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      I was sitting in the ticket booth, taking in one of the first cool breezes of the autumn. I was completely content to sit here and take in the scenery.

      Even though it was a little boring. The first day the pumpkin patch opened was always the slowest one. People weren’t in the fall mood yet, not when September just ended yesterday.

      Still, my Grandma stayed dedicated to being open every single day of October. She would never allow the patch to be open a day late.

      It would normally be her in this ticket booth, but she was sick right now. She had been sick a lot recently, actually, as her immune system wasn’t as good as it used to be. Still, even in her old age, she was quite the hard worker. She still managed to run the farm under her sole leadership, though obviously she had a lot of hired help.

      And there were a lot of people she hired to work the pumpkin patch and corn maze, too. There had to be. There were tons of activities from a petting zoo to a haunted hay ride and they needed to be constantly monitored. It wasn’t as if we could keep the patch completely family run—there wasn’t too much family left to help.

      My Grandpa had passed almost a decade ago and while they had a few children, most of them moved away, so my aunts, uncles, and cousins were all out of state. We still saw them a few times a year, but it wasn’t like they were around to help with stuff like this.

      There was really just me and my parents left in town. I was an only child, so no siblings that could have helped carry the burden either. But the four of us managed pretty well.

      Sometimes I was even grateful that it was only the four of us living in town. Not that I didn’t love my extended family, I definitely did, but I felt like the four of us had created a much stronger bond all living here. I could rely on my family above all else, which was super important to me.

      From the ticket booth, I watched the small amount of people who were here look at pumpkins. I absolutely loved this time of year. Fall had always been my favorite season.

      I heard footsteps coming up the dirt and gravel so I quickly redirected my attention to whoever was coming to grab a ticket.

      I looked around to see a very handsome man making his way over to me. He had perfect shaggy blonde hair. I absolutely loved longer hair, even though I had to wear my own hair pretty short. Blondes in particular were always a weak spot for me.

      He was also dressed really well in this adorable scarf and brown jacket. It might sound stereotypical, but I hoped the fact that he was well dressed might mean he was gay.

      I mean, hey, if this day was going to be slow and boring anyway, might as well have someone to flirt with, right? I’d been single for quite a while now and admittedly, a little bored of it.

      My hopes were quickly dashed, though, when I saw a little boy pop up from behind him. Shit, he had a kid. Well, that was a no go, then.

      Not that gay men couldn’t have kids, of course, but I had no interest in any man who was a father. I just knew that I didn’t want kids. It was something I came to accept many years ago, back when I was still a kid, in fact.

      He walked up, looking a little deflated, which was a surprise, since most people who came to the pumpkin patch looked pretty excited. Likewise, the little boy next to him wasn’t looking too happy either.

      “Two tickets please.” He nodded to me.

      “One adult, one child?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Not a problem.” I handed them two little ticket stubs after taking his cash, which was exact change. “I hope you enjoy your day.”

      “Thanks, me too.” He gave a half-hearted smile.

      Huh, I thought as he walked away. That was really strange. That may have been the first time I ever saw an unhappy child come into the corn maze. Maybe they had some kind of fight before they got here; they did look pretty exhausted.

      This was exactly why I wasn’t interested in children. Man, they looked tiring. I wonder how he felt about fatherhood at that very moment.

      I heard a voice come up from behind me as the door to the ticket booth opened. “Here for my shift,” a young woman named Elizabeth said to me, grinning.

      “Oh, perfect,” I said as I got out of my chair. “I really wanted to take a look around.”

      The only reason I was even at the ticket booth was because the other person who was supposed to be here called in sick. My Grandma didn’t really need me to cover any of the booths, generally speaking; she just liked to have someone here to oversee everything.

      Which I was eager to go do because there was only so much of the patch I could see from this booth. It was such a perfect, nice, overcast day. I wanted to get a feel for everything.

      Days like this reminded me of being a kid. We spent so many days here at the pumpkin patch growing up. Any time my parents were available to help out, I was here, enjoying my time.

      I liked it so much because, outside of the pumpkin patch season, the farm was pretty boring. As much as I loved my parents and my Grandma, I didn’t relish coming to the farm because there was nothing entertaining to do.

      But one month a year, in October, I got to come here and play all day long. Other kids would come and run through the corn maze with me, amazed by how fast I was able to get us out of it. Of course, it wasn’t amazing at all considering how well I knew the damn thing. But I let them be impressed anyway.

      And as a big animal lover, I spent all the time I could in the petting zoo. I was able to have as much free feed as I wanted. There was literally nothing I didn’t like in October.

      The fifteenth was an especially important day for me. It wasn’t my birthday, but it might as well have been. My parents called it my ‘Gotcha’ day. It was the first day they took me home, into their house and into their family.

      They adopted me when I was still a baby. I never knew a life outside of them. And it didn’t change their bond with me whatsoever. I was their son, completely and truly. And I’d never had even the slightest desire to search for my biological parents, though I’d heard a few stories.

      All I needed was my mom, dad, and Grandma. And I was so happy to have them.

      As I was walking through everything, I saw the sad looking father and his son once again. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but I was close enough to easily hear their conversation.

      “Do you want to see the animals in the petting zoo?” the dad asked.

      “No… I don’t want to see them.”

      “Well, maybe you want to go see the corn maze?”

      He shook his head again. “I don’t want to see anything. I don’t want to be here. I want to go see Mommy.”

      Well, that caught me by surprise. I had been totally convinced this guy was gay. But apparently he had a wife?

      The father looked sad and knelt down in front of the son, putting both hands on his shoulders.

      “I told you, we can’t go see Mommy today. Maybe later this week, but not today.”

      “But I don’t understand why we can’t see her!” he said, pouting.

      He sighed. “I told you, you’re just going to spend the day with me today. We’re going to have fun. Mommy wants you to be having fun, remember?”

      “Yeah.” He sighed.

      “Okay.” He nodded. “Then let’s have fun for Mommy. Hey, maybe we can pick a pumpkin you think she might like?”

      This was the only thing that seemed to perk the kid up. “Yeah! Can we put a decoration on it for her?”

      “Absolutely. I think she would love that.” He rubbed his back gently as they headed toward the pumpkins.

      Wow, so even more complicated than I thought. Sounded like a divorced couple situation. Hey, maybe that meant he was still gay, maybe that was why they divorced. He wouldn’t be the first or the last man who got into an unhappy straight marriage.

      That had to sting though, the way his kid obviously didn’t want to spend time with him. I’d always thought divorce would be really fucking rough. And clearly, it was.

      I probably shouldn’t have been judging his life off a few sentences of conversation but I couldn’t help myself. I was a people watcher by nature. It wasn’t that I was a nosey person… Oh, hell, who was I fooling? I was completely a nosey person.

      I kept an eye on them for the duration of their time here. I tried not to be too obvious about watching them, but I couldn’t help myself. It was a slow day and they’d piqued my curiosity.

      Besides, I didn’t have much else to do. I’d gone to every activity area and everything was running smoothly. Of course it was, it was so slow!

      They didn’t stay very long though, maybe another 45 minutes. I was happy to see, though, that the kid laughed a few times after the father finally got him over to the petting zoo. That was nice. I was glad he could let loose for a while and enjoy whatever time he got with his father.

      But when they walked by the ticket booth again to leave, I noticed that neither were smiling. So I didn’t think the happy moment stuck.

      I was a little sad to see them go. The dad was at least eye candy while I did my rounds. Eh, well, hopefully it got busy before the end of the day and I had more people to watch.

      After they left, I decided I’d do another round again. Just so I could get a nice walk in. I didn’t want to go back to sitting in that ticket booth any longer.

      When I reached the petting zoo, the attendant there caught my attention.

      “Hey, Peter, what should I do with this?” he asked, holding up a little stuffed elephant.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Some stuffed animal a kid left.”

      “Wait…” I asked, trying to remember if the kid I was just watching had a stuffed elephant under his arm. I thought he actually did, but I couldn’t be sure because I was mostly watching them from the corner of my eye.

      “Here, I’ll take it,” I told him. “I’ll put it in lost and found.”

      Honestly, I didn’t even know why we kept a lost and found anymore. This happened every year. A bunch of kids left their crap and they almost never bothered to come pick it back up. So each year, at the end of the season, we ended up donating a sea of crappy toys and the occasional pair of sunglasses.

      If you asked me, it would have been a better use of our time to toss the toys out immediately. But I knew my Grandma could never do that. It would have broken her heart if some little girl came back, looking for her stuffed bunny, and she had to tell her they didn’t have it. My grandma absolutely adored kids. The lost and found box was her idea, of course.

      So every year I humored her. Because she was my grandma and I loved her. And it wasn’t too much effort to collect the junk left behind at the end of the day.

      Before I went to the lost and found box, though, I decided to peek in the parking lot. Maybe the cute guy and his kid were still in the lot and I could give this to them. But, nope, there was nobody around when I went out there.

      Ahh, oh well, probably for the best. I didn’t need to talk to a cute man with a kid and develop myself a little crush.
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      As we left the pumpkin patch, I looked in the rearview mirror at my nephew, who was nestled in his car seat.

      “Did you have at least a little fun?” I asked him, a forced smile on my face.

      “A little,” he answered begrudgingly. “When can we take this to Mommy?”

      I sighed. That was all the poor guy ever thought about, his mother. And I couldn’t blame him because that was all I ever thought about, too.

      “I don’t know, buddy. Why don’t we just worry about decorating it for now? Do you want to carve it or paint it?”

      Painting pumpkins was a little untraditional, but my sister, his mother, was an artist. I thought he might choose that since it was more her style.

      But he ignored the question completely. “Can we see her tomorrow?”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “We’ll see her tomorrow.”

      I didn’t want to see her tomorrow, though. I tried to spread out my visits as much as I possibly could. I never went more than two days without seeing her, but I did my best to forget about her when I wasn’t there.

      It was impossible not to think about the fucked up situation we were in when staring her in the face, though.

      “But what about the pumpkin? Paint or carve?”

      “Paint,” he said predictably. “With purple and blue, Mommy's favorites.”

      “Perfect. Let’s stop by the arts and crafts store on the way home, then.”

      “Mommy has paint at home,” he suggested.

      “I know…” I said hesitantly. “But I don't want to use Mommy’s paints. They’re very expensive. Plus, she might want them when she comes home.”

      “She’s never coming home,” he said seriously.

      My jaw dropped and I pulled the car over immediately, which didn’t take much effort since we were on an empty country road.

      I turned around in my seat to look at him. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because she isn’t,” he said.

      “We don’t know that. Nobody knows that. For all we know, Mommy could get better tomorrow.”

      “She won’t, though. She hasn’t been better for a million years.”

      “It’s been less than thirty days,” I reminded him. “We don’t know what will happen. The doctors still think she could make a complete recovery.”

      He nodded, but I could tell he didn’t believe me. But how could I explain any better to a six-year-old? This was too hard of a concept to grasp. All he knew was that his mother had been gone longer than she ever had been. I could see why he was starting to doubt if she’d ever be back.

      “Jake, you need to think positive for Mommy, okay? You need to think happy thoughts, like that she’ll be home to you any day now.”

      He nodded. “And if I think happy thoughts, will Mommy get better?”

      “Maybe.” I smiled. “You never know what will help.”

      “Okay, Uncle Luke,” he said as he stared out the window.

      I took in a deep breath and started the car again.

      “So the craft store it is,” I told him as I started driving.

      “Where is the craft store?” he asked.

      “Actually, it’s in the same shopping center as my store.”

      “Can we go?!” he asked excitedly. “Can we go to your store?”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, an eyebrow raised. “We just put up all the Halloween stuff. There are some scary things hanging in there…”

      “Good! I love the scary things!” He grinned.

      Of course he did. His mother always had. I wasn’t surprised he’d inherited her love of everything weird. I was sure eventually, he’d be a little horror addict just like her.

      I was actually glad to be stopping by the costume shop. Since I’d been taking care of Jake, I spent minimal hours there. The only time I got to check in on things, go over inventory, and pick up cash sales was when Luke was at school. On the weekends like this one, I never stopped in. Which was a big shift from me spending almost all my time there.

      I was unmarried, unattached, and lived without so much as a cat to keep me company. The only person I really worried about in my life was me. Which left me a lot of time for work.

      Actually, it was probably my work’s fault that I was alone in this way. I’d always been kind of a workaholic. I had always been pretty obsessed with running a successful business, which didn’t leave a lot of time to meet potential partners. Sure, I would flirt with the occasional cute guy when I was out, but it never led anywhere.

      All the socialization I got was from customers at the shop and Luke and my sister on Sunday evenings. And I made sure I saw them every single Sunday evening, too.

      They were my only real family. I was very close to my sister. Both my parents had passed, but I wasn’t close with them even before they died. They were never very supportive of me being gay.

      Even when we were younger, though, Sabrina always was. She was my biggest supporter. She never judged me and she always stuck up for me. I told her everything; she was my best friend. And Luke was the best nephew a guy could ask for.

      Though, at the moment, I felt more like his father. Don’t get me wrong, I’d always been kind of a father figure to him, considering his biological father had been out of the picture since he was born.

      But there’s a pretty big difference between father figure and father. I was now responsible for every aspect of his life. And though I’d always wanted kids and loved Jake with all my heart, it was starting to wear on me.

      Any other time, I’d feel better about being his guardian. But things were so hard now. I was having to deal with so much in addition to suddenly having a surrogate son put on my plate.

      We stopped at the costume shop and Jake ran right in ahead of me.

      “Jake, slow down, wait for me!” I yelled, but of course he didn’t. He was in the shop before I could even lock the car door.

      Ah, well, no harm done, at least. It was a small costume shop with surveillance cameras. It wasn’t like anything was going to happen to him in there. Plus, all my employees were very familiar with Jake.

      I got in and Rachel was working the front desk.

      “Hey, boss.” She smiled at me. “I didn’t think you’d be coming in today.”

      “Well, I’m kind of not, Jake just wanted to see all of the Halloween decorations.”

      “Oh, how fun!” She laughed. “Kids are entertained by the smallest things.”

      “They sure are.” I smiled.

      “So, how’s your sister doing?”

      I was trying to think of a way to answer her when I heard Jake’s voice call at me.

      “Uncle Luke, come look at this one! It’s got blood on it!”

      I laughed. “Excuse me,” I told Rachel.

      “Of course.” She nodded.

      I was grateful for Jake’s interruption. I hated having to talk about Sabrina with people.

      “You like that, bud?” I asked, looking at the goriest mask we had on display for Halloween. It was still corny, of course, but it was the worst one we had up.

      “Yeah! Can I get it for Halloween?”

      I laughed. “I’ll think on that one. I can’t believe you like this stuff.”

      “I love it!” He grinned. “Mom would love it!”

      “She definitely would.” I patted him on the back.

      The love of gore and horror was the one thing I did not share with my nephew and sister. I was a total baby when it came to this kind of thing.

      Don’t get me wrong, I loved Halloween. But how could I not? It was the best month of the year for me business wise. Hell, some years Halloween carried most of my profits. But, you weren’t going to catch me in front of the TV watching horror movies on the 31st.

      Jake looked around for a little bit, ogling all the worst of the masks and costumes on display. After ten minutes or so, I patted him on the back.

      “You ready to go to the crafts store now?”

      “Okay,” he agreed.

      I said bye to Rachel as I walked out of the store, let her know I’d be there Monday, and then walked to the car. Halfway there, though, Jake gasped in horror.

      “What? What is it?” I asked.

      “I lost Rita!” he gasped.

      Rita was this little stuffed elephant he had taken to carrying around with him everywhere. Before I took over as his guardian, he only used to sleep with Rita. But now that his mom was gone, he took her everywhere.

      Which wasn’t surprising, since she gave it to him as part of his birthday gift last year. He had a long standing obsession with elephants.

      “Okay, relax, maybe you left her in the car,” I told him.

      “No! She wasn’t in the car! I lost her!”

      I opened the back seat but, sure enough, Rita was nowhere to be seen.

      “Do you think you left her at the pumpkin patch?” I asked.

      Tears welled up in his eyes. “Yes! I lost her at the pumpkins.”

      “All right, well, when you’re in school tomorrow, I’ll go up there and look for her, okay?”

      He wiped some tears and nodded but I could see this didn’t satisfy him. I was surprised he didn’t ask to go right back and look, but grateful, because it was quite the drive and it was getting late.

      I kept to my promise, though. Before work the next day, I made the annoyingly long drive back to the country pumpkin patch.
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      The second day after our opening was equally as slow as the first. I walked around, I hung around the ticket booth, I tried to people watch the few people who were actually here. But I was bored out of my freaking mind.

      Things turned around in the afternoon, though. I had just grabbed myself a hot chocolate from our little cafe and sat down on one of the benches outside when a familiar face was walking up from the parking lot.

      I immediately recognized him as the father from yesterday. I’d have remembered that face anywhere. He didn’t have his kid with him this time, which I guess was understandable since it was a Monday morning. He was probably in school.

      But why would he be back, though? Don’t get me wrong, I’d seen plenty of people drop by the pumpkin patch two days in a row, but it was a little weird to see a father do it without his kids in tow.

      I watched as he walked over to the ticket booth, but I noticed as soon as he did that the booth was empty. Elizabeth must have had to use the bathroom or something. She normally flagged me down in that situation, but since it was slow, I could see why she’d just run off for a moment.

      I didn’t mind that she wasn’t there, though. It gave me an excuse to get up and flirt with this cute guy. It was literally the only thing today that was breaking up the monotony.

      “Hi, can I help you?” I asked as I walked up to him, my hot chocolate in hand.

      “Uh, hi, yes.” He forced a smile. “Hey, you were the guy who sold me my ticket yesterday, right?”

      “Yes.” I smiled. “What is it you need?”

      “Well, I came here yesterday and it appears something got left behind—”

      Then it hit me. I’d totally forgotten about that stuffed animal. Of course I pushed it out of my mind. Like I said, people almost never came back for these things.

      “A stuffed elephant, right?” I asked.

      His face lit up. “Oh my God, yes!” he chimed. “You have it?”

      “Yeah, just one second.” I smiled at him as I walked around into the ticket booth where the lost and found was. The elephant was right on top, I grabbed it and handed it to him outside of the window.

      “You have no freaking idea how happy this is going to make my nephew!” He grinned at me. “He was losing it thinking he lost this little thing.”

      “Wait… Your nephew?” I asked, internally elated to hear that wasn’t his son.

      “Yeah, he loves Halloween so I brought him to the pumpkin patch. I’m watching him for a while, for my sister.” As he said that last part, I saw his eyes shift a little bit to avoid my gaze, but maybe I was imagining it.

      God, I’d really misread the situation. Maybe I wasn’t as great at people watching as I thought I was.

      “And what about you?” I gave a flirty smile. “Are you a big fan of Halloween?”

      He laughed. “I am, actually. But I run a costume shop in town and Halloween is the best time of the year.”

      “Hey, can’t argue with money. That’s pretty much how it is for my family, too. The pumpkin patch makes enough profit for the entire year.”

      “Oh, your family?” he asked. “Does that mean this is your family’s farm? Wow, that’s crazy! This is a great place. I would have complimented you on it earlier, but I assumed you were just hired on for the season here.”

      “Nope, here all year round! I mean, on the farm, that is. Obviously only at the patch in October. But thank you, it’s kind of my grandma’s brainchild so I’ll be sure to pass on the compliment.”

      Speaking of my Grandma, I was going to have to thank her on that lost and found idea. The first time it was useful and it was a really cute guy that came looking for a stuffed animal.

      “Well, I better get off to work.” He smiled, but I had a feeling he’d rather have stayed talking to me if he could. “It was really nice to meet you. Maybe I’ll come back with Jake and run into you again.”

      Okay, this guy was cute, nice, and did not have any kids. There was no reason I shouldn’t just go for it. Ask him out, see what happens. Where was the harm?

      “Or you could see me Friday night.” I smiled at him.

      “What’s that?” he asked, confused, but his eyes expressed interest.

      “I mean, you could come back here and hope to run into me again or you could let me take you out to dinner Friday night and guarantee you’ll see me.” Nice, just the right amount of smooth.

      He laughed. “Well…” He was hesitant, taking a minute to think about it. “Sure, no harm in that, right? As long as I can find a sitter Friday night.”

      “Fantastic!” I said, trying to keep myself from grinning. I didn’t want to come off too strong. “Well, let me get your number and you could tell me where to pick you up.”

      “Sounds good.” When he smiled this time, it felt a little more genuine. It wasn’t the same forced look I’d caught him using before.

      We exchanged numbers, handing our phones to one another to program ourselves in.

      “Okay, I’ve really got to be going. But I guess I’ll see you Friday.”

      “Yep, see you Friday. Have a good day at work.”

      “I’ll try,” he said before walking back to his car.

      I had butterflies in my stomach. Which usually didn’t happen to me when going out with a new guy. But, damn, this one was just so cute! And nice, at least, he seemed nice so far. You never really knew until you got to know someone, but at least he didn’t come off douchey or anything like most of the guys I’d dated around here.

      And, to top it all off, he really seemed like he had his shit together. I mean, he owned his own business, that was a giant plus. I was so tired of dating men who were clearly going nowhere in their lives. You couldn’t even call them men, they were boys. Boys who still lived with their parents and had no savings because they spent it all bar hopping on the weekends.

      I mean, it made sense that he had his shit together, he was a little bit older than me. At least, he looked a little bit older than me. But that didn’t bother me in the slightest. Hell, maybe that had even been my problem trying to date lately! Perhaps I needed to give slightly older men a chance to find the type of guy I’d been looking for.

      I supposed that was where the butterflies came into play. I was never nervous going on a date with some dude I met on a dating app who probably wasn’t going to live up to my standards.

      I went on the dates, sure, because what else could I do? But rarely did I meet a guy who I felt I’d be compatible with.

      I didn’t know this guy yet, of course, but I did actually have some hope for compatibility this time around. Not just because he had a lot of qualities I was looking for, but also the feeling I got when I looked at him. I was excited about him, that was all there was to it. And I didn’t even know his name yet!

      Oh, shit, I hadn’t even asked his name! But he put it in my phone. I quickly opened it to see my latest contact under the name ‘Luke.’

      Luke, oh my god, what a cute name. I was just loving this guy already. I needed to get a hold of myself a bit. Who knew, we could go out Friday night and I could find out he was a total weirdo.

      He didn’t give off a weird vibe though. He seemed like an average, nice, responsible guy. The kind of guy I needed in my life, the type that would be drama free.

      Honestly, now that I knew the kid he was with wasn’t his, even that was a plus! It spoke more to his responsibility that he would take on caring for a kid that wasn’t his, even temporarily. Hopefully that didn’t mean he actually wanted kids, though. Ideally he was doing this out of some kind of obligation.

      I had to say, setting up a date and talking with Luke for those few minutes really lightened up my day. It was still slow as hell, but I didn’t care anymore. In my head, I was entertained. Because I was daydreaming about how Friday night would go and what kind of person Luke would be.

      This probably wasn't the healthiest thing to do, though. I had a habit of talking a guy up in my head and then being spectacularly let down when the real version couldn’t add up. As I said, my standards were high. Arguably too high.

      I actually hadn't even met a guy I liked enough to be in a real relationship with. I dated a lot and hooked up a lot, I’d openly admit to that. I hadn’t exactly been living a life of celibacy or anything.

      But, as my mother liked to often remind me, I was too picky. I’d date a guy below my standards, but I wasn’t going to enter into a relationship with him. Relationships were hard, I knew that, even if I hadn’t been in one myself.

      They took a lot of effort, a lot of sacrifice. And I’d be honest, I wasn’t big on sacrifice unless it was for my family. I wasn’t the most selfless person. I was young, enjoying my life, and I had my best interests in mind above all else.

      That didn’t make me sound very good. But, really, it wasn’t as if I never sacrificed. I’d do anything for my family. Seriously, anything, they meant the world to me and I loved them dearly.

      Which was what it took for me to want to sacrifice. So to do a relationship and handle all the messiness that came with it, I’d want to love another man that deeply. He needed to be my everything. That was the only thing that would work for me.

      I may not have found that yet but who knew. Luke may be the first guy to make me want to go the distance. And if he did, lucky him, because I gave my everything to the people I loved.
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      I did manage to find a sitter for Friday night, but Jake wasn’t too happy about it. In fact, he threw a full blown tantrum.

      Normally, I was pretty harsh on behavior like this. I was a cool uncle until he wanted to act like a brat, at which point I’d shut the behavior down immediately.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to be strict on him right now. I understood why he was so upset to have a sitter. He felt abandoned in his life right now. He was just a confused kid who was probably scared that I wouldn’t come back.

      I understood it, so I compromised with him a bit. I asked him if he’d feel better about a sitter Friday night if we could go visit his mother Friday morning.

      He changed his tune real quick after that and agreed whole heartedly. We were going to bring her the pumpkin he had painted and spend most of the afternoon with her.

      I wasn’t looking forward to it at all. Admitting that to myself made me feel like a horribly shitty brother, but it was the truth. I hated seeing her this way. I knew it made Jake incredibly happy, but it only depressed me.

      But, oh well, she was his mother and I had to deal with it for him. And at least I’d still have my date to look forward to later today; that would help with the sadness.

      I really was excited to go to dinner with Peter. He was really very attractive. He had this perfectly symmetrical face, dark complexion, and a body where every muscle bulge was noticeable.

      He might have been a little young for me, but screw it. I was allowed to have some fun, right? And he seemed mature enough. Plus, what a smooth talker. I hadn’t been hit on like that in a very long time, and it kind of made my day.

      Okay, actually, it made my damn week. Lately it felt like there was so much bad in my life, I couldn’t help cling to the one good thing in front of me.

      I wasn’t saying this date was going to turn into anything. I probably hadn’t met my future boyfriend. Actually, I was positive I hadn’t. I was in no shape to be entering a relationship right now and I couldn’t put the burden of my life on another person. I had my weight to carry, that was all there was to it.

      But at the very least, I had the date tonight. I would flirt, eat good food, and let go of all the stresses that had been holding me back lately. I’d be myself again tonight.

      That was, after I got through this morning, which was giving me some pretty severe anxiety.

      Jake was downright chipper on our drive up to the hospital. He was singing along to the CD I had playing which was the soundtrack to his favorite kids’ show. Seeing him happy really did soothe me, but I knew the comfort would disappear once we reached the hospital.

      Sure enough, I had anxiety the second we pulled up. I grabbed Jake’s hand as we crossed the large parking lot and walked in to grab visitors’ passes.

      The woman at the welcome desk recognized me immediately.

      “Oh, Doctor Rushmore will be happy you’re here! He was just about to call you with some updates!”

      I was hoping this would be a good update; she did sound pretty chipper about it.

      “Fantastic, thank you,” I told her as I grabbed my guest pass. I looked down at Jake. “Come on, bud.”

      We went to his mother’s room and my heart sank as soon as I saw her. Laying in that bed… looking lifeless. Fuck, this was not the sister I knew.

      Jake had the exact opposite reaction, though. As soon as he saw her, he went sprinting to her bedside with his little pumpkin in his arms.

      I’d convinced him to keep Rita in the car because I was sure he couldn’t carry both things around the hospital without dropping one. To my surprise, he begrudgingly agreed. I knew it was only because he would be seeing his mother. Why did he need Rita to remind him of her if he could actually see her?

      “Mommy, Mommy, look what I made for you!” he said eagerly as he put the pumpkin on her bedside table. “I put purple elephants all over it, Momma. Look, these bigger elephants are the mommy elephants and the little ones are the baby elephants.”

      I hadn’t realized until right now that he’d drawn mother and child elephants until right now. Learning this felt like a shot to the chest.

      “Hey, sis,” I said as I sat in the chair next to her bedside, though I knew she couldn’t hear me.

      I let Jake talk to her for a while. He told her every little detail about his week with great enthusiasm, not bothered by the fact that she wasn’t answering.

      She hadn’t been like this the whole time she was in the hospital. At first, she had experienced a lot of trauma, of course, and was heavily sedated, so while she couldn’t talk, she wasn’t unresponsive in this way.

      And for a week or so, it looked like she was getting better. She couldn’t talk to us much, as it was labor to breathe after the damage that had been done to her lungs, but she was able to smile and nod and be present. In that state, I tried to bring Jake to the hospital every day to see her. In that state, I loved seeing her myself.

      But things took a turn for the worse a week ago. I didn’t understand the mechanics of it much (I probably could have if I tried harder to understand, but I pushed it from my mind) but basically, the doctors thought it best to put her in a medically induced coma. Which was why she couldn’t even speak to us now…

      And I didn’t know if she ever would.

      The doctor came in, a smile on his face. “Hey there, Jake, did you color that pumpkin?”

      “I painted it!” Jake said eagerly. “I painted it like Mommy would paint it.”

      “Well, how sweet is that!” the doctor cooed at him.

      I liked Doctor Rushmore. He was always very sweet to Jake and he had a comforting way about him. He really seemed to know what he was doing, which I appreciated, because he had my sister’s life in his hands.

      “Luke, may I speak to you outside?” he asked me.

      “Sure,” I agreed, my heart pounding. “We’ll be right back, bud,” I told Jake.

      But he was hardly paying attention to me. He was back to telling his mother all about his week.

      Doctor Rushmore shut the door behind him but I could still see Jake through the window.

      “I’ve got some good news.” He smiled. “We’re taking Sabrina out of the coma this weekend.”

      “You are?” I asked excitedly. “And you think she’ll be able to come out of it okay?”

      “That, we’re not so sure about. I can’t make any promises. I will say that Sabrina does have brain activity but it will be impossible to see the extent of the damage until she wakes. And we don’t know if she will wake right away, we don’t even know if it will happen at all, but my hopes are high. She’s a fighter, your sister.”

      “Yeah, she is,” I said with mixed emotions. I was both excited to hear she had a fighting chance and overwhelmed with the possibility that this was the end of the road for her.

      “If she shows any sign of waking, I will call you right away.”

      “So you don’t think we should be here when you take her off the drugs?”

      Doctor Rushmore looked over at Jake through the window. “No, I don’t think we should put Jake through that. I don’t want him to get his hopes up. I also don’t want him to see his mother wake up and be unable to really interact with him. I think it will be best if you two come after we can assess the damage. She will still be on a lot of pain killers and medications so don’t worry, I doubt she’d notice even if you two were here.”

      I nodded. “Okay then. So we’ll wait for your call.”

      Doctor Rushmore patted my shoulder. “Hang in there, Luke.”

      “Doing my best.” I smiled weakly at him as I walked back into the room.

      Jake was still talking, this time going on and on about the pumpkin patch.

      “It’s a pretty place I think you would like, Momma,” he told her. “I know you like when the leaves are changing red and orange and the whole place looks red and orange!” Then Jake looked really serious and turned to me.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Do you think she still likes trees?”

      “Your mother? Absolutely, why don’t you think she’d like trees?”

      “Well, because that tree broke her,” he answered.

      God, talking to him about this just broke my heart.

      “But it wasn’t the tree’s fault, Jake. The tree was stuck there, it couldn’t move. Your Mom understands that, and she doesn’t blame the tree.”

      He nodded, but didn’t look satisfied. “So it was the rain’s fault? Or the car’s fault?”

      I sighed. “Like we talked about before, Jake, it wasn’t anyone’s fault.”

      But this was hard to explain to a six-year-old. He saw the world in black and white. When something went wrong, he thought there was someone or something bad to have caused it.

      But there was nobody and nothing to blame, not even Sabrina. She was just at the wrong place at the wrong time. It was the first rain of the season, the oil had risen up on the freeway, and she hydroplaned. Nobody could have foreseen it, and nothing she could do would have prevented it, except maybe not going into work that day.

