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New Year, New You

Steve Pacer




Dedication

To Mike, for your endless support of my writing, my singing, and my dancing.

 

To Cindy, for inspiring me to write in the first place, and for your consistently brilliant input.




One: Abram

“New Year, New You!”

Abram rolled his eyes and let out a brief but exasperated grunt as those words on the sign stuck to the front of Vitality Fitness became visible through the wind-whipped flurries.

The welcomed warm weather of December had faded away with the start of the new year, and knowing this was likely the last time he could make the two-mile run to work, Abram kicked it up a notch and reached a full-on sprint as he hit the parking lot. He quickly and carefully skipped across the winter-soaked pavement, catching a reflection in the window of the light snowfall caking his perfectly parted hair. Abram always thought he’d look good with a little bit more salt mixed into his pepper hair, a belief that only solidified on this brutally cold morning.

The jangle of his keys opening the door and the quiet hum of the gym’s lights comforted him. At 4:00 a.m., he knew the next hour would signal his final moments of solitude for the day. Because it was January 2, a day Abram coined January Fools Day, when the impostors began their infiltration complete with unrealistic timelines and unattainable wishes for their bodies. He hated this day.

Maybe it was an Upstate New York thing. Everyone there wanted everything so quickly, tossing aside the notion that the only way to achieve washboard abs or rock-hard pecs was actual work and commitment. In Buffalo, football was more important than fitness, eating more important than exercise. At no point was that more evident than the start of the year. Abram suspected this wasn’t the case in San Francisco or Chicago or Brooklyn.

He couldn’t remember when the thought of a busy gym full of people with healthy aspirations turned from a thrilling challenge worth tackling to an annoyance he’d rather avoid. Maybe it was because Vitality would be marking its seventh anniversary this summer, and for seven Januarys in a row, it was the same shit: a full house the first week of the year, followed by fewer people the next week, and even less the week after that. The purge continued until only the regulars were standing at the end of the month.

“New Year, Same Shit!”

He wondered if that slogan could be printed for next year.

Correcting the annual January attrition was one of the things Abe had worked on over the years by setting up programs designed to turn the slightly interested and motivated individual into someone wholeheartedly dedicated to fitness. But he knew that goal was futile. He had learned personal trainers and fitness programs could only do so much. A person only had the ability to change when they actually wanted to change, and there was nothing any outsider or any The Wealth of Health! class could do to change their mind. Being healthy was a lifelong obligation that very few people chose.

Abe glanced at his watch: 4:37 a.m.

It was way too early to be so philosophically negative.

He really had no reason to be bitter. The energy inside the gym that day would be electric. And the stability of owning Vitality was oddly comforting. No surprises meant no new disappointments. And at this point in Abe’s life, no fresh disappointment equaled happiness.

Where had the morning bitchiness come from? He blamed it on his lack of caffeine. Eliminating caffeine—one of his three New Year’s resolutions—had not been as easy an undertaking as Abe had envisioned. But he was determined to make this year the one he would become entirely independent of addiction. For as long as he could remember, coffee was the only thing Abe physically needed.

Sugar? He’d been ten years without it this spring—having none since the weekend of his twenty-third birthday.

Television? Down to about two hours a week, usually while squeezing in an ab workout.

Alcohol? Two and a half years without a drop and going strong.

Sex? Abram winced at the thought. He didn’t feel like counting the months.

Wait, has it been years?

A quick headshake followed by a sudden slap to his face and Abram successfully dug out of that wormhole. The thoughts of the previous years would not continue to creep into his daily life and slowly gnaw away at the positive future. That was New Year’s Resolution number two: don’t let the past dictate your future.

Besides, today wasn’t the day to be irritated. It was the day he finally got to meet Jared, Cassandra Montgomery’s new boyfriend. Cassie had been Abram’s best friend through and through since the first grade and the amount of love he felt for her wasn’t quantifiable. From the age of eight to the time Cassie left Buffalo at twenty-three, they had lived life parallel with each other. No one in town had talked about the two without referring to them as a pair. “Cass and Abe” had become local legends during their high school years. It’d started after saving Olivia Davidson’s life outside the local Dairy Queen when the six-year-old choked on a piece of bubblegum as they were working. When it happened, Cass and Abe looked at each other and sprang into action without even speaking. Abe hopped over the counter, ran out the front door, and began the Heimlich maneuver while Cassie called 911. By the time he forced the gum out, Olivia was powder blue. Abe would never forget the hue Olivia’s face turned, or the color of the burns Cass suffered from kneeling on the scorching blacktop while administering CPR.

Every now and then, he popped in the VHS tape of their interview on the local news, chuckling to himself at Cass’s ridiculously large scrunchie and the way his uniform hung on his gawky body.

That event only started their list of accomplishments as teens: the two were New York State Champions in their age group for Science Olympiad every year of high school; they became the first—and to this day, the only—couple at Kenmore East High School to be crowned Homecoming King and Queen and Prom King and Queen in the same year; and they even were valedictorian and salutatorian, with Cass beating Abe by a mere .013 in their final GPAs. That fact didn’t even sting for Abe; he was happy to once again be linked with Cassie on a grand scale.

Everyone thought they’d end up married, but destiny had other plans.

It was Cassie who had encouraged Abe to come out to his family freshman year of college. She told Abram she “always knew” he was gay, but he suspected that wasn’t entirely accurate. Deep down, Cassie had thought they would end up married, living the highly sought-after picture-perfect existence arising from innocent daydreams. And despite his sexuality, Abram had felt the same way. The two were inseparable and entirely on the same page in every aspect of life, from the type of house they wanted (a redbrick Colonial) to the number and the sex of potential children (three kids: two boys and a girl).

If life was about finding your soul mate, Abe had found his in Cassie.

