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      As an overseas missionary who leads lost souls toward salvation, it’s imperative I live a godly existence, even in the midst of life-shattering grief.

       

      Returning to the States brings about a trial worse than the loss of love, and I’m faced with desire for someone forbidden to me by my church and the word of God.

       

      Aaron Weston.

       

      My best friend’s son who is no longer a gangly teen. He makes me want things no newly widowed man should.

       

      His presence fills the emptiness in my life, but my sinful nature longs for more. Every inch of him—in my heart, in my body, making me feel whole again.

       

      Giving into the hunger of the flesh will take us down a path of immorality, one that goes against my strive for holiness.

       

      I lost my wife from focusing on promised riches in glory.

       

      And if I make the same mistake, I fear responsibility for the ruination of another soul.
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      The plane’s speaker crackled to life, announcing our descent into Philadelphia’s airport.

      The woman in the cramped seat beside me shifted awake, rousing another waft of strongly-scented rose perfume to clog my throat. Grimacing, I blinked at the sand in my eyes, my focus coming to rest on my worn loafers cramped beneath the seat in front of me.

      No matter my exhaustion from the twenty-plus hour flight to the States from the Ukraine, adrenaline had kept me wide awake.

      I would touch American soil for the first time in fifteen years. I would get to sit in church and rest, to soak in sermons I hadn’t studied to preach. I would see the people I’d left behind in my drive to fulfill the Lord’s calling on my life and serve Him.

      I hadn’t meant to emotionally distance from loved ones and family back home, but after meeting Sofiy, falling madly in love⁠—

      Cutting the thoughts off that had sagged my shoulders and left my face haggard since her death, I focused on my future.

      My best friend since childhood, Phillip Weston, had offered me his spare bedroom until I decided what my next step in life would be. He’d been diagnosed with Parkinson’s close to eight years earlier, but the previous three had shown a serious decline in his health.

      Guilt twisted my stomach over not being there to help and support Phillip, but even worse, his son Aaron had moved back home to care for him.

      The memory of the leggy boy who had tagged along at my heels once he’d learned to walk always brought a smile to my face. And he’d been the reason for the steady release of excitement through my blood since having the freedom to return home.

      Aaron had been nothing but skin and bones last I’d seen him. At twenty-nine, I expected—hoped for his sake—he’d grown a bit. I also hoped once high school had ended the bullies he’d seemed to attract no longer attempted to make his life hell.

      He’d never shared why he got beat up or why he’d come to hate school and his peers.

      But he had his dad, he had me, and the three of us had spent more time together than not. And summers? They held some of my best memories of fishing, hiking, and camping in the woods of northern Pennsylvania.

      I wondered if he remembered the life we had together once upon a time, if his own smile made an appearance with the fond recollections.

      I’d lost touch with my friends due to Sofiy’s selfishness, only sharing a call with Phillip for the first time in years after she’d passed. The regret of allowing her control over my life for so long pained my heart—especially given his poor health.

      A flight attendant walked past my aisle seat with a plastic trash bag, and I dropped in my emptied water bottle with a forced smile and “Thank you.”

      Letting out a shuddered sigh, I tipped my head back and rested my eyelids once she shuffled past.

      Returning home a newly widowed man, I should have been wallowing in grief, not looking forward to living without restraint like I’d done due to Sofiy’s depression and manipulative ways.

      The crumpled note in the back pocket of my chinos burned clear through to my skin, radiating an ache bone-deep that caused my head to hang whenever I thought too long on my dead wife.

      Longing to escape the shame of the words she’d scripted in shaking ink always made me cower wherever I went, but I couldn’t go without its presence—reminding me of my failure. The need to do better. The many questions her words had roused in my head.

      Ones concerning my dogmatism and drive.

      Ones of eternity.

      Ones of life.

      The plane’s wheels jolted on the ground, making for another burst of adrenaline through my system.

      Phillip. Aaron.

      God had gifted me new beginning, and we would be the three musketeers again.

