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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Warning About the Content Warning

      

      
        Content Warning

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          I. Denial

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Anger

        

        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Bargaining

        

        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. Depression

        

        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

      
        
          V. Acceptance

        

        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Want More?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WARNING ABOUT THE CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you have no triggers and want to avoid any spoilers, please DO NOT read the Content Warning on the next page.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is a story about grief.

        It features scenes in which the main character struggles in his ability to process and cope with grief.

      

        

      
        It also features strong views on religion and religious beliefs.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For anyone who has loved and lost.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      A BOY CALLED LOVESONG

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ROBIN KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Robin Knight]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “What was I thinking? What the actual fuck was I thinking? This was a bad idea. Everything’s going to go wrong. I know it. I mean, it’s going to end in fucking disaster. And humiliation. And years of therapy… I mean years.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Noah. Could you stop being so dramatic?”

      “And could you stop being so calm?” I asked straight back as we hustled past our party guests, Margot and I each carrying a tray of hors d’oeuvres that had been picked half clean. “I’m teetering on the brink of a world-class panic attack right now, so if you wouldn’t mind taking off your sensible book agent’s hat and replacing it with your sympathetic best friend’s hat, that would be greatly appreciated.”

      Margot pointed to the top of her head. “This is my sympathetic best friend’s hat, and it’s telling me to tell you that Joel’s birthday is going to go off without a hitch. Trust me, everything is going to go swimmingly tonight.”

      “Swimmingly? Oh fuck, now I know I should be worried.”

      Margot flicked her fiery red hair defensively. “Why?”

      “Because you only ever use jargon from the fifties when you’re pretending not to be stressed.” I held my tray high as I weaved through the living room of our Greenwich Village brownstone, now crowded with sixty of Joel’s and my nearest and dearest friends. As I approached the kitchen I called out to Carol and her new boy toy—“Coming through!”—before bumping open the door with my ass.

      I plonked the tray down on the kitchen counter, opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a fresh tray, before spinning around so fast I almost crashed straight into one of Joel’s college pals. “Jesus, Pete! Watch out for the deviled eggs. What are you doing in here? You know the kitchen is off-limits when I’m hosting.”

      “I’m looking for some tape. One of your ‘Happy Birthday’ signs has fallen down. By the way, how did you go getting your hands on those tickets to Ben Platt at Radio City Hall?”

      “Not now, Pete.”

      “It’s just that I was kinda hoping I could make it four tickets instead of two.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Not now, Pete,” said Margot, repeating after me as she rummaged through a kitchen drawer and slapped a roll of tape into Pete’s hand. “Now vamoose.”

      I blinked, wide-eyed. “Vamoose? Fuck, you’re really stressing me out now. That word is older than Joel’s grandma’s deviled egg recipe.”

      “I am not stressed. But I’d love you forever if you let me smoke right now. Please can I smoke?”

      “Please can you not ask questions you already know the answer to!”

      “Okay, okay. And maybe I’m a little stressed too. I’m simply trying to manage equal parts perplexity over your choice of retro hor d’oeuvres, and a very real concern that the slightest impact on your emotional state right now is going to slow down the delivery of your new manuscript to me. In fact, if I really thought about it, my stress is the result of your stress rubbing off on me.” She took the tray off me and set it down on the counter. “So, talk to me. What’s up with you? You’re supposed to be the devil-may-care journo who can charm his way into any A-lister’s dressing room or sweet-talk his way past security to steal a backstage interview not even Rolling Stone could nab. And yet here you are like some hysterical hostess with a fridge full of shrimp cocktails and a twitch so nervous it could make the dials on a Richter scale wanna dance. This isn’t you. The Noah Van Owen I know is cool, calm, and confident. He makes his own rules. He makes his own luck.”

      “Yeah, well, this Noah Van Owen also makes his own crab cakes. Now would you mind passing me that tray so I can get these out to our guests?”

      “Otherwise, what? The entire night will go to hell in a handbasket? It won’t. The world is not going to end tonight. Everything is going to be fine. Noah, repeat after me, everything is going to be—” I could see her thoughts ricocheting across her face. “Wait a minute. Don’t tell me you invited Joel’s sister. Please tell me you didn’t invite Joel’s sister. What’s her name again? Vulva. Clitoris. Vagina.”

      “Regina.”

      “So close.”