Abe had never let being gay define him as a person, but he often thought about how much it changed his path. And every time he saw Cassie, he recognized if that one thing was different, the two of them would’ve achieved Happily Ever After.

Like most friends growing older in separate cities, Cass and Abe had slowly grown apart as time progressed. She’d moved to Charlotte after getting a teaching job, and, naturally, their relationship in the decade since wasn’t the same. Abe still loved her like a sister. Hell, he loved her more than Susanna, his actual sister. Cassie was perfect.

Her only flaw? She had a penchant for picking the wrong guys. Six years ago, she had been engaged to Edward Shanahan, defense lawyer extraordinaire. Ed was fourteen years Cassie’s senior, and if he had one memorable or noteworthy quality, Abe had never seen it. Ed was rude, dull, arrogant, a slob, and quite frankly, not in Cassie’s league in the looks department. Thank God, that hadn’t lasted.

Then there had been Brock Blount, another dud who had no business ever dating Cassie. She’d met him at a bar shortly after she and Ed split, and though Abe assumed he’d be a rebound guy, Cassie had floored everyone when she proposed to Brock a year into their relationship. Their engagement ended seven weeks later, when she’d found him in bed with her twenty-one-year-old student teacher, Jessica Herbert.

So, when Cass texted last week asking to stop into Vitality so Abe could meet her new man, Jared Pfeiffer, he hadn’t been able to help but be skeptical. They had been dating since the spring and would have just enough time to stop in and say hi during a layover on their return home from a New Year’s Eve trip to Vegas. It wasn’t exactly the ideal reunion for Abe, but he would gladly take any opportunity to see her.

He sat stationary in his office, only snapping out of his Cassie coma after the hollow echo of a knock on the door filled the empty gym.

Abe sprang from his office, jogged to the front of the gym, and unlocked the door. As expected, Maureen Jacobs and Deirdre Schermeyer stood eagerly outside, water bottles and duffel bags in tow.

“Happy New Year, ladies,” Abe said.

“Happy New Year!” they said in unison, making their way to the locker room.

Holding the door open, Abe lost himself in the winter wonderland before him. The snow had picked up a bit, leaving a heavy coating on the nearly empty parking lot, save for a few cars, a moving truck, and a boat. As much as he hated the cold, he had to admit the presence of a fresh snowfall was a pristine sight he had grown to love. Abe was so busy intently watching a snowplow disrupt the white blanket on Niagara Falls Boulevard, he almost shut the door on another gymgoer.

Without even looking, he knew this was one of the interlopers. Maureen and Deirdre were the only two to ever be there at five o’clock on the dot.

“Oh! So sorry about that. Happy New Year,” Abe said. “Welcome to Vitality, I’m Abe.”

Abe extended his arm for a handshake as the man made his way inside, unzipping his puffy platinum-silver jacket and lowering his hood.

“Hi,” the interloper said, flashing an impeccable, megawatt Tom-Cruise-before-he-went-crazy smile.

Having never perfected his poker face, Abe could feel his eyes widening and his jaw dropping. The man before him looked like he was ripped straight from the pages of GQ. Flawless skin, high cheekbones, perfectly coiffed hair, deep-blue eyes, the right amount of stubble. Time stood still as the two locked gazes. Prior to this moment, Abe hadn’t been a believer in love at first sight, but there was something about the aura radiating from this man that made him question everything he’d ever known about love.

Once again, Abe knew it was way too early to be so philosophical. At least this time, it was positive.

He has to be gay. He’s definitely gay. Please be gay.

“Abram. Hoffman.”

The pitch of Cassie’s voice interrupted Abe’s desires and rang in his ears. He spun around to see his best friend standing before him, tucking her auburn hair behind her ears. She stood, a grin as eager as a kid on Christmas, looking every bit as beautiful as he remembered.

“Cass!”

Abe’s bear hug lifted Cassie off her feet until she squealed with laughter. The sound immediately brought him back to childhood, sitting with Cass on her parents’ deck, as the two giggled while tossing old tennis balls to the Montgomerys’ clumsy black lab, Cocoa.

“I see you’ve met Jared,” Cass said, pointing to the Adonis.

“Oh my God,” Abe said. “Jared!”

Abe inexplicably went in for a hug as big as the one that enveloped Cassie. Before he caught himself, he felt the strong arms of Jared squeezing him back.

“It’s nice to finally meet you!” Jared exclaimed, still holding onto Abe. “Cass won’t stop talking about you.”

It was a bit of an awkward hug for two guys who’d known each other for less than a minute. When Jared finally let go—after what seemed like an eternity—Abe tried to stealthily examine Cass’s newfound love.

“So, how are you? How was Vegas?” Abe asked, determined to steer his mind to a more suitable location. “Happy New Year!”

“Well, we actually have some news,” Cass said, her wide smile curling at the edges. “That U-Haul out there? It’s ours. I got a job as a literacy specialist at Niagara Falls Middle School. I start Monday!”

A half laugh escaped Abe’s mouth as he began to process the news. A fully caffeinated brain would have shouted “Congratulations!” followed by a line of proper questioning. Instead, he stood motionless, darting his eyes back and forth between Cass and Jared. All he could mutter was a breathy “What?”

Cassie and Jared both moved forward, arms stretching out wide, going in for another hug.

“I’m moving home, Abe!” Cassie whispered as she nuzzled into the side of his face. Abe could feel her breath changing and knew she was sobbing the tears of joy that inevitably come when you finally reach a goal you’ve had for years.

A set of tears formed in the corner of his eyes, too, drying ever so slightly as Jared’s bicep pressed on his shoulder blades. He didn’t care if Cassie saw him cry, but he didn’t want to look like a wimp in front of Jared. When the three finally parted, Abe could sense Jared’s eyes intently focused on him.

