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        When Daniel McCaverty gets the call that his best friend and mentor up in Vermont has cancer, he expects to have plenty of time to go help. He never expects that Adam will be gone before he gets there, or that he will suddenly be in charge of Adam’s two small children. He’s a loner, an artist, and a wanderer. What’s he supposed to do now?

      

        

      
        Mitchell Brown is a white-collar kind of guy. Organized. Careful. He has a plan in place for Adam’s kids long before Daniel arrives, and is shocked when Daniel is given custody. But for Vicky and Emory, he’s willing to put his hurt and confusion aside to help Daniel figure things out, to make the whole situation work.

      

        

      
        Daniel and Mitch have to deal with a tidal wave of grief while getting one kid started in school, and keeping up with their work. But they’re going to have to figure out their unexpected attraction to each other if they’re going to build something together that’s bigger than either one of them alone.
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      “Jesus, Adam.” Daniel McCaverty had made it through the five a.m. flight from the Sunport, through Dallas and O’Hare. He’d made it through baggage here in Burlington and through the fucking line at Enterprise. He’d managed to drive about a mile before he looked around this place that was familiar but not, and had to pull over, sobbing against the steering wheel while the radio played.

      Daniel hadn’t understood when Adam had called last month and said, “Kiddo, I’ve got cancer”. He’d thought, oh, surgery and chemo and radiation. It would be tough with the kids, but he could come out after he’d delivered his last canvases. He would help for a few weeks and, one day, they would laugh together over how Adam’s thick black and silver hair had been gone during that terrible time.

      That was what was supposed to happen.

      Not a phone call early in the week that he’d missed because he was up on Angel Fire, and there was no signal. And then when he’d called back three days later, scared at Adam’s voice, Adam’s words, Adam’s goodbye, it was over.

      Fuck him. He hadn’t understood.

      Adam had told him not to worry.

      He never once thought Adam would actually die.

      After the storm had passed, Daniel pulled back onto the road, making the trip to Adam’s neat house. He’d helped Adam and Tina with adding a bathroom and another bedroom one summer. Another year, they’d put the deck on. He’d painted the nursery—first with Adam and Tina, then with Adam alone.

      Little Vicki would know him, but the baby? Shit, he’d been brand new before Daniel had left to work for a few months.

      “What the fuck happened, Adam? Seriously. Nobody dies from cancer anymore! It’s all about surviving. Don’t you fucking watch commercials?” His words echoed in the car, and he rocked with the intensity of them.

      He could almost hear Adam snort at him, saying “You can’t believe everything you see on TV, Dan-O.”

      Yeah. Yeah, like he even owned a TV. That was what he got for trying to be ironic.

      He pulled into the long driveway, the Escalade rumbling through the ruts. Someone needed to grade this before winter.

      The trees around Adam’s place were turning colors, some of them already orange and red like fire. That, he’d seen before, but Daniel hardly recognized the man sitting on the front steps. It had to be Mitch Brown underneath the beard and the baseball hat, but the last time he’d seen Adam’s business partner, Mitch had been clean-cut and in a sharp suit and tie.

      Damn.

      He probably looked like a wild man. He hadn’t bothered to change from his work clothes, and his jeans were spattered with paint. Daniel parked and opened the door of the SUV. “Mitch? Hey. I—Hey.”

      Mitch looked up and stood slowly.

      “Uncle Daniel!” Little Victoria dropped the hula hoop she’d been playing with and ran toward him full tilt.

      “Vicki. Baby girl. C’mere.” He opened his eyes, the sweet little black curls shining in the fading sun. “I missed your pretty face.”

      “You came! Daddy said he had to go, but that you would come, and you did!” She squeezed him tight, little five-year-old arms circling his neck.

      “Of course I came.” He should have come earlier. Sooner. Weeks ago. He blinked hard, fighting his tears.

      Mitch cleared his throat. “I guess you had a long trip. Would you like some coffee? Vicki, baby, why don’t you take Uncle Daniel to the porch?”

