races with each step I take towards the Grand Hyatt’s main lobby. The butterflies in my stomach have reached a crescendo, a symphony of anticipation and nerves. Following the signs, I wipe my brow to remove a bead of sweat on my way to the restaurant. I know this might be a breach of professional boundaries, but I can shake the need to learn more about Maxwell. I crave deeper understanding, like a thirsty traveler amidst a desert oasis.

      It’s hard to deny that I’m really into him, more so than anyone in a long time. If it weren’t for Dirk Halstead, our paths would likely have never crossed. Despite the need to concentrate on his daughter’s treatment, I can’t resist the emotional connection I sense. It’s a confusing mix of professional curiosity and a deeper, more visceral attraction.

      As I round a divider, my heart thrums against my ribs to the cadence of a thousand wild horses. Scanning the room for Max, the buzz of my flip phone breaks the hushed atmosphere of the restaurant. Its outdated vibrations resound through the space between me and a series of fancy tables adorned with ivory linens.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m over here toward the back. Look for the round table with a single pillar candle in the center.

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile tugs at my lips, navigating through the tables, each in a warm pool of light and conversation. Of course, every table has a pillar candle in the center. Before too long, I spot Max and his lean figure illuminated by another flickering candle. Our eyes lock across the room, and I feel a jolt of electricity thrash throughout my entire body. It’s a silent acknowledgement that transcends the typical client-therapist dynamic.

      The potential that this becomes a minefield of ethical complications lingers in my mind. Especially if my feelings for him continue to grow. But for now, I simply refuse to resist the pull of curiosity and a budding connection with somebody outside of my normal inner circle. Max waves me over, and I make my way over to him. Sweat continues accumulating at my brow as I waltz the dance of professional decorum and personal desire.

      “I didn’t take too long, did I?” I ask, pullout out the chair opposite Max.

      He smiles warmly. “Not at all. I just got here myself.”

      As I sit down, a nervous energy buzzes beneath the warm confines of my sport coat. I adjust my position while a waiter approaches the table.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” the waiter says. “I’m Jackson. Can I interest you in our house wine tonight?”

      Without hesitation, I offer an excited nod. “Absolutely,” I reply, avoiding Max’s gaze. “I’ll have a glass of whatever you recommend. Red, white, rose, it doesn’t matter to me.”

      Jackson turns to Max. “And for you, sir?”

      My fellow Autism Dad stammers a bit while his hands fidget on the table. “Uh, no thanks,” he replies nervously. “Just a Pepsi, light ice please.”

      “As you wish,” Jackson bows his head, already turning away. “I’ll give you two a little more time to look over the menu.”

      Suddenly, I feel a pang of self-consciousness. Is it unprofessional to drink wine in front of a potential client? I raise my hand, stopping Jackson before he gets too far.

      “Actually,” I call out. “I’ll just have a Sprite or something—ixnay on the wine.”

      Max offers a gentle smile. “Please, don’t change your order on my account. Have whatever you’d like.”

      I hesitate for a moment, then decide to indulge. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll have the wine after all.”

      Jackson gives us a look that I could swear is a medley of amusement and exasperation before heading back to the kitchen.

      “So,” I begin, realizing I left the client information in my car. “I brought some references and information from past clients’ parents—” my voice trails off as I realize that maybe this is the universe’s way of pushing me in a different direction, one that involves getting to know Max on a more personal level.

      “It’s okay,” Max says with certitude, placing his hand on the table reassuringly. “I have a feeling this is going to be more personal than professional, anyway.”

      “But—” I protest.

      He shakes his head. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He closes his eyes momentarily, then opens them again with a steady gaze. “I have a confession of my own, if you’re open to hearing it.”

      The intensity of Max’s stare sends shivers down my spine. Not chills out of fear, but a certain tingle of recognition. He feels it too, this undeniable connection. It’s a relief to know I’m not just lusting after a man who might never be more than a business contact. Technically, this has happened before. Years ago, when I was still married to Bethany, I felt a similar pull towards a client’s father. But out of respect for my marriage and family, I buried those feelings deep within myself. Ironically, that same man, Tom Spencer, is now one of the glowing references on my client paperwork.

      “It’s okay, go ahead,” I encourage Max, surprised to hear myself respond with a gentle giggle—the way I often do with my younger clients. “I mean—” I fight back another chuckle. “Sorry, I mean yes, please go on—I just realized how silly that sounded.”

      My thoughts keep my demeanor at bay. Buck the fuck up, dude. You’ve been out of the game for a while now. But you’re coming off as kind of looney tunes. A wave of relief washes over me as Max mirrors my own sentiments. So, this penetrating connection isn’t just one-sided.

      “The moment we met at the coffee shop,” he begins. “I felt this intense feeling that I need to get to know you,” he pauses, takes a sip of water before holding up a finger. “And not because you told me you were gay,” he clarifies with a wry smile. “I’m not some sex-crazed animal who wants to romp every guy who comes out to him—well—I mean, it helped a little bit I guess⁠—”

      A grin forms on my face. “I get it.”

      “What I’m saying is, we were clearly meant to meet,” Max continues. “It’s not a coincidence that I get these intense feelings about you during the same week I find the perfect new home for Lily and me,” he takes another drink of water, nervously. “Not to mention, if it weren’t for Dirk, none of this would have probably happened in the first place,” he concludes. I think anyway.

      To my surprise, Max seems to press on. “I originally wanted to look for a place in Phoenix. Do you know how hot it gets there?”

      “Not as hot as you,” I blurt out, surprised by my boldness.

      He throws his hands up in mock exasperation. “See? You totally get it too!”

      Jackson returns to the table with a permanently fashioned smile. “Compliments of the Matre D, sir,” he says, gently placing my glass on the table. “He just returned from a trip to Colorado, where his family owns a vineyard in Mesa County.”

      Both Max and I exclaim in unison. “Get out of here!”

      The coincidence is too perfect, another sign that this connection is meant to be.

      I turn to meet Max’s gaze, offering a shared moment of surprise as we realize we both exclaimed the same three words to the waiter. The brief connection confirms my earlier intuition—that this is heading in the right direction. If fate exists, then this is what the universe has in store for me.

      “That’s where I’m from,” I say, turning back to Jackson. “Born and bred in Grand Junction. Small world, huh?”

      Jackson nods enthusiastically. “You don’t say?”

      Max raises his hand. “And I’m from Denver,” he affirms. “Well, actually Carmel and Westfield, Indiana originally.”

      The waiter pulls out his order pad, intent on taking our requests. “Well, isn’t that something, fellas? Have you decided on what you’d like to have this evening?”

      I grin. “Anything that moos is fine with me—a nice prime rib would be great.”

      Max scans the menu, seemingly unable to place a finger on what he’ll want to eat. “Yeah, that sounds good. I’ll have the same.”

      Jackson collects our menus. “Very well, gentlemen,” he says. “I’ll put that in for you right away.”

      Swirling my glass, I can appreciate the fine aroma while formulating my next sentence. “You’ll be living in Denver a short while longer, that is,” I add.

      Max sets down his soda, sounding confident. “Well, I offered over the asking price just to secure the house,” he affirms. “We should be settled in within a month, tops,” he adds. “I want Lily to start school from the very beginning of the term.”

      I offer a gentle approval. “Smart idea,” I say. “Gage has only known Washington schools, so I’m not familiar with how Denver metro systems operate things.”

      He shoots me a perspicacious look. “I ‘spose we should probably figure out other arrangements for Lily Bean, eh?”

      A quick giggle leaves my mouth. “Aheh,” I smile. “Don’t worry, I have a Rolodex full of connections,” I add. “It’s not a problem at all.”

      “Not as big of a problem as dealing with Lily’s grandparents in Paris,” Max sighs. “It’s a living nightmare,” he finishes, his hand covering his face.

      Reaching across the table, my hand gently lands on his. “Shh,” I offer. “Take a break from drudgery. Things will work out, okay?”

      He rolls his eyes playfully. “You don’t know the half of it.”

      I lean forward, appearing nonplussed. “Then why don’t I find out now?”

      Max takes another gulp of his Pepsi, then sighs. “Not here, not in public,” he pleads, his head wavering insistently.

      “Okay,” I oblige, curling an eyebrow. “How about a nightcap after dinner?”

      He shoots a finger gun in my direction. “Much better plan—that is, if you want to hear the long of it.”

      My heart races while another surge of intensity shoots through my spine. Of course, I want to know everything about Maxwell Williams. His struggles and his triumphs. His hopes and fears. Being there for him is what I’d choose to live for, offering a shoulder to lean on with a listening ear and a warm embrace. I can already tell he’s been through the ringer. Enough is enough. And selfishly, I crave that same warmth and support for myself.

      As a child psychologist, I’ve heard countless stories of pain, loss, and resilience. But there’s something unique about Max’s struggle. It’s a certain vulnerability in his stare that draws me in, making me want to protect him from the storm clouds that seem to creep around him. Whatever darkness he carries, I’m ready to face it with him, hand in hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      A soft ding from the elevator flourishes down the hall, signaling the end of our dinner. I’m not sure if it’s the full meal settling in my stomach or the happy nerves, but a warmth spreads through me as we head towards my hotel room. Despite the seriousness of the situation with Lily and the Baxters, I can’t help but feel like this is a Goldilocks test. Trevan was too cool. Durango, on the other hand, is only the second man I’ve been alone with since Brogan. And I hope it won’t take a third to find the right fit.

      “Did you get enough to eat?” Durango asks, turning his head towards me.

      His smile is genuine, and his words usher in a recognizable sentiment. Brogan always asked me the same thing after every meal.

      Nodding, I trace the contours of his hand in mine. “Yeah, I’m stuffed, thanks,” I reply warmly. “Thanks for the nightcap—I always enjoy company when I’m away from home.”

      His voice drops to a sexy whisper. “Nah, don’t mention it. I think you’re terrific.”

      “I think you’re pretty okay, too,” I respond, cringing internally at how cheesy that sounded.

      The elevator arrives with another ding, and we step inside. A subtle jolt as we ascend makes my grip on Durango’s hand tighten, then I feel his thumb rubbing the back of my hand. Something else Brogan used to do when I was nervous. This sensation sends a tingle down my spine, ushering with it another reminder of my body’s desires.

      But this night, it feels different. For some reason, I’m not expecting this to end with sex. It feels more profound than that. This could very well be the start of a genuine connection, a chance to truly get to know someone before diving into physical intimacy. And in another strange way, the journey is just as important as the destination.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any Rolaids up there, by chance?” Durango asks, rubbing his belly.

      I nod. “Actually, I do,” I respond assuredly. “It’s been a staple in my diet ever since⁠—”

      Stopping short, there’s a lump forming in the back of my throat. It feels peculiar to mention Brogan’s name while holding another man’s hand, heading towards my hotel room. Sharing our lives and showing affection creates a level of closeness, even without sex.

      Durango gently finishes my sentence. “Since your husband passed?”

      “Yeah,” I admit, my gaze fixed on the elevator floor. “My appetite hasn’t been the best since then.”

      Silence descends between us, broken only by the soft chime of the elevator as it reaches my floor. We step back out, hand in hand, and shuffle down the hallway at a leisurely pace. Sliding the keycard into the handle, I push the door wide open.

      “Feel free to kick off your shoes,” I offer, slipping out of mine.

      Durango follows my lead. “Okay.”

      An invisible thread of longing weaves between us, shimmering with the promise of what could be. We both feel the pull of destiny. But for now, we’re two ships finding safe harbor in the same moonlit bay, seeking comfort and peace in the present moment.
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        * * *

      

      The suite is dark as Durango and I lie on my bed, embraced in a tangle of limbs. We’ve shed our pants for comfort, but our shirts remain intact. I’m on the right side, gazing into his soft, honeyed stare, feeling the gentle caress of his fingers on my stubble. Adele’s soulful voice fills the area from my phone on the nightstand while the lamplight swallows us from either side of the bed.

      Durango’s hand traces the contours of my face, offering a tender touch which is both comforting and electrifying. “So, what is the story of Maxwell Williams?” He mutters low.

      “Aheh,” I chuckle softly. “That’s a loaded question—I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

      He whispers back. “Start wherever you feel comfortable,” he encourages me.

      My fingers entwine with his. “Well, what I was gonna say downstairs,” I pause, taking a deep breath. “The reason I didn’t order wine with you—” my words falter once more.

      “Yeah?”

      “—It’s because I’ve been a recovering alcoholic for the past ten years,” I admit, shame etched on my face. “So if that doesn’t scare you away⁠—”

      Durango clicks his tongue in rapid succession. “Shhh, don’t even think that defines you, Max,” he says. “It was part of your past, and our mistakes of yesterday don’t dictate our futures.”

      A huge weight lifts off my shoulders. This is usually a touchy subject, one that’s pushed friends away in the past. Beyond Melanie or Dirk, I haven’t found many friends worth their weight in gold. But Durango’s acceptance feels like an offer of deliverance amidst the rainiest season of my life.

      “So you’re not gonna run off because I have a little more baggage than you might?” I ask, as insecurity creeps into my voice.

      His tone is resolute and firm. “God, no,” he replies gently. “You think I’m afraid of that?”

      I let out a major sigh of relief. “Well, I guess that’s the extent of my baggage—other than being a widower and a single parent who still has no clue how to raise a seven-year-old autistic gem without fearing he’ll screw up and undo all the progress they’ve made,” I add, breathlessly.

      He chuckles lightly. “You think I don’t have baggage, Maxwell?” He raises a hand to rub his forehead. “You might have in-laws trying to gain custody of Lily, and I understand your fears there,” he pauses for a moment, gazing off into the distance. “But do you think for a second that my in-laws haven’t hated me for years because I admitted I was gay—especially after bringing a child into the world with their daughter?”

      A certain wave of understanding washes through me. We all have our crosses to bear and our own battles to fight. However, perchance, we can face them together.

      I nod against my pillow. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right. That must be tough.”

      “Damn hard, Max,” Durango agrees with a gentle wink. “But I’m not saying my hand is any worse than yours,” he adds. “Life just happens, honey. We can’t always win with a full house—the river just keeps on flowing.”

      Snickering, I cough up a small burp from dinner. “Sorry, I don’t play poker or any card games, really.”

      “Hah,” he replies. “Sorry, I guess I’m showing my interests too much, eh?”

      My eyebrow curls towards the ceiling. “Are you Canadian?” I ask, eager to learn more about this man who seems to embrace my shattered pieces with such ease.

      Durango nods. “Actually, yes,” he affirms. “While I’m from Colorado, my family moved from Canada when I was younger because of my dad’s job,” he adds, swirling a finger in my dense hair. “We lived there for almost twelve years before moving back to Grand Junction.”

      “Sexy,” I tease. “I don’t think I really know any Canadians besides you now.”

      He smiles. “Many of my formative years were spent in Nova Scotia. It’s always been a part of me, I suppose,” he pauses with another glint in his stare. “That’s why some accents and colloquialisms have stuck—Canada is my home away from home and I still have many friends there.”

      I’m fascinated by his story. The way his life has unfolded across continents, weaving together threads of different cultures and experiences. It’s like peeling back the layers of an onion. Each revelation revealing another facet of the complex and intriguing man lying next to me. There’s a depth of gravity to him, one of hushed strength and resilience that draws me in.

      “Do your parents approve of your sexuality now?” I ask, curious about his family dynamics.

      Durango looks up at the ceiling with a wistful expression scribed on his visage. “They’ve been gone for a couple of years. But for the most part, they did, I suppose,” his words linger. “My dad took a little longer to come around than my mom—he’d always had this idea of what it meant to be a genuine boy, and he expected me to fit that mold,” he pauses for a breath. “I played along and took part in all the ‘manly’ activities, but the truth is, I never really enjoyed any of it.”

      I nod sympathetically. “Yeah, I never enjoyed getting my hands dirty, either. Hunting, fishing, the whole gamut—never even tried it.”

      Wrapping my arm around Durango’s waist, I pull him closer for a warm embrace. Our shirts remain, but the enigmatic sparks between us crackle and sizzle akin to a pan of popping corn. I can feel his heart beating in sync with mine, its powerful rhythm filling the emptiness inside me. With a deep breath, I exhale slowly as relief settles around my diaphragm. I haven’t scared him away with my eclipsed past. We hold each other, lost in the wordless language of touch. My head tilts to the side, and our lips brush against the other. A surge of electricity courses through me, and I hesitate for a moment, wondering if I’ve crossed a line. But then Durango’s tongue grazes the crest of my lower lip, and all doubt vanishes into the ether.

      His hand travels down my spine, gently guiding my head as we deepen the kiss. The dim lighting, the soft melody of Sam Smith’s voice, and the feel of Durango’s body pressed against mine create a medley of sensations that leave me utterly breathless.

      “Argh,” he sighs, pulling away slightly.

      Meanwhile, my heart leaps into my throat. “What?” I ask, fearing that rejection is about to rear its ugly head.

      “You said you had some antacids, right?” He asks, rubbing his stomach.

      Relieved, I roll away from him towards the edge of the bed. A chuckle tugs at my lips. “I do,” I reply, heading into the bathroom to retrieve the antacids. “I totally forgot—how many do you want?”

      “Just bring the bottle,” he hollers back. “I usually just tip it up like a beverage and down the hatch they go.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Kinky, aheh.”

      On my way back into the bedroom, I take notice of Durango’s sultry expression. “Not that, sir,” he says, wagging a finger in my direction. “You certainly aren’t lacking any imagination with a dirty mind like that.”

      Another laugh falls freely. “You mean a blow job?” I clarify, cognizant of the fact that Durango hasn’t been too involved sexually since his divorce.

      He nods playfully, reaching for the bottle of antacids. “Yes, smarty pants,” he affirms. “So what happened here, if I may ask?” He adds, pointing to my shattered iPad and damaged hotel room wall.

      Shame returns to my face as I hide it with an open palm. “Yeah, umm—let’s just say that’s when I found out Lily’s grandparents were suing me for custody.”

      With a loud exhale, I continue explaining my shortcomings. “So, I read the letter my sister emailed over and chucked the whole iPad toward the wall out of absolute rage.”

      Durango finishes crunching the antacids while mouthing his reply. “Seems like a reasonable reaction—maybe an expensive one—” he offers, chewing the last remnants of stomach aids.

      I cry out. “I can’t lose her, Durango. What the fuck would I do?”

      He scoops my smartphone off the nightstand, glaring at the device like it’s a foreign object. “How do you turn the music off this thing?” He asks gently as tears trail down my face.

      My hand gestures. “Give it here.”

      “You know,” he continues. “I think some of this custody stuff might just boil down to a lack of understanding—almost like a miscommunication,” he adds, stroking his left hand across my backside from shoulder to shoulder.

      I turn my head. “What do you mean?”

      “Well—” he presses on. “It sounds like to me they haven’t been around you very much to know the extensive shit you’ve fought to stay sober.”

      My head wavers slightly. “Yeah—and—” I mutter, embracing both of Durango’s grasped hands around my tense shoulders.

      “And—” he emphasizes. “They don’t know how you’re doing with the trauma of losing⁠—”

      Of course, I finish his sentence. “Brogan,” my voice cracks. “You could be right,” I add.

      “They’re probably more scared of something happening to Lily should you fall off the wagon,” he continues.

      I interject. “—But I’m not gonna go flying off the rails, Durango,” I utter, twisting my head to the side. “I love Lily with every ounce of my soul.”

      Durango hushes me. “That’s my point, babe.”

      “What is?”

      He finishes rubbing my back. “They just need to understand you better. I almost think it would behoove you to have a sit down with them in some capacity, if you have a way to do it,” he adds while I relish in the soothing touch. “Clear the air, shake hands, come to an understanding and offer Lily for a week or two during school breaks.”

      I shrug while rubbing my eyes dry. “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Yeah,” he adds. “Make them an active part of her life, and that’ll possibly be enough to find middle ground—a peace treaty between your world and theirs.”

      He’s absolutely right. Perhaps all the Baxters want is to be given the opportunity to be a bigger part of Lily’s life. And I just need to swallow my pride and be the bigger person in this equation.

      “You’re probably right, you know,” I say. “That’s a valid point.”

      Twisting around, I nudge Durango back to the top of the bed. Meanwhile, I topple over him playfully.

      “That was one of the best back rubs I’ve had in months,” I admit, studying the sincerity in his gaze.

      He murmurs low. “There’s more where that came from.”
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        I still miss you with each breath I take. Things aren’t the same without you here. Your help. The words you’d used to comfort me. But I must say, I think I’ve met someone when I never imagined that I would. His name is Durango, and we seem to have some things which just sort of ‘click’ in a matter of speaking. I’m not sure where this road is gonna lead, but I know for sure Lily Bean and I are moving to Seattle.