      “And if she knew you called her any of those names, I’m pretty sure she’d pull a few strings and have you banished to an eternity in hell.”

      “Oh goodie, we can go together. Hasn’t she already booked you a one-way ticket, you and all of Dorothy’s other friends? What a party that’ll be. Ooh, I bet there’s deviled eggs on the menu down there too.”

      “We can only pray. In the meantime, you’ll be happy to know there’ll be no other form of prayer tonight because no, I did not, nor would I ever, invite Regina to one of our gay soirees, whether it’s Joel’s birthday or not.” Suddenly something other than our conversation stole my attention. “Wait. Do you hear that?” I turned my ear toward the living room, then shouted so loud they would have heard me in Tribeca. “Lloyd! What the fuck is that you’re playing? Is that Nicki Minaj? Jesus, you had one job. Now put Dame Shirley Bassey on like I told you!” With a huff I turned back to Margot. “Where were we? Oh, that’s right… you were trying to convince me that⁠—”

      “Everything’s going to be fine.” She gave a long slow nod as though she was talking to someone who had just come out of a coma. “What are you worried about, burning the cheese fondue? Who cares? What’s the worst that can happen tonight?”

      I relented and closed my eyes, although I kept an ear on the proceedings in the living room to make sure Lloyd did as he was told. “What’s the worst that can happen? I’ll tell you what’s the worst that can happen. The whole thing could be a complete catastrophe. What if Joel freaks out at the idea of a surprise party for his fortieth birthday? I know he’s Mr. Nice Guy. I know he’s the fun one everybody loves. I know he’s the one who lights up every room he walks into. But what if he’s had a bad day? What if his students frustrated the fuck out of him, or he couldn’t get a scholarship across the line for one of his precious prodigies, or the music didn’t… fall into place. He tells me that’s what he lives for, the days when the music just… falls into place. What if that didn’t happen today? What if the last thing he wants to do is have sixty of his closest friends shout ‘surprise’ in his face the moment he opens the door? What if all he wants to do is cuddle up with Chet on the couch and listen to records? Speaking of Chet… where is that stumpy-legged furball?”

      I pushed open the door to the living room and called over the music and chatter, “Has anyone seen Chet? Where the hell’s Chet?”

      Some of the party guests shook their heads, others helped me search behind furniture and under the couch before Andrea came down the stairs saying, “I just went to the bathroom and saw him through your bedroom door. I think he’s moping.”

      “Moping? That dog’s just like his master, he loves a crowd.”

      As I headed for the stairs, Robert caught me by the arm. “Noah, are you and Joel still on for the jazz club next Saturday night? Andrew wants to bring his cousin, he’s new in town. You guys don’t mind, right?”

      “Sure. Whatever.” I cast my eye to the right. “Miranda, glasses off the Steinway. Do you want Joel to have a meltdown?”

      It was a question I asked myself as well, as I started up the stairs, getting halfway up before I checked my watch. Joel would be home soon. I knew he was going to be later than usual, he told me in the voicemail message he’d left an hour earlier, but the minutes were ticking away.

      When he’d phoned, I saw his name appear on the screen and desperately wanted to hear his voice. I never ignored his call, I loved hearing his voice. But guests were arriving, and cocktails were being mixed and fondue was bubbling on the stovetop, so I let the call go through to my messages and listened to it after I knew he’d hung up.

      He said he was running a little late.

      He said he had a letter to post in the mail, and after that he’d be straight home.

      Who the fuck posted letters anymore?

      I laughed again at the thought of him licking a stamp and putting it on an envelope and finding a mailbox on his way home, then from my spot halfway up the stairs I called back down to the party. “Lloyd, turn the music down. Everyone, Joel’s gonna be home any minute now so listen out for the doorbell. I took the house key off his key chain this morning without him realizing it, so the doorbell’s our only warning. The second you hear it, everyone hide.”

      I hurried up the stairs to our bedroom. “Chet? Where are you?”

      I dropped to my knees and craned my neck to see under the bed.

      With his head resting on his front paws, Joel’s scruffy Russell Terrier glared at me sulkily as though I’d just thrown his favorite chew toys in the trash. “What the hell are you doing under there? It’s your daddy’s birthday. Come out and play. Do you have any idea how many pats and half-eaten Swedish meatballs are waiting for you downstairs?”

      Chet gave a low, miserable grumble.