In any other instance, Abe would have been flattered and, perhaps embarrassingly, maybe even a little aroused. Jared was an impressive specimen, the kind of guy the Cassandra Montgomerys and Abram Hoffmans of the world dreamed about. And there he was, standing in front of Abe, just…staring and smiling and staring and looking remarkably sexy.

Abe stopped the metaphorical drooling and reminded himself of New Year’s Resolution number three: don’t judge a book by its cover.

More precisely: don’t assume every attractive man is gay.

“New Year, New Abram!”

Maybe.




Two: Clare

Clare never thought all material possessions of her sixty-six years of life could be so effortlessly separated, but there she was expeditiously plopping everything she owned into three distinct categories: Keep, Throw Out, Think About.

Another one of her restless nights meant another early morning, and continuing this exercise in simplification seemed like the natural thing to do at 5:00 a.m. The key to sorting through decades of randomness, she told herself, was to trust her instincts. She would only give herself about a half second of thinking before selecting in which pile to put each artifact.

Clare looked at the boxes and felt proud of her progress over the last two days. She’d started with the hutch in the kitchen, moved to Caleb’s room, and had now made her way to Cassandra’s room. Clare laughed as she remembered her path over the last day—these rooms hadn’t been Cassandra’s or Caleb’s since they both moved out fifteen years ago!

Organizing everything became a bit of a fun game. Clare approached every item in her house with a fresh perspective, as if she were an appraiser stepping into an outsider’s home, determining what had value without any sentimentality getting in the way.

The golden yellow vase on the dining room table, filled with silk sunflowers and baby’s breath? Throw out.

The sign hanging in her hallway that read, “Bless this Home with Love and Laughter” she’d crocheted after Caleb was born? Throw out.

The toaster oven? The spice rack? Her French press? Throw out. Throw out. Throw out.

It only got a bit tricky when she found bins or boxes of things she no longer even knew she had, which was the current case from the thirty-gallon tote she lugged out of Cassandra’s closet.

A vinyl copy of Carole King’s Tapestry album? Keep.

A set of coasters from her and Charlie’s trip to Erie, Pennsylvania in 1978? Throw out.

Her mother’s beautiful, but tarnished and bent mirrored jewelry tray?

For the first time during the purge, Clare didn’t make a split-second decision. Her cloudy reflection stared back at her, the coating of dust almost making her wrinkled skin appear smooth, her gray hair blonde. Clare couldn’t believe how old the gray hair made her look. She stopped dyeing it butterscotch three months ago when the symptoms started. Before drifting further into the abyss of self-disgust, she forced herself to get back to the task at hand.

Think about.

She tossed the jewelry tray in the think-about pile, with the only other item being the baseball from Caleb’s game-winning homerun in the 1994 New York State Little League Championship game. Clare yawned as she struggled to pick herself up off the floor. She was so tired. So very, very tired.

Her sleep problems had slowly transformed from a once-a-month nuisance to full-fledged insomnia. Clare had tried every natural method Lilly Langston suggested: spritzing her pillow with lavender, dabbing ylang-ylang behind each earlobe, and leaving a chamomile-soaked cotton ball on her nightstand. Nothing worked. It was another sign of her body telling her something was wrong.

As much as she tried not looking, Clare glanced at the oak, swan-neck grandfather clock (Keep) to check the time.

She had convinced herself if 8:30 came and went without getting a phone call, then all the worrying and all the preplanning were for naught. The office opened at 7:00, and she specifically asked Dr. Kincaid to call her immediately with her lab results. She figured an hour and a half was plenty of time for her to be contacted. And, quite frankly, after her meltdown during her appointment last week, she figured they would certainly have the courtesy to call her first thing.

Only three hours to go.

Clare sipped the black coffee from her “I’d Rather be in Maui” mug (Throw Out), pushed up the beige roman shades (Think About), and peeked out the bay window to see the For Sale sign shrouded in snow on the front lawn. It was hard to believe that after more than sixty years, she was in the final few weeks of calling this place home. The nostalgia began catching up with her, and she wondered, Am I overreacting? Am I really that sick? before reminding herself that it wasn’t time to start second-guessing.

She repeated her daily mantra in her head: Listen to your body. It’s smarter than you.

As weird as it was to think about leaving, she was at peace with the thought of moving on. Like most neighborhoods in Buffalo, the Montgomerys lived in a cluster of postwar Cape Cods and ranches, all with very similar styles both inside and out. Clare remembered being a little girl, walking home from school and counting out the nine different styles of homes that existed. Their neighborhood—and several surrounding neighborhoods—were all designed by the contractor team of Wendel & Brackensack, leaving very little variety within a six-mile radius.

Their home on Parker Avenue had been in the family for two generations, and it was truly an architectural prize, not falling into the Wendel & Brackensack pattern. Built in 1954 as a model home by the Canadian architect Pierre-Paul Gagnon, he had hoped to bring his modernistic style to the streets of Western New York. According to Clare’s mother, no local contractors appreciated the peculiar design, and after sitting vacant for two years, Gagnon sold it himself…to her father.

Every room, and nearly every detail in every room, had a level of uniqueness Clare had not come across anywhere else. From the moment anyone stepped in the house, so many distinct things stood out. There was the massive stained-glass hanging lantern in the foyer, which reflected fragments of blues, yellows, and pinks with every sunrise. There was the open and inviting sunken living room, the curved wall in the kitchen, the pantry under the stairs, the library complete with rolling wooden ladder—to name a few.

Even the backyard was a suburban sanctuary: a private retreat with flowering dogwoods and tulip trees serving as a lush barrier on all three sides, which Clare admired every summer afternoon with a glass of strawberry lemonade while sitting on the slate herringbone patio. Relaxing underneath the cedar pergola lined with morning glories while the kids played with Cocoa were the moments she missed more than anything.

