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Thank you JM and Belea! Always appreciative.
And to my angels, I feel you nearby.

* * * *

All About Angels

By David Connor and E.F. Mulder


Introduction

Jefferson Eaves’ otherworldly rustic kitchen
looked exactly as it might have in the 1800s when he was boy at his
mother’s knee. Wooden cabinetry above and below was stained a
pretty teal color, hanging copper kettles gleamed from above, and
the black cast iron ones filled the room with the imaginary aroma
of some delicious winter stew. A huge white stone fireplace already
festooned with pine boughs and candles, Jefferson felt, would help
conjure a yuletide feel as he brought together a band of heavenly
hosts to help make the current season special.

“Welcome all.” The one thing out of place was
a large standing chalkboard, which would have been more apropos of
a schoolroom than a nineteenth century kitchen. Jefferson, playing
teacher, in a way, stood beside it, at one end of the huge
farmhouse table right in the center of the room. Every inch of long
handcrafted wooden benches down either side was occupied, as they
had been and were once more in Heaven each time the entire Eaves
family gathered for a holiday meal. Twenty-three angels in all had
convened, the students. “Please settle in,” and Jefferson, who had
studied the individual pasts, first meetings, courtships, happy
times and sad ones, the histories of all the couples these angels
would tend to, wasn’t just instructing, he was leading the
mission.

The blackboard had names written upon it—Otto
and Artemis, Archie and Justice, Kit and Dillon, Gideon and Rudy,
Finneus and Russel, Tom Alan and Milo, Kensuke and Jesse, Abby and
AJ, among several more, including two that always brought a
smile—Goose and Patrick. Each pair made a header, and below the
names, lengthy notes and ideas about how and why to visit them
filled the entire space, white against dark gray in impeccable
penmanship. “I call this meeting to order.”

“So very official sounding, my Jefferson.”
Naturally, Jefferson’s adoring husband, Daniel, was standing at his
side. “I’m quite impressed.” He straightened the collar on
Jefferson’s button-down shirt and untwisted one side of his
suspenders.

“Thank you.” The briefest kiss encompassed
and displayed more than two hundred years of adoration and
appreciation, and the gathered angels took note. Some smiled.
Others mimicked the smooch with lovers of their own, and several,
so new to it all, in awe of the moment, didn’t know quite what to
do. Most of the angels present had lived more recently than those
in charge, one as recently as mere days prior, as opposed to two
centuries.

“Meetings similar to this one are happening
far and wide,” Jefferson continued. “More of us than ever before
are being sent forth to span the universe in order to aid in
happiness and healing after such a tough year for many. I am
honored and humbled to have been offered the chance to lead this
small faction of such.”

“Though our closest associates on Earth,
Goose and Patrick, had imagined me to be the politician,” Daniel
said, nuzzling into Jefferson from behind, “is my Jefferson not the
very definition of what a true leader should be, a being able to
summon the strength, courage, heart, and character to inspire,
comfort, protect, and empower others?”

“Here, here!” An appreciative voice was
joined by others in cheers of solidarity and praise.

“Even after more than a year as marrieds, or
is it a hundred years, dearest Daniel, you still love me, then?”
Jefferson asked in a whisper.

“More than any word has been invented to
describe, my husband, at Christmas time or in any other season,”
Daniel pledged.

“Then perhaps you can show instead of tell,
once we are alone.”

“I so look forward to that.”

“In the meantime…” Jefferson felt the heat of
lustful anticipation and a slight bit of embarrassment that came
along, due to the fact so many were about to witness it. “As all of
you know,” he resumed, “the other realm has faced great adversity
of late in numerous and various forms. Things will start looking
up, but many of our precious beings are tired, hurting, or
frightened. Directly or indirectly, they have been touched by
physical illness over these months or by something akin, just
through deep empathy, perhaps, that has attacked the body, the
soul, the heart, the mind. Many of them are angels on Earth—care
workers, care givers, medical professionals, teachers, cleaners,
delivery people, store employees, firemen, protectors, public
servants, food preparers, animal devotees, parents, supporters of
others, people with good hearts who want to do good and be kind.
The list goes on, really. All of them are angels to at least one
other person, a lover, a child, a pet, a neighbor, a stranger, a
friend, a being in need.

“Angels lifting angels,” Jefferson said, “a
couple of you from this assemblage will have a hand in two artists’
work, as they pay tribute to those who have guided and guarded them
already. My hope is we can touch every living soul this Christmas,
to bring the peace, love, and joy carols have been written and sung
to denote.”

“Sadly,” Daniel said, “we know not everyone
will be open to or able to receive our gift, but we shall try and
hope. We shall do our best and work even harder to carry, lift, and
enlighten those beings.”

