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Bridging the Divide

 

By Greyson McCoy

 

Grappling with grief after the sudden death of his boyfriend Donny, Justin Lathem returns to the dilapidated farm in Oregon left to him by his toxic father.

Almost immediately he clashes with Manuel Lopez when he discovers that the Lopez family rents the property. Initial animosity transforms into a deep connection, and they bond over shared burdens and a struggle to revive the Lopez family farm. Although the attraction is strong and mutual, Justin wrestles with his lingering feelings for Donny.

Justin is surrounded by the affection of the lively Lopez family as well as the handsome Manuel, but just as he begins to see a future beyond his grief, the arrival of his late boyfriend’s sister threatens to unravel the fragile new life he’s built. Justin and Manuel have one chance at a tomorrow built on love and hope… if the ghosts of Justin’s past will let him go.
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Prologue

 

 

I DROVE THE ATV across the freshly harvested side of the wheat field, keen to surprise my boyfriend with lunch and a make-out session. I was almost giddy, knowing how surprised he’d be.

When I pulled up alongside the combine, I kept a safe distance and waited for Donny to spot me. When he did, he slowed the huge machine and stopped.

I climbed up the side of it and crawled into my boyfriend’s lap. “I brought you lunch.”

“Um,” Donny said, “might be too much of an audience.”

He nodded his head to the side, and I glanced over to see Ben smirking at us through his truck window. The guy was as straight as an arrow, but since Donny brought me to the farm almost two years ago, he’d been nothing but supportive.

Undeterred, I kissed my man deeply and heard the truck door creak open and then slam shut. “You two need to get a room,” Ben hollered as he walked toward us.

I leaned back and yelled, “You’re just jealous, Ben.”

I crawled off my boyfriend and back down. “I brought sandwiches and chips.”

Ben immediately attacked the bag on the passenger seat of the ATV, making me laugh.

“Hey, for goodness’ sake, clean your grimy hands first. There’s wipes in the bag. You two can be so freaking nasty.”

Donny climbed out of the combine and popped me on the ass. “You are such a princess.”

“So that makes you either an ogre like Shrek or a cursed frog prince who needs a kiss?” I replied, and he smirked as he hauled me in for a deep kiss. “Thy curse is broken, though you’ll always be my frog.”

Donny chuckled as we all settled around the ATV for lunch. I deliberately wiped my hands before I grabbed a sandwich, which earned an eye roll from both men.

I watched Donny and Ben cut up with one another while we ate. I still couldn’t believe the direction my life had taken. All this was a total fluke, thanks to my uncle.

Donny and I graduated together from a university here in Iowa. I took a bad-paying part-time job working for a catering company in Des Moines. Donny was working for a farmer outside of town. After a while, a commute on top of long workdays was too much for Donny, so we relocated from the city to his family’s farmstead to help Donny’s parents. Even though I was broke and Donny made next to nothing, I didn’t want to return to central Oregon.

For the time being and with no full-time job prospects on the horizon, I worked as a house husband/boyfriend. There wasn’t much my history degree would do for me career-wise unless I went back to school, which I couldn’t afford to do.

Regardless, I knew my gifts lay in the kitchen. Heck, before my paternal grandparents died, my grandmother had put me in charge of meals while she helped manage the cattle with my dad and grandpa.

I still think it’s interesting that she knew I fit better in the kitchen than the pastures. I was eleven when Grandpa died and almost thirteen when she did, so I never found out if they’d have accepted my sexuality.

Of course, as strict religious people, even to the point of being teetotalers, I doubt they would’ve. But they tolerated boys in nontraditional roles and vice versa, with Grandma running cattle while I ran her kitchen being a prime example.

The sound of a contented sigh pulled me from my thoughts. “Thanks for the grub. It hit the spot,” Ben said as he stood up and headed back to his truck. “You two get your kissin’ done so our boy here can get back to work. Got a lot to get done, and we still have to get through the gulch.”

Donny moaned. “I hate the gulch. Tell me again why we keep planting that area?”