      He and I had never really seen eye to eye. He was Joel’s dog, and the furry fucker liked to remind me of that fact on a daily basis. Joel had rescued Chet from a dog shelter when Chet was just a puppy. A year later, Joel rescued me from a string of terrible relationship choices. But even after the three of us had been together for eight years, Chet had an unwavering understanding of the pecking order in our household.

      Joel was king.

      Chet was his furry little prince.

      And I was the servant who did all the cooking.

      Yes, despite the fact that I was the freelance music journo turned author who worked mostly from home, keeping Chet company while Joel went to work at Juilliard every day—despite the fact that I had made it part of my routine to feed Chet and walk him to the local dog park twice a day where I scooped up his poop while he played with the other pooches—there was no breaking the bond between a master and his ever faithful hound. I was, undeniably, the bottom rung in this house.

      “Daddy’s gonna want to see you when he gets home, so come on down and join the party.”

      Another moody grumble.

      “I’ve got drinks to pour and food in the oven, so if you don’t come out now, I’m just gonna leave you here to mope all by yourself.”

      A cranky sigh.

      “Last chance.”

      This time he let out a fart.

      “Nice. That’s real nice. You’re on your own, you stinky mutt.”

      I let out an exasperated humph at Chet then a groan as I pulled myself up off the floor.

      “I heard that,” came Margot’s voice from the doorway. “You’re thirty-eight years old, Noah. Creaky bones and old-man groans aren’t supposed to kick in till you’re at least fifty.”

      “Trust me, it’s not the mileage. It’s the bumps in the road.”

      “Chet giving you attitude again?”

      I sat on the bed. “I kinda wanted him to be there when Joel got home. I just want everything to be perfect tonight.”

      “And it will be.” Margot sat next to me on the bed. “Why are you so wound up about everything?” She stopped and eyed me with suspicion. “Wait a minute, there’s something more going on here. You’re not just nervous about this party going off without a hitch. There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      I bit my lip, but not even that could keep the secret any longer. “Actually, there is something I haven’t told you yet.”

      In all honesty I had no idea why I hadn’t told Margot earlier. I guess when you’re about to ask the man of your dreams to marry you, your insecurities and doubts and fears of rejection are somewhat heightened… like through the fucking roof heightened… like on a clear day you can see forever heightened… like⁠—

      “Noah?” Margot’s eyes widened as the penny dropped. “Oh my God. You’re going to pop the question, aren’t you?”

      I gulped nervously and all the words I was about to say went down the hatch too. All I could do was give a silent, slightly petrified nod.

      Margot squeed and threw her arms around me. “Holy crap, I’m so happy for you! I’m so excited for you! And now I’m so stressed I think I could throw up. Oh jeepers!”

      “Exactly my thoughts!”

      “Relax, you’ll be fine. It’s all going to be just fine. Where’s the ring?”

      With a trembling hand I scooped a small ring box out of my pocket and popped it open. It was a silver band with a treble clef engraved in it, with a small diamond set inside the circle in the tail of the musical symbol.

      Margot sighed. “Noah, it’s beautiful.”

      “You think he’ll like it?”

      “Like it? He’s going to love it.”

      “You think he’ll say yes?”

      “Of course I do. Noah, you and Joel were made for each other. I’ve never known two people who are so happy, so perfect, so damn head over heels in love. This, my dear friend, is about to become the most memorable night of your life.”

      Her words eased my nerves, and my heart swelled with confidence and joy.

      And then the doorbell rang.

      “Oh fuck, it’s him,” I gasped.

      I clutched Margot’s hand for support as we hurried down the stairs together. In the living room, all our friends hushed their conversations, looking from me to the door and back again expectantly.

      “It’s him. He’s here,” Lorna said, squeezing her fists excitedly.

      “Quick, hide. Everyone hide!” Justin said to the crowd in a loud whisper.

      “And be quiet,” Theo hushed, bringing the party to complete silence. “Everybody shush!”

      The bell rang again.

      I pushed past a bloom of helium balloons, hauled Margot to the front door with me and peered back to our guests one last time, mouthing “Ready?”

      Everyone nodded, then ducked behind the furniture and squeezed into doorways, out of sight.

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my nerves, knowing that on the other side of that door was the man I loved, the one person in the world with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my days.

      In that moment I knew I had nothing to be afraid of at all.

      I knew he’d be thrilled to see all his friends gathered together to help him celebrate another milestone in this life.

