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Jay thinks official commitments aren’t necessary in a
relationship. For the last fourteen years, he has loved waking up
beside Gabriel, watching their two adopted kids grow up—even
enjoyed painting the fence once in a while and paying his part of
the mortgage on their New Jersey home. To Jay, that’s a family. No
papers or ceremonies will make their relationship better than it
already is...though Gabriel has a different opinion. Their lives
are turned upside-down a month before Christmas, when he collapses
in the plumbing aisle of the store. In the aftermath, Gabriel
discovers that Jay’s only legal next of kin is his long-time absent
father, and later Jay has to confront the painful memories of
growing up, and the real truth behind his parents’ divorce. But
perhaps now Jay might be ready to give Gabriel a Christmas gift he
will never forget.
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Commitment is an act—not a word.

Jean-Paul Sartre
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 CHAPTER ONE

 


A gap of 0.5 millimeters. It sounds so small.
There’s hardly enough room for a grain of sand to pass through. But
still, the space is large enough to change your life. Literally in
a heartbeat.

It began at Walmart in Banks, New Jersey. I
wished it had at least happened in some fancy place, like the Prada
store on Fifth Avenue in NYC, which Gabriel and I had visited years
ago. Somewhere fashionable and fabulous. Instead it had to happen
in Aisle 28, Plumbing &
Fixtures, between the drain stoppers and the toilet repair
parts.

Christmas was already up and running in the
store and music blared from the loudspeakers; Bing Crosby singing
“White Christmas” in the middle of November was a bit surreal.

I examined two different kinds of hair clog
tools, one in each hand, trying to decide which would be the most
effective. I’d tried the “Sewer Snake” we had at home already
without any result. The shower was still clogged, so I needed
something more heavy-duty.

“Can I help you, sir?” A young store
assistant came up to me, smiling helpfully.

I’d popped out of our house in my oldest,
most comfortable jeans and a T-shirt washed so many times that the
print was hardly readable—I’d just grabbed the clothes that were
nearest this morning—so I probably looked like a bum. The kids were
at school, Gabriel was at work, and I had one of those very unusual
days off where I was home alone. It was compensation for working
overtime, finishing a project at the building department in Banks;
I was a drafter and assisted the city architects. But drawing
sewers for a blueprint and our clogged shower drain were two very
different things.

“Which one is the most efficient?” I asked,
holding up both packages, wanting the store assistant to decide so
that I wouldn’t have to. Gabriel was normally the expert in
plumbing and, while I knew my way around the house, I had no idea
what the difference between “Sewer Magic” and “Easy Clean” was.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he said with a troubled
gaze. “I don’t understand. Could you repeat that?”

Either he was hard of hearing, or clearing
drains wasn’t his specialty. I completely understood his aversion
to going into detail about blocked pipe dissolvent: nasty, black,
stinking goo filled with half-rotted strands of hair wasn’t for
everyone’s stomach.

“Which one of these would you recommend?” I
asked.

His brows furrowed worriedly. “Are you
feeling okay?”

“Yes, of course I am,” I said. I was quite
all right and my only problem right now was a humungous clog in the
shower drain waiting for me at home.

“I think you’d better sit down, sir.” He took
a step forward and grabbed me by my elbow. I wasn’t all that
comfortable with strangers touching me, and he had no reason to. As
I tried to break free from his grasp, I noticed, with surprise,
that my arm didn’t want to follow my command.

“I’ll help you to the outdoor furniture
section. There are some chairs there. Steady yourself on your
cart.”

With one hand supporting my elbow and the
other hand steering my shopping cart, he led me towards a group of
patio furniture displayed at the end of the aisle.

I noticed my feet felt different. It were as
if I was walking on one of those gym mats I remembered from high
school, and not on the linoleum-covered hard concrete floor in the
store.

That was odd.

Maybe he was right. Sitting down wasn’t such
a bad idea after all. I felt kind of…strange.

All of a sudden, my vision tunneled and the
way to the outdoor furniture seemed endless. My brain failed to
understand the situation, but realized it was impossible to make it
that far. After two steps my right leg wouldn’t carry me any
further, went weak, and I lost control of most of my muscles.
Staying upright became an impossible task. I desperately looked for
support and grabbed the side of the cart, trying to keep from
collapsing to the floor. Nothing could stop me from falling. The
whole world tipped over and I went down.

I felt ridiculous. From my position lying on
the floor, I looked up at the store assistant. He already had the
walkie-talkie in his hand.

“Donna, could you call for back-up? We have
one down in aisle twenty-eight.”

I think that was what he said, but maybe I’d
just seen too many movies about cops. Something in my brain felt
like a terrycloth towel wrapped around fragments of glass, and I
could barely keep it together.

