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Johnny

The worst thing about being left by the one you love is that they don’t take the happy memories with them. You’re stuck with those things forever, left questioning what purpose they served while you try to figure out how to get back to being a half instead of a whole. 

Things you once did holding someone’s hand, nights you spent pressed against a body that felt like an extension of your own, cafes you sat in drinking coffee over the exchange of your secrets and dreams—you get to learn to do all that shit by yourself again—a complete reprogramming. But how do you learn how to be you again when being you is what got your heart ripped out? People who want to be in relationships should have their heads examined. 

As for me, solitude is now my life partner—solitude with a side of distraction. Unfortunately, most days it seems distraction greatly outweighs solitude.

The only thing worse than my family being proud of being Greek is how proud they are to be American. They like to show it by attending every ridiculous festivity in our area code. Under no other circumstances would I have allowed myself to be persuaded to attend the public revelry of questionable fried food scents, screaming children, and precariously constructed amusement rides that is a carnival. No one who is miserable can tolerate that much merriment. It is sensory overload. 

The irony? Where is my family after they brought me here to socialize against my wishes? Nowhere in sight of one “Johnny Andro”. 

“Are you nearly finished, Bits? Pretty sure I just saw the guy who used to use my head as target practice in dodge ball during high school. And...oh! It looks like he procreated. Isn’t that wonderful?”

Bitsy, my beloved best friend, feigns ignorance of my tale of woe. Turning away from the food vendor, arms loaded with her pillage, she chomps off a bite of a loaded hot dog. The hundred- and thirty-pound woman just ate two funnel cakes and a taco. How is there any room left in her stomach?

Extending one of her pale, freckled arms, her flaming red hair glowing under the setting sun, she tries to hand me one of the mechanically processed faux meat in a bun. 

“Yer vant vun?” she calls around a mouthful, cheeks stuffed like a squirrel. 

I shake my head at what’s become of her. This is so undignified, even for Bitsy. My idea of relaxation does not include dripping in my own sweat while constant reminders of my youthful outcast status lurk at every turn. 

“I’ll pass. Can we please go?” I grab onto her wrist, but only make it two feet before she’s snatching her arm back, smearing... Is that mustard she just got on my shirt? 

“No! I just bought a beer. Let’s go grab a seat at one of those picnic tables.” 

My huffing as I grab a handful of napkins from the food truck is useless is dissuading her. There is no reasoning with Elizabeth Fitzgerald when there’s food within a mile radius. 

Her short legs make quick purchase of the trampled fairground grass toward a cluster of picnic tables I doubt have been sanitized in the last decade, where she drops her tiny backside down on one of the benches with her armful of pirate’s booty. In short, we are never leaving this damn carnival. 

Fuck my life.

“Tell me again why I moved back to Olympus,” I grumble, another napkin disintegrating in my useless attempt to de-mustard my favorite, spearmint green, Jerry Rennoux polo shirt. 

“Because your mother guilted you into it,” Bitsy supplies matter-of-factly, draft beer foam framing her upper lip.

Her words to my rhetorical question catch me off-guard. That’s not entirely the truth as to why I left my life on the West coast in favor of returning to Olympus, Wisconsin, but it is the fragment of the truth I told dear Bits. 

“Right. Thank you for reminding me what a good son I am. Prodigal and all.” 

“You’ve got me,” she adds enthusiastically. “Your invitation saved me from a life of marketing livestock, so...win, win. Right?”

“Bits, you could have put your marketing degree to use anywhere, literally anywhere, other than Kill-Me-Now, Idaho, and we both know it. Mm-kay? You just have to get over your fear of spreading your wings.” 

That place between her brows puckers ever so slightly. “First off, you’ve never been to Idaho. It’s beautiful. Second, I’d call moving halfway across the country to start a business with my best friend spreading my wings.” 

“Mm. Yes. Well, grateful as I am to have your skills solely at my disposal, I am obligated as your friend to tell you there were probably wiser career choices.”

Bitsy is rarely ever swayed by the sulking attitude I hauled back to Olympus with me. Maybe that’s why I asked her to move here—I knew I’d need a good angel on my shoulder to help keep my surliness at bay. She beams around another bite of we’re-never-leaving-here, which means I will probably see at least a dozen more former classmates that will serve as a reminder that high-end polo shirts and hair products cannot erase the awkward Greek nerd memories of my teen years. As if I don’t question myself enough already. 

“Hey! We’re doing great. You have more clients than you did when...” She cuts herself off at my dubious look about the one thing she knows I won’t discuss. Or rather, the one someone. “Anyway,” she segues, “business is booming, and I’ve gotten you featured in more magazines than any other photographers our age.” 

“Booming. Yes. Cuisine magazines and Blushing Bride have always been my life’s dream.” 

“There was that youth adventure spread in Colorado,” she adds.  

“Thirty teenagers complaining they had no cell service the entire photo shoot—what was not to love? And do you remember how long it took me to edit out all the acne?” 

“Well, they can’t all be swimsuit and underwear models or destination weddings. You’ve built a great client-base here. If you didn’t insist on traveling every few weeks, I could book you more local shoots or...maybe even scout local models.” Bitsy shrugs and laps one of her sauced-up fingertips like it’s a popsicle.

“More local obligations doesn’t coincide with the spreading of wings, Bitsy! Wings! Do you ever listen to a word I say? And fuck no to models. Could you please stop that? They make baby wipes for a reason, you know.” 

Rather than heeding my etiquette advice, she looks at me defiantly with her big blue eyes and continues to suckle her digits. I thrust my remaining napkins at her. “Here. Take these. I’ll just go bathe myself in that hand sanitizing station over there. Do you not feel how sticky this table is? You just had those fingers on it, and now they’re in your mouth. Who knows what you could be ingesting!” 

