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    To all the Dads:
You give everything you have.
You wish you had more to give.
But you gave everything you had.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "To be the father of growing daughters is to understand something of what Yeats evokes with his imperishable phrase 'terrible beauty.'
 Nothing can make one so happily exhilarated or so frightened: it's a solid lesson in the limitations of self to realize that your heart is running around inside someone else's body."
 ― Christopher Hitchens, "Hitch 22: A Memoir"
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Wesley let the front door ease shut behind him with a soft click and dropped his keys onto the kitchen table. The familiar clatter echoed faintly through the quiet house. For a moment, he just stood there, rolling his shoulders, letting the long day slip off him in pieces. Then he glanced toward the living room. 

Cameron and Cora lay tangled together on the sofa, limbs tucked and draped in that absent-minded way people only managed when they were completely comfortable. Cameron’s head rested against the armrest, Cora half-curled into her, and judging by the rosy flush across Cora’s cheeks and the way they sprang apart just a fraction too late, they had recently been kissing.

Wesley smiled to himself.

Having a daughter like Cam had always been an adventure. Having a second daughter, although unofficial, as he still sometimes thought of Cora, though she had long since become something far more permanent, was its own beautiful complication. That those two daughters were also very much in love with each other added another layer to the whole arrangement. And somewhere in the mix was his adopted son, who had turned their household into a loud, chaotic, fun patchwork of people who had chosen each other.

It was, by any reasonable standard, a mess.

A wonderful one. Just the way I like it.

“Hey, hey, cut that out.” His tone was mild and amused. Cora flushed a deeper shade of red and struggled to sit up straighter, while Cameron, utterly unbothered, just grinned and stuck her tongue out at him before pulling Cora back down.

“How’s my pup?”

“My pup,” Wesley replied automatically, already moving toward his favorite chair. The recliner had come with the parsonage when he accepted the pastor position, and now it fit him perfectly, and that was all that mattered.

“He loves me more.”

“Everyone loves you more than me. But he is still my dog.” Wesley lowered himself into the chair with a satisfied sigh, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Ahhh.

“So. How is my dog?”

Wesley cracked one eye open and angled his head just enough to look at Cameron. He could feel the familiar rhythm of the game settling into place. I can do this all night. He smiled faintly.

“My dog.” I have information you want. So eventually I absolutely will win.

“You’d better give in, or he’ll never tell you.” Cora grinned and blew Wesley a kiss, her earlier embarrassment already fading into quiet mischief.

“Fine. You win. How is your dog?”

That’s my girl. Recognize the inevitable and accept defeat gracefully. “He’s fine.” Wesley let the words hang there, just long enough.

“Dad! Dammit.”

“Language, young lady.” Wesley didn’t bother opening both eyes this time, but he did catch Cora covering her mouth, shoulders shaking as she failed to suppress a laugh.

“Dad.”

“Fine. Fine. Fine.” Wesley held up a hand before Cameron could wind up again. “He’s okay. He’s recovering. They have the bleeding under control. It has only been three days. Doc Cunningham told me about thirty times that we have to give it some time.” The humor softened at the edges. All three of them felt it. The lingering tension from the past few days.

“When can we bring him home?”

Wesley shook his head, the recliner creaking quietly as he shifted. “They didn’t know. My guess? At least a week.”

“Damn. Uh, sorry.” Cameron gave him a quick grin after the slip, entirely unapologetic. Cora, her face buried in a pillow now, let out a muffled snort of laughter.

Wesley smiled.

He was just as anxious as she was. Lucky, that scrappy, stubborn, wonderful three-legged dog, who had long ago stolen their hearts had somehow survived being accidentally shot, the bullet tearing clean through his small body. It had been the kind of moment that froze time and drained all the air from the room. And yet, somehow, the little dog had pulled through. 

Now came the waiting.

“What’s for dinner, Daddio?”

“I thought you were cooking tonight.”

“Oh, he has jokes.”

“We can cook Wes...Dad.”

Wesley opened both eyes at that, turning his head slightly to look at Cora. She caught herself halfway through, the correction landing a little awkwardly but not without effort. Even now, after everything, “Dad” didn’t always come easily to her.

But she was trying.

And Cameron never let her forget she didn’t have to earn the title. It was already hers.

Wesley huffed lightly, masking the warmth that flickered through him. “I’m not letting you cook. Some sort of God-forsaken vegetarian dish not fit for human consumption.”

Cameron nodded immediately. “Facts.”

“I’m not that bad a cook.”

“Oh no. It’s just inedible.” Wesley grinned as he said it, making sure the teasing landed soft instead of sharp.

“Cora’s vegetable soup is quite good.” Cameron smiled at her and pressed a quick, affectionate kiss to her thumb.

“That’s true. And she roasts great corn and green beans in the air fryer.”

“And tater tots!” Cameron added, laughing at the offended look that spread across Cora’s face.

