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REX was alone in the empty bar, sweeping the floor after closing, when he heard a rap on the door. Shaking his head, he stepped over to peer through the glass and inform whomever it was that the bar was closed for the night.


“Sorry, closed!” he shouted, pointing to his watch.


He recognized the kid on the other side of the glass. His heart skipped a beat, in fact, because the young blond was the very same customer who’d caught his eye earlier in the night. He had bright blue eyes and a gorgeous smile. It was just too bad Rex had promised himself not to get involved with another guy like that.


The kid was saying something, still trying to get Rex’s attention. He used a hand signal, holding his thumb and pinky finger up to the side of his head like a telephone. Rex unbolted the door and opened it. The kid froze and then smiled broadly.


“Oh man, I’m so sorry!” he gushed. “My phone—I think I might have left it here earlier.”


Rex nodded knowingly. “Yup,” he said. “I put it behind the bar. Figured someone would be back for it but didn’t think it’d be at three in the morning.”


The kid heaved a sigh of relief. “Man, I’m so sorry. I got almost home and realized I didn’t have my phone. I came back hoping I could catch you.”


Rex pulled the door open wider and stepped aside, inviting the kid in. “No problem,” he said. “Let me grab it.”


Instead of stepping behind the bar to retrieve the phone as he’d planned, Rex just stood there, feeling a bit as if he had lead in his boots. It was almost a feeling of déjà vu as he stared into those bright blue eyes. They were like the ocean, and as Rex looked into them, they seemed to grow wider. The kid’s grin broadened.


“Thanks,” he offered sincerely. “Hey. Um, are you all right?”


Rex shook it off, smiling a bit to himself, and quickly looked away. He crossed the room and stepped behind the bar, retrieving the phone he had earlier placed on the back counter. “Yeah,” he acknowledged. “Guess it’d be a shame to lose one of these high-tech phones. Expensive, huh?”


The kid shrugged. “Nowadays they come pretty cheap. They’re part of the package deal when you sign a contract, but ya know, it’s like my whole life is in that phone. Crazy how we’ve become so dependent on technology. Seems we’re always texting and emailing and connected with one another 24/7, and when I’m without my phone, well… um, it’s like I feel naked or something.”


The young man stopped talking abruptly, apparently aware all of a sudden that he was rambling. It was almost as if he were nervous or something. Oddly, Rex was feeling some anxiety himself. Butterflies. It was one of those moments when there did not seem to be anything appropriate to say. No matter what came out of his mouth, he’d sound stupid. He simply nodded.


As he stepped back over to the kid, extending his arm to hand him the phone, Rex noticed the redness in the young man’s cheeks. He was flushed, embarrassed perhaps. “I guess I just kind of get slaphappy this time of night. I don’t seem to know when to shut up.”


“You’re all right,” Rex said, smiling. As he placed the phone in the kid’s outstretched hand, his fingertips brushed against the kid’s palm. “This is the first time I’ve seen you in here,” Rex said. “And I wouldn’t want you feeling naked on your first visit.”


The redness in those cheeks intensified as the blond laughed. “Oh man,” he said. He turned away, burying his face briefly in the palm of his hand, stifling yet another burst of laughter. “I could say something… but I won’t.”


“Well, how ’bout you tell me your name anyway?” Rex suggested.


“Josh,” the kid said, quickly stepping forward and extending his hand. “Sorry. Guess I forget my manners sometimes, and I already know who you are. Rex, right?”


“Do I really have that much of a reputation?” Rex asked, smiling in spite of himself.


“Oh, nah. It’s just, well, when I was in here earlier, I asked someone about you. One of the other guys. He told me your name. Said you owned this place.”


“Yeah, guess everyone knows me here.” Rex was a bit flattered to realize the kid had noticed him and had even gone so far as to ask about him. “This bar’s been in my family for years. Been running it myself for the past six years, after my daddy passed.”


“Oh,” Josh said. “I’m sorry.”


“Life goes on.” Rex shrugged.


“Well, you don’t look old enough. I mean, not old enough to have been doing this for six years.”