      I knew we’d spend the night laughing and drinking and dancing to his favorite songs.

      And when I was ready to pop the question later that night, I knew he would smile his handsome smile and say “yes.” And after that we would spend the rest of our charmed lives together in each other’s arms. Just the two of us. And yes, Chet too.

      As I saw our path ahead unfold so gracefully in my mind, a sense of calm overcame me.

      My hand stopped trembling.

      I reached for the door handle and pulled open the door.

      And as I did, from behind me the entire room shouted, “Surprise!”

      But in front of me stood not the man of my dreams… but a man and a woman in police uniform.

      “Mr. Van Owen? Noah Van Owen?” the female officer asked me.

      I glanced at Margot and saw a look of dread I’ll never forget wash over her face.

      “Yes. That’s me.” My voice quivered.

      “Do you know a Mr. Joel Matheson?”

      “He’s… he’s my boyfriend. Is everything okay? It’s his birthday,” I muttered stupidly.

      The female officer looked at her partner then back at me. “Mr. Van Owen, I’m afraid we have some bad news…”

      My knees buckled before she could say another word.

      Margot tried to catch me but I slipped through her arms and hit the ground hard.

      My vision blurred…

      The voices I heard all around me faded away…

      Leaving nothing but the memory of a single word that would forever echo through the darkness…

      
        
        “Surprise.”
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      “Hey babe, just calling to say I’m gonna be a little late. I’ve got a letter I need to post in the mail, if you can believe that. Probably not. You’re probably laughing and asking yourself, ‘Who the fuck posts letters in the mail anymore?’ Well, apparently it happens. I got one from this applicant in Louisiana and I had to write back because, well, it’s the only contact details he gave me and I know you’re laughing even louder now because it all sounds kinda ridiculous and bizarre like I stepped back in time, but here I am… stepping back in time and looking for a fucking mailbox. Hell, maybe I should film the whole random experience and see if it goes viral, who knows, right? The world will forever know me as the guy who posted a letter. People will see my face and say, ‘Hey, that’s the letter guy.’ Oh yeah, everyone will remember this face. I will endure till the end of time. Until then I should probably stop talking to a phone and go find that mailbox… Oh wait, I see one just up ahead. I’ll be home soon. Love you.”

      Joel made a kissing sound into the phone.

      Sitting on the rug beside the coffee table, Chet tilted his head to one side, ears pricked as he uttered the tiniest of whimpers, wondering where the kiss went.

      I sniffed and wiped my eyes, then pushed aside the tangle of blankets and pillows and patted the spot beside me on the couch. “You wanna come up? Fuck knows I could use a hug. Even one from you.”

      Chet gave me a look that said I wasn’t the one he wanted a hug from, then got up and walked away. I heard him plodding up the stairs where he had spent most of his time for the last two days since the party… since the news… since…

      I sighed, wondering how long it would be before I returned to the bedroom to sleep. There was absolutely nothing in me that had the strength to get back into that bed. It just wasn’t the same bed without him in it.

      Hell, it wasn’t even the same house.

      Who knew how long it would take for those feelings to disappear, if they ever disappeared at all.

      I sat there on the couch for a while longer.

      Not crying.

      Not even thinking really.

      Just weary.

      Just… numb.

      Just sitting there, staring at my cell phone on the coffee table.

      When I did start thinking again, I thought about playing the message once more.

      I knew it by heart now, yet every time I listened to it, I heard something different; some new little noise in the background or a certain inflection on a word that I hadn’t noticed before. From the sound of passing cars, it was clear he had been walking home, although this was something I knew from the police report anyway. But the report didn’t detail the little things I now heard in the background; things that painted a broader picture of Joel’s last moments, putting me in the moment, almost as though I had been standing there on the street watching him leave that message as he headed toward the mailbox… toward his collision with eternity.

      I heard the ring of a bicycle bell. I could only guess now that it belonged to the courier who was one of the witnesses interviewed by police.

      I heard a baby screaming and a mother trying to calm the child. She too was mentioned in the report, her recollection of events being the most crucial, besides the bus driver’s account of course. She saw it all happen. Just before Joel could mail the letter, the wind caught it. It blew onto the street. Without looking, Joel stepped onto the street to catch it.

      I saw the woman’s name in the report, but hers—like all the names mentioned—were instantly lost in the sticky blackness of my shock and grief.

