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For everyone who didn’t laugh when I said I was writing a novel. 

At least not out loud.

Thank you!
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  Chapter one

Monday, 20 thJuly 2026. 
Dan McGregor was seated in a twenty-eighth-floor meeting room, at a round, slightly scuffed laminate table. Four other people sat around the room with laptops open, as though noting every word. Dan watched them with cold appraisal. They should be taking notes. And they should all be updating their CVs. 
This room was probably the least comfortable in the McGregor Software and Data Engineering office. Dan had chosen it deliberately, hoping to put everyone on edge. The seats were hard, and teleconferencing equipment took up most of the table. A stray hoodie was hung over the back of one chair, both pockets full of empty wrappers. The trash had not been emptied for days, and the faint stench of a rotting apple core wafted around the room. It was a bright summer day outside, but the blackout blinds were intentionally closed, denying the view of Central Park below. 
It was a far cry from the comforts of Dan’s suite on level twenty-nine, but this meeting was more by invasion than invitation. CEO Daniel McGregor had come down to their floor with no notice and hauled them into this dingy room because he was furious enough to confront them on their level.
Dan fixed his gaze on the most vocal of the group. “I don’t care why you fucked up. I’m just wondering why you shouldn’t be clearing out your desk, Moretti.” 
Dan was looking for someone to blame for a failed software launch. Several bugs were missed in testing, and the entire release—known as the Denman Suite—had to be rolled back within hours. The mistake had cost millions, and the reputational toll was still climbing. Dan wanted answers, and he was prepared to claim a scalp.
He watched as every face in the room fell into a well-practiced mask, making sure to catch the flickers that came just before the facades snapped into place. Dan knew what all of them were thinking. Three of them had one thing in common. They were all glad they weren’t Luca Moretti, Head of Testing. Many things had gone wrong throughout this project, but it was Luca’s team that had fallen the shortest. They’d missed the critical bugs that had forced an embarrassing rollback. Dan frowned as he looked Luca over. He didn’t look like a screw-up. In a modest suit, sensible tie and neat dark hair, he looked like someone who did his job carefully. But if that were true, they wouldn’t be here now.
Luca was number one in the firing line. But Dan was taking mental notes on everyone in the room, especially Devon Richards, Head of Development. The bugs started there. How Devon’s team managed to build something so broken deserved an investigation all on its own. Devon’s team looked incompetent. But Luca had produced a report that said all was well, so it was Luca taking the fall. Devon’s grin had been momentary, but enough. Dan would come back to Devon later. While he was at it, he’d tell him to dress appropriately for the office. Stained hoodies and ripped jeans were not okay, even for developers.
The meeting was interrupted by Dan’s long-suffering assistant, Tali.  She was a short, stout grandmother, sensibly dressed and perfectly professional. “I’m sorry to interrupt. Dan, it’s Chicago again. They say they need to speak to you urgently.”
Dan sighed heavily. I should fire her for interrupting. But she knows too much. “Give me five minutes and don’t interrupt if they call again. They can wait.” 
Tali’s expression was unusual, but she nodded, adjusted her glasses, and left.
Dan continued, unfazed. “Luca, do you care to explain why your team did such a bad job that we had to roll back the entire release?”
“We’re at half-capacity,” Luca explained. “Three of my six testers are on extended leave due to personal issues. The other three did their best, but they didn’t have the hands, and Marketing refused to consider pushing out the release date.”
“We’d already sent the first blast,” Kenny Matsuda replied. The Head of Marketing looked agitated, pulling at the side of his blazer. It was clear Kenny didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. He definitely dressed like someone who was too sure of himself. He wore a navy pinstripe Armani suit. His hair was always immaculate and slick with something, and he wore two rings just for show even though he was single. Dan thought he looked ridiculous most of the time. He silently referred to him as the office peacock but never shared that with anyone else. Other than his over-done look, Kenny was good at his job. This was a rare mistake for him, but a costly one. 
“You’re supposed to check in before sending anything!” Luca snapped back. “You forced my team to try and do six weeks’ work in two.”
“Did you ask for more resources?” Dan asked Luca, his expression cold. 
“Yes,” Luca said. “But Sonya said there was no budget for it.”
“There wasn’t,” Sonya Lowe answered, quiet but defensive. “Getting more money would have meant requesting executive approval. That’s hard to justify.”
“Which do you think is harder?” Dan asked, his voice clipped. “Massive media and customer backlash? Or a quiet internal request for some extra funding to prevent a disaster?” Dan had wondered many times how Sonya got her job. She was way too young and way too timid to be in charge of any project budget. He’d assumed it was her pretty face and soft blonde hair, but that seemed less likely every time he saw her. She dressed and acted like a woman in her sixties, but she was barely twenty-five. 
“Last time I asked, I was told not to raise any requests unless it was a serious issue,” Sonya said, softer now. “Work within the project funding, you said.”
“Not having people to do the work is a serious issue, Sonya,” Dan said, his eyes turning to steel. “I denied your request last time because you were asking for something ridiculous.”
“No one told me it was that serious,” Sonya mumbled.
“Yes, I did,” Luca said. “I told you, my team was cut in half unexpectedly, and we couldn’t do the test runs properly without the extra hands.”