“Twenty-eight,” Rex confessed. “And thanks.”


There was so much more that could have been said in that moment. Logically it would seem that Josh would offer some details about himself. Perhaps divulge his age, or maybe explain how he’d managed to make his way into this country bar in the middle of the week. It would have made perfect sense for him to start rambling again. Words seemed to just naturally fall from his lips.


Josh didn’t say anything, though, and neither did Rex. They just stood there, staring at one another. Rex took him in, every inch of the clean-cut young man. He was preppy and casual, wearing khakis and a polo shirt. The shirt was tight-fitting, stretching snugly across his defined pecs. Honestly, Josh didn’t seem to be the type of guy you’d find hanging out in a laid-back country tavern.


Rex was aware of the contrast between this kid and himself. Rex was a creature of habit. He dressed the same every night, wearing a tight-fitting pair of jeans, cowboy boots, and his Stetson. He wore one of five western shirts over the top of a plain white T-shirt, and usually at some point during his shift, he would strip off the outer garment. Tonight had been an exception. He wasn’t that busy and had barely broken a sweat. Oddly, he was feeling a little warm now, though. Even warmer as the kid stepped closer to him.


The strains of the country music on the jukebox seemed to envelop them. In a moment that seemed almost surreal, their surroundings all but vanished, and it was only the two of them. The cell phone was forgotten. Rex’s broom had fallen to the floor. In what seemed like slow motion, the two moved toward each other. The heat of Josh’s body pressed against Rex as Josh’s arms wrapped around him. Rex pulled him into his chest, and without words they simply clung to one another.


As the music surrounded them, they began to sway slightly, and within seconds they were slow dancing. As the song continued to play, they held each other close, and nothing on earth seemed to matter. Rex breathed in his scent, ran his hand slowly up and down the young man’s back. He felt the firmness of the kid’s smooth chest pressing against his own. And finally as the slow ballad wound down, Rex leaned in and found Josh’s soft lips, pressing his mouth against them, tasting him for the first time.


It was shocking to Rex, and very confusing. As quickly as it had begun, it was suddenly over. The kid was stammering, stepping away from him. He quickly pocketed his phone. “I… uh, I’ve got to go. I’m sorry. I, um—”


And then he was gone, and Rex was alone in the bar, wondering if it had really even happened, if he’d really just danced with a young man who looked strikingly like his Andrew.
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ALL of his life, Josh had been focused on one goal. He was one of those kids in the first grade who knew beyond any shadow of a doubt what he’d be when he grew up. He’d known even before that age. He knew when he was three years old kneeling in the closet with Muffin, the family’s longhaired tabby, as she gave birth to her litter of five kittens. He knew when he’d rescued the swallow in the backyard and nursed it back to health, feeding her with one of his sister’s toy baby bottles. He knew as he sat glued to the television every Saturday night watching the National Geographic channel, marveling at the sight of the amazing animals.


Josh was passionate about animals. Dogs, cats, birds, even livestock. Truth be told, he loved animals more than people. It only made sense that he would one day be a veterinarian.


It was hard for him to believe that his lifelong dream was nearly a reality. With only one year remaining at the University of Kentucky, he would soon have his degree. Although the degree program itself was technically the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree, it required a full six years of intense study. Even after he’d finished his schooling and was finally able to print those coveted letters, DVM (doctor of veterinary medicine), behind his name, he knew his preparation wouldn’t be altogether complete. Before he could start his own practice, he needed experience, perhaps an internship.


This was his purpose for returning to Carlisle. When he was young, he’d lived in the small town until his father had gotten a job opportunity in Covington. Josh had not been back to Carlisle since he was eight years old. He had family there, but he rarely saw them. His mother’s brother, Harold, a Baptist minister, had generously offered to allow Josh to stay with their family for the summer, and Josh was going to be working at the local veterinary clinic. He’d be working as a volunteer, however, because the clinic did not really have the resources to take on paid staff. Three evenings per week, he would be working at the local grocery as a cashier, simply to pay for his room and board.