      Once the plane taxied and the passengers exited ahead of me, I slung my old bag’s long strap over my head and shoulder, leaving it to cross my chest. I’d kept my passport, a few books and other papers, as well as my Bible inside, only packing two large suitcases with everything I didn’t want to leave behind in the Ukraine since I had no plans to return.

      The Bible I had yet to open since I’d seen Sofiy pale and cold on our bed a few weeks earlier. I used to find my peace and comfort inside its thin pages where passage after passage had been underlined and highlighted.

      But no longer. I didn’t understand why—and the Holy Spirit I trusted to intervene for me at my lowest didn’t give me peace either.

      I stepped off the plane, sending up an automatic prayer of thankfulness to God for seeing me safely across land and ocean.

      Home.

      Since Phillip was wheelchair bound due to his disorder, he’d said Aaron would pick me up.

      The first sense of life bubbled up inside me after too many days to count. Would he see me as an old man since my hair and beard had taken a liking to gray? Would he notice the lines around my eyes, the fact the shoulders he used to perch atop weren’t as wide and strong as they once had been?

      Heaviness descended over me again, and I trudged on tired legs with the other passengers into the baggage claim area. The clack of moving belts, the murmurs of voices filled my ears.

      Phillip had said Aaron would meet me there, and I scanned the area, looking for messy brown hair and big blue eyes hidden behind glasses, but didn’t see him.

      I followed the other passengers toward our conveyor, hanging back a bit since everyone else crowded in their rush to claim bags and escape the airport.

      Tingles slid over my left cheek like a brush of a dove’s feather, and I turned, knowing who watched me before my eyes found him.

      Aaron Weston.

      Without glasses and sporting a short-clipped beard of his own…far from the young boy I imagined when thinking of him.

      My facial muscles remembered how to full-out grin, how to crinkle the lines around my eyes in happiness all thanks to how the sight of him buoyed my heart.

      He held my gaze and strode toward me as though on a mission, his sure steps causing my feet to do the same.

      Both our arms extended as one, and we fell into each other, laughter wanting to rise up inside me.

      He’d grown close to six feet, putting us almost eye to eye, but the feel of Aaron beneath my arms and hands…

      All man, he’d filled out with hard muscle and plenty of it.

      The sense of actually being at home returned with force, and I clung to him, eyes clenched shut as the scent of soap and dryer sheets I remembered all too well expanded my lungs.

      For the first time in countless years, someone held me, their arms seeming to cherish me for me—Ezra the man, not a pastor, missionary, or man of God.

      My throat threatened to swell shut, and I forced myself to pull back the slightest bit. I kept my hands on his shoulder and neck, needing to know Aaron stood in front of me for real.

      “Aaron,” I whispered and leaned in to kiss his forehead as I’d done hundreds of times in the past.

      His slow exhale ghosted hot over my throat, sending an unnerving, strange shiver down my spine.

      I dropped my hands from him and stepped away fully. “You look good, young man.”

      He grinned, those blue eyes lighting up with a mischievous glint I’d often thought about—and had missed. “It’s great to finally see you again, Ezra.”

      And with that one sentence, the reason for my return slapped me across the face in harsh reality.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Aaron stated quietly as though he knew why my happiness at seeing him had dimmed.

      “Thank you,” I murmured, flicking my focus toward the conveyor and readjusting my bag’s strap across my chest. Most of the crowd had dissipated.

      Aaron cleared his throat and moved closer to the carousel, and I pointed out my two bags. He slung them off the belt as though they weighed less than a sack of groceries, and my eyebrows lifted. I’d packed them both full, paying the extra fee for them being overweight.

      Another smile tempted my lips upward.

      “What?” he asked, side-eyeing me with that twinkle in his eyes again.

      I shook my head. “You’ve changed.”

      “My growth spurt hit not long after you left.” Aaron pulled up the first case’s handle while I did the same with the second. “I packed on a little muscle weight in college too.”