As Clare’s brain overflowed with more memories than she wanted, the sight of glaring headlights pulling up the driveway snapped her back to reality.

Clare slid lightly in her pink moccasin slippers (Keep) as she shuffled to the side door, swinging it open to see Cassie and Jared, who looked even better in person.

“Cass?” Clare asked with a confused smile. “What are you doing here?”

 

Clare was never good at keeping secrets from her only daughter, so it was fitting that the plan to quietly sell the house backfired. She told Cass it was simply time to get a smaller space, deciding it’d be better to discuss the underlying health issues at a later time.

“It’s just too much,” she said. “Shoveling, yard work, the little repairs. I can’t handle it by myself anymore.”

It was only partly true. The things Clare used to love were suddenly no longer fun. She’d pinched her sciatic nerve this past summer while picking cherry tomatoes from the vegetable garden, leaving her unable to walk and couch-bound for three days. She assumed it was a fluke, but her body betrayed her again in the fall, when she pulled the same nerve on the same side as she composted and mulched the garden in preparation for winter.

Never one to rush to judgment, Cassie handled the news better than Clare had expected. There were tears, of course, but Cassie wasn’t angry and seemed to understand Clare’s semi-truthful reasoning. It probably helped that she was distracted, still riding the high of her return to Western New York—a topic Clare was ready to steer the conversation toward.

“Cass, honey, I’m so proud of you. You’re finally home!”

Cassie and Clare gave Jared a quick tour of the house, explaining the now and then of every room. The three made their way back into Cassie’s old room, where the monumental mess had taken over nearly every square inch.

“What happened?” Cassie asked, pointing to the piles of rubble.

“I’m, you know, organizing! Figuring out what to pack with what,” Clare lied. “Getting rid of a few things that I don’t need anymore.”

There was no need to tell Cassie that a “few” things meant eight full garbage bags. Clare noticed Cassie intently scanning the heaps of Montgomery family relics.

“Oh my God, Beatrice,” Cassie said, holding up her childhood teddy bear. “Wait, you’re keeping this, right?”

Cassie handed Clare the jewelry tray. Clare grabbed it from her and smiled quickly while lifting her eyebrows halfheartedly. She figured the facial expression was an ambiguous non-answer that would suffice for now.

“And what will you be doing here in Buffalo?” Clare asked, turning toward Jared.

“Well, Mrs. Mont—” he started.

“Ah-ah-ah.” Clare cut him off, shaking her finger at him like she was talking to a toddler. Jared had already called her Mrs. Montgomery twice, and Clare warned him the third strike would not sit well with her.

“Sorry! Clare! I promise I’ll remember that from here on out,” Jared said. He fake frowned and then burst into enthusiastic laughter, showing off his brilliant white teeth. “I’m a psychiatrist working on an interim basis at Buffalo General Hospital with a doctor in their inpatient unit. Fingers crossed it all goes well and becomes permanent.”

Clare looked at the elated couple and, for the first time in months, actual happiness swelled inside her. Here she was plotting her end of days, while her beautiful daughter seemed to only be beginning hers. A new job in Niagara Falls, working with children who needed every ounce of help and attention she loved to give. A new boyfriend who was a gentleman in every sense of the word: handsome, polite, intelligent, and kind. He seemed almost too good to be true.

The clang of the phone ringing shot through her ears. Her heart sank, then suddenly started racing. She had been so focused on Cassie’s unexpected return home she had lost track of the time.

7:37.

She bolted out of the room and ran back to the kitchen. Startled and slightly out of breath, she realized she still was clutching the jewelry tray in her left hand.

Throw out.

Clare grabbed the phone on the fourth ring, right before the answering machine picked up.

“Hello?”




Three: Abram

He didn’t know if it was adrenaline or pheromones, but Abram’s elation at Cassie’s return to Buffalo stayed with him the entire day, even as Vitality turned into its usual beginning-of-the-year nuthouse.

He grabbed his keys and bounced out of his office to the beat of a P!nk song blaring through the speakers, feeling a small sense of pride as he passed the row of treadmills, each one occupied by someone with a look of fierce determination and satisfaction. For the first time in a long time, Abram was reminded of why he opened the gym in the first place. He found it funny how that notion snuck up on him, especially considering how bitter he had been at the start of the day.

Leave it to Cassandra Montgomery to make life meaningful again. His daylong good mood only gained momentum as she pulled up in her mom’s car. She had texted him earlier, asking if they could find time to “talk alone”, and with the snow still falling, albeit lightly, Abe asked if she could pick him up from the gym.

“Sassy Cassie,” Abe said as he jumped into the passenger seat.

“Abe, my babe,” she replied.

Immediately, Abe sensed something was wrong. Cassie notoriously wore her heart on her sleeve, her face never able to hide her true emotions. She currently looked infuriated and indignant with a touch of melancholy in her eyes. He tried to guess the situation that was annoying her and settled on Clare saying something inappropriate to Jared or vice versa. Abe reclined the seat slightly and started an internal dialogue on how he would talk her off the ledge. As much as he loved Cassie, she constantly overreacted and transformed only slightly bad situations into doomsday scenarios.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“My mom’s selling the house.” Cassie sighed.

“No way!”

Embarrassed by his thoughts, Abe cringed as Cassie’s expression turned even more forlorn. Their house was as much a part of his life as his own. Clare Montgomery was like a second mother to Abe: the mom who watched them after school, the one who picked them up from all their late-night shenanigans, and unlike his own parents, she actually expressed interest in Abe’s personal life.

“It’s just so unlike her,” Cassie said. “It’s weird enough that she’s selling the house, but then to do it without telling me or Caleb? I don’t get it. Something is definitely up with her.”