        I found the most appropriate space for the three of us. I say three, because Mel will come with us. In your absence, if there’s one major source of support and help I can rely on, it’s her. I know you’re watching over us and keeping us safe, no matter how many mistakes I might seem to be making along the way. I slept with that guy from the AA meeting, almost as if it were some rebound. It didn’t feel right at all and I am so sorry from the bottom of my heart that I did. I do not ever take our love for granted, and your memory is not in vain.

        Not having you in my arms is still a hard concept to grasp. It’s great to spend more time with Lily, but in a romantic capacity, I need something. Then this guy Durango Walters came around. Actually, at the recommendation from Dirk at Rite Aid. But not in the way he was thinking it would. Instead of being Lily’s therapy provider, it’s looking like he’s going to be the next man I explore life with. It just feels right, and there’s no possible way I could ever explain it. I won’t get my hopes up. But if you think it’s right, will you send me some sign? Some tangible piece of evidence that this man is deserving of my love in your absence? I miss your presence. Every day. Every minute.

        Durango suggested I sit down face to face with your parents. I’m not sure I have the strength to get through something like that, as they’ve never liked me. And I don’t even know if it’s because I’m not Jewish, or something else. There’s a lot to your religion and culture that I still don’t understand. Maybe if I really sat down with them, we could come to an agreement? I can’t let them steal Lily from me. I would absolutely die. At any rate, I’ll be exploring that when I return to Denver. I already have a bunch of things on my mind that I must get finished for the move. It’s happening!

        Love you and miss you, Max.
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      John F. Kennedy airport buzzes with a certain frenetic energy as we make our way to the gate. Melanie, Lily, and myself, navigating the maze of kiosks and shops. Each of us equally held responsible for our own carry-on bag—including Lily’s Troll’s movie backpack. For her, it’s the thrill of an adventure. For Melanie, it’s the weight of a court order, the looming custody battle for Lily serving as a silent shadow between us and the Baxters. And for me, it’s the bittersweet sting of memories. Or a ghost of Brogan present in the fragile glow of the departure lounge.

      “Maxie, why are all these people running?”

      It’s at this moment that I realize Lily hasn’t been exposed to the elements of an airport for a long time. She was only a few years old when Brogan took us to Switzerland for a conference at the World Health Organization. Of course, she was four and I’m betting has no recollection of the entire trip.

      Melanie lets out a chuckle. “That’s because they’re bad at time management,” she alludes, clutching Lily’s hand as we stroll through the terminal. This isn’t anything I’m not used to seeing.

      “Oh, so they’re lazy,” Lily blurts astutely.

      I nod, stopping the girls while crouching down to catch Lily at eye level. “Sort of, babe,” I say. “Sort of,” I add with a smirk. “But let’s not say those things out loud because that could be hurtful to others—okay, munchkin?”

      Lily curls her head. “Okay, Maxie.”

      As I rise back to my feet, Melanie takes Lily Bean by the hand again, their pacing matching a melodic cadence toward a bay of seats which overlooks a view of big planes approaching their respective terminals. Distracted by the incoming plane, Lily gasps while unclasping her grip from Mel’s.

      “Lily, get back here,” I shout modestly. “Well⁠—”

      She presses her head and nose up against the sizeable window, excited to see the planes come into view.

      I pause, shrugging my shoulders while shaking my head. “Okay, just stay right there.”

      This is probably a good way to keep the munchkin distracted from the crowds at a busy airport. And I’ve started picking up on certain non-verbal cues and I know how to be more mindful of the stimulating factors in her direct environment. Before Brogan passed, he was usually the best at staying on top of keeping Lily from a fit. Meanwhile, I watch our little girl filled with awe, something that’s become such a rarity since her daddy left us.

      Melanie nudges me with her elbow and giggles. “Well, do you suppose she’s gonna work out some of that energy and fall asleep on the plane?”

      I nod my head. “Yeah, I reckon this Dramamine will help with that should she not spend all her energy before it kicks in.”

      My sister agrees. “Fair enough,” she says, nodding. “Might be easier than tiring her out—how many times has she even flown so far?”

      Scratching at the crown of my head, I recall the number of times we’ve traveled by plane with her. “Gosh, I think just the one time we went to Geneva,” I reply, guiding Melanie to a row of seats near Lily at the windows.

      Mel tilts her head at the subtle chime from her cellphone, alerting her of an incoming text message. “That’s probably Mom.”

      Meanwhile, I try to ponder why I haven’t heard from Durango all day. Apart from being out-of-pocket because of the flights, it’s strange that I haven’t received even a basic ‘thinking of you’ voicemail. For him, voice calls are easiest. Where Brogan excelled at technological advances, Durango seems to repel it with the best of them. Him and that goddamn flip phone. I’m surprised it even still works.

      My attention turns to Lily while Melanie calls Mom back in Westfield. And the thought occurs to me that perhaps Durango has been incredibly busy and lost track of time today. Whatever the case may be, I’m certain that he and Gage are safe. The notion of meeting his son is nerve-racking and exciting all in the same breath. On one token, it settles me to know that Lily Bean will have someone to play with right off the bat. Our move will be enough of a change for her to contend with.

      On the other side of the coin, I’m not entirely sure what kind of impression Gage will get from me when we finally meet. From personal experience, children on the spectrum have their own unique social battles.

      “Sweetie, your nose is running,” I advise, reaching into my coat pocket for a travel-sized tissue.

      If there’s one thing among the many others I’ve quickly learned, tissues are the penultimate in parental preparedness.

      Giggling slightly, I hold the thin ply of material up to Lily’s nose. “Okay, missy. Blow.”

      Of course, I realize how much of a mommy I may seem to play in such a public place as this. The amusement is enough to place most of my nerves at ease. The custody battle has my panic piqued immensely. However, I never want to display my stress around Lily, because none of these things are her fault and I don’t want to burden her with any unnecessary anxiety. For that matter, none of this is really my fault, either.

      My ten years of sobriety show that I can be considered a fit parent, regardless of whether Lily is on the spectrum. Having said that, I’m ever the budding pessimist. And I know I need to take a modicum of blame for how the Baxters are dealing with this situation. Sure, they more than likely see me as a raging lunatic, because they haven’t ever been a part of my life.

      That said, I know I have to put a stop to that and perhaps, at least I hope, my willingness to share Princess Peach in some capacity will have them call off the hounds. And the custody case altogether. At least I know inside my heart it doesn’t hurt to at least try pushing fate to the outer veil of my expectations.

      “There, isn’t that all better,” I sigh, patting Lily on the back, all the while stuffing the soiled tissue in my pocket.

      I raise my left arm to show the time from my Apple Watch. 5:02 PM.

      “They’ll start letting us on here in just a few minutes,” I speak, not exactly directed at either of the girls specifically.

      For a brief minute, I finally realize what it may have felt like being the typical modern-day housewife—spouse occupied with their phone and kids who never seem to pay attention. If this was any key moment when I felt the authentic emotions of being a solely dedicated parent, this is my glimpse into what I’ll need to become accustomed to. Only, add to that a seriously hot older man in one arm, and an extra hyperactive child besides just my own. Joy. Fotherhood. At least, I figure that’s how other gay fathers would refer to themselves as being both a mom and a dad. This is going to be a blast.
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        * * *

      

      At the peak of our ascent aboard the Delta Airbus A350, I note Lily is already conked out completely. Thanks, Dramamine. It goes without saying, I’m happy she did fine on the shorter flight to New York, but there’s no telling how our lengthy journey over the Atlantic Ocean would have made her tummy feel. Among the three columns of seats, which turn into makeshift beds, I selected the middle section so I could have an immediate grasp of Lily should something happen. Meanwhile, Melanie positions herself on the opposite side of the aisle.

      “Oh my God, Mel,” I sigh. “I hope they’re able to come to their senses about this,” I add, a lump forming in my throat. “I just need to get it over with before I have a fuckin’ ulcer.”

      Mel shakes her head. “Max, please. Calm down,” she offers. “I’m sure it’s gonna be better doing this than waiting for a judge—you’re doing a great job.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just⁠—”

      Melanie blows her lips like a fish. “Stop it, or I’m gonna shove some of that Dramamine down your throat,” she asserts. “Do you want that?”

      I know she’s probably right. But the whisper of doubt always lingers at the bottom of my gut, like a festering parasite feeding off the lining of my intestines, inch by inch. What I can’t shake are the feelings of Brogan’s faith diminishing little bits each year we were together. As Orthodox as Orthodox could be—that’s the Baxter clan through and through. However, my reluctance to convert left Brogan to consider making certain compromises. And in the later years, he’d have considered himself more of a Reform Jew than anything. Albeit, he never worked on a Saturday if he could absolutely help it.

      I snicker. “Alright, I’ll shut up.”

      “Good,” Melanie retorts, reaching for the in-flight menu. “I think they’re about to start the dinner service. Leave it to me to get excited about that, right?”
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        * * *

      

      The mellow, friendly female voice from overhead perks me from my light slumber as I prop myself up. I wipe my eyes as if someone had practically glued them shut, stealing a glance at Lily sitting upright in her seat, watching Netflix on my iPad like a little lady. Ahh, I loved “Madagascar.” I must’ve been asleep for at least an hour, which is a damn good thing. According to the flight attendant, our plane is about to make its descent into London-Heathrow Airport. Definitely longer than an hour, then.

      Melanie glimpses out from her seat. “Good morning, sleepyhead.”

      With a beat, I stifle a yawn. “Did you slip a roofie in my soda when I was in the bathroom, or was that all me?” I joke.

      She giggles. “I wouldn’t be able to keep it a secret from you if I had,” she grins. “Okay, okay. So I crushed up a Dramamine when you were in the bathroom a couple of hours ago.”

      I gasp. “Mel!”

      “Oh, calm down, it was all you—trust me,” she affirms. “You needed whatever nap you were enjoying,” she stalls a moment. “What were you dreaming of? You and that hunk American version of Mr. Darcy, doing the ‘nasty nasty’ on our living room coffee table? His office? The bathroom at Dunkin’ Donuts?”

      Melanie continues teasing me, obviously trying her best to keep me in good spirits.

      “Nooo,” I shake my head. “But yes—Durango and I were having a—” I begin with air quotes. “A moment—in some fancy hotel somewhere. He was just about to tell me something serious, then that blasted ding woke me up.”

      My recently pestering sister raises an eyebrow. “So he was taking it down pretty deep, huh? Did he choke? That’s hot!” She laughs. “Is he a good lay? Lord, it’s been years since I’ve had a meaty Subway sammy inside me.”

      I know she’s only joking, but my newly gained parental instincts are right there at the forefront of my mind. Whether or not Lily is wearing headphones, I appreciate her efforts to get a rise out of me. Yet, I’m unconvinced it’s appropriate banter for my seven-year-old princess.

      “Melanie Williams,” I assert, hurling my Sky Mall magazine into her lap across the aisle. “Knock it off, Sis,” I plead. “We don’t know if Princess Peach is paying attention or not.”

      Melanie clicks her tongue. “Oh, now you’re sounding just like Mom,” she admits, poking her head around with her left hand at the edge of her dimple. “Lily, I’ll give you this apple juice if you turn around.”

      Lily remains propped up in the seat with her pure innocence and continues watching David Schwimmer’s animated hypochondriacal giraffe character rambling on-screen.

      “See?” Mel points out. “She’s paying no mind.”

      I roll my eyes. “If this is what I’m up against for the next week—I’m doomed.”

      Melanie laughs again. “Ha, I’m just trying to find more about this mystery man who I’ve only seen one picture of, and it was his college picture from who knows how many decades ago on Classmates dot com.”

      “In time, Mon Cheri. In time,” I affirm, tilting my head.

      Lily twists around in her seat, apparently having heard us and our sibling chitchat. “What are you guys talking about?” She asks, removing the headphones from her right ear.

      I let out a raucous grunt. “Politics.”

      “Ohh,” Lily mutters, returning the headphones back to her ear and centers back in on the show.
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        * * *

      

      A glare from the setting sun gleams through the window next to my seat on the train. We’ve been on this thing for hours, traveling from England to France. It’s apparent to me I need more than a two-hour snooze to deal with the vicious in-laws. Many thanks to my lawyer back in the States, Josiah agreed to me out in person. My confidence has made great strides, hoping we come to an understanding. That being said, I fantasize about falling into a small mound of pillows and getting some decent shut eye.

      However, a knot of dread twists in my stomach. The Baxters are so—well, Baxter-ish. They’ve been the burning ring of fire in mine and Brogan’s relationship since we first met. And now, I’m going to be in the same room with them for the first time in years. I can’t help but fall back into a pit of misery, worrying if they’ll judge me for my past. Will they think I’m not good enough for Lily? What if this meeting tanks and they take her away from me, anyway?

      As the ghoulish notions scamper through the ravines of my ceaseless thoughts, I drift off to sleep against the window.

      The airport bar, a boastful oasis amidst the squeaky -clean chaos of Heathrow, called to me with the seductive promise of escape. I could smell the aged spirits as if I were taking a bath, surrounded by pools and pools of scotch. Their aroma tugged at the frayed edges of my composure while Mel and Lily, oblivious to my inner turmoil, vanished into the restroom nearby. Thus, leaving me in a sea of temptation.

      Every nerve in my body screamed for release. If I could have only one shot, I’d be able to get through the week in Baxter purgatory minimally unscathed. Oh, how I longed for the numbing embrace of ethanol to wash away the crippling fear that clung to me like a second layer of skin.

      “I’ll have a double shot, Glenfiddich,” I motioned to the bartender.

      He obliged with a simple nod, dropping his rag on the counter. Within moments, wisps rose into my nostrils from the bottle of amber liquid, heckling at my senses. While waiting, I reached for a clean glass to my side, the smooth crystal serving as a chilling reminder of past failures. That was going to be the moment I reclaimed freedom. A fix to get me by. Yet, my reflection in the mirror behind the bar was a haunting specter—eyes hollow with exhaustion, skin etched with the lines of worry. That was it? That was the second I’d succumb to the dark, the abyss that threatened the sanctity of my sobriety so many times before?

      The bartender, an enduring figure with a world-weary gaze, slid an old-fashioned glass across the bar. My enticing poison shimmered under the ample glow of bar lights while I closed my eyes. My fingers closed around the glass as a frigid chill seeped into my skin. Slowly, I raised it to my lips as the scent of peat and smoke triggered a potency of forgotten cravings.

      But then, a vision flashed before my eyes. Lily’s innocent smile, her trusting and innocent gaze, the fragile hope that I could be the father she deserved. With a strangled cry, I slammed the glass down on the surface, the force of impact ushering a shockwave through my body. A voluminous puddle of scotch splattered across the polished wood, proving to be a sacrificial offering to the gods of sobriety. As I stumbled back, my breath came in ragged gasps as the taste of bile rose in my throat. That was a battle fought on the precipice of despair, a victory snatched from the devil’s jowls. But the war raged on as the demons of addition lurked beneath the surface, waiting for their next chance to strike.

      Lily’s chilly hands jostle me awake as I realize I’ve woken from a dream. The wretched decision, my moment of despair from hours ago in London, playing through my mind like a moving picture show. I push the thoughts aside and focus on Lily, who’s been a trooper throughout this entire ordeal.

      “Just another few minutes, munchkin,” I advise, looking at the time on my watch. “We’ll get to our hotel shortly. We’re almost there, sweetie,” I conclude, rubbing her backside.

      I’m honestly surprised she’s traveled so well. I hadn’t the faintest idea how she would handle a few thousand-miles journey such as this, being her first long-distance trip in three years. As our train continues full steam ahead into the city of lights, I gather my phone charging cable and place it into my messenger bag. The sense of foreboding grows in me with each passing mile. Tomorrow will be a long day, and I need to be ready for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The Parisian sun streams through our hotel’s terrace doors as I sit here nursing a fresh latte. Its aroma of fresh coffee beans offers a welcome change to the lingering taste of airplane food and bile. Lily, my sweet little whirlwind, sits beside me, methodically dissecting a croissant with her tiny fingers. It warms my heart to see her so carefree, a complete one-eighty to the anxiety churning within me. My heart sinks as I glance down at my watch. We have less than half an hour to get to the Baxter residence, and Lily Bean is still in her pajamas, her breakfast barely halfway finished.

      A wave of guilt chides my parenting abilities. I should’ve been more organized, more prepared for today. Especially since the weight of this custody horseshit bears down on me, amplifying every insecurity and every doubt I have. I’m still terrified of what the Baxters will think of me, or how they’ll judge my ability to be a good father to Lily. Their conservative views, their unwavering adherence to tradition as well. It all feels like an insurmountable obstacle.

      I know I need to be strong for her, but the fear of losing her gnaws at me still at this very moment. The custody battle isn’t just about me and my past mistakes. No, it’s about Lily, and the life we’ve built together since Brogan passed. It’s about proving that love, not biology, is what truly makes a family what it is.

      With no time to spare, I rush Lily out of her chair, practically dragging her into the hotel suite. The cadence of my heart pounds with each step into our bedroom.

      “Sweetheart, we need to get dressed super quick, okay?” I instruct her, frantically scanning the bedroom for our fucking suitcases. “We don’t want to keep your grandparents waiting.”

      She yawns and rubs her eyes, which couldn’t be any more opposite from my panic. I fumble with the zipper on her luggage, all the while my hands shake crazily as I pull out a clean dress and leggings.

      “Come on, sweetie,” I yelp. “Let’s get you changed.”

      Guiding her around the bed, I struggle to maneuver her sleepy limbs into the fresh clothes without a struggle. Meanwhile, the rhythmic thump of Melanie’s makeup brushes against the bathroom counter continues unabated. I can hear her humming to the lyrics of “Castle on the Hill” by Ed Sheeran as she performs her intricate beauty ritual.

      Impatiently, I bang on the door. “Mel, we’re running late! Can you please hurry up?”

      A muffled, “almost done,” echoes from inside, followed by the sound of hairspray.

      Another frustrated sigh falls from my lips, knowing full well that Melanie’s definition of ‘almost done’ could stretch into another hour. Every minute feels like an eternity as I frantically try to get Lily ready, with our hotel clock ticking ominously in the background.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to say, Maxwell. I’m impressed by your unction to bring Lily all the out here,” Josiah Baxter speaks, propped up studiously in his black suede wingback chair. “And I’d be remiss if I didn’t say I appreciate seeing you doing so well.”

      Noting his posture, my nerves settle even if just a little. He doesn’t seem as intimidating as I first imagined he would be. Maybe this really was a good idea. Now is my chance to prove that Lily is doing well despite the upheaval caused by her father’s death. Another tingle of relief rushes down my spine and the tension in my shoulders eases up slightly. The underparts of my pits no longer feel so damp, and I can finally breathe. It could be, this won’t turn into the dumpster fire that I originally thought.

      I extend my hand in a gesture of thanks. “Thank you, Sir,” I reply. “I knew I should have come in person to make things right.”

      My eyes dart to the doorway as Brogan’s mother strolls into the sitting room with elegance and finesse unmatched to some Hollywood silver screen idol. She’s dressed to the nines as if she were going to some fancy gala. I’m not used to this level of opulence, to be completely honest. I understand the value of having nice things—Brogan always treated me well in that regard. But walking around at home in a gown worth more than most average Americans’ monthly income seems relatively excessive. My anxiety prickles at the back of my neck. Can I really bridge the gap between my world and theirs?

      “Yes, we are very shocked to see you doing so well,” Yael admits, resting herself on the arm of Josiah’s chair. “You know, mentally. We didn’t know what to think with your—” she stalls.

      “—Problem,” Mr. Baxter finishes his wife’s thought.

      My blood runs cold. That’s certainly not the way I pictured my sobriety being referred to by Brogan’s parents. But then again, they’ve always been brutally honest. It takes every ounce of self-control I possess to keep from leaping out of this chair and rebutting their harsh words. I feel the urge to flee, to return to our hotel suite, and wait there for Mel and Lily to return from their outing. The Baxters are still trying to be snide. But if I’m going to salvage any sanity from this encounter, I need to change the subject. And fast.

      “That brings me to my next proposition, Mr. and Mrs. Baxter,” I plead, gesturing with my hands. “I was wondering if we could come to some sort of agreement.”

      Josiah nods, scratching his chin suspiciously. “I suppose we could entertain that thought,” he offers, tilting his head up to confer with Yael. “Well, what do you think?”

      Mrs. Baxter attempts to hush her response into her husband’s ear, but fails miserably at doing so. The room is so silent that I can hear every word and every nuance of her accent.

      “Four weeks each quarter,” she whispers disdainfully.

      My composure shatters, leaping to my feet as the heat inside me rises in a mixture of fury and desperation. “Bullshit!”

      Josiah holds out his hand in haste. “Calm down, Maxwell,” he interjects.

      “I’m sorry, but that’s three entire months a year,” I protest, shaking my head. “Even I don’t get to see her that much.”

      The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them, and I immediately regret them all the same. The thought crosses my mind about how that must sound to Josiah, as if I’m admitting to being an absentee father. But the damage is already done, and I can only hope that my desperation doesn’t completely undermine my intentions.