Sonya was about to reply, but Dan cut the discussion short. “Shut up and listen, all of you. This made us all look like dickheads. It doesn’t matter who personally fucked up what, we all wear it. I suggest you four stop practicing how to point fingers and look at how you contributed.”
Dan turned to Moretti. “And Luca, you’re the manager of the testing team. You’re not their daddy. Keep your team on task or start firing them. Their problems will all go away then, I’m sure.”
He looked back at the group. “Get out of here, all of you. Fix your shit.”






  
  Chapter two

Dan retreated to his office, stopping quickly to use the bathroom and gather his thoughts. Messes like this used to be rare. Lately, there had been a mess every other week. And Chicago was calling during business hours again. 
Chicago wasn’t calling about business. It was just home, where his parents still lived with his little brother, Brett. Little brother was an odd description for a forty-five-year-old man, but it was the most accurate.
It was midsummer, so his parents were probably calling to make plans for Dan to visit home, still trying again to lure him back to Chicago permanently. Last time he visited, his mother had tried to set him up with several local women. He’d barely survived the barrage at Christmas. He wasn’t about to do summer too. Dan was thinking of Hawaii, with the lovely, leggy Ava. She wasn’t the type of woman who’d understand Dan’s family, but Dan was happy to keep her well away.
Dan passed Tali’s desk. She looked flustered, almost angry. “Please call them back. On this number, it’s not your parents calling.”
“What?” Dan grunted, looking at the card Tali handed him. “Why are they calling me now?” The nursing service that took care of Brett often called with updates he didn’t want or need. I’m pretty sure Brett’s still developmentally delayed. There’s no miracle coming for him.
Dan went to his desk to make the call, throwing the card on the table and slumping into his leather executive chair. He knew they’d keep calling, so he picked up his phone, scrolled to the right number, and dialed. They’d called three times, probably to say Brett was exactly the same as he’d been last time they called: four years old in a forty-five-year-old body, still stuck in the mind of a child. 
He put the call on speaker so he could keep working. There was a lot to clean up that day, and he needed every second. He had plans with Ava that night and wasn’t about to let this crisis spoil that. 
He pulled up a report from Devon Richards detailing the failure, made an attempt to decipher it. He quickly decided it wasn’t worth his time to read. The document was already covered in rebuttal from Luca Moretti, who was probably trying to deflect blame from himself. Dan had been a skilled developer once, but his skills were too far out of date for him to understand this mess. It wasn’t the CEO’s job to know the tech, anyway. He’d focus on driving Richards and his team to fix the bugs.  
The call went unanswered. Dan wasn’t in the mood to leave a voicemail. He hung up and dialed again, eager to get this over with before meeting with Chief Financial Officer, Dylan Chang. He drummed his fingers on the rich mahogany desk, thinking of the evening he had planned with Ava, and how badly he needed her company after this disaster.   
Dan looked around his vast office, big enough to have a coffee table and couch that he never used because he never socialized at work. The office was easily big enough for six people. It was a conference room that Dan had claimed and converted because he could. The carpet was an impractical white, but never stained, thanks to constant cleaning. Dan could smell the carpet cleaner, and he didn’t mind a bit. The unpleasant smell kept people from lingering. The floor to ceiling glass windows provided a magnificent view of Central Park below, but Dan never took more than a moment to look. 
As the ringing continued, he pulled his thoughts back to Chicago, to his younger brother. No one knew why Brett was the way he was. For a long time, Dan was an only child, until he came home from school one day to find both his parents beaming. Dan had been ten and thought his parents were playing some prank. They’d told him they were unable to have another child. They had tried for years but eventually stopped when the doctors admitted they couldn’t tell what was wrong. Then, a miracle had happened. They’d embraced it, and everything that came afterward. 
Dan remembered the pregnancy had been rough, and that his mother had almost lost the baby more than once. Seeing Brett born safely had been a relief. Things had gone from joyful to terrifying in days. A routine examination of newborn Brett had uncovered serious problems, but his parents had never stopped calling him their miracle. Even now, at age forty-five, he was the bright center of their universe—even though he couldn't bathe himself, needed help to dress, and had to be settled into bed at night like a little boy. 
The call was answered on the fourth ring. “Priscilla Creasy.”
“Priscilla, Dan McGregor,” Dan said warmly. 
“Dan,” Priscilla answered, voice shaking. “We… we have some bad news.”
“Bad news?” Dan asked, looking up as his office door opened. He shook his head to refocus. 
Two police officers with grim expressions had entered his office. Tali followed close behind. The composed veteran assistant suddenly looked fragile, something he hadn’t seen in ten years.  
“Mr. McGregor,” one officer began, “I’m Sergeant Damon, this is Officer Ruiz. We need to speak with you urgently.”
“What is it?” Dan asked into the phone, standing to face the officers. “Why do I have cops in my office?” The call had gone silent.
Sergeant Damon looked at his partner, then back to Dan. “Mr. McGregor, your parents were involved in a motor vehicle accident in Chicago earlier today. Unfortunately, both died at the scene.”