Hard work was not a novel concept to Josh. He hadn’t exactly been born with a silver spoon in his mouth. At the age of ten, he’d had his first paper route. He mowed lawns for extra cash all through high school, and he got his first official job at sixteen buffing cars at the local carwash. Additionally Josh had volunteered at the county animal shelter, working as a dog walker and cleaning out kennels.


Every cent that Josh earned was saved for his education. He’d always known that his parents would not be able to afford to send him to college, and if his dream did become a reality, he would be the first person in his family to have even gone to college. Although the volunteer work at the shelter did not provide Josh with any income, it was invaluable experience for him. He loved being around the animals, though often he’d find himself becoming too attached. Sadly, many of the pets he cared for ended up being euthanized, and this broke Josh’s heart.


The two dogs and one cat that Josh had himself adopted were beloved members of his family, but his mother had made it clear to him that this was the limit. No matter how desperately he wanted to save another animal, he could not even think of bringing home one more pet.


When Josh was sixteen, a new animal control officer began working at the shelter. Justin was twenty-two, and when Josh first laid eyes on him, he was somewhat taken aback. Justin was lean and tall, and he wore his hair short in a crew cut. The way he looked in his uniform made Josh feel different. It made his heart beat a little faster and gave him this weird feeling in the pit of his stomach. He didn’t exactly understand it, but it was not altogether unpleasant. It was like he couldn’t control himself. Sometimes he would realize that he’d just stopped dead in his tracks and was standing there staring at the clean-cut, athletic man in uniform.


There was something about Justin’s smile that really warmed Josh’s heart. He loved the deep resonance of Justin’s voice, the confident swagger that was so obvious when Justin walked across the room, and the way Justin’s neatly pressed uniform slacks fit so snugly across his behind. Justin had broad shoulders, a well-defined chest, and biceps that were not exactly bulging but were impressive nonetheless.


It was all confusing to Josh. He’d never really given any thought to why he felt this way about other guys. Growing up, he had always assumed that at some point he’d start dating girls and would eventually meet the right one and get married. It was not really something he dwelled on. His dream was to become a veterinarian, and this was the focus of his aspirations. But in junior high school when the other boys his age began to talk about the girls they considered hot, Justin was unfazed. He’d go along with them, agree with them most of the time, but he’d never actually felt that way himself.


When it started to become obvious to Josh that he was attracted to other guys, this simply made him all the more confused. He had no actual knowledge of what it meant to be homosexual. The only exposure that he’d had to homosexuality was what he saw on television and in movies. Sometimes in church the pastor would make negative references to homosexuals, stating that they lived a sinful lifestyle. The word “gay” was used frequently in school, but it always was in the context of an insult. Guys called other guys “fag” as a means of belittling or degrading each other, and most of the time these remarks were not necessarily serious.


Josh didn’t bother to label himself. He didn’t declare publicly that he was gay, and he didn’t even acknowledge it to himself. At sixteen, he didn’t yet feel much pressure to go out and date girls. A lot of guys his age were in this same position. Not every high school student was romantically or sexually active as a freshman or sophomore, so his apparent disinterest in the opposite sex went largely unnoticed.


The people who were closest to Josh saw him as being taciturn. It wasn’t that he was antisocial. He did have friends, but he was on the quiet side. A bit shy perhaps. He had male and female friends that he hung out with, but there was no single person who served as a confidante. In that regard, Josh considered himself to be a bit of a loner.


If there was any single person to whom Josh was closest, it would have been his mom. She probably knew more about who Josh was than anyone else, and yet even with her, Josh hadn’t reached a point where he could share the truth about his same-sex attractions.


The feelings that Josh began to experience by being around Justin were new to Josh. Simply seeing the officer made Josh excited in a way. He felt nervous, self-conscious, and at times almost mesmerized. In spite of this awkwardness, Josh wanted nothing more than to see more of Justin. It seemed almost contradictory, for on the one hand, Josh felt very shy and tongue-tied around Justin, and Josh was terrified he would say something stupid or silly. On the other hand, he wanted more than anything for Justin to simply notice him.