      But that simply was never an option for Sabrina. Even when she wasn’t feeling well, she went to work. Even if Jake wasn’t feeling well, I’d come over and take care of him while she worked.

      She had to make ends meet. There was no child support coming from Jake’s deadbeat dad. There was only her to support the both of them, and money was always a little tight, though it was enough to get by if she got all of her hours.

      I always tried to offer money, but that was the one way she would never allow me to help. She was too prideful.

      “Do you want to go get some lunch, Jake? Your mom needs to rest.”

      “No!” he said immediately. “She rests all day! She just sits here and rests! She’s happy to see me.”

      I took a deep breath. “You’re right.” I smiled. “We can stay here a little while longer, but then we’ve got to go.”

      He nodded and gave his mother a quick kiss on the hand.

      He really was right, she did just sit here and rest. There was no reason we needed to leave right now, we were in no rush. I just hated being here.

      I had my fingers crossed that this would be the last visit like this. Maybe next time, she’d be awake. Maybe she’d be able to nod and squeeze our hands and I’d feel like my sister was actually around… Maybe.

      God, I missed her so much.

      We stayed another half an hour. I enticed Jake into leaving by saying we’d get ice cream after lunch, but that only barely worked. I gave Sabrina a kiss on the forehead before we left, but it felt hollow. Everything felt hollow. Even my excitement about tonight couldn’t drown this feeling out.

      But hopefully, actually being with Peter could. Maybe he’d be able to distract me… I hoped, at least. I didn’t want to feel like this any longer.
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      I dressed up real cute in preparation for our date. Nothing too fancy, of course, I needed to keep things toned down. I was taking him to a nice but somewhat casual restaurant to keep the pressure off. I also had a little dessert place in my head in case he wanted to hang out even after dinner, but I’d bring that up at the end. Act like it was a sudden impromptu idea. I didn’t want him to know I’d put a ton of thought into this date.

      I had, though. I had been thinking of it all week. Things were starting to pick back up at the pumpkin patch, so it wasn’t as if I had to sit there all day and fantasize about our first date. But I did anyway. I couldn’t help myself, I hadn’t been this excited about a guy in a long time.

      I picked him up at his apartment at seven. I saw his nephew at the window when I pulled up and I waved to him, but he just pouted and looked away. Well, all right then. This was why I couldn’t date men with kids, they were too unpredictable. They’d decide they didn’t like you for the smallest of reasons. I didn’t know how to appeal to kids.

      I was planning on going to the door and picking Luke up like a gentleman, but he must have seen me pull up because he was already out the front door when I parked.

      Admittedly, I was a little grateful for this. It would have been awkward to have to make small talk to his nephew.

      Still, when I saw him coming, I got out of the car and went to his side of the door. The least I could do was open it for him. As soon as he saw what I was doing, he got a goofy grin on his face.

      “Why, how sweet of you.” He smiled. “And they say chivalry is dead.”

      “Not when you’re on a date with me.” I grinned as I shut the door and went back around to the driver side. “So, there’s this cute Italian place I go to when I’m in town, and I was thinking we could go there? Unless you have any objections.”

      “Objections to pasta? Not a chance.” He smiled back.

      We made some light small talk on the way there. Mostly stuff about his work, about my family’s farm, things like that. He was surprisingly easy to talk to considering how nervous I was.

      I was glad I’d picked him up, though. We got all our warm-up conversation done in the car so we were considerably more comfortable with each other when we got to the restaurant. He got out of the car before I could open his door for him again, but I did open up the door to the restaurant for the both of us.

      It was a cute little place. It had these rustic looking orange textured walls. The seats and tables were all a dark, clean black with orange tablecloths. Along the walls were fake vines and racks of decorative bottles of wine.

      It didn’t feel overly fancy, but it wasn’t as lame as a casual dining chain restaurant. It was the perfect middle ground for dates.

      We were seated at a table for two near a window and given two menus. I pretended to look at mine so Luke didn’t feel rushed, but I didn’t need to look. I knew what I wanted.

      “Oh, it all looks so good!” he chimed. “I can’t believe I haven’t been here before.”

      “You’re absolutely going to love it,” I told him. “The food is excellent.”

      A perky blonde waitress came by with two glasses of water. “Hello gentleman, have you made your selections?”

      I looked up at Luke. “Do you need any more time?”

      “Uh, no, I don’t think so.” He shook his head and turned to her. “I think I’ll have the shrimp fettuccine alfredo.”

      “Excellent choice.” She turned to me. “And you, sir?”

      “Yes, I’ll do the salmon pescatore.”

      “Fantastic. And anything else to drink besides water?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” I told her.

      “Me too,” he said.

      “Okay, I’ll be back to check on you in a bit.” She turned on her heel and returned to the kitchen.

      “Hey,” Luke began, “I hope this isn’t weird to say, but thanks for inviting me out tonight. I don’t get out much at all lately and I really needed a night to get out of my head.”

      “Not a problem. And thank you, for saying yes,” I said as I sipped my water. “Have you been a little stressed out?”

      “God, you have no idea.” He rolled his eyes. “But, you know, I’m sure it’s not first-date-friendly conversation material.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to do that,” I told him seriously. “I don’t want to pay attention to some arbitrary social rules and regulations. I don’t want to make small talk all night and avoid being our honest selves until, say, the third date. Let’s just throw those silly societal rules out the window and be ourselves, shall we?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure? Because, uh, ‘myself’ right now is a little hard to take.”

      “I think I can handle it,” I assured him.

      He sighed. “Well, I don’t know how to even begin…” He laughed awkwardly. “This is a little weird, you know, being straightforward about my life with a total stranger.”

      “It’s only weird until you do it. Then it’ll be the most natural thing in the world.”

      “I suppose…” But he was obviously still hesitant.

      “Okay, I guess I’ll be blunt and straight forward first, then. Is it the stress from watching your nephew?”

      “No, of course not. Or, okay, maybe a little bit. Why did you think that?”

      I shrugged. “Something about the way you were with him at the pumpkin patch. You two just didn’t seem happy.”

      “Well, no, we’re not,” he admitted. “But it’s not as simple as I’m just stressed out by caring for him. I love my nephew dearly. I don’t mind that part of it at all. I’ve actually been helping out with caring for him a lot through his life.”

      “Oh, really? So you’re close to your family?” I asked.

      “Uh, not exactly.” He laughed awkwardly. “My parents have passed away, but I wasn’t close to them at all. So, don’t worry, no need to say ‘sorry for your loss’ as people always do. It’s my sister that I’m close with. She’s always been very loving and supportive of me. We’re super close and I love both her and Jake.”

      “Jake is… your nephew?”

      “Right.” He nodded.

      “And Jake is your sister’s son, then? You didn’t mention any other siblings, so…”

      “Yeah, my sister’s son. And yeah, there are no other siblings. Just me and Sabrina.”

      “I think that’s really sweet,” I told him. “I like meeting a man who has some family he cares deeply for. Personally, I’m also very close to my family.”

      “I imagined you’d have to be! Running a farm together and all. Who all helps with it?”

      “That definitely strengthens the bond, yes. It’s really my grandmother’s farm. Only me, my mom, and my dad live in town so the three of us help as much as possible. But she, of course, also has a ton of hired help so we mostly watch over things.”

      “That sounds really sweet,” he said as he drank his water.

      “Yeah, I really love it. Nothing like spending time with my family.” There was a lull in the conversation, so I tried to think of another question before things got awkward. “And why are you watching your nephew?”

      He did that same eye-shifting thing I noticed at the pumpkin patch.

      “It’s complicated. I mean, don’t think I’m being rude or overly private. I wouldn’t mind telling you at all but… again, it feels weird to put this kind of personal information out on a first date. I’m worried I’ll make you uncomfortable.”

      I laughed. “Hey, I meant what I said, you won’t make me uncomfortable.” I could see he was unconvinced. “Okay, well, then I’ll start first again. I’ll get way too personal so you see I’m serious.”

      “Okay, deal,” he answered. I could see I had piqued his interest. “If you give me something personal enough, I’ll go ahead and spill too.”

      “All right then, not a problem,” I told him. “How about… hmm… Oh, I know! I’m adopted!”

      His eyes widened a bit. “You are?”

      “Yep, since birth, so it’s not as if I knew my other family or anything. All I’ve ever known is the family I have now and I love them to pieces. Sometimes I think I might love them even more because I’m adopted. Because they chose to bring me into their world, you know? And I’ve been theirs from the second they adopted me.”

      “That is so damn sweet. Your family sounds really lovely. And I take it they’re accepting of you being gay and everything?”

      “Oh, absolutely, They’re incredibly supportive. My mom even does her best to try and set me up with men she meets, believe it or not.” I laughed.

      “Man, that must be nice.” He sighed. “My parents weren’t even remotely supportive. I think it was all they could do to try not to hate me for being gay. They pretty much did, though. And the only person I had in my corner was Sabrina.”

      “God, I feel terrible for you.” I leaned my head on my hand against the table. “I can’t imagine a parent being so cruel to their own flesh and blood. It’s really sickening.”

      “Yeah, I don’t get it either. I mean, Jake isn’t even my kid, but there’s not a thing that boy could do to get me to turn from him.”

      “I guess compassion just isn’t in some people’s DNA,” I said as I shook my head. “I’m glad you have your sister, though.”

      He cringed for a second. “Yeah, me too.” His tone said it all.

      “I’m sorry, did I say something wrong or—”

      “No, of course not.” He forced a smile.

      I looked at him suspiciously. “What is it you actually want to say?”

      He took in a deep breath. “Like I said, it is very personal.”

      “More personal than what I’ve said so far, huh?”

      “Well, uh, I guess a lot darker than what you said. It’s definitely going to put a downer on our date here.”

      I stared at him for a moment. “Maybe it will, I can’t say, don’t know what it is. But I think I can see you really need to get it off your chest. So you should know, I really don’t care if you put a damper on our date. Say whatever you do or don’t need to say, I’m all ears.”

      He thought about it for a moment before finally speaking. “Okay, but I warned you.”

      I could feel myself literally leaning into the table to catch every word.

      “Here’s the thing. I’m watching Jake right now because my sister is in the hospital.”

      “Oh my god,” I muttered. “Luke, I’m so sorry. Is… she going to be okay? What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “She was in a pretty bad car accident about a month ago. There was a lot of physical trauma and… I don’t really know. If she’s going to be okay or not, I mean. I hope so badly that things will turn out fine, but right now she’s unresponsive and we just have to wait and see if that changes.”

      It all made sense now. Jake and Luke’s disappointed faces at the pumpkin patch. The way Jake kept asking for his mother, couldn’t focus on anything but seeing her. And, God, how defeated he looked when he had to tell him they couldn’t see her now.

      My heart was breaking for the both of them. For the heavy weight Luke had to carry and for that poor little boy currently living without his mother.

      “Luke, I’m really sorry,” I said softly.

      “It’s okay, really. I wasn’t looking to turn this into a pity party but you were right. I needed to get it off my chest. But, uh, can I continue to be honest?”

      “Absolutely!” I insisted.

      “I just want to say that I understand completely that this is probably going to scare you off. I was anticipating that, in fact. I know my life is too complicated right now for serious dating. And I didn’t come here thinking we were going to end up in a relationship or anything. I came on this date because I needed one night of careless fun among all the bullshit that my life currently is. So I don’t need you to stick it out with me or anything, I just need you to have a blast with me tonight. That’s all I was even looking for.”

      I nodded slowly. “The thing is, that’s not quite what I’m looking for. And hey, if all you really need is a fun night, I’ll be sure to at least give you that. But what if I’m not scared off?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you saying you asked me out wanting to date more seriously? This wasn’t a casual invite for you?”

      “I mean, of course I wasn’t planning for anything serious to happen. I had no idea what was in store but no, I wasn’t looking for a fling when I asked you out.”

      “Wow…” he said, taking another sip of water.

      “What? Is that so surprising?” I smiled nervously.

      “Just a bit. Not in a bad way or anything, it’s just that… You know, you’re young. You’re cute and you seem fun and I guess I just assumed because of your age and your looks that fun was all you wanted.”

      Before I could answer, the waitress returned with two piping hot plates of food. We both thanked her and then immediately began to continue our conversation as we ate.

      “I’m not going to lie,” I began between small bites, “I did have my young and fun phase. But I guess I’m over it. I’ve been over it for a while, actually, but the right guy hasn’t exactly come along to get me to settle down. And don’t be put off by that, because I’m not saying you’re the right guy; obviously, we still only loosely know each other. But I do already know you have a lot of qualities I look for in a long term partner.”

      “Really? Like what?” he asked, a soft smile forming on his face.

      “Well, you’re sweet, for one. You give off a very genuine, homey vibe. You seem responsible, taking care of your nephew and running your own business. Like, you know, you’ve got your life together. Unlike a lot of the men I meet. I want to be with someone who is going somewhere in life, you know? I don’t want to stagnate, so I’m not really looking for a partner who stagnates, either.”

      He had on a full blown smile now. “I’m sorry, I’m really not used to this… I haven’t dated someone in… God, I don’t even know how long!” He laughed.

      “And why’s that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, I guess. I’m quite the workaholic. Or I was before everything happened with Sabrina. Of course, I’ve had to take a lot of time off work to help with Jake. If I’m being honest, I haven’t done much to put myself out there. And it’s not as if you can expect men to just assume you’re gay and approach you…”

      “Unless you’re me, of course, then you can pretty much rely on it.”

      He laughed.

      “So, I’ve got to ask, what is your opinion on dating more seriously? Is it something you simply assumed couldn’t happen despite wanting it or is it something you’d be interested in?”

      He gave a shy smile and picked at his food.

      “I’m interested,” he said softly. “I am most definitely interested. Maybe a little nervous, but I’m willing to see where things lead. I’m open to all options and… I like you. You’re really easy to talk to, you’re sweet. I’m definitely not opposed to letting the chips fall where they may.”

      I was so glad to hear it. The more I talked to Luke, the more I liked him. Even when the conversation was getting intense and a little depressing.

      Actually, I liked him even more because of that. Our conversations felt so real. It may not have been first date talk, but I appreciated him more for that. I meant it when I said that wasn’t the kind of date I wanted to be on.

      We continued to talk openly through our meal. In fact, we talked so much it took about 45 minutes for either of us to finish our food! By the time I finished, some of my salmon was cold. Not ideal, but I didn’t care. I didn’t come here tonight for the salmon.

      As we finally finished up, the waitress brought us our check. I immediately read disappointment on Luke’s face.

      “Wow,” I told him, “so that may be the slowest I’ve ever eaten.”

      “Me too…” He let the sentence trail off.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Honestly, I was eating slow on purpose.” He gave a weak smile.

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “Because I don’t want this date to end. For the first time in a long time, I’m feeling happy. And I would really love to keep that going.”

      “The night doesn’t need to end just because we finished our food, you know,” I told him.

      He grinned.

      “There’s actually this nice dessert bar a few blocks away. They’re amazing, you can get whatever you want. Anything from ice cream sundaes to cheesecake slices, plus a bunch of pastries… Have you been?”

      “No, I haven’t. Evidently, I don’t get out much.” He smiled at me. “But I’m wondering…”

      “Yes?”

      “Do they have dessert to go?”

      “I don’t know, I suppose so. Why?”

      “Because I think it’ll taste a lot better at your house.”
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      I had never been so forward in my life. It was just not in my personality to make a move like this.

      But what could I say? I felt comfortable with this guy already. Comfortable enough to talk about my problems, comfortable enough to feel like a dork when I flirted with him.

      I’d never had this with another man. It felt like I’d known him for years. Like we were somehow old friends who were meeting up for the first time in a long time.

      I meant what I said when I told him I didn’t come out with him expecting to start a relationship. I wanted fun—that was the only intention I had for this date.

      But not anymore. Now that I knew he was actually interested in something serious, my feelings had changed. Hell, my feelings probably would have changed even if he never mentioned wanting something serious.

      Things just felt too right. I felt like were too compatible. I didn’t think I could have walked away from this night without wanting something more. So the fact that he was also interested in seeing where this went… Well, it was a relief.

      Even more so, it felt so good to be on a date with someone who knows what I was going through right now. If I hadn’t been honest with him about my life, I knew I would have felt weird continuing to date him. Because eventually the weight of what I was dealing with would come up, and I’d rather learn now if the person I was dating could handle it, rather than later.

      Even on the drive back to his place, I hardly felt nervous. We had stopped by that little dessert place, got a small cheesecake for the two of us, and then started the drive to his apartment.

      Maybe Peter was a little nervous, though, because the car ride was a little quiet. And he seemed pretty outgoing, so I didn’t believe silence was the norm for him.

      I didn’t mind, though, because silence  was the norm for me. I was pretty introverted and I liked not having to talk every moment to fill the silence.

      Quiet wasn’t awkward for me. At least, not with the right person. And clearly, Peter was the right person, because I was extremely comfortable with the absence of noise right now. I felt that it was really helping me to relax before arriving at his place.

      His apartment complex was nice. At least, that was what I thought from the outside as we pulled up. The buildings were painted a pale blue color and surrounded by a black wrought iron gate. All the lawns, bushes, and trees were very well manicured.

      “Well, here we are.” Peter smiled at me, I still sensed some nervousness.

      “Fantastic!” I said eagerly as I jumped out of the car.

      I still didn’t have the slightest bit of anxiety. I was happy to be here and I wanted to make that clear to Peter. Maybe seeing me excited would ease his nerves a little bit.

      It seemed to have the opposite effect, though. The more positive things I said as we walked up to the door, the more he was fidgeting with his keys. It could just have been that we were nearing his place, though.

      Either way, my excitement wasn’t helping.

      “Make yourself at home,” he said as we walked into his door.

      “What a cute place you’ve got!” I told him.

      It really was adorable. He was a good decorator, that much was clear. His walls were a very pale yellow which you wouldn’t think would be a good match against the deep maroon of his drapes and area rug, but it was.

      It was extra adorable because he had already decorated everything for Halloween. Not only did he have pumpkins sitting outside of his front door, but there were little decorative ones on all his tables.

      It definitely felt homier than my apartment which, as of late, was only decorated by the mess of Jake’s toys.

      “Thank you,” he said as we sat on the couch together.

      I didn’t waste any time. I sat down so close to him that we were touching at the thigh, and then leaned in to kiss him.

      He didn’t reject me. His head turned in toward mine and I was immediately filled with warmth as our lips intertwined. I ran my fingers through his hair gently as I continued to kiss him. Slowly, ever so slowly, I allowed my hand to drift down the front of his shirt as I inched toward his cock…

      But I only got half way down his stomach when he grabbed my hand to stop me.

      I was completely caught off guard. “Oh my God, I’m sorry, is something wrong or—”

      “Uh, this is going to sound super weird but… I don’t actually want to have sex.”

      “Oh,” I said, doing my best to hide my disappointment. “That’s not a problem.”

      “It’s not that I’m not attracted to you! I am, I really am. I am more attracted to you than I ever have been to another man.”

      I appreciated the little affirmation. Because I wasn’t disappointed that we weren’t having sex. I would never want him to feel pressured into that. I was mostly disappointed because I felt rejected. But as long as it wasn’t that he wasn’t into me, I could live with that.

      “So you’re just not really into casual sex?” I asked.

      “Well… That’s not exactly true either. I’ve actually had a lot of casual sex.”

      “Oh,” I said, the nervousness of rejection creeping up on me again. “So what is it?”

      “It’s that I don’t want to have casual sex with you because… I don’t know. When I have casual sex with a guy, I plan on never seeing him again. I know that things won’t be serious, so whatever happens, it doesn’t really matter to me. But you… You already matter to me. I get this inkling that you might one day be a very important person in my life. And I don’t want to throw our first time away. I want it to be special.”

      I melted. Okay, hearing that was even better than sex.

      I leaned back on the couch, trying to keep my face composed.

      “So it’s not just me, then?” I told him. “There’s something between us, right? This connection…”

      “No, it’s definitely not just you.” He smiled. “I really like you, I really want to get to know you.”

      “I might be difficult, you know,” I warned him. My life is complicated and if we really start dating, I don’t know how easy the road is going to be for you.”

      “I don’t need easy,” he said, his tone very serious. “I need something real. And this night has felt real. So as long as you stay real with me, I’ll stay real with you. and we can start on a relationship that means something.”

      “I’d like that,” I told him. “I really would.”

      We spent the rest of the night talking about our lives while gorging ourselves on cheesecake. Around midnight, though, I had to go.

      I didn’t want to. And if I was still a single guy with no obligations, I would’ve stayed all damn night talking to him. But I had Jake back home and I didn’t want to keep the sitter waiting.

      “Well, I should probably be heading out,” I finally said, though I didn’t want to.

      “Right, it’s getting late. Here, let me give you a ride home…” he said as he stood up.

      “Oh no, you don’t have to do that. I’ll call a cab.”

      “What? Are you sure? It’s really no problem—”

      “No, really, don’t worry about it. You’re already home, so no reason you should have to drive me all the way out to my apartment and back when I can just get a cab.”

      “Seriously, I don’t mind—”

      “Too late,” I said as I opened an app on my phone. “I’ve already got a cab coming and they’ll be here in two minutes. Really, I’m not going to inconvenience you.”

      “Okay, fine,” he said, laughing, “you win. But at least let me walk you outside.”

      “Okay, that I can do,” I agreed as we made our way to the front door.

      The air was icy and, without thinking, we both combatted the cold by cuddling up to one another. He had his arms wrapped around me from behind. It felt so good to be held this way.

      “When can I see you again?” he whispered in my ear from behind me.

      “Would you want to do lunch on Monday or something? Or any day during the week, really. That’s when Jake is in school so it’d be easy for me to slip away from work for an hour or two.”

      “Oh, I’d love to,” he said in a defeated tone, “but I really have to be at the pumpkin patch every week day until my Grandma gets better. My parents take over the weekends but they both work during the week.”

      “Not a problem,” I answered. “Maybe I’ll swing by the pumpkin patch and say hello.”

      “Really? You don’t mind coming all the way out there?”

      “Not even a little bit. I’ll bring us lunch, actually. How do you like deli sandwiches?”

      “Love them,” he said excitedly. “I’m a big fan of the BLT.”

      “Perfect, then I’ll see you Monday.”

      Just then, my cab pulled up and Peter undid his arms from around me.

      “Well, goodnight,” he said before planting a soft kiss on my lips.

      “Goodnight.” I smiled back.

      He opened the cab door for me and I got in. Sadness rushed over me as he closed the door and I buckled up. God, I wished this night didn’t have to end. It felt like I was back to reality again… And I hated reality right now.

      I watched him as he pulled away. It was weird. I liked him so much—being with Peter was making me so happy—but it was coming at the worst time of my life. Life was funny that way, I supposed.

      It would have been nice to meet him a few months ago, when I could actually let loose and enjoy as much time with him as I wanted. Then again, maybe it was fate that I met him when I did. Like maybe he was meant to be the light at the end of my tunnel.

      Because really, life was starting to get real dark for me. It still was dark, and there was still a weight on my chest, but I felt a little more free knowing I had someone to talk to now. Someone who liked me and who I could be comfortable with. That was something.

      I paid the babysitter, Ashley, when I got home. When I walked in, she was comfortably watching TV on the couch. I was grateful when she told me she wouldn’t mind babysitting late any time I needed it, that Jake was a good kid and she loved watching him.

      Apparently, they’d played a few games and watched a movie. The movie being what finally put him to bed. It seemed like they had a good time, which I was extremely grateful for. Hopefully that meant Jake would fight me a lot less next time I went on a date with Peter.

      A real date. I was excited to see him for lunch on Monday, but I couldn’t wait to have another night date again.

      I peeked in on Jake, who was sleeping soundly in his bed. I closed the door slowly to avoid waking him up and then went to my own bedroom.

      I was exhausted. It had been a long day, full of emotions, both good and bad. And now that I was home again, without Peter to distract me, the worries about my sister came flooding back to me.

      But I couldn’t fall into this again. I had to keep my composure. For myself, for Jake. And maybe soon, for Peter.

      I fell asleep to alternating dreams of Peter and Sabrina.
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      I had fallen in love and I wanted to yell it from the rooftops.

      I’d only been dating Luke for a few weeks but fuck, I couldn’t control how hard I was falling for him.

      He was an amazing person and the more I got to know him the more I realized it. And despite both of our busy schedules, I’d gotten to know him quite a bit.

      That Monday lunch he brought me at the pumpkin patch the week after our first date turned into a daily standing lunch date. Every single day he picked up some food, drove out to the pumpkin patch, and we ate at a bench that sat in front of the pumpkins and corn maze.

      It was absolutely amazing. Each day I got to have lunch in my favorite place with my favorite man. Between our daily meetings, which lasted about two hours, we were constantly texting. We kept seeing each other every Friday night too, but besides that, we didn’t visit on the weekends.

      Which I understood, as he didn’t want to leave Jake with a sitter too often. Especially not right now, at such a fragile time in his life.

      Still, I missed him all the time I wasn’t with him. I felt pretty guilty about it, but I found myself constantly thinking about what life would be like when Luke no longer had to care for Jake.

      I knew it was a horrible thought, and I felt terrible for Jake. I hadn’t formally met him yet; it was a little soon for that and Luke thought it’d only confuse him more at a very sensitive time. But Luke was always telling me stories and he sounded like a sweet kid. A kid I’d really get along with.

      But this was why I didn’t date men with kids. I didn’t want our time together to be split. He had a responsibility to Jake and I respected it, but how great would things be without that responsibility?

      We could see each other all the time. We could go on dates whenever we wanted and sleep over whenever we wanted, and we’d have the freedom to spend as much time together as we wanted.

      I never said this, though. I was just going to patiently wait until things settled down in Luke’s life. Eventually he wouldn’t have Jake and eventually we’ll have all that time; it wasn’t as if I was dating an actual father.

      And thank God for that, because if I knew Luke was a father, I never would have gone for him. Hell, if I found out he had kids now even after I already was in love with him, I didn’t know if I could stay.

      It wasn’t as if I hated kids. Like I said, Jake seemed like a sweetheart and I’d probably like him. I liked children. I just didn’t want to be responsible for any.

      If I was honest with myself, I had a lot of doubt in my ability to actually be a parent. Even though I loved mine and they were great examples of how to be a decent parent… They weren’t my real parents.

      And from what I’d heard, my biological parents weren’t so great. I mean, not so great was an understatement. They were horrible fucking people and I was always in denial about that.

      Because it was a lot to take in…That the people you were born from, the ones whose DNA you held in your own body, were horrible people. You started to wonder if, somehow, you had that in you. Like it was lying dormant somewhere, and one day it was going to be brought out of you.

      I didn’t want that. I didn’t ever want to be a parent like they were parents to me. And the only way to really be sure I was never going to fuck up some poor kid was to make sure I never had the opportunity to do so. That I simply never had kids.

      Which was why I’d decided not to.

      I was sitting at the bench in front of the patch patiently waiting for Luke to arrive. It was my favorite day, Friday. On Fridays, I got to see Luke the most. In the afternoon, for our lunch, and in the evening for our dinner date.

      This Friday in particular was extra special to me, though. I hadn’t told Luke this yet, and I wasn’t planning on it, but I decided tonight was the night. Tonight, I was going to have sex with him.

      Though the first night we were together, I really didn’t feel ready to sleep with him, in the weeks that followed, it’d been hard to keep myself honest. I wanted to have sex with him, I really did, and I wasn’t sure what I’d been waiting for. I guess just to feel like this was really going somewhere, that this relationship was going to be really serious.

      I was confident now that we were, though. In fact, I had this really cute date planned for tonight and I was going to make sure it was serious. I was going to ask him to be my boyfriend officially. And I knew he’d say yes.

      And after it was official, we’d have our first night together. It was going to be beautiful and perfect and I couldn’t fucking wait. It was all I’d been thinking about all day.

      I was pulled from my reverie when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I jumped at first, before realizing it was just Luke with our lunches in hand.

      “God, don’t do that!” I told him.

      “Sorry,” he said, laughing, “didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He sat down on the bench next to me and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “So, what is it for lunch today?” I asked him.

      “I went back to deli sandwiches.” He smiled. “I ran out of places.”

      “Amateur.” I teasingly rolled my eyes.

      Every day since the first Monday he brought us lunch, he managed to bring something different each day. It was all very adorable because I had told him that I loved surprises.

      “What? You think you could have done better? There’s only so many restaurants in town!”

      “I know a few more.” I smiled at him slyly as I took my sandwich from his hand.

      “Well, maybe you can show me one tonight for our date.” He smiled and took his own sandwich. “It’s your turn to plan it, you know. I hope you haven’t forgotten.”

      “Oh, I haven’t,” I assured him. “And I’m not taking you to dinner.”

      “Oh? So what are we doing, then?” he asked.

      I grinned. “I’m taking you to a haunted house.”

      “A haunted house?” He gasped. “Babe, you know I can’t handle anything scary.”

      “I know,” I told him, “which is why I planned it.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, come on, babe! It’s close to Halloween. We need to have some adventure in our life! This is going to be a night of adventures.”

      “Oh boy.” He rolled his eyes. “Do you really want me to have some adventure or are you just looking to capitalize on my fear and have me hanging off your arm the entire night?”

      “A little bit of both. I am looking forward to the fear cuddling.”

      He shook his head. “At least it’ll be something I can tell Jake about. He’s always wanting to know where I’ve been on Friday nights. This time he’ll actually hear a story he cares about.”

      “Good.” I nodded. “He’ll like that.” I’d remembered him telling me that Jake loved anything and everything scary.

      “Yeah, he definitely will,” he agreed.

      “So, speaking of Jake, how is he doing?”

      “Not so great… I don’t think he will be until we have some good news.”

      Despite the doctors taking Sabrina out of the medically induced coma, she hadn’t completely come back yet. Luke said that the nurses said she had moments of lucidity, but the rest of her days were spent basically asleep. Luke and Jake had yet to come into the hospital at the same time as she was lucid, so they still hadn’t even really seen her.

      According to the doctors, though, this wasn’t such a bad thing. She wasn’t in great shape mentally and still couldn’t talk. Her doctor believed it’d likely scare Jake to see his mom awake and unable to fully react to him. And Luke agreed.

      They still visited, though. And waited for news that hadn’t yet come.

      I quickly tried to change the subject. “Tonight should be good, though. I really think you’re going to have a lot of fun.”

      “Uh, a lot of fun cowering while I walk through a house of horrors? Somehow, I feel like I’m not going to. But whatever you say.”

      I tried to be in the present moment when I was with Luke, but I couldn’t today. Even though he was right in front of me, I was still fantasizing about him for some reason. I guess because I couldn’t stop thinking about having sex with him tonight. Or asking him to be my boyfriend.

      God, he was right in front of me and I was literally sitting here fantasizing about being with him later! I had it bad for this guy.

      I still managed to enjoy my lunch, and enjoy being with him, but I caught myself drifting off a lot. Luke evidently noticed.

      “So, what’s with you, today?”

      “Huh? What do you mean?” I tried to play stupid. I didn’t want to ruin the surprise later.

      “You’re so distracted!”

      “Ah, I’m sorry, babe. I’m just really tired, I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” I lied.

      “Aw, poor thing,” he said as he put a soft hand on my back and rubbed it gently. “Do you maybe want to cancel tonight? Go home early and get some sleep?”

      “What? No!” I said quickly.

      He raised an eyebrow at my dramatic refusal, so I had to try and play it off.

      “Do you really think you’re getting out of the haunted house that easy?”

      “So close.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m really going to hate tonight, you know.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think that’s true,” I answered, knowing what was in store.

      “You’re right,” he agreed as he kissed my forehead. “If I’m with you, I’m probably going to enjoy myself no matter what.”

      “Right you are about that,” I answered confidently.

      “All right, I’ve got to go back to work,” he said, standing up.