Abe sensed Cassie was internally seething. He wished he had made some sort of effort to see or talk to Mrs. Montgomery after she stopped coming to Pilates class in the late summer.

“Where is she moving to?” Abe asked.

“I don’t know. She didn’t tell me anything!” Cass wailed, her tears welling up. “She said we’ll talk over dinner tonight. But, she’s already packed, like, everything in the house.”

Abe couldn’t believe it. The Montgomery house was a landmark in town. He thought for sure the gem would never leave the family.

“I have absolutely no idea what’s going on, but now we’re fucked for a place to stay,” Cassie said. “Jared’s out looking at some duplex for rent, but it’s in the south towns area and I cannot deal with that commute.”

He looked over at his best friend and put his left hand on her forearm.

“Cassie.”

“Abe.”

“Cassie,” he said again, in a long drawn-out pitch that got higher as he extended her name. “You know you don’t have to ask.”

“Abe. No. We can’t.”

“Cassie. Yes. You will.”

Abe’s generosity stemmed from his parents, who never failed to provide him with anything and everything he never asked for. They bought his first car, paid for his college tuition, and helped with the down payment of his house. Even every little stop over to his parents’ house ended with the same questions: “You need blueberries? How about apples? What else was I going to give you? You need paper towels?”

The two sat in silence on the way back to his house, except for Cassie’s soft, pitiful sniffling. She pulled into Abe’s driveway and put the car in park. He wondered how a decade had passed without the two of them missing a beat. How so much had changed in their lives, but so little had changed between them.

“I’ll go get keys made for you guys,” Abe said. “I only have two conditions. You have to cook healthy dinners three times a week,” he said, opening the car door.

“Deal. What’s the other one?”

“You won’t get mad when Jared falls in love with me and dumps you.” He kissed Cassie on the forehead, exited the car, and sauntered up the driveway, feeling euphoric about his best friend—and his mojo—finally being back in his life.

Once inside, he busied himself with finding everything he needed for dinner: stir-fry. With his head stuck in the refrigerator crisper, Abe failed to realize his cell phone had been ringing until the high-pitched ding of a voice-mail notification interrupted his vision of sautéed chicken and vegetables. Abe clicked play on the message and put the phone on speaker as he bounced around the kitchen and riffled through a cupboard for his cutting board.

“Abram Hoffman, this is Daniel McGee. I hope all is well in your world. Can you give me a call back when you get this message? I know it’s been a while since we’ve talked, but there’s an opening within my administration I’d like to discuss with you. Hope to hear from you soon.”

Abram stopped cutting his green bell pepper and stood dumbfounded. He hastily deleted the message and returned to preparing his dinner, each slice of the pepper producing more questions in his head.

Why now? Why me? Abe grew irrationally angry.

It was one thing to be solicited by Mayor McGee for a potential job opening. It was another to hear his booming voice, which jolted through Abe like a distant, haunted memory he promised never to think about again.




Four: Clare

Clare never learned her lesson when it came to packing. A go-getting overachiever, she constantly had to dig through things she already put away, even if it was for something as simple as a weekend road trip. That night she searched the basement’s throw-out pile for her ceramic Dutch oven and blue-and-green paisley cushions for the dining room table chairs because of dinner with Cassie and Jared. What should have been a celebratory dinner for Cassie’s new job would undoubtedly be a depressing way to kick off her return home. But she needed to know the truth about Clare’s health and her future.

Her plan, admittedly not entirely vetted to her usual standards, was to move into Brighton Towers, the senior-living complex on Fries Rd. The recently remodeled façade caught her eye every time Clare drove by and led her to think, That would be a nice place to grow old. She saw elderly women watering flowers on their balconies and elderly men playing tennis on the courts while on her tour of the grounds, so her expectations for the actual apartment were high. Too high. The units were dreary (with very little natural light), small (like a tiny hotel room with a space that acted as a shared kitchen/dinette) and bland (the walls, carpet, blinds all a shade of off-white).

That would be nice place to grow old turned into This would be a sad place to die.

But she signed the lease anyway, with a move-in date of February 1, choosing the month-to-month option, obviously.

Clare didn’t expect to tell Cassie the news in person, but after the earlier silence on the issue of her health, she knew it had to be done. Clare panicked about the lack of rehearsal time. As she made Cassie’s favorite meal—chicken cordon bleu and mashed potatoes with the skins still on—she flipped through the pages of an imaginary script in her head.

“We need to talk” sounded a bit too nonchalant. “I’m sick” didn’t have enough thoughtfulness behind it. Clare felt bad enough about springing the news about the house on Cassie and knew it would be even worse after delivering a double whammy.

This week last year, she and Charlie had been on the shores of New Smyrna Beach, Florida, celebrating thirty-eight years of marriage. It was phase one of Charlie’s plan to start appreciating retirement and taking back control of his life. After spending so many years dedicating any free time to work, Clare had been so happy he’d finally seemed to be allowing his personal life to blossom. Their final night there, Charlie drew a “C + C” with a heart around it in the sand, a memory that would forever be burned into Clare’s brain. She never thought watching the tide washing his creation away under a lilac sunset would serve as the omen of what they were about to face.

People always joked she and Charlie couldn’t live without each other. And now, as Clare began fighting her own battle, she assumed this was her beautiful fate wrapped in the cruelest of circumstances.

Clare steered her mind back to the dilemma of the day. She decided to wing the conversation once dinner started. She had never, ever, been one to wing it, but things had changed. The Clare of yesteryear disappeared months ago, the final shreds of that strong woman hanging on feebly.

She opened the oven to check the temperature of the chicken. The hot steam hit her face, covering her glasses in condensation. As Clare stood to wipe her lenses, she noted the scent filling the kitchen, the smell so potent she floated back to the first time she had made this meal. It was the spring of 1986, right after Charlie got his promotion at Buffalo Savings Bank. With an influx of cash, the two decided it would be best if Clare stayed home and watched the kids until they both were in school full time, instead of working part-time at the bakery in Super Duper, the local grocery store.