“Johnny, this isn’t about wings. You avoid your family.” 

“Ha!” I snort, unsticking my sweaty cargo shorts from the junctures of my thighs as I stand. “Either the beer or the sun has gotten to you because now you’re not making any sense. Avoiding the Andropolis family is like trying to out-dazzle a figure skater. It cannot be done.”

Her shoulders slump. A sobering look in her eyes makes me hold my breath for what looks to be a scolding. The woman has been the only one close enough to peek into my emotional diary since we roomed together in college. 

“Johnny, do you know how lucky you are to have such a big family? They could be gone one day.”

Fuck. 

She went there. 

I practically set the GPS and guided her right to it. Me and my big, unfiltered mouth. 

My stomach churns as I stare at my best friend—a woman who lost her mother at thirteen and has had no one but her father ever since. Well, no one but her father and me. When he decided to get remarried, she returned to Idaho after college, wasting away her brilliance to be near the man who raised her.

Bitsy’s loyal like that. It’s what I love about her. It’s what I counted on when I dried my tears two years ago and called her up with faux enthusiasm, spinning some bullshit about starting our own business in my hometown because as much as I didn’t want to move back here, she’s right. 

I had avoided my family, but two years ago their relentless zeal seemed like the distraction I needed after my breakup from my one and only serious relationship. It did not mean I was prepared to fully re-immerse myself in their daily shenanigans. 

I was twenty-five at the time, an age when a person should not be buffaloed by the guilt that comes with being part of a Greek family where one is expected to attend family meals seventy-three times a week with a smile on their face. My smile was last seen going out to tide in the Pacific. Bitsy has a dazzling smile, so big I hoped it would camouflage the absence of my own. Therefore, I selfishly and wisely enlisted her as my buffer for my grand return. 

In my defense for using my best friend as a shield from my family’s concern, Bitsy had lost her purpose for being in Idaho once her father found happiness again. She wasn’t content at the time either. You could say I was her knight in shining armor. So, she jumped on a plane to the city where my family makes up one-eighth of the population and helped me find a suitable building for a studio and living space a tolerable enough distance from my mother. She is my person. The world needs more Bitsys. 

“I’m sorry. I just...” My hand flaps pathetically in the air. “Sunstroke and...a mustard attack and whatnot. Don’t mind me. I’ll just go rinse my wings in the bird bath over there to cool off. You...enjoy your meal, Typhoid Mary.” 

“With pleasure.” She beams, and I know I’m still in her good graces. 

Way to go, drama king. 

Fanning myself with the front of my disheveled polo, I try to imagine what animal shapes my ex would say the sweat stains on my back have formed because even that unpleasant memory is less discomfiting than admitting I have sometimes envied Bitsy’s lack of family since moving home. She doesn’t have an army of people to ask her what’s wrong on a daily basis. 

Across the makeshift wagon circle of food trucks, I spot my sister, Sofia, yelling at her children who are beating the shit out of each other with giant foam fingers. Sofia thwaps my brother-in-law, Makis on the chest as though she expects him to wield some type of authority over their three hyenas...er...cherubs. I mean sweet little cherubs. 

Makis ignores her as usual, going back to watching my brother Andreas wallop the strong man hammer down on a scale. Andreas lets loose a curse and throws a hand up. His wife, Thespina, is oblivious to his loss, speaking animatedly with three of my cousins to two middle-aged local women who have that deer in the headlights look. It’s a look that says, oh-fuck-we’ve-been-cornered-by-the-Andropolis-family-again—a look no one in my family but me seems to ever recognize. 

I spot my mother’s fire-red, bottle-dyed hair amongst the gaggle of women. And oh, no. What is she doing? 

My breath catches as she takes a funnel cake from Mary Peterson and hands it to my cousin. 

Dear Lord, no. 

Now she’s reaching into her over-sized purse. I shudder, knowing what’s coming next. She retrieves a giant freezer bag of her handmade cookies, biscotia, and thrusts them at a bewildered Mrs. Peterson. 

“Oh, Mamá. No.” 

My whispered plea is solely to feed false hope to my mortification, as I watch my mother likely telling Mrs. Peterson that her cookies are far better and healthier than this deep-fried carnival food because nothing beats a purse-cookie, right? Mamá’s probably correct, but must she insist on being the spokesperson for my parents’ restaurant at every public gathering? There are vendor tents and permits and other legalities for that. 

Sighing, I pinch my eyes closed to ward off the treacherous-son thoughts as I reach the hand wash station at the edge of the makeshift food court. A young boy is depressing the soap dispenser, so I inspect my shirt once more. 

Bitsy’s mustard attack left a half-dollar sized glob, and thanks to my feeble attempts at removal, inflation struck. The stain increased two-fold. I am not a neat freak, I swear. It’s just the little things that get me, particularly since moving back home, where I have little say over the order in my life and little fortitude to endure the helplessness. 

Another bead of sweat rolls down my back between my shoulder blades. I am melting in this humid June heat, watching the world’s slowest hand washer as I await my turn, so I can de-sticky myself of the picnic table residue on my hands and return to Bitsy with a smile. 

My word. What is this child doing? He just pumped his third helping of soap into his hands. 

“Are we about finished there, little fella?” 

Cold gray eyes pin me as he depresses the foot pedal with more force than is necessary and...gasp! He did not! The little shit just reloaded his palm with what better not be the last of that soap. 

I pin him back with a look of my own, nudging my glasses up the perspiration slickened bridge of my nose. I’m an adult. Damn it, and I’m bigger. I will not be intimidated by a rogue child. 

Folding my arms, I give him the stern but patient “Uncle Johnny voice” I use with my niece and nephews. “I think you’ve got it there, buddy. Those hands look as clean as a whistle.” 

