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My Son, the Champion Pooper

I don’t know how to describe the mixture of awe, joy, and dread that filled me when I held my son Tiberius for the very first time. That’s sort of funny, considering I’m a writer, a poet, and a musician pretty inconsistently. But in the end, no matter how things were going to go in the next couple weeks, awe and joy won out.

I was a dad.

“Hey. Hey,” I murmured to him. Tiberius studied me seriously, as if contemplating the long-term ramifications of this long-haired dolt being his father. I smiled, and my tears fell on his burrito-like wrapping.

My God. He was beautiful.

He yawned and squirmed, and I thought something was wrong. “Is he wrapped too tight?” I asked the nurse looking over my shoulder. “He’s… he’s trying to move…”

“He’s all right,” she said. Inga, I think her name was. She had a voice as soothing as honey in tea, and I tried to listen to her.

Tiberius Clayton Sloan. I didn’t realize I spoke the words out loud.

The name wasn’t what Helen and I decided on. That would have been Franklin James Sloan, named for her grandfather and mine respectively. But Helen sacrificed her right to everything about my son the moment she decided she wasn’t going to be a part of our lives when she got out of the hospital. Tiberius was my pick, one of the first names for him I loved. Clayton was a former college professor and mentor’s first name, and my gift to Tiberius in case he decided he wanted to go by something more normal later in life.

I’m deliberately trying to avoid talking about Helen here. Can you tell that? I hate myself for saying this, but I never really loved her, not in the way we needed to be a healthy couple and I know she felt the same way about me. When she got pregnant, we talked about it and decided we both wanted a kid. For a while, that was great. She was excited in those early months, but her mind changed somewhere along the way. We tried to keep things civil and caring as long as we could, but there comes a point when you can’t mend a broken leg with a Band Aid, and we hit that months ago.

What devastated me was that Helen waited until we knew the doctors were going to induce labor for her to tell me she was leaving us. I was wildly unprepared for that, financially and personally. My friend Ray was going to help me with the former. The latter, I don’t think anybody could help me with. Maybe it wasn’t love and maybe I knew we were always headed for a breakup somewhere down the line, but Helen was the best thing to happen to me in a decade and a half, at least in the early going. I thought maybe the baby could solidify things between us, but I guess I was wrong. Helen gutted me. There’s no way around that. She held her punches until the very end, then delivered the uppercut to end all uppercuts.

She rested in bed, pointedly not looking in our direction. Even as doped up as she was, shame still kept Helen from pretending this was real to her. When the nurse handed off Tiberius to her, she at least had the decency to cry, though she didn’t want to hold him for long.

“Can I take him out to the waiting room?” I asked the nurse.

“Of course,” Inga said.

“Am I holding him right?”

She patted my shoulder. “You’re doing just fine, Dad.”

Dad. I was a dad.

Even now, retelling this, I’m saying those words out loud and I’m still in shock about it.

I carried Tiberius out of the room and down the hallway, sticking straight to the middle in case doctors or nurses or ninjas or clowns jumped out of one of the rooms and bowled over me or the most important human being in the world. The waiting area looked like a coffee shop, with wall-to-wall windows, small tables, and plain chairs that somehow looked stylish despite their simplicity. Some of my family drove down, one of my brothers, my parents. Helen’s mother showed up. Her sisters would be here the next day, mostly to help Helen pack her things.

And of course, there was my other family, the people I held closest to my heart. Ray, a gentle giant and one half of my best friends, jumped to his feet, a big goofy grin on his face. His daughter Jamie held his hand and stood with him, practically yanking her dad to me. Beside Ray too were his newfound girlfriends – and yeah, I said girlfriends.

Ray recently jumped back into the dating world a year or so after losing his amazing wife Angela. Given that he was rusty on the whole dating front, not having gone on one since he was eighteen, he had some misadventures, but eventually landed a gorgeous and wickedly smart surgeon, Elizabeth. But that wasn’t the end. For a couple months, Ray and his daughter’s roommate Phoebe danced around their attraction to each other, Phoebe pursuing, Ray trying to dodge the incoming semi that was her stunning, youthful good looks and charm. Elizabeth proposed a three-way relationship, as she wanted Ray to be a satisfied man when she was working her insane hours, which was always. I loved her already for caring so much about my friend. Phoebe too, but I loved her the minute Jamie introduced us. She’s a kick.

The other man in our trio stood too along with his wife Renata, looking dapper as a motherfucker in his long-sleeved button-down and a vest. Harvey might have been the only straight man I knew who could pull off the suit-without-a-suit jacket look, and he did it exceptionally well. For God’s sakes, don’t tell him that. He’s a hell of a guy, but his ego definitely doesn’t need to be inflated.

Angela was Harvey’s sister. He was the one who introduced her to Ray, making the mistake of leaving her at a party with the giant teddy bear. Ray promptly got her pregnant, and the three of us – formerly four – palled around ever since.

Well… okay, I say four of us, but there were actually five. We’ll get to her soon, I promise.

“Hey, guys,” I said. “You want to meet Tiberius Clayton?”

They did, practically mobbing me to see my son. I held him up, my cheeks wet again as I chuckled. Ray got me around the shoulders and kissed the side of my head. Behind me, Harvey grasped my other shoulder. I let my parents hold my little guy first, and they passed him along gently to my brother.

Helen’s mother was the only one who didn’t crowd me. I worked my way through to her, and asked her quietly, “Would you like to see him?”

“Maybe just for a moment,” she said. When I took Tiberius from a cooing Jamie, Helen’s mom held him and stroked his chin before letting out a soft breath, giving him back, and heading towards the maternity ward for her daughter.

Renata watched me as I looked after her disappearing form, and gave me a one-armed hug. “We’re going to help you through this, Gabriel.”

“We are,” Jamie said. Everyone else agreed, even Elizabeth and Phoebe, the newest members of our group.

I turned in a slow circle, taking them all in. I didn’t want to be in this position where I needed the assistance, but I couldn’t help a deep, weary sense of gratitude. I nodded, and my Tiberius began to cry.

* * *

Helen gave us a week of her life, post-birth. It probably would have been far less if the hospital would have let her out sooner.

I held Tiberius as she checked every nook and cranny in the house for some long-forgotten treasure she couldn’t possibly live without in the years ahead. It was make-busy work to avoid our child, and she knew I knew. I didn’t care, except for Tiberius’s sake. When she fed him, it was cold and distant. When she changed him, it was with caustic words for me and how this was my responsibility, not hers. When he cried at night, she twisted away in our frosty bed, refusing to get up.

I was so tired already.

“If you ever find that bracelet, you’ll send it on?” she asked me as she whirred by. The bracelet was her Christmas present from me to her. Better times. Shit, we were happy together at Christmas. How weird was it that was just months ago and the feeling now seemed so alien? What the hell happened to us?

“Sure,” I said, no tone to my voice whatsoever.

Helen stopped, and I hated how beautiful she was framed by the early morning light cast by the living room’s picture window. I’d have to give up the apartment, and soon. I had a couple grand in the bank left from some work I did for Ray at his car dealership, but it wasn’t going to last long, not with diapers and formula and my own needs beating at the door. I had to find a cheaper place.

For income, I’d have to ask Ray to work at the dealership again. I had some clout as a poet, but sales of my two collections on a monthly basis were enough to buy a couple loaves of bread, peanut butter, and jelly. I wish I was joking about that. My books did slightly better than that, but not enough to carry both of us. Music brought in the most, but I’d have to play gigs every single night to even come close to what I made for Ray, and digital sales were next to nothing.

But what about taking care of Tiberius? My family lived hours away. Everyone in my circle had jobs, a life. I knew Ray would be okay with me bringing Tiberius to the lot if it was just him and me, but he had other employees who wouldn’t want to hear a screaming baby off and on throughout the day. Daycare was crazy expensive, but a few good sales months and maybe I could swing it. Short-term, though? I was screwed.

I had to shove the thoughts away. What was going to happen was going to happen.

Tiberius started to cry. No doubt he pooped himself for the four hundred thousandth time that day. Here’s the thing, people without kids. You think you know how bad it’s going to be. You’re told all these stories about how babies do nothing but sleep, cry, poop, and pee, but you don’t realize just how that balance tilts towards the things coming out. If Tiberius wasn’t actively pooping, he was mustering the poop generals and the poop armies to unleash his next battle plan. My boy lived to poop.

I know. This is supposed to be a sexy story. It’s probably advertised as such, and here you are, reading about the Mount St. Helens of pooping. But hey, if I had to deal with it, you have to read about it.

Carefully, I removed his burrito wrapping and checked his diaper. Yup. Another poopnado. I stood up as Helen whirred by again. “Last chance to join in on this kind of fun,” I said.

She eyed me, and for the first time since she announced she was going to leave me after giving birth, I thought I saw real pain in Helen’s eyes. “I wish… I wanted to,” she said. “I know I’m broken, Gabriel. I know that this is wrong. And I really am sorry.”

“Then stay,” I said, but the words were as hollow and thin as a dollar store chocolate Easter bunny.

She looked away as I laid Tiberius out on the changing table. We spent the better part of an hour one night looking at those online, trying to figure out what one we wanted. I wondered when Helen’s mind changed. Or maybe she always was acting the part and thought she would grow into maternity at some point. I don’t know, and I never asked.

She came forward then, and did help me with his changing. But she wasn’t thorough, and I took back over, cleaning our son and wrapping his stinky butt back up as his mother backed away and left us there, silent at the last as she walked out the door.

I had no time to grieve. Not a minute after she backed out of the driveway, Harvey and Ray charged in.

Harvey asked, “Is that soul-sucking hell demon gone?”

“I think the word you’re looking for is succubus,” Ray said. He was a reader. That was why our college stuck us together as roommates when he was still attending. It bonded us and became the groundwork for eighteen years of friendship.

I finished swaddling my son again and tried to smile. “Yeah. She’s gone. What, were you guys parked down the street?”

“Across,” Harvey said. “We’ve been staking the place out.”

“We even have a bag of snacks for it,” Ray said. “Want some salt and vinegar chips?”

“Guys…” I said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but this… it’s not a party for me.”

“Hey, no, sorry,” Ray said, coming forward to give me a one-armed hug. “Shit, I didn’t mean it like that.”

Harvey sat on the edge of the couch, hands folded between his knees. “We’re both sorry.”

“I know you are,” I said. “I loved her. Or maybe… I don’t know, I loved who we were, at the beginning. I love that she gave me Tiberius. I can’t get mad at her. I’m sure that’s going to come, but I’m stuck on this loop of trying to figure out how I can do this on my own and it’s just so much. Daycare and bills and some place to stay.... Ray, I hate to ask it, but can I work for you again?”

“You’re welcome there any time. Just talk to Linda or Bill. They’ll get you set up. But you’re not coming in for a few weeks, at least.”

“I can’t afford not to work,” I said. “I don’t mean to drag you guys into my financials, but I don’t know how I swing this place and everything we need. I’ve never asked you guys for a loan and I’m proud of that. But I’m in trouble here. I… I… without two incomes…”

Harvey and Ray shared a look. The bastards were actually trying not to smile. “Come on,” Harvey said. “Get his baby bag. Let’s take a drive.”

* * *

Harvey sat in the backseat with Tiberius in his car seat, giving my little guy his fingers to play with and making faces at him. I don’t think Tiberius really knew what was going on, but Harvey sure had fun, and I guess that’s what’s important.

Ray sat up front with me. He plugged in an address into my phone’s GPS. “Now, you say no to any of this and we’ll back off. But all of us, Elizabeth and Renata included, have been talking about this and how we can help you out. For starters, I’ll help you with your bills until you can get started at the dealership again. And I’m not taking no for an answer here. You are going to spend at least a couple months with your little guy. I never had a chance to do that with Jamie, and it’s my biggest regret.”

I didn’t say no. I couldn’t. I wanted that. “Ray… I…”

“Hey. What you did for me when I lost Angela, coming in and working and being there for me, that’s priceless. There’s no paying you back for that. This is me trying to show you what that meant. So say yes, hippy.”

I swallowed. “Thank you.”

“Now it’s my turn,” Harvey said, still looking more at Tiberius than me and rubbing his belly. “Anything you need for the two of you, you let me know and we’ll make sure it’s covered. And I had another idea too about meals. It’s not going to put me out any to make some extra for you when I’m cooking at home. You want, I’ll throw some meals together, you can freeze them and pop them out whenever.”

“Guys, this is… it’s a lot,” I said.

“You need it,” Ray said. “There’s no shame in taking help. Not when it comes to a kid. I’ve been there. You know that.”

“I do,” I said. He and Angela had Jamie when they were only eighteen. Ray dropped out of college to work and Angela put off her own education for a few years. They relied a lot on their parents those first five or six years.

“We haven’t quite figured out daycare yet,” Ray said.

“Renata is on that and Elizabeth is asking around at the hospital,” Harvey said. “Everywhere is booked up solid but we have you on some lists.”

“Thanks guys. This is… it’s incredible,” I said. The phone told me to make a left and I did. “Where are we going?”

“It’s a place I worked on a couple weeks ago,” Harvey said. “The owners bought it from the bank and wanted some touchups in the kitchen and bathroom. They were looking to flip it, but I asked them if they wouldn’t rent it to you. It’s small, but the place is rock solid and your heating bill’s going to be a quarter what you’re paying now. We’re all chipping in to cover you until you get settled into whatever normal is for you, ya bum. If you like it, hey, great. You take over.”

“But here’s the thing,” Ray said. “If you do say yes, you have to stay here six months. That’s our deal.”

“What?” I asked. “Why?”

“Never mind that,” Harvey said. “When you see the place, you can take it or leave it.”

Have I mentioned I have the best friends in the world?

Have I also mentioned they’re the biggest pains in the ass I’ve ever known?

If I knew what they had in store for me, would I have said no? I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe I wouldn’t have been able to help myself.

Because five doors from the sleepy, beautiful one-bedroom small house with its cute porch and gorgeous landscaping lived my One Who Got Away.

Or maybe I should say the One Who Broke My Heart.

Mindy Cayo.


Mindy K.O.

Then

Flash back to my last couple college years. A blond, long-haired charmer of a man, the king of the campus, really, who didn’t at all look like a hippy no matter what his asshole friends say, stepped out into the sunshine to the adulation of the dozens… no, hundreds of college girls who followed him around endlessly. Apart from a regrettable patchy goatee, he was the picture of intelligent charm, a modern Renaissance man whose appreciation for music and the written word led him to a string of meaningless relationships throughout his life, just the way he liked it.

That twenty-something devilish playboy was me.

Some of that isn’t bullshit. I really did and always would have a certain magnetism to me, drawing both the crowds that loved sexy intellectualists and musicians. To put it another way, I was the asshole who showed up to your college parties with a guitar in hand and probably left with the girl you had your eye on.

I avoided relationships. Hated them. I liked a fun time for a few weeks at most, and that was it. Don’t get me wrong. I never led anyone on. I never made anyone promises I didn’t keep. I always told them I’d be out the door, and up until that point, I always spoke true.

Mindy… she was different. She was the one who met me in the ring and destroyed my undefeated streak without so much as blinking an eye. She was my everything and I had no damn choice in the matter.

In warmer months, I did my pleasure reading and my homework outside, usually under a huge elm close to the cafeteria and the women’s dorms. It was my Venus flytrap setup, and I’m in no way ashamed to admit it. I knew what I was doing and the type I’d attract was exactly who I wanted. But that day, I wasn’t out for sex. Well… not solely out for sex. The new Charlene Finch mystery just came out, and I had nothing else going on that weekend so I was determined to finish it by Monday. She was a favorite of mine, blending smart writing with hard-biting characters and dialogue.

Armed with a bottle of tea, I camped out at my spot and crashed out to read. That close to noon, I angled myself towards the cafeteria to catch the lunch crowd. I hardly paid attention, though. Like the best writers can do, Charlene Finch had me captive by the end of the first chapter. When someone spoke my name, I looked up and immediately regretted it. I had developed a crick in my neck from staying in one spot too long.

“Ow ow ow ow ow,” I grumbled.

The woman laughed. It was a fantastic laugh, breathy and soft and seemingly designed to touch all my buttons all at once. Then I saw her, and my bookish flytrap became my heart’s prison for years.

She was stunning.

Mindy Cayo looked more like a professor than a student. Her long dark hair was teased back in silky simplicity, her makeup emphasizing her lashes and brows.  She was slim and short, with some pleasant curves to her that left me wanting to spend hours examining every inch of her.

“Hi,” I said, shooting to my feet and fumbling my book.

“Must be a good book,” she said.

I blinked. “Why is that?”

“Because you’re late for class. I’m Dr. Bell’s assistant.” The woman turned to wave up at one of the windows in a teacher’s building next to the cafeteria. “She looked out and saw you sitting here. I’m supposed to tell you she knows you have a one-thirty.”

“Oh, damn!” I said, taking a look at the time on my phone. Five minutes late. “Thanks. I need to run.”

“Yeah, you do,” she said. “Bye!”

I jogged away, then realized I never got her name. But I knew where she worked, at least, and that gave me a reason to ask about her. I don’t think I stopped grinning until I was out of class again.

* * *

Dr. Siony Bell was my freshman science professor, and a hell of a striking woman, with a sharply angular, thin face that could completely shift from severe to warm and motherly with a smile. She was tall, thin, and had the biggest damn nipples I’ve ever seen. I knew this because we had something of a weekend fling towards the end of my second semester.

When I went up to her office the afternoon I met Mindy, she was with a student. I waited down the hallway in a sitting nook, talking to another student waiting for a meeting with her advisor. She was shy and obviously nervous around me, so I told her I was going to list off my favorite movies rapid-fire, and when I said one she liked, we could talk about that. We made it three in before she stopped me and we talked about Monsters on Jupiter. I had her laughing by the time she was called into her office. Down the hall, Dr. Bell watched us, and finally curled a finger at me.

Inside her office, with the door closed, she sat against her desk and said, “You are still impossibly charming, you know that?”

“Got you into bed,” I said, and endured a chest poke for that. I caught her hand and kissed it, staring Dr. Bell in her eyes.

“Gabriel…” she said, but her reproach was too light to be taken seriously.

I stepped in closer, and whispered in her ear, “Tell me you don’t want me to stuff your panties into your mouth and make you scream my name again.”

She shivered at the memory of our first time together. I let go of her hand and pulled the front of her dress up far enough to slide a couple fingers over her sex through her cotton panties. Siony moaned, and I kissed her to quiet her.

Against my lips, she breathed, “I get wet every time I see you around the campus.”

“Wish I’d known. I’d take care of you.”

“Mm,” she purred. She was good. I never felt her undo the button on my jeans, but I sure felt it when she tugged them down and stroked me. I nudged her back towards her desk and tugged her panties down. She hopped up on the desk, gripping my hardening cock and panting against my neck.

I drilled two fingers into her with one hand while I cupped her neck with the other. I remembered how rough the professor liked it and I held nothing back now, jerking her head forward to crush my lips against hers. She nipped at mine, and I fingerfucked her while we fought for dominance, her will against mine. I knew from experience Siony liked to win, but loved to lose.