      “What? But it’s only been 45 minutes.” We almost always ate together for about two hours.

      “I know, but the shop’s getting busier and I have a ton of stuff to catch up on. I’ll see you tonight, though? You’re picking me up?”

      “Yep,” I said, standing up to wrap my arms around his neck. “I’ll see you at seven.”

      He gave me a kiss and then headed toward the parking lot.

      I stayed, sitting on the bench and fantasizing for a little while longer until I had to go back to work too.

      The pumpkin patch had, of course, gotten a lot busier as well. But it was a well-oiled machine and it didn’t take much effort on my part to keep it running.

      I kept checking in with people, but things had gone really well this season. My Grandma had picked a good crop of employees this year.

      Speaking of my Grandma, she had been steadily improving in her health as well. She had high hopes that next week she’d be well enough to come watch the patch herself. Which I really hoped for as well, for both selfish and selfless reasons.

      The selfless reason being that I knew how much my Grandma loved the pumpkin patch and this time of the year. I knew it was killing her not to be here, in the heart of the action. And once October ended, it was gone until the next year. I didn’t want her to have to miss out on everything.

      Then, of course, my selfish reason is that if she worked next week, I’ll be able to get Halloween off. It was my absolute favorite holiday.

      Normally, I didn’t mind spending Halloween at the pumpkin patch. I mean, what was more Halloween than a pumpkin patch? I couldn’t think of anything. It was the heart of the holiday.

      This year, though, I wanted to celebrate outside of the pumpkin patch. I had Luke now, and I wanted to spend the night with him. I knew he’d probably want to take Jake out trick or treating early in the evening, but after that, I was hoping he’d come to my place and we’d spend the night together. Though we hadn’t made formal plans about it yet.

      I left the pumpkin patch a little early, wanting to get ready as soon as possible for my date. I couldn’t stop thinking about it and the more I thought on it, the more anxious I became. I was going to ask him to be my boyfriend tonight! I knew he’d agree, but it was nerve racking.

      I ended up getting showered and dressed pretty fast. Normally, I wouldn’t have showered before a date in the middle of the day, but I kind of had to after the pumpkin patch. I reeked of farm. And Luke would be getting all close and comfy with me at the haunted house, so I wanted to smell nice.

      Plus, a shower would help pass the time. Or at least, I thought it would. But the time I was in the shower passed quickly and the time that passed afterward dragged on super slow. Minutes felt like hours as I waited until 6:30.

      Eventually, though, the time did roll around and I hopped in my car to pick up Luke.

      It was the same routine. I stopped in front of his house, he came outside so I didn’t directly interact with Jake, I opened the car door for him. Now that we were more comfortable with each other, I didn’t always open it, but tonight, I certainly did. Tonight was special.

      “Hey, babe.” He kissed me quickly on the cheek as he got into the car. “So, no way I can talk you out of this haunted house, huh?”

      “Not a chance,” I said to him as I started to pull away from the sidewalk.

      “Where’s it at?” he asked. I could already see he was a bit anxious. Nothing major, he wasn’t panicking or anything, but the hesitation was noticeable.

      “Only about ten minutes away, actually, it’s downtown. And don’t be too nervous, I’m sure it’s going to be corny and stupid and not scary in the slightest.”

      “It better be corny!” he insisted.

      When we were parked downtown in front of the haunted house, I made a mad dash to the passenger side door so I could open it up for him before he got a chance to. He got out quickly though, when he realized what I was doing.

      “Really?” he questioned. “We’ve been dating for a few weeks. Is this really necessary? We’re pretty comfortable with each other, or so I thought. When are you going to stop trying to impress me?” he asked playfully.

      “Hey, I’m not trying to impress you, I’m just trying to be the sweetheart that I naturally am,” I said as I wrapped my hand around this. “Ready for this?”

      “Ready as I’ll never be.” He rolled his eyes. “But let’s get this over with so we can get to the fun part of the night.”

      “Okay, Debbie Downer,” I teased him.

      I bought both our tickets. Even if I wasn’t trying to be chivalrous, I’m pretty sure Luke would have insisted I pay for his ticket too at this particular event. Normally, he fought to split things down the middle, but I doubt he’d have volunteered to pay for his own misery.

      As soon as we stepped behind a dark cloth hidden door, I could feel Luke’s grip tighten on my arm. He was standing as close to me as he possibly could.

      I couldn’t help but laugh, because it really was kind of corny. It was zombie apocalypse themed and there were a bunch of fake zombies standing behind fake bars, as if in a prison.

      When we walked by, they all ran to the bars and lunged at us, their hands stretching outside of the bars as if to grab us. It was kind of lame to me, but apparently not to Luke, who screeched every time another ran out at him.

      “Baby!” I laughed, “They can’t touch you! You know they can’t touch you! It’s against the rules.”

      “I am going to kill you for this!” he insisted, his fingers practically digging into my arm now.

      The next room was a little better. It was set in an abandoned hospital. There was a lot of fake gore all around, and people hanging off of hospital bed tables.

      It wasn’t scary to me, but it was a lot less corny! It had a lot of really cool effects. Whoever the make-up artists were at this haunted house did a wonderful job.

      Of course, for me this was interesting, but for Luke, it was downright terrifying.

      “Oh my God, will you get me out of here already?” he growled in my ear.

      “Relax,” I told him, “you know none of it’s—”

      Before I could finish my sentence, the last ‘dead body’ in the room leaped up and growled at us. I’d admit, it even made me jump a bit. But it made Luke scream bloody murder and yank me into the next room.

      “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”

      After that, Luke downright refused to walk slowly through the house. He was rushing me through every room so fast I could barely look around! And every time someone jumped at us, Luke screamed, and his breathing got harder.

      God, I’d thought he’d be scared, but nothing like this! If I knew it was going to downright terrify him, I wouldn’t have brought him here.

      When we finally reached the end of the haunted house and were outside, he tried catching his breath.

      “Are you okay, babe? I didn’t know it was going to be that bad—”

      But he didn’t answer. He stared at me for a moment, as if trying to figure out what I was saying, and then suddenly fell toward the floor.

      I caught him almost instinctively. “Help!” I screamed out.

      Quickly, paramedics were by my side, holding on to either side of him.

      “We’ve got to get him on the ground,” one said to me.

      I wanted nothing more than to grip him tight to me and keep him safe, but I stepped back and allowed the paramedics to slowly lower him to the floor.

      “Holy shit, fuck!” I muttered. “Is he going to be okay? Tell me he’ll be fine!”

      One of them began to check his vitals. “He seems to be breathing okay, though he’s slightly tachycardic. We’ll get him some oxygen and—”

      But he never finished his sentence because already, Luke was beginning to stir.

      “Sir, do you know where you are?” one of the paramedics asked.

      “I’m, uh, I’m at the haunted house?”

      “That’s right. Do you know what’s happened?”

      “Did I… faint?” he asked.

      “Yes, have you fainted before?”

      “Yes…” He sighed. “A couple times. I’m feeling a lot better now, though.”

      “Are you okay to sit up?” the paramedic asked.

      “Yeah, think so.”

      The other paramedic had stepped away and returned with a small bottle of Gatorade.

      “Go ahead and sip this and sit for a second while we check your vitals again, okay?”

      “Sure.” He nodded, popping open the Gatorade and sipping.

      His blood pressure and heart rate had all returned to normal, though. Within a minute, he was standing again. The paramedic offered to get him to the hospital, but Luke insisted that wasn’t necessary and the paramedics said since he’d fainted in the past he was free to decide on his own.

      Evidently, if this was a first time fainting experience, they were obligated to take the person to the hospital for evaluation, just in case there was a serious underlying issue. Though in most cases, fainting was a harmless event after the blood returned to the head.

      “Thank you guys so much,” I said after Luke had stood up next to me. “We’re lucky you were here… Wait.” I suddenly realized in the confusion I had no idea why they were here. “Where did you come from?”

      One of them laughed. “We’re here for the haunted house. You aren’t the only person to faint afterward. Us and a few other paramedics moonlight here for some added safety.”

      “Oh, that’s great,” I said, and I could see on Luke’s face he was relieved to hear he wasn’t the only one. “Well, thanks again. I guess I’ll get this guy home now.”

      “Drive safe, take care,” one of them told us as I began to walk Luke to the car.

      “Oh my God, baby, I’m so sorry,” I told him as we got to the car. “If I had any idea it was going to be that traumatic for you…”

      “Oh, don’t be.” He shrugged it off. “I didn’t even know it was going to be that traumatic. I mean, I’ve always struggled a bit with scary stuff but that was pretty extreme even for me!”

      “Do you want me to just take you home so you can rest?” I said. It looked like passing out had taken a lot out of him.

      “No, no, I want to still hang out. I’ll be fine, I’ll rest on the way over. I’ll lay down on your couch when I get there, it’s not a big deal.”

      And rest on the way over he did. He nodded off as soon as we got into the car. Poor thing, I felt absolutely terrible. I already knew he hadn’t been sleeping well, and he was often tired through the day. Fainting seemed to push him over the edge.

      Well, this night was basically going the exact opposite of how I planned. But I didn’t even care. So it wouldn’t be our special night, so what? All that mattered to me was that Luke started feeling better and I was more than happy to be the one to take care of him.

      I sat in the car ten more minutes once we got to my apartment. I couldn’t bring myself to wake him; he looked too peaceful. Instead, I took my seat belt off, leaned into him, and slowly ran my fingers through his hair. Eventually, he woke up on his own.

      “Shit, did I fall asleep?”

      “You did. Are you sure you don’t want me to just take you home?”

      “No, no, it’s okay. But, uh, it’s fine if I go lay down, right?”

      “Uh, absolutely! It’s all my fault this happened, so you get whatever you want,” I said.

      This time, he actually let me open his passenger side door.

      I walked him into the house and laid him down on the couch. I was beginning to feel guiltier with every moment that passed.

      He laid down on his back on my couch, taking up all the space, so I sat down on my ottoman in front of him.

      “Baby, I’m so sorry. I should have never taken you to that haunted house!”

      “I told you!” he joked.

      “I mean, I knew you were nervous, but my God, I had no idea you’d pass out. Like, babe, you fainted! I didn’t even know you could faint!”

      “Oh yes, just something my body likes to do when it gets overwhelmed. I didn’t really think it’d happen tonight.”

      “Shit, what a disaster date, huh?”

      “Yeah, pretty big disaster. You’re lucky I’m so in love with you.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      He looked up at me, not even realizing what he’d said. “Huh? What’s wrong?”

      “Did you just say… you’re in love with me?”

      Realization hit his eyes. “Oh, well, I just meant…”

      “You’re in love with me?”

      He didn’t even try to cover it up now. “Yeah, I’m pretty much in love with you.”

      I grabbed his hand. “Me too. I know it’s soon and so I’ve been holding off on saying it but… I’m definitely falling in love with you.”

      Despite the tiredness, his eyes were gleaming.

      The next words just came falling out of my mouth. “Be my boyfriend.”

      “What?” he gasped.

      “I know we’ve been dating for only a few weeks but… I want to make this official. I want you to be mine, I want to be yours, I want to be in a real relationship together. If, uh, that’s something you want…”

      “Yes!” he chimed. “Absolutely, positively, yes! I’ll be your boyfriend.”

      I leaned down and kissed him passionately. Despite how horribly the night had gone, this part went exactly how I pictured it. No, in fact, it went better than I pictured! Because I didn’t think we’d be saying I love you to one another.

      Now, as we kissed, I thought about how this would be the point where I would naturally try to move things toward sex. But I knew that it was a bad idea in Luke’s condition. I wanted him, badly, but I’d have to wait.

      It didn’t matter, though. I was running on the high that he was now officially my boyfriend. That would be enough for me.

      I slowly pulled my lips from his and crawled onto the couch next to him, wrapping myself around his torso and thighs and laying my head on his chest.

      “Again, I’m really sorry, babe,” I said softly.

      “Oh, don’t be, it’s not your fault I’m a big baby. Besides, it makes for an interesting story. On the night we officially got together, you caused me to faint after forcing me into a haunted house. What could be more romantic?”

      I laughed. “Oh, shut up. Don’t you have some resting to do?”

      He slowly ran his fingers up and down my arm, sending chills down my spine.

      “I really meant what I said, you know. I am in love with you. And I know it’s too soon to know that but… the connection we have is so electric. I really feel a little silly saying it when we only became official minutes ago and we still haven’t even slept together.” He laughed.

      “Speaking of which, you want to hear something funny?” I asked him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I was kind of hoping tonight would be ‘the night,’ you know? I was planning this cute Halloween date and then I was going to ask you to be my boyfriend and then we’d… you know. But I mean, of course you can’t now. Obviously you’re completely exhausted, so.”

      He thought on this for a moment. “What if ‘the night’ was actually ‘the morning?’”

      “Huh?” I wasn’t following.

      “I may be too weak to do anything right now, but maybe in the morning…”

      “Wait!” I shot up on the couch. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying? You want to stay over the entire night? But… Can you even do that?”

      “Well, Ashley knows I’m dating someone and she keeps telling me she wouldn’t mind babysitting all night. I know she wants the extra cash. I could call her and see if she’d stay over tonight.”

      “And what about Jake? You don’t think he’ll be upset?”

      “I don’t think he’ll even know. The little stinker has been staying up late in his room even after his bedtime. So he wakes up pretty late in the morning. I can be home before he gets up.”

      “Oh my God, yes! Absolutely yes, call Ashley!”

      He laughed as he pulled out his cell phone. I could overhear Ashley on the other end and she was completely thrilled to work through the night. My heart leapt as soon as I heard she’d agree to do it.

      “Baby, this is so great!” I said as I wrapped my arms around him. “I can’t believe I’m going to get you all to myself for an entire night!”

      “Well, don’t get too excited, this night might not be that thrilling. I am really, really freaking tired.”

      “I don’t care,” I told him. “I don’t care if all I do tonight is sleep by your side. That is more than enough to keep me happy. I’m just glad I’ll get to wake up to your face tomorrow.”

      “Me too.” He kissed my forehead.

      “In fact, let’s go lay down in my bed.”

      “Really? Are you sure? I’m probably going to knock out right away if I’m comfortable in a bed…”

      “I know, I don’t mind. Actually, I want you to. You need to rest. It’s been a rough day.”

      He sighed. “Okay, then, sure. Let’s climb into bed.”

      Though it would have been nice to have one of those nights where we stayed up and talked to each other into the wee hours of the morning, this was nice in its own way. I was climbing into bed with my new boyfriend, a man I was very much in love with, and I was going to get to stroke his back as I watched him slip off into sleep.

      And even better, when we woke up, I wasn’t going to just get to look into his eyes. I was going to get to sleep with him for the first time!

      God, life was good.

      I pulled back my comforter for him and he slipped off into his boxers to climb in. I did the same, even though I had pajamas I could wear in the closet. Hell, I had pajamas I could offer him in the closet! But I knew I’d rather feel his legs against mine.

      I climbed in on the other side, immediately forming around his back to be the big spoon. He grabbed my hand, which encompassed his torso.

      “Thanks for this,” he murmured. “This is… really, really nice.”

      And it was. As excited as I was to have sex for the first time, I really liked this. I liked simply sleeping with him. It took a certain amount of vulnerability to fall asleep next to someone and I didn’t think either of us were the slightest bit concerned.

      On the contrary, I was really comfortable. More comfortable than I had been sleeping alone, that was for sure.

      “You have no idea how hard it’s been to sleep alone,” he told me. “I sit there and I think of how badly I want to be with you, how badly I want to see my sister, and it’s just… rough. I wish I could do this every night, lay by you. You’re the only thing that distracts me.”

      “So do I,” I whispered in his ear. “But you know, everything is going to be okay, babe. Things will work out for the best.”

      “How do you know?” he asked. “You can’t, really. I have no idea how things are going to turn out, you have no idea how things are going to turn out, we’re just… vulnerable to the will of the universe. That’s always how it is, I guess. We’re always at risk for life’s next tragedy and I never knew it until now. I never even considered it until now. But now that I know…”

      “Hey, hey, hey…” I said softly. “Okay, you’re right, I don’t know. But I’m choosing to believe. And you don’t know. But you’re not supposed to.”

      “How do you figure?” he asked.

      “Life is messy. Life is complicated and tragedy can hit us at any time and it is really fucking rough. But beauty can strike us at any time, too. We can find love at any time, too. And you should know that better than anyone.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he acquiesced, “but it’s still so hard to not know when the worst of life is going to get you.”

      “Well, the best of life can get you, too. And that’s what you need to focus on. She could get better any day, Luke. You just don’t know.”

      “But she could get worse. Or she could leave us and… what do I do then?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I said softly.

      I’d never dealt with death. I hadn’t even dealt with a medical accident on this level. I wished so badly that I had the right words to help Luke. But the thing was, I didn’t think there were right words. I didn’t think there was a thing I could say to actually make things better.

      “You just have to focus on the good, baby. That’s all you can do. That’s all anyone can do.”

      “Yeah.” He took a deep breath in. “That’s what I’m trying to do. Most of the day, I just think about you.”

      “Really?” I said, completely touched.

      “Yeah… Can I say something like, really fucking crazy?” he asked.

      “Go for it.”

      “I think… I think I want to marry you.”

      “Marry me?” I gasped.

      “Not now, of course. Not any time soon, just… one day. I can picture our eventual wedding day, I can picture you being an amazing father, I can picture romantic vacations…”

      “I’m on board with everything except the fatherhood thing.” I laughed.

      He immediately rolled over. “You don’t want kids?” he asked.

      “Well, no, not really.”

      “Like… never? No on the kids forever?”

      “Pretty much. You want them?”

      “Yeah…” he said softly. “I do.”

      There was an awkward silence between us. Shit, how did I never even consider this? I got so caught up in the fact that he wasn’t actually a father that I never considered he may want to be one day.

      I really should have known. The way he was with Jake and everything, it was pretty obvious how felt about kids.

      “Well, we don’t need to figure this out right now!” I said quickly. “Like you said, that’s all a far way off.”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “You’re right.”

      He rolled back over again and I rubbed his back.

      I wasn’t able to stop thinking about it, though, and I knew he wasn’t either. The thought was out there now. I didn’t want kids, he did, how was that going to work?

      There was one universal rule in relationships and that was ‘you can’t compromise on a kid.’ You couldn’t have half a baby. There was no way two people who felt differently about kids were ever going to be able to have a successful relationship down the line.

      Even if one person did end up bending to the will of the other, that was just a recipe for resentment. And kids absolutely knew when one parent didn’t want them.

      I really didn’t want to think about this right now, though. I was so in love… More in love than I’d ever been, and I couldn’t imagine ending my relationship to Luke right now. Not for anything…

      So I was going to do the somewhat irresponsible thing and put this off. Push it out of my head, not think about it until it became an immediate issue. We didn’t need to figure it out for a long time. We could worry about it later.

      Besides, Luke really needed me right now. It wouldn’t help him for us to have a rift right now. He really needed the support. Whatever ended up happening to our relationship later, right now I needed to stick by his side.

      As I cuddled up next to him, I did my best to put it out of my head. This was our first night together, and the last thing I wanted to think about was our relationship ending one day. It had only officially started tonight!

      I gave him a kiss on the back of the neck and then whispered in his ear, “good night.”

      It was the best night’s sleep I ever had.
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      When I awoke the next day, Peter was still sleeping, but I was feeling completely rejuvenated. It was night and day from how I felt last night.

      It wasn’t just that I was exhausted last night from passing out, though I was. It was more than that. I felt like I had accumulated exhaustion over the many weeks that I’d been dealing with Sabrina’s accident. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in… I didn’t even know how long.

      But sleeping with Peter last night was a different kind of sleep. It was rest like I’d never known it. Even in my sleep, I’d been stressed out and tense. But not when I was laying in Peter’s arms. I was completely comfortable; I could let go of my issues.

      Even talking about my problems with him was a relief. I just felt so much less alone. I needed that.

      I wished I could do this with him every night… I would be in a perpetual state of comfort.

      In some ways, I wished I could speed up the course of our relationship. As fun as it was to be in a new relationship, I couldn’t wait to move forward. I couldn’t wait for the day we eventually moved in together and got to see each other constantly. I hated being without him, for any amount of time. Whenever I was away, my head was filled with thoughts of him.

      On the other hand, now I somewhat worried about our future. After our conversation last night about kids.

      It was really concerning that he couldn’t envision himself with kids. Because I couldn’t envision myself without them.

      Ever since I was young, I knew I wanted kids. I felt like I was meant to be a father. Even with Jake, I could see those fatherly instincts come out of me.

      Shit, and then there was Jake. I hadn’t even thought about it, but… What if Sabrina didn’t come back to us? What if Jake had to stay with me forever? What would that mean for me and Peter?

      Whatever, I couldn’t focus on that right now. I shouldn’t have been focusing on that, in fact. We barely started dating. We were barely about to have sex for the first time. It wasn’t the time for that.

      Oh, shit, we were barely about to have sex for the first time! I had forgotten all about that.

      Peter was still asleep but now that I remembered what we planned to do in the morning, I couldn’t wait for him to wake up. I knew I should be kind enough to let him sleep… But, God, the sexual tension…

      I woke him up with a gentle peck on the lips. He slowly opened his eyes, and mumbled “good morning” when I kissed him again, without another word.

      And then I kissed him again, and again, until I was no longer giving him a peck on the lips. We were full blown making out at this point. I had climbed on top of him, straddling his waist.

      I ran my hand down the front of his shirt the same way I had the first time I tried to have sex with him. But this time, when my hand rested on his cock, he didn’t stop me.

      I carefully ran my hand up and down the bulge in his pants, carefully grasping his shaft, which was already standing at attention. Even through his boxers, I could tell he was well endowed.

      I pulled my lips away from him for only a moment. “Where’s the lube, baby?” I asked.

      He nodded a head toward the bedside table. “In the drawer,” he said, sounding a little out of breath. I couldn’t tell if it was because our lips had been locked, because he was nervous, or whether he was as excited as me.

      Despite not having sex yet, we had discussed it at length, so I felt like I already knew what he did and didn’t like. I knew he was a bottom, which was convenient, since I was a top.

      I found the lube in the bedside table and laid it down on the bed. I ripped his boxers off, sliding them forcefully between the bed sheet and his body. Then I pulled both of his thighs up so that his knees were bent up next to him, his legs spread eagle.

      I grabbed a bit of lube and carefully started it rubbing it on him. Sliding my fingers in and out of him, readying for my entry, because I simply couldn’t wait any longer. I had to have him and I had to have him now.

      I took off my own shirt and boxers, tossing them aside on the floor before I began to lube up my cock.

      “You ready?” I asked him.

      “I’ve never been more ready in my life.” He grinned at me.

      I began to slowly press my cock to his asshole, entering him slowly at first. But once my prick was a quarter of the way there, I rammed my entire cock inside him.

      He moaned underneath me. “Holy shit, baby, you’re so fucking big. Ram me, please, be rough with me.”

      I already knew he was a little kinky this way. I began rapidly slapping my cock in and out of him, my balls slapping up against him.

      He began to writhe under me, the pleasure clearly too much. But the more he squirmed, the less deep I was able to go when I slammed into him. To keep him from moving, I grabbed his wrists and pinned them down, putting my weight into him.

      He loved it. He still squirmed underneath me, but I had enough strength to keep him under control enough to keep fucking him the way I liked.

      It was better than it had been with any other man. He was so hot. He was beginning to sweat and it made his abs glisten under the light of the room.

      Every time I admired his body, I could feel a prickling in my balls that told me I was on the verge of cumming.

      I had to hold off as long as I possibly could. I wanted to savor every minute of this.

      But the ecstasy of it all was too great. The way he squirmed, his moaning every time I bottomed out inside of him, I couldn’t take it.

      “I’m going to fucking cum inside you,” I said between labored breaths.

      “Do it!” he pleaded. “Unload everything you’ve got into me, baby! I want your warmth, please!”

      That was more than I could take. My balls tensed up and I gave him everything I had. I moaned as I came the biggest load I’d ever had.

      When it was done, I felt faint for the second time in twenty-four hours. I, uh, hadn’t been exercising as much as usual lately, and it took a lot out of me to hold him down like that.

      But it was so worth it. I flopped down on the bed next to Peter. I was sweaty and huffing, but that didn’t keep Peter from curling up and cuddling next to me.

      “Babe, I’m all gross!” I told him.

      “So? And I’m not? Uh, you literally came inside me. Neither of us are at our most hygienic. But fuck it, you’re going to have to leave soon. A little sweat won’t keep me from enjoying my first morning with you.”

      “Ugh!” I groaned. “You’re right, I totally have to leave soon, shit.”

      “I know, so let’s enjoy each other while we can.”

      I looked over at his alarm clock to see it was already ten. “Well, while we can isn’t very long. I really want to get home before Jake wakes up.”

      “Okay, okay.” He let go of me. “I understand… At least we had a pretty wonderful morning, huh?”

      “Yeah, morning sex for our first time. A little unique,” I said as I sat up.

      “That it was.” He kissed my hand before I left the bed to grab my clothes.

      “Thanks for a fantastic night,” I told him.

      “A great night of, uh, fainting?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Well, it didn’t start off great, but it really was wonderful. I can’t remember feeling this good in… I don’t know how long. So thanks for that.”

      “Any time, my dear. Whenever you can swing it.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll have to try and make this a more regular occasion. I think Ashley won’t object to getting paid to sleep at my house for an extra six hours.”

      “I sure wouldn’t.” He winked.

      Again, he made me laugh. “Okay, I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “Yeah, talk to you later,” he agreed. “Make sure you get home safe.”

      “Will do,” I assured him.

      

      When I got home that morning, I was relieved to find that Jake was barely waking up. I knew that if he had woken up without me here while Ashley was still around, he would have given her hell about it.

      I was paying her when he jumped up out of bed and came running to the living room.

      “Ashley’s still here?” he asked excitedly.

      “Yep,” I said awkwardly, trying to avoid any more questions.

      “Uncle Luke, Doctor Rushmore called!”

      I jerked my head toward him. “What? How do you know that?”

      “He left a message on the answering machine! He wants to talk to you right away.”

      I felt a pit in the bottom of my stomach. For some reason, I just knew this wasn’t good news.

      I glanced over at Ashley to confirm, and she gave me a disappointed nod. “He called late last night. I was going to tell you but I completely forgot about it by the time I was putting Jake to bed.”

      “Oh… no, that’s fine,” I told her with a fake smile.

      I wouldn’t have wanted to know last night anyway. It would have only stressed me out on one of the best nights of my life.

      I paid her quickly, allowing her to leave an obviously awkward situation.

      “Thanks so much for your help, Ashley.”

      “No problem! Anytime you need me, I’m available.” She smiled. “Bye, Jake!”

      “Bye, Ashley!” He waved before she left.

      Then he immediately turned his attention to me.

      “Are you going to call Doctor Rushmore back?” he asked quickly.

      “Yeah, of course. I’ll call him right now.”

      I called but I wasn’t able to reach Doctor Rushmore. He was in with other patients, but the hospital receptionist told me he wanted to speak to me in person at my earliest convenience. I thanked her, and then told Jake what she said because he would not stop questioning.

      “Can we go right now?”

      I wanted to say no, mostly because I didn't feel ready to face whatever came next, but I couldn’t. I had to deal with this now. It was going to eat at me if I didn’t.

      “Yeah, go get dressed,” I told him.

      He squealed with happiness while I sank down on the couch and waited, since I was already dressed.

      I should have showered, and I should have changed out of the clothes I was wearing yesterday, but for the life of me, I couldn’t bring myself to. I couldn’t do anything. Not until I knew what was going on with Sabrina.

      When we got to the hospital, I went straight to Sabrina’s room and waited. The receptionist said she would let Doctor Rushmore know we were here.

      It felt like hours that we were waiting, but it was only about twenty minutes. When Doctor Rushmore finally came into my sister’s room, he had a nurse with him.

      “Hey there, Jake!” He feigned excitement. “How would you feel about getting some ice cream down in the cafeteria?”

      “Ice cream?” he said excitedly before turning to me. “Can I go?”

      “Uh, yeah, of course,” I told him. I was surprised ice cream was such an easy distraction for him, but I’d take it.

      “Okay, Nurse Jamie is going to take you down with her. We’ll see you in a bit, buddy.”

      He excitedly grabbed the nurse’s hand, completely oblivious to what was actually going on.

      But I wasn’t. I knew that if he didn’t want Jake in the room, this wasn’t good news. And my heart sank.

      “What is it?” I asked as soon as they were out of the room.

      “I don’t have anything definitive to report for you, but I needed to have a serious talk with you about the expectations of Sabrina’s condition.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “So what about her condition?”

      “Well, at this rate, we’re not confident that Sabrina is going to get back to where she was prior to the accident.”

      “And you’re… how sure of this?” I asked.

      “Well, if I’m being honest, not very, because we haven’t actually been able to test her cognitive abilities. She isn’t often awake. There is always the chance that she can come out of this with very extensive physical therapy, but it’s not likely.”

      “Oh…” I whispered.

      “I’m so sorry. But I think it’s time to start making arrangements. For how you want to handle her care, what you will be doing with Jake, that kind of thing.”

      “Handle her care?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we’ll keep her in the hospital for another month just in case she shows improvement. But if not, we’re going to have to transfer her to a care facility. A place that will be better suited to deal with her daily needs.”

      “Oh… wow,” I whispered again, unsure of what to say.

      “Look, I know it’s a lot to take in. And there are no decisions to be made now. As I said, we can’t even be sure right now what is going to happen or how far she will be able to recover. This isn’t the time for decisions, it’s just the time to be thinking about decisions.”

      “Okay… thank you,” I said quietly. “Should I tell Jake this?” That was a decision I should have been making myself, I knew, but I couldn’t think right now.

      “I think it might be better to wait until we have some more concrete evidence on what to expect.”

      “Okay.” That was my own relief, that I wouldn’t need to discuss this with Jake right now. Honestly, I had no idea how I even could. I didn’t know how I was going to handle anything right now.

      “If you want to talk to me about absolutely anything, I’m a phone call away. I’m here for any of your questions. Again, I’m so very sorry, Luke.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “I appreciate it.”

      He nodded. “I’ll give you some time with your sister. I told the nurse to keep Jake for half an hour so we could talk and you could have some time to yourself.”

      “Thank you,” I told him. “I really appreciate it.”

      I knew I could definitely use the time to compose myself.

      He left the room, and before I even knew what hit me, I was crying. I had hardly cried since the accident, and now that I knew I may never get to talk to my sister again, it was all pouring out of me.

      I was bawling in this hospital room, so much so I had to gasp for air every few minutes. And then I did something I hadn’t considered since the accident…

      I had a serious conversation with my sister.

      “Look, Sabrina, you can’t do this, okay? You just can’t! You have got to pull through. Jake needs you, I need you. I don’t know how to do this without you. You’re my only family, my only friend, and I can’t handle losing you.”

      I stood up and grabbed her hand as I wiped away my tears.

      “Sabrina, I don’t know if you can hear me. I’m not sure how much you can register in the state you’re in… but if you hear me, take my words to heart. You have got to do your best. Fight this. I know it’ll be a hard road. I know that even if you’re more responsive tomorrow, you’ll have to do a ton of physical therapy. It’ll be a long road, but at least me and Jake will be here to get you through it! We’ll be your cheerleaders, you know we will. Sis, I’d do anything for you. I will do anything for you, anything to help. So just do this one thing for me… get better. Get back to who you are… eventually, one day.”

      This was so pointless. I knew I was talking to a shell of a person. But I had to say it. It had been so long since I was able to talk to my sister and I had to feel like I was speaking to her again. Even if it wasn’t real. Even though it’d do nothing.

