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From Dylan’s Dilemma

Dylan studied him. “You were very quiet tonight.” It didn’t take a genius to work out why.

Shaun focused on his bottle. “Yeah. Things... things aren’t good right now. Christ, I was so torn about this weekend. I haven’t been away from Dad since Grammy’s birthday party in June, and you have no idea how much I needed this. But at the same time...” He swallowed. “Not that he’ll realize I’ve been gone.”

“Is it that bad?” Dylan knew very little about dementia.

“I think he’s reached stage six. I wasn’t sure how long it would be before we got there, but it kinda came at us like a Mack truck.”

“What’s stage six?”

Shaun sighed. “You don’t want to hear about this.”

“Maybe not, but it seems to me that you need to talk about it. And I talked your ear off enough times when we were seniors, so I think I can be here for you now.” Shaun and the others had been Dylan’s lifeline, his refuge from the passive-aggressive prison he’d lived in.

Not that I knew back then what passive-aggressive even meant. Realization had come later.

Shaun took a long drink of water before speaking. “I know more about dementia than I ever wanted to. There are seven stages, and six of them all have the words cognitive decline in their title. The thing is, there’s no rhyme or reason as to how fast a person moves between stages. So many factors have to be taken into account.” Another drink. “He’d been at stage five for a long time. That was when he needed help dressing and bathing. That was also when I employed the first in-home nurse.”

“Didn’t you tell us about his new in-home nurse? It’s a guy, right?”

Shaun nodded. “Nathan. He’s great. I couldn’t cope without him.”

“So what’s different about stage six?”

Shaun’s face tightened. “Then, he was getting more and more confused or forgetful. But now...Dad’s not sleeping well. He gets into these... loops of obsessive behavior, like when he wants to tell me about something that happened forty years ago when he was a teenager, but he tells the same story over and over.” He swallowed. “He has these bursts of paranoia, and he won’t listen when I tell him everything’s fine. It feels like he’s always worrying about something. And...” There was pain in Shaun’s eyes, and Dylan ached to see it. “Last week, he... he looked right at me and said ‘Who are you?’” He lowered his gaze. “This is what they call Severe Cognitive Decline, and suddenly we’re only one step away from Very Severe. And when that happens...”

Dylan couldn’t speak. There was nothing he could say to ease Shaun’s suffering, and he didn’t want to offer trite words. His face tingled. I’m sitting here, worrying if I’m missing out on stuff, and meanwhile, Shaun is going through hell. It put Dylan’s feelings into sharp relief.

“How about we try to get some sleep?” he suggested. “Because you know Aaron will be up with the birds, making breakfast and demanding we all get out of bed. And then it’ll be no time at all before Seb is grilling up a storm for lunch.”

Shaun’s sad smile made his stomach clench. “I wasn’t sure about staying for lunch, to be honest. We’ll see. But you’re right. We should try to get a few hours’ sleep.”

Dylan picked up his phone and followed him out of the kitchen, both of them creeping into the living room. He climbed beneath the sheets, and Shaun got in on the other side. On impulse, Dylan reached across and found Shaun’s arm. He squeezed it. “I know there’s nothing I can say that will make your situation any better,” he whispered, “but... if you ever need me—whether it’s just a chat on the phone, or even a hotel room for the night when you need a break—I’m here for you. Okay?”

Shaun’s hand covered his. “Thanks, man. I really do appreciate it.”

Dylan lay on his back, listening to the change in Shaun’s breathing as he finally fell asleep. Poor guy. Shaun had a hard row to hoe: once his dad had started along this path, they’d all known it was going to be a downward slope, one that would lead to an unhappy ending. And all they could do was be there for him.
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October 31

Shaun Clark watched his dad from the living room archway. Dad was in his recliner, the one he called all-singin’-n-dancin’ because of its many functions. He was staring at the TV, but Shaun doubted he was paying attention to the movie.

Where does he go to, in those moments when it’s obvious his mind is somewhere else?

Then Dad turned his head and stared at Shaun, his brow furrowed. “Tell your mom to make me some French toast, would ya?”