It was probably Josh’s eagerness to impress the young officer that ultimately got Justin’s attention. In the beginning, their conversations were limited. Justin was always courteous and friendly toward Josh, but for the most part he functioned in a supervisory capacity, offering instruction to Josh or requesting that Josh direct his attention to a particular task that needed to be completed. The fact that Josh’s performance on the job demonstrated his enthusiasm and overall conscientiousness seemed perhaps most impressive to the animal control officer, and eventually it was Justin who approached Josh.


“Hey, Josh,” he said as Josh was returning from a walk with one of the black Labradors. Justin cocked his head slightly, as if to motion Josh to step over to the counter. “I really gotta tell ya, you do a great job here. I just want you to know how much it’s appreciated.”


Josh froze, suddenly feeling heat in his cheeks. “Um, thanks.”


“No, thank you,” Justin said. “I realize you’re just a volunteer here, but it’s people like you who really make our job easier. And honestly, you’re so good with the animals. They love you.”


“I… um, well, I really love them too. I mean, well, I know it might seem silly, but all I’ve ever wanted to do was to work with animals. I’m going to be a veterinarian. Or I hope I am, eventually.”


“Really? Well, I think you’ll be great at it.”


Josh reached down to pet the Lab, who was now seated beside him.


“Hey, what do you have going on Saturday?”


Josh shrugged. “I work at the car wash in the morning, but that’s only ’til noon.”


“Well, if you’re interested, you could ride with me in the afternoon. I work ’til five that day, and I could pick you up from your job. If you’re interested, I mean.”


“Are you serious?” Josh said. “Sure, I’d love it.”


From that point on, riding with Justin became a routine weekly event. Some Saturdays, when Josh wasn’t scheduled at the car wash, he got to ride with Justin the entire shift. During these rides, not only did Josh learn a great deal about animal behavior, he also learned a lot about Justin. He discovered that Justin had a girlfriend, that he occasionally smoked Camel Menthols, that he’d lived in Covington all his life, and that he passionately loved football.


Every detail about Justin was interesting to Josh, and the teenager found himself thinking about his mentor constantly. Josh tried to rationalize his obsession and to tell himself that he merely looked up to the older friend. He emulated him, regarded him as a role model of sorts. But in truth, Josh’s feelings were much deeper. When he lay alone at night on his twin bed, he would think about Justin and find himself becoming aroused. This arousal led to fantasies, which most frequently culminated in acts of self-pleasure. Josh also had dreams about Justin, and it was this combination of dreams and masturbatory fantasies that led Josh to the point where he truly began to question his sexuality.


If Justin ever knew of Josh’s crush on him, Josh was never aware. Josh was very guarded when he was in Justin’s presence, taking special care not to be obvious. He never told Justin how much he admired him. He never had the courage to question Justin to see if possibly Justin may have reciprocal feelings toward him. It would have been far too risky. It would have ruined everything and created a very awkward situation, and he knew that if Justin ever found out he was queer, their friendship would be destroyed forever.


Josh dated a couple of girls when he was in high school. He took a date to the prom. He offered obligatory assenting comments when his friends made proclamations about which pussy they wanted to tap or which cheerleader had the best tits. Largely everyone accepted the fact, however, that Josh was a very focused young man. His vision of becoming a vet and his love of animals were the characteristics which defined him, and he didn’t feel too much pressure to start getting serious about girls when he was in high school.


It was Josh’s academic record that got him into the University of Kentucky. His stellar GPA had earned him a scholarship, and he availed himself of the federal student aid programs. The single aspect of college life that was most appealing to him was that he could finally let his guard down a bit. For the first time ever, Josh started to realize that there were plenty of other guys like him. There were groups right on campus that had openly gay students within them. There were bars and social organizations that catered to gay clientele, and although Josh never got to a point where he was completely out of the closet, he did begin to come out of his shell.


Josh occasionally frequented the gay bars in Lexington, and it was at one of these clubs that he eventually hooked up with another college-aged student. His name was Byron, and he also attended the university. Byron was a political science major, and he was the one who gave Josh his first real kiss. Eventually they became sexually intimate, but they never got really serious romantically.