“’Cause your dad says money is money.”

I understood why it was an issue. The gulch was a bizarre canyon that swept through the Dougherty farmland, and Donny’s dad farmed right up to the very edge of it. I wouldn’t have worked equipment next to it, and I didn’t understand why Donny didn’t just refuse. It’s not like his dad paid him enough to do dangerous work. It’s not like his father paid him much and often didn’t pay at all. His parents were the most entitled people I’d ever met, and they just expected him to work for free because they let him live in his grandparents’ old farmhouse, which was empty and falling apart when we got here.

I kissed my boyfriend and left before I said something offensive about his parents again. There was no love lost between them and me. Donny’s family took advantage of him, but he was loyal to a fault. Of course that was also one of the reasons I loved him so much.

I drove back to the farmhouse and began prepping dinner. Ben would join us like he usually did when they were working the fields together. I liked that, actually. Truth was, I liked my role. I wasn’t really a house husband. I thought of myself more as support staff, but I did tend to do all the jobs a traditional farmer’s wife would.

That left us uncomfortably poor. But when you’re in love, who cares if you have money? Not like I ever had much, being from a farming family. Oregon had been cattle, and now I was in Iowa it was all grain, but a farm was a farm, and if there was money in farming, I’d yet to see it.

My phone rang just as I finished adding the onions to the pot. Seeing it was Uncle Henry, I hit Answer. “Hey, Uncle Henry, to what do I owe the honor?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Justin. You know why I’m calling.”

“’Cause you love me so much?”

My uncle chuckled. “That I do, although I often wonder why, especially when I have a probate case still on my desk that needs to be put to rest so I can get paid, for goodness’ sake.”

I sighed and plopped down on a kitchen chair. “Tell me again why you can’t just send me the papers and let me sign them here.”

“’Cause, as I said last time, you need to come home. Both Jeff and I want to see you.”

“So this is about you missing me and not legal papers that need to be signed.”

“It’s about both,” my uncle said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“You know I don’t want to come back there. The memories…,” I admitted, feeling the conversation turn somber as my words trailed off.

“He was a son of a bitch, Justin. You deserved more, but you know there’s a lot more to come home to than bad memories. Besides, we wanna meet that strapping midwestern farmer you speak so highly of.”

“Oh, trust me, Donny wants to come too, but if I bring him there, I’m sure he’s gonna talk me into keeping the land and farming it. I’d rather deal with his parents than go back.”

Uncle Henry sighed. “Well, son, like I said, your uncle Jeff and I miss you something awful. And you do gotta get this paperwork signed. I’ll overnight it to you if you’re sure you won’t be coming home.”

Just then, movement out the kitchen window caught my eye. Ben’s truck was barreling down the road toward the house. “Hey, Uncle Henry, I’ve gotta go,” I said as a knot formed in my gut. “Something’s wrong.”

 

 

AN EMPTY and endless void of darkness overtook me in a way I never knew was possible. At least Donny’s parents hadn’t forced me away from his grave. I lost track of how long I remained at the cemetery after the service, sitting on the ground next to the fresh mound of dirt, feeling utterly alone and adrift. I hadn’t just buried my boyfriend; I’d also buried our future together.

Ben startled me when he placed a hand on my shoulder. If not for him, I’d probably have stayed at the cemetery all night. Without a word he helped me stand and practically carried me to his truck. It was then that Donny’s brother Jake, who must’ve been waiting in his car for me, approached and told me I had a week to vacate the family’s property or they’d have me removed by the sheriff.

That would’ve hurt if my heart wasn’t already numb, even if their callousness was expected. What I couldn’t process was the loss of the man I’d loved so much. Every hair follicle hurt, every fiber of my being missed him, and I was left with nothing.

Well, not exactly nothing. Donny had taken out a five-hundred-thousand-dollar life insurance policy on himself and me earlier in the year. Why? Well, according to his insurance agent sister, who’d sold us the policy, “You need to protect your loved ones, and you’re young and healthy, so it’s not that expensive.” Donny only got a small allowance for the work he did for his father, so I’d been against it, knowing how tight our budget was. But apparently he’d seen the value in it. Thank goodness.