“Some of your loved ones will sense your
presence about,” Jefferson explained for the uninitiated among the
group. “Some will actually be able to see and interact with you,
like our Goose and our Patrick do. Though it is sometimes difficult
to witness or understand, with feelings we can only experience
while there, it is also true that some may not know of your
closeness, even as they hopefully receive the gift you offer. You
will see, however, the result, and though we do not do this for our
own pleasure, some will certainly be gained from it. Though I might
have gone overboard with my notes,” Jefferson motioned toward his
chalkboard, “the information here will come in handy, perhaps more
for myself, since you are already familiar with the lives of those
you’ll be sent out to touch. Still, feel free to jot down a line or
two as a refresher.”

He paused while many scribbled on plain old
paper with pens. Heaven could be high-tech when necessary, but
handwriting was still considered a beautiful thing.

“Now then…” Jefferson reached for the comfort
and familiarity, the gentleness and love of Daniel’s touch, once
all the Heavenly associates and apprentices seemed ready. “Before
we depart to begin Operation Angels on Earth, might I suggest a
tune appropriate to the season ahead?”

If ever a Heavenly choir was assembled, this
was it, and so they sang, “Angels We Have Heard on High.” Beautiful
harmonies filled the space, and the happiness, hope, and wonder of
the season could be felt throughout.

“Let us recall this feeling,” Jefferson said,
as the others still sang softly around him, “as now we go forth to
spread comfort and joy, peace and good will to women and men this
Christmas, good will to all.”

* * * *

Another Man’s Junk

Featuring Archie and Justice from Guilt and
Innocence, Junk and Mickey from One Man’s Junk, and
Frank and Liam from Two Hearts.


Chapter 1

Jefferson and Daniel’s first mission took
them to upstate New York. They would soon be joined by another pair
of young marrieds, a couple whose earthly lives and life together
were cut short, just like Jefferson and Daniel’s, except united.
These young spouses left behind an infant, a boy who would be
raised by a village, a befuddled teen just finding his way into
adulthood, and a somewhat troubled aunt also recently gone, who
would come for the special Christmas task as well.

“It pleases me so that it will not be only
angels,” Jefferson told Daniel, “but also mortals who will assist
us. Their contributions, though perhaps unwitting, will be that
goodwill toward men I hope does truly exist here still. For now,
let us observe.”

“As you wish,” Daniel said, and so they did,
leaning against opposite sides of a roughhewn cedar roof post
outside a store on a snow dusted nearly empty street in a small
town the likes of which might appear on a Christmas card.

* * * *

Normally, at two hours each way, New Mill
Town would be too far upstate for Westchester County ride share
driver Alfonse “Z” Zapata to pick up or drop off passengers.
Because of the COVID-19 pandemic and how it had affected both his
business and his aunt’s flower shop and plant nursery, Z was
desperate for money, though. He was taking on much longer trips for
people who didn’t mind paying, those who preferred a long,
expensive, but quiet and comfortable car ride to the crowded and
noisy train.

“Here is fine.” Justice Becker had hired Z to
bring him home from Westchester Medical after an overnight stay for
a sleep study.

“The thrift shop?” Z asked.

Justice told him, “Yes.”

Aunt Faye’s Things was already decorated for
the holidays, even though a few days still remained before
Thanksgiving. Ropes of fresh balsam garland looped around the
roofline outside. A dusting of sparkling snow made them even more
beautiful. It always snowed early in New Mill Town. Hot in summer,
cold in winter, seasons as they should be, Archie Wilkes, who’d
recently acquired the thrift shop always said.

“That man is Justice,” Jefferson told Daniel.
“Justice loves Archie, who came into a large sum money after his
Aunt Faye’s passing. The property his aunt’s house sat upon was
sold for a handsome sum, and a portion of her many, many belongings
were quite valuable. When 14K Konsignment and Kollectibles went up
for sale after one former proprietor left town because the other,
his spouse, was taken off to prison for murder…”

“Oh, my!” Daniel was understandably
shocked.

 “When all of that
went down, as the current vernacular goes, Archie Wilkes bought the
place.”

“I see.”

Inside the neat but overstocked thrift store,
multicolored lights around four large front windows blinked
cheerfully, and an animated village with skaters and carolers,
children building snowmen, and a horse drawn sleigh looked like the
actual quaint New Mill Town burg in miniature. Z, who’d followed
Justice inside, looked momentarily festive, as he tapped his foot
to a jaunty Christmas tune playing from four speakers, one in each
corner of the 900 square foot space. When he peered up at the big
screen TV on the back wall, however, his demeanor changed. Daniel
and Jefferson, now inside as well, took note. Z covered his mouth
with his hand, though his mouth was already covered by a protective
mask. In a two-shot with the smiling anchor on the fourth hour of
the top-rated network morning show was Nero Storm.

“Tell us about those precious animals looking
for a forever home this holiday season, Nero,” the anchor
requested.

While Z looked away from Nero’s report,
Justice straightened his face covering and focused on the
television screen, surrounded by a chain of fake orange and yellow
leaves with a tissue paper turkey affixed at the top. Though eager
to bring out Christmas, “I don’t want to shortchange Thanksgiving,”
Archie had said. Archie was awesome like that.