Shaun swallowed. There was little use telling him Mom had passed away nine years ago. “Sure, Dad.” He went into the kitchen. Nathan was due any minute, but Shaun had time to make French toast. He broke an egg into a shallow dish, then added vanilla and cinnamon. He was pouring the milk in when Nathan arrived at the back door. “Hey,” Shaun greeted him as he came into the warm kitchen. “Just making Dad some French toast. Want some?”

Nathan smiled. “You don’t have to do that.” He removed his coat and hung it by the door.

Shaun gestured to the carton of eggs and the slices of bread. “There’s plenty.”

“I won’t say no then.” Nathan glanced toward the living room. “How is he today? He was so confused yesterday. The doc’s visit threw off his routine.” He cocked his head. “Is he being as obstinate as usual about taking his meds?”

Shaun huffed. “You know my dad. I tried telling him we needed to treat his urinary tract infection, but he got into a loop. I persuaded him to take them eventually.” He peered at Nathan. “I thought you were getting a haircut this morning. Isn’t that what you said when you left here last night?” He added a little butter to the frying pan, then dipped a slice of bread into the egg mixture.

Nathan huffed. “Yeah, well, that didn’t work out. I ran out of time.”

Shaun placed the bread into the pan, and it sizzled.

“Cyn waved to me as I came up the driveway.” That brought a smile. “At least one of your neighbors isn’t an asshole.”

The first time Nathan had visited the house, someone had called the cops. All he’d been doing was walking along the road, but the sight of a Black man in Cape Elizabeth had set curtains twitching. It hadn’t taken long for the police officers to show up, and Shaun had done all the talking. Nathan’s unblinking stare and tense jaw had told Shaun whatever came out of his mouth might have ended with him being arrested.

Nathan ran his hand over his mass of thick, curly hair, and Shaun chuckled. “Hey, I can always use my clippers. I cut my dad’s hair, don’t I?”

Nathan’s dark brown eyes gleamed. “And the less said about that, the better.” He cackled. “I’m not letting you anywhere near my hair.” Then he stared. “You know what that stupid woman who works at CVS said?” He stroked his chin. “She asked if I wanted to cover up the gray. I thought, what the hell? There isn’t that much of it—well, maybe a little more here.” He touched his temples with his fingertips. “I think it’s kind of distinguished.” His gaze met Shaun’s. “What do you think?”

Shaun turned the bread. “I say do whatever the hell you want. It’s your hair.” He glanced at the wall clock.

“What time does the party start?”

He smiled. “It’s a sort of come-when-you-like affair.”

“Let me just check on Peter.” Nathan left the kitchen, and Shaun grabbed plates from the cabinet. He lifted the toast from the pan, and by the time Nathan returned, it was ready. He cut his dad’s into small pieces.

Nathan frowned. “You’re not having any?”

“I’ll eat at the party.” He handed Nathan a plate, and then went toward the living room. Nathan stopped him at the door.

“You’re not ready yet, are you?” Another gleam in his eyes. “Unless you’re going there in your sweats.”

“Are you okay to help him eat?” Nathan arched his eyebrows, and Shaun sighed. “Stupid question. I’ll go get changed.” He handed over his dad’s plate, then went into his bedroom where he’d laid out a pair of black jeans and a light blue shirt. He knew some of the others would be in costume, but his heart wasn’t in it. As he stepped out of his sweats and into his jeans, he caught the murmur of Nathan’s voice.

That guy is a godsend.

He’d hired Nathan in late May, but it felt as if he’d been around for much longer. Nathan was older than his predecessors—in his early forties—and obviously knew his stuff. Shaun watched him sometimes when Nathan and Dad sat together at the table, working on a puzzle. He liked how Nathan didn’t crowd him, how he spoke slowly, how he held Dad’s hand or rubbed his back when Dad seemed anxious.

Most of all, Shaun liked the fact that he didn’t have to worry all the time when he was at work. His dad was in good hands.

Nathan has good hands. They were large, strong-looking hands, but then Nathan was strong, able to lift Dad out of his chair if needed, to help him onto the seat in the tub. Dad hadn’t blinked an eye the first time they’d met, not that Shaun had expected him to: his parents had raised him to believe all men were equal under the skin. Mom would’ve liked him.