      Saying my piece actually made me feel better, in a weird way. I knew it didn’t make a huge difference in the actual outcome, but it made me feel like I was actually doing something. I knew I wasn’t, but the illusion right now was enough for me.

      I spent the rest of my time in her room trying to compose myself. I didn’t want Jake to see me crying. I knew he’d know something was wrong; he was a perceptive little boy. I wanted to hide him from this pain for as long as I could.

      Eventually, if Sabrina didn’t come back to us, he’d have to deal with it. For the rest of his life, he’d have to deal with it. So for now… I’d give him as much as happiness as possible.

      To my relief, Jake didn’t seem to notice that I’d been crying, though the nurse gave me a sympathetic glance. He just went right to talking to his mom again.

      I sat there and hoped he wouldn’t ask me about how she was doing or what the doctor said. I couldn’t lie to him, I wasn’t capable of that. I would if I had to but even to six-year-old, it may be obvious.

      I sat there an hour after that, allowing Jake to interact with his mom as much as possible. I couldn’t leave. I didn’t know how many more happy visits like this he had left.

      When we finally did leave and arrive back home, I put on Jake’s favorite television show and zoned out on the couch. I did my best to watch the show and avoid thinking about literally everything.

      Eventually, I got a phone call from Peter, which was a relief. I needed to talk to someone about what happened. I didn’t know why I didn’t think to call him earlier. I guessed my mind had been pretty blank.

      “Hello?” I answered once I was in the kitchen and out of earshot from Jake.

      “Baby, hey, did you make it home okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I did,” I told him.

      “Did Jake know you were gone?”

      “Nope, didn’t suspect a thing…” I said softly.

      “That’s great! Look babe, I have kind of a big favor to ask.”

      “What is it?” I asked, actually grateful for something else to think about.

      “Well, my family is doing lunch at my Grandma’s house on Monday and I’d really like you to come.”

      “Really? Meet your family? Like, your parents and everything.”

      “Yeah, if you’re up to it! They know I’ve been dating someone and they’re really eager to meet you.”

      “Oh… Well, okay. Yeah, I guess that’s fine,” I said, although I was a little bit nervous.

      “Oh, I’m so glad! I know it’s kind of a lot, meeting the family for the first time, but they’re going to absolutely love you! I cannot wait for you to meet them.”

      “Yeah… Yeah, that should be fun,” I said as I tried to think of how to segue into a conversation about Sabrina.

      I didn’t need to find a segue, though. Because Peter knew me too damn well.

      “Is something wrong, babe?” he asked.

      “Uh, nope.” I found myself lying.

      I didn’t know why. I trusted Peter. I wanted to get this off my chest but… I couldn’t bring myself to verbalize it. I didn’t know, maybe it made it too real.

      And maybe this was a conversation that was better had in person, anyway. Where he could hug me and comfort me and be there for me. If I told him this devastating news now, he was just going to hate the fact that he was too far away to help me and wouldn’t even be able to see me until Monday.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Positive,” I insisted. “I am completely and totally fine, really. I’m good.”

      “Okay…” he said, a little skeptically.

      He wasn’t buying it.

      “I think I’m still just a little worn out from last night, you know.”

      “Oh, all right, yeah. That makes sense. I guess I’ll just let you go get some rest then?” he asked.

      “Yeah, that would be good,” I said, though I really didn’t want to be left alone at all.

      “Okay then. I’ll see you on Monday? I’ll text you my grandmother’s address.”

      “Yeah, Monday, I’ll be there.”

      “Okay, I love you.”

      “I love you too, talk to you later.”

      I regretted not telling him as soon as I hung up. Damnit, why didn’t I just say something? I needed to say it. And now I was feeling lonely all over again.

      I just needed to get through this weekend. Then I’d see Peter, get to meet his family, and tell him how I felt after.

      But I wouldn’t pretend I wasn’t a little scared to do so. Meeting his whole family, especially when I was in this mental state, wouldn’t be easy. I wanted to make a good impression…

      It was easier to be stressed about meeting parents than it was to be stressed about Sabrina, though. So I at least had that going for me.

      I was still holding high hopes that she might be okay.
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      “So, he’s really cute, right?” My Grandma asked me.

      “Grandma!” I chastised.

      “What?! I just want to know! If you’re dating him, he must be cute, because I’ve got the best looking grandkid there is.” She pinched my cheek lovingly as I set the table.

      “Yes, he’s cute. Very cute.” I couldn’t help blushing a bit.

      “And is he nice? Is he a good guy?”

      “Yes, the nicest, Grandma. You’re going to love him. He’s absolutely the sweetest.”

      “Good. As long as he treats you well, my dear.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “I’ll get it!” I said eagerly, hoping it would be Luke.

      It wasn’t, though. It was both of my parents.

      “Oh, it’s you guys,” I said.

      “Well, don’t be too happy to see us!” They laughed.

      “I’m sorry, I just thought it was Luke. Of course I’m happy to see you,” I said before hugging them both. “How are you guys?”

      “Fantastic, eager to meet this new boyfriend of yours,” my mom said.

      “I’ll go help your grandma set the table,” my dad said, heading back to the kitchen.

      She definitely did need help. I had come early to help her cook lunch. She wanted to make this whole big fall feast with turkey, mashed potatoes, steamed veggies, and stuffing. It wasn’t quite as big as her Thanksgiving feasts, but it was still way too much food for the four of us.

      But that was how my Grandma was. When she was hospitable, she went way too far with it. But I knew better than to argue with her by now.

      She did need help, though. She wasn’t sick any longer but her body was still recovering. And as determined as she was to stay as active as possible, my Grandma’s body was slowing down considerably in her old age.

      I’d never say that to her, though. You couldn’t tell my Grandma that she couldn’t do something. She would not respond well.

      “So, when is he going to get here?” my mom asked me.

      “Any minute now.”

      “I’m so excited!” she squealed. “You haven’t brought home a real boyfriend since… Oh my God, have you ever brought home a serious boyfriend?”

      “Don’t think I have. But let’s not try to scare him off with our excitement, mmkay?” I joked.

      “Oh, you know I can reign it in! But I really can’t wait to meet him.”

      Then the doorbell rang a second time.

      “Oh, that’s him!” I said excitedly. “Okay, quick, go into the kitchen. I don’t want to overwhelm him by introducing you the second he walks in the door.”

      “Okay, okay. See you in a second.”

      I motioned with my hands, shooing her away before I opened the door to see Luke standing there.

      “Hey, baby,” I said happily.

      But Luke didn’t look so happy. I chalked this up to the stress of meeting my family for the first time, though. Once he got comfortable I was sure this was going to be great.

      “Okay, my family is back in the kitchen. She went a little overboard on the food, sorry, she does that,” I told him.

      “I’m sure it's all going to be lovely. Where is everyone?”

      “In the kitchen! I think they’ve already got the table set and everything. Come on.” I took his hand in mine.

      “Hey, babe, after lunch I really need to talk to you,” he whispered as we went to the kitchen.

      “No problem, we can meet back at my place,” I said right before we stepped into the kitchen.

      I was hoping they’d be less awkward, but as soon as we turned the corner, my family was staring at us with ridiculous grins. I tried to ignore this.

      “Everyone, this is my boyfriend, Luke. Luke, this is my mother, father, and Grandma.”

      They all embraced him with close hugs.

      “Oh, so great to meet you!” my Grandma cooed.

      “Yes, so glad we got to do this!” my mom agreed.

      “The food’s getting cold,” my Grandma announced before Luke even really had time to answer. “Let’s sit and eat!”

      We did, and it all went surprisingly well. I could tell that my family was impressed by Luke. First, because he ran his own successful business. Second, because he was an excellent guardian to his nephew Jake. He really came off well; he just had this air of responsibility.

      “So, you like kids?” my mother asked. “Because I’d really like to push this one to give me grandkids…”

      “Mom!” I snapped. “It’s a little soon for that, don’t you think?”

      “Never too soon to plan!” she answered.

      I rolled my eyes. “Mom, we’ve had this discussion, I’m not doing the parent thing.”

      “Oh, honey, I don’t understand why,” my Grandma added. “You’d make such an excellent father.”

      I didn’t agree, but I didn’t argue. I didn’t want to get into this with Luke right here. It was awkward considering we really did disagree about the having kids thing.

      Luke put on a brave face and I didn’t think my family noticed, but I could see that this actually upset him a bit. Shit, I was really hoping this conversation wouldn’t come up again for a really long time.

      I had my fingers crossed that after the lunch was over, he’d forget that it was even brought up and we could pretend like it never happened. But since he said he needed to talk right after lunch, that didn’t leave a lot of time to forget it.

      Holy shit, what if that actually was what he wanted to talk about? I hadn’t even considered that he might have something negative to discuss with me.

      After that point in the conversation, I was a little tense at lunch. I tried to hide it, but I knew my Grandma at least could see my discomfort. My parents were pretty wrapped up in bombarding Luke with questions, so I wasn’t surprised they didn’t see.

      That was nice, though. I didn’t want them to know. And I didn’t really want Luke to know. Honestly, he seemed a little uncomfortable himself, though he was definitely putting on a good show.

      Despite my stress, lunch actually went really well. Luke did seem more comfortable by the time everything was said and done. And my family absolutely adored him.

      I knew they would, there wasn’t a thing to dislike about him. He was sweet, he was funny, he had his life together… He was the perfect catch. And I felt so lucky to have him in my life.

      Likewise, I felt pretty nervous at the thought of not having him around. So I was pretty eager to wrap things up and find out what it was Luke needed to say to me.

      We said our goodbyes after lunch; we used the excuse that Luke had to get back to the costume shop, but he had no intention of returning today. He would be going to my place instead.

      The drive over felt a little awkward for some reason. It was weird, because me and Luke almost never had any awkward moments together.

      We weren’t silent. We spoke quite a bit on the way back. That was the awkward part, actually. It felt like we were talking somehow… too much?

      It was all small talk and it felt like Luke was specifically filling the conversation with small talk to avoid the silence, which was really unlike him. He was a naturally quiet person.

      But the entire way to my place, he was filled with questions about my family, about the farm, about my upbringing. Even though we had spoken about a lot of these things in the past, his interest seemed to be rejuvenated after actually meeting my family. And we were talking about a lot of things we hadn’t in the past, I guessed.

      Maybe I was overthinking things. Maybe he was really just curious.

      As he pulled up to my apartment, I got a text from my mother.

      “We all absolutely love Luke! I think you finally found a keeper, baby.”

      I was grinning and Luke noticed.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Got a text from my mom! They all loved you.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet.” He was trying to sound enthusiastic but it wasn’t really working. “They were really nice.”

      “Yeah, it went well,” I agreed. “And I’m so glad. I mean, my family means absolutely everything to me. And, of course, you mean absolutely everything to me. If you guys didn’t get along, I don’t know how I’d feel. I’m so relieved!”

      “Yeah…” he muttered. “Well, family is important.” He quickly got out of the car and slammed the door behind him.

      I followed him up to my door. “Wait, are you upset?” I asked. “Was something wrong with lunch?”

      “No!” he said, sounding pretty angry. “Lunch was perfect. It was all… really, really great. Can we go inside?”

      “Uh, sure…” I said nervously as I put my key in the door.

      He walked in and immediately sat on the couch. I was walking to the couch too, but at a much slower rate. I was trying to wrack my brain to see what might have caused this fight.

      And then it hit me. He got upset when I brought up my family being important to me. This was exactly what I didn’t want to happen. He was upset that I didn’t want kids… He wanted a family.

      Fuck.

      “I think I know what this is about,” I said as I sat down next to him.

      He looked up at me, shocked. “You… you do?”

      “Yeah… This is about family, right?”

      “Yes,” he admitted. “It is.”

      “Look, babe, do we really need to have this conversation right now?”

      “What?” he asked, appalled.

      “I mean, things are just going so good for us. And our relationship is so new. I don’t know that we really should be bringing up whether or not we want kids.”

      “Want… kids?” he asked.

      “Yeah, that’s what you wanted to talk about, right?”

      “Well, not really…” he said quietly. “I guess maybe, in a way, whether or not you want kids is going to play into it a little bit but… No, not what I wanted to talk about.”

      “Okay, so what is it?” I asked anxiously.

      “It’s Sabrina… The doctors aren’t confident anymore that she’s going to pull through.”

      My hand instinctively flew to his. “Oh, baby, I’m so sorry.”

      He nodded. “Yeah… Me too…”

      “Is there anything I can do to help you? Anything at all?”

      “I can’t think of anything, but… but you brought up something I hadn’t considered.”

      “I did?” I asked. I couldn’t think of anything I’d said that tied into Sabrina’s condition. “What was it?”

      “You talked about kids. And you really don’t want them, right?”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “Well… I might have one now.”

      I froze, because I hadn’t really considered that either.

      “If something happens to Sabrina, you’ll be keeping Jake.”

      “Of course. I’m the only one he’s got. And I love him more than life itself.”

      “Right, I know. I… don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

      “So, are you leaving?”

      “What? You mean like, leaving you?” I asked, shocked.

      “Yeah, you don’t want kids, right?”

      “No. But I would never leave you at a time like this. I don’t know how you could even think that of me. I’m going to be there for you.”

      “But for how long?” he asked. “You don’t want kids, Peter. How are we going to work that out? I’m going to actually have a kid that I’m taking care of all the time. Is that really the life you envisioned for yourself?”

      “No, admittedly, it’s not. But so what? You need me right now. And I’ll stand by your side.”

      “Why?” He shook his head. “Are you going to stick by me right now just to leave me later?”

      “Luke, stop, who cares about later right now? You’re going through such a rough time—”

      “I do!” he snapped at me. “Maybe you can be satisfied with no kids because you’ve got this wonderful, beautiful family already by your side. But I don’t, okay? I’ve got my sister and I’m about to lose her. I can’t go through the rest of my life never having the family that I crave. I wasn’t born into a very healthy family, but I can make one, damnit. I can have kids and a husband who loves me and—”

      “You know I’ll be a husband who loves you,” I said quickly, trying to deflect.

      “You can’t be! Not with Jake in the picture, right? Are you seriously going to marry me when I have a kid?”

      “I… I don’t know,” I stammered.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Well, no! I hadn’t pictured this and I need time to make such a big life decision…”

      “It’s going to hurt me worse, you know. When you leave me later. I may be going through a hard time right now but that only means I’m going to grow more attached to you. I’m going to learn to rely on you only to have you… Well, only to have you leave me. For my world to shatter a second time.”

      “Baby…” I reached out to grab his band, but he pulled it away.

      “If this is going to end, we’ve got to end it now,” he said seriously.

      “No! Absolutely not! I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “No, you’re not,” he agreed as he stood up. “I’m leaving you alone.”

      “Are… Are you serious? You’re breaking up with me? But we… we have something.”

      “Yeah, we do. I know we do. Trust me, I feel things for you that I wish I didn’t. That’s why I’m doing this.”

      “But I don’t understand!” I said desperately.

      “Then you’re not listening! Look, Peter, I’m already going through one tragedy. I don’t want to go through a second when you decide to leave me. I’d rather deal with all my pain now and then begin to heal sooner. I don’t want to heal from losing my sister only to have to deal with losing you later on.”

      I could feel myself beginning to panic. “Well… Well, who knows?! Who knows what will happen? Maybe I’ll change my mind. Maybe I can deal with it…”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You can’t. I hear the way you talk about kids. You don’t want them. If you stay with me anyway… Just, no. You’ll resent me one day. I can’t do that to you. I can’t torture you that way.”

      “You don’t want to torture me? Then don’t leave me! Baby, please, I can’t live without you. Already, I can’t live without you and… and we’ve only barely begun! We can’t be ending this so soon.”

      “I’m so sorry, Peter, I truly am. But I have to do this. It’s for the best. You’ll thank me one day.”

      Fury swept over me, replacing the panic.

      “The hell I will!” I snapped. “You’re taking away the best thing that ever happened to me. This is the one relationship I can picture being life long and you’re just going to end it?”

      “For your own good! It needs to end for your own good!”

      “Don’t do that!” I yelled again. “Don’t act like you know what’s good for me better than I do. You’re good for me! You’re the only thing I need and I would make any sacrifice I needed to keep you. Now stop with this, okay? I’m not leaving you! Not now, not ever, so you can sit your ass back down and we can talk about this like adults!”

      I got a little bit of relief saying that. I wasn’t confident in my words, but I convinced myself I was. I told myself I was going to make the right decision for the both of us. I imagined when I told him we weren’t breaking up, we really would sit down and talk it out.

      But we didn’t.

      Instead of sitting down, Luke started walking out the door.

      “Where… Where are you going?” I said, the panic coming back to me.

      “I’m sorry, Peter. You’ll thank me for this later,” he said before he walked out of my apartment.

      Fuck.
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      I couldn’t believe what I’d just done. My first instinct was to take it back. But I couldn’t. Because, in my heart, I knew this was the best thing.

      As great as Peter’s family was, they only solidified that this was the right decision. They were so happy, and I wanted that. I wanted a family like that. No matter how much I loved Peter, that was something he was never going to be able to give me.

      Jake was still at school when I got home and I was grateful because I needed some time to myself. Time to cry, time to feel the impact of what I’d just done.

      I couldn’t say I honestly regretted it, though. Not when I knew it needed to be done. But that didn’t mean my heart wasn’t breaking.

      God, maybe Peter was right. Maybe I needed him right now. I could have used some support while going through this with Sabrina… Was it stupid to insist we break up right here and now?

      I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was way more overwhelmed now that I was alone again.

      In the short time I had been with Peter I had gotten used to having someone around. I had forgotten what it felt like to be alone in all of this.

      It didn’t feel good.

      And I didn’t think I handled things well, either. I had been harsher than I intended to be when I broke up with Peter.

      I guess with all the frustration of what was going on in my life coupled with seeing his fantastic, happy family… I had resentment built up. I was honestly mad at him.

      But that wasn’t fair. So he didn’t want kids, so what? That wasn’t his fault. He had a right to feel however he wanted to about having kids, as did I. Just because our opinions differed didn’t mean either of us was wrong.

      But that didn’t stop me from being irrationally angry at him. It was almost like he was putting a cog in my happy plans. If he just wanted kids, we could be together forever. He could be my soulmate, and we could have a future together.

      But since he didn’t, that plan could never happen. And I liked him so much more than any other guy I’d ever known. I could sit here and tell myself that one day, eventually, I’d find a guy who wanted kids who I also loved deeply, but… but what if I didn’t? What if I’d met the man I was supposed to be with and it was Peter?

      Holy fuck, seriously, what if I didn’t? What if he was the only one out there for me. It sure felt like that sometimes. I knew the soul mates thing was illogical but what if? Was having kids really worth losing him over?

      I didn’t know. All I knew was that being a father had been a dream of mine and I couldn’t let that go. Fathering Jake in this very difficult time had only made me more sure of that. This was who I was meant to be…

      I couldn’t focus on this anymore. Every time I thought about Peter, more feelings came up for me and I became even more indecisive. And it wasn’t helping anything because the decision had already been made.

      We were over. That was all there was to it.

      

      The next week without him was more than a little difficult. Every time I went to sleep, I was kept awake with thoughts of how much I missed him. When I woke up, I’d feel happy for a split second and look at my phone to see if I had my usual ‘good morning’ message from Peter.

      And then I’d realize that there was no text from him and there wasn’t going to be and I’d become depressed all over again.

      It didn’t help that Halloween was tomorrow. It was Peter’s favorite holiday and he had been excited to spend it together for weeks. I was dreading it, honestly, because I knew he wanted to watch scary movies while we gave candy out to trick or treaters…. In fact, I avoided making a definite plan specifically because that sounded so awful.

      But now? Watching scary movies cuddled up by him on the couch sounded like heaven. Fuck, I missed him so much.

      I was going to be taking Jake trick or treating, though, so at least that would distract me a little bit. I allowed him to get that horrible gory mask from my shop as well as a fake blood-stained mental patient costume. A little dark for a kid’s costume, sure, but oh well. He wanted it, so I’d give it to him.

      Who knew what kind of state we were going to be in next Halloween?

      The thought ached me, for more than one reason. The next year just looked so bleak for the both of us. After we got the official word on whether Sabrina would be transferred out of the hospital, everything was going to change for the both of us.

      And I was going to have to deal with it all without Peter.

      It was lunch time and I had made these cute ham sandwiches cut in the shape of a pumpkin. I knew Jake would love it, and I had to do something to keep myself busy. If I didn’t, I was constantly tempted to pick up the phone and call Peter.

      “Jake, it’s lunch time!” I called out.

      He came running, already wearing his mask on his head, though he hadn’t put on the costume yet.

      “You know we aren’t going trick or treating for several hours, right?” I asked him.

      “I know!” he said eagerly as he sat at the kitchen table and waited for me to bring his sandwich to him.

      “Well then, why don’t we take that off until we’re actually ready to go?”

      Begrudgingly, he took it off but he also sat it right next to his plate.

      “A pumpkin?” He laughed.

      “Yep, pumpkin sandwiches for us today. Enjoy,” I said before biting into my own.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. Until Jake started reaching the end of his sandwich, at which point he turned to me.

      “Uncle Luke, is Ashley coming tonight?”

      “No. Why do you ask that?” I questioned.

      “Usually Ashley comes over and you go see your friend.”

      Right, my friend, that was how I referred to Peter. He and Jake had met briefly a few times, mostly just saying hello and goodbye before we left to our date. I didn’t want them to spend a significant amount of time together because, well, I didn’t want Jake to begin to like Peter and be disappointed when things ended between us.

      And good thing I did, considering that was exactly what happened.

      “No, we’re going trick or treating, remember?” I asked, eager to drop the subject. Something about Jake questioning me on Peter just made my stomach queasy.

      “I know. But after trick or treating?”

      “No.” I sighed. “I’m not seeing him after trick or treating. I don’t think I’ll be seeing him much at all anymore.”

      Jakes eyes got wide. “Why?”

      “Well, it’s complicated. I don’t think we’re going to be friends anymore, is all,” I answered shortly.

      “But I thought you loved your friend?”

      “Loved him?” I asked. “What makes you say that?”

      “I saw you kiss him,” he said quickly. “I saw when I was peeking out the window. You kiss someone when you love them.”

      Shit, guess I didn’t do as great a job at hiding my relationship as I thought.

      “Well, yes, that’s true…” I said, trying to think of how to word things. At this point, I realized I may as well be honest. “And I do love him. But sometimes you love someone and you still can’t keep being friends with them.”

      Jake shook his head. “No, Uncle Luke, when you love someone you be their friend no matter what.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “I mean, real life is just a little more complicated, Jake,” I told him.

      “No! That’s real life, Uncle Luke! When you love someone you can’t live without them.”

      I didn’t know why that hit me so hard. I guess because, honestly, I felt that I couldn’t live without Peter. Every day I spent without him only reminded me of that more.

      “So what do you think I should do?” I asked him, as if a six-year-old could solve my problems.

      “You just be his friend again,” he said nonchalantly.

      “What if I can’t be his friend again?” I asked.

      “Why can’t you?” he asked, as if this was unfathomable.

      “Well, because I messed up. I made a big mistake and I don’t know if he’ll want to be my friend anymore.”

      “Everyone makes mistake, Uncle Luke. He will be your friend. You have to tell him sorry, though.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his overly simplistic life views. I didn’t expect much, of course, he was six.

      But maybe he was still right. Maybe I was actually overcomplicating a simple situation… Hadn’t that been what I was doing from the beginning? Making things more complicated than they actually needed to be?

      What if he would take me back? What if all I had to do was apologize to him? And we could start over again… No, I didn’t want to start over. I wanted to continue where we left off. Because where we left off was damn good.

      “Maybe I will apologize,” I told him as I finished up my sandwich.

      “Good. You need friends, Uncle Luke. I don’t want you to be lonely.”

      God, this kid always had a way of warming my heart.

      “So, hey, after trick or treating tonight, how do you feel about making a quick stop on the way home?”
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      I was sitting at home, eating popcorn, and watching a horror movie marathon on television on Halloween night. I should have been thrilled, as this was exactly how I wanted to spend my night.

      Except I wanted to spend it with Luke.

      Life had been so fucking difficult without him. I cycled between hating him for breaking up with me and not saying a word to me and missing him so badly it was all I could do to keep myself from picking up the phone.

      I couldn’t really be mad at him, though. He was only doing what he thought was right. Hell, what probably was right… If we both didn’t want kids, it would never work, right?

      Only, I’d been thinking about it a lot this last week and a part of me thought I could come around to the idea of kids. I’d been trying to figure out why exactly I didn't want them, what it was about parenthood that didn’t appeal to me…

      And then I realized, it was nothing. There was nothing that didn’t appeal to me about parenthood. Except for the fact that I didn’t think I was going to be a very good one.

      I had come to realize that was all this boiled down to. I liked kids, I liked the idea of having a great relationship with one of my own and bringing them into a healthy adulthood with someone I loved by my side.

      But that was all it was for me, just an idea. The reality was, I probably didn’t have it in me to be a healthy parent. Not when you considered what my parents were.

      Not my adoptive parents, of course, who were fantastic. But my real parents. Who lost me because they were so obviously neglectful a neighbor called Child Protective Services on them.

      How could a person do that, seriously? You were supposed to be biologically inclined to love your own flesh and blood more than anything. You were supposed to do anything to protect them. I was literally how our brains were wired to be toward our offspring.

      But it wasn’t wired into my parents. When the call to protect came, they couldn’t answer it. And I had their biology, so… maybe it wasn’t in me either. Maybe having a child would break something in me and I’d never be able to live up to the potential that I should.

      I didn’t know how to shake that fear. I didn’t know if I could. I didn’t want to fuck some poor kid up. It wasn’t like you could have a child then decide ‘hey, parenting isn’t for me, see ya!’ Once I made that decision, it was made. And I was so terrified of the finality of that.

      But maybe if Luke had simply given me a little more time, I could have figured this out! He didn’t need to make that decision right then and there. We really could have had time. And I could have supported him through all of this.

      That was another aspect of this that was driving me crazy. I was constantly worried about how he was holding up. I wanted nothing more in this world than to be able to support him through anything and everything.

      But I couldn’t. I couldn’t even to call him to check in. It would be crossing a boundary. He was the one who broke up with me. It would be just plain desperate for me to go to him after that. If he wanted to talk to me, he’d come to me, right?

      I paused the television when I heard the doorbell ring. Another set of trick or treaters. Earlier, they were at the door nonstop, but they had slowed down considerably.

      I grabbed my bowl of candy (which, admittedly, I’d been eating out of in addition to the popcorn) and walked to the door. There were three adorable kids standing in front of me, their parents hanging back on the sidewalk. One little boy was a zombie, one little girl was a doctor, and a second little girl was Wonder Woman.

      “Trick or treat!” they hollered in high pitched voices.

      “Wow, how great do you all look!” I said as I grabbed a handful of candy and dropped several pieces in each of the bags.

      “Thank you!” they all chimed before running to their parents on the sidewalk.

      They all had these big grins on their faces. Not just the kids, but the parents, too. I remembered when that used to be me walking from house to house with my parents before we all went to help Grandma at the corn maze.

      I could picture doing this with Luke one day. With our own little one, or with Jake, going house to house in complete and total happiness.

      But that probably wasn’t in the cards for me.

      I closed the door behind me. Seeing kids over and over again tonight only reinforced the idea that I didn’t hate kids at all. I liked kids, I really did. I liked them so much I didn’t want to ruin one of them.

      I went back the couch and did my best to focus on my movie, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t focus on anything except my future and losing Luke. Both thoughts were beginning to become unbearable.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be home alone tonight, I thought. My whole family was at the pumpkin patch, so maybe that was where I should go. They’d distract me.

      I chose not to go tonight because they all thought I had plans with Luke. I had successfully avoiding telling them this week that we had broken up. I knew how disappointed they’d be; they were all so excited at the thought that I was actually settling down with a nice guy.

      But maybe it was time to tell them. After a week of no contact, it didn’t look like Luke was going to change his mind. I guess that was the real reason I hadn’t mentioned it. I was hoping that maybe Luke would change his mind and my family would never have to know we were having issues.

      But if he was going to come crawling back, you’d think he’d already have said something by now. And I couldn’t be alone anymore tonight. It was making Halloween depressing and it was my fucking favorite day of the year. The least I could do was go spend it with family.

      I flipped off the TV, went to grab my shoes, and was ready to head out the door when I heard another ring at my doorbell.

      Right, trick or treaters. I guess I’d give these last kids some candy and then turn off my porch light.

      I grabbed the candy off the coffee table again and hurriedly went to the door.

      But it wasn’t trick or treaters at the door. At least, not the kind of trick or treaters I expected.

      Standing before me was Luke and who I imagined was Jake in a very bloody mask.

      “Trick or treat?” Luke said softly.

      “Well, I don’t know,” I responded with an eyebrow raised. “Seems like a trick to me.”

      I wanted to say something harsher. Even though, really, I was suddenly elated to see him, I was also extremely frustrated at the fact that he hadn’t said anything to me all week.

      But I couldn’t say anything too bad, not with Jake standing right before us. Ha, I wondered if that was why he brought Jake, to soften the blow on him a little bit.

      I grabbed a handful of candy and put it in Jake’s bag. “Hey, Jake, great costume,” I told him.

      “Jake, you remember Uncle Luke’s friend, right?”

      “Yes!” he said enthusiastically. “You’re the friend you need to say sorry to!”

      Luke blushed. “Yes, the friend I need to say sorry to…” he said softly. “Any way we could come in for just a second? If not, I understand.”

      “No, uh, that’s fine,” I stuttered.

      Luke knelt down next to Jake. “Jake, how would you feel about watching a scary movie while I talk to my friend?”

      “Yeah!” he said excitedly.

      “All right, let’s get you to the couch,” he said, giving him a high five before turning to me. “Can you pick out something pretty mild?”

      “Yeah, no problem, they’ve got something really outdated from the ‘70s playing right now. It should be fine.” I went back over to the TV remote and flipped it on for him as he literally jumped onto the couch. “You can have some popcorn too, Jake.”

      “Thank you!” he said gratefully.

      With him glued to the television, Luke and I stepped into the kitchen.

      “So, what’s up?” I asked flatly.

      “I’m really sorry to drop in on you like this but I had to talk to you. And not just over the phone. I… I need this to be in person.”

      “Okay, what?” I asked, sticking to my monotone voice.

      “I need to apologize to you. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for how I treated you when I broke up with you I was… really upset and going through a lot and I’m so sorry.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Is that it? You’re… sorry that you broke up with me in a rude way? But not that you broke up with me at all?”

      “No! No, that too. I… I was being rash. You were right. I didn’t need to make that decision right then and there. I’ve missed you so fucking much, Peter.”

      I could see the pain in his eyes and realized immediately I was being too harsh on him. Maybe I had a reason to be upset with him, but he really was going through a hard time. Not just a hard time, but a really horrible tragedy. And I couldn’t stand to see him hurt like this.

      “No, you did the responsible thing. It was only going to hurt later when we couldn’t decide on the kids thing…”

      He reached his hand out to me. “Well, maybe I don’t need to have kids? I mean, I always imagined myself with kids, but… I also can’t imagine a life without you and…”

      “Oh, babe.” I put my hand on his. “Stop, please stop. You can’t do that. You can’t change your future plans for me. You were right…”

      “So, you just want to stay separated?” he asked desperately. “But I love you so much. I haven’t been able to imagine life without you… I mean, I know I’ll probably end up with Jake either way, but maybe that’s something we can work around. We can keep doing what we’re doing now, seeing each other on weekends and for lunch dates and—”

      “But I don’t want that. You don’t want that, either. That’s a relationship that won’t ever grow. I told you when we first met, I don’t want to stagnate. Even from the very beginning of our relationship, I imagined a life where I got to see you every day. Where we lived together, woke up together, went to bed together… I can’t stand this seeing you for one date night a week thing. Even with the lunches, it’s not enough for me, babe.”