By all that is holy, he just stone-faced me and.... 

Oh, fuck no. 

He just took three more pumps of soap and depressed the water spigot pedal in unison. What is wrong with this antagonizing little humanoid? 

“Um. Turnsies over, little man. Mm-kay? Now run along. Let someone else have a chance.”

His eyes narrow. “You talk funny.” 

I narrow my eyes back because I am not above scrapping with a precocious child today. “Oh, it speaks.” 

“Why are you dressed like an apple?” he asks, eyeing my once unsullied polo shirt as though it were a ridiculous costume. 

Gasping, I drop my arms. This is beyond childhood curiosity and has chartered into Rude-ville. 

“I’ll have you know there are many colors of apples, my friend. Red, for example. Perhaps you’ve seen one down there during your travels through Hater Land.” 

He...snickers at me. Snickers! 

“Then why didn’t you wear it, friend?” 

Sucking in a gulp of generator oil and fried food saturated air, I prepare myself to ask him the location of Satan, so I can return him to where he came from when a large hand grasps my shoulder. I let out a squeak and jump, nearly slipping out of my flip-flops. 

“Bradley, is that anyway to speak to adults?” a deep voice rumbles at my side as I right myself under the weight of its owner’s heavy grip. 

“Bradley” scoffs, but I care not at this point, squinting into the sunlight to identify who jostled me. Forcing my gaze up a dark green t-shirt that’s stretched tight over an impressively sculpted chest, I swallow at the sudden dryness in my throat. 

Sweet mother of mercy, I have no words—I, Johnny Andro, who always has words. I see smiles every day from behind the lens of my camera, but I’ve never witnessed one as breathtaking as his. Not even my ex’s, and I once thought his was the smile to top all smiles. 

My savior is a tanned mountain of sunshine and muscles from the sun-streaked tips of his close-cut sandy brown hair to his lopsided, boyish grin that makes poor decisions worthwhile. A pair of jade green eyes sparkle down at me, framed by crinkles alluding to a frequent smiler or man who works outdoors. My fingers itch to run through the stubble on his square cut jaw as my knees consider buckling underneath me.  

My cock twitches in my shorts like we’re at the pound and it has just spied the companion of our dreams. This one, Johnny, it says. Can we please get this one? 

The spawn of Satan obliterates the unexplainable siren spell that has overtaken me. “He doesn’t look like an adult with mustard stains on his cotton candy shirt.” 

Nostrils flaring, I shoot a glare at the tiny deviant, one I hope conveys the most powerful Liam Neeson sentiments. I will find you!

“Hey. That’s enough! Apologize,” Mount Sunshine demands in a commanding tone that makes my neglected dick jolt like it’s just jumped the train to Submissive Town. What is that about? 

Bradley surprisingly withers, the smirk melting from his face. “Sorry,” he grumps, letting me know it is only the golden Adonis that is the forcing him to utter that half-assed apology. 

I can’t say I blame his forced obedience. I nearly apologized myself at the effect of that deep timbre. It’s...unsettling. Folding my arms, I shrug to remove Mount Sunshine’s hand and give dear Bradley one last taste of my haughtiness that he can’t seem to stand. 

“You are forgiven.” 

“Whatever,” he grumbles and skulks away. 

I sigh in relief but then realize my error. I just required rescuing from a child. How sexy is that? 

Wait. Why do I care? There is no way this Midwestern linebacker in his bro-looking ensemble of a ratty Green Bay Packers t-shirt, work boots, and worn, faded jeans gutters his bowling balls in the same lane as I do. 

“Friend of yours?” I query, canting my head in the direction my nemesis fled. 

“No,” he chuckles, the sound more wholesome than any sound should be, sending a tingle down my spine. “He lives down the street from my parents. Let’s just say they’ve had a few run-ins with him before.” 

“Hm. What a surprise.” I step up to the sanitizing station, finally scrubbing the ick from my hands. “Well, thank you, but I can assure you I had it handled.” 

My words bring heat to my ears, and I let out an awkward laugh. “I mean, of course I had it handled. He’s just a child.” 

Lord, why the hell do I care about justifying myself to this stranger? Why is that charming stubble-lined smirk making another appearance? I’m not that damn funny. Yet, I don’t think I’m being mocked either. 

My stomach takes a flip. There’s something in his stormy eyes. They haven’t left me, like I’m a shiny new object he can’t tear them away from. It’s nonsensical and...exhilarating. Maybe I really am succumbing to heat stroke because I like it, and I sure as hell shouldn’t.  

“You from around here?” 

“Born and raised,” I enthuse with as much enthusiasm as I can muster for this hellhole.  

“Really? Me too.” 

Wetting a wad of paper towels from the dispenser, I ignore the mystery-magnetism eyes and focus on my “apple costume.” Just as I’m about to de-mustard, a calloused grip catches my wrist. 

“No. Don’t do that,” he cautions. 

“I beg your pardon?” This is twice in two minutes he’s had his hands on me. 

“You’ll just make it worse.” He takes the paper towels from my hand and tosses them in the station’s trash receptacle. Dropping to a knee beside me, he takes a hold of the hem of my shirt. “Here. Let me show you a trick. The fabric’s dry, so it should work.” 

Floundering carnival air into my pie hole, I have become a Greek statue—Johnny the Flummoxed—as I watch Mount Sunshine’s bulky biceps flex. He folds the hem of my shirt up, exposing the damp flesh above my hip bone as though he doesn’t share my ex’s uncanny distaste for perspiration. He goes to work, rubbing the surface side of my shirt together between his fingers. His knuckles graze my side, sending an electric pulse across my abdomen. 

“What...what are you doing?” 