“I know that guy.” Justice spoke to no one in
particular, though Z stood right there, as the two both perused
through a large stack of books. “The guy who owns this place now,
he’s a sucker for romance,” Justice said, nosily glancing to see
what kind of books caught Z’s interests. “He showed me video of
these flowers some other guy planted for Nero Storm, flowers that
came up in the shape of smiley faces, back a couple years ago, when
Storm was a local reporter in Westchester.”

“I remember.” Z was holding a book on mental
health, one Justice recalled seeing in the bookshelf at Archie’s
home. Faye Wilkes struggled in that area.

“Hard to forget something like that.” Justice
smiled in Z’s direction. “You know him?”

“What makes you think that?” Z didn’t smile
back, leading Justice to wonder if he was struggling, too.

“Cop’s intuition.” Justice just had a feeling
and said so, something in the way Z kept looking up and then away
from the TV only when Storm was speaking.

“I used to know him,” Z said.

“Guy’s really on his way up in the world,
huh? Big Apple reporter, now. Network level sometimes.” Justice’s
third cup of coffee since leaving the hospital had kicked in.
“He’ll be working the Rockefeller tree lighting next week, I read
somewhere, the pared down, social distancing, 2020 bummer edition
of the usually big shebang.”

“Shebang?”

Justice cringed. It was an old man word,
perhaps. He still hated being reminded of his age, twice Archie’s
at one time. Not anymore, though. Thinking of the math, Archie’s
math that had proven not so long ago how the gap was narrowing,
that brought a smile. “Storm’s popular and adored by everyone all
of a sudden.” Justice put his own issues aside and rambled on. “Not
just the hopeless romantic planting flowers for him. Archie, the
aforementioned owner who also happens to be my boyfriend…the young
man I’m…the man I’m with, he did something for me with flowers
every bit as—”

“I’m sorry.” Z took one more look up at the
TV, “I gotta go,” then turned for the exit, without revealing the
hopeless romantic who’d planted the flowers for Nero Storm was
he.

“Thanks for the ride.” Justice reached out
for a handshake, another antiquated thing. Antiquated and now
forbidden. “Sorry. Old habits.”

“No worries.” Z was already out of reach,
anyway.

“Happy Thanks—”

Then, he was gone before Justice could finish
the word.

“Z seems very sad,” Daniel noted.

“Yes. We cannot change certain situations,
but we can help bring people together who can touch one another in
miraculous ways, some offering nothing more than solace and
understanding. That is why we and the others were dispatched, if
you will, this holiday season. The angels who’ll tend to Archie and
Justice are eager to reunite with them. Z’s turn, his visit, will
come closer to actual Christmas.”

“I trust you, dear Jefferson. Tell me more of
Archie and Justice and their angels.”

“Well, no one had more things than Archie’s
Aunt Faye,” Jefferson went on, “so, once she passed, it only seemed
right to honor her legacy, even if it was a rather serious
complication in her life. Hence, the shop’s name change to Aunt
Faye’s Things. Archie still works as a librarian at the elementary
school as well. He loves books. The day to day operations are run
by Lois Glass, the new police captain’s wife.”

“And Justice and Archie are a couple?” Daniel
asked.

“Very much in love, though struggling some,
as happens when the past is not settled, and grief cannot be
overcome.”

“How did I get so lucky?” Alone in the
store, now—or so he thought—Justice read aloud from a random page
in the athletes’ autobiography he had picked up. “I have
everything anyone could ever wish for. And yet there are
days I can’t help but wonder how life would be if it had all turned
out differently, if the most important person in my life hadn’t
died when I was so young.”

Relatable but random—or so he thought.

“I might have none of the success I’ve
found. I wouldn’t have the people around who love me, who reminded
me what love is, since I’d kind of forgotten. I likely wouldn’t
even have the man who seems to love me more and more every
day,” Justice read in the Olympic skater’s words. “There are
moments when I think I might give that all up to find out what
could have been. If I could live just two days over, just the one
day, which would change the other, if I could save one life, even
if that would alter everything else, would I do it?” Justice
put the book aside to maybe bring home for Archie. Then, he placed
it back on the shelf, since just that little bit, someone else’s
life story, someone else’s dealings with love and loss at too young
an age, hit way too close to home.

“Justice lost someone he loved at a very
young age as well,” Jefferson explained. “Though the loss this
author speaks of—”

“Forgive my interruption, dearest.”

“I do not mind, Daniel.”

“This author, he too is on our list, I
see.”

“Yes. There are angels awaiting a reunion
with him as well,” Jefferson said.

“So busy we will be. So much comfort and joy
to spread.”

“Peace on Earth, if not all Earth, to some,
by connecting its people in small ways, people in a world that has
too long been separate, isolated, split. Now, if I might…”

“Yes, my love. Proceed.”

“Though the loss this author speaks of was
his father,” Jefferson resumed, as Justice quietly scanned more
book titles, “and later his mother to violence, a loss that
devastated and set him on an uncertain and emotionally painful path
for much of his life, Justice’s loss was different but equally
severe. His best friend, who also wished to be Justice’s lover, he
was taken when they were teenagers, and this left Justice feeling
also dead at times.”