“Oh, my god,” Dan said, closing his eyes and slumping back into the chair and breathing heavily. He wanted to sink into the loss but quickly recalled why he couldn’t. “My little brother, Brett? Was he with them?”
The officer nodded. “Brett was in the car, but he’s okay. Somehow, he has only bruising.”
Priscilla’s voice came over the phone. “Brett’s been taken to Parkview General Hospital. They’re taking care of him for now but can’t do that for long. You’re the only next of kin so….”
“Oh, my god,” Dan whispered. “Dad, Mom…”
There was a long silence as Dan tried to gather his thoughts. Gone, both gone, in one moment. How was this possible? And Brett… would he even understand what was happening? 
Dan opened his eyes and looked toward Tali. “Get me a flight to Chicago. I’ll go tonight. Priscilla, tell Brett I’m coming.”






  
  Chapter three

Dan was seated in the American Airlines Admirals Club, nursing a bourbon in one hand and his phone in the other. Last time he was here, it was to fly home for Christmas. 
His thoughts were scattered. That morning, he had driven to his office prepared to fire someone over the Denman Suite failure. Now he was flying to Chicago to bury his parents. Only hours earlier, he’d been thinking about ways to get out of going home during the summer, so he could spend time with his girlfriend. She didn’t seem so important anymore. And summer in Chicago didn’t seem nearly as boring as it had.
The buzz of his phone turned his thoughts to Brett. The nurses had sent hourly updates over text, and they all said similar things. Brett was scared. Brett didn’t understand. Brett was crying for his parents. This message finally gave some relief: Brett had been given a strong sedative and had gone to sleep. 
Dan knew what he had to do. Bury his parents. Manage their affairs. Make some arrangements to handle Brett. Dan had already decided Brett would have to be moved. Dan’s life and his work were all in New York. Brett would have to adapt.
Dan also realized he had to find a care home for Brett as soon as possible. Brett couldn’t be left unsupervised, and Dan had his work, his life, his own responsibilities as a weekend dad. But he would make sure Brett went somewhere nice, where he’d have people who were like him to socialize with. He sent Tali a text message, asking her to research facilities reasonably close to Manhattan. Cost wasn’t an issue, but he needed something immediately. It would be best for Brett to move straight from Chicago to his new home. 
Dan boarded the plane and took his seat. He was grateful to have the window. Making polite conversation with strangers was never his idea of fun. Right now, he was liable to pick a fight. 
The flight departed at four-fifteen. Dan spoke politely to the flight attendant, presenting his usual charming self. Underneath, he was wishing he wasn’t alone. He could have asked Ava to come, but she was leaving for a photo shoot the next day. And in more honest moments, Dan could admit that twenty-eight-year-old swimsuit model Ava was not the kind of woman you turned to when you were upset. He had considered asking Carrie, his former wife, but she hated him. So did his two children, but he couldn’t fix that now. Instead, he’d quietly informed them that their grandparents had died and told Carrie to send him the bill for flights to attend the funeral.
The plane landed at five-forty-five Chicago time, and Dan took an Uber to Parkview General Hospital. He watched the city through the window, struggling to recall when this place was home. He wasn’t unhappy here. It was just so far away from his life now. He wasn’t sure he belonged here anymore. 
He made his way to level four, taking in the glare of the fluorescent lighting and generally dull colors. The blandness of the walls felt intentional, as though whoever chose this wanted it forgotten. He heard voices over a speaker, speaking in code. Several staff passed, wheeling squeaky carts covered in dirty plates and buckets of scraps. Dan sniffed the air and shuddered. Whatever that was, Brett wouldn’t have eaten it. Dan probably wouldn’t either.
Dan followed the signs toward four A and pushed through the double doors. The walls wore the same beige color as the rest of the building, only now there were chairs and carts lining the walls. He saw it was a general ward, for adults. That didn’t feel right. Brett needed the bright comfort of a children’s ward, but no one ever saw that. He was a little boy who still watched cartoons, still cried for his mom when someone told him Santa wasn’t real. They saw his date of birth, not him.
He heard the Nurse’s station before he saw it. Phones were ringing and harried staff were buzzing about looking for various things. When the small gathering cleared, he saw an L-shaped counter with dual level surfaces: one for sitting, one for standing. A series of cabinets sat behind the counter, though these were mostly empty. Dan knew these would have held paper charts until computers moved into hospitals.
Dan saw a lone woman seated at the station and approached. “Hello?”
“Hi, there,” the woman replied. She wasn’t unfriendly, but she was busy. “Can I help you?”
“I’m Dan McGregor,” he began, “and you have my brother here, Brett.”
Recognition flicked across the woman’s face. “Of course. He’s just here, room four. The nurses put him across from the station so we could watch him.”
“Is he awake?” Dan asked.
“Yes, but he’s quiet, exhausted,” she reported. Her tone had softened as she spoke. “I can’t tell you much as I’m not part of the medical staff, but I’ll call the chief nurse for you.”
“Thank you,” Dan said, his voice sincere. “I’ll just check, see if he’s awake.”
Dan took a deep breath as he went to Brett’s bedside, hoping he’d be asleep. He saw Brett, curled up on his side, hanging on to the blue plush teddy he’d had forever. He was awake and upset. His dark-yet-graying hair and short beard were a mess. 