He releases my shirt and smoothes it back to my side with his palm, as if I deserve to be handled with care, dusting away flecks of dried mustard. That should not feel like a caress, but when his pleased smile beams up at me, my insides translate the innocent gesture as intimacy and beg for more. It has been far too long, and I do not need the reminder. 

Standing, he once again tops my nearly six-foot stature by a good three inches. “Quickest way to get a stain out. You just rub the same type of fabric against each other,” he gestures to my waist. 

Several things need to be noted. One—I am slack-jawed because, holy shit. The baby-poo looking stain is practically gone. Two—how does this body building specimen know swatch secrets? Three—it is simply cruel to look at a man’s midriff while speaking of rubbing things together. Four—this feels like chivalry. 

It feels like chivalry from a beautiful man who steps through the sunlight, coming to your rescue on a beach after you stepped on a jelly fish, and then spends the evening laughing with you at a beachside tavern while you slowly fall stupidly in love with his smile. 

So, yeah. Chivalry can kiss my ass. I’m not falling for that again, but I can, at the very least dole out the appropriate pleasantries. 

“Huh. Well, I’ll be. Um. Thank you.” 

Tearing my eyes away from Mr. Magic Knuckles, I search for Bitsy like she’s my lifeline from this apparition of my past. Judging by the way her auburn eyebrows have climbed her forehead, I have dallied too long and made a spectacle of myself. The corner of her mouth is ticked up. Great. No doubt there will be questions. 

“No problem,” my beefcake in shining Packers garb says. 

“Okay then!” I blurt with a nod and spin on my heel. 

Retreat is urgent at this point. I nearly lost my wits to a man who likely has no idea about the filthy thoughts crawling around in my sex-starved brain. 

“I’ll see you around?” 

I do a half-twist, looking back at the question I doubt I heard, nearly tripping on my own two feet. What is my response when I see the beautiful golden skinned man with thighs like a carnival ride I’d actually buy tickets for, in fact staring after me? I fucking giggle like a nervous school girl and throw an awkward finger wave. 

Holy shit. What is wrong with me? 

“Looks like you got more than a bird bath,” Bitsy quips when I reclaim my seat at the picnic table. 

Fuck me! I just stuck my hand to this nasty thing again. 

“There are devil children amuck here, Bitsy. You have been warned.” 

Chuckling, she flips her hair and nods in Mount Sunshine’s direction. “No. I was talking about the hunk. What was that about?” 

My eyes search the direction of Bitsy’s nod. The beefcake appears to be reclaiming his place amongst his herd, a gaggle of only slightly less fit men and a few fair females, corralling under a beer garden tent some two hundred feet from us. A just born piece of hope dies in my chest as a pretty blonde slinks her arm around his waist and hands him a beer. 

There, I silently tell my misguided dick. See? He’s not for us. 

“Just a good Samaritan,” I inform Bitsy with a careless shrug. 

Why does my disappointment smart so much? I have a type. I’m not sure what it is yet, as I’m still recalibrating from my last relationship, but it’s not chivalrous, six-foot-three, hetero hot stuffs like Packers Man. 

Been there. Done that. Got the broken heart to prove it. Not sailing that ship again, thank you. 

“Well, your good Samaritan is looking over here like you two have unfinished business,” Bitsy murmurs over the rim of her beer. 

Huffing at her irrational assumption, I feign a stretch and cast my gaze toward the location of Bitsy’s delusion. What the hell? He is looking right at us. His luscious mouth with that bowed upper lip ticks up at the corner, and he waves. I whip my head back around so fast a muscle in my neck spasms. 

“Aren’t you going to wave back?” Bitsy asks. 

“No! Why on Earth would I do that? He’s waving at you.” 

Which just makes my hormonal outburst all the more embarrassing. I have been bewitched by an unfaithful heterosexual man.

“No, he’s not. You should see how crushed he looks.” 

“Clearly, the sun and trans fats have gotten to you.” 

“Seriously. He looks so sad,” she whines and sets her beer down. “Fine. I’ll save him from your rudeness.” 

She lifts her arm, and with her million-dollar smile, waves. Wonderful. Nothing like the man who made me forget my sanity getting the full effect of Bitsy’s beauty. Not that there was a snowball’s chance in hell he was into me or that I even want him to be. 

“Well?” I prompt when she turns a smug expression on me. “Did he give you fuck-me eyes, gesture for you to call him? Do tell. You know how much I love to hear you prove me right.” 

She snorts. “No, actually. I got a prune smile.” 

“A prune smile?” 

“You know when people don’t want to smile, but make themselves, and it gives them all these pruney lines around their mouth?” She demonstrates. 

“I know what a prune smile is. I’m a photographer, for God’s sake. He did not give you a prune smile, and if he did, it wasn’t because of me. Clearly, he has no taste if he can’t appreciate your beauty.” 

“Why thank you, but it was totally pruney because you cold-shouldered him.” 

“Bitsy,” I heave, leveling her with the look of a hard truth, flicking my thumb over my shoulder. One of us has to live outside of La La Land. “Exhibit number one—blonde goddess wrapped around said beefiness. There is no way he’s into guys.” 

“His arm isn’t wrapped around her.”

“Don’t interrupt. Exhibit two—beefcake has the audacity to gawk and wave at my friend whilst blonde goddess is wrapped around him, denoting the characteristics of a perfidious lecher. Neither of us want what he’s selling. Can we agree on that?”

“Again. Wasn’t gawking or waving at me.” 

I let out all my air and cast my eyes heavenward, begging for divine intervention to get her to see reason. When I refocus on Bitsy, her gaze is locked on the beer tent, eyes crinkled at the corners like a spy. 

“I think that’s the crew that redid Uncle Dimitris’ patio wall last summer,” she intones as though she’s solved some riddle. “I knew I’d seen them before!” 