      But the background sound that would stay with me forever was the huff and squeak of a bus braking.

      The bus had stopped to let passengers off no more than a hundred feet before the mailbox on the corner, before continuing on its ill-fated way.

      It was the same bus that had now been examined by forensics and decommissioned for the next month to make repairs. Not that the damage had been extensive. From what I understood, the impact had barely left a dent. But I suppose when something like this happens, they take the vehicle off the streets for longer than necessary.

      To allow the stigma of death to dissipate.

      To let the traces of tragedy fade away.

      To prevent anyone from getting the idea of bad omens in their heads, and give the staff at the bus company enough time to forget what happened and get on with the job of driving buses.

      I caught my breath at the thought of someone pigeon-holing Joel’s death as a bad omen.

      It was bad timing.

      It was a misjudged step.

      It was the calculations of the universe gone wrong.

      But it was not a bad omen… just a bad, bad outcome… an unraveling of events that should never have happened… events which I now feared would be my own unraveling.

      Yes, I was chillingly aware that Joel’s death might well lead to my undoing.

      Yet now that he was gone, part of me embraced the notion that his untimely death would lead to my own end. Part of me was ready for it, even longed for it.

      Of course, my own demise was not something that had even entered my consciousness three days ago.

      We were happy three days ago.

      I was standing in a jewelry store making the final payment on his engagement ring three days ago.

      But now here I was, sitting on the couch in track shorts and a T-shirt that I hadn’t changed out of in twenty-four hours, staring at a phone on the coffee table while the dog hid under the bed.

      I’m not quite sure when it was that I noticed the smell.

      It might have been five minutes later, it might have been five hours.

      But the smell of poop slowly wafted down the stairs.

      Not my poop, of course.

      It could only have been—“Chet.”

      Finally, I pulled myself off the couch and staggered up the stairs.

      I stood in the doorway of the bedroom and looked at a puddle of pee and a petite little poo beside the bed—my side of the bed—and realized two things.

      The pee and the poo told me I hadn’t taken Chet for a walk in the last two days.

      The size of the poo told me I hadn’t fed him in that time either.

      “Oh shit… literally.”

      I cracked open two tins of dog food in the kitchen.

      I forked them into Chet’s bowl and tinged the side of it like a dinner bell.

      I heard his footsteps on the stairs, slow and wary.

      He walked cautiously into the kitchen, as though he’d done something wrong, as though not only had his master abandoned him, but that I was punishing him for it.

      “Chet buddy, I’m sorry. I’m not… I’m not thinking straight right now. Here boy, have some food. Eat. One of us has to eat, right?”

      He stopped three feet away from his bowl, looking from me to the food then back again.

      “You want me to leave? You want to eat in peace? I get it. I have a poop to clean up anyway.”

      I left the kitchen and headed for the stairs. As I glanced back through the open door to the kitchen, I saw the little pooch slurping up his food.

      I cleaned up the poop in the bedroom and sponged the rug clean.

      I undressed.

      I showered.

      I didn’t use the loofah or soap. I couldn’t explain why, other than I didn’t want to scrub myself clean just yet… in case it meant scrubbing him away.

      The last time he touched my hand.

      The last time he nibbled my earlobe and whispered he loved me.

      The last time he kissed me goodbye on his way to work.

      I wasn’t ready to wash any of those things away yet. Not yet.

      I lost track of time once more.

      How long I stood under the running water, I had no idea.

      When I finally stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around me, I looked into the bedroom to see Chet sniffing the spot on the rug that I’d just cleaned up.

      “Okay, okay, we’re going for a walk. Gimme a minute, would ya?”

      With a towel around my waist I stepped into our walk-in closet.

      My clothes were on the left.

      His clothes were on the right.

      I opened my underwear drawer, then paused a moment.

      I glanced right.

      I stepped over to Joel’s side of the closet.
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      I sat on a bench in the dog park, the same one I always sat on.

      Usually, I’d sit and watch Chet play with the other dogs: the entitled Labradoodle named Lulu, and the British bulldog named Fred and that pompous fucking Pomeranian, Teddy.

      But as I unclipped Chet’s leash from his collar, he didn’t rush to play with the other dogs.

      Instead, he just sat there by the bench.

      Watching as I did.

      Not interested at all in engaging with the other canines, just as I was never interested in engaging with the other humans in the park.