“Dan?” His voice was heavy, broken.
“Yeah, little bud,” Dan said with a tight smile, “it’s me.”
Brett sat up quickly and reached for Dan’s hand. Dan let him hold on, too tired to resist.
“I can’t find Mom or Dad,” Brett whimpered.
“It’s okay,” Dan promised. “I’ll take care of you. Everything will be okay.”
“Can you get Mom and Dad?” Brett asked.
“No,” Dan said, his eyes stinging. “Brett, they’re not coming back.”
“But I love my mom and my dad,” Brett said. 
“They love you too,” Dan said. “I’m sorry, little bud, they can’t come back. I wish they could.” 
Dan stepped closer and hugged Brett too quickly. He could tell Brett wanted to hang on longer, but Dan had too much to take care of. “Lie down, little brother. I’ll come back tomorrow. Get some sleep.” He guided Brett’s head to the pillow and pulled the blanket back over him. He walked away before Brett could say any more. He couldn’t stand to watch Brett cry right now.
Dan saw a tall, dark-haired man in the doorway. He was wearing scrubs and a heavy five o’clock shadow. “Hi, I’m George Collins, the nurse in charge of this ward. Are you able to talk?”
“Yes, please,” Dan said, eyes suddenly heavy. 
He followed Collins to his office and took a seat when invited. “How’s he doing?”
“Not well,” the nurse answered, taking a seat behind the cheap plywood desk. “We’re not in the habit of sedating patients just because they’re upset, but Brett was becoming hysterical. The doctor decided it was kinder to let him rest. I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. McGregor.”
“Yeah,” Dan nodded. “Me too.” James and Brenda McGregor were in their late seventies, but both were in remarkable health, apart from James’s cholesterol. Losing them both suddenly had never felt possible. Until that morning. They weren’t supposed to leave me with this. Not yet. Not without some warning.
Collins hesitated. “I get you have a million things on your mind, and I hate to add to that. But we need to work out where we go from here with your brother. Obviously, we will take care of Brett while you make arrangements and prepare your home. Your parents had excellent insurance, and we will honor that policy as long as we can.”
“It’s okay. I already have my assistant back in New York researching facilities,” Dan said.
Collins blinked. “You’re not taking him home with you?”
“I can’t,” Dan answered, shaking his head. “I have my work, my family. But he’ll be cared for. I’ll make sure he’s close to me. He’ll get everything he needs.” 
“Okay,” Collins said, nodding. “But you are planning to move him to New York?”
“Yes,” Dan said. 
“Right,” he answered. “Have you called your lawyer?”
“Why?” Dan asked, running his hand through his hair. “I signed a form a few years ago. I became his guardian when my parents… died.”
“According to the records we have, you signed a standby guardianship form here, in Illinois,” Collins said, pulling a folder from his drawer and handing it across the desk to Dan. “Which now, makes you Brett’s legal guardian, but only in Illinois. I’m a nurse, so I don’t know how it all works. But I recommend you talk with your lawyer.”
“Jesus,” Dan said, sighing. “I didn’t think of that.” He’d noticed at the time that the form was specific to Illinois but didn’t think to ask if it mattered. He thought he’d have time to set things up nicely so there’d be no rush when the time came. Now it was all here, all at once. He wasn’t ready.
Dan left the office and went back to Brett. He was looking towards the window, sobbing quietly. Dan turned away, his own eyes pricking. He couldn’t deal with this, not now. He needed to make plans, arrange transport, deal with all the things that sprang up when people died suddenly. He’d make time for Brett tomorrow. He knew his parents wouldn’t have approved of him walking away, but Dan had to get through the night, too.
Dan paused at the Nurse’s Station and asked if Brett could be sedated overnight, enough to make sure he didn’t lie awake crying. Collins had Dan sign an order giving consent.
Dan was gone before Collins could access the medication. He didn’t wait to see if Brett fell asleep.






  
  Chapter four

Dan booked another ride-share at the hospital entrance, trying not to wonder if Brett was given a needle or a pill. Brett having a needle was always a scene. He’d needed four orderlies last time he had a flu shot. Dan had helped his father hold him for a blood test once and came away with a black eye. Brett was little, five-foot-six with his shoes on and maybe one-hundred-and-thirty pounds fully dressed. But when Brett got scared, he got strong. 
He had asked Tali to book the closest decent hotel to Parkview General Hospital, and she’d delivered. This place was about ten minutes’ drive away. Long enough for breathing space, not too far if something happened. It wasn’t quite what he was used to. There was no spa, only a small desk to eat at, and the view was obstructed by other buildings. But it was comfortable, clean, and the coffee they’d made on his arrival was excellent. 
He took in his surroundings, wondering how long he’d be here. The walls were painted lavender with wooden trim, with a thick cream-colored carpet that felt new under his feet. He could tell the room had been painted recently, smelled it when he first came in. He didn’t mind that. It reminded him of better times with Carrie, of painting the nursery while awaiting the arrival of their daughter, Dinara. He needed that right now, something to remind him of happier times. He’d normally stay somewhere more luxurious, but found this place comforting. This was the kind of hotel he would have stayed at with his parents on family vacations.