Strike that. Mom would have thought Nathan was sexy. She’d always had a thing for Denzel Washington movies, and Dad had often teased her about it when Shaun was growing up. She’d fan herself whenever he was on screen, and Dad would joke that what she needed was a cold shower. Lord, how she’d blush at that.

I miss her. Shaun’s thoughts went to the framed photos covering the walls, half of Dad’s table, and the mantel above the fireplace. Having them surrounding his dad was important, but sometimes they were a poignant reminder that he’d already lost one parent, and it wouldn’t be long before he lost the other. Shaun knew the score. Stage six could last two-and-a-half years at the most, and many people never made it to stage seven. And while Alzheimer’s was quietly devastating his dad’s brain, it wouldn’t be the disease that would end up killing him—his death would probably be due to any one of several complications.

He gazed at his reflection, unable to miss the bags under his eyes, the lines around them. His twenty-seventh birthday was approaching fast, but right then he felt old before his time.

Maybe a few hours with the guys will help.

Except when those hours had passed, it would be back to his reality of work and care.

Shaun went into the living room, watching once more as Nathan wiped his dad’s lips and chin. He glanced up and smiled. “Good toast.” Then he joined Shaun in the hallway, and they walked into the kitchen. “Yeah, he’s still pretty confused,” Nathan said in a low voice. “I’ll see if he wants me to read to him while you’re gone.” He looked Shaun up and down. “Better.”

“I suppose I could’ve rented a costume, or pulled one together, but—”

Nathan shook his head. “You don’t need more stuff to think about, you need less.” He paused. “These friends you’re going to see... Are they the same ones as last time?”

“Yeah.”

“And you see them every couple of months or so? Because that seems to be a pattern.”

“Not really. It’s just the way it’s worked out. We went to a party at New Year’s, and the next time we saw each other was April for a wedding. Since then, yeah, there’s been that birthday party not long after you started working here, a BBQ at the end of August...” Another glance at the clock. “Look, I won’t be gone long, just a couple of hours.”

Nathan frowned. “This is your first time away from him since August? Man, you need a longer break than that. If you want to stay late, that’s okay by me. It’s not like you pay me by the hour, right?”

For a moment, Shaun wavered. Levi always set off fireworks at the end of the night, and it had been a while since he’d seen those. Plus, he really hated being the first to leave every time. Then his overactive duty gland took over, and he shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Sure you can.” Nathan’s eyes were warm. “Think about it, at least. If you change your mind, call me. And in the meantime, I’m gonna put on one of your dad’s favorite DVDs, and we’ll watch that. Unless there’s a book he’d like me to read.”

The probability was Dad wouldn’t even know Shaun had gone.

“Thanks for this.” He shuddered out a sigh. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Nathan patted his arm. “This is what I’m here for, isn’t it? Now go have a good time.”

Shaun went into the living room, stopping beside his dad’s chair. “I’ll see you later, Dad,” he murmured before bending to kiss his forehead.

Dad looked up at him. “You going somewhere? Don’t stay out too late. Remember, you have school in the morning.”

Shaun straightened and left the room. He lived for those moments when Dad knew him, knew what day it was, but they were becoming infrequent. He doesn’t understand what’s happening to him.

Maybe that was a good thing.



Shaun took a sip of the punch and grimaced. “Wow. It’s stronger than usual.” He set the glass aside with a shudder. “I think I’ll stick to soda.” Not that he’d intended drinking more than a mouthful: it was a two-hour round trip, give or take, and he was never one to drink and drive.

Beside him, Dylan chuckled. “Now you know why I convinced Mark to come here by taxi.” He gestured to the others. “Not many costumes this year. Except for Levi, of course, and Grammy in her witch’s hat.” He grinned. “That hat has seen better days. She might need a new one for next year. I swear it’s the same one she wore when we were in ninth grade.”

Shaun wouldn’t have known. He’d only met Grammy when he was seventeen. He gazed at Dylan’s boyfriend. “So... I have to ask... How long have you known you were bi?”

“A while, I guess. And feel free to ask. Everyone else has.”

