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1

	“No more gay shit,” I said halfway up the steps to the house.

	In the front window hung one of those vinyl clings, this one in the shape of the pride flag or the progress flag or whatever the fuck we were supposed to call it. It hadn’t been there yesterday. And I had an idea who’d hung it, mostly because her rape van—currently parked in my driveway—had blacked-out windows and a rusted-out spare and a ladder racked on the roof, but it also had two of those gay-as-shit flags poking out of the front windows. When you rode in it, with those damn flags snapping and humming, it sounded like you were in a fucking motorcade.

	I shifted the saw to my other hand and went inside. Then I took down the cling.

	“Si,” I shouted as I went through the house. “No more gay shit.”

	She didn’t answer. Of course.

	I made my way toward where I’d last seen her, and as I did, I took stock. Floors looked good. Walls were taped and mudded, ready to paint. We’d already been testing colors, just little patches on the walls to see how it looked in each room, and the smell of fresh paint was nice mixed in with the sawdust and kerosene and cold metal. 

	Two weeks. 

	Two weeks meant we were almost there. Finally.

	Two weeks meant we had a lot of shit to get done.

	Si wasn’t on the stairs where I’d left her. I called up, “Si?”

	Nothing.

	I started for the basement, shouting ahead of me, “Si, you down there?”

	A grunt came back.

	Basements could be where an old house like this crapped out on you—sometimes they had dirt floors, or low ceilings, or cinderblock walls, or all three. Sometimes you were looking at a real torture-dungeon situation. But Si and I had lucked out with this one: no major cracks in the foundation, walls that were mostly square and more-or-less plumb, no history of flooding. It was cold as balls, sure, but the whole house was cold as balls—that’s what you got when you worked on a house at the end of December and you were a cheap-ass son of a bitch who wasn’t going to run the furnace above fifty.

	I found her standing on a work stool, drill hanging from one hand as she studied something above her—one of the joists, maybe. Si was six-three—if she stood up straight—with short dark hair that was mostly gray on the sides. Sawdust made a line along her forehead, and she had her cheaters perched on her nose. The padded coveralls she wore kept her nice and warm and made her look like the lesbian version of the Michelin Man.

	“Si,” I said.

	She grunted again.

	“Si.”

	“Do you see where that jackass ran a telephone line? Maybe it wasn’t a telephone line. It was definitely something.”

	“Si!”

	She glanced down. “What?” 

	Displaying the vinyl cling, I said, “No more gay shit.”

	A long moment passed as she stared at the cling. And then finally she said, “What’s that?”

	“You know what it is. No more window clings. No more signs on the lawn.”

	“Why not? You don’t believe in science?”

	“No more cute little flags at the front door.”

	She grinned. “You know what I thought you said? No more cute little—”

	“No more gay shit.”

	“It’s our brand.”

	I swallowed what I wanted to say to that. It was Si’s brand. Si was single-handedly running the Rainbow Coalition’s entire construction and handyman services division. Si spent four hours on the internet trying to figure out how to get her horn to play “Born This Way” by Lady Gaga. And great. Fucking fantastic. That worked—for Si.

	“No more,” I said. 

	“Fine,” Si said. “Don’t get your shorts in a knot. Now grab a flashlight and help me look at this.”

	“You’ve got two hands.”

	But Si didn’t answer, because she was currently pawing at the coverall, trying to find her phone.

	Instead of groaning, I grabbed a flashlight. And I even got out my own phone. I had a tripod and stuff upstairs, but most of the good content we shot like this, on the fly.

	“Hey, everybody,” Si said into the phone’s camera. “Your lesbian dad here. Howie and I are looking at this joist, and we’re going to see if we can’t figure it out between the two of us. So, what we’ve got is—hold on. Howie, say hi.”

	I lost this battle a long time ago. When she pointed the camera at me, I did what had become my schtick on the @yourlesbiandad channel: a single, uninterested wave, a quick glance at the camera, and trying my fucking hardest to let everybody know how very fucking annoying this whole situation was.