Clare relished her time as a stay-at-home mom, finding no faults with being a devoted housewife and mother—except when it came to her skills in the kitchen. Ask her to bake something, anything, and Clare had no trouble. She could whip up a bundt cake or batches of cookies and cupcakes in an instant, each with the perfect crumb and consistency. But to cook an actual meal was an entirely different, disastrous story.

Shortly after she stopped working, she found a recipe box of her grandmother’s index cards in plastic sleeves, full of meals no longer in the spectrum of edibility like liver and onions and boiled beef with turnips. Among the pile of questionable meals stood the chicken cordon bleu index card. Through the flowery cursive handwriting, Clare felt as if her grandmother was in the kitchen with her, holding her hand every step of the way, the precise instructions and attention to detail exactly what she needed. Charlie and the kids requested that meal at least three times a month, and to this day, that chicken cordon bleu still reigned supreme as her signature meal.

Thirty years later, she still felt like it was 1986, expecting Caleb to show up any second and start playing with a Matchbox car at the kitchen table. Clare stood static, looking around at the empty and lifeless space before her. The celestial sounds of Cass saying, “Mommy, I want to help” while tugging on her apron resonated in her ears. It was a simpler, happier time back then. A time she didn’t cherish in the moment. A time she would do anything to relive just for one day.

Clare blinked and caught herself by surprise as unanticipated tears fell slowly down her cheeks in unison.

“Mom? Are you crying?”

Through the side door came Cassie and Jared, walking inside in the nick of time to see Clare wipe her tears away on her sleeve.

“Honey,” Clare said, contemplating whether or not to blurt out the truth. “I burned myself on the pan.”

 

Each scrape of their fork and knife against the miscellaneous china sliced through the air with a ferocity of a screaming banshee. The dinner had quickly become a bizarre affair, like a bad first date where intermittent talking filled the gaps between long, awkward pauses.

Clare disappointed herself for not being able to spark long-lasting conversations or ask meaningful follow-up questions. She had already asked them to repeat the story of how they met (working as volunteers for the City of Charlotte Animal Shelter) and what Jared’s family was like (divorced parents who still talked to each other, three sisters and one brother, all still living in North Carolina). She had always managed to feign interest in any conversation she found herself in, a personality trait she was proud of. But tonight she felt off, partially because of having to talk about the elephant in the room, partially because of the actual effects of the elephant in the room.

Moving home? I’m selling the house. New job? I’m dying.

With the small talk dwindling, she knew the time had come.

“You guys, I have some bad news.” Really? That was the exact phrase she had wanted to avoid using, but in the spirit of spontaneity, she let herself continue after spewing it unwillingly. “I haven’t been feeling well lately and Dr. Kincaid said there’s a small chance it could be something serious.”

Lie Number One. There was a big chance this could be something serious.

Cassie, in midchew, stared blankly at her with a frozen expression, while Jared placed his fork down gently and sat back, staring through Clare as if he were seeking more information by peering directly into her brain. Both stayed silent long enough to fill the room with an extra level of unpleasantness.

“I have to have more tests done to determine what’s been causing my issues.”

“Oh my God, Mom. What issues? Are you okay?” Cassie finally managed, the gravity of the situation catching up to her.

“I don’t know.” Clare sighed. “The doctors don’t know yet either.”

Clare explained the morning’s phone call from her doctor’s office. “The lab work came back inconclusive.” Clare had already made an appointment for a second blood test two days from then and rescheduled a follow-up appointment with Dr. Kincaid.

“Clare, if something were that wrong with you, it would definitely have shown up in your blood work,” Jared chimed in.

She suspected he meant to say that in a supportive, soothing tone, but it came across as domineering.

“Well, that’s why I’m going back,” Clare said calmly. “So we can hopefully find some answers.”

“How long have you been feeling sick?” Cassie asked, her eyes slowly bugging out of her head.

“Almost two months. It started getting really bad after Thanksgiving,” Clare said.

Lie Number Two. Everything had started the end of September. First, it was the fatigue. The ridiculous, out-of-this-world, more-than-just-tired tiredness. Then it was the joint stiffness, the on-and-off fevers, the headaches, and the night sweats. She had honestly thought it was a regular old cold. Every year without fail, she could mark the week on the calendar when she would get sick as summer sailed away and the first signs of fall appeared. Only this year, the symptoms intensified.

Cassie started to speak, and Clare could see the fire on her breath.

“Mom, why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Cassie said, each word coming out of her mouth louder and more rapid than the last.

“I was waiting for the right time,” Clare said, proud of herself for telling a truth.

“What’s even wrong, Clare? Is it a tumor? A disease? Have you had X-rays? An MRI?” Jared asked.

Even though he was a doctor, Clare didn’t appreciate the line of questions Jared threw at her.

“Has your doctor given you any indication of what could be wrong?” he asked. “I mean, they had to have given you some sort of idea.”

Clare had enough of his dismissive attitude. Who are you to tell me how I’m feeling?

“You’re making me feel like I’m on trial here, Jared,” she snapped. “If I knew what the hell was wrong with me, I’d tell you.”

“I’m sorry,” he said genuinely. “I only want to make sure you get the help you need.”

Cassie stood up from her chair and hugged Clare, her gentle sobs muffled in the nape of Clare’s neck.

“Oh, honey, don’t cry. It’ll be okay. I’ll be fine,” Clare said.

Lie Number Three.




Five: Harris

Harris expected the queasy, nervous feeling to be fast and fleeting, but instead, it sat stuck in his gut, intensifying by the minute.