      “I started at three this morning. Coffee is great. I don’t—I’m sorry, man. Y’all had been friends a long time.”

      “Yeah. Um…yeah. Not as long as you. I know this—it was pretty shocking and…hard.”

      “Uncle Mitch fixed the porch swing.” Vicki pulled on his hand, tugging him toward the porch. “Emory is napping. He sleeps all the time. Babies do that, but it’s boring.”

      “They do, and it is. Do you still like those genie toys? I have a color book of them in my backpack.”

      “For me?” Vicki smiled at him like he’d hung the moon, as if she hadn’t just lost her father. Five had to be so complicated.

      “Yeah, for you. I’ll grab them in a second.” He’d brought a suit bag and his backpack.

      “Have a seat, I’ll get us some coffee.” Mitch disappeared into the house, leaving him there with Vicki.

      “Did you know my daddy died?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I just found out last night. I came straight away.”

      “He was really sick. He slept a lot, like Emory.” Vicki climbed up on the porch swing. “He missed you though. He told me so. I knew you’d come.”

      “He was my best friend, and you’re my god-girl. Of course, I came.” Jesus, Adam. Why didn’t you tell me how bad it was?

      She patted the swing next to him and leaned hard once he sat. “Good.” She sighed and flopped over, lying her head in his lap.

      She was asleep by the time Mitch came back with two mugs of coffee. “She’s been waiting for you. Adam’s—” Mitch bit his lips together and shook his head, handing him a mug before sitting in a rocking chair. “The promise was important to her.”

      “I came as soon as I knew. I had no idea it was so bad.”

      “Well, to be fair I don’t think he really believed it would be so fast.” Mitch’s voice was rough and dry. Anyone could see how tired he was. “I should have just called. He wanted to do it himself, but I should have. It’s just that I was here with the kids and helping him deal with his doctors and I… I’m sorry.”

      “I am too. I would have come to help. You have to know that. I would have come.” He wasn’t a shit. He loved Adam and these kids to death.

      “You know Adam. He was private, and he didn’t even like me helping. I think he wanted people to remember him healthy.” Mitch sipped his coffee and tugged his ball cap down lower. “This is…so fucked up.”

      “Yes. More than. Did he—is your business stuff okay?” He knew Mitch and Adam had run an advertising agency, but that was really all he knew about that.

      Mitch shook his head. “I don’t know. We have good people working for us, so I’m going to hope, but these last few weeks I haven’t… I checked out of work.”

      “I can only imagine.” He sort of wanted to give the guy a hug. More than that, he wanted to leave, find a hotel room and drink. He wouldn’t, because obviously Mitch had been working his ass off dealing with shit and needed a hand, but that didn’t alter his wanting.

      “I’m just going to try to look ahead now. The kids need that. I need to get them a new routine. It’s a couple of weeks late but I can still get Vicki into kindergarten, and I guess I’ll find a nanny for Emory. They need some stability. Then I can get my head back to work.”

      “Wow. Kindergarten? Already? She’s just so little…” Surely she wasn’t that old yet, right?

      “I know, but she turned five in July. I remember Adam saying at one point that he was going to sign her up but he…didn’t.” Mitch glanced at him under the brim of his hat. “So, how’s the…your art going?”

      “It’s good. I got my last show in on time.” He always felt weird talking about his paintings. He always had. It just felt strange.

      “So that’s going on now, without you there?”

      “Yes. My manager deals with the sales and the galleries. I just paint the canvases. I spend most of my time searching for the right environment to inspire.” It was an oversimplification, but it was still true.

      “Sounds nice. Where did you fly in from?”

      “Albuquerque. I was up on Angel Fire. I called as soon as I got signal. I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have—” He wouldn’t have missed saying goodbye.

      “I was with him when he called you. He said he knew you were busy doing what you loved. It made him smile. He didn’t—” Mitch cleared his throat, and when he spoke again his voice was even rougher than before. “He didn’t call anyone else. Just you. I’m sorry, I haven’t really processed any of this, I just—these kids are so important. I’m just a little tired.”