She started rocking up on her ass, dark eyes holding mine as she bounced as best she could on my fingers. I had her soaking wet in minutes, her need leaving a glassy trail on her desktop. “Gabriel,” she moaned.

“Beg for it,” I said. “Tell your student how much you want it.”

“I want it. Fuck me.”

I pulled her off the desk and twisted her around so I could stare at her tight little ass as I shoved myself into her pussy. Her head whipped back as she thrust back against me. I kept one hand at her pussy, strumming her clit as my other hand went to one of her tits through her dress. I thumbed her nipple as we fucked.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she breathed, no louder than a whisper, but I really should have probably gagged her. She always got loud when she came. But this time, Siony fought it, gritting her teeth as she looked at me over her shoulder, eyes blazing. Her hips rocked up and she tensed, eyes squeezed shut against the urge to cry out. Her walls throbbed around me, her orgasm stretching on and on. Finally she let out a breath, and I pulled out of her, stroking my wet cock.

She spun around and dropped to her knees, staring up at me as she devoured me. I gripped the back of her head and rocked into her until my cock hit the back of her throat. She pulled back just far enough to breathe through her nose on each stroke before I plunged back in, using her face like I had her pussy. It wasn’t long before I grunted her name, and she drove deep one more time, lashing the bottom of my dick with her tongue.

I exploded into her mouth, holding her there as she swallowed, swallowed, swallowed. When she pulled away, her lipstick was smeared, but that was really about the only sign of our play. She licked her lips and accepted my hand up.

“Jesus,” she said. “No one ever makes me come as fast as you do.”

I grinned and pulled up my jeans. “Might want to touch up your lipstick before your next class.”

She put everything back into place and twirled for me. I nodded and she stepped back around her desk. “I know why you’re up here. Mindy Cayo.”

“Mindy K.O.? As in knockout?”

“That would be appropriate, but no.” She spelled it out for me. “She’s a good girl, Gabriel. A sweet one. She deserves more than a quick run up to your room.”

“You know I’d give her the best sex of her life.”

Siony studied me. “I’ll blow you on demand anytime this semester if you leave her alone.”

I blinked and sat up. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“You think I’d hurt her.”

“I think this campus is littered with young women moony over you.”

“Is this about them, or you and me?”

Siony leaned back in her chair. “It’s about a young woman whose inner light I admire a great deal.”

“Maybe she should be the one to make her decisions, not you,” I said, annoyed. “You were the one to send her down to talk to me. Whatever. See you around, Dr. Bell. Let me know if you want to hook up again.”

I was out the door and starting down the hallway when she stepped out. “Gabriel.”

“What?” I said without stopping.

“She works for me from one to three every weekday.” That did stop me, and I turned. Siony held my eyes. “Be good to her.”

I most certainly would not.

* * *

I gave it three days before I came back to that tree and waited to ask Mindy out. I didn’t want to seem too eager. I kept myself occupied at Angela and Ray’s. Jamie was the best distraction, a silly toddler with the sweetest laugh. Harvey was there too, of course, having graduated and moved on to a real career building things.

But come Monday, I was ready to pursue the most gorgeous girl on that campus. I waited, watched, and didn’t see her. With just minutes left before I risked being late to class again, I was beginning to think maybe I missed something. Groan out loud if you can guess what that was – there was more than one door to the building.

Wednesday came, and I tried again, trying not to seem too desperate and failing miserably. No dice. Friday, a week after we met, I was there again, and stupid me finally realized my boneheaded mistake. I jogged around to the other side of the building and waited there on the stone steps, reading an eighties mystery novel until she strolled up.

“You finally figured it out,” Mindy said. She looked exceptional in a tight white sweater and a more chaste beige skirt that hid everything down to her knees.

“I’m a dumbass,” I said, running a hand through my long hair. “I take it you’ve been watching me?”

“We made a bet. Dr. Bell thought you would figure it out Wednesday. I had today. You won me a Coke.”

“Then pay me back,” I said, giving her my best smile. “Let me take you on a date.”

She started up the stairs and stopped at the top. I fought the urge to lean down and look up her skirt. “Dr. Bell told me you’re trouble.”

“I imagine she would,” I said. “She’s a smart woman.”

“Mm hm. Did you sleep with her too?”

I gaped at her. “What? No. No. That’s… uh…”

“I knew it!”

“You can’t say a word. Her job…”

“Oh, I wouldn’t,” Mindy said, coming back down. “Wow. You really do get around.”

“Um.”

“I’m a virgin. I won’t sleep with you on the first date. Or the thousandth, if that’s all I think you’re after.”

“Deal,” I said. “I’ll be the perfect…”

Boyfriend, I almost said. The most hated word in my vocabulary, then and… well, throughout most my life, really.

“…date,” I finished instead.


Et Tu?

Now

My new place was located in a sleepy bedroom community fifteen miles or so beyond the fringe of New Bainbridge’s suburbs. Just blocks away was a small pine forest, perfect for walks when it got warmer. The town had yet to be discovered, with a dozen or so restaurants, a few gas stations, and a main street lined with mom-and-pop shops. The house was small but perfect for my needs, at least for a few years until Tiberius needed space for himself. Plenty of time to get something going, I thought, even if that was working for Ray and putting the creative stuff on the back burner.

We hauled everything left from my place to the house over a long day. When Harvey and I tried to negotiate how to best haul in a heavy as hell box spring, Ray, our own Hercules in everything but name, picked it up and slung it over his head all the way to the door. Later, we offered to let him haul in the couch all by himself too, but he graciously allowed us a few minutes to prove our manliness and bring that in ourselves.

The hard part for me was the baby stuff. Not because it was difficult to move, but because of all the memories attached to it. I never expected to like combing baby furniture stores or websites. I was so damn proud of myself when I put together the crib and even prouder when Harvey inspected it later and told me I did it right. You’ve got to understand, I could probably blow something up trying to plug in a lamp.

But we got it all moved in. Phoebe, Jamie, Jamie’s boyfriend Perrin, and Renata joined us afterwards for poutine and burgers to go from a local bar and grill. We stumbled all over each other in the living room until Phoebe and Ray begged off, making unmistakable eyes at each other the whole time. Jamie, who not that long ago came to Harvey and me shredded over her father’s budding relationship to her roommate, now watched them with fond exasperation. I was glad she saw how good Ray and Phoebe were for each other. Elizabeth too. I wished we could get to hang out with her more, but she always made it clear she was a career driven woman and I respected that.

That left Harvey, Renata, Jamie, Perrin, and me – and my bundle of pooping joy, of course. I changed him again – Tiberius, not Harvey, who might be as old as Egypt, but could probably still change himself. Harvey took him from me when that was done, holding Tiberius close and murmuring to him.

Jamie asked, “Hey, Harvey? Renata? Can I ask a personal question?”

“Shoot,” Harvey said, looking up from Tiberius as though he were coming up out of a nap.

“Why didn’t you two ever have kids? You’d be great parents.”

Harvey and Renata looked at each other, him with a wince, Renata with something older and more pained. Renata said quietly, “It’s all right.” To Jamie, she said, “I can’t have children.”

“Oh. Oh, God, I’m sorry.”

“No, don’t be. It’s okay to be curious. And you’re right. We’d love to be parents,” Renata said.

“What about adoption?”

Oh jeez. She was really going for broke stuffing her foot down her mouth. Harvey said, “The adoption agencies we’ve spoken to aren’t willing to take a risk on me.”

Jamie got it slowly. “Because you went to prison?”

“Yes. Did Angie or Ray ever tell you why?”

“A little. You got into a fight, right?”

“Yes. At a Christmas party, my old boss and some coworkers said some…” He sucked his teeth and for the first time in years, I saw some of the old temperamental Harvey come back to life. “…let’s call it inappropriate things about Renata. They knew how to get under my skin. I had a bit too much to drink, and I ended up brawling with some of them.”

I snorted. “He knocked three of them out and would have beat the crap out of all of them if one of them didn’t hit him over the head with a fire extinguisher.”

Jamie gaped at me, then Harvey. “Is that true?”

“A little blown out of proportion.”

“No, it’s not,” Renata said at the same time as I said, “Bull.”

Harvey looked down at Tiberius. “Uncle Harvey has some anger issues, doesn’t he? Yeah. Yes he does.” Then he looked at me guiltily. “I’d never… I mean… you know I’d never lose my temper with him, not with anyone I loved.”

“I know, brother,” I said. To Jamie, “Be glad Harvey’s on our side. He might be pushing retirement age, but there’s no one out there with a better right.”

“Anyways,” Harvey said, rubbing Tiberius’s chin now with his middle finger aimed none too subtly at me, “My boss and my coworkers teamed up and told the jury I was a hothead. I was convicted, and it’s hung over me ever since. This was a long time ago and I should be eligible for adoption, but the agencies get leery about anyone with a violent past. It’s understandable.”

“It’s crap. You’ve never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve a punch,” I said, and Renata murmured her agreement. “Jamie, the stories I could tell you about when we were young and stupid… Harvey was like our personal bouncer.”

“Were stupid?” Renata asked. I snickered and raised my glass of soda to her.

“I’m sorry if I shouldn’t have asked,” Jamie said. “I never knew any of this.”

“It’s all right, honey,” Renata said. “You’re family. We don’t mind sharing.”

Harvey glanced towards Perrin, who had remained quiet throughout all this, listening. I liked the guy. His was a quiet intelligence. You had a feeling he was always soaking up everything around him like a sponge. He never tried to use his brains as a knife, like so many smart people could do. I respected that and the fact that he was so sweet to Jamie, who was like a daughter to me.

“How about you two?” Harvey asked. “Going to take after Ray and Angela?”

“I’m sorry?” Perrin asked.

“He means are we going to have a baby sometime soon,” Jamie said.

“Ohhhh,” Perrin said, going as red as a tomato.

“And no, Uncle Harvey, we’re very careful.”

Harvey chuckled. “Good.”

In another ten minutes, we saw the pair off. Down the street about five or six houses away, I saw a child in full winter regalia – thick coat, snow pants, and boots – making a snowman. He couldn’t have been all that old. He saw me, stopped, and I waved. Harvey and Renata waved too, Harvey whispering something in Renata’s ear. Her eyes went comically wide.

“Something the matter?” I asked.

“I know that kid,” Harvey said. “From when I was working here.”

“Oh, cool,” I said. The kid waved back, and we headed inside. Renata and Harvey settled back down, but had that coiled look like they weren’t going to stay long. “You know Jamie was only asking from a place of love.”

“A place of love? You talk like such a dork sometimes,” Harvey said.

Renata smacked his hip. “We know. She’s a good kid.”

“We should set up a pool. I’m guessing Perrin proposes before the end of the year,” Harvey said.

“You think?” I asked, mulling that over.

“He looks at her the way I did Renata,” Harvey said. “And I proposed in a month.”

I thought about Mindy and tried not to let it show. “Well,” I said, shifting Tiberius in my arms. Funny how quickly you get used to the weight, like they were always supposed to be there. “Put me down for… July. Mid-July.”

“They’re smart. I’ll say they wait until the end of their sophomore year,” Renata said.

Harvey pulled out his phone and wrote down everyone’s bets. “Winner gets the usual?”

The usual was whatever the winner wanted to drink, be it liquor, beer, or wine. We all agreed to that and he texted Ray, Phoebe, and Elizabeth the details. Tiberius started fussing sometime in there and I bounced him in my arms. Like my boy’s crying prodded them, Harvey and Renata stood up to leave.

“I’m just going to use the bathroom,” Renata said.

“I’ll start the car,” Harvey said. To me, “Glad you’re taking us up on this.”

“I can’t tell you how much this…” I couldn’t finish the sentence and shook my head. He came in for a hug, careful around Tiberius.

“We all need help from time to time, brother.”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

He grabbed his coat and headed for the car. I waited for Renata to finish up. When she came out, her makeup was all but gone. I came to her, and she melted into me with a hug.

“If he comes over a lot…” she said, her throat husky.

“You’re both welcome to as much aunt and uncle time as you want,” I said, and pulled back to look her in her eyes. Renata was a once-in-a-lifetime beauty, of both Italian and Mexican heritage with a face that would have inspired a generation of sculptors and painters in another age. Mindy was the only woman I ever knew who could give her a run for her looks, though admittedly Phoebe and Elizabeth came pretty damn close to them. To see Renata cry made me want to find the source and punch it, only there was nothing to punch in this case but the world’s worst luck.

“I mean it,” I said after rubbing her back. “Both of you. Anytime. I know he’s not the only one hurting.”

“Thank you, Gabriel.” She pulled away, hesitated, then added, “And don’t be mad.”

“About what?”

“You’ll know soon. I told them I wouldn’t spoil it. Just know they love you and they’re trying to make you happy.”

“They’ve already done so much,” I said, mystified. But whatever Renata meant, she kept to herself. Not that it mattered much. I was less than a minute from finding out.

I walked her out to the car. Harvey bopped his fingers on the steering wheel to a song on the radio. Renata slid in and he belted out lyrics, startling Tiberius and making him cry. I laughed and shut the door on Renata’s apologies.

They backed out, and I bounced Tiberius in my arms, watching them go as we headed back up to the house. That boy was still out in his yard, trying to pick up a massive head for his snowman. Harvey pulled in and stopped. The boy turned and grinned and Harvey helped him lift it. I was almost to my front door when a woman stepped out to join them. She froze just like I was, staring at me as I stared at her.

Don’t be mad.

I knew she was around. She came to one of my gigs, and I heard from Harvey she was back in the city. But my jaw regardless could have hit the snow and kept on rolling.

The woman was Mindy.


First Love

Then

Desperate to get into Mindy Cayo’s pants, I held back nothing for our first date. Harvey loaned me a hundred bucks, and in return, I spent four nights that week helping him paint the interior of a couple houses, his side gig when he wasn’t working construction. Angela and I talked plans a dozen times until I finally settled on taking Mindy to an apple festival thirty miles away from college.

“You’re serious about this one,” Angela said. Ray was asleep on the couch while Angela and I played with Jamie on the living room floor, the little girl bobbing her toy people and babbling a nonsense story to herself about them. Angela looked tired too, but she was more interested in helping me out with Mindy than sleep. Besides, at that age, Jamie was impossible to get to bed that early at night.

I said, “Nah. You’ve got to see her. I mean, I’ve gone out with some beautiful women, but she’s something else. Insanely beautiful.”

“No,” Angela said, thinking about it. “I don’t think that’s it at all.”

Eh, what did she know?

A lot, apparently.

Mindy and I both lived on campus, so the day of the date, I picked her up at her dorm. The only instruction I gave her was that she should wear shoes meant for walking. When she came out, I straightened like someone replaced my spine with a two by four. In jeans, a designer flannel shirt, and a playful wrap she mostly used as a scarf that night and for a hundred to come, she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I blinked as she hurried down the stairs, smiling to herself with her head ducked. “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I said, utterly and totally at a loss for more eloquent words.

“Thank you,” Mindy said, and inspected me head to toe. I was wearing a slim-fitting navy-blue button down untucked over black silky slacks, my best look. She seemed to like what she saw. “You look very handsome too. Are my shoes okay?” She lifted one foot up. I nearly sank to my knees to hold that foot and caress her ankles. What the fuck was I thinking? Her ankles?

“Should be. We’re going to the apple festival in-”

“Maddy Springs!” she said, clapping once. “Oh my gosh, I’ve wanted to go there since I was a freshman. That’s perfect. Did someone tell you that was what I wanted to do? Do you have a spy, Mr. Sloan?”

I laughed. “No spy, but if you meet her, you can thank my friend Angela. I’ve been talking date ideas with her all week. She read me the local what’s-going-on thing from the paper.”

“Well, I will definitely have to thank her.” She twisted shyly, hands crossed in front of her tummy. “Shall we?”

Maddy Springs was a tourist trap, but a lovely one. Nestled at the base of the Harpy Mountains, it was most famous for an enormous, gorgeous hotel built in the 1800s as well as its seasonal attractions. The apple festival was one of its more low-key affairs, but there were still lots of vendors and booths hawking every kind of apple a person could think of, and then some. Baked, caramel, candied, sauces, butter, wine, teas, soaps, and so many other products. It was divine, and I wondered why I had never gone before.

For fifteen dollars apiece, we could sample anything that there was to be sampled, and we sure did try our damnedest. She loved a green apple soap well enough I bought her a couple bars, and I ended up buying some snacks and candy for little Jamie and my friends.

“She’s adorable,” I said, digging out my wallet and showing Mindy a tiny picture of Jamie.

“Aw, she’s so cute. It must be tough, them being so young and having a kid.”

“It can be,” I said. “But Angela and Harvey’s parents live here in the city and they’re great help. Ray was in the English program like me, but he dropped out and he’s working for a car dealership now. He really likes it.”

“What are you going to do with your degree? Teach?”

“For a while, I think. What about you? What are you studying?”

“Computer engineering. I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet but I think it’ll be something in IT.”

“Smart,” I said. “You’ll have a hell of a lot more prospects than I will.”

“Aw, hey now, the world’s always going to need teachers. They’re the best kinds of people.”

“Sure, until I join their ranks and corrupt them. My real goal is to be a writer.”

“Ooh,” she said. “What do you write?”

“Some poetry,” I said. “Which sounds like the douchiest date thing to say, but it’s the truth. I like the structure of it and playing with that.”

“What kind of poetry? Tell me it’s all dirty limericks.”

I laughed. “No, observational stuff. College life, going home, that sort of thing.”

“Hm,” Mindy said, and I thought I lost her. We stopped at a booth where a man and a woman were selling apple sausages as fast as they could throw them on a bun. We bought two, and ate as we walked. Halfway through her sausage, Mindy glanced at me and gave me a timid smile. “Can I read it?”

“Read my poetry?”

“Mm hm.”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Okay.” She stopped and reached out to hold my arm. “You could kiss me right now. If you wanted to.”

I did. I very much did. I took Mindy’s paper hot dog boat from her and stacked it with mine. With my free hand, I cupped her cheek, then slowly brought my lips to hers. Our breath tasted like sausage and onions and apple candy, and somehow, despite her awkwardness and wide-open eyes, it was one of the best kisses of my life, because I knew one thing. I had just moved way, way, way beyond wanting to just sleep with her. For the first time in my life, I was thinking about my next date with a woman.

* * *

Every writer worth their salt has a favored notebook of some kind. I’m a basic guy. I like those five-subject spiral notebooks. You know the type – thick, the kind a high schooler might tote around. Don’t get me started on pens. I could talk pens to you almost as long as I could my favorite guitar picks.

We drove back to my dorm to pick up my notebook. Mindy wanted to read there, but I refused on principle. Poetry, good or bad, should be read somewhere more comfortable than a dorm. Amused, Mindy asked where I’d go to read poetry, and not just for the purposes of picking up girls. I tried to laugh that off, but I sure didn’t deny it.

We took another drive then, just a small one to the outskirt of the city and a small, tree-less park that overlooked the mountains. She leaned her seat back a little, wrapped her throw around herself, and read while I jogged to a nearby gas station for shitty coffee and breath mints. When I came back, Mindy accepted the coffee with a mumbled thank you, and kept reading.