Shaun chuckled. “Did you expect anything less when you stroll in here with a gorgeous guy on your arm? And he is gorgeous. He could be a model.” Dylan coughed, and Shaun gave him an inquiring glance. “Something I said?”

“Okay, I might as well tell you, because Seb’s not gonna be able to keep quiet for long about this.” Dylan leaned in. “He’s a soon-to-be ex-porn star,” he whispered.

Shaun opened his eyes wide. “Kudos, dude. Whoa.” Despite the quivering in his stomach that always accompanied any amount of time away from home, he chuckled. “Seb must be jealous as hell.”

Dylan rolled his eyes. “He hasn’t stopped drooling since we got here. But enough about Mark. How’s your dad?”

He shrugged. “Same shit, different day.” Another glance at the clock in the corner. “And maybe I should be getting back.”

“You just got here,” Dylan remonstrated. “Isn’t his nurse with him?”

“Yeah, and he offered to stay longer if I wanted.”

Dylan beamed. “Then if he’s okay with it, take him up on it. You’ve been here how long?”

“Two hours and fifteen minutes, but who’s counting?” Then there was the travel time. It all added up to more than four hours away from home, and a bad case of the guilts. He sighed. “I can’t. It doesn’t feel right. I’d be taking advantage of him.”

“No,” Dylan said gently. “Taking advantage would be if you did this every night. You need a break, dude.”

“That’s what Nathan said.”

“Then Nathan sounds like a wise man. A good man, too.”

Shaun smiled. “He is. He’s great with Dad. The in-home nurse before him was okay, but I always got the feeling she had someplace else to be, you know? When Nathan’s with Dad, I feel as if he gets all Nathan’s attention. Not that I get to see that much of him. I walk through the door after work, we chat about Dad’s day, and then he leaves.” The conversation earlier had been one of the longest they’d shared in the seven months Nathan had worked for him.

“At least you know he’s not about to announce he’s pregnant, like the last one.”

Shaun laughed, but then his stomach clenched. “I’m hoping he’ll stick around until the end.”

Dylan’s face tightened. “I keep forgetting. There’s no curing this, is there?”

He squared his shoulders. “Nope, it’s pretty fucking inevitable. And it’s all downhill from here.”

Dylan gave him a hug. “I’m gonna repeat my offer. If you need a break, even if it’s one night, call me, and I’ll book you into the hotel. Okay?”

Shaun returned the hug. “The day you guys let me in was the luckiest day of my life.” They’d been his life raft back when he was seventeen and his mother had gotten diagnosed, and he suspected they would be again, before all this was over.

Nathan was another lifeline, one Shaun couldn’t imagine being without.

In ways Nathan would never suspect.
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Shaun closed the front door behind him. Nathan sat on the couch, a Kindle in his hand. He glanced up as Shaun took off his coat. “Good party? Your dad went to bed about an hour ago.” He set the Kindle aside on the seat cushion.

“The party was great. How was he?”

Nathan smiled. “He was telling me about the time he made those bookcases.” He pointed to the side wall covered in bookshelves, framing the large window. “Apparently you helped.”

Shaun chuckled. “And just how many times have you heard that story?”

“A few. Gets cuter every time I hear it.” He grinned. “Did you really hit your thumb with a hammer?”

“God yes, several times. But I was six years old.” Shaun glanced at the clock over the fireplace. “It’s late. I shouldn’t have stayed so long.”

“Yes, you should.” Nathan’s tone was firm. “And I’m not in any hurry to get home. Your shift starts at eleven tomorrow morning, right?”

He nodded.

“Besides, I was hoping we could talk about something.”

Shaun’s stomach clenched. It was an involuntary reaction that occurred frequently, and always linked to the feeling that he was about to hear bad news. “Is it something that can be discussed over tea?”

Nathan blinked. “At this hour?”

Shaun crooked his finger. “Follow me.” He walked through the arch that led to the rear of the house. The white kitchen always reminded him of his mom. Sometimes he could still see her, standing at the blue-painted table, her hands submerged in a bowl of flour as she made pastry. Shaun went over to the cabinet, opened it, and took out the tin that contained his special tea. He removed a box and set it on the countertop.