      “Maxwell,” Yael speaks, her accent thick as molasses. “You do realize we haven’t been a part of her life—because of you?”

      The words sting, a harsh reminder of the past. I clench my jaw, fighting the urge to lash out. Instead, I take a deep breath, reminding myself that I’m here to make peace, not war.

      Josiah, sensing the tension, interjects. “What she is saying is that we might not have been a part of Lily’s life because of our previously complicated rapport,” he finishes gently, ushering Yael from the chair.

      I bite my lip. “That’s partly my fault as well,” I admit, lowering back into the seat. My heart pounds in my chest, but I force myself to continue. “Why don’t we just agree to start out with two weeks every summer?” I counter. “Lily’s autistic and having to go through quite a bit of change this year, let’s not add to that stress,” I plead, waving my hands with tacit admission. “Is that not a better solution for now?”

      Holding my breath feels fruitless, waiting for their response even more so. Josiah lights a thick cigar as the pungent smell of smoke fills the room. My anxiety returns in full swing. Did I just blow it? Did my honesty ruin any chance of an agreement?

      Josiah exhales a cloud of smoke while his eyes narrow to a fine degree. He seems to thoughtfully consider my words. “You don’t mind, do you?” He asks, gesturing with the cigar. A question, but also a test.

      A hard swallow rushes down my throat. “No, sir,” I reply almost inaudibly. I realize I’m walking on eggshells, but I’m determined to keep my cool. I have to, for Lily’s sake.

      “Good, good,” Mr. Baxter replies, reaching for his glass of scotch.

      To me, it feels so hot in this room. I can’t imagine there would be any small ice cubes left in his glass, but lo-and-behold, the clink of a crystal-clear rock pangs against the side. It feels like elongated ice daggers hurling toward my chest at the velocity of a cheetah striking its prey. But I won’t show weakness. This is precisely what Brogan’s father is trying to test—my willpower. At least, that’s what I figure.

      As Josiah finishes taking a loud gulp of the amber poison, he flaps his lips to finish his part of the peace treaty. “I think your idea seems fair,” he says. “Why bring on so much change at once, yeah?” He shrugs.

      I nod in agreement. “Right, that’s my thought,” I affirm, a small wave of relief crashing ashore.

      “But,” he states, puffing his cigar with another plume of smoke. “Yael and I will want more time with her as she grows up,” he adds. “I agree with you. She seems to be doing okay right now. Especially with all she’s been through this year.”

      A smile forms on my face, my heart swelling with pride. “She’s one tough cookie.”

      “That’s the Baxter DNA, Maxwell,” Josiah declares, his gaze unwavering. “Weakness isn’t in our blood.”

      Much as I try to match his intensity, I can’t without a shiver of unease running down my spine. The atmosphere in this room is thick with unspoken expectations, almost as if in a silent battle of wills.

      He leans forward with a look of indignation etched on his face. “I also don’t think three whole months each year is fair to you, though,” he winks, resting his hand on his jaw—a gesture I recognize from his son. A thoughtful pose, but also a calculating one.

      Yael’s absence from the room isn’t lost on me. I suspect Josiah is choosing his words carefully, aware of his wife’s overbearing nature. A flicker of hope ignites within me. Perhaps there’s room for compromise here.

      He chuckles softly. “My wife is a pill,” he admits. “Maybe she’s too strong—the whole custody case was her idea anyway,” he confirms, leaning back with another sip of his scotch. “Man to man, I think you’re all right. And I can see that having you here in the flesh proves your gumption,” he pauses, his eyes meeting mine. “Let’s just agree to have open communication with each other about our granddaughter.”

      Is this it? Is the ice finally starting to thaw?

      Josiah rises from his chair, motioning for me to do the same. He places his hand on my shoulder, which proves to be a surprisingly welcome and warm gesture. I’m taken aback by the unexpected kindness.

      “We’ll start with two weeks every summer,” he continues. “And see how it goes. We can always adjust as Lily gets older.”

      I nod approvingly and with gratitude. “Thank you, Mr. Baxter. I appreciate your understanding.”

      As we shake hands, I can’t help but feel a sense of cautious optimism. Maybe this won’t be a battle after all. It’s entirely possible that in the end, we will have found a way to co-exist, to create a harmonious environment for Lily Bean to thrive in. It’s a minor victory, but a victory, nonetheless. And for now, it’s enough.

      The truth is, I never really knew what Brogan’s family life was like firsthand. I grew up in a family where, for a while, we relied on food stamps. My parents worked multiple jobs just to keep our heads above water. The luxuries the Baxters seem to indulge in are so far out of reach for my family. My life only got easier when I bumped into Brogan that fateful afternoon at the mall food court.

      Josiah shuffles through his expansive study to usher me back to the room’s entrance, twisting around at the waist. “If Lily needs anything,” he begins, opening the cherry wood door. “Anything at all, you call. Alright, Maxwell?”

      “I shouldn’t have to bother you with that,” I affirm, rubbing my forehead. “Brogan left us taken care of, and after the automobile insurance companies paid out for the wreckage, we’re gonna be just fine in that aspect,” I add confidently. “I can assure you, all that’s necessary is your presence in Lily’s life.”

      Mr. Baxter smiles, following me through the lengthy hallways of their Parisian estate. “I won’t hear of it. Her education costs from now until college graduation. Let them be my token of appreciation.”

      My head wavers. “Why, Mr. Baxter, you don’t have to do that,” I say, surprised by his generosity.

      But then I realize Brogan would want me to have the best rapport with his parents. And if letting him pay for all of Lily’s schooling and expenses, I should accept it gracefully. So, I hold out my hand to shake his once again.

      “Call me, Dad,” he affirms with emotion. “You were such a big part of Brogan’s life, and I may not have always been the best at showing my thankfulness for being there in his world,” he adds, a tear gliding from the cusp of his eye. “But I hope it’s not too late to show you how much I appreciate every bit of happiness you gave him.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” I say. “I really appreciate those kind words.”

      Yael stands at the base of the stairwell, only a skip away from the entryway. I notice her peering out from around the banister.

      Meanwhile, Josiah holds up his palm as he swings open the wide double doors. “Zey shtil, Yael!” He asserts, rolling his eyes. “Oy vey,” he mutters under his breath, audible enough for me to hear.

      Once at the top step outside, Mr. Baxter shuts the door behind us to finish his conversation with me.

      “Sorry about that,” he says, placing the same palm up on his forehead. “She’s a real yenta, that woman.”

      Shrugging, I form a look of confusion. “What does that mean?” I ask, figuring he’s probably grown tired of his overbearing wife and perhaps he was telling her to be quiet as we exited.

      He lets out a sigh. “It means she’s a real piece of work, and always meddling where she’s not wanted. Remember, most of this custody fiasco was her forcing it on me. I can assure you of that.”

      A warm feeling spreads through me. It’s comforting to know that I’m not the only one who struggles with the Baxters’ intensity.

      “Well, thank you for the kind words you just said a minute ago,” I smile. “I loved your son with all my soul. And I still do. His heart was so big, it could’ve warmed the South Pole.”

      Mr. Baxter smiles with a genuine warmth in his eyes. “I may not be a modernist by any standards,” he admits. “But I owe an apology for being so closed-minded about his lifestyle. If I could take anything back that was previously said to him, I would. In an instant.”

      My heart swells with a medley of sadness and gratitude. “It’s okay, I think you just did—I forgive you.” I squeeze his hand, a silent understanding passing between us. “He looked a lot like you, sir. You should be so proud.”

      As I walk down the lengthy driveway, the Baxter estate shrinks behind me with each step. I can replay the conversation in my mind while a mix of emotions swirl within me. Relief, gratitude, and a lingering unease. Would Brogan be proud of me? Did I handle the situation with the grace and tact he would’ve expected? For a moment, I imagine his warm smile and gentle touch, the unwavering love in his eyes. I’d like to think he’d be happy that I’m trying to build bridges with his family, even if it’s a daunting task.

      A taxi pulls up to the gate, and I climb in, my thoughts still consumed by the encounter. “Hotel Le Bristol Paris,” I tell the driver, settling back into the plush leather seat. As the city bustles around me, I close my eyes and whisper a silent prayer. In my heart, I hope that Brogan, wherever he is, knows that I’m doing my best.
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        Dear Brogan,

        

        So much has happened in the last couple of months since I last wrote to you. I have to say, I really think Melanie found the right way for me to channel my feelings in a healthy way. I’m no shrink. That’s Durango’s forte. But it seems to work this way.

        You should be so proud of me. Your parents agreed to have Lily a couple weeks every summer to start off with and they called off the titanic battle in court. Your dad really surprised me, and I felt you were there with me as I talked to him. I’m going to make this letter shorter, just because me, Lily Bean, and Mel are at a stopping point to get some rest. While the moving company has almost everything from our home in Cherry Creek, she agreed to move with us to help watch Princess Peach. So, we’re hauling her entire life from Indiana in a mid-sized travel van.

        She also agreed to help me embark on this new journey I’ve taken. Since I’ve hung up my cap in the travel fashion arena, I am gonna start a fashion magazine for plus-sized women and a sister publication for big and tall men. You’d be so happy if you were here. But then again, in some strange way, I feel you are here all the time. My relationship with Durango seems to blossom as the days grow, and he’s found our munchkin a friendly therapist who we’ll be meeting in a few days.

        When we get to Seattle, your father arranged for all her tuition to be covered at a private school in Bellevue. And since she’s already found a new friend in Gage, Durango’s autistic son, I wrote a check for his entire new year at the same school. They’re so close in age and share so many similarities that it’s uncanny. Babe, this seems kind of like kismet to me. I won’t lie. I feel so much of you around Durango Walters. It’s almost as if you’ve offered him up as some consolation prize in your absence—one that I want to cherish. I’ll always love you, but I just know this is ‘right’ with Durango. With Thanksgiving and Christmas right around the corner, it puts a glimmer in my eyes to know that Lily and I won’t be lonely any longer. But I know you’ll be there in some way, shape, or form.

        Well, I better wrap this up. I promised Lily I’d only take a short bit of private time, but you know her. Story time abounds even on the road of our new chapter.

        Loving you always, Maxwell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      In just ten minutes, I manage to shake off my half-asleep, half-imagined scenario of Max lying next to me. Knowing he’s miles away in Indiana offers a bittersweet ache in my chest, packing up his sister’s belongings to start anew here in Washington. But the memory of his gentle stare, the grin that could melt glaciers, lingers in my mind. It’s a lifeline, a tether of sorts, to a future that seems both impossibly far away and tantalizingly close.

      Stumbling into the kitchen, a sharp pain under my foot jolts me completely awake, connecting with a rogue Lego. “Goddamn it, Gage!” I hiss, even though I know my son is still sound asleep in his bed. Hobbling to the sink, I can’t help but envy Max. His daughter’s biggest worry is probably which cartoon character to watch, not these tiny plastic landmines scattered across my floor.

      I reach for my trusty coffee mug, its cheesy hospital logo ushering a reminder that I must login to my patient portal to pay my arranged bill online for this month. As I fill it with steaming water, a wave of loneliness washes over me. Max is supposed to be here, sharing this quiet morning ritual with me. We’re supposed to be building a life together, not navigating a long-distance relationship.

      The thought of him with the Baxters sends a shiver down my spine. I have this nagging feeling that this trip could be a defining moment for us, where we either embark on a shared future or part ways painfully. The warmth of the mug and its polished ceramic material keep me grounded in the present. I need to focus on what I can control. Gage needs me to be the best father I can. Max needs me to be the best partner, a beacon of love and support for his new transition, even when distance and doubt threaten to tear us apart. This ordinary morning, with a simple cup of tea, becomes my symbol of resilience and a testament to the enduring power of love in the face of adversity.

      I wonder what Max is doing right now. Is he buried under piles of cardboard and packing tape, or is he catching a breath of fresh air with his mom on the porch? Maybe clutching a coffee mug of his own? The urge to call him, to hear his voice and check in on the entire gang is too overwhelming when I have a loaded morning of bills and chores to complete. How is he handling Lily’s emotions as she boxed up her childhood memories? How is he dealing with all of it?

      But then, another wave of insecurity strikes me harshly as the winter wind grows cold. After only a handful of weeks, a few stolen moments of intimacy, do I have the right to intrude? We haven’t even defined our relationship yet. The thought of being too eager or clingy makes me sick to my stomach. And yet, there’s this undeniable spark between us. It’s a connection that transcends the physical. Our pillow talk, the vulnerability we’ve shared, has been like unraveling a tangled knot. We’ve truly revealed hidden depths neither of us knew existed. Oh, the memory of Max’s touch, the way his laughter fills my apartment. It all feels like a dream. A stolen glimpse of a future I desperately want to believe in.

      As I finish preparing an English muffin, my heart flutters like a hummingbird’s wings. It’s been ages since I last ventured into this unknown realm. Stop it, Duke. My thoughts keep getting ahead of me this morning and I can’t help but entertain the fantasy of Max and me being together, living together, and our children growing up as siblings would. And yet, as much as I crave Max’s presence, the truth is I must tread carefully.

      The lingering pain in my foot from the Lego assault has thankfully faded as I make my way into the home office. Meanwhile, a recognizable twang of my computer tower fills the air as a gentle steam fogs up my reading glasses in the process. I reach into the file cabinet for my folder containing medical statements. Since my computer is ages old, it takes an agonizing eight or ten minutes to finish booting up. Those who know me don’t associate the term ‘tech savvy’ with me at all—my Motorola Razor phone should be tangible evidence of that. As is my trusty crimson-red Compaq computer.

      My abysmal focus zeroes in on the magenta and blue logo emblazoned on my coffee cup, a parting gift from the hospital stay I’m about to continue paying on this morning. Then, with the medical statement in my grasp, the dates of the hospital stay at Mount Sinai Health jump out at me like a toad at twilight.

      JUNE 6, 2017 through JUNE 14, 2017

      A jolt of adrenaline courses through me, and the inhibitions I had about calling Max completely vanish. Now replaced by a frantic urgency, needing answers to a burning question that’s only sparked a minute ago. Hastily, I scramble through the papers on my desk, searching everywhere for my fucking phone. Being that I haven’t memorized Max’s number, the landline sits uselessly in the corner. It’s just dawned on me that my cell phone is likely trapped between my car’s seats.

      With another burst of energy, I leap to my feet as my robe flaps open. I quickly rush out the front door towards my driveway as the cold pavement stings my bare feet. The crisp fall air whips around me, nipping at my exposed chest, but I hardly notice. My mind’s racing to the same rhythm as my heart, mixing dread with anticipation.

      Of course, in my haste, I fumble with the keys, and they clatter to the ground. “Fuck!” I curse, bending down to retrieve them. Fingers trembling, I find the key to unlock my door and jam it into the lock, desperate to get inside and find my phone. After rummaging through the driver’s side, I finally spot the fucker, nearly swallowed whole underneath the seat. I shimmy my fingers between the phone and metal frame, triumphantly pulling out my precious relic. It may be a dinosaur in the smartphone age, but this Razor phone holds a charge like no other.

      My heart pounds as I climb behind the wheel, anxious and sweating with fury to dial Max. The ringing on the other end feels interminable, each beep amplifying the nibbling apprehension in my gut. Gripping the steering wheel, I focus on regulating my breath. Did something happen? Is he okay?

      Finally, Max’s voice fills my ear. He’s still groggy with sleep, but there’s a certain balminess to it that instantly calms me down.

      “Hello?” He murmurs exhaustedly.

      I exhale a shaky breath. “Took you long enough to answer. Christ, you must be busy.”

      A chuckle on the other end of the line eases my nerves, if only slightly. “Yeah, I’m sitting here at IHOP with Lily and my sister,” Max replies. “Hurry up, babe, finish your apple juice and follow Mellie into the bathroom to wash up.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say, glancing in the rearview mirror to my Gladys Kravitz-esque neighbor pretending to check her mail. On a Sunday, no less.

      Max continues. “Yeah, so what are you doing?”

      “I thought you’d be buried under piles of cardboard and crumpled newspaper by now,” I reply, hoping the grin in my voice comes through.

      “Well, I was yesterday,” he says. “But we finished packing Melanie’s apartment and we’re already back on the road—we should be back by Tuesday or Wednesday at the latest.”

      Relief finally consumes me. Max is okay. Lily is okay. They’re coming—home. But this respite is short-lived, quickly replaced by a renewed sense of urgency. The clock is ticking, and I need to figure out what’s bothering me about that hospital bill.

      “Hey,” I continue. “I don’t wanna bring up any terrible memories or anything, especially while you’re on the road,” I assure him, running my fingers through my hair. “But when did you say Brogan passed again?”

      A brief silence fills the telephone line, heavy with unspoken emotion.

      “Oh, ummm, June 9th, technically,” Max replies softly. “Since the wreck was before midnight.”

      June 9th. My eyes instinctively drop to the vertical scar that runs the length of my torso, matched with a sudden chill coursing through my entire body. It’s the same fluttering sensation I felt earlier, now returning with a vengeance. Meanwhile, a single tear escapes, sliding down my cold cheek.

      “Oh, I thought that was it,” I drone. For a second, the world seems to tilt on its axis as a wave of dizziness threatens to knock me down. My breath catches in my throat, and I grip the steering wheel for dear life. “I thought so.”

      A million thoughts race through the mazes of my mind, every notion more bewildering than the last. The pieces of this puzzle unexpectedly fall into place with a sickening click. The dates align. Could it be? Is it possible that the heart beating in my chest right now once belonged to Max’s husband? This thought is both exhilarating and terrifying in the same breath. I need answers. But I’m also left pondering whether telling Max about this will help him or hurt him.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      A strong aroma of sugar cookies and peppermint fills the air, offering a sweet symphony of smells permeating every corner of our new Seattle home. Laughter reverberates through the hallways exactly as I pictured a month ago, too, bouncing off the walls and filling my heart with a sense of joy and warmth that rivals crackling fire. I add another log to the fireplace while a satisfied sigh escapes my lips.

      My senses are in overdrive today, taking in every detail of this joyous chaos. I can’t help but think of Brogan, however. How his face would light up at the sight of Lily playing so sweetly with her new friend Gage. They’ve been inseparable since we merged the two households together a few days ago. Their laughter now serves as a constant soundtrack to our new lives melded together like forged iron.

      The patter of four young feet reverberates between the walls, a sound that never fails to bring a smile to my face. Suddenly, Lily rounds the corner with her cheeks as flushed with excitement, and dives into the leather sectional in the sitting room. Tenderly, I watch her with a bittersweet pang of joy and longing.

      “Maxie, can I talk to you alone, please?” She asks, leaping up into the ample cushions. “Gage, go put that away. We’re done playing Legos,” she barks, pointing toward the hallway leading to the front staircase.

      I place the metal grate back over the fireplace opening and shuffle towards the couch, noticing Lily patting the cushion next to her with a smile.

      “Honey bee, you be nice to Gage,” I remind her. “He’s your special friend, remember?”

      Lily rolls her eyes. “Boys are so exhausting.”

      It’s hard not to let a few chuckles tug at my lips. She’s certainly wiser beyond her years in so many aspects. Almost like I’m sometimes talking to Carrie Bradhsaw from ‘Sex and the City.’ As I settle comfortably next to my seven-year-old going on thirty, I hear Gage trundling up the stairs with his Lego rendition of The Millenium Falcon.

      “Oh sweetheart, I know. I’m one of those boys, too,” I laugh, gently nudging my elbow into her ribs.

      Lily looks up into my stare with her big, earnest eyes. “I know, but I thought of this today and wanted to ask you first,” she pauses, her fingers fiddling with the hem of her shirt. “Do you think Daddy would be okay if I called you my daddy? I feel you are. So is it okay?”

      A wave of emotion crashes against the shoreline of my soul, almost so intense it almost steals my breath away. I’ve been expecting this moment, but didn’t realize it would happen now. Just before Christmas, the first one we’ll be celebrating without Brogan. I know in my heart that he would embrace Lily calling me Daddy. He’d want her to feel loved and secure, and I’ve been the father figure in his absence.

      I wrap my arm around her tiny body, pulling her close. “Of course, sweetheart. I am just like Daddy—I’ve always been a part of your life,” I reassure her. “We just taught you to call me ‘Uncle Max’ to avoid confusing you. But whatever you’re comfortable calling me is just fine with me.”

      Lowering my chin to the top of her head, I plant a gentle kiss, feeling a deep sense of gratitude and love for this amazing little girl. Princess Peach. My munchkin.

      She throws her tiny around me in the biggest hug she can manage. “I love you Daddy Max,” she whispers sincerely. “He would be so proud of you.”

      I’m taken aback by her maturity yet again. I honestly didn’t expect this conversation for another couple of years. But then again, Lily is a fast learning, often understanding things that other kids her age wouldn’t. This is a reminder of Brogan, of his intelligence and compassion, that she clearly inherited.