Margaret, although a wily saleswoman, was the one and only decent member of Donny’s family. I trusted her, and so had Donny, so I told him he should get the policy and we could cancel it after she got her commission. Obviously, Donny never informed me that he hadn’t canceled it, not that I could begrudge him for it.

Margaret came over the day after the funeral and reminded me of the policy. “It belongs to you. You’re the beneficiary,” she said as tears formed in her eyes. “At least my parents can’t take that away.”

We cried on each other’s shoulders, which, to be honest, meant more to me than the money. Tears streamed down my face, thinking about the only man I’d ever loved and how the only constant in my life was losing the people I cherished most.

My life in Iowa died with Donny. I was utterly alone and about to return to a place I’d never thought I’d set foot in again—Wilcox, Oregon.


 

 

 

Manuel López

 

 

“¡ANTONIO! LEVÁNTATE, flojo,” I said.

“Hey,” Antonio replied, “No soy flojo. I just know how to work smart.”

“You know how to avoid work, ¿verdad?” I said, tossing the keys to him so he could drive the truck to the pasture.

He met me outside, where I’d gone out to wait for him. When he came around the truck, he smiled and climbed in. My fifteen-year-old nephew was desperate to drive, but both his parents and I agreed it was better for him to learn on back roads and in pastures than main roads.

The heat this year had been so bad we’d been forced to put hay out to supplement the dried grass in the fields for the cattle. My brothers and I were freaking out about it. We’d tripled the herd’s size since we purchased the land from the Lancaster family.

Luckily, we could rent land from the estate of our recently deceased neighbor. When the probate attorney—the uncle of the guy who now owned it—approached us to rent, we jumped at the chance.

We pulled into the rented pasture, and I waited until Antonio handed me my keys. I climbed out of the truck and leaned back. As I stretched, I noticed my nephew was about to walk away. Ugh, that kid was so good at avoiding work. “Sobrino, bring the tractor over and pull the bale out. You can set it in the ring, right?” I asked.

Antonio just rolled his eyes, una costumbre gabacha I wish he hadn’t learned. Had my brothers or I done that to our father or anyone else, we’d have felt the consequences. I ignored my nephew and took his disrespect as a sign of the times.

That reminded me of the conversation I wanted to have with my parents… again. For years I’d been begging them to leave Texas. “¡Su nieto necesita a sus abuelos!” I’d said to them time and time again.

After countless years grazing the desert outside Juarez, my father, who had dual citizenship, in the US and Mexico, bought a house in El Paso, and we moved there when my brothers and I were still teenagers.

I loved growing up in El Paso. It was just the right mix of Mexico and United States to feel comfortable. I never really planned to leave the area, but when the oil market collapsed, sending thousands of workers toward El Paso from the oil fields of West Texas, my brothers and I found ourselves out of work.

Then our luck changed. Mamá’s best friend, Marta, married Jimmy Lancaster, a cattle farmer from Oregon, who complained about a lack of reliable help on the farm. Carlos and his wife, María, had a young son. They couldn’t afford to be out of work. Martín and I were both still living at home, but I could tell my mom was getting stressed with having two grown, unemployed men living under her small roof.

So when Marta talked Mr. Lancaster into hiring us, we happily accepted the job to live on and operate the farm while he and Marta traveled.

That’d lasted a year before Mr. Lancaster offered to sell us the farm and livestock. The offer was too good to refuse.

Unfortunately, Papá wasn’t keen on returning to a cattle farm, although we constantly told him we were in a lush environment with lots of grass and plenty of rain, which was true most years.

“Tío,” Antonio called, catching my attention, “there’s someone at the old house.”

I looked toward the farmhouse, situated in the valley not far from the barn where we were moving the hay for the cattle, and saw a vehicle parked out front.