Nathan picked it up. “Celestial Seasonings Sleepytime Vanilla herbal tea. I’ve seen this before.” He smiled. “The name and the teddy bear in the nightshirt and nightcap always make me think of my grandma. She used to drink this.” He cleared his throat. “I wanted to try the peach one. But I wasn’t sure how old the tea was. For all I know, it was your grandma’s tea.”

Shaun snorted. “It was Mom’s. Well, not this box. She used to drink it last thing at night. I got to like it too.” Shaun filled the electric kettle. “Of course, when I was a kid, the kettle sat on the stove, and whistled when it came to the boil.” He peered at Nathan. “Well? Gonna join me?”

“Do you have peach?”

He smiled. “Sure. I’ve got peach, honey...” Shaun opened the box and took out a tea bag. “Have a seat.” When Nathan did as instructed, Shaun popped the tea bags into two cups. “So... what did you want to talk about?”

Nathan leaned on his elbows, his fingers laced. “Okay, stop me if I’m talking out of turn...I mean, you might have all this already worked out, but...”

Shaun had never known Nathan to be so hesitant. “Worked what out?”

Nathan cocked his head to one side. “Has your dad put anything in place yet? I mean, for when...”

Ah. Shaun got where he was going. “He set up a Durable Power of Attorney for Health Care a few years ago. Having gone through all this with Mom, he wasn’t gonna be caught out.”

“So you get to make medical decisions for him if and when the time comes that he’s no longer able to make his own. Or he’s unwilling to.”

Shaun nodded.

“But it’s something you don’t even want to think about, right?” Nathan’s eyes were kind.

The kettle beeped, and Shaun poured boiling water into the cups. He brought them over to the table. “You have to let it steep for a while.” His stomach was in knots.

Nathan sniffed. “Smells good.” He leaned back in his chair. “It’s okay, I get it. None of us want to think about losing someone we love, but it’s best to be prepared. At least your dad was switched on enough to get it done. Trust me, you don’t want to leave it till it’s too late.”

Shaun gave him a speculative glance. “Why do I get the feeling you’re speaking from experience?”

He shrugged. “Because I am? I see it a lot. Most of the people I take care of are getting on in years.”

Shaun grasped the paper tag at the end of the string and dunked the tea bag up and down with a gentle motion. “How did you get into nursing?” Whenever he looked at Nathan, one term always came to mind—Gentle giant. He had to be at least six feet tall, which made Shaun’s five-feet-seven feel tiny in comparison.

“My momma always says it’s my calling.” Deep brown eyes focused on Shaun, and he stilled for a moment, aware of Nathan’s scrutiny. “But I guess it’s because of my grandfather. He had dementia too. Except most of his kids weren’t as patient with him as you are with your dad.”

“What do you mean?”

“If your dad says something that’s not right, you don’t correct him, because you know that’ll only confuse him, right? Well, my aunts and uncles just got irritated with him. My mom, not so much. And whenever I visited, I made sure to sit with him, be aware of his mood, give him a helping hand if he needed one...”

“You’re really good with Dad,” Shaun acknowledged. “You’re so... calm with him.”

“Maybe that’s because I’m a calm person. And I like taking care of people. Helping them if I can.”

“Did you work in a hospital?”

Nathan nodded. “I specialized in geriatrics. And the hospital was okay. I often got asked to do stuff like mop a spill on the floor. As if people didn’t know I was a nurse. All our uniforms were color-coded, right? So you can see at a glance who’s a doctor, nurse... But it happens. The thing was, I saw so many patients, and there was never enough time to focus on them. That’s why I decided to take this route. I get to spend one-on-one time with people.” He mimicked Shaun and gently swirled the tea bag around the cup. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“You said you went through all of this with your mom. When was this?”

Shaun reached for the bowl of sugar and spooned some into his tea. “I was seventeen when she was diagnosed with stage four colon cancer.”

“Aw shit.” Nathan’s face fell. “I’m guessing it wasn’t long before she passed.”