      I glanced down over his wide shoulders, the tapered V of his waist, and the bulging thighs beneath his shorts. Even his calves appeared like he enjoyed his spinach a ton more than he had as a kid. One of my eyebrows raised. “A little?”

      He chuckled and led the way toward the glass door, leaving me to follow.

      The slider opened ahead of him, letting in a blast of hot summer air and bringing the scent of his soap to my nose once more.

      That same shiver licked at my spine, and I frowned, wondering at my body’s reaction to him.

      Not exactly comfort like it should have been…and definitely not peaceful.

      Perhaps I’d gone too long without physical touch and his hug had cracked open a need inside me I had smothered for many years. Sure the strange feelings would subside once I got used to affection again, I strode ahead to walk beside him.

      We traversed the path toward the parking garage, my face once more tingling. Glancing over, I found him peering at me, the warmth in his eyes smoothing my frown. More than mere happiness resided in his blue orbs, something I couldn’t name, but…

      Suddenly parched, I flicked my tongue over my lower lips looking for moisture, and Aaron’s focus dropped to my mouth.

      Want—beyond platonic friendship.

      That was the feeling prickling to life inside me, what filled his eyes.

      Unsure how to pray or what to say, I turned my attention forward, falling back a step in order to follow Aaron again.

      I’d never felt drawn to a man before, never once considered studying the body of the same sex to find attraction.

      But young Aaron Weston had definitely woken up something inside me I didn’t know what to do with, some unholy desire.

      I needed to put a stopper on whatever it was he’d brought to the surface of my old sinful nature, or I would find more trouble for myself than the truth of Sofiy’s final attempts at manipulation in my pocket.
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      The natural scent of Ezra—fresh fallen leaves after a rain storm—swarmed the inside of my old SUV within seconds of us being shut in together. A blast of frigid air conditioning didn’t lessen the longing from the memory of drawing him deep into my lungs even as a kid.

      Add in my body’s awareness of him being in close proximity, and I once again thanked myself for thinking briefs when dressing to pick Ezra up at the airport.

      I asked about his flight, hoping senseless chatter would get my mind off the need that had slammed into me when our gazes had met in the baggage claim area. All those teenage hormones I hadn’t understood at fourteen had come back with the force of a hurricane, swirling inside me like rushing wind.

      Ezra had been one of my best friends, even though he’d been Dad’s first. My protector, my shoulder to lean on, my hero.

      In my mind, he’d been my and Dad’s third musketeer, and we’d been inseparable until he’d left for the Ukraine as a missionary in order to lead lost souls to Christ.

      Then he’d married the woman who’d kept him away from us, and the connection he’d had to the US lessened with each passing year.

      “How’s your dad doing?” Ezra asked after brushing off a conversation about his too-long flight over the Atlantic.

      Since Ezra would see for himself within twenty minutes, I didn’t bother holding back the truth. “Parkinson’s has turned him into a miserable bastard.”

      Ezra didn’t admonish me like he’d have done if I were a fourteen-year-old boy.

      “But I understand why,” I continued. “He’s bound to a wheelchair. Losing his mind.” I turned onto the highway leading us home. “Knowing that doesn’t make it any easier to deal with him.”

      “How are you holding up?” Ezra’s soft voice always soothed me as a kid, and I found myself smiling at how effortlessly he set me at ease.

      “I’m hanging in there.” Barely, some days, but what choice did I have? I couldn’t afford to put Dad in a home, not that I would even if we had the money. Doing so would harshly point out my weakness I’d fought for years to turn to strength.

      “Do you get out much? Make time for yourself?” Ezra sat still, his hands on his thighs which I forced myself to not focus on but failed. Wide palms I wanted on my skin. Strong fingers my body ached to feel inside.

      My dick pressed against its prison.

      I cleared my throat. “I hit the gym every morning long before he wakes up, work there for a few hours too. Church is my other two hours of freedom.” The latter because Dad could watch the service livestream at home which freed me up to escape the house.