“Like when I lost you, my Jefferson.”

“But then we found one another again.”

“Yes. T’was the happiest day of my
afterlife.” Daniel and Jefferson shared an angelic kiss. “Is there
hope Justice might find this man again someday?”

“Justice!” Archie appeared from the storeroom
in back. “I missed you.”

“Same.” Justice’s facemask was off before the
two met in an embrace in the middle of the shop.

“How did you sleep away from me?”

“Fitfully.” He pulled back the one Archie
wore for his customers’ protection. “I have to kiss you.”

“Well, Justice loves Archie now,” Jefferson
told. “He is trying so hard to give his whole heart to Archie, his
heart and his body. Life has been complicated for Justice,
though.”

“Did they find anything in your brain?”
Archie asked.

“Not a thing. An empty shell, just as
everyone’s always suspected.”

“Don’t joke,” Archie said.

“You know doctors, Archie. No one will give
me any results for a while.”

“Justice used to be a policeman,” Jefferson
explained, “but no more. Uncompliant with past orders when it came
to improving his mental health after yet another on the job injury,
he found himself temporarily suspended. Just after the start of
this year, a bullet fragment in his head shifted, requiring
emergency surgery.”

“Frightening.” Daniel studied the pair, still
holding hands in the center of the store. “Yet he seems fine.”

“For the most part, yes, save for the
occasional headache and what he thinks are vivid dreams, dreams so
odd he has consulted with medical professionals to try to stop
them.”

“Hmm.”

“Justice has kept much of this from Archie,”
Jefferson said, “as Archie also keeps some things secret from
him.”

“Ah. The only secrets that are good to keep
from one you love are the kind that involve surprise Christmas
packages.”

“Indeed. Have you chosen one such for me, my
Daniel?”

“You will have to wait and see.”

“What more might I ever desire than you?”
Jefferson asked.

“I feel the same, my Jefferson.”

Their declaration was sealed with another
kiss.

“Now, back to work. We will catch up with
Justice and Archie a wee bit later,” Jefferson said. “For now, let
us allow them some private time and rush off to Virginia.”

“Virginia?”

“To visit horses, a Christmas tree farm, and
hang off the back of a garbage truck with two men whose happy
ending just seems to grow happier with time. Does that not sound
like fun?”

“It sounds like great fun,” Daniel said.
“Especially in your wonderful company.”

“Then let’s fly.”

“And you do, of course, mean that literally.”
Daniel took Jefferson’s hand so they could.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Mackensie “Mickey” Keller and Julian Junk,
proprietors of Junk and Keller Waste and Refuse Management and
Haul-Away Service, wore T-shirts that said so. Julian, who everyone
referred to as Junk, was driving, while Mickey rode along, hanging
on to the grip bar on the back of Godzilla, the moniker given to
the 30,000 pound vehicle. With the temperature in Virginia a good
fifteen degrees warmer than New Mill Town, New York, it was balmy
enough to do so without a coat.

“This really is fun,” Daniel said.

The sky was blue, and the sun shone brightly.
Still, there was a bit of pre-holiday magic in the air, as both
Mickey and Junk licked away at minty candy canes at just past
breakfast time.

When they pulled up to the next residence in
the cul-de-sac on the western side of Denton, Virginia, rather than
just let the claw grab the cans, Mickey hopped down, and Junk got
out from behind the wheel, since that day there were boxes and
other assorted trash sitting out at the curb in front of the Bergen
residence as well.

“Looks like someone cleaned out the place.”
Junk took off his cap and gave his dark wild mane a shake. “Mr.
Bergen’s been a customer for decades. I think he and Sharon were
together about twenty years,” he told Mickey. “A second marriage
for both. Now that she’s passed away, I guess he’s moving out.”

“I don’t think I ever met her.” Mickey
started going through the trash, some loose items—a dented mailbox,
an electronic keyboard, two lawn chairs, and a popcorn popper. “How
much of it are we taking home?” he asked with a smile.

“You know me so well.”

“Mmm.” Daniel enjoyed what he saw. “Two trash
collectors kissing and groping as they lick one another’s candy
cane so openly on the street is rather sexy,” he said.

“Perhaps we should turn away a moment,”
Jefferson suggested.

“I don’t know why. They must know people can
see them and do not seem to mind.”

“There’s definitely some good stuff here.”
Junk turned back to his duties after three kisses and four licks.
He was a collector of other people’s junk. A lot of it he
refurbished and passed along to a local secondhand shop. A few
items he kept. A string of old-fashioned Christmas lights on top of
one box caught his eye. “Christmas decorations should always be
passed down, not thrown away,” he said with a hint of sadness.

“They look a little dangerous.” Mickey
cringed. “I think these are the kind from way back before there
were safety standards.”