      “I love you too, Flower,” I reply, feeling her pull away and tilt her head.

      Lily responds with a mischievous glint in her gaze. “But you don’t get to call me that—that’s only for Daddy B, okay?”

      A smile forms on my warmed face, appreciating her playful assertiveness. “Okay, button,” I oblige. “You’re gonna remain my munchkin.”

      “That’s better,” she grins, pushing herself off the sectional with a glance back towards Gage, who has just returned from his room upstairs.

      Gage shrieks at the top of his lungs. “Lily! Let’s go outside,” he insists. “Hi Max, I’m going to borrow Lily now. We have to go build a snow fort,” he proclaims.

      Lily rolls her eyes for the second time in this past five minutes. “Does it ever end?” She asks, flailing her wrist. “I can’t get any peace around here.”

      Nodding, I play along with their childhood imaginations. “Okay, but you may have a hard time without snow,” I bite back, unable to resist a teasing remark. “Go on, honey,” I nudge Lily in Gage’s direction. “Go be nice.”

      Gage points out the floor-to-ceiling window of our sitting room. “But it is snowing, Max.”

      I observe my mature little angel wander into the kitchen, heading for the door that leads outside. This has just been a poignant moment. Just as I was thinking about our first Christmas with Brogan, Lily gives me this unexpected validation, this feeling that I’m doing everything right. My heart swells with immense pleasure and pride as a smile spreads from cheek to cheek.

      Stepping onto the shiny tile floor, I eagerly share this heartwarming moment with Melanie. She’s been busy channeling her inner Mary Berry from “The Great British Bake-off.” A rectangular pan of freshly baked cookies rests on the countertop as wisps of steam rise from the hot tin.

      Try as I may, reaching for one of them is an impossible feat with the official Williams’ guardian of order nearby. She swats my hand away with a grin. “Nuh uhh, I don’t think so, Mister. They’re not even cool enough for icing yet.”

      My heart is bursting with joy, and I can’t wait to tell her about Lily’s newfound comfort in calling me ‘Daddy.’ But before I can utter a word, my phone rings, completely interrupting my train of thought.

      “Where did I leave it this time?” I wail, hysterically searching for the device.

      I could have sworn I left it on the mantle.

      On the trail back to our sitting room, I shout over my shoulder. “I didn’t think having this big of a house would mean we’d lose track of our goddamned phones!”
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      Instead of acting like a grown adult, I’m channeling my inner Gage with my phone against my ear and foot-tapping impatiently on the floor. Max’s voice offers a moderate sense of calm against the background noise of a bustling waiting room at my doctor’s office.

      “Just be patient,” he says. “I’m sure they’ll call you back soon.”

      I’ve been sitting here for thirty minutes already, not even a hint of movement from the nurse’s station. This is the joy of my crappy HMO, I suppose. Endless waiting, stale magazines, and the faint scent of hand sanitizer thick in the air as if this were a rubbing alcohol factory. I try to focus on Max’s tone, on the reassurance he offers, but my anxiety is a lion’s roar away from coming unhinged. What I’d rather be doing instead is lounging with him on the couch, hot chocolate in both our hands, while the fireplace crackles in the distance. This is Christmas, after all.

      “Yep, but I’m still waiting,” I confirm, glancing at my watch for the twelfth time since I sat down. “Is Gage behaving without me?” My voice betrays some of the nervousness that’s been gnawing at me since I found that hospital bill.

      Max’s tender voice puts my worries about Gage at ease. “Yeah, he’s doing great, as he always does.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear that.” I try to sound casual, but my mind is racing.

      “He’s a good kid, just like his daddy,” Max responds with enthusiasm and warmth that makes my heart ache.

      I can tell his mood has shifted since our earlier conversation because there’s a heaviness in his tone. A hint of something unspoken, reminding me of the secret I’ve been carrying the last couple of months. Well, that one I haven’t been able to share with him yet—the fact that I just had a heart transplant, a gift from the very man he’s grieving.

      The coincidence of the dates and the hospital—it all seems too surreal to be true. The realization hit me like a bolt of lightning that day, leaving me breathless and reeling. Every beat of my heart, once a reminder of my mortality, now feels as if it’s a sacred reverberation of Max’s late husband. It’s both terrifying and thrilling, simultaneously. And I’m desperate to share it with him, but the right moment never seems to arrive. As of yet, that is.

      “Mr. Walters?”

      A nurse in mint green scrubs calls my name, and I quickly end the call with Max. “Hey, doll, I gotta go—call you when I’m on the way back.” I snap my phone shut as my heart beats, driven by a sudden compulsion.

      I rise from the chair, relief splattered across my face. “Finally,” I sigh. “What’s the holdup?”

      She grimaces. “Sorry, Mr. Walters,” she iterates. “Dr. Casey was late getting to the office because of a patient emergency.”

      Flailing my wrist, I flash a plastered smile on my face. “Oh, I understand that,” I groan. “I was just about to blame my HMO again.” I try to make light of the situation, but the underlying tension remains.

      “If you’ll have a seat up here,” she instructs, pointing to the exam table. “Dr. Casey will be with you in just a moment.”

      I nod. “Sure thing, Sarah,” I oblige. “Thanks,” I conclude, hopping up only to find myself waiting once more.

      A few minutes later, I hear a double knock on the door. Dr. James Casey emerges from the shadowy hallway, closing the door behind him.

      “Looks like you’re in tip-top shape, my friend,” he says, looking over my chart. “I’d say you’re back in the swing of things.”

      Smiling hasn’t come easily today, however I try anyway. “Good enough for getting—” I ask, stalling with air quotes. “Frisky?” My heart skips a beat. This is honestly the question I’ve been dying to ask, yet the words still feel awkward on my tongue.

      Dr. Casey chuckles, ostensibly a common question I’m gathering. “Your heart’s ready for some cardio, Mr. Walters,” he grins. “And I’m not talking about jogging on a treadmill.”

      His causal response takes me by surprise because I wasn’t expecting such a straightforward answer. I cup my face with my hands while disbelief accosts me like the harsh afternoon sunshine.

      “So you’re telling me I could have two months ago? When I almost lost control and went for it, but told myself to go slow?”

      The doctor offers a blank expression. “Yeah?”

      “Oh, I guess you didn’t know,” I say, feeling a blush creep into my cheeks. “I haven’t told anyone yet. Not even him,” I admit, the admission bringing a wave of insecurity.

      His head wavers from shoulder to shoulder. “I suppose you didn’t, my friend,” he replies, settling onto the ubiquitous black stool that seems to be in every doctor’s office.

      Biting my lip, I try my best to plan each word tactfully. “It’s a good thing you’re sitting down,” I remark, trying to inject a considerable amount of humor into the situation. “I’ll try to give you the nutshell version,” I add, curing an itch behind my ear. “So, I met this wonderful guy a few months ago. He lived in Denver at the time, and his husband was a cardiologist who died in June—” my words falter, feeling the horror of my punchline creeping up like a flu. “The night of my transplant.”

      Dr. Casey’s eyes widen. “Great Scott!” He gasps. “Is—it?”

      Silence fills the room. His face is a mask of shock, while his gaze eclipses to a finer degree with a cacophony of astonishment and wonder. Meanwhile, I feel a rush of vertigo, the reality of my situation hitting me with full force. The man whose heart thrives within me, the man who gave me a second chance at life, is the husband of the man I’m falling for. Retelling this aloud for the first time causes me to question whether this is some twist of fate, so absurd that it almost feels like a cruel joke.

      “So, we’re heading over to Vancouver tomorrow morning to celebrate a brief holiday for the two of us before we celebrate with our kids.” I try sounding casual, though my voice trembles.

      “And this guy has no idea yet?” Dr. Casey asks, his eyebrows raised in disbelief.

      I shake my head. All the while, my heart remains heavy with the burden of such a deep secret. “I haven’t had a minute to tell him without some type of interruption,” I plead. “It’s literally been since before Thanksgiving when I tried telling him the first time.”

      “Wow—” he gasps again. “Just wow,” another beat, shaking his head. “In the twenty years I’ve been a doctor, that has to be the first time I’ve heard of this happening outside of fiction,” he concludes, amusingly.

      “Yeah,” I bite my lip another time. “So when I asked if I’m strong enough for sex,” I pause, swallowing hard. “I’m really asking if I’m strong enough to break the news to him, finally.”

      As I descend from the exam table and slip into my jacket, I’m filled with anticipation for tomorrow, sending a shiver down my spine. “I have no idea how he’s going to take it.”

      Dr. Casey rises with a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Well, pal,” he says. “May the odds ever be in your favor—and Merry Christmas as well.”

      I nod, following his lead out of the exam room. “Thanks. See you in February then?” I ask, trying to sound upbeat despite the turmoil brewing inside.

      As I leave the office, shuffling back into the crisp winter air, my secret presses down on me like a physical burden. I must tell him sooner than later. Each breath feels heavy, every step a struggle against the gravity of truth that simmers beneath my skin. Yet, a flicker of hope ignites within me like the fragile flames that burn brighter with every thought of Maxwell Williams. The prospect of finally unburdening myself, sharing this extraordinary connection we knowingly share, fills me with more nerves than a hornet in a coke can.

      It’s a leap of faith for sure. A gamble that could either strengthen our bond or shatter it completely. Yet, as I ascend behind the wheel of my Honda, I place my right hand over my heart. Brogan’s heart. There’s one thing for certain, however. This secret can’t stay hidden any longer. I need to let it come out. Even if it risks setting my world ablaze.
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      Morning arrives all too quickly, leaving me scrambling to pack my suitcase for Vancouver. Sure, I used to be a better traveler than this. But when a guy has two young kids running around like tiny chickens with their heads cut off, this is what he must learn to appreciate. I toss in a few warm clothes, my swim trunks, and a special gift I found for Durango. Millions of thoughts race right through me as I prepare to hit the road again. So it seems, I can never stay in one place for too long. There’s always something. It’s the old photographer in me, I suppose, always itching for the next adventure, another change of scenery.

      All that’s to say, this trip in particular feels different. It’s not just another work assignment or a spur-of-the-moment getaway. This is a chance to deepen my connection with Durango, to explore a relationship that’s been simmering on the back burner for what feels like a year. Though we’ve shared a bed, we haven’t yet progressed from cuddling because he’s been recovering from some physical situation that he’s always apprehensive about mentioning. I can’t help but wonder if it’s the constant presence of our kids, or if there’s something else holding him back.

      This is, after all, Durango’s first serious relationship as an openly gay man. Perhaps he’s nervous or unsure of how to navigate this fresh territory. It’s also possible that he’s just taking things slow, wanting to ensure we’re both on the same page. Whatever the reason, I’m determined to make this weekend special, and create a safe space for us to solidify our feelings for one another. Maybe even fuck the fear right out of him.

      “Don’t worry, munchkin,” I assure Lily. “We’re not going away for long. You and Gage will have a blast with Aunt Mellie,” I add, tucking a hunter-green cashmere sweater into my overflowing luggage.

      She sits on the bed, her brow furrowed in concentration. “How much do you really know about this guy?” She asks, her gaze full of adult-like concern.

      To be honest, her question catches me off guard. And I can’t help but laugh, either. I can’t believe another loaded question has escaped from her innocent lips. It’s almost like having a mini philosopher for a daughter. But I also know she’s genuinely curious, so I want to answer her honestly.

      Sitting down beside her, I reel her into my ribs with a tight squeeze. “Okay, babe, seriously—” I begin. “What have you been watching with Aunt Melanie?”

      Her head bounces from one shoulder to the other. “This one is about fashion—and it has some pretty ladies in it—and they talk about sex a lot!” she exclaims, her palm colliding with her forehead. “Which sounds really icky to me.”

      I can’t hold back a grin at that. At least her values are still intact, even if Melanie’s taste in television leaves something to be desired.

      “And?” I prompt her.

      “And this show called ‘Friends.’ Joey is such a tool,” she laughs. “At least that’s what Auntie Mellie says all the time.

      With my phone in hand, I summon Siri to the surface. “Siri, remind me to tell Melanie she’s banned from watching TV with Princess Peach.”

      Siri’s voice replies promptly. “Okay, would you like to set a due date?”

      I laugh into the device. “No.”

      Lily’s eyes pique with curiosity. “What was that?”

      “Nothing, babe,” I assure her. “Just a joke I’m about to play on your aunt. She has a rude awakening coming to her—that’s for sure,” I add, offering a wink.

      She jumps off the bed with a sigh while I finish packing the last of my things, carefully placing a brown paper-wrapped box tied with a thin white ribbon on top. “Yeah, so I guess you commandeer the remote next time Mellie watches TV with you, k?” I joke. “I want your innocence intact when Durango and I return on Monday.”

      Lily nods assertively. “You got it, mister—but you never answered my question,” she reminds me, placing her hands on her hips in a pose that’s both adorable and slightly intimidating.

      “Oh, yes,” I say, inhaling a deep breath. “I know a lot about him—we like each other very much.” The words feel strange falling from my lips. A confession I haven’t made about anyone other than Brogan in an incredibly long time.

      “But what about—” she pauses, confused.

      I’m unsure how to approach this delicate subject with my seven-year-old and need some time to gather my thoughts. “I still love Daddy B very much,” I reply softly. “But when you become an adult,” I add, forming air quotes. “For real, in several upon sevvverrral years from now, you’ll understand that grownups have certain—” another pause. “Needs—that can’t be tended to without someone showing them how not to be lonely anymore.” I finish for another breath. “That’s what I found with Durango. He’s so much like Daddy B,” I pause again, setting my suitcase on the floor. “And while nobody could ever replace the wonderful man who helped bring you into this world, it’s nice to have another grown-up friend who has the same cares and interests.”

      Lily nods thoughtfully. “Okay, yeah,” she says underneath narrowed eyes. “I understand that. Like how I found Gage to be such a nice friend.”

      I hesitate, unsure if she truly grasps the nuances of adult relationships. God, I hope not yet. “Sorta,” I say, tactfully choosing my words. “But just know that you are my number one priority—always and forever. And that I always have your best interests at heart—” I assure her. “Okay, munchkin?”

      “Sure,” Lily retorts, shuffling towards the doorway. “But,” she adds, turning back around. “I can still watch ‘Grey’s Anatomy,’ right?” She asks with a hopeful expression.

      I roll my eyes and click my tongue. “No, sweetheart—” I hesitate. “I clearly need to lay this all out to Auntie Mellie.”

      Lily giggles innocently. “Oh no, that’s not her fault,” she admits proudly, pointing her finger in a sassy little girl pose. “I watch that by myself,” she adds, twirling out into the corridor.

      All I can do is shake my head while a wry smile plays on my lips. It’s amazing how quickly a seven-year-old can shift the focus of a conversation. I’m cognizant of the fact that I’ve been so preoccupied with my own budding relationship that I’ve neglected to monitor Melanie’s questionable influence on Lily’s media consumption. And perhaps when we return, it’ll be high time to have a serious chat with my dear twin sister about the proper programming for a child.

      As for right now, I can’t help but let my thoughts drift back to Durango. And oh, how I yearn for the intimacy we’ve only hinted at, the unspoken desires that simmer beneath the surface of our entwined souls. I hope this trip will give us that space and time to let these feelings blossom naturally. And casually.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      My breath catches in my throat as I follow Max around the corner of the resort’s spa area. It’s a massive place, full of magnificent sights. A massive pool steams invitingly, cleansing my lungs with a mineral-rich scent of the hot springs. This place, renowned for its natural geothermal waters, is a hidden oasis tucked away in the deep wilderness of Western Canada.

      “This place is gorgeous, Max,” I whisper, my jaw practically hitting the floor as I take in the scenery beyond floor-to-ceiling windows spanning about fifty feet wide.

      Max agrees. “The pictures definitely didn’t do it justice,” he says, his eyes sparkling with excitement.

      I shake my head with a furrowed brow. “No, they didn’t,” I say, chuckling. “Maybe you should be in charge of their website imagery,” I add, pulling him closer while I wrap my arms around his waist. “I told you I’m old friends with Shane, the manager, right?”

      He nods, leaning in for a kiss. “I think you mentioned that, yeah,” he replies.

      “College buddies,” I reminisce. “Back when the first Macintosh computer hit the market.”

      Max giggles, playfully tugging on my swim trunks. “Yeah, yeah, you’re such an old fart.”

      It takes everything within me to keep from laughing; the sound reverberating throughout the cavernous space. This weekend is already off to an amazing start, and I can’t wait to see where it leads. Even if I’m planning on the big revelation that my heart was once Brogan Baxter’s.

      “Ooohh,” I murmur, a playful smirk plastering my face. “Foreplay and we’re not even in the water yet?” I tease him, tossing our towels onto a pair of sun-drenched loungers.

      He pulls me closer while his brawny arms envelop me in a warm embrace. “Just you wait, mister,” he whispers mischievously.

      Our chests press together as the steady rhythm of my heartbeat pounds amidst the silence. The smell of sulfur and steam ushers a reminder of the powerful forces at play beneath our feet. But at this moment, all I feel is total peace. A deep, abiding sense of contentment that I haven’t experienced in a long time. I know I should tell him. Sharing the secret that has been weighing me down since that phone call back in October. But the words won’t come. Not yet. Not in this idyllic setting, with the sun kissing our skin and the gentle purr of the hot springs lulling us into a blissful trance. I trust Jake and Melanie to take care of Gage. This weekend is about us, a chance to escape the demands of everyday life and simply be present with each other.

      The silence deepens between us, comfortable yet reassuring. But as much as I want to savor this moment, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m holding a part of myself back. The truth, the profound connection that binds us, remains unspoken.

      Max breaks the tensions with a playful curiosity. “You’re awfully quiet,” he says, pulling away to meet my stare. “You usually talk more than I do.”

      Glancing into his eyes, I take in the splendor of those warm, hazel pools that have captivated me from the first moment we met. For a moment, I hesitate at the edge of the pool while my fingers trace the raised line of my scar. Do I take my shirt off? I haven’t even showered with him yet, let alone exposed this part of myself to him in broad daylight. The thought of his reaction plays through my mind. Whether it would be pity, or the disgust I might see in his stare, sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Yeah, sorry,” I mumble, masking my hesitation with a half-hearted excuse. “Just thought I forgot something at home.”

      He smiles warmly, reaching out his hand for mine. “Come on,” he encourages with a gentle coax that could seduce a rock. “Let’s get in.”

      Hand in hand, we cautiously lower ourselves into the steaming water. The heat is intense enough that a searing sensation causes my breath to hitch. My anxiety spikes as I feel Max’s body brush against mine. It’s comforting, it is. Also incredibly nerve-wracking. Until I tell him the truth, I know I’ll never be fully at ease.

      “Shirts off?” Max suggests, already peeling his navy blue shirt over his head.

      I hesitate again with a shallow grimace, my fingers tightening around the hem of my shirt. “You’re perfect, whatever you decide,” I murmur at the decibel of a whisper. “Come here, I’m not done with you yet,” I finish, pulling him close.

      The fact of the matter is that I’ve never seen him without a shirt before. This is a new level of intimacy, a vulnerability that warrants the same from me. As he lowers himself into the waters, our eyes meet, and I’m lost in the depths of his gaze. He reciprocates my embrace with muscular arms encircling me, holding me close and tenderly. This isn’t the first time my cock has grown exponentially, at least the weightless element of zero gravity being under water. Everything feels larger than it really is.

      Max shudders zealously. “Oh, oh, what have I done?” he asks, his eyes narrowing. “Have I been naughty?”

      A thick baritone grunt plays at the back of my throat. Watching his pupils expand with ecstasy gets me hard, apparently. “Just you wait and see,” I mutter low. “You’ll find out soon enough, I suppose,” I tease back, my nerves finally lowering. Sex is certainly in the immediate future.

      I nudge his spine against the side of the springs, feeling a stinging pang underneath my tight clutch. My head leans into Max’s, tilting slightly to dive for a warm kiss, all the while my aching dick thumps hungrily along his waist. The dim lights of the spa flutter each time I pull away from Max, gasping for air before diving back into his warm, inviting seduction. His lips. They taste like a fresh jar of orange marmalade spread generously on a piece of toast.

      “Mmmmm,” Max winces, likely from the extreme temperatures nipping his backside.

      A brief pause follows as a slight cough rises from my lungs. “Damn, man. You gonna let a guy at least come up for air?” I joke playfully, my head wavering.

      He grins. “Maybe I’m still waiting for my punishment, sir,” he bites back.

      Studying the circumference of the springs area, I make a mental note that not another living soul is even remotely within proximity. With finesse, I lift Max stealthily by the waist, planting his wet ass on the edge. Meanwhile, my fingers slowly trace up his thigh with fervor as a sultry grin forms on my relaxed visage.