      As for the church destination for those precious moments without responsibility…I wasn’t sure where God’s and my relationship stood, but the worship brought me a sense of comfort. And hearing Pastor Welker’s sermons gave me and Dad something to discuss for the rest of the day since he would be jolly and talkative for a change—even if I didn’t believe much of the drivel shared from the pulpit.

      “It appears you know what you’re doing at the gym,” Ezra said, and I caught a hint of a smile in his voice.

      He appreciated my body. Fuck, did that thought flood me with a shot of adrenaline.

      “I might have an addiction,” I admitted, finding it hard to keep my voice level.

      “Is that because you were bullied in high school?”

      He’d guessed half of the reason I worked out until exhausted six days of the week. Having been seen as a weak kid, I’d focused on becoming stronger. The other reason for my intense workouts the previous three years came about from a need for release—from pent-up anger toward my dad and not being allowed a life.

      Or much of anything else for that matter.

      A stockpile of bills sat on Dad’s desk at home, ones I struggled to keep us from drowning beneath, so even if I had the freedom to go out once in a while, I couldn’t afford to.

      “Yeah.” I agreed to the bullying suggestion as I took an exit to grab some KFC, Dad’s favorite food. Sitting down to fried chicken for dinner would make him happy for the rest of the evening, and leftovers for lunch the following day assured that mood would stay. “Thanks for coming into the high school when Drew first kicked my ass,” I repeated what I’d already said dozens of times before but couldn’t help revisit.

      It was the day Ezra went from friend to hero since Dad hadn’t been able to leave work.

      Fucking Drew Bradley had called me a fag even though I hadn’t been aware of my own sexuality at that point. Between him and his two buddies, I’d ended up with a broken nose, arm, and three ribs.

      And the asshole, being from money and the principal’s nephew, hadn’t even gotten suspended.

      Ezra clasped my shoulder, sending shots of electrical currents through my entire body, jerking my dick inside its prison. “I wish I could have done more.”

      I hadn’t told him why I’d gotten my skinny ass handed to me—or spoke of the times afterward when Drew used me as a punching bag, but twice more before Ezra went to the Ukraine, he’d seen the bruises on my body.

      “You never shared why that boy hated you so much.” He removed his hand from my shoulder, a sense of loss and coolness rising.

      “It’s been so long, I don’t even remember,” I lied. No one except for my good friend Zeke had known, and even then, he’d guessed at my sexual orientation—and I hadn’t confirmed.

      As far as our church believed, desiring a man led to the pits of hell. Bad enough or even forbidden in more accepting eyes because he was Dad’s best friend and had a few years on me. Not that I gave a shit. But like my religious dad, Ezra would see me as an abomination, nothing but a perversion.

      Or would he? The look I’d given him while walking to the parking garage…the flick of his tongue over this lower lip…did Ezra have secrets of his own?

      My heart thumped a little harder as I pulled up to the drive through and placed my order.

      “He’s still a sucker for KFC, huh?”

      I grinned, finally glancing over at Ezra while waiting for our bucket of chicken. The lines of grief around his eyes remained smoothed out, and I found myself wanting to keep him that way. “I would get it for him every night if it wasn’t so damn bad for his heart.”

      “And expensive.” Ezra eyed me as though he knew about Dad’s and my situation. “Phillip told me you’re struggling to make ends meet.” His lips downturned fully again, and I inwardly cursed my dad.

      “Things are tight, yeah, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      A lie with only being able to work three hours a day. But I couldn’t have Ezra thinking I was deficient in any area.

      “I insisted on paying rent for the next three months, so hopefully those funds will help you get caught up.”

      I doubted as much but wasn’t about to state the truth. “Thanks, Ezzie.”

      Ezra barked out a laugh, and my heart squeezed in my chest over his rich baritone chuckle. “I haven’t heard that nickname in⁠—”

      “Fifteen years,” we said at the same time, mine sounding more like a question.

      His laughter died away along with my smile as we stared across the console at one another. Hazel eyes flicked over my face, settling on my mouth for a heartbeat longer than was appropriate for a man of God.