	As soon as Si turned her attention back to the joist, I brought my camera up and started recording. Si might be the lesbian Michelin Man, but she knew her shit, and this kind of content was gold for my own account—@secondchancewamo. Sure, for the most part, social media was for little dick tuggers like Auggie. But when Si had shown me the numbers she had on her own account, and when she’d explained how the account was her single largest source of clients, I’d decided maybe even little dick tuggers got it right sometimes. 

	Not that I was going whole fucking hog on it. I didn’t do Si’s dad jokes. I didn’t mug for the camera. I didn’t do twenty different videos about attending the Pride parade, and showing myself with rainbow stickers on my face, and shit like that. My account was professional. My account was legit. I showed people the houses we worked on. I explained the problems we ran into. I talked about how we fixed things, or complications we ran into, or tips you could try if you ran into something similar. It seemed kind of stupid when I thought about it—there were plenty of other people out there, plenty of people who knew more about this stuff than I did, who were happy to make jackasses out of themselves for the camera. But I guess people liked seeing us restore the old houses, because I had lots of followers, and the number kept going up.

	“First thing we’re going to do,” Si was saying, “is try to figure out if we need to sister this joist. Howie, give me some light up here.”

	I flicked the flashlight on and aimed it up between the joists.

	Si made a considering noise. “Scooch it a little more over here.”

	I scooched it.

	“No, over here.”

	I moved around the stepladder.

	“Where I’m looking, Howie.”

	So, I shone it in her eyes.

	Si shouted, put a hand up, and almost knocked herself off the ladder in the process. An instant later, she was laughing, steadying herself, still shielding her eyes with one hand and already talking into the camera. “Did you see what he did? Did you see?”

	Her audience would eat it up. They always did.

	I flicked the beam of the flashlight back between the joists. Si was still yammering into the camera about how I almost made her break her neck. And then my phone buzzed.

	There was a time in my life when I wouldn’t have answered an unknown number, but the job with Si had changed that; subcontractors had questions, clients had emergencies, sometimes shit just hit the fan. I ended the recording on my phone, set the flashlight on Si’s stool, and answered the call as I moved toward the stairs.

	Behind me, Si was telling a dad joke for the camera.

	“Hello,” I said as I went up to the kitchen.

	“Yes, hi, I’m trying to reach Howard Cartwright.” It was a woman’s voice, confident, a little husky.

	“This is him.”

	“Mr. Cartwright.” The woman laughed. “You’re a difficult man to find.”

	Which was…strange. Because sure, there’d been a time when that had been true. When I’d been, well, gone, for lack of a better way of saying it. But it hadn’t been true in a long time. I had a business. I had property. I had a driver’s license. Anybody with five minutes on their hands could find me. And the old part of my brain, the cop part of my brain, rolled over in its sleep.

	“My name is Amanda Martinez. I represent Jonathan Reynolds.”

	Which was a name I hadn’t heard in a couple of years. “Oh, God. Is he—”

	“No,” Amanda said with another husky laugh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to give you the wrong idea. I’m simply updating some paperwork for the trust, and I needed some additional information from you.” With what sounded like the faintest hint of irritation, she said, “As I explained to Noah when I asked him to have you call me.”

	I leaned against one of the plastic-wrapped kitchen cabinets. In the next room, the kerosene heater made a hissing sound.

	“I don’t understand,” I said. “Why do you need information from me?”

	“It’s standard practice to make sure all the information for the trust is up to date.”

	Which was probably true; lawyers had to make their money somehow. “No, I mean, why me?”

	“Well, because you’re named in the trust.”

	It took me about three seconds to say, “I am?”

	A trace of…something entered Amanda’s voice. Concern, maybe. Or doubt. “Mr. Cartwright, you signed the paperwork.”

	“Yeah, but that was—” I changed what I’d been about to say. “—years ago.”

	“Hence the need to make sure all your information is still up-to-date. Now, is this the best phone number—” 

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand. I’m still in the trust? Jonathan didn’t—I don’t know what it’s called. He didn’t take me out?”