      “It’s okay. You can be—whatever you need to be. I’m serious. You can feel whatever you have to.” He didn’t know how else to do it.

      Mitch glanced up, blue eyes searching his. He wondered what they were looking for. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I do.”

      Daniel stroked Vicki’s hair. “You poor baby. You had to lose both your folks, didn’t you? Well, you got people that love you more than the world. Don’t you worry.”

      Adam had obviously intended for Mitch to take the kids, so he’d send money and stay as long as they needed. He wouldn’t let them hurt for anything.

      “It sucks. It just sucks. But they have me. You. Friends. They have people. I didn’t.”

      The baby started wailing somewhere inside the house. “Emory. He’ll be hungry.” Mitch hauled himself out of his chair.

      “Do you need help?” He wasn’t sure he could move. Hell, he didn’t want to go inside that house.

      “Yes. Stay right there with Victoria.” Mitch touched her cheek, then headed for the front door. “That’s the deepest sleep she’s had in days. I’ll bring Emory out once he’s fed.”

      “Okay.” He swung with her, singing for her, random songs that he knew. He spent a lot of time in life singing along with the radio. This much he could do.
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      Mitch changed Emory’s diaper and his clothes too, cleaning up after one hell of a blowout before he took the gurgling baby boy downstairs for dinner. “That diaper was seriously offensive, Mister.”

      Emory grinned at him and patted his cheek, blowing little saliva bubbles.

      “Tonight we have chicken and carrots in a jar, which is slightly less exciting than the beef and potatoes in a jar you had last night.” Mitch sat Emory in his high chair and tossed a handful of Cheerios on the tray to keep him happy for a few minutes.

      That was apparently so exciting that Emory immediately dumped a handful of them on the floor.

      Yay.

      “Listen, you stinker,” he teased, grinning at the baby. “If you do that again, I’ll feed you the plain peas you had for lunch yesterday. Remember those? Those made you cry.”

      Emory giggled. Mitch appreciated that. He didn’t feel much like laughing himself, but he was glad someone did. Dinner went relatively well, and Mitch followed it with a handful of cut-up strawberries, which Emory gleefully made a total mess with.

      Man, both of the kids looked just like Adam. He could even see it in Emory at seven months old. That was good. They looked like each other. Family.

      Daniel came into the house, carrying Vicki. “It’s cold out there. I’m going to take her to the sofa.”

      Cold? It was gorgeous out there. He understood though. Daniel was from warmer places. “You want to just tuck her into bed?”

      “Will she want supper do you think?”

      “If she wakes up, maybe.” He shrugged. “We haven’t exactly had a schedule the last couple of days with everything going on.” He and Vicki were having snacks in the middle of the night last night.

      “Oh cool. I’m good at going where life takes you, so I get it.”

      Going where life took him? What did that mean?

      Mitch grabbed a damp rag and started cleaning Emory up, wiping his face and his tiny hands. “This guy eats everything but peas. Can’t say I blame him.”

      “No peas, huh? You’ve gotten big, bugabear! You’ll be playing T-ball soon.” Daniel held Vicki easily, like she weighed nothing.

      “Yep. All he needs to do is learn how to walk.” He lifted Emory out of his chair. “Are you hungry? I was going to throw a sandwich together. There’s turkey and roast beef.”

      “Sure. Whatever. I’m the antithesis of picky. I even eat peas.” Daniel shifted Vicki over and held the other arm out for the baby. “I’ll take them to the front room.”

      Relief washed over him as Mitch put Emory into Daniel’s arm. He took a deep breath and actually felt…lighter. “Thank you so much. I’ll be right out with sandwiches.”

      “Sure.” Daniel nuzzled into the baby’s shoulder. “God, bugabear. What the fuck are we all supposed to do now?”

      Then Daniel headed into the living room.

      Good question.

