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	"Home" – Edward Sharpe & The Magnetic Zeros

	"Better Together" – Jack Johnson
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	"Family" – Noah Gundersen
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	"The Luckiest" – Ben Folds
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	"Make You Feel My Love" – Adele
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	"Home" – Michael Bublé

	"Just the Way You Are" – Bruno Mars
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	"Forever Like That" – Ben Rector
​



​

A HOME WITH YOU. 
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"DIVORCE IS LIKE A DEATH without a body, a loss that you have to live with."

​Unknown
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​PRE-PROLOGUE
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​A Love That Never Had Time to Grow

5 years ago

They met on the first day of college, and Ethan would spend the next five years trying to remember exactly how it felt — that precise, weightless moment before everything became complicated. Before love became something that could leave a mark.

Liam had been standing by the dorm bulletin board, scanning it with the kind of quiet focus that made Ethan stop walking. Not because he was remarkable, not yet. But because he looked like someone who already knew exactly who he was going to become. And Ethan, who had no idea, found that terrifying and magnetic in equal measure.

They were wrong for each other on paper. Ethan wanted to teach — wanted to sit cross-legged on classroom floors and convince children that books were the closest thing to magic. Liam wanted boardrooms, briefcases, the sharp satisfaction of a deal closed. But somehow, in the particular alchemy of being twenty-two and certain about nothing, they made sense. Ethan steadied something in Liam. Liam lit something in Ethan. And for a while, that felt like enough.

It felt like everything.

xxx

The wedding was small — twenty people in a garden in June, fairy lights tangled in the oak trees, Liam crying before Ethan even reached the aisle. That was the version Ethan would return to, in the years after. Not the arguments. Not the long, hollow nights waiting for headlights to sweep across the bedroom ceiling. Not the particular silence of a man who has stopped trying to explain himself. He would return to Liam's face in the garden, undone and open, and wonder how something that began so honestly could end so quietly.

The drift, when it came, wasn't dramatic. There was no single rupture, no volcanic moment where everything shattered. There was just — Liam coming home later. There was just — Ethan eating dinner alone again, the food going cold, the apartment feeling less like a home and more like a place he happened to sleep. There were the phone calls that got shorter. The apologies that stopped sounding sorry. The way Liam would come to bed in the dark and lie very still, as if even breathing might start a conversation, he didn't have the energy for.

"You knew what you were marrying," Liam said once, and Ethan had gone very quiet, because it was true and it was cruel, and those two things shouldn't have been able to exist in the same sentence, but they did.

He stayed longer than he should have. He told himself that was love. Maybe it was. Maybe love and stubbornness had always been the same thing, and he'd just never had reason to tell them apart before.

xxx

The night Liam left, he didn't raise his voice. That was the part Ethan never talked about — how gentle it was, how terrible that gentleness felt. Liam stood in the doorway of their bedroom with his coat still on, like he hadn't planned to stay long, like some part of him had already been halfway out the door for months.

"I can't do this anymore," he said.

And Ethan sat on the edge of the bed they had shared for three years, and felt the specific, annihilating grief of a person who had seen it coming and still wasn't ready.

He didn't beg. He wanted to. God, he wanted to — wanted to grab Liam by the lapels and ask him if he remembered June, if he remembered crying before Ethan even reached the aisle, if any of it had been real. But he sat very still instead and watched the man he had built his whole adult life around turn and walk away.

The door didn't slam. That was the worst part.

It closed softly. Like punctuation at the end of a sentence that had taken years to finish. Like something that had never really been a question at all.

xxx

Ethan was twenty-five years old, and the life he had imagined was already over.

He didn't know, sitting in that quiet apartment with the fairy lights still strung across the balcony from a party they'd never gotten around to taking down — he didn't know that the story wasn't finished.

He just knew that it hurt.

And for a long time, that was the only thing that felt true.
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"SOMETIMES, THE MOST beautiful things are the ones that come unexpectedly." – Unknown
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​PROLOGUE

[image: ]


All the King’s men ...

Five Months Ago

Ethan Martinez was grading papers when his world fell apart.

