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        This book is dedicated to every cancer patient—past, present, and future. Youse guys are heroes in your own right by fighting this disease with all that you have.

      

        

      
        And to Burger King, I’m really craving those Cinnabon rolls now!! Gaahhhhh!!
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        Thank you for your interest in my book, Sands of Time. It’s been one heck of a ride to write from start to finish. This book is sad, but also sweet, with several bits of humor riddled all throughout. To that end, it has even affected my own physical and mental health throughout the entire creative process. This is one of the hardest books I’ve personally written. I care too much about your own health, dear reader. If you are sensitive to angst, I strongly recommend you proceed reading with an abundance of caution.
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        This book includes themes such as extreme grief, alcohol use, smoking, marijuana use, excessive language, and little violence during a scene featuring homophobic gang members. Please use discretion before reading if you feel you may be sensitive to these topics. Sands of Time is a high angst tragic romance centering heavily around the concept of being diagnosed and living with the disease personally, as well as through the vernacular of family and friends.

      

        

      
        There IS an incredibly happy, yet unconventional HEA to this title.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      I told myself I wouldn’t do this. Cry. Or get mad. My credo doesn’t allow room for tears. But the dismal notion that a cluster of cells is likely noshing on my organs like Jeffrey fucking Dahmer has me on the verge of uncertainty for the first time in a while. On the other side of the token, I’m regularly dispatched to 10-52F’s. In cop-speak, that’s a domestic violence call with a firearm. Rolling up on that particular kind of a shitstorm without wearing my heart on my sleeve is practically entrenched in my DNA. So, cancer must be a cakewalk when compared to my profession.

      All this is to say that I even suffered my own rough patch after the horrors of September 11th. Who the fuck didn’t? Even then, I found solid footing after a period of grief. When I did, I straightened my shoulders and held my head up high. But I can’t entertain the concept of being sick. There are too many goddamn things I’ve yet to do. And several people in my life to protect. All of which wouldn’t be feasible if I were out gallivanting the streets of New York City, trying to hold in my lunch. Or wearing a parka on days like today, when it feels like Lower Manhattan has been zapped by a 1100-watt microwave.

      As I aimlessly follow the sidewalk through Central Park, I can’t stop reliving the events of my doctor’s appointment from where I’ve just escaped.

      Dr. Gordon leaned back against a counter inside his exam room, an enduring deadpan expression washing over his visage. I sat at the edge of the exam table, swallowing an immeasurable amount of air combined with saliva, while he unnervingly spouted off a bunch of medical speak. After a moment of getting lost in translation, my ears perked up once he stopped blubbering—when he put it all in plain English.

      He shot me his best Gary Cooper impression, stoic as a fucking boulder. “You have prostate cancer, Miles,” he droned.

      My shoulders heaved forward as if Dr. Gordon had punched me in the sternum. Then my sight formed an endless tunnel, while my mind drowned in every word to fall from his lips thereafter. The singular word—cancer. That was fucking it. That’s the only thing I needed to hear. In that instant, the room dropped to a temperature only conceivable in the arctic. I stared vacantly beyond Dr. Gordon’s shoulder at a dated poster about urinary tract infections. That’s the main reason I’d visited his office four weeks ago, as I’d been peeing too much.

      But then I’d started bleeding during sex, leading me to wonder if I were fighting some sort of infection. That’s all. Just a minor inconvenience treated by one to two weeks of antibiotics. Then when it didn’t clear up, Dr. Gordon ordered a round of blood tests, because I started experiencing an unshakable pain in my back. And not but a week later did I endure an ultrasound up my poop-chute, with a needle longer than a goddamn elephant’s trunk to biopsy my prostate.

      After an indeterminate length of time, my vision refocused on Dr. Gordon’s stubbled chin, while the volume in the room seemed to invigorate my auditory senses. I’d just entirely spaced everything he said.

      He fixed the lapel on his lab coat, fussing with a frog in his throat. “Do you understand what I’ve just said, Miles?”

      I nodded instinctively, absolutely clueless as to what all he’d relayed. Surely whatever it was, he’d be reiterating throughout the course of treatment. Fuck. Treatment. A long schlep of chemo and radiation for millions of unlucky schmoes in the same size ten boots, which I realized that I’d be donning for the first time in my fifty-three years of life.

      Trickling streams of water tease my eardrums, stopping me dead in my tracks as I arrive near a group of benches surrounding Bethesda Fountain. The time on my Apple Watch informs me that I still have an hour left before work beckons. There’s an empty spot to rest only a few feet away, so I use this as an opportunity to recover from the tilt-a-whirl I’ve just stepped from. I find a comfortable position to the accompaniment of screeching children from all around me. It’s a scorcher today, so the mobile ice cream cart a stone’s throw away isn’t without merit. Everyone outside seems to be enjoying themselves. That is, anyone who hasn’t just received a death sentence.

      I’m two years away from formal retirement as a Captain for the New York Police Department. I could quit right now if I wanted. Money hasn’t been an issue ever since I met Alex. My husband, Alexander Wilkins, is my reason for breathing. His family is richer than God, though that detail isn’t something I’ve ever taken for granted.

      Thus, I’ve fulfilled my dreams of being an officer of the law purely based on my own desire to accomplish a set of goals. As well as truly serving and protecting the people of New York City. But now, I shudder to dream that I’ll receive the satisfaction of a cake and parting words from my brothers and sisters in blue.

      A young girl skips past me with a black balloon tied to her wrist. Who the fuck’s idea was it to give out black balloons? She’s a child, for Christ’s sake! I’m guessing they were all out of red or yellow. Perhaps this is one more sign from the universe, reducing my future to that of a shriveled, dried-out, over baked ham.

      Speaking of ham, I slide my phone from my pants pocket to send Alex a quick message. Though our relationship is firmly built on honesty, I petition to withhold my bleak news at this juncture. And I’m sure I’ll still be at a loss for words when the time eventually arrives to convey that I’m at such a disadvantage for the first time in decades.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey Saucepot. Hope you’re having a great day. I have a few minutes free of all interruptions, so naturally I’m thinking about you. Do you have time to pick up a ham from Whole Foods tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      Al won’t reply right away. He’s in the middle of casting calls for our new community theater production. Our very own rendition of ‘Narnia’ is set to plaster the marquee in September. In my free time, I help around the theater performing minor duties and some set design. My attention to detail and handiness with a paintbrush keeps me at the top of his volunteer roster. But now that I’m going to be—sick—I wonder for how much longer I’ll be of any use.

      After a few minutes of finding a semblance of solitude, a hand reunites with my mouth to stifle a yawn. The sun’s rays penetrate my skin as I remain here on the bench. I’ve been futilely gazing into the sculpted eyes of an angel statue ahead. It’s been said that she represents the angel of Bethesda in the biblical book of John, supposedly giving healing powers to the water. I find it mildly ironic that I should have been wandering in this direction on the one day that I’ve been thrown into a raging transient sea.

      But my head quivers at the possibility that I, out of everyone in my life, could be ill. There’s no explanation for it. I’m a healthy guy. Alex and I exercise more than we romp around in the sheets. Save for his affinity to a slew of sugary cereals—and my attraction to marshmallow Peeps—our diet is surgically clean. And we’ve even cut down on how often we visit our nightclub haunt, The Lion’s Den. So, being sick? No, sir! I believe I should seek a second opinion. There must have been some mistake or a mix-up at the lab.

      Enough time has elapsed this afternoon that I reckon I should make my return to the station. Especially so my cohorts don’t speculate why I’ve been incommunicado all day. With that thought, I rise to my feet, tracing the path back to 5th Avenue.

      Up ahead on my jaunt to our Midtown precinct is Bergdorf’s. If memory serves me, Alex has a bottle of the new Tom Ford fragrance on special order. It sold out a couple of weeks ago, within its first twelve hours on the shelf. Based on his chaotic schedule, I doubt he’s even had a chance to pick it up. Since my watch indicates I have enough time to go inside, I should save my Saucepot from this hassle. I go to the ends of the Earth extending him conveniences whenever the opportunity presents.

      Inside the store, I shuffle around a display of sunglasses. They’re kind of like my personal brand of kryptonite, since I’ve lost count of how many I own. But enough to fill up two flat drawers in our dressing room. I remove my current pair of Givenchy’s to try on a new set of Fendi shades.

      I flash a smile into the mirror at an angled pose, looking like a million bucks with these ritzy gold frames which accent my white shirt. They certainly match the polished badge above my chest as well. Yet the smile heckles my presence, faker than if these were found at a streetside bodega. I’ve had quite a day, so I waste no time adopting Donna Meagle’s mantra from Parks & Recreation—’treat yo-self.’ Perhaps I’ll even waltz through the door at home with them on to tease Alex’s discernment. Not that he’ll object. We don’t exhaust ourselves over Hanukkah gifts, because we’re always buying what we want throughout the year anyway.

      There’s a young woman working the fragrance counter as I approach. “Hi Brittany,” I greet her cordially, all the while masking my own insecurity. “I’m here to pick up a reserved order for Wilkins.”

      She smiles amiably in my direction. “Sure,” she replies, kneeling around a shelf behind the counter. “Here’s one for Wilkins,” she adds, peering over her shoulder. “Was it the Tom Ford Bois Marocain?”

      I shrug with the universal expression of ‘I have no fucking clue.’ Cologne is to Alex as sunglasses are to me. “I guess,” I respond. “All I know is the designer’s name.”

      Brittany retrieves a small grey shopping bag with Alex’s name written on an attached ticket. “This should be it,” she says, pointing to the Fendi shades in my grasp. “Would you like me to ring that up for you?”

      I nod. “Sure,” I reply, retrieving my wallet.

      She scans the attached price tag before totaling my damage.

      “$513.82 today,” Brittany relays. “The fragrance was paid for in advance.”

      “Sure,” I respond, passing over my Black Amex.

      A look of gratitude warms my restless visage as I dangle all four handles from the curl of my finger, donning the Givenchy’s as I shuffle to the sidewalk on West 58th Street. A short ten-minute stroll leads me back to the station with a minute or two left to spare. On the trail down 7th Avenue, I called Dr. Gordon’s office, requesting that his nurse put in a referral to an oncologist. Margie agreed to consult with Dr. Gordon, advising me that she’d follow-up with the pertinent info soon. This may very well require a second digital wand and needle up my asshole, but it’s a test I’m determined to pass, as if it’s a fucking Sociology exam. I only wish it were that simple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      I honestly don’t understand why people insist on showing up late to auditions. It’s not like we haven’t had these scheduled for over two months. If it’s truly a result of something beyond their control, I’d surely understand more than a blanket apology. While I can’t say this for everyone else, I have admiration for a good excuse more than a vacant defense. A person with an excuse is someone who can think on their feet. And those are my people.

      My casting director, Mitch, sits next to me at a long foldable table here at Rock Hudson Theater. There’s still a handful of roles yet to cast, and the day’s only half over.

      My head tilts, studying Mitch’s fast thumb scroll through his Facebook feed. At the same time, I hear a clang of the auditorium door slamming shut several feet behind us. In another moment, a young girl traipses down the aisle with whom I assume to be her mother in-tow. She stands around five feet, give or take an inch.

      “Hi sweetheart,” I greet her cordially, while the audible click of Mitch’s locking phone screen reverberates quietly. “You must be Izzie, I presume?”

      The young girl nods her head proudly as her mother settles into a nearby seat.

      Mitch clears his throat. “And you’re auditioning for the role of Lucy?”

      “I am,” she responds, flashing us a glimpse of her brilliantly whitened smile.

      I clasp my pen. “Alright, straight away then,” I respond, taking a drink of water.

      For her convenience, I run through the lines of a scene between Edmund and Lucy, so Izzie can tap into the character. Her audition sheet says she’s only ten, but she exceeds that in maturity. Izzie’s inflection and dialogue cues are on point, making her a contender for this role. She’d be a terrific match with the rest of our cast so far. Izzie wraps her audition by sharing what a joy it would bring her if we chose to cast her.

      When she’s finished, Mitch and I both thank her for showing up, advising her that we’ll be in touch soon. As soon as we hear the auditorium door slam shut, Mitch glances in my direction.

      “We need her,” he affirms.

      I nod. “I couldn’t agree more,” I reply, scratching my nose. “She’s only ten, but her skills could’ve fooled me.”

      We both agree that Izzie blew us out of our seats. Even more so than the other two girls who auditioned for Lucy earlier today. I study my stack of papers where I’ve listed the names and audition times for each person. Since there’s not another for a half hour, I rise from my chair to refill my java from the small break room backstage.

      “I’m gonna brew some coffee,” I advise Mitch, who’s already scrolling his Facebook feed again. “Need anything?”

      His attention is glued to the damn device with a shaken head. “No man, I’m good.”

      On my trip backstage, I unlock my phone screen to notice that I’ve missed a text from my sole reason for living. Miles Langford has been in my life for thirty-plus years. I’m not entirely sure what I’d do without him. He’s protective by nature, so his profession makes more sense to me most days than the weather itself. Miles’ message emblazes my soul as I approach the sink.

      The welcome emotion almost trumps a shaky feeling that I’ve had all day, my intuition warning me that something is wrong with someone I love very much. I’m what is known as an empath. This means my extra sensory gift can perceive other people’s emotions and feelings, even if they’re an ocean apart.

      Miles asked if I’d pick up a ham on my way home from the theater this afternoon. Of course I will. He enjoys ham way too much. We’re particularly healthy, so I only bake one about twice a year. But he doesn’t need to beg. I’d cook that hero an entire Thanksgiving feast each week just to see a smile spark his visage like a menorah. He spends upwards of twelve hours a day, keeping me and the people of New York City safe. Especially when he doesn’t need to work at all. So, keeping him fat and sassy is the least I can do.

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course I will, Schmoopy. I love you more than a fern loves water.

      

      

      

      

      

      After discarding the used coffee grounds, I fill a glass carafe with water, then carefully count each scoop in a new filter. And without fail, I’ve lost track of how much I’ve added. Fuck it. It’ll just have to be stronger than usual. Once I’ve switched the machine to brew, I schlep towards the bathroom to satisfy my other urge.

      To be completely clear, I’m not actually using the toilet. What I mean by urge is my need to make a quick visit to the past. My father changed my life forever when he told me on my eighteenth birthday that the men in our family possess an incredible ability. He taught me how to use our distinct gift of time travel. He’s been more than a mentor and role model. The man is a gift from God.

      But there are a few things that we can’t do with our ability. The first of which, we have no access to the future. Secondly, we can’t tell anyone else about our power—ever! And third, we can’t directly alter someone else’s past which may impact their future timeline. What we can do is change things for ourselves. That’s why my family has been so fortunate. And precisely why my father is the most prolific New York Senator since Robert Wagner.

      Among other moments in time, I frequently return to earlier experiences in my relationship with Miles. These help me on days like today when I need an extra dose of inspiration or boosted confidence. Some days I choose to go back to a time or place before my birth. Beyond visiting Miles in the past, my top three favorite trips have been to significant moments in the world.

      In 1990, Miles and I visited good friends in Massachusetts for Julian Torres’ nineteenth birthday. His then boyfriend, Grayson, sent him on a scavenger hunt for clues all over Boston. They pointed to certain locations, ultimately leading him to Grayson’s university library where we’d met Julian to give him a birthday present. After one of those clues ushered Julian to a museum where live re-enactments of the Boston Tea Party played out, it piqued my interest. One of my most interesting travels has been to 1773, so I could witness the colonists in protest of Britain’s new order dumping tea into the harbor, shouting “no taxation without representation.”

      Another time which I’ve been privy to witness was the unveiling of Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Mona Lisa.’ Hordes of people crowded the Parisian streets in 1517, to pay homage to him. This being a grand display only ten years after being commissioned. My third favorite flight back through time is from October of 1886, when America revealed the completely assembled Statue of Liberty—a gift from France. Smoke surrounded Lady Liberty resulting from a gun salute amidst rain and fog, while the French Flag uncovered her metallic face. What a significant day in American History which is hardly ever spoken of anymore.

      I stand in the bathroom of our community theater, clenching my fists under the veil of darkness. It’s my intention to jump back to the first time Miles and I ever laid eyes on each other. For the simple fact that I need a little extra juice to survive the bedlam of this day. Sparkly lights drown my periphery through an endless void. And within a moment, I feel a gentle thud.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      JANUARY 1989

      The sight of a bathroom stall greets me as my eyes peek open. It sounds like there’s someone else in here. I flush the toilet behind me so as to not arouse suspicion that I’ve come in here for no apparent reason. I’m not a total weirdo. When I approach the sink, I hear the clinking of plates and rustling silverware from beyond the door.

      An echo of a younger man’s reflection stares back at me from the mirror. Suave light brown hair and not a damn wrinkle in sight. I didn’t even require glasses at eighteen. Water rushes from the faucet while I reach for the bar of soap, leaving me grateful that civilization has made excellent progress in the way of public hygiene since this original moment.

      Outside, a row of black booths line an entire wall of windows as I walk through the main dining area. And various other tables are scattered throughout the center. I traipse up to the front to be sat, since I technically haven’t been greeted by the host. A slender boy in a black button-down with a white tie approaches a wooden podium. It’s Miles. The first moment that this thief robbed me of my air supply.

      His ardent smile doesn’t measure up to the major goof-up escaping his shapely mouth. “Just one of you today?” He asks. This interaction melts my heart every time I experience it, and I can’t count on one hand how many times I’ve done so.

      I glance over each shoulder, brushing off a bit of lint from my horizontal striped sweater. “I think it’s just myself,” I reply, chuckling. “Unless you also see my friend Peter.”

      His palm collides with that youthful mien, a deep sigh falling from those lips. “I’m sorry, this is only my second day here,” he responds bashfully. “I’m still jittery.”

      “Oh you’re fine,” I assure him, a few fingers painting my hair back. “Yeah it’s just me.”

      Miles retrieves a menu from a slot on the wall, motioning for me to follow him. “Is a booth okay?”

      I nod. “That would be splendid.”

      He places the menu on my table as I take a seat on the left cushion. Miles swipes the extra set of silverware wrapped in a black cloth napkin, informing me that my waitress will be with me shortly. His stare locks with mine as he backs away slowly, much like in some cheesy romcom movie. I’ll never forget the first time I studied his irises. The pale shade of a gingerbread man doused with a drizzle of honey. Those top teeth perfectly align his bottom lip.

      Miles is oblivious to the fact that I’m his husband in the future. But each time I visit this day, I play with his heart like some mad scientist or puppet master of sorts. Because why not? Spoiler alert—we’ll still wind up saying ‘I do’ in several years anyway. In a moment, he disappears so I can browse the menu. A large logo embossed in gold on the leather cover reads Roux le Bistro.

      Every time I visit this time, the prices always remind me of how little a meal costs compared to the present day. Yet they also urge my attention to double check my wallet, ensuring the currency inside doesn’t resemble the Monopoly money like it does in the future. It did, but I’ll just use my father’s American Express Platinum from this era, which rests in the first slot. No sooner does the menu obscure my face for a second time, when my waitress approaches with a pen and pad.

      Lisa stands tableside, smacking a piece of gum. “Can I start you out with something to drink?”

      I dig a forefinger into my chin. “A mimosa would be great, thanks.”

      Her right brow lifts as high as the ceiling. “You hardly look sixteen,” she replies. “Try again.”

      Damn. Sometimes I forget to do the math when I step back in time. Whenever it’s within my lifetime, I always appear how I did that year. If it’s before birth, then I’ll look as I do in the present day.

      “Oh, I’m just joking,” I admit, rolling my eyes. “I’ll have a dry cappuccino with a glass of water.”

      Lisa chuckles. “That’s more like it,” she responds.

      She leaves to gather my drink, while I snap the menu shut. I didn’t study it closely since I remember ordering the Liège Waffle originally. I usually don’t deviate on details during my travels if I’ve lived through it before. But I insist on playing with Miles for the sheer fun of it.

      Half of a waffle later, Miles is rounding a corner from the bathroom when I grab the small syrup cup. If I time this precisely with a fake sneeze, the syrup will go flying. Three—two—one—showtime. I cover my nose once he’s about to pass the table, loosening my grip of the syrup. It flings mid-air, stopping the poor bastard in his tracks. A convincing gasp escapes my mouth.

      “Oh shit!” He exclaims, peering over his shoulders as if he’s embarrassed about swearing in the workplace.

      “Jesus, I am soooo sorry,” I shriek.

      As if this is a genuine apology. His panic incites my trickery because I’m one mischievous son of a bitch that way. Not so instinctively do I reach for my cloth napkin to wipe a splotch of warm syrup at the base of his tucked-in shirt. Our stare locks with each other for a second moment as my fingers travel down to his crotch.

      “Oh man,” I add, somewhat convincingly. “What’re your sizes?” I ask. “I’ll leave right now and go next door to B. Altman’s for your comfort.”

      Miles flails his wrist. “You don’t have to do that,” he assures me.

      I shake my head in disagreement. “I don’t,” a wink follows. “But I must insist that you let me,” I respond. “This was my fault and I’m a terrible klutz.”

      He bats his eyelashes. “Well okay,” he agrees. “But only if you give me your number.”

      See? I fucking told you so. My charm never ceases to amaze me. An impish smile warms over my delighted face, shooting him a coy look.

      “Well I suppose that’s the least I could do,” I respond.

      Miles extends his arm whilst holding a ball-point pen. On the inner side of his wrist, I inscribe the landline number from my teen years. It hadn’t changed in decades anyway. I use his thumb to wipe the small drop of syrup lingering in the crook of my chin. The tacit approval warming his smooth aspect turns me on. So much in fact, that it makes me regret waiting for our third date to let him fuck me. He’s never been so eager in any of my previous leaps back to this day.

      Next door at B. Altman’s, I quickly browse the selection of black slacks. My fingers scan the pile of different sizes, selecting his correct fit which he instructed before I left. Then I trek across to the shirt racks for a black button down.

      Around the corner from the registers, a display of men’s sunglasses catches my attention. Designer shades turn his crank in the future, so this might be a fun opportunity to introduce his appeal earlier than it did originally. Surely there’s something here that he’d look dapper in. And there’s no harm in providing my youthful mojo an extra boost, by giving Miles enough sex appeal to make a nun blush.

      With the purchase complete, I hurry back to the street. All the while joining a gaggle of tourists with cameras at the ready on West 34th. They’re shooting photos of us Yankees in our natural habitat, as if we’re a lot of zoo animals. In a matter of a few steps, I find myself back inside Roux le Bistro where Miles is at the tail end of ringing out a couple’s check.

      He glances in my direction. Judging by the grin on his curious aspect, I must’ve shopped my best record yet. Perhaps if gays were given the light of day in the nineties, we’d have made an excellent match on Supermarket Sweep, even if we didn’t need the money.

      “That was very quick,” Miles says, stepping around the counter.

      “No sense in dilly-dallying when the fabric over your dilly-dallier is drenched in a sticky substance,” I retort cunningly, handing him the bag.

      His million-dollar smile sets my heart ablaze for the umpteenth time today. “Thank you,” he replies. “You really didn’t have to do this.”

      I flail my wrist almost too willingly. “Oh please, I’m happy to do it,” I reply with certitude. “There’s also a bonus in there,” I add. “Something tells me that you have a soft spot for cool shades.”

      Miles tilts his head with a look of admiration. “Aww shit,” he says, scanning the restaurant with another embarrassed expression. “You might just be the sweetest boy I’ve ever met.”

      I’ve always admired his filthy mouth at such a young and carefree age. “Tsk tsk,” I reply. “You’ve quite the potty mouth don’t you,” I jeer playfully, pointing to my younger shell’s Rolex. “Well time’s getting away from me,” I admit. If he only knew the truth in that. “Call me you sweet thing—you,” I add, tottering back to the entrance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      My desk drawer slides with gusto, practically jamming a thumb in the process. Once I power off my computer monitors, I scoop both Bergdorf’s bags with my fingers. They dangle freely as I watch Officer Foster pushing a disgruntled suspect in handcuffs past my desk. In the back hallway, Chief Knotts stretches his neck around the computer to wave me off as soon as I jaunt by his office.

      “Hey Captain,” he calls out, forcing me to retrace my last four steps. I poke my head through the doorframe, smiling blankly with both eyebrows curiously raised. “Everything all right today?” He asks.

      There’s no possible way that he knows. It’s not like there’s a GPS attached to my utility belt that I’m unaware of. I respond cautiously, lying by omission.

      “Yeah Chief,” I respond, nodding. “All good on the Langford front,” more lies ambiguously flowing off my moral tongue. Nobody needs to hear even a bare mention of the word cancer. And until my suspicions of a mistake have been validated, nobody will.

      “Mmmmkay,” he mumbles, shooing me with another wave. Only in a friendlier demeanor. “Enjoy your night,” he adds, his laser focus returning to the computer.

      When I step outside, I’m quickly reminded of today’s temperate conditions. This fucking heat. God damn! I’d drive home bare chested with an open window if it wouldn’t attract all sorts of unwanted attention. As it stands, I feel like going home only to avoid the world entirely, until I receive my anticipated apology from Dr. Gordon regarding a mix-up with the test results.

      Alex would grocery shop, cook, and clean. He’d run whatever errands while I lie under the covers, stuffing clouds of marshmallow Peeps down my throat with Chip and Joanna Gaines blessing our television. But of course, that requires making him privy to my misery. And that’s not happening. At least for now.

      The radio station is playing a current mix of American Idol veterans, who are some of my favorites. So my head sways to Kelly Clarkson’s angelic voice while turning South on the long stretch of 12th Avenue. It’s enough to keep my mind busy through the anarchy of Manhattan rush hour. According to the scanner—still on by force of habit—there’s an accident up ahead around Pier 57. It’s a 10-53I, so at least one person is injured. I’m off duty, but I take my job seriously and have no qualms about intervening to assist a brother in blue if necessary.

      As I approach the halted cars down from the actual wreck, I switch my flashers on to weave through an opening where cars have prudently allowed service vehicles to arrive. After dodging the chaos, I’m surprised to see a blue SUV overturned. It’s smashed up against a group of cement barriers between Southbound 11th Avenue and the bike path. Shrill screams of a woman’s frightened voice flounder in every direction. A newer officer from my precinct waves me ahead, where I find a spot to park, yet allow room for an ambulance to creep through.

      Officer Campbell approaches my squad vehicle, speaking into his shoulder radio to ask for the ETA on Fire and Rescue, and an ambulance. I climb out from behind the wheel, scanning the scene of the accident. There’s a maroon Chevrolet Silverado on the other side of the street with a destroyed front end, perpendicular to the flow of traffic. How the fuck did this happen?

      I hear a female dispatcher confirming the call sign switch to a 10-53X. Officer Campbell’s head trembles while the female’s cries summon me closer to the inverted Buick Enclave. When I lower to my haunches, my sight zeroes-in on a toddler pinned in their car seat under the weight of the undercarriage. Why did it have to be a fucking kid? Now I know why Officer Campbell shuddered, as if to silently warn me of this horror before I approached the wreckage. This also explains why he asked the dispatcher to switch to a tactical channel.

      The child’s eyes remain closed and unresponsive, as the shrieks from his mother in the driver’s seat continue wailing all the way down 11th Avenue. I snake my neck around, ducking through the broken passenger window to get a look at her. She has a nasty laceration above her left eye which has caused blood to drain from her skull. I swallow whatever emotion yearning for an escape while gathering my thoughts.

      My creaky voice does a bang-up job at ascertaining my lack of resilience. “Ma’am, Fire and Rescue is almost here,” I try assuring her, but I’m certain she’s rattled to her very core because her child is dangling in the backseat like an overripe pear. “Try to stay as still as possible,” I add. “We’re gonna get you out of there.”

      Both sets of knuckles help push me up while my chin presses the key on my shoulder radio. “We need that bus here like yesterday.”

      A prompt voice replies through the speaker. “Copy Sir,” he says.  “We’re Eastbound on West 15th at 10th.”

      Officer Campbell’s back is turned to me, as he instructs throngs of cars on 11th Avenue heading North to get over as much as they can for an ambulance to fish through. The one thing I’ve learned about accidents, is it seems that the most fatal wrecks always occur during fucking rush hour. A male driver in the maroon truck tries exiting his vehicle. His gait staggering in a show of public drunkenness. I can only assume this intoxicated motherfucker will be held responsible for what I assume will be confirmed a tragic loss.

      “Sir!” I yell in his direction.

      I must remain calm, not allowing my personal emotions to obstruct a professional demeanor. Even though sometimes I really fucking hate treating the guilty like they’re a victim. It’s clear to me that he came hurling through the stoplight at 11th Avenue and West 17th, failing to slam on his breaks in time.

      “Sir, we have an ambulance coming,” I shout again.

      He ignores me, turning around instead. The driver stumbles away as if he’s about to flee the scene of an accident. The one he caused.

      A hand joins the corner of my mouth, to shout once more. “Hey!” I call out. “You have to stay—” I can’t even finish my sentence before he picks up his pace, wavering South past the halted cars.

      Not on my fucking watch, you piece of shit!

      Instinctively, I chase after him like a tiger to its prey. This bastard is drunk as a skunk. Surely he’ll falter. After a second, I catch up to him about four cars away from the intersection. My hand latches onto his shoulder as I use extra force. When I push him to the ground, my mind replays a quick montage of today’s shitty turn of events.

      Dr. Gordon’s lips mouth the formidable phrase, “you have prostate cancer—” A momentary flash speeds up to moments earlier, recollecting the unresponsive, upturned toddler immobilized in his car seat, appearing to have already departed this Earthly plane. His frantic mother dangling like a bat in her buckled seat, screaming in pure terror.

      Within another split-second, I’ve returned to the present moment. Today’s put me through such a wringer that there isn’t a snowball’s chance in Hell that I’ll let this drunk asshole think for one second that he’s going to get off scot-free. I shake my head with contention, using both hands to turn this bastard onto his backside.

      His pathetic excuse for skin heckles me, sending my blood to a fine boil. I ball my right fist in a fit of fury, with a hasty attempt to smack this fucker into next Tuesday. But in an instant, I’m challenged by the voice of reason which pleads for the exact opposite.

      A ferocious ringing pierces my eardrums as I lower my fist at once. That could have entirely fucked my career right there. The restrained shit stain squirms along the pavement, spitting in my face with rogue malice. Meanwhile, the ambulance sirens grow louder as it approaches the scene.

      “Do it pig,” he slurs. “I dares shu mothersfuckers.”

      This inebriated waste of space isn’t worth it. I turn him back over, fussing with each of his arms to cuff him. Once I hear the satisfying click of justice, I rise to my feet before yanking him up off the ground. Mirandizing him on the trail to my vehicle is only logical, because I’d hate for him to claim in court that I failed this second nature task because I was having one of those days. His sweat wreaks like a barroom floor. So I suspend all doubt that he’ll blow under the legal limit.

      He crouches into the back seat of my squad car with the help of a forceful shove, before I swing the door shut in his miserable face. Meanwhile, Fire and Rescue has finished using the jaws of life to free the poor child from the back of the totaled Buick. Yet his mother’s dejected cries haven’t stopped. If anything, they’ve only escalated.

      My craggy voice speaks into the shoulder radio. “1-9-8-7 with an adult male in custody,” I claim. “Enroute to midtown for booking.”

      I’ve just spent the better part of two hours booking Mr. Steil for public intoxication, operating a motor vehicle resulting in injury or death—with a 0.23% BAL—and assaulting a police officer. It takes me a few moments to gain composure, resting here in my parking spot. The weight of today has been overbearing, but there’s not a chance I’ll enter our building with even a modicum of emotion on my face. I unhook my shoulder radio from around the waist, unwrapping its cord from the other side of my neck. With a gentle toss, it lands in the passenger seat where I’ll leave it until my shift in the morning.

      Glancing out the passenger window offers me a happy reminder, diverting my attention from the plight I’ve just witnessed. The first three spaces in this row are dedicated exclusively to our vehicles. My squad car, the black Porsche Cayenne that I share with Alex, and his burnt sienna Bentley Continental convertible on the furthest side. A few tears glide from the cusps of my eyes, throwing me off guard. I never cry. Maybe I’ve mentioned this earlier.

      Some days I’m convinced that my career has robbed me of this ability altogether. I fuss with my phone screen all the while wiping away my emotive display with a wrist. Based on a small series of texts from Alex within an hour’s time frame, he’s been waiting for me to come home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ham’s in the oven and it smells so amazing.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m just waiting for you to let me know that you’re on your way and I’ll steam the eggplant.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I haven’t heard from you since this afternoon. Are you okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Seriously, it’s been a couple of hours. What the actual fuck, Miles? You’re usually home by now.

      

      

      

      

      

      This is the first opportunity I’ve had to check my phone before leaving the station earlier this evening. Before coming upon the wreck. That fucking kid. His poor mother. While filing my arrest report, I heard other officers talking about a young toddler who was retrieved from an overturned SUV, but later pronounced dead at St. Vincent’s. I shiver at the possibility that it was the same kid from tonight’s wreckage.

      I reach for the glove compartment to retrieve a Dunkin’ Donuts napkin. I must blow my nose, paying close attention to dry every morsel of evidence that my woes have left in their wake. Alex can’t see me like this. Witnessing me cry would be such a foreign concept to him, I haven’t the foggiest how he’d process it.

      After a minute or two, I shake off the day with a grunt. Both Bergdorf’s bags drape from my grip as I press the button on the elevator, summoning it to the garage level. A cavernous exhale leaves me at once, as a beep announces the lift’s presence. Inside the elevator, I press the P button to deliver me thirty-one floors towards the Heavens. Our piece of Heaven, that is. While my gut feels the effects of gravity, I decide to mask my feelings with lust.

      Another gentle beep reverberates the chamber before deboarding the elevator to a small hallway. It’s only a modest decorative area right outside our penthouse door. I rest the shopping bags on a small table adjacent to the door, so I can unbutton my shirt, removing it entirely. My knuckles rap against the door in an urgent manner, all the while sliding the new Fendi shades over my aching eyes. Alex answers in no time at all, seeming amused that I’d knock on my own door.

      I clear my throat, hoping I don’t crack under pressure. “I’ve received a public complaint about this residence,” I lark. “I’m gonna have to come in and issue you a citation.”

      Alex eagerly gives into this role play with a raised eyebrow. “Oh officer,” he says, covering his mouth. “You absolutely must tell me what I’ve done wrong.”

      He trails his fingertips from my neck, all the way down my bare chest. They stop at my bulky utility belt when I step closer, leaning forward to grab the nape of his neck. His lips form a seal against mine in a passionate exchange. My tongue slides against his before nibbling on his bottom lip. I feel his cold hand brush down my spine while I nudge the both of us inside, kicking the door shut with my right foot.

      Alex pulls his head back with a glint in the corner of his eye, catching the last salutation of a sunset raking from a window behind me. “New sunglasses I see.”

      “Yeah,” I nod, the curl of my right forefinger pressing into his chin. “You’re an observant devil aren’t ya?” I grunt. “I picked up your new cologne,” I affirm breathily, raising the bag between our torsos.

      Alex’s palm collides with the crown of his head. “I forgot all about it,” he replies. “I’ve been so busy at the theater lately,” he adds, retrieving both shopping bags.

      The aroma of a savory ham wafts in our direction from the kitchen, just around the corner of our great room. Alex slips his fingers underneath the shirt draped over my arm, then turns around. I follow him through a central closeted area which separates the West end from the East of our lower level.

      “Now that you’re home,” Alex says. “I’ll quickly steam your favorite vegetable, while you finish changing out of your uniform.”

      My lips plant another peck on his cheek before he returns to the kitchen. I ascend the secondary stairwell leading up to our upper level. At the top of the stairs is an arched window from floor to ceiling, unmasking the resplendent view of a sunset over the Hudson. We’re very fortunate to live where we do. Each breathtaking view that surrounds the perimeter of our penthouse is a gift I hold close to my heart.

      It’s usually on egregious days such as this when I can rely on the beauty of our blessings to turn a frown upside down. But I won’t lie to myself and admit that I know what the future holds.

      I toss my hat on top of a safe in the corner of our dressing room, where I store my Glock 19 and taser. The automatic lock beeps once I shut the door, followed by removing the utility belt from around my waist. It dangles from a custom hook that I installed next to the safe, where I stand every morning to finish getting ready for a shift. After changing into lounge pants and a OneRepublic band shirt, I slouch my way through the room towards our master bathroom.

      Cool water splashes against my face with the help of my palms, before patting it dry with a plush black towel. When I raise my head, a despondent reflection ricochets from the mirror. I can hear my heart screaming for help, yet I’m uncertain how to answer this particular call. When you’ve been given a death sentence, later convincing yourself that it’s a flagrant error, it’s unexpected to witness the grim reaper’s apparition claim a young victim before your very eyes. As if it’s some garish message from the universe bellowing, “buckle up, because you’re next, motherfucker.”

      Later in the evening, Alex and I are just about finished with dinner. He sits across from me, watching me lap up the last drops of brown gravy with my remaining piece of ham. The sounds of my fork tapping against the plate resound from one wine glass to the other, when a twinkle in his gaze foretells more on the horizon.

      “Ready for dessert?” He asks.

      “I couldn’t eat another bite if I tried,” I respond, rubbing my full belly.

      He scoots his chair away from the table to stand. “You’re gonna have at least a lick of it anyway,” he asserts, flailing his wrist. “It’s your favorite.”

      Perhaps this is another opportunity to disguise my worry. “Your cock with a dollop of whipped cream?”

      Alex points to the kitchen behind him. “No Schmoopy,” he responds, grinning. “Your other favorite.”

      I’m drawing a blank. If I can hardly remember what color boxers I’m wearing, then I surely can’t recall my favorite foods. A few minutes of wasting away in my chair pass me by, as I get lost in the ocean of Prosecco swirling around in my glass. Alex soon returns from the kitchen. He uses a set of potholders to place a white ramekin filled with a golden-yellow dessert on the table between us.

      “Oh duh,” I sigh, hiding my shame with the tilted wine glass at my lips. “I should’ve known you meant crème brulee,” I add, taking a sip.

      I lean over the table, allowing Alex to spoon feed me dessert. This seems to be one of his favorite pastimes. I swallow a generous bite, surprising myself that I yearn for another. The caramelized sugar accents this custard perfectly. I dip a clean spoon into the dish, raising it to his mouth.

      The caffeinated gaze of his light espresso irises fuels my desire to strip him naked and straddle him right here on the table. And in a swift moment, it seems like suddenly today’s events have washed out to shore, distracting me from every worry. All I really need to keep calm is Alexander Basil Wilkins and his eager cock in my mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      We’ve just finished dinner. Now, I’m in the kitchen putting the final touches on my lover’s crème brulee. I dip a spoon into a canister of sanding sugar to sprinkle over the top of a ramekin filled with custard. An instant blue-orange blaze shoots from the tip of my kitchen torch as I graze the sugar, watching it burn to a translucent brown hue.

      Just because Miles has safely returned home doesn’t negate the awful feeling that I’ve been battling all day. I can tell something is bothering him. But it’s a matter of exactly what, which has me wrangled. This is his favorite dessert, so it could possibly shift his mood.

      I distinguish the flame, leaving the torch upright on our kitchen island. On my short trail back out to the dinner table, I can tell that his attention has vanished. This confirms my suspicions that some dark cloud is looming over him. He sits there lost in thought, rotating his wine glass in several circles.

      My keen intuition allows me to identify that whatever anguish my baby is holding onto, it has him knotted up inside. If I were a gambling man, I’d wager this has something to do with work. Fucking first responders. As an empath, there’s no way I could do their job. Nuh uhhh!

      Miles’ gaze meets mine while he welcomes more than just a sip of white wine. His face lights up when he sees the crème brulee on the table, but seems almost disappointed in himself for not guessing his favorite French delicacy. I sit opposite him, digging the spoon just under the surface so there’s a decent balance of creaminess and sweetness to satisfy his tongue.

      After accepting his first bite, he responds in kind. I hate to brag, but this might be the best goddamn thing that I’ve mastered over the course of my culinary journey.

      My eyes are captivated by the depths of his, which resemble the color of this burnt sugar. “Schmoopy,” I say. “You make me the happiest man alive.”

      He reaches across the table, not breaching our stare with even a blink. His fingers clasp mine as a deep sigh protrudes those lips. Miles doesn’t need to say a single word. The simple touch of his hand sets my spine ablaze faster than the speed of sound. If this dessert hasn’t cheered him up, I think I know what will. That thought forces me to push away from the table, smoothly meandering to Miles’ backside.

      I sink my hands into each side of his collarbone as I lean in closer to plant a kiss on his forehead. A subtle, yet satisfying grunt flees his lips, strikingly familiar to the hum at Niagara Falls. Miles presses his palms at the edge of our dinner table before rising from the chair. He turns around, lassoing his arms around my torso. As he imparts his love, I can taste remnants of salt lingering from my baked ham. Our lips adjoin, escalating my cock’s desire to be sucked right here and now with each shallow breath.

      His embrace halts just long enough for me to shove each dirty dish towards the other end of the table, when he bends down to lift me at waist level. Miles sets me on the table, sending a wine glass to its shattering demise on the hardwood floor. Our lips reunite as my hands creep up between his shirt and the toned abdomen he’s been blessed with. His palms clutch my neck like a precious chalice while we intermittently swap tongues. The passion in my crotch forces a large moan, when he lowers me to my backside.

      “Oh Miles,” I mutter. “God fucking damn it,” I add with another breath. “Where was this side of you an hour ago?”

      Miles licks his lips. “Here all along, my sexy little Saucepot,” he responds, his fingertips tracing the concealed dick underneath my lounge shorts.

      He yanks the shorts down my legs in one fell swoop, causing me to bonk my head against the table. I’ve been going commando all night in anticipation for this very reason. His gentle tongue teases the base of my sack, which is brimming with pent-up sexual tension from weeks of going without. Miles has been sick with a urinary tract infection, so this is the first time in a while that a river of passion will be breaking the dam wide open. I squirm among the table, my shoulders shivering and cock pounding vehemently.

      “I just need that release, baby,” I moan.

      Miles raises his head to meet my horny stare. “Don’t worry your pretty little head,” he huffs. “This volcano is about to come alive soon enough.”

      His mouth wraps around my dick, bobbing his head up and down. The texture of his tongue grazes every delicate nerve. He stops briefly to barely gasp for enough air before returning to battle. His lips press into my groin, affording my cock to penetrate the threshold at the back of his throat. I grip my hands around his, surely breaking skin as my fingernails dig deep. But he hasn’t winced in any pain yet.

      My eyes shoot straight back under the assault of his talented tongue. And after a few minutes of pure ecstasy, I feel my cum rushing towards the tip of my dick in furor.

      “Nnngh,” I moan loudly. “Oohhhh myyy⁠—”

      Miles pulls his head away while the white seed accosts his left cheek, bountiful enough to plant an entire field of my love. More ropes of sticky desire propel from within me like the stem nut of a fire hydrant has twisted loose. Either the look of approval on his face, my rush of dopamine, or perhaps both, renders today’s dreadful feeling powerless. It’s practically a distant memory after Miles has rescued me from the dumpster fire of my extra sensory gift. Perhaps this is exactly what he needed to improve his mood as well.

      His tongue slithers from that shapely mouth, as far as it can while he hovers above my head. He swipes his finger across his face, inserting it between my quivering lips. The salted flavor teases my taste buds as it slides down my throat. Miles’ lips form another seal against mine, all the while a remaining trail of passion on his cheek rubs against my face. But his tongue laps it up before skidding between my lips, so I can reap what I sewed.

      After another few minutes of our feverish exchange, he climbs down from the table, bending down with his arms slid under my backside. Miles lifts me off the table as I wrap my arms around his neck like he’s a superhero rescuing a civilian from the brink of danger. He whisks me around the corner of our living room to our spiral staircase, which leads to the upper level. We hardly reach the bottom step when his head quivers, turning away from me.

      Initially, I thought he’d thwarted a sneeze. But once he comes to, I feel another tinge of darkness waylaying his soul much like before. He offers a smile on our ascension, but it’s as fake as my cousin Pam’s tits. What isn’t he telling me?

      The coolness of our satin comforter graces my naked ass as I unfurl the shirt up over my head, flinging it over the side of our king-sized bed. Miles does the same before letting his silky black pajama bottoms slide freely to the floor. He grabs hold of my legs, yanking me to the edge of the bed before pumping his dick with vigor. But his eyebrows quickly wash over with a discontented look. And within a split-second, his palms hastily rise to his face, concealing the deep sadness that I feel imprisoning his heart.

      “Schmoo,” I moan. “What’s the matter baby?”

      He responds with an oscillating head from one shoulder to the other.

      Miles wails loudly, not holding back the river a moment longer. His eyes are plastered shut, but somehow the hurricane breaks through the levees of his soul anyway. That reddened face scrunches up just as quick as his nose becomes runny. Another moan escapes his quivering lips while his body goes limp, falling face first into one of my pillows. His shoulders tremble to the rhythm of his sobbing, now muffled by goose feathers. The cracks in his distraught tone make me feel an entire weight, a boulder of his world colliding with my ribcage, thwarting the ability to breathe.

      “Miles—Schmoo—” I stammer, reaching for his shoulder.

      This isn’t the Miles Joseph Langford I know. His usually regimented emotions are stern like John Wayne, with an air of confidence coarse as sandpaper. I prop myself against the headboard to scoot towards him, slipping my left arm under his neck. While I brush his backside, his Adam’s apple palpates the crook of my arm each time he takes a staggered breath.

      “It’s okay baby,” I whisper low. “Just let it out.”

      Whatever has him rattled, did it good and fucking well this time. I haven’t seen him cry in a few years. And even then, he’d been grieving his late mother.

      I pat his back a few times, stopping intermittently to rub in a circular motion. After a minute or two, the bristles of his dense greying hair sweep against my chest. It appears the storm is subsiding, and he’s come up for air. At least for now.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says under squinted and puffy, ensanguined eyes. “I shouldn’t⁠—”

      My finger perches on his lips while I interject. “Shhh baby,” I mumble. “Why on Earth are you apologizing?”

      “Because I’m the str—” he tries responding, another canal of sorrow washing his cheek. After a deep breath, he persists. “Because I’m the strong one in this marriage.”

      He’s not wrong. I’m the most sensitive person I know. But just because he’s generally the one to compartmentalize like a boss, doesn’t mean he’s less prone to break down than I am. And I fear, at fifty-three, this might be the beginning of one whopper of a mid-life crisis. I caress the corner of his left eye with my thumb as he helplessly glances at the nightstand on his side of the bed.

      “Miles Joseph,” I reply. “Even the toughest men cry,” I add, combing his mane. “What has you so upset?”

      His attention meanders around the bedroom as he lets out a deep sigh, resting his head on my chest. My left hand travels up and down his back while he begins to finally divulge what’s going on.

      “Today, on my way home,” he begins but pauses for another breath. “The reason I was so late,” he adds. “I came upon a wreck right where 12th Avenue turns into Southbound 11th.”

      I click my tongue. “Jesus, I’m so sorry,” I respond. “I honestly wondered what kept you.”

      The apertures of Miles’ soul remain shut while his head wavers. “It wasn’t the wreck in and of itself,” he admits, scratching the base of his sniffly nose. “I saw him,” he adds. “And the SUV was turned over,” another pause for a shallow breath. “His mom was just hanging there screaming like a lamb to the slaughter—” he stalls. “He was so⁠—”

      My fingers tap against Miles’ spine to calm him. “Slow down,” I say. “Take a breath.”

      I clear my throat. “Saw who, Schmoo?”

      “This kid,” Miles continues, raising his head to catch my stare. “This fuckin’ kid couldn’t have been a day over four,” he adds. “Dead and stiff as a goddamn oak tree, Al.”

      I lower my chin to the crown of his head, planting a kiss. “I know you’re not kidding,” I admit. “Fuck Miles,” I add, caressing his backside. “You wouldn’t ever make something like that up.”

      “It’s not fuckin’ fair,” he drones. “And this piece of shit drunk driver actually tried to run away from the scene of the wreck that he caused.”

      “No way,” I reply disgustedly.

      Now I can feel his temper evolving into a fine rage. I know all too well how often he must treat guilty people as if they’re innocent when they’re not. He’s told me all about it a million times over. So I can imagine there wasn’t a chance my lover, the true hero he is, would let a deadbeat try getting away. I reach up to the tissue box on my nightstand to tear a couple free while he continues his story.

      “I chased the fucker down,” he admits. “I pushed him to the ground and turned him over while he gives me this most vile look as if he doesn’t have a soul,” he adds, accepting the tissues.

      My head and shoulders quake as if I’m catching a chill from our air conditioning. “Damn, that’s awful.”

      “I almost did it,” Miles confesses. “I’d gotten this rush of anger, like this motherfucker had the upper hand,” he adds before I interject.

      “Almost did what?” I ask with a raised eyebrow.

      He tilts head, brushing his eyes as if he’s trying to forget the whole ordeal. And I don’t blame him, I’d want to put it out of my mind as well.

      “I clenched my fist and raised it high,” he says with fiercely squinted eyes.

      I gasp. “Oh no—Schmoo—you didn’t,” I stammer, uncertain if I want to hear the truth.

      This is probably why he’s a mess. I can only imagine in the next second, he’s going to tell me that he’s being put on some administrative leave for beating the ever-loving shit out of a drunk driver. I wouldn’t blame him. He certainly would have more restraint that I’d be able to possess. And he’s been through some shit.

      Miles looks away for a second time. “No,” he responds. “I was—” he presses his thumb and forefinger together for emphasis. “This close to unleashing the wrath of Captain Langford on his sorry ass.”

      I exhale loudly. “But you didn’t?” I ask. “Please tell me that you didn’t.”

      He shuts his eyes again. “No,” he assures me. “I heard this voice or whatever the fuck it was,” he adds. “And I lowered my fist.”

      My left hand rubs the back of his neck. “Oh thank God you didn’t,” I sigh. “That would have totally⁠—”

      Miles finishes my sentence. “—Fucked my career?” He says, taking my right hand.

      I nod. “That’s exactly what I was gonna say.”

      “Well he egged me to do it,” he continues. “He even spit in my face,” he adds, squeezing my wrist. “So I turned him back over and arrested him on the spot.”

      “Good,” I cheer him on. “That serves him right.”

      Miles meets my gaze again, appearing relieved that he’s told me about his day. But there’s something else. My gut says this conversation isn’t over. He continues explaining how he took the driver down for booking. Miles sheds a few more tears at the part where he relays overhearing cohorts at the station talking about the young child being pronounced dead at the hospital.

      No wonder I felt so awful this evening. But if he says the wreck wasn’t until his original commute home, then I fear those feelings earlier in the day are still associated with something—or someone else. Miles blows his runny nose into the second tissue, before rolling over to his side of the bed. I can’t help but feel so terrible on his behalf. What a nightmare to witness a poor child dead in the backseat of a rolled over vehicle with a frantically screaming mother in the front. And to see the perpetrator attempting to run off. I can understand why Miles experienced such a discord of emotions within minutes apart from the other.

      Miles speaks into the Alexa speaker on his nightstand, setting his alarm for five in the morning. But my resolute disagreement insists that he stay home tomorrow.

      “Alexa,” I speak firmly. “Cancel wake-up alarm for tomorrow morning.”

      He turns over with a confused look. “Why the fuck did you do that?”

      I trail my fingers the length of his right arm. “I don’t want you going to work tomorrow,” I reply with contention. “Or the rest of the week if I have my way.”

      “Well, I don’t think that’s entirely possible,” Miles affirms.

      I reply with a raised brow. “If Knotts wants to exchange some words with me, he can fuckin’ well call me personally,” I reply, twirling my fingers in the sparse landscape on his chest.

      “Alexa,” I command. “Play Piano Guys on Spotify for thirty minutes.”

      While Alexa obliges, I reach up to the lamp on my nightstand, summoning a sea of darkness to obscure our bedroom. Miles repositions himself so that his back faces me. It’s not surprising that he’d deviate from his usual position tonight. In fact, I can respect his need for a little concealed privacy. I shut my eyes to the soothing instrumental cover of “Something Just Like This,” all the while paying attention to the feeling in my gut. Something else lingers deep inside, leaving me at a total loss because I can’t place my finger on exactly what or who is in such disarray.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Backstage lights at Rock Hudson Theater shine brightly against the scenery I’m painting for our fall production. I poise myself at the top rung of a ladder, reaching down to replenish my brush while glancing over at my helper’s progress. Phoebe Schwartz, my best friend Grayson Welles’ assistant, has been part of our brood for the better half of ten years. And if I may point out, she’s way steadier with a paintbrush than I am. Even if she seems to be in a bit more of a dismal mood than I have been in the last few days.

      While I can admit that avoiding work this week has been refreshing, my mind hasn’t been afforded any comfort where my health is concerned. Alex wasn’t joking the other night when he hinted about sharing some words with Chief Knotts if he objected to my need for personal time. But the truth is, he’s the best superior we have in the entire NYPD. Always bending over backwards to accommodate anyone’s needs. Phoebe directs her attention my way as I flick my wrist in a circular motion to make the snowy scene appear wispy, breaking the awkward silence between us.

      “Have you spoken to Gray much since Tuesday?” She asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know,” I reply.

      To be honest, I’ve neglected most people in my inner circle beyond Alex this past week. And now that she mentions it, I haven’t even exchanged a text with Grayson in several days. It’s peculiar because we usually exchange a funny meme every day to break up the monotony of our lives. He’s relied heavily on these swaps of humor ever since his husband, our other best friend, was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s. Sometimes these memes are the only things which keep our sanity intact.

      “Actually come to think of it, I sent him a text on Tuesday morning,” I reply, satisfying the itch above my right eye with the back of my hand. “Things have gotten busy with us this week and I’ve spaced it completely.”

      Her jaw drops to the floor. “So you don’t know?”

      My head curiously wavers. “Know what?”

      Phoebe descends the ladder to drop her paintbrush, shooting me a solemn look. “Julian died Tuesday night.”

      Her newsflash immediately weakens my wrist. A split-second later, the brush breaks my grasp, falling to the floor while I feel its tiny cold droplets splatter my leg. This came out of left field.

      “What?” I reply as flabbergasted as anyone else would be. “We’d just had dinner with the guys last week.”

      Phoebe extends her arm, firmly gripping my wrist. “Grayson came home from the office and found him on the bathroom floor,” she whispers as if this is classified information.

      My heart instantly breaks for Grayson. “Jesus Christ,” I gasp. “That poor man,” I add, scanning the vicinity to see if Alex is nearby.

      “He called 9-1-1,” she adds. “They took him to New York Pres. Like there was some hope that they could revive him, but officially called it a few minutes later.”

      I want to shed a tear, but the only person I’ll ever cry in front of is my husband. And ever since my own confrontation with mortality on Tuesday, I’m vulnerable to another breakdown. If anything beyond my own circumstances could push me to the verge of tears, it’s certainly this sadness for Gray.

      The fact of the matter is, I’d absolutely hate Alex entering a room to discover me dead on the floor, or just moderately injured. That’s not how I want to leave this place, may it be from cancer or anything else. Even though it happens all the time, nobody deserves the agony of finding their spouse’s vacant shell on the bathroom floor.

      A slow but deep sigh tickles my lungs as I exhale. “I absolutely must call him to see if he’s okay,” I say, retrieving the phone from my back pocket.

      “He only told me, Miles,” Phoebe hastily replies, intervening in my attempt to dial Grayson. “And that’s just because I’m his assistant,” she adds. “He wanted a few days to himself before dealing with everyone.”

      I jerk away, breaking loose of her wristlock. “He’s my brother, Pheebs,” I proclaim. “It’s my duty.”

      “Text him tomorrow afternoon,” she replies. “Give him time to get some rest.”

      I can respect that. While he’s my best friend, it goes without saying that if he needs anything from Alex or myself, he knows he can call at whatever hour. She’s probably right. The fact that he hasn’t called or even texted me back, is because he needs some time to process this shit. He’d never admit it, but Grayson is a neurodiverse individual. What society deems normal is oftentimes the opposite for him.

      About the time that I slide my phone back in my pocket, I hear footsteps on the other side of the wall backstage. His tenor voice belts out some sort of lyrics, likely dreamt up by the incomparable Ryan Tedder himself, as he steps around the corner. But the melody stops as soon as he notices the somber expression on both our faces.

      “Jesus, who died?” He asks sarcastically, surely to regret his phrasing in another moment.

      I take a deep breath before blowing it out slowly. “Honey,” I reply with a hard gulp of air, clasping his hand in mine. “Julian did,” I add. “On Tuesday night.”

      Alex’s eyes grow deep and wide. His pupils expand like the Exxon Valdez spill, tainting the chasm of liquid chocolate surrounding them. And in a show not foreign to him, a tear rolls down his cheek. I caress my thumb over the back of his left hand while he grabs his forehead with the other.

      “What?” He asks, uncertainty cloaking his scratchy voice. “How?”

      Phoebe sidesteps me. “Grayson said the doctors believe it was something heart related but didn’t go into any detail.”

      Alex shivers, undoubtedly with disbelief. “We just saw them a few days ago,” he says. “And Julian actually had a few good days there,” he adds, another tear plummeting to the floor. “He was lucid as fuck.”

      “Oh Saucepot, I know,” I reply empathetically. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
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        * * *

      

      Our bathroom can be too bright this early in the morning. Nobody’s to blame but me though. When we moved in, I specifically requested the lights be bright enough that every morsel of fatigue would abscond from my soul, since I usually rise for work before the rooster crows. This morning, the fluorescent assault is just too much to bear. A yawn escapes me as I finish peeing, something I’ve been doing way too much recently. My palm contends with the exhaustion in each eye as I stretch from shoulder to shoulder.

      Surely my frequent urination is just a symptom of something innocuous. Certainly not prostate cancer. Even though the other night, the real reason I broke down in front of Alex was because I couldn’t get my dick hard enough to fool around. That, combined with my reminder of life’s brevity, sent me into a tailspin. Our toilet flushes automatically once I turn around to wash my hands. The Alexa device on the counter displays the time, informing me that my Saucepot will be rising in about four minutes.

      I return to the bedroom, removing my Apple Watch from its charging cable on my nightstand. The band latches my wrist as I enter our dressing room to change into workout clothes. No sooner does my head shimmy between the straps of a navy-blue NYPD tank top, when I hear his wake-up call blaring loudly. The opening bars to Queen’s “Don’t Stop Me Now” is sure to wake Alex from his deep slumber. The poor bastard’s handling the news of Julian Torres’ death as much as I’d expect. Fuck. It still stings fresh for me as well.

      He pokes his tired head through the doorway as I step into a pair of mesh gym shorts. “You woke before me?” He asks, traipsing in my direction with both arms stretched out.

      “Al,” I say astutely. “In the history of our relationship,” I add but pause for a breath, accepting him into my embrace. “Has there ever been a morning when you woke first?”

      He moans. “I just can’t stop thinking about Grayson.”

      “Fuck,” I reply, combing my hand through his plush brown hair. “You and me both, Saucepot,” I add. “You and me both.”

      Alex changes into his workout clothes while I head down to the kitchen to pour our first coffee of the morning. The smell of freshly brewed java entices my nostrils as I descend the spiral staircase. Since our penthouse is tricked-out to be a smart home, our coffeemaker starts brewing the moment a wake-up alarm whines from our bedroom device. On exercise mornings, we limit ourselves to one initial cup. Enough caffeine to get going, but not too much to require a toilet. As of lately however, I’ve needed one frequently anyway.

      Steam pirouettes the circumference of our his-and-his coffee mugs as I clear the frog in my throat. It doesn’t matter what mood I wake up in, these command a smile every morning. We have a friend from The Lion’s Den who owns a nationwide company specializing in custom marketing products with logos and such. Rick Abernathy designed these mugs himself for our anniversary a couple years back. Mine has an illustrated man with a thick cock sprung from the crotch of his leather chaps, signifying that I’m a top. Alex’s cup has a similar character lying on his back with both legs straight up, exposing his ass, to express he’s a bottom.

      Cautiously, I collect a sip from my cup just as Alex enters the kitchen. He places our phones on the counter next to us, before unhooking each pair of wireless headphones from a charger next to our banana hammock. We’re both moving slower than usual this morning, but we finish our coffee quickly before wrapping the start of this day with a kiss. Since our gym is literally downstairs below the lobby, all we need is music and a Powerade.