While it warms my heart that she claims my relatives as her own, it is yet another craw in my side. My family freaking adores her, and rightly so. She eats everything they throw at her and never complains, whereas I am considered the King of Protests. On that note, I scan the carnival for any one of my three hundred relatives. 

“Fine. So, the beefcake has skills. This changes nothing.” I wave a dismissive hand as I spot my mother. 

Her eyes are scanning the crowd with my sister, who has her cell phone in her hand. My phone vibrates in my pocket. 

Crap. They’re looking for me. No doubt my mother wants us to parade as a family through the masses where she will introduce me to every child-bearing-aged female like I’m an overflowing sperm bank. She somehow still does not understand just how gay I am, and I must perform my duties to supply her with twelve Greek grandchildren. Reaching over, I snatch Bitsy’s beer and bolt from my seat. 

“Okay. Time to go!” 

“What? Wait! Don’t you want to walk around a while? We’ve hardly seen anything.”

“Nope. Seen enough! You look a little green. Is that food getting to you? We should get you home and curl up on the couch.” 

Sofia spots me and waves her arms. She nudges my mother, whose gaze lands on me and lightens with surprise. Mamá makes a beckoning gesture that I pretend I didn’t see by looking in the opposite direction. 

My gaze lands on the beefcake who...looks to be excusing himself from his pack after locking eyes with me. 

Oh, fuck. He’s coming this way. 

I can’t do this right now. Nope. I am not watching him flirt with Bitsy while my family descends upon me. 

Grabbing ahold of Bitsy’s shoulders, I plead with her. “Bitsy, if you love me, if you ever loved me, please, run like our lives depend upon it, and get me away from this place of horrors. No questions.”

“But...” she trails off, her cute little freckle-smattered face constricted in confusion as she glances at each of my approaching dilemmas. 

“Please!” I whine, uncaring that my dignity has died as I give her shoulders a shake. 

She sighs and reaches for my hand. “Oh, alright, but you owe me.” 

“Don’t I always?” 

My flip flops have never flip-flopped so fast as we scurry through the maze of food trucks. Behind me the cacophony of the carnival snuffs out my mother’s calls. We have successfully fled, but I am now surely going to a special hell for bad Greek sons, all quite aptly, because I was tempted by the devil reincarnate in a Packers t-shirt. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Johnny,



Thanks for letting me crash on your couch. I guess we drank a little too much.

You weren’t kidding—you really can’t hold your liquor!



Glad I ran into you on the beach. Watch out for those jelly fish.



Call me. We need to hang out again!



555-6843



Lance






















	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3
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Aiden 

Sipping my coffee, I watch the soft glow of the rising sun through the trees. The cool morning air splits the humidity seeping into my truck as I wait for my little sister, Maxine, to emerge. I don’t mind foregoing the joy of riding my motorcycle on occasion, picking her up when her fiancé is home from her trips as a flight attendant and needs their car. However, after all these years, it would be nice if she’d figure out that I’m here at five o’clock sharp, but no. I’m forced to wait every time I pick her up, plus the extra ten minutes she takes on Mondays.  

I don’t know why people complain about Mondays. I’ve always thought of them as a symbol of promise. You get to start over and reset from the week prior. I’m off to a better start than usual after this weekend, having seen all my family and friends at the carnival for my birthday. You can’t beat ringing in another year surrounded by those who care about you, claiming an entire beer tent like they own it. Plus, there was that other pleasant surprise. 

I chuckle, recalling the ruffled man at the handwash station who got a taste of Bradley Reeves and about made me piss myself the way he gave it back to him. It’s embarrassing that I can’t remember what any of my friends or family were wearing, but I can still picture his close-shaved stubble, his meticulously combed thick brown hair, and those big, black-framed glasses that made his dark chestnut eyes go soul deep. 

Phew. Not usually my type, but there was something about him. A lot of somethings. A lot more somethings than I’ve ever sensed from anyone. He was like a flame that lit a fuse inside me. Too bad he ran off so quick. 

Too bad he was holding a woman’s hand as he did. I thought for sure he experienced what I did—a bolt of invisible lightning zapping down between us.

Better luck next time, Aiden. Story of my life. 

The door to Maxine and Véronique’s single-story brick home swings open, and Maxie emerges in all her blue jean and green bandana glory, long brown braids hanging over her shoulders. I wave to Véronique, who gives me an apologetic smile and tugs her flowery red robe tighter against the morning breeze. Maxie stops short, turning around to pull my future sister-in-law in for a kiss. 

I’m still over the moon for them, but seeing this ritual every day for the last two-and-a-half years is a sad reminder of my singledom. When their love fest exceeds the ninety-second mark, I tap my horn. Maxie ignores me as usual, but her oblivious, sated smile when she finally turns toward my truck is the worst part, worse than the countless morning kisses I’ve witnessed. She deserves the happiness she found, but seeing these exchanges reminds me of everything I’m missing out on.   

Bounding up into the truck, Maxie grins out the window and throws a very un-Maxie-like finger-wave to Véronique that makes me chuckle. 

“What?” She narrows her eyes at me.

“You two aren’t going to have anything left for the honeymoon.”

“Pfft. Whatever. I plan on living one very long and healthy honeymoon for the rest of my life. Drive, brother.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” I salute her, earning me the customary punch in the arm. 

When we pull up to our warehouse ten minutes later, our perpetually disgruntled brother Graham throws us a nod as he walks through the main door. Maxie scoffs over her travel mug.

“How the hell did he beat us here? Is there an apocalypse? Are all the strippers taking shelter in the loading bay, and he’s going to wow them with his hermit-y woodsman act?” 