	Now the concern or doubt or whatever it was shaded Amanda’s voice in layers. “I spoke with Mr. Reynolds just last week about the organization of the trust. He was very clear that the trust should include you as his son’s husband.”

	I didn’t say anything.

	From downstairs came a thump, Si’s laughter, and then muffled words as she played it off for the camera.

	The kerosene heater was still hissing.

	Across the call came the sound of papers shuffling as Amanda searched for something. Then, with a pleased little note in her voice, she said, “Hey, congrats on the four-year anniversary!”
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	MagnaCare was a single-story brick building with curtains in every window. If you didn’t see the sign—SKILLED NURSING AND REHABILITATION—you might have mistaken it for a government office, or a nondenominational church, or maybe even a motel. Two old-fashioned lights burned on lampposts near the front entrance, and beyond the double doors, a faint grayish patch suggested activity deeper in the building. But at this hour, most of the windows were dark, and the parking lot was nearly empty.

	Noah’s Mini Cooper was parked in back.

	I parked next to him. I sat in my truck. The engine rumbled, and the faint vibrations in the steering wheel made me aware of the ache in my hands. I kept trying to think. Kept trying to work my way through it. But my head was this big red emptiness, and all I could do was sit there, clutching the steering wheel.

	Finally, it was like something let go of me. I took a deeper breath. The world came into focus. I was staring at an expanse of brick wall picked out by the headlights. A strip of winter-dead grass. A sidewalk where someone had spray-painted the uneven edges yellow because they were a fall hazard.

	The doors would be locked.

	They wouldn’t let me inside.

	I took out my phone and called.

	It went to voicemail, of course. Not that Noah had bothered to record a message—it was the default mailbox. I didn’t bother leaving a message.

	The next call went to MagnaCare. It rang several times before a tired-sounding woman answered.

	“I need to speak to Noah Reynolds,” I said. “This is his father. It’s a family emergency.”

	“Oh honey,” the woman said. “One second.”

	It wasn’t one second. It was closer to thirty. I counted each and every one of them. Now that my head was clear, I felt like I was moving in slow-motion, each second stretched out until it snapped, and then the next one began.

	“Dad?” Noah said.

	“We’re still fucking married?”

	It was supposed to come out as a question. It started as a question. By the end, it was a shout.

	The silence had a trembling quality that might have been Noah or might have been me. It was like I’d brushed a cymbal.

	“I didn’t—” Noah’s voice sounded small. And then, trying for brusqueness, “I’m at work. I can’t talk about this right now.”

	“If you hang up on me, I am going to go ape-shit on this fucking tampon you call a car. Get your ass out here right fucking now.”

	Noah’s silence lasted longer this time. Then he muttered, “I need a few minutes. Try to act like a human being until I get out there.”

	The call disconnected. 

	My knuckles throbbed. I had to force myself to loosen each finger.

	It was closer to ten minutes—probably because Noah was hoping if he waited long enough, I’d give up and go away. But finally a fire door on the back of the building opened. He was just a silhouette, but I knew who it was. He shaded one hand, as though he might be able to see past the headlights and into the truck. And then he gave a little wave, and I realized he wanted me to go inside. Probably so there’d be plenty of witnesses when I murdered him.

	I killed the engine. I got out of the truck. I didn’t even feel my feet hit the ground; everything was gone from the knees down, and for the first few steps, my balance felt off. I didn’t fall or anything, but it was like someone else was walking. Someone else was moving. And I wasn’t doing any of it, because I was falling deeper and deeper into the big red emptiness inside my head.

	When I got closer, Noah beat it backward, and I had to catch the door to keep it from falling shut. I blinked, my eyes adjusting to the light as I stepped inside. We stood in what looked like the back of a commercial kitchen. A six-burner range. A walk-in deep freeze. Only a single strip of fluorescents glowed overhead, probably safety lights that never went off, and they left a dull smear along the linoleum, across the battered pots and pans, over the stainless steel of appliances and countertops.

	Noah.