Then she did something unconscionable. Something that haunts me to this day.

She dog-eared one of the pages of the notebook.

“What was that?” I asked.

Mindy glanced up. “What?”

“The dog-earing.”

“The… oh, the corners of the page? I’m marking the best poems.”

“Do you do that to your books? Please tell me you don’t. We might have to end this date now.”

She stared at me, her smile spreading slow as molasses. “Noooo?”

“My God. Here I thought you were a good girl.”

“Mm. A good girl who might give you another kiss by the end of the date.” She held up the notebook. “I really like these. And that’s not flirting. That’s the truth. You’re good.”

“Thanks,” I said. “How about… a kiss for every poem you like?”

She flipped the page and started reading again. “But if we did that, you’d be kissing me all night.”

“That’s not a no,” I said.

Mindy smiled to herself, and didn’t answer.

At the end of that date, she wouldn’t let me come inside her dorm, but when we got out, she didn’t shy away from my kiss, either. I held her cheeks at first and came in for a slow burner. Her eyes fluttered this time and she sort of fell away from me, her ass bumping against the car door. I pushed her back against it, my hands going lower, first to her shoulders, then around her waist.

“Oh…” she whispered against my lips. “You are really good at this.”

“So… how many poems did you end up liking?” I asked.

Her trembling fingers went to my chest and she trailed down them to my abs. “A lot,” she confessed.

I grinned and kissed Mindy again. My tongue slipped against her lips and she parted them, tentatively teasing mine with her own. She was so unsure of herself. I thought it was cute. This was the first time she’d ever been good and properly kissed, and I taught her everything she needed to know in those long, unforgettable minutes.

That shyness might have turned me the hell on, but it also pushed me back from trying anything more daring. Much as I wanted to grab her ass and grind against her, I didn’t. I held back. Mindy was like a rabbit I didn’t want to scare off. Besides, chasing her would be fun.

That didn’t mean what little I was doing to her didn’t affect her – and in a big way.

Her kisses became quicker, her breaths deepening in between. Her fingers dug into my back, her eyes rolling up. And all of a sudden it hit me. She was coming.

“Gabri… ell…” she gasped. “What are you doing to me?”

I might have stopped then if her hands didn’t clamp to the back of my head and pull me in even tighter. I groaned against her lips and kissed her more fervently, my hands now at her lower back, higher, crushing her to me as they wandered of their own accord. Her foot came up off the ground, her knee bending, and then she twisted her head, resting it against my shoulder.

“Oh, oh! That’s… I’m…”

“Come for me, Mindy,” I whispered.

She went silent and twitched, like she was trying to buck against my body. Her nails dug into my skin hard enough to leave bruises and then she was gasping again, wordless this time. She finally relaxed, though tears streamed down her face as she laughed breathlessly.

“Are you okay?” I asked, still so close to her lips.

She nodded and pecked me again. “I always cry when I… mm… what you said.”

“Come,” I murmured against her cheek.

She shivered. “God, you could just about make me do it again.”

“Is that a challenge?”

Her hands went to my chest as she gave it some serious thought. “No. No, not this date. I think… I think I need to go take a very long shower and decide where you and I are going for our next date.”

“We’re going to have one?” I asked.

“Oh yes. I’m hooked on you now.”

“Funny. I was thinking the same thing.”

* * *

A few dates later, Angela guided the two of us into the tiny apartment she shared with Ray and little Jamie. “It’s so good to meet you. I can’t believe you got Gabriel to go on more than a couple dates.”

I gave her a growly look as Mindy laughed lightly. “It’s good to meet you too. He’s talked a lot about you.”

Jamie was sitting in her corner of the living room, a doll and a car in her hands forgotten about. “Gabe! Gabe!”

Even if I hated it when anyone called me Gabe, I loved the fact that Jamie could clearly say my name, but couldn’t pronounce Harvey for shit. It was always “Harbee” or “Ardy.” So, I let Gabe slide. It was a damn good thing Jamie was cuter than a button.

“There’s my girl,” I said, and came to her to kneel and pick her up. She giggled and hugged me tight.

“Who she?”

“That’s my friend Mindy,” I said, walking her closer to my girlfriend. “Can you say Mindy?”

But Jamie was shy, and twisted her head away from Mindy to hide. “Aw, that’s all right,” Mindy said. “I don’t want to scare you, sweetie.”

Ray was in the kitchen with Harvey, the two of them arguing as always about the cooking even if Ray knew damn well Harvey was the best cook we knew. Our moms would disown us for saying that, but it was the truth. They stopped only when I said, “Guys. Mindy. Mindy, the…” I almost said dumbasses, and caught myself before I swore around Jamie. “…doofuses.”

“Oofus!” Jamie said, instantly making me happy I changed course on that one.

Ray and Harvey both turned and their conversation fell quiet. “Wow,” Ray said, blinking. “He said you were beautiful, but… wow.”

“Uh. Hi. Hi!” Harvey said, coming forward to give her a hug. “Nice to meet you.”

“You turned them into cavemen,” Angela said. “I could use that kind of superpower when Ray’s arguing with me.”

Mindy laughed. She was nervous, but my friends put her at ease. Ray put her on garlic bread duty, just cheap slices of white bread topped with butter and garlic salt, about all they could afford in those days, and I chopped up celery and carrots, listening to them talk about the usual getting to know you business. It wasn’t long before Ray and Harvey roped her into a discussion about the merits of bottled alfredo sauce.

“I don’t know, my mom uses it and I love her pasta,” Mindy said.

Ray held up his arms in victory, and Harvey sighed. “Sorry, bud,” he said to me. “You’re gonna have to break up with this one.”

I looked at Mindy over my shoulder. “Yeaaah. I agree. It’s the nose hair.”

“Got a meat hammer?” Mindy asked Ray sweetly.

Jamie eventually warmed up to Mindy, and while the pair of them played with some toys in the living room, Angela got me alone in the kitchen as we divvied up cookie squares out of a pan.

“I really like her, Gabriel.”

“Me too,” I said.

“She’s the one.”

I looked towards the living room, then at Angela. She nodded as if I had just said something, plucked a crumble from the pan, and headed out of there, serene and happy. But I never tried to argue with her.

* * *

“I want you to teach me some things,” Mindy said.

Poised over her on her bed, I ran a hand down her exquisite hip in her jeans and under her ass. This was our fifth date, or the aftermath of it, anyways. We went to a movie on the quad with a few of her friends, then took a walk and split a hot fudge brownie. Now we were back at her dorm, a movie playing nearly silently on her TV as we made out on her bed. We had yet to make love. I was okay with that. I still wanted her with an intensity no one ever came close to or ever would, but I was having fun with the slow tempo.

“Yeah?” I murmured.

She nodded, looking both relaxed and seductive in her sleepiness. “Teach me how to take my top off.”

“Hm. Seems like a skill you should have learned a long time ago.”

Mindy eyed me with one of her lopsided playful smirks but said nothing. I gripped the hem of her top and slid it up over inch after inch of her rich brown skin. Never had we gone this far before. All our petting had been over the clothes, and when I saw her big breasts in her nylon bra, it was like I was seeing my first pair again. Mindy always made me unsure of myself like that, like every inch of her was some unfamiliar thing to me.

When I pulled her top up and over her head, her dark hair was all mussed. I murmured, “Sit up.” She did, and as I kissed her, I ran my hands through her hair and guided her onto her back again. “What else can I show you?”

“You can show me how to take my jeans off,” she said, her voice husky and maybe a little timid.

She didn’t have a button but a snap. I popped it and slid down the bed as I peeled her tight jeans away from her, leaving her in nothing more than her matching bra and panties. Her hand went to her sex, not to play, but to cover herself shyly.

“You don’t need to be shy with me,” I said. She nodded hesitantly and moved her hands away.

I inched my way back up her body and running my fingers along her legs, her hips, her taut, trim stomach, her breasts through the bra, her face. “Ask me for anything, Mindy.”

She looked away from me, blushing. I took her chin between two fingers and guided her back gently to kiss her for long, lazy minutes, my other hand running up and down her hip again.

“If I ask you to make love to me, will it end? Don’t lie. I think I want you to anyways.”

“No,” I said. “I’ve never fallen for anyone like I have you.”

She reached down and slid her panties down far enough to bare herself to me. She was natural, untrimmed, and so goddamn beautiful. “Don’t hurt me, Gabriel.”

There would be some physical pain, but that wasn’t what she was talking about. I kissed her again, putting my heart into it. I didn’t do anything else besides running that hand up and down her body in those long minutes, giving her my silent reassurance that I was, for the first time, in this for more than sex.

Then I began. I reached behind her to unclasp her bra. She sat up to help me but I kissed her chin and told her, “I have this.”

Mindy watched as I unhooked it and eased the bra away from her. I kissed the topmost slopes of her breasts, then the valley between. I didn’t want to stay long there. I wanted my lips and my tongue on her. I wanted to show her how good it could be.

Her hands went to my head as I dipped lower, lower. I kissed her hood, then slid my tongue through her thick folds for the first time.

She whispered, “That feels good.”

I teased through her depths again and murmured against her, “Keep doing that. Tell me what you like. What you don’t. If you want me to change anything up, tell me.”

“Oh…” Mindy’s hips jumped as I lapped at her big clit. “…kay,”

I was young but I knew what I was doing and built up the tease until she could take no more. I took long licks of her pussy before focusing on her clit and her hood with a few flicks. My attention shifted more and more to her clit with my tongue as my fingers teased her outer folds. Her trepidation slowly melted into bliss, her hands staying all over her body and down to my head. I gave her one of mine and she squeezed it.

“Gabriel,” she gasped as I licked her clit again. “Please, just like that… I’m close…”

I obliged, holding her hand and circling her button with my tongue. Our eyes locked as I brought her there, making her back arch, her butt rock.

“Oh… oh!” she cried out.

Mindy came, and I had never felt such joy. I climbed back up her body, teasing her with my tongue the whole way, finally stopping to suck at her nipples. But it was those lips I wanted. I drew close to her face and asked, “Can I kiss you or do you want to wait until after when I’ve gargled?”

“You won’t think I’m weird if I want you to?” she asked.

I smiled. “No. I want that too.”

“Okay,” she said.

I wrapped my arms around Mindy and kissed her for long moments. Then I slipped off the bed and dug out a couple condoms from my pockets. She propped up on one elbow, watching me as I undressed. I took my time, still afraid if I showed my eagerness she’d be done with me.

When I dropped my jeans and my underwear, she stared down at my hardness. “That seems like a very big… um…”

“Cock?” I asked. “Or dick. Your choice.”

“Okay. Dick,” she said. “Can I ask something? Don’t laugh, okay?”

“Of course.”

“Is it going to fit?”

“If it doesn’t,” I said, “if it feels like I’m hurting you more than just breaking your hymen, you tell me to stop and I will. I promise you, I won’t be mad or disappointed.”

She settled onto her back again as I took one of the condoms and opened it. “Have you been with a lot of virgins?”

“A few,” I admitted. “None as special to me as you.”

She was quiet at that, watching me roll the condom onto my dick. “Can I try that the next time?”

“Of course.”

“I want to be good at it.”

“At rolling on a condom?”

“Sex,” she said, looking away from me slightly.

I chuckled and kissed her. “I promise I’ll help you out with that as much and as often as I can.” I took her hand and squeezed it again. “Are you ready?”

“Mm hm.”

I slid on top of her again and cupped her cheek with one hand. With the other, I slid my fingers through the cleft of her sex, making sure she was still wet. She was, so I kissed her again, gripped myself, and positioned my cockhead against her entrance.

Slowly, carefully, I eased into Mindy. There was a moment of resistance and then the sweetness of her depths. Mindy drew in a breath as I took her virginity, but when I asked if she was okay, she nodded vigorously. I chuckled and this time she kissed me, her lips hot and hungry as I began to rock gently back and forth.

“Oh… this is… it’s good…”

“Too fast? Too slow?”

Her arms went around my neck. “Perfect.”

It wasn’t long before she was moving to meet me, her hips rocking up, her lips open in a tiny O as she neared another orgasm. I was lost in her, in every movement, in the sweet scent of her strawberry body cream, in the jagged breaths she took. All of it was forever written into the fabric of my mind, and I have relived that memory so many times in my dreams and quiet moments. I wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a curse.

But my God, Mindy was so beautiful, and my soul, I knew, would never be the same again.

She came, and with it, good tears spilled down her cheeks, just a few this time. She frantically kissed me and I groaned her name as I began to rock harder inside her, still careful not to hurt her. Her hands went to my ass, clenched, and she was coming again, laughing and crying. I kissed her neck, her shoulder as I buried myself inside her. I spilled into my condom with a grunt, and it was over.

I eased out of her, and could say nothing. Mindy smiled up at me, covering her sex out of some last vestige of modesty. I took care of my condom, then tended to her with careful strokes of a damp washcloth. When she was cleaned up and the bed stripped, I kissed her carefully, as though she might break.

I didn’t know who was the weak one in that relationship.


Baby Daddy

Now

Six months. Six months just down the street from the woman who broke my heart.

Did they really think this shit was going to work?

Fuck Ray and fuck Harvey too. I wasn’t just mad. I was furious. Sure, they didn’t know it was Mindy who broke up with me and not the other way around. But they thought they could play matchmaker with me and Mindy? What gave them the right? Besides, she was married… wasn’t she? She did show up to that gig at the club alone, but maybe she didn’t want to drag Niko or Gunther or whatever the hell his name was into this.

Okay, I was being an asshole. I knew the guy’s name was Johann. I got an invite to the wedding back eight years or so ago. I used a month’s worth of my music earnings to send them a his and her set of monogrammed robes, which sounds stupid, but Mindy always used to get so cold and… look, it made sense at the time.

When we had too many drinks once, Harvey let slip that Mindy had a kid. I thought about sending her a congratulations. Instead, I drank half a bottle of tequila, slept with the bartender, and spent most of the week afterwards numb and watching TV. I got crazy into 70s’ slice-of-life-plains Westerns because of that week, so it wasn’t all bad.

Five or six years later, another friend mentioned she heard Mindy had another. This time I did without the liquor but I lined up a series of one-night-stands that did nothing to make me heal.

The first thing I did when I saw her, aside from freezing and gaping at her, was to storm inside, nestle Tiberius into his co-sleeper, and start to call my parents. But what was I going to say? Hey, I just moved into a place thanks to my friends, but they trapped me here with the ex you loved so much you still ask about her a decade and a half later? Christ, they’d laugh and hang up on me.

But the phone was already dialing, so I told my mom about the move, gave her the new address, and assured her it was lovely. She and Dad made plans to come down soon. I thought about telling them I had a cold, or that I might be out of the country, or a meteor was scheduled to wipe out the block and whoops, no, they couldn’t come. But I knew they would want to come down eventually even if I begged off that weekend. Best to get it over with, Mindy or no Mindy.

That done, I dialed Harvey next. He chuckled as he answered. I snarled into the phone, “You and Ray are dead to me.”

“Really? Because I was making out a meal plan. I was thinking Tuesday I’d bring over some chicken teriyaki meatballs.”

My whole face twitched in about a dozen different directions. That was cheap and he knew it. “Dead-ish,” I muttered. “I’m not hooking back up with her. She’s married.” A long, long pause. “She is married, isn’t she?”

“Go find out,” Harvey said.

I hung up on him and immediately called Ray. I knew he and Phoebe were probably going at it, given how they looked at each other when they left. Good. I hoped I caught him right before his Bigfoot-looking ass came. I hope I gave him blue balls. I hoped…

He answered cheerfully. “Heyo.”

“Am I giving you blue balls?” I snapped.

“You’re cute but you’re not that cute.”

“Shit. I mean, am I interrupting you and Phoebe?”

“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell. But no. She’s in the shower.”

“Damn it.”

“You will be in about three minutes, if you want to call back.”

“I saw her, Ray.”

“Phoebe? In the shower?”

“No, you idiot. Mindy.”

“Oh good! We thought we’d have to invent some reason to get you two to notice each other.”

“I’m going to murder both of you.”

“Uh huh.”

“With… pruning shears. And paper clips. Lots of paper clips.”

“Paper clips, huh?” he asked.

“In places you don’t want to know about.”

“All right, man. Well, enjoy the new place.”

“Now I’m interrupting you?” I asked.

“Yup.”

I sighed. “All right, fine. Go. Have your fun. I’ll be here, angry and miserable and… Ray?”

Yeah, he hung up on me.

* * *

I figured it would be easy to avoid Mindy. We were supposed to have a massive snowstorm that week, so considering it was probably a bad idea to take a newborn out into the elements like that, I planned on hanging around the house, cuddling my little guy, and pointedly ignoring the perfect ten hot mom down the street.

Oh God, did that make me a DILF? Fuck my life.

We did get snow off and on for about two days but it was a light dusting, no more. It would be one of the last snowstorms of the season, and for once, I was irate about it. I swore up and down at the damned weather forecasters, the damned radars that predicted the winterscape we were supposed to have, and the TV for being a liar.

With the weather treacherously beautiful, I called Ray and asked him how much I should bundle up Tiberius to take him for a walk.

“How much do you think he needs?” Ray asked me.

I eyed my boy, who wore an alligator footie, a plush coat, a beanie and had a blanket tucked around him for extra protection. “Um.”

Ray laughed. “Put him in what you’d wear.”

“Not sure footies are my style.”

“I mean, if you’re wearing jeans, a tee, and a jacket, he’ll be fine in layers like that.”

“He won’t get too cold?”

“Good rule of thumb, if you’re okay, he’s okay.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, still looking at the baby somewhere underneath that bundle of clothes.

“Pretty sure. Jamie turned out all right, didn’t she?”

“Hm. I’m still mad at you.”

“Yeah, yeah. Have a good walk.”

I took off most of Tiberius’s excess clothing but kept him in the footie and tucked the blanket around his feet. He pointedly ignored me, looking up at the ceiling fan, but he seemed decidedly less toasty, so I shrugged. Then I eyed the baby papooses.

“Nooope,” I muttered. Much as I might want to walk through the woods, I was not wearing one of those damned things. The stroller wasn’t much manlier, but that I could at least pretend was a lawn mower or a race car or something.

Imitating an engine, I growled, “Brummmm brum brum” at Tiberius. He shifted and maybe farted. It seemed the appropriate response so I nodded, picked him up, and grabbed the stroller on the way out the door.

I didn’t dare look towards Mindy’s place, because if I saw them out there, I’d want to go and say hello and maybe punch myself in the face a few thousand times. Instead, I loaded Tiberius in his stroller, checked his blanket again, and started walking. I made it three feet before I realized I forgot his diaper bag, and immediately turned around and hauled him back out to go inside and grab it.

Properly armed this time, we headed out again. The breeze kicked up and I almost turned around again, thinking it would be too cold for Tiberius. But it was a beautiful sixty degrees and the wind only lasted a few seconds. I looked down at my new BFF and said, “You get chilly, you tell me. Bump it.” I made a fist with his tiny fingers and pressed my own against it.