      Mitch had a plan for the kids—for school and for the house. He had the beginning of a plan for what to do about the business. But neither of those plans took emotions or grief into account. It was a way to move forward, but he had no ideas for healing. He didn’t think there was such a thing.

      One thing at a time, though. Right now all he needed was a scheme to put sandwiches together. Bread, meat, mayo and mustard, cheese, lettuce, tomato. He had two big sandwiches in a matter of minutes. Go him.

      He grabbed sodas—a Coke for himself and, on a hunch, a Dr Pepper for Daniel. They were Adam’s favorite. He tucked the drinks under one arm and brought it all into the living room.

      Vicki was sleeping on Daniel’s left leg, while little Emory played peekaboo, the baby laugh goofy and wild.

      “He has the best laugh. And I swear it pops up at the best times. Every time I was ready to scream today, this guy would laugh and make everything else just seem…unimportant.” Mitch sat a sandwich down where Daniel could reach it and opened the Dr Pepper for him since he didn’t have both hands free.

      “He’s a hoot. I came down when he was born, and he was just a shot of sunshine from the get-go.” Daniel tried to hold his smile, still playing peekaboo, but the words were husky.

      He remembered. Mitch hadn’t seen much of Adam then; he’d held down the fort at work so Adam could take some paternity leave. “I know Adam was glad you were here. I think he was a little in over his head at first and didn’t want to admit it.”

      “He wanted this baby so bad. He swore he could do it without help, and I just—I had to come out. He was my best friend. I owe him my whole life.” Daniel took a shaky breath, then gave Emory a raspberry on his belly.

      “I don’t think I know that story—I mean, how you two met and everything.” They’d only met a couple of times before, but Daniel had always seemed quiet, a little bit of a tough nut to crack. But the emotions they were both working through made the man seem more…real, somehow.

      “No?” Daniel’s expression softened, and it fascinated him, how this gruff man could be so emotive. “I met Adam at a summer advertising class. He was teaching in Arlington. He did my critique and blew my ass out of the water, just tore me up and asked me what the fuck I was doing in commercial art. By September I’d left school, and I was living in a trailer in Napa.”

      He laughed. “I guess I can see how that was inspiring, but if it had been me I think I would have lost it.”

      “Yeah? I just sold every single thing I owned to buy canvases and paint, Adam bought me the little trailer, and off I went. I sold my first painting on the side of the road.”

      “He was proud of you. He talked about you a lot. He’d show me the pictures you’d text him. He loved your work.” It seemed important to tell Daniel that, even though he knew it might be hard to hear right now.

      “He did. He believed in me, when I was beat up and robbed, when I was lost and broken down, when the first gallery owner called me a hack. He believed. So I believed.”

      He nodded. Adam believed in a lot of people. Their business was full of small, local clients that Mitch had entertained doubts about at first. Adam had made him a believer too. “Yeah. It was a gift. His gift.”

      “Yes.” Daniel closed his eyes for a second, but that was all. “Thank you for the sandwich.”

      It would probably taste better if Daniel took a bite.

      “Hey, buddy.” He got up and took Emory from Daniel. “You want to show Uncle Daniel how you can’t quite roll over yet?” He set Emory on a mat on the floor. “Eat your sandwich, man. I bet you haven’t eaten today. And tomorrow’s…a tough day. You’re going to need it.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m—Yeah.” Daniel closed his eyes again and took a deep breath, picking up his sandwich.

      He sat on the floor with Emory and ate, just letting the silence fill the room for a while. Funerals sucked. This one was going to be especially hard, because it wasn’t just the cancer, it wasn’t just the kids, it wasn’t just the business or their friendship. Someone was going to have to fill some very big shoes. Probably several someones. Him. Maybe even Daniel.

      Daniel ate carefully, looking around the room like he was trying to memorize it.

      “Did you…if you want anything, something you think he’d like you to have, you should…you know.” God, this was so fucking hard. “And the kids…you should come visit. I hope you do. They should know you.”