      Moments later, we find ourselves entering the gym through thick glass doors. Alex locates his usual treadmill in the center, where I instinctively choose mine to his right. I set the speed and time on the small LCD screen before firing up my workout playlist, starting with “Be My Lover” by La Bouche.

      We haven’t exercised since Tuesday morning. And for some reason, I’m only nearing the end of this song when a sharp pain shoots up my spine. Perhaps I’m only going too fast, so I reduce the treadmill speed by half. Yet after a minute, it still isn’t helping.

      Alex directs his attention my way, pressing the red stop button on his machine. “What’s the matter Schmoo?”

      I’m barely jogging at this point, so I pause the treadmill before removing my headphones from an ear. “Huh?” I reply, squinting my eyes.

      “You’re grabbing your back,” he says. “Are you all right?”

      I nod. “Yeah,” I reply judiciously. “Just a bit stiff this morning is all.”

      There’s no reason to rile him unnecessarily when he’s grief stricken over Julian. So I resume my workout, grinning and bearing it like the tough guy that I am. Only at this moment do I begin surmising that I’ve encountered several difficulties which could all be linked to the same cause. One, I can’t seem to achieve a full erection. And when I did climax weeks ago, it was as bloody as Jack Torrance’s ax. Two, I’m peeing every twenty goddamn minutes. Lastly, I’m now suffering from back pain.

      My lumpy throat swallows another hard gulp of air while I scold the fear inside my gut. In another moment, I reach for my sports drink to wash down every bit of anxiety. But it’s apparent that even a sip of my Powerade won’t let me shake the sinking feeling that perhaps something is gravely wrong after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      The ding of our elevator announces its arrival at the ground level. I wouldn’t usually complain about the length of time it takes to descend from thirty-one floors. But this time I have a dog leash in my grasp with a very excitable Scottish Terrier dancing the Gangnam Style. And I don’t blame the poor bastard, we humans have the luxury of toilets, whereas he must endure a whole elevator trip just to take a piss. Luckily there’s a special indoor park downstairs across from our fitness center, where dogs can perform their business with dignity and comfort. The streets of fucking Tribeca are no match for animal lovers.

      Boo Radley isn’t ours. He’s Grayson’s, but we’re tasked with keeping him until Grayson returns home from Louisiana. On Saturday, his dog walker called Miles out of the blue because she and her husband were going to be leaving town as well. I don’t mind watching the little guy, if I’m being completely honest. It’s nice having his company to fill the voids in our hearts from losing our longtime best friend, Julian Torres. He and Grayson Welles were our first roommates over thirty years ago. We were looking for another gay couple to share our Bond Street flat, and they were looking for an inexpensive place to rent which accommodated their budget.

      We grew so close with the both of them, they instantly became a part of our family. This is why I had such a terrible feeling on Tuesday. While I’d felt my lover’s anguish, my empathic abilities detected something else was amiss with someone I loved very much. Now I can identify it was about Julian. I trot across a patch of grass in our one-of-a-kind dog park as Boo Radley squats his hind legs to tinkle. When he’s finished, he walks around a bit with his sniffer activated. After another minute, he twirls around in the same spot three times before squatting to go number two. Thankfully I remembered his potty bags this time.

      Miles is in such a tizzy this morning. I didn’t expect him to handle this grief as hard as he has, but because his emotional wellbeing encountered a snag last week, it shouldn’t come as a huge surprise. While I have to utilize a toilet myself, I have to admit it’s kind of nice to have some of my own space to handle my emotions. I love that fucking guy to Neptune and back. And I’d do anything for him. But I’ve appreciated having Boo Radley’s potty schedule, excusing me from the mental torment of everyone’s feelings.

      I spot a fellow resident of the building with a leashed Schnauzer and step over to speak to her. “Hey, would you mind watching this little floofer for a minute while I go see a man about a horse myself?”

      She nods. “Sure, I can do that,” she replies while taking Boo’s leash from my grip.

      “Thank you so much,” I say. “I’ll be right back, I promise.”

      The closest bathroom is in the fitness center across the hallway. While I stand in front of the urinal, my stomach grumbles, reminding me that I have yet to eat anything this morning. Perhaps I’ll fix some oatmeal for us humans. Then later, I’ll bake a couple loaves of strawberry-banana bread. I could use some carb therapy about now, and I’m sure Miles wouldn’t object either. The elastic shorts snap against my waist as I turn around to the sink so I can wash my hands.

      I fidget with a paper towel between my drying hands, all the while making my way back to Wagz, the name our building has given the indoor dog park. A few paces away is the neighbor keeping an eye on Boo Radley.

      “Thank you again for that,” I say, patting my hands more with the paper towel before reaching for the leash. “It could not wait until I got back upstairs.”

      She giggles. “I’ve experienced that before,” she admits, passing me Boo’s leash. “I’m Billie LuPone in ‘29-D.’”

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” I reply, my brain registering the last name. With a beat, I respond as my eyebrow raises. “Wait—you said LuPone?”

      Billie nods cheerfully, flailing her wrist. “Yeah,” she shrugs. “But no relation to Patti, I get that a lot.”

      I grin. “I bet you do,” I respond, extending my right hand even though it’s attached to the leash. “I’m Alex Wilkins,” I add, awkwardly reaching out with the other arm. “In thirty-one—well—I guess just that,” I laugh.

      “You live above us all then, huh?” She questions heartily.

      “Yeah, it isn’t any big deal,” I profess. “My husband and I are no more important than anyone else in this building.”

      Billie and I enjoy a short casual conversation while the pups seem to be enjoying their own canine interaction. Of course, sniffing each other’s butts must be their show of affection or something. We talk briefly about what we do for a living. She says her husband’s some big muckety-muck in the treasury department at Americano Corp. Bank. She’s in corporate advertising but taking time away from the boardroom to care for herself during her first pregnancy. After telling her I co-run the community program at Rock Hudson Theater, she giggles.

      “Gavin and I saw your production ‘Life According to Jordy Jones’ this last Spring,” Billie admits.

      I blush. “Oh boy,” I reply. “That fucking trainwreck.”

      She shakes her head as her Schnauzer lets out an insistent grumble. “Not at all, it was excellently written.”

      Now I smile. “Well thank you,” I respond. “I write all of our scripts.”

      “You’re really good, Alex,” she offers. “You should write a movie script.”

      I shrug my shoulders instinctively. “Meh,” I groan. “I’ve never really considered it,” I add shyly. “But I’m never one to back down from a challenge,” I laugh. “Who knows what the future holds?”

      At the behest of our two little furry cronies, Billie and I wrap our conversation on the quick jaunt out to the elevator. We board the chamber where I press the ‘29’ and ‘P’ buttons. In no time, she steps out onto her floor. I make a mental note of ‘29-D’ while my guts feel the weightless sensation of shooting up another two levels. The thought occurs to me that I should take her a loaf of my strawberry-banana bread I’m about to bake.

      Boo Radley and I walk through the door where I unclasp the leash from his collar. He wastes zero time rushing to the fresh bowl of water I replaced this morning.

      “Schmoopy?” I call out, assuming my baby is probably at his desk in the little nook of our great room.

      No response. I didn’t quite look closely when we entered because Boo Radley was persistent about me immediately unhooking him from the leash. As I turn the corner, I notice Miles isn’t where I expected. Boo’s cacophony of slurping noises swim through my ears as I return to the kitchen to retrieve milk from the fridge. There’s a note in his refined penmanship stuck to the left refrigerator door with a magnet.

      
        
        HAD TO SWING BY THE PRECINCT TO SIGN A FORM. I’LL BE RIGHT BACK.

      

      

      I hope he at least snatched an apple or something on his way out the door.

      “Well Boo,” I huff, glancing down to see him sitting patiently and pretty, as if to hint that he’s hungry. “Guess it’s just us boys for a bit.”

      I dispense a scoop of the dry food Grayson’s dog walker, Wendy, handed me yesterday at 14th Street Park. While he chomps and crunches away on the kibble, I eat a few spoonfuls of Captain Crunch. I swear this is not my favorite cereal just because of Miles’ police rank. Cereal is one of my weaknesses. After I rinse my dishes, Boo Radley follows me into the main living room where he makes himself comfortable on his plush blanket inside the kennel which he came with.

      “Okay mister,” I point in his direction. “I’m gonna take a quick trip back to a time before your daddies even thought of owning a dog,” I add. “Guard the fortress while I’m away, alright?”

      His left ear perks up, offering me a look as if he understands what I’m saying. Maybe he does. He’s the smartest goddamn dog I’ve ever known in my entire life. Since Miles is going to be away for a bit, I decide a leisurely stroll back to 1990 will help soothe some of the emptiness that I feel inside.

      The nice thing about my abilities is I can always turn back time to visit with a loved one who’s passed on. The bathroom door of our master suite shuts behind me before I clench my fists. In a moment, a void of black with slivers of stars streak past my periphery, meanwhile setting my intentions as if I’m punching in an address into a GPS.
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        * * *

      

      DECEMBER 1990

      After my brain feels a considerable jolt, I open my eyes to see the inside of a tan bathroom stall. I flush the toilet, as I always do in these instances to avoid acting out of place. When I swing the door open, I’m favored with the sight of a handsome Miles at twenty-one, leaned up against a sink with folded arms. Or I should say, a studly Officer Langford in uniform exclusively for my own pleasure. If memory serves me, this was when we picked up a special order uniform during a visit to celebrate Julian’s nineteenth birthday in Boston.

      “Are you gonna take all day in here?” He asks with a shit eating grin, standing there in a pair of leather pants that I purchased particularly for their sex appeal.

      Just the sight of them fitted tightly around his waist, swallowing his quads like leaner ham hocks, makes my cock thump something fierce underneath the likes of my own. Which I’m sure was the original response when I lived this moment for the first time.

      “Is it a crime to take my time, Officer?” I reply with my bottom lip curved inward.

      He laughs, showing his perfectly aligned fangs. “Not as long as you wash your hands, Mister.”

      Miles steps aside so I can wash my hands. We’re inside the bathroom of Mario’s, a chic Italian haunt on the East end of town. He escorted me in here to allow Grayson and Julian a bit of privacy back at the table. In a moment, we’re about to part ways from the boys and head back to my uncle’s cottage in the North End of town, where we’ll spend the night before heading back to New York. Upon drying my hands, my boy clasps his grip with mine on our trip back to the booth, so I can pay the check.

      “There you guys are,” Grayson says, glancing up from the dessert menu.

      Miles and I take our seats in the booth opposite our best friends. “Have you landed on something sweet?”

      “Gray’s cock isn’t on the menu,” Julian says, chuckling. “But tiramisu will just have to suffice.”

      “I said something sweet, smartass,” I reply. “That would be your savory post meal treat,” I add, taking a breath. “But coffee and mascarpone go together very well.”

      Our server returns to the table promptly to take our dessert order. Since it’s Julian’s birthday, our shared dessert is free. She slides a small vinyl check presenter in my direction before turning to walk away with Julian’s decision in her memory bank. I retrieve my wallet, slipping my credit card into its designated slot.

      Julian polishes off the remainder of his Coke through a straw before speaking. “Thank you so much for my computer,” he says. “And this great dinner,” he adds with a smile. “I’m excited to play around with the laptop.”

      “You’re so welcome,” I reply, taking Miles’ hand. “We wanted you to enjoy writing your first book on it,” I add.

      Miles pipes up. “And it has a whole two megabytes of memory, so it’s gonna swim like a tuna fish.”

      The server returns to our table with four spoons, and a large plate adorned with the biggest piece of tiramisu I’ve probably ever seen. For a second time that is. She takes my card on her journey back across the dining room as each of us take turns scooping away our bites. A jittery wave of nerves flourishes in my younger self’s gut the closer we get to leaving. I also chose to revisit this night because I wanted to be reminded of how innocent and carefree Miles and I once were. And it’s nice to see Julian in his younger incarnation, decades before his dementia diagnosis, with a visually striking similarity to that of Eddie Cibrian at nineteen.

      Grayson reels Julian into his midriff once we step outside the restaurant. The bitter chill brings goosebumps to my skin as we stand out here saying our goodbyes. Since tomorrow in the past is Monday, Grayson will be rushing off to school early in the morning as Julain prepares to head into his job at a locally owned drugstore. Heat from Miles’ naturally warm arms offers me a bit of comfort.

      “Happy Birthday again Jules,” I say with a wave.

      Once both of them pull out of the parking lot in Grayson’s green pickup, Miles and I trot over to my red wine tinted 1984 Mercedes Benz. And in a moment, we find ourselves on Hanover Street to jet back to my uncle’s harbor front cottage.

      “It’s snowing again,” Miles says, pointing out ahead of us.

      I keep my eyes on the road, but nod. “It’s pretty isn’t it?”

      Miles reaches over the center console to take my right hand. “It is,” he clicks his tongue. “But you take the trophy for prettiest, babe.”

      If I remember correctly, there was a brief period in the early nineties when I’d lacked a bit of self-confidence, so I respond humbly. “Awww, you’re just saying that.”

      “I say what I mean, and mean what I say,” he replies assertively.

      No wonder I fell in love with this man. Ever the charmer he’s always been. Our journey up to the North End was quick. I fumble with the keys to the cottage in my pocket as Miles ushers me up the steps to the front deck. The frigid temperature outside has caused the air inside to drop at least below thirty degrees. Miles immediately opens the back doors where my uncle keeps a woodpile stacked up against the back siding. I follow him outside, where I decide to deviate from what originally happened the first time around.

      Instead of Miles igniting a roaring fire in the hearth, I stealthily bend forward to ball up a fistful of snow. Before my man can even think of turning around, the wad of snow strikes the back of his skull.

      “The fuck?” He squawks, turning around with a look like I’d better prepare for war. “Oh it’s on!”

      He kneels to gather a clump of snow while I do the same. There’s no way I’ll let him win against the reigning champion snow fighter of Walden Prep School, before it shuttered two years earlier. When he rises back to a ninety-degree angle, his mirrored aviators which complete his hot as fuck uniform, fall from his face. I take off in a sprint to the side of the backyard, but he’s quick like a cheetah to stop me in my tracks. Instead of taking another step forward, I’m nudged into the crystalline blanket.

      My upper body twists around at the precise moment that Miles topples me with a mischievous cackle and a fistful of snow. It splashes into my face, feeling like a dusting of extremely frigid powdered sugar. He lowers his head above mine where I study the glint in his eyes as brown as the tiramisu we enjoyed minutes ago. A split-second later, our lips join. His tongue glides around the edges of my mouth while my pulsating cock hardens for a second time during this visit to the past. I can’t believe my previous teenage self didn’t think to do this the first go-round.

      It might be twenty fucking degrees outside, but the heat radiating from his body Is enough to keep me warm for hours. We lie here in the snow as flakes waver down around us from a harsh grey sky. Miles sweeps the back of his hand down my cheek, feeling an immense passion pervading from his core in the process. I flash a look of approval, grabbing his wrist. There’s a salty flavor along my taste buds from his fingers as I suck on them, hoping in a matter of moments he’ll unzip those tight leather pants and put something else inside me.

      Perhaps I need to provide him with another clue. But before I can reach my hands between my chest and his body in an alpha-male pose, he removes his fingers to proceed unzipping his crotch.

      “Fuck me Officer Langford,” I moan at the whim of my hungry asshole.

      Miles squints his beautiful eyes. “You’re under arrest,” he mutters as I hear the satisfying sound of his zipper overpowering the silent drone of this winter storm. “For assaulting a police officer,” he adds with a beat. “With your relentless enchantment.”

      “Oh no,” I reply, feeling him push up to his haunches.

      A spry grin washes over his face. “I think you need to learn to treat law enforcement with respect.”

      He lowers his arms, shimmying them under my backside. His right arm fits under the fold of my legs, while the other braces the weight of my body. Miles rises to his feet, traipsing me around to my uncle’s picnic table. He then lowers me to the surface like a hunter with his fresh kill. My khaki pants travel down both legs by the force of his incredible zeal. Followed by the removal of my black underwear.

      His sturdy fingers tease the circumference of my ass as he pumps his erect cock in the other hand. Within moments, my hole feels the width of him forcefully plunge deep inside. My eyes close, feeling the power of all his might thrust in and out. I bite down on my bottom lip as I let a loud whimper escape.

      Miles grunts with his vigorously attractive dominance. “Oh fuck yes Alex,” he mutters. “Are you learning your lesson yet?”

      “Yes,” I cry in pain with each pang of his dick.

      He tilts his head. “Yes what?”

      “Sir!” I howl. “Yes sir!”

      The sting of his hand slapping my left thigh causes me to tremble in pleasure.

      “That’s better,” Miles rumbles.

      Holy fuck! This is precisely what I needed to mend my broken spirits after losing Julian Torres circa 2022. As Miles’ younger incarnation dives within my hungry ass, I realize I can’t waste much more time here in the past, because Boo Radley and I are expecting him to return from his errand. Luckily after another minute or two, he gripes with a look of satisfaction. I rub my cock at almost the same rhythm as Miles’ prodding eight inches.

      Out of nowhere, my spine tingles in euphoria, detecting the urge to cum intensify with each millisecond passing by. Another passionate cry emanates at the top of my lungs.

      “Jesus Christ!” I scream.

      White streams of bliss shoot from the top of my dick with the force of a volcano in Hawaii. It’s almost impossible to distinguish my cum from the puffy damp snowflakes flitting all around us. Miles is surely close to his release, since I can feel the vehement desire within him is close to its breaking point. His head pushes back at the same time that his eyelids shut. He hisses intermittently between bouts of moaning. After a moment, his eyes open wide, then he removes his cock.

      Miles bellows so loudly that I’m almost worried my uncle’s neighbors are on the brink of phoning the police to report some heinous crime occurring back here. “Fuucckkkkk!”

      His cum shoots all over the maroon argyle sweater I chose to wear thirty-two years in the past. I don’t care about ruined clothes, because the minute I travel back to my current year, I’ll be donning the grey tank top I went to bed in last night. Miles meets my gaze when I blow him an air kiss from my pursed lips. After he bends forward for a real kiss, I push my weight onto the picnic table to jump down.

      “Where are you going, Mister?”

      I reach my hand up to grab his chin. “I gotta pee,” I say. “Why don’t you load the fireplace while I’m in the bathroom.”

      Miles nods. “I suppose I can do that,” he replies. “Don’t take too long this time,” he adds with a chuckle.

      Inside the bathroom, I close my eyes. Then set the intention of returning to my present circumstances. My fists clench together, and within a flash, I’m reunited with the shell of my older self.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      I’m lying in the fetal position inside Dr. Scott’s frigid exam room. It can’t be any warmer than thirty degrees. He’s out of my line of sight, so all I have to rely on is his voice. He’s preparing to shove another ultrasound wand up my rectum with a needle attachment to remove another sample of tissue from my prostate. Despite his insistence on a 0.02% probability of there being a mistake at the lab from Dr. Gordon’s test, he agreed to repeat the biopsy process to put my concerns to rest.

      “You’re going to feel a bit of pressure on the count of three,” he advises in a hushed, somehow soothing demeanor.

      It isn’t the most comforting sensation in the world. Not even remotely close to Alex’s sunny six inches. But I’ve only felt it inside me maybe twice in the whole time that we’ve been together. However, Dr. Scott’s voice? He must’ve had a whole year of schooling just to master the art of an ‘I’m prodding your gaping hole with a giant fucking needle’ voice. Kudos to him, truly. If this were an Uber ride, that shit’s an automatic five stars.

      “You doing all right, Mr. Langford?”

      I roll my eyes. “As all right as I possibly can be.”

      He might be using my last name as a show of respect. He can’t be older than forty, tops. My bum feels the wand creeping its way up slowly, all the while whooshing noises emit from his machine adjacent to us. It goes radio silent for a few button taps and a click later before the sounds start back up again. I close my eyes as a deep exhale escapes my nostrils. All the while, my lips scrunch straight up into my nose, likely akin to Hector Salamanca in Breaking Bad.

      “In another moment, you’re going to feel a giant pinch,” he instructs. “On another count of three, I want you to take in a deep breath and focus on letting it out slowly.”

      I comply with his directive, imagining Alex here with me holding my hand the entire time. I’m fully cognizant to the fact that a leathery fifty-three goddamn year old cop shouldn’t be scared. But if I wasn’t holding off on telling my husband, his presence would make this procedure at least halfway bearable. Two. Three. Four. It sure doesn’t help having Dr. Scott’s female nurse watching it like it’s the fucking moon landing or something. Last time NASA visited my asshole, Dr. Gordon’s assistant was an attractive male in his prime. Am I past my prime at fifty-three? My mind is on edge at this moment, expecting that pinch and it hasn’t come yet. A split-second later however, and I feel it.

      I exclaim unintelligibly through my stalled breath and gritted teeth. “Jesus Christ!”

      “I know, we’re almost done,” Dr. Scott assures me. “Keep counting in your head while letting out your breath slowly.”

      Warm air drains from my nasal passages in the slow manner he advised. I just have to endure another few seconds of this horseshit. Then the hard part will be over. Well, that’s entirely dependent upon the negative result I’ve envisioned. Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Thirt—. The wand retracts quickly, allowing my nerves to ease up. Even though I’m waiting for the words in his astounding, calm voice to confirm it’s over.

      “And we’re done,” he says with assurance as his nurse wipes my asshole dry with a towel.

      Thank fuck it’s over! I celebrate this victory through unclenched teeth. My eyes reunite with the bright fluorescence above us, as my lungs return to a normal pace of breathing. Dr. Gordon steps around to the other side of the exam table to help me unfurl and prop back up.

      “Mr. Langford,” he says, pulling on my arms until I reach an upright position.

      “Yes,” I reply. “So where do we go from here?”

      Dr. Scott clears his throat, resting his arms in front of his stomach. “Obviously I won’t have the results for at least two days,” he replies. “Up to four,” he adds. “But this being so early on a Monday morning, there’s a chance I’ll have them Thursday.”

      My head bows to the floor. Four fuckin’ days. Hurry up and wait. I’m anticipating the flight down to Louisiana. We must be there for Grayson to pay our respects at Julian’s funeral. He’s going to need our help. Perhaps I’ll be able to remain at ease having a project to keep my mind busy?

      “Thursday, huh?” I respond, glowering blankly into Dr. Scott’s icy stare. “I’m probably gonna be down South for a funeral this week,” I add.

      He nods. “Very well, just keep your phone nearby,” he responds. “Amanda here is going to take more blood before you leave, so we have all our ducks in a row,” he adds with a tinge of certainty, as if he already suspects the results will be grim.

      My law enforcement training has given me better insight into detecting if a person is withholding information or lying to me. I want to ask him a million questions. But I have no idea where to start. If I’m being honest, I don’t really want to hear the answers. With the extra weird sensations I’ve been feeling the last few days, my gut fear is on the results coming back darker than a fucking black hole.

      “So just based on today, how is this looking?” I ask, scratching the nap of my neck.

      Dr. Scott glances at Amanda for a brief second before setting his sight back onto me. Strike one.

      “Honestly?” He replies, tilting his head. “I don’t know what the numbers will say,” he replies, gesturing his arms. “I don’t know what will show under the microscope,” he adds. “But your prostate is considerably smaller.”

      I tilt my head now. “Considerably smaller?”

      “Abnormally small, Miles.”

      Now we’re on a first name basis. Strike two.

      I swallow the combination of air and spit remaining in my mouth, meanwhile, a loud gulp resounds in the stillness of his exam room on its way down.

      “I see where this is going,” I reply with the palm of my hand pressing into my temple. “It’s already not looking good.”

      Dr. Scott shakes his head. “Like I said on Thursday,” he says. “The probability that your first results were switched at the lab, or a false positive, is less than a fraction of a percent.”

      He wraps up our interaction with a gentle pat on my shoulder. His visage warms over with a compelling smile, fucking well landing him in the contending for best supporting actor at the Golden Globes. Amanda ties a rubber tourniquet around my right arm before inserting a butterfly needle. She fills the fourth and final vial of blood, placing a square piece of gauze over the puncture site. Followed by the stretchy bandage wrap around my elbow.

      The cadence of my shuffle on the way out to my car is slower than a turtle, eventually reaching our parked Cayenne on the third level of this parking garage. The sun shines just enough for me to catch a peek at my blacked-out reflection in the driver’s window, stopping me in my tracks. Abnormally small. My gut tenses like a python as I unlock the door with my fob. Not a second later lands me behind the steering wheel as a trailing tear falls down my cheek. Doubt is already creeping into my soul, and it’s not even been a full half-hour.

      Back at home, the entire lower level smells of banana bread with hints of vanilla and nutmeg. Alex is no slouch in the kitchen. He bakes just as much as he cooks. Which lucky for me, I get to be his official taste tester each time. Boo Radley is up on the couch with me watching Love It or List It, all the while catching up on my texts and emails. There’s a message from Grayson which has my brain muddled, trying to decipher what the fuck it means.
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      Judging by the timestamp just past four in the morning, it’s wildly evident that he’s been drinking. I wouldn’t be surprised to discover he took to the bottle as a result of his grief. Julian’s death has rattled Alex and me. But it’s hitting him especially hard because they were their only loves in life. It’s truly quite a tragedy. To that end, his father was a horrible drunk. And if there’s one thing or two I know about addiction, it’s genetic.

      I should know, because I spent some time in a rehab place after the September assault on American soil. I’m unsure if I should say it was a blessing or a curse, but I’m quite certain that I picked up the trait from my own father. Alex returns to the living room, finding his spot on the couch next to Boo Radley. I dial Grayson to check in on him, though I’m sure he’s making progress on the road by now. It rings only once before he answers.

      “Hey, where are you now?” I ask.

      I can hear a low rumbling sound as if he has me on speaker with his window rolled down. “Probably about an hour away from Memphis,” he responds.

      Because I woke up at the ass crack of dawn to go to my top secret oncology appointment, a huge yawn falls from my lips. “So you’ll be back in Louisiana today then, right?” I ask.

      Grayson clears his throat. “Accounting for a stop to get lunch and gas,” he says. “I suppose it’s more than possible.”

      My head tilts to the side as I scratch behind Boo Radley’s right ear. “Well, I’m calling because I don’t understand another one of your texts,” I admit. “Alex and I are so worried about you.”

      The mention of Alex’s name garners his attention, glancing straight up from the iPad in his lap with a nod.

      Grayson sounds rather confused. “I don’t remember texting you anything recently,” he states. “But I do remember Jeffrey fucking Horton trying to make a pass at me in his pool last night.”

      My eyes grow the size of oranges, all the while a hasty bout of heartburn rises from my esophagus. I let out a huge gasp, followed by Alex matching the sentiment. I’m not even on speakerphone.

      “He WHAT??” I thunder.

      Grayson’s indignant tone continues as he elaborates what happened last night between him and an old friend who used to hang out with us at The Lion’s Den. I feel mostly to blame for his sour mood, since I’m responsible for him visiting Jeff on his way past Nashville. Honestly, I thought it would be nice for him to have a familiar face without needing another hotel room last night.

      “Yeah, that fool thought I was so down and out needing—” Grayson replies, pausing very briefly before adding, “consoling.”

      I roll my eyes straight back. “You’re kidding me,” I reply.

      What a fuckin’ pig. The man’s husband hasn’t even been dead a full week.

      “Nope, so I high tailed it out of there and ended up—” Grayson responds but pauses again.

      This time his delay lasts a few seconds. Since he’s in the more rural spots of Bumfuck Tennessee, I wonder for a moment if the call has dropped. I shake my head, irritated at the fact that it’s twenty-goddamn-twenty-two and phone carriers can’t get their shit together. Alex tilts his head with an odd look on his face, appearing curious to know what’s going on.

      “Hello?” I speak. “Did the call drop?”

      Grayson speaks up. “No, I’m here,” he pipes back up. “I just lost my thought,” he adds. “It’s been happening a lot lately.”

      Spacey thoughts are certainly a sign of alcohol abuse. Combined with that of incoherent electronic correspondence. Now I’m curious as all get out. My gut is telling me to ask if he’s been drinking, but my conscience says to let the man grieve for a while. I just don’t want him losing control like I did. After a split-second decision, I decide to throw caution to the wind and prod further. He’s my fuckin’ best friend. I can help him even if I have my own horseshit to muck out.

      “Have you been drinking a lot lately?” I ask as nicely as possible, although I’m sure it came out a bit more in my cop-like demeanor.

      “Uhhh—” he stammers. “Yeah I mean, wouldn’t you if the tables were turned?”

      He has a valid point. Losing Alex would devastate me beyond belief. And every old habit would surface quicker than a flare of herpes.

      “Perhaps,” I reply in agreement. “But you know I’ve been down that fuckin’ road before,” I add anecdotally. “So I might know my limits by now.” That’s glazing the truth just a bit.

      He lets out a cough. “Until someone walks in my shoes, they don’t know what this feels like,” Grayson retorts.

      I haven’t walked in his shoes, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t admit that I’ve been reading up on the stages of grief this morning after returning from my test. My brain might be dealing with a slightly different scenario, but all different forms of anguish have a common denominator. I contend with a scratchy throat, grunting loudly. Forceful enough that it urges the furry white pooch between Alex and me to raise his head curiously.

      A deep breath affords me a moment to engineer a reply. “According to Elisabeth Kubler Ross, the stages of grief don’t come in the same order for everyone. But⁠—”

      Grayson responds with a beat. “Well,” he says. “She can kiss my white queer ass,” he adds, seeming a little annoyed that I brought her up. “I’ll grieve how I want to.”

      This attitude of his is concerning. But now I feel like an absolute piece of shit for bringing up the booze in the first place. And for last night’s encounter with Jeffrey Horton. Honestly, I’m probably a bit more incensed at him than Grayson is. My fragmented thoughts seem to mend after a moment when I respond with a change of subject.

      “Are you sure there isn’t anything Alex or I can do?”

      He informs me that he was just about to call the New York County Coroner when mine rang through first. There are a few things he needs to do, so he can arrange for Julian’s body to be flown down to Louisiana. This is an excellent opportunity for me to find out when the service will be. Alex and I insist on being there for him.

      I click my tongue. “Would you be terribly opposed to Alex and I flying down there for the funeral?” I ask, even though it’s more a demand than anything else.

      He responds hesitantly. “That’s not necessary.”

      “We’d like to be there to give our respects,” I assure him. “I even think the Wilkins jet is available this week.”

      I lower my phone, covering the microphone with a free hand to speak with Alex.

      “Love, pull up hotel listings near Felton, Louisiana,” I ask, since he has his iPad right here with us.

      Grayson speaks when I raise the device back to my ear. “Okay, if you want to come,” he says. “I’ll let you know when exactly.”

      I assure Grayson that I’ll put in for some time off at the station. Though I’m already on personal leave, he doesn’t need to know that. His plate is full enough as it is. While Alex is tapping away on his screen, Gray informs me that he hasn’t booked a hotel yet. Followed by an uncertainty of where he’s going to stay. We were already a step ahead of him, as it’s my intention to take that burden off his shoulders. We’ll just book a suite with two rooms, so that we each can have privacy while maintaining proximity.

      We conclude our phone call so he can contact the coroner to finish some of his arrangements. The poor guy has to do everything while keeping his attention on the road. There’s no question that we’d do some of the heavy lifting for him. That is, if Alex and I were legally able to assume such responsibilities. After the call disconnects, my phone screen returns to the perplexing drunk text.

      I wave in Alex’s direction, breaking his concentration from the research task which I’ve assigned him. “Al, come here and tell me if you can gather anything from this message he sent me early this morning.”

      My love leans over Boo Radley, busy with his rope toy, to glance at my screen. I prop it in front of his face when he raises an eyebrow with a shrug.

      “The fuck?” He says, certainly confused as all get out. “Wait, does that almost say ABC7?”

      Alex is one smart son of a bitch. Soon after discussing it, we realize Grayson referred to a news segment from the local broadcast station. We search their website with various keywords trying to investigate what could have possibly upset him so much. Since Julian was a famous best-selling author, I type the obvious. No results. The thought occurs to Alex to try the company Grayson’s a partner at. Bingo.

      Our search produced two videos about his architectural firm. One about Spellman & Associates filing for bankruptcy after one of the partners embezzled millions of dollars from the company. And another about the man’s arrest. If I’d been at work all this week, I might’ve heard the scuttlebutt. So now, poor Grayson just lost his husband and soon he’ll lose his long standing tenure at a company he’s been a part of for over a decade.

      Surely Phoebe would’ve given us the heads up if we’d seen her this weekend. Alex finishes locating a hotel, landing on the closest decent option just a few miles outside of Felton. We reserve the top suite before sending Grayson a special barcode. He’ll need it to check-in, then that’s done for when we arrive.

      “Oh shit,” Alex gasps, pointing his sniffer up into the air. “My bread’s gonna be fucking toast.”

      Now that he’s back in the kitchen, I scoot to the edge of our couch relatively quickly. Another sharp twinge throngs up my back, ushering the quietest whimper possible so I can avoid raising Alex’s suspicion. All bets are still off on telling him until I’ve received an official word. This could very well just be soreness from lifting him to the bedroom the other night. Having not done that in ages, I’d wager I’m a bit out of practice. That’s definitely why I’m sore.

      I holler with my left hand at the crease of my mouth. “Al, while you’re tending to your bread,” I shout. “I’ll go upstairs to start packing us a bag.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      My temple presses into a small window, taking note of the several formations of clouds out yonder. Not a single one of them resembles any other. This is the mystique of being thirty-thousand feet in the air, on our trip to Louisiana for Julian’s funeral. It’s almost like heaven is only an arm’s reach away. Or however the fuck it’s fetishized down on the ground. We might be higher than the tallest buildings on the planet, but my heart’s at the bottom of the deepest ocean, awash with the concept of death. And dying. And loss.

      Just the simple thought of my expiration date thwarts any allure of gliding over all. The construct of mortality has robbed even the smallest joys of admiring life’s inconsequential beauties. I glance in the opposite direction to see my wonderful husband in his beige, oversized seat. Boo Radley is in his lap being such a good boy. Which for this being his first experience flying, I’m quite impressed. Even though the emotion in either of their stares leaves much to be desired.

      I know without a doubt, Alex is still as heartbroken as I am over Julian’s passing. Especially after finding out this weekend exactly how he died. He meets my contemplation and responds in kind. If only he knew this funeral was barely the tipping point of an existential crisis looming over me.

      And the dog. Poor fucker. He’s smart as all get out. Boo Radley looks back at me almost as if he’s staring straight into my soul. Does he know something’s wrong with me? I’m sure a bit of his malaise is from feeling the loss of one of his dads. But there’s a glint skirting the ledge of his left eye, reminiscent of helplessness. What can he do after all? He’s just a dog.

      Alex inches out of his seat, transferring the furbaby to my lap with a defeated expression.

      “I thought I could wait,” he says behind a wall of sarcasm. “But I gotta piss.”

      Boo Radley is so plush as my fingers comb his mane from neck-to-tail. He licks at my other hand intertwined between his front legs.

      “Are you missing papa Grayson, Boo Bear?” I ask.

      The pooch glances up at me by the bare mention of Gray’s name. I’m sure he’s very aware of what’s going on. But I’d give anything to be in his paws. Besides a level of awareness that Julian is gone, what does he really have to worry about?

      A loud hiss follows Alex’s exit from the plane lavatory behind me. On his return, I can hear that he’s stopped at the minibar. Clinking glass bounces from one side of this tube to the other as he lowers a decanter to the edge of a glass.

      “Here Schmoopy,” he offers woefully, handing me a whiskey glass.

      I’ll accept the drink he’s poured, but I’d be the biggest fucking phony to rely on the sauce, at the same time that I’m trying to assuage Grayson from alcohol. The velvety, tawny liquid slithers down my throat as my brain registers the taste instantly. Much like a shark half a kilometer away from a single drop of blood.

      “Is this the Four Roses from last time?” I ask.

      Alex’s head wavers. “No, this is the Woodford, Baccarat Edition.”

      A whistle falls from my pursed lips, causing Boo Radley’s ears to perk. Arthur Wilkins generally keeps a decent brand stocked on the plane, but I never expected him to travel with this particular variety. Alex returns to his seat facing mine when the jet stumbles over a patch of turbulence, jolting my arm sideways as the glass breaks free.

      “Shit!” I exclaim. “Well that was the most expensive waste.”

      I reach over my armrest to retrieve the glass, ensuring Boo Radley is secure in my lap beforehand. The glass rolls an extra inch from the tip of my fingers, requiring an extended stretch. Before I have a chance, Alex lurches forward with a grimace. As I lean back, an immediate surge of pain buzzes up my spine, as I contend with the awkward pose. All the while wincing loudly right in front of my man. He flashes a look of conjecture, probably suspicious of the pains I’ve been experiencing since Friday morning.

      “Are you okay, Schmoo?” He asks concerningly.

      I nod. “Of course I am,” I reply, trying to sound convincing. “Just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s been about twenty minutes since we landed at a regional airstrip in Franklinton. This is a sister town to Felton, Louisiana. And a close locale with the most promising hotel where we’d feel clean, comfortable, and mostly safe. According to Apple Maps, The Wilhelm is only another minute away. In fact, Alex has already turned into the parking lot, by the time I finish shooting a text to Grayson informing him that we’ve landed in the Pelican State. He’s busy confronting his family right now, but we’ve arranged to have dinner once he’s relinquished from the innermost circle of a definitive Hell.

      I wield Boo Radley between my right arm, climbing down from the black Lincoln Navigator rental. The loop of his leash is within grasp once I set him down on the asphalt, all the while wiping an instant trail of sweat from each brow. I thought the heat and humidity back home was ridiculous? This is pure fucking torture. We’ve not been outside even two minutes, letting the little prince finish his business, and I feel sticky like I’m already needing a cold shower.

      Alex rolls our luggage behind him as Boo Radley leads the way through automatic sliding doors to the hotel lobby. We make our presence known at the front desk to retrieve the room keycard. A front desk gentleman, Chuck, greets us warmly.

      “Hi there, fellas,” he smiles. “Welcome to The Wilhelm.”

      Alex fights a frog in his throat before speaking. “Our friend is already checked in, but we need a room key of our own.”

      “Certainly,” Chuck nods. “Do you have your reservation barcode handy?”

      He offered to send a bellhop to escort us upstairs, but we declined. Chuck waves us off as we board the elevator, Boo Radley trotting happily beside me.

      “I don’t know about you, babe,” I say, stepping from the elevator into the hallway. “But I have a feeling we’ll be showering at least twice a day during this trip.”

      Al shoots a look of agreement in my direction, flashing the room key in front of our door’s sensor. “I concur.”

      I hold the door wide open for him to wheel in our suitcases, all the while bending forward to unhook this excitable pup from his leash. Surprisingly, the trip back up is pain free. It’s gotta be tweaked from lifting Alex a week ago. There’s no worse feeling than waiting on results to determine whether I should be planning a party or working up a panic about hearing the ‘treatment options’ talk. It leaves me feeling like a child who’s just been told to wait until his father arrives home to be punished. And it’s fucking with my head.

      In the hotel suite, we poke our head through the closest room from the sitting area. It’s obviously occupied by our brother from a different mother. Just before my vision sets back towards the entry room, I zero-in on a tall bottle of orangish caramel colored hooch on the nightstand. I fucking knew it.

      “Guess it’s the other room,” I snark on our trek to the other bedroom.

      No sooner do I lift my toiletries bag from the luggage, when my mind drifts right back to the sauce on Grayson’s bed stand. No matter what variety, it’d surely silent the dread performing jumping jacks inside my fucking conscious. If I’m gonna be waiting until Thursday to learn what fate has in store for me, why not hush the demons?

      I pass off my hygiene products to Alex who’s about to take his into our bathroom before stepping out into the sitting area. Upon trotting into his room, my sniffers detect a faint smell of cigarette smoke. I reach preemptively for the bottle looking like some kind of television monster from the seventies, and I’m still two yards away. Next to a leather bound journal is a bottle of Glenmorangie single malt scotch. The cork slides off gracefully, teasing my nose as I take in a good whiff. Its oaky aroma instantly teases the reward center in my brain. God damn it, this is some good shit.

      Tipping the bottle to my lips ushers that voice of reason. It yowls deep into the recesses of my mind. Don’t do it. My heart only wants a simple taste. Who are you to deny what your heart wants? Two sips won’t hurt. It’s almost no different than medicine. A split-second later, Alex’s concerned voice echoes from out in the sitting area.

      “Schmoopy,” he calls out. “Where’d you go so fast?”

      Fuck it all to Hell! I have half a mind to tip this bottle back the rest of the way. It would be a swift party to put the nerves at bay. But for some reason, I listen to my conscience, hastily pulling it away from my face. God damn it!

      The very second Alex wedges his head around the door, I meet his staggered stare.

      “Al, he’s drinking way too damn much,” I proclaim, sounding exactly like an older brother placing blame on their toddler sibling for something they’re guilty of.

      I reach towards him with the universal signal for ‘fork over the cash.’ “Al, give me a hundred,” I instruct. “I’m gonna save Gray from himself—I have to,” I stammer.

      “Oookay?” He responds, but does as I ask anyway. “You’re paying him to commandeer his liquor?”

      “Someone’s gotta look after him,” I assert, standing over the sink of Grayson’s bathroom.

      Every drop of booze swirls down the drain in a counterclockwise motion while the darkness shrouding my heart bellows at the decibel of a learjet. What a major fuckin’ waste this is. As hard as I try shutting out the contempt, I can’t help but feel the least bit grateful for my husband. He walked in on me about to mollify my addictive personality. I know better than anyone that my current state of fuckery wouldn’t stop at ‘just one more sip.’

      Alex stands beside the bed with his eyes raised, gazing ever so curiously into my seemingly hollow existence. Sometimes I truly wished I knew what the gears inside his head stew over. Does he think I’m being overzealous? Or is he rooting me on, for holding steady to my responsible stature of a true best friend?
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        * * *

      

      An hour and some change later, we reunite with Grayson for the first time since our dinner with the guys over a week ago. I’d never say this to his face, but he looks like shit. Rightfully so. I know if I were treading his path, I’d take the appearance of roadside carrion. He’s in his room giving Boo Radley some much needed attention. Meanwhile, Alex and I rest on a sofa, mulling over dinner plans. Gray told us that he had a great interaction with his mother and older brother. Even admitted to inviting them and Julian’s sister to dinner. Al gave me a look with his usual easygoing shrug, “the more the merrier.”

      Curiously, I pace into his room, calling out for him in the process. It’s evident that he’s nowhere else. And since his pooch is sprawled across the top of his bed, he’s not outside on potty duty.

      “Gray?” I holler, taking note of his shadow on the balcony outside the room.

      I step out to join him, shutting the door behind me. He’s smoking like a goddamn freight train, but there’s no way I can hold that against him. I’d rather it be cigarettes than booze. But the smell entices my lungs all the same since I used to smoke. It’s been twenty years already. As a matter of fact, Grayson and I formed a pact to quit together. Leaning into the balcony edges my sniffers closer to the intoxicating smell, as I take in a large breath. A cavernous sigh follows shortly after.

      We stand silently for a moment, giving me time to engineer how best to express my sorrow. I can’t fathom exactly what he’s going through. I lost my mother a couple years back, but that’s apples to oranges. And the mere fact that my own mortality is hanging in the balance, this could potentially be Alex in God only knows when. I open my mouth to speak, relieving our awkward exchange with the first thought that comes to mind.

      “I know it’s really hard right now,” I begin. “But⁠—”

      Grayson twists his head, avoiding direct eye contact. His expression has immediately shifted to aggravation. “But what?” He hisses. “You think you can just take my property away from me?”

      Goddamn. He’s really pissed at me for pouring out the hooch. In this moment, I choke back any shred of regret. Deep down, it’s for his own good.

      “It’s not like tha—” I attempt a reply when he cuts me off.

      “It’s not like that?” He bites back. “Jesus fucking Christ, Miles!” He exclaims, his hand holding the cigarette rotating for emphasis. “I’m not ten goddamn years old—I don’t need you to parent me,” he stammers breathily.

      He’s right. This is just my concerned friend persona taking over. He’s my brother and I don’t want to lose him either. Gray flicks his ashes over the ledge while I recall the shit I went through after the terrorist attacks over twenty-years ago. How utterly helpless I’d become. My depression and the endless booze-soaked nights. Alex calling me at all hours, wondering where the fuck I was. If I’d survived the bender altogether.

      “Come on, I’m the last person who can judge anyone,” I admit forthrightly. “But I know if you keep taking to the liquor, you’re gonna turn into your father,” I add. “Alcoholism is genetic, and I know firsthand, remember nine-eleven?”

      Grayson tilts his head. “Fuckin-a I do,” he responds, taking another drag from his cigarette. On the exhale, his plume of smoke dances across my face as each eye briefly shuts to admire the flavor ensconced in my imagination. “You’re right,” he adds. “I’m sorry for snapping at you.”

      I reach over to offer a shoulder rub with whatever strength I can muster. And this ridiculous humidity isn’t doing me any favors either. Our conversation comes to a wrap as he finishes his smoke, all the while taking in my apology for what his company is facing. His inauspicious air confirms that he knows that I already heard about the extra shit on his plate. A few moments later, we return to the sitting room where we find a comfortable spot with a cold San Pellegrino. Before we get dressed for dinner, he reads to Alex and me from one of Julian’s journals.

      Fucking beautiful. That man will be missed tremendously. I can’t help but cry at Julian’s telling of their civil union, or rather, wedding day. His words make me reminisce on old memories, causing me to wonder how soon I’ll be reunited with our late best-selling author friend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      The main door to our hotel suite slams shut, instantly jerking me from a deep sleep. I must have rested decently for one of the first nights in a whole week. My legs stretch out over the edge of the king-sized bed before sauntering over to the window of our room, a sliver of bright morning sun shining something fierce.

      My hand weaves in between the carpet thick panels, as I set my squinted eyes out over the dreary landscape of Franklinton, Louisiana. There are already noises deriving from a nearby metal fabrication plant at whatever the fuck ‘o clock this is. I rack my brain, all the while clearing out the sandman’s crusty offering from the corners of my eyes. It dawns on me that today is the day each of us have been dreading for over a week. The funeral of Julian Torres.

      I quietly turn around, rushing past the bed on my way to the bathroom. Miles is sleeping so peacefully that it melts my heart to pieces. His mouth is ajar ever so slightly, as short whistles swim from his nostrils. My poor love is handling this way worse than I ever imagined. Of course, we only learned Julian’s exit was by suicide, this last Sunday. Since his cognitive health started declining over a year ago, his last journal entry was written on his last day of lucidity, explaining why he chose to depart.

      My stream aims for the toilet as I think back to last week. The thought of his desperation rips all three of our hearts into shreds. In this final farewell, Julian wrote that he didn’t want one more day to come where he’d worry if it would be when his brain finished collapsing in on itself like the twin towers. As if he’d finally fail to recall the precious memories of his life with Grayson—even Miles and me. Like he’d just up and forget his place on this mammoth of a planet. And what hurts the most, I can’t travel back to Tuesday and prevent it from happening.

      The toilet wooshes with a fresh rain as I step aside to wash my hands at the sink. When I finish drying them, I can hear rustling sheets from out in the room. Turning out the light, I study Miles sitting on the edge of the bed. His palms contend with the ever present exhaustion peppering his face. Well, I can feel the weight of his fatigue also. I reach around his backside while lowering beside him.

      “Morning, Schmoo,” I greet him tenderly, my knuckles combing through the quills of his rigid hair. “How does some breakfast sound, eh?”

      Miles returns the sentiment, his left palm landing into the nape of my neck. He inches his head closer to plant a kiss on my lips, as my tongue slides under his for a moment. After a brief exchange of our love, he pulls away gently.

      “I’d kill for some eggs and bacon,” he replies through those narrowed coffee stained eyes.

      His response catches me by surprise. Where’s the Captain Langford who usually lugs a green goddess smoothie on his morning commutes?

      I click my tongue as I rise to my feet. “Then a whole big plate of bacon you shall have, Captain,” I assure him, extending a hand to escort him into the front room.

      A few minutes and one call for room service later, Miles and I find ourselves sipping from the same cup of dark roast java. Our breakfast order is within reach on a mobile cart, while the enthralling aroma of bacon fills the entire room. It’s like walking into an IHOP on a Sunday morning here.

      Boo Radley is drooling up a storm, praying that Miles becomes the least bit reckless with his chewing to send a few crumbs to the floor. I’m enjoying a bowl of Raisin Bran, one of my favorite cereals. Okay, I love any kind of cereal. Second to a kiss from my husband, and coffee, it’s the quintessential way to start every day. Or a midday snack. Even three in the fucking morning.

      Grayson is preparing for the day in his bathroom. He has to be at the church before everyone else arrives, and I can just feel his ache. Saying his final goodbyes to the only man he’s ever loved must be one of the hardest things he’ll ever do in his life. If I were in his shoes, I’d feel much the same. Even though I can always step back in time to experience anything all over again, it’s not the same as having Miles by my side for whatever the future throws my way.

      Just after our best friend leaves us, we decide it’s time to break our morning embrace for a shower. No sooner do we rise to our feet, when Miles’ phone rings from the coffee table. He quickly jets across the room to answer as I shuffle into the bathroom. All the while waving goodbye to what semblance of love and peace that adorned my paunch over breakfast. Now it’s engulfed in a sea of fire, dread razing every fiber of my being. As I twist the shower knob, I hear Miles speaking to the person on the other end of his call.

      I’m not entirely sure, but his words sound something to the effect of, ‘do you know what caused this?’

      Now it’s wildly evident that there’s been something lurking below the surface of my Schmoopy’s sorrow. And it doesn’t sound like a mid-life crisis as I initially thought. The temperature beating down my skin is hot enough to ease the achy muscles without rising to a scorching degree. Miles skulks into the bathroom as I wet my hair, awash with a fright akin to the sort of air as his emotive breakdown last week. Only this time it’s five shades darker.

      Boo Radley follows him into the bathroom, popping a squat in the doorway. Miles slips his blue boxers down each leg before stepping into the shower with me. Steam swathes our naked bodies as I reel the man I love into my arms. I will get down to the bottom of whatever the fuck’s troubling him. Even if it pains me.

      Suds accumulate all over his backside from the bar of soap I drag across from shoulder to shoulder. “What’s wrong, baby?”

      His head shakes violently, unable to formulate a sentence at all. If I didn’t know any better, based on the trepidation in his eyes, I’d almost think whoever was on the other end of that phone call was a voice from the grim reaper. The nerves in my gut welter, forcing a gurgle of air down my windpipe. Miles rests his head on my shoulders under the gentle rainstorm, all the while I pat him tenderly. This emotion stabs my heart by the weight of a dozen bayonets.

      “I have cancer, Al,” he huffs, pulling away to meet my distraught stare. “I fuckin’ have cancer.”

      Miles’ eyelids constrict as a river of tears flush from the wells of each socket. His bottom lip trembles with every spasm of his anguish, meanwhile, his fingernails burrow into my chest. A sigh flounders from my soul as I prop both of us against the stone wall behind me. I rub my thumbs deep into his temples, mentally preparing myself to transfer each morsel of terror and misery from his core to mine. I wasn’t expecting it to be this bad.

      “What?” I ask vacantly, every shred of disbelief surfacing from the depths of my shaken curiosity. “H—how?”

      A thousand questions start firing rapidly within my brain. How is that possible? I’m surprised yet outraged at the same time. Miles is the healthiest goddamn person I know of. We exercise damn near every day. And if we were to head out to the race track, he’d run laps around me. And he’s the kindest, most open-handed person on the face of God’s green Earth. He sacrifices his life for the safety of everyone in New York City. How the fuck can he be handed such a thing as cancer? It’s simply not fair.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I assure him with the tap of my palm into his spine. “It’s gonna be okay,” I reiterate again, even though I’m questioning the validity of my reassurance.

      Miles shakes his sullen visage away from me. “I don’t think it is gonna be okay, Al,” he bellows. “Nothing is okay—Julian’s gone—Grayson’s a fucking trainwreck—and I’m probably following Jules straight to wherever the fuck it is that we go after here too—” he stammers.

      I squeeze my husband tightly, allowing him to let it all out. I’m at such a loss that my eyes droop concerningly down to Boo Radley, lying sprawled out on the tile with his head resting on both front legs. Miles might be right. What if it isn’t going to be okay? What if the world is about to take the one thing I love the most, and there’s not a goddamn thing I can do about it?

      I’m sure it’s assumed that I’m crying, but I must keep my dismal reaction concealed from him. He can’t see me break down. Not on day one. Not at hour zero, or whatever the fuck. The first three minutes? I’m no doctor. And I don’t have a clue how we’re going to navigate the murky waters of his illness together. But if there’s one thing I do know, I must remain strong for him. It takes me a clear moment to get my shit together before gracing Miles with a less flustered mug. Unlike his usual gristly comportment, I’m a way easier book to read. However, as for my husband at this current moment, his emotional state is wrung out like an orange in a juice press.

      By now, steam has caused my eyes to sting, completely fogging up the glass in the process. I wipe each tear with my fingers, feeling the devastating burn left in their wake. He’s been trembling with the movement of his ferocious sobs for a few minutes, all the while I stand here embracing him tightly. Like hell will you die, Schmoo. Not gonna happen.

      “That’s okay, baby,” I soothe him, enduring the weight of his bomb as I finish cleaning us both. “Let it all out, my love.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re on our way to meet Grayson at the church, skirmishing the morning sun as I drive East on State Road 10. In fact, it’s too much of an assault to my eyes that I’ve had to remove my eyeglasses and rely on one of the few pairs of shades which Miles packed for our trip. Yet they’re not prescription strength, so I can only hope I get us there in one piece. I’m dressed in a satin burgundy shirt with a gold paisley tie. Whereas my man landed on a royal blue shirt adorned by a solid silver tie. I’m still spinning from the Earth-shattering news my baby just dropped on me in the shower. Fucking cancer.

      As we dressed quickly, he brought me up to speed on exactly which type. According to what the doctor told him on the phone, at least stage four prostatic cancer to be precise. So much that he’s already at a PSA level of 117, indicating that it’s likely spread to his bones. I shake my head at the very thought of him being sick. It doesn’t fucking make an ounce of sense.

      “Are you okay?” Miles asks, reaching for my hand over the center console of the rental.

      “Don’t you worry about me,” I reply. “Let’s worry about you for fuckin’ once, alright?”

      Miles tilts his head, dabbing at the corner of his eyes. “Let’s agree to shove this down and keep it to ourselves for a while,” he insists. “We can’t add more worry to Gray’s endless pile of shit right now.”

      “One thousand percent,” I respond in agreement with a squeeze of his hand. “Did the doctor say how you got this?”

      He shrugs his shoulders as his left thumb rubs the back of my hand. “He says he can’t be sure,” he replies. “But mentioned there are lots of studies pointing to prostate cancer in first responders who were on duty for nine-eleven.”

      Fucking September 11th. Even twenty-one years later, those words rattle me to my very core. We’ve made great strides in overcoming the trauma and hardship that it’s caused us. Both personally and as a couple. Years ago, his therapist Elizabeth worked tirelessly with him via exposure therapy. At her suggestion, we moved into the place we’re at now. Only after he’d emerged from the strain which the terrorist attacks placed on him, that is. Our new abode serves him a daily reminder that he’s alive for a purpose.

      I roll my eyes indignantly at the very mention of that day. “So what—you were exposed to some sort of noxious chemical—” I stammer. “Asbestos—what?”

      “Fuck if I know, Al,” he answers. “Maybe you’re right,” he adds, grimacing. “Maybe asbestos.”

      As I approach St. Valentine’s Catholic Church about six-hundred feet ahead, my eyes dart over to meet Miles’ drifting gaze. “I don’t know how, baby,” I say, squeezing his hand tightly. “But we’ll make it through this somehow.”

      Another stream glides down his cheek as he stares back. “I’m gonna fight with my fuckin’ all, Saucepot.”

      Grayson’s black BMW is parked in the first non-handicap space from the side doors of the church. I pull the Lincoln Navigator up next to his car, breathing deeply. It’s okay. It’s fine. This is fine. On a slow exhale, my hand relents from Miles’ grasp to place the gears in park before I can let my foot up from the brakes. Miles climbs down to the asphalt, pacing up towards the sidewalk to wait for me.

      The intolerable humidity attacks my freshly showered backside as we stand here for a moment in front of a poorly parked floral van. I fiddle with Miles’ tie, ensuring it’s neatly straightened. His bereft mug seems to benefit from another kiss, so I nudge closer with a tilted head. My lips form a seal against his for a short, but sweet reassurance of my commitment to love him in sickness and in health. We got this, Schmoo. I don’t know how, but we will. We do.

      “Remember,” Miles mutters, his head retracting from mine. “Not a word.”

      I salute him from the side of my forehead. “You got it, Captain,” I respond through gritted teeth.

      My stomach tenses up instantly once we step through the doors. And apparently we’ve arrived at quite the precise moment of an incensed Grayson Welles scolding someone on the other side the door leading into the sanctuary. It’s heavy, but I hold it open for Miles to lead the way. To my surprise, Grayson appears to be merely ten seconds away from holding a poor young floral shop employee in a chokehold. Standing beside Julian’s cherry wood casket, his bemoaning endures about an error in the floral arrangements.

      “HE FUCKING HATED ROSES!” He screams.

      Miles hurries down the aisle to stop our friend from taking out his misery on someone else, who appears to have just been doing his job. I catch up with Miles at the top of the platform where Grayson’s violent rage persists. My heart can detect the heaviness in his chest, all the while feeling his frenetic despair. The poor bastard just wanted Julian’s service to be perfect. And he’s torn to shreds by something as innocuous as the wrong flowers being delivered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Alex sits to my right, our hands clutching through the entirety of Julian’s funeral service. The eerie chill surrounding everyone present today feels like a reminder of the late man’s spirit. Like he’s right here with us as the shell of his existence lies peacefully in a reddened wood casket on the platform. Only inches behind his devastated husband. Grayson’s speech is about life presenting us with obstacles we must overcome, weathering the most tumultuous of storms, even mentioning a few he and Julian experienced throughout the entirety of their relationship.

      The moral of his story resonates deeply within my own self. He says he wouldn’t trade any of the struggles that they faced, because they brought the two of them closer together. Despite the odds seeming stacked against them, imagining a total crumble of the foundation their relationship was built on. His raw emotion strikes a familiar chord. Is this what Alex is gonna be doing a year down the road? Six months? Four? There’s so much uncertainty hanging above my head, I wished it would stop. I want to be done with this mental anguish already. And the shit thing is, this has only begun.

      My little Saucepot squeezes my hand as I endure the length of this service, my back stiffening like a carrot against the hardwood pew. A spate of tears rise to the surface by the tragedy surrounding all three of us in our small little circle of friendship. But I can rely on all my resilience-building training to keep the emotions in check.

      Grayson wraps his speech before returning to the empty spot between his mother and brother. After Father Clarence closes in a prayer, everyone in attendance rises from their seats to take turns offering Gray their deepest condolences. I lean into Alex’s ear amidst Grayson’s obvious discomfort talking with each stranger.

      “Let’s take Gray and Julian’s family to that steakhouse we passed on our trip from the airstrip, okay”

      Alex nods in agreement. “Sure,” he says.

      “I’ll help Julian’s mom and sister out to her car while you relay the plan.”

      “Alright,” he responds with an arm around my waist. “I’ll wrestle up everyone else.”

      I reach around to assist Julian’s mother in standing from the pew. Sophia has Alzheimer’s just like Julian did. It’s sad to see a mother bury their kids, and it’s something I’ve seen way too fucking much of back home. But she’s not in her original form today. Sophia thought this was an Easter service instead of the saddest day she shouldn’t have ever needed to live through anyway. Which makes me damn glad that my parents aren’t alive anymore. For the simple fact that they won’t have to endure the agony of sitting in a large room with other people crying about my departure. Well, except my father. Fuck that dipshit.

      Sophia’s arm wraps around mine as we tread down the wheelchair ramp towards Julian’s sister Amelia’s car. I steady her mother from falling as she nuzzles into the shotgun seat with both of our help before ducking inside to buckle her seatbelt.

      Amelia expresses her appreciation for my help. “Thank you, Miles,” she says. “You didn’t need to escort us out.”

      I shrug. “It’s my pleasure,” I reply. “Any relative to Julian is family to Alex and me,” I add. “Besides, I needed a breath of fresh air.”