I walked away from Mindy’s, down towards the town’s main street. I wasn’t the only one with the idea of getting out that day. At a small city park, a few families were out and abut, some occupying concrete tables, others walking or playing with dogs. I eyed the dogs and realized I had nothing on me that I could use to defend Tiberius if they attacked him. Mind you, I don’t think the chubby twenty-pound mutt or the black Lab were going to be much of a threat to him, but you never know.

We made it another quarter of a mile before Tiberius started fussing. I walked back to the park, laid out his blanket on the grass, and changed him there. Twenty-year-old me probably would have done it as a means to make me look like a hot, caring dad. But in my late thirties, I just cared about getting my son’s behind clean as he thumped his chubby arms in a fit.

I had a panicky moment when I realized I hadn’t packed any dirty diaper sacks. They were still in the box on the table, ready to be tossed into his diaper bag when the weather improved. “Crap,” I muttered to myself, emptying the bag and trying to find anything I could use. I was starting to think I would have to pinch the diaper closed and walk home with it when a child said beside me, “Hey. My mom said you looked like you needed a bag.”

I turned and looked at a stub of a boy. His dark hair hung down to eyes that were already soulful even at maybe seven or eight, or somewhere in that indefinable age range. His slim, angular face was the mirror image of his mother’s. He even had her thick, inquisitive brows.

He was his mother’s miniature, and it stunned me into silence.

I looked beyond. One of the families at the tables was staring at me. Or rather, a mother and her four-or-five-year-old daughter in a pink coat were. The mom smiled tentatively, and waved.

My thoughts were lost in a labyrinth of pains I thought long healed. And the simple truth was too I felt lighter at seeing her. Maybe it wasn’t quite joy, but it approached that. My hand came up. Not a wave, just a gesture of greeting. Then I turned my attention on the boy.

“Thanks. I… uh… I did. And thank M… your mom for me too.”

“Okay,” the boy said. He leaned over Tiberius and grinned down at him. “Hey there! Hey! Don’t cry!” The boy turned and hurried away back towards Mindy and his sister. I stared after them for a long while, but Tiberius and his needs waited too, and I turned back to him to finish our gross business before heading home.

* * *

Mindy came to me that night, her children in tow. I wondered if she used them as a shield to stop my anger, but she didn’t have that kind of guile in her at twenty-two and I didn’t think she had it now.

Each of them carried something. The boy a gift basket that looked to be full of fruit, the girl a gift bag, and Mindy a casserole dish covered in tin foil.

“Hi, Gabriel,” Mindy said, and oh God, that voice, that sweet voice dulled my pain, made that lightness in me swell. My stupid heart was just as much a traitor as Ray and Harvey, but I wasn’t going to be suckered in twice in a lifetime.

“Hi,” I said, looking somewhere over her shoulder. I finally paid her kids some attention and tried to smile. It didn’t work out. “Hi there. Thanks again for the bag at the park.”

“Uh huh,” the boy said, looking between me and his mom.

“We got you some things,” Mindy said. “Gifts. To welcome you to…” She trailed off, obviously just as flustered as me.

“To the street,” the boy finished for her.

I just fed Tiberius and still held him and his bottle. That meant no hands with which to take everything. “Um. Come in. Or wait here if you want and I’ll… um… be two seconds.”

They followed me in. The girl seemed oblivious of any weirdness and looked all around, curious. The boy studied me, and Mindy stared at Tiberius. “It’s a cute house,” she said.

“Thanks. I didn’t know you were living on this street,” I said, ignoring the statement. “Ray and Harvey sprung this on me.”

She chuckled. “That sounds like them. Can the kids put those on the table?”

“Oh, yeah, sure.”

“Casserole in the kitchen? It’s chicken vegetable.”

One of my favorites, and a meal we had often as a young poor couple sharing an apartment.

“Yeah. Sounds good,” I said, clipping my words.

“We won’t keep you,” Mindy said. She looked nothing short of amazing. Some extra softness to her cheeks gave her a motherly glow. Everything else seemed to be nearly as tight as in her twenties, though I definitely wanted to investigate if her ass was curvier or if it was just my imagination.

No, I told my heart. We don’t make the same mistakes twice.

My heart, in turn, told me I was a lunatic and to take a look at her breasts under her sweater.

“What’s his name?” her daughter asked me.

“Oh. Um. Tiberius Clayton. What’s yours?”

“Autumn.”

“Put your bag on the table,” the boy said to her. She did and started pulling everything in it out.

“We got him toys!” Autumn said, holding up some baby keys and rattling them.

“Thank you. He’ll love those,” I said. To the boy I said, “What’s your name?”

“Sammy,” he said, and like a little man, he held out his hand to shake. Caught by surprise, I set the bottle down and shook. He might have been tiny but he tried to make his handshake firm. “You’re Gabriel, right?”

“Yes.”

“Mom said she knew you.”

“Yeah, that’s right. When we were young.”

“Grandma said Mom should tie a rope to you this time,” he said. “What does that mean?”

“Sammy!” Mindy said, coming to me. Her word held no heat and she reached out instinctually to rub Tiberius’s chin. He looked at her, his lips opening and closing as if he were talking to her. “Well. Um. We don’t want to keep you. I just… uh. You know. We’ll talk. Sometime.”

“Okay,” I said. She had the decency to look hurt by my dismissal. Good. I walked them to the door. “Thanks for the stuff.”

“Bye Gabriel!” Autumn chirped. “Bye bye, Tiberius!”

“Bye,” Sammy said.

Mindy smiled tightly at me. “I’ll get the door.”

“Sure,” I said.

She shut it behind them. I turned at stared at the fruit basket, then turned and looked at the door again. Half of me wanted to throw the basket, the toys, and the casserole into the garbage. The other half of me wanted to run out there, chase Mindy down, and confess that in my heart of hearts I still loved her as deeply as I ever did and beg her to come back to me.

Instead, I collapsed with Tiberius on the couch, and we slept a good long while.


The Good Year

Then

A few weeks after Mindy and I started sleeping together, Angela offhandedly mentioned an available apartment, though she knew what she was doing. There was no greater force in this universe so intent on seeing me get serious about a woman than her, and it was obvious she wanted us to move in together.

“I don’t know,” Mindy said on the ride back home from Ray’s. “It would be nice to have sex without the whole dorm hearing.”

“If someone didn’t scream like a banshee when she came, they wouldn’t,” I said.

She gasped and smacked me. “You stop! And besides, it’s not like you don’t think it’s hot.”

“That’s true,” I said agreeably. “Anyways, I’ve never lived with anyone before besides my brother.” I spent a month between my freshman and sophomore year living with my oldest brother Todd doing some trail-cutting up in the mountains for the Forest Service. It was good money and the work was amazing for my creativity. Living with Todd, though, that was pure misery. Why yes, Todd, I want to trample over a mountain of your damp clothes in the bathroom when I’m about to take a leak. Why yes, Todd, when you finish a box of cereal, the completely normal thing to do is put the empty box back into the pantry.

“Neither have I. You think… maybe it’s something you want to do?”

“The rent’s not bad,” I said cautiously. I did want that but I didn’t want to seem too eager.

“If we got part-time jobs…”

“Yeah,” I said. “This could be doable.”

We decided it couldn’t hurt to go look at the apartment. The current tenant, Jennifer, was a friend of Angela’s, which was how she knew it was coming up in the first place. We called Jennifer and she told us if we could excuse a mess, we were welcome to come take a look.

The building was an old converted four-story home with a basement. Each floor, excepting the first which belonged to the landlord, was remodeled to become an apartment, with stairs on the outside of the building leading to each floor. Jennifer lived at the top. Not ideal for hauling furniture up there, but it wasn’t something we thought about at the time.

When Jennifer opened up the door, she held a bowl of microwaved canned ravioli in one hand. The place reeked like weed and her one-hitter sat out on her glass coffee table. “Hey guys!” she said, and backed away as she dug into her food. “Come on in. Sorry, I was working all morning and I gotta run to class in five, so…” She spooned up another bite. Around it, she mumbled, “You know how it is.”

“We do,” I said, letting Mindy go in first. The living room was small and made even smaller by Jennifer’s three mismatched armchairs and a camp chair in a corner. She had a small, box-style TV with a combination DVD and VHS player on an octagonal end table, and a bookshelf proudly displayed a couple bongs and bowls.

“That’s different incense,” Mindy said, sniffing the air.

Jennifer laughed. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

“Um, honey, she was smoking.”

Mindy, looked at me, frowning, then got it. “Oh! Gosh. I must seem like a ditz.”

“She’s never tried it before,” I told Jennifer, gripping Mindy’s waist from behind and giving her a quick kiss on the shoulder.

“You want to?” Jennifer asked.

“No thank you,” Mindy said.

Jennifer eyed my girlfriend. I bet she was trying to figure out if Mindy was going to run to the cops or the landlord. More guardedly, she showed us the rest, including the surprisingly big bedroom and slim kitchen.

“The windows are tricky,” she said. “Some idiot tried to paint them and now they stick. And the heat is crazy expensive. You’re better off just buying a space heater anyways. You don’t need much. And keep a plunger near the kitchen sink. It backs up a ton.”

We left not long after. Mindy looked up at the place from the car, then at me, grinning. I would have said yes to anything when she smiled like that, and you bet your ass I said yes then.

* * *

I don’t think I’m speaking out of turn when I say the first years with Angela and Renata were the best of Ray and Harvey’s lives. It was the same with me. That initial year together was and is my happy place. I have written two albums inspired by that time, and one novel is not so secretly a fictionalization of it. To be young again with the knowledge we have now, right?

We made mistakes, the most grievous of which was a couch from a rent-to-own place that we couldn’t pay off for nearly a year. My parents, her parents, Harvey, and everyone on God’s green Earth told us we were dumbasses for that one but we needed a couch.

Idiotic me, I ordered the full cable package. Rent really wasn’t bad – this was back before these things felt like a gun pressed to the back of your head – and we (I) thought we could swing it. That didn’t last long, not when I came home one time to find Mindy looking at the bills, such a look of forlornness on her face that I quietly called and canceled the cable the next day.

But by and large, we were so happily in lust that we never really saw the problems as anything more than speed bumps. Not for a while, anyways. I taught Mindy everything I knew about sex, which was quite a bit. She had boundaries – monogamy, for starters. No threesomes or any swinging with her, and that was a firm rule, so if you’re expecting this to devolve into a threesome story like Ray’s, guess again. At the start, she was also tentative about blowjobs, something I got. She wasn’t the first girlfriend of mine who didn’t like a cock in her mouth and I was completely okay with that.

But one night, when I laid Mindy out on the bed after we showered and shaved her clean, she wanted to try doing the same to me. Seeing my nude, shaven penis somehow made it okay for her. If she could see I was clean and she wasn’t going to get any errant hairs in her mouth, suddenly it became, at least in her mind, like tasting any other part of my skin.

In the same way, coming in Mindy’s mouth was off the table until a friend convinced her to give it a go on New Year’s, to make it a special show for me. She tried it and I thought she would spit it out. Instead, Mindy hesitated with my come on her delicate tongue, then closed her eyes and swallowed it. She held the position for a minute then opened her eyes.

“That’s not as bad as I thought it would be,” she said. “I don’t mind that.”

“You know you don’t have to do anything for me you don’t want to,” I said, pulling her up to cuddle with me on our couch.

She nestled into my chest when I wrapped an arm around her. “Let me rephrase. If I’m giving you a blowjob from now on, you can come in my mouth. Or on my boobs. Or my face.”

I chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks.”

“I love you, Gabriel.”

We hadn’t spoken the word out loud to that point. I stared down at her, dumbstruck. She looked up and smiled tentatively.

“I l… I love you too,” I said, the first time I ever spoke the words to someone outside of my family.

* * *

I taught Mindy other things too. Corrupting her in little ways was kind of fun to me. She drank beer before but she never had much hard liquor, aside from a gin and tonic. I bartended on the weekends, and she liked to come down and listen to music. On slow nights, I’d serve her up a new cocktail, something she never tried before. We found out pretty early on she liked anything with juice, but had to watch it with vodka. Helping her giggly drunk butt up four flights of stairs is a good memory in retrospect, but not so much when you’re in the moment, trying to keep her from falling over the railing.

There came a point not long before Valentine’s Day when she wanted to try weed. I bought a baggie from a friend and we went to a head shop together to buy a glass bowl. That was the best part for Mindy, I think. She loved the designs and the creativity of the bongs, bowls, and one-hitters. No joke, we spent probably an hour in that store just browsing.

When we got home, I made a filter out of a toilet paper tube and dryer sheets. Mindy watched with interest as I showed her each simple step. When I was done with that, I brought out our new bowl, filled it, tamped it, and lit up. I took a deep drag, and as I exhaled, I explained to her in tight bursts how to do it the right way. She brought the bowl to her beautiful lips, and for the first time, I thought about what I was doing. I didn’t think Mindy was going to go out and become a crackhead or anything, but she was perfection in her sweet innocence. Was I taking this too far?

But then she was lighting up, not covering the hole right with her finger at first until I nudged it into position. Then she got it, and took a quick drag. She didn’t cough it up, but couldn’t hold it either. Instead, she puffed, exhaled, and looked at the bowl.

“That’s kind of gross,” she said, and I laughed. We smoked the rest of the bowl, me taking the lion’s share, Mindy only a few more puffs, and went inside. She heard smoking weed made making love amazing, so we stripped down in a hurry in the bedroom.

Weed makes me happy and a little… well… dopey. Shocker, I know. I guess I knew people who it affected negatively, but never to the extent of what it did to Mindy. I started making out with her and got as far as nuzzling her breasts when she asked, “I think I hear Melody. Do you hear her?”

That was our landlord. I smiled against Mindy’s breast. “No. That’s the weed talking.”

She pushed me away. “No, Gabriel. I mean, I really hear her. We gotta… we need to throw the rest of the weed away. Or hide it. Really well. Really, really, really well. Why aren’t you worried about this? We could be kicked out. And it would go on our records, the school would find out and I could lose my scholarship…”

Oh shit, she was full on tripping. I pulled back. “Hey. Hey. Cuddle me. It’s okay.”

“How can you think about sex right now?” she hissed.

Well, I could always think about sex, but I wasn’t at that moment. “I’m not. Here. Let me hold you. You’re having a bad trip right now, okay? It was pretty potent weed. You’re imagining things.”

“No, I’m not!”

She didn’t come down from that until I snatched up the bag of weed from the living room table and flushed it down the toilet. After that, I got her in the shower. She wrapped her arms around me under the flow of the water, shivering despite the hot water.

We never tried smoking together again, and I slowly dropped the habit altogether until we broke up. Even after that, it lost its luster to me, no matter if Ray calls me a hippy or not.

About that time I started doing cover songs and reading some poetry during open mic nights, which Mindy loved. Her friends or mine would come with her and she’d invariably try to find a seat in the front few rows, shouting my name when I came on stage or joining in with Ray for his usual light heckling, which he thought was funny and I thought was like rubbing my crack with poison ivy.

I loved having Mindy there even on an off night. It helped cure my jitters to have her to focus on. But I started to notice that her friends weren’t so keen on joining us then, or in our home. We only ever really interacted with them anymore on campus.

That troubled me.

* * *

I’m going to say a thing, and I don’t want it to come across as misogynistic, because I never expected it of Mindy. But the times when I came home to the smell of her cooking were the absolute best.

Well… okay, the times I came home to her nearly naked and ready to play were the best, but her cooking? A close second.

Bartending wasn’t my only job in college. Three days a week for four hours after class, I helped a florist make deliveries and clean. Apart from being just a hair above minimum wage, it was a decent enough job. I really liked my elderly boss and I think she liked having a bit of man candy around to impress her friends and customers, in about that order.

I came home from that job one night to Mindy in the kitchen, slathering barbeque sauce over one of my favorites, her meatloaf. Never have I ever tasted anything like it, and I’ve never been able to duplicate it, even if I have the recipe memorized. She did it with minced onions and crackers, and drizzled it in a sweet, cheap barbeque sauce before it went in the oven. Even now, retelling this, I’m drooling thinking about it.

Mindy herself was drool-worthy that night, in jean shorts and a peasant blouse longer on one side than the other. I came in behind her and kissed the side of her neck, the way she loved.

“Oh, George…” she said, then turned her head and looked mock-shocked. “You’re not George.”

I chuckled and kissed her neck again. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“Mm. We’re going to have plenty. Want to invite Ray and Angela or Harvey over?”

“Mm. You know, we have my friends over all the time. What about your friends?”

Mindy leaned back against me and I cinched my hands around her waist. Her ass rubbed me just right, and I hardened. “Your friends are my friends too. I love them. But you really wouldn’t mind having Hannah and Abby over?”

“No, of course not.” I slid my hands under her top and danced my fingers up to her breasts. “Call them up.”

Her cell phone sat on the counter next to the sink. She grabbed it as I cupped her breasts through her cotton bra. As she dialed, I started grinding against her ass, and she gave it right back to me.

“Hey Hannah!” she said when Best Friend #1 picked up. She listened. “Good! Hey, I’m making meatloaf and maybe… um… mac and cheese for dinner. I thought maybe you and Abby would want to come over?”

I slid one hand down to her shorts and unbuttoned them. The meatloaf would take a while. I was hungry now.

“Okay, sounds good. Maybe… an hour? Okay, cool! I… ahhhh…”

The “ahhhh” came about because of me. I tugged her panties and shorts down and knelt to flick my tongue against her pussy lips.

“Sorry, just… Gabriel goosed me. All right, see you then!” Mindy said, then dropped her phone beside the sink again. “Oh my gosh, you’re so b… oooh…”

I pulled back and patted her ass. “I’m so what now?”

“Bad,” Mindy said, twisting and looking down at me.

“Mm. An hour, huh? Bend over. Stick your ass out.”

She did, wiggling it. I repositioned myself and grasped her cheeks, pulling them apart before licking her pussy again. She moaned and pushed back to meet the quick slashes of my tongue. Fuck, I loved doing this to her, driving her wild. My own need faded to dull background noise compared to the delight of having her at my mercy.

“Gabriel,” Mindy breathed. She giggled. “Your nose, it’s against my…”

I chuckled. She said “pussy,” “cock,” and “dick” now, at least in bed, so hearing her be shy about saying “ass” or “asshole” was adorable. I kept my mouth right where it was and explored her gently with my fingers, sliding first just my middle finger into her, then another finger. She liked to build up slow like that at first, then I would play with her clit or her spot, alternating between the two and keeping her on the edge. Sometimes she’d come like that, but her best orgasms were when I finally played both of her delicate buttons at once.

I did that now, teasing her spot with my middle finger, then pumping three fingers into her again while I teased her clit with my other hand, rubbing hard little circles around it. “Do it, do the trick,” she begged me, and I lapped her folds one more time before I did just that. She jerked back and forth, losing her voice before wailing, “Ohhh! God!”

That was fast, even by Mindy’s responsive standards, and I still had so much time to play with her. I rose up and jerked my jeans down while she quickly threw the meatloaf in the oven and set a timer. When that was done, I hoisted her up and onto the counter, spreading her legs wide. She looked down at me, lips parted, and I lunged to kiss her, needing to feel her against me. We both went for my cock at the same time, and I let her have it, guiding me to her entrance.  By that point, she was on the pill, both of us having been tested, and I slid into her bare with a satisfied grunt.