      He allows an excited moan to escape while a thick erection springs from over the waistband of his trunks. Lowering them to his feet is a splendor all on its own, ushering a certain arousal through my spine. A moment later, there’s no time to spare before covering my pursed lips around the tip of Max’s thudding dick, excitedly tickling his balls. He howls under the veil of pure unadulterated pleasure while tilting his head backward.

      Meanwhile, my free hand hastily raises to cover his cries of pleasure just as the salty taste of his cock plunges back into my throat. It’s not the first time I’ve had another man’s dick in my mouth, surprisingly enough. There were some experiments gone wrong, of course. Skills aside, I’m confident in my ability to deliver Max into a heightened state of bliss all on my own.

      I pull back slightly to catch my breath. “Shhhhh,” I whisper. “You’re gonna get us caught.”

      Public sex feels weird. I’m a little giddy. Almost as if I’ve been transported back in time to my teenage years, having thrown out my inhibitions. Is this illegal? At this rate, I almost don’t even care. This is fucking hot. It takes all I can to avoid pulling down my trunks, to fuck the beautiful right out of this amazing man. Yet, I still have some scruples about me. Before I can wrap my lips back around Max’s cock, he edges himself off the edge back into the enigmatic waters surrounding us.

      “You’ve already had enough?” I ask, wiping the side of my mouth.

      He shakes his head insistently. “No,” he bites back, twisting my torso around into his embrace. “It’s my turn, hot stuff.”

      Max’s sporadic idea might turn me on too much. Which means I should probably try to find an opportunity for us to make our way back to our room upstairs so we can truly get it on. On that thought, it’s also the first time I’ve had sex in years, and my pent-up testosterone may not outlast the full duration without spilling an ocean of cum. A moment later, after seriously deep thought, I feel my shorts being tugged down by his eager arms.

      A playful glint sparkles at the corner of his left eye. “Round two?” He offers.

      But this feels off. I don’t think I’m secure enough to have a public orgasm. However, I don’t get so much as a peep before Max finds himself beneath the water’s surface, tenderly sucking my hardened dick all the way to the back of his throat.

      “Ohhhh my fucking God,” I spit out, feeling a wave of euphoria rising my spine.

      For several minutes, I stand here completely surrendered to Max’s forceful tongue circling my cock as if this is some underwater obstacle course and he’s the sole participant. Underwater Olympics? There’s one thing that’s for certain, however, and it’s the fact his trigger finger hasn’t been lost on him. His grasp on my sac tugs ever so gently as I take another deep gasp for air, trying to balance the sensations of his tongue and tight grip. I may just taint these sulfuric waters with my cum, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Clutching Max’s hand, I lead him back upstairs to our room. We kick off our shoes, delivering my memory back to the first night I met him. Also, in a hotel. He paces over towards the gigantic wall, crafted purely of windows and a glass door leading out to a quaint balcony. The view I reserved is worth noting, a breathtaking sight overlooking the waters of Horseshoe Bay. This differs from our daily ritual of admiring the Pacific Ocean in his new Seattle home. Some variation of magnificence here is worth a—what do they call it—a selfie before returning to the States.

      A moment of scanning the room leaves me speechless. Finding a silver tray on the bench at the foot of the bed, equipped with various items underneath a brass dome. Shane signed the card at the top on behalf of everyone at the resort.

      “Babe,” I call out, stealing his attention from the windows nearby. “It looks like Shane’s left us some treats for the weekend,” I add, shuffling towards the sink to flip on some dim light.

      Max’s curiosity begs me to read the card as he sits on the edge of the bed with a warm grin. “Well, read it,” he presses. “What does it say?”

      “It says, ‘have fun you two, enjoy a night of pure bliss courtesy of my backyard— Shane,’” I read aloud, wondering what he meant.

      All I can do in this moment is stand idly by while Max raises the dome, leaving even myself curious about what lies beneath. There’s no doubt that nothing can compare to the intense sensation of him choking on my cock underwater. The euphoria from that, and the dinner we’ve just returned from, have kicked my secret heart into high gear. If I orgasm in the next five minutes, it might just break from pure exhaustion. Or not. It may very well be the homegrown marijuana Shane gifted us for tonight as a toke-n of his friendship.

      “Ummm,” Max murmurs while I approach from behind, tightening my embrace. “Is this pot?” He continues griping. “Oh my God, I haven’t had any of this since I was like sixteen.”

      A chuckle plays at my lips. “You naughty boy, Maxwell,” I affirm, patting his ass cheek. “You were way too young—were you punished for it?”

      Did that really just come out of my mouth?

      Feeling Max writhe under my grasp at the notion I would need to spank him for his transgressions from over a decade ago makes me harder than this afternoon. I love a young guy who I can assert a level of control over. Perhaps even somebody with ‘daddy issues,’ no matter how much I don’t consider myself a true ‘Daddy.’

      He seems to be at the highest I’ve ever seen him, especially now that he retrieves one of the two joints from the silver tray. He places one end between my passion-hungry lips while his hand reaches for the lighter, presumably also courtesy of Shane. Within moments, an orange fiery blaze lights up the distance between us, amplified by a moon peeking out over the rippling waters outside. As he inhales, Max turns his head to cough up a plume of pungent smoke. Rasp after rasp, his gaze shifts towards the window.

      I roll my eyes sarcastically. “Yeah? Been a while, hasn’t it, Scooter?” I joke, retrieving the reefer from his pinched fingers.

      Several questions inundate me with doubts about what I should or shouldn’t be doing to my reclaimed sense of life. Dr. Casey hasn’t specifically advised against smoking pot, per se, namely tobacco filled cigarettes with the laundry list of noxious additives. Does this hurt the gift his passed-on husband has given me? Will I go into cardiac arrest with just a few puffs?

      Max glares straight at me while I gain my composure. With a simple shrug, I give into the temptation since he has taken the first puffs and for the simple reason I’m about to tackle him on the top of this lavish bedspread.

      He takes my free hand, dipping my forefingers into his mouth as if he’s sucking on the nip of a bottle. “I don’t think I learned my lesson at sixteen, because I’ve been—” he pauses, flashing his fully dilated pupils in my direction. “So, so very bad—I need that punishment, Daddy.”

      Grrr. Inhaling a large gale of marijuana causes every muscle surrounding my ribcage to tighten instantly. Remnants of a caramel flavor tease my tastebuds on the exhale, leaving Max stood in place impressed that I could stomach a larger, deeper toke than him without choking. As for this inexperienced little smoker, my plans to elevate his high include the shot-gunning method.

      I let out a huff. “Close your eyes and open your mouth,” I instruct him, grinning with narrowed vision. “We’ll try something a little milder—count to three and breathe in.”

      Another deep inhale of the sweet, pungent smoke finding its way down my windpipe as if butter were sliding against the fibers of my lungs. Max does as I say while the moon’s ample glow bounces from both of his pupils, closing them with a gentle finesse. He seems to trust me. Wrapping both hands around his head, I lean in gently as I tilt mine. Our lips adjoin in a meeting of unspoken adulation, all the while groaning with arousal. If I don’t nut all over him tonight, my riverbed may as well be deemed drier than Death Valley.

      On the next exhale, the plume of smoke transfers from my lungs to his in perfect harmony, a symphony of buzzing sensations trickling down my spine as the THC finds itself through my bloodstream. I know that tonight is a special occasion and I can’t overdo the act of indulgence. After all, I’m still uncertain what he’ll think of me advocating for all this when I have his dead husband’s very life-force pounding away, giving me a second chance at a life I never thought would be possible.

      My tongue dives deeper into Max’s inviting mouth while the young fashion photographer welcomes it with anticipation, overwhelmed with a newfound thrill. He moans slightly while I grab his balls with a firm grip. Our hushed environment amplifies each sound of Canada’s nocturnal wildlife, waking up and greeting us with a symphonic welcome.

      “Ohhhhmmmm,” Max mutters while I nip at his upper lip with force.

      I can feel his cock twitching, thundering under the weight of my wrist. So, I waste no more time nudging him down to the top of the mattress. He falls backwards with a giggle, telling me he’s loose and raring to go. Meanwhile, I drop my pants and underwear down around my ankles before removing Max’s with one fell swoop. Yanking his legs, I pull him closer to the edge of the bed so my cock can feel his hungry, warm hole.

      “Now you’re going to feel that long awaited punishment, Maxwell,” I click my tongue, pumping my cock with a small amount of spit. “You’ve been a very bad boy indeed.”

      All he can do is let out a small series of giggles while my dick finds its way through the deep caverns of his inviting asshole. His flesh offers short contractions as I plunge further inside. My head tilts back at the sensation of feeling his pulse in perfect cadence with mine.

      “Holy shit, Durranggoooo,” he winces loudly, crying with excitement.
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        * * *

      

      “That was fantastic,” Max giggles, descending to the floor from the bed. “I actua⁠—”

      Pressing my forefinger against his lips, I hush him with insistence. “Shhhh.”

      The air crackles with anticipation as the mountainous twilight offers a canvas for the unspoken. This is the moment I’ve been circling, the truth I’ve held close like a talisman. It’s lying it bare, allowing the words to carve an alternative path between us. But not with the usual fanfare or melodrama Max so adores. No, this calls for something else entirely. What he actually deserves from me. A confession whispered beneath the stars. A revelation as raw as the scar that marks my chest.

      My heart hammers against each rib with a melody of fear and hope. Will he understand? Will he recoil from the truth, from the strange twist of fate that binds us? Or will he see it as I do, a cosmic joke with a tender punchline? There’s only one way to find out. And as my finger lowers from his lips after silencing the chatter of the world, I know this is just the beginning. The start of a conversation that could break us apart or weld us together, infinitely marked by the reverberation of another man’s love.

      “See this, honey?” I twist, the moonlight catching the raised scar on my chest. “Not pretty, I know, but it’s a map of the story you need to hear.”

      Max remains confused, appearing to stay with me thus far as he nods.

      I continue. “Remember that call when you were hauling Melanie’s life from Indiana to Washington?” I ask, studying his secondary nod. “I wasn’t just checking in, Max,” I shake my head with shame, closing my eyes for a single moment.

      He swallows hard, as if our worlds are going to crash down around us. A tear wells in his eyes while my heart pounds faster, to the accordion of life’s deafening trance. At this moment, I wonder if I should change the subject, go off course, scream ‘booga booga’ just to avoid getting out of this pit I’ve set myself up to fall into. Yet, my conscience admonishes me already for the months it’s taken for me to get to this point of clarity.

      “Well,” my confession endures. “I was at Mount Sinai—” I pause emphatically. “The night Brogan died.”

      Max glares at me with narrowed eyes. I can see the ripples of water outside casting shadows in the depths of his enlarged pupils. Yet he doesn’t utter a word. This feels weird and I don’t like it, but I’ve stalled enough time as it is since October.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Max,” I insist. “This isn’t some ghost story,” I add, swallowing a hard gulp of air. “It’s a transplant—his heart—beating right here in my chest.”

      He tilts his head. “And I’m Prince Harry,” he scoffs, throwing his hands up in disbelief. “Only had to dye my hair to cover it up. You caught me!”

      Yet there’s a certain silence that follows his response, making me feel a tinge, like the aftermath of an explosion. My heart—Brogan Baxter’s heart—thunders in my ears. It’s deep in there, drowning out the crickets and distant howl of a coyote. I study Max’s face, searching for a flicker of understanding, or perhaps a spark of connection. But all I see is shock, confusion, and maybe even a hint of fear. Did I go too far? Did I shatter the delicate illusion we’d built around us?

      But as I meet his gaze, something shifts slightly. A warmth spreads through me, a sense of release that I haven’t felt in months. The truth is out there now, raw and exposed. And for the first time since Brogan’s death, I feel a sliver of hope. Maybe this won’t be the end of us. This could just be the beginning of something deeper, forged in the fires of honesty and the unexpected turns of fate. Only time will tell. But for now, I can breathe a little easier knowing that my heart, in all its complexity—is no longer a secret.
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      “You what?!?!” I recoil, jumping to my feet.

      Confusion. Then rage. A white-hot rage sears through me. If he’s telling the truth, I have every right to be pissed off. Why now? Why not before Thanksgiving? Before I let him into my life, into my bed? Did he think this was some kind of sick joke? I pinch myself. Slap my face hard enough that it stings. Absolutely nothing. Zlich. Nada. It’s a nightmare.

      Stumbling towards the door, needing light, I continue on my search for answers. My thoughts race in a chaotic jumble of disbelief and betrayal. Un-fucking-believable. No. No, no, no.

      “God damn it, Durango!” I scream, the words ripping from my throat.

      He glances up at me, eyes wide and pleading like a kicked puppy. The sight makes me sick. Grabbing the silver tray with the last rolled joint, I hurl it across the room with so much force I should try out for shotput. It clangs against the wall, mirroring the many fragments of my very trust that’s been stolen from me.

      “Max—please—” he rises.

      I toss my hand to the side. “Save it!” I shout, cutting him off.

      My arms thrash around, sending a lamp from the nightstand straight through the glass wall of windows. Shards rain down as if they’re a tower of dominoes, reflecting everything I feel inside.

      “You’ve known since before Thanksgiving, and you’re just now telling me this? What the actual fuck, Durango?”

      His tears mean nothing to me. “You mean to tell me you drank with my husband’s beating organ?” I spit, the words ever so bitter in my mouth. “How could you?” My words endure through the deep abyss between him and I. “I’m in AA forever, Durango. How could you possibly keep drinking with another person’s heart beating in your chest? Let alone Brogan’s?!?!” I continue my verbal assault, each word pouring out of me like venom. “And my God, I smoked pot with you! I can’t even have that!!”

      Durango pleads, dodging tiny shards of glass with his bare feet. “I drank socially, Max,” he says, burying his face in his hands. “My doctor cleared me a few months after the transplant, as long as it was occasional.” He pauses, wiping away tears. “It wasn’t even that much.”

      My head wavers in disgust. “Not when you’re carrying my dead husband’s living organ, Durango fucking Walters. Not even a little. No—absolutely not—” I throw my hand up, appealing to the empty ceiling. “How could this be happening?”

      He takes a seat on the edge of the bed, appearing utterly vanquished. And I can’t bear to look at him in this single moment.

      “I can’t right now. I’ve gotta go.” The words feel heavy and definitive. “I’ll make sure Melanie knows to have Gage dropped off at your brother’s.”

      At least the kid won’t be caught in this mess.

      Honestly, I don’t know what else to say. I’m unsure if I’ll ever want to talk to Durango again. Uncertainty eats away at me like a parasite as I pull on my jeans, grabbing the first warm thing I can find in my suitcase. A moment later, my eyes fall on the small package I wrapped for Durango’s Christmas gift. Now, suddenly, the thought of romance tastes like arsenic.

      Shoving my arms into the green sweater, I grab the package while my feet slip into a pair of black Dansko shoes. Socks aren’t even a crucial part of this half-assed dressing routine right now. Fuck it. I just need to get out of here.

      “Merry fucking Christmas,” I spit, lurching the package at him. Yet he doesn’t catch it, and frankly, I don’t care. “I guess we’ll talk in a few days.” I pause, words and thoughts sticking in my throat. “I don’t know. I just don’t fucking know anymore.”

      A tear escapes, rolling down my cheek as I turn to the door. The hallway stretched out before me as if it’s an endless tunnel of despair. Approaching the elevator, I press the button without a single dare to look back over my shoulder. There’s simply no point. Durango won’t come after me. He won’t beg me to stay because he’s as craven as the cowardly lion.

      The elevator shaft dings, swooping open with emptiness, confirming my personal isolation. As I descend to the main floor, the sting of my words lingers. Hurtful? Maybe. But justified. How could he, the recipient of Brogan’s heart, indulge in the poison that almost destroyed my life? It doesn’t matter if it was Durango or Larry Bird himself. The duplicity cuts deep, leaving a wound that may never fucking heal.

      When the doors slide back open, I practically leap out like a caged animal set loose. My vision tunnels again as I make a beeline for the exit, barely registering the luxurious lobby around me. But a flash of gold catches my eye, a nametag glinting under the harsh lights. Shane. Durango’s age, probably another snowbird, escaped to the milder Vancouver winter.

      “Sorry about your windows, man,” I offer, almost amusing. “Charge whatever you need to my AMEX on file.”

      I scoff, the sound bitter in my own ears. Keep your fucking money, Maxwell. He should pay for the damages for all he’s caused me.

      “On second thought, charge your friend instead,” I mutter, pushing past him. The anger simmers just below the surface, erupting with each step.

      Outside, the rain-slicked streets of Vancouver shimmer under the streetlights, opposite from the stifling heat of treachery that consumes me. I stride down the sidewalk, every footfall practically a drumbeat of fury. How could he? How could Durango keep this from me? Did he think I was too fragile to handle the truth? Or worse, did he think I wouldn’t care?

      The image of him sitting on the bed, head in hands, flashes through my mind. All the tears and apologies—they mean nothing to me now. All I see is the deception. Months of shared meals and laughter built on a foundation of lies. The revelation of his secret poisoned the memories. My pace quickens with only one goal: the train depot. But where do I go? Back home? Back to the life I was trying to escape for just a weekend?

      When the train station comes into view, I’m still uncertain where I’m going to go. But anywhere is better than here. The rhythmic clack of my shoes on the wet pavement seems to be a soundtrack to my anger. My confusion. My heartbreak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      As I gaze out the window frames, surrounded by crumbled glass from Max’s fit of fury, I find myself at odds with each emotion circling through the cyclone of my mind. The full moon shines down, greeting the ripples of Horseshoe Bay in a soft cadence much slower than the rhythm of my heart. It is, however, a reminder that even in the darkest moments, there’s always a sliver of light. A sliver of hope. My feet protected by shoes, I approach the railing surrounding the balcony for a breath of fresh winter air. And my eyes close in silent contemplation.

      The wind picks up, rustling a few shards of glass loose that were once stuck at the top of the frame. They resemble exactly how I feel at this current moment. Leaving Max to wander off into the Canadian night alone was probably the right thing to do. I know that for sure. It’s what I’d advise any of my clients’ parents in the face of a fight. But it doesn’t make the emptiness any less crushing.

      This guilt accosts me greatly, and I feel it heavily. I trashed Brogan’s heart, even though my doctor gave me the green light to drink wine sparingly. I’m not some reckless kid with no self-control. I’m not an alcoholic—well—I suppose that’s a touchy subject for him. Suffice it to say, I understand what moderation means. Or at least, I thought I did.

      Perhaps that’s where Max and I differ. Maybe the years between us aren’t just a number, rather a chasm of experience, of understanding. But damn it, I love him. And now, I’m left wondering if that love is enough to bridge this gap and heal our wounds. Can we pick up the shattered pieces of our future?

      Brisk wisps of wind rustle through my hair as I get lost in the darkened, rippling waters. Years of experience whisper that Max’s reaction, while hurtful, is understandable. However, this doesn’t lessen the sting of my secret, of how I hurt him at the crux of his existence. But deep down, I know we’re meant to be. The thud under my left ribs proclaims it so. Time will heal this wound, I’m sure of it.

      A knock at the door inside breaks the silence. “Housekeeping!”

      I drag myself over the sea of glass, broken remnants of what I wanted to be a fun getaway, to answer. I know what awaits on the other side of this door. The mess Max left behind, a physical manifestation of our shattered peace. Patting my eyes dry may not do any good since the tears keep coming. However, I refuse to answer this door with a wet face.

      “Man, what the hell happened?” Shane, my old friend, peers around the door with a look of shock. “The fuck?”

      “Oh, Shane,” I reply exasperatingly, burying my face in my hands. “This is not how I pictured our reunion.”

      He steps inside, appearing grim. “Yeah, I won’t lie,” he affirms, wagging his finger. “It wasn’t the most pleasant goodbye. I saw him storm out of the resort.”

      “I’ll be okay,” I attempt to sound convincing. The truth is, I won’t. Not right now, anyway. “Just let me know how I can help with this.”

      The other part of the truth is, I feel lost and utterly helpless. There’s no way I can help pick up the broken glass on the floor when each splinter of glass will be a painstaking reminder of the pain I’ve caused Maxwell. I sit on the edge of the bed, my back to Shane as he surveys the damage with his phone. A moment later, my eyes fall on the object Max threw before marching out into the hallway, slamming the door shut behind him. It’s a small brown box resembling a Christmas gift, a bitter reminder of what could have been.

      My fingers tremble as I scoop it from a pillow, the wrapping paper crinkling under my heavy touch. It’s a tangible symbol of his love for me and the future he envisioned. Now, it seems all that remains is just another casualty of this war zone I’ve created.

      Shane finishes documenting the wreckage, his phone camera snapping away with a shutter click every two seconds. “This will not be cheap,” he remarks. “But our insurance should cover it, eh?”