      That’s a bold-faced lie. I figured it would take a few more minutes for Grayson to finish confronting everyone vying for his attention. Which affords me a window of opportunity to make an escape to his car. Smelling his cigarette smoke over the last few days has pushed my desire to the very forefront. And today’s version of events has sent me off the proverbial ledge. To that end, I don’t think I can withstand another minute of this day without a single smoke to calm my nerves. Since I know his keyless entry code, everyone will be none the wiser.

      “We’re going to take everyone to lunch now,” I speak up as she opens her driver’s side door. “If you and your mom head over to The Lazy 7even Steakhouse in Franklinton,” I advise, pointing a finger in whatever the fuck direction. “Would you mind grabbing us a group of tables—we’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Amelia nods. “Okay, yeah,” she responds. “My family, Grayson’s family, and you two?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “And your dad’s nurse from the rehab facility.”

      She pulls out from the church lot as I approach Gray’s passenger door, a hand at my brow to wipe a trail of sweat. I look over my shoulders, scanning the area like a child sneaking into the cookie jar. Alex would be torn to find out that I broke my streak of twenty years tobacco free. All I need is one. That’s it. One fuckin’ stick of immediate stress relief. After rifling through his messenger bag, I’m quick to discover only two cigarettes remaining in his pack.

      “Sorry buddy,” I mutter. “I’ll leave you the last one though.”

      I reach farther inside to retrieve his lighter from the cupholder, when I hear the squeaky hinges of the church doors. Followed by Alex’s sonorous voice on his way out. God fucking damn it! Startled by their quick exit, I raise my head straight against the door jamb. Owww fuck me! Meanwhile, the cigarette plunges from my pursed lips, rolling straight underneath the seat.

      Alex hollers from the sidewalk. “Schmoo,” he shouts, curiously staring me down with squinted eyes as Grayson wraps his conversation with Julian’s father. “What are you doing?”

      I respond, all the while hiding my duplicitous mission behind a tight-lipped smile. Much like that kid being caught sticking his hands in the cookie jar. “Just looking for some gum,” I reply with another bold-faced lie. “And I figured Gray carried some.”

      “Ahhh okay,” he replies. “Ready for some lunch?”

      “Sure,” I reply, shrugging. Honestly, I’m just relieved he bought that.
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        * * *

      

      We’re following Grayson’s car on Westbound State Road 10. What a terrible fucking day it’s been all around. The guilt of lying to Alex about something as measly as scouring Grayson’s car for a smoke lingers on my conscience. We don’t keep secrets from one another—ever. It’s bad enough that I lied to him last week when I had a breakdown, killing the romance entirely. And today of all days, it’s been weighing heavily on my mind. He reaches his right hand over to grab mine on our excursion back across what Grayson refers to as ‘Satan’s butthole.’

      I swallow a hard gulp of air. “Al,” I chime through a creaky voice of guilt. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why the fuck are you sorry, Schmoo?” He asks, seeming insistent that I’m as scrupulous as a parakeet.

      A deep breath precedes my loud exhale. “I haven’t been totally honest with you the past few weeks.”

      Alex turns his head briefly to shoot a curious stare. “How’s that?”

      “I never had a urinary tract infection,” I admit under the veil of another sorrow. “I mean, Dr. Gordon thought it was at first,” I add, gesturing with my free hand. “That’s what the Bactrim was initially for.”

      My sight sets straight ahead to note Grayson hunching over his steering wheel to light what he probably assumes is his last cigarette. Lucky bastard. Meanwhile, I turn each gear in my brain as quickly as I can to formulate the rest of my thoughts.

      I persist with the confession. “So then that last time we had sex, I noticed that my jizz had blood in it.”

      Alex frowns as his grip of my hand tightens. “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

      “I didn’t wanna worry you preemptively,” I respond with conviction. “You’re busy gearing up for Narnia,” I add.

      He shakes his head, appearing quite taken aback that I’d lied by omission for over a month. He has every right to be pissed off.

      “Fuck Narnia!” He hisses. “You’re way more important than any production,” he adds, capturing my stare for another moment.

      His eyes are glossed over but it seems he’s probably not angry as much as he is alarmed. “I’d drop everything I have going on,” Alex wails insistently. “I’d fuckin’ hit pause on the entire world to be there for you, baby.”

      I raise his gentle hand to my lips. “You’re not mad?”

      His head oscillates from shoulder to shoulder. “Mad? No.” He assures me. “I’m concerned for you,” he adds. “But mad I am not.”

      Alex’s hand travels to my shoulder before feeling his fingers dig into my aching muscles. The SUV slows to a halt behind Grayson, who’s first at a stoplight on the West side of Felton. He leans over the center console to join his lips with mine. I accept his tongue’s momentary advance, all the while his reassurance that he’s not mad silences my conscience. Alex’s cheek is so purely soft as I caress it gently with the palm of my hand. Why didn’t I just tell him sooner?

      The discord of crashing metal and breaking glass interrupts our significant moment while waiting for the light to turn. Instinctively, our exchange thwarts when both of our heads twist back to see Grayson’s car has been plowed by a white Ford truck.

      “THE FUCK—GRAYSON!” I shriek, wasting no time unbuckling my seatbelt to jump down from the passenger seat.

      Alex recoils at the horror with an instantaneous panic when I run ahead to investigate the incursion, leaving the door swung wide open. Not Grayson! Not my best friend in the whole wide world! My labored breathing intensifies with each step closer to the wreckage. The car has been shoved at a forty-degree angle on the furthest side of the intersection. God damn it. An immediate ache inundates my gut as I swallow each fear that something is seriously wrong with him.

      Grayson’s upper body is thrashed to the side. Blood gushes from his skull in every which way, washing his face with a pool of crimson. For whatever reason, all the professional training I’ve undergone has escaped my crushed soul, while a twinge of pure torment floods my psyche. It’s a totally fucking different situation when a loved one is the victim of circumstance. A torrent of salty rivers crashes through the barricades of my eyes before I lean inside the smashed window to check his pulse.

      Seconds—which feel like hours—pass by without so much as a pip from his carotid. This can’t be happening. Not Grayson Welles. Not the man who taught me how to appreciate beauty in the smallest form. Certainly not the guy who showed me what it means to be loyal to a fault. The pace of my breathing escalates as I stand here motionless without any fucking clue what to do next. Both palms collide into the sides of my head in a fit of fright when Alex rushes up here, a vanquished form peppering his face.

      “Send an ambulance right fuckin’ now,” he screams to a dispatcher through his phone.

      Alex stands dead in his tracks appearing so stricken with fear like me, that even he doesn’t know what to do next. Grayson’s door is crammed to such a degree that it fails to open. I yank on the jamb with what feels like the force of six elephants. All the while wincing in pain as zags of glass slice my hands. And the fucker still won’t budge. Now defeated, I grimace with an exponential yowl up towards the sky as a relentless ocean of saltwater rages from the conduits of my soul.

      A loud grunt is heard coming from the driver of the offending truck. Turning my grief stricken face around ushers me back to last week when I notice he’s stumbling away much like Mr. Steil. That drunk son of a bitch who stripped an innocent little boy from his young, weary mother. Not a chance motherfucker!

      “Hey get back here!” I scream out to him, but he doesn’t listen.

      Instinctively, I step towards the disheveled elderly man trying to run away from the scene of his crime. I can barely get a decent breath, but Hell will have to freeze over before I let this obviously inebriated fuckwad get away with what he’s done to my friend. The only brother I’ve ever known.

      I’m within half an arm’s length away when I push into his backside, sending his face straight to the coarse asphalt. He lets out a routed grumble as a brown leather wallet leaps out of his back pocket by the powers of gravity. There’s not a fucking chance he can try pushing himself up, being pinned under my knee. Securing the dipshit affords me an opportunity to scoop the wallet off the ground, opening to the front flap with his driver’s license.

      His unflattering mug in the DMV photo matches his level of refinement. Or lack thereof. It takes less than a nanosecond for my brain to register that his last name is Welles. When I study the first name, I’m summoned back to a memory of when Grayson told me his father’s name. Clinton Welles? This is the same piece of shit? My gut says this can’t be any sort of coincidence. Not in a place like Jerkwater, Louisiana. It can’t be. After tossing the wallet aside, I sink my hands into both of his shoulders. And with a fell swoop, I flip him on his back like I’m panning for gold in the Yuba River of California.

      A tide of rage washes ashore when I turn my head to look back towards Grayson’s lifeless, gory remnants. Fucking Alex, my doting innocent, loving husband. He’s wailing, hunched inside the wreckage. Alex is trying with all his might to shake Grayson, as if it’s going to bring him back to us. NO! THIS DICKFACE IS GONNA PAY THE FUCKIN’ PRICE. In an instant, my fight-or-flight response overcomes the bedlam of panic coursing through my veins with a fit of fury. All the while my winded lungs battle for air as my left fist raises.

      The wink of iniquity bounces from the corners of Clinton’s eyes, writhing under the grip of my left hand around his neck. Within a second, my fist hammers into his cheek bone, feeling his neck crack under my palm when his head moves with the velocity of my wrath.

      My fervorous scream hopefully penetrates deep within his eardrums. “That’s for beating the shit out of Grayson and Julian and threatening to kill them!”

      This angry fist of mine doesn’t hold a goddamn thing back. Another huge smack into his jowl causes an additional popping sensation upon impact. The gore spewing from his potentially broken jaw sends a modicum of gratification straight into the furrows of my soul.

      “That’s for causing my best friend decades of thera—” I yell further, but my voice cracks mid-sentence, hushing each vocal cord. With a hastened gasp of breath and swallow of whatever liquid my mouth can muster, I persist. “—Of thera—therapy.”

      I wheeze for more air, but breathing seems next to impossible at this point. For the first moment since tackling Clint to the boiling hot pavement, he flashes a small air of repentance as if it’s entered his drunken skull who was on the receiving end of his depravity today. I don’t fucking care if he’s sorrier than David in The Bible for his adultery. I’m not done forcing my wrath on this shit stain just yet.

      In all honesty, this is something I’ve been wanting to serve Clinton fucking Welles for thirty-two goddamn years. No sooner does my right fist rise back above his pathetic waste of a face, when I hear Alex’s faint, muffled voice. It sounds like he’s speaking with my head inches deep in a tub of bath water.

      Alex grabs my wrist, preventing me from another blow. But his strength is no match to mine, and he damn well knows it.

      “NO ALEX,” I reply frenzied, drawing another strained gasp for air. “I’M NOT DONE—” I add, but my words falter.

      Several short, labored bursts of oxygen replenish my lungs. All the while every emotion inside me turns a quick corner, another assault of sorrow and despair showering down my face yet again. My head bobs to the movement of each sob, as I remain hovered over an overly battered Clinton Welles. He appears gravely close to the brink of unconsciousness. At least he doesn’t squirm when I relent the vise around his neck. Is the monster fucking dead yet?

      My tears rain down into the pond of blood oozing from his mouth. Meanwhile, I attempt to rise from my knees. The motion is quickly thwarted by an immense pain shooting from the base of my tailbone, sending agonizing yips from my mouth over the bustles of my cries.

      In another second, I fall backwards onto the asphalt. A tightness cloaks my chest when both lungs eventually give out, almost as if there’s a half-ton boulder constricting the airways. Try as I might, I push my palms into the scorching road to raise my torso. Much to my dismay, I can barely lift myself even an inch off the ground. The juices in my annihilated gut seem like they’re about to make a debut performance all over the road. At this point, there isn’t a shadow of a doubt that my body has thrown in the towel.

      “I can’t—” I try to speak as loudly as I can, but it’s barely a whisper. “I can’t get up,” I wheeze more, reaching up to Alex for help.

      The world spins around me, throwing off my equilibrium enough that my head plummets to the pavement. My vision grows black, followed by the sound in both ears drowning into obscurity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      My mind races as I cross over the threshold separating Felton from Franklinton, still dazed by the turn of events from the last hour. If there were ever a time when I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing, it’s definitely right now. I’m speeding along State Road 10 in our rental, following an ambulance that has the love of my life in tow. It’s bad enough that we’d just left my best friend’s funeral. But now my nerves are perforated by the horror of witnessing a truck smash into Grayson’s car, killing him instantly. A drunk driver. His own fucking father.

      I really don’t think I’ll ever be able to scrape the brutal images of his dead body from my memory. Just thinking about how incredibly helpless I feel at this moment causes the dams of my existence to burst open yet again. Crying at Julian’s funeral wasn’t enough apparently.

      Miles scrammed from the passenger seat, as if his first responder instincts were activated by the cacophony of sounds from Grayson’s car being demolished by the white Ford truck. My mind froze while my jaw dropped as far as the gas pedal. A nimbostratus of pain shrouded every morsel of my body. This was all the torment that our friend was experiencing in real time. The metallic tang of blood swam across my tongue, confirming every suspicion that he’d soon be parting this plane.

      Seconds—which felt like hours—passed by without so much as a single thought. But eventually, something pulsed through my veins at the speed of light, and I picked up my phone to dial 9-1-1. The dispatcher answered at once.

      “My fr—” I tried formulating a single fucking word, but I was captivated by my own fright. “My friend was just in a wreck,” I finally engineered a full sentence, all the while an ocean of tears protruded from both eyes.

      My breaths grew shorter and more frequent while I could hear her fingernails clacking against a computer keyboard. The dispatcher tried to calm me, but through the cluster of hysteria, being told to take a deep breath only made me hyperventilate even more. She asked for our location. Fighting through a tunnel of blurred vision, it took every ounce of strength to discover wherever the fuck in Podunkville we even were. Soon after another labored breath, I zeroed-in on a street sign adjacent to the intersection.

      “It’s on State Road—” I replied with a blubbered moan, followed by more painful exasperated breaths. “State Road 10 and Chase Street,” I affirmed, swallowing an immeasurable amount of air.

      Miles ducked in through the broken driver’s window when I leapt down from behind the steering wheel. His hands panged against his head in more panic than when he bolted to Grayson’s rescue.

      “Send an ambulance right fuckin’ now,” I screeched into my phone, quickly ending the call.

      Miles raised his head with a loud scream up into the Heavens, confirming yet again all which I dreaded to discover being true. Julian had only died ten days before his husband. In a single flash, we heard the driver of the offending vehicle squawk, attempting to run from the scene of the wreck.

      In the moment, I feared how it likely triggered an earlier memory from last week in Miles’ mind. When the drunk assface killed a young boy before trying to escape the scene of a wreck which he caused. Miles absconded after the man, whereas I stood as still as a Redwood tree trying to contend with my fear of glancing down at Gray through the shattered window.

      My plastered eyes focused on Miles chasing the driver as if a tiger on the prowl. With paws like saucers, he lurched forward to the man. Meanwhile, I mustered enough courage with a shallow spate of saliva, studying Gray’s bloodied body jerked askew. It appeared that the seat belt snapped his neck upon impact. I’d never seen a dead body before Julian’s funeral. And then in that moment, I cursed the universe for providing me with my second preview of death—all on the same goddamn day.

      I contended every worry, refusing to believe that Gray was beyond help. There fucking had to be something that someone could do to save him. Losing Julian was enough of a blow to my spirits. Being robbed of Grayson Welles isn’t a reality I was willing to face straight away. I lassoed my arms through the window to shake him awake, even considering CPR if it could be performed upright. Even though I’ve never even done it on someone lying flat.

      Desperate to revive him, I tried anyway, pinching his nose as my lips covered his. The metallic flavor of blood then transferring to my taste buds in the process. Whatever gust of wind I could collect, my lungs forced it through his pipes. I covered one hand over my other, pounding them into his chest. ‘One, two, three, four, five, six.’ Another two intervals of the same process followed. Grayson didn’t respond. His slouch persisted for fucking ever. Still determined, I jostled him with a strong couple of shakes. Something had to work. It just had to.

      “Wake up buddy,” I shrieked. “It’s not your fucking time, man.”

      My wails reverberated throughout the cabin of his crunched automobile without so much as an ounce of luck. He was definitely gone. No amount of shaking would bring him back. No quantity of CPR reps would get another rise out of him ever fucking again.

      And Miles. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him lose his temper like he did today. I can’t blame him. My husband has been mangled enough by the concept of mortality. Seeing his dead best friend by the hands of a drunk driver was definitely the straw to break the camel’s back.

      After realizing Grayson already departed, I turned around to study the drunk driver pinned under Miles’ knee. I wiped the blood around my mouth with the sleeve of my shirt, almost perfectly matching the same shade of burgundy. My ears perked up on the path towards Miles, preventing him from beating the daylights out of the man. Much like I suspected he’d want to do after an exact reminder of last week’s incident. His frenetic shouting identified the man as Grayson’s ruthless sperm donor of a father. But in the moment, I questioned how Miles could have possibly been certain of it.

      The man squirmed along hot asphalt, Miles’ unrelenting grip tight as a boa constrictor. He’d already been gifted with Miles’ bloody fist, yet I couldn’t guess as to how many. He laid there blue in the face, motionless as a viscous trail of dark-cherry red gurgled from his battered jaws. Luckily, I could see his chest expanding enough that he hadn’t been completely rid of oxygen. At least Miles didn’t finish the job. And like hell was I going to let his rage reach the finish line. I lowered my arm, gripping my lover’s wrist tightly to prevent him from another strike.

      Miles protested through squinted eyes flooded with pure disdain, despite my pleas for him to stop at once. His strength certainly outweighed that of my own, easily breaking free from the wristlock. However mighty my husband’s power escalated, his issues catching a complete breath endured. Miles tried another swing, but his rage evolved into a rainstorm of more tears. And with another motion, fell backwards to the paved highway.

      My husband stretched out his hand, begging for my help. Instinctively, I bent down to take his arm in mine, but he professed his struggle that he couldn’t move. Fear thronged my entire body as I scanned our surroundings, noticing not one goddamn person or thing could be seen. When my sights turned back towards my struggling Captain, his head already met the paved road under closed eyes. Sirens approached from the intersecting Chase Street soon after, when I pleaded to God or whomever listening, not to let anything happen to my Miles Joseph.

      The ambulance pulls into the emergency bay just ahead of me, at a miniature hospital seemingly an eighth of the size as I’m used to back home. Whatever the fuck is going on with Miles, I can only hope that they’re equipped to help him. Losing my baby at the same time as Grayson would summon a total darkness over the city of Gotham, irrevocably edging me into an interminable sea of misery.

      I shift the gears into park right behind the ambulance before clambering from the driver’s seat. No sooner do I shuffle around the front end of the SUV, when a nurse waiting for Miles to be unfurled from the back of the ambulance yells in my face.

      “Sir you can’t park there,” he asserts, pointing out to the side. “You have to drive around and park in the front.”

      My harried reply surely sounds more incensed than I intend for it to. “This is my husband,” I hiss. “I’m not leaving him.”

      “NOW!” He shouts.

      I wave my hands in total surrender. “Fucking fine,” I respond submissively.

      The SUV rolls backwards, so I can turn around to park in the front lot at his behest. He makes it sound like their diminutive institution sees hundreds of traumas in this whistle-stop of a place they call a town. There is one silver lining. Hardly anybody is parked, so I can choose the closest non-handicap lane available.

      Not a minute is spared rushing to the front automated doors, taking them an extra moment to detect my presence. These small town jokers could stand to install a better sensor, that’s for damn sure. Behind a rounded countertop is a woman sitting in front of her computer. I hastily slam the palm of my hand down onto the surface when she directs her attention up towards me, appearing startled.

      I bounce up and down in a nervous tizzy. “I gotta get back in the ER,” I demand.

      “What for?” She questions with a raised brow.

      “My husband is back there!” I shout with certitude, my voice dancing between the depressingly greyed walls surrounding us.

      The woman lets out a huff, pressing a button on her side of the barrier to unlock the doors. This place sure is locked down like Fort fucking Knox, for a medical facility serving the town of Mayberry. A nurse meets my stare at the ER desk a few paces down the hall.

      “Th—the ma—the man in the ambulance a minute ago—” I stammer breathlessly. “Where is he?”

      He shoots me a look of confusion like I have two heads. Do these people not understand what the word emergency means? God damn it!

      “Langford,” I add hastily. “Comma, Miles Joseph.”

      He points off to the back corner with a groan. I don’t dawdle at the desk a moment longer, immediately heading in the direction of my husband. I’m only one step inside the trauma bay when another onslaught of tears pour from my eyes. Miles lies still on the gurney with an exposed chest. Despite the staff pushing various things through an IV, his eyes remain shut. The drone whirring from their heart monitor doesn’t blip even once, accompanying my dread.

      I yelp aimlessly, as if he’s going to wake right up at the sound of my disquieted voice. Like it even worked on Grayson. “MILES!”

      A nurse turns around, extending her hands to grasp both of my arms. She pushes me backward with an impassive expression. “Sir,” she says. “You can’t be back here right now.”

      Like hell I can’t!

      My sobs evolve into a certain form of hysteria, shimmying free from her grasp. I persist farther into the trauma bay, upsetting the doctor in the process.

      “Somebody get him out of here!”  He grimaces.

      For a second time, the nurse shoves herself in front of me with a shaken head. “I said you can’t be back here right now!” She contends.

      Nurse Ratched backs me out of the trauma bay yet again. I’m too weak to contest with her anymore. My sentiments have already been placed in a blender. It’s only a matter of time when someone switches the fucker on, so I can feel the blades carve my insides like a Thanksgiving turkey. She shuffles back inside, thrashing the curtain shut to obscure my view.

      The palm of my hand meets the cold glass window, all the while moaning incessantly. I continue staring vacuously at the pastel curtain beyond this glass partition. Trying with all my might to send some sort of telepathic message to Miles’ soul. Wake up God damn it. That’s all I want from you. Fucking fight your way back to me.

      My crying ceases after a couple of minutes, startling even my emotional gay ass. Much like the National Guard has sent sandbags to aid the levees of my soul. A hand grasps my right shoulder as I stand here helpless. It’s the same nurse who yelled at me to park in front.

      “I’m terribly sorry I shouted at you like that,” he says, handing me a small glass of water. “We’ve been busy here today.”

      I have half a mind to respond with what I’m really thinking. To tell him how much I fucking hated being treated like a visitor. Instead, I take a quick sip to soothe this dry throat of mine. At least he didn’t apologize with some blanket excuse. That’s respectable.

      “Yeah, six patients must be a bit too much,” I reply brazenly.

      His chuckle confirms my suspicion that he detected my sarcasm. “You’re right,” he replies. “We’re not as big of a place as,” he adds, pausing as if trying to think of any place at all with a population greater than a few hundred.

      I fill in the blank with a tilted head and raised brow. “New York?”

      “Yeah,” he replies, flashing a trigger finger like he’d just gotten the epiphany himself. “I suppose you’re from there?”

      “Yes,” I nod, glancing down at his name badge.

      My gentle interaction with Casey Carlson, RN, is distracting enough that I have a moment of reprieve from worrying about whatever the fuck is going on beyond this glass partition. On the other side of that curtain. And uniquely for the first time in decades, I can’t pick up on my lover’s feelings because he’s unconscious. Or dead? The very thought striking my mind sends shivers of disgust right through me. How could I even think about that right now? No, I can’t entertain it. I won’t.

      “Why don’t you take a couple of minutes in the bathroom?” Casey suggests, pointing in that particular direction down the hall. “You’re a bit worse for the wear with all that muck on your face.”

      My head wavers firmly. “No, I can—” the words falter through a creaky voice. “I can’t leave him.”

      Casey rests his hand on my shoulder a second time. “My people are doing everything they can for Miles,” he assures me. “You’ll feel a bit better after cleaning up,” he draws a quick breath. “There’s nothing else you can do to help them,” he adds, clicking the pen in his hand. “And there’s a little bit of paperwork I need you to fill out anyway.”

      I draw in a deep breath, holding it briefly while deciding if I should take Casey’s advice. On the exhale, my urges to step back in time are all consuming at this most inconvenient moment. And almost instinctively, I land on scratching that itch. The last sip of water rushes down my gullet before I crumple it in my fist. On the trail to the bathroom, I discard the crinkled cup in a nearby trash can. However, I hear it land on the floor instead of inside. Fuck it, I’m not even gonna bother!

      This is a small one person stall-less bathroom, so I stand at the sink under the dim lighting that’s hardly bright enough to see the hazy echo staring back at me. Another deep breath affords me a brief opportunity to regain my composure. Some shred of sanity before I absofuckinglutely lose my mind. The glowering stare shooting daggers into my soul are as puffed as marshmallows. Grayson’s dried blood is smattered all across my face from the sloppy CPR job. Not that I’m even qualified to give it, but I needed to at least try.

      My eager core twinges excitably, persuading me to go back to two hours prior. To keep our best friend out of harm’s way by stalling his departure from the church. It would save his life. Or perhaps I could just step back to Tuesday of last week, spending the entire day with Julian. I’d ensure the bottle which sealed his demise never makes it into his grasp. As for Miles, I could just go back to 2001. I’d stop the terrorists from hijacking the planes. Fuck, I could go back to 1990. Prevent him from becoming a cop altogether. I’d do just about anything to keep my husband from being exposed to those toxins at ground zero. Do it. Just fucking do it! What are you waiting for?

      I look over my shoulder towards the door, battling every scruple inside me with the devil on one shoulder and a prism of my grandfather on the other. “Don’t change the timeline, Alexander,” he says. A loud hiss protrudes my lips, remembering the cardinal rule of my family’s special gift. But my exhausted shoulders push forward as I set my intentions with clenched fists anyway. I’m gonna do it. Fuck! If I did that, I wouldn’t quite feel so inadequate as I do now. Although my exhausted visage shakes at the mere thought of the implications which would follow, potentially getting jammed in the time-space continuum without the ability to return to my present moment. God fucking damn it!

      Whatever drought my tear ducts experienced certainly didn’t last long, they spew even more grief. As if I haven’t cried enough tears to make Jamaica Bay flood over Long Island. And with them, a rush of thunder rolls to my skin, pissing me off that I have no clout over helping those who I love the most. What fucking good is it to have this ability, if all I can do is improve my own circumstances?

      A fractious grunt bounces between the tile walls of the bathroom, meanwhile, my lungs heavily constrict. In a flash, I heave my right fist forward with a twisted head, scowling in the mirror with a tempestuous rage. My knuckles meet the delicate reflective glass, sending dozens of shards down into the sink upon impact. All the while a scrutinous expression meeting my conscience as I study the splintered echo of my reckless decision. I retract my pained, bloody fist immediately, yowling in the process.

      I shout as loud as my incensed voice can get. “SHIT FUUUUCCCCK!!!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      Casey stares at me curiously, wrapping gauze around my freshly cleaned hand. I can feel him taking more than an ounce of pity on me. Meanwhile, my stomach is at least halfway relieved to learn that the staff was able to bring Miles back from the ridge of his existence. Once I’m released from Casey’s attentive care, I’ll be able to go touch him for the first time since leaving the wreckage.

      But definitely not before contending with the wrath of a bitchy hospital administrator. She stands about five-foot-six, grousing in my direction with a pointed finger, strikingly familiar to that of Gloria Akalitus from the show Nurse Jackie. Her security guards, poised and fervent on whisking me off her grounds, take the aesthetic of brooding flying monkeys on the hunt for Dorothy and Toto.

      “That’s him,” she affirms. “He destroyed our bathroom.”

      Her burly guards lurch forward with their imaginary outstretched wings, about to escort me from the building before I even have an opportunity to see my husband.

      “We have a zero tolerance policy here at Mercy South,” she gripes.

      The guards lift me off the emergency room bed as I wrack my brain, engineering a method of convincing her that I’m not really the angry and destructive person she takes me for. And that I’d just lost my cool after one clusterfuck of a day, compounding from Miles’ cancer bombshell to Julian’s gloomy funeral. Adding into the mix of course, personally witnessing Grayson die before my very own eyes. Followed by Miles having a heart attack. Sorry Gloria, you don’t win this battle today. I refuse to let this woman on a power trip order my gay white ass out of here before I’m reunited with my lover.

      My screech resounds so loudly, that I’m sure it can be heard from a mile away. “Wait, hang on!”

      The guards ignore my plea, dragging my heels across the polished floor. The ear-scratching squeaks follow us out to the hallway. Rochelle’s maniacal eyes light up with delight, as if she’s satisfied that she was able to use her dominance on at least one person today. Little does she know that I have something far more sovereign, potentially buying me out of this strife I’ve landed myself in.

      Determined to be relinquished at once, I petition her with a convincing stare. “I’ll donate money to your hospital,” I plead.

      Rochelle snaps her fingers, alerting her henchmen to ease up their clutch. “How do you suppose you’ll do that?” She asks, crossing her arms.

      “I have money,” I gasp, a genuine emotive display painting my cheeks. “Just let me be with my husband.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Hmmm,” she mumbles. Her pondering eyes shift to the wall for a moment before landing back on my desperation like plane wheels on a tarmac. “We are upgrading our computer systems.”

      “Done,” I reply quickly, wiping my eyes with the blood-soaked sleeve. “Does a quarter-mil seem fair?”

      Rochelle almost doesn’t believe me. As if I’d just about say anything to abscond the stronghold of her confederates. “You have that kind of money just burning a hole in your pocket?” She asks skeptically.

      “Miss, I’m Alexander Wilkins,” I renounce. “As in the New York Wilkins family, the founders of Geldenhoff Bank—my father is New York Senator Arthur Wilkins—” I stammer breathlessly.

      Her anger quickly washes over, as I feel an immediate relief when she raises her hand. “Let him go, boys,” she instructs, stepping towards me. She extends an arm to shake my hand. “Welcome to Mercy South Medical Center,” she says, flashing a shit-eating grin.

      See? Money fucking talks. Rochelle personally escorts me to the trauma bay where Miles is being held, practically fawning over me at this point. Or my wealth. When we reach the sliding door just feet away from him, she offers another smile worthy of some degree of Golden Globe nod. I don’t give a shit either way, though. I knew bribery would buy my freedom in Bumfuck Egypt.

      “You let me know personally if there is anything I can do for either of you,” she offers, striding away to find some other person to use her powers of evil with. It ain’t me today, lady!

      The earlier doctor wedges himself away from the curtain as I approach. “How is he?” I ask, studying the name on his badge.

      Dr. Miller crosses his arms with a metal clipboard in front of his abdomen. “He’s had a rough go of it,” he admits, clicking his tongue. “But you both are so lucky,” he adds with an assuring nod. “He should pull through.”

      I like the sound of that at least. Even though I was advised earlier that he survived, I don’t think I could’ve ever received enough reassurance as I have now. My head peeks around the curtain, catching my first glimpse of him since I was excommunicated from the room. He lies peacefully on top of his emergency room bed, as the heart monitor blips to a far more normal rhythm. His eyes are securely shut as if he’s resting, but the tube sticking from his mouth is hooked to a breathing machine. As if seeing him so unresponsive wasn’t ghastly enough, this fucking ventilator sends riddles me with shivers.

      “And he’s—” I start, pointing in towards Miles.

      Dr. Miller interjects me as if he knows exactly what I’m about to ask. “Yes, he’s in a medically induced coma,” he says.

      There’s an entire barrage of stigmas around the word ‘coma.’ I almost wouldn’t know how to react to it had he not put ‘medically’ in front of it. But it doesn’t matter. A coma is a coma. It’s still daunting as all fuck. And the additional adverb doesn’t ease the razorblades slicing my gut.

      I grimace, uncertain if I want the truth or a medically sugar coated lie. “How long?”

      Dr. Miller tilts his head with contorted lips. “It could be anywhere from forty-eight hours to maybe seven days,” he replies solemnly. “His body is in a sort of shock, and he was out for several minutes,” he adds. “So we’re playing it safe, allowing his body to wake up after a bit of rest.”

      My vision follows Dr. Miller’s movement out of the room. “But he’s gonna be okay, right?”

      “I’m incredibly optimistic,” he assures me. “Other than his cancer which the paramedics informed me about, he seems to be healthy,” he adds. “His EKG does not look the same as a patient with chronic cardiac impairment.”

      “And the cancer?” I ask.

      “The medics said he hasn’t started any treatment yet,” he says with a finger to his chin. “But his oncologist will want to order an extra test beforehand,” he sums with a nod before leaving.

      When Dr. Miller leaves me alone with my lover, I duck fully around the curtain. He’s so perfectly still, captivated by a deep realm of dreams. I shuffle around the end of his bed, tracing the back of my hand down his left cheek. His skin is still a bit ashy, but not the same pigment of death that it was when I last saw him. Tears of relief rain down each cheek, splashing into the hospital gown covering his body. The nurses cut his blue Armani shirt, but I don’t give a good goddamn. He’s still alive damn it!

      There’s a small, round stool up against a wall behind me. I roll it quietly, so I can sit up at the edge of his bed. My left hand fits snug under his, followed by my other planted firmly on top. He’s still clammy to the touch. But if there’s anything in this chilled emergency room to offer me an abundance of gratitude, let it be the steady beep pinging my ears. It’s such a pleasant reminder that my Schmoopy is going to be all right. Surely they’ll be transferring him to a regular room, where I’ll sit up at his side for as long as it takes to rise from the slumber.

      Fuck. Boo Radley! And Amelia’s family!

      As much as I would love to hire a personal assistant to go care for a certainly rambunctious Scottish Terrier, it’s just me, myself, and I. The poor bastard is probably riddled with anxiety after being stuck in his travelling kennel for however the fuck long we’ve been gone. I scan the room for a clock, but there’s no way to tell the time on this side of the drawn curtain. However, I’m not leaving Miles’ side at this moment to check further. And my phone is out in the rental, since I ran inside like a frenetic banshee after parking.

      As for Amelia and her parents waiting at the steakhouse across town, I have no fucking idea how to get ahold of them anyway. Neither Miles nor I have her number. And surely, they’re not still waiting around the restaurant waiting for us to show. I’m sure Grayson’s phone is being cleared away with the rubble on State Road 10 this very minute. Fuck again! Grayson’s mom and brother. I let out a huge sigh, rising to my feet. It seems I have some business to take care of.

      My spirit flutters with another thrash of emotion as I raise Miles’ limp arm up to my lips, planting a gentle kiss on the back of his floppy hand. Caressing his smooth forehead makes me wonder if he even knows I’m by his side. Can he hear me? Does he feel my touch?

      “I’ll be back soon, Schmoo,” I assure him, nestling his arm back into a crease of the blanket covering half his body. “I have to go take care of Boo,” I add. “I love you so fucking much, Miles Joseph,” I assure him, wiping my damp eyes with my sleeve. “Don’t you scare me like that again, you hear me God damn it?”

      Many thoughts ruminate on the trail out of the emergency room bay. One of them being that I’m happy to be heading back to the hotel momentarily. I can change into clean clothes after taking Boo Radley out for some fresh air. Oh my God, Boo Radley! Now the thought occurs to me. He hasn’t just lost one of his dad’s. The poor bastard is now bereft of both, likely leaving him in our permanent care. Now I’ll absolutely need to make the penthouse more dog friendly.

      A few paces down the hallway lands me in front of the automatic double doors. I turn my head to press a large metal button which opens them, when I see a tousled man in his seventies on an emergency room bed in the bay to my right. A quick double take makes me realize that it’s Grayson’s father, handcuffed to the railing. This explains why there’s a police officer sitting back at the ER desk. My esophagus shepherds a pool of acid at the sight of this bastard. No sooner does it fuss with the back of my throat, when I feel a speck of rage coursing through each vein.

      The doors open, leading my way back out to the small reception area. I hope they lock up that motherfucker and throw away the key! The fumes of my enraged soul send a grunt to bounce around the entry between two sets of doors at the entrance. I step outside, immediately shielding my eyes from a harsh sun in the process.

      Buckling in the car quickly allows me to unlock my phone screen, realizing that it’s been damn near four hours since we left the church. There’s no way everyone is still waiting for us to show up at the restaurant. My quick thinking insists that I do a quick Google search for Sophia & Julio Torres in Felton, Louisiana. Surely, they’re still publicly listed in some directory.

      Franklinton is so small that The Wilhelm is only a quick two-minute straight shot from the hospital. I switch the gears into park all the while grabbing my phone before heading inside. It doesn’t necessarily feel like someone’s flipped on the power switch of that blender I thought about earlier. But on the short elevator ride up to our suite, it does feel as though someone’s ripped every single nerve to shreds, reassembled them, then affixed them together to resemble something of a kindergartener’s craft project. It’s all in one piece, albeit a total archaic mess.

      Boo Radley yips as soon as he hears the hotel suite door shut behind me. His kennel is in Grayson’s room, requiring me to walk in there. Being reminded of the few belongings that Grayson traveled with left behind him in the physical realm will be a difficult pill to swallow. The pup’s tail wags from side-to-side once I approach his cage. I bet he’s wondering where his dad is. I don’t have the heart to tell him. How the fuck do you tell a dog that their last surviving parent didn’t stay alive much longer that their other?

      We make our path to the door when my sight catches Julian’s leatherbound journal on the nightstand. Shit, I practically already forgot about Amelia. I chide myself with disgust at my absentmindedness on the elevator ride downstairs. No sooner do we reach the patch of grass outside, when his bladder bursts entirely. I’m damn glad I thought of him when I did, or there’d be a giant mess to clean up. And a hotel cleaning fee. Which reminds me to remember my checkbook, because I told Rochelle I’d donate to her institution. And a promise is a promise.

      My phone unlocks with FaceID, displaying the browser I didn’t completely close while driving. I resume my Google search for Julian’s parents in Felton. Luckily there’s one listing for Sophia on Tamarack Street.

      “Let’s hope to God this is the right person, Boo Bear,” I mumble nervously.

      The line trills for three rings before someone finally picks up. Thankfully, it’s Amelia.

      I contend with a frog in my throat before proceeding. “Amelia?”

      A sniffle rustles in my eardrum from the other end, and I can feel her leaden heart quite intensely. “Yes?”

      “This is Alex,” I reply through a creaky voice.

      Amelia lets out a small cough. “What happened to you guys?”

      The struggle of relaying all this shit-tastic news is real. There’s no way I can divulge everything without feeling an elephant squishing my ribcage. Nor the fuckton of tears assaulting my weary face. A loud gulp of air rushes down my pipes before I endure telling Amelia the grim reality. The twelve-hundredth piece of grisly news in two weeks’ time, that is.

      “Grayson’s—” my words falter immediately, but I must fight through reliving the panic once more. “Grayson’s been killed by a drunk driver,” I finish at the bounty of my broken, hushed voice.

      Amelia gasps. “What? No!” She shrieks. “We just⁠—”

      My head wavers as her dismay is felt in my gut. “I know,” I reply. “I saw the whole fuckin’ thing, Amelia,” I add empathetically. “I can’t get into every detail, or I’ll—” more words faltering, as the river of tears keep flowing. Too fuckin’ late, man.

      The palm secured to Boo’s leash meets the side of my head. “I honestly have so much shit to sift through on so many levels, Amelia,” I admit, getting lost in the chaos of my fragmented mind.

      “O deus meus!” She exclaims. I’m gathering that’s some Latin or Spanish rendition of ‘Oh my God,’ from hearing Julian iterating it on random occasions.

      “His own fuckin’ father, Amelia,” I proclaim.

      Amelia clears her throat. “What do you mean, Alex?”

      “Grayson’s father was the drunk piece of shit who crashed into his car,” I retort.

      Just imparting all this intel chills me to the core, despite it feeling like a hundred fucking degrees outside. I won’t be able to get past this. And I’m sure I’ll be phoning a therapist whenever I get the chance back home. Amelia and I converse briefly while Boo finishes his business. After giving her the play-by-play leading to Miles’ heart attack, she assumes the responsibility of telling Grayson’s mother. That’s gonna go over like a lead balloon, being that they only reunited after thirty-fucking-two years. Just thinking about that harrowing fact causes another burst of shivers to hold me hostage.

      The puppers and I return upstairs where I let him roam freely. A fresh set of clothing is paramount. I wash my face with a clean towel, all the while studying my plowed reflection in the mirror. Cancer. Mourning. Pandemonium. Death. Panic. Rage. Relief. Rinse and repeat. What more will come of today? Please God, something happy!

      A resounding sigh slips up when I think about this being a good moment to scratch that time-travel itch. After all I’ve endured today, there must be something worth smiling about. Since I’m still in the bathroom, I waste no time clenching my fists. My right hand stings in pain, but it’ll do the job. And after a blink, I propel through an opaque dimension from the periphery of my present form.
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        * * *

      

      JULY 1997

      With a gentle thud, my eyes open to notice carefully installed bricks of all reddened shades surrounding me. There’s a bidet next to the toilet behind me. I’ve stepped back to the very evening of my proposal to Miles. He’s waiting for me out on the terrace of a swanky Parisian restaurant. I’d only come in here as a cover to let our waiter know that we were ready for the ultra-special dessert I’d planned in advance. I wash my hands at the sink, even going as far as splashing some water into my face to make it extra convincing.

      I shoot a wink to the server on my trip out of the men’s bathroom of LeFleur. Just a subtle gesture to let him know it’s that time. Lionel nods in acknowledgment while I saunter back outside to join my then soon-to-be fiancé. Miles sits in a black wrought iron chair amidst sundown, at our bistro table cloaked by black linens. The strings of lights dangling all around the perimeter have been illuminated, setting the perfect mood for a proposal. He’s finishing a cigarette, taking in sights of The City of Lights, bouncing from the surface of The River Seine.

      I can feel a wealth of love radiating from his core as I dig my hands into his shoulders. His muscles ease by the gentle rub before I find my place at the table across from him. The young cop’s amorous stare pierces through my then twenty-six-year-old heart. God damn, he’s always been beautiful. My fork pokes into the uneaten potatoes of my boeuf bourguignon as Miles blows his last puff of smoke off to the side. He extinguishes his filter in the ashtray, reaching across the table to take my hand.

      “How did I get so lucky to run into you eight years ago?” He asks under his always sexy, narrowed apertures.

      I remember this night vividly, down to every last detail. Unlike other points in time that I’ve traveled back to, I never deviate from my original actions from this night. But he doesn’t know I’ve switched up the version of events from the first day we met. So I must scour the recesses of my mind to recall what really happened.

      “I’d like to think I was the lucky son of a bitch to run into you when I left the bathroom that day,” I reply, my grin widening. “Even if it meant giving you a bloody nose.”

      Miles squeezes my hand tightly. “I can’t ever say I’m happy to suffer any injury,” he chuckles. “But I’m glad you broke my nose with the door,” he adds.

      “And let that be the only time I ever hurt you, baby,” I affirm, eating at the morsels in my heart because I’ve surely failed that promise in some form in the future. I did hurt him! I should have suggested moving away from the city long before September 11th.

      Lionel returns to our table promptly, wielding a platter above his shoulder. He dispenses two white ramekins of crème brulee with clean spoons.

      Miles’ eyes grow bigger than his own beating heart. A glint from the lights hanging above my head bounces from his darkened irises, emblazoning the darkest corners of my soul. Another few moments and our lives have changed. For a second time.

      Our waiter steps back from Miles so he’s out of the way, meanwhile, Miles dips his spoon into the golden yellow wonder. It lands just under a bit of the burned sugar before slipping it into his mouth. My emotions match his, all the while preparing to take a knee around the table beside him. His eyebrows immediately rise with suspicion when his tongue feels the texture of an object not resembling dessert.

      I scoot my chair back to kneel next to him, as he slides it off his tongue. Miles gasps at the sight of an eighteen-karat rose gold ring, diamonds sequenced every couple centimeters around the circumference. That look of amazement is awe-inspiring. Since I’ve already cried the seventy percent of Earth’s volume today, in the present, what’s a few more of a happier variety? A small trail of genuine emotion slithers down my cheek when I take the ring from his hand. I wipe it clean at the base of my thin seersucker shirt, poising it between us.

      My throat clears. “Miles Joseph Langford,” I say, staring intently into his caffeinated wonders. “You’ve made me the happiest man on the planet,” I add, choking up as if this was truly the first time I’ve experienced it.

      His head wavers with the breeze as his eyes swell with an impassioned desire. I know this caught him totally off guard when it happened decades ago.

      I continue my speech. “You risk your life every damn day to keep me and seven million other people safe, especially when you don’t even have to,” I add through yet another creaky voice. “I won’t force you to give up your aspirations, but would you, Miles, let me take care of all your needs and desires for the rest of our lives?”

      Miles’ lips quiver in anticipation. “Of course, Alex,” he confirms. “I’ll never leave your side, and you’ll always be safe,” he adds, allowing me to slide the ring up his left finger. “For as long as I get to roam this planet with you.”

      His unremitting stare follows me on the trip off my haunches, not blinking even once. I lean forward, wrapping him in my arms when his palms press into my cheeks. Our lips form a seal against each other in a tender exchange, his tongue reminiscent of the cassoulet he’d devoured minutes prior. Lionel steps back up to the table, releasing the cork from a bottle of Krug Vintage champagne. It ejects at a slant, intently landing in the river behind us. He fills two clean flutes before leaving the bottle on the table.

      “Félicitations!” He exclaims with a smile.

      After a couple glasses of bubbly, which at this current juncture help settle my nerves from the shitstorm of our future, we find ourselves striding across the Pont des Arts bridge. I’d pre planned this leisurely stroll down what’s commonly referred to as Love Lock Bridge. Our clasped hands break away once we reach the midpoint, so I can reach into my younger shell’s pocket. I retrieve a rose gold padlock with custom engraving.
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      “Find a spot on the fence, baby,” I instruct him.

      He approaches the fence with curiosity ravaging throughout him. I can feel it, even if he’d previously told me that he initially had no fucking idea what significance our padlock served.

      “And this does what, again?” He asks, scratching the back of his scalp.

      My hand joins his as I step forth. “It’s a completely new tradition where a couple writes their names on a lock,” I advise, positioning the lock in front of us. “I’ve taken the liberty of having our names engraved already,” I add, proudly snickering. “The couple affixes it to a famous bridge, then tosses the key in the water so they can lock-in their destined, unbreakable love for each other into eternity.”

      Miles tilts his head, grinning ostentatiously. “You come up with some of the neatest ideas, I’d swear that was pretty convincing,” he jokes, pointing around the fence. “There aren’t any other locks on this bridge, monsieur.”

      “Come on, it’s a brand new ritual,” I contend. “Here, let’s do it together.”

      We hook the lock through a link of the fence, securing it tightly. I reach back into my pocket for the only key, sparkling under the shine of a low hanging moon. Miles’ palm sandwiches the key between mine only moments before I swing our arms backwards. We let go once our hands extended over the fence, the key sailing through this summer night’s breeze, eventually sinking into The River Seine around us.

      I lean my forehead into him as his hand travels to the nape of my neck. Our tongues slide against one another, all the while a glistening Eiffel Tower twinkles off in the distance.

      “I fuckin’ love you, Alex,” he whispers, his hand traveling down to my then incredibly toned ass cheeks.

      My thumb caresses his chin. “I fuckin’ love you too, Miles.”

      Our newly engaged souls endure the bristling wind for several minutes, enjoying each other’s embrace. I’ll never get over this night, admiring the lights of Paris. However, I must get back to the future to sit patiently by his bedside. Jaunting back to this moment was exactly what I needed. I might be about to cut it short by hunting down a bathroom, but he’ll be none the wiser. My past self will exit the bathroom. Eventually winding up naked at the hotel, making passionate love until the wee hours of the morning.

      I dance persuasively, urgently expressing my need to piss. “As much as I hate to spoil this special moment, I must find a bathroom tout de suite.”

      His forehead nuzzles back into mine. “Anything for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      As of today, it’s been a month since I woke from my medically induced coma down in Louisiana. They officially deemed it a heart attack, but I can’t imagine what else they’d have called it being that I was incommunicado for a whole week. Witnessing my brother from another mother die by the recklessness of his own fucking father sent me right over the edge. So I’m not terribly surprised to have endured a cardiac event. Especially after receiving confirmation of my own demise earlier that day. Fourth stage prostatic cancer. Dr. Scott ordered an entire battery of new tests when Alex and I returned home from the whole mid-June uproar. One of them being an MRI.

      He wasted no time evaluating the results, arriving at the discovery that the cancer has started to spread to my bones. My spine in particular. He had my heart tested to ensure it was in decent shape to take the beating that this treatment will bring my way. To quote him directly, “we’re gonna give this the biggest kick in the dick we can, but I can’t make any promises since it’s spread to the skeletal system.” So, things aren’t looking good at this juncture. But I absolutely must stay positive for Alex.

      My fucking Saucepot. As I sit here in the frigid depths of my first chemotherapy visit, colder than Siberia, I have the sweetest reminder of his undying affection. What’s keeping me warm is a mink fleece blanket he designed personally. There’s a large pink cartoon heart flashing a flirtatious smile, with my nickname ‘Schmoopy’ splattered across the bottom in a decorative typeface. And I couldn’t be any more comfortable during my first treatment because of his thoughtfulness.

      I don’t have a huge grip on how I’m presently feeling. How is a person supposed to feel when a massive toxin is sludging through the veins of their very existence? Triumphed? If there’s anything I can take away from my near-death experience, it’s that life is way too goddamn precious to waste a single moment being held captive by bitterness. While my fettered soul wandered along the cusp of this life, I had a brief preview of what awaits us when we do eventually part from here. There’s definitely a bright light, but the movies have it all wrong. It’s neither peaceful nor amazing. All I can remember feeling was the overwhelming dread of leaving my lover and a million desires left unfulfilled.

      A man sits in a lounge chair to my left, his kempt black hair in perfect shape. It must be a wig. Look at those robbed eyebrows and that chin is smoother than a baby’s butt. Add a five o’ clock shadow and some brows, he’d appear to be a brother of Adam Levine. He nurses a Dr. Pepper with an issue of Time Magazine about the world’s greatest places resting his lap. He must be a veteran to this shindig, because he’s got to be the calmest of everyone here.

      His accent Is thick as the lowest borough of Newark. “First time in these hallowed halls of healing?” He asks with a raised visage, a flash of courage bouncing from his eye.

      I nod. “Yup,” I respond, raising the blanket closer to my chest. “Virgin here.”

      “Been there got that t-shirt,” he jokes. “I won’t say it’s a piece of fuckin’ cake,” he adds. “But you’ll acclimate quickly.”

      “I’m tough,” I reply confidently, even though my defensive pessimism matches that of Charlie Brown’s. “I got this.”

      He gives me a once-over. “You seem to have a handle on this horseshit,” he replies, pointing at me. “Hey, you look really familiar.”

      “Hmm, I do?” I reply curiously.

      He clicks his tongue. “Yeah, you’re on the force,” he says quite assuredly. “You had to testify in one of my trials,” he adds, all the while reaching over his armrest to shake my hand.

      It takes me a moment to place him because his wig has to be a stretch from his natural landscape. Then the light bulb blinks a split-second later.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” I reply, extending my left arm to accept his gesture. “Honorable Judge Bartlett,” I add. “It was that fel⁠—”

      “—Felony menacing case,” he interjects. “Christ, do I remember that one?”

      I flash as cheerful of a smile as I can muster in these circumstances. “Captain Langford,” I reply, quickly shutting my eyes with a shaken head. “Sorry, you can just call me Miles.”

      “You can call me Mark,” he suggests. “Shit dude.”

      “Yeah?” I reply with a raised eyebrow, all the while wondering when I’ll lose mine just like Mark.

      “What are you in for?” He asks almost as if we’re sitting in a jail cell.

      Close enough, though. Not that far off base, Miles!

      “Oh, you mean my diagnosis?” I respond, grabbing my collarbone.

      Mark sighs sarcastically. “Well yeah,” he says. “You’ll learn pretty quickly that everyone here follows their introductions with the name of their own personal monster,” he adds, his right ear meeting his shoulder. “Acute myeloid leukemia for me,” he concludes with another skewed grin.

      My own personal monster. That pretty much sums up the last two months. My diagnosis doesn’t sound as intimidating as his, so I’m quite uncertain if that’s supposed to be a good thing or not.

      “Prostate cancer,” I counter. “Late stage and spreading to my bones,” I add, providing extra detail in case this is some pissing contest the patients here take part in. Not like it’s something to be proud of.

      Mark’s head wavers with a look of disbelief. “How’d they catch it so late?”

      I shrug. “Who the fuck knows?”

      He reaches for an aluminum tin on the stand to his left, rustling the contents in my direction. “White chocolate macadamia cookie?” He offers, giving it another persuasive shake.

      I hold out my palm, because I’ve already been the victim of Alex’s nervous baking these past two weeks. His anxiety has only escalated, so the man needs some kind of an outlet for fuck’s sake.

      “Ah nah, I’d better not,” I reply, appreciative of his kindness anyhow.

      Mark’s face lights up in a mischievous display. “There’s weed in them.”

      The police officer in me would usually take an offensive stance whenever someone presented me with such a temptation. It might’ve been recreational here for the last year, but this hesitation has been second nature to me most of my career. To that end, he and I have been given the death sentence that is fucking cancer. So who am I to judge? He sure as hell isn’t and that’s his chosen profession.

      “Oh yeah?” I reply with an impish grin. “I’d better not.”

      “Come on, Captain,” he persists. “In a few days, this shit’s gonna be a staple in your household.”

      He might have a valid point. If Alex will be baking more often, I might as well start acclimating now. There isn’t a single doubt that I’ll have to send Alex on a mission to Jersey for a dispensary, since New York won’t have one in city limits until early next year.

      I succumb to Mark’s persuasion. “Sure, why the fuck not?” I shrug, tilting my head. “Are they very potent?”

      The corners of his mouth furrow to a devilish degree. “You might wanna fasten your seatbelt, partner.”

      A couple of nibbles surprise my taste buds. The pot flavor is masked by a heap of butter and sugar. I can remember back before I was sworn in with a badge, the boys and I experimented with marijuana. We thought it would be wise to bake brownies, giving in to the peer pressure from our gay counterparts. Let’s just say they tasted more like lawn clippings than they did any gooey chocolatey delight. But these get my firm stamp of approval.

      “Not bad, Mark,” I respond, crumbs escaping my dry lips in the process. “Did you make these?”

      Mark shakes his head. “Oh God, no,” he replies, flailing his wrist. “My husband is Martha Stewart incarnate,” he adds. “That man won’t even let me touch a frying pan.”

      Oh good, another gay! The fact that Mark is gay makes me feel a bit more comfortable about this chemo shtick. I quickly scan the room to notice there doesn’t seem to be another gay man in the room. Not that a person’s sexual identity can be ‘seen.’ However, the only other guys besides us are wearing a red MAGA hat, or a shirt which reads—’Had a good time with your mom last night.’ And the fact that his partner is just as domestic as mine, gives us another thing in common.

      I damn near choke on my fourth bite of the cookie. “Mine too,” I reply, cupping my other hand at the base of my chin to catch any remaining crumbs. “He does all the cooking.”

      Mark takes another gulp from his Dr. Pepper before replying. “If I’m being honest, I’m a terrible cook,” he confesses. “But no, he does all the cooking—and cleaning.”

      My eyes roll to the outskirts of my soul. I probably shouldn’t admit to him that’s what Alex and I have Berta for. It might be wise to not come off as some rich snob, because we’ve welcomed a very well compensated housekeeper as a part of our extended family for the last twenty plus years. I reach down into the tote bag Al packed for me once finishing the cookie, retrieving a bottle of orange juice. No sooner do I twist off the cap, when Mark prevents me from taking a gulp.

      “You’re not gonna wanna drink that,” he forewarns. “I mean, it won’t hurt you—but⁠—”

      “But what?” I ask.

      He contorts his mouth. “I know, it’s your first time and all,” he says. “That extra acidity is gonna summon the inevitable a lot sooner than usual.”

      What is he talking about? Then it occurs to me, he’s referring to nausea and vomiting. Of course, neither Alex nor myself thought about that prior to coming today. He was more concerned about having all my paperwork, making sure Phoebe had Boo squared away for the day, confirming two of my doctor’s appointments for the future, and delegating his production tasks to fellow associates. Not to mention checking his list for a grocery run while I sit here soaking up poison like a human sponge. And surely four other things I’m forgetting.

      Mark reaches into a lunch sized cooler to retrieve his extra can of Dr. Pepper, passing it through the gap between our loungers.

      “This will taste better on your stomach,” he says, insisting that I accept it. “And fuck any of the lemon-lime beverages,” he adds with certitude. “You’re gonna find out that this goes down way better.”

      The can nestles tightly in my palm. “Thanks Mark,” I say, slipping my fingernail under the tab. “I’ll be sure to come more adequately prepared next time.”

      He tilts his head in agreement. “You’ll get the hang of it, kid.”

      Mark pokes his nose back between the pages of his magazine, meanwhile, I scroll through my Facebook feed. Phoebe posted a photo of Boo Radley playing with Major, a Schnauzer that he met downstairs at Wagz. The architectural outfit Grayson was a partner of is about to board up their doors in a few months. So, they let her go in the first round of layoffs because of his tragic passing.

      Since we’ve taken in Master Radley, Alex figured we’d hire Phoebe to be our full-time dog walker. My thumb presses the love reaction to her picture. Having a dog around has befitted both Alex and I quite a lot, quickly growing on me in my hours of desperation.

      I’m finally free from being tethered by a flimsy tube after a few more hours. Our oncology nurse walks into the room with her buoyant smile. Mark left about thirty minutes ago, before informing me that his next session is in another week. Violet grits her teeth, unhooking the tube from a port installed above my left rib cage.

      “Well how do you feel, Miles?” She asks, discarding the used tube in a nearby waste bin.

      I shrug with a tilted head. “Honestly, I don’t really feel anything.”

      You big fat liar, Miles! The effects of Mark’s pot cookie have me feeling fanfuckingtastic. I’m going to guess it’s part of the brotherly code among cancer patients that we refrain from telling every person in our care team about marijuana us. Even though I’m sure that in a year like 2022, it’s already assumed.

      “That’s really great,” Violet responds. “Some patients have a good few days before it hits them the first time,” she adds. “And well, others feel the effects later that same day.”

      “I see,” I respond thoughtfully. “Anything I can do to hope for the former?”

      “If you can, try to limit yourself to around five hundred calories today and tomorrow,” she informs me. “Oh, and absolutely avoid alcohol,” she adds. “Maybe in a few months after you are in the swing of things, a small, and I mean very small, glass of Riesling wouldn’t hurt on an incredibly rare occasion.”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      “Is that handsome hubby of yours picking you up soon?” She asks, folding my blanket in the process. “This is way too cute,” she adds exuberantly. “Who’s Schmoopy?”

      A smile enhances my already peaked elation. “He texted me earlier to say he was unloading groceries and that he’d be here shortly,” I reply, rising to my feet. All the while, the atmosphere feels wobbly as fuck. “Al calls me Schmoopy, and he’s my Saucepot.”

      Violet gushes warmly. “Awwwww, that’s probably the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      I hold my black tote bag open for her to wedge the rolled blanket in between my other necessities. She escorts me back out to the waiting area where Alex is already waiting. He’s slouched over in a far less comfortable chair than the one my rump just spent four hours in. A grunt falls from his throat as he turns his attention onto me, clicking the phone screen off in the process.

      “And there he isssss,” I announce as merrily as a caroller at Christmas.

      Alex rises from the chair, sauntering towards my overly exuberant gay ass with a grin. I turn my head to wave goodbye to Violet before she replies that she’ll see me Friday. Sparkly flecks lead our path down the hallways of Mount Sinai on our way outside. Alex elevates my tote bag over his left shoulder, all the while wrapping his other arm around my waist. The chorus to “We Built This City” by Starship swims through my ears at full blast, giving me quite a pep in each step. What cancer? I’m flying high as an eagle right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s been such a busy day already, yet my Apple Watch says it’s not even ten in the morning. A yawn escapes me as I sit here in my first support group for spouses of cancer patients, and I must say that this isn’t at all how I imagined it would be. What I expected was a room full of crying lovers bringing out my own compounded emotions. There is the occasional sob followed by fistfuls of tissues. But overall, people here are keeping it together. Not that I’d ever in a million years blame anyone for crying. This is, however, part of the distinct joys an empath gets to savor. It isn’t always a basket of roses.

      There’s another gay at the podium speaking about his husband’s battle. They’re only a couple of months into treatment, he says. They’ve not been graced with any sort of progress just yet. A despondent tone polishes the desperation lingering deep within him. His anecdotes of losing at least three hours of sleep every night already strikes a familiar tune with myself. And this is but day one of chemotherapy? Not to mention the upcoming radiation treatment in two days.