She spread her thighs wide, her mouth opening and closing before she gasped, “Oh, that’s a good… good angle… ooooh…”

I bucked into Mindy hard, keeping my hands firmly on her ass so she didn’t whack her head on the cupboards. Staring into her lust-drenched eyes, I wanted to call her friends back and tell them I was going to need to keep Mindy to myself for a week, a month, a year. All I wanted then and forever was to be with her like that.

She kissed me, her hungry lips smacking against mine over and over again. “Oh, Gabriel, how do you do this to me so easily?” she asked.

“I could ask you the same thing.”

She smiled and started flexing her hips against my thrusts, a sure sign she was close again. I held her through it, kissing her lips, her cheek, her neck. It was the last that made her come again. I held on, gritting my teeth, and pulled out of her. I chased her to the bedroom so the kitchen didn’t smell like sex, and got my arms around her waist from behind again. We didn’t even make it to the bed, just inside the door.

I crossed and pinned Mindy’s arms behind her back and nudged her feet apart with my own. She looked back over her shoulder, the vision of lust, and I slid back into her as I bent her slightly. She bounced her ass back against me, desperate to make me come, and I was going to, I was going to flood that pussy with everything I had.

But not before I made her come a third time.

I could hold nothing back save that edge, my hips slapping against her ass as I thrust into Mindy with wild abandon, our need animalistic now. She made a string of soft keening noises, just as gone as I was, and she shivered with every thrust. I was close and so was she, her whole body rocking now to meet my cock and welcome it home.

She came with a howl that drew some hammering from downstairs. We barely paid attention. Her knees were too weak to support her so we crashed to the floor together on a pile of laundry. I pulled Mindy up onto her knees and thrust back into her. Less than a minute later, I growled her name.

“Mindy…”

“Come for me, baby, come for me, I love to feel it inside me,” she whimpered.

It was the naughtiest thing she ever said to me up to that point and I exploded inside her at the words, my vision dulling, my breath catching and releasing in one harsh gasp. My warmth filled her and poured out when I pulled away, drizzling across our dirty laundry. I looked down at it and started chuckling. She twisted to see what I was laughing at, then started too. She pushed me on my back, slid on top of me, and guided my slowly softening cock back into her while the getting was good.

Like that, she whispered against my cheek, “I’m so crazy about you.”

“Same here.”

We stayed like that, necking and recovering. Finally Mindy pushed away to shower. I cleaned until she was out, then we swapped. By the time I was dressed, she was digging some mac and cheese out of the cupboard. I stared at her butt in her shorts and thought again about canceling the whole dinner thing. But I wanted to do this for Mindy, encourage her to have her friends over and to visit with them in turn. So much lately seemed to revolve around my life, my friends.

Hannah and Abby came over a few minutes before the meatloaf was done. I greeted them at the door. Like Mindy when I first met her, they were deeply religious and super conservative. Mindy seemed to be veering away from that, but still attended church and a Bible study each week.

They greeted me cordially and rushed to the kitchen to hug Mindy. The kitchen table only sat two people so I pulled the chairs out to the living room. Mindy shooed them out to talk to me while she dished everything up. I sat down on one of the kitchen chairs and tried to give them my best smile. We made small talk, and I caught Abby sniffing the air indiscreetly. That made me feel something indefinable. Guilt, I guess, and a weariness that people assumed that was who I was. I did still smoke weed on occasion so I guess it was warranted, but never at home, usually just at a friend’s a few blocks away or on campus in the dorms.

I didn’t say anything, trying to keep the peace, and soon Mindy called me to the kitchen to help carry plates and glasses of lemonade. When we were all settled, I drove my fork into the meatloaf and brought the bite halfway to my lips before I saw Hannah take Abby’s hand and reach out for Mindy’s. Mindy gave me a quick glance, then took her friend’s hand. They said a quiet prayer, and I stayed silent, waiting until they were done.

I say none of that to sound contemptuous. None of this is about making fun of faith. I simply felt like a fish out of water.

When they were done, I gave them a polite smile and tucked in. So did Mindy and Hannah. Abby looked at me and asked, “Do you believe?”

I swallowed a too large chunk of meatloaf and nearly coughed. It felt like it was lodged in my throat. “Um,” I said, and took a big drink of lemonade. That helped. “Well. Uh. Not particularly. But I don’t disbelieve either.” Which was true. I just didn’t give religion or philosophy much thought, beside what I needed to translate to the page or to my lyrics.

Mindy said, “Gabriel’s going to be performing again Sunday night if you two are interested. He’s opening for a country singer they’re bringing in.”

“Oh!” Hannah said. “That’s cool. Who’s the singer?”

We talked some about that, and about Hannah graduating at the end of that summer. Mindy put on a TV show, a sitcom they all liked, and I took everybody’s dishes to wash up. When I came back out, I said, “There’s beer in the fridge or wine, if anybody wants.”

“We’re underage,” Hannah said.

“Oh. Uh. Sorry,” I said. Yup. This was going great.

They eventually left around eleven, and Mindy walked them down the stairs. I hung out near the door. They didn’t know I was still up there, or Abby didn’t care. It was clear by that point she really didn’t like me.

“He’s nice,” Hannah said.

“Isn’t he?” Mindy asked. “He’s the one that suggested you two come over for dinner tonight.”

“Probably wanted to get us all in bed together,” Abby said

“Abby,” Mindy said, sounding exasperated.

“We all know his reputation. Come on, Mindy. He doesn’t even go to church.”

“Okay, that’s my boyfriend,” Mindy said. “Stop. He’s a great guy. I love him a lot.”

“You know we mean well,” Hannah said. “See you Sunday.”

“See you!” Mindy said. I heard car doors shut, and Hannah backed out. Mindy started back up the steps, and sighed to herself. I slipped back inside, lost in thought. And like so many of my fellow male brethren, I thought like an idiot I needed to step in a solve a problem Mindy didn’t want me to address.


A Big Fuss

Now

The crying fits started about two weeks after Mindy came over with her kids. I still wasn’t sure how to deal with her, so I took the coward’s way out and didn’t. I left the casserole dish and a thank-you note on their front porch without knocking. Occasionally I saw her kids Autumn and Sammy, and once I saw an unfamiliar car stop at the curb, Mindy blowing a kiss to the guy inside.

Not my business if she had a boyfriend, I told myself. It didn’t stop me from wanting to go out there and hawk a loogie on the guy’s windshield.

But I had another distraction, a big one. As it turns out babies take a lot of work. I know, shocking news. Alert the press.

Good childcare was still my biggest concern and the roadblock to me getting back on my feet. Unfortunately, as great as my friends were, they couldn’t wave a magic wand and make that happen straight away. I had to wait like every other parent out there. Ray and Harvey both assured me that it was no problem helping me make my bills, but the lack of action frustrated me. I didn’t want to have to take charity from them. I put Tiberius’s name in to as many places as I could, but everyone told me the same thing over and over – six months at a bare minimum, and even that was a longshot.

I thought naively with the time at home I could get some writing done, and it’s sort of true I could. In the early weeks Tiberius slept a ton, so much so it worried me until I spoke to his doctor about it on a follow-up visit. He told me everything was comfortably well within a normal range, and that I was doing great. That made me feel marginally better, so I would try and write when Tiberius was sleeping.

Only here’s the thing. He might have been sleeping a ton, but I don’t mean he slept, say, eight hours in a row. I mean, he might sleep two hours, fuss, need to be fed or changed, then sleep three more, four on a good day. I was up constantly with him, both my sleeping and writing rhythms broken constantly. What I did write was mostly garbage, though I did start to sing Tiberius some stuff I worked on through Helen’s pregnancy and came up with a few more songs. I must have been really damn sleep deprived because I was even thinking about a kids’ album, something acoustic and soothing.

Reading to him became one of my greatest joys. I cycled through all the baby books Helen and I bought or received as gifts pretty fast, and became a frequent flyer at the library to pick up more. I discovered car rides soothed Tiberius, but he really loved being walked in his papoose, much as I hated them. I started off just wearing the thing around the house so I could hold him while I was doing other things. But one day, after a particularly sleepless night, I didn’t want to wake Tiberius up by shifting him to his stroller and wound up walking out to check my mail with him in it. A few neighbors saw me and I thought about hiding from humanity for the next thousand years, but one of them, a pretty middle-aged woman named Lisa, told me I was such a good dad and the praise stuck with me. I decided maybe the papooses didn’t suck after all.

To the point of the books, it was during a trip back from the library that Tiberius started one of his biggest crying jags to date. Full-blown tornado-warning wailing that so unnerved me I pulled into a parking lot, got out, and pulled him out of his car seat to bounce him in my arms. He wasn’t going to be soothed so easily, though, and cried all the way home and well beyond. It spooked me, but he wasn’t running a fever or didn’t seem to have diaper rash or anything. I chalked it up to the pains of being a growing child, but for the first time, I really wished I had Helen there to help me weather the storms.

When it happened again, I was out for a walk with Tiberius. It was another beautiful day, with clear blue skies that would turn into rainstorms but not anytime soon. We were finally dipping our toes into those woods, sticking to well-worn paths with him in his papoose and me saddled with a backpack full of his necessities. My favorite hat of his was a fisherman’s cap in green camo. It was utterly ridiculous and I liked the shade it gave him, so he had that on as we walked.

The woods were beautiful but I didn’t dare venture in too far for fear of tripping over an exposed rock or root or something. I was more comfortable at the fringe, so we walked an old hiking trail around the edge. We saw a few people and an army of squirrels and birds. When we started to lose sight of the houses, I turned around, no more inspired than when I set out, but eager to explore more of the woods another time.

A couple behind me called, “On your left.” I scooted right and they jogged by, a man with a balding head and a graying beard, and none other than Lisa, my attractive middle-aged neighbor. She did a double take at me and said sharply, “Honey. That’s our new neighbor.”

They stopped and trotted back, him with a smile. He was squat and sort of brutish, but when he smiled, it made him seem much milder. “Oh, the new man on the block. Lisa’s been ranting about you. Robin.”

I shook his outstretched hand. “Gabriel.”

“And who’s this little guy?” Robin said, making his voice the requisite playful octave reserved for children the world over.

“This would be Tiberius,” I said.

“A good name for our future emperor,” Robin said, leaning down and chucking Tiberius under the chin. Tiberius howled, and Robin stepped back hastily, raising his hands as though I might shoot him. “Oh man, oh jeez, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, shhhh, little one, shhhh.”

Lisa winced and smiled. “We’ll leave you be. So sorry.”

“Don’t worry, he’s been a little fussy lately,” I said. They apologized again and hurried away. I ran my hand through my hair, tried to bounce my son reassuringly, and started down the path again, my crying son in tow.

I saw Mindy outside with her daughter watering the flower beds by her porch, but I was too absorbed in Tiberius to really pay her any attention. I said hello when Autumn did, but all I could keep thinking to myself was that I was an idiot, that I dragged my son out just a couple days after he got over being sick. Oh God what if he had a cold or pneumonia?

It was everything I could do not to run.

* * *

The crying fits left me panicked. Sometimes I could calm Tiberius down easily, other times it seemed like he was never going to quit crying. That night was the worst of all of them. I called Elizabeth but she was on her way into work and promised to come by the next day. After I fed and changed Tiberius, I tried taking him for a drive, but that only aggravated things. I ran into the store with him for a baby thermometer, enduring the dead-eyed gaze of the clerk obviously annoyed by my screaming baby, but it wasn’t like I had a lot of choices. Of course Tiberius fell asleep on the way back home, which always seems to be the way of things with kids. They never act like angels when you need them to.

When I pulled into my driveway, there was an envelope taped to the inside of my screen door, placed cleverly so that anyone walking by wouldn’t see it. I plucked it off the door and headed inside to put Tiberius down for a much-needed nap. In the envelope was a brief note from Robin and Lisa written in careful, fine print apologizing again and asking if I’d like to do welcoming dinner downtown sometime with some of the locals, along with a phone number. I texted, not wanting to wake Tiberius up. My explanation for the text came with an apology and a “Love to.” We scheduled a time and a day. Hopefully Tiberius was feeling better by then.

With a bad feeling the storm wasn’t over for my boy, I crashed face-first into bed. Sleep found me fast, but it was uneasy, tense. I dreamed we were walking in the woods again and a big cat was stalking us. I couldn’t let it get my son, but when I went to grab a stick to fend it off, I patted my chest and discovered Tiberius was gone. I staggered through the woods looking for him until I heard him cry. The cat, I thought, the cat has him, but then I woke to a dark night, and realized the cry was all too real.

Nothing worked for long. Not driving him around, not cuddling, nothing. I called Ray for advice but he wasn’t picking up. I called Elizabeth again but as I expected it went straight to voicemail. My mom told me to give him a bath and that did seem to help but then the wailing started in full force again.

At about eight, I picked up my keys, muttering to myself, “Go to the emergency room, you idiot.” But he still wasn’t running a temperature, and apart from his crying, nothing seemed wrong on the outside. That left something internal, my brain tried to shout.

I stared at my keys, then at the door, then snatched them up. I walked out in time to see the mysterious car at Mindy’s again. She stood by the driver’s side, listening to something the driver said. She nodded, leaned in, and gave the guy a peck on the cheek before looking over at me and smiling tentatively.

I rushed over there as the car took off, Tiberius in my arms. He was sleeping now, but at any moment, I knew he would wake up and wail again. I was so tired. So tired. I never would have gone to her otherwise.

Mindy straightened as I approached, her hands knotting together in front of her lap. I croaked, “I need help.”

“Tiberius?”

“Yes. He’s been on these crying jags off and on for a week now. Just as I think he gets better, he goes off again. He doesn’t have a temperature but something’s wrong.”

“Okay,” Mindy said, her voice soothing. “Is he eating? Going to the bathroom?”

“Yeah. His pee seems normal, but there’s so much… um…”

“Poop? You can’t be shy about being gross when it comes to kids.” She took a breath. “It sounds like colic.”

My stomach dropped. “Is that bad? I had him out walking a couple times, I knew I should have kept him home, it was too soon.”

Mindy rubbed my arm. “It’s okay, Gabriel. It just means he’s extra fussy. Johann and I went through it with Sammy. Come in. I need to call my mom to watch the kids and I’ll take you to the emergency room just to make sure.”

“I didn’t mean…”

“If I was in your shoes, and I have been, it’s about the only way I’d calm down. Am I right?”

“You don’t need to leave your kids. I was thinking about going there anyways.”

“You’re in no shape to drive. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. Can Ray or Harvey drive you? Renata?”

“No, I tried calling them, but…”

“Okay. Then come inside.”

I did. Her house was a lot bigger than mine. Don’t get me wrong, it wasn’t a mansion, but it did have three bedrooms and a spacious living room. There were lots of family photos, including a smiling big man with a slick, professional haircut in most the pictures. There was some framed art on the wall too, doodles and nonsense scribblings that had to be the kids’ doing.

Sammy sat in a well-loved recliner, playing a console racing game. He looked up and paused the game.

“Hey again,” I said.

“Hello,” he said, quizzical but pleasant.

“Is your sister still in her room?” Mindy asked.

“Uh huh. What’s up?”

“I’m going to call Grandma and Grandpa and see if they can’t watch you two for a few hours. Little Tiberius isn’t feeling so good and Gabriel needs someone to drive them to the hospital.”

From a back room, I heard Autumn shout, “Ty is sick?” She sprinted out in colorful pajama bottoms and a sweater with a cartoon dog on it. “Oh no no no,” she wailed.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Mindy said soothingly. “He’s just a little fussy. Nothing big. We have to be calm to keep him quiet, okay?”

“Okay,” Autumn stage-whispered. She made a big show of tip-toeing over, and looked at Tiberius in my arms. Mindy held a finger to her lips and Autumn nodded solemnly. She stroked Tiberius’s head as Mindy picked up a phone and headed in the direction of the kitchen.

Sammy joined us too. He and Autumn stared down at my son. Tiberius’s eyes opened, and I thought for sure the crying would start again. Instead, he yawned, mushed his lips, and stretched his hands up towards the ceiling before settling back in again with an on-brand fart.

“Did he just…?” Sammy asked, waving a hand in front of his nose.

I grinned despite my nerves. “Yeah.”

Autumn giggled and clapped a hand over her mouth. They stood there the entire time, looking after my son, and I think that moment more than anything else that night pierced my nerves. Whatever frustration I might have with Mindy, her kids were all right.

Mindy came back out. “They’re on their way.”

Well, this wasn’t going to be at all awkward. While we waited, Mindy made the kids a frozen pizza and offered me a slice. I was in no mood to eat but sat with them, feeling a strange swirl of familiarity, loneliness, and distant amusement. Autumn led them in a quick, playful prayer, something I was grateful to see, not out of any particular faith of my own, but that Mindy still kept that part of her life. When I last knew her, I wasn’t so sure she would.

Sammy watched me and his mother curiously the entire meal. I had the feeling he was a sharp kid, and he was picking up on some unspoken signals even if he didn’t know what they were or meant. Mindy herself looked serene, but didn’t meet my gaze.

“You’ve got your homework done?” she asked Sammy.

“Uh huh,” he said around a bite of pepperoni pizza.

“If I looked at your English worksheet, you’d have it filled out?”

He swallowed and shifted in his chair. “Well… um. Mostly done.”

“Go get it. I want to see it finished before we go.”

“But Grandma and Grampa…”

“…will be here soon, so you’d better hurry.”

He grumbled and stepped away from the table like he was carrying the weight of the world. Mindy said to Autumn, “Finish your slice.”

“Can I have some ketchup?”

“For your pizza?” I asked.

“I like it,” Autumn protested.

“I happen to know Gabriel likes ranch dressing with his,” Mindy said. She made a gagging sound and Autumn giggled sweetly.

The girl got up and ran to the kitchen, then brought back a giant bulk-sized ketchup bottle. “Try it,” she said, holding the bottle out to me.

“Oh, um, honey, he said he wasn’t hungry.”

“I’ll do a bite,” I said, smiling for the little girl and wishing Paula and Mike would get there soon. I shifted Tiberius carefully to one arm and took up a thin slice of pepperoni. The ketchup bottle was so big Mindy had to pour it for the little girl, and Autumn slid her plate between the two of us. We dipped our pizza in together, and I took a bite.

“Like it?” Autumn asked.

“It’s… better than I expected,” I said. “Can’t beat ranch dressing on pizza. Does your mom still like green peppers and mushrooms on hers?”

“Uh huh,” Autumn said. “It’s gross!”

“I could not agree more,” I said.

Whatever good humor we had going on was dashed when Mindy said, “You and Sammy would get along great. The five-meat special from Calhoun’s is his favorite.”

Calhoun’s. Our favorite pizza place in college, one we could only rarely afford. “I haven’t been there in fifteen years,” I said.

I saw the hurt in her eyes. Good.

No. Did I really believe that? I didn’t want to hurt Mindy. Christ, I never did.