“Stay here, Antonio,” I said, “and if there’s trouble, call the sheriff.” There were rarely any problems in these parts, but the property owner lived somewhere in the Midwest, and his uncle, the attorney who rented the land to us, had assured me the house was vacant, and my family had agreed to keep an eye on the place.

“Hello!” I yelled as I drew closer and saw a man sitting on the front porch. “You can’t be here. This is private property.”

The young gabacho, maybe early to mid-twenties, rose from the porch swing and said, “I own the place and can do as I please. Who are you?”

That stopped me in my tracks, and I looked him over. “No one said the owner was coming into town.” I pulled my phone out and speed-dialed the attorney, Henry Erickson. “I’m calling the owner now. You should go before the sheriff is called.”

“Hello,” Mr. Erickson answered.

“Hi, Mr. Erickson. This is Manuel López. I have a man on the porch at the property you rented us. He’s saying he’s the owner.”

“Oh, sorry, Manuel. Yes, he’s my nephew. I forgot to let you know he’s moving back into the house.”

“Okay, well, that’s fine, then. Thank you for confirming.” I hung up and was prepared to eat some crow as I pocketed my phone, but I noticed the man staring at me had remained expressionless.

“I apologize. Your uncle asked us to keep an eye on the house since it was vacant. I thought you might be someone trying to take advantage.”

The man sat back down and sighed. “I appreciate that, I guess.”

I nodded and turned to leave. “So, Manuel López?” he asked. “You’re the one renting my pastureland?”

I figured I should at least try to be civil since I needed to keep relations reasonable. I turned back and approached the porch with my hand outstretched. “Yes, I rent your property with my brothers, Martín and Carlos.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said as he shook my hand. The brief contact coupled with his adorable crooked smile made my breath hitch. Damn, I had such a thing for cute country boys. “I’d offer you something to drink, but I only just got here. I’m afraid the place is a mess.”

I nodded and thanked him. “I need to get back to my nephew anyway. He’s fifteen and needs supervision.” That was only partly true. The man was in every way my type, but this was not the time or place to flirt with a random man—especially our landlord.

Good terms with him were vital because we needed to use his land for at least a few more months. The dry winter was going to hurt us, and we needed all the grazing land we could get. The extra pastures had already saved us thousands.

Unfortunately, the heat wasn’t good for the cattle or the butcher shop we ran in Northport. Grilling season had begun and business would be booming. But because of dry conditions and the fire warnings, though, our shop wasn’t doing as well.

I shook my head as I returned to where Antonio was driving the tractor in circles. I swear the boy was going to be the end of me. Not that I didn’t understand. I’d been very much the same way when I was young.

I waved at Antonio, and he stopped. “Move the tractor back to the barn, and let’s head to town. Your dad needs you to help in the shop.”

Antonio groaned. He hated working in the butcher shop, so I tried to bring him with me when I had chores to do on the farm. He was a great help most of the time. I knew his mom was disappointed he didn’t want to learn to be a butcher, but his new aunt had filled a void there. Cassie and my brother Martín had gotten married a few months ago, and already she was proving to be a fantastic help running the storefront and learning how to butcher some of the easier cuts of meat.

I was more like my nephew and thanked the good Lord that I wasn’t expected to help in the shop. We all had a role to play in our family business, and butchering would never be mine. I’m glad we had an outlet for selling our meat, but I was much happier raising the cattle than ushering them to their demise.


 

 

 

Justin Latham

 

 

THE FALL and winter after I lost Donny had been the worst of my life. Even when I came out to my father and he tried to kill me, I wasn’t this depressed.

As one season rolled into another and the days grew longer, I noticed what I interpreted as my uncles’ frustration with me being at their place all the time. Since my return to Wilcox, I’d taken up residence in my uncles’ spare room rather than return to the farmstead. Poor Uncle Jeff had tended to me like an old mother hen, and the truth was I needed it.