      Miles knows I’m stressed. When I’m overly anxious, I bake enough things where I could open my own shop on the corner of Barclay and Church. But if there’s one thing I can take from this support group, it’s how to control my emotions around him. I don’t dare show my weakness now that I have to be the strong one for the both of us. I’m such a fucking marshmallow. There’s no question that the treatments will knock him on his ass, stripping every shred of dignity from his leathered spirit.

      The gentleman wraps his speech at the lectern, taking his seat next to me. All the while wiping tears caught in his deep tangerine mustache. Boy can I ever feel that in my fucking soul! Consequently, I have a spare tissue in my pocket. He graciously accepts it with the nod of his head. I should rise in front of the group to introduce myself, but I’m entirely unsure of what I’d possibly say. What is the appropriate ice breaker in a cancer support group? ‘Hi, I’m Alex. My husband has stage four prostate cancer and I’m almost sure he’s gonna die. Don’t feel sorry for me though, I could’ve prevented this if he hadn’t become an officer of the law⁠—?’

      “I haven’t seen you here before,” the fellow gay man points out. “Are you new to this group?”

      I shrug. “Yeah, today’s me and my husband’s first day of treatment.”

      He extends his hand for a shake. “I’m Kato,” he says boldly. “Stage four acute myeloid leukemia.”

      “Alex,” I respond in kind. “Um, I guess kind of the same boat then,” I admit, unsure about this formality of including Miles’ diagnosis with a scratch at the back of my scalp. In some ways, saying it out loud almost makes it more real in my mind. “Stage—four—pros—prostate cancer,” I stammer sheepishly.

      Kato clicks his tongue. “Sorry mate,” he says. “I hear that’s a real bugger if caught late,” he adds.

      “You’re telling me,” I reply. “I stay up late every night, baking and combing the deep recesses of the web researching it,” I add. A woman two rows ahead of us turns around, shushing my resonant voice.

      Kato and I both admonish her with an indignant side eye. “But, AML is a bit of a clusterfuck in its own right,” he says.

      “That’s rough,” I offer. “You seem pretty well put together considering, though.”

      He flails his wrist. “I have to be, you know?”

      Indeed I do, Kato. Indeed I do. He raises his wrist to study the time with a contorted look as if he’s in a rush. Come to think of it, I must keep track of time as well. Since I’ve yet to complete our grocery store run, take everything home, rush everything four hundred feet off the ground, and still dash through the city to pick up Miles.

      “Crikey,” he sneers. “I’d stick around,” he adds, quickly rising to his feet. “But I need to pick up my husband and get back to the office.”

      “Ahh, okay,” I acknowledge. “Good to meet you, Kato.”

      “Same,” he replies. “G’day.”

      Kato pushes the door open in the back of this reception hall inside St. Katherine’s Church, which has been fashioned into a meeting space for the unfortunate souls like me. The slamming sound echoes the room, garnering everyone’s brief attention. A woman is up at the platform, wrapping a story about her husband’s lung cancer as I give my smartwatch an extra look.

      I don’t wear watches often because the sweat induced itch always aggravates my skin. But Miles insisted I start wearing one after the clusterfuck in Louisiana. That single time that I’d been ten feet away from my phone, was the moment I needed to keep track of time the most. I must leave as well if I have any chance of getting groceries before I need to return to Mount Sinai for Miles. Politely, I rise to my feet with an uncomfortable smile, sauntering towards the exit.

      The sun beats down on my flesh once I’m outside the church, all the while treading the sidewalk of Baxter Street. I cut across to reach my parked Cayenne in a back lot at Hester and Centre. Luckily, we live so close to Whole Foods, I should have just enough time to grab our shit and get it home quickly. My phone lights up with an unread text message, but I don’t have a moment to waste reading and responding. The world’s just gonna have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      The market was a shit show today. At least it seemed like the whole population of Lower Manhattan was crammed inside, buying their items all at the same time. As I offload my haul of fresh produce into the fridge, the thought occurs to me that I should send Miles a quick text to let him know I’m on my way. I’m way too frantic today. Well, way more than usual. I’ve probably forgotten something we’re gonna inevitably need in the next twelve hours. I just can’t remember for the life of me what I’m missing. The fridge door shuts with a gentle nudge as I scoop my phone from the counter behind me, with yet again the reminder of an unread message. It’s from my mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re back from Corfu and eager to host dinner in the city tonight. Frank is preparing veal scaloppine so we can celebrate Miles’ belated birthday. See you gentlemen at six?

      

      

      

      

      

      Well fuck me with a giant wooden spoon. We haven’t had a chance to tell my folks that Miles has cancer. They’ve been abroad for the last two months, doing what any couple in their seventies can do to enjoy life—traveling and socializing with our Greek family friends. In fact, Miles and I have only told Phoebe about his illness. I’m not at all prepared for this yet. They graciously accepted Miles as one of their own when his father disowned him shortly after we got together. This will undeniably crush mother to pieces.

      My turbulent visage wavers as I glance up at the ceiling.

      “Fuuuucckkkk!”

      I let out a giant huff to the universe, thanking it in the process for pressing me to spill the beans to my folks on the busiest most daunting fucking day of my entire life. The conversation between Miles and me pops up as I thumb over to his name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Schmoo, I’m just about finished unloading the groceries and will be up to pick you up, lickety-split.

      

      

      

      

      

      Without any more time to spare, I leave the dry goods on our center island for Berta to put away. With Siri’s help, I dictate a short text to her as I descend to the parking garage. She’ll likely be here cleaning before we return from the hospital. The thought that I’ve spaced responding to my folks’ invitation for dinner occurs to me, as I round the stretch of Battery Park Underpass converting into the FDR. Why does the hospital have to fuckin’ be on the other goddamn side of the city?

      “Hey Siri,” I yell into my docked phone on the dash. “Text mother, ‘Yes absolutely we will be there at six. Eager to hear how the Vouvali’s are doing.’”

      A half hour commute through Manhattan’s early lunch rush provides me a chance to come down from the beleaguered ledge which I’ve been trudging these last few hours. Yet being the theatrical wordsmith that I am, I’m aghast with how to tell my parents that the love of my life has cancer. I want so badly to not go. But there’s an unwritten rule among wealthy families. When you’re summoned to a dinner, your presence is mandatory.

      Stopped at a red light under the FDR at East 96th Street, my head wavers with so much insecurity.

      “Mother, Father, Miles is sick—” I verbalize among the throngs of honking horns, glancing into the rearview mirror.

      No, that’s not it. I shake it off to re-engineer my phrasing.

      “So, while you were away, we found out Miles has cancer,” I recite. “And we caught it late so he’s probably gonna die anyway.”

      Oh for fuck’s sake! I slam my palms into the rim of the steering wheel. That’s not it either. Despite all the research I’ve come across about metastatic prostate cancer, I don’t dare allude to losing him. I plant my left elbow into the nook of my window, digging my fingertips into my chin. After a minute of getting lost in thought, the car behind me lays into his horn. Calm the fuck down. It’s been green for literally one second.
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        * * *

      

      Luckily, I’ve made it to Mt. Sinai within my relatively sparse window of time. We weren’t certain about how long his first session would take. So I wanted to arrive a little early, just in case we’d overestimated. Instagram’s endless scrolling keeps me occupied as I sit here in the oncology ward waiting room. Our good friend Rick Abernathy just posted a photo dump from his vacation to Mexico with his husband, Rory. How much traveling will we get to enjoy now? Will he even be alive long enough to take that trip to Tuscany that we’ve been mulling about the last few months?

      A tear traipses from my right eye as I sit here thinking about the concept of time. So much is up in the air right now, riddling my bones with so much uncertainty. We don’t exactly have the smallest shred of assurance that these treatments will even work. Dr. Scott didn’t provide us with any definite expectation. He more or less alluded to the fact that we’d give it our all. Truly a ‘hope for the best while preparing for the worst’ kind of scenario. The fucking worst. How does a person even start to prepare for their lover’s departure? It’s not a directive to exit stage left. This is real life, God damn it. A permanent erasure from the narrows of my existence.

      There’s a genial laugh stumbling from the hallway in the corner. It’s Miles because I can immediately pick up on the jubilant flux under his skin. I can’t imagine the nurse giving him some kind of anxiety medication to make him comfortable. Do benzos interact with Chemo? Perhaps this is something I must research tonight, while an onslaught of zucchini cookies bake in the oven. Overall, this is the third best hospital in the entire state. So I can breathe easily knowing my husband is in excellent care. I jump to my feet, clicking off my phone screen in the process.

      I offload the tote bag which I packed for him this morning, tossing it over my left shoulder. He leans in closer to plant a kiss on my lips. Right here in front of his nurse? His bravado seems influenced by something far superior to any kind of anxiety medication. As a matter of fact, these lifted spirits echo an unfamiliar tune for someone like my Captain.

      “So how did it go, Schmoo?” I ask, taking his hand as we schlep through the hallway.

      He shrugs, a huge grin taking shape on his visage awash with much relief. “Pretty fuckin’ well.”

      I lasso his backside with the curl of my right arm. For the first time in a month, I can honestly admit to breathing a sigh of relief. Surely he’s not miraculously cured after his first four hours of treatment. To that end, I figure I should take this in stride so long as he’s happy at this moment. If Hollywood is to be relied on for any sort of accuracy, later tonight will be painted with a different hue entirely.

      “You seem rather chipper, baby,” I admit as we saunter outside towards our parked vehicle. “What’d they give you?”

      “I met a guy here,” Miles replies. “His name is Mark,” he adds. “He gave me a cookie with pot in it.”

      This catches me by total surprise. My square husband tried marijuana? Ingesting it no less? “You’re fuckin’ with me, right?” I ask under a veil of disbelief, even if it’s legal now. “Really?”

      “No Saucepot, I’m not,” he admits, a staunch conviction cloaking his tone. “I’m gonna send you across the bridge to Jersey tomorrow to visit a dispensary.”

      “Oh you are, are ya?” I chortle playfully, meanwhile climbing to the level where I last left the Cayenne.

      Miles finishes advising me that I’m going to be learning how to bake with marijuana, and how he wants to supply this laced sustenance to all the patients in the oncology ward free of charge. His enthusiasm falters shortly after I pull away from 5th Avenue, on our way back to the FDR. Not even five minutes later, I peer over to the shotgun seat to notice he’s completely tuckered out. His head presses against the passenger window, as the slightest whistle escapes those seemingly dehydrated lips. This is how it’s gonna be now. Goodbye robust nights of passion. Ha ha! What the fuck is that, anyway? It’s been months, hasn’t it?

      It’s been several hours since we returned home. At the moment, I find myself hunched over my desk. A nagging pain wrenches the base of my neck as I glance out a sizable arched window to the left. The reflection of our building echoes from the mirrored windows of One World Trade Center. Yet another thing that’s caused a sour taste in my mouth as of late.

      If only Miles had chosen a different profession, we’d already be lounging poolside in a Tuscan villa, popping the cork off a bottle of Quintodecimo right this minute. But, no. We’re trussed to a bustling schedule of doctor’s appointments, all the while battling our distress over what the future holds. Fuck September 11th in the bloody asshole.

      After covering a large yawn, I edge myself away from the desk. Treading quietly down the hallway leading to our master suite is my goal, as Miles has been conked out under the covers all afternoon. When I poke my head through the doorway, I see him still sleeping peacefully as can be. I can’t begin to fathom what it must feel like to willingly let a toxin course through each vein. No less with a slim probability of it being effective. I climb up onto the right side of our bed, brushing the front bristles of hair above his forehead.

      “Baby, we gotta get dressed for dinner to meet my folks,” I whisper softly.

      His head moves slightly at the sound of my calm demeanor. Well, calm on the outside. I’m a fucking disaster on the inside. But he’ll never know about it. Mile nestles his right arm under his chin without so much as one eye prying open. In the stillness of this moment, I consider dozing off for a nap as well. God knows I need it.

      Though, dinnertime beckons. Don’t get me wrong. I love my parents. I’m just unprepared to openly admit the realities of my downtrodden Schmoo fighting for his life. No matter how very real it’s already become. Miles told Phoebe. So this will be the first time I’ve audibly confronted the definition of his indeterminate expiration date. This makes me sick to my stomach.
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        * * *

      

      Miles sits on the right side of me as we stare into the oblivious faces of my mother and father. I haven’t yet mustered the courage to tell them, though my father’s suspicions are piqued. The fork in my hand pokes at the meat of a young calf, which gave up their life for the benefit of fulfilling our hunger. Or lack thereof. I’m not starved in the slightest. At least his or her slaughter hadn’t been prolonged for a series of months. It was over in seconds for this lucky motherfucker. My baby doesn’t have that luxury. Miles is in a much longer, more grueling queue, waiting to see if he gets a third chance at life or not. And we’re supposed to sit idly by, letting the existential terror destroy every fiber of our being the whole goddamn time.

      “How’s work going for you, Miles?” My mother asks, leaning into her utensil with the utmost class as always.

      Miles contends with a frog in his throat. I feel his vanquished spirit, detecting that he’s at a loss for words. How does an ill person answer that question honestly without feeling one more sting, reminding them of the inevitable? I raise my fork to speak on his behalf. Here I go into murky waters without even a life vest.

      “He’s taken some time off work,” I admit directly. “Actually, there’s something I have to tell you guys.”

      This is the moment. In a second, I’m about to break the vow of silence we’ve kept a secret for thirty-seven days. Aside from Phoebe and Becky of course. My mother’s face is already awash with concern. I reach for the glass of 2006 Petrus adjacent to my dish, letting a generous gulp gush down my gullet. Miles turns his head to meet my already wounded stare when I set the glass back down.

      The words cascade from my lips. “Miles has prostate cancer, mother,” I state, feeling a modicum of grief fill the wells of my soul instantly. “He’s been on a medical leave of absence ever since his heart attack in Louisiana.”

      My father’s eyes light up as he punches his sternum, like he’s about to choke from the bombshell I’ve just dropped. “What?”

      And my mother. Bless her heart, her cusps are already overflowing with a river of tears. “Noooo! That can’t be true!” She exclaims.

      Unloading the news doesn’t make me feel any better. Every square inch of my tarnished soul aches even more than it did moments ago. The four of us have sat here—seemingly for hours though actually only a minute—with our heavy laden hearts. My father has attempted to break the uncomfortable silence twice now, but to no avail. Miles remains the most poised over us all, and he’s the one afflicted. As hard as it’s been to stifle my emotions, I quickly excuse myself from the table to use the bathroom.

      “Excuse me everyone,” I announce, pushing my chair away from the table. “I have to tinkle.”

      I don’t make it completely around the corner from my folks’ dining room, when my eyes begin showering all the pent-up grief that I’ve done damn good and well holding in most of the day. In the bathroom at the end of the hall, my sleeve already soaks up the remnants of my emotive display. I shut the door behind me, staggering towards the sink to twist both knobs on full blast. Water jets down from the faucet to conceal the moans fleeting my crackled vocal cords. Meanwhile, my aching neck jerks with the motion of each sob as I hover over the sink. If telling my parents was this fucking daunting, I can’t fathom how difficult it’s gonna be telling everyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      The time on my nightstand says it’s half-past four in the afternoon. Alex has just woken me from what seems to be a very deep slumber, to get dressed. We’re having dinner at his parent’s place in the city, right around the corner from where we first lived together in NoHo. Originally to celebrate my birthday, which was technically last month on the sixth. However, now that I’m headed straight into the dismal cancer battlefield, we’re sort of expected to tell Arthur and Helen about it. As for marking a new year of life, that remains to be done. How the fuck could I possibly celebrate, when this might be the very last birthday I’ll have seen?

      Rising to my feet from the bed causes the whole world to spin. Alex stands nearby with a worried look, ready to lurch forward with assistance at a moment’s notice. I’m perfectly capable of changing into new clothes for myself. At least for now. We file into the dressing room as I grab my forehead. There’s a tiny throb at my temple, like a migraine is on the horizon. Great! Just what I need during dinner with the Wilkins’.

      A wave of exhaustion collides within me once I step into a fresh pair of khaki pants. It’s as though I’ve run a marathon, yet the only exercise I’ve had today was walking to and from the car for my first treatment. If this is any preview to what the imprisoning future holds for me, I’d like to cash in the ‘get out of jail free’ card that I collected the last time we played Monopoly. I take a seat on the padded bench next to my dresser, my fingers wiping away the remnants of sleep from my still fatigued eyes in the process.

      “Honey,” I express nicely. “Would you hand me that maroon paisley shirt?”

      Alex immediately stops fiddling with his bowtie to follow my command. He would do this in any normal circumstance. But somehow, asking him for help with something I should be able to do for myself makes me feel utterly helpless. Is this how it’s gonna be going forward? Asking him to do everything for me? Is this how Julian felt in his last days, relying on Grayson to help him with the most mundane of tasks?

      “Of course, baby,” he assures me, lifting the shirt hanger from its rack. “What about your black Chanel belt for tonight?”

      I shrug. Who gives two good Goddamns what keeps my pants secure? I’m only going tonight out of obligation. There’s no choice but to show up, when a person is beckoned by Arthur and Helen Wilkins. And we’ll be forced to break the news to them at some point, so why not now?

      “Sure,” I reply. “That works.”

      After retrieving the belt from his grasp, we hear a chime from the doorbell connected through our intercom system. Alex paces over to the wall to see who’s dropping by, even though the only two people to know about my unfortunate circumstance are Phoebe, and Chief Knotts. And Pheebs would just use her key to enter, since she’s in and out throughout the day to care for Boo Radley.

      “Yeah, who’s there?” Alex hollers into the speaker.

      “It’s me, Larry Knotts.”

      As I suspected. “Go let him in, honey,” I insist. “I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.”

      The look on his frazzled face tells me that he doesn’t want to leave my side. As if something’s going to intrinsically alter my wellbeing in the next five minutes.

      “Are you sure?” He asks. “I can ask him to come back another day.”

      I nod decisively, trying to mask my slight annoyance. I love the bastard with all my heart, but I’m honestly fine. If he keeps this up, I might just lose my fucking mind.

      “Yes I’m just fine, Saucepot.”

      He heads downstairs to let Chief Knotts inside, meanwhile, I poke my head through the neck hole of my shirt, followed by both arms into the sleeves. I stand to tuck it into my pants before looping the belt, fastening it tightly. On my trail back out into the bedroom, my fingers grab the first necktie which they touch. I give zero fucks if it matches the shirt or not. I just want this night over so I can go back to bed.

      I drape a purple tie with violet cartoonish dinosaurs over the nape of my neck, descending the spiral staircase in the process. Chief stands in front of Alex in our great room, hoisting a hefty basket of goods at his side. His pitying gaze shoots in my direction as I approach them from around the corner. This will surely be yet another thing I’ll need to adjust to. Being the subject of everyone’s concern like cancer has broken me beyond all repair.

      “Hey,” Chief offers, lifting the basket in front of his belly. “How’s our Captain feeling?”

      I form another murky shrug. “Meh,” I mumble quietly, wondering if I’m supposed to answer honestly when people ask. Or do they expect me to comfort their own ego by lying to them? “I’m doing pretty fuckin’ great,” I add, leaning forward to take hold of the basket.

      His face is alight with a sort of contention. Perhaps I should have been honest. I’d like to maintain as much of my dignity for as long as possible. So perhaps I need to work on my acting skills a bit more. I shoot a quick glance through the blue cellophane, making out what all is giving this basket its significant weight. But I’ll have to open it later, since Al and I will be late to dinner if we have any chance of beating Manhattan rush hour. Alex voluntarily relieves the basket from my grasp to set it down on the dinner table.

      Chief clears his throat in the usual ‘Chief Knotts demeanor,’ followed by that previous sympathetic air. “Everyone misses you down at the station,” he informs me. “In fact, I don’t think we’ve gone a day without a few officers insisting that I wish you well on their behalf.”

      That’s comforting. I appreciate knowing that our brothers and sisters of the badge hold me in such high esteem. Sometimes I can never tell, because we’re rarely afforded the time to converse casually while on our shift.

      I nod my achy visage. “Well, I appreciate it,” I respond. “It means a lot that you cared enough to come down here.”

      Chief scans the room with a grin. “You mean up here, right?” He says jokingly, more than an actual question. “I didn’t know you lived in a castle in the sky.”

      “Oh yeah,” I reply, scratching my head with reserve. “Al and I are pretty modest,” I add. “He’s never been one to flash his wealth in people’s faces like that.”

      Our small talk wraps up after another few minutes of standing uncomfortably in the great room. I’d have offered him a drink, but we’ll likely see the dawn of an apocalypse before reaching NoHo at this point. Alex ushers Chief Knotts back out the door before turning around with the same turbulent expression.

      “Schmoo,” he says with a raised eyebrow. “You’re not actually choosing that tie, are you?”

      I tilt my head, offering a paltry look. “Yeah, so?”

      “No, no, no, baby,” he says, his hand reaching for the tie. “This just won’t do.”

      My hand locks his wrist in place. “Can you just not and we get a fuckin’ move on please?”

      Al immediately winces at my indignation. Ouch. He raises his hands in surrender, which heckles my soul for hissing at him so fiercely. That might have been a bit harsher than I intended. I’m really gonna have to get a handle on how I respond to everyone, if this is how exhausted I’ll be feeling the whole time.

      “Fuckin’ fine,” he bites back, retrieving the keys from his pants pocket. “Let’s shake a leg then.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re sitting down to our meal in Arthur and Helen’s dining room, surrounded by wallpaper a similar shade of this marinara sauce. I’m actually quite hungry and can only imagine it has something to do with the pot cookie which Mark gave me this morning. All I did was sleep when we got home. But now that there’s a plate of food in front of me, it’s hard to take only a few bites and stick to Violet’s low calorie instructions. Especially since that cookie had to be a few hundred in itself. As I glance over to Alex’s plate, I take note that he’s barely eaten two bites of his veal scaloppine.

      After a bit of awkward silence, Helen asks me how work has been going. I don’t know if I have the heart to tell her I’m sick. It would crush her, but his parents need to know. They’ve been excellent parental influences since I met their wonderful son. I take another bite, affording an extra minute of chewing so I can engineer a decent response. I catch Alex’s disquieting stare into his food as I swallow. His face appears to be held captive by agony. I’m a cop after all. If anyone knows how to read a person, it’s me.

      He takes a large sip from his wine glass before saving me from the torture. Like he’s some superhero swooping in to rescue me from a momentary distress. His parents seem astounded, both reacting in their own unique way. But my stomach insists that I finish these last couple bites from my plate, like I’ve been starving it for an entire week. And in another moment, Alex relieves himself from the stillness of this uneasy moment to use the bathroom.

      Arthur tosses back the rest of his red wine, smacking his lips as he sets the glass back down. He offers his deepest regards. “Son, if you need anything from us,” he says. “And I mean anything at all,” he adds, blowing a sour gust of wine drenched breath in my direction. “You’d better bloody call me.”

      Judging by the painful look in my Saucepot’s eyes a few minutes ago, I can make an educated guess that he ran to the bathroom to cry. I wouldn’t judge him for it, because he’s assuming a lot of extra responsibility. His unnecessary load makes me feel terrible. But if there’s another fact about Alex I’ve adjusted to since knowing him, it’s that he sometimes takes a while in the bathroom on occasion. So I’m honestly not sure. What I am certain of is I’m probably gonna fall into a slumber right in front of Arthur and Helen like someone with narcolepsy.
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        * * *

      

      It’s well past ten at night. We’ve been home for about an hour and I’m already hovering a toilet in one of our downstairs bathrooms. My stomach retches infinitely with bursts of a reddish-orange mess ejecting into the bowl, all the while chiding me for consuming that fucking tomato sauce. If my head lowers any farther, my hair would be an absolute disgusting mess. Another hurl causes the foulest, sour taste at the back of my throat. My eyes throb so intensely, that they match the same level of pain which trounces the forepart of my skull.

      “Aaaaggghhhh,” I moan loudly, absolutely consumed with defeat by this point.

      I’ve not thrown up this violently since the time I caught swine flu over ten years ago. Nothing else within grasp, I use my bare wrist to wipe away the tomatoey remnants of sour vomit from around my lips, attempting to stand in the process. The room spins in several rotations as I push myself away from the toilet bowl.

      Steam from the temperate water at the sink billows up into my face, as I hunch over staring into a sort of desolation cloaking the whites of my eyes. This is only the first day of chemo, and the demons within me are casting aspersions, dark shadow’s already convincing me that I’m not strong enough to survive the fight.

      In an instant, my back turns to the wall, as a wave of ambiguity wallows just beneath my skin. More tears pour down my face while my spine feels the spackled shapes in our drywall on its trip down to the dark tiled floor. I press my palms into both eyes, as my lips contort to what might look like the ugliest cry on this planet. Enough snot has already built up, it would fill a bucket. Both shoulders spike with the movement of my relentless sobs. No sooner do the audible bustles stop, when I hear Alex on the other side of the door.

      “Baby, is everything all right?”

      I’m so lost in my own emotions. I don’t want him to see me like this. I must maintain my strength. There’s no way I can let him see me already consumed with defeat this early in the fight. My boxing gloves must remain primed at least fucking well into the tenth round before throwing in the towel.

      “Fine—” I reply with the fakest assurance possible. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      Of course, he probably can’t hear me over the sound of the faucet on full blast. Not my original intention when half the continent is enduring a major drought. But thanks to the universe for looking out anyhow. In another second, the door swings open and all I can see through my haze is a frozen distraught air on his poor mug. He scans the bathroom with a silent but distinct gasp.

      “Already?” Alex mentions with a palm at the side of his head.

      I wipe my eyes as clear as possible, glancing up at him. “I didn’t imagine I’d need them this soon,” I admit. “But I need the Zofran.”

      In response to my pleas for help, the empty gaze freezing his frightened aspect screams of total remorse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      A harsh shout absconds my disgraced lips. “God fucking damn it!”

      “Schmoo,” I say, stepping close to him wrought against the wall. All the while noticing a splash of obvious tomato stained vomit on his antiquated police academy shirt. “That’s the one thing I forgot today,” I admit shamefully.

      Miles opens his mouth to speak, but I pipe back up before he can say another word. “But I’ll go down there right now and get your prescriptions.”

      I can feel his disappointment in me. It eats away at my fucking core like a worm inside an apple. Paining me in the process, to see that he’s already in this much discomfort. I thought we’d have a couple of days before he started feeling miserable. Most of the cancer forums I’ve raked through have alluded to many patients experiencing a delayed reaction to the Cytoxan. But as I dart my eyes around the room, it’s abundantly clear to me that my husband isn’t one of those lucky souls.

      I reach out for a towel from its ring on the wall, wetting it under the rushing hot water which roars into the drain like the bottom of a whirlpool. Followed by wiping every morsel of upchuck from Miles’ arms and face. The poor baby’s an icky mess.

      He catches my gaze while I help him up off the floor. As if his limp body doesn’t say it already, those drooping eyes confirm my empathic suspicion. The treatment has already hit him like a ton of bricks.

      “Easy does it,” I instruct through gritted teeth, lifting his arm around my neck. “Let’s get you a fresh set of clothes, alrighty?”

      His malaise instills even more fear that he’s entirely upset with me for I’ve forgotten his medications at the pharmacy today. I fucking knew I was missing something, and this makes me feel like an absolute failure of a husband. And this is only the first mile of what’s sure to be a long, rutted highway ahead of us. The poor guy, his legs ascend our straightened stairwell with a certain struggle. I thought this one would have been easier than the spiral staircase in our living room, but now I can’t be sure. It’s moments like this which make me question every flashy choice in this goddamn penthouse.

      We reach our destination after the enduring struggle of his staggering to our room. Why can’t I be as strong as him? I’d have just carried him in my arms like he would me. I sit Miles on his side of the bed before rushing into the dressing room, retrieving the first t-shirt in the second drawer of his dresser. Whatever, so long as it’s fresh and clean. Back out at the bed, I lift his fouled shirt up over his head. In another motion, he extends his weakened arms up towards me to push them into the sleeves.

      “There we go, baby,” I murmur, fluffing his pillows at the head of the bed. “Just lie here for a few minutes and watch some TV while I hurry down to Hudson Pharmacy,” I add, helping prop him up against the headboard with the clicker in his icy palm.

      “I’m sorry,” he mutters softly.

      “Don’t you dare fuckin’ apologize,” I retort, pulling up the covers just above his waist. “I’m the one who’s sorry,” I admit. “I shouldn’t have spaced getting your meds.”

      I hurry to the doorway, glancing over my shoulder to see him aiming the TV remote in the air. “Ten minutes or less,” my harried voice reverberates throughout the entire room. “Fifteen tops.”

      As soon as I reach the base of the spiral staircase, another thought occurs to me. I answer my instinct straight away, grabbing his phone which rests on the coffee table in front of our downstairs television showing an episode of Love It or List It. Without wasting any more time, I find myself treading back to our bed, leaving his phone on the nightstand. Just in case anything happens in the few brief minutes while I’m gone. He blows an air kiss in my direction on my second exit through the door frame.

      The wheels of our Porsche Cayenne squeal loudly from the parking garage, as I peel out onto Vesey Street to Washington. Thank God the pharmacy we use is open all night. We’re in generally good health, so we’ve never needed to rely on the extended operating hours. But now, I’m sure I’ll have become a frequent flier in the midnight hours by day sixty-seven. Beyonce’s talent swims throughout the car, bellowing “Halo” at an abnormally loud decibel. Anything to keep my exhaustion at bay while I rip down Beach Street towards West Broadway.

      I park haphazardly against the curb in front of the drugstore, which appears to be a ghost town this time of night. In a flash, I find myself hurrying back to the counter only to see the pharmacist lowering a security gate, positioning a sign.

      
        
        Will Return at 1:00 AM.

      

      

      The time on my smartwatch jeers at the fragility of my patience. An entire fucking hour from now?

      “Hey, Sir,” I call out. “Can you help me before taking your lunch?”

      The man turns around with a glowering stare, piercing the veil of my desperation. As if to say, ‘how dare you require my help before I stuff my wrinkled face for the next goddamn hour.’ At least he appears to be older than I am. Poor fucker must need to work right up until death picks his name out of the proverbial hat. His thick, gristly Russian accent matches every vibe I pick up from him.

      “I return to counter after hour—yeah?”

      A long, exasperated sigh bolts from my lungs. “I don’t have an hour to wait, mister,” I plead. “My husband is sick, and we need his Zofran now.”

      His insensitivity is sickening. I wonder if the tables were turned, how he’d feel in my shoes? He saunters back behind a shelf of drugs while a tinge of fury boils to the surface of my flesh. I slam a palm down against the counter, my resounding voice rattling off an impetuous demand.

      “YEAH IF YOUR SPOUSE WAS DYING OF CANCER, I’D TREAT YOU THE SAME WAY! JUST GIVE ME HIS MEDS, GOD DAMN IT!”

      Goddamn, Alex. “Terms of Endearment” much? Perhaps that was a bit rash. But it seems to have worked. The man re-emerges from the dark void with a completely rehabilitated attitude.

      “Sorry,” he says. “I help you now.”

      An entire world of relief washes me over while the pulse in my forehead lessens. I guess sometimes a guy’s just got to yell it out for people to hear his cry for help. He lifts the gate to a level no higher than our heads as my eyes take note of his name tag.

      Viktor’s resolved demeanor offers me comfort while he ransacks through the waiting bin for Miles’ prescription. After a moment, he turns around with a raised eyebrow.

      “Two prescriptions for Mr. Langford—yes?”

      I nod. “Sounds right,” I agree. “I’m sorry, Viktor, for yelling,” I add, scratching a brow. “It’s been an awful day—” I stammer. “Or a terrible month, rather.”

      He shrugs. “I am also sorry,” he offers. “Cancer is tough like ox,” he adds, scanning a barcode on the white paper bag into his register. “This I know well.”

      I pass my credit card, detecting a sentiment of loneliness inside his gut. “Yeah?” I reply in acknowledgment. “You’ve been through it?”

      Viktor swipes the card on his side of the terminal before stapling a receipt to the prescription bag. “My wife, yes,” he replies with a sullen look. “She came ill in Novosibirsk, so we come to land of free and home of brave for better medical care,” he adds, handing me my card and Miles’ drugs. “But she dies five months after and rips my heart like page in book.”

      “Jesus,” I reply with a frown. “I am so sorry,” I add, all the while regretting my entirely inappropriate behavior moments ago.

      Viktor flashes a stern look with a clenched fist. “You boys destroy ox with all you got—yeah?”

      “We’re gonna try, Vik,” I reply, turning around to leave. “We’re gonna try.”

      Back in the car, I’m cruising down West Broadway at ten over the speed limit. The nervous sensation in my belly only grows stronger the closer I get to the intersection at Park Place, when I notice red and blue lights dancing from my rearview mirror. You’re fucking kidding me! I waste no time pulling off to the curb in the far-right lane, rolling down my window in the process. A slender male officer walks up the driver’s side as his female partner shines her Maglite through the passenger window, flashing it around the car.

      “You’re a bit heavy footed tonight,” he alleges. “You do know it’s only twenty-five through here, right?”

      My head wavers with every guilty bone in my aching neck. “I know, my husband is a Captain up at the Midtown precinct,” I respond. “He’s very sick and I’m rushing back home with his medications,” I add earnestly.

      He raises his chin with curious, narrowed eyes. “Who’s your husband?”

      “Langford,” I reply. “Miles J. Langford.”

      “Oh no shit?” He returns with a concerned tone. “He was with Commissioner Linden when I graduated from the academy,” he adds with a brief smile, as if they’re good friends. “What’s wrong with ole’ Cap?”

      “Prostate cancer,” I reply grimly, feeling the sting of admitting it out loud for the second time tonight.

      An empathetic air washes his visage. “Aww fuck, man,” he says. “And how far away is home?”

      “Just around the corner on Vesey,” I respond, pointing a finger up ahead.

      The young officer taps his palm on my left shoulder. “You get home safely and tell him Officer Anthony says to get better soon, alright?”

      “Will do,” I reply, only grateful he’s not giving me a ticket.

      Officer Anthony rests both hands on his utility belt. “But be sure to go slower through here next time, okay?”

      Both officers wave me off as I cross through the green light. All the while blowing a sigh of relief as I round the corner adjacent to our parking garage. Sometimes it’s a blessing being married to a cop. I don’t have to play the ‘my husband’s a cop’ card too often, but tonight it sure saved my bacon. My anxiety intensifies while the elevator lifts to the thirty-first floor, razing my insides with the reminder that Miles probably needed me twenty minutes ago.

      The door slams shut behind me as I shout at the top of my lungs. “I’m home, Schmoo,” I yell on my trip up the spiral staircase.

      Miles is nowhere to be seen when I step into the bedroom. But a split-second later validates my worry when I hear violent retching sounds escaping from the master bath. I offload the prescription bag to the counter, pacing across the darkened slate tile. As I lower to my haunches, his hair weaves through my fingers much like a palm amidst a patch of stiff grass. I don’t even need my extra sensory gifts to imagine how painful his stomach muscles must feel right now.

      In a moment, Miles comes up for air, twisting his head back in my direction. A splintered hope in that gaze fires an arrow deep within me as he uses a wrist to muck the vomit from around his mouth.

      “Oh baby,” I console him, reeling his head straight into my chest. “Come here, it’s okay,” I add. “I know⁠—”

      A bit more time elapses, assuring me that his wave of nausea might have subsided. I rise back to my feet as Miles plants his bottom on the tile, scooting over to lean against the wall. The curl of my finger rubs at the fatigue stealing my energy, affording me some clarity to focus on the instructions of his antiemetic.

      ONDANSETRON 8MG

      Dissolve one tablet under the tongue every twelve hours as needed for nausea and vomiting.

      “Here Schmoo,” I say, stepping over to the wall. “Lift up your tongue, baby.”

      Miles lets out a derided huff, pilfering the tablet from my fingers. “I can do it myself, God damn it,” he grunts as he places it as instructed. “I’m not a dog you know.”

      This is the second time he’s been cross with me today. I can only imagine it’s a result of the extra exhaustion. His succinct indignation cuts into my skin hurts like a bitch. And I can’t say I blame him. But I must bring this up when I go back to the support group for spouses of cancer. Surely, I’m not the only one this has happened to.
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        * * *

      

      The Alexa device on our bathroom counter displays one in the morning. Miles is leaned up into my chest as we lounge in a relaxing hot bath. Our jetted tub emits bursts of air every few moments, allowing our minds to melt with the peaceful rhythm. My nineties love songs playlist flourish at a hushed volume. And our lights are dimmed to a level just bright enough that I can see Miles tapping his finger to the cadence of “Save the Best for Last” by Vanessa Williams.

      Phoebe has Boo Radley for the next few days, allowing me to breathe in a sigh of relief. It’s only while we get my Schmoo adjusted to his treatment schedule. So this tranquil moment can persist without a worry of taking him down to Wagz every couple of hours to conduct his business. I rub Miles’ chest under the glow of a nearly full moon shining through the window above the tub. Meanwhile, ripples of water from the movement soothe our hassled minds.

      His medication seems to have settled his nausea for the most part. Even if I can still feel his tummy knotted like a loose pretzel. At least he’s able to keep down the few saltines I’ve been feeding him.

      “I’ve been thinking about Tuscany lately,” I mention, digging my fingers into the corners of his stiff neck.

      He lets out a sigh. “That sounds nice.”

      “There’s so many places we’ve yet to go bef—” I start to moan about everywhere we still need to travel before he dies. But my conscience prevails, faltering every word thereafter.

      It would be unfair to admit defeat on the first fucking night. Do better, Alex. Just fucking do better than that. My head shakes indignantly as a result of the internal reprimand.

      “I mean,” I quickly follow up. “We’d benefit from taking a trip once you’re adjusted to the treatment schedule.”

      Miles reaches up to grab my hand. “No honey, you’re absolutely right,” he drones. “I might die,” he adds with a tiny crack in his muted voice. “And I might survive.”

      My left thumb caresses his left nipple, while a solitary tear rolls down my cheek at the mere mention of him saying the ‘d word’ so nonchalantly. I’m about to respond, but he speaks over me.

      “There’s no reason we can’t visit those places anyway,” he declares.

      I breathe into the nape of his neck. “Yeah, but I want you to enjoy our trips.”

      Miles inhales a large breath of air, exhaling slowly. “I refuse to let this dictate our lives, Al.”

      Can’t we just change the fucking subject for Christ’s sake? “Officer Anthony from the first precinct sends you his best wishes,” I mutter into his right ear, followed by a gentle kiss on his head.

      “Mmmmmm?” He moans softly. “Where’d you see him?”

      “Well, I was speeding down West Broadway to get home from the pharmacy, and he pulled me over,” I admit.

      “Please don’t drive recklessly, lover,” he groans. “We can’t afford anything happening to you too.”

      A moment passes by as I get lost in thought. Especially should anything happen to the both of us. And after a few minutes of utter silence, I creep my head around to see Miles’ eyes are shut peacefully. His grip on my right hand has loosened as well. This is it. The moment has arrived where the dynamic of our relationship makes a complete one-eighty. For the first time in thirty-three years of being together, the tough guy baton is being passed to me. And I must accept it with veracity for both our sakes.

      My lips plant another kiss at the crown of his head as I lean back into the tub, weaving my fingers through his dense hair. The bitter pill of reality isn’t gonna go down without a good fight, that’s for sure. I close my eyes to give the exhaustion some reprieve, my breaths mirroring the same pace of his. Am I strong enough for the both of us? I can barely hold my shit together long enough to spend a night at dinner with my folks. How will I hold onto our seats, for what could be the most turbulent transatlantic flight of our lives?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      A subtle alarm steals me from my dream, instinctively reaching over to silence the noise. The pleasant finger work of Mozart’s Piano Sonata No. 16 isn’t without its charm, as the automatic shades across from the room rise slowly. Al programmed a special wake-up routine through the Alexa App. So now, when we wake each morning, it’s done with a sense of calm. My Saucepot is nothing if not considerate.

      I scoot myself off towards the edge of the bed, letting a yawn escape in the process. I didn’t sleep terribly last night. Actually, it might have been just one of the easier ones that I’ve experienced since starting treatment about three weeks ago.

      Being the deep sleeper he’s always been, Alex has yet to wake. This husband of mine has assumed responsibility for everything in our marriage and the household. Including Boo Radley’s care whenever Phoebe’s off duty. So there’s no way in hell that I want to wake the man whose plate is practically heaping more than my own. I only have cancer. I’ll let the gentle giant finish catching his beauty sleep while I spend a few minutes of solitude gearing up for the day. More chemo on the agenda. Blegh.

      On my schlep into the bathroom, I stop at a special station which Alex installed close to my side of the bed, complete with a mini fridge and snack bar. He’s really thought of everything to make me comfortable. So now, if I don’t feel like going all the way downstairs, the things I want are always within reach.

      A bottle of Voss water nestles my palm as I step into the bathroom, the cool tile floor meeting both soles. I twist off the cap, taking a generous sip. Staying hydrated has truly helped me feel at the top of my game. Among other things in the fridge, my lover keeps a good stock of apple juice, individually wrapped cheddar and mozzarella cheeses, and per Mark’s suggestion, chilled cans of Dr. Pepper. Since I have a cool bottle of water to take my pills, I reach for one of them and a multivitamin. It took less than a month for our medicine cabinet to become so congested with meds that it deserves its own episode of Hoarders.

      I quietly pace over to the walk-in shower, preparing it with warm water while I scrub my toothbrush in every which way. After a brief spit into the sink, a gentle mouthwash sloshes my mouth, its minty aftertaste joining me through the glass partition of our walk-in.  The tepid stream beats down into my sore muscles. Well overall, my body hurts like a fucking bitch.

      These showers have been a Godsend for me lately, since I avoid taking my oxycodone at all costs. Quite honestly, it just makes the nausea five times worse. And if I must take one, forget whatever plans I had lined up that day. These painkillers summon the sandman faster than Rosie O’Donnell to a Koosh ball factory.

      Speaking of pain, the slightest raise of my arm to retrieve shampoo forces a loud wince from my lips. I dispense a quarter-sized drop, rubbing it between both palms. A trail of suds glides down towards the drain as it lathers in my dense tresses. What the fuck? This morning, however, it seems that the inexorable side effect of my treatment is now upon us.

      Clumps of my grey-brown hair have detached from my scalp almost like dozens of tiny twigs snapping from a tree. This isn’t surprising. It was only a matter of time. Alex will endure more of a shock than I have. Quite conversely, I’m certainly past the hump for anything else to come flying at us with any real element of surprise.

      Back at the sink, I stand in front of the mirror as a black towel fits snug around my waist. I lean closer to the echo staring back at me, surveying the detrimental real estate which chemo’s effects have caused. My eyes have been bloodshot for damn near two straight weeks. And whatever portions which were originally a healthy white, are now clouding over like an impending thunderstorm reigning over Manhattan. Dark circles form underneath them, meanwhile, my visage seems to be slowly transforming into some sort of desert terrain as each week progresses.

      My Saucepot’s fatigued aspect appears behind my reflection in the mirror, rubbing his eyes with the tips of his digits. He wraps his arm around my chest, causing me to wince silently because the littlest bit of extra weight brings quite the heavy burden for my pained spine. I don’t have the heart to tell him that he’s hurting me, so I’ve been biting the bullet as best I possibly can the last couple of weeks.

      “Morning baby,” he whispers into my ear, but hasn’t looked straight ahead as of yet.

      I grab his right hand with mine, squeezing it tight. “You may wanna take a good look,” I assert softly. “It’ll be the last time you see this for a while.”

      Alex glances at my sickly appearance in the mirror, immediately noticing the patches of missing hair. “Oh Schmoo,” he gasps, combing his hand over my scalp from back to front as if in disbelief. “Already?”

      I turn around so I can look him square in the eye. A single tear falls from mine, catching me completely off guard since I haven’t cried in a few days. I thought I was past all the emotional horseshit.

      “This has to be the last big cancer revelation,” I express, searching for his agreement to placate my uncertainty. “Right?”

      His mouth forms a grimace. “I’m sure it is,” he replies. “You’ve been through fuckin’ enough already, baby,” he adds, brushing my tears away with the backs of his fingers.

      Alex shuffles towards the toilet to pee, meanwhile, I perform my new morning ritual of applying lotion to every square inch of my parched landscape. He uses his sink on the right side of our vanity to wash his hands, promptly returning to my side. His lips form a gentle suction on my cheek, his left hand caressing my naked backside in the process.

      “I gotta take Boo Bear downstairs,” he informs me. “But I’ll be right back, and we’ll shave the rest together,” he adds, swiping a thumb across my chin.

      Our canine companion has issues climbing both staircases, so we often find it easier to keep him downstairs in a guest bedroom on the main level. We’ve fashioned it into his very own doggie hangout. There’s a gate installed between the doorframe to keep him safely inside at night, in addition to a mounted camera integrated with our Alexa devices. No matter where Al or I are in the penthouse, we can look in on him if we ever need to. Since sound doesn’t travel too well from the upper level down to the main floor, he’ll likely remain dozed off until the squeaky hinge of his gate announces Alex’s presence.
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        * * *

      

      Violet escorts me back into the café after about an hour waiting for my pre-chemo blood test to come back. A few weeks ago, Mark brought me up to speed on some of the colloquialisms our fellow fighters use on a frequent basis. Instead of using words with scary connotations, we refer to the treatment room as if it’s a lofty coffeehouse. Speaking of the ostentatious bastard, he’s already in his chair with the new issue of Billboard Magazine. Sam Smith’s alluring mien graces the cover, poised amongst a lush rose garden. Mark peeks out from the pages at the sound of Violet’s calm voice.

      “There’s the sexy fucker,” Mark says cheekily. “I started second guessing if you were coming today or not.”

      I form a semi-smile, taking a seat in the black leather Barcalounger to his left. He doesn’t yet know that Alex dug out the electric clippers this morning since I’m wearing my thin blue line baseball hat. Violet steps around to the side of my chair, tethering my port to the juice in the process. I place my tote on the floor next to me, full of goods which will last us way longer than our four hour sentence today.

      “Hey, I brought my Uno deck today,” he says. “I didn’t feel like Gin Rummy this time.”

      I shrug with a tilted head. “That’ll be fine,” I assure him. “I kick everyone’s ass at Uno, so you’d better watch out.”

      Violet shoots a helpful grin in our direction once she’s finished hooking me up to the liquid that’s definitely not coffee.

      “I suppose you boys will be up to no good playing cards again today?” She jokes underneath batted eyelashes. She knows Mark and I are gay, but a little flattery never hurt anyone.

      Mark turns up his nose. “It’s as if you just get me, Vi,” he retorts while she motions for me to briefly stand so she can push my lounger closer to Mark.

      Once Violet leaves us to shoot the shit, I reach down into my tote bag to retrieve the Schmoopy blanket. In addition to a Tupperware container of fresh baked goods straight from our kitchen, now aptly renamed Alex’s Pastry Heaven. I wave the container under his nostrils, letting him inhale a sizable whiff of my husband’s culinary brilliance. Of course, there’s a high concentration of THC in them. Alex has skedaddled across the bridge to Secaucus twice now. Not only for my own comfort, but for every forlorn soul stuck in this consecrated café.

      Mark’s eyes roll straight to the back of his skull. “He fuckin’ didn’t!” Mark exclaims, an approving shade warming his face.

      I nod. “He fuckin’ did,” I reply with a grin. “Red velvet muffins with frosted cream cheese filling,” I add. “And because Alex is so extra, those are indeed flecks of edible gold.”

      He’s waiting for the punchline. “And⁠—?”

      “And approximately thirty milligrams each,” I pledge.

      Mark raises his hand to garner everyone’s undivided attention. “Ayo, youse guys,” he says, contending with a frog in his throat. “Miles’ hubby here has mastered the fine art of baking pastries for us unlucky bastards.”

      I pass the Tupperware to Nancy on my left with mammary adenocarcinoma, who shrivels her nose at the opportunity to be whisked into another dimension today. She offloads it onto Cliff, a seventy-year-old World War II vet with hepatocellular carcinoma. He graciously scoops one from the bin with a snicker.

      Cliff nods. “Thanks, pal,” he offers, handing the dish to Pattie who’s fighting pancreatic cancer for a second time.

      Her cheerful disposition lights up the room. “Thank you, Miles,” she beams, passing along the Tupperware.

      Mark points his finger in her direction. “Hey Pattie, you’re practically a ‘treetotaler’ over there so easy does it, mmkay?”

      There’s no better feeling than helping others. Since I can’t work right now, I’ve resorted to other means of public service. And if that means preserving the tummies and appetites of the many scourged civilians from Harlem to Tribeca, then I’ll do it with every honor. Besides, marijuana concentrates are expensive as fuck. Alex and I can afford to provide others with this extra form of medicated relief without causing our ledger to turn a red hue.

      A few moments of lively chatter has left everyone minding their own business. Mark and I remain face-to-face, hiding our quickly channeled vision behind each other’s hand of Uno cards. I reach down into my bag for a bottle of green goddess juice which Al blended fresh this morning prior to leaving.

      “So,” Mark says, drawing an extra card from the deck. “What gives with the lid?” He asks circumspectly.

      I grab the bill of my hat, displaying my thickly embroidered police number on the front. “It finally happened,” I admit with a grimace, revealing the sheen which polishes off my ‘poor sick bastard’ appearance.

      He clicks his tongue. “I figured that’s why you came trotting in here with a hat on.”

      My head wavers, feeling the twinge of every pained muscle in both shoulders. “It hit me differently this morning,” I admit. “I was in the shower and noticed globs of hair in my fingers,” I add, reattaching the lid to my juice bottle after dropping a red five. “I wasn’t really shocked though, I guess?”

      Mark nods his head as if he knows what I’m going to say next. He immediately places his second to last card on top of mine. “Uno–motherfucker.”

      I lay a green seven over the red card he played, displaying my vulnerability. “But seeing the surprised look on Alex’s face made me shed a few tears.”

      He cackles victoriously as he plays his remaining card. “Then I guess you and I will go shopping after we’re released from captivity.”
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        * * *

      

      After our stint in the café, Mark and I texted our husbands to tell them we were going to venture out into the city by ourselves today. He finished just shy of an hour before I did, so he waited around for my last drop of Cytoxan to scour. And when we left, it was McDonald’s or bust for the both of us. ‘The munchies’ is a whole experience in and of itself.

      But I’m quickly coming to a stark realization. My strength keeps up better if I can keep food in me, where the magic of marijuana truly comes into play. Sure, it makes a person feel like they’re floating on a cloud. But the benefits stretch far beyond heightened spirits for those of us afflicted by this disease.

      “So tell me,” I say to Mark, sitting opposite him in a corner booth of McDonald’s at Chambers and Greenwich. “When did you meet your husband?”

      He finishes chewing his pinch of french fries, followed by a large slurp of Dr. Pepper. “Kato and I met in 1997,” he says, raising his Big Mac from the tray with both hands. “I’d just been promoted as the youngest Philadelphia County ADA, so my work friends took me down to Australia to celebrate the victory.”

      My head tilts enthusiastically. It doesn’t surprise me that he was a prosecutor first. “That makes sense,” I reply. “Kato,” I add with a wink. “That’s such a unique name.”

      “What about you?” Mark asks. “Where’d you meet Alex?” He adds, attempting to stuff his giant burger between both ample jaws.

      I take a generous gulp of my pop, letting the bubbles tickle my throat on the way down. “I’d just started my job as a host in this quaint little French bistro that used to be by the old B. Altman’s store in Midtown,” I reply, dropping both wrists to the table which holds a double Quarter Pounder. “As a matter of fact, we’d have never met had he not spilled syrup on me that day.”

      Mark’s eyes light up with surprise as he chews, wiping his chin free of grease with a napkin. “That’s quite a way to meet.”

      We decide where we’d like to shop as I finish every last crumb of my burger. Fuck. I could go for a second one, really. I rise from the table, stretching my arms as wide as they’ll go without causing too much pain. Honestly, the pot is almost better than my Percs. I’m pretty tired and could use a nap. But it all depends on what Mark’s up for. He’s insistent upon finding a wig so I can hold onto some semblance of my dignity as a gay man.

      “Have you been to the Westfield Mall, just around the corner from my place?” I ask curiously while he pushes himself up out of the booth.

      Mark shakes his head. “Honestly, no,” he admits. “I’m surprised youse guys even live where you do—” he adds, pausing briefly. “—You know—ya know?”

      “Oh yeah, I know,” I affirm. “I’m mostly at peace with it now,” I assure him. “There’s a moment here and there when my memory flashes back to that day,” I add, hoisting my tote bag over my shoulder in the process. “But I’ve had some great therapy to work through the trauma.”

      “Fuck man,” Mark replies. “I don’t know how you do it,” he adds, pressing into the table to gain stability after what appears to be a dizzy spell. It’s probably the pot muffins. Alex outdid himself with the leaf extract this time.

      “Are you sure you’re good to walk down the block?” I ask concerned. “An Uber might be easier.”

      He flails his wrist. “I’m fine,” he assures me, though I can tell he certainly isn’t. “Just sorta fucked up from that muffin maybe.”

      We step out to the sidewalk, beginning the quick jaunt South to drop off our belongings. “Well, I have some sativa to give us a bit of an energy boost before we go shopping.”

      Mark’s visage animates at the very notion of getting baked again. “I never imagined I’d get so excited to hear someone say those words until cancer fucked me in the ass,” he admits as we cut through the crosswalk. “Twist my arm, why don’t ya?”

      Back at home, no sooner does my key slide into the lock’s chamber, when it opens wide before the two of us. Phoebe stands on the other side of the threshold with a high strung Boo Radley, instantly curious to give Mark a good sniff. We file through to the great room as I point to him over my shoulder.

      “Phoebe,” I announce. “This is Mark Bartlett, my chum from the café,” I add, catching his exuberant gaze. “Mark, this is our good friend Phoebe,” I gesture in her direction. “Her wife Becky is an attorney who specializes in family law.”

      She smiles with a genial wave, meanwhile, Boo Radley continues investigating the new human presence. “Hi, Mark.”

      “Well, aren’t we all a matched bunch,” he jokes, at his haunches introducing himself to the happy Scottie. “My husband’s a New York prosecutor, I’m a judge, your wife’s a family attorney, and Miles here—” he adds with a pause. “Well, this handsome devil fights crime.”

      Phoebe laughs. “We make a great pairing for sure,” she admits, tapping her knee. “Come on, Boo Bear, we’d better get you downstairs before you make another mess.”

      Soon after Pheebs left, I escorted Mark up to our balcony with a magnificent ninety-degree display of the city. He admires our view of the Hudson off to the left, stepping over to the half brick wall with a nearly unobstructed prospect of Rockefeller Park in the distance. I pace back inside to the master suite for my stash and a couple Dr. Pepper’s. We’ll sit outside, taking in the fresh air while toking on some Lavender Haze before a shopping trip. It’s quite nice having a friend to keep me company today, since Alex is preoccupied at the theater. Besides my Saucepot, camaraderie has been in short supply as of late.

      On my trail back out to the balcony, I see Mark has already planted his ass comfortably in a cushioned metal chaise. “Are ya seriously telling me that it doesn’t get depressing, living across the fuckin’ street from the one place that’s caused our continent so many nightmares?”

      I take the other seat to his right, passing him my dab pen. “You know how to use that?” I ask him.

      He shrugs. “Sure, it’s just like puffing on a fatty, right?”

      You’re so wrong there, my friend. He’s about to quickly learn what I did a couple of weeks ago. “Noooooo, this is shatter,” I chuckle. “Press the button for a couple of seconds while inhaling, then release your thumb prior to exhaling,” I instruct him.

      In a split-second, he does just as I said. Except a stifled breath thwarts him, offering a vicious plumage of smoke to linger in his throat. “Fuck me, guy,” he counters. “This isn’t at all like regular flower,” he adds, exchanging the dab pen for a cold pop.

      We spend several minutes—which seem like hours—admiring the tranquility that accompanies the high life. Literally and figuratively speaking. Our conversation is alight with all sorts of subject matter which we haven’t previously discussed. It’s so nice that I’ve found a friend to fill the aching hole Grayson and Julian’s eternal absence has inflicted on me. The gentle winds of an August breeze stimulate my tired face, tingling each withered pore. After much laughter, Mark turns his head to interrupt my existentially debauched contemplation.

      “Miles,” he says acutely. “Have ya started getting the feeling yet that we’re in this big fight,” he adds with conviction, pausing for his final sip of Dr. Pepper. “And in four more months, or maybe eight, it’ll have been all for nothing?”

      That question couldn’t have come at a more appropriate time. I might be higher than the stratosphere right now, but his simple reminder of the pent-up dread that I’ve been grappling, snaps me back to reality. In fact, I have been pondering this as of late. I’ve been afraid of talking too much about it with Alex. Mostly because he’s trying so hard to be Mr. Fix It or some iconic eighties superhero. Holding strong for my husband is no easy task. Not when he’s assuming that responsibility for the both of us.

      Even on the best of days, my energy still leaves me feeling like a cellphone at three percent of battery life. Having a friend like Mark is helpful. I can confide in him in ways that I cannot with Alex.

      I let out a large sigh. “Fuckin-a I have, Mark,” I admit frankly. “I can never have this full conversation with Al,” I add. “It completely destroys him.”

      Mark’s quivering hand reaches over towards my left knee. “Kato too,” he responds. “But I worry every day what will happen with him if—” he adds, pausing for a deep breath. “Or when I leave him behind,” he adds, ushering a hard, loud gulp down his throat with widened eyes.

      That sentiment couldn’t resonate with me any more. I fear that Alex’s life would spiral into chaos if I die. When—I die? He doesn’t have the fortitude of a cop. I’d be decimated if something happened to my Saucepot. But I’d find a way through the muck and mire somehow. My assurance that Al could do the same by his lonesome, is limited at best.

      “Mark,” I say, gripping his hand with mine. “What if we were to introduce Kato and Alex to each other,” I add, another wave of emotion lurching from the depths of my frighted essence. “In case we don’t for some reason make it, our husbands would have the other to rely on?”

      Mark clears the tears forming in his eyes. “Ya know kid,” he answers. “That would give me way more comfort than I have right now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s still fairly early in the morning. Enough time remains that Miles and I have a few minutes to carefully tick yet another box on the cancer patient checklist. On the outside, he looks calm and collected. But that’s been his usual muted air the last week in particular. He sits on the toilet in front of me, as I grasp a pair of electric clippers. But on the inside, I can feel he’s far more unsettled. What a champ. He doesn’t have to be, though. That’s my job now.

      Clumps of hair fall to the dark tile with each swipe of the motorized blades, front to back. Then again and again, only seemingly paining me more and more with each glide. Definitely not easier. This is but merely the cherry on top of an amassing shit sundae. Besides Miles’ personality, that brownish-grey landscape was his best feature for Christ’s sake. And now my gut fear is we won’t be graced with its return. But there’s absolutely no way I can ever tell him that. He lets out an exhausted sigh once he sees my lips form the awkward position they do, inaudibly signaling that I think I’ve gotten it all.

      “That should just about do it, Schmoopy,” I say, convinced that the drudgery of this task is nearly behind us.

      I help him rise to his feet before hobbling over to the vanity for our grand reveal. He rubs a palm all over his head as if it’s a magic lamp. Like one more rotation and a genie will come popping out of his ears, granting us three wishes. Fuck this is hard. If given, my choices wouldn’t be all too difficult. First being a change to the trajectory of the last twenty-two years.

      Second to that would be us choosing to live in some small town in Washington state, with the absolute cleanest air imaginable. Lastly, I’d possibly wish for me to have never possessed my time traveling abilities. It eats me alive that I can’t just step back and in two seconds, things are changed for the better. Fuck. If only.

      Miles turns around, his lips colliding with mine, all the while a lingering uncertainty penetrates my heart. That arid tongue matches both his lips, being their usual withered river beds in the deep confines of Death Valley, California. It’s been only one thing among several others, very subtle differences from before our journey began. They’re small in comparison, but every minor challenge adds up to the weathered elements of our lives. I caress his cheek as we stand here enjoying the silent exchange of our affection. Something we try to do often, especially since it’s been months since we’ve had sex.

      “It’ll come back, Saucepot,” he assures me softly.

      I draw my head back a few inches, providing him with a resolute reply. No matter how latent my uncertainty is. “You’re damn right, Schmoo,” I offer, my thumb smearing his cheek from the corner of his mouth.