      “Then maybe you can learn to like Jake!” he said, even more desperation in his voice. “I mean, he’s a really sweet kid and—”

      “Wait,” I stopped him, “is that what you think this is about?! You think I just don’t like Jake?”

      “Well, don’t like kids in general, yeah.”

      “That’s not true at all. Not only do I like Jake, he’s a sweet kid, but I like kids in general. I really do.”

      “Then… I don’t get it. If you like kids, why don’t you want to have them?”

      I sighed, leaning my head in one of my hands. “It’s complicated.”

      “Well, tell me. We can tell each other anything, right? That hasn’t changed.”

      “Babe, honestly, I don’t want to fuck a kid up. You remember what I told you about my parents, the awful things they did. I mean, CPS found me in a diaper that hadn’t been changed for an entire fucking week! They were terrible parents.”

      “Oh, honey.” He reached out, his hand grabbing mine. “But you don’t even remember them. They don’t have an influence in your life. And your actual parents are so great! You were raised so well.”

      “They may not have had influence over my childhood, but they have influence in my DNA. And caring for kids? That’s a biological instinct. Maybe an instinct I don’t have.”

      “Is that seriously what it boils down to? Like, if you could know you’d be a great parent, would you have kids?”

      “Yes,” I admitted. Not just to him, it was something I had to admit to myself. “If I knew I wouldn’t fuck a child up, I’d want to be a parent.”

      “Then, baby, you need to have kids! You can’t let this fear control your life. And you’d make a fantastic father! DNA or not, we are who we choose to be. And you are a nice, smart, fantastic guy.”

      “I don’t know…” I muttered.

      “I do. I know you’d be a great dad. Look, what you’re worried about is something every person is worried about. You think I’m not concerned after how shitty my own parents were to me? They might not have neglected me, but they fucking abandoned me the second they found out I was gay. Who does that? What kind of parent forgets the love of their child just because of their sexuality? Yeah, the thought that we might become our parents is terrifying, but it doesn’t need to be true.”

      “I guess… I just, I don’t know.”

      “Well, that’s fine,” he said, gently rubbing my shoulder. “You don’t need to know right now. This isn’t something you really need to figure out right now. You take your time.”

      I nodded. “But what does this mean for us?”

      “Look, I broke up with you, so the ball is kind of in your court right now. What do you want to do? Do you want to try things out again? Because I do, and I think we can figure out the kids thing later on. Especially now that you’re more up in the air on it.”

      I thought about this for a second. Of course I wanted to be with him; every second of this week I was hoping that he would reach back out to me and that we could continue our relationship. I wasn’t going to turn him down now. I wasn’t going to turn him down ever.

      “Yes, I want to be with you,” I said.

      He instantly wrapped his arm around me; his excitement was palpable, but I wasn’t finished.

      “But you can’t do this again,” I told him seriously. “I know life is hard, and it’ll probably continue to be hard. But you can’t continue to push me away like this. You need to rely on me, not lash out on me.”

      “You’re right,” he said as he pulled away from the hug. “I’m new to this relying on people thing, you know? I haven’t had this kind of relationship before. But you’re positively right. From now on, it’s me and you. Me and you fighting everything else, I promise.”

      “Good,” I said shortly, trying to hide my own excitement.

      But I couldn’t. Slowly, I began to lean in to kiss him, but we were interrupted when Jake ran into the kitchen.

      “Uncle Luke, Uncle Luke, your phone is ringing!” he said, running Luke’s cell phone to him.

      He grabbed it quickly, his face sinking as soon as he saw the caller ID.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Doctor Rushmore. He never calls me on my cellphone. This must be important.”

      I knew what he was thinking, that this must be really bad news.

      “You have to answer,” I told him. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out, I’ll help you. But you’ve got to answer.”

      He nodded, swallowing hard, and then picking up.

      “Hello?” he answered. “Yes, hello Doctor Rushmore. You have news?”

      He was quiet for a moment, his eyes bulging with every word. My heart was beating faster with every second that passed by, every second we didn’t know what was going on.

      I must not have been the only one, because I quickly felt Jake’s little hand grip my big one. When I looked down, his face was filled with worry.

      I pulled him close to me, patting the top of his head comfortingly. God, he was so sweet.

      I had pushed kids so far from my mind because of my fears, but now that I had Jake’s little hand gripping mine, it was extremely apparent to me that I needed this. I didn’t just like kids, I loved kids.

      I tried to deny it as much as I could; I built up a wall between me and a future I never thought I’d be able to have. But I couldn’t do that anymore. Not when that future was standing right in front of me.

      I would be happy. Not just with Luke in my future, but with Jake too. Hell, with our own future children. I loved my happy little family, and I wanted to form another one.

      It wasn’t as if all my fears about being a parent had disappeared. Absolutely not, I was just as worried as I’d ever been. But for the first time in my life, I allowed myself to think about what it would be like to actually have kids. And I finally believed it was a risk I had to take.

      “Oh my God,” Luke gasped, sending my heart rate skyrocketing. “Okay, yes, we’ll be right there.”

      As soon as he said ‘we’ll be right there’ my heart sank. I could think of very few reasons why we would need to rush to the hospital on Halloween night to see Sabrina.

      “We need to go to the hospital,” he said quickly.

      “The hospital? To see Mommy?”

      “That’s right, bud, go put your shoes back on.”

      Jake sprinted out of the room as fast as possible.

      “Babe, what is it? What’s going on?”

      “They… they said Sabrina is responsive. That she actually spoke tonight. And she asked for us.”
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      I drove to the hospital as fast as I could while still being safe. There were still kids lining the sidewalks and I had to keep a careful eye out, but we got there fairly quickly.

      Normally, the hospital depressed me. Not just because I had to see Sabrina here in her worst condition. They’d actually always depressed me. They just gave off a negative vibe.

      But tonight was different. Tonight, walking into the hospital filled me with warmth. Maybe it was the fact that my sister may be improving, maybe it was the Halloween decorations that littered the hall, maybe a bit of both. But right now, I felt good. Better than I could ever remember feeling in my life.

      We got our visitor tags and ran to Sabrina’s room. When we got there, I could feel butterflies overtaking my stomach. Because I wasn’t staring at Sabrina’s limp body…

      She had her head turned toward the window, and she was elevated only slightly in bed. Not sitting up, but clearly not laying down.

      “Mommy!” Jake yelled as he sprinted toward her and wrapped his tiny arms around her.

      “H-hi, b-baby,” she said slowly and in a voice that wasn’t her own. Her words were slurred so much I wouldn’t have recognized her voice on a recording.

      But I believe that was to be expected. After being out for as long as she had, the doctors had always said she would need intense physical therapy.

      But she recognized Jake. She recognized her son. She still knew us, and that was what mattered. Whatever damage had been done, she was still in there somewhere. And we’d do everything we could to bring her back to her former state.

      “Hey, sis,” I said, walking over and grabbing her hand. She smiled at me, but didn’t speak. She didn’t have to.

      Doctor Rushmore came in right after, a grin on his face.

      “Looks like we’ve got the whole family here now, don’t we, Sabrina?”

      She nodded slowly, but her facial expression showed more enthusiasm than I’d ever seen on someone’s face.

      “Well, as you can see, your sister is awake and aware of her surroundings. It’s a shock to all of us, but we couldn’t be happier about it.”

      “Mommy can come home with me now?” Jake said excitedly.

      “Well, not quite, bud,” Doctor Rushmore continued. “After the damage that has been done in her brain, she is going to pretty much have to relearn everything she once knew how to do. It’s going to be a rough road. She’s going to have to learn how to speak fluently, how to grasp things, how to write properly, how to walk… And, to be completely frank, some of these goals may never be reached. Or, at least, not for many years. Not to discourage you, I’ve seen patients with severe traumatic brain injury walk again and regain their lives again. But we are looking at years of very intensive physical therapy.”

      “Right, of course.” I nodded. I looked over at my sister but her expression hadn’t changed. She still looked as excited as ever to be seeing me and her son.

      “So what’s the next step?” I asked.

      “Over the next month, we’ll start her on intensive physical therapy here. Then she will be moved to a facility that will work with her on a very strict schedule. She won’t be able to come home for a while, but you will be able to visit her whenever you guys like.”

      “We can come every day now, Uncle Luke?”

      “Absolutely.” I smiled at the both of them, tears overtaking my eyes. “We’ll come every single day. I promise.”

      And I meant it. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to stay away.

      As hard as Doctor Rushmore was making the next few months sound, I really didn’t care. I couldn’t feel anything but happiness right now.

      I was sure that may change. As I saw my sister struggle with basic tasks, I probably wouldn’t feel this positive about it forever. But right now I was living on the high of seeing my sister again.

      I never thought I would.

      “But all the physical therapy will start tomorrow,” Doctor Rushmore said nicely. “Tonight, just enjoy each other. And Sabrina, if you’re in any pain or discomfort, please don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      She didn’t even look at Doctor Rushmore in response. She just kept staring back from me to Jake… Mostly at Jake. I’d never seen so much happiness in someone’s eyes.

      “We’ll be sure to let you know,” I told Doctor Rushmore.

      “Excellent, I’ll be back to check in on you guys periodically. And happy Halloween.”

      “Happy Halloween!” I responded in excitement, completely forgetting the holiday. It really was, though; it was the happiest Halloween.

      “Momma, did you see the pumpkin I painted for you?” Jake asked excitedly. “Oh, do you want to see my scary mask?”

      Sabrina gave short nods when she could, but mostly she just listened to Jake as he told her about basically everything that had happened in his life in the past few months.

      I didn’t dare interrupt. They needed this time together. Even though Jake had come in every week to tell his mom about his life, it became immediately clear to me that even Jake knew she couldn’t really hear him. Because he was retelling everything all over again but this time, he knew he was being heard.

      I grabbed Peter’s hand and took him over to a small bench in the corner of her room. We sat and we watched them. I had to wonder if this was boring for Peter, but if it was, he didn’t say anything. Actually, he looked just as excited and bleary-eyed as Jake and I did.

      “And Uncle Luke has a new friend!” Jake said excitedly. “A friend he loves and kisses!”

      Sabrina turned her head to me, eyebrows somewhat raised. It was hard to read her expression, but I knew her well enough to know it was surprised.

      “Sabrina, this is Peter, my boyfriend. He’s been helping me out a lot with everything that’s been going on. He’s, uh…” I blushed. “He’s a really good guy.”

      “Hello, Sabrina, I’ve heard so much about you and it’s so great to finally meet you.” He reached out to her hand to shake it, but she couldn’t extend her fingers so he mostly put his hand on top of hers.

      “Th-thank you,” was all she said with a smile.

      I could feel a big change coming. Not just in Sabrina, not just because she was getting better, but an entire shift in my life.

      I was sitting here with the three people that meant most to me in the world. And I couldn’t be happier to be with them. And I saw a future with all of them.

      Future Thanksgivings, future weekend lunches, Sabrina being better and actually being able to care for Jake. Me and Peter taking him on day dates to the zoo.

      I could see even farther into the future than that. I could see a future where Peter and I had our own kids. Where Jake had cousins. I saw this little family of mine growing quite a bit.

      And I fucking loved it.

      Truth be told, I didn’t really know if Peter was going to want kids yet. I had a hunch, but I wouldn’t know until he discovered that for himself. Still, that didn’t keep me from imagining it. Nothing was going to keep me from imagining a happy future, now that I knew my sister was going to be okay.

      We spent the rest of Halloween night in the hospital with her. Mostly, Jake talked to her, but when I could see she was getting tired, we turned on her hospital TV to some horror movie marathons. I was the only one in the room who didn’t love them, but I didn’t care. I was with everyone I loved and they were all happy.

      I’d never had a better Halloween than this one. From now on, Halloween was going to mean more to me than simply a busy time of the year. It was going to remind me of the day I got my life back.

      We finally left at around 1 am. Only because I could see Sabrina was exhausted and needed her rest.

      “Okay, it’s time to go, time to let Mommy sleep,” I told Jake.

      “But Uncle Luke!” he pushed.

      “Jake, if Mom is going to get better, she needs to sleep. She has to start physical therapy tomorrow and it’s going to take a lot out of her. You don’t want her to feel tired, do you?”

      “No…” He sighed.

      “Okay, then go give her a kiss goodbye. We’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Okay…” he said begrudgingly as he walked over to her and planted a kiss on her.

      “Bye, I love you, Momma.”

      She wrapped her arms around him as tight as she could, which wasn’t tight at all with the muscle atrophy, and then planted a kiss on the top of his head.

      I went and kissed her on the head too. “We really will see you tomorrow, okay? And every day after. I’m so glad you’re getting better.”

      Peter put his hand on hers one more time. “It really was great to meet you, Sabrina.”

      She smiled at him, at all of us, and we said our last goodbyes before leaving the room.

      “Are we really going to see Mommy every day now?” Jake asked excitedly.

      “Of course. Any day she’s up to seeing us, we’ll be here.”

      “Babe, I’m so happy for you,” Peter told me. “I’m so happy for all of you. And Sabrina seems like a fantastic woman.”

      “She is,” I assured him. “Just wait until she can talk more. You’ll love her. Everyone loves her.”

      “It’s not hard to see why,” Peter said.

      On the way to our apartment, Jake fell asleep in the backseat. Which I was grateful for, because it gave me some time to talk to Peter after we pulled up.

      “Peter,” I began, “everything has been happening so fast I really haven’t had time to thank you for everything tonight. Thank you for finding it in your heart to forgive me. Thank you for taking us to the hospital and spending all night with my sister.”

      “Of course.” He took his hand in mine. “You know I’ll always be here for you. And finally getting to spend time with Jake and your sister was the best possible way to spend Halloween night. I have absolutely no regrets about it. I feel blessed.”

      “So… we’re together again, right? At least, until we can figure out the kids thing?”

      Peter sighed, making my heart leap in my chest. My mind immediately went to the worst case scenario.

      He was going to break up with me, he was going to say now that Sabrina was going to be okay it was better to end it because he really didn’t want kids. That happy future I’d imagined was never going to come to fruition…

      “I think I’ve already decided on the kids thing,” he said suddenly, making me more nervous.

      “Are… Are you sure?” I stammered. “It’s only been one night. You can take more time, who knows how you’re going to feel after you think about it some—”

      He cut me off. “Luke, I’m sure. I am one hundred percent sure.”

      “Okay…” I said slowly.

      He smiled at me. “I want them. I want to have kids with you. I want to be part of your family and I want to work through my fears of being a shitty parent.”

      “Really?” I squealed so loudly I was afraid I might wake Jake up. He was sound asleep, though. “But are you sure? I mean, I don’t want this to be a decision you made just because you want to be with me.”

      “It’s not. Really, it's not. Like I said earlier, if I never had this fear of being a horrible parent, I’d want kids. I’ve always liked kids. I just pushed them out of my head. But then, tonight, when Jake latched his little hand around mine, I just knew… I needed to have my own kids.”

      I glanced back at Jake, snoring slightly as he curled up against the window.

      “Jake made you realize it, really?” I asked, tears welling up in my eyes. This affected me so much more than if he had just made the decision on his own. It made me feel like Peter truly was becoming part of my family.

      “He’s a sweet kid,” Peter said, glancing back at him too.

      “He really is,” I agreed, a smile on my face.

      “Are you… crying?” Peter asked, only barely noticing the tears in my eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m just so happy. I’m overwhelmed with happiness. Twenty-four hours ago, my life was falling apart. I felt like I’d lost everything, including you and my sister. And now I feel the complete opposite. I’ve got everything I could ever want or need. I didn’t know life could be so good.”

      He kissed me, slowly and deeply. A chill ran down my spine because I hadn’t kissed him like this in so long.

      “I see a future in you,” I told him after he had pulled his mouth away from mine.

      He smiled softly. “So do I, babe.”

      “Things may get difficult,” I reminded him. “Sabrina may be alert now, but life is still going to be hard for a while as she tries to regain her health and strength. I may even get to see you less, since I’ll definitely have to go see her every day.”

      “I understand completely. I’m by your side, no matter what. And, hey, a lot of days I may be able to come see you now. There’s no more pumpkin patch anymore, you know. And my family will be more than willing to pick up the slack for me on the farm knowing what you’re going through.”

      Right, I had completely forgotten that this was the last day of the patch. A part of me was actually sad that it was over. I was going to miss lunch times at the pumpkin patch, taking in the view of the pumpkins, the smell of hay, and the cool fall breeze.

      It was never going to be like that again. Where we were getting to know each other and talking about our lives over lunch every day, feeling enthralled with the mystery of a new person. That little phase was over now.

      But we were going to be so much more. We were going to grow into one another, we were going to find a comfort in each other that we’d never found with anyone else. Slowly, we would grow into our own unique family. We’d have a brand new life.

      “It’s going to be weird,” I told him, “not seeing you at the pumpkin patch every day.”

      “Well, you can always see me next year.” He smiled. “We come back every year.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Where do you think we’ll actually be a year from now?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… Can you even imagine? Us being together a year? Sabrina being a year into her therapy? Like… What is life really going to be like? What comes next for me?”

      He laughed. “Happiness, I hope. I hope what comes next is happiness. That’s what’s in store for me, at least. I already know.”

      “Well aren’t you confident.” I nudged him.

      “Yeah, I am, extremely. There is no doubt in my mind that with you by my side, I’m going to be happy.”

      I laid my head onto his shoulder, wrapping my arms around his torso.

      “Thank you, for coming into my life.”

      “You’re very welcome. Now, you should probably get that sweet boy into bed. And you need some rest, too, it was a hell of a day.”

      I sighed. “That it was. I don’t think I’ve had a day this jam packed in… Well, I’ve probably never had a day this jam packed.” I paused for a moment, still not getting out of the car, just staring at Peter.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Do you just… want to come in? Stay the night?”

      He looked over at Jake. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, with Jake here and everything…”

      “I mean, he’s obviously comfortable with you, right? I don’t imagine he’d object to seeing you in the house when he wakes up tomorrow now.”

      “Right. But I’d just feel better if we got Sabrina’s okay for sleepovers first. I mean, she should probably make that decision, right?”

      “No, right, you’re right,” I agreed.

      And even though I really wanted him to come in with me, after he said that I didn’t really mind. And not just because it was true, though it was. But because, for the first time in a long time, the parenting decisions weren’t up to me. They were once again Sabrina’s. I was going to be an uncle again. And I fucking loved that, because it meant Sabrina was back.

      “Well, I’ll call you tomorrow, then?” I asked.

      “Yes, call me tomorrow.” He gave me a quick peck before I got out of the car and scooped up Jake.

      Even sleeping alone, I knew I was going to sleep better tonight than I had in a long while.
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      “Yeah, not this weekend, Grandma,” I said as I spoke on the phone. “You know how busy he is right now. I promise, as soon as we can, we’ll come by. Okay, I love you too.”

      I hung up the phone and turned to Luke.

      “She wants us over this weekend?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not a big deal. She completely understands how busy you are with Sabrina and Jake and everything.”

      “We can go,” he said half-heartedly, and I knew he didn’t mean it. “I mean, if you want to, we can definitely go.”

      “I don't want to,” I insisted. “I don’t want to be any busier than we already are. And you’d have to hire a sitter and everything.”

      “Well, Ashley probably does need more hours now that I’m not spending Friday evenings at your place.”

      A few weeks after Sabrina had woken up, Luke asked her how she felt about my sleeping over sometimes. She had no problem with it, so that was what I’d been doing to make things easier.

      And, of course, Jake didn’t mind in the slightest. Quite the contrary, he seemed to love having me around. We bonded over our mutual love of everything scary.

      My Grandma had given me a lot of freedom over the past couple months, claiming she didn’t need my help on the farm when I knew she could have used any help she could get.

      But I didn’t argue, because I needed to be here for Luke more. Things were really hard around here.

      Sabrina was doing well with her physical therapy, but it was obvious that it was going to take a long time until she’d be well enough to be independent. She was doing in-patient rehabilitation for another month, and then after that, she’d finally come home. But she wouldn’t be able to take care of Jake herself.

      And though most of the time Sabrina stayed positive, it was obvious to me that it was killing her to be so dependent on everyone around her. According to Luke, she had been fiercely independent prior to the accident. I couldn’t imagine how bad it hurt to have that taken away from you.

      To give her back some of that independence, Luke had a plan. He was going to continue living with Jake and Sabrina for a few months after she came back home, then after that, he was going to move out and hire a caretaker to help with house duties and anything with Jake.

      Not that he didn’t want to live with them, of course he didn't mind that. But he wanted his sister to feel as independent as possible as soon as possible.

      He wasn’t even sure if Sabrina was going to take the help, as she never allowed him to help her out financially before, but she agreed to the caretaker plan. And also very reluctantly agreed to let Luke continue to pay her and Jake’s bills as he had when she was in the hospital. Though Luke suspected she was going to try to get back to working as soon as possible.

      But that would be a while, and in the meantime, Luke was even busier than he had been when it was just him and Jake. Because now he took Jake and himself over to see Sabrina in her rehabilitation facility every single day. And that was in addition to watching Jake regularly and going into the shop.

      To help out, I did most things he needed at the costume shop. It was easy because things were a lot less busy now that Halloween was over, and I handled a lot of the business aspects of running the pumpkin patch.

      I also tried to help him around the house as much as possible. I cleaned, I cooked, I went grocery shopping, anything I could do to make his life easier. I even went over to Sabrina’s place several times to get things cleaned up for her arrival home.

      And Luke was always sure to show his appreciation. He never took what I did for granted, which made it even easier to continue doing it.

      One night, after he had given Jake a bath and put him to bed, he flopped onto the couch and sighed.

      “What is it, babe?” I asked as I ran my fingers through his hair.

      “Nothing… and everything. It all is so hard lately! I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m so glad Sabrina is getting better, there is nothing in the world that makes me happier but… It’s so much.”

      “I know, babe. I know,” I said comfortingly as I started rubbing his back.

      “I mean, what am I going to do next month when she actually comes home?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Like, I’m going to be over there all the time. When am I ever going to get to see you? When am I going to get to do anything?” I could hear panic beginning to rise in his voice.

      “Relax, babe, it’ll be fine. I’ll continue to take care of the shop most of, if not all of the time, and I’ll come visit you at Sabrina’s place.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be able to keep doing that? Doesn’t your family need you at the farm?”

      “My Grandma hires a lot of help and my parents are stepping up more than they used to. It’s not ideal, but they understand and they haven’t complained once. They’re my family and they know things are hard. Don’t even worry about that.”

      “Okay, thank you, I really appreciate that. But still, when am I going to get to see you? And, fuck, what am I going to do about my apartment?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m never going to be here. It’s going to go to shit while I’m gone and I’m going to be paying rent on a place that doesn’t even get used.”

      “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll come over here regularly and keep things in shape. It’ll all be fine, trust me. I’m here to help you.”

      Suddenly, he stared at me with his eyes bulging.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      “You should move in here!”

      “What?” I choked out.

      “Seriously, why not? You’re here all the time anyway. You can be here, the apartment I’m paying for won’t go completely to waste, you don’t have to keep running back and forth. And, at least at first, it won’t even really be like we’re living together since I’m not even here. But it is one less rent to pay.”

      “But… What about when you do move back in here?”

      “What about it?” He smiled. “I mean, I want to be living with you, Peter. I want things to get more serious and I’m kind of hoping you want that too. Do you?”

      “Yes, absolutely. Of course I do.”

      “Then I guess it’s settled, huh? You’ll move in?”

      I was grinning now. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Absolutely. Never been more sure in my life.”

      “So, we’ll just move in then? We’re just taking that next step in our relationship, huh?”

      “Does that scare you?” he asked with a smile.

      “Just a bit,” I admitted. “Doesn’t it scare you?”

      “Not at all. Hell, I’d take a bigger step with you. If you asked me to marry you tomorrow, I would damn well do it.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Absolutely! I love you, I love you more than anything. I know we’re going to be together, I don’t doubt that. And I don’t fear it, either. I embrace the love I have for you. I am never going to push you away again.”

      I thought about that time, about how awful it felt when Luke broke up with me and I had to live without him. And I knew in my heart that I would marry him, too. I would do anything it took not to lose him again. I never wanted to lose him.

      “You better mean it,” I told him. “If I move in here, I’m not moving out. You’re not getting rid of me once I’m here, so make your decision wisely.”

      He laughed. “You’ll be a cockroach then, huh? Perpetually here, impossible to get rid of?”

      “But a lot cuter, so I’ve got that going for me.”

      “You sure do.” He kissed my head. “And don’t doubt me, I do mean forever. I mean, I know I’ve given you reason to doubt me in the past. But I never will again. When I say forever this time, that is truly what I mean. This is forever.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “Then I’m putting my trust in you. Which is not easy for me to do. But I’ll do it for you.”

      He wrapped me up in his arms. “And I promise, you’ll never regret it.”

    

  





  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      
        Luke

      

      

      I was sitting on the couch, my legs literally shaking as I awaited Peter’s arrival home.

      Anxiety had completely taken over me and I had no idea when he’d be back. I’d texted him, but he didn’t answer, and I was stuck waiting for him to arrive impatiently.

      When my phone started ringing, I jumped to answer it, hoping it would be Peter calling. But nope, when I looked, it was Sabrina.

      “Hello?” I answered, my legs still trembling.

      “So did you hear back?” Sabrina asked excitedly.

      She had come such a long way in the past five years. Though her voice never quite got to where it was prior to the accident, she could speak fluently and was very easily understood.

      It wasn’t just her voice that improved. She had gotten most of her motor skills back as well. Again, it wasn’t exactly like it was, but it was livable. It was better than livable, in fact, it was more than the doctors imagined she could heal.

      She was able to walk completely on her own, though on bad days she had a walker. Those were the very rare days when she felt weak, which rarely happened anymore. While she was recovering, she had many weak days, but very slowly she’d grown stronger.

      Her left hand still remained in a gripped position. With a lot of focus, she could extend her hand, but she didn’t often because it hurt quite a bit. Instead, she worked around that hand.

      It wasn’t perfect, of course, things could have been better. But life very rarely was perfect. And you had to accept the cards you were given. Which Sabrina did.

      She rarely ever complained. For the first year or so of her recovery, she had a few break downs, which was to be expected. But besides that, she stayed completely positive about life and the future ahead of her.

      But, I mean, how could she not be? She nearly faced death. She almost never got to see her son again or her brother. And now she had a second chance at life, a second chance to see her son grow up. How could she not take advantage of that?

      “Actually… yes,” I said quietly to her. “I did hear back.”

      “And?”

      “And I can’t tell you.”

      “What?” she asked, appalled. “Why not?”

      “Because I haven’t told Peter yet.”

      “Well, where is he? When will you tell him?”

      “He’s over at the patch helping his Grandma out. I texted him but he hasn’t answered.”

      “You need to call me the second you tell Peter, okay? I’m on the edge of my seat here.”

      “I will, I promise. How’s Jake?”

      “Oh, he’s great, we just got back from his soccer game and his team won.”

      “That’s fantastic! Tell him we’re so proud of him.”

      “Oh, I will. He’s already in his room locked onto the video games, though. Ugh, gotta love the preteen years.”

      “God, stop saying preteen, it gives me the heebie-jeebies. He’s still barely six in my mind.”

      It was so weird to watch Jake grow up. It felt like it happened so fast. One second, I blinked, and the next, he was eleven years old.

      He was still such a great kid, though. He was so great to his mother. She didn’t need his help as much these days, but the years that she did he was on top of it. They were lucky; they had such a great relationship.

      And he was growing up to have such an awesome personality. He loved soccer, loved the goriest video games he could find, and had this sarcastic little attitude that I found hilarious. Definitely a preteen, but one with a great heart.

      “He’s also really interested to hear your news, you know.”

      This didn’t surprise me in the slightest. That was the kind of kid Jake was; he cared about what was going on in my life.

      “Like I said, I will gladly call as soon as Peter is home.” I laughed. Talking to Sabrina was starting to take the edge off.

      “You know, if it’s bad news, that’s okay too,” she told me. “It’ll happen eventually.”

      “I know. Don’t worry, I don’t need another lecture.”

      This wasn’t the first time she’d given me this pep talk. I’d gotten a lot of bad news over the past year, Peter and I both had. A lot of things we thought were going to work out had fallen through, and I was constantly reminding myself that things eventually would be exactly as they were meant to be.

      “But I mean it, Luke. Everything is going to work out. Doesn’t it always for this family?”

      “Uh, after a whole hell of a lot of pain and hardship, yep.”

      She laughed. “Well, we get there in the end, that’s what matters. Do you and Peter have anything planned tonight?”

      “What do you mean? For what?”

      “Uh, for your anniversary, duh!”

      “Holy shit, it’s Halloween?” I gasped. “I didn’t even realize. For some reason, I thought it was tomorrow.”

      “Oh, you fucked up!” she teased. “It’s a good thing Peter isn’t home then! You better run your ass down to the store and get him something.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that,” I told her. “I already have one hell of a gift for him.”

      “Wait, does that mean it’s good news?” she gasped.

      “Sabrina, don’t read too much into it. Forget I said it. Keep chastising me for forgetting my anniversary. Or else I’m going to get off the phone.”

      “Okay, okay.” She chuckled. “No more teasing. But really, what year is it this time? Your third anniversary?”

      “Yep, three years of marital bliss.”

      I said it jokingly, but it wasn’t far from the truth. I was incredibly, ridiculously happy being married to Peter. Happier than I ever could have imagined.

      And especially on this day. This day was more than just our wedding anniversary. After our first Halloween together, it became everything to us. It was the day our lives changed and our relationship truly began. Which was why Peter insisted we get married on it

      It was a beautiful ceremony. We had it at the pumpkin patch, actually. We did it early in the morning and his Grandma changed the hours on Halloween that year just to accommodate us.

      She didn’t have to change them too much, though. She just had the patch open two hours later. We didn’t need much time; it wasn’t a big ceremony at all.

      We both had a few friends come; most of mine were employees at the costume shop. Peter had extended family fly in for the occasion in addition to his Grandma and parents. And I, of course, had Sabrina and Jake.

      We made a little aisle in the pumpkin patch, so that we were surrounded by them on either side. Instead of flowers down the aisle, we had red, orange, and yellow leaves. We recited our own vows and as I looked upon him on that beautiful fall day, I knew I was truly promising my forever to someone. And I never doubted it.

      Which was saying something, because we’d been through hell together. But besides that very first time I pushed him away and broke up with him, it never tore us apart. Instead, we grew stronger together and I came to know that I could rely on him for anything. I knew he thought the same.

      Suddenly, I heard a key jingling in the door and my heart started racing again.

      “Sabrina, I’ve got to go. Peter is getting home. I’ll call you later.”

      “Oh my God, okay, yes, go talk to him, good luck!”

      “Thanks, love you, bye.”

      Peter walked in just as I was hanging up.

      “Who was that?” he said with a contented smile.

      “Oh, just Sabrina checking in.”

      “Oh, great, did you tell Jake we’re sorry for missing his game?”

      “I didn’t actually, but he won and I said we were proud of him. He understands we can’t go to every single game, especially in October with the pumpkin patch. How was it today?”

      “Good, pretty busy obviously. I offered to stay, but of course, my Grandma insisted I come spend the day with you… Speaking of which, happy anniversary!”

      He pulled from behind his back a big box of chocolates.

      I stood up off the couch, trying to hide the fact that my legs were trembling.

      “Aw, baby, thank you so much.” I took them and kissed his cheek. “Happy anniversary.”

      “My Grandma says happy anniversary too. She wants us to come over to lunch on Sunday, and she said Sabrina and Jake are welcome as well.”