This shouldn’t be happening. He laughed at the ambiguity of his thoughts.

Being in the spotlight was somewhere Harris had been a thousand times before with his dad: press conferences, inaugurations, public ceremonies, ribbon cuttings. Mayor Daniel McGee never turned down an opportunity to show his face and always—always—found an opportunity to parade his family around for the cameras.

Growing up with someone who was a part-time parent and full-time politician meant being “on” at all times, expecting everyday situations to inevitably turn into a media opportunity. Harris had learned that lesson on his tenth birthday, a Saturday morning in August when his parents rented out the local batting cages for his party. Harris distinctly recalled several television news crews showing up in the middle of the party to interview his dad about a piece of proposed legislation on noise ordinances or zoning regulations or something stupid and boring that totally could have waited.

Harris spent the morning patiently watching and cheering on all of his friends during their chance at bat before he finally walked into the cage, put on his helmet, and stepped into the batter’s box. He couldn’t wait to show everyone his new and improved swing. But after hitting a few balls—all of which would have certainly been home runs—he turned around to see everyone clamoring for a chance to be in the background of his dad’s interview. He remembered that sinking feeling as neither his friends nor his father seemed to care how he hit.

It happened as he yelled out to the group to redirect their attention back to him. Harris could still hear the sound of the ball cracking his nose. He could still hear the screaming cries of his friends and the frantic shouting of the other parents as he was being carried away by his father, who was running with him to a patch of grass next to the parking lot. And, of course, he remembered three gigantic video cameras hovering above him, the bright-red light of the record button overshadowing the bright-red blood oozing from his face.

In the end, it wasn’t even a big deal. It was just bloody. But it would have never happened had his dad been a lawyer or an accountant or something normal. More than twenty years later, he was still sour over everything that had happened that day.

At least at the end of that torture, he had gotten a hug from his mom.

God, I wish she was still here.

Despite his definite comfort in front of a crowd, Harris never had an event quite like the one before him. And as much as he didn’t want to be there, he knew it was his duty as a son.

Well, as a gay son. There was no way in hell his father would ever ask Ethan or Tim to give this speech.

Dan McGee was moments away from being honored as the Buffalo Pride Center’s Ally of the Year. Thinking about that title made Harris shake his head with slight befuddlement. It stung to see his dad rewarded for his support of the LGBTQ community when, really, he had never been supportive of Harris.

The introductory speech stipulations were basic, but strict: no more than five minutes and mention how the recipient was an ally to you. The time wouldn’t be an issue. The sincerity of his message? That was a different story.

Harris toyed with the idea of incorporating the true stories of his father’s past into the speech. He wanted to mention how he constantly heard his dad say, “Hey, fella!” in an exaggerated falsetto every time a character of questionable sexuality was on TV. Or the time in college when he called Harris’s first boyfriend “lover boy” to his face the moment they met each other. Or the moment this past Christmas when Harris implied he wanted children while he was holding his new niece, Abigail. “Good luck with that,” he’d heard his dad mumble under his breath. The list went on and on. And on.

He snickered at the prospective aftermath in the crowd if he dropped these truth bombs: murmurs galore, followed by everyone stunned, sitting with their mouths agape.

Harris reminded himself to be happy his dad asked him to give this speech. After all, his father finally had done something other than ignore his sexuality. Still, he couldn’t help thinking that his invite to the gala was simply a tactic in pandering to the political left ahead of the looming battle against Darryl Samuelson, his likely New York State Senate opponent.

As his knees knocked lightly together, Harris felt his phone buzz for what had to be the seventh time in two minutes—a sign that his latest tweet had struck gold. There was no time to check his notifications, though, as the show was about to begin. Standing halfway behind the black stage curtain, he stared at his father, who returned the look with his patented and renowned wink-smile combo.

Harris reminded himself that his dad was a good guy. And this was a big deal. By winning this award, his dad would become the first African-American to receive the honor in its thirty-year history. And though he had his faults, he had done a lot for the gay community as a whole. Daniel McGee supported gay marriage in New York before it became legal, strengthened punishments for hate crimes in the city, and pushed the visitor’s bureau to encourage LGBTQ-friendly businesses in order to brand Buffalo as a “gay-friendly” destination for travel and tourism.

The crowd inside the Buffalo Marriott politely applauded as Harris walked up to the microphone, feeling anxious yet confident, thanks to his new Armani suit. He cleared his throat, still unsure of exactly what he was going to say.

Here goes nothing.

“I know many of you in this room will agree with me when I say growing up gay wasn’t easy,” Harris started, feeling the focus of the crowd shift solely in on him. “In my mind, I never had an ally.”

It was true. His dad wasn’t his ally. His dad was barely a dad. But tonight wasn’t about Dan McGee’s parenting skills. And Harris knew if his father had any shot of winning the state senate seat next year, he needed to get the positive momentum started.

“Instead, I was lucky enough to have a dad, who accepted me with open arms the moment I decided to accept myself.”

 

Feeling tipsy after his fourth whiskey and ginger, Harris floated around the ballroom, mingling with everyone and anyone who would talk to him. He felt loose and free and unexpectedly loquacious. It was probably the hard liquor, which he never drank and only chose tonight for fear of stained red lips resulting from his preferred Pinot Noir. Nevertheless, Harris was pleasantly surprised by how pleasantly surprising the night had become.

The crowd had loved his speech, the bacon-wrapped scallops were delicious, and there was plenty of eye candy to scope out, including Alan Smith, the Pride Center’s PR and Communications guru. The two had had some flirty email exchanges before the event, and Harris loved that the tone was matched in person.

Alan wasn’t exactly his type; a little too skinny, a tad too old. But he was incredibly nice and the two had a very chummy rapport, making small talk about the night’s event, the weather and, of course, men.