Shaking my head, I pull the keys out of the ignition. The faded logo on the side of the building my grandfather built, reads Brandt and Sons, feeling like an extension of home. My father planned to change the name after Maxie started working for the family masonry business, but she wouldn’t let him. She said she wanted neither special treatment nor labels because she “can do anything you three idiots can do.” 

I’m pretty sure she only includes me in the idiot category to make our two brothers feel like she doesn’t have a favorite. Secret: I am totally her favorite. 

“Dad,” I greet, nodding at my father when we enter the warehouse floor.

“Son,” he returns. “Sweetie,” he says to Maxie when she gives him a peck on the cheek.

Moving on, she kicks Graham’s feet off her favorite chair with her leather work boots. Graham clutches his lower back like the force injured him. 

“Jack ass!” he spats, kicking the chair out of her reach when she makes to sit down. 

Skyler, our older brother is still sleeping through the entire ruckus. A string of drool is running down the side of his jaw where his head is leaning back against one of the old ratty office chairs that have been demoted to our makeshift warehouse break room. Maxie tiptoes toward him with a shit-eating grin on her face, her hands out to her sides like she’s either about to pounce or clap.  

“Maxine!” Our father warns without taking his eyes from his clipboard. “Leave him be.” 

“He’s sleeping on the job again. Is that the company image we want to project?” 

“The twins were up in the middle of the night. He’s no good to us if he’s tired later.” 

I can’t remember the last time Skyler wasn’t “tired later” as I take in his exhausted form. At thirty-three with a pregnant wife, two sets of twins, and three dogs I honestly don’t know how he gets any sleep unless he gets here early so that he can catch a nap. 

Dad gives us our marching orders that we already knew, but we humor him as we do every morning. I think it makes him feel like he's still contributing to operations since Mom swore him to office duty five years ago. 

Graham, Maxie, and I get to work, fluidly loading pallets of bricks and the forklift we need for to haul to the worksite on a trailer. I tie the pallet and forklift down, only half-listening to Maxie’s latest updates on her wedding plans. It’s all she’s talked about since her engagement. 

“Graham, are you bringing Jen or a date? I want to get a good count so we can figure out the seating chart.” 

“Why would I bring Jen?” he heaves in exasperation, flinging one of the tie-downs in my direction with more force than needed. 

“Uh. ‘Cause you always invite Jen to everything.” 

Here we go. 

Twins are supposed to have a special bond, thick as thieves. Nope. Not these two. 

“She’s dating someone, Max. You know this!” Graham snaps. 

“You invited them to Aiden’s birthday party. How am I supposed to understand your weird dynamic with your ex-wife?” Maxie gestures wildly. 

“She’s known our family since we were in high school. I didn’t want to be rude.” 

“Look. I love Jen. I always have, but I don’t get it. You guys don’t have kids. You didn’t have any pets. There’s no reason to feel tied to her and torture yourself by seeing her with another man. At the very least, Mom or I could do the inviting, so you don’t have to look like you’re pining over her still.” 

Graham chucks his lunch box in the cab of the truck. “I’m not pining!” 

“Hey, wait a minute,” I interrupt to stop the bickering. “How come you didn’t ask me if I’m bringing someone?”  

I’m answered by twin snorts that leave me blinking. Maxie shrugs. “I figured a plus-one for you was a given.”

Seriously? I’m in the wedding. It wouldn’t be convenient to have a date, not with best man duties. 

“Why did you think it was a given? I was going to go stag.” 

“Sure,” Maxie scoffs.

Graham snickers, pushing his floppy, sandy hair off his forehead, exchanging a smirk with Maxie as though they’re concurring that I’m a dumb ass. “Bro, you’ll find someone in the parking lot of the church.”

“Or at the reception hall,” Maxie chimes in.

“At the tux rental place,” Graham adds optimistically. 

“At the florist’s,” Maxie quips.

“At a gas station, a restaurant,” Graham rattles on. “Maybe even a hitch hiker!”

They both chuckle, shaking their heads, morphing into a rare moment of solidarity. It’s their evil twin dynamic. Maybe they have a weird twin language—it’s called Asshole.

Straightening up, I rest my hands on my hips. They’ve got my attention now. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Wow. It’s like you forgot about the harem that magically appears when you walk out the door. Man, that birthday really caught up with you this year,” Graham grimaces. 

“Oh, not this again. I don’t have a harem.” 

Maxie shoots Graham an apologetic look as she locks the tailgate in place. “He can’t help that his face is prettier than yours, Graham Cracker.”

“Um, fraternal twin here.” Graham gestures between them with a finger. “We’re both his siblings. If I’m sub-standard, so are you.” 

“No. Our genes look better as a woman.” 

Skyler ambles over, drawing his palm down his mouth with a yawn. He leans his tall lanky frame against the trailer and runs his fingers through his sandy crew cut. 

“When did you guys get here?” he croaks. 

Maxie smiles serenely. “Three hours ago.” 

“Bullshit.” He turns his bleary, green-eyed gaze to mine. “What are they arguing about today?”

“My apparent promiscuity.”

Skyler snorts. “You haven’t dated in like...what? Years?”

The validation stings more than I expect, but I throw up a palm. “Thank you!” 

“We weren’t talking about dating,” Graham scoffs. “We were just pointing out the endless supply of onesies at his beck and call for Max’s wedding.” 

I jump down from the trailer, my work boots hitting the concrete floor with a shock wave I feel in my knees. “Onesies?” 

“You know, your one and done routine,” Graham elaborates.

“Routine? What the hell are you talking about?” 

Grabbing his toolbox off the workbench, he scoffs. “Aiden, when’s the last time you went on more than one date with a woman?”

“Or man!” Maxie volunteers, giving me a supportive smile that I can’t quite appreciate at the moment. 

Graham’s face goes beet red, and he sputters. “Well, it’s historically been more women, but...whatever, you know what I mean.” 