      After we’ve dressed for the day, I find myself running around the kitchen like the mad chicken that I’ve been lately. The blender drones in short intervals as I combine each ingredient for his green goddess smoothie. At least this is one thing that hasn’t changed from then and now. The kale and spinach provide Miles so much extra nutrients that his divested body needs right now more than ever before. Once I slip the glass bottle in between the blanket and a soft cooler with two Dr. Pepper’s and a bottle of water, we’re officially packed. Next challenge, reaching the car without losing my shit for the third time this morning.

      Halfway there on the FDR, my right hand stifles what’s probably the twelfth yawn since leaving home. I’m so tired, I wouldn’t mind going back to bed. Sleep is something which I’ve been personally lacking the last few weeks. Even before we started his treatments, I didn’t sleep worth a damn. Instead of resting my brain when it usually would, my new routine has been baking at zero-dark-thirty. All the while consuming innumerable bowls of Captain Crunch in front of my laptop, on the hunt for a miracle in the midst of our dusk dining room.

      There are several hundred thousand websites devoted to providing medical information. Journals, healthy living periodicals, blogs, message boards, etc. It’s in these moments every night when I keep holding onto hope. A silver goddamn lining. And in the last month of scrubbing every corner of the world wide web, I’ve yet to come upon just one site telling me what I actually want to know. Just one fucking paragraph to placate my panic, saying that late stage metastatic prostate cancer has a higher survival rate than Miles has initially been given.
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        * * *

      

      Kato sits next to me inside the church reception hall for our support group. It’s been somewhat helpful the last few weeks. Though today’s only the second time he’s been at the same session as me. He’s busy texting someone as we listen to a man speak about his wife’s struggle with breast cancer since spreading to her lymph nodes. That the doctors couldn’t catch all of it with a mastectomy, as it was too late. We’re in much of the same boat. This reality razes my conscience. A subtle yet stinging reminder that Miles’ cancer already spread from his prostate. There’s no way it could have been localized and removed. I feel his helplessness so much.

      “You wanna grab some water before leaving?” Kato asks.

      I shrug. “Yeah sure, I have a few minutes.”

      As the group session comes to a wrap, we saunter over to a long table where there are complimentary donuts and cookies provided by the church. It’s a nice touch, but I’m willing to wager that nobody’s here for the fucking refreshments. In fact, I’m only here for a small cup of water.

      “So where were you the last couple of weeks?” I ask him, but his face is still so entrenched in his phone that I doubt he can hear me.

      His head finally raises for a moment. “Sorry mate, huh?”

      “I was just curious how many of these you’ve been to, since I hadn’t seen you the last couple of weeks,” I reply, gesturing with my hands. “It seems everyone here sticks to as much of a scheduled session as possible.”

      Kato’s hammering thumbs persist, only giving me half of his attention. This was his idea in the first place. “Sorry,” he reiterates.

      Other than he’s always glued to his phone, I can’t seem to gather a good read on this guy so far. Well, so am I these days. But at least I have some common decency. Last time we met, he seemed to be a rather sophisticated, respectable guy. Today? There’s a 0% chance of becoming friends with him. These blanket apologies aren’t my style at all.

      “You must have a busy job,” I point out before another quick sip of my water.

      His eyebrow raises. “You could say that,” he snickers. “I’m the District Attorney for New York County.”

      “Yikes, that sounds stressful,” I admit. “You must get so little sleep on top of your husband being sick to boot,” I add, clicking my tongue.

      Kato polishes off his water as I’m left standing here feeling the immense awkwardness between us. Why didn’t I just say no and leave like I wanted to?

      “It is what it is I s’pose,” he replies, completely unaware of my staunch opposition to platitudes such as that. “I’m wired for it, and my husband’s a judge so we just get each other,” he adds, tilting his head. “What about you, mate?”

      “I run the Midtown community program at Rock Hudson Theater,” I reply proudly. “So I’m a bit of a carefree and easy going type,” I add. “Oh and my husband is a cop, we have an interesting dynamic.”

      Immediately after admitting that I have a carefree spirit, my stomach tensed up. A certain degree of annoyance thronged within him. So, it’s obvious lawyers must not appreciate my spontaneity. Which is odd, because Becky thinks I’m the bee’s knees.

      Kato’s eyes remain glued to his device, just as I feel mine buzzing within grasp at waist level. “Hmmm,” he mumbles.

      “So you’re used to dealing with all sorts of interesting characters,” I reply, hoping this conversation wraps soon.

      “Yes and no,” Kato responds. “I’m there to bring justice to the people of New York and I take no nonsense doing it,” he adds, crumpling his wax-paper water cup with his fist. “And I fuckin’ hate excuses,” he grimaces. “If you did the crime, you did it and there’s no grey area.”

      Definitely not gonna be friends, ‘mate!’

      “Well mate, I’ve got to run,” he admits, clicking his phone off.

      “Yeah,” I reply. “Me too.”

      We part in opposite directions once shuffling out to the church steps. And thank fuck for it. That guy gives me major anxiety. After dodging a car on Baxter, I step up to the sidewalk, unlocking my phone screen to read the message which buzzed in my palm just minutes ago. It’s from Miles.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m going shopping with a buddy from the café. I’ll take an Uber home, so you can focus on getting your own tasks done today. See you tonight. I love you, my Saucepot.

      

      

      

      

      

      A thirty-minute drive later leaves me in my corner cubby office backstage at the theater. I’m seriously waiting on the fresh coffee to finish brewing. Patience is something which has worn thin for me this last month. Brew faster, God damn it! As I wait for the Wi-Fi to finish logging me into my emails, I reminisce on the earlier events of today.

      Such an emotional milestone for us on this journey. Yet not quite the joyful occasion I’m wanting. It’s just one more reminder of how real this has become. My body’s strong urge to travel back to an earlier moment sounds enticing. But a gasp catches me by surprise as my inbox finally loads. If only one pleasant thing can come from today, let it be this.

      FROM: Kerey A. Baker, Centennial Pictures

      TO: me

      Wednesday, August 31, 2022, 1:17 PM (1 day ago)

      Dear Mr. Wilkins,

      On behalf of everyone at Centennial Pictures, I’d like to graciously welcome you to our extended family. The film adaptation to your late friends’ novel, “Broken in the Bayou” is precisely the plot we’ve been in search of for the last two years. It is with great pleasure to inform you that we’ve already sent enquiry to Seven Liberties Publishing for the purchase of the book’s film rights.

      There’s no doubt that your talent for writing stage plays will be a tremendous asset to the world of film. I’d very much like to sit down with you in person to discuss your ideas and provide some direction on the production process once we have a draft of the script. I’ll be your personal liaison for this project, from start to finish. I’ll be in touch with you over the next couple of weeks so we can get the ball rolling.

      Thank you again for your pitch. This is sure to be a hit at the box office.

      Warmest Regards,

      Kerey A. Baker

      Acquisitions & Production Liaison

      Centennial Pictures / Los Angeles, California

      This certainly makes a great start to September. Keep it up, universe. Heal my baby next, please! I am chuffed to hear back so soon from them, as it’s only been maybe a week since I sent my pitch. Granted, I have a friend in Los Angeles who works at their parent corporation, so this isn’t some wild stroke of luck. I figured writing a screenplay would be a healthy mental distraction for me in these darkest hours.

      Not that I don’t have enough on my plate here at the theater. But I decided I’d stop getting wrapped up in worry by reading all the same woeful information about Miles’ diagnosis. Now I can execute some creativity while pot laced treats bake in the oven. This will be so great. Maybe Billie from downstairs is right. I will make a great movie writer.

      At a snail’s pace, the coffee pot sputters every few minutes as if it’s about to die on me like my love. With that thought, perhaps this is a great opportunity to fly back a decade or two. Experiencing some more cheer with the man of my dreams seems appropriate, provided it’s so fleeting among our present day circumstances. Inside the theater’s small bathroom, I shut my eyes intently, clenching my fists in the process. Within a split-second, I’m dove through the vortex of darkness until I feel a small thud.
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        * * *

      

      JULY 1990

      In a flash, my eyes open to see that I’ve landed in the bathroom of our first shared apartment in NoHo. Party music can be heard thumping from out in the living room so loud, that I’m sure everyone down on Bowery is enjoying the beats. Upon my exit, I see Miles next to the buffet stand with Grayson. He’s handing our friend a cold beer as this was Miles’ twenty-first birthday celebration. Instead of the usual bar venue for such an occasion, we hosted a party here at the flat. Truth be told, Miles was the only one of legal drinking age among Gray, Julian, and me. So we figured we’d get the rebellion out of the way before he started the police academy a couple weeks later.

      I saunter over towards them by the wall of ceiling high windows, wrapping my arms around Miles. His younger shell is just as soft as it was prior to starting his cancer treatment. Those somewhat inebriated eyes twinkle with his fondness of me and his great zeal for life.

      “What are you two sorry fucks talking about, eh?” I ask, grinning from cheek to cheek. I’m honestly just happy I get to see my baby in a happier moment of our lives.

      Miles pulls me into his hip while a wet kiss lands into my lips. I can taste the bitter green apple beer flavor on his tongue, as it briefly slithers between my teeth. Grayson stands adjacent to us, beaming with an appreciative look as if he wants Julian to come join us for an orgy of smooches.

      “I was just telling our new pal here that he’d better enjoy his first brewski before I join the ranks of boys in blue,” Miles responds with a chuckle.

      “You’d better enjoy it now, kid,” I joke almost similarly to how I did when this first happened. “In a couple weeks, we’re all under the radar of the long arm of the law.”

      Gray shrugs. “Okay screw it,” he avows with an outstretched hand.

      Miles roars audaciously. “You’re an ole Yankee now brother, the phrase you meant is ‘fuck it,’ and we say it proudly and loudly!”

      Grayson stomps his foot. “Fuck it,” he corrects himself with a contorted look. “Give me a fuckin’ beer already.”

      Our party is still the huge success it was decades ago. A dozen of our friends from all over the city have finished grinding to a mix of hits from the eighties and nineties. Gray and Julian have already retired to their bedroom on the other end of the apartment, leaving me to contend with my then intoxicated boyfriend. I finish waving the last of our guests out the door, turning around to notice the flushed younger incarnation of the man I love.

      His face is saturated with sanction as he leans back into the sofa cushions. The cadent melody to “Wicked Game” by Chris Isaak flourishes from our stereo system when I lower to my knees. This tacit approval is eager for relief, begging me to yank the leather belt from his waist in a fell swoop like I’m powering a lawn mower.

      “Hurry up already,” he grunts, assisting me by shimmying from his mint green polo shirt.

      My mouth is already watering, and these pants are barely down to his feet. This is playing out almost to the very detail as it did originally. Miles extends his arms, bunching the collar of my shirt in both fists before pulling me close. Both sets of lips adjoin, our tongues slipping through the other’s mouth akin to a Chinese finger trap. I dig my palms into his rigid shoulders as I taste the remnants of tequila combined with beer on his warm breath. A split-second later has my tongue descending his exposed chest.

      He moans with delight once my mouth accepts his excited cock. “Jesus Christ, Alex.”

      My head tilts from one side to the other. Each plunge going deeper than the prior. His dick reaches the back of my throat as I pay special attention to draw deeper breaths than usual. Miles’ fingernails dig into my scalp like it’s a patch of soil being cultivated on a farm. Meanwhile, my own cock grows in excitement the more he reaches a heightened state of bliss. After another minute, he pulls my head up to his for another impassioned exchange. Shortly followed by him edging off the couch to stand, our lips never parting in the process.

      Miles guides me backwards on a trail leading to our bedroom with his hands at my waist. He kicks the door shut before pushing me back onto the top of our king-sized mattress. My baby is ablaze with a deep urge to pound my ass, hovering over me whilst yanking my shorts out from under me in a fit of fury. I can feel his hunger intensify as he elevates my legs up over his shoulders, inching me to the side of the bed.

      I roll my eyes straight back, witnessing the twinkling stars amidst a hushed twilight. “Happy fuckin’ birthday,” slips from my mouth as I feel his hungry cock teasing the perimeter of my hole.

      “You’re the only gift I’ll ever want, Alex,” he groans.

      His dick dives into me with the ferocity of each jackhammer down on Lafayette Street every morning. Miles’ eyes remain shut while he thrusts inside my hole for several minutes.

      A twinge of pain throngs up into my abs. “Nnnnggghhh,” I wail. “Shit Miles,” I add with another wince, gritting my teeth in absolute pleasure.

      My gaze locks with his in a short exchange of unspoken adulation. Even if I didn’t have the ability to feel what he does, I can read the abundant love on his face like The Times. Sweat rains down from his hairline in every which way, meanwhile shooting me an ardent wink. It’s nice being reminded that the intensity of our love has only strengthened rather than diminished as we age. Especially in our time of trial, when I constantly find myself questioning if I’m helping or hurting him.

      “Goddamn!” Miles shrieks as I feel his cock recoil from my ass. “Fuck oh God,” he fervently mutters up to the ceiling.

      His cum projects from the tip of his dick, propelling all over my carnation pink I Love NY t-shirt. The satisfaction on his face matches the fervor which dwells deep in his heart. I want to say, this time felt even heavier than the original moment decades ago. Miles’ trembling lips hover above mine briefly before I lasso my arms around his neck, pulling him closer. His toned chest rubs against the spilled seed as our bodies interlock the other, as effortlessly as Legos.

      Miles whispers into my ear. “Thank you for organizing this fun party,” he moans, teasing the base of my lobe with his tongue.

      A quick sigh precedes my hushed reply. “You can always count on me to plan a good time.”

      The moonlight shining into our bedroom glints at the corner of Miles’ fervent essence. “You are the good time, you sexy son of a bitch.”

      A few minutes of lying atop our bed leaves me realizing that Miles has reached the peak of his intoxication, where the sandman has summoned him to a consequential slumber. I use my once meager strength to roll him over onto his backside, straightening his legs up onto the mattress. Followed by nestling a pillow under his peaceful head. An adequate smile warms my face as I pace into the bathroom to return to the drudgeries of my present day. At least I was able to celebrate one of his birthdays this year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      Our lives have escalated to a finer degree of chaos just over the last week and a half. Miles has been sick as all get out. Save for last night and some of today, he’s slept the entirety of it. And it’s stressed me to no end. I fear he’s not getting better. That this is a downward spiral before the wrath of the reaper wreaks an eternal havoc on the Wilkins-Langford casa. His need for air intensifies after climbing the stairs only once. So that sure doesn’t bode well for a positive outlook at this point.

      I’m in the kitchen preparing for a dinner which my social butterfly has organized with a friend of his from the chemotherapy café. Even in the throes of illness, he’s been as social as Holly Golightly. Or he tries to, anyway. Miles overtly requested roasted duck breasts with an apricot chutney. So of course, that’s precisely what I’m preparing for four.

      Four. That’s the magic number tonight. Every bone in my body shivers at the mere thought of tonight’s dinner. At this point, I’d rather cater an entire feast for keynotes at a CPAC convention. In fact, the closer suppertime approaches, the more emotions flood through my system. The intended purpose of tonight’s festivity is not worth celebrating in my book. I only arrived at such a realization last night when it was brought to my attention, after Miles seemed to have stayed up way too late.

      As I stand here chopping ingredients for our chutney, my mind keeps drifting back to the dreadful conversation that I never want to have with him again.

      Miles sat up in bed reading on his Kindle, with his back to the headboard. Meanwhile, I laid to his left resting my eyes. The lights were off, but a liberal glow from our TV and his e-reader could’ve easily offered enough light for an operating room. I’d hoped to get some much needed sleep, but it’d become apparent to me that something was troubling my baby.

      “Saucepot,” he said in a hushed tone. “Lover, are you still awake?”

      “Yeah, Schmoo,” I responded, rubbing at my exhaustion all the while turning over to face him. “I’m still up, what’s wrong?” I ask. “What do you need?”

      He lowered the tablet to his lap before his left hand landed on my chest. “No, I don’t need anything,” he replied. “I just have some things on my mind,” he added with a crestfallen glimmer in his glossed eyes from the TV. “And I finally need to get them out.”

      Miles coughed so hard. Something he’s started doing in the previous few days. He reached over to retrieve a tissue from his nightstand before blowing his nose, which ultimately winded him so much that he gasped for a few deep breaths. It was at that moment when I felt his anxiety rise like a thermometer. Surely whatever was on his mind had been consuming him. All I could do at the moment was brace myself for impact.

      “Okay,” I replied. “What’s got you twisted up?”

      He took in another deep breath. “I don’t feel good,” he professed, but I already knew that.

      “I think I’ve noticed,” I bit back, trying to add some humor in what was sure to be an otherwise dreary talk. “Of course you don’t feel good, Captain.”

      Miles shook his head, rubbing his nose dry with the tissue. “Not like that,” he uttered. “I have a bad feeling things are—” he paused as the welled tears at his levees rushed down each cheek. “That things are headed South—and fast.”

      I raised my left hand to wipe away his emotive display. “Oh baby, I don’t think any of us knows how quickly things could turn around for the better though, either.”

      The truth is I haven’t been provided with much confidence that he will ever heal. I’m almost certain of the actual truth. That we ducked in between the ropes for the center of the ring with our fists poised high. But the fight was over long before it could even get started. I can never confide that truth in him, because I must keep his spirits lifted as best as I possibly can.

      “The dinner we’re hosting tomorrow,” Miles continued, explaining through his crackly voice. “Mark and I want you and his husband to get better acquainted,” he added with a diminished breath. “Just in case we don’t make it, we’ll both know you have each other to look after.”

      My heart froze in that solitary moment. I wanted to reply, but I was flabbergasted beyond belief. What is the appropriate response to your spouse when they admit defeat, let alone concede that they’re trying to set you up with someone else? I don’t want a replacement. I want my Miles fucking Joseph Langford to take care of. There was and is no chance in Hell that I’ll entertain such a notion.

      A fractious moan cloaked my reply. “What—what the fuck, Miles?” I snapped back. “You ARE NOT giving up this soon,” I added, my hands clutched to both of his shoulders. “Do you hear me—you’re a fuckin’ cop, baby—you will apprehend this son of a bitch and bring it to justice,” I stammered breathlessly.

      A burst of air sends shivers down my spine as I stand over the stove, combining all the ingredients into a pot so I can bring it to a boil. Once I place my dirty bowls in the sink, Miles rounds the corner from the dining room, catching his breath. He presses both hands into his forehead, meanwhile his mouth forms a scowl.

      “What’s the matter, Schmoo?” I ask, stepping around the island to kiss his forehead as if it’s going to make it all better.

      As if a simple kiss will heal him of this affliction and we all live happily-ever-fucking-after. At least it doesn’t feel like he has much of a fever. That said, his once pinkish flesh seems to have evolved into a shade matching that of someone in the Cullen Family. And those faded irises which used to drown in a sea of coffee, have nearly become surrounded by a permanent hue of crimson.

      He lets out a disturbing sigh. “I have the worst fuckin’ headache,” he replies.

      Without skipping a beat, I run upstairs to the bathroom. His medicine cabinet is where we’ve kept his prescriptions in a central location. Also because he spends eighty percent of his time in the bedroom or the library, so this way they’re within proximity. I snag his vial of oxycodone before hurrying back downstairs to the kitchen. As I descend the spiral staircase, I notice he’s hunched over on the sofa closest to the dining room, breathing heavily.

      “Hang on, Schmoopy,” I say, running to the kitchen for a bottle of water. Something he hasn’t been keeping up on the last week.

      Before making it back out of the kitchen, I catch a sight of the boiling pot of chutney in my peripheral vision. While I’m quick to turn it down on low, it doesn’t go without my right palm grazing the surface of this scalding hot mixture.

      Instinctively, I shriek at the top of my lungs. Meanwhile, his bottle of water and prescription vial slips out of grip. “SON OF A FUCKING BITCH!!!”

      I wave my hand mid-air as if shaking it will stop the agony, twisting around to the sink behind me so I can run cool water over the burn. Surely it’s gonna blister. However, the water gives it some respite. A few seconds of relief shake me back to reality, forcing me to glance down towards the bottle of Voss Water and oxycodone vial strewn about the floor in front of the stove.

      God damn it! Miles! My head shakes indignantly, annoyed at my neglect for Miles. How could I have forgotten that Miles needs me? I reach for a towel to wrap my injury, shaking the drips of water free in the process. A moment later, I bend over to scoop his necessities off the floor.

      “Sorry,” Miles expresses, accepting the water as I drop a pain pill in his open palm.

      My head wavers violently. “For Christ’s sake,” I snap back. “Please just stop apologizing,” I add, scowling. “It’s not your fault that you have a headache.”

      He glances up at me after the loudest swallow I’ve heard him make all week. “Not for me,” he confesses. “For your hand.”

      Ouch. I really need to check myself before I wreck myself. His confounded expression jeering at me accompanies that of my own conscience. I’m nearly at the breaking point after stressing about this dinner, trying to make it perfect even when I could stand to postpone it indefinitely. And now I’ve gone and snapped at Miles for absofuckinglutely no reason at all. Out of shame, I turn around to march towards one of our downstairs bathrooms.

      He doesn’t need to see me like this. It’s not fair for him to experience my breakdown in these momentary cries for help. These desperate pleas for the universe to finally shed some light at the end of this long grueling tunnel. I turn the faucet on full blast so it will muffle any evidence of my moaning, just in case he would muster the strength to travel all the way down our hallway. My mouth contorts as quickly as my squinted vision becomes foggy. And my achy shoulders jerk with the rattle of my cries straight down into the sink. I can’t do this much longer. I can’t hold onto the hope that hasn’t been here from the beginning.

      Since I must get Miles and myself cleaned up, I won’t waste too much time in here. His guests are literally due to arrive within the hour. Then I’ll need to finish preparing the rest of our meal, which far more needs completed than just my sauces. I dry my soggy eyes with a hanging towel inches away, though upon further inspection in the mirror, it’s abundantly clear that I’ve been crying unremittingly for the last ten minutes. Oh fucking well! I’ll just keep my fingers crossed that he doesn’t notice.

      The water ceases as my lungs welcome a large breath of air. Get your shit together, Alex! On a deep exhale, I reach for the doorknob. As it swings open, I’m surprised to meet Miles’ inflamed stare hurling deep into the recesses of my existence, painting my guilt with the precarious evidence stacked against me that I’m not capable of keeping my shit together. Fuck! My curiosity is burning, and I want to ask him how long he’s been standing here. But I’m certain that would only incriminate me further at this point.

      “Schmoo,” I say. “How’s your headache?” I ask, reaching up to feel his head again.

      We’ve really been on fever watch since last week. If he so much as spikes above 100.4 degrees, we’re to utilize a certain fast pass to the ER. No passing GO. No collecting two hundred bucks.

      Miles shakes his head. “Long enough to know—” he pauses to catch a few shallow breaths. “That you’re having a meltdown,” he adds. “You don’t have—” another shallow breath thwarts his full reply. “To hide anything from me, Al.”

      Judging by the internal scale within my gut, I can tell he’s feeling a bit angry. Even if he isn’t laying it on thick. “Baby, we need to get showered,” I reply. “Unless of course you’re not feeling like company tonight,” I add, all the while hoping to all fuck he agrees. “In which case, I’ll call them for you to cancel.”

      Miles thrashes an arm to the side with a grimace. “Noooo,” he responds hastily. “We’re still having—” he pauses for yet one more cavernous breath. “Dinner tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Miles leans up against the stone surface in our shower as I smooth a soapy loofah the length of his exposed front side. He’s caught his breath for now, though I’m sure the hot steam has a lot to do with it. A string of suds rushes down into the drain as he raises his left hand to my right shoulder.

      “Please don’t feel like you have to stay strong for me,” Miles assures me with a crack in his strained voice. “I’d actually prefer that you were honest about your feelings,” he adds. “If I’m being honest, it kinda pisses me off.”

      My head tilts to the left shoulder. “Baby,” I reply, rubbing my thumb across his cheek. “I have to be strong,” I admit. “If you can’t be, then who’s gonna knock down the ox?”

      Miles squints his eyes. “The fuck?” He asks, appearing puzzled. “What ox?”

      It occurs to me that I haven’t told him about the metaphor Viktor used at the pharmacy however the fuck long ago. My head wavers as a sigh bounces off the shower wall.

      “Don’t worry my darling,” I assure him. “It’s not even important.”

      Almost instinctively, I reach up for the shampoo bottle. Yet my hand freezes over Miles’ shoulder, remembering that he hasn’t had hair for almost two weeks now. I forgot so soon? Despite the fact that we’re about to affix his wig once he’s completely dry in five minutes? Miles shoots me an ardent look as he pulls me closer by my neck. Or as passionately as he can behind those tattered, ashen eyes. His dry lips tuck underneath mine causing me to feel his sandpaper tongue diving into my mouth. He lets out a horned-up grunt. But I seriously wonder if it’s just by force of habit or if there’s a hint of arousal. Certainly, the former.

      Miles steadies himself against the wall as he takes a seat on the bench after our heated kiss. He reaches around to grip my cock which has only increased in size as a result of our fervorous moment. Something which have been few and fleeting the last however the fuck many months it’s been. The strokes grow with intensity as he sits before me with his guilt ridden eyes. As if he feels the weight of our decimated sex life dwindling right along with his zeal for life.

      I draw my head back as pleasure rushes down my spine, moaning so loudly that it reverberates throughout the bathroom. “Nnnnghh.”

      A moment passes when he inches me closer, both hands digging into my ass cheeks. His lips wrap around my erect cock for a first time—in the present day—since I don’t know when. Unfortunately, his tongue is drier than Death Valley. Jesus Alex, you think you’d have avoided that specific comparison.

      I place my hands on his shoulders, wincing from the discomfort. “Baby, we’d better finish getting you cleaned up,” I urge him off my dick. “Eh?”

      His doleful expression slices every nerve in my body. “Am I not sexy anymore?” He asks with an air of imprisoned confidence.

      God fucking damn it, this day!

      “Schmoo,” I reply, forcing his chin upward with the curl of my finger. “You are—the most beautiful man in the whole world.”

      I’m sure by the agony in his stomach, it isn’t shower water which is pouring from the resigned aperture staring back at me. “No I’m not, Alex,” he wails, his head pressing into my waist. “I’m slowly turning into the fuckin’ Crypt Keeper.”

      I slowly caress his bald head, all the while trying to hold back a river of my own anguish. Another wince escapes my mouth, scowling at my burnt hand. But try as I might, it’s impossible to withhold it any longer. He did just finish convicting me of hiding my truest feelings. Another moment passes when the floodgates burst open for the second goddamn time today. Under a gale of hot water from above, our bodies remain locked with the other for a few more minutes. Only looking down to halt a sneeze just in time to notice a stream of diluted blood swirling around the drain.

      “Jesus, baby,” I gasp. “Your nose!”

      Miles raises his weary visage up towards the ceiling as I pinch his nostrils. Come on universe! Throw us a fucking bone!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We’ve finally resolved Miles’ bloody nose. Now we’re planning to sit out on the balcony for dinner, so I’ve made the executive decision of keeping him upstairs. This way, he doesn’t have to fuss with the stairs any more than what’s necessary. I’m in the kitchen trying my damnedest to finish preparing the meal which is most definitely still on our docket. Harried as I am, I’m just trying to hold it together from one minute to the next after all which has transpired today. According to the clock on our wall oven, his guests will be arriving any minute. In fact, our door rustles the instant my muddled brain stresses about forgetting the brussels sprouts. Thank God it’s only Phoebe bringing the puppers home.

      “Hello, hello,” she shouts as I hear the door gently slam shut.

      “I’m in here,” I yell out to her. But no sooner do I get another word in, when Boo skids into the kitchen. “Hi, Boo Bear.”

      Phoebe shuffles behind Master Radley, immediately scanning me with an inquisitive look. “Oh hell,” she says. “You look like shit, Alexander.”

      Preaching to choir, Phoebe Lou. Preaching to the fucking choir.

      My reply couldn’t lack any more of a sugar coated humbleness. “Don’t I know it.”

      “Christ,” she sneers. “What’d you do to your hand?”

      If it weren’t for the occasional sting whenever I touch a surface, I might have forgotten about my own injury. Between controlling the bleeder which gushed from Miles’ nose minutes ago, to the stress of meeting his proposed replacement, I haven’t had so much as a moment to administer any sort of first aid.

      “Actually Pheebs,” I reply politely. “Would you be a dear and bring down the first aid kit from the closet in our master bath?”

      She nods. “Of course.”

      Phoebe hurries towards the secondary stairwell, as I glance back at her from over my shoulder. “Just be quiet,” I ask. “Miles may be catching a nap.”

      Within moments, she returns to the kitchen just as I’m about to finish seasoning the green vegetables. All that remains are the duck breasts roasting in the oven for a couple more minutes. This gives us time for her to apply burn cream and properly wrap my hand with a bandage. A tingle from our Silvadene cream forces me to grit my teeth while she swirls it gently in the wound.

      Another grimace forms as my eyes rotate a complete three-sixty, hoping she’s about done. “You’re a regular fuckin’ Nurse Jackie, ya know that?”

      Phoebe blows a puff of hot air. “Is that s’posed to be a compliment?”

      “Definitely have the attitude to boot,” I reply, jokingly. At least something is worthy of a laugh today.

      I confide in her as she rolls the gauze around my wrist like I’m a mummy at Halloween. “He’s trying to set me up with someone before he dies,” I admit from the deepest, darkest corners of my fright. “He teamed up with his chemo pal to bring me and his husband together,” I add, another solitary tear falling freely.

      Phoebe’s reply matches my exact level of enthusiasm. “Chriiisssttt,” she shrieks.

      My head shakes with a huff. “Like fuck am I giving it the least bit of consideration, Pheebs.”

      No sooner do we reach the end of our conversation, when the doorbell rings, causing our Scottie to scurry around feverishly.

      I point back towards the great room. “Speak of the devil, that’s the poor bastard right now,” I announce, incensed beyond measure. “I can only guess he had a similar reaction when his husband told him,” I add, meanwhile, my busy hands attempt to remove the roaster pan from the oven.

      “That probably went over well since he’s a prosecutor,” Phoebe admits, flailing her wrist. “Mark’s a nice guy though,” she adds. “I’ll get the door.”

      The door slams shut when I hear a deep male voice. Of which, if I were to wager a guess, I’d say hails from somewhere around the New Jersey suburbs. The accompanying voice is without a doubt Australian. I can only imagine which one of these fucking guys is my arranged suitor. And in a split-second, I immediately recognize one of the two voices. No fuckin’ way! It can’t be! I peer my head around the corner leading into the great room. It fucking well is—Kato?

      Phoebe escorts them throughout the lower level, when I hear Kato’s thick accent approaching the kitchen. “Mark tells me you’re a culinary wizarrr—” he pauses dead in his tracks, much like a deer caught in headlights.

      My jaw parts to the floor, almost toppling me over in the process. I reach my bandaged hand up to the oven handle in order to gain some stability. He sure as hell wasn’t expecting this. Just as I hadn’t either. The Wilkins curse is telling me that we’re already in an unspoken agreement on one thing. This will not do. No fucking way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Ya cook as good as ya bake, kid,” Mark announces across the table from Miles and me.

      I nod in appreciation, gripping the stem of my wine glass in the process. Any harder and it would snap like a switch from a peach tree. We’re up on the balcony with a late summer sun setting over the Hudson. A breeze dances across my face as I rest my left hand on Miles’ knee. He’s shivering ever so slightly while he placates an excitable Boo Radley in his lap. He and Mark haven’t eaten nearly as much as they should, provided they need to consume as much as possible to keep up their strength.

      But neither has Kato and me, since I’ve only taken about four bites. Try as I might, I couldn’t force another morsel past my displeasure. Leave it to fate for allowing Miles and Mark’s pseudo matchmaking to have been possibly the one person in all the five boroughs I’d give zero fucks about. Outside of our spouse’s support group, that is. We couldn’t be any more of a polar opposite from one another, it makes me cringe.

      Kato has remained hushed all throughout dinner. I can feel the ire well beneath his skin. Not that we’ve interacted with each other but a couple of times. And neither one of us have told our husbands we already know each other. I don’t have the heart to tell Miles that the man he’s chosen for me to trust, is one I doubt I’d spit on if his guts were on fire.

      “Saucepot,” Miles says abruptly, pressing a palm into his gut. “Get the alcohol pads.”

      I waste no time rising to my feet, making a beeline for our bedroom. He’s about to upchuck. To prevent it from happening, I read on Reddit from a former chemo patient that sniffed an alcohol prep pad for a couple seconds in each nostril. At least it’s been working with some immediate relief as of lately. Unfortunately, we can’t do it all the time. Especially because it dries out his nose, which might be the culprit of his bloody nose fiasco earlier this evening. I also snag a blanket to warm his small chill on my way out of the room.

      Back out on the balcony, Miles sits as patiently as he can while I rip the square wrapper open. I hand him the pad in exchange for the dog.

      “That’s right baby,” I mutter calmly, petting Boo in the process to keep him soothed as well. “One-one thousand, two-one thousand,” I add, all the while Miles alternates to the other side. “One-one thousand, two-one thousand,” I conclude, draping his throw over both shoulders.

      Mark turns his head to Kato. “See, Joey?” he says, addressing his younger husband in some Aussie pet name for ‘kid’ I’d assume. “Told ya it works like a fuckin’ charm.”

      A few minutes and one extra glass of wine later, Kato and I find ourselves down in the kitchen to scare up the dessert portion of our meal. Miles and Mark aren’t technically supposed to have it, because the eggs are only tempered and don’t cook fully. But it’s my baby’s favorite goddamn dessert. And at this point, I’d rather him eat whatever the fuck he wants than nothing at all. So tonight, we’re throwing all the rhetoric out with the trash.

      Kato lets out a sarcastic sigh without the need to state the obvious. He doesn’t know that I’m an empath. In fact, his rigid imagination probably thinks intuitive people are a bunch of kooky freaks. I can tell he’s doing his best just to get through the evening. Much like I am. There’s no need to be cross or disrespectful with each other. We both know that we don’t check each other’s boxes when looking for even the most basic friend. But his way around a culinary torch is admirable, as he steps in to assume responsibility for bruleeing the top of the custards. Not just anybody knows how to handle one properly.

      The tension in my kitchen could be cut with a knife. “A hundred bucks says they’re up there comparing notes on which one of us is going to fall first,” I joke, trying to get a little anxiety out of my system.

      He hunches over the counter at eye level of the custards, blazing their surface with the precision of a surgeon. “You don’t have to convince me,” he says with the slightest scowl. “I flat out told Mark that nobody would fill the hole in my heart if he—” Kato pauses, swallowing a hard gulp of air.

      “Dies?” I finish his sentence for him, sinking the staunch reminder back down to the pits of my spirit.

      In a split-second, Kato’s feelings have turned from the deepest hues of cherry red to a shade just darker than twilight. And for a second time, I catch a glimpse of his infrequent malleability. The son of a bitch is just as soft as I am. I honestly don’t know why we couldn’t at least be friends. Don’t we owe it to each other, and our spouses, to be that much?

      “Yeah,” he responds. “You said it, I didn’t.”

      I tilt my head with concern. “How’s his progress?” I ask. “Is he getting better?”

      Kato grazes the last ramekin before placing the torch upright on the counter. “What do you think, mate?”

      Instinctively, I reach over for his shoulder. “I take that as a big fat fuckin nope,” I reply with a shrug.

      “Crikey!” He hisses. “Dr. Watson told us just yesterday that he’s thinking about discontinuing therapy and making him as comfortable as possible.”

      A large winded sigh escapes my pursed lips. “Fuck, man,” I reply. “I know it’s not looking good for Miles either,” I add, trying to shove away the darkness surrounding my heart. “And honestly, I fear shit’s about to hit the fan for us real soon.”

      Kato clicks his tongue. “Blimey O’Riley,” he replies. “Why can’t we go back in time and do things differently?” He adds, his head wavering another time. “I’d defo make changes to shit which might’ve caused Mark to get sick in the first place.”

      If you only knew, Kato man. If you only fuckin’ knew!

      “Would it really be the end of the world if we tried to be friends?” I ask gravely. “If not for us, but our—dying—husbands at least?”

      A deep contemplative look decorates his orangish features. “No wukkas, mate,” he replies. “I can do that,” he adds, extending a hand to shake on this pact.

      I offer him my left hand in lieu of the bandaged palm, awkwardly trying to figure out how to shake in reverse. “Deal,” I avow, meanwhile paying close attention to an awful sensation razing my stomach.

      Kato lifts the tray of custards for me, carrying them on our ascent up the stairwell. The feeling in my gut intensifies with each closer step towards the balcony. A shrill panic rushes to my chest cavity as I shimmy from the sliding glass door, when I turn around from matching Kato’s gaze with a fleeting smile. I’m proud that we’ve honorably found some middle ground. But my dread summons the inevitable seeing Miles face down in the black iron patio table. Mark’s pale aspect is aghast with worry as he hoists his phone up to an ear.

      “Miles!” I scream out, hurrying the ten paces over to him. “Is that 9-1-1?” I shout to Mark.

      Boo Radley lies at Miles’ feet, appearing to comprehend more than any human could imagine he’d be capable of. I lift my husband’s wrist to feel for a pulse. It’s weak but still beating. Meanwhile, my emotions crash against the outskirts of my consciousness, resulting in a tidal wave of tears to plummet towards Miles’ goosebump covered arm. With them also returns a certain spirit crushing terror. This is the definitive solstice pronouncing a beginning to an ending.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Light radiates down into my face from a wide rectangular bar merely a couple feet above my head. Its harsh brightness is almost painful as I wake from what seems like an incredibly long nap. There’s a quiet intermittent hiss heard throughout a semi-darkened room, as I scan around to realize I must be lying in a hospital. My lungs fill, empty, then inflate again to the steady rhythm of the hissing sound. When I look off to my left, I see Alex is slouched back in a chair.

      He must be resting lightly, because the husband I know usually sounds like a stampede of elephants in The Sahara. My mouth is agape with a nagging object jammed all the way down my throat, causing me to yank it out at the horrible sensation. I fuss with the tubes and wires connected in every which fucking way, with a blood pressure cuff wrapped tightly around my right bicep. Of course, it’s automated and has chosen to take a reading right this goddamn second. No sooner does my left hand reach my mouth, when I hear a loud startling moan.

      “Oh no, baby,” Alex begs. “You have to leave that in there,” he adds, meeting my gaze for the first time in who the fuck knows how long. “It’s breathing for you.”

      Breathing for me? What on God’s green Earth is he talking about? Because I was able to breathe on my own just—yesterday? His eyes are reddened and puffy, looking like he hasn’t slept well in a week. Try as I might, speaking isn’t possible with this plastic tube. I want it out now, God damn it! My forehead feels like it’s wrinkling as I shoot Alex a worried look. I want so badly to ask him what the hell happened. Why I’m stuck in a bed that feels like a slab of concrete. How long I’ve been asleep. And to tell him that I love him so much.

      I raise both my wrists in the air above me, all the while shaking my achy head as if I don’t know what to do. I can’t speak. While he’s not a total mind reader, there have been several instances in our relationship when I suspected that he was. In all senses of the word, I’m officially defeated. There’s nothing I can do.

      Al looks concerningly down on me like a mother to her baby, rubbing my head with a sigh. The sensation of his palm gives me a momentary panic because I don’t feel any hair up there. Then it occurs to me. Oh right, I have cancer instead of hair. What a fair fuckin’ trade!

      A crack in Alex’s voice cloaks his sentiments, as tears stream down each cheek. “You’re back with me again, Schmoo,” he says. “Hang tight really quick, baby,” he adds, flashing his forefinger in my face.

      He scurries towards a sliding glass door on the other side of the room, yelling down the hall. “He’s up, somebody come help us.”

      Alex promptly returns to my bedside, lifting my hand to clasp it with a look of pure relief warming his face. Did I have another brush with death? He acts like I’d died again. Just thinking about it causes me to shiver something fierce. I’ve been there once before, and that reminder haunts me all too frequently. But now I’m left to wonder if I’ll be going soon, without the prospect of coming back again. It’s just a matter of when.

      A scuttle of medical staff enters my room, each of them appearing to share the same relief as my husband. One of the nurses places a dry erase board on my lap before slipping a marker in my right hand.

      “We know you can’t talk right now,” she says with genuine empathy. “We have to keep that in so you can keep breathing, Miles.”

      Like a puppy begging for table scraps, I protest her injustice in the only way that I know how at this moment. My vision widens, all the while more frown lines contort on my forehead.

      She shakes her head as Alex’s grip of my hand grows stronger. “I know,” she adds. “I know it’s uncomfortable.”

      Then the thought finally registers within me. She’s given me a marker so I can beg her with words. I remove the cap from the marker, which breaks my husband’s clutch. He’s holding my hand with his left? Oh right. He recently burned his right palm—how many days ago? I lower my quivering hands  to the whiteboard, scribbling the marker as legibly as I possibly can.

      
        
        HOW LONG?

      

      

      The nurse shrugs as a doctor approaches her from behind, whispering something in her ear. “I don’t know,” she replies in my direction. “Until we’re confident you’ll be able to breathe on your own.”

      My head wavers slightly. That’s not what I meant. Alex interrupts her.

      “Schmoo, you were only asleep for less than twenty-four hours,” he says assuredly.

      I lower my hand back down to write a few more words under the previous two.

      
        
        WHAT HAPPENED?

      

      

      The younger doctor steps beside her to speak. I assume he’s in his early forties, not a single follicle of facial hair. Round wire framed glasses rest on the bridge of his nose. He gives me a once over with the same impassive look as all the rest of them.

      “Miles, I’m Dr. Keating,” he says. “You were going into septic shock,” he adds, clicking his tongue. “But don’t worry, we have you on a strong antibiotic called vancomycin,” he glances up at a monitor on the machine which is breathing for me. “As soon as we can get you breathing better, I’ll have that sucker taken out faster than you can say Philadelphia cream cheese.”

      I brush the side of my palm across the board to erase my previous questions, so I can write another. The fear that I’m on the threshold of death is ever present now. Even if we kill off the infection, I’m still facing an execution. And there are still things I want to do with my Saucepot before I go gently into that good night.

      
        
        WILL I BE OKAY? I HAVE CAN…

      

      

      Dr. Keating interrupts my writing. “Yes, we know you’re in treatment,” he replies. “Honestly my friend,” he adds, gently tapping my right knee. “We have a couple of hurdles to jump over, but I’m encouraged that if we can get your kidney levels within range, and your oxygen percentage back up,” he adds, meanwhile oscillating his head from one shoulder to the other. “Barring any other complications, we could get you out of here.”

      Another question.

      
        
        WHAT’S WRONG WITH MY KIDNEYS?

      

      

      Alex’s bandaged hand lands on my shoulder, brushing it softly. “Schmoo, it could have been so much worse,” he says.

      Dr. Keating replies as the nurse switches out a bag of fluids connected to my IV. “Well, I’m afraid your kidneys have taken a pounding from your treatment,” he says, a short burst of air escaping his contorted mouth. “We’re doing everything we can to get their oomph back,” he adds. “Your creatinine was 4.4 yesterday upon admission,” he points a finger toward some random machine. “We did a first round of dialysis last night and it’s already down to 3.8.”

      Alex clears his throat to speak up. “And what does it have to be for normal range?”

      Dr. Keating offers Alex direct eye contact. “Ideally, anything under 1.3,” he grunts. “We’re not out of the woods, but as long as we continue down the hill and not up it,” he pauses, clicking his tongue again. “Then we’re making great progress.”

      Alex pats me like he does Boo Radley, twisting his head to crack his neck. God only knows how tense he must be right now. “And we’re certainly putting his cancer treatments on pause, right?”

      “With zero doubts, that’s what Dr. Scott will be ordering,” Dr. Keating says, briefly glancing down in my direction. I detect he knows something that neither Alex nor myself does.

      The younger doctor nods with a genial salute on his way out of the room, all the while Alex looks back down to meet my determined stare. I’ll kick this fucking infection, whether I’m ultimately confronted with a larger demise or not. My lover squints his eyes as I return the sentiment. Our tears fall in unison, almost as if it’s a race to see whose glides down the quickest.

      “Schmoo,” he murmurs, as I feel the gritty texture of his gauze scraping against my cheek. “I am so fuckin’ sorry you’ve received the shit of the stick this year.”

      Try as I might breathing deeply over the automation, I’m thwarted by a violent cough because I’ve disrupted its flow. I wipe away the previous written correspondence with my wrist, so I can communicate with Al. He remains anxiously poised, waiting for my weak hand to finish forming a full sentence.

      
        
        IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT, LOVER.

      

      

      He shakes his head in disagreement, as if he’s assuming blame for my choices. If anyone is to blame, it’s honestly all mine.

      
        
        I SHOULD’VE BEEN A PARK

        RANGER IN WASHINGTON…

        NOT A NY COP.

      

      

      Something in my admission seems to have escalated his emotional display, raising that bandaged hand to soak up each tear before squealing a reply.

      “Would’ve, could’ve, should’ve, baby,” he shrugs. “We can’t turn back time,” he adds, his hand returning to my smooth head. “If we’d have moved to the West Coast after meeting, you could’ve been eaten by a bear,” he lets out a short gust of wind. “It’s all arbitrary now.”

      Arthur and Helen shuffle into the room at precisely the same time that Alex leans over to kiss my forehead. As they approach, she holds out a stuffed bear wearing an NYPD uniform. Helen steps around to the right side of my bed, wedging the bear under my right arm. A murky look drowns both of their frightened faces, which sends a knife straight down the middle of my soul. These people have been second parents to me ever since Alex and I met. Telling them that I had cancer tore them into pieces. Now seeing the physical effects of my condition as we’d visit for the occasional dinner, have each been like pounding a nail into the coffin of reality.

      Helen’s head wavers with bewilderment and pity. “Miles you poor thing,” she says, stroking her extremely cold hand up and down my arm. “How’s he able to talk with that bloody thing?” She asks Alex so disgusted, almost as if speaking on my behalf.

      I wipe the old writing free to scribble out another sentence, raising the board to display my newfound skill. Guess I’d better fucking get used to this.

      
        
        LIKE THIS, MOM.

      

      

      “My poor mensch,” she replies, taking my hand to squeeze it tightly. “We’ll get you through all this, you know that right?”

      My eyes grow as big as grapefruits, as if to express the deepest sigh I could ever muster. I’m getting tired of writing every fucking thing down on this board and I feel as if I’m going to fall back asleep any second. So everyone’s just gonna have to learn telepathy if they expect me to continue communicating with them. Arthur steps around my bed to give Al a hug. In another moment, Dr. Scott walks into the room, rubbing what I assume is sanitizer all over his hands.

      He starts off by saying, “Miles, my poor fella.” Dr. Scott politely steps in front of Helen with an outstretched hand to my forehead, getting a feel of my temperature. “You’re still a bit warm,” he adds, studying all the monitors of every single machine I’m hooked up to in some capacity.

      Dr. Scott clears his throat to speak. “There’s no question we’re going to put your treatments on a good pause,” he informs us by addressing everyone as a whole. “We need to give your body time to catch up with clearing this infection.”

      Alex waves his wrist out over my chest. “How long do you think this will take?”

      “There’s no definite answer,” he replies, scratching his stubbled chin with a forefinger. “Unfortunately,” he adds, his head tilting to the side. “But more than six weeks.”

      My husband’s jaw drops to the floor. He’s absolutely mortified. Possibly even about to shit his pants, as if being off the poison for that long is gonna kill me. Too late, Saucepot. “SIX FUCKIN’ WEEKS?”

      Helen shoots him a discerning look. “Alexander!”

      Meanwhile, Dr. Scott forms the slightest grin. He must have had so much exposure to this sort of thing with other patient’s families. “We’ll do everything we can to get him back on as soon as possible, but we have to approach this tactfully, Mr. Wilkins.”

      Itching at my curiosity, I quickly scribble down a question for him. Even if it’s not exactly what I want to hear.

      
        
        AND I’M GONNA BE OKAY?

      

      

      Much like the initial read that I got from him after my second biopsy in his office, his offering isn’t very reassuring.

      “We’re not done trying,” he says, tapping my leg. “In a perfect world, I’d get a new round of scans while you’re in here,” he adds with his mouth askew. “Pardon me for saying this, but I’m discouraged there aren’t any goddamn vents not already in use in the entire state which can be in the MRI room.”

      Alex places his hands up to his face, probably to hide the fear traveling up his spine. After a split-second, he seems to come to his senses before catching my gaze. “We can find whatever equipment you’ll ever need,” he shrieks. “You know money is no issue,” he pleads Dr. Scott to do every fucking thing he possibly can for the answers he needs.

      Dr. Scott briefly lowers his chin towards the floor, pausing for a deep thought. A moment later, his head raises back to reunite with mine and Al’s attention. “If you can help me find one, I’ll get it here at the speed of sound.”

      Arthur contends with a frog in his throat before replying. “We’ll get on the stick straight away,” he says assuredly, firing a wink down in my direction. The gleam in his stare tells me that he might already have a potential solution.

      My oncologist turns away to withhold a sneeze before speaking. “At least your chemo port is MRI conditional, meaning we can operate it at a lower strength,” he adds. “How is the pain in your spine, Miles?” He asks, gesturing his hands. “Has it started to advance beyond this point?” He adds, turning around to demonstrate with his own back, stopping about midway up his spine.

      I’m quick with my written answer.

      
        
        YES

      

      

      “Hmmm,” he responds. “We definitely need these new scans like yesterday.”

      Dr. Scott wraps his interaction before sauntering around the bed to shake Arthur’s hand. He gives Alex a resolved pat on his left shoulder, then steps out towards the hallway with a sense of urgency. Alex rubs my head again, shaking his in the process. There’s no telling what he’s thinking at this moment. It could be a whole number of things.

      Helen sets her sights on Alex. “You look starved, my zis punim,” she proclaims. “Your father and I would schlep all the way out to Flatbush if need be,” she adds, fiddling with her shimmering tennis bracelet. “Whatever you need.”

      Even if he didn’t have the energy to speak, my Saucepot’s exhausted mien says everything. “Honestly, I could go for a big bowl of Captain Crunch,” he admits.

      No sooner does Helen begin replying, when a boy knocks on the inner side of my ICU room door. The new presence commands everyone’s attention.

      “Miles Langford?” He asks, seeming unsure if he’s in the right place.

      Alex steps forward with a nod. “Yes?”

      The boy reveals a manilla envelope which he’s been concealing behind his back, passing it over to Alex. “You’ve been served,” he affirms solemnly.

      What the fuck?!?!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty One

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      The room grows to a deafening silence as a young pipsqueak leaves just upon serving me with some sort of legal papers. In fact, he thought I was Miles. Maybe for the best since he can’t even speak anyway. Opening this envelope gives me nerves I don’t need, and I’m uncertain of how much more horseshit I will be able to tolerate this week. From Miles fighting some cold or flu, to assembling Kato as his replacement much like an understudy for a theater production. Then catching sepsis, ending up at the fucking brink of death for a second time this year. And now we’re being sued by God only knows who. For God only knows what reason.

      My parents stand motionless as Oak trees, trembling in place as anxiety washes over their aged visages. Miles lies in his bed, decrepit and dried as a raisin, unable to even breathe at his own volition. His concerned air hides behind a certain weighted exhaustion, surely about to propel him into another hour or two of sleep. He pens out a message on his whiteboard, holding it up for everyone to read.

      
        
        OPEN IT!!

      

      

      At his behest, I curl my forefinger under the sealed flap, sliding it sideways. The envelope rips open freely, sending each morsel of my own anxiety to the surface. When I slip the document from its opening, I examine two pages typed on an official letterhead from a legal firm in Bogalusa, Louisiana named Haddock, McCain, & Croft. My perplexity prevents me from reading the letter aloud, despite both my folks’ insistence.

      “What does it say, Son?” My father asks.

      I step closer to Miles’ bedside, clearing my dry throat before reading the letter aloud in my panic stricken, craggy voice. There’s not a snowball’s chance in Hell that my loud voice is above par today. My fingers scan through the header including the attorney’s contact information on behalf of his client, when they stop at the name. Clinton Welles? Motherfucker! I immediately feel my blood coming to a simmer as my eyes squint with enmity. With a deep breath, I begin reading from the first paragraph.

      I, Timothy Croft on behalf of my client, Clinton Welles, do hereby provide our written expression to file suit against you, Miles Langford of New York City, New York. Here is a statement of our case that I intend to submit to the court:

      “Jesus Christ,” I screech, shaking my head up towards the ceiling. Every bit of my raged essence seethes through gnashed teeth. “This fuckin’ guy has to be kidding?!?” I grunt before continuing.

      On Friday, June 24, 2022, at approximately 13:17, Mr. Langford engaged in the forceful assault and battery against my client, causing grave bodily harm, mental suffering, which resulted in lasting physical effects. Following said incident, Mr. Welles received medical treatment at Mercy South Medical Center in Franklinton, Louisiana, whereupon he was treated for the extensive injuries including: endotracheal contusions resulting in severe vocal cord disruption; cervical fracture on the C2 axis; unilateral dislocation of the mandibular fossa; various skeletal contusions including but not limited to the frontal cortex, and temporal bone; various facial lacerations; and lasting serious mental trauma. Mr. Welles has suffered enough. His medical bills alone amount to $228,101.73 and deserves marginal recompense for his physical/mental pain and suffering.

      I cannot finish reading this goddamn thing without thrashing my arms around, blowing every molecule of hot air from my exasperated lungs. “Who does this revolting son of a bitch think he is?” I ask hysterically, all the while everyone else drowns in my periphery amidst a sea of red. Yet I persist, reading the letter aloud with my bandaged right hand placating the harsh soreness in my throat.

      You may contact me via email or phone (included above) if you would like to discuss this matter further. Please send a check payable to Clinton Welles c/o The Law Offices of Haddock, McCain, & Croft at the included mailing address above, in the sum of $1.3 million.

      My father places his hand on my shoulder as I roll my eyes so far into the back of my skull that they’re going to require an operation to be reaffixed. “THIS IS NOT GONNA HAPP—” I scream as loud as possible, but yelling only seems to aggravate the arid tickle in my throat.

      Miles snaps his fingers to get my attention with a new message on the whiteboard.

      
        
        CALM DOWN, SAUCEPOOT!

      

      

      The fact that he might not realize he added an extra vowel to my name sends a brief, yet welcome, surge of laughter straight to my core. But damn this whole world to Hell if I’m going to let Grayson’s bastard of a sperm donor think for one minute he will receive so much as one cent from us. Especially since he’s guilty of driving drunk and killing his own adult kid to begin with. This isn’t gonna happen. No fucking way. I bow my chin back to the letter, reading the final paragraph as my mother paces around Miles’ bed with extended arms for a hug.

      If I do not hear from you by Friday, October 14, 2022, you will leave me no alternative but to file suit against you on behalf of Clinton Welles. In the event of a lawsuit, I intend to seek redress to the fullest extent permitted by the law including, but not limited to, additional damages not already listed, my legal fees, and court costs.

      Sincerely,

      Timothy Croft, ESQ

      The Law Offices of Haddock, McCain, & Croft

      I toss the letter up in the air, giving zero shits where it decides to land. My mother’s embrace, while comforting, isn’t going to solve a goddamn thing. My head shakes with pure disdain as I glance down to my husband whose eyes are already shut. The room remains hushed while a resounding purr from the ventilator bounces around each wall.

      “It’s gonna be okay, sweetheart,” my mother assures me, tapping her palm into my spine much like I do to Miles to calm him.

      All it seems I’m able to do is quiver my head from side to side. Any longer and I’m bound to wind up in a neck brace from strenuous damage to each muscle and tendon. “How can I be sure of that, Ima?” I ask her, a tear flowing down my cheek with a crestfallen disbelief that anything will ever be fucking okay again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My father joins me in a family room down the hall of the Intensive Care Unit here at Mt. Sinai. This stupid fucking soda machine isn’t accepting one of my last remaining dollar bills. It just won’t budge, despite how much I’ve tried smoothing out each crease around the edge of the machine. He reaches into his billfold, luckily pulling out crisper currency than mine.

      “Try this,” he says. “No sense in getting yourself worked up, Son.”

      Finally, fuck me with a wooden spoon already! After I slip in my second bill, I press the button to dispense my soda. It’s an incredibly rare occasion that anyone would find me drinking something that isn’t diet. Since I need the sugar, this evening is one of them. Mother has been in the bathroom for the last few minutes while my father and I lounge back in the set of surprisingly comfortable chairs. We’re letting Miles get the rest that he desperately needs. Father is scrolling through his phone, looking for a business contact of his who might have a lead on the kind of ventilator safe for an MRI scan.

      I lean my head into both palms to let my ruminating thoughts expel from the crevices of my fright. At least the bandage is somewhat comfortable against the minor throb which pulses from one side of my forehead to the other.

      I want him to be okay. Please universe. God. Some-fucking-body. My husband needs to beat this. He’s just gotta. How could I have been so stupid to let that dinner continue after he nearly passed out in the shower? At what point does a spouse put their foot down and assert some sort of nurturing dominance for their partner’s wellbeing? Fuck fuck fuck. I’m such a failure of a fucking husband! I can’t even go back in time to change everything. No, I’m supposed to just sit here and endure the massive torture. I’m useless—powerless! I’m literally the adult version of Dave Pelzer. And the antagonist isn’t my mother. It’s whatever exerts authority over each eight billion plus souls in this galaxy.

      And we’re putting treatment on pause? For how fucking long? Eight God forsaken weeks? Are you shitting me? Miles won’t get better. I don’t see how we’re gonna bounce back from this. It’s not possible. How can this be happening to him? A few months ago we were talking about jetting off to Italy. Fuck Tuscany. We won’t even be lucky to stick our toes in the sands of Miami Beach again, let alone the grapevines of Florence.

      God damn it, Alex. Get a hold on yourself. This is NOT what you’re supposed to be thinking about. What happened to my optimism? My zealous hope for some assurance that everything will be all right? Where’s the guy who took the tough guy baton? WHERE THE FUCK IS HE?

      My father’s similarly booming voice to mine jolts me back into reality. “Oh oh,” he pipes up confidently. “I think this is it.”

      No sooner does he tap his finger to dial the contact, when my mother shuffles in from the hallway.

      “Those bathrooms are immaculate,” she notes, seeming relieved to have finally been able to use the facilities. She and Grayson care way too much about bathroom cleanliness. Ugh. Fucking Grayson. How could I forget he’s been gone for three months?

      “Sweetheart,” my mother says, nervously flicking her fingernails. “We need to go find Alexander his cereal.”

      My father acknowledges her, raising his phone up to an ear in the process. “We will,” he says. “Let me see if I can get this guy on the horn.”

      Mother rests in the empty chair next to me while he bounces his head from shoulder to shoulder, waiting for the other end to answer. She dabs her eyes, confessing how difficult it is seeing Miles hanging on by a thread. I feel you, mother. She loves him almost as much as I do. I raise my pop bottle for another drink, finally satiating my incredible thirst. I must insist that they go home. They don’t need to fetch food for me. I’m a big boy. Truth be told, that threat to sue letter has robbed me of an appetite altogether.

      “Richard!” Father’s words spill from his mouth, startling mother and me due to how quiet it is here. “I won’t keep you,” he adds. “Who’s that bloke who financed half of your campaign a few years back?”

      His head bobs in agreement to whatever this Richard fella is saying on the other end of his call. He points to the phone in my hand with a sense of urgency, as if he wants me to take down a number. Father covers the device with a palm so he can instruct me what to do.

      “Take this down,” he insists, repeating the info being given as I jot it down in my Notes app. “8-7-2-3-4-2-6-7-3-6,” he lists off. “Fred Hansen,” he continues. “At Echelon Industries.”

      A sigh of relief escapes my chapped lips. I must hydrate myself better. Perhaps this guy will be able steer us in the right direction. Anything which will help us lead Dr. Scott to that machine. My father wraps his call before rising from the chair.

      “Come on, darling,” he says, taking my mother’s hand. “There’s a market on East 96th and Lexington,” he rustles his throat. “Surely they have Captain Crunch,” he adds, shooting a comforting wink down in my direction. “Because you will be putting some food in that gut.”