“Not really, no.” There hadn’t been enough time to say all the things he’d wanted to. By the time he’d accepted that she was going, she’d gone.

“When did you notice the first signs in your dad?”

“He was diagnosed not long after Mom went, maybe a year, but I think the signs were already visible before she passed. I just thought he was getting forgetful, you know? He couldn’t recall names, faces... Then he started repeating himself a lot. He’d misplace stuff, and it would turn up in the oddest places.” Shaun sipped his tea, but it was difficult to swallow. “I thought he was coping badly with Mom’s death. I didn’t think it could be anything else. He was only forty-nine, for Christ’s sake.”

“I know most people are older when they get diagnosed. But your doc picked up on it. That was a good thing.” Nathan cleared his throat. “Something I’ve been meaning to ask you. Can you put a picture of a toilet on his bathroom door? And maybe leave the light on in there at night. It might help.”

Shaun knew what that was about. His dad’s incontinence was worsening. But then again, so were a lot of things. His dad’s moods, for one. “Some days he seems so... apathetic.”

Nathan nodded. “Mood swings are a bitch. He can be sad one minute, then frustrated, anxious... And I know it hurts when he doesn’t know you. You have to make the most of those moments when he does.”

Shaun’s throat tightened. Yeah.

Nathan sipped his tea and smiled. “This is good. My mom would love this. She’s always telling me to drink less caffeine.”

He chuckled. “She’s a mom. That’s what they do.”

“And what you said about me being good with your dad? So are you. I know how difficult it can be, watching him become less and less the person you remember. You just gotta love him.” Then Nathan reached across the table and gave Shaun’s hand a squeeze. “You’re doing an awesome job. You work, you take care of him... keeping all those plates spinning takes a lot of energy. Just make sure you keep back a little for yourself.”

“I couldn’t do this without you.” Shaun’s face grew hot. “I mean it.”

That got his hand another squeeze. “I like Peter. I wish I’d known him before all this. He strikes me as the kind of guy who doesn’t give a shit about the color of a person’s skin.”

Shaun smiled. “You just nailed it. My mom was the same.” He let out a wry chuckle. “My mom would’ve loved you.” When Nathan arched his eyebrows, heat surged over Shaun’s cheeks. “If I tell you the names of some of her favorite movies, that might explain it. Training Day, Man On Fire, American Gangster, Philadelphia, Crimson Tide, The Bone Collector...”

Nathan laughed. “Oh, I get it. She had a thing for Denzel, huh? Obviously a woman with good taste.” He cocked his head. “And what about you? Do you like Mr. Washington?”

“He’s okay.” Shaun thought Nathan was better-looking. He loved how Nathan’s skin was the color of raw honey, deep but golden. Those warm brown eyes didn’t miss much. That summer, he’d loved the reddish tone in Nathan’s hair that only showed when the sun hit it a certain way. He loved how Nathan’s cheekbones popped out every time he smiled. The laughter lines around his eyes...

Denzel has nothing on you.

Then he remembered who Nathan was, and thinking such thoughts felt highly inappropriate.

He freed his hand to grasp his cup. “Something you said... about being asked to mop up spills... Did you have to cope with a lot of that?”

Nathan shrugged. “Maine’s a pretty pale state. In fact, I think it’s still the whitest state in the nation. So yeah, sometimes I stick out a bit, and there are a lot of racist assholes. You’d think some of them had never seen a Black dude. One time I did the math. Figures say 1.38 percent of Maine inhabitants are African American. Do you know how many that is? About eighteen thousand. I ain’t so rare.”

“Were you born in Maine?”

Nathan shook his head. “Mom was a Southern girl who married a railroad engineer. When my dad got a job with the Maine Northern Railway Company, we moved out here. Dad died before he could retire, and then Mom moved downstate to Augusta. Why she stayed in Maine, I’ll never know. She must like it.”

“And you moved to Portland.”

Nathan’s smile reached his eyes. “First time I saw the Atlantic, that was it, a done deal. I fell in love with the ocean, hook, line, and sinker.” He bit his lip. “This has to be the most personal conversation we’ve ever had.”

“Then it’s long overdue. But we don’t get that much time to talk. You
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