“That reminds me of one of the few times I
met Mrs. Bergen. It was Christmas time, right? And this kid was
stringing lights right at that house over there.” Junk pointed
across the street to a gray two story home with blue shutters, a
neat, green lawn, and a split rail fence painted white. “Just as
Pops and I rounded the corner in the truck…It must have been a
Saturday run, because I was with him. Five or six years ago, give
or take, I’m gonna say. Anyway, it’s wet. Rain the night before. A
lot of it. Puddles in the street, all the driveways, some of the
yards, even. Just as we round the corner, we see this kid with one
of those big orange extension cords in his hand. The lights, lights
just like these, are all wound around the horizontal parts of the
fence, all red, green, orange, blue. Next thing we know, this
boy—my age at the time, sixteen, seventeen—he visibly stiffens. We
see it, and we know right away something ain’t good.”

“Shit, man.” Mickey shivered.

“For real. Boom. Down he goes, flat on his
face. Mrs. Bergen, she comes running out of the house here, like
she’s had her eye on him the whole time. She’s screaming, and Pops
yells at her not to touch him, because, like, she might get zapped,
too.”

“Right.” Mickey hung on every word.

“My Pops, he’s like a superhero. He jumps
down out of the garbage truck, grabs a big limb that must have come
down with the rain and wind. Did I mention wind?”

Mickey shook his head side to side.

“I should have mentioned wind. But Pops,
like, whips this big stick like a samurai sword, and he manages to
yank the fat orange cord out of the kid’s hand, but it don’t look
good, Mick. It don’t look good.”

“Oh, no.”

“Mrs. Bergen, she’s crying and screaming,
like this boy is her boy, but he’s not. Her boy died, though, when
he was a teenager, so, like, maybe this is bringing all that back
to her.”

“Right.” Mickey waved away Godzilla’s
exhaust, as the truck still idled while Junk told his story.

“Mrs. Bergen is looking up at the sky,
wailing, praying to someone. I look at Pops. It’s like an instant
all this happens in, an instant that feels way longer, but we’re
just about to dial 911, which is what you do right away, so it’s
all so quick, but feels like forever. Well, all at once, as Mrs.
Bergen is looking up and doing her prayer thing, this kid opens his
eyes. He’s alive! He’s alive!”

“Man. Shit, Junk.” Mickey leaned against the
side of the truck. “I don’t even know him, and I’m glad he’s
alive.”

“Yeah, like, just like that,” Junk snapped
his fingers, “he’s standing up. He hugs Mrs. Bergen, and the look
on her face, I know, I can tell, she feels like her son is hugging
her, too, somehow. Super Pops, he gets out his thick rubber gloves
and yanks that cord from the outdoor outlet. Everything would have
been fine, except the cord had been chewed by some rodent while
stored away. Big bite out of the orange coating…exposed wires…right
in the puddle. The poor kid had no idea.”

“Don’t bring those lights home.” Mickey tried
to wrestle them away from Junk.

“It wasn’t the lights, Mick. It was—”

“Junk.”

One look in Mickey’s eyes, “Okay,” he said.
“No lights.” He tossed them into the back of the truck, then went
for the box beside the one the lights had been in. “For a minute
there, I thought this box had my name on it.”

“Justice,” Mickey read, as Junk set the box
to one side of the trash masher. “Same first two letters.”

“Remember when I found that box that did have
my name on it, Mick, because you threw all my stuff away?”

“Accidentally.” When Mickey tapped Junk’s
lips with his candy cane, Junk bit off the tip. “Hey! No
biting!”

“Ha.”

“My sister threw away your stuff. But we got
it back.”

“Yeah.” Junk was already rummaging through
items. “People shouldn’t throw away yearbooks.”

“No? Yearbooks and Christmas decorations.
What else?”

“Anything from childhood. You think you’re
done with all of it, but a day is going to come when you want to
look back. Like now, I’m glad Pops and I saved all my old toys for
Violet and Dill Pickle.”

“Our kids do enjoy looking at the historic
artifacts we used to play with before X-Box was invented.”

“Right? Nintendo Wii now belongs in a
museum.”

“I’m glad we looked back, that Halloween a
few years ago, Junk. You riding up in Godzilla with your pops, me
riding up on horseback…” Mickey tasted peppermint on Junk’s lips,
and Daniel still enjoyed watching him do it.

“I’m glad, too, Mick.” But Junk was more
drawn to the present at that moment for some reason. “New Mill Town
High,” he read from the front of the yearbook, the words in gold
lettering on a background of navy blue. “Justice Becker.” That,
too, was written in gold.

“Ah, a New Mill Town connection,” Daniel
said. “I am going to assume this is not a coincidence.”

“No, indeed.” Jefferson confirmed the notion.
“There are no coincidences in our line of endeavor. Even that story
of the boy and the Christmas lights is tied to our mission.”

“I wonder if Justice is still there.” Junk
turned back the cover.

“Where’s there?” Mickey got out his phone.
“There are a few New Mill Towns, according to Google,” he
discovered.

“Whoever Justice is, he has a cool name and
people dig him. He’s got, like, a million signatures in here.
Oh.”

“What?” Mickey asked.

“Mrs. Bergen. This is her son. Was her son.”
Junk showed Mickey Douglas Pelley’s senior class portrait. The
young boy was all smiles, ready to take on the world. “No one
called him Douglas, I bet.”