      At one point he trotted a short distance away and did his business.

      I parceled up his poop in a bag, tied a knot and deposited it in the trash.

      Then together we sat—him at one end of the bench, me at the other—watching the other dogs in their state of happiness.

      “Is Chet alright?”

      The voice startled me, and I jerked to the left to see Teddy’s owner, a thin older woman with a necklace that matched Teddy’s collar. She was standing by the bench, pointing to Chet.

      I must have looked confused or perhaps even surprised as I looked up at her.

      “Your dog, Chet. Is Chet alright?” she asked again. “He normally likes to play with the others. He’s not unwell, I hope.”

      I shook my head. “He’s… he’s not unwell.”

      The woman with the matching collar to Teddy’s leaned in closer. “Are you alright, dear?”

      “Dear,” she called me. That was the thing about humans at dog parks. We all knew each other’s dogs’ names, but we had no idea of each other’s names, nor did we have any interest in finding out.

      “Yes, I’m alright,” I answered, finding it hard not to sound defensive. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because, dear… you’re crying.”

      “I am?”

      I quickly realized I didn’t have the energy to keep up a façade. I clipped the leash onto Chet’s collar and stood from the bench. “We have to go now,” I told Teddy’s mom.

      As Chet and I walked hurriedly from the park, the woman called after me. “I hope everything’s alright.”

      I wanted to turn around and tell her, “No… nothing will ever be alright again.”

      But Chet had to be walked.

      Chet had to poop and pee.

      And if I stopped coming to this dog park, it was another six blocks to the next one.

      So instead, I called over my shoulder to Teddy’s mom, “Everything’s fine. Thank you for asking.”
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      I was a block from home when my phone rang.

      I snatched it out of my pocket.

      My head, you see… my head had started doing this strange thing where it kept playing lousy pranks on me, telling my heart that it was him calling.

      It was Joel.

      He was still here.

      He hadn’t left me.

      He hadn’t stepped out onto the street when he shouldn’t have, and the whole thing was a big silly mistake, and he was still alive.

      Every time I heard the phone ring, I thought it was him, calling to tell me everything was a big mistake.

      It was him ringing to tell me everything was okay, he was just running a little late…

      Ringing to ask for his favorite creamy mushroom pasta for dinner, with extra parmesan…

      Ringing to check on Chet and make sure he wasn’t missing Daddy too much.

      Who knew the head could be such a fucking prankster?

      Who knew the heart was stupid enough to fall for it every time?

      I juggled the phone out of my pocket, my hands trembling so much I almost dropped it. When I managed to bring the screen into view, my head gave a sly little laugh—haha—and my heart sank at the sight of Margot’s name, not Joel’s.

      I let the call go to voicemail.

      I pretty much stopped checking most of my calls after the message from the manager of our favorite restaurant, Balthazar:

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Van Owen. This is a courtesy call to ask if you had plans for Christmas this year. According to our system, your partner Joel is quite partial to the chocolate souffle. I can happily arrange that for your table in lieu of our traditional festive selection, if you like. May I take the liberty of making a reservation for the two of you?”

      And the message from Agnes, the woman who owned the flower shop around the corner:

      “Oh Noah, I’m so sorry to hear about Joel. I realize you’ve asked people to donate to a charity of their choice instead of filling up your house with flowers… and don’t get me wrong, I think that’s so admirable of you… but do you think you might reconsider that request? Joel knew so many people in the performance industry that… gosh, how do I put this… his contacts would be wonderful for business. Oh, by the way, should I put the account in your name now instead of Joel’s? Let me know, dear. And my sincerest condolences.”

      And then there was the message from Robert:

      “Heeeeeey, Noah. How are you? Are you okay? I… I mean we… Andrew and me… we hope you’re getting over things. We’re worried about you, honey, and quite frankly we’re very conscious of you going down any dark, nasty tunnel of despair because God knows you deserve better. On that note, Andrew’s cousin is still in town. FYI, he’s single and handsome and did I mention he’s a firefighter? Just sayin’. Maybe we could bring him along to the wake and you two could⁠—”

      Needless to say, I deleted that last message before Robert had even finished talking.

      Of course, I didn’t let every call go to message bank. There were exceptions.

      I’d taken the calls from the police.

      I’d taken the calls from the mortician.

      I had a vague recollection of walking into the morgue to identify the body.