I wasn’t exactly eager to move, but for the sake of my relationship with my uncles and theirs with each other, I finally convinced myself to move out. I gathered my things the night before and packed them into my ancient Subaru Outback, which I’d bought from one of my college friends before graduation. The next morning I got up, hugged my uncles, and told them I was moving back to the farm.

They both looked concerned, but neither tried to stop me. Hosting houseguests, even one’s only nephew, had an expiration date.

“How will you manage out there?” Uncle Henry asked.

“Well, there’s plenty to keep me busy if the last time I saw the place is any indication.”

Uncle Henry cringed, and from his expression, I could only guess it’d gotten worse. I hadn’t lived on the farm since I came out, shortly after I graduated from high school. Feeling like I could take on the world and sick of my abusive father’s interference, I told my dad I was gay.

Of course, I’d told the uncles years earlier, and they’d both told me to keep it to myself until I could stand on my own two feet.

Even so, none of us expected Dad’s reaction. He had hit me ever since my grandmother had passed away, and he’d stopped pretending he wasn’t an alcoholic, but he’d never shot at me before that night.

Had he not been dead drunk, which was unlikely since he was always drunk, he’d have killed me. As it was, I still had nightmares of the bullet buzzing past my ear.

I tore out of the house before Dad could take another shot, and I slept in the abandoned covered bridge near our farm. The following day I ran the ten miles to my uncles’ house in town and told them what happened.

I learned later that when my father was arrested, he swore he’d kill me and my uncles. Sheriff Jones told Uncle Richard, who was a sitting judge in Northport at the time, that it might be best if I went away to school for a while until my dad had time to calm down.

Strange how things work out… almost like providence. Uncle Jeff had graduated from a college, now a university, in Iowa, and to appease my uncles, I applied and was accepted. The truth was, I had no intention of going to college anywhere. I never considered myself college material, although I maintained pretty good grades through high school.

Before my dad was released from jail, Uncle Henry and Uncle Jeff drove me to the university to ensure I’d arrive safely. They paid my tuition, and that set me on the path that led to today. I’d ended up right where I started, only now I had a useless degree, a shattered heart, and shitty memories of an abusive father who’d gone to meet his maker.

From the outside, the farmstead didn’t look all that different from what I remembered. Uncle Henry had been keeping an eye on the place after Dad passed away, and nothing appeared amiss. Sure, the old house could use a coat of paint and probably other small repairs, but it didn’t seem too worse for wear at first glance.

The front porch creaked as a walked up the steps. I paused to take a deep breath, then unlocked the front door and walked into utter devastation. The years in the care of my alcoholic father had left the place in ruins. Luckily, the window air conditioner still worked, but after I turned it on, I saw a dead animal in the corner of the room covered in maggots and had to rush out to keep myself from puking.

I was sitting on the swing, feeling sorry for myself, when I saw a man walking toward the house from the pasture. He called out a greeting, sounding stern, then said I needed to get off private property.

I felt a spark of annoyance at being run off of my own land. It was bad enough I was back here at all, let alone that my worthless father had let the place go to ruin and I would have to fix it. I felt defeated, but something about how the man had approached me also made me angry.

“I own the place and can do as I please,” I informed him. “Who are you?”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I felt like an ass for being so short with him. While the man looked at me skeptically and called Uncle Henry to confirm my identity, I took a moment to really look at him. Even though it felt like I was betraying my Donny, I couldn’t help but notice how attractive the man was.

After the man—Manuel, I learned—hung up, I almost invited him in but remembered the dead animal and the trash scattered around the house. Instead I tried to be as friendly as possible.

When he left, I went around the back, peeked in the shed that was definitely leaning a lot more than it had been when I lived here, and found a wheelbarrow, a pair of work gloves, and the old oil drums my grandfather had collected. If I’d thought ahead, I could’ve had a dumpster delivered, but there was still no way in hell I was going to sleep a night in that house with all the trash and rotting animal carcasses strewn about. That meant I’d have to fill the old drums and hire someone to haul them off later.

But future me could worry about arranging for disposal. For now, I had a hell of a mess to clean.