“Right, like no one calls you Julian.”

“Or you Mackensie. Doug. Maybe even Dougie…He
died just a couple months after graduation.” Sometimes, Junk knew a
lot about his customers. Sometimes, just a little. “Mr. Bergen told
me the story when he told me he was getting married. Dougie’s mom
and her first husband split right after they lost their boy. The
dad went one way, the mom moved south, or maybe they both did, and
then split.”

“I don’t think you ever get over losing a
child.” Mickey took Junk’s hand.

“I never would if, God forbid, anything ever
happened to our two little ones,” he said.

“So, we figure their son had Justice’s
yearbook when he died, and the mom kept it all his time?” Mickey
touched the gold lettering.

“Doug took it to sign it, maybe. Here.” Junk
turned to the very back of the book, where messy script took up the
whole last page. “‘Love for this life and another, Dougie.’”
That was all Junk read. Figuring the rest was private, thinking it
possible Justice had never even seen it, he decided the one Dougie
wrote to should be the first to read the sentiment. “It might mean
a lot to this Justice guy to have it back after so many years.”

“Class of ‘93,” Mickey read over Junk’s
shoulder.

“Justice and Dougie obviously meant a lot to
each other. Not everyone signs their yearbook inscription ‘Love for
this life and another…’”

“I would have, if I’d have thought of it,”
Mickey said.

“You were off to private school by senior
year,” Junk reminded him. “You didn’t sign my yearbook at all.”

“Oh, yeah. I can sign it when we get home, if
you know where it is.”

Junk laughed. “It’s probably in the garage at
Pop’s house.”

“See, I tend to forget any part of my life
you weren’t a part of.”

“You’re sweet.” Junk helped himself to
another kiss, and then another chomp at Mickey’s candy cane.

“Good thing I love you, Julian Junk.”

“I’m irresistible.”

“That you are.”

“Now, let’s get back to work, so we can get
home to the kids and the horses.”

Once the rest of the Bergens’ trash had been
dealt with, Junk took the yearbook up front with him.

* * * *


Chapter 3

A few days later, back in New York, Justice,
in nothing but boxer shorts, was stretched out on his couch on a
work call. “Have Fisher get back to me.” Now a consultant with the
FBI, he did much of his consulting from home, which meant clothing
was optional.

“Dr. Milo Fisher is one of Justice’s favorite
shrinks within the bureau.” Jefferson and Daniel were about again,
and Jefferson continued his history lesson. “The two have become
fast friends. Milo is one of the few people Justice opens up to,
Milo and Freddie at the flower shop, where Justice and Archie got
all these beautiful poinsettias before us.”

“They are striking.” Daniel stroked a red,
velvety leaf on the plant in the center of the dining room
table.

Once Justice hung up from on-duty matters, he
focused on something personal—what to get Archie for Christmas.
Phone in hand, he flipped on the TV, aiming for QVC, while also
scouring Amazon. Rather quickly, the phone in Justice’s hand
buzzed.

“Fisher!”

They talked business for a while on speaker,
at least on Justice’s end, and then got to discussing the upcoming
holiday.

“Neither one of us are much into material
things,” Justice said. “Unless you count books. Archie loves books.
For our first Christmas last year, we didn’t do a lot. Archie likes
the decorations and the food. The last damned thing either one of
us needs, considering how Archie grew up, is a home full of
tchotchkes and doodads.”

Milo told Justice he’d gotten his mate,
figure skater Tom Alan Baranowski, a pair of cats for their second
Christmas. “Tortoise shell cats.” Milo’s British accent always made
him sound smart and classy to Justice. “A reference to turtle
doves, like the twelve days of Christmas thing. Now, we’re up to
our seventh.”

“So, there are swans in your future,
Fisher?”

“We don’t go literal, mate. It right sure
wasn’t bloody geese who were laid six times all December 25 last
year, I tell ya.” The accent could also go extra bawdy.

“Was Tom Alan able to stand up on his skates
on the twenty-sixth, I have to ask.”

“He doesn’t like when I shag and tell, but
no. Anyway, this year is definitely swan related. They mate for
life, after all.”

“What about afterlife?”

“Meaning?”

Justice sat up. “Skip it. A pet,” he said.
“That’s not a bad idea, Fisher. Archie always wanted a dog.”

“This part of our assignment will be easy,”
Jefferson whispered to Daniel. “Now that the idea is in Justice’s
head, all we need to do is block the path of the remote signal at
just the right time.”

“And when would that right time be, dearest
Jefferson?”

“Soon. Very soon.”

Justice got even more personal with Dr. Milo
Fisher, revealing what was going on in his head and his heart when
it came to Archie. “Every fucking time I’m a hundred percent sure
I’ve finally worked out all this shit that pokes at me about Archie
being too young and what could have been with Dougie, it all comes
back.”

“The dreams, the ones that led you to get the
sleep study, they’re about all that?”

“Sometimes directly. I see Dougie. I see him
that night, the night he died, the same night Archie was born.”