Sammy rejoined us, and Mindy said with renewed false cheer, “Did you know Gabriel was an English major?”

“How do you two know so much about each other?” Sammy asked, sidestepping Mindy’s question entirely. Yup. He was a smart one.

“We… went to college together,” I said.

“You know how Dad and I dated before we got married?” Mindy asked, reaching across and taking Sammy’s hand. He nodded tentatively, and she squeezed his small digits. “Well… Gabriel and I dated like that a long, long, long, long, loooooong time ago.”

Sammy let out a chuff of a laugh. “You were really good at English?”

“Pretty good,” I said.

“He’s written a few books,” Mindy said. “Start on your homework and I’ll show you.”

“Okay.”

Sammy bent over the worksheet. Mindy picked up the remains of the pizza and their plates. As she passed me, her fingernails trailed my back in an old familiar gesture I think shocked her as much as it did me. She yanked her hand away from me and hurried off, blushing hard. I wished that touch had lingered. I wished she never touched me at all. I was a mess.

Tiberius started wiggling again and letting the first signs of a good fuss happen, so I stepped away from the table too and into the living room. Autumn came and joined me, peering at my baby like there was something she could see wrong that the rest of us were missing.

“It’s okay, Ty. It’s okay,” she crooned.

Ty. I liked that.

Fuck. I was getting too close to them. Mindy was yanking on strings in my heart I thought I cut a long time ago. I had to leave. I had to go. Mindy came back through, holding a stack of my books. All of it. The fiction, the nonfiction, the poetry collections. Every bit of it. And it hurt so goddamn much to see how dog-eared and well-worn they were.

“Still dog-earing the corners,” I said, my voice throaty and dark.

She brought them into the kitchen and showed them off for Sammy. He asked a question I didn’t hear over Tiberius’s snuffling, but I heard her response. “Poetry, and true stories about other writers, and very grown-up novels about people falling in love.”

“Cool,” Sammy said.

Tiberius’s tears started in earnest, and I bounced him in my arms, trying to hold back an unexpected panic in me. Go, go, that voice inside told me. Run out of here before she hurts you again. She has a boyfriend, she dumped you and ran a thousand miles to get away from you, she’ll do it again, she’ll take your heart and hand it back to you pulped.

My free hand went for the doorknob. Mindy saw. She started towards me, her eyes stormy, hurt again, and I formed an apology but never spoke it. Someone pulled into the driveway.

Her parents, just in time to stop me from leaving. Was that good or bad?


Strain the Heart, Quiet the Soul

It was bizarre how little Mindy’s parents aged. If you lined my parents up with any picture of them from eighteen years before, you’d think you were looking at my grandparents and my parents. But apart from some extra pounds, some laugh lines, and shades of hair a few notches off what I remembered, they were so very much the same.

I never expected to get along with Mr. and Mrs. Cayo. Ruiz and Paula were as conservative as their daughter, at least on paper. At first, I think they saw my long hair and heard about my English degree and thought that I wasn’t going to be good enough for their daughter. Our first dinner as a group wasn’t exactly icy, but their walls were definitely up. However, they took a chance on another day together. Along with Mindy’s older brother Steven, home on leave from the Navy, we did some hiking and cooked some hot dogs around a campfire. Something changed. I don’t know what exactly or why, but Ruiz and Paula saw how Mindy and I moved together, and it was like something clicked between all of us. They seemed looser, less stiff, and that in turn loosened me up. It took time for the walls to come down altogether, but that was a pretty good start.

Now, Paula came through Mindy’s front door with a hand against her mouth and tears in her eyes. “Gabriel,” she said, all choked up.

“Mrs. Cayo,” I said, and despite my crying son and the urge to run as far and as fast as I could, I embraced her. I don’t think there’s a human alive that could deny Paula Cayo a hug. She is two hundred pounds of permed hair, pantsuits, and overly Botoxed lips – not to mention one of the funniest mixes of sugary sweet and no-nonsense in the world. I gave her a kiss on the cheek and she stepped away, giving her husband room to step inside and clasp my shoulder.

“It’s good to see you again,” Ruiz said to me. He was a hefty man but a lot of his thickness came from working in a warehouse most his life. His hair went gray at an early age but he made the most of it with a dark dye job up top and a stylish splash of gray at the temples. Like me, he used to sport a goatee, but now was clean-shaven.

“You too.”

“We heard you moved in down the street. Couldn’t be happier about seeing you two together again.”

“Oh,” I started.

“Ah,” Mindy said.

“And you have a baby,” Paula interjected. “Oh, sweet child, don’t cry, don’t cry.”

“That’s why we need to cut and run,” Mindy said. “I’m sorry. We’ll all get caught up later. Um. If Gabriel is up for that.”

Ooh, intentional or not, that was a snare I couldn’t avoid. I smiled tightly. “Of course I’d like to.”

Paula clapped her hands once in front of her lips and gestured at the door. Ruiz said, “Take all the time you two need.”

“Um. We won’t… I just… need to take him…” I said lamely.

Mindy took over graciously and said to her children, “Come give me a hug goodbye, guys.”

Autumn came to us and hugged her mom, accepting a kiss on the top of her head with total apathy. She looked at Tiberius and said, “Be okay, Ty!”

“I’m sure he will be,” I said, bouncing my little fusser. Already his latest storm was passing. I was grateful for that, but still sick with worry.

Sammy was slower coming out. He hugged his mom too. He studied me again, and I couldn’t help feel like I was being peeled apart. I don’t know if he liked what he saw or not, but I had a feeling he was leaning toward the “or not.”

“Good to see you again, Sammy,” I said, shifting on my feet.

“Uh huh,” he said. To his grandfather, he said, “Can we go get ice cream?”

Mindy rested a hand on his shoulder. “We have ice cream here.”

“But…”

“Out the door,” Paula said to us. “We’ve got them.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Mindy grabbed her purse and her keys, and we left the negotiations for better ice cream than dreaded store-bought behind. Tiberius was asleep again, nestled in my arms. Mindy watched me hold him.

“I’m sorry about Sammy. He was very attached to Johann.”

“What happened between the two of you?”

“I’ll tell you if you tell me about… Helen, right?”

“Harvey told you about her?”

“Yes, but at the time you two were still together. I really didn’t have anything to do with him bringing you here, by the way. I didn’t know anyone better at handyman work and I needed to replace my front steps. Mr. and Mrs. Colson, the people who own your house, were looking for someone to do some work for them and I recommended him. That’s all I knew.”

“Are you upset?” I asked, perhaps a bit too much bite to my voice.

“Are you?” Mindy asked. No bite to her tone. God, she always made it so hard to get mad.

I couldn’t look at her. Instead, I dug out my keys and handed them to her after I unlocked the doors. “Helen and I… I don’t know. I did love her, in a way. Or maybe I loved that she was going to be the mother of my kid. It was an accident, as you can probably guess. We were only dating a few weeks, a condom broke, you know the rest. We decided to stay together, see how it went, and I really liked it at first. It was… good to be with someone like that again. I hadn’t been since you.”

Mindy clicked her tongue, but said nothing.

“But it got worse as time went on. She got jealous of how close I was to Ray, Harvey, and Renata. Have you had a chance to get to know her?”

“Yes! Oh my gosh, she’s lovely.”

“Inside and out.”

I loaded Tiberius into his car seat and kissed his cheek. He noshed his mouth but didn’t wake. Mindy watched me from the other side, silent until we got in.

“I was so sorry to hear about Angela,” she said as she started up the SUV. “She was everything I hoped to be as a mom.”

“The best,” I said.

“I wanted to fly back for the funeral, but I didn’t want to cause any more drama.”

“For that, I think you would have been okay. Anyways, Helen. She got jealous but I wasn’t going to sacrifice my friendships for us. I thought she learned to be okay with that, but just before she gave birth, she told me she was leaving us.”

“Oh my gosh… Gabriel…”

“It’s all right. She knew when to throw the punch, that was for sure. I wasn’t ready to be alone in a lot of ways. Couldn’t afford my old place, I don’t have steady work, and the books and music don’t bring in a lot of money. So Ray, Harvey, Ren, and one of Ray’s new girls are helping me.”

Mindy stopped adjusting the mirrors long enough to stare at me. “Wait. One of Ray’s new girls?”

I chuckled. “He, ah, kinda fell hard for Jamie’s college roommate at the same time as he started dating a surgeon. Elizabeth, that’s the surgeon, she wanted Ray to play the field since she works a lot. She knew he liked Phoebe a bunch and encouraged him to pursue something with her. The three of them have been shacked up ever since.”

“Jamie’s roommate?”

“Yup. She’s twenty, but it’s still pretty crazy.”

Mindy giggled. “Oh wow. Sweet Ray. Who’d have thought?”

“No one! But they’re super happy together. Jamie was pissed for a while but now everything’s good again.”

Mindy reversed carefully out onto the street. “So they helped you move here?”

“Yeah. Harvey and Ray told me I had to live here six months before I knew you were on the block. Besides that, I’m going to be working at Ray’s dealership as soon as I can find decent childcare. Don’t suppose you know anybody, do you?”

“I might,” she said. “Namely, me, at least for the moment. I’ve got job interviews all over, but until I land something, I could babysit if you need me to. Which I guess brings us to Johann.”

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“Like you’re not curious.”

“I am,” I admitted.

Mindy smiled, but it was tight-lipped. “Like you said about Helen, everything was amazing at first. I really loved him. He was charming and career-minded and all the things I needed at the time. Stability, you know? I was working tech support, but the company was on the verge of outsourcing everyone. All my coworkers were smart and got out early. I stuck around because I was a manager and I felt like I had to go down with the ship, I guess. Johann and I met through mutual friends, and we dated for six or so months before the company let me go. I was upset, and thinking about a career change when Johann told me if we got married, he could support us both and I could be a stay-at-home mom, which was what I wanted to do at the time.”

“At the time?” I asked.

“I miss working. Not that I don’t love being with the kids, but I wanted the stupid little things. Bad coffee and old donuts in the break room. Office gossip. My own paycheck.”

“I get that.”

“Johann’s supporting us but I don’t want that. I mean, I do, but I want to support myself and the kids too. I don’t know, it’s all very confusing.”

“You want him to show his support, but you don’t want to need it.”

“Exactly,” she said.

“That’s understandable. So you were happy, living the dream. What happened?”

“We got married and I went off the pill. Sammy came along, and for a while we thought that would be it. We kept trying but it didn’t seem to take. Autumn was a surprise, the best kind. I wanted to try for more but I think Johann was already creeping towards the door.”

“Why?”

Mindy took a deep breath. “He thought I was cheating on him. It’s more complicated than that, but that’s the gist of it.”

She didn’t elaborate, and I didn’t think I should pry, much as I might want to. “Did he hurt you?”

“Emotionally, I mean, of course. We were so close, and then he pulled away from all of us. It would be one thing if it was just me, but he was Sammy’s idol. Autumn, he was always cooler towards. He didn’t like how creative she was, how flighty. Sammy is so much his son, all dark and serious and intelligent.”

“Oh, that’s why he was grilling me.”

“Probably, yeah. Sammy knows things can’t work with his dad, but it doesn’t stop him from holding everyone up against him.”

“Makes sense. He wants to protect you.”

“Mm hm. So we divorced and I got the kids. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but all I could think about was home. Family… and friends.”

“And you coming to see me at that bar, that was what?”

She tensed. “I don’t know, Gabriel. I thought… maybe I’d make amends? Maybe I just wanted to see you. Can we not fight tonight? Please?”

We rode in silence the rest of the way. The hospital was a huge sprawl of a thing, always hungrily devouring more land around it to introduce new wings and clinics. The emergency room was located in the heart, and was blessedly dead at that hour, with only about four groups of people sitting around waiting. I brought Tiberius to the receptionist, and like my boy knew our time there would be considerably shortened by the amount of noise he made, he unleashed hell upon that poor woman.

We sat together on the closest pair of seats to the emergency room doors. Mindy reached out to try to soothe him. Tiberius ignored her until she offered him her finger. He looked at what he was wrapping his hand around and quieted some.

“Can I hold him?” Mindy asked.

“Um. Sure. Just, uh, gotta put your hand here, and… I guess you’ve done this before.”

“A few times,” she said, smiling.

Goddamn it, why did I feel the urge to tell her I was sorry? She was the one who broke my heart. She was the one to come to my gig, leaving me a confused, irritable mess. And it was Ray and Harvey’s fault that I was here to begin with, locked in a never-ending circle with the woman I couldn’t escape.

And why did Mindy have to look so damn right with Tiberius in her arms, holding him carefully but wrapping him in such obvious warmth? Like… like she belonged in our life all over again?

“Mr. and Mrs. Sloan?” a nurse asked. “Come on back.”

“We’re not together,” I said. I stood and took my son back, hating myself all the more for the pain Mindy tried to hide.

* * *

Tiberius fussed some when we were taken back into one of the bays, but quieted by the time the doctor arrived. She saw the worry in my eyes and gave Tiberius a complete exam. I feared strep or pneumonia but she assured me that wasn’t the case. Mindy was right. This was colic.

I asked if I was wrong in taking him for walks outside when the weather turned, confessing my fear that I had been the cause of all this, but she assured me walks were healthy for him, and nighttime air, when it was a little cooler than the day, was possibly going to help with the colic. I thought about that and realized she was right, that our outings at night were more calming to him than during the day.

She did want me to follow up with my pediatrician as soon as I could, as she thought there might be signs Tiberius was lactose intolerant, which would possibly explain all the messes he was making.

“I hope I haven’t wasted your time,” I told the doctor. She smiled and stroked Tiberius’s cheek.

“It’s never a waste to make sure our children are doing the best they can.”

When we left the hospital and headed home, I rubbed my eyes and said, “I’m all over the place tonight.”

“You’re worried about him. I get it.”

“I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Much as I might want to. You were… great tonight. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” We drove on another few blocks. “Have I hurt you so badly that we can’t be friends at least?”

“I don’t know. I’m so confused seeing you again.”

“Same.”

“No. It’s not the same and you know it.”

“I’m sorry.”

I knew she was. That was the kicker. Like I’ve said, there was no guile to Mindy. But I couldn’t help my pain and my anger.

“The best thing in my life, apart from him, walks out on me the day after I…” I shook my head, unable to put voice to the words. “And then you… you… you show back up in my life for what? To what? Make amends? Live a happy life together?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Y-yes. Maybe. I don’t know. Why are you being so cruel?”

“You left me!” I said, and in the back, Tiberius began to cry again. “And now you’re back and trying to… to… to shove yourself into my life again.”

“You came to me tonight. Remember?”

She had a point and I knew it. I ran a hand through my hair. “And what about your boyfriend? Huh?”

“My boyfriend?” she asked, incredulous.

“The guy in the Lexus?”

“The guy…” she started.

“Are you really going to play dumb?”

Tiberius really started to wail and we both looked back. Under her breath, Mindy hissed, “You are being such an asshole. And you can forget about me taking care of your baby.”

“Good.”

“Good!” We drove on a half a block before she added, “Unless there’s an emergency.”

Damn it, she was so good at disarming me. “Thanks,” I mumbled.

“Don’t mention it,” she snapped.

We seethed at each other the rest of the ride home. When she pulled into my driveway and got out, I shot out of the SUV. She came around and poked my chest with three fingers.

“I fell in love with you, Gabriel. With you. Not the man you were before we dated and not the person you thought I needed or wanted, and not this bitter, horrible jerk. With you. The real you. I am done apologizing for that.”

“Good!” I said. She started away, and I turned for the SUV. I grabbed the back handle, yanked, and got nothing for my trouble. I spun just as she whipped around. “I need my keys.”

“Take your stupid keys!”

“How are my keys stupid?” I bellowed.

“Because they belong to you!”

“That doesn’t make any sense!”

“I don’t care!” she shouted right back, and threw the keys at me. Then, quieter, “I’m glad he’s okay.”

All the anger deflated in me. “Yeah. Me too. Uh. Thanks. If I didn’t mention that.”

“I’m still mad at you.”

“I’m still mad at you too.”

Mindy rushed towards me and I came to her, my arms wrapping around her back, squeezing her ass as I crushed her to me and kissed her as hard and fervently as I wanted all good and goddamn night. Her hands came to my chest and she shoved me back towards the SUV. I watched, smiling, as she spun around and marched to her house, not looking back. I waved to her parents, who watched all this from her front porch. They waved back, and I turned to pull my son from the SUV.


The Dumbest Man in the World

Then

Sometimes we do dumb things for the right reasons. Sometimes we do dumb things knowing they’re dumb things for the right reasons and watch ourselves slowly fall down that endless hill, tumbling and tumbling until we finally, inevitably hit the rocks at the bottom.

I was a fool who had never really been in love before. I didn’t just tumble down that hill. I threw myself down it, thinking it was a great idea.

* * *

Mindy nestled against me in bed one hot summer night. We had two fans going, one at an open window in the living room pointed inwards, the other in our bedroom, sweeping across the both of us. It still wasn’t enough to cool the place down, but I liked the fine glimmer of sweat on her body as we made love, her on top, me with my hands roaming from her ass to her breasts.

“Mm,” she said, a little out of breath. “That was something.”

It was. It really was. Gone was the shy conservative girl and in her place was a woman fucking me like a porn star, rocking her hips gently at first until we built to a fiery rhythm that saw her bouncing so hard on my hips I thought we might break our new bed.

Don’t get me wrong. Mindy was hot as hell in her wildness. But a question burned in my head for months since that dinner with her church-going friends. Was I responsible for this new Mindy? Had I corrupted her? If I was a better person, would I help her find her old self again?

“Hey,” I said hesitantly. “Are you going to church tomorrow?”

“Mm hm,” she said, nestling in tighter. “Why?”

“Ahhh, nothing,” I said.

“What? Come on, now you have to tell me. Did you want to road trip somewhere? Pike Bridge, maybe?”

We had been talking about that for a while. Both of us liked the small town on the other side of the mountains and we were thinking about going there for lunch one day. But that wasn’t what I had in mind at that moment.

“I was thinking… uh… maybe I’d go to church with you?”

She pulled back, smiling quizzically. “Sure. You know you’re always welcome. But why?”

“I don’t know, I just thought… maybe I’d give it a shot.”

“Church. Just… give it a shot.”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because you don’t believe, honey.”

“It seems like… like maybe we’re always doing the things I want to do, or hanging out with my friends, or focusing on my life.”

“I like your friends. I like your life.”

“I know, I know,” I said. “But I want to do some things you love too.”

“Okay, well… sure. Hey, good food afterward, at the very least.”

I chuckled. “See? It’ll be something I love too.”

* * *

I didn’t.

My twenties might have taken a different turn if I genuinely did like Mindy’s church. I tried to pretend I did, and that’s maybe the most damning and potent sentence of this entire book. I didn’t have to. I never did. And I didn’t really know that until I was picking up the pieces of my life after graduation.

I tried to become someone I wasn’t.