      I turn to him, a surge of anger replacing the tears I’ve shed. “No, charge him every dollar,” my head wavers. “Just because I love him and you’re my friend doesn’t mean he gets a free pass. Max is a grown man. He needs to face the consequences of his actions.”

      Shane nods with a reluctant grimace. “Fair enough. That’s about all he said on his way out, by the way. ‘Sorry about the window, man, just charge whatever you need to my AMEX card.’”

      My eyes roll straight back with slight indignation. “Yeah, he’s got the money for it.”

      The thought of that stings like a bitch. Money, another thing that sets us apart. I’ve always lived a modest life, scraping by, raising Gage with his special needs. Max, with his wealth and easy generosity, makes me feel—inadequate. I’ve never been in a relationship where money wasn’t a shared concern, where one person simply took care of everything. It’s a new dynamic. And one I’m not sure how to navigate.

      Shane’s phone blares the ‘Parks and Recreation’ theme song, and he steps into the hallway, signaling for a moment. “Be right back,” he mouths apologetically.

      Now I’m left alone with my thoughts and the broken pieces of my guilt. But even in this chaos, a flicker of determination ignites with me. I can fix this. I will fix this. I’ll make this all better. I’m a goddamned trained psychologist. Mending fences is what I get paid to do half the time. Now it’s up to me to build Max and me a future where love and understanding outweigh the scars of our past.

      Nodding, I motion for Shane to go take his call while my fingers fumble with the brown package. If things had gone as planned, I’d probably be opening this with Max right this very minute. When Shane leaves, I lift the lid to reveal a gift card for a men’s apparel store and a handwritten note.

      
        
        Babe,

        Merry Christmas. This isn’t your only gift from me, but I wanted to give you one of your gifts while in Vancouver for the weekend. I noticed your closet is barren and the things you have are worn down. So this is enough to get several new outfits and have them tailored specially for you… my special guy. Now look back up at my face and kiss me, you big sappy gorilla.

        Love, Maxwell Florian Williams

      

      

      I raise my head as it says, but there’s no Max to kiss. No loving gaze staring back into my soul. The note leaves another pang of my undying guilt to dive deeper and deeper into my chest. Tears stream from my face, but my anger simmers beneath the surface. How could he do this? How could he leave me reeling with my secret, or about this gift meant for a distinct reality?

      But the anger doesn’t last long. It’s washed away by the love that still beats strong as the day in June when I received it. I know this pain, this distance, is only temporary. We’ll find our way back to each other, I’m sure of it. Our heartbeats combined, under one roof, a home that transcends all boundaries. For now, the uncertainty consumes my conscience like a question mark on the horizon for our love.
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      Both hands adjoin at my forehead, blocking as much of the harsh fluorescent lights stabbing my eyes as I approach the train depot. Behind the ticket counter, a nimble young man with a mop of messy hair and a bored expression leans against the glass. He seems to scroll through his phone as I approach. Meanwhile, a knot of dread tightens in my stomach like a python.

      His deep Canadian nuances flow from the speaker. “Sorry, friend, you just missed the last train headed south,” he informs me.

      Those weren’t the words I was expecting to hear. I sigh. All I want is to go home, but it looks like I’m stuck here for another six hours at the least.

      “How close is the airport?” I ask, rubbing the stress lines on my worn visage.

      He points outside. “A few clicks down the road. You might find a taxi at this time of night,” he sounds unsure. “Otherwise it’s about a forty-minute walk. We don’t have Uber here yet.”

      Now frustrated, my fingernails drag the length of my left arm. This night just keeps getting better and fucking better.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, tucking my wallet away. “Is there anywhere to eat nearby?”

      The boy nods. “Best burger in town is just around the block a piece. Adam’s Livery. Get the bacon mushroom burger, rare.” He taps his chest with a grin. “It’s the only thing open this late, though.”

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. The thought of food makes my stomach churn, but starving in a train station isn’t ideal either. And Adam’s Livery? The one type of place I swore—promised—Brogan that I’d never set foot in again. Looks like fate, or whatever cosmic force is screwing with me, has other plans.

      “Great, just great,” I mutter, the words barely audible through the knot in my throat.

      Dragging my suitcase back outside, the cold Vancouver rain cascades down my backside, matching the somber tune this day has taken. It stings my face, but it’s nothing compared to the deep aching in my chest. Now what? I’m stranded. Certifiably alone in a city that feels alien and somewhat hostile. No offense to Canadians, but that scrawny-ass kid inside was most certainly not the welcome wagon. My stomach hurts under the guise of hunger and nausea. Six hours until the next train? It might as well be a fucking lifetime. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      The thought of the airport sparks a glimmer of desperation. Deep inside, I hope there’s a flight, a way out of this nightmare. But the rational part of me knows it’s a long shot. I trudge down the sidewalk, each step feeling much more weighted than the last. Meanwhile, a blinking neon sign pierces through the gloom of this night—Adam’s Livery. This irony is almost unbearable. This is, in essence, the holy sanctuary of temptation for any recovering alcoholic. My hunger, on the other hand, is relentless in the least. And the thought of eating something now, anything, is suddenly overwhelming. I just fucking wanna go home, God damn it!

      Tonight will be a battle between my demons and my willpower. And so far, I’m losing. Having just smoked marijuana with a liar is ultimately what’s fucked my sobriety. Though, I cross the street while my feet lead me towards the once-acquainted warmth and promise of a meal. But with each step closer, the guilt and shame grow on me, heckling my conscience.
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        * * *

      

      The twang of a John Denver cover band stabs through the dimly lit bar like a rusty knife. As I stumble inside, I struggle to lug my heavy suitcase through the doorway without causing a huge scene. A few grunts escape my lips as I roll it over the jamb, followed by a harsh sound of the door slamming shut behind me.

      “Eh friend,” the bartender calls out, his friendliness serves as a jarring intrusion on my misery.

      The taps gleam under a series of pendant lights, each one an alluring display of what I desperately need to ignore. I manage a wave while I drag my suitcase towards an empty stool, then plop down much like a pathetic slob in search of commiseration.

      My voice cracks, the words are barely audible. “Do you have a charging port I can use?”

      He shakes his head. “We do, but this is a no-park zone, eh—” he emphasizes. “You gotta order a drink to stick around the bar, and there aren’t any outlets at the tables.”

      A tsunami of frustration erupts at my core. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me?”

      “Not my rules, friend,” he offers with a pitying look that feels like salt in the wound. “But the boss isn’t here tonight,” he gestures towards the end of the bar, where a lone outlet mocks my thirst for both power and escape.

      My nostrils are tantalized by the aromas of alcohol, as if my demons have returned from London’s airport. Their promises of oblivion are tangible, whispering sweet nothings into my ears as if I should just let loose for a little while. After all, I have six hours to burn. I clench my jaw in a fight for sobriety while the storm rages on. I won’t give in. Not tonight. Not ever.

      “Thanks,” I offer my token of appreciation as I feel the light relief crashing ashore, making my way to the end of the bar.

      After a minute, my phone glows with life while I handle the hunger pains roiling in my gut. Food is pertinent at this point. But a nagging thought haunts me to the very core. I’ve already fallen off the wagon, haven’t I? That pot wasn’t for medicinal purposes. It was an escape, a way to enhance our weekend. And now, I battle the ghosts of my past. The doubts raze inside me, whispering that I’m already a failure. But I can’t give in. I have to fight. I must prove these voices wrong this time. I’m stronger than I think.

      “Fuck it,” I mumble under my breath, motioning for the bartender. He sees my plea and races over to take my order. “You know what? Fuck it. Double Apple Crown Royal with Coke,” I demand.

      It’s a surrender, a temporary lapse in judgment. But just one drink. Just one to dull the ache Durango has impressed upon me.

      Not a spare moment later, he slides the glass in my direction. The iced liquid calling me as if it’s been a long-lost friend from a lifetime ago. My stomach rumbles, reminding me I also need to cure this hunger.

      “Can I get you anything to eat, eh?” He asks.

      I nod. “I’ll have what the kid at the train depot recommended,” I reply breathlessly. But he cuts me off with a knowing smile.

      “Thomas, right?”

      Another nod. His name leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. And from the looks of it, Adam’s Livery has its own grapevine. And everyone must know my shame.

      “That would be the one,” I clarify, swirling the straw in my drink. The ice clinks against the glass and the hollow sound seems to match the emptiness I feel.

      “You got it, friend,” he obliges. “He orders the same thing every time, so I already know what you want,” he chuckles, extending his hand in true Canadian form. “I’m Pete.”

      “Max,” I shake his hand.

      “Eh? Max? Looks like you’ve had one wee bit of a night,” Pete says, turning to punch in my order while his words hit way too close to home.

      Yet another nod, feeling the past couple of hours catching up with me. “You have no idea, Pete,” I lift the glass, proposing a toast.

      Suddenly at this moment, the image of Paula, a dying nurse from a favorite show, ‘Nurse Jackie,’ flashes through my mind. Repeating her last words, my mock toast is in memory of anyone who’s had to go through ‘some shit.’

      “Here’s to you, and here’s to me. And if we ever disagree, fuck you. And here’s to me.”

      Pete grimaces with a half-smile, raising his water bottle to my glass. “Tragic,” he says, seemingly sarcastic.

      It takes no time for me to down my drink in one gulp, leaving an expansive path to burn down my throat. Something reminiscent of a fiery trail that mirrors the scorching secrecies revealed to me tonight. Although a recognizable warmth, it’s a dangerous embrace that I swore I’d never seek again. The taste is bitter, a twisted mockery of the sweetness I once found in Durango’s eyes. With each sip, the guilt and shame twist tighter, circling the dagger dangerously close around my heart. And now I’ve broken my promise. Not just to myself, but to Brogan. To Lily. Melanie. Every fucking body who believed in my recovery.

      The realIty of my choice hits me hard. Tomorrow, instead of celebrating ten years of sobriety, I’ll be back at square one. Another starter chip, another fight against this bitch I thought I’d conquered. And the disappointment I’ll see in my sponsor’s eyes could be the death of me. This transgression will now haunt me, leaving a stain on this night, on my soul, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s a sign of things to come. Can’t go back now. May as well have another.

      “Pete, how ‘bout another?” I shout.

      His head skews to the side. “That’s the spirit, eh? Keeping up with us wee canucks, are ya?”

      While Pete pours another, I take a gander at my device. An empty screen stares back at me. No messages, no missed calls from Durango. A new hurt afflicts me, and I push it down with another swig of the whiskey Pete slides my way. One drink has already turned into two, and who knows how many more before the night is through?

      I pull up the Delta app on my phone, where surprisingly, a flight to Seattle appears. It leaves in only a couple of hours. Perfect. Time is of the essence to book the fare. All the while, I feel a surge of respite course through my veins. Perhaps half of that’s because of the ethanol. However someone looks at it, I’ll be home sooner than I thought.

      Pete flashes a look of concern. “Are ya gonna be right, my friend?”

      Looking up from my phone, I battle a brief episode of fuzziness. “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I lie, a tremor playing at my lips.

      When the plate of food arrives, it’s as if I’m the composite of a hundred cheetahs vying for the same kill. Two bites turn into four. And I dip my fries in the gravy as if I’ve never had poutine before in my life. The smell does nothing for me, with more thoughts flooding through my vast ocean of regrets. It’s as if my anger has evolved into a tornado of emotions tearing through my life. Did I overreact? Was Durango’s secret really worth shattering our happiness?

      Even amidst the anger and the hurt, a stubborn ember of love still flickers for him. I can’t deny the connection we share, the laughter and tenderness. This painful truth is agonizing, but one I can’t ignore. Nothing seems to soothe the unease I feel about Durango. Food and liquor may only be temporary fixes. I love him, damn it. Even with this hanging over us, even with the uncertainty of what the future holds, that love remains. But fuck it, I’ll just have to face this head on tomorrow with a fresh perspective. And the fear of what that means is as intoxicating as the Crown Royal itself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      Here I sit in my office on a brisk December morning as the sun casts long shadows on the mess of papers scattered across my desk. I’m lost in thought, replaying the events of that disastrous night over and over in my head. What can I say to Max? How can I make him understand that I never meant to hurt him? I’ve tried so many times to tell him about the transplant, but the right moment never seemed to arrive. Or, each opportunity I got, something interrupted us that seemed more pressing. Each time chipped away at my resolve, leaving me with a growing burden of guilt because I knew it would be that much longer until I told him.

      Thank God Jake took Gage for the day today. It gives me some time to think and try to plan a way to fix this. But as I lean back in my creaky office chair, exhaustion pulls at me. This is evidence of my struggle is real, several hours of sleep deprivation finally catching up with me.

      Wandering into the living room, I clutch my phone like it’s a tether of worlds between me and Max. It’s been two days, and the silence from Max has been deafening. The worry consumes me, razes me, but I know I must give him space. He needs time to process the information. To heal. I sink onto the couch with heavy eyelids, about to usher me into a sweet lullaby. Sleep will come quickly, a welcome escape from the turmoil of reality.

      Max rests on the bed, his fingers tracing the contours of my chin. His anger seems replaced with understanding and forgiveness. In my heart, I feel the pity heckling me, for this is only a dream. It’s only a fleeting hope, some fragile thread of optimism. But it’s enough to keep me going.

      A jarring sound out on the street shakes me awake from the brief nap I’ve fallen into. When I wake, my phone is still silent. No messages and no calls, either. The dread returns like an icy fist clenching around my heart. Did I officially lose him? Did my secret push him away for good? Pushing it all aside, I decide this is my moment to act. If I don’t reclaim my dignity, I risk losing the second-best thing that’s ever come into my life. And my transplant will have been in complete vain of Brogan Baxter. Shuffling into the bathroom, I waste no time splashing water into my face for a momentary ‘pick me up’, all the while hoping it sustains my energy long enough to earn back what I had no intentions of ever losing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The noise of little footsteps and squeals disrupts my peaceful slumber. And not a moment later, I can hear Lily’s ecstatic voice floundering about the room, bouncing from one wall to the other.

      “Maxie?” Her face peeks around the bedroom door, her tiny body squeezing through the gap.

      I blink my eyes open as the sight of her offers me a warm reprieve. She’s perched on the edge of the bed, both eyes sparkling with a half-eaten sugar cookie clutched in her hand. Crumbs cascade down to my chin as she smiles widely.

      “It’s Christmas Eve,” she says, her tone surpassing something reminiscent of Tina Turner. “Isn’t Santa coming tonight?”

      In my best attempt to sound surprised, I stifle a yawn. “It is?” The truth is, I’ve completely lost track of time. As I glance at the clock, I’m quick to realize she’s correct. “Oh yeah, it’s four-thirty. He’s probably somewhere over Europe right now.”

      Lily gasps, showering me with more cookie crumbs. I prop myself up against the headboard and unplug my watch.

      “Why don’t you go start writing your letter to Santa, sweetheart?”

      She nods with a widening smile. “I was waiting to do that with you, silly,” she affirms.

      The tenderness of her words fills me with a bittersweet joy. This is our first Christmas Eve together, just the two of us. Usually, it would be Brogan sitting with her down at the kitchen island, helping her craft her wishes for Santa. The thought of her daddy brings a stinging pain, followed by the memories of Durango. And our shattered dreams in Vancouver. How long have I been asleep? What does Melanie think? Does Durango know I’m back?

      Lily scampers out of the room, replaced by Melanie with a melody of fear, concern, and confusion playing on her visage. This is a look that sends a jolt of panic straight through me. I rub my eyes, trying to piece together the fragmented memories of last night. All I remember at this moment is stumbling into the bathroom, but the rest is a complete blur.

      Melanie’s tone is dripping with sarcasm. “Ohhh, got a bit of a headache, do ya?”

      Fucking ouch. She knows.

      Another yawn escapes my lips, followed by a sigh. “What happened? I mean—” I stammer. “I know what happened, and I feel awful—but I lost it—he’s gone—oh Mel—” my plea sounds more like a word salad. Tears well up in my eyes, all the while burying my face in my hands.

      “So you remember trashing the room, breaking the window, wishing Durango a ‘Merry fucking Christmas’ too?”

      Her recollection of events could only be some cliff notes version from Durango himself. Alas, I wince in shame and regret. “Oh God, you know about everything?”

      Not only did I throw away a decade of sobriety, but I made a complete ass of myself. And now Melanie knows every detail. Fuck fuck fuckity fuck.

      She reaches out for my tears, wiping them away with her fingers. “I’m disappointed,” she affirms with a solemn tone. “But this isn’t anything that can’t be repaired.”

      I look at her quietly. “Even my dead husband’s broken heart?” Those words sound ridiculous even to me.

      Melanie nods, whispering low. “Yeah, I know about that, too. But I’m willing to bet it’s not broken.”

      Her recounting everything that happened returns a feeling of horror, as every bone in my body shivers in utter shame. I listen, mortified, as she tells me how worried she was when Durango’s brother showed up for Gage, completely oblivious to the chaos that had unfolded. I’m thankful Lily Bean was asleep, shielded from the ugliness I unleashed.

      But this guilt is crushing me by the minute. I barely remember anything after that first drink. Melanie tells me about her frantic calls and texts, her fear that I’d done something reckless. Perhaps even something far more dangerous than entertaining my demons. Then, her respite when the cab driver finally dropped me off as I stumbled around, confused and slurring my words.

      “He told me he wasn’t even supposed to take you home,” she claims with disbelief. “You were so drunk, it was a liability for the company.”

      All the shame from earlier sinks back into my chest, hotter than flames. I can’t believe I put my poor sister through that and forced her to deal with my drunken mess. I’m a failure. A true disappointment.

      “Soo—” Melanie continues softly. “This will all get worked out. I’m confident, boo.”

      My heart is so heavy, I glance into her eyes. “How can you be so sure, Mellie? I fucked up. I have no idea how to fix this.”

      She extends her arms to envelop me in a tight hug. “Heyyyy, we’ll get through this. All is not lost, I promise,” she seems sure, rubbing my back sincerely as it penetrates the chill of my despair.

      My words are a hollow reverberation of my shattered hope. “I don’t know, sis. I just don’t.”

      Melanie pulls back as her gaze searches mine. “Look, why don’t you get a shower? Mom lands in less than an hour.”

      I nod, grateful for the distraction. “Can you pick up some Pepto and electrolytes on the way home?” My stomach is a churning mess, reminding me that this is purely a self-inflicted punishment.

      “I’ll bring Lily too,” she offers. “So you can shower and gather yourself,” she adds softly, but the underlying strength is unmistakable. “I love you, Max. It’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

      My body aches with the aftermath of my bender as I rise from the bed. “One day at a time,” I recite, the same old mantra leaving a bitter taste of bile on my tongue. “All the fuck over again.”

      As Melanie leaves to retrieve Mom from the airport, I saunter into the bathroom. The hot water offers me a sweet, temporary relief from the icy dread clinging to me. I have a lot of thinking to do. Many decisions to make. Mel’s probably right. Perhaps this isn’t the end.

      Stepping from the shower, I catch my reflection in the mirror. It’s a battered and bruised apparition, the darker version of myself I haven’t seen for years. However, behind the haunting eyes, I see a flicker of determination. It’s the same fire that ignited my recovery all those years ago. The same blaze that fueled my love for Brogan and Lily. It’s time now to find that spark again, to rebuild myself from the ashes of this disaster.

      A newfound resolve hardens as I turn away from the mirror. Albeit a painful one, this is a setback. But it’s not the end. It’s a new beginning, offering me a new opportunity to confront the shadows I’ve been running from and finally heal the wounds that have festered for so long.
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        Dear Brogan,

        

        I’m sorry. I can’t say anything else besides how incredibly apologetic I am for how I’ve acted over the past couple of days. Not only how I treated Durango, but for falling off the wagon. I’d imagined if I were to break my sobriety, it would have been much sooner this year. After you were stolen from us. Not the same night I realized that you’ve been in my life this whole time, having not hardly died at all.

        Though, all this goes without saying that I’ve realized I need to make some changes in myself in order to have a healthy future. Not only with Lily, but with Durango and Gage on each of our sides. I want to fight like hell to reclaim my life. I don’t know what I could possibly say to him, to make him give me another chance. But don’t you think we owe it to ourselves? It’s not a coincidence that Durango was in that God forsaken hospital the same night I sent you off with tears, and an unread text message about how foolish I acted in the restaurant because our plans were thwarted.

        You know I’m not the most faithful person in the world. But I believe with every ounce of my being that you did this for a reason. And I want to make it all better. I must fix this. I just ask you for the guidance to give me the right words and help Durango Walters see reason. Please, Brogan, help him graciously accept my apologies. I can’t lose out on him. Not now, but especially not ever.

        I promise to work on my anger. If that means going to therapy or anger management classes, consider me already there. And also, I’m gonna finish slipping into fresh clothes right now, and march into a meeting to earn back everything I tossed away so foolishly. So trivially.

        Merry Christmas wherever you are right now.