      I wished I’d have inherited his keen skill of remaining a sense of calm, in addition to the useless fucking ability of time travel. I’m honestly jealous he isn’t an empath like me. No, I am the only person in our family with that particular curse. That is, ever since we grieved the loss of my sister Jessica when she up and disappeared in the mid-nineties.

      “I’ll give this guy a call right now,” I assure him, dialing the number immediately. “Thanks for your help,” I add. “I don’t know what I’d do without you two.”

      They exit the family room while the line trills repetitively. With each new ring, another anxious spasm cuts away a fresh piece of my stomach. What if he’s not able to help? Then we’re back to square one. Surely this was father’s only fruitful lead. After a fourth ring, I hear a confident, deep male voice answer.

      “This is Fred,” he says.

      I clear my throat. “Hi, Mr. Hansen,” I reply. “You’re acquaintances with Congressman Richard Rucker, yes?”

      He replies assuredly. “That’s right, is there something wrong with Rich?”

      “Oh no, not at all,” I respond quickly. “My name is Alex Wilkins,” I inform him. “My father is the former New York Senator Arthur Wilkins.”

      Fred clicks his tongue. “Ah yes,” he says. “I met him briefly at an assembly with Rich,” he adds. “What can I do for you, Mr. Wilkins?”

      In a usual instance, I’d probably dawdle by going around the bush. Today, I simply fucking don’t have that time time, cutting to the chase immediately. “My husband is very sick,” I reply, feeling that tickle return to my throat. Mentioning his health status stings every time, no matter how often I’ve reiterated it thus far. “He’s on a ventilator and requires some scans,” I add. “Our oncologist has zero assurance that he can get his hands on one of the special machines which can be used during an MRI.”

      He mumbles through the other end of the call. “Mmmmm—you need a Shu Matrix 12,000?”

      My head shakes, unaware of the name. “I suppose,” I say. “As long as it can be used during the scans.”

      “Yes, Sir,” he replies positively. “It’s one of our a la carte products,” he adds with a beat. “I can get my hands on one of them promptly.”

      Fuckin-a you can! I let a large breath of fresh air cleanse every fiber inside my lungs. “That would be great,” I reply. “Cost is no issue,” I add. “How quickly can you get it to Mt. Sinai Hospital in the Upper East Side?”

      “Hey,” Fred quickly replies. “It sounds like you’ve been through enough,” he adds with an exaggerated stammer. “Ehhhhh, it’s five my time now—” he stammers. “Assuming my associate can get it packed and on a FedEx plane by tonight’s last departure,” he prolongs his last syllable. “Mt. Sinai could be signing for delivery well before ten in the morning.”

      Another gust of wind exits my pursed lips. “My God, man,” I say. “Thank you, but please let me pay Echelon for all the trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble, Mr. Wilkins,” he bites back. “Any friend of Rich Rucker is a friend of mine,” he adds hospitably. “All you need to do is focus on your husband getting better, alright?”

      I nod even though it’s a phone call. I’m honestly so enthused this fell into place so easily. “Wow okay, you’re saving our bacon in a big way,” I counter. “If there’s anything me or my father can do for you in the future, please don’t give it two thoughts.”

      We wrap the call after I provide Fred with pertinent information. Within another moment, I find myself sauntering exhaustedly back towards the hallway, all the while my left hand massages each achy neck muscle. Two dark silhouettes enter my peripheral vision as I turn the corner. Looking back over my shoulder to take a second look, I realize it’s Kato and Mark.

      “Ayo, Alex,” Mark says. “Ya look like shit,” he points out. “Ya been here all night?”

      I nod. “Yup,” I reply, scratching the back of my scalp. I need a shower more than anything. “Miles isn’t good at all,” I add, a deep shade of uncertainty painting my cheeks. “What are you doing here anyway?” I ask. “A hospital is no match for you in your condition.”

      Mark shoots me a distinguished look as he tilts his head. “There’s nothing else these bastards here can do for me,” he says sarcastically, leaving me with no clue how he seems so at ease with his confirmed death sentence. “So nothing’s fuckin’ keepin’ me from seeing my best pal,” he adds.

      I point over my shoulder towards the family room where I’ve just stepped out from. “Well listen,” I say. “Miles is trying to get some sleep,” I pause. “We can’t have everyone in there right now and risk waking him,” I assert. “Why don’t we go in there and I’ll bring you both up to speed on what’s going on?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Two

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Despite waking from what seems like a decent nap, I’m tired enough that I feel I could return to yet another in another minute. The sun must have set during my short slumber, as all that I can see outlining the window blinds is darkness. Certainly, this is a feeling I should be well adjusted to by now. If there’s a common theme in my life throughout the last however the fuck many months, it’s a heightened dusk dwelling in my heart. And the only driving force to fleeing my reality is thwarted by yet another obstacle.

      Thinking about the smug dipshit that is Grayson’s father, causes steam to shoot from both ears. There’s no way he’s entitled to a dime. The motherfucker got everything he deserved. And if it wouldn’t have been for my heart attack, I’d have laid into him a couple more times. Personal damages? Horseshit! How about his poor choice in behavior robbing Al and I of a best friend? And Martha or Jake down in Felton, of a son and brother?

      One of the monitors which I’m hooked up to starts wailing as I lie next to Mark, who’s at my bedside. The machine chirping causes him to vigilantly peer up towards the various monitors, investigating what’s going on. The look on his face makes me wonder what’s wrong, since it’s not like I have a wide range of motion to see everything I’m tethered to for myself.

      “Pal, ya gotta relax,” he insists. “Your heart rate is 124.”

      That tracks. I’d only be surprised if it were normal as I entertained the notion of Clint Welles finagling a single goddamn dime from us. But getting worked up in my current state is likely counterintuitive. Why is Mark here anyway? One of the first things we’re forbidden to do as an immunocompromised patient is visiting a germ-ridden hospital unless we’re receiving treatment. I raise my right hand, gesturing to him that I need to write something down. A frazzled look washes his face as it seems that he can’t locate my dry erase board and marker.

      “Here we are,” he says, retrieving it from the overbed table out of my line of sight. “Write away my friend,” he adds with half of a smile.

      I can tell he’s keeping something from me. So I write a short question to get to the bottom of whatever it is. Other than my current predicament, his appearance resembles that of my own. I can tell because there’s a shiny mirror across the room, positioned in the most appropriate spot giving me a glimpse at the zombie I’ve become.

      
        
        WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?

        YOU HAVE TO GO H

      

      

      Mark interrupts my writing, as if he knows what I’m going to finish asking. “Not on my life,” he asserts, glancing up across the room towards the television. “Kato and I are here for you,” he adds, inhaling a deep breath.

      Since I’m unable to speak, my quickest reply is a shaken head. God damn this stupid breathing tube. I wanna rip the fucker out right now. I raise my right finger to scratch an itch behind my right ear which has been lingering for a couple of minutes already. Then I wipe away the previous words to write more.

      
        
        THERE’S SOMETHING YOU’RE

        NOT TELLING ME, MARK.

      

      

      He denies hiding anything from me, but the one thing I’m certain to take to my grave is my cop instinct. To reiterate my question, I draw a line underneath part of the message.

      
        
        THERE’S SOMETHING

      

      

      “Alright,” Mark surrenders, his hands poised gently in front of him. “There is something that I haven’t had a chance to tell ya,” he confesses. “I wanted to tell ya last night while our husbands were down in the kitchen, but ya passed out on me.”

      My eyes enlarge. It’s about the only emotive response I can offer right now. Meanwhile, I gesture for him to continue. Don’t make me write it down, for Christ’s sake.

      He takes in another deep breath, appearing to decide how to say what he needs to. After a pause, his exhale provides a surprisingly cool sensation against my left arm.

      “A couple of days ago,” Mark starts, his vision traveling back to the door of my ICU room for a moment before returning to my gaze. “Dr. Watson’s stopped my treatment,” he adds, rubbing his palm up and down my arm. “There’s nothing more he can do for me.”

      I suspected this would happen. And I commend his bravery. I’m not entirely sure I’ll be able to accept this reality as calmly as he seems to be. Even though I’ve already come to terms with the fact that I’m going to die. In a split-second of awkwardness, Mark reaches for the remote control hooked into my bed railing, clearing his throat in the process.

      “I bet you’d like to get lost in a little TV, pal,” he says. “I’ll sit here, and we’ll watch together.”

      The fact that he hasn’t given me a chance to reply to him, expresses just how scared he is of what’s to come. Which only confirms my own sentiments. When I’m given the same words by Dr. Scott, I’ll likely feel the same unspoken fear which has taken up residence inside Mark. But I can respect his yearning to change the subject. Fucking cancer. He flips through a series of channels, mostly appearing to be primetime shows I’ve never before seen.

      “Here we are,” Mark announces, landing on a movie channel. “This might keep our attention.”

      I reach over to grab his hand. Sure, I’m limited on how I can talk. But our friendship has developed so much in such a short time, he’ll be able to feel my care and concern with a simple squeeze. My mind finds itself pondering about a hundred things as our heads tilt up in the direction of the movie. Just as Abigail Breslin’s character in “Little Miss Sunshine” is seen being left behind at a gas station parking lot, I can’t help but share with him how I feel anyway.

      For me, the fear of leaving this world stems partially from all the things I’ve yet to do, but want to. So I can only imagine that there must be at least a few things which Mark hasn’t been afforded the opportunity to experience as well. Twisting off the cap from the marker, I scribble another message.

      
        
        I WILL GET OUTTA HERE SOON

        AL AND ME WILL TAKE YOU AND KATO

        ON A TRIP…WHEREVER YOU WANNA GO

      

      

      He stretches his neck over the bed, reading what I’ve written. “Oh, Miles,” he says. “Joey and I talked the other night about this, and we did list a few things,” he adds, patting my shoulder. “But youse guys have enough to worry about.”

      I shoot him an earnest look. Absofuckinglutely insistent that his final time in this life isn’t squandered. The side of my palm erases my old scribbles.

      
        
        DON’T MAKE ME RIP OUT THIS

        FUCKIN’ TUBE JUST TO YELL

        AT YOU “PAL!”

      

      

      Mark’s ashy face warms ever so slightly, ablaze with appreciation. “Ya sure about this kid?”

      I waste no time showing my insistence with a nod. Then I wipe the board clear for another message.

      
        
        DR. SCOTT IS PAUSING MY TREATMENT

        BECAUSE OF THIS SEPSIS.

        SO LONG AS WE’RE CAREFUL…

      

      

      Mark tilts his head, all the while clicking his tongue. “That’s what Alex said,” he replies as a worried expression returns to his withered face. “And something about this fuckin’ guy,” he pauses, gesturing a hand for emphasis. “Clint is it?”

      Of course Alex told them. I can imagine that’s where our husbands are right now. Somewhere talking about what possible legal recourse Clint could actually have against me. I don’t want to talk about that waste of human flesh, so I erase my board to revert back to the previous topic.

      
        
        IT WOULD GIVE ME SO MUCH

        JOY TO HELP YOU MAKE

        THE MOST OF YOUR LAS…

      

      

      The writing is thwarted by a cramp in my hand, yet possibly for the best. It’s fucking hard to express this outside of my own thoughts. Mark meets my determined stare under another veil of gratitude. And for the first time today, a tear rolls down his face.

      “I know, buddy,” he replies. “It means an awful lot.”

      After a quick wipe down, I scribble more.

      
        
        SO, WHERE WE GOIN’ FRIEND?

      

      

      He replies hesitantly. “South Africa?”

      
        
        DONE!

        LET’S GET ME THE FUCK

        OUTTA HERE FIRST

      

      

      Given I’m tethered to every mechanical piece of shit under the moon, Mark leans over the bed to give me as best of a hug as he possibly can. He shakes his head, meanwhile a river of tears grazes the side of my cheek. “Miles, youse guys are good eggs,” he proclaims.

      Damn it if I don’t see a lot of Grayson’s character in Mark. The mere thought of this resemblance makes my mind drift off for a short moment. If I’m being completely honest, that’s one of the positive things that I can look forward to about crossing over. There’s no doubt that Grayson and Julian will be there to welcome me into the new dimension. As soon as I feel a rush of emotion crashing through the barricades below my skull, I continue scribbling down my last thought. Surely afterwards, I feel as if my heavy head is going to pull me under for another nap.

      
        
        THANKS FOR BEING SUCH

        A GREAT FRIEND, MARK.

      

      

      He raises his trembling hand to dab his eyes. “Miles,” he says. “Being your friend, even for a short time,” he adds for a brief pause. “Has been one of my lots in life and greatest honors,” he stammers. “Ya got me ‘til the very end, kid.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Three

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s been nearly three hours of pacing back and forth in Miles’ ICU room. The staff took him down to radiology for two back-to-back scans around ten this morning. As I glance at the time on my phone, it says damn near one in the afternoon. My Apple Watch is dead. After Miles was rushed to Mt. Sinai the night before last, I’d only swung by home to grab a clean shirt and our phone chargers. The watch cord completely slipped my mind. I’ve forgotten everything here lately. I’m fucking lucky to remember if I’ve brushed my teeth these days.

      Speak of the devil or whatever the fuck.  My screen lights up with another text as I spin on the ball of my foot in the opposite direction, stopping me in my tracks so FaceID can unlock the screen. It’s from Mitch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dude, I know you’re dealing with a lot right now. But opening night is next week and we need our director at the last few rehearsals.

      

      

      

      

      

      God damn it, this is precisely what I’m getting at. I’d lose my head if it weren’t screwed on tight. Narnia can wait. My Schmoo is most important and I’m not going to spend a single night away. Surely Mitch will understand if I elect Phoebe to step up as acting director in my place for this production. My name’s already on the playbill, but I don’t give a good goddamn. I’d pay ten large to have every copy reprinted to read—Director: Phoebe Schwartz. Making this decision has been quick, leaving me to thumb a reply to Mitch.

      
        
          
            
              
        I apologize for neglecting my duties, as I’m incredibly preoccupied with personal matters. I’m going to elect Pheebs to be my replacement for this production. Please apprise her with all she needs to execute this new role.

      

      

      

      

      

      The thought occurs to me that this might be my opportunity to tie this particular loose end with a perfect knot. I can completely step away from the stress with only a few more words and tap of a button. And I’ll be renounced of the extra chaos.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let this serve as my cordial resignation from the Rock Hudson Community Theater program. I’ll inform our accountant to be expecting your call to arrange all the paperwork and formalities. Of course my pocketbook will always be attached to the program. You can take whatever salary you wish from the theater’s disposable income. It’s been a pleasure, Mitch. You’re a stand-up guy. Best – A.W.

      

      

      

      

      

      While I’m on a roll, I should probably shoot a message off to Pheebs, so she doesn’t get caught by surprise. A second later has me hammering away at the keys.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pheebs, as of now, you’re the new Director of our current—and all future—productions at Rock Hudson Theater. I’ve officially stepped down from my chair as of now. I’ll still be paying you from my own personal funds to continue as Boo’s dog walker and day-to-day caretaker. Only this way, you’ll be able to get paid for all you do at the theater. Please reach out to Jim Nova at the print shop to switch out my name for yours on the playbills.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Any questions, call me. I’ll always answer for you. I’m just beyond my max right now with Miles. And now we’re taking Mark and Kato to South Africa once Dr. Scott signs a discharge order when he’s over this hump.

      

      

      

      

      

      Once I click my screen off, the craving and desire for caffeine becomes pivotal. I’ve not received a decent wink of sleep in over fifty-two hours. Resting in the chair of Miles’ room only provides a modicum of comfort. And being interrupted by the buzz of his blood pressure cuff or a nurse tottering in at all hours of the night, does not a match make for good REM sleep.

      I’d be remiss by not admitting another reason for the shitty rest is a product of being worried as all fuck about this pending lawsuit between Clint Welles and my husband. However, Kato told me last night as I enjoyed my Captain Crunch, that he’d be taking a good month away from the office to be with Mark. Doing so would afford him the time to happily help me research every legal option at our disposal. As I step down the hallway towards the family room, my memory recalls the conversation shared with Miles via his whiteboard later last night.

      Miles laid still in his hospital bed. I sat by his side in the chair, thinking of how I could make him any more comfortable. Lying in one position for longer than a couple of hours is painful, not to mention the hospital beds can’t compete with our Sleep Number mattress at home. Mark and Kato had just left for down the hall when I glanced into my lover’s face. In the muted atmosphere, his eyes remained shut while I took note of each time his tummy inflated then deflated. However the much fucking longer would he be unable to do it for himself?

      Laughter swam through the half-shut door from out in the hallway. Nurses at their post probably doing their damnedest to keep each other in high spirits. They certainly have one of the most difficult jobs on the planet. I don’t for a second take their sacrifices for granted, but there was no way I’d be experiencing what it feels like to laugh. At least not in the foreseeable future. After responding to a text from my father about Fred Hansen providing his Shu Matrix 12000 machine, my vision darted back up towards Miles’ face. His eyes widened, likely from the noise out in the hallway.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I assured him, stroking his arm with my gauze wrapped palm. “I’ll shut the door completely so you can get your rest.”

      He nodded in agreement while both his vanquished eyes did the talking. He didn’t need the stupid whiteboard for me to read what he wanted to say. I could feel the mass of love swelling from his heart while he shot a tender look in my direction on the way to slide the door all the way.

      “I love you too, Schmoo,” I replied as if he’d spoken to me all the same. “I found a vent safe to use in the MRI room tomorrow,” I added, scratching an itch under my bandage as I returned to the chair. “He’s sending it from Chicago on a FedEx plane tonight.”

      That ghastly aspect lit up with as much amazement as it possibly could, given any more frowning would separate the dried river beds between each pore. He used his right hand to point at me, blinking once as if silently annunciating a one syllable word.

      “We have father to thank,” I said. “And how he’s so well connected.”

      Miles reached over to the overbed table between him and me. The areas which would usually house eyebrows formed a wrinkle, as if he was exerting all the strength he could gather. I quickly reached over to help him retrieve his whiteboard, even though I felt he needed to go back to sleep. Whatever he had to say could certainly wait until he’d been a bit more rested. But fuck me if my husband isn’t stubborn even in his vitiated state. He scribbled a short sentence on the board before tilting it within view.

      
        
        WHEN I GET OUT, WE’RE

        TAKING MARK + KATO

        TO SOUTH AFRICA. K?

      

      

      That caught me by surprise. I thought he was going to ask me for something he needed, like more pain medication, or that he was hungry. God knew it had been a long time since he’d eaten anything. The thought served as a good reminder to ask his nurse about how the hell he’d be able to eat with the breathing tube jammed down his hatch. Were they going to install a feeding tube, or make him starve? Instead, I shook my head with surprise. It’s great he was making plans. But I doubted he’d be able to take a trip beyond Yonkers, let alone half the fuck away around the globe.

      “I don’t think that’s a very smart idea,” I replied, assured that traveling somewhere like that would be counterproductive given he’s immunocompromised. “Baby, we all would have to get shots and take a backpack of meds with us.”

      His gaze had a speck of contention bouncing off a glare from the overhead light above his bed. He erased the board to finish clarifying.

      
        
        THIS IS HIS BUCKET LIST

        WOULDN’T YOU HAVE

        DONE THIS FOR GRAY?

      

      

      I tilted my head with a sigh, glancing out the glass sliding door in the corner. At that moment, the thought hadn’t occurred to me how incredibly close Mark has gotten to Miles. In some ways, Mark has filled the hole left in Grayson and Julian’s wake. And he was right, I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash if it had been Gray in Mark’s shoes. But I couldn’t, and still can’t, wrap my head around those two being exposed to some dangerous shit whether they are strong enough to travel or not.

      “Fair enough,” I admitted, returning to my Schmoopy’s stare. “But we must run this past Dr. Scott,” I added, patting his shoulder. “Just to see what he has to say about it.”

      He nodded with satisfaction. Like it’d been the biggest fucking victory he’d had since receiving his diagnosis. I couldn’t blame him for his persistence. Perhaps there’s still a bit of unction keeping his gears in motion after all?

      Steam swirls up into my nostrils from a paper coffee cup in my left hand, meanwhile sauntering back to Miles’ ICU room. A yawn escapes my mouth as I stifle it with my bandaged paw, before finding a comfortable position in the chair. It’s not nearly as fancy as the Barcalounger variety Miles described from the chemo café. But I suppose a hospital isn’t here to encourage overnight guests.

      No sooner do I sit, when my phone chirps from the pocket of my shorts. I blow into the surface of my hospital coffee, which isn’t too awful for being what it is. The smooth ripples seem tranquil, almost too peaceful given the java’s intended effect. After a short sip, I lean forward to place it on Miles’ overbed table, reaching my left hand inside the pocket to retrieve my phone.

      Muffled speech is heard from the sliding door as I open my text messages. It’s three nurses wheeling Miles in a chair, pushing the borrowed vent from Chicago, and his IV fluids. Now whoever texted me will just have to wait.

      “There’s my guy,” I announce cheerfully, fully cognizant of the fact that he’s miserable from being stuck in a magnetic sarcophagus for however the fuck long it took. “Did they not give you an ‘I got fondled by the MRI tech and all they gave me was this shirt’ today?” I joke, trying to bring some humor into the day.

      Miles shoots a disapproving look. And judging by how he’s feeling on the inside, I can take a wild stab at assuming he’s just as miserable as he looks right now.

      A male nurse sheds some enthusiasm with his dark hair and ice-blue eyes. “He did just fine, didn’t you Miles?” He suggests, helping support Miles as he stands briefly to land back in the ICU bed.

      The pleasant staff here is quite adept at taking care of their patients, which warms a minimal smile from cheek to cheek. “Thank you, Brian,” I say, reaching for my hot coffee to take another few sips.

      “Scuttlebutt has it that Dr. Scott is already speaking with the radiologist,” Brian announces, all the while raising Miles’ blanket back over his legs. “So, you might not have to wait long for the results.”

      I nod pleasantly. “That’s great,” I reply. “And how is it looking on the breathing front?”

      A tinge of hesitation veils Brian’s demeanor, shaking his head with a wince. Oh fuck! “Well, I’m not Dr. Keating,” he confesses. “Nor am I your oncologist,” he adds, gesturing his right hand while his left controls a few random buttons on the other ventilator. “But his stats look promising, and it could be today when we start weaning him off,” he stammers a bit. “But only on a trial basis for sure.”

      Now I’m rubbing Miles’ head for good luck this fucking time. “See Schmoo?” I blurt out. “This is some good news.”

      It’s only been about an hour since the nurses left us alone, waiting around for the doctor to come in and speak with us. Miles is catching a much deserved nap. Meanwhile, I sit back in the chair with my phone in hand. My missed texts from earlier are from Mitch.

      
        
          
            
              
        What?!?! We’re gonna miss the fuck outta ya, pal. But I can understand you have a lot on your plate and you certainly don’t need the theater stressing you out on top of everything else. I’ll set up a meeting with Wendell to transfer things over to me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And of course, I’ll make sure Pheebs has everything she’ll need. I’m keeping you and Miles close to my heart. If I can do anything to help…I’m a tap away.

      

      

      

      

      

      I can breathe another sigh of relief that my resignation was well received. Though I haven’t heard from Phoebe yet, she isn’t the greatest at texting any of us back for hours. Unless it’s something to do with an acute need for Boo Radley, that is. She has her hands full enough caring for our little Scottie, and Becky as well. No sooner do I thumb over to see what’s going on Instagram, I hear the door sliding open. When I raise my head to investigate, it’s both Dr. Scott and Dr. Keating. Their poker faces cannot contend with my extra sensory gift, which is preparing me to brace for impact. This feels like it’s gonna be some reenactment of Pearl Harbor. Fuck no, please no. Don’t tell me this is ‘the talk.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Four

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Waking from a nap to the sound of Dr. Scott asking Alex if he can speak with him out in the hallway isn’t exactly what I’d consider a good combination. Instantly, I bang the palm of my left hand against the bed railing to alert everyone in the room that I’m awake. Whatever they’re gonna tell Alex can be told to us both at the same time. Dr. Scott looks concerningly into all the monitors I’m attached to, scratching the crook of his chin. His stare meets mine before he and Dr. Keating take turns speaking.

      Alex sits down in the chair, leaning forward to squeeze my left hand with his unbandaged hand. This doesn’t feel good. Good God, what next? He glances into my hopeful stare with the most disquieting air. The tension in this room has already grown thick. And not one person has even said a goddamn thing yet. Why are they just staring at me?

      Dr. Keating stands at the foot of my bed, leaning over to investigate the bag holding my urine. “Miles, Alex,” he starts. “I’m happy to say that these kidney levels are starting to improve quickly,” he adds with a click of his tongue. “The output is nearly a pale yellow, from that ugly leather shade a few days ago.”

      I reach for my whiteboard and marker when Alex finishes the task, leaning forward to place it in my lap. He replies to Dr. Keating’s announcement with a crack in his voice.

      “So that’s good, right?” He asks, appearing much like a puppy surprised to have diverted a punishment.

      Dr. Keating gives Dr. Scott a brief look before responding. Which is strike one in my cop lie detection manual, remember?

      “It’s extremely reassuring, yes,” Dr. Keating replies with an oblique smile. “The levels have deescalated dramatically,” he adds, pausing to breathe in sharply. “And your bloodwork is starting to point in the right direction, so the vancomycin is doing a splendid job,” he finishes, cuing Dr. Scott to explain what he needs to.

      Dr. Scott clears his throat. “Miles, Alex,” he begins. Strike two. “I’m extremely grateful that you were able to help locate that Shu Matrix 12000, so I could order the new scans we needed,” he adds, crossing his arms in front of his abdomen. “Unfortunately—” he pauses.

      The pit in my stomach from moments earlier seems to have sunk deep into my intestines. A few tears begin accumulating as I lie here letting Dr. Scott scratch the side of his scalp, appearing to determine how best to deliver what he needs to. I’ve felt this coming for weeks. It was only a matter of when the universe decided to deliver it like an infection following a toothache. Dr. Scott’s hand travels to his hip, tilting his head to the side with a solemn expression. It’s in this very second that I feel Alex clenching my hand tighter than a vise-grip in a woodshop.

      “Miles,” he says, gesturing with his other wrist. “There’s a small but very noticeable parenchymal mass at the base of your brainstem,” he adds, confirming my suspicions.

      Alex’s hand gets even tighter, his eyes glossing over immediately. The emotion pouring from my own goddamn self intensifies as each second passes us by. Dr. Scott’s spiel becomes muffled. Meanwhile, my attention tunnels through the small opening between both doctor’s shoulders. In this second, my mind flashes back to a moment just three short months ago.

      I’d just sat down at a curved stone bench in front of Bethesda Fountain as a young girl, who couldn’t have been a day older than nine, frolicked past me with a black balloon tied to her arm. My vision caught the attention of a mobile ice cream cart with a teen boy in a blue and white pinstripe cap doling frozen treats to the hot and eager pedestrians of Central Park.

      Children screaming could be heard from all around me, accompanied by the splashes of oars penetrating the surface of a pond off in the distance. After a few moments, I examined the angel statue taking pity on my soul. For this was my first moment of existential dread. Like the conviction in her eyes screamed deep into the ravines of my presence that I’d be signing my own death certificate soon enough.

      “Miles?” Dr. Scott snaps his fingers, now leaning directly over me. “Miles—” he reiterates.

      My stare locks with his concerned visage as my peripheral vision shrinks to the very corners of my sockets. I release my grip on Alex’s hand so I can twist the cap off my marker to scribble a question.

      
        
        HOW LONG?

      

      

      Dr. Keating gazes discerningly in my direction as if there’s more he’s going to say. Perhaps I didn’t need to hear the words Dr. Scott spouted off to inherently know what this convo would be about. The expression on my Saucepot’s face says it all. There’s more to this twisted joke, and we haven’t even arrived at the punchline. A large grunt escapes Dr. Scott’s mouth as he clears his throat for the thirtieth fucking time today. He really ought to get that checked out himself.

      “I’m so sorry, Miles,” he continues. “We’re out of options at this point,” he adds with the tiniest bit of consolation reflecting from his oceanic irises. “All we can do now is make you comfortable, my friend.”

      Make me comfortable? He still hasn’t told me how long. Why in the fuck do doctors avoid this question like it’s the plague? Is this how Mark felt when his oncologist shot down his hopes for a full recovery? Just a few days ago, Alex and I were on the balcony enjoying a meal with our new friends. Trying to make the very best of our dreary situation. We both knew it would be among the last few we’d get to show pleasure in. And introducing our husbands to each other would help appease our innermost fears of leaving them behind. We need a bit more time to make that possible, God damn it!

      I raise the white board to my chest to underline my question.

      
        
        HOW LONG?

      

      

      Dr. Scott’s head wavers with very little conviction. Without a doubt the first time I’ve seen this side of him. “It’s hard to say, honestly,” he replies, studying each machine. “A good month,” he adds, extending his hand on my shoulder. “Maybe three if you’re able to climb out from under this septic boulder quick enough.”

      Well fuck! Now there are a few more thoughts swimming through my head. A tentative expiration date has been declared. Like a digital stamp skimmed across the top of my desiccated scalp, as if I’m a fucking gallon of milk. Is milk ever given a grace period of two days longer? Three? I anticipated seeing the sheen of the reaper’s scythe.

      But I didn’t expect my executioner to be the one person who’s paid to keep me alive. The sole purpose of his medical degree is to keep searching for solutions. Anything and everything to prevent Alexander Basil Wilkins from being labeled a widower. And one month, maybe three? Get the fuck out!

      Alex swallows a hard gulp of air, its echo bouncing between him and Dr. Scott. “Three months?” He replies, taken aback as his wave of emotion rains down into my hospital gown.

      I reach up to caress his cheek with the back of my left hand, all the while practicing my skills of telepathy to send him a message in the absence of my voice. “I love you, Saucepot. Don’t you worry that aching ginormous heart of yours. Lean on Kato when I’m gone. It’s what Mark and I want the most.” The hardest part of this moment is my uncertainty that he even understands what I’m trying to plead from the secret cleft of my bravery.

      Dr. Keating sidesteps Dr. Scott to place his hand on my right leg. “Miles,” he offers. “I have more bits of good news,” he adds, shooting a glance at my ventilator. “It’s fair to say that we can start weaning you from the vent this afternoon.”

      This is precisely enough news to widen my vision like the English Channel. In fact, as I study the desperation on Alex’s beautiful face, there’s a small glimmer in the corner of his downcast eyes. Maybe we should be grateful we have some good news at all.

      “But I must absolutely disclaim to you both,” Dr. Keating continues. “This is only a trial to see if your lungs are able to hold steady on their own,” he adds with clasped hands gesturing towards his chest. “If I have any misgiving that they’ll struggle, it’s back to the machine pronto.”

      I nod my head slightly, scribbling a few words under the previous message in the process.

      
        
        UNDERSTOOD

      

      

      Dr. Keating follows up with assurance in his demeanor. “And I promise,” he says. “If they do as well as I expect,” he adds with a crack in his smile, surely trying to soften the blow of Dr. Scott’s abysmal smack to the kisser. “I’ll have the nurses remove the nasogastric tube and get as solid of food as possible down that hatch as quickly as I can.”

      Alex’s bandaged hand strokes my scalp as he starts asking exactly what I’d planned on writing down next.

      “Given this malarkey of throwing in the towel,” he hisses. Surely not directed at Dr. Scott on a personal level, though the doctor’s eyebrow crimps at the dig anyway. “If we plan to get as much travel as we can in the last—months—” Alex pauses to swallow his impeding fears. “How can we get him vaccinated safely for a visit to South Africa?” He asks intently. “There’s a few places we’re gonna jet off to.”

      Dr. Scott’s face lights up with surprise. He may not hear this question too often from patients and their spouses, compelled to travel as much as they can before death beckons. “That’s a valid question, Alex,” he replies, pressing his finger into his chin. “There’s a special chemoprophylaxis option for the antimalarial medication, which is crucial,” he adds. “And provided we’ll be administering palliative care at this point,” he inhales a quick breath, bouncing his head to the other shoulder. “I can sign a medical waiver required by the CDC to delineate your circumstances so he can still visit,” he says with a quick breath. “Unless of course Miles, have you already received a yellow fever vaccine in your lifetime?”

      I nod quickly. Indeed, I have received one prior. It was for a trip Alex and I were going to take with Grayson and Julian when they were preparing to bring a set of twins into the world. But our plans quickly changed after they miscarried.

      Alex speaks for me. “Yes, we both have,” he professes.

      “Well, that settles it then,” Dr. Scott retorts, shuffling around to the foot of the hospital bed. “Assuming everything goes well, I would still recommend the antimalarial for travel near the Northern borders still,” he adds with another beat. “So we need to allow the sepsis to clear, which is the prudent course of action in any case, palliatively or otherwise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Both doctors exit the room, leaving Alex and I to digest the plate of fuckery we’ve just been served. His stare locks with mine, not breaking from even the littlest of noise which might interrupt our hushed exchange. An ocean of sorrow crashes against the shoreline of his tear ducts. Mine do much of the same. But I get the sense we’re crying for two slightly different reasons.

      My emotive display pours for the little time that I have left to ensure he’s going to be kept safe when I’m gone. His, on the other hand, is most likely the grim reality of losing me earlier than any of us expected.

      “Oh baby,” he whimpers, raising his left arm to wipe away the grief. “We’re gonna make this the most impactful three months of our entire lives,” he confidently assures me as his other hand pats gently against my chest.

      My enlarged eyes grow bigger, meanwhile, my eyebrows—or what would be—rise to the ceiling. I stroke his right arm, shaking my head. This isn’t fair to him. Why does he have to be put through this? He’s been doing everything he can and nothing’s worked in our favor. He almost needs more reassurance than I do. In a moment, I reach for my marker to write a message.

      
        
        IT’S GONNA BE OKAY

        IT MAY HURT FOR A BIT

        OF TIME… BUT IT’LL

        BE OKAY, SAUCEPOT.

      

      

      I’m pretty sure this just escalated things. His shoulders arch immediately, propelling his entire upper body over my chest as the tears spew from him. And I can’t blame him. This shitstick just got foul and quick.

      “It’s not, Schmoo,” he wails. “It’s not ever gonna fuckin’ be okay again.”

      His agony sends razor blades straight under my withering flesh. I stifle a sniffle as best as I can under the pull of this feeding tube, trying not to choke on the robotic puffs of air being forced into me. Once I muster a display of bravery for his sake, I stroke his backside with my left hand.

      It may take some time for Alex to fight the dark cloud looming over us. And to accept the stark certainty of what’s on the horizon. I just hope time allows me the courtesies which I require the most. A reassurance that he’ll find his way back to shore once our ship sinks to the bottom of the deepest ocean we’ve sailed in our entire relationship.

      “Tuscany,” Alex shrieks, followed up with, “we’ll do that after South Africa.” He inhales deeply, raising his weary gaze to meet mine. “And we’ll visit Paris,” he adds with another stream of tears painting his cheeks like graffiti. “One last time, we’ll go back to where I proposed,” he finishes with a tertiary sniffle.

      My exhaustion and weakness is all consuming at this point. The mere thought of visiting anywhere else besides taking Mark and Kato to South Africa seems daunting at best. On a fucking good day, I can hardly schlep to the bathroom without wincing in pain or getting out of breath. There’s no way I can fathom how I’d possibly accomplish much on our trip with Mark and Kato without a wheelchair. Even with several breaks. But I don’t have the heart to convince him otherwise. If fulfilling our Italy plans and revisiting Paris one last time will help him find the peace that I wish for him, then I’ll swallow every bit of pain and discomfort just for my poor Saucepot.

      I tug the whiteboard from under his collapsed torso, erasing the previous words. My hand scribbles a fresh message.

      
        
        I WON’T HAVE IT ANY

        OTHER WAY, AL.

        WE’LL DO IT ALL.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Five

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a few minutes since Miles’ doctors have left the room. We’re here processing everything that I suspected they’d be saying from the very minute they walked in here. And it’s not a good feeling. Not at fucking all. One to three months is all I have left with Miles Joseph Langford. After that, the weight of the world will come crashing down, leaving me in a million pieces. I thought we’d have more time. Three months is nothing to write home about.

      My baby lies under the weight of my upper body, thrown over him as if I’m practicing what it’ll feel like to lurch over his casket just as Grayson did Julian’s. Every emotion rushes from my eyes at the pace of a tidal wave. They’re drenching the very blanket keeping Miles warm. If there’s one positive thing to come from today, at least it’s the fact they’re going to try weaning him off the breathing machine. So he can do it for his own damn self. And then he can have a close to decent meal.

      He’s just confirmed on the whiteboard that we can go to Italy and France after taking Kato and Mark to South Africa. I must make these trips count because they’re all we’ll have left. All I may ever have to hold onto again.

      I use his blanket to dry my eyes, all the while attempting to catch a decent breath of my own. I’ve been withholding info about the party I’ve planned for him down at The Lion’s Den. It’s an honorary retirement from the New York Police Department. He wanted to see through it all, until the end of what two years he could’ve had left. Let’s just thank cancer for ruining everything!

      Chief Knotts and several other officers will be there to support their Captain Langford. Rick and I got the new owner, Jimmy, to remain closed that night so we can privately celebrate his thirty-two years of protecting and serving the people of New York City. Now it seems a shame I keep the news from him, as he could very well wither away before we have that distinct pleasure.

      “Schmoo,” I say, inching my head farther up his chest, swirling a finger into his right arm. “I was going to keep this a surprise,” I add, my right fingers scratching his gritty cheek. “We’re holding your retirement party down at the club next week, so you’ve gotta be breathing and out of here by then.”

      Miles finagles the dry erase board from the side of his bed to write a response.

      
        
        YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO DO THAT

        I DON’T NEED A PARTY

      

      

      “Like fuck you don’t need a party,” I retort, a tinge of animosity painting my reply at the situation—not him. “The minute you’re sprung from this place,” I add with certitude. “We’re gonna party every day that you’re here with me,” I stop to take a pause, briefly glancing out the window overlooking Central Park. “And if that means by some miracle we’re still partying after a straight year—” I glance back into Miles’ narrowed eyes. “Then it’ll have been the best goddamn miracle I’d ever been given besides that of your love.”

      His tears are proof that my words seem to be making an impact on him. Even though I can feel his stomach is emptier than a gas tank after a long trip. He seems routed that his body has already given up on being angry. It’s flat out given up, period, Alex. But his hand erases his previous response to scribble another sentence.

      
        
        I’LL TREASURE EVERY MORNING

        I GET TO WAKE TO YOUR

        AWFUL FUCKIN’ SNORING…

      

      

      An unexpected laugh falls from my lips, catching me off guard. “Oh Schmoopy,” I reply, caressing his cheek. “There’s the man I smacked in the nose with a bathroom door thirty-four years ago.”

      His squinted eyes widen just a smidge as he tilts his head. Perhaps he doesn’t remember? It occurs to me that I’ve fucked with our first meeting so much, even I can’t seem to remember. After everything we’ve endured the last several months, I’ve forgotten the last time I visited that day. I changed it to a spilled tube of syrup on his clothes, didn’t I?

      My head wavers in embarrassment, as a hand meets the side of my temple. “Never mind,” I follow up. “That was just a dream I had a few weeks ago.”

      A sigh escapes me, meanwhile, I peer back out the window to study the elements. The world seems to continue spinning and life has forged ahead. If I focus clearly, I can see the North Meadow softball fields through a small opening of Arthur Ross Pinetum trees. The first responder’s softball league has wrapped for the season, serving me another reminder of just one more thing that we’ve missed out on this year. Miles has been pitching for the city’s boys in blue for the last two decades.

      I wonder if he’s thought about it? Or has he been so preoccupied puking every deciliter of stomach fluid and consumed by fatigue? Surely everything else has concealed the fact that he’s been robbed of his greatest summer pastime besides bossing me around. Not that I mind the latter. What I wouldn’t do right now to see him with such zeal, commanding me to the bedroom like a prisoner to their cell. I turn my attention back to him, about to ask if he’s missed repping the NYPD in softball. But his closed eyes thwart my question altogether.

      Quietly and carefully, I climb down from my desperate position over his already iced flesh to sit back up in the chair. The last sips of coffee in my cup are practically as frigid. This might be a good opportunity to drop by home for a shower and an outfit which doesn’t wreak of a fetid gym sock. I scoop my phone from Miles’ overbed table, before leaning over the parched terrain of his withering visage to plant a gentle kiss on his forehead.

      I slide the door quietly whilst shimmying out of his room. According to my lock screen, there’s a missed call I’ve neglected. This doesn’t surprise me, since I only have my text notifications turned on. Everything else has been silenced. In the elevator, I position my device within view of my exhausted face to unlock it. I’m surprised it accepted my sad sack’s pitiful excuse for identification.

      Only now do I discover what life has occurred while I’ve been stuck in the confines of these hallowed halls of healing. It’s a nice place, but anyone could bet their ass that I’d have rather been visiting my cousin Pam, getting lost in a sea of pictures chronicling every plastic surgery she’s had. On my walk out to the parking structure, I dial Phoebe, who tried to call an hour ago.

      “Hi sweetheart,” she says sincerely. “How is Miles today?”

      It takes everything in me to fight back another torrential downpour. She was the first person to find out about Miles’ cancer months ago. And now she’s gonna be the first in our circle to learn of his expiration date. Like he’s some ripened pear on the kitchen counter soon to spoil. I spill the beans all the while trying to wedge myself behind the steering wheel.

      “He’s gonna die, Pheebs,” I profess, feeling the acrimonious sting that I receive every goddamn time my lips iterate anything to this effect. “Dr. Scott’s stopping his treatment,” the words flounder from my creaky voice. “It’s already spreading to his goddamn brain.”

      Phoebe shudders on the inside. Fuck me for being able to feel it. “Oh Jesus, no!”

      When the car turns over, my Bluetooth takes a brief second to connect. After I lock the phone in its cradle on my dash, I pull out from the parking spot on the third level, slowly circling my way to the base.

      “I know I’m a shit person for even asking you this,” I begin, starting my journey down 5th Avenue. “Especially after handing over my duties at the theater to you,” I add, curing an itch in my ear as I stop behind a fucking tortoise-slow Pennsylvania driver. There’s basically a mile of distance between you and the car ahead, dipshit. “But I’m gonna need you and Becky to keep Boo Radley for an indeterminate amount of time.”

      Phoebe blows into the microphone. Is she smoking and trying to conceal the audible evidence? “Stop it, Alexander,” she jeers. “You have enough on your plate, and taking care of this little guy has been our pleasure,” she adds, placating my worry about taking advantage of her. “You could stop paying me and I wouldn’t give it a second thought,” she mumbles, sounding like something’s between her lips. “You’re getting that Tuscany trip in before—” she stops, almost as if she can’t find the courage to sew the bitter reminder into the garden of my soul.

      “He dies?” I finish her thought. “Yeah, we’re taking Mark and Kato to South Africa first.”

      She interjects me. “You said that in your text earlier,” Phoebe reminds me. “Why South Africa?”

      A loud cavernous sigh ejects from my mouth. “Well Pheebs,” I reply, about to turn South on Madison. “Mark’s doctor gave him the same Earth-shattering news as ours a few days ago,” I confirm. “And Miles wants to take them to a place on Mark’s bucket list of sorts.”

      Phoebe clicks her tongue. “That is so sweet,” she responds, her voice crackling as she’s about to cry. This I can detect. “He’s always thinking of others even in his darkest hours.”

      She’s absolutely goddamn right about that. My baby is a real hero. The gemstone of a man I’m lucky to call a lover, a partner in crime, my everything. There’s nothing Miles wouldn’t do to ensure that the basic securities of another person are kept safe. That’s the true strength of his character. Besides how he makes me feel every day, if there’s only one other thing I get to remember about him, let it be that.

      We wrap our conversation as I find my speed through the early evening rush hour traffic on the FDR. Other than a shower and clean clothes, there are two things capable of helping me find comfort at this current juncture. Music and a large bowl of cereal. My stereo is tuned into a Sirius XM station playing one of Calum Scott’s many duets, meanwhile, the Porsche mazes through our four o’ clock bottleneck. All the while, their lyrics to “Run With Me” soak into my heart. Sad fucking song. But the universe seems to be sending me some type of message. Is it maybe one of comfort?

      Another thirteen minutes on the road has me pulling into our parking spot between Miles’ squad car and my Bentley Continental. Of which hasn’t sputtered from its space since at least April. The question on my mind while the elevator delivers me to our penthouse level, is when Chief Knotts will come reclaim the SUV belonging to the City of New York. Now that there’s no shadow of doubt Miles won’t be returning to his responsibilities as a Police Captain. As anything at all!

      Goosebumps scatter each arm as I walk into the kitchen to pour some French Toast Crunch. At this moment, it occurs to me that with Miles in an even further weakened state than before, I should procure a wheelchair for him. And at the same time, I shake my head in disgust that I haven’t thought of this convenience sooner. My conscience finally stops chiding me for this afterthought as tiny pieces of crispy cereal hits the bottom of my porcelain bowl.

      I chew loudly, all the while mental images of Miles’ ghostly pale aspect heckle the corners of my soul. He’s barely struggling to stay awake longer than an hour at a time now. He’s so weak and I’m about to whisk him all the way around the globe as a product of my own selfishness. Especially when less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d expressed my staunch disagreement that he’s in no condition to travel. As I finish my last bite, I consider curing my recent urge to step back in time. I have a few minutes before heading back. So I can be there when they begin the weaning process.

      Upstairs in the bathroom, I decide I’ll travel back to a moment where I can be reminded of Miles for the true hero he is. Then I’ll hop on back to the present, take my shower, and be back at his bedside. My fists clench, setting the intentions in a sea of dark, dazzling glints of light swimming all around me. And in a split-second, I feel the thud as time has officially delivered me to my temporary destination.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DECEMBER 1997

      Three black brick walls surround me, with a door in the corner of a gold painted wall in front of where I stand. Electronically synthesized music from outside the bathroom sends my heart racing to its harried rhythm. This was the first time that Miles, Julian, Grayson, and I visited The Lion’s Den, having just opened its doors a month prior. I splash some water into my twenty-six-year-old face to appear as if I’d genuinely used the facilities, before reuniting with the boys.

      As soon as I round a corner from the small hallway leading to the bathrooms, I’m reminded of the crazy laser-like lighting which almost prevented Grayson from sticking around. We were here to celebrate he and Julian’s engagement the week prior, so there wasn’t a chance in Hell that we’d let him skip out on marking such an occasion. I pass through the narrow aisle in between a stage of male pole dancers wearing next to nothing and a front row of tables. At the end of the aisle are the three boys, flushed and sloshed. I remember Grayson downing five shots of Wild Turkey before his nerves allowed him to have a good time.

      “There’s my fuckin’ fiancé,” Miles shouts, pointing in my direction as I climb two steps to our platform. “I was about to have the boys in search and rescue dispatched,” he says with a libated glint bouncing from his reddened face.

      I let out a snicker to pretend that I’m just as drunk as they are. “Sorry,” I bite back. “Turns out I had to take a dump,” I add, reaching for the Harvey Wallbanger I’d ordered on this particular night.

      Miles jabs his elbow into my ribs, yelling over the obstinately loud music. “I thought we were going to pay for Gray and Jules’ joint lap dance?”

      I shrug enthusiastically. “The night’s young, my love,” I respond, slurping the cocktail before placing it back down on the small table between the four of us.

      Grayson shakes his head apprehensively. “No, no, no,” he pleads with both hands at the table’s edge. “You’ll have to get me drunker than I already am for that to happen.”

      “Ha!” I shout. “Consider that challenge accepted, my friend,” I add, waving down a bare chested thirty-something in shiny gold spandex briefs. “We need another round of Wild Turkey over here!”

      Miles’ devilishly charming stare meets mine when I turn back around. “He’s gonna be so sick, Al,” he shouts. “He may fucking well urp on the dancer!”

      I raise my drink in the air. “Father will pay for the damages,” I affirm with the booming voice I’ve always had. “Cheers, motherfuckers!”

      Julian and Grayson look at each other with a look of ‘what have we gotten ourselves into?’ Meanwhile, Grayson clutches his fiancé’s right hand. “The sharks are already swimming around us, meus amor, we’d better grab a life vest.”

      A couple hours later the four of us are sitting around, waiting for the waiter to return with my credit card. The then club owner, Bobby Cordova, makes his personal rounds giving thanks to everyone for spending the night with his hospitable staff. Grayson’s tie is loosened to barely even a stub, snockered from here to Pluto. Julian slams his last shot of Ron Rico to the table’s surface, blithely smacking his lips. Not so surprisingly, since I’ve lived this moment once before, Miles is holding his own. I forgot he’d been practically the most sober of us all.

      His hand clasps mine as we stagger from the doors, shuffling around the corner of 19th Street. As we sway to the visually spinning Earth, there are sounds of two haughty boys in leather jackets which bring us to a complete halt. Miles turns his head to glance across the street, as both obnoxious men continue yelling obscenities at a younger boy in his mid-twenties. Their fists are poised, ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

      “It’s because of you fuckin’ queers,” one of the men bellows. “We’re forced to take matters into our own hands.”

      The petrified look on the young boy’s face screams everything that I can already feel inside his vexed soul. I remember this night almost too well. And while scary as it was the first time, I’m at total ease because Miles turned into fifty shades of badass. In a split-second, my Schmoo scurries quickly into the alley with his arms perched in front of him.

      “You leave him the fuck alone,” his scream resounding up and down the alley. “Go on,” he continues. “Get out of here.”

      The taller bully of the two of them turns around with a gristly scowl. “Who the fuck are you?”

      Miles wastes no time biting back through his clenched teeth, foaming at the mouth like a papa wolf protecting its young. “Your goddamn worst nightmare,” he growls, raising one arm slightly higher than the other.

      Grayson and Julian’s frosty stare summons me to step back a couple of paces to where they’re standing in place. Much like they did the first time this happened. They don’t know the outcome, but I do. In fact if time permitted it, I’d hop across the street to the all-night bodega for a freshly popped bag of popcorn to enjoy the show we’re about to watch.

      “Get him, Michael,” the scrawnier guy commands. “I’ve got this sorry shit stain,” he adds with a grimace as he glares back down in the frightened young man’s direction.

      Michael lurches forward at Miles in another moment, causing Miles to sidestep a few inches to the right. The dipshit twists around, throwing his first punch when my ninja babe grabs hold of his arm, putting it into a tight lock. Miles’ left leg lifts, kicking the motherfucker in his crotch, further escalating Michael’s rage. In an attempt to break free from Miles’ hold, the ass wipe tugs his arm to the side. But Miles doesn’t budge. Instead, his locked arm yanks Michael down to the cement. He kicks Michael’s ribcage ferociously, sending blood straight from his jowls.

      The innocent boy squirms under the grip of the other gangster’s hand, kicking and screaming his way to victory. If even a tiny one, when his foot manages to snake between him and the guy’s torso. Miles rushes to the boy’s aid, strong palming that paltry bastard’s throat against the grimy brick wall. And in another second, Miles’ right fist hurls straight into the man’s left cheek. One or two bloody teeth crack loose before he spits directly into Miles’ pretty face. Motherfucker! I’ll clean it up later. Don’t worry, Schmoo.

      “You sons of bitches better not be seen within twenty blocks of this place,” Miles thunders. “If I see you any-fucking-where near Gramercy Park again, it’ll be the last time,” he adds, in a fell swoop shoving the man down to the ground by his Adam’s apple.

      This war was over within a matter of a couple of minutes. The boy cries hysterically, his shoulders shivering as a result of his fear coming down off the ledge. But I remember feeling his overwhelming appreciation for Miles saving him from getting his ass kicked. It’s moments like tonight from decades ago, which remind me of how grateful I am that society has taken even the smallest step in the right direction. It isn’t perfect. Not by a longshot. Generally speaking, most patrons feel safer coming and going from The Lion’s Den in the new millennium, than the forsaken moments like tonight in 1997.

      Back at our Gramercy Park brownstone, Grayson and Julian find themselves conked out into one another on the sofa. There was no reason for them to head across the bridge to their apartment in Astoria, when Miles and I lived a couple of blocks around the corner from the club. Miles stands triumphantly in front of the bathroom mirror, as I step toward the linen closet to retrieve a clean washcloth. I run it under warm water from the faucet, wiping the scrawny dickhead’s blood away from the edges of his mouth. He had such a youthful face. Even three months ago, it was as smooth as this.

      My lips form the same buoyant expression they did when this first happened. “Officer Langford to the fuckin’ rescue again, eh?”

      Miles shakes his head as a seething look shoots back at me. He’s definitely hopped up on adrenaline. “Poor kid,” he moans. “That could’ve been you,” he adds, the palm of his lightly grazed hand pressing against the base of my chin. “Or Gray, or Jules,” he murmurs. “I can’t let that happen to anyone in our community.”

      He holds me in a tight embrace after I finish wiping his smooth skin free of the bastard’s blood. His hands gently travel up and down my spine as I let out a large sigh. We remain like this for a few uninterrupted moments before his caressing comes to a halt.

      “Baby?” I ask quietly, pulling my head back to see he’s fallen asleep. “Hey sexy, wake up long enough for the walk to our bed, okay?”

      He giggles incessantly. “Why?” He gurgles. “What are you gonna do to me when we get there?”

      While I did suck him off to completion the first time this night happened, I find myself questioning if I can enjoy it again. I still need to head back to present day for a shower before hurrying back to be with his fifty-three-year-old incarnation. As soon as he falls back into the mattress, I’ve made up my twenty-six-year-old mind. No time is wasted yanking the belt from around his waist. My fingers tug on his white briefs after unzipping his slacks, adorned with a small tear along the inner crotch from battle.

      Miles’ inebriated moans swim around our bedroom, all the while my head bobs up and down over his thick cock. “Oh honey,” he whines. “That feels so good.”

      I whisper back up into his face. “This is what a real hero earns when they save someone’s life.”

      He giggles, digging his fingers into my younger shell’s lush hair. “Is that right?” He responds. “Maybe I’d better bring you on a ride along every day,” he adds. “So I can earn a hummer behind the Krispy Kreme.”

      My tongue slithers around his tip as a few fingers tickle the base of his sack, already tasting bits of precum. “You’d like that, wouldn’t ya?” I joke back. Of course, he’d like that! And I’d like nothing more than to stay in this moment forever, but I can’t.

      Miles’ writhes his waist after another few minutes of me allowing his dick straight back into my throat. In another moment, his wails intensify. “Oh shit, Alex,” he protests at the first hint of euphoria striking against his spine like a bullwhip.

      My mouth doesn’t leave his pulsing cock for a second. The cum shoots straight down my throat in short bursts, much like a sprinkler in some suburban yard. White picket fence and all. Its salted flavor matches that of buttered popcorn at the movie theater. Before they started using plastic butter. I revel in this moment, because they’re so rare given our present circumstances. Will I even feel his cock in my mouth ever again? When I inch my torso up to kiss him, his satisfied grin is all the thanks I need.

      Our lips form a seal against the other with a lengthy impassioned exchange. He glides his hand across my back, his face alight with an enthusiastic seal of approval. Miles starts to roll me over on my back to get on top of me, when I let out a tiny whimper of arousal. I’d very much like his heroic cock inside my younger self’s eager ass.

      But I’d better scamper into the bathroom to return to my personal version of Hell. I can’t put it off any longer. When my twenty-six-year-old shell saunters back from the bathroom, it will enjoy warming up with the hot and steamy excitement on such a glacial December night as this was.

      “Hold that thought?” I ask with a forefinger at his lips. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      Miles lets out a gasp. “Again?” He scoffs. “What does that make tonight, three times?”

      I peer over my shoulder, scanning him from head to toe on my schlep to the bathroom. His forehead ensconced by the moonlight from our bedroom window sets my heart ablaze. I’m never gonna see that zeal again, am I? Before I make my exit from 1997, I look out into the living room to see Julian and Grayson piled over the other. Their drunk faces awash with inebriated smiles. We sure knew how to party back in the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Six
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      I turn over in bed from one side to the other, at the sensation of a slick tongue lapping the edges of my mouth. Though still in a half-slumber, my voice protests the injustice so I can continue the beautiful dream I’ve been enjoying for what seems like the last several hours.

      “Stop it, Al,” I plead, shoving an arm away from me to beg for a few more minutes of sleep.

      The licking persists. “Christ already,” I jar awake.

      When I open my eyes, I’m pleasantly surprised to see the small white furry beast that is Boo Radley, lying less than an inch away from my chin. If he could speak, he’d probably say something to the effect of, “Wake up, you lazy dickhead.” I rub my tired eyes with the curl of my finger, wincing at the stinging pain it causes with each stroke. Loud squawking seagulls accompanied by crashing waves are heard as my sight focuses clearly on a wall opposing the bed. That’s right! I shake out the fog clouding my head, letting out a large yawn in the process. When I come to, I comb my fingers through our Scottie’s lavish fur.

      Alex steps in from the door adjacent to the foot of the bed, a certain eagerness painting his face. “Good afternoon, Schmoo,” he says, toting a tray with both arms.

      My initial reply is an unintelligible craggy mess. What I meant to say was, “How long was I out?”

      “Here baby,” he says hushed, passing me a tall glass filled with a creamy deep red substance. “This’ll wet your whistle.”

      I wave my hand out in front of me, abandoning the attention I’ve been providing Boo Radley. I’m not entirely hungry. All I really need is a cold bottle of water and I’ll be right as rain. Alex hasn’t been very good at accepting ‘no’ for an answer the last several months. So I’m forced to slurp up this smoothie regardless of if I want to or not.

      “You need some nutrients, Schmoo,” he insists. “You’ve really not eaten anything at all the past couple of days.”

      As my hand nestles the side of the cold glass, I shoot him much the same look as a child being forced to eat their vegetables. My lips surround the copper metal straw, slurping a bit of it. It’s actually not too awful. I reposition my upper body to lean up against the sizable headboard in the suite that he and I stay in when visiting Arthur and Helen’s estate in The Hamptons. My head tilts with approval, all the while sucking down what tastes tart like raspberries and a hint of pineapple. Now that it’s lubricated, maybe I can speak clearly.

      “This is actually pretty good, Al,” I admit, summoning more down my pipe. “Raspberry and pineapple?”

      Alex lowers his head in agreement. “And protein powder with collagen peptides,” he informs me, inching his body across the bed to spoon me with an arm wrapped around my chest. “We gotta keep you big and strong, don’t ya know?” He adds, rubbing my aching shoulder and atrophied bicep.

      My lover has suddenly changed the dynamic which Boo and I had established atop the mattress. So looks at Alex like it’s a major inconvenience forcing him to find a new comfortable position. He condemningly lets out a brief sneeze, before jumping down to the floor and hurries out of the room. The back of Alex’s soft hand against my cheek feels like a piece of velvet being drug across sandpaper.

      “We need to get ready soon for your party, baby,” Alex mutters softly. “It’s gonna take us a good two hours to reach the city.”

      He leans in closer to plant a kiss on the back of my bald head. I haven’t fussed with my wig in the last week. Not since being let loose after my incarceration in the hospital Intensive Care Unit. There’s no point really. It’s just Alex, his parents, Mark, Kato, and myself here. However, I need to hold firm to some dignity if I’m going to be in front of Chief Knotts, Commissioner Linden, and my former officers. I may look like the exact physical description of death. But I’ll be damned if I let them see me as too vulnerable.

      I grab his hand draping over my shoulder. “That’s right,” I say. “I feel like a major fuckin’ loser that I forgot all about it.”

      Alex hushes me. “Stop it, Miles,” he asserts. “The doctors all said you’d be a bit foggy for a while.”

      Foggy is underselling it, I’m afraid. The other night at dinner, I couldn’t pick up the goddamn fork in front of me. In that succinct moment, I’d forgotten how to use silverware. I lower my head to the glass so I can drink the last of Alex’s smoothie. Despite the presence of the Wilkins private chef, Frank, I know my Saucepot blended this for me all on his own. The suction of the straw causes loud gurgling sounds to bounce against the headboard, as I suck every remaining drop from the base. I may not have wanted this a couple of minutes ago, but now it’d be a damn shame to let any of it go to waste.

      I place the glass on the nightstand a foot away from my head. Alex tries to reach for a muffin on the tray which he brought in here with him. He waves it in front of my nose as if I’m going to be enticed. But my head shakes in disapproval.

      “Unnnn nnnnnn,” I gesture.

      “Come on, just a few bites,” he pressures me. “If not for yourself, do it for me,” he adds.