      Daniel looked utterly horrified. “Oh god. No. No, I don’t want anything. It’s all for them. Everything. I’ll start sending money too. I was just… I don’t know. Looking for him? Are you going to—Will you live here with them?”

      He didn’t need money. Adam had left plenty, but he wasn’t going to argue details tonight. “Yeah, that’s my plan. I’ve been staying here anyway since Adam left the hospital. He had a nurse during the day, but he needed someone to help with the kids…all their things are here. It made sense.”

      Mitch had no idea how the whole custody thing worked. He planned to talk with the lawyer who was executing Adam’s will. He’d probably know.

      “But seriously. Take something. And please visit.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I can stay as long as you need me. I’m willing to help. I’m their godfather. I love them. But I don’t want anything. I don’t need anything at all.”

      He wasn’t going to argue with help. Not for a week or so at least. Mitch wasn’t too proud to admit he was exhausted. “Thanks. That’s… I appreciate that.”

      “Any time. I promised Adam I’d take care of them. I meant it.” Daniel sighed softly. “Can I stay here, or do you need me to grab a hotel room?”

      “Stay here. Please. I made up the guest room—well, I put a set of sheets and a couple of towels on the bed for you. That’s as far as I got.” He’d never ask Daniel to stay in a hotel. Adam considered the man family and would probably haunt him from the grave if he even considered it.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Vicki woke up and looked at Daniel, frowning deep. “Daddy said you would come.”

      “I did.”

      “When is he coming home?”

      God, this was no fair at all, but Daniel just smiled at her. “Oh, my angel girl. His body was so tired, and he had to leave us. His soul is here though, and his love is everywhere around us.”

      He felt the tears try to come out, partly because this was so heartbreaking but partly because he was so relieved there was someone else here to answer that question for him. Daniel was good at it too; he had good words, and Vicki looked at him like she believed him.

      Mitch looked down at Emory, but that was a mistake because a tear escaped and landed on the baby’s onesie. He covered the dark stain with his hand.

      “His soul?” she asked, and Daniel nodded.

      “We—all of us—have a soul. That’s the part of us that makes music and art and laughing and loving and all. That part of him is in you and in the baby. It’s in me and Mitch. It’s in the house and the ground and the sky.” Daniel winked at her and opened his arms. “Come here, you. I need a hug like crazy.”

      Vicki snuggled right into his arms and hugged him. “Uncle Mitch says hugs make him feel better too. Daddy gives the best hugs ever.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, angel. I think your hugs could heal the world.”

      “Uncle Mitch needs one too.” She kissed Daniel’s cheek, slid off the couch, and hugged Mitch hard.

      “Always, baby girl. Thank you.” She was right. It did make him feel better.

      Daniel sat there, eyes on Emory, watching him wiggle and coo. It was weird, the joy in the midst of all this sorrow.

      “Vicki, baby. Why don’t you take Uncle Daniel upstairs and help him make his bed in the guest room?” He and Daniel needed to stop staring at each other and pretending this was okay for the kids. It was killing him. Daniel was as exhausted as he was, anyway.

      “I can do that.” She turned around and held a hand out to Daniel. “You remember where the guest room is? I can show you if you forgot.”

      “I do. I’ll have to bring in my bag.”

      “Did you bring paints for us?”

      They headed away, and he could hear the soft rumble of Daniel answering her.

      Oh, thank god. This was so much easier alone; he didn’t have to pretend he had his shit together. He scooped Emory up off the floor. “Hey, little man. You don’t care if I’m a basket case, do you? No, you don’t.” He bounced Emory in his arms and was rewarded with another beautiful smile. “That’s right. You don’t care as long as I keep talking like a goon, right?”

      Emory laughed and kissed his chin.

      This was better. Just him, the baby, and his frayed fucking nerves.
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      “What? What did you just say?”

      Daniel blinked at this dude in a suit. He’d just held Adam’s daughter in his arms as they all said goodbye, and this guy had just said… No.