It was a nice church, all things considered, with pews softened by thin padding and a killer sound system I would have loved for my own performances at the bars and college nights. The first few times I went, I followed the lead of Mindy and her friends, standing and sitting when they did, and bowing my head at what seemed like the appropriate times. It was nondenominational so I was able to keep up pretty easily. The songs were easier for me, though I felt like an impostor that early on and only moved my lips.

The place was geared towards a younger crowd, with a lot of its membership coming from the local colleges and people in their twenties. Hannah and Abby were both regulars and always sat with us, Hannah with a warm smile for me, Abby usually with a sort of analytical coolness. She knew a fake when she saw one. Can’t fault her for that.

The pastor was maybe thirty-ish, with a younger wife and two children they loved to tote out when they sang hymns or when he preached about family. His services were on the short side, often upbeat, and usually capped with lunch at one of the many buffets around New Bainbridge. He approached me during lunch after that first time with Mindy and introduced himself and his wife. I stood up and shook their hands, apologizing for not coming before that day. I don’t know why, but I felt ashamed of that, like me not being there made me a bad boyfriend in their eyes. I promised I’d try to be more of a regular and that got a quizzical smile from him and an assurance I was always welcome.

That afternoon, back home, Mindy and I were watching a movie on DVD when she finally paused it and looked at me with real concern in her eyes.

“Did I upset you?”

“What? No. Why?” I asked, genuinely confused.

“Did I make you feel like you had to come to church sometime?”

“No, of course not.”

“Was it Abby? Did she say something? I know she can be kind of a bitch.”

“No, hey, stop. I just thought… you know, it’s your thing, and you’re into my things, and I could be there for you more. If that’s something you want.”

“Okay. But you know I don’t expect you to go, right? You looked kind of uncomfortable and I don’t want you to be.”

I kissed the side of her head. “I know. But I want to go.”

The issue didn’t come up again for a while. I kept attending her church and staying low-key. In the meantime, I started trying to clean up my act. Weed was already axed, but slowly I cut down on my time at the bars when I wasn’t working and took Mindy out to things were more her interest – romantic movies, drives up to the mountains, some concerts I wouldn’t have been caught dead at a year before.

My tastes began to change, and some of them admittedly for the better. I ditched most of my cheesy 2000s try-hard studio rock for more of Mindy’s favored music. This is the one part I don’t regret, because she had killer taste in bluegrass and soulful downtempo singers in general. Apart from the woman herself, her music influenced me the most over the decade to come.

But… yeah. I leaned too hard into it. I still mostly listened to music on CDs at that point, though I was transitioning more and more into digital, and tossed all my music into those zip-up cases you used to see all the time. They wound up in my trunk, not to be dug out again until well after the breakup, at which point I played them only as an act of rebellion, not because I was actually still interested in Verdania’s shitty try-hard rock bullshit.

I also shut away my hardcore action movies and raunchy comedies that I knew Mindy didn’t like. By that point, she was side-eyeing me in a worried way that I should have paid attention to sooner. When the second Tommy Flechette revenge thriller came out, we saw the ad and she jabbed her finger at the screen.

“We are so going to watch that.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think it looks kind of same old same old. You know how it goes just from the trailer.”

She studied me. “I don’t know what’s going on with you. You love that first movie.”

“I did, but people’s tastes change, I guess.”

“It seems like more and more your tastes are my tastes. I don’t know why. I love you for you, Gabriel.”

“I know,” I said. “Look, I’m just… I don’t know.”

“Talk to me.”

“I worry sometimes that I’m dragging you away from the person you were. That I’m a bad influence.”

Mindy rubbed my groin through my jeans. “Yeah, you are.”

“I’m serious,” I said.

“Okay.” She moved her hand back to her lap. “You think I’m what, turning into a bad person?”

“No. That’s not it at all. I… maybe. I don’t know.”

“Oh. I see. Do you not like who I am?”

“I love who you are. Come on, Mindy, you know what I mean.”

“I like your friends, Gabriel. I like our life. I don’t want you to change for me. I like us being us.”

“And I like going to church with you. And… all of it.”

Mindy didn’t say much more after that. It was the closest thing we came to a fight in the entirety of our relationship, save the day we broke up I think that was the point of no return for us. I created a self-fulfilling prophecy by changing who I was because I feared Mindy leaving me when she realized she wasn’t happy with who I was.

Why didn’t I listen?  What the fuck is it about my ego that I thought I knew what she wanted even when she was flat-out telling me it wasn’t? God, to be young again knowing what I know now. Me and everyone else on Earth, right?

* * *

My heart tried to tell my head everything was fine, great, this was still the most amazing relationship in the world, we were going to grow old together, we were going to have a thousand kids, we were always going to be happy. All lies, and my head knew it, but I couldn’t consciously acknowledge it. Even in the worst of our troubles, Mindy was the best thing that ever happened to me until Tiberius came along.

Graduation loomed. We were both going to finish in the spring. It was already going to be a special week, and I thought I knew how to cap it off. A couple days after graduation, Mindy and I were finally going to take that trip to Pike Bridge. I reserved a hotel room overlooking the river and the mountains, and I planned on proposing. I was so happy about the idea of our forever that I ignored the present. Maybe that was unintentional. Maybe that was deliberate. I was a man suffering from a fever of denial.

I worked extra hours at the bar to pay for a ring, but that wasn’t all. I had an idea for a song, one I’d play for her when I proposed. Yeah. I was going full-on dork for this. It was called Midnight of Choices, and it is, to this day, the best thing I’ve ever written because it was the only time I allowed myself to see the faults in our relationship, to mold them into something more beautiful, haunting, and full of desire all at once. It is a song about youthful hopes and fears and the pressure of what comes next when we should be enjoying the now. My subconscious wrote that song and poured it out onto the page.

I itched to tell Ray and Harvey my plans, but I wanted to keep it a total surprise. I wanted that happy moment of Mindy and I driving to their places and announcing things. And maybe too there was a tiny voice in the back of my head whispering, “What if she says no? Do you want to face their disappointment?”

No. She was going to say yes. I knew it.

Only, she didn’t.

Graduation came fast, especially as buried as we were under our respective senior theses. We both came down to the wire on our respective projects, and all of a sudden, in just the last week of school, we were done. Finals weren’t exactly a piece of cake, but comparatively speaking, they were almost an afterthought.

Graduation itself saw Mindy and I walking across the stage on a beautiful day with just enough of a breeze to keep things cool. The elation of that moment, of transitioning from the last vestiges of education into actual careers, was exhilarating. In two weeks, she was scheduled to start doing technical support. In the fall, I’d start teaching.

We were going to be real, card-carrying, honest-to-God adults.

She never went to that job. By that time, she was halfway across the country.

We celebrated after graduation at her parents’ place, along with my family and all our friends. I got a little drunk and nearly spilled the beans a half dozen times to Ray, Angela, and Harvey. Angie knew I was going to buy a ring at some point because I asked her casually her opinion on gaudy versus simplistic, with her landing somewhere squarely in between. The way she eyed me that night, I think she thought I was going to ask Mindy any moment.

We headed home, and a couple days later, I loaded up our luggage in the back of Mindy’s car. The ring was stowed away in my backpack, ready to be pulled at just the right opportunity. I thought I’d propose on the trails, or maybe at dinner, or if there was a gorgeous turn-off, or… something. Somewhere.

The wrongness of the day oozed into my soul but I tried to deny it. Mindy knew too. I can see that now. She kept side-eyeing me, looking worried at times, and ready to cry at others. In my manic state, I didn’t pay it any mind. We settled into the road trip, and for a while, things were great. Pike Bridge is an amazing little town, a holiday tourist trap much like Maddy Springs I love immensely, even after what happened there. Nestled between the mountains and the Pike River, it lost its big industry and shifted hard into tourism, with several big local festivals around fall, Christmas, and Easter. Nowadays there’s a big holiday shop there as well, one I try to take Jamie to every Halloween. Ray’s daughter loves the holiday nearly as much as I do.

The mountains too are something else. They’re pretty heavily populated these days, though it’s still so wooded you would never know it. The caps can be covered by snow well into July some years and once or twice into August. Back then, the mountains were still relatively untouched by man, save for a few tiny towns between New Bainbridge and Pike Bridge. We made the town our first stop, dropping off our luggage in our hotel room before driving back to go hiking.

At one scenic outlook, we stopped and Mindy pulled a bottle of cheap wine from her backpack. “No more tests, no more homework, no more school,” she said, and drank deep.

“Just the rest of our lives,” I said. She handed the bottle over to me and I finished off most of what was left.

When I gave her it back, she said my name softly, and came to me to kiss me. There were tears in her eyes, and I knew. I finally allowed myself to realize that everything I feared would happen was going to.

* * *

We made love that night.

For once, we did it with the lights off. Every moment of that bout of lovemaking is ingrained in my mind. Tracing her body with my hands, every inch of her, from her hair to her face and all the way down to her ankles and her toes. My fingers and my tongue brought her to two climaxes, soft crests that left her breathy and desperate for me. She held me as I entered her, the light from the parking lot reflecting off her tears.

We rolled together, Mindy on top. Her breath hitched, and she kept whispering my name. “Gabriel… oh Gabriel…”

I fought to stretch the moment out because I was selfish. I wanted forever. I got that night. It ended, and I didn’t sleep a minute. Neither did she.

I’m sorry, Mindy.

I proposed when she walked out of the shower the next morning.

We drove back home no longer a couple.


A Reunion

Now

I wasn’t expecting the turnout to be more than Robin, Lisa, and a couple other neighbors, but when I walked into the bar and grill for my welcome-to-the-neighborhood dinner, my new friends had three tables lined up end to end, half-packed with people I recognized from up and down the street and around the community.

“No little one today?” Lisa asked after making introductions.

“He’s still fussy, so I have friends watching him. But at least I have a diagnosis. Just colic.” The friends were Harvey and Renata, who couldn’t get enough time with the little guy and wouldn’t take any payment save that I bring something good to eat for one of their monthly dinners the following week.

“Aw, poor little guy. My youngest went through that. It ends, whether you want to believe it or not.”

I chuckled politely at that. I heard the same thing from a half dozen other parents at that point.

Mindy seemed to be a no-show. I didn’t know whether I was grateful or irritated by that. The way we ended things after she took us to the hospital left me happily confused. Were we together again? No, not until I knew she dumped her guy. But that kiss… holy shit, that kiss. It was like our bodies had never been apart. And we had problems we needed to discuss finally, even if it was fifteen years too late. Not a week of my life went by when I didn’t think of that silent car ride home, of packing my things, and worst of all, a fight with Ray and Angela that night.

I didn’t tell them it was Mindy that dumped me. They had other ideas based on who I was and the womanizer I used to be. Who could blame them? Angela shouted at me for what felt like hours. Ray told me I fucked up the best thing in my life. I let them heap it on but when Ray accused me of cheating on Mindy I nearly lost it. He could have kicked my ass from here to Mississippi and back, but I got in his face and told him he was a real fucking prick of a friend. Harvey was pissed too, a low simmer that somehow felt even more threatening than Ray’s. In all our years as friends, that was our lowest point, apart from Angela’s sickness and passing. Nothing could ever break our bond, not even the breakup, but it sure came close to buckling.

In the present, Lisa and Robin put me at a place of honor at the middle of the tables. The appraising looks of several of the women at the table boosted my ego, and when I mentioned I was a writer, poet, and musician, all the chairs seemed to draw a little closer. Robin and a couple guys at the table gave me shit for making their wives drool. I promised them not to take advantage, and Robin made the requisite “take her!” joke.

Appetizers of the usual bar and grill fare started hitting the table and I was just reaching for an onion ring when Mindy walked in accompanied by her parents, her kids, and the guy I saw occasionally at her place. My hand wavered somewhere over the onion ring basket, and Robin chuckled.

“Yup, that’s about the reaction all us guys had to her the first time.”

“Robin!” Lisa said. To me, she said, “That’s-”

“Mindy. We know each other,” I said faintly, not sure if I wanted to leap over the table and punch the guy she was with or storm out of the bar. She was really showing him off? Here? Now?

He was bearded and handsome, with dark eyes crinkled with good humor. And… familiar. Wait. Why familiar?

Oh… oh fuck me.

“I’m an idiot,” I muttered as I stood up.

Mindy saw my expression and pushed the man towards me, the same one who I only met a couple times, first when we started dating and then again around Christmas that same year. “Gabriel! You wanted to meet the guy who’s been spending so much time with me lately, didn’t you?”

“Urgh. Your…”

“You remember Steven, don’t you? My brother?” she asked, nearly shouting the word brother as Steven cracked a huge grin.

The whole table was watching us like we were playing a football game, me against the New Bainbridge Cayos. “Good, ah, good to see you again, Steven,” I said. “Finish up with the military?”

“Going on four years now,” he said, holding out one massive hand to shake. His grip was not gentle. Very much the opposite, in fact. “And you’re back in my sister’s life.”

“I… suppose I am?”

He drew me closer. “It wasn’t a question, blondie.” He squeezed my hand even harder, if that was possible, and only then let me go.

I stuttered out a laugh and turned to Ruiz and Paula. “Um. Good to, ah, see you again. As always.”

Paula clicked her tongue. “Oh, no. You thought she’d cheat? After what she went through with her husband and you?”

“What?” I asked.

“Mom!” Mindy said, aghast. “Never mind, Gabriel.”

“Your husband and you? What does that mean?”

Paula looked at her daughter. “Tell him, honey. You’ve been waiting so long to see him again. You have to tell him.”

“Tell me what?” I asked dumbly. Jesus, it was quiet. Everyone in the bar was watching us like we were a soap opera.

“Mom!”

“If you won’t tell him, I will,” Paula said. “She-”

“Nope. I’ll tell him.” Mindy grabbed my arm and tugged me towards the door. “I’m sorry,” she called over her shoulder. “I’ll have him back soon.”

She wouldn’t.

Mindy wouldn’t answer my question until we were out of earshot of everyone, and since half the bar drained out to listen to us talk, that wasn’t until we were in her car and driving away.

“My sister’s watching the kids,” she said to me.

“Harvey has mine. What happened? What was your mom talking about?”

“I’m not sure you deserve the truth, you jerk.”

“I was an asshole,” I said.

“What time?” she asked.

“Ha ha. Tell me what happened with you and your husband.”

She shivered. “The reason Johann and I broke up… he was right. I was sort of cheating, I guess. In my head, at least. I wasn’t… I wasn’t ever really happy with him. I loved him, but he… he… Johann wasn’t…” She took a second to compose herself. “He came home from work early one day. I was on my laptop. I was… I was looking at pictures of you. And crying.”

Jesus. I was stunned into silence.

Mindy looked at me. “Say something. Please.”

“My place,” I growled.

She drove there as fast as she could. Thankfully, it wasn’t far.

* * *

My heart and mind might still be reeling from the rights and lefts Mindy just delivered, but my body knew what the hell it wanted and it wanted Mindy right then. We barely got through the door before I was on her from behind, pulling the hem of her top up and out of her jeans and over her head. I tossed the fabric aside and shamelessly cupped and squeezed her breasts in her silky bra, groaning against her neck with need the likes I hadn’t felt since our last time together. She thrust back against me and pulled her hair to the side, baring her neck for me to kiss the way I used to.

All our old favorites, like we never missed a step.

I kissed my way up and down her warm skin as I turned with her, pushing her towards the closed door. She braced herself against her crossed arms as I fumbled with the button on her jeans and tugged them down too. I couldn’t wait long enough for her to kick off her shoes and finish taking them off. I yanked down her panties and reached a hand down to cup her sex.

She threw me a look over her shoulder of smoldering need as I ground my palm against her clit and fingered her full lips, not quite sliding into her, but getting her ready for me. Wetness greeted me in no time and I brought my fingers to her lips so she could taste herself, a move I’d never done to her before but now I was going to live out every fantasy I wanted. Mindy sucked them down greedily, moaning around them.

“Are you on the pill?” I asked, going for my own jeans and dropping them to my knees.

“No.”

“Fuck it,” I said. Her giggle turned to a gasp as I shoved inside her for the first time in so very long. We both moaned, and my hands shot right back for her tits as I backed up slow and thrust back in hard as I could. Jesus, I needed her like I’ve never needed anyone else. Every woman since her was pleasurable in some way, but not a single one of them compared to Mindy. Not even close.

“Oh… fuck!” she gasped as I speared into her. How had I ever thought that word tumbling from her mouth was somehow a corruption? She was still my Mindy. Still the sweet, kind soul and the woman who liked to let loose.

“Goddamn, Mindy,” I moaned as she thrust hard back against me, her ass slapping against my thighs.

“Uh… huh…” she agreed fervently. To what, I wasn’t sure, but we were wild for each other, taking for our pleasure. There was no more thought about the past or the future, not right then.

The view was spectacular. Her ass rippled against me every time I pushed deep. With her arms crossed against the door, she looked back at me frequently, her dark eyes pleading with me for everything I could give her. I had to see her beautiful face when she came, and thankfully, that wasn’t long once I reached down and stroked her clit. She jolted up onto her toes, even more responsive and panting. With my other hand I undid her bra and threw it behind me somewhere so I could cup her bobbing breast. I stroked her nipple like I was doing her clit, and like it used to, it got her off so damn fast.

“Gabe-riel…” My name was faint on her lips, pierced in the middle by a sharp gasp. She went stiff and cried out, wordless this time and piercing, and I held her there as I kissed her bare shoulder, feeling her tremors slowly calm. I pulled out of her with a grunt of my own and she spun to face me. She dropped to her knees and sucked me right there, knees on the entryway’s hardwood floor.

“Fuck me,” I moaned as she engulfed me deeper than she could when we were dating. Seemed Mindy picked up a trick or two, I was delighted to find out.

She pulled back and lashed my base with her tongue. It felt nothing short of incredible but it was her dark eyes staring up at me, so serious, so needy that really set me off like a rocket. Mindy was mine again, and my God, she was even more beautiful now than in our twenties.

“You’re more beautiful now than you were then,” I said.

Her eyes softened and she pulled away to say against my tip, “I missed you. I’ve missed you so long.”

“No one ever had me the way you did.”

She nodded, tearing up a little. “Same.”

“Come on. I want to make love to you.”

She accepted my hand and rose up. I took her through the small house into my bedroom. She eyed Tiberius’s crib adjoining my bed and smiled to herself. “A dad,” she murmured.

“A mom,” I said, and kissed her again.

Mindy coiled herself around me the way she used to love to do, her legs entwined with mine, her hands laced around my back and moving often to my neck or my hair. I held her in my arms and rocked into her, taking my time about it. I knew our children waited but this woman deserved the attention, deserved to be apologized to in the oldest of human ways. I poured myself into that bout together, molded to her as she molded to me. She came in a string of slow-rolling orgasms that had her closing her eyes, mouth wide open, incapable of speech. I spilled into her and stayed just like that, softening inside her as I kissed her again and again and again.

Like a teenager, I stirred quickly, and this time she took the lead, rolling me onto my back and bobbing on me with slow, assured strokes of her hips. I cupped her breasts, leaned up to take the nipples in my mouth, squeezed her ass, played with her clit.

We didn’t finish until well after nightfall, both of us terrifically sore and wildly sated. I guided Mindy into the shower, watched her clean up, and then swapped her spots as she in turn watched me. We might have gone for a third time if her phone didn’t ring.