	The same white-blond hair. The same undercut. The same fucking lip gloss—bubblegum pink. That moment of recognition was so disorienting that I almost forgot how angry I was. Enough makeup that you couldn’t miss the fact that he was wearing it. One earring—a single pearl that, knowing Noah, was probably real. He’d lost weight; he’d always been petite, and now, in the baggy scrubs, he looked almost frail. He twisted at the waist to glance over his shoulder, as though he’d heard something. He still had a great ass.

	“Before you—” he began as he turned back.

	“Be quiet.” I drew a deep breath through my nose. I let it out again. “This is some kind of mistake.”

	He didn’t say anything.

	“You didn’t tell your dad, and so he didn’t tell the lawyer.”

	Noah tried to hold my gaze. But he slipped, and he cut his eyes away.

	“This is one big misunderstanding,” I said. “Tell me that’s what this is.”

	He folded his arms across his chest, and it made him look even smaller.

	“Noah!”

	“I don’t know what you want me to say!”

	“I just fucking told you what I want you to say!”

	Now his gaze snapped back to me. “Stop yelling.” It came out as barely more than a whisper. “There are people here who need their rest.”

	“Oh yeah,” I said. “I’m real fucking worried about Grandma Gladys getting a full night’s sleep.”

	“Howie!” It came out like a whipcrack—not loud, but with a lot of sting behind it.

	I waited. But Noah just stood there, arms folded, until I finally said, “What the fuck did you do?”

	“Yes,” he finally said.

	“Yes what?”

	“The divorce. It’s not, you know, final.”

	“It’s not final? It’s not fucking final, Noah? How the fuck is it not final?”

	“I—”

	“Because it felt pretty fucking final when you made me sign the fucking divorce papers!” My voice slipped at the end, nearing a shout. I dragged it back down to a whisper. “What the fuck did you do?”

	That outrageously fucking expensive foundation or concealer or whatever the fuck it was couldn’t hide the red rising in his cheeks. Red eyes, too. But no tears. His gaze was hard and dry and bright, and for a moment, he looked the way he did the first time I saw him with a fever—about five seconds before he puked on our brand-new sofa. 

	And I knew what it meant. “Jesus Christ. You’re worried your dad will be mad?”

	“I’m worried—” And he said the word like I was an idiot. “—he’ll cut off my trust.” He raised his chin. It was classic Noah-spoiling-for-a-fight. “He’s always looking for an excuse. And it’s my money.”

	“It’s not your fucking money. It’s your great-whatever-the-fuck-grandpa’s money, and you just like spending it.” My chest was tight. “What do you mean he’ll cut off your trust?”

	“What do you think I mean?”

	I nodded. “Great. Fucking fantastic. And what’s your long-term plan?”

	He stared at me.

	“So, what?” I asked. “We can’t ever get divorced because you don’t want Dad to turn off the tap?”

	“I’ll figure something out.”

	“You’ll figure something out. This is so fucking Noah, you know that?”

	“I don’t know why I’m supposed to feel bad for having money.”

	“You’re not supposed to—” But this was how he always did things. He changed the fight. He made it about something else, something I couldn’t win. “You lied to me.”

	“I didn’t—”

	I clapped my hands, and Noah flinched. A small—very small—part of me shrank down, but that yawning red place in my head didn’t care. “You. Lied. To me. You took those fucking papers, and you said we were done, and you walked out of my life. You fucked me over, Noah. Again. Which must be some kind of world record.”

	“You didn’t even want to get divorced,” Noah mumbled. But he couldn’t meet my eyes.

	“You are un-fucking-believable.” I smoothed my hands against my jeans. The day’s grit—dirt and plaster and dust—felt shockingly rough under my palms. “Here’s how this is going to go. First thing tomorrow, I’m calling a lawyer, and he’s going to call Daddy’s lawyer, and shit is going to get real. Better pull out as much cash as you can, dumbshit, because the gravy train is about to stop.”

	“The gravy train?” he asked, and I could hear the ew in his voice.

	“Go fuck yourself, Noah.”