“And how is Dougie in these dreams?” Milo
asked. “Are they scary dreams?”

“Mostly not. Dougie seems okay. He’s saying
goodbye, but almost not in a sad way. He looks good, not all…ya
know…like he was for real last time I saw him.”

“Sounds almost like closure, Becker. Like,
maybe you want to believe Dougie is offering his blessing for you
and Archie to be happy.”

“I do want to believe that,” Justice
admitted. “But why should I?”

“Maybe because it would be true, mate.”

“Justice was integral in raising Archie,”
Jefferson explained to Daniel. “With such an age difference, that
being eighteen years, once Archie became a man, once Justice began
having feelings for him, that too felt wrong.”

“Attraction and true love between two grown
people is never wrong,” Daniel declared.

“Through many trials and tribulations, said
love was revealed by both men,” Jefferson told. “Most of the people
around them accepted it as pure, true, and wonderful. The future of
the May/December romance seemed set to be glorious, but now,
Justice still struggles.”

“Is there more to it than the difference in
generations?” Daniel asked.

“There is. Justice’s mind and heart still
feel an attachment to Dougie, and with that, Justice sees himself
as betraying Archie.”

Justice shared these thoughts with Milo now.
“I honestly thought, as time went on, I’d think about Dougie less,
maybe not at all some days.”

“And?”

“I don’t know, Fisher. It’s starting to drive
me a little crazy how I seem to be thinking of him more, maybe. The
two are nothing alike, really.”

“Both found something in you to love.”

Justin grumbled.

“Well, then again, you are quite
lovable.”

“Hardy har, Fisher.”

“Fine. You’re an asshole.”

The levity was welcomed. “The physical
resemblance is nil,” Justice continued, “and yet I swear I catch a
mannerism or…something that my passive aggressive addled memory
wants me to see as Dougie, and that makes me feel like shit.”

“And then pull away.”

“Yes,” Justice said.

As had become customary, Milo’s advice was
more communication. “Don’t clam up, Becker, and think that makes it
better. Archie can’t really know what you’re feeling unless you
explain it to him. The bloke gets part of it from your actions,
now, doesn’t he? But the type of actions you show sometimes,
without the reason behind them, only seems like distance.”

Justice thought of all the nights he’d rolled
over to pretend he was asleep when Archie wanted to make love.

“That has to hurt Archie,” Milo said, as if
he’d read those thoughts. “After all you went through to be
together, everything you’ve told me, the push and pull, the denial,
the trauma, the miscommunication and secrets…Justice, I don’t mean
to be harsh, mate, but it’s almost more of the same.”

Justice’s sigh was all frustration, all with
himself. “The last damned thing I want to do is hurt Archie,” he
swore. “Why can’t I just get Dougie out of my mind for good?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Milo told him.
“And I don’t think it has to.”

“So many things about the two of them
overlap, and that became even more evident once Archie and I were
officially together. You know Archie’s birthday falls on the same
date that Dougie…the same exact day…A birth, a death…”

“Yeah.”

“And our anniversary, when I admitted I’ve
loved Archie for years and we got together, that’s right then now,
too. I would have sworn, as we celebrated the first year in bed at
night…after…during it…Archie called me Justy. Only one person had
ever called me Justy before. As fucked as that bullet has my brain,
that I’m certain of.”

“Dougie?”

“Right. Because I always called him
that.”

“The i-e ending. J-u-s-t-i-e…I get it.”

“I always assumed y but same thing,
yeah.”

“You would swear, you said. You’re not sure,
though?”

“No.”

“Did you ask him? ‘Hey, Archie, did you just
call me Justy?’”

“I did not,” Justice admitted, “and here it
is four months later and I can’t get it out of my head.”

“Well, Archie ends with the same sound, now,
doesn’t it, so, you speaking his name might make him want to speak
yours affectionately with a similar sounding prefix, too.”

“Makes sense.”

“I can’t help but think,” Milo said, “from
how you’ve gone on so lovingly about this Archie, he would right
certainly understand your feelings. I bet he wouldn’t want you to
forget Dougie. Not at all.”

“You’re probably right, Fisher. You’re always
right.”

“Can I get that in a signed affidavit for the
man in my life and the woman in his?”

“Ha. Now, that’s a story. The three of
you.”

“Four of us.”

“Right. Four. Just the other day, I was
reading, in his very own words, how much your man adores you,
Fisher.”

“The autobiography.”

“Yes.” Justice had downloaded it once home,
after all. “The autobiography, Tom Alan’s and his skating
partner’s.”

“It really is quite a story, theirs. And I’m
not even the most interesting part.”

Justice chuckled as Milo turned serious.

“My Skater Boy gets the holiday blues
sometimes,” Milo said of the man he’d be sharing some swan related
gift with in mere weeks. “He misses his mum, so. Such terrible
circumstances all that. Speaking of closure, Tom Alan is still
bloody looking for some there, even after so much time. The
holidays bring back memories both good and bad, they do. The joy.
The pain. And memories…”

“And memories…Can I ask something
personal?”