      A sigh falls from my chapped lips. “Okay, two bites,” I oblige as he unwraps a paper liner down the bottom half.

      My mouth inches closer as Alex steadies the muffin, so I can sink my fangs into the top. Its rich buttery flavor overpowers the base notes of banana and chocolate, dissolving easily before a gentle swallow. Much like his tasty fucking smoothie, I can’t resist another bite. It hurts to swallow these days, but soldier on I will.

      He encourages me like I need a whole cheerleading squad just to force food and drink down my hatch. “That’s what I’m talking about,” he says. “This’ll give you some verve tonight, Schmoo.”

      After a few more bites of his delicious muffin, Alex helps me hobble into our suite’s private bathroom. Excruciating pain scatters in every which fucking way up my spine. The aches throng down each arm as he undresses me from top to bottom in front of the large mirror.

      I hate looking at my reflection these days. I don’t recognize the spooky echo which stares back at me. Bloodshot eyes which throb and sting, adorned with dark circles underneath like I’m a fucking raccoon. My skin’s dried and shriveled like a peach pit. And to think I didn’t look like this even four months ago.

      Though somehow, the warm touch of Alex’s lips over mine make me forget all about my grim apparition. He pushes me up against the countertop, my bare glutes meeting a coolness to the marble. Our tender exchange lasts for several minutes before he assists me in a warm shower.
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        * * *

      

      We’re halfway into our trip towards the city. Suddenly, a warm and blissful euphoria gushes through my system like marshmallow fluff. Alex is behind the wheel, zipping us down the interstate like a bat out of Hell. Even though the time on our dash seems to indicate plenty of time. Meanwhile, Mark and Kato are holding hands in the backseat of our Porsche Cayenne. A surprising hunger pain thrashes around my belly when I turn my head to clasp Alex’s right hand with mine.

      “Slow down, Saucepot,” I hiss, holding onto the bar above my head with one arm. “I might be retired, but I’ll always make sure you’re obeying all posted speed limits.”

      Mark busts up laughing from the back. I can only see him, since Kato is in the seat behind me. “Oh boy, Alex, he’s holding the ‘oh my God bar’ so I think he means business,” he chortles, seeming almost as elated as I feel.

      At this moment, it finally hits me why Alex really wanted me to enjoy that muffin earlier. His jab about giving me some oomph meant he’d snuck some pot concentrate into it. I unclench from the bar overhead to grab my hungry fucking tummy, peering back over to Grayson in the backseat.

      “Gray, did Jules give you a muffin before we left this afternoon?” I ask. But as I scan the car, it seems Alex’s exultation has made a one-eighty.

      He takes his eyes off the road just long enough to shoot me a confused look. “What are you talking about, baby?”

      I point to the backseat. “Did Kato give Mark the same kind of muffin that you gave me?”

      His contorted lips couldn’t form any bigger of a frown than already graces his mug. “That’s not what you said, Schmoo,” he retorts. “You called Mark, ‘Grayson.’”

      “No I didn’t,” I bite back with a tilted head, almost unsure if I did or didn’t have another slip-up. “I fucking well know that’s Mark Bartlett, Alex,” I bite back, masking my own insecurity with contention.

      Alex raises my left hand up to his lips to kiss them. “Okay baby,” he concedes.

      “Hey pal,” Mark says, rocking up through the opening between Alex and me. “Do we have enough time to stop at like, Burger King or something?” He asks. “I’m fuckin’ starving.”

      I hear a giggle resound from Kato in the seat behind mine as he leans closer to his husband. “Alex and I planned a short pit stop for this very reason, Roo.”

      “It’s true, Mark,” Alex admits, looking into the rearview mirror for a split-second. “We wanted you guys to be full of energy tonight so you both could have fun,” he adds, meeting my hungry gaze. “Does Burger King sound good to you, Schmoopy?”

      He doesn’t have to twist my arm. I’m down for a Double Whopper. Fuck, two of them. And like eight Cinnabon rolls. Mark speaks up as soon as I am about to reply.

      “It’s youse guys, pal,” Mark instructs Alex with a snicker. “And ya bet your ass my Joey fed me that muffin like a kid that just escaped Camp Pocono Trails.”

      After our Cayenne comes up on Queens, we pass a blue sign advertising that there is indeed a Burger King nearby. Alex turns off at the exit, and within minutes we find ourselves in the drive-thru. He pulls up to the speaker before turning his head to gather everyone’s orders.

      “Alright you happy bastards, one person at a time,” he instructs cheerfully. “Schmoopy, what would you like honey?”

      While Mark and Kato whisper amongst themselves, I wrack my brain trying to remember what I’d just been thinking about literally only minutes ago. “I dunno, Al,” I reply with a shrug. “I thought I’d had an idea but just order something for me,” I add, fully annoyed at my memory. He doesn’t need to know it may be as big of a problem as it seems. “But I want a the largest fucking Dr. Pepper.”

      Alex nods with a half-smile. “You got it,” he replies with an air kiss before turning to face the guys in the back. “Hey Boris and Natasha!” He shrills facetiously. “What do youse guys want?”

      Minutes later, we find ourselves in the parking lot to scarf down our food. Alex has ordered enough for the entire police force just to appease my hunger. Even though my eyes are currently bigger than my stomach, perhaps I’ll wind up snarfing a fair bit of this down the gullet. I usually prefer McDonald’s fries, but these’ll do in a pinch.

      Alex and Kato didn’t order nearly as much as us. And when I take a gander back at Mark, his entire upper lip is smeared with mayo like some wild animal. I can honestly say that I’m thankful for my Saucepot looking out for me today. From planning some elaborate shindig, to ensuring that I’d be in as high enough spirits to enjoy myself. His effort deserves exactly the opposite of the abysmal prize which awaits us.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve been at The Lion’s Den for what seems like a few hours now. But with the marijuana concentrate coursing through my veins, who the fuck actually knows? I haven’t been a slave to my phone much the last few weeks, so I don’t even have the time on my person. Chief Knotts and Commissioner Linden are getting a more intimate look into mine and Alex’s private lives. Being the lively, older gay men with an appreciation for the younger male form. Or I should say there once was a bit of a raunchy flavor in my persona. I haven’t felt this thrill since at least April.

      Chief Knotts leans over the armrest of my wheelchair with a cheeky grin. “Are they actually gonna put on a private show for us?” He asks audaciously, though I can tell this is his first time in a gay nightclub.

      I place my hand over his. “That’s what you can expect from my affable husband,” I reply. “If I know him well enough, we’ll be getting a show alright.”

      Speaking of Alex, he’s not been around for the last twenty minutes or so. I wince ever so slightly as I twist around to scan the room. He’s nowhere within an eyeshot. However, I do see that Officer Foster is here with his fiancé, Suzie. I’ve only met her a few times. She seems friendly enough. Apart from a couple of female officers from my precinct, the ratio of guys to gals favors the former. Even if most of them are straight.

      Mark is sitting to my right on the lower level in front of the stage, with Kato on the other side of the table. The music playing is barely audible. Which is perfect because I have one rancorous headache brewing. Lieutenant Fields, another boy from the Midtown North Precinct, shakes hands with the Commish. He salutes me with two fingers at the side of his temple before handing me a black and blue gift bag.

      “Thanks kid,” I say politely, passing it off to Chief Knotts to set it aside, with all the rest of the presents.

      I have to admit. For the sad fucking undertone of this party being what it is, everyone has treated me with esteem. Not a single person has apologized for the grim reality I’m chewing like an overdone and dry sirloin. In another moment, I hear the tenor voice of my husband from around the corner. He and the new owner of The Lion’s Den, Jimmy Tanner, are tag teaming a giant sheet cake with short sparklers sprouted from the icing every few inches.

      Behind them is a man I haven’t seen in a good ten years, together with his longtime husband. The original owner of this joint, Bobby Cordova, flashes the same cordial smile as he did the first night Al and I visited with Grayson and Julian.

      Once they’re within range, everyone begins singing the theme song from The Golden Girls, instead of the usual ‘jolly good fellow’ nonsense. This touches every beating muscle of my heart. This was with zero doubts, the brainchild of A.B. Wilkins. When everyone finishes giving me their best Andrew Gold, Alex gestures for me to lean forward to blow out all the sparklers. I’m betting he forgot I have the lung capacity of a premature infant. I flicker a look of defeat back up in his direction.

      Chief Knotts leans forward after shooting me a friendly wink, as if he immediately detected my struggle. “Fuck it, I’ll do it for ya,” he offers, followed by a gust of gale force winds.

      Bobby steps forth. “Miles, my longtime friend,” he says, clutching my hand. “Your dedication to serve and protect not just the city at large,” he adds with a gentle tear raining down his face. “But all of us in the New York LGBTQ community ourselves, is commendable and worthy of more than my respect,” he finishes with a clearing of his squeaky throat.

      “Oh pal,” I reply, but he quickly follows up once he’s caught a breath.

      “You took great pride in keeping all of my patrons safe all these years,” he adds, now squeezing my hand tightly. “I’ve spoken with Jimmy, and it’s with great pleasure that we get to present to you—” he pauses, gesturing for two guys on ladders holding up a sheet above the entrance to the room with booths for private dances.

      Both men lower the sheet to reveal a special sign made in my honor.

      THE CAPT. LANGFORD LAP LOUNGE

      This immediately brings my emotions to their peak. Rain dances down my cheeks, giving their Mojave Desert appeal a momentary reprieve. I raise my hand above my heart, meanwhile contorting my mouth.

      “You fuckin’ guys did that—” I wail behind a veil of true appreciation. “For me?”

      Bobby and Jimmy nod in unison as Bobby replies, “yeah buddy, you’ll always be our hero.”

      It takes me several minutes to regain my shit. Alex sits backwards in the seat just in front of Mark and me, holding my hand as the lights become diminished. The spotlights on stage illuminate one at a time, soon followed by Jimmy’s keen voice through the speakers all throughout the club.

      “Listen up gentlemen, and ladies in the spirit of tonight’s special event,” he jokes. “In honor of Captain Miles Langford’s retirement from the NYPD, we have a special treat for you,” Jimmy adds. “Come on out, fellas.”

      No sooner does he finish commanding the dancers to take the stage, when the music raises a few more decibels. Flashy laser-like lights turn on, pointed towards the line of four extremely attractive men ranging from late twenties to late thirties. They’re wearing very little. In fact, just a pair of shiny spandex briefs with short and skinny ties dangling from their necks. It’s at this point when Alex retrieves a secret box which he must have instructed Kato to sneak in when I wasn’t looking. He rises to his feet to disperse silver cash cannons to every other person in the front row, including me.

      “They’re locked and loaded with twenties and fifties, folks,” he shouts as he steps down the line. “Go hog wild!”
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        * * *

      

      Mark and I are lounging poolside under the sun, drinking an ice cold Dr. Pepper. Our husbands are at thirty-thousand feet this very minute, on their way down to Louisiana to deal with the incredibly fucked up legal situation that Clint Welles has placed us in. My head is booming from all the fun we had last night at my retirement party. Well, an honorary retirement party. I certainly don’t need the pension. Wouldn’t be alive long enough before it would have taken effect anyway. As for the fun, it was long overdue. Leave it to my lover to plan one hell of a good time. Seeing a smile on his face for the first time in months is worth the extra pain it’s caused me the day after. And I wouldn’t trade that for anything in the world.

      “You think Kato and Alex are getting any closer to each other?” I ask curiously, staring up into the blue sky.

      “No fuckin’ idea,” Mark retorts quickly. “I can’t get a full read on my Joey’s face lately,” he admits. “But I hope so.”

      I let out a sigh. “Me either,” I acknowledge. “At least in that arena.”

      Mark takes a sip of his pop before placing it on the table between our loungers. “Miles?”

      “Yeah, pal?” I reply, meeting his gaze surrounded by dark circles and red patches.

      He exhales loudly. “Are ya more scared than you’re lettin’ on?”

      “A bit,” I respond gravely. “This happened a lot fuckin’ quicker than I ever thought it would.”

      Mark nods in total agreement. “Yah man,” he says, his head perched in the palm of his hand. “I remember ya talking about not having much family but a few cousins, which isn’t my case at all.”

      “And they know about—” I stammer, trying to find the right words. What is the appropriate method of addressing your best friend’s family facing the same dilemma as yours?

      “Oh yah,” he nods again, raising a missing eyebrow. “They fuckin’ know, kid.”

      I’m not as perceptive as Alex seems to be. But in this moment, I can almost feel Mark’s internal struggle. Besides the redheaded Kato Kelly, he has many relatives who he’s leaving behind. In some ways, I’m almost grateful that I only really have Alex and his folks. Does it make this any easier? If I had to answer that honestly, I’d offer a resounding ‘yes.’ I extend my hand so I can stroke his left arm.

      “Have you talked with any of them lately?” I ask.

      “Some,” Mark sighs. “It’s just hard, ya know?”

      My head tilts to the side as I reach for my Dr. Pepper. “Yes, Sir,” I affirm. “All too well,” I add, making note of Arthur and Helen finding their way out to the back patio. “I lucked out when I met my Saucepot.”

      “I’d say,” he agrees. “Two chosen parents who love ya more than your own?”

      I shrug. “My mom loved me unconditionally,” I reply earnestly. “It was my dipshit father who forced her into supporting his fucked views which led to him disowning me after I met Al,” I clarify with a heavy heart, remembering that I’ll be meeting my mother soon enough. As for my father, however. I hope if there really is a purgatory, that he’s a VIP member.

      Arthur overhears our conversation, immediately piping up to crack a joke. I’m gonna miss Art’s sense of humor. He could mollify an entire building of worry warts with just a few comical words. “Son, I couldn’t love you any greater than if you’d have been my own seed.”

      Helen gives him a disgusted side-eye, fussing with a stitch in her crocheting project. “Arthur!” She rebukes. “Mark, excuse my ill-mannered husband who’s suddenly forgotten his manners.”

      Mark turns around to reply. “It’s all right, Mrs. Wilkins,” he says.

      “Alex planned quite the party, didn’t he?” Arthur asks.

      I nod. “Yessir,” I reply. “As always.”

      “Well I helped some,” Arthur admits proudly, meanwhile, Helen shakes her head.

      “That’s rubbish, Miles,” she jeers. “This bloody bloke couldn’t organize a piss-up in a brewery.”

      Mark and I both get a good laugh at that. Alex’s parents are always poking fun at one another. The afternoon passes us by quicker than the clouds skirting across the sky. The hospice nurses Alex hired to care for us, Anne and Peg, shuffle outside to round us up for dinner. These days, I can’t walk a straight line without a thundering pain in my spine. Mark seems to get around far better than I do, though. Especially with his original diagnosis being what it was.

      We find our seats in the grand dining room across the table from Arthur and Helen. Frank spent the greater part of yesterday into this afternoon smoking a brisket for tonight’s menu. As appetizing as it looks, I can tell neither Mark nor myself are truly hungry. But I’ll take a few bites to abstain from being rude. At this moment, I find myself thinking about Alex and Kato. And about the lawsuit. He assured me he’d call me when they landed. Why hasn’t he phoned yet?

      Apart from informing Mark and I that they were jetting down to tackle Clint and his attorney, they’ve been tightlipped about the whole ordeal. Likely to avoid stressing us. At this point, I don’t blame him for it a single bit. Mark and I sit here poking at the beef on our plates, as my attention drowns away in a sea of awkward silence. The guys are only gonna be gone for less than forty-eight hours, and yet I miss him like it’s already been a week. A tear falls from my right eye, landing into the mound of mashed potatoes on my plate.

      Is this how it’s gonna feel? If this inseparable feeling happens to follow my unfettered spirit when I leave Alex? Will I be scared to take Grayson and Julian’s hand because I couldn’t stand to be away from my funny, charming, endearing to a fault husband?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Seven

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s only been half an hour of coasting through clouds on the Wilkins jet. Yet I can’t get my mind off Miles. I hated leaving him back at the family compound this morning. But if we have any hopes of enjoying our three-leg journey, we need him as rested and recuperated as possible. It’s not the fact of him being left in unskilled hands. His hospice nurse, Anne, is the best of the best. She came with such high accolades after caring for three major celebrities, a Senator from New Jersey, and the former CEO of the multi-billion-dollar confectionery, Shrader Candies.

      A deep breath enters my lungs as I sit here nursing a glass of smooth William Larue Weller bourbon. Kato’s well-groomed mien directly faces me. His lids are shut from pure exhaustion. I can feel his nerves doing everything they can to hold it together for just one more day. One more minute. Losing Mark will be just as devastating as anyone expects.

      As I glance out the large round window to my left, I study the cluster of thunderclouds formed just below the jet’s undercarriage. A brief strike of lightning can be seen dancing from one puff of water vapor to another. My life hadn’t been quite shattered to pieces the last time I was headed in the exact same direction. And now, I’m at the threshold of losing everything I treasure the fucking most.

      I lift the reddish-brown liquid to my lips for another swig, shoving down the detriment with it as my pipes eagerly welcome each sip. My thoughts return to Miles as we glide over all, on our trip to defend Schmoopy against the highly uncouth, incorrigible Clinton Welles. He’s getting worse at such an accelerated rate, that my gut fear is we won’t be lucky enough to see The City of Lights one last time. His energy has spiraled down, and the memory deficit is incredibly worrisome. As if him briefly forgetting how to use a fork, or mistaking Mark for Grayson in a short-lived moment wasn’t bad enough, this morning takes the cake.

      Both Miles and I remained in bed as we’d been able to enjoy an extended morning of sleep. Completely free of interruptions since my parents’ butler, Harold, assumed Boo Radley’s potty schedule. I woke to the peaceful sounds of crashing waves out the window. My right arm stretched out to drape over Miles’ left shoulder, since he’d been facing in my direction. While he usually always sleeps to my right, we’ve been forced to make alterations to our preferences, allowing him the convenience of being closer to the bathroom. His pallid eyelids were sealed tightly against the other, as short whistles swam from his parted lips.

      I remained still, taking in the peaceful moment as if I were saving a screenshot on my phone for later retrieval. It was a bittersweet memory of however the fuck many remaining, that I’m going to hold onto for dear life. Emotions swam down into my pillow, where the 1500 thread count pillowcase lapped up the tears like a bar mop. In a split-second, my precious moment was thwarted by a loud sneeze.

      Miles jolted awake from the rumble. I felt a sudden panic attacking his gut as his eyes grew wider than watermelons. The curl of his finger plagued the exhaustion washing over his visage, before a loud moan ejected from his crackly voice.

      “Oh shi—” he tried fussing, immediately grabbing his raucous throat. “I’m late, Al.”

      A perplexed look shot back into his flustered stare as he immediately started rustling out of bed. “What?” I replied, wiping away the sandman’s nightly offering from the apertures of my soul. “Baby, we don’t have to go anywhere.”

      His unrelenting worry of running late, for whatever the fuck reason I’d yet to determine, only persisted as he staggered to the bathroom. No sooner did my feet hit the hardwood floor, when his fingers located the light switch. I hurried behind with outstretched arms, to hold him tightly and assure him that there was no need to rush for anything.

      His harried reflection in the mirror stared back at us. “Chief Knotts is gonna be fuckin’ furious with me this time,” he said, shaking his head, fumbling his hands around the sink, appearing to be searching for his toothbrush.

      I calmly caressed the back of his smoothed scalp, gently shushing him. “Miles, stop,” I ordered him lovingly. “Look at me,” I added, quickly stepping to his side to lock my gaze on his. “You’re retired now, baby,” my firm demeanor shot through him as a thumb swiped under the dark crests of his bloodshot eyes.

      Every goddamn nerve in my body was entrenched with concern. My gut felt raw as if it’d been gutted with scissors by his transient fluster. At that moment, I wondered if that was the apex of the final stepping stones in his last days by my side. I nestled his clothed torso against my bare chest, squeezing him tightly.

      “It’s okay, Schmoo,” I reiterated with a stroke of my palm down his distressed spine. “It’s all fuckin’ right,” I whispered.

      Miles swallowed a hard gulp of air, catching my gaze through the mirror. “It is?” He asked, seeming uncertain of the truth.

      The voice in my mind screamed loudly through its every nook and cranny, ‘God fucking damn it, this isn’t the end yet.’

      I let out a sigh. “Yes,” I reassured him. “We just had the best time last night at your retirement party,” I said, my head wavering. “The first in a very long time.”

      After several moments of holding him in my tight embrace, his mental acuity returned to normal. All the while, my corroded spirits hoping against all hope that the consequences of his expiration date would calm the fuck down. At that moment, I had no clue how I’d handle another outbreak from his misplaced memory.

      “Mate!” Kato snaps his finger. “You ight?”

      I shake my head with a shrug. “Yeah,” I reply. “I’m fine,” I add, polishing off the last sip of my bourbon before returning it to my drink holder. “How about you?”

      His head rests against the window to his right. “A bit dished up after the last couple of weeks, mate,” he replies. “You and I are drowning in a pod of Bondi cigars, and there’s not a feckin thing we can do about it.”

      My head nods in agreement, assuming that’s a contentious remark about the bitter reality we’re being served. “Agreed, Mr. Kelly,” I say. “A-fuckin’-greed.”

      “So, about this Welles bogan,” he says. “Are you ready to bring him down?”

      No time is wasted answering that question. Of course, I want to see the dipshit’s face when we tell him that there’s virtually no case. There isn’t an official police report from the day of Grayson’s wreck. The one he’s at fault for, anyway.

      I nod again. “Well,” I reply, my eyes darting back out the window. “Thanks to your colleague with the Louisiana court,” I add, returning my sights to the red bristles which decorate the lower half of his face like a rusted patch of grass. “It will go one of two ways,” I don’t skip a beat. “Either I have to pay him, and it automatically defaults to the restitution he owes Martha Welles,” I finish with a brief pause. “Or we find out there was no official police report painting Miles as the one who assaulted him.”

      “Yeah but,” Kato adds to my spiel. “If this goes to a jury for some reason, we’ll have to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that it could’ve been someone else,” he affirms. “Felton seriously lacks any sort of surveillance, so there’s no substantial evidence it was Miles.”

      My gut isn’t sure about the outcome of our meeting with this Croft motherfucker. According to all the research which Kato has dug up on him, he’s ever the ambulance chasing piece of shit. I suppose we’ll have to wait and see. Kato swirls his glass in a circular motion with a contemplative look, meanwhile, I scratch the back of my right ear.

      “My digger, Steve, has our backs, mate,” he assures me. “This’ll be over soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s already been an hour since landing at the regional airstrip in Franklinton. We’ve been distracted with getting a rental. However after thirty fucking calls to their district office in Mississippi, our Cadillac Escalade finally arrived. It’s a bit longer trip to Bogalusa from The Wilhelm than Felton, but trudging Kato and I are. One more extended stay at that place and I believe I’ll reach Premier Gold status with their loyalty program. Hopefully after this visit, I won’t ever have to return to this hellscape full of bitter memories.

      Kato helps me dial Miles on my phone as I remain attentive to this stretch of State Road 10 ahead of us. I’d promised my baby that he’d get a call when we landed. With no thanks to VehicleMax, we’re extra short on time. Now, if we have any chance of meeting Steve Jackson at a restaurant in Washington Parish before Timothy Croft arrives, I’m forced to call him from the road.

      “What time is it back home?” I ask as Kato glances down to his watch.

      “It’s already half past six there,” he replies, meanwhile, I wait for Miles to pick up his phone.

      Finally! Five rings tested my patience before Schmoopy answers. “Hi, lover,” he says with a wave of relief. “Any issues getting down there?”

      “No, Schmoo,” I reply. “No issues at all,” I add, feeling a sharp pain as I inhale deeply. “We’re heading down to The Third Wheel right now, to meet Kato’s attorney friend, Steve.”

      “Good,” he says hoarsely, followed by a small cough. “Ever⁠—”

      I interject him. His cough instantly sends my nerves to their very ledge, worried that he’s already catching another cold or infection of some kind. “How often have you been coughing, baby?”

      Miles clears his throat. “I’m fine,” he says assuredly. “It’s just a scratchy throat.”

      A relieved exhale leaves my lips. “Okay, you’d better not be getting sick again,” I reply obstinately. “How much supper did you eat?”

      “Enough,” he responds. “Frank’s brisket was tasty.”

      Your gurgling tummy begs to differ. “I’ve already told Anne and Peg that there are more banana chocolate muffins and pecan cookies in an airtight container on the counter by the fridge,” I instruct him. “Kato and I want you both to rely on those to boost your appetite,” I add, a noticeable concern painting my tone. “You must keep up your strength if we have any hopes of you staying well enough to travel.”

      Miles falters. “Yes, Saucepot,” he agrees. “I’ll make sure that we do our best to eat.”

      Kato gestures to commandeer my phone as if he wants to talk to Mark while I have Miles on the line. “Hey Schmoo, is Mark nearby?”

      “No,” Miles answers. “He’s in their guest room catching some sleep.”

      I remove my eyes from the road briefly, pulling the phone away from my ear to glance at Kato. “Mark’s in bed already,” I mutter.

      He nods. “Bonzer,” he says. “That’s reassuring, he needs it,” he adds, flailing his wrist. “I’ll just phone him later.”

      “Okay,” I reply into the microphone. “I love you, Schmoo,” I add with a kissy sound.

      “Love you too, Al,” he responds genuinely.

      A few more minutes down the road leaves the two of us climbing down from our seats. There’s barely enough time to spare as we approach the restaurant entrance. Kato scans the main dining area to spot his former buddy from Stanford. It takes a few moments, but he finally raises his arm, pointing towards the back of the restaurant.

      “There he is,” Kato offers.

      We find a comfortable spot in a rounded corner booth when I glance at the time. Apparently, Timothy Croft, ESQ, isn’t a very punctual motherfucker since we’re technically two minutes late. If everything wasn’t so spread out down in the South, we might not have been late at all.

      Steve lowers the menu he’s been studying, extending an arm for a handshake. “You must be Alexander,” he says.

      “I am,” I reply cordially. “Nice to finally meet you in person,” I add, retreating from the shake.

      “Your husband couldn’t make it?” He asks.

      My head wavers without hesitation. “No,” I answer firmly. “Unfortunately, both of our partners need to preserve as much of their strength as possible.”

      Kato scratches the corner of his stubble. “For being the persistent drongo he is,” he says. “This bastard sure tells time for shit,” he adds indignantly.

      Steve rolls his eyes. “You have no idea, Kato,” he affirms. “I’ve had a run in or two with him,” he adds with a gesture. “This ambulance chaser makes Saul Goodman worthy of sainthood.”

      A server approaches our booth to take our drink order as we sit around waiting for Timothy. In the interest of making it easy on her, each of us order an iced water. In fact, I don’t even feel like ordering food. My gut is a marred mess. So there’s no chance I’ll be hungry until we arrive at a resolution in my favor. Once the server leaves to fetch our waters, a slender male of about six feet shuffles in our direction, wielding a brown leather briefcase. The routed expression washing his façade screams into my soul that he knows he’s already lost this battle.

      “Gentlemen,” Timothy announces with a nod, standing perfectly still. “It seems our meeting is now moot,” he adds, rapping his knuckles against the table. “At about half past five, my client was shivved out in the yard at Washington Parish Detention Center,” he stammers. “And pronounced dead minutes later.”

      What in the actual fuck?!?! I can’t honestly say I’m the least bit saddened by this news. He had that coming to him. The battle is over. By a stroke of luck, the universe has granted one singular hash mark in my victory column. Perhaps we can pack up and return home without staying so much as a single night.

      The four of us go our separate ways, leaving a tenner on the table for the server so we didn’t waste her time completely. Wasting her time? What about wasting my time? I’ve been anxious this entire day. Worried about the outcome. Would we be taking this lawsuit to court? Or would we settle the skirmish without involving a judge? As I drive back to The Wilhelm in Franklinton, my conscience shouts to every facet of my being.

      “You know, Kato?” I say, offering my right hand over the center console. “I think I know what I still need to do,” I add with a deeply inhaled breath. “We’ll still stay one night,” I avow firmly.

      Kato tilts his head with a raised brow, seemingly labeling me crazy. “How’s that, mate?” He asks. “You won,” he adds, shrugging with upturned palms. “Karma caught up with the feckin whinger.”

      Our Escalade approaches the town limits of Felton when I reply with my hasty decision. “Fuck it!” I say. “We won’t stay the night, but we’re gonna make a quick stop before gathering our luggage.”

      “What has your underchunders in a twist now?” He asks.

      Both of my palms grip the steering wheel tightly, meanwhile, I shoot him a determined look. “I’m gonna hand deliver a five-million-dollar check to Martha Welles tonight,” I declare with certitude. “I mean, if I’d have had to wind up paying Clint in the end, it would’ve gone to her anyway.”

      Kato reaches over to pat my right shoulder. “Ya know, mate,” he offers. “You’re a good bloke.”
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        * * *

      

      In no time at all, Kato and I find ourselves on the front porch of Grayson’s childhood home. It takes me a moment to compose myself before ringing the doorbell. Since she’d been divorced from Clint for decades, I doubt she was listed as any sort of contact with the jail.

      I twist my head towards Kato for his advice. “Do I tell her about Clint?”

      His lips form a grimace. “Crikey,” he shrugs. “No clue,” he adds, his head oscillating from shoulder to shoulder. “I mean, I’d want to know for Grayson’s brother’s sake,” he adds. “He was still their father, a feckin drongo quite rightly.”

      Every ounce of my conscience urges me to tell her. There’s a higher likelihood of her celebrating on the inside versus expressing any sort of grief. After all, he killed her youngest. There’s sure to be some censure coursing through her veins where Clint is concerned. A deep breath affords me the ability to finally press the doorbell, straightening the collar of my plaid camp shirt in the process. I feel underdressed for the occasion. But I’m about to change her life tonight. Money could never bring her boy back to her, though it will provide a level of security that she hasn’t seen before.

      A silhouette moves throughout the lit sitting room on its way to answer the door. “Alex,” she says, shock riddling her seemingly youthful face. “What are you doing in Felton?” She asks, peering around the screen door. “Who’s your friend?”

      “Martha,” I say, patting Kato on the shoulder. “This is a good friend of ours, Kato Kelly.”

      He addresses her warmly. “Evenin’ Martha.”

      She waves us inside. “Don’t stand out here letting in all the monster mosquitoes of the South,” she insists. “Where’s Miles?”

      That’s right. Neither Miles nor I have had a chance to tell her that he’s sick. Or that he’s been given a death sentence, and probably dying very soon. We didn’t even attend Grayson’s funeral, to be completely honest. Despite the pain it brought me to neglect showing for his service, there’s no way I was going to submit Miles to the trauma of another funeral. Not after having just been released from the hospital from a heart attack.

      Martha leads us into the kitchen, where she pulls out two chairs for Kato and me. “Sit, sit,” she asserts, pacing over to the cupboard to retrieve two clean glasses. “You boys must be thirsty,” she adds. “I’ve just made a batch of sweet tea this afternoon.”

      A large sigh escapes my quivering lips. “Uhh yeah,” I oblige. “Tea would be great, Martha.”

      “Kato?” She shoots a look over her shoulder.

      He nods. “Thank you.”

      Her gaze sets on mine after retrieving a large orange pitcher from the fridge. “Is Miles back in ship shape from his heart attack?” She asks, carefully trotting back to the table with our tea.

      “Yeah,” I reply, scratching the back of my scalp. How the fuck do I tell her? “He recovered from it,” I add, reaching out for one of the glasses.

      My anxiety endures as I raise the glass to my lips for a decent sip. I have every intention of bringing her up to speed about Miles. But my heart says there are other matters of more importance. She takes a seat across the table from Kato and me, the same shock adorning her visage as when she first answered the door. Judging by the reading I’m getting in her gut, she’s most definitely not been told about Clint.

      “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing all the way down here in the swamp water, alligator chasing parts of Felton,” she says.

      I scoot my hand across the table, landing above hers. “Martha,” I begin, but pause for another drink. I’m so fucking fretful that I’ll require a second glass just to get through my entire agenda. “You may or may not know this, but Miles laid a few strong fists into Clint at the scene of—” I pause for another drink, holding up my forefinger. “The wreck,” I add with a lip smack. This tea is mostly sugar than anything else, and right now it’s so bloody tasty. “And no formal police report had been filed,” I finish for a breath.

      “What?” She gasps. “You didn’t tell me that before,” she adds, all the while her head bouncing from shock. “I mean, I knew someone had roughed up that asswipe, but didn’t know it was my lovely Miles Joseph.”

      I continue. “Well, no report was filed with the police right then and there,” I say. “But his lawyer found our information from the ambulance report, because that’s where he passed out.”

      Her free hand joins her surprised mouth. “That son of a bitch had something coming to him,” she derides with great discontent.

      “Why I’m here is because Clint was suing Miles for assault and battery,” I reply but before another word can fall from my mouth, she interrupts me.

      Martha shouts at the top of her seventy-something lungs. “THAT RAT BASTARD KILLED MY CHILD!” She continues with a heated display, slamming her palm firmly into the dining table. “WHERE’S THAT JUSTICE, ALEXANDER?”

      Kato shoots a look of approval in my direction as if to be encouraging me. Or is he cheering me on for remaining calm thus far? I gesture for her to take a deep breath as I continue speaking.

      “Kato and I came down to deal with his attorney and to arrive at a resolution,” I add, stroking the back of her hand with my thumb. Not like it’s helping one iota. “If it came down to settling out of court and paying his lawsuit demand, the money would’ve gone to you by default anyway for the restitution he owed you.”

      Kato grimaces, full fucking well catching my error as she tilts her head. I’ve just referred to Clint in the past tense, didn’t I? And she doesn’t even know what happened yet.

      “Would’ve?” She replies inquisitively.

      Just get it over with, Alex. God damn. “Martha, Clint was stabbed to death in jail tonight.”

      There it is. Martha is stunned and she can’t formulate a single word. The air cloaking her aspect in this moment isn’t a feeling of sadness. Nor even grief. She’s surprised, but I’d wager this is exactly the justice she’s sought after since June. The universe finally delivered it to her on a silver platter. It’s so quiet in her house, I could hear a pin drop.

      After a few moments, I reach into my pocket for my checkbook. No sooner do I unhook the slender pen from inside the fold, when Martha shakes her head with disbelief. I waste no time making the check payable to her.

      
        
        Five million dollars and zero cents.

      

      

      With a quick scribble of my signature, I grip the bank note, tearing it from the pad. Kato’s gut feels like he’s proud of me. I would’ve eventually done this anyway. I’ve just been a bit preoccupied with the weight of Miles’ detriment.

      “What is this?” Martha asks as I slide the check across the table. She takes one glance at it before instant tears crash through the barricades of her soul. “Alex,” she says under the veil of her emotive display. “I can’t accept this from you,” she adds, her head trembling.

      I glance around the room. “This is overtime due for all you’ve gone through, Martha,” I reply assuredly, patting her hand once more. “Take care of what you need to, and do something for Jake,” I add, fighting an onslaught of emotion beginning its descent. “I’m so sorry for all of your loss.”

      The tears come to a halt after that last part. All of your loss?

      “Alex,” she replies. “Do you know how many sleepless nights I’ve spent staring up at the ceiling, hoping that Clinton would get what’s coming to him?” She adds, squeezing my hand. “Long before the wreck, sweetheart,” she stammers. “I hated him for running my boy out of town in the first goddamn place.”

      I take another large gulp of iced tea, now at the bottom of the glass. She dries her eyes as the temperature in the room settles. Now the tables have turned to address the elephant in the room. Martha is nothing if not persistent.

      “Sooooo,” she starts. “There’s something wrong with Miles, isn’t there?”

      My shoulders shrug as high as the ceiling. “How’d you know?”

      “You boys might not be my sons by blood,” she states. “But you were basically brothers to my boy and a mother always knows, even if you’re not my own.”

      The fact that she feels a deep connection with Miles and I, warms over my exhausted spirit. And in a split-second, my emotions trickle down towards the table. Admitting that my lover is dying never gets easier. I could say it ten thousand times, and the last would be just as arduous as the very first. Martha strokes my arm to calm me down. Something tells me this technique worked on Grayson whenever he’d get in a tizzy.

      “Miles has cancer,” I wail, my shoulders shivering with the rhythm of each sob. “And his doctor has stopped all treatment because it’s in his brain,” I add, the salt seeping between my lips overpowering every flavor of sugar from her iced tea. “He could die at any given moment, Mrs. Welles—and—” I blubber, not only feeling my own anguish, but that of Kato’s stirring in his gut as well.

      I hear him sniffling, as if seeing me break down with despair has summoned the demons within the furrows of his own soul. Martha’s free hand reaches across the table, covering the top of Kato’s hand as well. “And Kato’s husband is in the same boat as Miles,” I confess, hoping to all fuck that he won’t be mad at me for telling her about Mark. “And we have absolutely no way of helping our partners,” I disclose behind my creaky voice. “Their final chapters in our lives have already been written, and there’s not a goddamn thing we can do about it.”

      Martha rises to her feet, stepping around the table with arms wide open. She places one around both Kato and me, pulling us close to her waist. “First off, just call me ‘mom’ from now on,” she offers. “Secondly, you boys need a home cooked meal,” she adds, patting her palms into our shoulders. “So, why don’t you both march your pretty little heads into the bathroom and wash up, because supper will be served shortly.”

      I shake my head. “We must be getting back to New York, Mrs. Welles,” I admit, clearing my sorrow with a wrist.

      She shoots a prickly look in my direction. “Didn’t I just tell you to call me ‘mom,’ Alexander?” She chides, but in a loving way. “And you must listen to me because I’m Grayson’s mother,” she adds with a beat. “I don’t care if you’re in your fifties, he’d want you to obey his momma.”

      After a couple of hours allowing Martha to console us with her southern hospitality and fresh bison burgers, we climbed back into our seats of the rental. As tired as the both of us are, I doubt we have the energy to fly back home tonight. Especially if my pilot, Joe, has already turned in for the night himself. Ironically, confiding in Grayson’s mom feels refreshing. And in an extra strange way, almost as if it’s what he wanted from the other side.

      “Sorry, pal,” I say to Kato, reaching my arm out to grab his hand. “I shouldn’t have told her about Mark.”

      Kato welcomes my hand in his, giving it a decent squeeze. “No wukkas, mate,” he replies. “It was hard for me to keep it bottled up after seeing ya crying for the same reason that I was on the inside.”

      “I think you should know by now,” I say. “It’s okay to show your mess when you need to,” I add, tugging on his arm. “Sometimes even the strongest people need to let the river flow.”

      The redheaded Aussie tilts his head. “I know that,” he assures me. “I think sometimes my occupation prevents me from being vulnerable to my feelers,” he adds, a speck of certitude bouncing off the corner of his stare from an oncoming headlight. “I’d be a shit district attorney if I let myself spit the dummy all the time.”

      It’s reassuring to see the man express himself a bit clearer. Kato Kelly has been one book I haven’t been able to read entirely these past few months. His internal emotions usually contradict whatever his rigid exterior displays on the outside. And over the last month in particular, he’s proven to me that he isn’t the portentous, no thrills bastard I’d once thought. In the days leading up to our formal introduction via Miles and Mark.

      “I have to openly admit, man,” I respond, scratching my achy, exhausted left brow. “I’m able to see a different side of you beyond our brief interactions in the support group,” I add. “If you’d have wanted to genuinely be my friend before you and Mark came over for dinner, I’d have shot you down,” I stammer with a deep breath. “Our personalities didn’t seem like they’d mesh as well as they genuinely do.”

      “It’s funny ya should say that,” he replies. “I could’ve said the same thing,” he adds, stifling a yawn. Boy do I feel that in my soul! “I usually have zero tolerance for bullshit, but I’m quite rapt that I gave ya a fair suck of the sav.”

      Huh? My head contorts, shooting him a muddled look as I turn into the parking lot of The Wilhelm. “You’re gonna have to translate that one for me.”

      Kato snickers. “I’m happy that I gave you a chance, even if at first it was for Mark’s sake,” he clarifies. “My first impression that you were a sad ole sook was entirely wrong.”

      I’m glad he mentioned that. And for the fact we’ve had a moment to formally clear the air. Just as soon as I jump down from the driver’s seat, I hear both of our phones chime. The notifications resound to a certain harmony which can only mean grave news. I step around the vehicle, all the while reading a message from Miles.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mark fell in the room and he’s a bit foggy headed still.

      

      

      

      

      

      No sooner do I reach the back end of the Escalade, when Kato and I look up from our devices to meet each other’s concerned stare. We speak at the same time.

      I say, “I think we need to get home tonight!”

      In the same harried demeanor, Kato rattles off, “Bugger, we’d better hop that plane right feckin now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Eight

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Unlike many other places in the world, there’s a certain beauty to South Africa. Our wildlife in America pales in comparison to a region such as this. Even more limited the closer a person gets to the city limits of Manhattan. Not even a stone’s throw away, a lively, plump elephant graces our presence as I look off to the left of our Jeep. Alex is to my right, our hands clasped tightly. He’s enjoying the sights probably more than I am. Especially since he isn’t under the assault of nausea and the largest fucking migraine this side of the Eastern hemisphere.

      Anne is in the shotgun seat adjacent to mine, so that she’s within arm’s reach should I require her assistance. We’ve been to many fascinating places all over the world, but this is precisely the one continent we’d never experienced altogether.

      Mark, Kato, and Peg are in the Jeep behind us with their own guide. Only a week or so has passed since Mark fell in the guest bedroom back home in The Hamptons. Luckily, he’d just gotten dizzy and took a spill. No matter how late it was that night, our husbands roiled pilot Joe from his slumber to deliver them back to us at once. After we’d brought some life back into Mark, it was South Africa or bust. We haven’t really accomplished everything we hoped to on this trip. I’m quite certain it’s to be expected, since I’m fighting hard to swallow my fears that we’ll be winning one for the reaper soon.

      I lean my head into Alex’s left shoulder, grabbing him tightly. It’s already just before noon and we’re only beginning our day. Mark and I have slept entirely too much lately. After our late breakfast, or lack thereof, the gang dressed for another excursion away from Johannesburg. We’d originally planned on spending the last two days of this leg at Kruger National Park for a full-on safari. Our energy and pain levels begged to differ, however. Instead, we’re set for about an hour outside of the capital to Lion and Safari Park south of Broederstroom.

      “Baby look,” Alex says, pointing out in the distance to a herd of wild zebras. “Isn’t this spectacular?”

      I wished I shared his enthusiasm. While it’s beautiful out here, my throbbing head prevents the experience from being enjoyed entirely. We’re about to turn into the safari park, embellished with an immediate sight of giraffe’s lying for a spell in a shaded patch of grass.

      “It’s so pretty here,” I reply, licking at his ear lobe to make it seem like I’m having the time of my life. “But nothing’s as beautiful as you are, Al.”

      His hand caresses the top of my bald head, shining from a liberal application of an SPF 50. “Oh Schmoo,” he gushes, hiding behind an overt air of uncertainty. I can only imagine fear is the culprit preventing him from fully enjoying himself as well. After all, the clock’s ticking down like a detonator. “Your tongue is so dry, you need another water pronto,” he adds. “How’s your head?”

      I click said dry tongue. “It hurts like a bullshit.”

      Our Jeep comes to a stop just before Alex wedges himself up through the opening towards Anne. “We need another water and a Percocet, Anne.”

      “Oh boy, Miles,” she offers as I interject.

      “Not a Percocet,” I plead, extending my arm. “That’ll just make me tired again.”

      Anne tilts her head with a pitied look. She’s damn good at that look. She should audition for a role at Rock Hudson Theater someday. “Tylenol then?”

      I nod. “That’ll do,” I oblige, reaching for the bottle of cold water she passes my way. “Thank you.”

      “You got it, Captain,” she agrees, bending forward to rifle through her pack.

      Truth be told, it’s more or less like some diaper bag for the terminally sick. Ironically enough, I never imagined my final days would resemble my very first to such a similar tune. Once Alex climbs down from the large Jeep, he unloads my wheelchair from the cargo bed behind me. Anne steps out, making her way around to my door so she can assist Alex in preparing for my great descent. He takes my hand much like a prince in a fairytale, keeping me stable as I painfully transfer to the chair.

      She wheels me around the back end of our guide’s recreational vehicle at precisely the same time that Peg is pushing Mark in his chair. A certain misery encrusts his despondent stare, as if he isn’t completely enjoying himself either. To be expected I suppose. His roughed-up ankle is still swollen. Kato extends his arm to pat Alex on the shoulder, as a precarious expression peppers his face.

      “Ready to hold a few cubs?” Mark asks with enthusiasm.

      I shrug. “You bet, pal,” I reply. Somehow I wonder if we’re the real cheerleaders keeping our husbands’ emotions adhered.

      A few minutes later, we find ourselves indoors for a brief period. A middle aged woman teaches us about the natural habitat beyond the back gate. What’s awaiting us out back is a caged bus, eager to whisk our small group around several acres of land, supplied with a variety of exotic beasts. Both Kato and Alex team lifts us, loading us in our chairs into the back of the caged vehicle one at a time.

      “You’re so lightweight, mate,” Kato admits, meanwhile, Anne and Peg position my chair to secure the brakes.

      I tilt my head. “Your guy’s a bit lighter than I am,” I reply, knowing full fucking well that this is yet another grave consequence of our vulnerability.

      Mark laughs sarcastically. “Fucking Weight Watchers don’t have shit on us poor bastards,” he snickers. “Yeah, Miles?”

      We reach over our chairs for a friendly grip. “Absofuckinglutely,” I agree, studying the looks of disapproval in our husbands’ visages as they climb aboard. Perhaps we shouldn’t be mocking the face of death. But it’s laugh or cry, right?

      The bus rolls away slowly after a handful of other tourists find their spots. Their cameras at the ready dangle from each neck. We approach the first group of large felines, grooming themselves near a generous puddle of water. Alex stands behind me with both of his sad hands digging into the sore muscles on each side of my neck.

      “Schmoo,” he says, stopping his massage to point out from the small opening. “Look, two males,” he adds. “You think they’re repping the homo lion population?” He laughs, trying to make a joke at the same time a tour guide scolds him.

      The local man hisses. “Keep your arms inside the vehicle at all times.”

      I click my tongue. “Lover, you’d better listen,” I insist. “We know what horrible luck you’ve had with your right hand these last several months.”

      He recoils his arm as instructed. “You’re right, baby,” he replies. Lowering his head to kiss me on the lips much like a sloth dangling free from a branch.

      Mark and Kato are to the right of us, less engrossed in the sights as Al and I are. I can only assume that they’re more accustomed to being around these exotic animals. Since he and Kato met in Oz, and visit his husband’s family on a rotating holiday schedule.

      “Get a room youse guys,” Mark kids. “But Alex is onto something’ here, those cats are as fuckin’ gay as we are.”

      Kato reaches his palm around to Mark’s mouth, shutting his loud trap. “Roo!” He sneers. “We’re not back home,” he adds, grimacing. “Ya gotta be careful what ya say around these people.”

      Our bus circles back to the main portion of the park, when the tour guides assists everyone in jumping down from the bus. Mark and Kato unload us like the gentle freight that we are, showing off their flexed muscles in the process. The park staff escorts us into a covered enclosure where they house lion cubs for humans to handle and pose for pictures. Alex approaches my chair from an employee who’s just handed him an adorable little cub for my handling.

      “Isn’t he the cutest, Schmoopy?” He asks warmly. Is this really the first moment in a week he’s experienced true joy?

      I smile, cradling my arms as he nuzzles the baby lion into my chest. “So sweet, Saucepot.”

      The fact of the matter is there’s nothing quite like holding a young creature in your arms. His innocence is still intact. Not to paint lions and other wild beasts in a negative light, but holding this young cub isn’t like embracing a human infant. With babies, you don’t know if they’ll grow into the image of a monster. At least from my experience in law enforcement, I’ve been exposed to all sides of the human spectrum. Everyone’s infancy starts off innocent and pure, not shedding a light on what they’ll later become. This lion cub is cute now, but we all know in a few years, it won’t be so keen on being held as its intrinsic nature evolves.

      I raise my fatigued visage to see Alex handing off his camera to Anne, so he can step into frame next to me holding the young feline. This is the moment he wants to remember for the rest of his life? My decrepit flesh sagging skeleton with a furry essence of new life inches below my vacant smile?

      “Say cheese,” Anne instructs, wasting only a second to discharge a flash.

      She peeks at the preview screen to approve the shot before shaking her head. “This isn’t it, guys,” she says. “Let’s do one more for good measure.”

      Was I not smiling wide enough? How am I possibly supposed to look in a photograph, when I’m only minutes to weeks from withering away? Elated? I widen my smile for the second take as Alex leans back over my right shoulder.

      “Smile, baby,” he says.

      “I fuckin’ am smiling, Al,” I whisper through gritted teeth, waiting for Anne to release the shutter a second time.

      Perhaps that was a bit harsh. Judging by the expression washing his face when he rises back to his feet, I might have just ruined what little pleasure he’s found on our trip. In addition to the fatigue and windedness, I’ve been incredibly short tempered. There isn’t any helping it though. I’m gonna get cranky. I only hope he understands this isn’t how I wanna feel. If given the choice, I’d rather enjoy every minute of this trip. Shitting fucking rainbows and blowing glitter from each nostril. But I don’t get a vote, no. The universe has flashed its giant middle finger in my face, and I’m supposed to welcome the floggings against my tender soul as they come.

      Kato approaches Alex, whispering in his ear. My husband nods with an understanding before glancing back down to me, as a deeper frown captivating his face even more than just a moment ago. The park lady doling out cubs shuffles a few feet over to my wheelchair with a smile.

      “Would you like a bottle to feed him?” She asks.

      Alex turns around to speak up before I get a chance to proclaim my eagerness. “Honey,” he says alarmingly, his hand outstretched. “I’m afraid we’re gonna be cutting things short today.”

      It’s at this precise moment when I turn my head to see Mark struggling for air. Peg has handed him a rescue inhaler. He inhales a puff, pausing briefly before taking in another. It’s gotta be this humidity. I know for certain that it’s affecting my own quality of breathing as well. After the park employee retrieves the cub from my arms, our gang begins the journey back to our Jeeps in the front parking area.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve made it back to Johannesburg, landing in a plentifully air-conditioned restaurant for a spell. Mark’s breathing is labored by now, so Peg has set out on a mission back to our hotel for an oxygen tank. It wasn’t advised to take it with us in the extreme heat, due to its combustibility. The gang found a rounded booth in this swanky café, nestled perfectly within a large shopping mall. Mark and I sit on both ends, with our husbands, and Anne stuffed between.

      Our noses are concealed by menus with a distinguished logo reading—Kruger & Kettle. It shouldn’t be a huge surprise that neither Mark nor I are very hungry. How hungry are we supposed to get? I’m not exactly chomping at the bit to nosh on an entire smorgasbord. But a few strips of bacon have a certain appeal.

      “Are you gonna be all right, Marky Mark?” I ask, lowering the menu away from my sweaty face.

      He tries to focus on his breathing, nodding with a short reply. “Prolly so, kid.”

      Kato continues rubbing Mark’s backside, meanwhile, Alex scratches at the thin grey patch over his chin. He leans into my shoulder, whispering low into my ear.

      “I’m not very hungry,” he says. “But I have to go read the constitution, so it might be a few minutes,” he adds, seeming rather glum. “I should have sat at the end instead of you.”

      “It’s all right, I can get up,” I reply assuredly, paying attention to the spinning Earth as I painfully rise to let him out.

      He kisses me on the left cheek before striding down a pathway for the restrooms. I return to my seat, grimacing from the excruciating pain that’s shooting through my entire backside. I should’ve taken the fucking Percocet anyway. A vivacious server approaches our table as I scoot over into Alex’s original spot next to Anne. The young lady smiles, adorned with short, spiked red hair. Basically Jamie Lee Curtis’ doppelgänger. Her local accent is so warm and sweet as she addresses us with admirably clear English.

      “Hello dears,” she introduces herself. “I’m Zola, and it’s my honor to serve you today.”

      She meets my gaze first, dutifully pressing her pen to the pad. “Do you happen to have chocolate milk?” I ask, hoping she’ll satisfy my most basic craving.

      “Yes of course,” she replies with a nod, looking in Anne’s direction.

      When the time comes for Mark to order, a tinge of blue hides his ethereal aspect. My elbow nudges Anne to get her attention in Peg’s absence, as I whisper close to her ear.

      “Mark’s fuckin’ blue,” I say.

      Anne nods her head. “Yeah, Peg will be back with his oxygen tank,” she assures me. “This is normal because he’s not getting enough O2 in his blood,” she adds. “If he starts grabbing his chest, then it’s an entirely different story.”

      I point my left finger across the table towards Mark, whose hand is clutching his heart. “You mean like that?”

      Anne mutters to herself quietly. “Oh boy,” she whispers, her tone more pronounced now. “Zola, we need an ambulance right now.”

      Our server briefly grazes her neck before retrieving a cellphone from her apron. “I’m dialing 1-8-2 for you,” she announces, immediately handing the device to Anne. “Say you’re an American and they’ll speak English for you.”

      No sooner does Anne explain that Mark’s cyanotic and he’s going into cardiac arrest, when Peg rushes through the entrance with a slender green oxygen tank in tow. She reaches our booth, making direct eye contact with Anne. It’s like they’ve developed some kind of inaudible language amongst hospice nurses. But I know what this is. And I’m almost certain it’s about to end with Kato feeling like a major trainwreck. Where the fuck is Alex? He’s always in the goddamn bathroom!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty Nine
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      FEBRUARY 1998

      I open my eyes to a quaint, tropical themed one person bathroom. Of course, I know exactly what day I’ve hopped back to. It takes a moment for me to gain my composure. In a little while, I’ll be stepping out the door behind me to a large group of guests clapping and cheering on our love. We planned our civil union ceremony much like a destination wedding, on the beautiful West Coast of Maui.

      This might be one of the first times I can appreciate my seemingly useless gift of time travel. As I enter the very last few paragraphs in the book of our lives together, I’m able to appreciate the momentous occasions we’ve experienced. I might not be able to rewrite history. But God damn it, I have these times to recreate as often as I fucking well please. But first, I must wash away the painful reminders of death’s silent whisper, which derides my every morsel as I round each corner of this journey.

      While not my baby’s fault, his increased irritability isn’t easy to bounce back from. All I fucking said to him was to smile for the camera. Yet he jumped down my throat like I’d threatened his most basic securities. That’s not the man I’ll be joining in another minute. And since we have Anne, I’ll cherish being in the company of the man he was before falling prey to this utterly ridiculous disease.

      The sun has just set over Kaanapali Beach as I skirt out to our meeting spot, after the twenty-seven-year-old me spent the previous night apart from him. I specifically remember joking that I’d break the curse associated with not seeing a fiancé before saying their I Dos. Especially since we celebrated with a Jewish union of love. It took Julian’s strong arm to prevent me from walking across the street to Miles’ separate hotel suite for the night. Once my feet fight a path of sand around the tiki bar, I meet a younger and fervorous gaze beaming from Miles’ distinctly narrowed eyes.

      “What took you so long?” He asks, taking my hand in his.

      I shrug. “Just last minute homo stuff,” I reply. “Are you ready to make this official?”

      His smile casts a sparkle deep into my core. “In my heart, we’ve already been official for the last nine years, Alex.”

      Always the charmer. We take our first steps down another sandy aisle, towards a small stage erected just feet away from shore. With each step, our ears are graced by the angelic melody of “Hero” by Mariah Carey. Its powerful lyrics almost perfectly match the theme of my present day circumstances. Her words cause me to choke up in ways that I didn’t the first time I inhaled this crisp air.

      Our feet ascend the stage where I’m graced with a sparkle in my father’s eye. And not a pleasant one you’d expect. He knows what’s going on. I can feel his heart ache on my behalf, because there’s not a goddamn thing that he can do to make it all better this time. I haven’t fallen off my bike and scraped my knee. No. I’m losing the one man I’ve committed to loving for a lifetime, of which is about to dissolve with the wind.

      Rabbi Shapiro stands before Miles and me facing each other. He graciously accepted our proposal to officiate the civil union ceremony, without requiring my yenta of a mother’s ceaseless meddling. He greets the guests, thanking them for joining us today to celebrate mine and Miles’ love for one another. I still can’t get over the lyrics of our song. In fact, it’s caused me to change up my promises from when I first affirmed them.

      “Miles Joseph Langford,” I say, studying his roused visage. “I take you to be my partner in life, through a dense forest of struggle, to even the thinnest of triumphant landscapes,” I add, inhaling a breath as three or four tears roll down my cheek. “There will probably come a day when our dynamic is put in reverse,” the truth falls from my lips like butter, killing me that he has no fucking idea what this means.

      With another beat, I persist. “And when that day comes, I want you to know that I’ll never leave your side,” a breath stalling me. “I’ll fight with you and for you,” I pause, dabbing my eyes with the sleeve of my fuchsia tuxedo jacket. “But I won’t take credit for inherently knowing how to wear that cape, you’ll have taught me how to be the hero that you are,” another pause. “And face adversity head on, knocking down all the oxen standing in the middle of our path.” My creaky voice starts to falter, and I still haven’t arrived at my closing statement.

      His constricted stare comforts the knives tearing through my gut, even if just a tiny bit. “Loving you will be my greatest honor, and I promise a single day won’t go by without me expressing my appreciation for your surprisingly high tolerance to my level of crazy,” I pause, so I can glance in my father’s direction. He nods gently before my stare returns to Miles. “Run with me into the sea, Miles,” I add, another salted river washing down the realities that we’ll face in the forlorn future. “Just hold onto me, baby.”

      I break our gaze for a split-second to see there’s not a dry eye out among the rows of chairs. In another moment, Miles recites his promises to my younger incarnation. “Well mine aren’t that long,” he jokes as our guests burst into a short laugh.

      Miles’ serious tone returns, matching that of what I’m feeling in his heart. “Alexander Basil Wilkins,” he starts, his grip tightening with every syllable. “You’re my favorite teacher in life, always giving me new things to chew on, and not just the fuckin’ amazing nosh you prepare,” he pauses. “But actual pearls of wisdom,” he adds, shaking his head. “There are some days when I question how lucky I am to receive your love, yet wondering what I’ve done to deserve it from the get go,” Miles’ voice hushes slightly, swallowing a hard gulp of air, as a tidal wave of emotion pours out from his cusps.

      He continues. “But there you are with the acumen well beyond your years to show me what it means to love, ever pushing me to be a better version of myself than the day before,” he mutters. “It might be my duty to serve and protect our community, but if there ever comes a day when that mission is thwarted, I’ll never stop keeping you safe,” he pauses for another breath. “My love and unyielding defense will forever be the evidence of my gratitude for all you’ve given me.”

      An unexpected storm cuts our ceremony short, sending our guests to take cover in their hotel rooms. My father announced that he’d pick up our celebration the next day, since neither of us planned on booking an indoor reception venue for the post-ceremony activities. This allows Miles to follow me across the beach where our honeymoon suite awaits us. And I’m just as excited to remember its unique features as I am experiencing the impassioned acts which took place decades ago.

      “Are you ready for one of our surprises?” I ask, taking his hand as we descend from the hotel lobby.

      Miles squeezes my arm. “You’re surprise enough, baby.”

      This resort isn’t set up like the traditionally swanky hotel anyone would imagine. Their honeymoon suites are basically considered the basement. Miles carries me in his strong arms down a small stairwell from the living quarters. Those same limbs which have become like Alpine branches in the present day. He whisks my younger, much scrawnier body over the threshold like every newlywed in the movies. Meanwhile, the allure of our room enhances each of our visual senses. Before us is an elongated room under a hollow dome, immersed under water. Thin tube lighting trims the edges of our king-sized bed all around the room.

      “Holy shit, Al,” he exclaims, his amazement completely corresponding with the look of surprise.

      He finishes carrying me to the bed, where he gives me a gentle toss. “I guess this will give sleeping with the fishes a whole new meaning,” I giggle. I’ve always loved him treating me like airplane cargo before sex.

      Miles doesn’t waste a minute shimmying from his orange creamsicle tuxedo jacket. I follow his lead, raising myself up and out from the sleeves of mine. We remove our dress shirts, tossing them out away from the bed. These actions have followed the original chronology to a perfect degree. He glares lustfully in my direction as his matching pants slide down to his ankles, followed by a pair of black briefs. My husband inches his body slowly and seductively down to the bed, assisting me in removing my dress pants.