After Byron there was Kurt. Then Daniel. Then Kevin and Brad. All of these boyfriends—if you’d even really call them boyfriends—were more like what you might call friends with benefits. They remained separate from every other significant part of Josh’s life. He had no inclination to ever bring a boyfriend home to meet his family. In fact, he hadn’t even considered the possibility of coming out to his folks. He worked part-time jobs while in school, and he was very private about his personal life, never confiding in his coworkers or supervisors about who he was as a gay man.


For the first five years of his post-high school education, Josh remained focused upon his career goal. He studied his butt off, actually. He did not allow himself to get seriously involved with anyone romantically, and he remained guarded with his identity. It was not until he found his way back to his childhood hometown of Carlisle during the summer of his fifth year of college that he had any serious thoughts of other guys. He wasn’t sure why he decided to go into the bar that night. It was just some Podunk little hole in the wall, not even the kind of place that he’d normally want to hang out at. It was strange, really, because after he’d sat down and ordered his first drink—a Corona—he caught the eye of the bartender. A couple of times, he actually thought he saw the tall, handsome cowboy staring at him. He shifted nervously in his seat, feeling awkward again, almost the same way he’d felt all those years ago with Justin. After his second Corona, Josh realized the time was getting late and he’d better head home. If he ordered another, he might not be safe to drive.


Josh glanced over his shoulder as he left the bar, and noticed the bartender again. They nodded toward each other as Josh exited through the front door, and Josh thought, Goddamn! He shook it off, though, and realized he was being silly. He’d made it all the way back to his uncle’s driveway when he realized that he didn’t have his cell phone. He must have left it at the bar. It was already two thirty in the morning, and he debated just leaving it until the next day, but then he remembered the way that bartender had looked at him. He remembered how sexy he looked in those tight jeans and cowboy hat. He threw the car in reverse and headed back across town.


That kiss was unbelievable. Where had it come from? And the dance! Josh had never danced with another man like that before. Maybe it was the two drinks that Josh had had earlier. Maybe it was simply the ambiance of the country bar and the soothing tones of the soft ballad playing in the background. Perhaps it was that man, Rex, his masculine physique and undeniable ruggedness. The strength of his embrace. The smell of his cologne. The charm of his sexy smile. His dark eyes!


Whatever it was—probably a combination of all these things—it had carried Josh to a place where he’d never been. The whole experience was surreal. Breathtaking.


As he pulled himself away from the embrace, Josh felt a sudden wave of panic sweep over him. He shouldn’t be here. This shouldn’t be happening. He didn’t even know this man! He bolted, heading straight for the door, not looking back. But as he drove home, it was all he could do to keep himself from turning right back around and heading straight into the arms of that tall, dark-haired cowboy who had danced with him and kissed him like he’d never been kissed before.


Rex was Justin all over again, only worse. 
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REX smiled all the way home. Couldn’t help himself. It was odd, really. He had no idea where that kiss had come from. He didn’t even know the kid, and yet they had been drawn together almost magnetically. One minute they were standing there staring at each other. Then suddenly they were in one another’s arms, embracing and swaying to the music.


In spite of the warm feeling the experience had given him, Rex knew there was no possibility of anything coming of this single encounter. It was merely an anomaly. It was just some sort of weird coincidence that the two of them would meet and be drawn together in the middle of the night like that. It was what happened in bars. Rex knew all about that sort of thing. He knew the saying about closing time. That was when the girls all got prettier, and in this case—well, it wasn’t a girl. Josh was anything but.


A flood of memories swept over him. Painful memories. Rex thought of the last conversation he’d had with Andrew, and this was perhaps why his encounter with Josh was so bittersweet. Josh looked a lot like Andrew. Both were blond. Both had bright blue eyes, slender builds, and an unmistakably wholesome quality. Josh was like the kid next door. Clean-cut. All-American. He was the kind of guy Rex seemed to always be drawn to.