“No. I don’t know.” I shrug, feeling suddenly cornered as my siblings stare at me as if they actually want to know the answer. “I don’t remember. Okay? And why would I go on a second date if I’m not into the person on the first one?” 

Graham slams his toolbox down on the trailer bed but doesn’t meet my eyes. “How does that work anyway?”

“How does what work?”

He peers up two inches to meet my gaze, his broad shoulders slumping in a rare display of hesitation as he folds his tawny, tatted forearms over the tire well. “I mean, I get that Maxie likes women.” It’s odd how he straightens up and sputters. “Well, and I like women. Of course. Clearly. And I get that you like both men and women, but how...how do you decide when you prefer a man and when you prefer a woman?” 

Maxie lets out a snort. “Oh, you don’t know about his color-coded calendar?” 

Graham’s head jerks back. “What?” 

“Yeah. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays are for vagina. Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays are for penis.”

“Oh. Fuck off! You know that’s not what I think.” 

I smear my hand down my face, heaving a breath at the spectacle my sex life has become. Graham glances back over at me like he’s still anticipating an answer to his idiotic question. I’m glad he’s always been accepting of my preferences and know he’s trying to understand me further in his typical unfiltered way, but I don’t feel like being anyone’s encyclopedia. 

“It just works,” I tell him. “I spend time with whoever I feel like spending time with.”

“It doesn’t seem like it’s working,” Skyler mutters behind me. 

Wheeling around, I feel my jaw gape open. The guy never has an opinion. He’s asleep half the time. 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

It’s not Skyler who answers me. Graham grabs his ball cap off the workbench, sweeping his hair back before tugging it on his head. “He means you’re thirty-one, and you’ve never had a relationship that lasted longer than six months with either a man or a woman. Whatever you’re doing in your dating life ain’t working.” 

“Like you’re one to talk.” Maxie shoves his shoulder as she heads toward her coffee tumbler.

“I’ve been married. Twice!” Graham huffs.

“To the same person!”

Graham’s tanned complexion goes a shade redder. “More to the point!” 

All the air leaves my lungs, a dull ache forming behind my eyes from an impending headache named the Brandt siblings. Monday has officially lost its appeal. 

Following Graham and Skyler to the worksite in my pickup, I can’t shake the accusations made back at the warehouse. 

Is that what they really think I am? Some promiscuous, wandering soul who can’t commit? 

“What crawled up your ass?” Maxie cuts through my thoughts.

“What? Nothing.”

“You’re Hulk-gripping the steering wheel. I mean, I know Graham Cracker’s driving sucks,” she gestures ahead of us, “but you should be used to it by now.” 

Unclenching my fingers, I take a calming breath. “I don’t...sleep with all the people I go out with.” 

“Well, I would hope not. There wouldn’t be any room left to put notches on your bedpost.”

“Thanks.” 

She snorts. “Aiden, I don’t give a shit if you bed the entire county. You do you. Whatever makes you happy.” 

You do you. 

If she only knew. 

I shift in my seat, my secret bursting inside me under the pressure of keeping it contained for so long. I can’t keep living like this. I need to tell someone. 

“That’s...actually all I do. All I’ve been doing...for a while. Me.” 

“Wait. What?” She blinks and angles her body to face me. “You mean...jerking off?” 

I throw up a hand because who in the hell wants to answer that question for their sister? Except it’s my jerking off hand, so I quickly return it to the wheel like a lonely, guilty man and shift my gaze out the driver’s window. 

“How long have you and your hand been in this monogamous relationship?” 

“Oh, forget it.” 

Monday, I hate you.

“I’m not making fun of you. I’m just confused. Heather Barlow was hanging on you at your party yesterday. I don’t get it?”

“She asked to come. I didn’t see any reason to say no.” 

“Clearly you said no to something.” 

Shaking my head, I let out a puff of air. I’m the levelheaded sibling. I don’t...do or feel whatever this vice around my lungs is, this frustration simmering under the surface that’s threatening to boil over. 

“Look, forget it. Alright. I just can’t believe you guys think I’m playing the field or something.” 

It's quiet for too long. When I look over, Maxie’s staring at me like I’m one of our mother’s crochet books. 

“How long Aiden?” 

My breath splits the breeze wafting through the open windows. “Two years,” I mumble, feeling the weight of every pathetic, lonely month of it. 

“How long?”

I nod confirmation so I don’t have to repeat the embarrassing admission as I hit the brakes at a stop light. I’ve never had many secrets, but the few I keep, I trusted only to Maxie. 

“Holy shit!” Her eyes go wide. “You haven’t had sex in two years?” she practically yells, making me flinch at the volume of what’s lived inside me in silence until this moment. 

Over her shoulder, Mrs. McMann, the eighty-year-old organist at my parents’ church, gapes at us through the open window of her Buick LeSabre in the next lane. Although her glasses are as thick as a Mason jar, her hearing is apparently crystal clear. Pinching my eyes closed, my finger finds the window button. I transmit my level of mortification in a glare to Maxie as the whining sound of the glass rising shuts out the sound of the city. 

She glances out her. “Oh. Shit,” she whispers and waves at Mrs. McMann before turning on me with a nervous laugh. “Sorry about that.” 

I stare ahead, grateful when the light turns green. “It’d be nice if you don’t broadcast that any further.” 

Maxie pleads the fifth by forging on. “So, are you...asexual now?”

“What? No!” When I realize how harsh that sounded, I try again. “No. It’d be a hell of a lot easier if I was, but no. I’m still bi.” 

If she only knew how many times I wished I was asexual, how many times I wished I could snuff out the phantom need to meet someone who could satisfy my craving for connection. 