He set his laptop on his desk, sat down on a chair with a stained-wood finish, and pulled out his phone. There were several missed calls, including a few from Jack Sanderson, another Tech CEO from California. Dan dismissed these, planning to return them later. Don’s comment about calling a lawyer troubled him. He’d come to Chicago assuming he could take control. A nurse just told him this was a problem. What had he missed? What did it take to fix?
He dialed the private number of his lawyer, Mr. P. Burton-Hamilton, Esquire. It sounded like the name of a pretentious asshole. It was, yet it wasn’t. Pete had been orphaned at twelve and raised by a shady uncle who’d used Pete’s school bag to move stolen goods. Pete put on a show for the job, but Dan knew there was a decent man under that.
The lawyer picked up on the fourth ring. “Dan, my man! How’s it hanging?”
“Hi Pete,” Dan answered, taking note of the time. “Not great, actually. I need some advice.”
“Keep your mouth shut,” Pete advised. “Where are you?”
“I’m in Chicago, and I’m not under arrest,” Dan said with a wry chuckle. “My… my parents died this morning.”
“Man, I’m sorry,” the lawyer said. The background noise started to fall away. “What do you need? Will? Estate?”
“Nothing like that,” Dan sighed. “My father was an accountant. He had all of that sorted years ago. It’s my little brother, Brett. I don’t know if I’ve ever mentioned him.”
“No,” Pete said. “But you did say you were someone’s standby guardian once.”
“Yes, that’s for Brett,” Dan said, relieved to not be starting entirely at the beginning. “My parents have both died, and that makes me Brett’s guardian. But some nurse at the hospital just said I should call you because the papers were signed in Illinois.” Dan rubbed his temples, exhaustion and grief taking him over slowly.
“What is Brett’s situation?” Pete asked. “I mean, why is anyone his guardian to begin with?”
“He’s developmentally delayed,” Dan said. “Although delayed is a fucking joke. He’s almost fifty-years-old, and he’s got the mind of a four-year-old. He’s not delayed. He’s not comin’. Big difference.” Dan took a sharp breath. He probably wasn’t using the right words anymore, but the terminology kept changing.
“I understand,” Pete replied, his tone kind. “Am I right in assuming your parents were his caregivers and their deaths were not expected?”
“No, not expected at all,” Dan said, shaking his head, although Pete couldn’t see. “Car accident. Brett was in the car but somehow got out with just bruises.”
“Thank Christ for that,” Pete answered, his voice sympathetic. 
“Yeah,” Dan said, wondering for just a moment if Brett surviving was something to be thankful for. Yes, he told himself. Brett would be okay, after some time.
“Right,” Pete began, “the problem you have is: that guardianship is only valid in Illinois. I can fix that, but it’s gonna take some time. I need to file a petition in Illinois to transfer the guardianship, and a mirror petition in New York to accept the jurisdiction. You need to be able to show that the move is in Brett’s best interest, and you need documented evidence that proves Brett will receive proper care if moved.”
“This is bullshit,” Dan moaned. “He has no family in Chicago. If he stays here, he has no one.”
“Good point,” Pete agreed, “and I’ll use that in my filing.”
“How long does this take?” Dan asked.
“Weeks, months if things get complicated,” Pete answered.
“So, I have to wait in Chicago for months until this is done?” Dan said, sighing heavily.
“No,” Pete replied. “Well, technically yes, but you’re Dan McGregor. My advice: just pick him up and take him to New York, sort this out after.”
“I can do that?” Dan said, puzzled but not surprised Pete would suggest something like this. He rubbed his eyes as his stomach growled.
“Yes, because you can afford me,” Pete said, his tone flat. “There will be some hurdles, but nothing I can’t deal with. One thing, is there anyone in Illinois who may object to Brett being moved or challenge you as guardian? If yes, would they have credible grounds?”
“No, I don’t think anyone will argue,” Dan said. “My parents had a lot of friends, but I can’t see any of them fighting to take over Brett’s care. He needs twenty-four-seven supervision, can’t bathe or dress himself.”
“How do you plan to manage?” Pete asked. “I’ll need this for the filing. But also, seriously, what’s your plan?”
“I’ll find a facility close to my apartment and place him there,” Dan said. “Somewhere they have activities and staff who know how to handle people like Brett. Not an old folks’ home, somewhere that suits him. I’ll visit, take him out. I know I can’t take him home, not gonna try.”
Pete paused, then said, “Do you want some help to vet these facilities? Some are brilliant, but some of the horror stories that come out of these places’ll turn your stomach.” 
“Yes, please,” Dan said. “I want somewhere good, the best. Tali was already looking.”
“I’ll have my assistant call Tali,” Pete said. 
“Thank you,” Dan said, his eyes closing. “I’ll have to bury my parents first, but I’ll move Brett shortly after. If you can line up something fast, I’d appreciate it.”
“Sure,” Pete said. “Might cost a few pennies, but I’ll speed it up. I’ll file these motions tomorrow.”
“Thanks, Pete,” Dan said, and ended the call. 