	As I pushed open the door, he said, “I won’t let you sell the house.”

	Cold air swirled around my legs. I flattened my hand against the steel of the door; rough spots in the paint scratched my palm.

	When I turned, Noah shrank down—only a little, but impossible to miss. His chin lifted again, though, in that fight-me-or-fuck-me look.

	“It’s our house,” he said. “My dad gave it to us.”

	For a moment, the only thought in my head was: what the fuck is wrong with you? But it had a distant, buzzing quality. And the cold air was still flooding in around my ankles. I let the door fall shut, and the thud-click of it settling into the frame was muffled, a long way off.

	“If you tell my dad,” he said. “I’ll make everything take forever. I’ll fight you for the house. I’ll fight you for the truck. I’ll fight you for every tool in your stupid toolbox. My dad has good lawyers. Do you have any idea how much it’ll cost you? I’ll have you out of that house before the end of the day tomorrow. I’ll have every door boarded up. Every window. And then what’s going to happen on New Year’s Eve? What’s going to happen on your stupid Instagram?”

	The chilliest part of my brain was awake now. The cop part. Watching him through cop eyes. The way he hugged himself. The way his weight moved back onto his heels. How he’d painted his nails in Christmas colors, and now those nails were digging into his arms.

	“Or,” Noah said.

	But that was it.

	He stopped and watched me.

	My jaw ached, which was strange because I hadn’t opened it in what felt like forever, hadn’t said anything in what felt like forever.

	“Or,” Noah said more softly, “we can do this the easy way.” He waited, but I focused on staying upright, not moving, not losing my balance—because it felt like that cold air that had been washing around my ankles was still there, threatening to take my feet out from under me. Noah finally said, “My parents are in town for the holidays, and they want to spend some time—” 

	“You are unbelievable.” But it was flat. Disbelief more than anger.

	“—with us, and I’m not asking you to do anything except show up a couple of times—”

	The laugh seemed to come out of nowhere. “You are un-fucking-real, Noah.”

	“You have to!” Noah snapped. “Did you hear what I just said?”

	“I heard,” I said, and I shouldered the door open. The night yawned open to swallow me. “Fuck you.” 
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	The house was dark when I got there. Dark except for a light in the back—in the kitchen, which Si must have left on. For me. Because that was Si.

	Dark. And cold.

	I let myself in. I threw the bolt behind me. I made my way past the table saw, almost tripped on an extension cord, caught myself and then immediately knocked over a sawhorse. So much fucking shit in this house. Which was strange, because once Si left, it always felt so empty.

	The kerosene heater was off; Si had taken care of that too.

	In the kitchen, a single exposed lightbulb hung from the ceiling where a fixture needed to go in. The light was warm, yellow, and it curled at the edges to leave shadows in the corners. A piece of paper lay on one of the plastic-wrapped countertops.

	Call Ed.

	Si’s blocky letters. And if that wasn’t signature enough, she’d written the message on the back of a hotdog receipt.

	The refrigerator held bottled water, individual containers of yogurt—the Greek stuff, with extra protein—a few perishable protein bars, the kind that were way too fucking expensive but at least they didn’t taste like shit, and several takeout containers: Emperor’s Wok, Fratelli’s, and yeah, two foam clamshells that were exactly the same size as a hot dog.

	I took a microwave dinner out of the freezer, carried it into the other room, and set it to warm in the microwave that was currently plugged into the closest functioning outlet, in what would eventually be the powder room.

	And then I stood there, hands balled in my pockets, the microwave whirring, as the smell of Salisbury steak started to seep into the air.

	Kick the shit out of something.

	Grab the sledgehammer.

	Bare hands. Punch a fucking hole through a sheet of drywall.

	My fingers were stiff as I unfolded them and took the phone out of my pocket. I called Ed.

	He picked up on the third ring. “Howie.”

	“Hey.” And then it was like I’d stepped off a diving board without looking down. “Sorry. I don’t know—is this a bad time?”