“I’m not really dating anyone right now,” Harris said, feeling only a tinge of guilt for Grant and Kenneth, the two guys he was actually dating right then.

“Well, I’m not surprised,” Alan said. “I hear you’re keeping busy doing some nice work on the East Side.”

It might have taken thirty-three years, but people were finally starting to take him seriously. Harris was rocketing up the ladder of importance at Beautify Buffalo, the grassroots organization he had been working with since the summer. He’d quickly become known as someone who wouldn’t stop until the job was done. The only reason? He couldn’t leave anything unfinished. It physically made him sick to see a half-painted room or a kitchen without a completed backsplash.

His official title was Landscape Coordinator, but after many long days, nights, weekends, and holidays doing work when no one else did, Harris was put in charge of the East Side Renaissance Project. The project was ambitious, but not out of reach. Beautify Buffalo had raised enough money to buy vacant properties being sold by the city on the East Side and, in turn, would pay to demolish the run-down homes and build new, affordable housing. The simplicity in the plan should have been a no-brainer for approval.

Instead, since they were all at least 100 years old, the city council voted to temporarily classify the homes on William Street as historical landmarks. Councilman Chris Coyle called the preservation effort “an opportunity to reestablish the area as a preeminent neighborhood,” but everyone recognized this was an irrational and uneducated decision. For every dozen homes on the East Side that were vacant, there was maybe one—two, tops—that could actually be rehabbed into something livable.

The double buzz of a text message vibrated against his thigh. Harris’s phone had been going off all night, but he couldn’t exactly whip it out and check it without feeling rude. He split with Alan and headed to the bar, where he bumped into Ronald Young, the city’s commissioner.

“Hey, Mr. Young,” Harris said.

“I saw your latest tweet, Harris,” Ron said indignantly. “You’ve got some nerve.”

Harris didn’t have time for this. He smiled politely, grabbed his drink, and then maneuvered through the crowd to join his father at their table. Everyone at Beautify Buffalo understood that a groundswell of public support for their demolition plan would be key for everything to come to fruition—and it was a task Harris gladly accepted.

He had spent the past three weeks taking pictures of the abandoned houses and posting them online. The conditions of the houses were laughable; most were decades removed from anything salvageable. It became quite evident as the pictures spread that the general public recognized the audacity of the city’s plan, and so it came as no surprise that the city council scheduled a special hearing on this issue for the following day.

Harris had returned to the East Side right before the gala, determined to make a big impact the night before the hearing. He decided to change his tactic a bit once he saw the eyesore near the corner of William and Clinton. Harris noticed the side door slightly ajar, and took the opportunity to sneak inside. After all, it was one thing to see desecration from the outside, seeing it from the interior took it to a whole different level.

Walking inside, Harris had guessed the home was newly vacated. It proved to be every bit as wretched as he expected: tattered curtains covering cracked windows, exposed plumbing in the kitchen, brown UFO-shaped water stains all over the drywall and carpet. He swore he even heard something crawling in the walls. Rats, most likely. Harris snapped a few pictures on his phone and was slightly disappointed that the rotten odor of the house didn’t come across in the photos.

When tweeting, he chose his words carefully, trying to be as scathing and powerful as possible.

 

Is this really worth saving?

 

He found the wording biting and brilliant.

 

The vibration of an incoming phone call coincided with someone he didn’t know ending a story on something he wasn’t paying attention to. Harris had stopped listening when he caught the eye of a waiter with a jawline for days. He excused himself and slipped into the hallway. The call was from his coworker Brad.

“Hey, man, I’m bus—” Harris whispered, before being cut off.

“Dude. Where the hell have you been? You’re going viral,” Brad said.

“Good! About time!”

“No, it’s not good. Somebody fucking lived in that house,” Brad said sternly.

“What?”

“That picture you tweeted? Somebody lived there. You broke into someone’s house. Channel 3 just ran a story about Mayor McGee’s son breaking and entering in a pathetic attempt to defy the city council. It’s blowing up!”

Shit.

Brad kept speaking as Harris instinctively rushed to the end of the hallway and down the stairs.

“They interviewed the woman who owns the house. She’s a single mother, a nurse’s aide at Children’s Hospital. She was crying. Dude, it’s so bad. Samuelson tweeted about it, too.”

He hung up on Brad and escaped outside, pressing himself against the cold red brick with his head in his hands. The wind lashed against him, giving a brief reprieve from the sudden hot flash he was experiencing. His head and stomach spun. His vision blurred. He didn’t know if it was the liquor, a side effect of the sudden news, or a combination of both.

Harris stood on the stoop of the hotel’s side entrance for the next five minutes, trying to grasp everything in his mind. His brain refused to cooperate, his thoughts uncontrolled, like the ice cubes in his whiskey and gingers: sinking, floating, overlapping, crashing together, evaporating.

How did this happen?

When his phone buzzed for the zillionth time, he willfully chucked it on the icy concrete.

He didn’t even look down to see its shattered remains glittering in the snow. He stood unfazed, staring straight out across a half-frozen Lake Erie, hoping and searching for a hug from his mom that he knew wasn’t coming.




Six: Abram

First impressions meant nothing to Abram. Well, not nothing. But he always naïvely assumed that everyone was a good person no matter what initial thoughts popped into his head. He preferred waiting until the second, third, and fourth impressions before truly identifying how he felt about someone.

But not for Jared. Not at all. Jared’s strong first impression turned out to be no fluke. From the moment he stepped into the gym, Abram had known what a remarkable soul he possessed. The man was flawless. It wasn’t merely the obvious, outward character traits that Abe adored. Yes, Jared was a handsome doctor who was friendly and humble with good manners. But he was also detail-oriented, confident, and gentle—internal qualities Abe had observed in the week since Cassie and Jared moved into his house.
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