 

 

 

Manuel

 

 

I DROPPED ANTONIO off at the butcher shop and headed home. Three of our cows looked like they could calve at any moment. We hadn’t planned on having calves this late in the season, but the stupid bull from the next farm jumped the fence and mated with three of our prize heifers—the three Antonio had planned to take to the state fair last fall. So, even though we specialized in beautiful registered Red Angus, we had three of our best cows about to give birth to low-quality mixed-breed Polled Hereford.

Mr. Lancaster had taught us to control breeding. Calves born in February and March made the best cows, as their mothers would have fresh grass to graze on before the heat set in. So the best time to get a good price for year-old steers was February through April. Even after we took over for Mr. Lancaster, we continued that routine.

We had wanted to give the heifers another year to come into their own before they gave birth to calves. But lady cows wanted what they wanted. Now we’d have mutt calves.

We’d stuck the expecting moms in the barn by the homestead where our landlord, “Señor Sexy,” now lived. The barn was by a stream, which meant the temperature was much easier on the cows than at the barn next to the home my two brothers and their families and I shared.

As I drove back from the shop, I decided it would be best if I got a quick nap in case I needed to stay up while the cows gave birth. As I fell asleep, I was thankful that Antonio was with his parents at the shop, because with him around, there’d be no sleep, no matter how tired I was.

 

 

I SLEPT AN hour, which was more than I expected for a siesta. I threw my clothes on and headed back to the barn to check on the cows again.

The first thing I saw as I pulled up was a line of oil drums stacked alongside the house, leading toward the back door. Heading toward the barn, I watched as the owner came down the backdoor ramp pushing a wheelbarrow, then removed the lid of a drum and lifted the wheelbarrow to dump its contents inside.

My first thought was that the guy was working harder than he needed to. I’d done enough demo work to know you didn’t want to be lifting anything you didn’t have to. But it was none of my business, I reminded myself, and went to check on the heifers. All three seemed fine, each tucked into their stable, chewing away at their cud.

I stepped outside just in time to see the guy lose control of the wheelbarrow and spill the contents onto the ground. Although I knew it was a bad idea, I decided to help.

“Hey, need a hand?” I asked as I pulled my work gloves from my back pocket.

He looked up at me wearing a scowl, frustration etched across his face.

“I need a fucking bulldozer,” he said. Then he finished tossing the spilled garbage into the drum.

I bent down to right the wheelbarrow. “Thanks,” he said. “I’m about done, at least for now. I’ll be okay.”

I decided to follow him into his house. I had only been inside the place once when I first met his uncle, Mr. Erickson, to sign the lease paperwork. The attorney had tried to convince us to rent the farmhouse too, but I took one look around and flat-out said no. “Can’t say I blame you,” he’d replied.

Glancing around I could tell that the guy had done some pretty serious cleaning. It still looked like a cyclone had hit it, but at least he’d made some headway. “You’ve made progress,” I said in admiration of the work he’d done in the stifling heat of the day.

“Well, if I’m gonna live here, I don’t have much choice.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, if you don’t want to live in squalor, at least.”

“I don’t, but I’m pretty wiped out. I think I’m gonna go rent a hotel room for the night and take a nice long shower.” He looked from side to side, apparently taking stock of what remained of the mess, and let out an irritated sigh. “I had no idea the house had gotten this bad.”

“Renters?” I asked.

He shook his head and frowned. “No, just an old, worthless alcoholic.”

I remembered what Mr. Lancaster had said years ago about this farm and its owner. “He’s a raging alcoholic and not a good man. You should stay off his land, and if one of the cows goes over there, you come get me.”

I suspected the previous owner had probably been this guy’s relative, but I wasn’t willing to pry. I had terrific parents—hardworking, loving, and loyal—but my dad’s father was rough on him. I immediately felt bad for the guy, and before I knew what was happening, I asked, “Well, I’m happy to help you clean up. When do you plan to start again?”

He stared at me with a curious expression, then asked, “Why would you help me?”