	“Nope. We just finished It’s a Wonderful Life.” The faint sounds of movement came. “What’s up?”

	And this was where the rubber hit the road, so to speak. Because you could work on yourself. And you could try to get a better handle on your shit. And you could talk as much as you wanted about—about everything. About how things were, I guess. But none of it counted for ass-all unless you walked the walk.

	“I’m really fucking angry,” I finally said. And then it all came out: the phone call from the lawyer, learning the divorce had never been finalized, Noah trying to squeeze me for—for whatever the fuck he wanted.

	When I finished, my head was better. That blown-open feeling was gone. The red haze had thinned. Instead, I felt tired, empty, cracked down the middle. The microwave dinged, and I realized it had been dinging for a while, telling me it was done.

	“Well,” Ed said, “what are you going to do about it?”

	“I don’t know what I’m going to do about it. I want to drive back over there and—” Things had never gotten physical between me and Noah; things had never gotten that bad. But there was this part of me that wanted to—to grab him. To shake him.

	The way he’d flinched when I’d clapped my hands.

	“I feel really out of control,” I finally said. “I feel like I’m about to fuck things up.”

	“You might,” Ed said. “We all screw things up sooner or later.”

	That was Ed for you. Real fucking helpful.

	“You do a spot check?” Ed asked.

	I breathed out. There was this pressure that felt like a sinus headache. The microwave dinged again, and I pressed the button to pop open the door just so it would shut the fuck up. The smell of Salisbury steak and brown gravy got thicker.

	Finally, I said, “No.”

	He didn’t say anything. What I should have said, I realized a second too late, was Not yet.

	“So, I’m pissed at Noah. I’m—” God, I hated the word. “—resentful.” And I made myself close my eyes and sit on the toilet we hadn’t installed yet. Packaging crinkled under me. “Because he didn’t finalize the divorce. Because he lied to me. And the first thing he did when I called him out was—was threaten me. Try to squeeze this fucking, I don’t know, whatever he thinks he’s going to get out of me. A performance.”

	It sounded like Ed was washing dishes.

	“And that hits at my ego,” I said. It was like draining a blister, like something toxic was oozing out of me. “And you know how much shit I’ve got packed around, uh, relationships. And my sense of security.” But all of that was just dancing with my dick out, so I blurted, “I’m afraid.”

	“That’s okay. Everybody gets afraid sometimes. What are you afraid of?”

	Of Noah, I almost said.

	But that was literally insane, so I said, “You know the house?”

	Ed made a sound of agreement.

	“It’s almost—I mean, God, Ed, we are so fucking close. The holiday house tour is two weeks away. People with serious money are going to be walking through here. I’ve been hyping it up on this stupid Instagram account for months. And he’s right: if he wants to fuck me over on this, he can. And—”

	I cut myself off because—well, because I really was afraid. And that realization was such a mind-fuck that I laughed. A rough laugh. But it loosened something in my body.

	“And Si has poured money into this,” I said. “Dumped everything she had into it. If it goes under—I mean, if it was just me, fine, Noah can fuck me over again. But it’s Si’s money.”

	“Does Si know?”

	“This just happened.”

	“Do you think you should talk to her before you make any decisions?”

	“Yeah, obviously I should fucking talk to her. What the fuck kind of sponsor are you, giving the most obvious fucking advice in the universe?”

	Ed laughed on the other end of the call.

	“What about the rest of it?” he asked.

	The rest of it meant my part. Because that’s one of the things you learn when you’re in recovery. You’ve always got a part in it.

	“I should have taken care of that fucking divorce myself,” I said. But at the same time, the thought didn’t really make sense. Because Noah was right; I hadn’t wanted the divorce. That had been Noah. 

	Ed made a sound like he wasn’t impressed.

	“Yeah, well, I should have made sure everything was clear on the title,” I said. “And I shouldn’t have gone into this with Si without knowing everything was legit.”

	“And?”

	I blew out a breath. I nudged an empty box with one boot. “And I shouldn’t have lost my temper with Noah. I should have kept things polite. I should have been civil. I should have set boundaries and then left when he wasn’t respecting my boundaries. I shouldn’t have let my ego get in the way of my judgement.”