      One of my favorite things about being with Peter was how well we merged together. He had only a small amount of family in town and of course, I only had Sabrina and Jake, so on holidays, we just all got together instead of trading off holidays.

      It started off when Sabrina was still in rehabilitation. His Grandma knew that obviously we wouldn’t be doing any big holiday dinners in her condition, and she invited us over to his family’s. From then on, it became tradition.

      It worked out so well! His family was so great and accepted Sabrina and Jake with open arms. They all got along swimmingly. We’d managed to never have so much as a minor argument at any family gathering.

      And Peter’s family truly felt like my family now. Just as we saw Sabrina and Jake on a weekly basis, we saw his family too. Both of us valued our family so deeply; besides each other, they were priority number one.

      Which was why it was also so important to start a family of our own, and until now, we hadn’t had much luck with that.

      “Well, I’ll throw the invitation to Sabrina and Jake but we can definitely go. Maybe, actually, we can go to the pumpkin patch and see them tonight?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “See them tonight? On our own anniversary? Is this your way of trying to get out of the fact that you didn’t make any plans for us?”

      I laughed. “Not exactly. Although, to be honest, babe, I don’t really have any plans. I kind of thought our anniversary was tomorrow night…”

      He shook his head in frustration but still had a smile on his face. “I knew I should have warned you. You never know what damn day it is. Do I still get a present, at least?”

      “Actually, yes. I’m going to give you the biggest gift you’ve ever gotten.”

      He laughed and sat on the couch. “A brand new car, huh?”

      “Even better.”

      “Better than a car? Can’t be…”

      As nervous as I oddly still was to tell him this, I was now grinning.

      “Baby, the adoption agency called me today.”

      His jaw dropped and his hands flung to his face.

      “No… You’re not going to tell me that…”

      “The young woman we met with last week? She’s picked us, baby. She wants us to adopt her baby.”

      Tears were welling up in his eyes and his voice got really high and squeaky. “She wants us? She’s picking us?”

      “Yes, love. She’s choosing us.”

      He immediately burst into tears and wrapped his arms around my neck.

      I didn’t know what I was nervous for. I had a small fear that once I told him we were soon to be parents, he’d panic a bit and his old worries about not being a good father would crop up again. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to be celebrating this alone while I tried to calm him down.

      But now I had to calm him down in a completely different way. And I couldn’t be more thrilled. Tears were coming out of my own eyes, now that I could process the news fully.

      “But she’s due in only four months! In four months we’re going to be fathers?”

      “Yes, baby, just four months. Good thing we’ve already got the nursery set up, huh?”

      Truth be told, we’d had the nursery set up for nearly a year now. We had every little thing you could possibly need when having a baby. We’d been slowly collecting. And we’d had a few interviews, but had yet to be chosen by a prospective mother.

      Though our society had come a long way in its thinking about gay parenting, it was still hard for gay parents to adopt. Most liberal women tended to be pro-choice and wouldn’t necessarily carry an accidental baby to term if they didn’t want to keep it. Not all of them, mind you, I didn’t mean to generalize, but more often than not, it was young, conservative, religious women who put their baby up for adoption. Conservative women who would rather not have their babies raised by two gay men.

      But the woman who finally chose us was an absolute sweetheart. She was still quite religious, but very open-minded, and had been specifically looking for gay couples for her baby, knowing that it was harder for them than straight couples.

      Still, I wasn’t sure she was going to really choose us. The interview went well, but you never actually knew. Until now… Now, we knew.

      Peter kissed me passionately and then cried a bit on my shoulder.

      “We’re going to be fathers, baby! We’re finally going to get to start our family. Holy fuck, I can’t wait to tell my parents they’re going to be grandparents! And my Grandma will have another great grandchild!”

      “I know! I have to call Sabrina back right away. I promised I’d tell her after I told you and then that was why I figured we could go to the pumpkin patch. So we could tell them right away too. I know it’s our anniversary, but I figured you might rather do that than just do our usual horror movies at home thing.”

      “Yes! Absolutely, oh my God, I’m so happy. Wait a second.” His eyes bulged. “It’s our anniversary.”

      “Uh, yeah, that’s why you got me these chocolates, right?” I laughed.

      “No, yes, no, I knew it was our anniversary before I got here, of course, but I’m just now processing the fact that this is all happening on our fucking anniversary! Like holy shit!”

      I hadn’t thought about that either until this moment. “Well, we already knew Halloween was our good luck holiday, right?” I laughed and so did he.

      “I really can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe I get to do this with you and… Oh my God, baby, we get to talk about names!” he said excitedly.

      This was one thing we promised we wouldn’t do until we actually got accepted by someone. We didn’t want to think of names and then inevitably get attached to them, just to find out we weren’t accepted as a potential couple by the mothers we interviewed with. It made it a lot more painful if you actually had a name for the baby you hoped to have.

      And it’d been a hard rule to stick to because who didn’t love talking about baby names? But we’d forced ourselves to. Because this process had become painful enough without adding baby names to it.

      It was hard to believe all the pain and heartache was finally paying off. This entire year felt worth it knowing that by next March, we were going to be two fathers to a wonderful baby.

      “You’re going to be a great father, you know,” I told Peter suddenly. “You really do know that, right?”

      “Actually, I do.” He smiled. “I guess I can thank Jake for that. Helping you with him over the years, especially that time when Sabrina couldn’t completely care for him herself, really taught me a lot about what kind of parent I can be. I’m a lot more confident than I used to be.”

      I was positively delighted to hear that. Everything felt like it was coming together in the most perfect way.

      I’d had this feeling before. Funnily enough, I’d had it on this very day five years ago. When we all spent Halloween night in Sabrina’s room after discovering she would eventually recover. That night, I felt like I was finally getting my family back.

      And on this night, I was getting to start my own family. A family I would bring into the beautiful one we already got. I didn’t think I’d ever feel more complete than I did in this very moment.

      Peter smiled at me and then repeated to me something I’d told him on Halloween night, five years ago.

      “I see a future in you,” he said softly. “A wonderful future where we raise a child to be a fantastic, caring, wonderful little human being.”

      I kissed him softly. “Yeah, I see that too.”

      “We’re really doing this, baby. We’re really going to be dads.”

      “Better practice your dad jokes,” I teased.

      “Fuck, I am literally so excited!” he squealed, ignoring my comment.

      “Hi excited, I’m Dad,” I said with a cheesy smile.

      He rolled his eyes. “Lame, just so freaking lame.”

      “What? I’m practicing! And, uh, yeah, we’re parents now. We’re going to be lame until the end of time. Lame and completely boring.”

      He laid his head on my shoulder. “Lame, boring, and completely in love.”

      “That too.” I took his hand in mine. “Boringly in love until the end of time.”
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      “Hello?” I called out into my apartment as I opened the door, trying to figure out if my fiancé was home.

      It didn’t seem like she was, which was weird because she was usually off work by now. A sense of relief washed over me. I loved when I had the apartment to myself.

      All right, that sounded bad. It wasn’t that I hated my fiancée or anything. It was just that we spent a lot of time together and I didn’t get a lot of time to myself. Plus, we had definitely fallen into a routine with one another at this point and we mostly sat around and watched TV when she was here.

      I collapsed on the couch, preparing myself to play some video games and grab a beer from the fridge when I heard her voice.

      “Miles? Is that you?”

      Disappointment rushed over me. Damnit, she was home.

      She walked down the hallway, coming from our bedroom.

      “Hey, Chelsea,” I said softly.

      She was putting on a jacket as she came into the living room.

      “Babe, I’m so glad you’re here! Do you want to go to the bakery with me?”

      “Uh, well, not really,” I admitted. “What are you doing to the bakery for?”

      “To taste test for our wedding cake, of course.”

      Oh, right, I forgot that was a thing.

      I really didn’t like doing any of this wedding stuff. I simply couldn’t bring myself to care much about it. Though that was normal among men, right? It was the girls that got all stoked on the wedding. I was sure it was normal that I was less than thrilled.

      “Babe, come on, you haven’t done any wedding planning with me at all. Wasn’t this whole thing your idea?”

      If by that she meant I was the one who proposed then, yes, of course it was. But that didn’t mean I was stoked to get married or anything.

      Me and Chelsea had been together since we were in high school. She was my first girlfriend ever. We were both in our mid-twenties now and I knew it was time to propose. That was what any decent man would do. You were an asshole if you strung a woman along for a decade and then didn’t marry her. It was the right thing to do, and I was the kind of man who always chose to do the right thing if at all possible.

      But, no, just because I was willing to do the right thing didn’t mean I was excited to do it. It was a sacrifice I had to make for the sake of my morals. And I was willing to make it.

      Besides, we’d already been together a decade. I didn’t imagine we were ever going to break up.

      “I don’t have that much interest in the wedding planning, that’s all,” I told her. I knew she wouldn’t take too kindly to me telling her I proposed out of moral obligation.

      “As a favor to me, please? I’m not asking you to look at dresses. Come eat some cake, is that really that torturous?”

      I sighed. “I guess not.”

      “Fantastic, thank you.”

      “No problem,” I mumbled.

      So much for a night to myself.

      I grabbed the keys to my car and stood up to leave with her. This was the last thing I wanted to do after a long day at work, but I didn’t see how I had much of a choice. It was clearly very important to her.

      So this would be a small sacrifice on my part. And, if I was being honest with myself, I didn’t make many sacrifices for her lately.

      Like I said, I cared deeply for Chelsea. She’d been my closest friend since high school and was a huge part of my life. But lately, it felt like we were in a rut of routine. We did the same thing every day. We ate dinner in silence. We watched television before bed. Things felt a little… disconnected.

      I knew we hadn’t been the fairytale romance she wished we were. But, frankly, we’d never had a romance like that anyway. Even in high school, we didn’t exactly have a relationship full of passion.

      It was Chelsea that went after me when we were fourteen years old. She had a crush and she told me so. I wasn’t all that interested in her, but a few of my guy friends encouraged me to go for it. I’d never had a girlfriend before, never so much as kissed a girl on the cheek. I was a late bloomer. My friends were trying to get me to move forward from that.

      And because I gave in to peer pressure, I agreed to go out with her. There weren’t a lot of sparks and I didn’t even really know how to treat a girlfriend back then. She took the lead on that front and planned all of our dates. It was Chelsea that pushed forward the romance. Eventually, I reached a level of comfort with her and it became easier to be with her.

      It pretty much stayed that way throughout our relationship. She never got big, corny gestures of romance from me. I never declared my undying passion for her. I was just in this with her; I was a life partner.

      It wasn’t glamorous, but that was life, right? Life wasn’t some extravagant romance movie. When you were in a relationship with someone, you were in it because they were your partner in life. You chose to be with someone when you were comfortable enough with them to build a life together.

      So that was pretty much what I was doing. I was building a life with Chelsea. I’d been with her long enough, she was a good girl, and she deserved the commitment from me. So I hid my hesitance to the best of my ability and was trying to give her all that I could.

      It wasn’t always easy. Sometimes I felt downright terrified to get married. What would come next? We bought our first house? We tried for kids? We got started on the rest of our lives?

      It was daunting, to say the least. But I stuffed down my fears for the sake of keeping Chelsea happy. She really was a good girl, and she deserved to be happy.

      I drove us to the bakery. There was only one in our small town so I didn’t need directions. I’d never actually been there before, though. They were an expensive little shop that made a lot of custom specialty items. I’d never had a need for any custom baked goods.

      Our ride there was silent for the first five minutes, which didn’t surprise me at all. Most of our time together was spent quietly lately. I didn’t mind.

      But apparently Chelsea did, because after about five minutes, she tried to break the silence.

      “So, how was your day?” she asked.

      “Fine,” I answered shortly.

      “Did anything interesting happen at work?”

      “Of course not,” I answered. “I made a lot of sales calls and did a lot of paperwork, as always.”

      “Oh,” she said, seeming a little defeated. “Okay then.”

      I probably should have returned the question by asking her about her work but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I didn't want to start up any more awkward conversation. I was honestly enjoying the quiet. And I knew as soon as we got to this bakery I was going to be bombarded by wedding talk.

      At least when we arrived and walked in, I was hit with the sweet smell of cake. I did have a bit of a sweet tooth so this probably wouldn’t be that bad.

      It was a cute little ;shop, it had a very retro look. The floor was made of black and white tiles, and the walls were painted a bright teal color. There was a bell that hung on the door to signal a customer walking in.

      The bell, at least, didn't seem like it was for decoration. Because when we walked in, there was nobody at the counter. Though we quickly heard somebody yell from the back of the shop.

      “I’ll be right out!”

      Before he came, Chelsea whispered to me. “I know you don’t like any of this wedding stuff, but I really think this will be fun.” She smiled softly.

      “Yeah, hopefully it will.”

      A man in a traditional baker’s uniform came out from behind the counter, drying his hands off with a towel.

      “Sorry about the wait.” He smiled. “You must be Chelsea and Miles?”

      “Yes, so nice to meet you.” Chelsea extended her hand.

      I smiled and did the same.

      He seemed like a friendly enough guy, though besides the uniform he didn’t look much like a baker. He had more of a lumberjack look to him. A lot of scruffy facial hair, dark curly brown hair, a very masculine face. Objectively, he was not a bad looking guy.

      I felt a little less manly standing next to him, though. Which was weird because I wasn’t scrawny by any stretch of the imagination. I spent a fair amount of time at the gym and prided myself on being in shape. But he was far bulkier than me.

      “So, I’ve already got a few sample flavors on a platter for you, let me just grab it and I’ll grab my photo album of past cakes and we can get started.”

      “Sounds good.” Chelsea grinned.

      All right, the cake samples I could get behind, the photo album not so much.

      We sat down at a little white table off to the side of the shop and waited while he came back with a large book and an even larger sample platter of cakes.

      “Okay then, so how many people are we going to be feeding with this cake?” he asked as he sat down.

      “About a hundred,” Chelsea answered.

      “A hundred, really?” I asked without thinking.

      She gave me a dirty glance. “Yeah, one hundred, I told you just last week how large the guest list was.”

      I gave an awkward smile to her and the baker. “Guess I wasn’t paying too much attention.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned to the baker. “I’m sure you get this a lot, men who aren’t terribly interested in wedding planning.”

      “Oh, every now and again. But actually most guys who come in here seem pretty excited. But what do I know? I’m the cake guy. Who can’t get behind a free cake tasting, huh?”

      She gave a polite smile but I could tell she was disappointed with this answer.

      The baker continued. “So, are you thinking something three tiered?” he asked.

      “Yes, I want to keep it traditionally white and I was hoping to have a different flavor for every tier.”

      “Not a problem.” He smiled. “Let’s go ahead and try some flavors, then.”

      It was a very organized platter. It was covered in small square pieces of cake and coming out of the top were toothpicks labeling each flavor.

      I picked up a chocolate, which was actually really amazing. It was the perfect amount of moist. Chelsea had picked up the chocolate with me.

      “Oh my God.” She moaned. “This is amazing.”

      “It is really, really good,” I added.

      “Why thank you.” He smiled in a prideful kind of way.

      “I already know this will be the biggest layer of cake. I am a chocoholic,” said Chelsea.

      “It’s always a fan favorite,” he agreed. “Can’t go wrong with that. Here, let’s take a look at some styles.”

      I continued eating as Chelsea flipped through his wedding cake cook. In addition to the classic flavors like chocolate and vanilla, there was red velvet, Oreo cream, strawberry, and coconut, and they were all delicious.

      If I had to choose, I didn’t even know what I’d decide. But, thankfully, I knew I didn’t have to. This would all be Chelsea’s decision. I didn’t even bother glancing over at the cakes until she exclaimed, “This one! Oh, it’s so perfect!”

      “You’d want something exactly like this, then?” he asked.

      “Maybe not as many flowers on the middle row. But yes, other than that, I think this is the one.”

      I glanced over. It seemed like a boring cake to me. It was all white with these orchid-looking decorative flowers surrounding it. For a cake that was going to cost us hundreds, it seemed like we should get something that looked less boring.

      “What do you think?” Chelsea asked me.

      “I think it looks great,” I lied.

      “Okay, looks like that’s what we’re going with, then.” He smiled.

      “I do have one question, uh, sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

      “It’s Aidan, I apologize. I probably didn’t mention it earlier. I’ve been a little rushed today, trying to get everything finished for the night by six because I’ve got a game night tonight with some friends.”

      “Oh, a game night? What kind of games?” Chelsea asked eagerly.

      I did like this about her, that she was so outgoing. I wasn’t naturally outgoing at all and it was nice that she would talk and I was able to take a back seat to all the attention.

      “Well, don’t judge me, but a few guy friends of mine actually come over and we play a lot of video games. I know, pretty nerdy of us, but what can I say, it’s fun.”

      “Oh, you won’t get judgement from us! Whenever I come home, that’s all Miles is doing. Playing video games.”

      Of course, I got off of them as soon as she got home and I didn’t get much time to myself, so it wasn’t something I wasted too much time on. But it did take the edge off of a long day.

      “Oh, nice, what kind of games do you play?”

      “Mostly first person shooters,” I told him.

      “Hey, us too.” He smiled politely.

      “Oh, how nice!” Chelsea butted in. “You should start something like that, honey, a game night with some friends.”

      Except for that to work I’d have to actually have friends to play with, which I did not. Slowly but surely, all of my old friends had left our home town to move on to bigger and better things. Me and Chelsea were among the few people in our graduation class who still lived here.

      “Yeah, maybe I will,” I said, because I wasn’t going to tell this baker about how I had no friends to invite.

      “Well, you’re welcome to join our game night, if you want. We’re always looking for other guys to join. This town doesn’t seem to have a lot of people our age, you know?”

      “Oh, babe, how fun would that be! You should totally go.” She turned to Aidan. “You’re having one tonight, you said?”

      “Yeah, at my place, go ahead and come through! I’ll make sure you have the address before you guys leave. It’s starting at 6:30.”

      “Oh, uh, all right then,” I said awkwardly.

      I was cursing Chelsea in my head. This was one of those times her outgoing nature did not work out in my favor. I didn’t want to go hang out at this stranger’s house with a bunch of guys I didn’t know, but she didn’t even give me the option to say no. She volunteered me before I had a chance to say anything.

      “Should he bring anything?” Chelsea asked for me.

      “Nah, I’ve already got people bringing beer and snacks, so just bring yourself.”

      “Great!” She grinned.

      I wasn’t at all surprised she was so eager about this. She was always trying to get me to go out and make friends and I was always resisting.

      “So, have we decided on any other flavors besides chocolate?” he continued, getting back down to business.

      Chelsea proceeded to choose vanilla and red velvet. She had been taking bites of samples between talking. She wanted to keep it traditional, that was what she said. It was what she kept saying about everything.

      I had begun to loathe the word. Traditional, what the hell did it even mean? I mean, we were already getting married, wasn’t that traditional enough?

      I couldn’t really explain why the word got to me so bad. It made me realize that what she really wanted was a traditional life. A nice house, white picket fence, two kids. And the more I thought about a life of tradition, the more bored I got.

      But that was to be expected, right? You grew older and life got boring. That was just how things went. There was no point in fighting it. Eventually, this was always going to be my life. And I was sure I’d learn to love it.

      But right now, I just didn’t love much. I felt consumed by my negativity. I couldn’t think positively about anything. I didn’t have it in me at the moment.

      “Okay, let me go ahead and write this order up and get you a receipt,” Aidan said, standing up from the table and going behind the counter.

      “You really do like the cake, right?” Chelsea whispered to me.

      “Yeah, love it,” I said, trying to keep my tone from sounding sarcastic and failing miserably.

      He came back with the receipt and Chelsea handed him her credit card. I only caught a glimpse of the receipt before he took the card, but it was long enough to see the cake was a couple hundred bucks.

      It all seemed so pointless. I had used a ton of my life savings on her ring so Chelsea was using most of her savings on the wedding, with the help of her parents. Why were we doing this? Why were we spending all this money for one day? If she wanted traditional so bad, shouldn’t we be saving for that big house and future college funds for our children?

      This was the real reason I hated doing any wedding planning. For the most part, I was able to push the wedding out of my head on a day to day basis. I didn’t have to think about how annoyed I was or how pointless it all seemed. I could go about my day and ignore the whole thing.

      But I couldn’t ignore it when I was out here like this, staring it in the face. And I couldn’t control how frustrated it made me.

      Which was a problem, because I really didn’t want Chelsea to know. She was disappointed enough knowing I didn’t have much interest in this shit.

      After Chelsea made the payment and I got Aidan’s address, we said our goodbyes and see-you-laters and went to the car. It was a drive that was almost identical to the one we went on the way to the bakery. We were silent for the first five minutes and then Chelsea tried to force small talk.

      “That chocolate really was good, wasn’t it?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “And don’t you think you’ll have fun tonight hanging out with Aidan and his friends?”

      “Not really,” I answered honestly.

      “Seriously?” She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not excited in the least?”

      “Nope. Not really. Probably would have preferred to play games at home but whatever. What’s done is done.”

      I didn’t say it in an angry tone or anything, but Chelsea immediately went on the defensive.

      “I was only trying to help you out. You never go anywhere or see anyone. I’m concerned about the fact that you make no friends. I think it’ll be good for you!”

      I nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

      We were quiet the rest of the way home.

      We were quiet all the way to the house, too. It was until I sat on the couch that Chelsea sat next to me and tried to talk again.

      “It really seems like you’re not that interested in this wedding stuff,” she said suddenly.

      “Well, I guess I’m not,” I answered honestly.

      She nodded, clearly disappointed but unsure of what else to say. Then, without warning, she leaned in and kissed me.

      It wasn’t just a peck, either. It was a full on, passionate, let’s-fuck kiss. She hadn’t kissed me like that since… Well, I couldn’t even remember.

      I pulled away instantly, trying to hide the disgust I felt when she stuck her tongue down my throat.

      “Not now,” I told her. “I have to get ready to go to this game night.”

      Now her frustration was finally showing. “Miles, do you know how long it’s been?”

      “How long it’s been since what?” I asked, though I already knew. This was me stalling.

      “Since we had sex.”

      “No.” I shrugged. “Not that long.”

      “Months!” she said instantly. “And before that? Even more months! I don’t even think we’ve had sex more than a handful of times in the last year!”

      “What do you want me to say?!” I snapped. “I’m busy! You volunteered me for this stupid fucking game night without so much as asking me. Now I’ve got to go to it and try to be friendly to people I don’t even know. Maybe if you hadn’t done that, I could have had sex with you tonight.”

      “No! You wouldn’t have! Because you never do. You don’t talk to me, you don’t have sex with me, I don’t even understand why you’re in this relationship! You don’t seem happy with me.”

      “Why? Why don’t I seem happy? Because I’m not willing to fuck you when I don’t have time? Because I’m bored by wedding bullshit?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Because there’s no passion anymore.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Chelsea. Relationships can’t always be passionate. We’ve been together a decade. Eventually, things become routine. The passion dies out.”

      Her eyes were filling with tears. “So you’re saying you really don’t feel passionate toward me anymore?”

      I shrugged. “Do you?”

      “Do I what?”

      “Feel passionate about me?” I asked.

      She didn’t answer.

      “Exactly,” I said as I stood up off the couch and started walking toward the bedroom.

      She followed me. “I don’t think it’s supposed to be like this though, Miles! I don’t see it in other couples. They are passionate. I know there are many who are thrilled to be marrying the woman they love. I know there are couples who still have sex regularly and still want to talk to each other about their days when they come home.”

      “I know about your day! You go to the hospital, you take care of your patients, you complain about whatever doctor you were working under. It’s the same god damn day every day. Why would I ask about it?!”

      She was crying now. “Maybe because you care about me?”

      “I do care about you. Of course I care about you.”

      “No, you don’t. How could you? You don’t even want to be around me. There is no way you care about me.”

      “I do.”

      “Prove it!” she demanded.

      “I’m fucking marrying you! What more proof could you need?!”

      “But you don’t want to be, do you?” she asked through tears. “You don’t want to marry me, right?”

      I didn’t know how to answer that one.

      “It was my idea, wasn’t it?” I asked. It was my way of avoiding answering directly.

      “And why did you?!”

      Don’t say you felt obligated, I told myself. You won’t make things any better by saying that.

      “We’ve been together for over a decade. Obviously, I’m never going to be with anyone else. You’re already my partner in life. The only thing there was to do next was to get married. You deserved a proposal. “

      “I deserved one? Like, I deserved one because you love me or I deserved it because I happened to put up with you for over a decade?”

      “Both,” I said.

      It was the wrong answer.

      “What, did you just think that’s what you were supposed to do? Enough time has passed so you had to give me a ring? Is that it?”

      The truth spilled out of me.

      “Yes, okay?! It’s been enough time, you deserved a ring. It was the right fucking thing to do.”

      “The right thing?! Like whether or not to marry me is some kind of moral dilemma?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. You wanted to get married, didn’t you? I could tell you wanted to be married. And I did it, I proposed to you. You should be happy.”

      She sat down on the bed, wiping tears away from her face.

      “I can’t imagine why I’m not happy!” she said sarcastically. “Maybe because, when I was a little girl, I imagined that the man I was going to be with one day was going to actually want to be with me. I imagined my future husband laughing at me during cake tastings and talking to me on long car rides. I imagined that I’d walk down that aisle and see my future husband grinning at me, and I’d know this was the happiest moment of not only my life but his too. But I’m not going to come down that aisle and see you smiling, am I, Miles?”

      “I’ll smile,” I told her. “Of course I’ll smile.”

      “You’ll force a smile. The way you always do with me. It won’t be real; it’s never real with you anymore. It won’t be the happiest day of your life. I don’t even need to ask if it will be, I already know. It just… won’t.”

      I knew she was right. But it seemed fucked up to not say something. I was obviously hurting her very deeply, though that had never been my intention.

      “Who knows? Maybe it will be the happiest day of my life. I might see you there, looking beautiful, and be thrilled to be doing this marriage thing with you.”

      “Is that what you tell yourself? That one day you’re going to wake up in our marriage and actually be happy with it?”

      it was, actually. It was what I told myself over and over. It was the only thought that comforted me. I wouldn’t be able to go through with this marriage if I hadn’t convinced myself that one day I’d feel happy again.

      “It won’t happen, Miles,” she said seriously. “You won’t wake up happy. Every day married is going to be like every day we have now. If anything, it will get worse. You’ll get more bored of me. Because you don’t love me.”

      Now, this part I could refute.

      “What are you talking about?! Of course I love you! You’ve been my best friend since we were kids. You are the person closest to me. I’ve never been more comfortable with another person.”

      “You’re right,” she acknowledged. “I am your closest friend. And maybe you do love me. But only like that. Only like the person who is your closest friend. Not the way a man loves a woman before he marries her. Something isn’t right with the love you have with me. I’ve known it for a long time, but I’ve shoved the thought down. I told myself I was being crazy. That I had unrealistic expectations for this relationship. But you know the only real expectation I have?”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “To be with a man who really loves me. Loves me so much that he’s counting down the days until he gets to call me his forever. But that isn’t going to be you, is it, Miles?”

      She didn’t give me a chance to answer. She ran out of the bedroom into the bathroom and slammed the door behind her.

      I groaned as I walked over to the bathroom door and knocked on it.

      “Chelsea, open up.”

      “Just go!” I could hear her crying loudly. “Go to your damn game night.”

      I didn’t know what to do at this point. Just leaving didn’t seem like the smartest thing to do. She was hurting and I should have been there for her when she was hurting, as her partner. It was the decent thing to do.

      But what about when I was the thing that was hurting her? What should I do in that case?

      I decided that I was doing more harm waiting around here then I would be if I left.

      “Okay,” I told her. “We can talk about this later.”

      “But we won’t,” she said through the other side of the door. “We won’t figure this out. I already know.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing. I just grabbed my keys and left.
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      It was about 6:15 when I got home, barely on time. People would be here at any moment.

      I grabbed some chip bags I had in the cupboard and poured them into large serving bowls to put out on the table. I had beers in the fridge, though my friends would undoubtedly be bringing some of their own.

      I was looking forward to this night. It had been a while since my last game night. I used to host two a month, but I had stopped in the last few months after meeting a new boy.

      I know, that was kind of shitty to me, to drop off the planet for my friends after getting a new boyfriend. But what can I say? I’m only human. And new relationships are fun; I couldn’t help getting wrapped up in this guy.

      But things didn’t work out. It wasn’t his fault, it wasn’t mine; nobody cheated or did anything extraordinarily wrong. We just slowly learned we weren’t compatible with each other.

      It was pretty unfortunate, though. In this town, I had a very small dating pool to choose from.

      It was one of those very conservative small towns. So conservative that, to most people, I didn’t even bother coming out. I knew enough about the area to know that wouldn’t go over well.

      And I wasn’t the only gay man who laid low around here. Every guy I dated who was from around here did the same thing I did, kept themselves mostly in the closet to fit in a little better with society around them.

      I knew it wasn’t ideal, but what else could I do? It wasn’t that I was ashamed to be gay, not at all. I was extremely proud of the person that I was.

      But most conservative and religious people around me wouldn’t feel that same pride. And I ran a business in this town. In a place as small as this, it wasn’t hard for word to get around and ruin a small business. Enough people here would boycott my bakery to ruin my profits.

      I knew I could leave. There were plenty of more liberal places in the country that wouldn’t bat an eye at a gay man being open about who he loved. There were places where you could walk down the street holding the hand of another man and not get so much as a dirty look.

      But I’d have to leave behind the business that I built if I moved. And it was hard to walk away from that. It was a business I inherited from my grandparents (my parents had no interest in running it, having their own decent jobs) and it was a piece of cake to take over. No pun intended.

      But seriously, they ran it very well and it’d been very successful. It would be pretty hard to walk away from that success to start all over somewhere else.

      For at least the foreseeable future I knew I’d be staying here. Which meant my romantic prospects weren’t that great.

      But oh well. I didn’t mind my romantic life taking a back seat to my career at this point. In fact, I preferred it that way.

      Plus, I had my friends to keep me company. And that was plenty enough for me at the moment.  I could be myself around them. I only had a few really good friends, but they all knew I was gay and were completely okay with it.

      Although that was something I’d noticed in this town. The older generation tended to be very judgmental but it didn’t seem to have been passed on to people my age. Unfortunately, most people my age didn’t have a need for baked goods and it was the older crowd my business catered to.

      It was 6:20 when the first person arrived, which was a little weird considering they were always late.

      When I answered the door, I realized it wasn’t one of my friends but the guy I had met in the bakery today. Shit, I forgot all about him! Honestly, based on his reaction I didn’t really think he’d show up.

      “Hey, Miles, right?” I said, sounding as positive as I could and doing my best to hide my surprise at the fact that he was here.

      “Right. And it’s Aidan?”

      “Yep! Come on in! Nobody’s here yet, but I’m sure they’ll start popping up shortly. But make yourself at home.”

      “Cool, thanks.”

      I wasn’t completely sure what to make of this guy at this point. He was a cute guy. Blonde, which I wasn’t usually into, but he pulled it off well. Not that I was looking at him as a potential partner. Obviously not; the guy came into my shop today with his fiancée, for crying out loud. But I still couldn’t help noticing he was good looking.

      He was quiet, though. He had been quiet at the shop, even while talking to his fiancée. He had one of those monotone voices where you weren’t sure what he was really thinking. Which was probably why I thought he had no interest in coming over earlier. He was hard to read.

      But he gave me no reason to think he wasn’t a nice guy. And I really did like making new friends; it was nice to have a new face over. And my friends were always really welcoming, so I was sure it’d work out fine.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked him as he sat down on my couch.

      “Anything alcoholic,” he answered quickly.