      And I would know. I’d sown my so-called wild oats.

      Perhaps I am wrong about his thoughts on homosexuality aligning with the church⁠—

      A horn blared from behind us, igniting another shot of adrenaline to rush through my blood. I let off the brakes and pulled up to the drive through window.

      Two minutes later, a record for Dad’s favorite restaurant getting my order into my hands, I took a right out of their parking lot.

      “Dad’s not the same man from fifteen years ago,” I told Ezra, needing to prepare him for what he would find when we arrived at home.

      “I could hear the difference in his voice. Softer rather than boisterous like I remember. It’s been a while since we spoke on the phone.”

      Three years.

      And I didn’t have to wonder why. Ezra had always been a driven man, hell-bent on being a missionary, winning souls from the pits of hell, and receiving his crown in glory.

      He’d put God first, leaving everything behind, including his best friend and the young teen who’d adored him.

      I still do.

      Even though he’d abandoned me and stopped calling once he’d married. My love and desire for Ezra wouldn’t ever change no matter the twinge I sometimes felt over his departure from our lives.

      I glanced over again, loving the silver in his beard and hair. He’d been handsome before he’d left for the Ukraine, and the years had only aged him like a fine wine.

      My mouth watered.

      Tightening my grip on the steering wheel, I turned back toward the road. “The decreased facial expressions will be the biggest physical change you’ll see—outside of the wheelchair and loss of muscle weight,” I said. “He can’t stand very well by himself, definitely can’t live alone. Mornings are the worst. Lots of stiffness. Rigidity.”

      “And you take care of him all on your own?”

      I nodded, looking both ways before crossing the intersection into our neighborhood.

      “You truly have a servant’s heart.”

      Ezra didn’t know my innermost thoughts—and I wouldn’t ever share what would out me as the spineless, selfish asshole I was.

      “The woman who lives next door to us comes and sits with him if I need to head out for an extended period of time, but that’s rare,” I said, staying away from his misconception of what kind of person resided inside me.

      “And how is his mental health?”

      “He’s irritated a lot. Depressed, but understandably.”

      “I can imagine I would be in a constant state of prayer to do what you do.”

      “I’ve found the best way to handle his aggressive behavior is to remain calm. Reading scripture to him helps lessen his aggravation.”

      “He’s always been a fervent soul.” Ezra’s tone suggested respect and love.

      “Same as you,” I pointed out.

      He turned his focus out the passenger window and didn’t reply.

      I assumed part of the grieving process Ezra went through included questioning God, but I would have no such thoughts when it came time for Dad. The day he breathed his last, I would get the chance to breathe again.

      Sacrificing oneself, especially at a young age, didn’t inspire joyful emotions. The Bible commanded people to serve each other in love, but obeying that one was no easy task. I hated how my life had changed when I’d become a caretaker, even though Dad had been my friend as much as my father. I could admit to myself the truth of feeling overwhelmed. Oftentimes depressed. But no one else would ever learn I was anything less than the steady, selfless rock that I portrayed myself to be.

      Yes, I loved Dad—but I also wouldn’t be completely heartbroken when he passed.

      The pit of my stomach hollowed out as it always did when I thought of the near future. With how quickly Dad’s health had declined due to Parkinson’s, his doctor didn’t expect him to live out the year which would put me pretty much on my own since I’d lost touch with old friends—and Zeke had moved back to Boston. It’d been Dad and me for three years…so yeah, I would miss him.

      I pulled into the driveway and filled my lungs with one last deep inhale of Ezra’s warm scent to rid my mind of Dad’s outburst at his last doctor’s appointment when we’d been given the dire news. It had been a dark day for him, and his mood had remained sour until learning of Ezra’s return.

      “Ready?” I asked, pulling Ezra’s gaze off the front of our house that hadn’t changed much in the years he’d been gone.

      “Yes.” His firm conviction came through in the single worded answer…but I wondered what all he’d meant beyond meeting Dad.

      Because his tone invoked so much more.