But no. Lucky me. I’m attracted to both men and women, which makes the haystack twice the size to conceal the proverbial needle I’m looking for. 

“Oh,” Maxie says, sounding surprised. “Then why has it been so long? Did you get hung up on somebody?” 

If only. 

“No. Just the opposite. That’s the problem.”

“I don’t understand. What does that have to do with getting laid?” 

“Do you remember how Mom and Dad said they fell in love the first time they met at that community dance?” 

“Uh, yeah. Mom’s only told us that story about a hundred times.” 

“And Skyler,” I press on. “He and Fiona knew after their first date.”

“O-kay.” Her cluelessness only fuels the frustration in my chest. 

“Even Graham and Jen were inseparable in high school. We all knew they’d end up together. I remember the weekend you met Véronique, all stupid-grinning like you were drunk as a loon. You still look like that every morning when I pick you up.” 

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing! Don’t you get it? I want to feel that.” I toss my sad hand in desperation and take a breath. “I’ve never felt that.” 

“With anyone?” The pucker of Maxie’s lower lip is a solid reminder of why I’ve kept this to myself. Shit. Maybe it was better to let them think I was a revolving door of one-night-stands and loving every minute of it. 

“No,” I force out. “Not like that.”

“Wait. What about Meg? You guys went out for months and you always looked happy together.”

Meg Parrish, a woman I dated about five years ago, was probably the best and longest relationship I ever had. We went to games and worked out together. She took me rock climbing for the first time, and we’d hop on my bike on weekends, exploring restaurants we’d stumble upon.

“When she stopped us in front of a wedding boutique one day in some little town we stopped in, I felt instantly sick with panic. I knew then I’d never want to marry her, and our relationship was nothing more than friendship for me, so...I ended it a few days later. I didn’t want to lead her on.” 

“But...I mean, clearly you guys had been having sex for a long time, so there was chemistry there. Are you just afraid of commitment?”

“No. I want commitment. I’m attracted to people, but...but that’s it. There’s nothing...more. Ever since that day with Meg, it’s like it activated some kind of radar. There’s been nothing longer than initial curiosity or a night of sex that lets me know they’re not the person I want to have sex with for the rest of my life. That’s why I...why I quit. I mean, what was the point? I knew before I slept with them our connection didn’t feel like...like...”

How do you describe something you’ve only seen others experience? The closest I’ve ever come to the feelings I’m trying to convey is...

“Lightning,” I blurt out, remembering that entertaining, flustered man with the severe brow and kissable lips from the carnival.  

My face burns, and it’s like someone tied a weight to my heart when Maxie looks speechless. “Am I too picky?” I ask in desperation. “Am I emotionally unable to connect with someone like that? I mean, I’m thirty-one! How have I never had a serious relationship? There’s got to be something wrong with me.” 

Maxie reaches over and squeezes my shoulder. “Okay. First off, calm down. You’re freaking me out.” She sucks in a gulp of air and releases it. “Geez. You’re supposed to be the calm one.” 

“I’m sorry. I don’t know why I went off.”

“No.” She waves dismissively. “You’re entitled to go off once in your life, I suppose. Shit, Aiden. I wish I’d known you were having a crisis all this time.”

“It’s not a crisis. I think you guys must have just hit a nerve.” 

“I blame Graham.” She nods solemnly and then inhales like an athlete going in for a big play. “Okay. Well, I don’t really know how you judge your dates, so I can’t tell you if you’re being too picky. If you don’t like the brand of shampoo someone uses or the way they put on ChapStick then, yeah, I’d say that’s picky. Otherwise, you can’t force yourself to like interests and beliefs you know you’d never like.”

“ChapStick?” 

“Yeah. Haven’t you ever noticed how some people put ChapStick on by moving it across their lips, but some people hold it still and move their head around the ChapStick?”

I stare at the strange person who is supposedly related to me. “No, but I will now for the rest of my life!” 

“Well, the head-movers?” she says, her mouth forming an O as she rotates her neck, eyes wide. “It’s creepy.” 

“Now who’s picky?” 

She smacks my arm and laughs. “I know! I have issues, but see? You’re not picky.” She sighs and rests back against the seat, folding her arms. “No. I get it. You want forever—the fairy tale. Everybody wants that. You’re...a romantic.” She flashes me an appreciative smile like she’s just uncovered a label written on my forehead. “You have to be capable of emotional connection to want that, so...don’t go all heavy on the psychoanalysis. Okay?”  

Her reassurance kindles a flutter of hope in my stomach, but it doesn’t alleviate the self-doubt I’ve stacked up like a brick wall over the years. “How can I be a romantic if I’ve never had a real romance?” 

“Well, you want one, don’t you? I mean if I understand what you’re telling me. Why else would you deprive yourself of intimacy for so long? You’re holding out for that emotional connection that only exists when we’re in love.” 

When we’re in love. 

A pang resounds in my heart at the we in that sentence. There is no we. Only Maxie and every other member of my family have lived the definition of we’re in love. Yeah, I want it. God, I want those smitten expressions I’ve seen on their faces. I want to know the secrets of that phenomenon, have it fill the empty places inside me until they solidify like mortar. 

“Yeah,” I concede, “but do you know how many dates I’ve been on? If they were lottery tickets, I’d have won the jackpot by now.”

She scoffs. “Aiden, I’m only a year younger than you. I was starting to feel like you do before I met Véronique.”

I hadn’t realized that. A swell of empathy for my little sister washes through me. We’re a block away from our worksite for the day, so I need to be selfish and nip this in the butt before we’re stuck with Graham and Skyler all day. 

“Yeah, but you had relationships before you met Véronique. Sarah, Elise, Alissa,” I rattle off the three serious girlfriends she’s had. “I know it didn’t work out with any of them, but you were happy and in love for a while
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