      “Beer it is,” I said as I went to grab two beers from the fridge. I popped off the bottle caps then walked back into the living room and handed it to him.

      “This is a really nice house you have,” he said as he grabbed the beer.

      See, he was nice! If not a little shy and awkward.

      “Thanks! It’s not much, but it’s been a good starter home.”

      “Hey, beats my apartment,” he answered. “I’ll be thrilled to be in a house of my own. It doesn’t have to be fancy. Just has to have some space.”

      “Oh yeah? Is that your next move after the wedding?” I asked. The fact that he was getting married was the only thing I knew about him so I kind of had to use it to propel the conversation forward.

      “Hopefully. Probably not for many years after that. A lot of money is going into this damn wedding, you know how that goes.”

      “Yeah, weddings are brutal. I mean, except for me, because wedding cakes are actually a cash cow.” I smiled jokingly.

      “Yeah, you pariah,” he teased as he almost chugged his beer.

      He was considerably less awkward now. I heard him talk more in the first couple minutes of being here than I had heard him talk the entire time he was at the bakery. Which was pretty weird, considering I was a stranger and he was with his fiancée earlier. You’d think he’d be more closed off with me. But he probably was just really bored of the whole thing.

      “Not too stoked on the wedding though, huh?”

      “Not at all,” he answered seriously. “And my lady is kind of freaking out about it. She wants me to go to every little thing that requires wedding planning but honestly, man, it’s boring as hell. And a little infuriating.”

      “Infuriating?” I asked. “Infuriating in what way?”

      “In the way that we’re spending all this money on a party for one day when we could be spending it on our future. That house, for example. It seems so pointless.”

      “But your fiancée disagrees?” I asked.

      “I mean, I think so. I never really told her that I think this wedding is pointless to me. She seems into it, so.”

      This struck me as weird. I mean, he was marrying the girl. Shouldn’t he have been communicating this with her?

      “How long have you two been together?” I asked, thinking maybe they rushed into the marriage and had a short enough relationship that they hadn’t mastered the communication thing.

      “Ten years or so. We started dating in high school.”

      Well, there goes that theory.

      I noticed his beer was now empty. “Do you want another one of those?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” he said. I took the empty bottle from him and went in the kitchen. When I came back, I dove right back into the conversation.

      “That’s a hell of a long time. High school sweethearts, that’s pretty cute.”

      “Yeah, it’s been a while,” he answered, not sounding too excited about that. But I didn’t want to pry into his life, I barely knew the guy.

      He immediately started sipping on his new beer. I wasn’t sure what to say after that, but I was saved by the sound of my cell phone ringing.

      I grabbed it, and the caller ID read “Mario.”

      “Hey, sorry, I gotta pick this up,” I told him. “It’s one of the friends who is supposed to come over tonight.”

      “Not a problem.” He nodded, still going hard on the beer.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Hey man, what are you up to?” he asked. “Do you want to come over to Jamie’s? We’re eating some pizza, then going to the bars.”

      “What?” I asked, confused. “What are you talking about?”

      “Uh… We’re talking about going out drinking. What’s wrong?”

      “Well, you’re supposed to be at my house tonight,” I told him.

      “What? For what?”

      “For game night!” I said, beginning to get a little frustrated.

      “Huh? No, man, you said that was next Wednesday. We were just talking about it.”

      “What? No I didn’t, I said tonight.”

      “Naw, dude, you said the sixteenth. Check your texts.”

      “Shit…” I muttered, putting a hand on my head. This made Miles look at me strangely.

      “No harm done though, right?” Mario asked. “You can just come over to Jamie’s tonight and we’ll do game night next week.”

      I flashed Miles one finger before getting up and walking out of the room, trying to let him know that I needed just a minute on the phone.

      “No, I can’t. I invited this guy I met at my shop over for game night. He’s already here.”

      “Oh, a new man in your life, already?” Mario teased.

      “No,” I said. “It’s not like that at all. He came in with his fiancée. He’s totally straight. I was just trying to be friendly earlier because he seemed like kind of a lonely guy.”

      “Shit, man, that sucks. Good luck getting out of that one.”

      “Yeah, thanks for all your help,” I said sarcastically.

      “We’re still coming next week though, so, you know, buy more beer.” He laughed.

      “Will do. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “See ya.”

      Shit, now I had to go out and explain to this near stranger why it would only be the two of us here tonight. That wasn’t going to be awkward at all.

      I walked back into the living room. Miles’ second beer was gone and he had grabbed himself another out of the fridge.

      “I, uh, hope you don’t mind,” he said, holding the beer above his head.

      “Not at all,” I said. Though it was a little concerning that he was on his third beer, considering he may be deciding to go home now.

      “So, uh, funny story. I guess I told my friends the wrong date. They thought game night was next Wednesday, so they’re not coming. It’s going to be just us. Sorry about that. I totally understand if you just want to go home.”

      He thought about this for a moment. “Well, would you still be down to chill?” he asked. “If not, it’s no big deal, but—”

      “But what?” I asked.

      “But me and my girl got into a pretty big fight before I left. I’m not really looking forward to going back there right now.”

      Well, that explained his eagerness to drink.

      “So, you want to hang out, just the two of us?” I asked.

      “I mean, I’m down. If you don’t mind.”

      “No, I don’t, that sounds fine.” I smiled. “I’m gonna get myself another beer.”

      I didn’t really mind, either. It might be a little awkward at first but I was sure that would dissipate pretty quickly. I could hang out with basically anyone. Especially with a few beers in me.

      And I could see Miles was already a little tipsy, so I was sure we’d both loosen up. Honestly, it beat going out to the bars with my friends. I just didn’t like that kind of atmosphere. I wasn’t one for crowds and music so loud you couldn’t talk to the person next to you.

      I sat on the recliner with my beer. “Want to play some games?”

      “Sounds good.” He nodded.

      This seemed like an easy way to break some of the tension. We could both get drunker in peace as we played some games.

      I popped in a random first person shooter and we got into things. It was nice. We were mostly quiet, of course with the random laugh or jeer every now and then. We played like this for about an hour or two. I kind of lost track of time.

      But we were both grabbing beers in between games and I was definitely drunk by the time we finished. My hands always got a little sweaty when I was too buzzed, and I could definitely feel them now. It made it kind of difficult to keep playing, so I suggested we take a break.

      Mere seconds after I did, Miles’ phone began to ring. He looked at it, rolled his eyes, and silenced it.

      “Man, it’s Chelsea.” He groaned.

      “Not going to answer it?” I asked.

      “Naw. I really don’t see the point. We’re not going to work anything out over the phone.”

      “Do you want to go home and talk to her? I won’t be offended if you’ve gotta go, I know how important working this stuff out is. I can call you a cab.”

      He shook his head. “Honestly, it doesn’t feel that important right now. I don’t see the point in rushing it. Plus, doesn’t feel like there’s a lot I can do to actually work it out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s hurt about something that isn’t fixable right now. Like, there’s nothing I can do or say to make it just go away. I’m not sure what she expects me to do.”

      “You wanna talk about it?” I asked.

      Normally, I wouldn’t, because this seemed personal and we weren’t close. But he really seemed like he wanted to get into things. It was probably the alcohol. It took away all inhibitions that made you want to keep things private.

      “When we got home, she kind of freaked out. Said I wasn’t interested in this wedding, I wasn’t interested in her, how she deserved to be with someone who really loved her, basically.”

      “Damn. That sounds like a big fight… But you told her you loved her, right?”

      “Yeah, I did. And I do. She’s my best friend. Well, honestly, she’s my old friend at this point. We’ve lived together for years, been together ten years. I care a lot about her.”

      “Well, then, maybe you just need to get more into the wedding stuff for her? If that’s what will make her feel more loved, I mean.”

      “But I don’t give a fuck about it!” he said in exasperation. “It’s stupid, it’s pointless, it doesn’t interest me. I wish I could make myself care about it but every time I do anything for it, I get angry. And I’ve been trying so hard to hide how much I hate this all for her.”

      “Why? Why try and hide it? Why not just tell her how you feel?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to hurt her, I guess. I think hearing how I really feel would bother her. I guess I’ve gotten into the habit of lying to her like that, to save her feelings. Seems like I’m doing it all the time lately. I even had to lie to her again tonight.”

      “You did?” I asked curiously. “About what?”

      “Well, when she was going on about how I don’t care about the wedding she asked me why I even proposed. And the truth is, I only proposed because I felt obligated to do it. We’d been together so long, her family and friends were pushing me toward it, it was the right thing to do. But I know that’s not romantic. I knew it would hurt her.”

      I could feel my eyes starting to bulge a bit. “Is that really the only reason you proposed to her?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah, is that bad?” he asked.

      I gave an awkward laugh. “Well, I think usually people propose because, you know, they want to get married. I gotta be honest, doesn’t sound like you want to be married at all.”

      He was drunk and honest. “I don’t. Every single day, I dread getting closer to this wedding.”

      “That’s no way to live your life, man! If you’re not happy, if you don’t want to marry her, then you shouldn’t. Seriously, you could just not marry her.”

      “But I’d be an asshole if I did that. I was with her for a decade. What a dick I’d be if I didn’t marry her after ten years.”

      “I have to be blunt. Do you really think she’d rather be with a man who doesn’t really want to be with her? There’s more to life than that, there is more to love than that.”

      “But is there?” he asked, a hint of sadness in his voice. “Isn’t this how relationships are after such a long time? Boring, routine, but comfortable? Will she really be able to go out and find someone who, after ten years, is still passionately in love with her? Have you ever felt that for a woman after all that time?”

      I laughed a little, because obviously I hadn’t found that with a woman.

      “What’s funny?” he asked. It was in this moment my drunk ass realized how inappropriate it was to laugh right now.

      “I’m so sorry, I’m not laughing at you, I’m really not. It’s just… I haven’t found that with a woman but I’m gay.”

      “Oh,” he said suddenly. “Well, have you found that in a man, then?”

      I thought on this. “Okay, if I’m being honest, no, I haven’t. But I haven’t been with any guy very long. I haven’t had a very serious relationship, since it’s hard to date around here. But I do truly believe that it’s possible. In fact, I’ve broken up with every guy I’ve dated specifically because I didn’t feel very passionate about them. I really want that. It’s out there.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know. All I’ve ever heard is that relationships get comfortable after a long time.”

      “Well, sure they do. But comfort doesn’t mean the absence of passion. I think even with comfort, you still feel deep love for that other person. Have you ever felt that passionate about Chelsea?”

      He paused. “No, not really. I was pretty hesitant to date her back in high school. I don’t know, I didn’t have a lot of experience with girls and I wasn’t very interested in it at that time. I sorta got pushed into dating her. And then I just got comfortable with her.”

      “Well, maybe that’s your problem. Maybe it’s because you were never passionate with Chelsea and that’s why you can’t feel that much for her now. I mean, you’ve only been with one woman in your entire life. How do you know there isn’t somebody better out there for you?”

      “Shit,” he mumbled. “I never even thought about that.”

      “Look, obviously I don’t know you very well, and I’m not trying to butt into your relationship at all. You know your life better than me so you should do whatever you think is right.”

      “That’s the problem, though. I probably don’t know my life better than you! I don’t think I know my life very well at all these days. I don’t think about it much. I actually spend every moment I can avoiding thinking about it.”

      “You don’t sound happy. And I don’t think that’s any way to live your life. Like, you say you’re comfortable with Chelsea, right?”

      “Right,” he acknowledged.

      “But today in the shop, I noticed you don’t even really talk with her much. And obviously you can’t communicate with her about things you don’t like, like your wedding.”

      He looked at me skeptically. “So what is that you’re trying to say?”

      “I’m saying, what kind of comfort is that? When you can’t talk to her and you can’t communicate with her? Is that level of comfort really worth staying unhappy for?”

      He laughed in realization. “You’re right. I don’t know why I always say I’m comfortable. Clearly, I’m not. I’ve talked more honestly with you in the last few hours than I have with her in the last few years.”

      “So what’s really keeping you in this relationship?”

      I felt guilty asking, like I was destroying a relationship that I knew nothing about. But I was drunk and I was speaking my mind. The way this guy was describing his life to me made it sound so incredibly bad. It really seemed he’d be better off alone.

      “I don’t know. I really hadn't thought about it. I’ve just been going through the motions because I felt like I should. Like I should be married at my age. Like I’ve been with this girl so long, I should just stay with her.”

      “But you don’t know what’s out there. Happiness could be out there, man! There could be someone you actually are comfortable talking to, about anything. Someone you could spill your life to and feel good about it. You could be with someone who you’re excited to see after work every day. This could be your life.”

      “You’re right!” he agreed suddenly, standing up off the couch, then promptly stumbling a bit. “I can’t do this with her anymore! I’ve got to go. I’ve got to tell her.”

      “Woah there, cowboy!” I said nervously. “Maybe this isn't a decision you should be making totally wasted.”

      I was a little anxious at the thought that I had drunkenly convinced this near stranger to break up with his fiancée. Neither of us were thinking very clearly. I didn’t want him to wake up tomorrow hungover, his engagement in shambles, with me to blame.

      “But things have never been more clear!” he said happily. “I’ve never felt like I had things figured out with my life, but now I do!”

      “Yeah, but, you never know when it’s just the alcohol talking. Better safe than sorry. I’m sure if this is really the right choice for you, you’ll feel equally as clear about it in the morning.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he said, sitting back down.

      “Besides, I don’t really think you should be driving tonight.”

      His eyes widened. “Oh, shit, you’re right! How am I going to get home tonight? Fuck, I’m going to have to leave my car here and then come back in the morning before work. What a pain in the ass.”

      “Do you want to sleep here?” I offered.

      “Seriously?” he asked. “That isn’t awkward?”

      “Nah, I have friends sleep over all the time when they’re too drunk. I actually have a guest bedroom so it’s not a problem at all.”

      “Sweet! Thanks, man, thanks.” He gave me a goofy smile.

      I was really starting to like this guy.
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      Aidan had gone off to the bathroom and in his silent absence, it hit me that I should probably let Chelsea know I wasn’t coming home tonight.

      I didn’t want to call; she’d hear the slurring in my voice and that’d only piss her off more. So I went for a text instead.

      “Hey, not coming home 2nite. Staying at Aidans.”

      I got a text back mere seconds later.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No. Y?”

      “Miles, we just had a huge fight! You’re supposed to want to come home and work this out with me.”

      “Well, can’t. Too drunk to drive.”

      “That’s just great. While I’m here, crying, focusing on our problems, you’re out drinking away yours. Very mature.”

      I didn’t know how to answer that, so I didn’t. I didn’t want to say something I’d regret anyway. But she texted me back again.

      “I’ll come pick you up, then. We need to figure this out.”

      “No. Don’t want to pick up my car tom. Too much hassle I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Are you fucking joking? You can’t even deal with the hassle of picking your car up for me? Not even to make sure I’m fucking okay?! I was bawling when you left.”

      “Sorry, we’ll talk tom,” I reiterated. I was too drunk for a fight of this level.

      “No, we won’t,” she sent back.

      I didn’t know what that meant but I was way too wasted to try and figure it out. I tossed my phone next to me on the couch and went to lay down, because the room was starting to spin a little bit.

      When Aidan came back, he saw me laying down on the couch, hands covering my face.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked immediately.

      “Not feeling so well,” I told him.

      “Ahh, starting to get nauseous?”

      “Yeah,” I answered honestly.

      “Here, come on.” He extended a hand. “Let’s go lay you down. It’s getting late anyway.”

      I nodded and tried to use his hand to stand up but as soon as I got to my feet, I was tumbling. I couldn’t hold myself up straight at all. Shit, I really didn’t mean to get this drunk.

      He wrapped one of my arms around his shoulder and half carried me over to his guest bedroom. I moaned a little as I wobbled because my nausea was intensifying with every step.

      I thought maybe if I closed my eyes, it would feel like the room was spinning less. But that only seemed to exacerbate the problem and obviously made me stumble a lot more.

      “Here we are,” Aidan said as we reached the bed.

      I nearly toppled onto it. He very sweetly took both my shoes off for me.

      “Are you comfortable wearing that? You could borrow some pajamas?” he said, referencing my jeans.

      “No, they’re fine, thanks.” They actually weren’t that comfortable but I knew there was no way I was going to be able to change in this state. I couldn’t stand back up if I wanted to. So I’d sleep in jeans, whatever.

      “You’re still feeling sick, aren’t you?” Aidan asked, looking at me sympathetically.

      I nodded.

      “Here, one second,” he said as he left the room.

      I was disappointed as soon as he walked out. Even though I knew he was going to grab something to help me. I still didn’t want to see him leave. I felt way worse when I was completely alone.

      This was probably the point when I should have been craving Chelsea’s company. She usually took care of me when I was sick, after all. If she was my best friend, why didn’t I feel like I wanted her right now? Why wasn’t I calling her, going back on my word and begging her to take me home?

      This solidified what I had already discovered. Because she may have been the closest person in my life, but even she and I weren’t that close. She didn’t bring me comfort. Fuck, my own home didn’t bring me comfort! Because it was filled with the awkward tension of being around her every day and not wanting to be.

      I should have been so uncomfortable right now, being sick in a complete stranger’s house. I should have been dying to leave. But I wasn’t. I felt more comfortable here in Aidan’s guest bedroom than I had at home in years.

      Fuck, I really needed to leave Chelsea.

      Aidan came back with a few things in hand. The first thing I noticed was a big, black, metal pot.

      “Here, I’m going to set this on the floor,” he told me. “If you’re feeling like you’re going to be sick, just lean over and grab it, okay?”

      “Okay,” I answered. I was grateful because I was pretty sure there was no way I was actually going to reach a bathroom in this state.

      “And here’s some water,” he said, putting it on my side table. “Try to drink it all before you fall asleep tonight. It’ll help with the hangover tomorrow. But don’t drink it quickly, you need to sip it.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, reaching out for it to take my first sip.

      “Is there anything else you need?”

      He was so sweet. That was all I could keep thinking… that he was really sweet to me.

      I didn’t know why, though. This was all stuff Chelsea would have gladly done for me. She was always really nice when I wasn’t feeling well too. But for some reason, I never felt enthralled with her for it.

      But being taken care of by Aidan? It felt so much better. I was genuinely comforted in a way I haven’t been since I was a kid.

      When Chelsea took care of me, I allowed her to make me soup and bring me water and then prayed she would leave the room quickly and leave me to myself. But I didn’t want Aidan to leave at all. In fact, I wished he would climb in bed with me and cuddle me until I fell asleep.

      Fuck, why was I thinking like this? He was a dude. I was a dude. I shouldn’t have been craving his comfort this way.

      I guess it was just the alcohol. It was probably compounding on the fact that I felt so lonely lately. Not having any kind of romantic comfort in my life, it made sense that I’d latch onto the first person that was available.

      “Okay,” Aidan said suddenly. “I’ll go ahead and leave you alone now. But just call my name if there’s anything you need.”

      “Okay,” I said, unable to hide my disappointment.

      As he reached the door of the room, I called out. “Wait!” I said quickly.

      “Yes?” he asked, turning around fast.

      “I, uh… Could you stay with me?”

      “Stay with you?” He raised an eyebrow.

      Damnit, I knew I shouldn't have asked.

      “I’m sorry, that’s weird. I just don’t want to be alone feeling like this right now. You don’t need to stay though, if there’s other stuff you’d rather be doing.”

      “No, that’s no problem at all.” He smiled. “I’ll stay.”

      In the corner of the guest bedroom there was a large fabric armchair. He grabbed it, pulling it close to the bed. When he sat on it, he kicked his feet up on the bed to lean back.

      He was so close to me but, right now, it didn’t feel close enough. I wanted him in bed with me so bad. My drunken self almost asked him, but that would have been a huge mistake. Hell, he might kick me out of his house for thinking I was drunkenly coming onto him like that.

      Not that he’d be offended or anything. Obviously, he was gay. Hey, maybe that was why I kept thinking these things? Maybe just the knowledge that he was gay was putting ideas into my head.

      Either way, I wasn’t going to bring it up.

      “You’re a really nice guy.” I smiled at him after staring for far too long.

      I couldn’t help it; he was so nice to look at it. He had a very nice face. It was very angled, and he had a strong jaw, but his eyes were the real killer. They were piercing.

      Altogether, his outer look didn’t seem to match his personality at all. He had this rough and tumble look about him, but he was a total sweetheart.

      “Thanks.” He laughed. “You seem pretty nice too.”

      “You’e helped me a lot tonight, I continued.

      “What? You mean getting you water and a pot?” He laughed. “Any decent person would do that.”

      “Even more than that,” I told him. “You’ve helped me figure out shit about Chelsea. You made me think about some emotional shit I’d never considered before.”

      “I’m really glad to have helped.” He smiled, and just looking at his smile comforted me. “But is this really the first time you even considered that you might not want to be with Chelsea?” he asked.

      “Honestly, kind of,” I admitted. “I don’t know. Like I said, I avoided all of my emotions as much as I could. And I haven’t had anyone to talk to about them. Nobody who could snap me out of this hole I’ve been in.”

      “Seriously, nobody?” he asked. “You have no family? No friends?”

      I shrugged. “I have my parents but we’re not close. We pretty much just see each other on holidays. You know, maybe they’re part of the reason why I’m so closed off. They weren’t very emotionally supportive with me when I was growing up. I can probably count on one hand the amount of times they said ‘I love you’ to me.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry.” He frowned. “I’m not really close with my parents either, but they were very supportive and nurturing as I was growing up.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised. “If they were nurturing, why aren’t you close with them now?”

      He sighed. “Well, they don’t exactly approve of me being gay. I mean, they’re not awful like some parents. They never tried to disown me or gave me a lecture about how I’m going to hell. It wasn’t like that at all. They just kind of quietly disapproved. It was something we never talked about and, slowly but surely, it drove a wedge between us. They try to still be nice around the holidays, like your parents, but other than that I think they spend most of the year pretending I don’t exist.” He laughed awkwardly.

      “Seriously? That fucking sucks,” I muttered. “I think that’s worse than my situation. I mean, it’s one thing if it’s just not in your parents’ nature to be emotional, you know? But to be loving and have that change just because they found out you’re gay? That would fucking sting.”

      “Yeah… it does,” he admitted. “But that’s what I was expecting. They’re real religious, you know? Like most people in this town.”

      He was right about that. We lived in a very conservative town. Most people here were pretty openly anti-gay.

      “We’re behind on the times,” I told him.

      “Big time,” he agreed.

      “How come you don’t leave?” I asked.

      He gave a sheepish smile. “How come you don’t?”

      This confused me in my drunken state. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re asking me why I don’t leave because this place isn’t conducive to my happiness, right?”

      “Right,” I agreed.

      “Well, it doesn’t seem conducive to yours. How come you haven’t left?”

      I didn’t have an answer.

      He sighed. “That’s the thing about towns like this, isn’t it? You get kind of stuck here. I have the bakery, I have the way I live my life, and I can’t imagine changing it. Sure, I could sell the place and start a business elsewhere, but I don’t. Probably for similar reasons you don’t leave.”

      “It’s comfortable, I guess,” I agreed.

      “Yeah.” He laughed. “The same kind of comfortable that you get with Chelsea, right? The kind of comfort that isn’t comfort at all. You know, I think the word you mean to use is ‘familiar.’ Everything here is familiar. It’s what we know. And perhaps we’re scared to know anything different.”

      Fuck, this resonated with me. He was right. I’d stuck around with this life because it was what I knew. I’d been afraid to branch out because this felt like all I had.

      “I mean, what if we go out into the world and fail?” I ask. “That’s the real fear, right? That we might go out on a limb and the branch will break?”

      “Pretty much.” He laughed. “It’s no good, though. There isn’t much here for me anymore. Especially not with my romantic life. There is no room for me to grow.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “Can’t you date around here? I don’t think you’re the only gay guy in this town.”

      “No, I’m not,” he agreed. “But I think I’m one of very few. Most of the men who are out around here, I’ve dated. And it hasn’t worked out with any of them. I think there is a considerably smaller gay population here than other places. Maybe because in a religious town like this, gay men are afraid to accept who they are and tell other people. Or maybe it’s just that nobody wants to be gay and live in a town like this, so they move. I don’t really know. All I know is, my prospects are low.”

      I stared at him awhile, wondering if I should ask my next question or leave it be.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “How did you know you were gay?” I asked.

      As soon as it came out of my mouth, I wished I could take it back. Why would I ask that? It sounded like I was trying to figure out if I was gay myself. Which, of course, I wasn’t.

      Was I?

      “I guess it’s really something I’ve always known. The things I felt for men, I’ve never felt for women. I definitely tried to date women in high school. I wanted to be ‘normal’ so bad when I was a teenager. So I did my best to be into women. But I felt nothing for them. No matter how pretty, or how great of a girl they were, there was never a spark with any of them.”

      I felt a lump in my throat.

      That was exactly what had happened with me and Chelsea, wasn’t it? She was a great girl, she really was. She was kind, she was funny, she was extroverted, and sh did her best to bring out the better part of me. She was a good partner.

      And I should have been in love with her. But I wasn’t. I loved her, I loved the person she was and everything she’d done for me but I wasn’t in love with her.

      was this why? Those high school relationships with no spark that Aidan was talking about, had I just got forever stuck in my high school relationship with no spark? Never to realize that I could feel differently with another person?

      Fuck.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Yes, I wanted to say. Everything was wrong.

      All these years, I told myself there was no spark because I was comfortable with Chelsea. All relationships reached a stage of comfort, that’s what I’d always heard. And that was probably true, though I imagined the comfort in other relationships was more genuine.

      But I had completely ignored the fact that there was never a spark between us. I never was passionate about being with her. At least in the beginning, there should have been some romance.

      I had convinced myself that the whole ‘spark’ thing was fake, too. I told myself that chemistry like that was just something that they showed in Hollywood romance movies. Nobody really felt like that for another person.

      How dumb I’d been. I knew right now, in this moment, that was simply not true. And I knew it because finally, for the first time in twenty-five years, I was feeling that spark.

      I could feel it as I stared into Aidan’s eyes.

      “I’m okay,” I lied. “Just feel sick again.”

      I didn’t want to tell him the truth, not now. It was a little much for me to take in. I had to think about things. And, like Aidan had said, it was best not to make big decisions when you were completely wasted.

      “You poor thing.” Aidan frowned. “Here, roll over.”

      “Roll over?” I asked nervously.

      “Yeah.” He smiled. “trust me.”

      “All right,” I said as I switched positions so my back was facing him.

      Without warning, I could feel his hand graze my back and he gently started rubbing it for me.

      His touch sent chills down my spine. Fuck, I wasn’t going to be able to deny this anymore. How many times had Chelsea rubbed my back like this? And I’d never felt a thing. And now I had the chills from a complete stranger.

      This was it. This was that chemistry people were always talking about. I never knew how good it could feel. And now that I felt it, I wasn’t going to let it go. I almost said something to Aidan about this. I almost confessed to him that I was feeling a connection that I thought couldn’t exist between two people.

      But I was too drunk and getting too tired. I couldn’t put the words together. And with Aidan’s comforting touch, I could feel myself falling fast asleep.
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      “All right, sir, this is the last of it,” the mover told me as he set a box down.

      “Fantastic, thank you so much,” I told him as I handed him a check to cover the work they did for me this morning.

      “Not a problem. Enjoy your new place.” He smiled at me.

      “I will,” I lied as I shut the door behind him.

      When I was finally alone, I looked around at what was my new condo. It was nice. It was updated and clean—besides my boxes now strewn across the floor—and in the nicest part of town. It was a decent first property. At twenty-seven years old, I was now a homeowner and should have been proud.

      But this wasn’t how I imagined life would be when I got my first place.

      I sighed as I lay myself on the couch that had just been moved in. I was exhausted. The movers came at 6 am and I was packing all night long. Now I needed to unpack, but I just didn’t have the energy.

      Thankfully, the movers who brought in my entertainment center had also thoughtfully placed my television back inside the center and hooked it up for me. The remote was in one of the boxes though, so I had to physically get up to turn it on and pick a channel before throwing my body back onto the couch.

      As I flipped through the channels, however, I soon remembered that the cable guy wasn’t going to be here until tomorrow. Shit. I had the choice between a show in Spanish, the news, and a day time soap. I went with the news and let it play in the background as I curled up on the couch.

      I glanced around at all the boxes that now sat on the dark hardwood floors and told myself I would start unpacking them in twenty minutes. Twenty minutes, that was all I needed, then I’d get to work.

      It wasn’t like me to procrastinate on this kind of thing. Normally, I was very type-A and didn’t put off anything. I liked to get things done, I liked things to feel complete.

      Especially in my house. I was kind of neat freak that way. I took organization to a whole new level. So normally, lazing around on the couch while my new apartment was a mess of boxes would have made me cringe.

      But today I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I had taken the week off work, so it wasn’t like I wouldn’t have time to deal with this later, anyway. But I still could feel the shift in my behavior.

      I supposed that would happen when you felt like your world was falling apart.

      I buried my head in the couch cushion as I overanalyzed my life. Ever since I was eighteen, I wanted to be a homeowner. I had always seen it as the ultimate measure of success.

      Now I wa finally here and it felt fucking awful. I wanted to have a sense of pride when this day came. I wanted to know that I had earned it, that I deserved this, and I wanted to celebrate with the ones I loved.

      As it turned out, though, I didn’t really have many loved ones. I had coworkers and I had a roommate prior to moving in here, and I wasn’t close with any of them. We spoke minimal amounts, only about the things that needed to be discussed.

      I had only one person I cared about, truly cared for, and she was gone now.

      I felt hollow. All the things I normally took joy in felt pointless. To be fair, though, I didn’t take joy in much. And the few things I did enjoy doing were very practical.

      I loved working, for example. I was the office manager at a dental hygiene facility and I took great pride in that. It was good money, I was conventionally successful, and it was everything I had always wanted to be, really. It wasn’t exactly a hobby but I did love it immensely.

      So it was weird that, right now, I was dreading having to go back to work in a week. The dentist who ran the practice was nearly slack jawed when I requested the time off, because I never had before. And now I didn’t even want to go back.

      I also didn’t want to clean, which usually calmed me down. I didn’t want to organize anything. I had no desire to be productive in any way.

      Was this what depression was supposed to feel like? I’d always heard that when a person was depressed, they lost all motivation to do things, even the things they used to love. Was that what was happening to me? I didn’t feel particularly sad, just… numb and empty.

      Well, I wasn’t going to let myself succumb to this. I may not have had motivation, but I still had discipline. Whether I enjoyed it or not, I was going to get this apartment unpacked and organized to my liking.

      I forced myself to sit up. I pulled the nearest box to me on the couch. It was labeled “books.” My book shelf was already set up in the corner so this was a nice place to start. I spread everything out on the floor and began to organize them by author’s last name before placing them in the shelf.

      I went through, box by box, until it was nearly 9 pm. It wasn’t as calming as it normally was for me, but it did help me with overthinking. By doing repetitive activity after repetitive activity I was able to successfully occupy my mind.

      I had to stop around 9 pm, though. I only had a few boxes to go, but I was just too tired after staying up the night before and moving all day.

      I took a quick shower, got into my PJs, and curled into my bed. During my unpacking, I did some laundry with my bedsheets and clothes I’d need to wear soon. The dryer was just finishing up when I got out of the shower so the sheets were toasty when I snuggled into them.

      If nothing else, at least I could get a good night’s sleep. Being surrounded by warm blankets actually was relaxing.

      I closed my eyes, pulled the blankets around me, and tried to fall asleep.

      However, despite my exhaustion, I soon learned this would be impossible. Whoever was on the other side of my wall was having people over. I hadn’t noticed in the living room because that wall didn’t have a direct connection to their apartment. But clearly my bedroom did.