      Unable to help myself, I grabbed hold of his knee and nodded. Letting him know I was ready too.
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      Phillip had always been a strapping man, brutish in strength and thick through the chest. The man slumped in the wheelchair who greeted me with a half-smile and slurred words of welcome was nothing more than a mere shell of my memory.

      Regret like I’d never known slammed into me. Sofiy had stolen years from me—from us, and a feeling of heaviness settled over my shoulders beyond what her death had caused.

      “I’m sorry I left.” I struggled to apologize without shedding a tear.

      “You gained your place in glory,” Phillip slowly got the words out, but his smile remained.

      Throat tight, I bent to hug him, taking care of the frail bones beneath sagging skin. He didn’t smell of the outdoors and Old Spice like I remembered but of age and sickness.

      Or perhaps my senses betrayed me in recognizing my oldest and best friend didn’t have much time left.

      My stomach knotted from a swell of emotions that I couldn’t begin to number. I should have been there for Phillip, been available for him to vent or console when he’d been diagnosed with Parkinson’s.

      I’d failed him, same as I’d failed Sofiy.

      The note burned through to my skin, but I forced the previous couple of weeks from my mind and focused on the reality of my life.

      The here and now.

      I would make up for all we’d lost out on and redeem myself with the second chance God had given me.

      Glenda, the neighbor lady who’d stayed with Phillip while Aaron retrieved me from the airport, declined the invitation to join for dinner, so the three of us sat down to dine on fried chicken and the instant potatoes and gravy I hadn’t tasted in fifteen years.

      And the warm biscuits…smothered in melted butter.

      “So good,” I said and licked crumbs off my fingers.

      Phillip made a grunt of agreement, but my face burned.

      I glanced at Aaron to find his focus on my mouth rather than the half-eaten chicken thigh in his fingers.

      Swallowing hard, I turned my attention back to my plate.

      Whatever strangeness had come to life between us at the airport remained, and I couldn’t figure out my thoughts. I seemed to be…drawn to him in unhealthy ways, but I didn’t sense conviction from the Holy Spirit over such feelings.

      Exhaustion had to weigh in on my tumbling emotions. Chances were, his hug had opened a floodgate of longing for all I’d been denied for ten years from my frigid wife.

      Clinging to that hope, I pushed against the memory of his hand on my knee before entering the house. I’d wanted to pull his touch higher to the part of me that hadn’t known a loving caress from another human for much too long.

      Forced celibacy due to Sofiy’s issues should have given me an opportunity to somehow glorify God, but I’d never found how. Our lack of intimacy had only intensified my bitterness toward her.

      And now she’s dead because of me. Better I’d never left Phillip and went on the mission field.

      My appetite waned, and I pushed the plastic spork through the coleslaw rather than eating it, fighting off the demons in my head.

      “You must be tired.” Phillip’s slow words escaped as barely more than a mumble.

      I forced a half-smile. “I am.”

      The sun had begun to sink in the window behind him. Not late enough to go to bed, and it had been too long since I’d spent time with my friend.

      “But I’m not ready to sleep just yet,” I added.

      “Why don’t you wheel Dad into the living room,” Aaron suggested what I’d been thinking, “and I’ll clean up our mess.”

      Unable to look at Aaron’s face, I nodded. “Phillip?”

      My friend grunted an affirmative, and I pushed up from the table.

      Backside tingling, I wheeled Phillip from the kitchen, and the sense of being watched ceased the second we turned the corner, away from the kitchen and Aaron’s view.

      Aaron had taken down a few walls to open up the space for his dad’s wheelchair and cleared a spot alongside the couch for Phillip. I parked him beside the end table, angled a bit toward the couch.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked.

      “No.”

      I settled on the couch cushion closest to him, sitting somewhat sideways to make discussion easier. “How are you?” I asked quietly, giving him the opportunity to open up without his son hearing.

      “Dying,” he bit out.

      Gathering his wrinkled hand in mine, I studied the veins along the back…the thinness of his wrist, the lack of muscle beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt. “God blessed us with a lot of good memories, my friend.”