      “Talk to Mitch. He’s the will guy.” Daniel didn’t do…legal shit.

      “Well, yes. I will need to speak with both of you. Apart from the children, you’re the only two named in Adam’s will. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

      “Now?” Mitch had Emory in a stroller and was rocking it forward and back, keeping the baby amused.

      “Well, I think this is something Daniel needs to hear before he…makes any plans to leave town.”

      “Well. Okay, uh. Hang on.” Mitch waved a young woman down and talked to her quietly. She nodded, listening and then finally came over to him.

      “Hey, Vicki. You remember me? I’m Ruby. I worked with your dad and Uncle Mitch.”

      Vicki nodded, but she seemed wary.

      “Vicki, baby, Ruby wants to take you over to that park right there to run around for a bit.”

      Her eyes lit up. “I can come back when I need a hug?”

      Daniel nodded. He’d ended up sleeping with Vicki and the baby last night, just to give Mitch a break, and today she’d needed a lot of hugs. “You can get a hug anytime.”

      “’Kay! Love you!”

      “Love you, angel.”

      “Thanks, Ruby.” Mitch nodded to her, and Ruby took Emory’s stroller, following Vicki toward the playground.

      Daniel looked at the lawyer guy. “I don’t intend to walk away and leave Mitch in the lurch. I wouldn’t do that.”

      The lawyer blinked at him. “Uh. Well, it sounds like you might be in for a surprise. Mitchell, Adam left his stake in the business and its assets entirely to you.”

      Mitch nodded, tucking his hand into his dress pants. “I knew that, Steve. He and I talked about it. I’m sure whatever he left to Daniel⁠—”

      “Adam named Daniel sole and full guardian of Victoria and Emory.”

      Mitch stared at the lawyer—Steve—and then shot a look at Daniel. “What?”

      “Adam left the house to Daniel as well. The children have trusts, and my firm will handle those until they are eighteen. Daniel, you and I can⁠—”

      “Wait. No. Wait. This is wrong.” Mitch looked like someone had stabbed him in the gut. “Daniel?”

      He didn’t understand. Daniel just didn’t understand. “You read it wrong.”

      That had to be it. He loved these babies, but Mitch was going to raise them. You could see that Adam had told Mitch that.

      Steve sighed. “I promise, I did not. I’m sorry if it’s not⁠—”

      “This is bullshit. Why didn’t you just tell me, Daniel?” Mitch looked at Steve. “How do I fight this?”

      “I—fight it? They’re Adam’s last wishes, Mitchell. Why would you want to?”

      Emotions were swirling inside him, so Daniel grabbed onto the one he could deal with—fury. “What the fuck do you mean, tell you? I didn’t know a goddamn thing about any of this. I didn’t even know the son of a bitch was dying!”

      Mitch rounded on him, giving it right back. “I have been living in his goddamn house for weeks taking care of him, the kids, the house…me! Me, Daniel. You’d have known if you’d picked up the goddamn phone!”

      “I couldn’t! I was working up in the mountains, and—” He stopped, his heart just cracking in two. Okay. Okay. What was he supposed to do? How did he deal with this? “Do we have to do this now? Like right now?”

      “No.” Steve said quickly. “No. Come to my office in the morning. Take some time to cool off. Do you…maybe I should find someone to take the kids for you tonight?”

      “No. Jesus, Steve.”

      “Well, you’re a little hot under the collar, Mitchell.”

      Mitch froze, then took a deep breath. “You’re right. I’m sorry. We’ll come to your office in the morning.”

      “See you both then. Go easy, gentlemen.” Steve gave them a nod and walked away.

      Daniel just walked straight to the park, to the little girl who had lost her daddy. He didn’t understand—not any of this—so he didn’t try. He needed to take her with him to the art supply store. That would help. It had to. Adam promised him that the art itself would never let him down.

      He walked up to the girl whose name he didn’t remember right now. “Thanks for watching her. I got it.”

      “Uncle Daniel!”