Always? Well, at least once before, but it hadn’t been meant to be. Rex knew it would never be any different, no matter who it was. There were things in Rex’s life that were more important than romance. There were obligations and commitments—promises that must be kept. If only Andrew could have understood this. But Rex didn’t blame him.


So much had happened in such a short period of time. It was six years ago and seemed like only yesterday. On a warm spring morning, everything had instantly changed for him. Rex went from being a boy to a man overnight.


They met when Rex was twenty-one, working at a garage. Working on cars had always been his passion, even in high school. By the time he was nineteen, he was a licensed auto mechanic, and he dreamed of one day owning his own business—an auto parts store, garage, or possibly just a quick lube oil change—anything but a bar.


When Andrew walked in that morning, though, Rex was just a mechanic. He didn’t even usually talk to the customers. He did his job, and that was it. But for some reason, he couldn’t resist saying hello. Before he knew it, they were engaged in conversation, and Rex was offering the young man specific advice about his car.


Rex could have lost his job had his boss known that he’d offered to make the small repair free of charge and on his own time. He went over to Andrew’s apartment that Saturday and replaced the guy’s fan belt right in the parking lot. Afterward they got each other’s motors running in the bedroom, and from that point on, they were practically inseparable.


For seven months they dated, if you’d call it that. For the first time in his life, Rex had something other than cars to focus on. In many ways Andrew was his opposite. He wasn’t rugged and earthy like Rex. He didn’t have grease stains on his cuticles, and he didn’t sit around the TV every Sunday watching football for hours. Andrew was more refined. He was soft-spoken and a bit shy. In a way, Andrew made Rex feel more masculine. He felt like he was the protector, the man of the relationship.


This was not to say that Andrew lacked masculinity. He was no sissy boy. Andrew had a great body, and he actually loved sports. He worked in a gym, in fact, as a personal trainer and fitness advisor. It was Andrew’s obsession with fitness that was perhaps the most annoying thing about him. Rex didn’t complain, though. The benefits that this obsession yielded more than offset the anal retention over fitness matters. It simply meant they ate a little healthier than the average Kentuckian, and they followed a pretty strict exercise regimen.


The sex alone was an aerobic workout. Rex and Andrew couldn’t get enough of each other. In the laundry room, the kitchen, bathroom—even the hallway—their passion for each other was insatiable. At that point in Rex’s life, he couldn’t envision any future that did not include Andrew. There was no denying it: he was in love.


Telling his mama was easiest. Although she was a Christian woman, she wasn’t the judgmental type. It broke Rex’s heart to see the pained look in her eyes when he first uttered the word “gay”, but the expression was fleeting.


“Baby, I love you no matter what,” she said and then wrapped him in a big bear hug.


Things did not go so well with his father. To say that he was disappointed was an understatement. He was furious, and it seemed to Rex that he might even disown his only son.


“Give him time,” Melody advised. Mel was his older sister. “Remember how Daddy acted when he found out about Tyler? He nearly disowned me, but now look at him. Ty’s his pride and joy. Daddy’ll come around. Just be patient with him.”


Mel had been the one person in Rex’s life he could share everything with. He never had to tell her about himself, though. She just knew. She was the one who told him. She came right out and asked him when he was gonna introduce her to his new boyfriend. Rex felt his cheeks getting hot, but then he just smiled.


“His name’s Andrew,” Rex said.


“I saw you with him yesterday, downtown. Wow! Better watch out, I might just have to steal him from ya.”


Mel was single, but she had an eight-month-old son. Tyler looked just like her, and after his birth, he had quickly become the center of the family. Rex loved his nephew, and Ty was very attached to his uncle.


It was on that warm spring morning that Rex offered to watch the baby so Mel and his mother could go shopping. “Don’t worry,” Rex had said. “We’ll be fine. Won’t we, Ty?” As he held out his arms, the boy eagerly climbed into his embrace. Playfully Rex buried his face in the toddler’s belly, eliciting a gale of fitful laughter from the little man in his arms.