      “Whatcha say we show these aquatic creatures how humans do it?” Miles asks with such zeal, leaning into me to lick the edges of my hungry lips.

      His warm palm finds its way down to my younger cock, vigorously pumping it so I can achieve a full erection. I’m pretty sure the first time this happened, I didn’t require such help in this arena. But try as I might, it takes me a hot minute to swallow down the reality that this is only a reminder of what we had. Visiting tonight isn’t gonna change a goddamn thing, Alex. All I can do is lie back and allow the youthful version of my lover go down on me.

      That tongue of his is too soft, swirling around the tip of my throbbing dick. Within another moment, his mouth dives into my crotch. The cock in his mouth penetrates the back of his throat, meanwhile, my head pushes back into the sheets. I bite my bottom lip so hard that it could almost puncture from the pleasurable strikes of lightning cascading my spine. After a long week in present day drudgery, I’ve earned this. His fingers tease my sack, feeling like a feather tickling it ever so gently.

      “Goddamn,” I wail. “I forgot how good you were at this,” I add, covering my fat fucking mouth. He surely doesn’t know what that’s supposed to mean. Get over it. Move along people, nothing to see here.

      Miles moans ravenously each time he comes up for air. “Your cock tastes so good tonight,” he proclaims, as I study the blue oceanic reflection bouncing from the caffeinated sea around his pupils.

      After another few sucks, he pushes himself off the bed. He slaps my tummy before sliding me to the edge, lifting my legs over his shoulders.

      “You’re really going to get it tonight,” he insists. “I’ve been saving this load for six aching days.”

      If memory serves me, he’s correct. We’d been so busy dealing with last minute preparations and juggling his long shifts in the days leading up to his time off. By the time our heads landed into a pillow, we didn’t have time for anything more than a kiss.

      My mojo sends a loud huff from each robust lung. “Give me all you got, mister.”

      “Oh I will,” Miles grunts, his thick cock already taking the plunge inside my youthful asshole. “Fuck you’re tight and starving tonight,” he adds, his eyes aglow with passion as they stare into mine.

      I wince at his powerful thrusting, each time his dick makes its way an inch deeper than the last. My fists scrunch the top bedsheet as a result of all the fiery pleasure ravaging my insides. And in another moment, the switch in my brain sends an instant shot of sticky seed out the tip of my pulsating cock. A second, then a third, assaulting his sweat polished left cheek.

      In another four reps, Miles pulls his head back with closed eyelids. “Shiiiitttt!” He shrieks so loud that I could swear the school of Yellow Tang’s reactively swim away from the glass dome. But who the fuck cares? He’s crying happy tears of pain for a change.

      My ass feels his cock slide out when I study the arousal on his face. That mouth of his contorts like he’s moments away from howling at the full moon up above the water’s surface.

      “God fucking damn it,” Miles moans with several thick ropes of cum ejecting from his dick. They don’t seem to stop after a few seconds either, landing all over my exposed body.

      He shoots a look of approval down in my direction, climbing atop the bed to hover over me. My thumb reaches up to his mouth to slide my sticky remnants into his mouth. Meanwhile, his fingers glide over my chest, scooping a bit of his own cum with a curled finger. Those narrowed eyes shut slightly during his delightful moans. Like he’s savoring a fresh truffle.

      “You’re so tasty tonight,” he praises me as if I’d slaved over the stove all day, blending the perfect mix of spices for an alfredo sauce.

      His finger slides against my tongue to give me a taste of his offering. The six day brewing period seems to have been worth the wait, as I can taste hints of all the espresso which he’s consumed all day. “I don’t think I’ll sleep a wink tonight,” I glower into his sweltering gaze, pulling him closer from the back of his neck.

      “How’s that?” He replies.

      Our lips seal against each other, making random shapes every couple of moments. Sucking sounds flounder the room underneath the aquatic wonder surrounding us, only intensifying this moment. His tongue glides over mine, its flavor closely resembling the tannic notes of coffee from his gift only a couple seconds ago.

      “Cuz I’m pretty sure I’ve just gotten a second hand caffeine high after tasting the lingering flavor from all inside you,” I giggle modestly, brushing my fingers through his thick mane. Something else I miss from the days BC—’before cancer.’

      Miles summons another passionate exchange of our tongues as I nudge him over to his backside. If I don’t hurry to the bathroom upstairs and return to the future, the whole gang might leave me stranded in the café. Straddling his waist, I swipe my thumb across his perfectly moisturized cheek, snapping one more memory of his sweet little youthful punim. Just one more tertiary screenshot for my mental camera roll.

      “I’ll be right back,” I assure him, climbing down from the mattress.

      A look of disappointment shrivels his innocent face. “Where are you going?” He asks, appearing to take the air of a puppy being left behind at home.

      Cuz that doesn’t eat my heart. Fuck! As much as I’d love to continue our deep sea exploration, I must let my younger incarnation take the wheel from here. “The bathroom, baby, I’ll be right back.”

      Miles blows an air kiss in my direction as I saunter towards the stairwell. I reach out to catch his invisible contribution, holding it up to my left pec muscle. Up in the bathroom, I close my eyes to immediately set the intentions of returning to present day Johannesburg.
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        * * *

      

      PRESENT DAY

      A cold bite of air snaps against my forehead, which is pouring with sweat from being outside minutes prior. I splash a bit of water into my face before returning to the booth. No sooner do I step around the hallway from the restrooms, when my vision immediately locks in on the sight of a one, Mark Bartlett. The poor guy’s struggling to breathe, grabbing his chest. In the exact way that Miles looked when he suffered his heart attack in June. Despite the mask tightly affixed to his nose and mouth, he’s the same shade as a ripened fucking plum.

      I rush towards the table, reeling a panicked Miles into my waist. This is probably the moment, or soon will be, when Kato Kelly becomes another ‘statistic.’ An extra integer labeling him as the de facto widower of one more ill-stricken unlucky soul. If I were the wiser man that I wish I was, I’d start taking notes from him. This’ll be me one day. And judging by the last few days, probably sooner rather than later. Even quicker than Dr. Scott’s estimation back in America. Paramedics arrive, quickly transferring Mark to a stretcher. They fasten him down by a couple of black straps before wheeling it out the entrance straight away.

      “It’s okay, baby,” I shush Miles. My gut feels the intense dread shrouding his spirit. His gristly police officer essence has long absconded by now. Seeing the death of another man affects him like any other civilian. Close friend or otherwise.

      “I’m riding in the ambo with Peg,” Kato asserts in our direction. “You guys follow us to the hospital?”

      Miles and I both nod in harmony. “Absolutely, pal.”

      The trip across town has allowed me time to mentally prepare Miles for the grim news. An inevitable declaration which I’m certain will be given to us after waiting at the hospital. In order to console my Schmoopy, I find myself choking back my own trepidation about being in Kato’s shoes from minutes ago.

      “Baby,” I say, reaching over to grab his hand in the Jeep. All the while reminding me that I’ll need to pay our personal guides a few extra rands for their extra duty. “This might be⁠—”

      Miles interrupts me like he knows exactly what I’m going to say. “The moment?” He replies with a look of assertion. “I figured this would be—” he pauses to take in a breath of air.

      He tries finishing his sentence, but his efforts to speak are impeded by the emotions catching up with him. He grips my hand tightly with as brave of a look as he can muster. Despite the rainstorm against his ghostly aspect, he’s handling this better than I expected. As a matter of fact, the initial panic in his gut has quieted down. At least for now.

      Anne turns around to face Miles, who is adjacent to her in the backseat. “The best thing you can do for yourself, Captain, is keep focusing on your breaths,” she assures him. “Are you hurting, or needing anything right this minute?” She asks, causing his internal temperature to immediately rise at such a question.

      “Of course I’m in fucking pain, you cow!” He bites back, lashing a sting against her leathered husk. “You think I’m about to get out of this goddamn truck and do jumping jacks?” He adds behind a brief veil of breathlessness. This is definitely the spontaneously agitated form that he’s taken the last couple of weeks. But Anne’s tough enough to take it on the chin.

      Not long after Miles’ involuntary attitude shift, our guide delivers us to the hospital. Inside the waiting room, Anne and Peg are sitting next to Miles in a single row of chairs. Meanwhile, I’m at Kato’s side, matching his pace as he scuffs heel to toe from one wall to another.

      Kato turns his head to meet my gaze. “I reckon this is it then,” he admits. My core feels the weight of vulnerability sunk deep in his stomach. “This is when it all just bloody ends, isn’t it?”

      My head shakes with pity. “Yeah, pal,” I respond, uncertain how to express this without being blunt as fuck. “It could be.”

      He drones on. “One minute you’re out on the feckin town celebrating a big victory,” he huffs. “Then the very next, you’re left feeling defeated after being swatted at like a bloody mozzie.”

      I take a seat in a chair next to Miles, squeezing his weak hand. We watch Kato continue pacing back and forth in the waiting room, all the while feeling his frightened spirit in anticipation of getting any news. Even if it comes in the darkest shade of black imaginable. In another moment, a doctor in seafoam scrubs exits a set of floppy emergency room doors.

      The physician’s taciturn face matches all the rest of them in this God forsaken world. He places one hand on Kato’s shoulder, speaking so low that neither of us sitting down can hear a word being said. Judging by the escalated feeling within Kato’s gut, it’s the news we have been expecting. The doctor reenters the emergency room. Meanwhile, the Aussie prosecutor with more self-containment than a fucking monk, saunters over to the furthest wall, his face alight with dejection.

      He lets out a loud scowl, hurling his right fist directly into the painted white wall of cinderblocks. “GOD DAMN IT!”
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        * * *

      

      Later in the evening, Miles and I are back at the hotel. We’re lying in bed facing one another. A small but noticeable rasp exits his own windpipes. Each time I hear the rattle, my mind immediately cowers because I’m just not ready to let go. It can’t be fucking time yet. There are still things I need to say to him, but can’t find the right words. Deathbed confessionals aren’t exactly my forte. I’m so ill equipped. I’m such a failure.

      “I’m sorry I made you take this trip,” Miles moans in between the brief jangles escaping his lungs.

      I reach over, covering his ashy visage to massage his cheek. Just underneath that crimson filled eyelid. “Don’t apologize, baby,” I assure him. “It was mostly my idea,” I admit. “Are you even sure you’re up for Italy?” I ask. “You didn’t force anything though, all you’d wanted was to make your friend’s last days special,” I follow up. All the while tears drain from their usual wells of my soul. He isn’t showing signs of sadness in his gut. It’s basically an empty void at this point.

      A deep breath cleanses my lungs before a creaky reply. “And nobody can fault you for that.”

      Miles lets out a short cough. “Except his family,” he replies. “Do you expect our marshmallow Julian to go down South all by his lonesome and tell his lover’s family that he died?”

      Annnd here we go with the memory lapses again! I press a forefinger into his lips to shush him. I don’t even have the mental fortitude to correct him anymore. This is getting tiresome. And I’d rather just let this storm pass on its own. Instead, I scoot closer, so his head nuzzles into my warm chest. My eyes are living proof of said storm, their horizontal rain drops gliding down a cheek like morning dew on an orange.

      “Shhhhh, shhhhh, shhhhh,” I whisper. “Just get some sleep, Schmoo,” I add, gently caressing his backside. “You’ll be fresher in the morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          MILES

        

      

    

    
      Alex strokes my face as I wake to a bright sun peering out from the distance yonder, over a group of rolling hills. His exhaustion is ever present on that shiny, but puffy face. If memory serves me correctly, something which has failed me often here as of late, he and I are in Italy. I remember this because he tried convincing me to cut our itinerary short after my wonderful friend Mark lost his battle in South Africa. But Kato wouldn’t hear of it because this will be the last trip I’m blessed to spend with the love of my life.

      I guess I should count my blessings that I’m still ticking. At least for now. But I know it’s coming soon. My hospice nurse has me on continuous oxygen now, since I can’t seem to get a full breath in me to save my life. That’s waxing poetic or whatever the fuck I suppose. And I’ve been asleep more hours than awake. My skewed perspective of Alex makes me wonder if I’m resting in his lap.

      “Good morning, Schmoo,” Alex says enthusiastically, leaning down to kiss me on the lips.

      These tender lips are among a million other things that I can’t take with me when I go. Such a shame he can’t breathe new life into me, being the miracle he’s been in my life. They blow a bit of warm air on the tip of my tongue, before sealing against my own. His slick tongue enlivens each dry crevice around the edges of my lips, bringing them some much needed moisture. After our tender exchange, I slide my head from underneath his to sit up. As I try speaking, I’m met with a crackly, raspy scrap in the back of my throat.

      “Where are we now?” I ask, using his knee to prop myself up. But I can’t rise without him intervening.

      The one detail that’s still foggy is how we got where we’re sitting right now. I remember going to sleep in an actual bed just last night. So, he must’ve carried me in a deep sleep for this early morning moment of solitude.

      “We’re in Val d’Orcia,” he informs me, nestling my backside against his chest for support. “I snuck us away from the villa super early so we could watch the sunrise together.”

      My fingers pick at the nasal cannula shooting air into my nostrils. The annoying fucking thing makes my nose feel drier than that stale heel of bread that nobody in their right mind ever uses. My fingers get tangled under the plastic tubing, causing me to jerk it away from my face, tossing it aside in a slight rage.

      Alex sighs. “Baby that’s helping you breathe,” he says with a loving reproach. “What’s the matter with it?”

      “My nose is fuckin’ drier than our sex life,” I reply hastily. “It’s annoying,” I hiss.

      He wastes no time digging through a pack which Anne has prepared for him on occasions such as this, when we’re away from her constant supervision. Christ. And she’s not even my mother. After some rifling, Alex retrieves a travel size tub of cocoa butter. He scoots around my side a bit more, so he can apply some of the cream to give my nostrils relief. Look at the poor slob, Miles. You’ve run him ragged.

      His tired stare tells me that he’s been caring for me nonstop for months. Is he tired of caring for me? The stubble adorning his chin is the height of any cypress tree which lines every country road in Florence. Its presence further proves that he’s neglected his own basic personal care.

      Alex’s bottom lip curves inward. “You really are dry up there,” he admits, smoothing a Cheerio-sized amount of cocoa butter up and around my nostrils.

      Incensed for no reason, I expel a purely reflexive clapback. “Would I fuckin’ lie about it?”

      His cheeks spasm with the weight of a thousand stings, when I realize that I’m not in total control of everything I say. Why am I so angry at him? I’m not, really. I don’t deserve him. Hell would freeze over before I ever purposely hurt his feelings. I reach up to the side of his neck, expressing my unadulterated remorse.

      “I’m sorry, Al,” I whimper. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      Alex grips my wrist with his right hand. “I know,” he says. “It’s all right,” he assures me, meanwhile reaffixing the oxygen cannula back into my nose and behind each ear.

      He scoots back behind me before digging his fingers into the crooks of my neck. We continue setting our sights on the horizon during golden hour. A warm sun paints the vast sky with such a gilded brilliance, every picture we studied last spring could ever do this scene total justice. I take in a hard gulp to swallow, feeling the difficulty of forcing it all the way down my pipe. Alex leans into my neck as I feel the wet tingle of his tongue at the nape.

      “This is really quite a sight, Saucepot.”

      Alex’s massage persists as he mutters low in my ear. “It was worth lugging your zonked out gay ass over my shoulder,” he jokes. “As you can see, there’s no way your chair would’ve survived this terrain.”

      Our peaceful moment seemed to have lasted an hour. If that. Though chilled to the bone in an early fall morning breeze, I couldn’t be any more thrilled that Alex saw to it that we shared this experience. Maybe he’ll have this to remember over any picture of my ghoulish aspect. That’s not how I want him to remember me. The superhero that he is, hoisted me in his arms to load me into the small, rented clown car. Not before long do we find ourselves traveling two hours back into town.

      “Are you hungry, honey bear?” Alex asks, squeezing my hand tightly. “We can find a café in town, or just go back to the villa for a bowl of cereal.”

      I shake my head. “Not really,” I reply. “But you still need to eat.”

      Alex clicks his tongue. “You do as well, Schmoopy,” he asserts. “Even if it’s four bites of oatmeal.”

      “Alright,” I agree only to appease him. “I’m so tired, let’s just go back so I can catch a nap.”
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up baby,” I hear from the outskirts of my light slumber. “We’re here.”

      My torso feels Alex’s arms wrap around me gently as I peer my lids open to see the siding of our rented villa in Florence. The cobblestone reaches from one end to the next, smattered with a sort of greenery all over. His nose turns up as if he’s smelling something foul, but doesn’t voice his complaint. It’s at this moment when I realize my clothes are soiled. Yet again something else that’s been happening frequently.

      “We’d better get you in the bathroom,” he hints, transferring me to my wheelchair. “Then I’ll get some grub in that tummy.”

      Anne appears to have been awake for a while as he pushes me throughout the living area. She smiles in my direction, though I know it’s part of her job to always remain upbeat. She hasn’t gone without my involuntary verbal assaults either. She probably hates me, or the disgruntled piece of shit that I’ve become. In the bathroom adjacent to our sleeping quarters, Alex lifts me out of my chair so he can carry my limp body over to the bidet.

      I sigh as best I can. “I’m sorry, Al.” I mutter.

      His reply is cloaked by a certain despondent tone. “This isn’t your fault one bit,” Alex assures me.

      He shouldn’t have to see me like this. Why isn’t Anne doing her goddamn job? Isn’t this what she’s getting paid to do? My head quivers between both shoulders at the thought that he’s putting himself through all of this mental anguish at his own volition.

      “You should Anne do this,” I reply. “You shouldn’t need to see me like this.”

      Alex shoots a discerning look square into my gaze. “I wouldn’t dream of anyone but myself tending to things like this, Miles,” he scoffs. “You’re not a fuckin’ Labrador being passed along at the groomers.”

      A few minutes and a fresh change of clothes later, the three of us are sitting at a dining table in the eat-in kitchen. Anne has prepared a warm bowl of oats with a sliced banana at the surface. Alex’s spoon has dove into his Captain Crunch for a third time, leaving me staring into the rising steam of my paltry mush. How lucky was he though? To have found a single box of it at a small food shop in Isolotto? If there’s anything to provide him some level of comfort right now, thank God he has his favorite cereal.

      Anne slides my spoon a few inches closer, as if it’s going to entice me. “You’ve not touched a bit of that, Captain,” she tries encouraging me. “Just a couple bites?”

      “Unnnnnn nnnnnnnnn,” I reply, shaking my head with a stretched out palm. “No.”

      I pull myself away from the table, trying to wheel myself back to the bedroom. My efforts are short lived, as I’m so weak that my hands can hardly get a good enough grip to roll forward. Fuck me. I can’t do a single thing for myself anymore. Alex drops his spoon to assist me when Anne insists on helping.

      “I’ve got it, Alex,” she assures him, rising to her feet.

      “I’m gonna get a few more minutes of sleep,” I proclaim to Alex. “Wake me in a little while,” I add. “I wanna go visit the Tempio Maggiore in San Marco.”
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        * * *

      

      A hushed conversation in the hallway causes my eyes to peek open. All I can make out are the whistles and tail ends of words being uttered with a certain degree of secrecy. Is it bad news? Or are they just being courteous because I’m resting? A loud gurgle falls from my lips, all the while trying to prop myself up against the headboard. Once the curl of my finger rubs away my exhaustion at both stinging cusps, Al and Anne both skirt into the bedroom with a less than buoyant air. They’re probably trying to hide behind the lingering reality. The gigantic elephant in the room.

      “What time is it?” I ask through a large yawn, glancing out the window. The sun is well beyond its midpoint. It’s already almost evening?

      Alex raises his arm to study the time from his Apple Watch. “Just past four, Schmoo.”

      I try to shake away the fatigue, inching myself towards the side of the bed. “What did you have planned this afternoon?”

      He rushes to the side of the bed to help lift me up off the bed. “You’d wanted to go to the synagogue closer into the city,” he informs me. “But you were conked out for a good while.”

      My shoulders ache as I attempt my best shrug. “Story of my life,” I sigh, noticing that my breaths seem to be getting shorter in length. “When the fuck’s dinner?” I ask. “I’m starving!”

      Anne and Alex lock eyes on each other as if they’ve developed some kind of telepathy. “It’s whenever you want it to be, honey,” he affirms, pushing me out into the main living area. “We could go eat after we’re done at Tempio Maggiore.”

      I twist my body around to try catching his tired stare. “Where?”

      “You wanted to visit one the largest Jewish temples in South-central Europe, baby.”

      “I didn’t say that,” I bite back. “I said I wanted to—” I try to clarify, but I can’t for the life of me remember what I wanted to do today. “But I’m hung⁠—”

      Alex interrupts me. “We’ll do whatever you want, Schmoopy,” he says overtly tired. “If you’re hungry, then we’ll go grab some supper,” he replies, conceding my wishes as I notice that he and Anne are exchanging another look. Why do they keep looking at each other like that?

      “Would somebody tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      Anne places her hand on my shoulder as Alex wedges my navy jacket with the NYPD logo between one arm. “Miles,” she says kindly. “You just go enjoy that dinner, okay Captain?”

      Alex rolls me out to the car, and with Anne’s help, transfers me to the passenger seat. She reaches into her pocket to hand Alex what I assume is medication. “Be sure he takes this with food, even though we’ve given him the pain patch Tuesday morning,” she says, then passes off something else. “And give this just before you eat so it helps with any nausea during dinner,” she mutters lowly. “In fact, it’ll enhance his appetite so he should be able to enjoy pretty much anything tonight,” she instructs Alex, patting him on the shoulder. He folds my wheelchair, loading it into the back before whisking me across town.
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        * * *

      

      Evening arrives quickly over the Firenze region as Alex sits opposite me at a small table. We’re out back on the patio of an Italian bistro, Dulce Estasi. Alongside us runs the lengthy seaweed-green current of Arno River. I took a pill when we arrived which Alex said would help any nausea. But fuck me if it isn’t giving me the warm and fuzzies all over. At this moment, I might be able to sprint from one end of this patio to the other. And in a strange twist of luck, my breathing seems to have turned a corner as well.

      “Whatever you gave me a while ago,” I say, swirling my glass of Brunello di Montalcino in a circular motion. “Makes me wanna tackle you to the ground and kiss you all over,” I admit with a snicker. Something else which seems almost a foreign concept—the giggles.

      Alex smiles widely, tapping the back of my left hand. “I’m so happy to hear that,” he says with a glint of optimism dancing from his blonde espresso irises. “It’s certainly the first in a while,” he adds, a slight creak staining his voice. “There’s somethi⁠—”

      Our waitress approaches the table before he can finish talking, adorning her shoulder with a large silver pan. She grins as she places it carefully on a stand attached to the patio’s ledge, intended to free up space on the table. “Pizza suprema,” she announces, all the while setting two square plates in front of our hungry fucking stomachs. “Anything else-a I can bring?”

      He and I both shake our heads in unison. “No, grazie,” Alex replies in her mother tongue.

      Dinner’s been tastier than anything I’ve eaten lately. It’s refreshing to have such an appetite. After three whole pieces of genuine Italian pie, I pat both hands against my satisfied belly. I reach for my glass of vino, which I suppose makes this my second glass. If I were a betting man, I’d almost wager that I’m feeling better, rather than worse. But there seems to be something Alex has been wanting to tell me. He just hasn’t come out with it yet.

      “What’s burning inside that beautiful mind of yours, Saucepot?” I ask, taking another sip of wine.

      His head wavers as a grimace forms. “Uhhh nothing,” he mumbles. “I can’t remember anymore,” he adds, reaching into his shirt pocket to retrieve a white tablet. “You might wanna take a Percocet, baby,” he assures me, sliding me my glass of water before tearing the pill from its blister pack.

      I’m not really in any pain at all. In fact, if I weren’t buzzed after two glasses of wine, I’d walk across the Ponte Vecchio on our way back to the car.

      “I’m not in any pain, Al,” I profess, taking note of his slight insistence. “Let’s get gelato,” I add. “I wonder if they have salted caramel.”

      Alex pays our check before he pushes me across the Arno River. We’ve stopped off to the side about midway where we have a perfect view of the rising pale yellow, full moon. He leans against the ledge of the bridge, licking his cone at a gloomier pace than I am. We finish our gelato a few moments later, his visage alight with a certain hue of gravity. Why is he so glum? I’m doing fan-fucking-tastic.

      He tosses our remaining waffle cones in a trash bin next to a street side vendor. And after a short jaunt, we approach the Fontana del Porcellino, a famous pig statue fountain meant for granting luck and wishes. I’m feeling good now, but who’s to say there’s even a single miracle earmarked for me out in the cosmos? It’s too late. I just wanna enjoy this elated state as long as I can. I wanna bottle it up with his grin, sipping on it slowly all night long.

      “Make a wish, Schmoo,” he eggs me on anyway, helping raise my hand to rub the pig’s snout.

      With a short rub, I feel no different than I did two minutes ago. Despite my chipper disposition, I still feel the onslaught of darkness just over the horizon of my heart. My soul can feel it coming, inching closer like the iceberg to the Titanic. It’s just a matter of time now, I suppose.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the villa, Alex rolls me into the living area. Anne has retired to her sleeping quarters clear on the other end, leaving us to ourselves for the rest of the night. He lifts me out of my chair to sit with him on the brown leather sofa in front of a roaring fireplace. Though it’s brought a chill to my sick flesh, the temperature outside isn’t all that cold. But the ambiance here is very calming. He hands me a remote to the television which powers on, displaying a menu with access to Netflix.

      “Netflix?” I ask with a scrunched forehead.

      Alex rubs my arm with a passionate touch. “It was listed in the amenities when I paid for our booking,” he replies with a chuckle. “Let’s see what the last renters watched, doesn’t that sound wild?”

      I click my dry tongue. “Oh Al, I guess,” I say. “What if it’s something incredibly boring?”

      His finger raises to the base of my chin. “What if it’s something spicy?” He asks with an upturned brow.

      He might be onto something. At the rate I’m feeling, I’d almost be able to enjoy a night of passion. God knows we haven’t had one of those in an entire fucking century. And it might be the very last my lover gets to hold inside his memory. I oblige, scrolling down to the row of tiles labeled—Watch It Again.

      “Call Me by Your Name,” Alex pipes up. “It’s the first listed movie to watch again,” he points with a finger. “In fact, it was filmed here in Italy.”

      I shrug. “I s’pose.”

      Halfway into the movie, our shirts are scattered across the floor as the hearth crackles with a peaceful rhythm. Alex’s lips haven’t been able to part from my mouth for minutes. His tongue slides above mine as I feel a hand traveling downward from the base of my chin. His curious fingers hover the closed site of my chemo port, drawing his head away from mine with a grim look.

      It’s like for a brief second, he’d forgotten all about my disease. Possibly pushing away any reminder surrounding the series of events from the last three or four months. He may have even retreated from his watchful post, always on guard with a pair of binoculars for any sign of the reaper’s ominous cackle. But seeing—feeling—my healing scar is the apex which haunts his senses, summoning the man’s fear once more.

      I shake my head with a look of intent, redirecting his palm back to my shoulder. His gaze locks with mine for another moment when I flash him my tacit approval. Just carry me to the bed, Al. A fiery passion returns to his milk chocolate stare, as he seems to comprehend my desire with a tilted head. And he doesn’t have to speak, for me to pick up on what he’s possibly thinking. As if he’s screaming ‘are you sure’ on the inside of his delightful mind. I might not be able to muster an erection, but if he fucks me tonight, he’ll be able to feel his sweet release one final time.

      “Go ahead,” I speak anyway, giving him my unwavering support. “Take me to the bed, Al,” I moan. “I want you to fuck me,” I add, my fingers painting his sweaty torso. “I can take it, I promise.”

      The hesitation returns to his face. “I don⁠—”

      “Alex, it might be the last time,” I reply hastily, meanwhile, a river of emotion rains down my cheeks. “Please make me the happiest fuckin’ man on the earth tonight,” I plead with all my might. “Don’t give up on me now.”

      Alex wastes no time rising to his feet, bending down to scoop me in his arms. He carries me to the bedroom as my left hand rolls the oxygen tank behind us. Alex lays me gently on top of the mattress, letting out a short grunt. He shimmies from his khaki shorts and boxers before carefully removing both of mine. With a few hand strokes over his cock, I can see that fiery craving ignite the apertures of his soul.

      “Oh baby,” he moans, lifting my legs up to his shoulders. “Just tell me if this hurts at all,” he drones.

      His engorged dick plunges my hole, making me grit my teeth as thoughts flounder around my mind. This might only be the second or third time he’s been inside me. He could’ve done this all along. Why didn’t we have sex sooner than now? I push my head back into the sheets with each thrust of his ravenous cock. Though gentle, he seems to be enjoying it. This does nothing to arouse me personally. But I wouldn’t expect anything less, since my prostate has been bereft of its blissful trigger for well over six months.

      “Oh yeah, Alex, keep going,” I cheer him on, definitely out of breath after hours of feeling great. Despite the quantity of oxygen rushing up my nose this whole time.

      I continue lying here with a fevered grin painting my face, as if I’m turned on anyway. There’s no way I’d dare spoil his moment. Not when I’ve robbed him of this feeling for so long. And after another few thrusts up my asshole, I can feel him pulling away as his head tilts back.

      “I’m gonna cum, baby,” Alex shrieks. “Oh, fucking hell,” he mutters, pumping his cock with a certain vehemence.

      In a split-second, his warm cum spills out over my exposed abdomen. It propels from the tip of his dick in the same fashion a yard sprinkler might. I force an engineered moan, encouraging his orgasm to last even longer.

      “Oh yeah, Alex—” I wail breathily. “Is that all you—” another thwarted sentence. “Got—lover?” I urge him behind more shortened breaths.

      He shuts his eyes with the euphoria rushing through him. “Fuucckkkkk!”

      Alex continues sewing more ropes of his thick, white seed into my stomach like a farmer planning for his best harvest yet. His sticky assaults come to an end moments later, when I feel a heavy rumble in my stomach. I instinctively grab my belly as a result of the pains thronging up my pipes. I’m gonna urp. Fuck! A momentary look of dread returns to my husband’s face as a reaction to my hasty struggle.

      Within a split-second, I lift my upper body up from the bed. Soon after, my throat tastes the intensely sour, acidic flavor ejecting at the speed of light. Its deep crimson shade splashes on impact against Alex’s naked torso.

      “Jesus Christ, Miles!” He shrieks, lurching forward with a half look of horror. The other, however, validates a deeper suspicion.

      Every emotion inside me pours out from my pained eyes, reaching up to grab his shoulders. “I’m so—sorry—Alex—I—totally—ruined your—moment,” my words falter from big gasps of breath between each word.

      Alex shakes his head. “You didn’t do anything wrong, baby.”

      He reels me into a tight embrace as my ceaseless sobbing persists. In another moment, I turn my head around to see a person approaching the doorway. I expect it’s Anne. But, it’s actually my mother? “Mom!” I yell.

      In the same moment, I feel Alex’s neck moving as he scans the room. A second passes us by when he pulls away from me, firmly gripping my shoulders. His serious gaze locks with my passive stare.

      “What’s the matter, Schmoo,” he asks, a harried expression warming over his mucky face.

      I point towards the door frame. “My mom’s here, Al.”

      Alex pulls me tightly once more, as I feel him swallowing a generous amount of air. “Let’s get you cleaned up, baby,” he says, shushing me gently with a pattering hand against my spine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty One

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      What the actual fuck?!? He’s seeing his dead mother now? Anne was right when we were whispering in the hallway earlier. Tonight is probably gonna be the last one I’ll ever hold my baby in my arms ever again. The moment we’ve all been waiting for since Dr. Scott called it quits. Yet in the same breath, the one we’ve all been dreading. He had such a rush of energy today. And now it seems like it ceased to exist entirely.

      I continue patting his backside, holding him close to me. “We need a shower, Schmoo,” I inform him with more than a dollop of despair rushing down my cheeks. “Then I’m gonna take care of you all night.”

      Despite his spontaneous rush of zeal, the raspy commotion at the back of his throat has intensified tonight. I’m not even entirely sure his oxygen is working anymore. As I pull away from him to study his appearance, his ghostlike flesh looks a tinge bluer than even an hour ago.

      Did I do this? Did I fuck him too hard? Did I fuck up the rest of my time with him? Because I’d rather have had a whole extra week if it was a choice between that or one last orgasm. I must get my shit together, for his sake. I can’t show him how scared I am. Because if tonight’s the night that he’s stolen from me, then by fuck, I need him to go bravely.

      I wipe the puke away from the corners of his mouth with my thumb. It doesn’t gross me out anymore. I’m no longer a novice at this sort of thing.

      “Come with me, darling,” I mutter, inching off the bed before scooping him in my arms. “The shower is just a shuffle away,” I assure him as calmly as possible.

      Anne steps inside the doorway with a look of confirmed suspicion. “Do you want me to wash him up for you?” She asks, practically rushing over to help me carry him to the bathroom.

      My head wavers obstinately. “No,” I reply with a short grimace. “I’ve got this if you can clean up this fuckin’ mess.”

      Anne nods. “Consider it done,” she obliges. “I’ll have an IV drip of that dobutamine that we discussed, ready and waiting when you come out.”

      Miles’ nearly lifeless visage is void of any emotion, yet he still apologizes. “I’m sorry,” he rasps, closing his eyes between both words.

      Not fucking yet, Miles. We’ve still got some things to discuss. I need to tell you the secrets I haven’t been able to share ever before. Don’t you dare go on me yet, baby!

      It’s hard for me to choke back tears seeing him apologize blankly. And in this moment, I throw out all the rhetoric of my hatred for empty apologies. This sure as shit isn’t his fault.

      My reply sounds creakier than a rusty door hinge. “This is my fault, Schmoopy,” I assure him. “And fuck those sheets anyway, they were uglier than shit,” I add, trying to keep him in as boosted spirits as much as I can. But I’m dying on the inside. I’m not ready. Not yet. Not tonight. God damn it, NOT RIGHT NOW! Just one more night? Please, anyone, if you’re listening to my plea, give me one last night with him. I beg of you!

      I wedge his body inside the slender door of the shower, adjusting the water to a tepid degree. The thought finally occurs to me that Anne just saw both of us naked, rather than just him. I shake the thought away, because she’s a nurse and she’s seen it all.

      Miles sits on the bench as I rub a soapy sponge across both shoulders, then down his back. His vanquished expression takes me back to the first night of his treatment. The memory eats at me on the inside. At that moment, I knew we were headed down a rocky road. But I never imagined it would be like this. There was no way I could’ve prepared myself for how bad this has actually been.

      That fucking rattle is louder than the hiss of this shower. It’s the whisper of death, or so Anne has mentioned on a few different occasions. He might have been doing it off and on for the last week, but a person’s ears could never get acclimated to it. And if they do, they’re a fucking freak. It sends more than a few shivers down my spine, heckling each of my senses.

      “Alex—lover—” he says, sounding gargled. “Have I tol—” he takes a breath. “Did I tell you how much of a hero—” another raspy pause. “You’ve turned out to be?”

      I tilt my head, surely the abundance of grief has already warmed over my face. “I’m just trying to—” I start to tell him what I’ve been wanting to say all goddamn day, but haven’t found the right words.

      I’m honestly not totally certain I will. I’ve been trying to divulge to him that throughout our whole life together, I’ve had the ability to travel back to any moment in history. And that I’ve also had the distinct pleasure of feeling every tiny emotion or feeling he’s ever experienced. If I told him that I’m a time traveler, I’d be breaking the cardinal rule of our family secret. That is, besides not altering someone’s past to directly impact their future. Thus, losing my ability altogether.

      However, as I think about this last year in particular, my gift has been more of a fucking curse than anything else. The mere fact that I couldn’t save the world from September 11th or make him choose another occupation. Or save our goddamn best friends from their own demise too. All of it has shriveled me up. It’s more than a curse. It’s a fat fucking burden. I’ll have to chew on this for another minute before I relinquish my power completely. But hurry the hell up, time’s running out Alex!

      “I’m just trying to be the kind of hero that you’ve taught me how to become,” I clarify, gently wiping his face clean.

      Miles raises his head, adorned by those inscrutable eyes. “You’ve made—” he starts to respond, but is interrupted by his scratchy voice. He swallows as best he can, but still nothing. Instead, he nestles his head into my thigh, hugging it like a koala bear.

      I pat his bald head which used to be as lush as the Cliffs of Moher. “Shhh, shhh, shhhhh,” I hush him, quickly running the sponge over my own body.

      The cobalt hue is ever present all over Miles’ skin, as I dress him in a clean NYPD t-shirt and pair of grey sweatpants. Anne has switched out the bedding. Even wiped up his Linda Blair-esque vomit from the floor. As promised, she stands at the bedside with necessary supplies to feed an IV into his arm.

      Anne swabs an alcohol prep pad over the back of his hand, all the while contorting her lips. “Okay Captain, small poke,” she warns as the needle fusses with his dehydrated veins.

      He doesn’t move a muscle. It’s as if his pain center has punched the timeclock long before his defeated spirit finishes working its mandatory overtime.

      Hunched over him, Anne wipes her brow free of sweat. “Another poke, my friend,” she announces. “There we go, that’s the spot,” she adds, removing the needle part from his vein. She affixes a flimsy square patch over his hand to keep it in place.

      I clear my own exhausted throat before asking her the same fucking question I asked earlier. It’s almost as if I’ve forgotten the answer altogether. Or perhaps I just need reassurance. “And this makes sure—” my creaky voice falters, meanwhile, another salted stream breaks through the dam. “This makes him feel less scared?” I ask, my shoulders shivering as every inkling of the inevitable razes my soul.

      My hand reaches down to grab his right arm. I raise it to my lips, planting a kiss atop his coarse fingers. “Oh Schmoo,” I say, wiping my tears with the other wrist. “I love you so fucking much, Miles Joseph.”

      She nods bravely. “He won’t feel a goddamn thing, Alex.”

      Anne finishes draping a small bag filled with the liquid form of dopamine from a collapsible IV stand. Something she brought with her halfway around the world. She prepares the bed, turning it down so we can nestle him into the fresh linens to make him comfortable. Miles meets my gaze, pointing up towards the window in the process.

      “Can we go—” he tries to speak, contending with his Adam’s apple with a free hand. After he’s cleared his throat, he persists. “Go outside to—” another shallow breath. “To the pool?”

      I shoot a curious look towards Anne. As if we need her permission. “Absolutely,” she says. “I’ll fetch your jacket, sweetheart.”
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        * * *

      

      We’ve gotten my Schmoopy outside just as the darkness swallows the whole of Tuscany, a sky painted full of stars left in the sun’s wake. Miles and I sit side by side under the glow of a full moon, matching closely to the shade of a coconut macaroon. Lights shine upwards from all around the azure-emerald pool water, as we remain here with our legs partially immersed.

      Miles’ coarse tongue slides around the edges of my mouth, feeling much like a feline’s. I wouldn’t dare tell him to stop. This very well is our last fucking time exchanging any sort of passion, so I’m gonna remember it just how he’s intended. My smoother tongue tops his, while our lips form random shapes in no particular cadence. Except this time, my nostrils are met with the foreign object of an oxygen cannula. His dry skin practically scratches the palm of my hand as it travels up to his chin.

      “I love—” he whispers. “Love you Alexan—” his voice stalls.

      An ample breeze whistles past my ears while I study his seemingly content aspect. I don’t fucking know how, but thankfully the dobutamine is doing its job. “I love you so goddamn much too, Miles.” I assure him again. As if I should ever have to. After thirty-three years, feeling my love should come as second nature to him. “You know that, don’t you, baby?” I ask for good measure, stroking his cheek with my thumb, all the while more tears rain down.

      A tiny glint of light pirouettes among the thwarted fuse in his crimson eyes. “I do,” he mutters, nodding his head gently.

      “Good,” I reply, scooting even closer so I can nuzzle him up into my chest. “That’s my brave man.”

      I can hear him let out a shallow sigh over the rasping in his throat. “How did you—” he pauses to take in as deep of a breath as he can, seeming like it’s more of a chore now than before. “Know that I would—” another delay. “Get sick?”

      My head tilts so I can take in a side glance. “What do you mean, Schmoo?”

      Miles fights to catch his breath for a few seconds. And seconds are all it takes for me to feel the looming dread that’s swallowing my heart, a boulder sinking into my gut. I swallow a hard gulp of air while his head rubs into my neck.

      “At our wed—” he stalls more. “Our wedding—” he clarifies. “How’d you kn—know?”

      That’s right. I have changed the timeline of our promises to each other. In this split-second, I avow it’s the precise moment I should tell him. Fuck going back to the past. It won’t change shit anyway. And all it would do is heckle at my present day reality, jeering at me like a demon about everything I’ll never have again.

      My lips find a spot on the crown of his head to land a kiss. “Miles,” I begin. “There’s something I need to finally tell you,” I whimper. “And telling you will become a fleeting memory, unlike those I have of us,” I add under the veil of my grief-stricken cusps. “The men in my family can travel backwards in time, to whenever or wherever we wanna visit, but we can’t alter another person’s past in any way which would change their present,” I pause to take in another breath, fighting my sniffly nose in the process.

      My confession endures. “I wasn’t able to go back and prevent you from getting sick, and it shredded my soul into a fucking billion pieces,” I profess. “But I could go back to our ceremony and give you the assurance that I wanted you to have,” another quick breath, all the while swallowing a gulp of air. “That I’d have your back when this awful year in particular arrived,” my hoarse voice is beginning to suffer at this point. “And you’ve taught me how to fight when I didn’t feel like fighting,” I finish, squeezing him gently.

      “The bath—rooms?” He’s finally caught on. It’s officially clicked inside his gears which are slowly coming to a screeching halt.

      I lean around to plant a firm kiss on his cheek. “That’s right Schmoo, that’s why I’m always in the bathroom,” my left hand caresses his head.

      Miles grabs at his throat, trying to clear away some of the gurgle. But it’s hardly effective. “You—do—don’t—have—” his whisper is barely audible at this point. “Don’t fight any—more,” he adds as I feel the defeat in his gut. “You’ve got—Kat—o to hel—p—” he finishes.

      The bitter wind sends a chill down my spine, as both shoulders shiver inexorably with fear. We sit here silently admiring the stars which are lightyears beyond us. I continue brushing the side of his head, down into his neck. Much like I’d pet Boo Radley. Within a split-second, my sight sets out below what I assume to be the big dipper, all the while taking note of a shooting star dancing across the sky in a fiery blaze. It’s at this moment when my ears catch up with my heart. Miles hasn’t let out a single gurgled rasp in several seconds.

      Almost hesitantly, I tilt my head around, knowing full fucking well what’s just happened. How can I force myself to do this? Is not looking in his lifeless face gonna prevent him from leaving me? With a deep breath, I finish shimmying around his propped up shell. This is when I see his utterly barren gaze. The candle which once flickered with fervor, lighting an entire room, has officially been blown out. And the apparition of wispy smoke dancing in the wind is the remnants of his spirit floating from this dimension to the next.

      This confirmation sends a hundred knives towards my ribcage. With one solitary target ahead, my already wrenched heart. I lower Miles’ empty husk to the hard limestone which surrounds us, as the total volume of The Ligurian Sea empties from my eyes. I lurch forward, practically tackling him, ceaselessly sobbing over his body as loud as I can. No matter how much you think you’re prepared for your lover to take their final breath, it still comes hurling your way with a surprise attack. Many things are ruminating through the recesses of my mind as I lie here. Most of which beg the question—was surrendering the potential of seeing him ever fucking again worth it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty Two

          

          ALEX

        

      

    

    
      It’s been a long, harrowing week. Trying to transfer Miles’ body back to the states took longer than the traditional forty-eight hours usually observed for a Jewish burial. Since my family is very reform, we’ve been able to find some comfort in the flexibility.

      Here I stand with my arm looped into mother’s, in the wilderness area of our bet kevarot in Sag Harbor. Plainly put, it’s a Jewish cemetery my family’s used for many generations on Long Island. Our closest family and friends have gathered from all over the state to pay their respects to Miles. Kato stands to my other side with a bowed head. Something I’d done for him when I first returned home. Attending Mark’s funeral while making all the necessary arrangements for Miles’ celebration of life was no easy task. By the grace of my father and mother stepping in to help, we pulled it off.

      Still struck with grief, I stare aimlessly down at Miles’ unvarnished casket made of oak. It’s been sculpted to look like any other traditional burial vessel, yet preserving its natural decomposition capabilities. The simplified NYPD logo has been burned into the lid, along with his police number—1987. Only a couple of tears can propel, given that I’ve cried all I can this last week. Thank fuck the wells are nearing empty.

      But the ones which have been squeezed out, meet the bitter chill of this October Hamptons wind. Rabbi Schulman is just about to wrap the brief service, sending my immediate family and Miles’ cousin, Oscar, back to our family compound in Southampton.

      The grey skies shrouded above us begin spitting weighted streaks of rain down upon the Earth. I wouldn’t expect anything less from Mother Nature, as this seems most appropriate. There is a murder of crows gathered in the trees all around these sanctified grounds. And their every screech reverberates deep into my chest cavity, as if sending me some prophetic message. I hate their collective noun. I hate crows in general. Dreary as fuck.

      “Oh, my little zis punim,” my mother says, grabbing my cheeks. “You’re so much older, but you’ll always be that little boy singing show tunes into my hairbrush, deep in my heart,” she adds, rubbing my watery eyes. “You were the best thing that ever happened to Miles, and he was that for you too,” she assures me with a beat. “But he’d want you to find the peace you deserve.”

      With every attempt to speak, I’m halted by the firm palm of a strong man approaching me from behind. “You have my deepest condolences, Alex,” Chief Knotts offers me. “Miles was so patient and understanding with our officers,” he admits. “He was the best captain we’ve ever had.”

      “Thank you, Chief,” I reply, shaking his hand firmly. “That means an awful lot.”

      He shoots a wink in my direction. “I’ll pay my Shiva call tomorrow with a couple other colleagues close to him, and we’ll bring enough grub for an entire army.”

      I nod. “That would be great,” I reply appreciatively. “We’ll look forward to hearing all the stories you have to tell, if I haven’t already heard them from the horse’s mouth first,” I add, clearing my throat. “But Frank has all the food under control.”

      His strong hand slaps into my left bicep with a click of his tongue. “You betcha, kid.”

      Chief Knotts begins the trek back to his car down State Road 114, his hand at the top of his head to shield rain from his sights. My father steps around to my side, planting his hand on my shoulder now. “Son,” he starts. “It’s all gonna be okay one of these days,” he says. “Just remember all the memories you get to experience,” he adds with another glint in his eyes.

      That rips me apart because he doesn’t know how I’ve gone and fucked up that possibility beyond all repair. I’m not even sure I have the heart to tell him. I may well be the first Wilkins man to rebel from the penultimate cardinal rule.

      Another hand lands on my other shoulder from behind, as a man’s deep, seemingly familiar voice swims in both ears.  “You have all my sympathies, Alex,” he says, meanwhile I turn around to look at him. His voice is vaguely familiar, but I have never seen him.

      The man extends his arm for a handshake. “On behalf of The Hansen Family of Chicago,” he says. “If there’s anything I can do for you, please call me.”

      Hansen? Hansen. Hansen!! “Fred Hansen of Echelon Industries?”

      He nods. “Yes.”

      “When did you get here?” I ask, surprised.

      Fred’s head oscillates from one shoulder to the other. “I stood in the back,” he admits. “I barely made it on time as it is, but I was in the city and happened to hear through Richard that your husband passed,” he adds, gesturing. “So I called your father to ask when this was taking place.”

      “Well thank you for all you’ve done for my family, Fred,” I respond, still shocked that he cared so much to make an appearance.

      “Don’t mention it,” he replies. “I must get back, however, because I have a red-eye to catch later.”

      As Fred Hansen makes his exit, I notice that Phoebe and Becky have approached Kato, offering their hugs. I can still feel the deep hurt inside him. Our emotions basically mirror each other to the very letter. Miles’ cousin Oskar, his wife Mariska, and their twenty-something son, Ivan, join the rest of my brood back to the small fleet of limos. Since Phoebe and Becky have been like adopted sisters, they insisted on joining us in sitting shiva as well.

      Back at the family manor, each of us, with sullied hearts, amble toward the front doors from our small procession of limos. Mother Nature’s vehement cry pours down all around us with loud cracks of thunder resounding from one corner of the angry sky to another. We duck our heads, weaving through the rain until we reach the front steps. Everyone hangs their coats, stomping the mud from their shoes before continuing down the hallway to our great room.

      “Bloody hell,” my mother scowls. “Not a single one of us thought it wise to grab an umbrella, did we?”

      A row of low profile seats adorn the far wall, with an enlarged print of Miles’ Police Captain portrait resting on a tripod. Next to it, is a stand with a three day Yahrzeit candle and a solitary matchstick. Since we’re a very reformed Jewish, we won’t be sitting for longer than seventy-two hours.

      “Miles would be happy with that send off,” Phoebe says with a gentle hug, consoling me.

      While the rest of our clan takes a seat, my father joins me in approaching the stand. I take the long matchstick, swiping it across the striker which he’s holding. Once a yellowish-orange blaze ignites the wick, I shake the stick in the air to distinguish its flame. He leads everyone in a traditional prayer, informally known as the Mourner’s Kaddish.

      After his reciting, my father points up towards an empty spot on the furthest wall, just above the hallway which leads to Harold’s corridor. “That’s where this print will go, Son,” he says insistently. “He was practically a full-fledged Wilkins anyway.”

      It touches my heart to know that my folks treasured him as if he were of their own essence. This doesn’t surprise me that they’d want to memorialize him, among all the rest of our great passed on Wilkins relatives.

      “That’s very nice, Father,” I say, reaching my arm around his backside to offer a side hug. “How appropriate.”

      After we take a moment to admire the dedication wall, he and I both return to the row of chairs to take a seat. He sits at the head of the line with my mother in between us. Kato sits to my left, with Oskar and his kin preceding Phoebe and Becky. Kato clasps my hand, giving it a big squeeze.

      Everyone has been visiting quietly amongst themselves, mostly all dedicated to memories of my Schmoo. During this moment, I hear the skitter of paws across our polished marble floors. Boo Radley makes his grand entrance from Harold’s corridor, headed straight in my direction. I reach out to scoop him up when he licks at my chin, giving me every bit of sugar he’s saved up for a couple weeks. He rests comfortably in my lap, settling down with his head above both front legs.

      “They’re not suffering anymore,” Kato says. “Good on ya, ya took great care of him,” he adds as I turn my head to meet his solacing gaze. Even though he’s hurting just as much on the inside. Fuck me if I’m even half as brave as he is right now.

      I turn my sights back to the portrait of Miles. His head is tilted ever so slightly, in his dark navy-blue uniform. Those narrowed eyes full of magnetism commands the entire room of mourners. And he’s not even here in the physical form to do it. That’s how powerful his stare has been ever since I’d known him. The gentle grin paints his brave face, in front of a backdrop with the American flag behind his right shoulder. Thunder continues rumbling from outside, all the while pattering rain streaks down each windowpane, followed by flashes of lightning. Their shock causes Boo Bear to jolt his head in surprise.

      The levees of my soul begin leaking more saltwater. I thought these motherfuckers were barricaded by mounds of sandbags. I squeeze Kato’s hand even harder. “He’s probably out there, wherever they are,” my craggy voice wanes. “Trying to keep an eye on Mark,” I add. “God only knows how much mischief that guy of yours is getting himself into right now.”

      An unexpected, yet exuberant laugh falls from Kato’s mouth. “Yah mate,” he agrees. “I reckon ya may be spot on, she’ll be right though, my Roo will.”

      Speaking of keeping a watchful eye, I’m reminded at this moment that Miles isn’t with Mark alone. If there’s any comfort at all, which I can rely on, it’s the simple fact that he’s been reunited with our brothers. Surely, Grayson Welles and Julian Torres helped him climb aboard that shooting star which splashed the night sky over Tuscany. And I can’t count that as any greater of a blessing.
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      CHRISTMAS- ONE YEAR LATER

      There’s a gust of flurries swimming around outside as I glance out the kitchen window. What seems like two feet of total snow cover can be seen from the front yard, all the way down our stretch road. It doesn’t show any signs of stopping any time soon. Boo Radley darts toward me from the living room, causing my fingers to slip out from the curtain when I reach down to pick him up.

      “Hello, pal,” I greet him amiably, brushing my fingers through his thick, white fur. “Where has Papa Kay gone off to now, huh?”

      He responds in kisses and his appreciation of the attention solely directed at him. We shuffle around the kitchen island to see the slender, muscle bound Australian sensation stomping his feet from the bitter snap at the back door. Kato shakes his head in a momentary shiver as his body adjusts to the warmth provided by our roaring fireplace, where he’s just finished offloading the stack of wood we’ll be using for the night. The friendly glint in his eye shoots an arrow into my soul, after hanging his coat on a coat tree adjacent to the door.

      “It’s feckin brass monkeys out there,” he whistles. “Brrrrrr,” he finishes with another shiver, rubbing his palms together back in front of the hearth.

      Boo and I approach him from behind with an arm wrapped around his backside. It’s been about six months since Kato hung up his hat as the New York District Attorney. Our mutual grief has brought us closer together in the most natural ways possible. We arrived at the mutual decision that the bustle of the Big Apple served us too many painful reminders. So, we set out West, where we’ve found a quaint cottage in the countryside of Coeur d’Alene, Idaho.

      “You don’t have to prove it any more, Kay,” I reply, leaning my head on his left shoulder. “It’s freezing out there for sure.”

      We’ve taken our deeper friendship slowly and respectfully. While it was our late partners’ wishes for us to wind up taking care of each other, he and I both came to an amicable decision that there isn’t any major rush to jump in the sack. If there’s one thing I’ve learned lately, you can’t rush time.

      Kato spends a few days each week running a free legal aid clinic for Kootenai County. And has since stepped out of his comfort zones to explore a more reformed way of living. Yes, with lots of spontaneity. Our TV drones in the distance behind, prompting us to turn around at the sounds of Entertainment Tonight on the screen. It’s a nice preview of what the future looks like for me.

      “On tonight’s special holiday edition of Entertainment Tonight, we’re bringing you an exclusive sneak peek behind the scenes of the new hit film, “Broken in the Bayou,” written and directed by the new kid in town, Alexander Wilkins. The film, set to explode at the box office in February, is adapted from the New York Times best-seller of the same title. The story propels its audience through the dynamic of two gay detectives in Louisiana, on a mysterious trail of clues to locate a missing autistic boy in the swampy lands down South. A-List charmers, turned real-life sweethearts, Marcus Vasquez and Tito Mondavi are set to grace the big screen this upcoming Valentine’s Day.”

      I reach down for the remote to turn off the TV as Kato moseys into our small home office. My lips plant a kiss on Boo Radley’s snout before letting him roam free. The smell wafting in from the kitchen tells me that my batch of ginger snaps are ready to come out of the oven. When I haven’t been jetting down to Los Angeles every other month for Hollywood related business, I’ve been baking up a storm.

      My current pet project has been volunteering at an oncology center in Spokane, where I provide patients with free access to an array of pastries containing high levels of THC. Kato and I branded this venture—Sweet Elevation: Marking Your Miles to Healing. It’s every bit a dedication to our special guys. We find it’s important that all patients, regardless of their income level, have the opportunity to benefit from this basic comfort. Come to think of it, Schmoo might’ve haunted me daily until I paid attention to all the signs which the universe was sending, to nudge me in this direction.

      I hear Kato shouting from the living room. “Say, Possum, how much longer is supper?” He asks, as I can feel the hunger rumbling around his belly. “Could you scare us up some tucker while we wait?”

      “You got it!” I holler over my shoulder.

      After I set the hot cookie sheets out to cool, I retrieve two bowls from the cupboard. Followed by a box of Captain Crunch. Oh, I suppose I’ve neglected to mention that my staunch appreciation for cereal has rubbed off on Mr. Kelly. And a day doesn’t go by without enjoying at least one bowl of pure delight. I round the corner of the kitchen to study him coming close to completing our Christmas tree decor. I guess that’s the other thing nobody else knows yet, besides my folks, Phoebe, and Becky. Kato and I have meshed both of our holiday traditions into what has been almost an entire month of celebrations.

      “Here you are, sweetheart,” I say, passing him the cereal and a spoon.

      He leans in for a warm kiss. “Ahh thanks.”

      Kato’s younger visage rises from his bowl with droplets of milk caught in the strawberry-blonde bristles of his mustache. He’s forty-five, but his youthful aspect is running laps around me. Since I’ve relinquished my time travel abilities, my forehead has begun taking to the gentle likeness of a neatly raked Zen garden. The reflection of our crackling fireplace dances in the corners of his emerald eyes, flashing me a look of admiration.

      “Beck and Pheebs should be arriving—” I announce but pause to look over at our clock on the wall. “About an hour or so,” I add, hovering my chin over my bowl for another spoonful of the sweetened corn ecstasy. I chew quickly before finishing my thought. “So what say you we put the final touch on this motherfucker?” I finish with a grin, pointing the end of my spoon towards the tree beside us.

      “Right you are, Possum,” he replies, shoveling in another mouthful of cereal.

      We turn around to place our bowls down on the coffee table, when he picks up our first tree topper. It’s a golden starburst with a small drawing of Mark and Miles holding an arm over each other’s shoulder, their smiling faces straight ahead as if it’s a photograph. Our hands hold the star together, all the while reaching it to the tip of an artificial pine tree which is decorated with blue and gold ornaments. Blue to represent Miles’ service in law enforcement, and gold for Mark’s dedication to the judicial system.

      I let out a short grunt as we secure the topper. “That should do it.”

      We each take a couple of steps away from the tree with an arm around each other’s backsides. In the stillness of this moment, I pay a special tribute to our guardians. My vision sets on the mantle above the glowing fire. On the ledge is a folded American flag with two shadow boxes on both sides of it. Each with Miles and Mark’s personal effects.

      Inside my Schmoopy’s box are his badge, favorite pair of Saint Laurent sunglasses, and thin blue line baseball hat embroidered with 1987 and his Capt. Langford nameplate affixed to it. Lastly, a copy of his professional portrait in uniform. Kato leans his head over my shoulder, as I feel his gut warm over with gratitude and a sense of reflection. His eyes point towards Mark’s shadowbox, containing a gavel, neatly folded black robe, and a reprint of Mark’s professional portrait. I lean my head into Kato’s as this profound moment persists, remembering our guys for all the good they did in our community back in New York.

      Out of nowhere, my phone chirps loudly, giving both of us quite a jolt. Our side embrace comes to a wrap when I break free to see who’s texting me.

      “I bet it’s probably Phoebe letting me know that they’re almost here,” I assume on my trail to the dining table.

      When my hand raises the device to unlock the screen, I’m pleasantly surprised to find it isn’t a text from Phoebe. Instead, it’s a notification from a family heritage DNA website that I’ve been dicking around with. Kato and I both sent in our swabs a couple of months ago, since I’d been exploring the Wilkins ancestry. The banner on my screen immediately ushers my palm to my chest in pure shock.

      THERE’S A POTENTIAL NEPHEW MATCHING YOUR DNA & HE’D LIKE TO MEET YOU.
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      By each other’s side since they were eighteen, Grayson Welles must cope with the sudden loss of his longtime partner, Julian. Raised in the bible belt of Louisiana, Grayson knew he’d be admonished for falling in love with Julian Torres, whose family moved to the rural town of Felton from Puerto Rico. Accustomed to being each other’s companion, the pair made the only decision that seemed right, pursuing their dreams and surrounding themselves with fellow members of the growing gay community after running off to New York City post-graduation.

      

      Thirty-plus years later, Grayson is now tasked with telling Julian’s family about his death and planning a funeral that will force Grayson to confront his own family given they operate the only funeral home in town. While packing to head home, Grayson discovers a suitcase of Julian’s penned journals. Finding comfort in the entries, Grayson is reminded of the birth of his relationship with Julian and many of the moments between then and present day.

      

      Upon facing both of their families, Grayson comes to terms with a new set of realizations which threaten his prior notions of what it means to love and be a family. A lifetime of true love couldn’t be remembered any greater.

      

      **Trigger warning: this book includes themes such as extreme grief, suicide, alcoholism, smoking, excessive language, and abuse. Please use discretion before reading if you feel you may be sensitive to these topics.**
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      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.
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