	“Happens to the best of us,” Ed said. “What matters is you caught yourself, stepped back, called somebody.”

	I grunted; it was all I could do.

	“You good tonight?” Ed asked.

	“I’m good.”

	“Sure?”

	“Sure.”

	Ed was quiet for a moment, and then he said, “Do you want to be right, or do you want to be happy?”

	“I’m such a fucking peach,” I said, “why can’t I be both?”

	Ed laughed, and then the call was over, and the last thing he said was “Call me if you need anything.”

	And he meant tonight.

	I ate standing over the sink, and then I threw away the container for the frozen dinner and the plastic knife and fork. I went upstairs.

	I’d taken the bedroom at the back because it had the only finished bathroom and why the fuck not? I shut the door. Wedged a towel under it because of the drafts. Turned on the space heater. Most days, the house hovered between fifty and sixty, but the nights had been getting colder, and maybe I was getting soft in my old age. I stripped. Showered. The water was gray as it swirled around my feet, and for a moment, embarrassment fluttered in my stomach. What had I looked like, showing up at MagnaCare like that? And Noah always looking perfect. Even if he was thinner. 

	The shock of cold after the warm water made me dry off quickly, and then I pulled on clean clothes—joggers and a sweatshirt and thick socks. I crawled under the blanket, got out my phone, and started scrolling through Instagram. I started with @secondchancewamo, making sure I caught up on the comments from the day. Someone wanted to know if the stain we’d found the other day was mold or something else. Someone else wanted to know if you had to get a structural engineer to look at a sagging floor joist. @lulumama wanted to know if I had a girlfriend. I replied with one of those horny devil emojis.

	One thing about being in recovery? It gave you some perspective. And looking at that horny devil, I had this one, tiny moment of disconnect, because I remembered how much shit I’d given Theo about Auggie.

	But that had been a long time ago.

	I got out of bed long enough to turn off the light. I put my phone away. I lay there. I’d hung an old bedsheet—with a Batman print—over the windows because we still hadn’t picked out blinds or curtains or if we were going to do blinds or curtains. It worked all right, but it didn’t cover the window perfectly, and a little bit of ambient light slipped through a crack and made a pale shape on the wall.

	What the hell was I going to do?

	Maybe the real question was: what choice did I have?

	I’d run away once. I wasn’t going to run away again.

	I still had his number in my phone. Blocked, of course. And he probably had me blocked too. But when I called, he picked up on the first ring.

	His voice was thick, and it sounded like he’d been crying, but all he said was “What?”

	“What’s wrong with your voice?”

	He huffed a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh but was sure as hell frustration. “What’s wrong with my voice?”

	“You sound like—” But saying you’ve been crying was a good way to start World War III, so I said, “You sound different.”

	“What do you want, Howie?”

	He was still at work, I realized. He’d be there all night. I glanced at the time; I’d caught him during his meal break—they called it lunch, but it wasn’t really lunch. It was strange how I remembered that.

	I wetted my lips. Above me, the fresh white paint of the ceiling showed through the gloom. All the hours. All the days. All the sweat and swears and all that fucking money.

	Do you want to be right, or do you want to sell this fucking house?

	“What do you want me to do?”

	 


4

	The next day, I called it quits around six, cleaned myself up, and said goodbye to Si.

	The Old Bridge Tree Farm was at the other end of the county. I’d never been before, but you heard people talk about it. They took their kids to pick apples. They went out there to get pumpkins. They had a cider donut eating competition, and they did hayrides, and then, in November, they sold trees. Pre-cut or cut your own. And because I knew what Jonathan Reynolds was like, I had a feeling I knew which one we were doing.

	It had snowed sometime during the day—not a heavy layer, but enough that the two-lane was white everywhere except where tires had made tracks through it, and my headlights made the fresh fall light up like a halogen bulb. The two-lane took me to a gravel lot covered by a skin of packed snow and ice. Lights hung overhead, outlining the lot and marking a walkway that led to the farm proper. I parked and joined the families who were making their way toward the trees.