Dan looked at his phone and saw the time. It was ten-thirty. Not early, not late. But Dan’s eyes were heavy, like he hadn’t slept in days.
He opened his bag, grabbed some underwear, and took himself to the shower. He’d managed to handle the guardianship and had people looking for a place for Brett. Now he had to bury his parents. That could be tomorrow’s problem. 
~~~
The next morning, Dan’s rental car was delivered to his hotel. Like the hotel, this was also less than what he was used to. But the basic model Toyota Camry was functional, and that was all Dan needed right now. 
Dan dressed in jeans, a Henley, and his brown jacket. He looked like a regular, working class guy in these clothes. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a pain in the ass. People generally did what you wanted when they thought you had money. But the Camry and the clothes made him less visible, and he did appreciate that right now.  
Dan drove to the hospital, parked the car and went back to the ward holding Brett. Dan bypassed the nurses’ station and went straight to Brett’s room.
Brett was sitting on the bed, staring out the window, ignoring the two people in the room with him. George Collins and a woman Dan didn’t recognize were talking, but stopped when they saw him. 
“Mr. McGregor,” the women said. “I’m glad you’re here.” She stepped toward him and offered her hand. “Priscilla Creasy, I’m the nurse who’s been managing Brett’s care program.” 
“Oh, right, hi,” Dan said, accepting her handshake. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you.” She was somewhat plump, around five-foot-seven, and wearing a rather boring black dress and cardigan.
“We’ve never met,” Priscilla said, smiling politely. “I know your face from photos in your parents’ home.”
“Right,” Dan nodded. She’d presented herself as though she knew him already. He was somewhat annoyed by that, but looked past her to Brett. “How is he today?” Dan asked, looking toward Collins.
“About where he was last night,” Collins said. “Looking for his parents. Won’t agree to have a bath or change his clothes. Still won’t eat or drink.”
“How long before that’s a problem?” Dan asked. 
“If he hasn’t taken fluids by this evening, we’ll look at a drip,” Collins said. “But that is a last resort. Brett’s reaction to needles is… legend around here.”
“Yeah, avoid needles,” Dan said, nodding. 
“I was hoping to have a word with you about… what comes next,” Priscilla said. “Is now a good time?” 
“Sure,” Dan said, turning away and walking toward the door. 
Dan was sure Brett hadn’t heard him, but as he left, Brett’s head turned. Collins tried again to offer Brett some juice, but he turned back to the window. 
~~~
The conversation with Priscilla was brief, to the point.
“No, I won’t be requiring any further services from your agency,” Dan said, shaking his head slightly. “I’ll be moving Brett to New York in the coming days.” He expected she wasn’t thrilled the hear this. He knew the bill for Brett’s in-home respite and social outings was high, and Ms. Creasy would likely have a sizable gap in her roster with Brett off her books.
If she was disappointed, she didn’t show it. “I completely understand. Here’s my card. When you make your new arrangements, please give this to your new provider? We’ll work with them and make sure the services set up are suitable.”
“Thank you,” Dan said, taking the card. 
“In the meantime, I’m going to go back to Brett and try to get him to have a drink,” Priscilla said. “And I’ll see if I can free up one of the care aides who works with him regularly to provide some comfort while he’s here. That’s all covered under your care agreement.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Dan said, nodding. Having someone to keep Brett occupied would let him focus on what he had to get done: planning a funeral, packing up Brett’s things, making arrangements for his parents’ house.
He left the hospital and made his way to the funeral home. There was much to be done, too much for him to stop and comfort Brett. Priscilla was sending someone for him. That was enough. It had to be.






  
  Chapter five

Tuesday, 21 stJuly 2026 
The following evening, Dan thought over everything he’d gotten done and congratulated himself for his efficiency. With Brett in the hands of the nursing agency, Dan was able to concentrate on the practical matters.
First, he’d met with the funeral director, and he’d been pleased to learn that his parents’ had pre-planned the event. They’d selected flowers, coffins, and even decided who should cater the event: a local baker who made Brett’s favorite sausage rolls and pastries. It was the fastidious organization James McGregor was renowned for. The only change Dan had to make was to combine the two into one event.
Dan’s next task had been a visit to his parents’ lawyer. The will had uncovered no surprises. The house and all of James and Brenda’s assets went to a trust fund to be used to care for Brett. Dan inherited the responsibility for managing that fund and ensuring Brett was cared for. Dan was effectively cut out of the will, but he didn’t mind. It was Dan’s idea. He’d suggested it years ago when James had insisted on having the maudlin discussion about estate planning over a bacon and egg breakfast. Brett was incapable of earning a living. Dan was a CEO with his own company. Dan had told his parents to leave all of their money in a trust for Brett, and Dan would manage that trust.
Dan had looked over a few options and quickly decided it was best to sell his parents’ remaining car and furniture. Usable clothing would be donated to charity. The house itself would be cleared out and made available for rent. Dan told himself it was a financial decision, that the ongoing income was a good thing for the trust, but he knew deep down he was making an excuse to keep the house. It had been his parents’ home for thirty years. Dan wasn’t ready to let it go.