“Ask away.”

Justice brought up the part of the book he’d
first read at the thrift shop, the part where Tom Alan mused about
how his life would have turned out if his past had played out a
different way. “Does it bother you that he admits to wondering what
if…? I mean, had his past not been his past, his present might not
include you.”

“Ah. I see where we’re going here. If Dougie
had lived…”

“I ask questions for a living, and you’re
avoiding mine.”

“I analyze people for a living, and it seems
your question is as much about you as me.”

“Well, duh. I still want to know how you
feel.”

“That’s my line. And I feel lucky as hell to
have Tom Alan in my life. We’re all lucky to have one another, the
tot, Erika, even the redheaded hockey brute she married.”

“And I’m lucky to have Archie, but you still
haven’t answered my question.”

“Honestly, at first, I couldn’t help but
wonder myself if he’d trade his skating career for his mum, and in
doing so, Erika and me, and when I imagined it, my heart broke,”
Milo declared. “I’ve become a softy because of the bloke and also a
better man. The reality, though, is what could have been couldn’t
for some reason. What was was and what wasn’t wasn’t, now, was it?
I can’t fault Tom Alan for thinking. And don’t,” he claimed. “It
makes sense he would. It makes sense you would. It doesn’t make you
a…”

“Louse? A jerk? An asshole? You gonna tell me
I’m not an asshole now?”

“I’m just gonna tell you it’s not thinking
about the past that makes you one.”

Justice chuckled. “I’m sorry Tom Alan’s pain
hasn’t fully healed.”

“Me, too. We do what we can for him,” Milo
said with a sigh, “but sometimes, it’s not enough, is it? That’s
when we have to call on the things we can’t see.”

“You believe in all that?” Justice scoffed.
“Higher power, angels, spirits…that sort of thing?”

“I don’t rule it out, Becker. Science,
medicine, and there’s nothing wrong with praying some, I don’t
think.”

“Nothing wrong at all,” Jefferson said.

“I suppose.” Justice looked at the angel atop
his and Archie’s Christmas tree. It had been up two weeks already,
since Archie couldn’t wait to decorate at home, either.

“I can get you an autographed copy of Skater
Boy’s book, if you want,” Milo offered.

“No kidding?”

“No kidding.”

“Yeah. Cool. Archie loves skating. I was
going to get it for him for Christmas, anyway. This way, if he’s
already read it, it’ll still be special. Chances are he has.
Chances are he’s read every book ever written.”

“You could always write one that hasn’t been.
That would be an original gift.”

“Now, there’s a thought. You think I can
write a whole book in four weeks?” Justice asked.

Milo laughed. “Maybe start with a poem.”

“Thanks, Fisher. A pleasure as always.”

“Back atcha. Talk soon, Becker. And remember
the definition of insanity.”

“You calling me insane?”

“Hardly. Just reminding you that doing the
same thing and expecting a different result…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it.”

Once Justice ended the call, fully intent on
heeding Milo’s advice about being open with Archie, but also
knowing he might chicken out, he started flipping channels.

“The time is close upon us, dear Daniel. The
Christmas tree branch.” The seven-footer, artificial, so Archie
could put it up in November, sat beside the television and cable
box. Archie and Justice were going to do Christmas a bit bigger
this year, which was why Justice was racking his brain for the
perfect gift.

“Crisp and cold,” the local weatherman said.
“Those are the words for the week.”

“Those are always the words for New Mill Town
in December,” Justice muttered.

When the station switched back to the network
program from New York City, “Shift it now, Daniel,” Jefferson
instructed.

Daniel moved the branch, just as Justice went
to change to a rerun of The King of Queens.

“Come on!” Justice banged the remote on the
arm of the couch. He smacked the back. The channel wouldn’t
change.

“With another Holiday Forever Home segment,”
the anchor Justice didn’t want to be listening to said, “Here’s
Nero Storm, with Westchester veterinarian, Dr. Bill Wahl.”

“Dr. Bill Wahl Hockey Brute,” Justice said to
the redhead onscreen. “Fisher didn’t mention you were gonna be on
TV.” Justice wondered what the British shrink would think about him
talking to himself.

“We’re showcasing beautiful pets from across
the country.” Nero Storm and the vet both sat right on the floor
with the dog they were showing that day. Both also wore facemasks,
because of their close proximity to one another. “From Oregon, to
Texas, to South Carolina,” Nero Storm went on, “Virginia, here in
New York, and everywhere in between, we have pets in need of some
love. Who’s with us today?” he asked the vet.

“This beautiful mixed breed dog is from right
here in New York,” Dr. Wahl said, “and her name is Rosie.”

Justice leaned in. Nero Storm’s flower thing
was crocuses planted in the shape of smiley faces by the man who
loved him. Archie and Justice, theirs had been all about a
different bloom.

“Rosie’s a friendly gal.”

She proved the doctor’s words true by wagging
her tail and licking at his ginger beard and eyebrows.

“She’s only a little over a year old,
healthy, spayed, and will come with
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