“Y’all talking about me like I’m simple or something. I can make vegetarian lasagna that is quite delicious.”

“No meat? What’s the point?”

“Extra room for cheese.”

Wesley paused. Hmm. That may be doable. Especially if I don’t have to cook.

“Okay,” he said slowly, lifting himself just a little more upright. “I’m willing to test the vegetarian waters here. But,” he raised his index finger for emphasis, “no eggplant or meat substitute like some sort of devil-cursed fake meat crumbles. And you’ll have to go to the store for ricotta.”

Both girls burst into giggles as they untangled themselves from the sofa and stood.

“Deal, Daddio.” Cora blew him another kiss as she passed.

“Hey! You called him Daddio.” Cameron looped an arm around her and squeezed.

Wesley watched them head toward the kitchen together, their laughter trailing behind them.

She called me “Daddio.” He smiled. It’s a start.
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Casey shifted his weight from one foot to the other on the small porch, the welcome mat proclaiming “Cornbread served inside.” I’d love to have some cornbread. A slight breeze slipped around the corner of the house and cooled the back of his neck, carrying with it the faint scent of cut grass and something savory from inside. He let out a slow breath and glanced toward the driveway again, squinting as if the angle might suddenly change what he saw. His car’s here. He scanned the rest of the yard, counting without meaning to. All of their cars are here.

He leaned forward and knocked again, a little louder this time, the sound echoing through the quiet evening.

The door jerked open almost immediately. “Hey, pal.”

“Took you long enough.” Casey smiled, though his eyes looked tired beneath it.

“I was dozing in the recliner, and I heard the knocking, but I wasn’t sure if I was dreaming or not,” Wesley stepped back and waved him in with an easy grin. “C’mon in.” Wesley stopped. “Hey, your hair’s not pink anymore.”

Casey stepped into the familiar house, the warmth wrapping around him in contrast to the cool breeze outside, and ran his fingers through his buzzed haircut. The place smelled like home. Remembering the good times they had shared: the laughter, the meals, the talks. “Something smells good.” He inhaled deeply, exaggerating it. “Really good. Hint. Hint.”

“Your hair?” Wesley smiled, already turning toward the kitchen.

“Oh yeah, buzzed what was left of it in San Francisco.” He shrugged. “Felt like it was time to grow up.”

“Let’s hope that never happens.” Wesley slapped Casey on the shoulder. “We had lasagna, and we have plenty left over. If, you know, you’d be interested.”

Casey slapped his large belly with a satisfied thump. “Oh, I think I can find a way to alleviate your leftover issues.”

“Have a seat pal, and I’ll warm you a plate up.”

Before Casey could respond, a sudden burst of energy cut through the room.

“Casey!” “Casey!”

Cora and Cameron dashed into the kitchen like twin tornadoes. They brushed past Wesley without slowing and wrapped Casey in an enthusiastic, slightly chaotic embrace. For a moment, it was all laughter and arms and overlapping voices. Then, just as quickly, they froze.

They pulled back in unison.

They looked at each other.

Then at Wesley.

And slowly, very slowly, almost comically, they leaned to peer around Casey, as if something might be hiding there out of sight.

“Where’s the baby?”

Wesley laughed outright and turned away, heading toward the refrigerator.

Casey raised his eyebrows. “I should’ve known you weren’t here to see me.”

“Where’s the baby? We can see you anytime.”

Wesley’s laughter carried from the other side of the room as he pulled open the refrigerator door and reached for a large pan.

Casey shook his head, amused despite himself. “She is with her aunt and grandmother.” He paused just long enough to add, “And her uncle. And his pooch.”

“I bet Matthew is beside himself.”

“Yeah. You wouldn’t believe.” Casey pulled out a chair and sat down heavily, the long week catching up to him all at once.

“Well, if there’s no baby, we’ll leave you two alone.” Cameron and Cora turned dramatically and flounced back toward their bedroom, their interest clearly gone.

“It was good to see you two, too.” Casey called after them, watching their retreating backs. Then he leaned slightly toward Wesley. “They hurt my feelings.”

“No, they didn’t.”

“No, they didn’t.”

Wesley smirked as he set the pan on the counter. “Drink?”

“Water. Thanks.”

Wesley grabbed a bottle from the fridge and handed it over. “How was your trip? We thought we might see you last night.”

Casey twisted off the cap with ease and took a small sip, letting the cool water settle him. “Yeah, we decided to spend the night in Nashville rather than push through.” He exhaled long and heavily. “I am beat.”

“That’s a long drive.” Wesley opened the microwave and slid a generously portioned plate of vegetarian lasagna inside. He shut the door, pressed “popcorn,” and leaned back against the counter as it hummed to life.

“It’s a big country.”

“I don’t think I’d ever want to drive all the way from California.”

“I’ll never do it again. But we couldn’t fly
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