With a red pen hovering over a particularly imaginative—and wildly inaccurate—interpretation of The Great Gatsby (no, Tommy, the green light wasn't a signal from an alien invasion), he almost ignored the phone call. His phone buzzed against the stack of essays, the name "San Francisco General Hospital" flashing across the screen. Probably just a reminder for his overdue dental cleaning.

But something—maybe intuition, fate, or the desperate desire for a break from teenage literary analysis—made him answer.

"Mr. Martinez? This is regarding your sister, Maria Rodriguez."

The red pen slipped from his fingers, leaving a streak of crimson across Tommy's paper like a cruel, accidental prophecy. Ethan's breath froze in his chest. He wouldn't remember collapsing to his knees, or his department head finding him later, surrounded by scattered papers and broken pieces of the life he thought he understood.

But he would remember the drive to the hospital.

Every agonizing minute of it. The late autumn sun blindingly bright, the radio playing some perky pop song about dancing all night that felt like a mockery. He thought—strangely, clearly—that he needed to buy milk. Maria had texted him about it that morning.

Don't forget!! Full fat, not the sad watery kind you always buy 

That was Maria. That had always been Maria. Even a grocery list became a lecture, a joke, a small act of love disguised as bossiness. He'd texted back a single eye-roll emoji. She'd sent three laughing faces. He hadn't responded after that because he'd been in the middle of second period and had meant to reply later.

There was no later now.

xxx

Maria. His big sister. Sixteen years old when their parents died, and already the kind of person who knew what to do in a crisis—who made lists, who called the right numbers, who cried in the bathroom so Ethan wouldn't see. She'd raised him in the in-between spaces of her own grief, working nights at the diner so he could play soccer, showing up to his games in her waitress uniform, cheering louder than every other parent combined.

She made Mickey Mouse pancakes on Sunday mornings because he'd loved them as a kid, even when he was seventeen and too old to admit it, even when she was exhausted from a double shift and her feet hurt so badly she could barely stand. She made them anyway. She'd slide the plate across the counter and say, "Don't tell me you're too cool for this," and he'd roll his eyes and eat every single one.

She'd driven eight hours to help him move into his college dorm, spent the whole weekend assembling furniture from flat-pack boxes with increasingly colourful language, and left a handwritten note taped to the back of his wardrobe door where he wouldn't find it until weeks later: You're going to be extraordinary. I already know. Call me on Sundays. — M.

He'd called her every Sunday for four years.

He called her after Liam proposed, voice shaking, and she'd screamed so loudly he'd had to hold the phone away from his ear. She'd adjusted his bowtie on his wedding day, her hands steadier than his, and said quietly, "Sometimes the best families are the ones we build ourselves."

She was there when the marriage fell apart, too. She didn't say I told you so, even though she'd always thought Liam worked too much. She just drove over with wine and a pan of enchiladas and sat with him on the kitchen floor while he cried. "You're allowed to fall apart," she told him. "But only tonight. Tomorrow we make a plan." That was Maria. Grief had a schedule. Love was a verb. You showed up, you made the pancakes, you kept going.

She had three children of her own and a laugh that could fill a room from two floors away. She texted him memes at midnight and remembered the names of every student he'd ever complained about. She was the only person in the world who could tell him he was being an idiot and make it feel like a kindness.

She was thirty-four years old.

She was supposed to be at the grocery store.

xxx

The hospital corridors seemed to stretch endlessly, fluorescent lights buzzing above like a swarm of angry wasps. A doctor was speaking to him, words like "head-on collision" and "internal bleeding" drifting past like debris in deep water. Everything around him was muffled, distant. He kept thinking about the milk. He kept thinking about the fact that he would have to go to the grocery store now, and she would never know whether he'd bought the right kind.

"Mr. Martinez?" The doctor's voice was a soft intrusion. "There's something else we need to discuss. Your sister's children..."

Children.

Oh God. The kids.

Lucas, twelve, who looked so much like his father it was painful—quiet and careful and devastatingly kind. Sofia, ten, with Maria's curls and their mother's infectious laugh, who insisted on wearing mismatched socks because "life's too short for boring feet." Little Emma, barely four, who still couldn't pronounce her r's and thought the moon followed their car at night just to say hello.