The next day, Dan went to his parents’ house in Oak Park and let himself in. He slowly walked through, seeing the evidence of the last meal shared there. From the items in the trash, it looked to have been a breakfast of eggs and mushrooms, with toast cut into the shape of a star for Brett. Dan could see the sandwich cutter on the top shelf of the slightly open dishwasher. He picked it up and put it in a carry bag. He would need this when he took Brett home for holidays. 
Dan fought the urge to cry at the sight of the partly filled dishwasher, and lost. This wasn’t how his family was meant to end. They were taking Brett to a screening of The Lion King, and they were supposed to come home after and start the dishwasher. Now his parents were gone, and Brett was a mess, still refusing to eat and too scared of needles to be given a drip. And someone would have to deal with these dishes eventually.
Dan dealt with the trash, then forced himself upstairs. He found the suitcases his father stored neatly in the attic, and took them to Brett’s room. He loaded them with as much of Brett’s clothing as would fit. The rest would have to wait for the movers to pack up and ship to New York. 
He tried not to look around Brett’s room, forced himself not to see his toys, his books, each item sitting in its proper place. He didn’t want to see that his parents had somehow taught Brett to be neater than Dan. They’d built their lives around their miracle boy. How was Brett supposed to cope without them? 
Dan wondered again if Brett surviving the accident was a blessing, or just a delay before a slower, sadder death. He pushed the thought away and focused on what had to be done. 
Dan isolated some items for the funeral and took them to Brett at the hospital. He slipped them into the cupboard before turning to look at Brett laying on his side, curled up, looking out the window. Dan sat on the bed with Brett, pulled Brett upright, and gently coaxed him to have a sip of juice. 
When dinner came, Dan saw the offering of seafood moose and pushed it away, telling the staff he’d make an arrangement to feed Brett. The meal smelled bad and looked worse. Brett lacked the capacity to understand that he had to eat something. But Dan had an idea to tempt him.
“Hey, Brett,” Dan whispered. “You want a Happy Meal?”
“Happy Meal?” Brett asked. “Momma said I can’t have those anymore.”
“Why not?”
“She said Daddy has collect-a-hole,” Brett answered. 
“What?” Dan frowned, confused. It took a moment, then he recalled a conversation from a few months ago, where their mother had reported another elevated cholesterol reading from their father and blamed it on James sneaking Happy Meals with Brett. “Oh, wait, I know what you mean.”
“She said Happy Meals are bad for Daddy,” Brett said. 
“Brett,” Dan said, feeling his eyes sting again, “do you understand that Momma and Daddy aren’t here anymore?”
There was silence, but it spoke volumes. Brett had realized they weren’t coming back. Dan took Brett’s hand and gently said, “You can have a Happy Meal tonight, okay?”
“Happy Meals were our secret,” Brett whispered. “I wasn’t supposed to tell Momma.”
“Can they be our secret now?” Dan asked. “We have a Happy Meal, but you don’t tell Miss Priscilla.”
“She said Happy Meals are bad too,” Brett said.
“Which is why we need to keep this our secret,” Dan said with a grin. “I’m going to order us some Happy Meals, and we’re going to eat some Happy Meals, and we’re not gonna tell a soul, okay?”
“Okay,” Brett agreed. 
Dan squeezed Brett’s hand, then pulled out his phone and ordered an Uber to bring them some Happy Meals. 
~~~
The following morning, Tali and Pete’s assistant, Troy, had presented a shortlist of five suitable facilities for Brett. Pete had Troy running background checks on the facilities and their staff, looking for red flags. Two facilities were eliminated when stories of past abuse toward residents surfaced. That left three others, all with very suitable activity programs and vetted staff. One was in Manhattan, one in Brooklyn, and one in Long Island. 
Dan was given a virtual tour of the Manhattan facility and immediately crossed it off the list. The facility had few outdoor spaces, and what they did have got very little sunlight. Brett liked to run, climb trees, and roll around in dirt like a child. He’d be miserable if he had no place to run around and get dirty. The only plus was the location. It would be easier for Dan to visit. But it wasn’t worth the convenience if Brett couldn’t play outdoors.
Dan then got the same tour of the facility in Brooklyn. It was about thirty minutes from Dan’s place. The facility seemed nice, with lots of outdoor play areas for Brett, and Dan was interested. Then Tali had pointed out the activities calendar: deceptively full, yet repetitive, dull. And when Dan looked at the activities themselves, it was mostly sewing and bingo, which Brett only liked in small doses, and only with his mother. Troy uncovered more drawbacks when he spoke with a resident’s unhappy sister: the outdoor areas were rarely used by residents. They served mostly as lunch areas for staff. The activity calendar had barely changed in two years, despite complaints from several residents and families. Dan asked to see the third facility.   
Dan was given the video tour of Blue Haven Family Lodge and was immediately impressed. He’d hesitated at first as it was on Long Island, but now thought the distance was worth it. The facility had a modern, yet homey feel. The activity calendar was loaded with a variety of selections, and the staff paused by the laptop to say hello and introduce some of their programs. Care aides also stopped to say hi, and to talk about how much they liked working there. 