“My kids,” she said with a faint smile.

“Tell me we’re doing this again,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound too desperate.

“Are you going to be a jerk?”

“Are you going to break up with me again?”

“Ugh,” Mindy said, and stormed out of there to grab her clothes. I went to her, still nude, and took her in my arms. She didn’t want to look at me, so I gripped her chin with three fingers and leaned down to kiss her. Her hands rose, faltered, then went to my chest, rubbing it. “Jerk,” she muttered.

“Mm hm.”

This time, Mindy chased my lips. “I want an us again,” she said.

“Me too.”

“But we have to sit down and figure this out. My kids, yours, our lives.”

“Okay. What are you doing next weekend?”

“I have the kids with me but we don’t have anything going on. Why?”

“Harvey does these monthly dinners now with Renata. Come with me. Bring the kids.”

“They wouldn’t throw me out?” she asked.

“No.”

“I’d like that.”


Truths and Plans

Happily ever after isn’t so easy when there are kids involved. I won Mindy back and I was elated. But that was only half the battle. I still had to win over Sammy and Autumn.

I took Tiberius for a morning walk and for once I didn’t shy away from heading towards Mindy’s. From inside, I heard the sound of a kids’ movie, and when I knocked on the door, Sammy answered with Autumn peeking around his back.

“Is Ty okay?” she asked, already looking terrified at the answer I might give.

I chuckled. “Doing a little better, yes. The doctors say he just likes to cry a whole bunch.”

“Good!”

“Mom!” Sammy shouted into the house. “It’s Gabriel.”

He gave me a customarily shrewd look as I stood there on the porch. Autumn stepped out and stroked Tiberius’s back. A minute later, Mindy emerged in sweats and a loose top, pulling her hair back in a simple ponytail. Even without makeup and obviously just getting going for the day, she was still the most beautiful thing to me in the world and I straightened subconsciously.

“Gabriel, hey,” she said. “Come in. Guys, it’s okay to let Gabriel in. He and I… you’re going to see a lot of him.”

“Are you my mom’s boyfriend?” Sammy asked, almost accusatory.

“Um.” Mindy was no help on that account, grinning over the top of her protective son’s head. “Yes. I guess… I am.”

He shot back inside. Mindy lost her smile and turned. “Sammy…” she said reproachfully, but all we saw was his backside as he disappeared down the hallway. A door slammed, and she turned back to me.

“I’m sorry. It’s going to take time.”

“Why is Sammy mad?” Autumn asked.

Mindy picked her daughter up and headed for a chair on her front porch. I joined her, but didn’t sit, instead leaning against the balustrade. “Because,” Mindy said, plopping down, “he’s worried Gabriel is going to try to take your dad’s spot.”

“Oh,” Autumn said, trying to process that.

“I was going to see if you all wanted to maybe go for a walk or something,” I said.

“Mm. It’s chaos this morning. We’re just getting up and going, except for this little monkey who can’t sleep past six.” Mindy pecked her daughter’s head with a rain of kisses, making Autumn giggle. “Up for some breakfast, maybe?”

“Breakfast would be great. Let me run and get his bag and we’ll be back in a few.”

“Perfect. Take your time. I need coffee before I do anything human.”

I left them there and hurried back to my house. When I came back, I wasn’t sure if I should go right in or not, so I split the difference, knocked, and entered. Autumn stood in front of the TV, watching a robot whirl about. From down the hallway I heard a blast of water that sounded like a tub running. Mindy poked her head out from the kitchen and smiled.

“Good. You let yourself in.”

“Is that all right?”

She thought about that. “That knocking and entering, I think it’s going to work okay for the short-term. Eventually I want you to feel comfortable walking in, but for them, it’s going to take time. Sorry about that.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s going to be new for all of us, I guess.”

“Sammy’s probably not going to join us for breakfast. He could take an hour in there. French toast sound good?”

“Still make it with powdered sugar?”

“You know it,” she said.

“Then hell yes,” I said. “Um. Heck yes.”

She laughed. “I still slip up. I’m not sure I ever got the hang of it.”

While Mindy cooked, I prepared Tiberius’s formula. Autumn wandered in and wanted to help, so while I held Tiberius, she fed him. He did well that morning, staying calm and sleepy, and napped in my arms by the time the food hit the table. Autumn wanted to try feeding him some of her food, something her mom put a quick kibosh on.

We ate around the kitchen table, the weirdness of the moment hanging over us. Autumn ate like a bird, taking a few bites of her French toast and then running to finish her movie. Mindy reached out and took my hand.

“This is beyond weird, right?” she asked.

“Yeah. I was thinking the same thing too. Not in a bad way, I hope?”

“No. I love it.”

“Me too.”

“Sammy will come around. But it might take time. I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but until they get comfortable with this, sleeping over might not be an option.”

I squeezed her hand. “I get it. They have to be our priority.”

“Yes, thank you. That’s putting it perfectly. This might have to be a slow burn.”

I nodded in the direction of my house. “I’m locked into my place for another five months, at least. It’d be nice to dip into things slow. But Mindy, that part of me that wanted to marry you, that’s still there.”

“Good,” she murmured. She leaned forward and even more quietly added, “Because if you’re going to finish inside me like yesterday, I sure hope we’re talking long term.”

“I can get condoms.”

“Oh no. No no no. Let’s be honest right from the start. I want this to work this time.”

“Me too. So… I’ll start. I want kids with you.”

“And I want you to propose again someday.”

“And this time, I’ll listen and not try to… to mold you.”

“And I’ll bonk you on the head if you do.”

I laughed. “So… us?”

“Us.”

* * *

A few days later, we met up at the park after Mindy picked up Sammy from school. He still didn’t say much to me, but at least he hung in there. I had to give him credit for that. Being in his shoes would be rough. Mindy was right. It was going to take a long while to establish a normal with him.

I brought along my guitar and strummed it idly, making up a silly rhyming song for Tiberius as he gurgled and waved his arms around. He still went through his crying fits, but that day he was quiet, watching me as I babbled nonsense words at him.

“Have you written any new songs lately?” Mindy asked me when I gave my fingers a break.

“Kind of, yeah. I’ve got a project going. It’s dorky.”

“What are you working on?” she said, starting to lay out Tupperware full of fried chicken, coleslaw, and fruit from a box on the table.

“Pulling some ideas together for a kids’ acoustic album.”

Her eyes lit up. “No!”

“I told you it was dorky.”

“That’s fantastic! Play us something.”

“I’m not really done with any of the songs yet.”

“Then give us a taste.”

I swiped my hair away from my face and adjusted my guitar. I launched into my most complete song, a fun, playful thing about wanting a fence so we could have a dog. And if we had a dog, we’d need a cat, and a mouse, and a chicken, and a horse. It was really silly barnyard stuff, but Autumn grinned throughout the entirety of it so I figured it might have some legs. I listed all the animals I wrote so far and ended it with a flourish.

To my right, Sammy said, “It needs a giraffe.”

“And a monkey!” Autumn said.

I set down the guitar and dug out my phone to tap out their notes. “Giraffe and a monkey. Hm. I like it.”

“More!” Mindy said. “Encore, encore.”

“What does that mean?” Sammy asked, grinning now too.

“It means more music,” Mindy told him. “That you don’t want the show to end.”

So I played them more. The rest of the songs were snippets, really, but they liked what they heard. I played more music for them, mostly what covers of kid friendly songs I could remember, since my own stuff was geared towards adults. Then I just played, my words gone as I watched them. Sammy and Autumn sat on the grass to listen while Mindy bounced Tiberius next to me, the food all but forgotten about until I needed a break. To this day, I think they were my favorite audience of all time.

Afterwards, as the kids ran around the playground equipment and Mindy and I were picking at the food, I got a call. Yet another daycare center told me I was going to have to wait a hell of a long time to get Tiberius in there. I hung up and told Mindy what was going on.

“I know I said I’d be able to take care of him,” she said. “But I have a follow-up with a tech support company next week.”

“No, hey, it was sweet of you to offer. You’re dating a bum, though. I have no idea when I’ll be able to work full time again.”

“No. Not a bum. A dad who was put into a bad situation without hardly any warning. You’re doing the best you can.”

“Thanks. I feel bad taking from Ray, Harvey, and Renata. But the truth is, I like being able to be with Ty. Ah, Autumn’s got me calling him that now. Anyways, it’s a weird dichotomy.”

“I think it’s great. You get to be with him growing up. I was lucky I got to have that with mine. Maybe I could talk to my parents, see if they’ll…” She got a funny look in her eyes, then glanced at me.

“What?”

“If I got the job,” she said carefully, “how bruised would your ego be if I suggested you could be a stay-at-home dad?”

I blinked. “You’re serious.”

“It’s kind of the best of both worlds. Autumn’s going to need someone to pick her up from kindergarten this fall. I’d feel a lot better about Sammy riding with you than on the bus. And you could stay with Tiberius until you found good daycare without having to rush into anything. It wouldn’t be forever, just… maybe a year or two?”

“I could get some writing done…” I said, mulling it over.

“I don’t want to suggest it if it’s not something you’d be interested in. I know we’re moving fast, but there’s history.”

“I don’t make much off the writing. A little more off the music, but only when I’m playing gigs,” I said. “I wouldn’t be able to contribute much.”

“Hon, not having to worry about the kids is contributing a hell of a lot.”

“Huh,” I said. “A stay-at-home dad. I don’t hate that idea.”

* * *

The day of Harvey and Renata’s monthly dinner, Mindy looked grim, even as we were preparing apple stuffing balls, an old favorite of ours from her church potluck days.

“They’re going to hate me,” she said.

“You’ve seen Harvey already,” I said. “Did he seem like he hated you?”

“No, but…”

“And Ray’s too soft to hate anyone.”

“But…”

“Renata, Phoebe, and Elizabeth, they might hate you for walking in there and stealing their thunder.”

She glanced at me. “Stealing their thunder?”

I slid behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist. “Your sexy thunder, hot momma.” Remembering the kids, I gave her a quick peck and moved on.

Even my best efforts couldn’t calm her nerves. There was nothing for that but to get through it.

Harvey and Renata’s place hopped that day. Everyone made it, even Elizabeth, who I understood had been working a grueling amount lately, even by her standards. We arrived literally seconds after Jamie and Perrin. They waited for us on the curb and hurried to the SUV.

“Who’s that?” Autumn asked.

“That’s Jamie and Perrin,” I said. “Jamie is my best friend’s daughter. Well, one of my best friends.”

“She’s kind of like your cousin,” Mindy said. “But not really related.”

We got out. “Mindy?” Jamie asked. “It’s so good to finally meet you! I mean, as an adult, you know? I’ve heard so many stories from Dad and Uncle Harvey.”

“Little Jamie,” Mindy said. “Oh my gosh. I’ve… I’ve wanted to see you a-again for a l-long…”

She lost it then, crying hard. Jamie came to her, wrapping her up tight. Sammy, startled by his mom’s response, went instinctually to stand beside her. Autumn too, after a moment, staring up at all of us, more than a little bewildered. I rested a hand on her shoulder and smiled down at her, trying to reassure her.

“This is Perrin,” I said. “Jamie’s very good friend. Perrin, this short one with the pigtails is Sammy…”

“I’m Autumn!” Autumn said, wiggling in place.

“And this tall, handsome one is Autumn.”

“That’s Sammy!” Autumn said gleefully.

“Ah, it’s easy to get them confused,” I said.

Perrin grinned and knelt. He said, “Can I give you a hug or a handshake? If not, that’s okay!”

Autumn stepped forward and hugged him. Sammy shook his hand the same way he did with me when we first met, firm, the little man of the house. I loved Autumn and Sammy both already, and I guess I first realized it in that moment.

“Want to help me haul in Ty’s bag?” I whispered to Autumn as Jamie introduced Perrin to Mindy.

“Okay,” she said.

“Can I help too?” Sammy asked.

That took me by surprise and I grinned at him. “Sure. Can you grab the food?”

“Okay.”

He did, and led the way up to the house. Harvey opened the door as we approached. “Sammy! Did they make you cook all day?”

“Uh huh!” Sammy said.

“Oh man, that sounds like Gabriel. Let me take that from you so you can go in and rest those tired dogs.”

“Tired dogs?” Sammy asked, grinning.

“Your feet! A man works all day cooking like that, his feet gotta hurt.”

That made Autumn giggle again. Harvey took the food from Sammy and gave Mindy a kiss on the cheek.

“I’m glad you came,” he said, finally sobering up.

“Thank you for inviting me. I know it must be… weird.”

“Oh hey, no, not at all. You’re family. You, your kids, you’re always welcome here. You know that.”

“I wasn’t sure…” Mindy said, trailing off.

“Be sure. Come in, grab something to drink, something to eat. Food’s out back. Well, most of it. The lasagna needs a few more minutes. Still your favorite?”

Mindy nodded and threw her arms around him again. “Thank you,” she finally gasped after a long moment.

“Hey, you’re welcome,” Harvey said, mystified. “Come on out back. Say hi to everyone.”

We stepped out into the backyard. Phoebe, Elizabeth, Renata, and Ray all rose, and Ray, the big softie, rushed forward, grabbing Mindy up in a ferocious hug. He was well over a foot and a half taller than her and practically made her disappear inside his wrought-iron arms. The man cried. I mean, cried. He was boo-hooing like Tiberius on a bad afternoon. And yeah, okay, maybe my throat was a little tight too, but… uh… allergies.

Yeah.

I made quiet introductions of the kids to Phoebe and Elizabeth. Renata met them before and hugged them tight. Ray still had hold of Mindy and wasn’t about to let her go.

“We missed you so much,” he said.

“I’m so sorry about Angela. So sorry.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Ray said. “She’s… she’d be so glad to see you.”

“I’m surprised you are,” Mindy said. “I thought… I thought you and Harvey would hate me, the way things ended.”

“What?” Ray asked, pulling away.

“Hey, guys,” I said to the kids. “You want some food? Harvey’s the best cook and…”

“Gabe, it’s okay,” Mindy said. To Ray, she said, “The way it ended? Me? Breaking up with Gabriel?”

Oh shit. There it was. The truth I tried to protect for so long the lie was ingrained into me.

Harvey and Ray stared at Mindy, then like Cerberus, both their heads twisted towards me at the same time. “Wait,” Harvey said.

“You… broke up… with him?” Ray asked.

Mindy stared at me too. “You didn’t tell them?”

“Oh my God,” Ray said.

“It was my fault,” I said softly. “Ray, you and Angela were always right about that.”

“No,” Mindy whispered.

“They thought I… I cheated on you. It doesn’t matter.”

“I… I… I blew up at you…” Ray said. “I said… I said all that horrible sh…” He threw the kids a quick look. “…stuff about you.”

“I deserved it,” I said. “Mindy wasn’t happy. She tried to tell me that, often. And I wasn’t ready to hear it.” She came to me, and I wrapped an arm around her, aware Sammy was watching me. For once, his eyes didn’t seem judgmental, just confused, trying to process things he wouldn’t understand for years and years. “I had to grow up to know that she needed me. Not the person I was before we met or the guy I wanted to be for her. Me. The best version of me. The one that I am with her. I’m never going to put my ego in front of her again.”

“Cheers to that,” Elizabeth said.


Midnight of Choices

Six months, and it was finally time to come home.

Home to my fiancée.

It was a big night, and my proposal or the final hours before I officially moved in weren’t the only reasons. It was the first time I played the album of kids’ songs in public, to a library full of three-to-eight-year-olds in tiny plastic chairs who seemed to like the songs okay. I sold more CDs than I ever had with any of my previous gigs, so I took that as a good sign.

I was scheduled to play six songs, eight if the librarian and my listeners wanted more. In between the third and fourth song, I started strumming Midnight of Choices, without the lyrics to spare the kids the teen angst. Mindy was seated at the periphery, and I walked to her, still playing the song, silent, looking her in the eyes. Her hand fell to her pregnant belly, and she started crying, nodding before I even stopped playing and asked the question.

I recruited Sammy for the job of holding onto the ring, and he did so magnificently, bringing it to me and patting my shoulder before standing beside his mom, so very serious as always. Autumn watched all this, confused and hiding behind her mom.

I knelt to open a ring box for the second time in my life to the same woman. And this time, Mindy said yes to the delight of the adults in the crowd.

After the gig, we stuck around for a while selling CDs and talking to the kids and their parents. Mindy glowed the whole time, her hand never straying far from mine. Sammy got me alone at one point and asked if he did all right. I told him he did perfect.

We drove to Harvey and Renata’s afterwards and picked up a snoozing Tiberius. He was mostly over the worst of his colic, thank God, and finally settling into something of a sleep pattern. Of course, he was young, and that meant I was a walking zombie in need of sleep around him, but he was growing up.

Helen sent on money sometimes, and toys, but forever in my heart, Mindy was Ty’s mother. She loved him as fiercely as her own children, and I loved hers just as much. I watch over them, and she takes care of us. And always in the wings, Ray, Harvey, and their loves are there for us if we need them. I don’t deserve this kind of contentment, but I’m so grateful for my second chance and the friends I call family.

We drove home. The kids were exhausted and asleep by that point. Mindy went to wake Sammy, but I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. She smiled faintly as I freed his seatbelt and hoisted him out. Sammy probably would have balked at me carrying him inside if he was awake. Or… maybe not. I thought I caught the gleam of his eyes against the porch light, but I said nothing.

Inside, I nestled him into his bed and pulled the covers up over him. I leaned down to kiss his forehead. “Love you bud,” I murmured, and went to do the same to Autumn. Mindy had her in one arm and Tiberius in the other. I took Autumn from her and repeated the ritual I just performed with Sammy. Autumn was a little more with it and gave me a hug before she nestled into her pillows, her knees curling up instinctually.

And then it was Ty’s turn. We both kissed his head, and laid him in his crib. He waggled his arms, yawned, and settled back, his face scrunched up in the finest picture of good sleep.

Mindy wrapped an arm around my waist. We finally made our way back to the living room and sat on the couch together. She held out her hand and looked at the ring. I reached out and took her chin with two fingers to turn her face towards mine. We kissed, and slowly she turned and straddled me, her lips coming back to mine.

I pressed my hand to her stomach, to the life growing inside her. Her fingers fanned over mine, her kisses growing needier. I tugged her dress up over her hips, keeping it on her so if one of the kids stepped out, we could tug it back down into place. She pushed off me just far enough that I could unzip my pants and slide them down.

Mindy eased down on me with a soft, pleased sigh. “Engaged,” she whispered.

“Thank you for giving me a second chance,” I breathed into her ear.

We rocked together, knowing we didn’t have much time. Sooner or later, my kid was going to cry, or hers were going to need a drink of water, or something. But there was magic to that night, and we stole our moment of passion, Mindy pressing her lips to my neck as she crested, me trying not to make a noise when I finished inside her.

I held her after, thinking not for once about who we were, but who we were about to become. Husband and wife. Parents.

Together.

Again.

* * * * *

Thanks for reading! Join Ray, Harvey, and Gabriel one last time in Renew, available now!
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