They had already lost their father to cancer two years ago. And now...

"Your sister named you as their guardian in her will," the doctor continued, her voice soft but firm. "Child Services will need to speak with you about temporary placement while the paperwork—"

"No." The word came out stronger than he felt. "No temporary placement. They're coming home with me."

"Mr. Martinez, this is a big decision. You need time to think—"

"They're my family." His voice cracked, the weight of the words sinking in. "I'm all they have left."

The doctor nodded slowly, her pen scratching across her clipboard. Ethan barely registered the sound, the world narrowing to the unbearable heaviness in his chest. Somewhere down the hall, a baby's cry echoed, and he wondered if it would ever stop sounding like it was coming from inside him.

xxx

Later that night, after the paperwork, the tears, and the impossible task of explaining to three children that their mother wasn't coming home, Ethan sat in his sister's living room. Their living room, now.

The house was finally quiet, all three kids having cried themselves to sleep in a pile on Maria's bed. Ethan should have moved them to their own rooms, but he couldn't bear the thought of separating them. Not tonight.

In the kitchen, Maria's calendar hung on the fridge, covered in her familiar handwriting—soccer practices, dance recitals, doctor appointments, parent-teacher conferences. An entire life mapped out in dry-erase marker. Next week's grocery list was still there in her looping script: milk, bread, fruit snacks (the ones Lucas likes), new markers for Emma...

Ethan stood in front of it for a long time. Then he picked up the marker, his hand trembling, and added one more item to the list: Figure out how to do this.

His phone buzzed. A text message. From five years and a lifetime ago.

Liam: Just heard about Maria. I'm so sorry, E. Let me know if you need anything.

Ethan stared at the message until the words blurred. Liam. His ex-husband, reaching across the carefully constructed distance they'd maintained since the divorce. He didn't reply. He wanted to—God, part of him still needed Liam in a way that hadn't faded the way it was supposed to. But he couldn't. Not tonight. Tonight, there was no room left in him for anything except the enormity of what had just been handed to him.

He looked around the living room. At the crayon drawings pinned to the wall. At the half-finished puzzle on the coffee table—a lighthouse, Sofia's project, pieces still scattered like a question waiting to be answered. At the Mickey Mouse magnet on the fridge, holding up a photo of Maria and the kids at the beach last summer, all of them laughing, sand in their hair, ice cream dripping down their faces. Happy. Whole.

He gently pressed his fingers to his sister's smile in the photo.

"I don't know how to do this," he whispered.

He was a man who graded papers until midnight and had killed a cactus despite its express biological purpose of surviving neglect. He couldn't braid hair. He could barely make anything more complicated than spaghetti. His apartment was a one-bedroom with a heater that only worked half the time.

But he remembered being nine years old, watching his sixteen-year-old sister make Mickey Mouse pancakes because he missed their mum's Sunday breakfasts. He remembered her showing up to his soccer games in her waitress uniform, cheering louder than anyone else's parent. He remembered her sitting on his kitchen floor after Liam left, not saying a single word about being right, just being there.

He knew how to love them. Maria had spent his whole life teaching him that much.

He put the cap back on the marker. He took a breath.

Then he started making more lists: things to pack for school, groceries, calls to make. Tomorrow, he'd talk to his principal about a leave of absence, figure out how to transfer his lease, and learn—finally, properly—how to make Mickey Mouse pancakes.

Tomorrow, he'd need to be someone's everything.

But tonight, he just needed to be here. In this house full of her. Holding onto whatever pieces of her life he could.

Upstairs, Emma stirred, her little whimper breaking the silence.

Without thinking, Ethan was already moving—climbing the stairs two at a time, the way he'd seen Maria do so many times before.

"It's okay," he whispered, gathering his tiny niece into his arms. "Uncle Ethan's here. I've got you."

And somehow—impossibly—he did.

Whatever chaos the universe decided to throw their way. He had them.

(For the record, the cactus didn't make it. But that's a story for another day.)
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​ACT 1 - Life before HIM.
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