      “Not enough.”

      Pale and sunken, his face was void of expression even though his words suggested anger and regret. His hand shook slightly in mine.

      My fault. “Well, I’m here now,” I managed to whisper, “and we’re going to make the best of our time together.” Since I hadn’t done so with Sofiy.

      Another hard swallow had me shifting my attention toward the TV on its stand.

      “Grief is for the birds,” Phillip muttered, “and not my favorite chirping ones.”

      He’d lost his wife too—but because she’d run off with another man, leaving him and Aaron alone. Death of a different sort but hurt all the same, and I’d been there to help him pick up the pieces.

      My heart longed to pour out my shame to Phillip, my fingers to pull the note from my back pocket. Of all the people in my life, he was the only one I could trust with my deepest secret.

      But my friend faced a depression of his own, and I wouldn’t add to his burden by unveiling mine.

      Forcing another smile, I turned my focus back on him. “You’re blessed to have Aaron.”

      Phillip’s body twitched as though annoyed even though his expression stayed neutral. “He’s a good boy.”

      Not a boy.

      A shiver rippled through me as the image of him striding toward me in the airport flashed through my memory, and I closed my eyes, wanting to bask in the strange desire he’d roused—and rid it from my mind.

      “Okay?” Phillip asked me, and I nodded. “Time will lessen the hurt,” he murmured, taking care to form each word.

      But it wasn’t the pain of loss I dealt with at that moment. The feeling shifting over my skin, through my body was desire, plain and simple.

      For affection, I assured myself. Nothing sexual.

      I squeezed Phillip’s hand gently, hoping to alleviate my wayward state of dealing with the lack of physical touch.

      No strange vibe filled me from the thin hand in mine. No shiver of need. No prickling awareness like the one causing the hair on the nape of my neck to rise.

      I turned to find Aaron in the living room’s doorway. Our eyes locked on one another, and for the first time since I’d caught sight of Sofiy all those years ago, my lungs refused to pull in oxygen.

      Aaron’s gaze flitted over my face but not as though tracking how I’d changed from the man he’d known before. No, his focus seemed on taking me in, on memorizing the newer version—and the soft smile lifting his lips made me think he appreciated what he saw.

      In more ways than was proper for a man and his father’s best friend.

      My body tightened, but Aaron shifted his attention toward Phillip, allowing me to breathe again. “You okay, Dad?” he asked, noting our clasped hands.

      Phillip grunted an affirmative, and Aaron rounded the couch to sit beside me. He sprawled rather than perching on the cushion, angling toward me. Inches separated his pulled-up knee from my thigh, and I stared at the distance, wishing to lessen it.

      Knowing I shouldn’t.

      “Remember our last camping trip?” Aaron asked, his tone happier than I’d heard all afternoon. “That black bear that got into our cooler?”

      “He stole the bacon,” Phillip mumbled.

      “And you chased him off by banging two pots together and howling like a banshee,” I tacked on, chuckling at the memory I hadn’t thought on in years. “In your boxers—and you woke up the neighboring campers.”

      “I swear they fried up bacon and ate it in front of us on purpose that morning to get me back for waking them up.” Phillip’s long sentence took a while to make it past his lips, but his blue eyes Aaron had inherited twinkled with a bit of life.

      “The bastards,” I murmured, leaning toward him like we shared in our unkind, ungodly thoughts toward those folks.

      If Phillip could have laughed, I knew he would have with the deep rumble that used to give me such a sense of camaraderie.

      My smile faded as I realized again all the years Sofiy had stolen from me—time I had allowed her to take.

      Heaviness settled over my chest and lingered as the three of us continued to reminisce even though neither of them seemed to hold any bitterness over my having left them with silence for so many years. Still, I smiled rather than revealing my regrets outwardly, soaking in the feeling of home, of belonging I’d always felt with Phillip and his son.

      But the sense of more rested in the back of my head that I couldn’t shake, and it kept me on edge. Tense and unsettled inside.