But the person who impressed him most was the facility director, Mrs. Brie Connors. She had been in this business for twenty years, saw every resident as part of her own family, and had made it her life’s work to make sure their unique abilities never sidelined someone like Brett. It was a sales pitch, but Dan could tell she meant every word. 
After the call, Dan asked Pete to make the arrangements. Brett would be taken to Blue Haven Family Lodge as soon as Dan returned to New York.






  
  Chapter six

Friday, 24 thJuly 2026 
The time had come to say goodbye to his parents. Dan still felt like this was all some bad dream, but he pulled on the suit and tie he had packed. The tie didn’t quite go with the suit, but it was okay. Dan was sure no one would judge him over a mis-matched tie at his own parents’ funeral.
Dan went to the hospital to collect Brett. The nurses had dressed him in the suit his father occasionally had him wear for formal affairs. Dan was mildly annoyed, even though it was the outfit he’d put aside for Brett to wear. He just hated that suit, period. It was a poly-blend imitation of something classy, and Dan found it insulting. If Brett had to wear a suit, then he deserved to wear the same as the rest of the men, not some cheap knock-off. He knew why James and Brenda didn’t buy Brett something nicer, but he didn’t agree with their reasons.
Dan recalled the last time he’d seen that suit. Brett had worn it to a dinner at a restaurant on Fulton Street, where Brett had charmed the server with a rose he’d folded out of a paper napkin. Dan had been embarrassed, but the server seemed enchanted. The chef even came to their table and cut up Brett’s steak for him, and later made him a peanut-butter ice-cream sundae that wasn’t on the menu. 
Dan was stunned by the turnout at the church. There were at least four hundred people there. Dan was touched, but also not surprised. His parents were generous, loving people.
As he looked over the crowd, he realized many of the attendees had a disabled adult with them. Many of them came to hug Brett, then wandered off to the courtyard. They seemed to forget why they were there, but that was expected with their disabilities. James and Brenda wouldn’t have been offended. Neither was Dan. 
Dan looked across the line of well-wishers and flinched as he saw Ellen Sanderson, the recently elected Cook County State’s Attorney. Ellen was a tall woman with blond hair and a stern yet elegant face. She was nearing sixty, though she was stunning and looked like she could have her pick of men, if she ever decided to give one a chance. Dan’s parents had known her as a neighbor in Oak Park and often spoke highly of her, and her skill as a prosecutor. Dan wasn’t sure she deserved their praise. Ellen was the mother of a good friend, and while he’d never spent much time with Ellen personally, Dan suspected she was a cold and unforgiving parent. Dan said hello, accepted her kind words, and was relieved when she moved on. 
Dan’s ex-wife Carrie appeared, along with his seventeen-year-old daughter, Dinara, and thirteen-year-old son, Ian. They made time to speak with him briefly, satisfying an obligation more than offering comfort. The three greeted Brett with much more warmth. Carrie let Brett hold on to her for a long moment, casting a concerned, sympathetic eye over him. 
The service began, and Brett became distressed as Dan gave a eulogy. But he was soon under the wing of Priscilla Creasy, who held and comforted Brett long enough for Dan to finish. 
The service was followed by refreshments. Dan was mortified when he realized a bounce house had been set up in the church courtyard during the service. Dan looked at the funeral director, horrified. The director reminded Dan that his parents had planned their own services, and they had wanted to surprise Brett with a bounce house. Something to distract him. Make him smile.  
Dan stepped back and let it happen. It was working. Brett’s eyes were sparkling as he bounced around, completely unaware his body was well over forty. Others in attendance were watching fondly, many remarking how wonderful James and Brenda had been with Brett. The bounce house made perfect sense to everyone that knew them. 
~~~
The next morning, Dan collected Brett from the hospital at seven and boarded a plane an hour later. They were going to New York, flying first class. Dan fastened his seatbelt as Brett looked about the plane, tears spilling over. He didn’t understand why he had to leave, just wanted to go home. To his bedroom, to his toys. Brett was clearly disorientated, clinging to his plush teddy. 
Dan didn’t notice. He was thinking ahead to the evening. He fastened his own seatbelt, then sent a message to Ava asking if he could see her that night. 
Ava replied quickly, with a risqué photo. Dan grinned wickedly, anticipation building. 
“That lady lost her clothes,” Brett said loudly, drawing the attention of every person within earshot.
Dan cleared his throat and turned his phone to flight mode. “That’s private. You shouldn’t look at other people’s things.”
“That lady should put her clothes on. I could see her boobies,” Brett answered.
“Please shut up,” Dan whispered loudly, avoiding the gaze of an older woman across the aisle. 
~~~
Upon landing, Brett was immediately taken to the facility on Long Island. Brett had looked around on the journey, curious. By the time they arrived at the facility, he was agitated, picking at the hairs on his arms.
They were met at the door by Brie Connors, who was even lovelier in person than she was over a video call. She was classically attractive, in her mid-forties, with blond hair, brown eyes and a kind smile. Her navy pantsuit exuded authority. She was compassionate, but she was in charge.
Brie took Brett by the hand and showed him around, doing everything she could to make Brett feel safe. She showed him the playground, the dining room, and the activity rooms. She took Brett to his room and showed him his bed, his own bathroom, and where he could put his things once
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