I tried my hardest to get up again, only to
find my right leg and arm weren’t in on the deal. I gave up.
Stretched out, I was lying with my back against the hard floor.
Strangely enough, I wasn’t in any pain. It was just that I’d lost
control over my body.

The assistant went down on his knees beside
me.

“What’s going on?” I heard a female assistant
approach us. From my angle on the floor her colorful sneakers were
enormous. “Is he drunk? Have you called for security?”

“I think there’s something wrong with him. He
can’t speak. When he tries, it sounds just like some kind of
‘la-la-urgh,’” the man said.

The female voice snorted before she spoke.
“We had another customer last month, and it was just like this.
Fell down, and he even peed himself before he cashed in his
chips—that was so disgusting. You know, it’s a bitch when they die
here. Bad mojo.”

Even though I couldn’t move, I heard and
understood her perfectly. My mind started spinning.

Oh, my God. I’m going to die.

My next thoughts worried me more than the
first.

Gabriel.

Gabriel will be crushed when he hears that I
died on the floor at Walmart.

The kids.

My heart appeared to be beating strangely. It
raced. Then it skipped beats. Then it raced again. I tried to
breathe evenly through the experience, trying not to panic.

What the hell? I’m a thirty-seven-year-old
man in a long-term relationship, blessed with two beautiful, smart,
extraordinary kids. I work out, I eat my vegetables. I’m not
supposed to die.

Not at this point in my life, anyway.

The world turned a bit darker. All the edges
went softer, all the colors…strange. My limbs were heavy and I
couldn’t move. I could hear, and feel. But I couldn’t move.

I closed my eyes. Panic was just around the
corner. I tried to breathe slowly, to calm myself down.

Gabriel and our two fantastic
children. I had never thought I
would be a dad, and not even in my wildest dreams had I hoped to
meet someone like Gabriel. Life had given me the
jackpot. If I died…

There was turmoil when the paramedics
arrived. Supplies were put on the floor. I heard thumps and buckles
clinking.

“We’re here to help you. Just stay calm and
we’ll find out how to help you best before we leave for the
hospital, okay?” It was a male voice that spoke to me.

My eyelids were the only body parts still
working, and I opened my eyes. I saw a face—a man—leaning in over
me, and he talked, not to me, but to someone out of my vision.

“Was he injured?”

“No, he just fell over,” came the answer.

I tried to communicate, but I couldn’t. My
mouth wouldn’t move, and my jaw seemed to be stuck on its hinges.
All I could do was grunt. I stared at the face hovering above me,
and the panic in my eyes must have been obvious, because I felt a
comforting hand squeeze mine.

“Just take it easy, buddy. Hang in there.
We’re here for you now.”

The deep voice didn’t soothe me.

Someone put an oxygen mask on my face. It
smelled of rubber and a stream of air brushed my nose and mouth. My
mind started playing tricks with me—I wasn’t in Walmart anymore. I
was standing on our boat with the wind against me, sailing along
the coast to Boston. I tried to roll my eyes and see if Gabriel was
standing by the wheel behind me, but I couldn’t see him
anywhere.

“Oh look. Creepy. You can only see the whites
of his eyes.” A new voice. A child’s voice.

“He’s going into a coma.” It was another of
those deep male voices close to me. “We’re losing him. Hey, mister?
Can you hear me?” Something hard was pressed right at the very top
of my breast bone. It hurt severely, but I couldn’t react. “He
doesn’t respond to stimulation. What’s this guy’s name?”

“We don’t know,” I heard the male store
assistant say. I recognized his voice, so close that he was
probably still on his knees beside me.

The paramedic’s hands were brutal. I would
have screamed if I could. Someone pressed fingers hard against my
neck, just below the jaw. I had always thought medical staff would
be kind and gentle, but the painful object that kept pressing and
wiggling hard against the top of my breastbone disappeared, only to
return even harder, pressing rhythmic movements on the middle of my
chest. It hurt like a bitch.

My mind reeled and I was on the boat again,
sitting on the foredeck, feeling the vessel slowly rocking beneath
me. To my great relief I saw Gabriel. He stood by the large
steering wheel of our sailboat, bringing us home safely. My man was
beautiful—his skin was golden after days in the sun, his dark brown
hair tousled by the wind. My heart melted as he turned and smiled
at me, and I noticed he had laugh lines around his eyes that must
have deepened only recently. Where were the kids? They were
probably safe down below. Gabriel would never leave them unattended
on deck.

“Start up the defibrillator. Come on, Steve.
Hurry up, we’re losing him.”