      The mortician began with condolences, then talked about formalities, then mentioned something about me needing to talk to Joel’s doctor, and all I did was nod without taking any of it in.

      I signed forms.

      I stood beside a body beneath the sheet, telling myself it wasn’t Joel under there.

      How could it be?

      I couldn’t feel him in the room like I always did. Whether it was at a busy concert hall or a cozy jazz bar or an intimate restaurant, I could always sense the moment he walked in the door before turning to see him there, smiling in my direction.

      No, surely that wasn’t him under the sheet.

      I couldn’t hear him breathing, not even that barely audible whistling sound his nose made that used to drive me insane at a Chopin recital.

      I couldn’t even smell him, that scent that was so uniquely him. It was the smell of a glass of cognac on a rainy Sunday afternoon. The scent of a fresh bouquet of gardenias in his favorite vase by the window, the one he bought on our first trip to Vienna together. The aroma of pumpkin soup in winter and peach-flavored iced tea in summer. The smell of Chet who cuddled in close to his master when Joel was sick in bed with a cold. The smell of burnt toast when he was late for work in the morning. The smell of the Steinway. For some reason it reminded me of a cabin in the woods with an open fireplace.

      I couldn’t smell any of that in the morgue, only hospital-grade disinfectant and metal slabs.

      No, how could it be him lying there?

      How could it possibly be him?

      A big silly mistake.

      That’s all it was.

      That’s what I kept telling myself.

      I wanted to tell the mortician that too, this was all some big silly mistake…

      I wanted to ask if I could scratch my signature off the forms I’d signed…

      I wanted to take it all back.

      But before I could say a word, he lifted the sheet, and everything went blank.

      I knew I hadn’t fainted.

      I was cognizant enough to come home with a box of his personal belongings and the clothes he’d been wearing at the time.

      I remember pulling out the step ladder in our closet and shoving the box on the highest shelf on the right-hand side, where I wouldn’t have to see it or think about it till tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that and the day after that and the day after that.

      It was the same with phone calls.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep holding everyone at bay, but I also didn’t give a fuck.

      There was nothing anyone had to say to me that couldn’t wait.

      The whole world could wait now.

      I frankly didn’t give a⁠—
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      “Oh fuck.”

      Chet and I were returning from the dog park when I turned the corner onto our street, glanced toward our house and saw them standing on our doorstep dressed in black.

      “You gotta be shitting me.”

      Regina and Dennis, Joel’s sister and her husband, were glaring impatiently at the house. Regina was hammering on the door relentlessly while Dennis was trying to peer through the front window into the living room even though I’d pulled the drapes shut.

      Instantly I turned on my heel, about to retreat back to the dog park, when I heard Regina shout. “There he is. Noah! I see you!”

      My shoulders deflated so much that the leash went slack between me and Chet.

      Slowly I turned back toward the house.

      I didn’t wave.

      I didn’t smile.

      I simply marched solemnly toward whatever dreaded encounter was about to unfold.
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      “Coffee?”

      I sat a tray on the coffee table and Regina lifted the rather dramatic black lace veil from her face so she could drink.

      Yes, she had gone all out.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Author Quote
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Warning About the Content Warning
      


      		
        Content Warning
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        I. Denial
        
          		
            Chapter 1
          


          		
            Chapter 2
          


          		
            Chapter 3
          


        


      


      		
        II. Anger
        
          		
            Chapter 4
          


          		
            Chapter 5
          


          		
            Chapter 6
          


          		
            Chapter 7
          


          		
            Chapter 8
          


          		
            Chapter 9
          


          		
            Chapter 10
          


          		
            Chapter 11
          


          		
            Chapter 12
          


          		
            Chapter 13
          


          		
            Chapter 14
          


        


      


      		
        III. Bargaining
        
          		
            Chapter 15
          


          		
            Chapter 16
          


          		
            Chapter 17
          


        


      


      		
        IV. Depression
        
          		
            Chapter 18
          


          		
            Chapter 19
          


        


      


      		
        V. Acceptance
        
          		
            Chapter 20
          


          		
            Chapter 21
          


          		
            Chapter 22
          


          		
            Chapter 23
          


        


      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Want More?
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  



OEBPS/images/robin-logo-1.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/a-boy-called-lovesong_new-cover.jpg
W AB0YCALLED +

LOVESONG

ROBIN KNIGHT