        I Love You, Maxwell.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Fidgeting uncomfortably, I wiggle around in an aluminum folding chair in the basement of Westcoast First Assembly of God. Fluorescent lights bounce off the circle of members’ foreheads, here on this Christmas Eve. I’m no stranger to these people any longer. However, what is different tonight, they’re all celebrating milestones. I listen to each of them as they share their struggles with the holidays, and their victories, too. Three-year chips, seven-year chips, even a twenty for one fine-ass black woman with fierce leopard print heels.

      My applause is genuine. I couldn’t be happier for them, but it feels hollow for me. I’m back to square one, cashing in my progress for a lonely, white newcomer disc pilfered from a poker game set. Supposedly, the ten-year chips are made of graphite, and the twenty is made of Swarovski crystal. When my turn comes, I stand. And inhale a modest breath.

      “Hi everyone,” I say, practically in a whisper. “I’m Max, and I’m an alcoholic.”

      The group responds in unison, a chorus of acceptance and welcoming vibes. Yet it doesn’t quell the shame burning in my chest. My sponsor sits idly by, staring up into my forlorn gaze as if I’ve even let him down. I’ve failed. And now I have nothing else left but to start over.

      “You see, I know what most of you are feeling. The holidays, temptations that surpass those trays of cookies and almond toffee—the constant battle—” my words falter, feeling a lump in my throat. Quickly, I scan the group, taking in everyone’s faces of those who understand what I’m saying. Some nod with understanding, others clicking their tongues with tacit agreement. “And as I look around, I’m so proud of you all for the progress you’ve made.”

      My shaky tone endures. “Unfortunately—” I stall. “I can’t say the same for myself.” Another pause gives me exactly two seconds of awkwardness to consider darting from the room, abandoning my sponsor and the entire symphony of commiserating souls.

      No sooner do I continue when the back door squeaks open, and a male figure slips into the room. My heart sinks as I recognize it’s Trevan Donoghue, the man I slept with across town. The loser who lied to me, who used me for his sick gay cravings. Rage bubbles up inside, but I push it down for the sake of this meeting. This isn’t the time or place.

      Shaking my head, I continue with my confession. “I relapsed,” I affirm bitterly. “I threw away three thousand, six hundred and forty-seven days of sobriety.”

      The number seems unrealistic, but I have a counting app on my phone that keeps track in real time that serves as a testament to my failure. And in the same string of thoughts come vicious memories and sentiments intended for Trevan. Out of all the meetings in Seattle, he had to show up at this one. The irony is astonishing, especially since I initially kicked him out of my hotel room because he was a proponent of backsliding from time to time. But I can’t let him distract me. My focus on recovery is the penultimate, finding my way back to the path I’ve strayed from.

      “So now,” I continue. “I have so much to be thankful for. And after this, I’m gonna try to get back the man whom destiny sent my way.”

      My legs shake as I step down from the podium. Roberta, the woman with twenty years of sobriety under her belt, stands up to close the meeting. “Does anyone else want to share before we wrap up?”

      I shoot a perspicacious gaze back towards Trevan, who avoids looking straight at me. He rises from his chair while clearing his throat, raising his hand. “Hi, I’m Trevan—I’m an alcoholic—” he declares, glancing at me with a shameful and apologetic expression. “Sorry I’m late. I just wanted to do a check-in before I begin my holiday festivities.”

      As the group closes with the Serenity Prayer, something I’ve never truly felt comfortable with, I make my escape through the back door. However, Trevan follows closely behind, catching the door before it slams shut. All I want to do is go after Durango, and now I’m being forced to contend with another Ghost of Christmas Past. He stands there, shivering in the cold while his eyes fill with fear.

      “Look, Trevan,” I say, my finger jabbing towards him. The anger flares up again, fueled by the memory of his lies and trickery. But then I remember my own missteps, my failings this weekend. I soften my tone. “Sorry,” I say, shoving my hands in my pockets to get warm.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he pleads. “I just wanted to say—I’m sorry for what happened last time. It was a messy situation, and I was in a terrible place.”

      I allow a deep breath to cleanse my lungs, the words tumbling out now. “My life has changed so much since then,” I affirm. “There’s someone special in my life now, and someone I need to make things right with.”

      Trevan relaxes slightly, a hesitant smile forming on his face. “Oh, so you’re not going to knock me out?”

      A chuckle plays at my lips. “God, no. I wish you all the best,” I offer. “I hope you find the happiness you deserve, especially if you’re struggling with your sexuality. Having kids and a wife and then realizing who you truly are—it can’t be easy—” my head wavers as I place my hand on his shoulder. “You deserve to be happy, and I hope you find it.”

      “Something like that, yeah,” Trevan replies with a hint of sadness in his gaze.

      I lower my hand, offering it to him with a shake. “Truce?”

      He smiles warmly. “Absolutely.”

      Mending this fence gives me confidence that I can do the same with Durango. I just hope it’s not too late.
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        * * *

      

      The walk to my car feels like a lifetime, each footfall heavy with doubt and regret. However, as I approach it, hope ignites within me once again. Maybe my plan will work. Even though doubt lingers just beneath the surface of my optimism. Is he too angry? What if he refuses to talk to me? Worse, what if he’s hurt physically, or emotionally? Notions that he’d suffered because of my outburst send a chill down my spine. And it’s not at all from this frigid winter.

      Seattle traffic is a nightmare on a good day. At the holidays, it’s a cacophony of stop-and-go nonsense. My impatience grows with each delay, but I’m able to remain as calm as I can. You gotta be patient, Max. You must make things right. I decide the best option would be to head straight to Durango’s house. He still hasn’t put it on the market. And I have a key if worse comes to worse, and he doesn’t answer. I need him to understand that my outburst wasn’t about him; it was about the pain I’ve been carrying for so long.

      My plan to change is progressing. I’m going to find a therapist, stay sober, and embrace life as it comes. Healthier coping mechanisms abound, all without resorting to my old habits. Even as I make these plans, a nagging doubt remains. Can I really change? Am I strong enough?

      Surely Durango, with his psychology background, will understand. He’ll see my initiative, a willingness to change. Perhaps he’ll even be proud of me for taking these steps, acknowledging the work I need to do for myself, and Lily Bean, and our future together. The notion buoys me as I drive through his neighborhood, Christmas lights dancing to various rhythms in the distance.

      His car isn’t in the driveway, which fills me with an abundance of sorrow. Perhaps Jake took his car for some reason? A surge of nerves rushes through me as I jump out, my feet barely touching the ground as I race up to the front porch. Key or doorbell? I hesitate, unsure if he’s even truly at home. Using my key would cross a line. But ringing the doorbell feels too formal and rather distant. Either way, impatience wins out. I jab the doorbell repeatedly, my anxiety getting the best of me.

      To be honest, the butterflies haven’t eased up since I left my AA meeting. Doubt haggles with me as I remain on the step, counting the warm breaths leaving my lungs. But another voice, a stronger one, tells me to fight for this. To fight for Durango, for our love, and for the future we can have together. I take another deep breath, steeling myself for whatever lies ahead. This is our chance—my chance—to prove that my love for him is stronger than any vice on this planet.

      My heart falls over, much like the abandoned bicycle left at the curb by my Porsche. The fact that Durango wasn’t home shouldn’t be surprising. But there was a seedling of hope planted inside me as I pulled into this goddamned neighborhood that he’d be here. I turn over the ignition as the smell of cold leather overwhelms my senses, and an uninviting notion is that he’s out celebrating Christmas Eve with his son, without Lily and me by their side.

      The streets of Seattle blur as I drive, each turn serving a twist of the knife into my already wounded soul. As the flurries batter against my windshield, I try to remain focused on the road. However, the ravines in my mind are drying with failed expectations—and it’s all my fault. Regret, anger, and self-loathing course through me while I cross the L.V. Murrow Bridge on my return to Lily and Melanie. And Mom. Fuck. How could I forget about her?

      My radio boasts melodies of cheer and Christmas spirit, a cruel mockery of my current state. I know I need to change my tune before stepping a single foot in the house. Lily will be attacking my ankles like an excited puppy, and there’s no way I can appear sad on one of her favorite nights of the year. The next song to play isn’t a carol. It’s another easily recognizable song—one that hasn’t played since the night Brogan died. Our wedding song.

      Now this is a major gut punch, a reminder of the life I’ve shattered. Tears well up, blurring my vision as the lyrics twist into an agonizing show of defeat. I slam my fist against the steering wheel in a futile attempt to silence the torture. But it won’t budge. It just won’t fucking let up.

      “God damn it!” I shout throughout the car.

      Another half-hour later has me pulling into the neighborhood, then up to our security gate. I punch the code, watching the iron bars unfurl before me. Now is the moment to dry my eyes and put on a cheerful face for Lily’s sake. This night must go off without a hitch. At least another one, that is. Our tiny mansion looms ahead at the precipice of my winding driveway. That’s when I see him, Durango, standing at the entrance to the multi-car garage, looking off into the darkened Seattle night sky, holding a bouquet of tiger lilies. He’s here. He’s actually fucking here.

      A mixture of joy and terror crashes against the tides of my essence as I place the car in park. But the power of my actions crashes down, crushing the hope before it can fully bloom. I’m a broken man, unworthy of his love and his forgiveness. These thoughts harangue me with each footfall as Durango turns around, searching for my gaze. Then, finally, the entire world takes on a different hue. The smile on his face, an example of resilience and hope, is evidence that all isn’t lost after all.

      His arms envelop me with warmth, the sanctuary I’ve desperately sought after the past several hours. Tears stream down my face as I feel his hand on my back, the same way Brogan touched me. It’s a sensation I haven’t felt in months, but I’m not complaining.

      “I’m so sorry, Durango,” I choke out, the words hardly even intelligible.

      He pulls back slightly, his gaze searching mine with an intensity that both scares and soothes me. “Shhh, I know you are. I already forgive you.”

      My head wavers. “Not without hearing what I have to say.”

      His gentleness ushers another warm tickle down my spine. “I already know what you’re gonna say, babe,” he affirms, patting my back. “And I support you the entire way.”

      Confusion washes over me. “Wait, what? How do you know?”

      Durango holds the bouquet between us, their vibrant orange contrasting beautifully against the fading light. It is, after all, Brogan’s favorite flower. The entire foundation where Lily’s name is deeply rooted. Suddenly, a chill courses through me, and with it, a memory that transcends the boundaries of time.

      Brogan stands motionless, shock riddling his face as I express my deep remorse for bumping into him with an open cup of Pepsi. That burgundy shirt drenched in a sticky sweetness of carbonated water and corn syrup that’s responsible for our paths crossing.

      My mind draws a blank as I come to, realizing in this moment that the color of Durango’s shirt resembles the same color as Brogan’s from our chance encounter. It’s a surreal moment, a series of coincidences that feel like something more. The universe is speaking to me, weaving a canvas of signs and symbols that I simply cannot ignore any longer. It’s as if Brogan is orchestrating this reunion from beyond the grave, guiding me back to the lighthouse over Sag Harbor as the two ships converge.

      Durango’s eyes twinkle under the lamplight of our driveway, locking stares with me. “Because I took a nap earlier, and Brogan—your Brogan—came to me in a dream.” The tears streaming down his face are no match for the stoic giant that he is. “He told me what to do—that you were sorry—and exactly how you planned to make everything right.” He takes a pause for him to catch his breath, wiping away his tears in the process.

      His explanation continues. “And I already forgive you—but—” his words grow shaky as he drops to one knee. “But you have to promise to spend the rest of your life with me.”

      My spirits soar in a melody of joy, yet disbelief. This is it, the validation that I’ve been craving. Brogan really visited Durango in a dream. There’s no mistaking it—confirmation that our love is real, and it’s meant to be.

      More salted rivers glide down my cheek, but this time they’re of a happier variety. Of pure relief, unadulterated love. I reach out my trembling hand to take his.

      “Yes,” I mutter, overflowing with emotion. “I mean, I want nothing else but that, Durango Walters.”
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            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      My leg bounces uncontrollably and has been for the past half-hour. It’s a nervous tic I’ve developed that I can’t seem to shake. I’ve chewed my nails to the quick, and my knuckles crack with each anxious flex. It’s been months of therapy, sharing my deepest fears and insecurities with Samantha. However, the immaculate environment in her office still makes me feel exposed, almost vulnerable to a fine degree.

      “You’re doing so well, Max,” she says soothingly. “I’m excited to hear about the wedding and the honeymoon.”

      The flutters inside my belly start up again. “Well—” I trail off, the words catching in my throat. “The minute I leave here, I have to pick up my tux, rush to the caterers, pick Mom up from the airport—and the kids out of school in two hours.”

      This is every bit how brides feel on their wedding days. This is, after all, the second time I’ve been blessed with the occasion of feeling panic rise at the list of things to complete before a wedding. Suffice it to say, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. In essence, I’m marrying the second man who’s ever stolen my breath.

      Samantha nods, her eyes filled with understanding. “I remember the pre-wedding blitz. It feels like there’s never enough time.”

      I force a smile, but it feels brittle. Forced, even. “Yeah, it’s a lot,” I admit, feeling the pressure build. “But I’m excited. It’s just—a lot.”

      For a second, I think the only person I’m trying to convince is myself. “But it’s possible, and I’m not complaining one bit,” I shrug, scratching the back of my head. “I can’t exactly say the man stole my heart. In our case, it’s a bit more—complicated.” I offer a wry smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      She nods again. “Right, I get that. But it’s still not something that happens every day.”

      Glancing at my watch, I’m quick to realize that time has slipped away from me. Samantha is terrible at keeping time. She’s always going over, yet billing me for the same hour as always. The list of things I still need to tackle awaits me puts a pep in my step as I rise from her sofa. Not to mention how I long to enjoy a delightful meal with the kids before we send them off to bed by a reasonable time.

      “Speaking of things that don’t happen every day,” I say, forcing a chuckle. “I need to run. Tuxedos and caterers will not sort themselves out.”
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        * * *

      

      At the base of the stairwell, I call up impatiently to Lily. She’s in her room saying goodbye to each of her stuffed animals, seemingly a ritual that takes far too long.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” I shout, a hand cupping my dimple. “We’ve gotta go, munchkin.”

      Mom glances at the clock in our grand foyer. “What’s taking her so long?”

      I grimace, rolling my eyes. “She has a deep attachment to her stuffed animals,” I explain, feeling the warmth reverberate in my chest. “It’s a routine. She hasn’t been away from this long before.”

      “How sweet,” Mom smiles, but I can see the concern in her eyes, as if this is unnatural.

      Nodding, I gesture with my hands. “It’s totally normal for children on the spectrum—and I’d rather her have a routine of compassion than something completely the contrary.”

      “Numbers, lists, routines,” Mom recites. “I got this.” Then her tone softens. “After tomorrow, you’re a married man again.”

      The pangs of nerves wash over me. To be honest, I’m not anxious about marrying Durango. I’m more concerned about the dozens of people attending this shindig in our backyard and dealing with two equally anxious children who don’t particularly enjoy being among sizeable crowds of people. At least they have their bedrooms to run off to, should they need an escape?

      “Mom, thank you for everything.” I take a deep breath. “I’m gonna miss Lily Bean so much. It’s the first time I’ll be away from her for this long.” My sadness is tangible, especially because the universe has glued us together since Brogan’s death.

      Mom flails her wrist. “It’s okay,” she says. “You and Durango deserve this time together. It’s not every day you get a honeymoon,” she adds with a wink.

      I hear a sudden noise, and my head whips around to see Durango emerging from the downstairs bathroom, looking sharp in his tuxedo. My breath catches at the sight. He looks incredible, his broad shoulders filling out the jacket perfectly. This sends a thrill through me, a raging boner underneath the confines of my black Armani pants. Simply amazing.

      “Babe,” I gasp, my mouth hanging open. “Am I marrying Durango Walters or this month’s GQ cover man?”

      He offers a genuine, radiant smile that melts away all the tension that’s been building up inside me. With a groove in his step, he does a little twirl as his eyes twinkle with mischief.

      “Marilyn,” he says, taking her hand and kissing it gently. “Always a pleasure.”

      She blushes while a girlish giggle escapes her lips. “Why, Mr. Walters, I do declare.”

      I roll my eyes, playfully lassoing Durango with my arms. “Get your own. He’s mine.”

      Mom chuckles. “Oh, I know that. I don’t get to tease you very often anymore—what—twice a year if I’m lucky?”

      Turning back to meet Durango’s gaze, I let out an astonishing sigh. “Babe, you look ravishing.” I lean in for a quick kiss, my hand resting possessively on his lapel. “Now, go change,” I bite at his earlobe. “This is just the rehearsal dinner.”

      He lets out a self-deprecating laugh. “Right, I guess I’m a little rusty at how this all works,” he affirms jokingly. “It’s like I’ve never been married before.” He winks, disappearing back into the bathroom.

      Much like shaking my legs or biting my nails, I check my phone. A message from Brogan’s parents confirms their arrival this morning. It’s a bittersweet reminder of the love I’ve lost, yes. But also proof of the unexpected family I’ve gained. It just feels right having Josiah and Yael stand in for Durango’s parents. It’s a way to honor Brogan, to keep his spirit alive in our celebration. Besides, he’s practically a piece of their son, carrying his eternal life-force within him.

      A smile warms me over just thinking about the day I met with them in Paris. Back when I thought they were about to ruin my life, here I am inviting them to the wedding of their granddaughter’s new stepdad. Since then, we’ve become much closer than ever. I’ve attended synagogue together, exploring the rich traditions of Brogan’s heritage. This has been a beautiful change of pace woven from the threads of grief, love, and acceptance.

      “Brogan’s parents are on their way to our Seattle-based shul now,” I say, tucking my phone away.

      Mom reaches out to cup my face. “Oh honey,” she says, ripe with emotion. “It makes me so happy to see you happy. Your father would be so proud of you.”

      I feel kind of like I’m preparing for prom as a teenager. The sentimental, touchy-feely gooeyness that she’d spread on thick that day of a dance. But this is different. It’s my second, and last, wedding. Sure, my father won’t be here tomorrow. But I know he is in spirit.

      “Daddy!” Lily gasps, her arms reaching out to me.

      I sweep her up off the bottom step, comforting her with my tight embrace. “I love you too, munchkin,” I say, peppering her face with kisses. “After tomorrow, you’re gonna be a good girl for Grandma, right?”

      Mom chimes in, patting Lily’s head. “You betcha,” she says, winking down at her. “All my friends are waiting to spoil her rotten. She may not want to come back.”

      Lily nods enthusiastically. “She’s right, you know. But if I like it too much, I’ll just send for my things.”

      My brow raises. “Have you been watching ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ or ‘Sex in the City’ again?”

      My munchkin shrugs. “Auntie Mel says for me to plead the fifth.”

      I chuckle, setting her back on her feet. “All right, Mrs. Sassafras. Let’s get out of here and grab some dinner.”

      Durango appears in the doorway while shouting upstairs. “Come on, Gage, time to go!”
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        * * *

      

      Hours after a rehearsal dinner, the night before a wedding, always feel so tender. It’s kind of like all the plans have fallen in place, like fall leaves. Everybody knows their assignments. The caterers and vendors have been handled and confirmed. Finally, it seems like Durango and I can truly relax the rest of the evening. Yet, we’re not even married yet, and the excitement has already gotten the best of us.

      In the grand foyer, he bends forward to lift me in his arms. I smile warmly, aroused at the simplest of touch. Perhaps it was the pine nuts on our salmon. Our stares don’t fray the entire trip upstairs when he kicks off his shoes at the entrance to our bedroom. Lovingly, he tosses me up on the bed, where I do the same with mine.

      “Somebody’s horny tonight,” I mutter softly, running my fingers underneath his shirt.

      His eyebrows curl. “Maybe?” He giggles, hovering above me for a kiss. “I could’ve said the same for you—or were those pine nuts causing an aphrodisiac effect?”

      It seems our minds are perfectly in sync.

      I snicker, cupping his crotch with my other hand. “Nope, I think it’s your twitchy cock that has me so turned on.”

      Our eyes never parting, he runs the back of his hand up my torso. “Shower tonight, eh?”

      My lips dive in for a quick kiss while he motions for me to stay put momentarily. He scampers into the bathroom, flicking the lights on with haste, where I hear the shower head sputtering on. In no time, he returns to the bedroom with a grin. I moan while slipping out of my matching plaid shirt, followed by my pants. Yes, for some reason, he thought we could make a fashion statement with flannel and Armani trousers. Suffice it to say, it worked out well.

      “Tonight, we fuck like rabbits,” I mutter. “You’d better be ready, old geezer.”

      His vision narrows. “Who, me?” He shakes his head. “I have your husband’s heart—I’m gonna outlive you all,” he chuckles playfully, lifting me back into his arms.

      I wrap my arms around his neck on the path into our bathroom. “Oh, is that what you keep telling yourself?” I reply with a modest laugh.