Tyler’s father had abandoned Melody during the pregnancy. He just took off and left the state. It didn’t matter, though. No one cared for him anyway, and it was probably in Ty’s best interests that a dad like that would not be a part of his life. There was plenty of love in the household to go around, and Tyler had a mama, granddaddy, gramma, and uncle who all worshipped the ground upon which he walked… or crawled.


Rex didn’t think much of it when his mama and Mel had not returned right away that Saturday morning. He knew how Mama was when she was at the grocery. She never shut up, talking to everyone. She had a way of taking Southern hospitality to a whole new level. But then that was what made her so special. Everyone loved her.


He heard the sirens and at first didn’t think much of it. When his daddy arrived an hour later with the news that they had to go to the hospital, Rex felt as if the floor had collapsed beneath him.


It was the biggest funeral the town of Carlisle had seen in years. The devastating reality that a young mother would be taken this way, killed in such a tragic and senseless car accident, was appalling and nearly unthinkable. And the child, only eight months old, had lost both his mother and grandmother.


Ty was not the only victim of this tragedy, though. Rex’s father was literally inconsolable. For twenty-eight years, Ruth had been the center of his life, and his daughter, Mel, was the apple of his eye. It was Melody who’d helped him most at the bar. She practically ran the place.


Grief-stricken though he was, Rex knew that it was up to him to step up to the plate. Not only did he have to take responsibility for young Ty, but he also had to assist his father with the business. He could place his own dreams on hold. There would be time—eventually—to pursue his own goals.


Certainly the tongues began wagging in Carlisle. Nobody knew what would become of the little boy, now orphaned. There was talk of farming him out to relatives. He needed a home with a mama and daddy. Some suspected that the boy’s biological father would be contacted and would come back to take custody of Tyler. Some suggested that a local couple be afforded the opportunity to adopt the little angel.


Rex would have none of it. He did contact the baby’s father, but it was not to request his presence in Ty’s life. He called Jimmy to request that he sign over custody. Of course this was a risky proposition. Rex knew that Jimmy would not likely roll over so easily, not unless he sweetened the pot, so to speak. Rex offered him twenty thousand dollars of the insurance money, and without hesitation, the papers were signed.


Rex’s father was supportive, of course. He wanted his grandson to remain in the custody and care of his own family, and he expected that perhaps in a twisted sort of way, this tragedy might serve a greater purpose. Perhaps now his son would finally come to his senses and settle down with a nice young lady. He was not the only person in their small town to have such ideas. Overnight, Rex became the town’s most eligible bachelor, and the young ladies were lined up, practically beating the door down for his attention.


The single person that Rex loved, the one he wanted more than anything at his doorstep, was the one he saw least. Andrew had made an appearance at the funeral, though he hadn’t sat with the family. Afterwards he began to grow distant from Rex. Part of it was Rex’s schedule. He had so much on his plate, what with assuming the responsibilities of his father’s business and taking care of Tyler. He had to hire babysitters, consult with attorneys and insurance agents, deal with bankers and funeral directors and even what seemed to be an endless string of friends and relatives who wanted to “help.” Rex’s daddy was little help, having retreated into himself, obviously crippled by his own grief. This left everything on Rex’s shoulders. His entire world was upside down, and the chaos was just not something that Andrew seemed capable of handling.


Rex still envisioned a future with Andrew. He saw a time when they could be together, raising Ty and living as a family. But this apparently was not something that interested his young lover. Andrew was focused on appearances. Shy and reserved, he did not want to be a part of the chaotic lifestyle in which Rex seemed to be immersed.


“Things are just crazy now,” Rex said, consoling his partner. “It’ll get better. Daddy will come around, and things will get back to normal for us. Right now, though, I have to focus on Ty. He needs me. For God’s sake! He just lost his mama.”


When Rex showed up at Andrew’s apartment on Sunday morning and found it empty, he knew it was over. Rex walked quietly through the empty rooms, remembering scenes of a happy couple in love, and his heart broke again. On the kitchen countertop was an envelope bearing his name, within which was his “Dear John” letter. After reading the note, Rex silently folded the letter and stuffed it in his back pocket. He then placed his key on the countertop and left, and that was the end of Andrew.
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