      Eventually, darkness claimed the windows, and Aaron wheeled Phillip back to the dining room he’d converted into a first-floor bedroom to settle him into bed for the night.

      Given the reprieve of privacy, I filled my lungs fully and climbed the stairs, focusing on what needed to be done rather than the unrest inside my soul.

      I’d been once again gifted my old bedroom on the second floor and set to unpacking my things into the bureau and bookshelf Aaron had emptied for me. I shoved the two suitcases through the pull-down into the attic, and a quick shower washed the weariness of travel from my body. Although exhaustion weighed my shoulders, I knew I wouldn’t sleep.

      Aaron sat watching TV when I meandered back downstairs against my better judgement.

      “Did you have any problems getting him into bed?” I asked, collapsing in the seat I’d vacated an hour earlier.

      “No. We have a pretty set routine.” Aaron shifted on the couch, once more turning my way. He lifted his knee up onto the cushion beside me again, stretching his shorts tight over bulging thighs. Dark hair on sculpted calves⁠—

      I tore my wandering focus off him to fiddle with the edge of my T-shirt.

      “And he’s on an emotional high after all those memories and laughter,” Aaron continued on as though he hadn’t noticed me looking at his legs.

      “He seems well, all things considered,” I agreed, glancing up at his face.

      “Because you’re here.” Aaron’s smile warmed my heart. “Once that newness wears off, you’ll see him in all his negative, complaining glory. For someone who claims to love the Lord as much as he does, you’d think he would be a little more filled with the Spirit.” His lips clamped closed as though he’d said too much

      I noted the hint of bitterness in Aaron’s voice that crept in at the end of his vocalized observance but wasn’t about to admonish him. Not having lived in his shoes, I couldn’t begin to imagine his thoughts and feelings.

      It didn’t appear as though he’d be forthcoming with them either, but perhaps he needed a little encouragement to release some of his bottled-up emotions.

      “How are you really doing, Aaron?” I asked, allowing myself to look him full in the face. Last I’d done so was when I’d turned to find him behind me while Phillip and I had our quiet time together, my body zapping like a live wire.

      “Good.” He lied to some extent, but his smile didn’t.

      “I can imagine you feel as though you’re missing out on life right now. At your age, it must be tough to be in the situation you’re in.”

      “I have my moments.” Aaron’s gaze slid down over my face, lingering on my beard, my neck, and my shoulders.

      I turned my focus on my hands rather than dealing with the strangeness the want in his eyes inspired. Tingles raced down my spine, settling in my balls, but I refused to allow a foothold to such desires.

      “You’re lucky to still have your loved one,” I stated quietly, and suddenly I needed to feel his arms again—compassion and comfort.

      The affirmation of being loved that came from physical touch.

      But I feared I wouldn’t be able to keep from taking advantage of what I expected Aaron wished to give.
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      More than anything, I wanted to hug Ezra tight against my chest, hold him, and offer him what his stooped shoulders claimed he needed, same as he’d done for me countless times when I’d come home from school bruised and crying.

      But knowing him as I did, I felt sure he would prefer scripture, assurance that God had his best interest in heart. That his loss in some way would bring glory to the Lord.

      I couldn’t do that either.

      “Tell me about her,” I decided to say, not that I wanted to hear about the woman who’d kept him from returning to us. Speaking of loss often helped those grieving to move forward though, and there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for my father’s best friend.

      Ezra let out a heavy sigh and rested his head back against the couch, his focus on the ceiling. “She loved the Lord. Loved serving others in our tiny church. She had beautiful blonde hair she wore long as the Bible suggested a woman ought to do. I would have loved her even if she’d cut it short.” His throat worked as though he swallowed against rising sadness. A lone tear slipped down his cheek, and I clenched my hands to stop myself from wiping it away.

      The droplet fell to his shoulder, darkening a round spot on his gray T-shirt that appeared soft as butter.

      “We didn’t always get along,” Ezra admitted, seeming
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