The repeating pressure on my chest was
excruciating, and it never eased. I heard plastic wraps open and
sharp stings prickled the tops of both my hands. They must have
done something to open my T-shirt because I was so cold, and things
were stuck to my bare chest.

“Clear!”

Suddenly the hands were gone and for a second
the pain stopped, only to be replaced by a force hitting me so
strongly it felt as if someone had dropped a car on my chest. I
couldn’t breathe.

Gabriel.

I embraced the heavy darkness that rolled in
and relieved me from everything.

 


* * * * *

 




 CHAPTER TWO

 


An all-encompassing numbness in my body. As
if it didn’t belong to me.

I couldn’t open my eyes and I didn’t care
where I was. All my senses were in a void and only a steady beeping
broke the padded silence in my ears.

Beep one. Beep two. Beep. Four. Beep…

Someone was holding my hand, giving slow,
light strokes over the back of it.

All sensations faded again.

 

Next thing I experienced was a newspaper
rustling. I succeeded in turning my head. By the window was an
armchair where someone was reading, feet propped up against the
radiator.

It was Gabriel.

The relief of seeing him was overwhelming. I
lifted my arm off the bed, just to let it fall again. It was too
heavy. I was tangled in IV lines—my eyes followed the plastic tubes
up from my arm to the bags with clear and red liquid hanging on a
stand by my bed.

Where was I?

I wanted to call out to him. I opened my
mouth, tried to move my tongue, but it didn’t feel like my mouth.
It was dry and rough. I must have swallowed sawdust and a brick. My
throat hurt.

I made an attempt to speak. “Huh.” The sound
that came out was more like a cough. One more try. “Gabriel.”

Immediately he looked up from the
newspaper. Shit. Gabriel looked like he’d been without sleep for
a week. There were dark shadows beneath his tired eyes and his hair
was lank, as if he’d pulled his fingers through it just one time
too many. He had heavy, dark stubble on his jaw. How could that be?
He always shaved close. He’d shaved just this morning.

“Jay. Thank God.” Gabriel’s voice was almost
nothing more than a whisper.

He put the newspaper on the table beside the
chair and got up and reached for me, closing his hand around
mine.

With Gabriel here, my concern was for the
other most important human beings in my life. I didn’t see them
anywhere.

“Kids?” I managed to ask. It hurt when I
spoke.

“The kids are with Grandma.”

I tried to raise my head, tried to get up. He
stopped me and stroked my forehead, just a gentle touch. “Easy.
I’ll call for a nurse.” I saw him reach for the call button. “We’re
in the ICU. They’re here all the time, but not when you need
them.”

Another kind of beep started sounding,
different from the beeps coming from somewhere above my bed. It was
out of sync with the others.

“Heavy.”

“What did you say?” Gabriel asked with a soft
voice.

“Get it off.”

“Get what off? Jay, what do you need?”
Gabriel leaned in over me and his eyes were glossy and worried.

“My chest. Something…on my chest. Heavy.
Hurts. Get it off me.” The pressure on my chest was enormous, as if
I’d dropped the damned barbell, with max load, while lying on the
bench press at the gym, and no one cared to rescue me.

“Shhh, I think it’s supposed to be like that.
You’ve been through open-heart surgery,” Gabriel soothed.

My brain had waited until now to fully
comprehend where I was: in a hospital bed.

A new person entered the room, a silhouette
against the white walls, and I didn’t see it was a nurse in blue
scrubs until she came up to me and touched my shoulder. I couldn’t
focus on her face and it made me dizzy. I closed my eyes.

“Is he awake?” she asked Gabriel.

“Yes. He seems confused. And he’s in
pain.”

“He’s waking up. Don’t worry, it’s all as it
should be,” she said, her tone of voice comforting. “I’ll give him
some more morphine. He’ll probably go back to sleep.”

There was a crackling sound, like a plastic
wrapper being opened. I felt the warmth coming from her gloved
hands as she touched my arm and did something, and everything went
black again.

 

Next time I surfaced to consciousness,
Gabriel was standing by the window, looking out, and sipping from a
paper cup.

“I love you, Gabriel,” I said, croaking. I
had no idea where the words came from. My brain must have chosen
the four words that were most import to me.

Gabriel turned towards me and smiled. “Hey.”
He left the cup on the windowsill and came to sit beside me. With a
practiced hand he lowered the rails on the bed—it made me think
he’d done it many times before—and reached so I could rest my head
on his forearm. It made me feel safe. He kissed my temple. “You
gave us such a fright.”

I closed my eyes. “Life with me…” It was hard
talking. Gabriel waited patiently. He must have been able to see I
was struggling. “…is supposed to be thrilling. I do…my best to
please.”
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