      In the shower, under the dim lighting, warm trickles cascade down my backside as he reaches around for my growing cock. It pulses under the weight of his touch, as if to say ‘hurry the hell up, I’m raring to go’ or something equally eager. His twitchy erection only makes me harder by the minute. Durango pushes me up against the wall of the shower while our lips meet in a holy reunion.

      The crests of his mouth taste like caramelized sugar, heralding a future of more mutual discoveries and shared interests. One addendum to my agreement to marry him was that he retires from counseling so we can travel the world with Melanie and the kids. He was hesitant at first, especially because he’s never wanted me to feel like he loves me for my wealth. Then the night came when I convinced him. What’s mine is ours, simply because he carries Brogan’s eternal life-force deep in his chest. We remain under the rainfall while he slides a soapy loofah across my chest, shoulder to shoulder, then the length of my front side.

      “You’d better not run out on me this time,” he moans, resting his forehead on mine with a smile.

      My head wavers slightly. “Not a chance,” I assure him. “You’re stuck with me, babe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Our alarm clock blares, jolting me awake. My arm’s trapped beneath Durango’s warm body while his bare skin remains a comforting reminder of what I get to wake up to every morning. I try to reach for the snooze button, but he stirs before I can.

      “Babe, would you get that?” I mumble sleepily.

      He reaches over, his fingers fumbling in the darkness until the alarm falls silent. I feel rested, completely at peace. I brush my hand against his cheek, feeling his comforting stubble. The scent of his skin is warm, slightly musky, and it brings a smile to my lips.

      When our eyes meet, the morning light filters through the blinds that casts a soft glow on his face. There’s a quiet intensity in his gaze, a depth of emotion that speaks volumes. It’s a look that reminds me of the love we share and the forgiveness we’ve found. Today’s our wedding day. And he’s making me the happiest man on the planet all over again.

      “Happy wedding day, my love,” Durango whispers softly, his hand gently caressing my back.

      The warmth of his touch sends a shiver down my spine, reminding me of the love that’s bloomed from the ashes of pain. I turn to face him, overflowing with emotion.

      “Happy wedding day, babe,” I whisper back, biting his bottom lip. “I am the luckiest man in the world.”
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        * * *

      

      Mom and Melanie transformed our backyard into a fairytale scene filled with tables, chairs, twinkling lights, and a stage set for a live band. The two of them bustle around, energetically directing the caterers. So long as the neighbor doesn’t fire off a gun to ward off a swarm of birds from his tree, or Durango’s best guy pals haven’t hung condom balloons, today’s starting out effortlessly.

      In a few scant hours, guests will start arriving from all corners of the globe to witness my wedding to the man who not only captured my heart, but the man who fate brought into my life to help me care for Lily and myself. Durango Adam Walters. We’re putting the final touches on our appearance when Josiah Baxter appears in the doorway with a small black velvet box in his grasp. I turn to greet him warmly.

      “Mr. Baxter,” I say with gratitude. “It means so much to me having you and Yael here today.”

      He places his comforting hand on my shoulder. “You’re like a son to us, Max,” he assures me. “I’m so grateful we’ve grown so close. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Me too,” I nod. “Brogan would be so happy.” I glance at my reflection, straightening my gold bowtie.

      Josiah scans the room. “Speaking of, where’s Durango?”

      I fuss with a stray hair at the crown of my head. “He’s down the hallway in one of the guest rooms,” I reply, hoping he hasn’t disappeared on me. Not likely. His warm heart couldn’t possibly have cold feet.

      “Fantastic,” Josiah replies, turning to leave. He pauses in the doorframe with a smile spreading across his face. “I’m so proud of you, Maxwell.”

      A surge of warmth fills my chest. The approval of Brogan’s parents means more to me than I ever thought possible. Their acceptance, their love, has been a huge miracle in the aftermath of loss. I brush a speck of lint off my burgundy shirt, a mirror image of the one Brogan wore the day we first met. It feels like a subtle connection, a sign that he’s still with me, watching over me.

      “Thank you for being such a substantial part of my life,” I whisper into the empty room with an emotional choke. “And for continuing to grace me with your eternal protection.”

      I catch my reflection in the mirror, admiring the tuxedo I chose. This is no longer a dark apparition staring back at me. It’s a figure of strength and love. The gold accents a touch of warmth, a sign of the love that’s blossomed between Durango and me. And our white tuxedos are a symbol of new beginnings, a fresh start for a love that’s defied all odds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      Smoothing the fabric of my shirt, I tuck it into my pants before fastening my belt. A pair of eyes meet my reflection in the mirror, and a sudden intensity radiates from behind me. I turn to find Josiah Baxter with a small black velvet box held out in his hand.

      “This is for you, Durango,” he says sincerely.

      I take the box with a sense of curiosity mingled with apprehension. “Well, thank you, Sir.”

      “I wanted you to have these,” Mr. Baxter encourages. “Go ahead, open it up.”

      The box’s hinges creak slightly as I open the lid where light bounces off two gold cufflinks, their intricate design gleaming—sparkling. It’s the Star of David, a symbol of newfound faith, and a reminder of the journey I’ve taken with Max.

      Both cufflinks remain in the palm of my hand, shimmering under the sunlight from our guest bedroom window. They signify a certain elegance and tradition that I’m not quite accustomed to. Marrying into Max’s world means embracing a level of luxury I’ve never known. But I never expected the first gift of this new life to come from someone other than my groom.

      “They’re stunning, Sir,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

      Josiah’s eyes twinkle, a melody of joy and sadness. “My son gave me these for Father’s Day, the year he graduated from medical school,” he informs me, wiping a tear from his eye. “I’ve had them for many years. But when Yael and I found that the very thing keeping you alive—” he trails off, more tears welling up in his eyes.

      He clears his throat to continue, regaining the strength of his voice. “Is the first gift he gave back to the world upon his exit,” he cries. “And that you were about to marry the man he first married—I felt like I was about to get a piece of my son back.”

      His words hang heavy with so much sentiment and meaning. The profound connection we all have through Brogan’s love moves me deeply. Perhaps even in death, Brogan’s legacy of healing lives on.

      “Awww, Mr. Baxter,” I reply emotionally, placing the box on the dresser. “That’s such a kind thing to say. I’ll cherish these cufflinks, I promise.”

      He smiles while remnants of tears linger in his gaze. “Please, call me Dad. I consider Max like a son, and you’re no different.”

      Josiah’s wishes touch me significantly, knowing that I have him to fill the void left by my own parents. I’ve always longed for that fatherly connection, and now, unexpectedly, it’s offered to me. Josiah rests casually on the end of the bed with an inviting stare. I turn back to the dresser, glancing at him through the mirror.

      “Alright—Dad,” I say. The word feels distant, but welcome on my tongue. “Would you like to do the honors?” I extend the cufflinks to him, a gesture of trust and acceptance.

      My heart—Brogan’s—swells with gratitude and awe as Mr. Baxter gently fastens the cufflinks onto my sleeves. They gleam against the burgundy fabric of my shirt, a tangible token of the new bond I now share with Brogan’s family.

      “Thank you, Dad,” I say, feeling somewhat warmer the second time.

      He smiles. “You look dashing, son. Now, let’s get this show on the road.”

      I turn back to the mirror. My white tuxedo jacket hangs on the closet door, remaining the ultimate piece to help me embark on the new beginning. Combing through my hair, I can’t help but feel a deeper, stronger sense of anticipation and excitement overshadowed the slight performance anxiety. This is it. This is the day I marry the true love of my life. Maxwell is the man who’s shown me the true meaning of forgiveness and second chances. Slipping on the jacket, I turn around to face Mr. Baxter while adjusting my bowtie, the final touch before facing the world as Max’s husband.

      “Let’s do this, eh?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      My backyard is a sea of smiling faces, lush with colors under the fading sunset. The breeze blows through, offering me some ease as I shuffle down the patio to the cadence of our pianist playing his soft melodies. Mom links her arm in mine. And to my right, Durango stands tall with a nervous look etched on his visage. Josiah Baxter, beaming with pride, stands at his side. Music flounders from all corners of the yard, filling guests with the shared love we’re all celebrating today.

      As we glide down the aisle, I’m greeted by gads of faces. Friends from Indiana, Colorado, and former colleagues from places like Paris, Milan, and even Argentina. Their smiles are the sunbeams, the genuine heroes this evening, warming me and Durango. I beam back at them with gratitude, waving gently as I pass by each row of chairs.

      This is it, the moment I’ve been dreaming of for months. The moment I get to marry Durango, a man who’s shown me how to blossom a love from the darkness. My soul ignited with a certain fiery passion, I approach the front of the aisle as Durango’s stare locks with mine. Calum Scott’s song, “You Are the Reason” boasts from large speakers surrounding us at the altar. The lyrics express a depth I hadn’t completely realized until this very moment. It’s as if the song’s specifically for us—a soundtrack to our unconventional love story. Beneath the archway of tiger lilies, Rabbi Frankel stands with his smile flashing wide.

      He speaks of love, commitment, and the sanctity of marriage. Durango’s voice trembles slightly as he begins his vows. “Max, I didn’t know what true love was until I met you. For years, I ached, wondering if the concept of soulmates truly existed. And then last year, the universe answered my prayers—” he chokes. “It brought me you.”

      His eyes are filled with a deeper love that could melt the coldest heart, and they search mine. “That morning I learned how our paths intertwined—I knew you were my soulmate. Maxwell, I promise to care for you in sickness and health, through trials and tribulations. Into eternity.”

      I unfold the worn piece of paper in my grasp while I feel the thud of my heart beating fast. A gentle murmur of the crowd fades as I speak through quivering lips.

      “Durango, when I lost Brogan, my world shattered completely. I thought my life was ending, slowly and painfully.” I pause, wiping a tear already forming. “But something inside me whispered to keep fighting, to find a new path forward.”

      My stare meets his, the gravity of his affection giving me strength. “Destiny led me to Seattle, to you. I knew I was taking on an immense responsibility with Lily, and I needed to make sure she got the best care possible,” my words choke out. “But I didn’t realize until that fateful weekend before Christmas that I hadn’t truly lost Brogan Baxter—” my voice creaks, covering Durango’s left breast with my palm. “He’s within you, a reincarnated version of himself, right here beneath these ribs.”

      Tears sting my eyes as I continue. “You’re kind, intelligent, gentle, and yes—even a little stubborn.” A ripple of laughter passes through the crowd, easing my tension. “But most importantly,” I say, my tone evolving to more conviction. “You’re my soulmate. You’ve shown me that love can blossom in the darkness, that healing is possible, and that a new chapter can be written—” my words falter.

      For a fleeting moment, I see a bright light shimmering in the back row. It looks like—Brogan? But as quickly as it appears, it vanishes, leaving me blinking in disbelief. The crowd hums, their heads turning to follow my gaze off in the distance. But the light’s gone, replaced by the faces of those I love and care for. I shake my head, clearing the cobwebs. I have vows to finish. A future to embrace.

      “—And helped me grow into a stronger, better man. I’m so grateful to have you and Gage in my life, to finally have a complete family.” My tone quakes as I continue. “I’m honored to take this next step, this journey, with you by my side. I promise to be everything you need, to cherish and protect your heart, and to show you a fierce love—always.”

      Finishing my vows brings a wave of relief. The words aren’t just promises. They’re not even empty gestures, either. They’re a declaration of my love for Durango Adam Walters—my staunch belief in our future as a family.

      Rabbi Frankel begins the Sheva Brachot, the seven blessings, his tone offering a soothing melody that fills the backyard while the Pacific tides crash ashore in the distance. Substituting wine with grape juice acknowledges my sobriety, yet the symbolic sweetness of our love remains unchanged.

      My hands clasp with Durango’s, our fingers entwining like the fibers of our lives. I find myself lost in his gaze, the adoration I see bouncing back at me, mirror how I feel exactly. A hush falls over the crowd as Yael nudges Gage up to the front, looking dapper in his tiny suit. He holds a satin bag containing a single blue glass. While I appreciate the tradition, the symbolism is clear—a fragile container, a reminder of love’s delicate nature, and the need to cherish it completely.

      The blue glass shatters beneath our feet with a satisfying crunch that echoes the breaking of a new dawn. As the crowd erupts in cheers and applause, I squeeze my husband’s hand, our stares locked in a silent vow.

      “Mazel tov!” Rabbi Frankel shouts, booming across the backyard.

      Durango leans in closer while his breath tickles my ear. “That’s the last thing you get to break on purpose, mister,” he whispers jokingly.

      I chuckle, a genuine laugh that bubbles up from the depths of my soul. He’s right, of course. I’ve broken enough things in my life. But today, I’m not breaking anything. I’m building something new, something stronger, and something that can withstand any storm. Today, I’m marrying the second love of my life, and that’s a promise I intend to keep. Forever.
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          DURANGO WALTERS

        

      

    

    
      Our honeymoon was a whirlwind of new experiences, a cyclone of love. The Colosseum, authentic Italian cuisine, even a gondola ride through the canals of Venice. I’ve never felt so alive, so affixed to the world and to Max. But now, back home, I’m surrounded by the comforts and sounds of our little family. Returning has ushered a deeper level of contentment. This is where I belong.

      While we were away, Gage embarked on an adventure of his own with Jake, exploring the dinosaur-rich landscapes of Utah and Colorado. His passion for paleontology fills me with pride. And Lily spent her time in Indiana with Marilyn. I know she missed us, but I’m also grateful for the opportunity she had to connect with Max’s family to learn more about his childhood and heritage.

      And our home? It’s finally ours. Melanie’s belongings are gone. This is now a space we can all grow, learn, and love. It’s a sanctuary built on the foundation of forgiveness, acceptance, and unwavering support. As a busy week draws to a close, the balmy June sun welcomes a change from the crisp air conditioning and lights of my office. I wave goodbye to my very last client and his parents, filling me with a certain sense of accomplishment. As of now, I’m retired.

      As I step out onto the curb, Max’s car pulls up with his brightest smile. Gage and Lily are absorbed in a puzzle book while watching “Despicable Me 2” in the backseat. Meanwhile, Max leans over to cup my cheek as he presses a gentle kiss on my forehead.

      “Busy day?” He asks.

      “Yep,” I reply, returning his touch as I climb inside. “The busiest last day that I’ll ever work again.”

      We pull away from my office building when I glance back in the side mirror. It’s a bittersweet farewell to the past. But now it’s time to embrace my new life, focusing on my family, and creating a future filled with love and joy.

      “Happy retirement, babe,” Max says, snapping his fingers.

      Lily leans forward, holding out a large mason jar. “Is this?” I ask, already cognizant of the answer.

      Max nods, his eyes twinkling in the afternoon sun’s glare. “Yep. I thought it was important to show our thanks to the man who helped make today possible.”

      I take the jar and wedge it between my legs. It’s Brogan’s ashes—a tangible reminder of the force that has brought us together. I glance at the dashboard clock, studying today’s date while it ushers a frigid chill through my spine.

      JUNE 9, 2018

      The memory of Maxwell telling me about Brogan’s cremation flashes through my mind. He couldn’t find an urn that captured the essence of the man’s vibrant spirit. So Lily, with her unique perspective, suggested a large cookie jar, adorned with three simple words scribed in Hebrew. Husband, Father, Doctor.

      “Oh honey,” I drone. “I didn’t even realize the date until just now. I’ve been so consumed with work and transferring my patients to other providers—it escaped me completely.”

      Max squeezes my hand reassuringly. “It’s okay, I understand.” He merges onto the highway, our destination set. “I thought we’d take a ferry ride across Puget Sound, scatter Brogan’s ashes, and maybe say a few words of gratitude.” His gaze on the road twinkles with excitement. “Then we can grab dinner, see a movie, whatever you wanna do to celebrate your retirement.”

      I let a deep inhale cleanse my lungs. It’s a beautiful way to honor Brogan, celebrating his life and legacy while embracing the new chapter unfolding before us.

      “I couldn’t think of a better way to spend the evening,” I affirm.
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        * * *

      

      The ferry’s engine hums beneath us as we approach the railing, a united front against the wind and the waves. Max holds Lily and Gage close with their small hands clasped tightly in his. I grip the large mason jar while the incumbrance of Brogan’s memory fills me with appreciation. Today, a year ago, I was given a second chance to live.

      “You go first, babe,” Max insists.

      I nod with a lump at the back of my throat, reaching into the jar. My fingers brush against the fine ash with a certain finesse that can’t be described. Spreading a person’s cremains is a sacred act. Something not to be taken lightly, or in vain. This is a peculiar feeling, holding the remnants of what this heart of mine once kept fresh. As I step up to the railing, the vast expanse of Puget Sound stretches before me. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and let the salty breeze fill my lungs.

      “Brogan,” I begin. “Thank you for giving me life. Thank you for bringing this wonderful man into my life, who I promise to cherish and protect.”

      My voice grows stronger as I continue, the wind fluttering my words across the water. “I will never take these gifts for granted, as long as I live.”

      I open my hand, allowing the morsels of Brogan’s former shell to drift away in the wind. They swirl and dance, even fly back into the ferry. As the last of my handful disappears into the waves, only a deep resounding peace fills me.

      “That was lovely,” Max utters, handing me the jar. He lifts Lily up against the railing, her tiny hand reaching in for a handful of ash. “Your turn, munchkin,” he encourages her.

      Lily’s voice is timid and quiet, most certainly filled with some sorrow as the ashes slip through her fingers. “I miss you and I love you, Daddy B.”

      I ache for her, but also feel a sense of peace grow through her. This is a moment of closure, a way for Lily to say goodbye and find comfort in her memories.

      “There ya go, Flower,” I say, clapping softly.

      She offers me a sincere flare. “Thank you, Daddy D,” she cries. “I was hoping to hear that.”

      My heart pounds for Max as he reaches inside the jar. He pauses, his eyes widening slightly. I study him, shifting his gaze out over the water and the Seattle skyline in the distance. A fiery passion tingles down my spine. It’s almost as if I can feel Max’s hand is on my back. But when I turn, he’s several feet away with his sights fixed on the horizon. This fleeting moment is a whisper of something beyond my comprehension. But it’s enough to make me cherish the sense of wonder, a prompt that love transcends all boundaries, even those of life and death.

      As the ferry glides through the water, I inhale another deep breath. The sun dips below the horizon, painting the sky with hues of orange, pink, and purple. Max and the kids join me by my side, their faces etched with emotion. My husband and Lily have lost something precious, yet also gained something extraordinary. A family, the deep bonds forged in the crucible of grief and loss that’s strengthened by love, resilience, and the unwavering belief that life, even in its most challenging moments, is a gift to be cherished.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Born and raised in Colorado, Jack is an average guy just trying to express himself in the medium he knows best. Bouncing between Colorado and Indiana allows him to enliven his vivid imagination, which is the driving force behind all of his work. Prince of Bedrock was his debut novel, but the real guy behind the name has been writing LGBTQ fiction since 2010 under prior monikers. And if you think “Jack’s” first few titles pack quite the punch, just you wait and see what else he dreams up!

      Second to devising compelling stories, Jack enjoys watching movies and television, and listens to approximately 3,000 hours of music each year. While he’s been told by Starbucks baristas that he consumes way too much caffeine, he refuses to give it up. At this point, there’re surely worse addictions. If you adored one of his books, there’s way more from where it came from. Follow him at his official website, www.jackharperbooks.com to be kept abreast of all his current and future releases. And if you’re feeling froggy, he’d flip over in his seat if you told him that his books brought you even the most basic enjoyment via Facebook/Instagram.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
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.




OEBPS/images/loveseternalbeat_cover-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-36-sRGB-1200-70.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Untitled
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Chapter One
      


      		
        Chapter Two
      


      		
        Chapter Three
      


      		
        Chapter Four
      


      		
        Chapter Five
      


      		
        Chapter Six
      


      		
        Chapter Seven
      


      		
        Chapter Eight
      


      		
        Chapter Nine
      


      		
        i
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Chapter Ten
      


      		
        Chapter Eleven
      


      		
        Chapter Twelve
      


      		
        Chapter Thirteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fourteen
      


      		
        Chapter Fifteen
      


      		
        Chapter Sixteen
      


      		
        Chapter Seventeen
      


      		
        ii
      


      		
        Chapter Eighteen
      


      		
        Chapter Nineteen
      


      		
        iii
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-One
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Two
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Three
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Four
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Five
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Six
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
      


      		
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
      


      		
        iv
      


      		
        Chapter Thirty
      


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Chapter Thirty-One
      


      		
        Chapter Thirty-Two
      


      		
        Chapter Thirty-Three
      


      		
        Chapter Thirty-Four
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/image-37-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





OEBPS/images/loveseternalbeatscenebreak-sRGB-640-70.jpg
%»/“’y“\«%





OEBPS/images/image-34-sRGB-1200-70.jpg






OEBPS/images/image1-sRGB-600-70.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-35-sRGB-1200-70.jpg