      “Angel girl!” He smiled, praying that it hid whatever he was really feeling. “Do you think we could go buy paint together?”

      “Yes! I want to paint. What about Emory? Can he stay with Uncle Mitch so it’s just you and me?”

      The girl had Emory’s stroller. “I’ll take him over. You two have fun.”

      “Let’s go tell Mitch where we’re going.” He didn’t want to, but he wasn’t an asshole. He wasn’t.

      He followed the stroller, Vicki’s hand in his. “Do you mind if Vicki and I go to the art supply store?”

      “You don’t have to ask me. I’m sure she’d love that. Do you want me to watch Emory for you? I can…put him down for his nap.”

      Ruby dropped off the stroller and gave Mitch a wave. It didn’t take a genius to feel the tension in the air.

      “Dude, right now, one way or the other, no matter what tomorrow brings, we need each other. Can we call a truce until eight p.m. or something?”

      Mitch sighed. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m not really mad at you. I’m just…mad.”

      “I bet. I’m confused. Really confused.” Because he didn’t understand. He was totally willing to raise these babies, yes, but Mitch… Adam wasn’t mean. What had happened? “And sad. So I’m going to take Vicki to eat hamburgers and buy canvases.”

      “Enjoy. I’m going to take Emory home—uh. To your house. And listen to him laugh.” Mitch leaned over and touched Emory’s nose, and that giggle filled the air.

      He didn’t have a house. He hadn’t ever had a house since the day he left home. He had a trailer with some of his shit. Still, that wasn’t Mitch’s fault. “I’ll see you at the house. Come on, angel. We need to make art.”

      It was the only thing that would save him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Emory went down for his nap like the perfect baby he was. A little snack, some warm jammies, and he was out like a light.

      Mitch stood in the doorway watching him sleep for a while and then started to wander, poking his head into Vicki’s room and then into the master where Adam had spent his last days. The hospital bed was still in the middle of the room facing the view of the changing trees behind the house out the bay window. Someone was coming to get the bed midweek sometime; Mitch had written it down and put it on the fridge.

      The funeral had been just what Adam wanted. Small and quiet, country music standards mixed in with a couple of folk hymns, a burial in the tiny cemetery on the edge of town.

      Just what Adam had wanted.

      This will was just what Adam had wanted too, but Mitch couldn’t make any sense of it. Why leave a house and children to a nomad? Even if they were best friends. Just like family. Why do that to Daniel? And why take them from Mitch, when he understood exactly what it felt like to lose both parents?

      He didn’t understand. But then he didn’t have to, did he? He just had to follow the rules. Make sure everything was…just what Adam wanted.

      He didn’t want the house. He didn’t want the money. But dammit, he’d been in these kids’ lives from the start. He knew them. He had changed their diapers, rocked them to sleep—who was Daniel, in the great scheme of things? Some Santa Claus artist who sent weird, inappropriate presents?

      God. Who was he kidding? Daniel was special to Adam. More than a friend, really. Adam talked about Daniel affectionately.

      The rental car pulled up, and Vicki hopped out, dancing around in the driveway as Daniel unloaded. The man looked like a hooligan—long coppery hair and a full beard, tattooed arms, tiny wire glasses perched on his nose. He was in suit pants still, but the dress shirt was gone, replaced by a Ski Vermont t-shirt.

      Something about it made him smile. Maybe it was the touristy t-shirt, maybe it was the little glasses. Mitch hadn’t really looked at Daniel before, not seriously. Daniel had always been passing through, just in for a couple of nights, not someone he’d ever had the opportunity to get to know. He was always just under the radar.

      Mitch left the window and looked around the room one more time before heading downstairs to see if he could help. Or feed someone. Or…something.

      “Uncle Mitch! Uncle Dan-O buyed us paints to work out our feelings. And we have fried chicken and fries. And ice cream.”

      “Good. We have some big feelings to work out, don’t we?” He looked at Daniel, noticing the dark green eyes for the first time. “Thanks for the food. I was
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