I blushed despite myself. “You look like you need a hand, and your uncle gave us a great deal on leasing your land, so I don’t mind. Besides that,” I added quickly to lighten the moment, “I have a nephew who could use the hard labor.”

He smiled. “People around here like nothing more than seeing a young man work. That’s farm life.”

I chuckled. There was a lot of truth to that. I’d noticed parents were quick to pawn their teenage boys off on farmers.

“So, what time should we be by in the morning to help?”

“I’m going to try to get here early, maybe five-ish? I’d rather do most of this before the temperatures reach where they are now.”

“I agree, so I’ll see you tomorrow. Oh, and do you need a dumpster?” I added.

He laughed. “Yeah, using the oil drums isn’t ideal, but I doubt we can have one delivered anytime soon.”

“Oh, no problem. Pete over at the dump owes me a favor… well, several, if I’m honest. I’ll have him drop one off tonight. Can he just put it off to the side of the driveway there?”

The guy stood speechless for a moment and nodded. “Yeah, Mr. López, you’re becoming a lifesaver.”

“Nah, just being neighborly. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”


 

 

 

Justin

 

 

THERE WAS something therapeutic about throwing your abusive and neglectful father’s shit in the trash. But all that wore off when the temperature turned from barely comfortable to blazing hot.

The house stank—not only of rotten animals but of my unclean father as well. The lingering stench didn’t help my souring mood as I filled all eight of the big oil drums. I’d resigned myself to start shoveling shit out the door and onto the ground if I did any more work. Which I was fully prepared to do, considering I wanted to move in as soon as possible.

I only called it a day after the handsome neighbor came to my rescue. As I watched Manuel drive off, images of Donny rushed through my mind, accompanied by an all-too-familiar aching sadness. I plopped down on the porch swing, leaned my head back, and closed my eyes.

I hadn’t thought of or even looked at a guy besides my Donny since he swept me off my feet during our freshman year. Well, okay, that’s a lie. A handsome man turned heads, mine included, but that didn’t mean I had any desire to touch them. Now Donny had been gone a matter of months, and I was already checking out the good-looking guy next door.

It felt dirty, like I was cheating on him, and it nearly sent me back down the spiral of despair. I had almost convinced myself to call my uncle and get Manuel’s number in order to turn down his offer to help when I heard a car turning into the driveway.

Uncle Henry and Uncle Jeff got out of the car, came up to the porch, and pulled up a couple of chairs. As they sat in the old, rickety things, I prayed neither ended up on the ground.

“You okay?” Uncle Henry asked.

“Well, no. But I’m not dead either.” I meant it as a joke, but my voice held no humor. I felt too wrecked.

They both nodded. “Why did you come here today after all this time?” Uncle Jeff asked, always one to get right to the point.

I shrugged. “It was time, but I wasn’t prepared for how bad it was inside.”

“If you hadn’t just taken off like you did, one of us would’ve come with you. You don’t have to do all this on your own. You know that, right?”

I shrugged again. “I’ve taken advantage of your hospitality long enough. It’s time I stood on my own two feet.”

“Bullshit,” Uncle Jeff said as he stood up and began to pace. “Listen, Justin, you’re as much our kid as you can get. We love you no matter what, but you are as stubborn as your Uncle Henry. Why on earth would you try to tackle this mess by yourself? Is it some self-punishment thing?”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. He might be right, but what other choice did I have? I didn’t want to overstay my welcome and risk souring the only good relationships I still had in life. “I know you love me, and I appreciate you both so much, but I still saw the relief when I told you I was leaving.”

Uncle Jeff stopped pacing and turned to face me. “What you saw, young man, was relief you’d finally decided to face this demon. Our home is yours anytime you need it, and that’s the end of that discussion.”

I saw Uncle Henry look down to hide his smile. “Now I’ve had about enough of this,” Uncle Jeff continued. “You’ll come home tonight. After you get cleaned up, ’cause, son, you smell to high heaven, we’ll order a pizza—the one you like with all the meat on it—then sit down as a family and devise a plan.”
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