      Every time I could feel myself nodding off, I’d hear an obnoxious laugh that jolted me awake. They would talk normally for a while, which I could still hear but was less obnoxious, and then out of nowhere, someone would yell out a joke and my room became unbearably noisy.

      I dealt with this for about forty-five minutes because I didn't know what else to do. This was literally my first day being moved in, and the last thing I wanted to do was start a feud with my neighbors. And it wasn’t even late; he should be allowed to have people over at 9 pm. I acknowledged that.

      But the longer I stayed awake, the grumpier I became. I was god awful exhausted, all I wanted to do was sleep, and it seemed like they were never going to shut up!

      I did my best to be patient, but it didn’t take long for the rage to get to me. I ripped off my bed sheets, put on a pair of slippers, and marched over to my new neighbor’s house.

      I banged on the door in frustration. A part of me knew I was being incredibly rude right now, but I was way too tired to give a shit.

      A man around my age came to the door, grinning; clearly he had just been laughing at someone.

      “Hello, can I help you?” he said with a grin.

      Somehow, his perkiness just irritated me more.

      “Uh, yeah, I just moved in next door and—”

      “Oh, you’re my new neighbor!!” He cut me off with a grin and reached out to shake my hand. “So nice to meet you! I thought I saw movers earlier. Do you want to come in and have a drink? I was just having some friends over—”

      Oh my God. Could this asshole not talk a mile a minute?

      “Yeah, I know you are,” I said bitingly. “That’s actually why I came over here. I’m trying to sleep and you’re being extraordinarily loud.”

      He frowned. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said softly. “See, I’m not used to watching my noise level very much. The lady who lived next door before you was hard of hearing so me having friends over never bothered her.”

      This made me cringe. He had no idea, how could he have? But still, him saying that set off another wave of anger inside me.

      “Yeah, well, you’re not the only one who’d like her back,” I snapped unexpectedly.

      He frowned. “No, I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. I’m sure you’ll be a fine neighbor, I… Wait, did other neighbors tell you that they’d like her back? Because that’s incredibly rude and—”

      “Can you just please keep it down?” I responded harshly. “I really need to sleep. I’ve been moving all day, I didn’t sleep last night, I still have more unpacking to do tomorrow…”

      “Right, of course, no problem. We’ll keep it quiet, I promise.”

      “Great,” I said, turning around and rushing back to my door.

      “Uh, it was nice to meet you!” he called behind me, which only made me feel like a total asshole.

      I was a total asshole in this situation, I knew it. I went off on this guy for no reason at all. Because he was too loud at 9 pm. Great. I was off to a great start in this new apartment complex.

      I slammed the door behind me, anger still coursing through me. For weeks now, I hadn’t been able to feel much. Not much sadness, not anger, just numbness. It was like all the anger I had about how my life had been recently came surging back through me.

      And I had nobody to take it out on except myself.

      I climbed back into my bed and pulled the covers over my head. Things were quiet this time, and it would be a lot easier to fall asleep, but that only made me feel like more of a jackass.

      I took advantage of the quiet, though, and willed myself to sleep despite my frustrations.

      I awoke the next day to a loud knock on the door. I had overslept, and it was 10 am. But I couldn’t think of any reason that somebody was at my door. The cable guy wasn't scheduled to be here until Wednesday.

      I groaned and rolled out of bed, my tired legs heavy as I walked on the cold hardwood floor to the bright red door.

      When I opened it, I was taken aback. Standing before me was a young man holding a large bouquet of flowers.

      I looked at him, then glanced up and down the hallway.

      “Hello!” he said cheerfully. “I have a flower delivery for you!”

      “A flower delivery?” I asked, confused. I couldn’t think of a single person who would deliver flowers to me. “I’m sorry, you probably have the wrong apartment.”

      He frowned then looked down and reread the address. “Nope, this is it! Number 23.” He handed over the flowers.

      “Oh, okay…” I said, still hesitant. “Well, thank you.”

      “Absolutely!” He grinned. “Have a fantastic day!”

      “You too.” I nodded as I closed the door and carried the heavy bouquet over to my dining room table.

      This just plain made no sense. Not only was it weird for me to receive flowers at all, this was clearly a very expensive bouquet. It was a giant, colorful affair with flowers that I couldn’t even recognize and quite a few that had not yet bloomed.

      And instead of arriving in that cheap plastic vase that flowers usually arrived in, it was already in a large glass vase. Thankfully, because I didn’t have something to put them in. I didn’t think I’d ever gotten flowers before.

      I didn’t see the card at first, as it was small and had fallen into the huge array of petals. I grabbed it, hoping for a clue about where these came from.

      “My deepest apologies. I hope these make your day easier,” the card read.

      It didn’t have a sender so I was left even more confused. Deepest apologies? For what?

      This couldn’t possibly be related to what happened, could it? But no, I hadn’t told a single person I knew. I wasn’t even close enough to anyone to tell them.

      But maybe it didn’t come from someone I knew. Maybe it came from someone she knew, who knew how hard this would be for me.

      This made everything so much more real. For the first time in weeks, I could feel tears welling up in the corner of my eyes. I didn’t want to be faced with the reality of my situation. I did everything in my power to avoid it.

      I threw the card away and tried to ignore my feelings for a bit. I’d probably throw the whole damn bouquet away, too, if it was any smaller. I didn’t want any reminder of what had happened.

      I opened a new box to unpack and got about halfway through it. But the pit in the bottom of my stomach kept threatening me. As much as I wanted to deny my emotions, I couldn’t deny how sick I was now feeling.

      I started bawling on the couch. It was like everything I avoided was hitting me all at once.

      I couldn’t do this, I couldn’t organize. I couldn’t focus on what I needed to get done. For the moment, all I could do was be in pain.

      And cry. I could cry… a lot.
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      I had gotten to the shop early this morning, I wanted to go over all the deliveries early so that I could make a special arrangement.

      This was something I didn’t often have time to do. Make flower arrangements exactly as I wanted to, I mean. I had enough deliveries to keep me busy and I had to follow those arrangement requests to a tee. People were very picky about their flowers.

      But today I was going to make the time. It was a good creative outlet for me. Of course, all flower arranging was a creative outlet, but this in particular was extra enjoyable to me. I got to let my mind run wild, make a new masterpiece that I hadn’t yet created. It was my favorite part of the job.

      And I actually had a good excuse to do it today. I had someone in particular in mind when making this arrangement.

      Evidently, I had a new neighbor move into my apartment complex last night. I also happened to be having a small get together with a few friends and apparently we kept him awake that night.

      He was kind of rude about the whole thing, definitely ruder than I would have been, but I still felt bad. When you lived in an apartment complex, there was this basic understanding that you’d be polite enough to keep the noise level down. Which I wasn’t at all, admittedly. I’d be the first to admit that when me and my friends got a little alcohol in us, we were quite loud.

      To be fair, though, I really didn’t think about being rude. The older woman who lived in the apartment before this new neighbor moved in never complained once. She couldn’t hear well. Sweet old lady, too, she was a total doll. I tried to make small talk in the hallway with her whenever possible.

      And because I had no other neighbor on my left side, it hadn’t occurred to me to watch the noise at all. It just never was a problem. Before living next to the older woman, I was very careful about how loud I was.

      I actually told the new neighbor that last night, but it only made the situation worse. It came out all wrong. I thought he believed I was complaining about no longer having the hard of hearing neighbor. And I could see how he’d think that, and how rude that would come off.

      But it wasn’t what I meant at all! If anything, I was just trying to justify my own rudeness. Anyway, I had made a whole mess of that encounter and this flower arrangement was going to be the way I made it up to him.

      Or attempted to, at least. To be honest, he didn’t seem very interested in making friends. But I really tried to make it a habit to be friendly to all my neighbors.

      I was someone who hated conflict. Absolutely loathed it; it made me so uncomfortable. If I had any problems with another person, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It ate at me until I got things resolved.

      Hence me making a very expensive bouquet of flowers for a complete stranger just to smooth things over. And I really had my fingers crossed that it would work because I couldn’t imagine being comfortable in my living situation if I had someone who actually hated me living next door. It was too much stress.

      Plus, if I was being honest, he was a pretty cute guy, too. Blonde hair, thin but you could still see some muscle definition through his pajamas, a serious but sultry face. If we had met in better circumstances, I might have asked him out on a date.

      Not that I had any reason to suspect he was gay. I didn’t, I knew nothing about him. But that’d never stopped me before.

      I didn’t think anything of asking a straight man out. Not that I wanted to pressure straight men into dating me or make them uncomfortable, I didn’t. But it was impossible to tell! So in my mind, if someone wasn’t gay they could just let me know and I’d move on. And if they were, then I might have a date out of it.

      I lived in a very liberal part of the country so, thankfully, it wasn’t like I had to worry about getting many negative reactions from straight men. I knew in certain places, offending a straight man by hitting on them may well get you into a physical altercation. But I’d never had an issue where I lived. A few men seemed a little bothered but they just acted standoffish and I brushed them off. It hadn’t been a big deal.

      I wouldn’t ask my neighbor out anyway, though. Not just because I pissed him off so thoroughly. But because it’d be awkward if things didn’t work out. I’d have to keep seeing him every day when I left the house. I’d pass on that.

      Especially with my track record. My relationships didn’t last long typically. I dudn’t have any kind of tragic string of relationships or anything.

      In fact, I felt I’d been pretty lucky. My relationships had never been very dramatic. But I kept it casual and short and moved on quickly. Maybe that was why they weren’t dramatic, actually. I didn’t give anyone long enough to get dramatic.

      I liked it that way, though. I had no plan to keep things in my life casual forever. I hoped that eventually I’d find someone I really liked and I’d be willing to get more serious with them. But it hadn’t happened yet.

      The delivery driver working the morning shift popped up in the shop just as I was finishing my arrangement.

      “Hey, you’re on morning shift today?” he asked. I usually wasn’t.

      “Yeah, my dad had a doctor’s appointment so they’re going to close up tonight,” I told him.

      This was a family run shop. My parents were both florists and growing up I always knew I wanted to be involved in their business. It was always the plan that I’d be taking over for them eventually.

      Most people would be turned off by working for their parents while in their twenties. But I wasn't at all. I had a fantastic relationship with my parents and I got paid more than enough to have financial freedom. Not to mention the money I’d be making when I eventually took over the business completely.

      And this way, even while I was moved out and on my own, I got to maintain a very close relationship with both of them. They were my biggest cheerleaders in life and I loved them dearly.

      “So, I’ve got a last minute delivery for you, in addition to the list today,” I told him.

      “Okay, no problem, where to?”

      “My apartment complex, actually,” I told him. “Apartment number 23.”

      “Number 23, you said?” He pulled out a pen. “Here, let me jot that down.”

      “No problem,” I said.

      “Is that where this gorgeous thing is going?” he asked, nodding to the arrangement.

      “Yeah, do you like it? It’s kind of an apology bouquet, so I wanted it to look special.”

      “It’s absolutely gorgeous.” He smiled. “I’ll put it in the van now. Any note to go with it?”

      “Oh, shit, hold on.” I pulled out one of our cards and wrote down a quick apology. I hadn’t gotten his name last night and I never gave him mine, so I left the names out. I’d just drop by his apartment on the way home and let him know it was me, as awkward as that may be.

      “Here you go.” I placed the card into the flowers and handed him the vase. “Make sure he gets it, okay?”

      “Will do.” He smiled.

      I spent the rest of the afternoon doing some inventory work and ordering ribbons and other supplies we were low on. I closed up shop at 1 pm, as we always did. We took an hour for lunch every day.

      Which was never a problem, being the small flower boutique that we were. We didn’t have a very big stream of customers, and we were pretty low key. But we managed to stay afloat because we were the most expensive flower shop in town.

      And for good reason. We had the highest quality flowers and the most intricate arrangements. Artistically, no other shop in town matched us. So for our more affluent clients, it was worth it to come to us instead of the other shops just for the aesthetic. And I was sure bragging rights helped. People loved showing off their wealth and we were definitely branded as the expensive flower shop.

      After closing for our hour lunch, I went home for the day. There was no point not to; it would be my parents who later opened it back up for the evening. Which was another perk of my job—I only worked half days.

      On my way up to my apartment, I could feel my heart starting to pound. I had to stop by my new neighbor’s place and I had no idea how it was going to go. But at the same time, I was desperate to get this done. I wanted to know if the conflict was resolved or not.

      I knocked on the door nervously, fidgeting and tapping my foot as I waited for him to answer.

      When he came to the door, he was looking as cute as last night but noticeably more tired. Shit, I hoped I hadn’t continued to be loud and keep him up all night. If so, this conversation probably wasn’t going to go my way no matter what I did. Even though I honestly did tell my friends to shut up after that and carefully monitored how loud we were speaking.

      “Hey there.” I smiled. “I just wanted to drop by and apologize for last night.”

      “Oh, no.” He shook his head. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I’m sorry. I really overreacted. I hope you know I’m not usually like that. I’m not a total dick.”

      I was relieved to hear him say that. Good, so it sounded like this wouldn’t be much of a conflict at all!

      “Oh, it was totally understandable! I really should be more quiet. Like I said, the old lady that used to live here really never said anything so it was not something I thought about. But I will in the future.”

      He cringed at hearing this and I got a little nervous again. Shit, I shouldn’t have brought her up once more. He probably thought I was trying to say I’d rather have her back again. I quickly changed the subject.

      “Did you get my flowers?” I asked.

      “Your flowers?” he questioned, looking completely surprised. “You sent that bouquet?”

      “Yeah, to apologize for last night. Sorry, I would have included my name but I hadn’t told you it yet.” I extended my hand for a shake. “I’m Oliver.”

      “Hey, Oliver,” he answered. “I’m Gabe. Nice to meet you. And thank you for the flowers, but it was really, truly not necessary.”

      “Oh, it was no problem at all. The least I could do for keeping you up last night.”

      “Seriously, you didn’t have to do anything. You were very polite and I was being an ass. And it looked like an expensive bouquet. I feel guilty you felt you needed to do that.”

      “Don’t!” I said quickly. “It was no trouble at all, seriously. I’m actually a florist so it cost me nothing. Well, technically the cost of the flowers, but that isn’t much.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Florist, huh? That’s not something you hear every day. I don’t think I’ve ever met a florist.”

      “We’re a dying breed.” I smiled.

      “Does that mean you actually put that bouquet together?”

      “Oh, yes! And I really enjoyed doing it.”

      “Well, I enjoy looking at it. You did an amazing job.” He paused, as if thinking. “Uh, the place is still a mess and covered in boxes, but would you like to come in for some tea or something?”

      “I’d love to!”
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      I didn’t know why I invited him in. That was so unlike me. But I don’t know, he seemed really nice and I could have used a friend. At the very least, I could make sure my relationship with my neighbors wasn’t awful.

      I was embarrassed, though, so it wasn’t the best timing. I had to keep myself from blushing or allowing my face to show confusion. That wasn’t where I thought the bouquet came from at all. It was so extravagant, it never even crossed my mind that he’d send that just to say sorry about talking too loud.

      Of course, I shouldn’t have been embarrassed. He had no idea that I had confused the flower delivery. But I still felt so stupid, crying for hours over a flower delivery that was actually about a noise complaint.

      I was damn glad now that I didn't toss those flowers, though.

      “Is green tea fine?” I asked him. Thankfully, I had gotten the kitchen unpacked yesterday.

      “Green tea is perfect, thanks so much,” he said as he sat at my dining room table. “And thanks for being so great about this.”

      “No problem at all. Like I said, I was the only one who had anything to apologize for.” I put a tea kettle on the stove and grabbed some mugs for us. “So, florist, huh? How’d you get into that?”

      “Oh, it’s a family business, actually. Both my parents were florists; they have their own shop in town and I followed in the family footsteps.”

      “So, you enjoy it, then?”

      “Absolutely. It really satisfies that creative desire I have, you know?”

      I didn’t know. I had no creative desires. I couldn’t so much as take a photograph without somehow getting a blurry shot or having my thumb in the frame. There was no artistic bone in my body. But I nodded as if I could relate, anyway.

      “So, what do you do?”

      “I’m an office manager at a dental practice, actually.”

      “Oh, that’s great! Very professional. A manager at your age, huh? That’s wonderful!” He paused. “Wait, I’m kind of assuming here because I don’t know your age but I’m guessing mid-twenties.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I’m twenty-six. What about you?”

      “Twenty-seven,” he answered. “So just a year apart, then?”

      “Sounds like,” I said as I grabbed the red tea kettle, which was now screeching on the stove, and poured it into our mugs, where I had already placed a bag of tea.

      “Thank you,” he said as I handed him his mug.

      “But yeah, it does pay the bills,” I continued. “How do you like this complex, by the way?”

      “Love it!” he said eagerly. “It feels safe, there are no obnoxious people living in here that I’ve noticed, obviously the apartments are sized pretty nicely.” He motioned to the living room and kitchen, which were pretty large for a place of this price. “It’s great, you’ll love it here.”

      “I hope so.” I nodded. “This will actually be my first time living without a roommate so, you know, I’m feeling like I’m finally adulting now.”

      He laughed. “And what brings you to these apartments in particular?”

      I tried to hide the discomfort on my face. “Just… fate, I guess,” I said.

      It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either.

      “Well, I’m sure you’re going to love it. Do you have many friends in this town? I don’t know how far your commute is for work.”

      “About 40 minutes now and, no, no friends in this town.”

      Actually, no friends in any town, but he didn’t need to know that little detail.

      “Well, you know, I have a get together with some of my friends every Wednesday. You’re welcome to come over, maybe meet some new people.”

      “That would be great, actually. Thank you”!

      Normally I wouldn’t find this great at all. I had no idea what was coming over me. But all of a sudden, I just felt the need to socialize. Maybe it was because of how depressed I’d been feeling. I was eager to break out of this shell of numbness, if that was even possible.

      Though I suspected it was. For the few minutes I’d been talking to Oliver, I actually was feeling a lot better. A little more out of my head, I guess you could say.

      Oliver glanced around the room. “Do you need any help unpacking?” he asked politely.

      God, this guy was nice. Why had I been such a jack ass last night?

      “No, I’ll be fine. I actually really enjoy this kind of thing. I’m kind of type-A.” I left out the fact that I wasn’t feeling very type-A at the moment.

      “Really? God, I hate that. I hate cleaning, hate organizing, my mind is just not designed for that kind of thing. I avoid it at all costs.”

      “Then why did you just offer?” I teased.

      “To be a friendly neighbor, of course,” he said with a cheeky smile.

      Was he flirting with me? That was kind of what it felt like, but I couldn’t be sure.

      As reserved as I was, I was no stranger to flirting. At least, I was used to women hitting on me. I didn’t really reciprocate. But without sounding too conceited, I knew I was an attractive guy. So it happened.

      But I didn’t know. I’d never been the type to pursue a relationship. I hadn’t found anybody who really caught my attention. And if you didn’t feel enthusiastic about being with someone, what was the point?

      Realistically, relationships were hard. They involved a lot of compromise, a lot of consideration for your partner’s needs and feelings. And I’d never met someone worth altering my life for. So I was polite when women came up and flirted with me, while trying to be clear that they were pretty much wasting their time.

      The look that Oliver was giving me now reminded me of the looks I got from flirty women. Who knew, maybe he was gay and he actually  was flirting.

      The weird thing  was, this actually felt a little fun for me. Usually when a woman hit on me, I got kind of bored and uncomfortable with the situation. But now I found myself smiling back, trying to think of something clever to say in response.

      But I wasn’t gay. I wasn’t into men. I decided that a long time ago. My positive reception to his flirtation said nothing about my sexuality. I was completely straight.

      I was probably just responding positively because of how bad I felt today. Yeah, that had to be it. This was the first positive encounter I’d had with someone in weeks. The loneliness was probably getting to me.

      Still, I didn’t want to give him the impression I was gay too. So I didn’t flirt back. Actually, as soon as I got that twinge of happiness at his smile, I started to become a little uncomfortable. I should probably shut this down before he got any of the wrong ideas.

      “Well, I should probably get back to packing,” I said awkwardly.

      “Oh.” The disappointment on his face was clear. “Well, okay then, I’ll leave you to it,” he said, setting his cup of tea down and walking toward the door. “But if you want to come on Wednesday, just drop on by.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded as I opened up the door for him. “I’ll think about it.”

      It was a complete 180 from what I had said a little while ago, that I was thankful for the invite. But I couldn’t help but show my reluctance. My discomfort was oozing in my voice but I couldn’t control it.

      “Have a nice night,” he said as he walked away.

      “You too,” I told him before shutting the door.

      Damnit, had I just been rude a second time?

      I knew I wasn’t a complete asshole like I had been last night. But this guy apologized, sent me flowers, and offered to help me unpack, and I shooed him out the door?

      And no doubt he could see the sudden shift in my mood. He seemed like the kind of person who was perceptive to that kind of thing.

      He probably wasn’t even flirting with me. I bet I was being oversensitive to his kindness because of my history. But that wasn’t an excuse to take it out on him. He probably wasn’t even really gay!

      My first instinct was to tell myself I wouldn’t be going to that get together. Obviously it was out of my comfort zone. And I liked to stay in that zone at all costs.

      But after I was just rude again, I probably should go, I thought. Make it clear that there was no awkwardness between us. And clearly, if I was intrigued by thinking a man was flirting with me, then I needed to do something about my obvious loneliness.

      So I’d fight my discomfort. I’d go his house on Wednesday, meet some of his friends, get out of my shell a bit.

      What was the worst that could happen?
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      Damnit, I had done exactly what I told myself I wouldn’t. I had flirted with my cute neighbor and made him very uncomfortable in the process.

      See, I knew it would be bad news to get romantically involved with someone who lived next door. But really, I wasn't even planning to have any romantic involvement. I just couldn’t help myself. He was cute, he seemed like he thought I was cute, and the flirting just happened!

      I’d been told I had a naturally flirty personality anyway. But throw me in front of one of the cutest guys I’d ever seen? I was bound to slip up.

      Ugh, and the apology had been going so well too! He seemed excited to come hang out with me and my friends, I actually thought that I’d be able to have a pretty positive relationship with this new neighbor.

      But I screwed the pooch on that one. Ah, oh well, maybe with a little time he’d forget about my flirting if I stayed on my best behavior.

      Still, I hated it when straight guys acted like that. If a woman hit on them, they got all excited even if they weren’t into her. It was a boost to their ego. But for some reason, if a man found them attractive, it was the complete opposite! It hurted their ego. As if my gayness was somehow an insult to their masculinity. It was really pretty insulting.

      Later in the week I ended up being grateful that I had somewhat pissed off my neighbor, though. On Tuesday night, I went a little wild and drank way too much. I had a huge hangover on Wednesday morning and decided to cancel the weekly get together. I was feeling too shitty.

      If things had gone well with my neighbor and I believed he might still show up, I would have felt obligated to host tonight despite feeling like crap. At least this way, I was off the hook. None of my friends were going to care about my cancellation; most of them were out with me last night and probably nursing their own hangovers.

      Thankfully, I didn’t ever work Wednesdays. So after texting my friends in the morning that tonight was a no go, I ordered in some Chinese food and collapsed onto my black leather couch. It was a television marathon kind of day for me. There were a few shows I was behind on that I wanted to binge watch.

      Normally, I wasn’t big on spending my days alone. I liked interacting with other people whenever possible, even if that included only going to the flower shop and talking to clients.

      But today was actually a really nice day by myself. I had my food, I was drinking a ton of water, and I was starting to feel a lot better when the evening rolled around. I was thoroughly enjoying basking in the glow of my lazy day.

      Which was why I was still in my pajamas when I heard a knock on my apartment door later that night. I hadn't so much as combed my hair, so I ran a few fingers through it before going to answer the door.

      To my shock, it was Gabe. He was standing at my door, holding a bottle of wine, clearly expecting to meet some people, and here I was, standing before him in my pajamas with leftover Chinese food on the table.

      Shit.

      If I hadn’t made a bad enough impression yesterday, I surely had now.

      He looked around my apartment, clearly seeing there was nobody around. Confusion crossed his face.

      “I’m sorry, you said to come over Wednesday, right…? Did I get the day wrong or—”

      “Oh, no, you didn’t, I… Uh, it’s kind of a long story. Something happened with one of my friends and we kind of had to cancel,” I lied. I didn’t know why; in my head it sounded better than ‘I was hungover.’

      “Oh, okay,” he said, looking somewhat disappointed.

      “I’m so sorry, I would have let you know, but I completely forgot I mentioned it to you.”

      No, I hadn’t. But again, that sounded better than ‘I assumed me hitting on you pissed you off and that you wouldn’t show up.’ I didn’t want to specifically address the awkwardness between us the other day.

      “You know, I know I’m not exactly dressed for company but you can still hang out if you want. If you have nothing else to do. You don’t have to, I know it’s no get together but we can watch some TV and crack open that bottle of wine.”

      “Yeah, sure. That sounds great.”

      He totally caught me off guard. First, by coming over here at all. And then again by agreeing to hang out, just me and him?

      Maybe I had really misread him the other night. Perhaps I didn’t scare him off with my flirting. At least, this wasn’t how most straight men would react to their masculinity being threatened. He might have really been in a rush to unpack, who knew?

      “Do you have a wine bottle opener?” he asked as he stepped into my apartment.

      “Of course, one second,” I said, going into one of my kitchen drawers and handing it to him. I was glad he was the first one to suggest opening it up so quick. I was pretty nervous about this whole thing, and a little alcohol would help.

      Apparently he was on the same page as me, because after I grabbed two glasses of wine and poured them, he downed his glass immediately. I wasn’t the only one who needed a little liquid courage.

      I laughed. “Another glass?” I asked.

      “Yes, please.” He smiled and held out his glass.

      I also drank my glass fairly quickly. It probably wasn’t very responsible of me to drink at all. Just a few hours ago, I was reeling from a hangover. But I told myself I’d take it easy tonight. And a little alcohol helped a hangover, right? This glass of wine would be like my Bloody Mary.

      We sat down on my couch and I brought the glass of wine with me, seeing that he was already sipping on his second glass. Only a few seconds after sitting down, he was pouring himself another glass. In a way, his obvious nervousness made me a little nervous.

      “So, how are you liking the complex so far?” I asked him.

      “Oh, it’s good. People are nice, it’s quiet and clean. I like it a lot.”

      “Good, glad to hear it. Yeah, I’ve never had any problems. What brings you here, by the way? Why’d you choose these apartments?”

      I thought I was just making small talk but again, I managed to make him grimace at one of my questions.

      “Actually,” he said, already sounding kind of buzzed to me, “this place kind of found me.”

      “Oh? How so?”

      He stared at me seriously, as if trying to figure out how to answer.

      “I’m sorry, if this is some kind of personal situation you don’t have to tell me at all…” I said politely.

      “It is,” he admitted. “It’s so personal that I haven’t spoken to even a single other person in my life about it.”

      “Well, then, don’t even worry about it. I totally get why you’d be uncomfortable—”

      “No.” He stopped me. “That’s the thing, I’m not uncomfortable. I haven't told anyone, but for some reason I want to tell you.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s all been a little much for me to keep in quietly.”

      “Well, you can,” I told him. “If you want to vent, feel free. Really, you’ll get no judgement from me.”

      The conversation was getting real heavy real quick but I liked it. I hated small talk. I hated the fact that humans forced themselves to say the bare minimum in order to look normal. We kept parts of ourselves hidden, always afraid to go too far with something. Well, I didn’t believe you could go too far in talking to another person.

      I liked my conversations to be more real. And I was thrilled that this might be one of those awesome, genuine conversations you got to have very rarely with a complete stranger.

      He nodded, as if he’d decided. “Okay, here’s the thing. Ever since I was a teenager, I dreamt about being successful. A huge point of success for me was supposed to be getting my first property. And I’ve done that now.”

      I wasn’t following. “Which is great! Especially at your age…”

      “But I didn’t earn it,” he confessed. “And it’s coming to me at the most tragic point in my life and… It just feels like shit.”

      “I’m so sorry…” I said softly. “But surely you did earn it, Gabe.”

      He looked at me, not breaking eye contact. “I didn’t. I inherited it. It belonged to my grandma. She passed away.”

      My jaw dropped as this all hit me at once. That meant the old lady who lived here before him… Was actually his grandmother? And she passed? I had no idea and I kept bringing it up… No wonder he cringed every time I called her the ‘older woman who lived here before.’

      “Oh my God, Gabe, I’m so sorry.”

      He shrugged. “It’s fine, shit happens…” he said, now brushing off the thing that was so tragic to him he hadn’t even bothered to tell anybody else.

      “Don’t do that,” I told him. “Don’t downplay it. Obviously it’s deeply painful for you.”

      He buried his head in his hands and took a deep breath. “It is, honestly. She was really the only person in my life who cared about me.” He looked up, eyes widened with regret. “Wow, that makes me sound depressing.” He laughed awkwardly.

      “Like I said, I’m not here to judge. Really, don’t worry about that.”

      He nodded. “It’s just that I haven’t made a very big effort to make friends. And she was the only family I had who really cared about me.”

      “Really? You don’t have any siblings or parents that you talk to…?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t speak to my parents. Or, rather, they don’t speak to me. I’m an only child.”

      “Why won’t they talk to you?” I asked bluntly.

      He shook his head. “It was stupid. Something I did in high school… It was a giant misunderstanding but they never saw it that way. So they disowned me, never to be spoken to again.”

      “Seriously? You’re their only child and they disowned you?” My heart broke for him. This was unfathomable to me. My parents were always so supportive of me. “They didn’t even speak to you after your grandma died?”

      “Nope. They weren’t talking to her either, simply because she refused to end her relationship with me. Since high school, she’s been a surrogate mother to me. She was really everything to me. She was so kind… I can’t think of a sweeter person. When it felt like my life was falling apart, she was always there for me.”

      “Gabe, I’m so sorry,” I said seriously, reaching my hand out to hold his comfortingly.

      Just this small touch seemed to set him off. He started to burst into tears.

      I slid to his side of the couch and wrapped an arm around him.

      “Gabe… Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” He wiped his eyes, his voice still hoarse with his tears. “It’s just that… I didn’t know how much I was dying to tell somebody. I feel so bad, doing this to you now. I’m crying at a complete stranger’s house. But I’ve kept this so tightly inside that it was eating away at me. I don’t think I even knew that it was. But I feel it all now… I’m so lost without her.”

      I pulled him close and his head fell onto my shoulders.

      “You don’t need to be embarrassed at all. This is what being a human is all about, you know? Having these kinds of connections. Even with complete strangers, if that’s what it takes. You’re human, you need people. And I’m so, so sorry that you lost your person.” I ran my fingers through his hair. “For what it’s worth, she really did seem like a lovely lady.”

      “God, you’re nice.” He let out an awkward chuckle as he wiped his eyes, pulling his head off my chest. “Seriously, I can’t believe I was such an ass to you that first night.”

      I laughed. “Don’t mention it, seriously, you’re clearly going through a lot. It makes even more sense now.”

      He looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “This is weird for me. You know, it’s not that I don’t have friends simply because I can’t make them…”

      “I figured that.” I smiled at him. “You seem socially aware, you’re a decent looking guy. I never envisioned you had trouble meeting people.”

      He nodded. “That’s the thing, I don’t. It’s just that I don’t really care to socialize with people. I’ve never fostered any friendships, or relationships for that matter. I keep to myself. I do it on purpose.”

      “Okay…” I said softly, unsure where he was going with this.

      “I've never wanted to have any connections with people. I’ve never had the desire to talk to a complete stranger about my life, let alone cry on his shoulders. So this is strange. You are strangely easy to talk to. Why is that?”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure, honestly.”

      He continued to look at me very seriously.

      “What?” I asked.

      Without warning, he leaned in and kissed me.
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