	Music played ahead of me, coming from a cinderblock building—“Good King Wenceslas,” with a lot of horns. The building had a reader board that said MERRY CHRISTMAS and below that OLD BRIDGE TREE FARM. Lined up against the wall were bales of hay—now furry with snow—an old-fashioned sled, cords of firewood, and so many goddamn wreaths. In spite of the snow, the night was mild, almost pleasant, and the air smelled like balsam and the cold wetness of underfoot slush.

	I saw Noah before he saw me. Out of his scrubs, he still dressed the way he always had: a puffer coat with a fur-lined hood, which he had pulled up, probably because he thought it was cuter that way. Didn’t matter if the night wasn’t cold enough for a hood. Didn’t matter that the faux fur would give him a rash if he wore it too long. From what I could see, under the coat he wore an oversized hoodie (black), fleece-lined leggings (also black), the whole outfit finished off with a pair of Uggs. He’d swapped out the stud in his ear for a dangly earring—green, but I had no idea what the design was supposed to be—and he’d added a pearl choker.

	My first—and only coherent—thought was, God damn it, Noah.

	Sometimes, when you were with someone long enough, you started to feel like they could hear what you were thinking. And right then, Noah turned as though I’d called his name out loud. In that first instant, his expression tightened into not exactly a scowl, but some dense, controlled emotion I couldn’t figure out. And then it was gone, wiped away, replaced by nothing. He moved toward me with that quick stride I remembered. Once, before we’d even started dating, back when he’d been my nurse and I’d been recovering from a gunshot wound, he’d told me you could tell he was a bottom because he walked so fast.

	He was almost to me, and he still hadn’t said anything, so I said, “Hi.”

	“Hi,” Noah said.

	And then we stood there, me with my hands balled up in my pockets, and Noah looking at me and then over my shoulder, at me and then over my shoulder again.

	“So,” I said, “that was a fucking disaster last night.”

	He had two very sculpted eyebrows, and they both went up. When I didn’t say anything else, he said, “What?”

	“When we talked.” He didn’t respond, so I said, “At MagnaCare.”

	“Yeah…” Noah said, and he let the word trail off.

	“And it shouldn’t have been like that.”

	His expression tightened again, and this time I knew exactly what it was—from leaving my boots near the door, from forgetting to move the wet clothes to the dryer, from wanting to eat dinner at home instead of going out. “Okay,” he said. But it sounded like the start of a fight.

	“So, going forward, it shouldn’t be like that.”

	“I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but if you came here to—to tell me how to behave—”

	“I’m not trying to tell you how to behave, you fucking drama queen. I’m apologizing.”

	Noah stopped, mouth hanging open. And then he shut his mouth. Finally, in a strained whisper, he asked, “That was an apology?”

	And for some reason, it made me smile. “Well, yeah. I mean, the start of one.”

	Used to be, that smile would make Noah melt. Now he stared at me like he was trying to melt me—mostly by burning a hole through me with his eyes.

	“My parents are inside,” Noah said. He adjusted my coat across my shoulders and picked something off my shirt—it was a thermal Henley, and it was blue. “Good God,” he muttered. “You couldn’t have put on a sweater?”

	When he reached for my sleeve like he wanted to check the cuffs, I grabbed his hand. “Knock it off.”

	Noah gave me a hint of that fight-me, chin-in-the-air look again, but this time, he let it go. “I told them you’ve been busy getting ready for the house tour, and that’s why they haven’t seen you yet.”

	I nodded, but I said, “I’ll help you get through their visit, but we’ve got to get some things straight first.”

	He sniffed like I was making a big deal out of nothing.

	“I can’t drop everything,” I said. “I’ve got a life. I’ve got shit to do. That means advance notice, plans, not just flying by the seat of your pants. Understand?”

	“I want you Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

	“And your birthday,” I said.

	Those perfectly shaped eyebrows went up again.

	“Because I
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