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For my husband and my son and his husband.

Mazel tov and all that.


Sometimes love comes along when you least expect it.


Chapter One

Same-sex marriage had just become legal in Washington State, and Duncan Taylor didn’t plan on wasting any time. He had been dating Tucker McBride for more than three years, and ever since the possibility of marriage had become more than just a pipe dream, it was all Duncan could think of. He thought of it as he gazed out the windows of his houseboat on Lake Union on days both sunny and gray (since it was late autumn, there were a lot more of the latter); he thought of it as he stood before his classroom of fourth graders at Cascade Elementary School. He thought of it when he woke up in the morning and before he fell asleep at night.

For Duncan, marriage was the peak, the happy ending, the icing on the cake, the culmination of one’s heart’s desire, a commitment of a lifetime, the joining of two souls. For Duncan, it was landing among the stars.

And for Duncan, who would turn thirty-eight on his next birthday, it was also something he had never dared dream would be possible for him.

Now, too excited to sleep, he was thinking about it—hard—once again. It was just past midnight on December 6, 2012, and the local TV news had preempted its regular programming to take viewers live to Seattle City Hall, where couples were forming a serpentine line to be among the first in the state to be issued their marriage licenses—couples who had also for far too long believed this right would be one they would never be afforded. Many clung close together to ward off the chill, but Duncan knew their reasons for canoodling went far deeper than that.

The mood, in spite of the darkness pressing in all around, was festive. There was a group serenading the couples in line, singing “Going to the Chapel.” Champagne corks popped in the background. Laughter.

Duncan couldn’t keep the smile off his face as he watched all the male-male and female-female couples in the line, their moods of jubilation, of love, of triumph, traveling through to him even here on his houseboat only a couple of miles north of downtown. Duncan wiped tears from his eyes as he saw not only the couples but also all the supporters, city workers, and volunteers who had crowded together outside city hall to wish the new couples well, to share in the happiness of the historic moment.

And then Duncan couldn’t help it; he fell into all-out blubbering as the first couple to get their license emerged from city hall. Eighty-five-year-old Pete-e Petersen and her partner and soon-to-be-wife, Jane Abbott Lighty, were all smiles when a reporter asked them how they felt.

“We waited a long time. We’ve been together thirty-five years never thinking we’d get a legal marriage. Now I feel so joyous I can’t hardly stand it,” Pete-e said.

It was such a special moment, and it was all Duncan could do not to pick up the phone and call Tucker and casually say something like, “Hey honey, you want to get married?”

But he knew he had to wait even if patience was a virtue Duncan had in short supply. On Sunday, when the first marriages would take place, he planned on bringing Tucker to their favorite restaurant, an unpretentious little joint on Capitol Hill called Olympia Pizza. There, amid the darkened and—for them—romantic interior with the smells of garlic, basil, and tomato sauce surrounding them, Duncan would propose, saying something clever like:

“I’m thinking about changing my Facebook relationship status to ‘engaged.’ Would you mind?”

In his mind, Tucker would chuckle and then rub at the tuft of blond hair that grew from his chin, regarding Duncan with his dark-blue eyes. Duncan could see the flicker of the candle lighting up his man’s features as he held the silence for a few moments, building the suspense. Then he would say something like, “I think I’ll change mine too.”

That would be one way it could play out—very twenty-first century.

Duncan would then imagine all his friends and family congratulating the newly minted fiancés with “Likes” and words of encouragement and shared happiness. Maybe he could get their waiter to take a picture of them, holding hands over a sausage and mushroom pie, right after the moment when they went from two guys dating to two guys anticipating…marriage.

Duncan found himself wiping yet another tear from his eye. Sunday was going to be perfect.

*

Because Tucker spent Saturday night on Duncan’s houseboat, they rode over to the Hill together and parked on Fifteenth, just a few steps away from the pizza restaurant where they had been regulars ever since their first date here three years before.

Even though it was only 5:30 or so in the afternoon, the day had grown dark, and there was a damp chill in the air.

Duncan locked his Ford Escort and hurried down the street, eager to get inside, eager to set in motion, well, the rest of his life. His heart beat a little faster, and his breath came a bit more quickly. Inside, he felt filled with brilliant light.

Tucker called from behind him, laughing. “What’s gotten into you tonight?”

Duncan slowed to turn and cast a glance back at Tucker, who looked very fetching in a pair of worn Levi’s 501s, a form-fitting black T-shirt, and a black leather jacket that contrasted wonderfully with his almost white-blond hair.

“What do you mean?” Duncan asked.

“Well, there’s a real spring to your step is the only way I know how to put it. This is different from the usual swish in it.” He laughed and caught up to Duncan, squeezing his bicep to show he was only kidding with that last remark.

“Just hungry,” Duncan replied. But hunger was actually the last thing on his mind at the moment as his hand worried the velvet box in the pocket of his cargo pants. He hadn’t planned it, but on Saturday he was downtown, and he couldn’t resist wandering into Ben Bridge just to see what they had in the way of wedding bands.

He saw it right away. He knew that the fact his eye fell upon it first thing was fate talking to him. Before he had even spoken to a salesperson or glanced at another item, he saw the simple white-gold, diamond-studded band in the display case. “That’s for Tucker,” he whispered to himself. He hadn’t planned to buy an engagement ring, and he certainly couldn’t afford its exorbitant price tag, but the thought of the light that would come into Tucker’s eyes when he opened the box was so thrilling and romantic, he couldn’t resist.

The clerk, a young woman whose dark hair, olive skin, and green eyes mirrored Duncan’s own, came up to him. “Can I show you something?”

Duncan recalled being at a loss for words. This little side trip into the jewelry store had really been intended as only a fantasy; a sort of appetizer for the better things to come.

“I just love that simple band with the diamonds right there.” Duncan had pointed down to the ring.

“Oh, it’s a beauty. Would you like to try it on?” She was already stooping down to take the ring out of the display case.

“Oh, it’s not for me.” And suddenly, Duncan stopped. He was so filled with love for Tucker, he was unable to speak. He gnawed for a moment at his lower lip, looking away from the smiling and expectant face of the clerk and drawing in a deep breath to compose himself. What did he have to lose, anyway? He smiled and looked down to see his hands trembling. “It’s for my, my…” His voice had trailed off. What to call Tucker? He was his boyfriend, he supposed, yet he seemed like so much more. But partner was so presumptuous because they didn’t live together for one and had never registered as domestic partners in the state for another. “It’s for the guy I hope will be my fiancé,” he had finally blurted out, hoping the clerk didn’t notice the tear he could feel standing in the corner of one eye.

He wondered what she would do. Would she regard him with disdain? Would her attitude change? Would she laugh?

But her face had immediately brightened, and her smile was as wide as his own. “That’s fabulous!” she exclaimed. “I’m so happy for you.” She had pushed the ring across the counter. “He’s a lucky guy. And I’m not just saying that because he’d be getting this gorgeous ring, but mostly because he’d be getting you.” She winked. “You’re a catch.”

Duncan had picked up the ring with one hand and reached for his wallet with the other.

Now, in the restaurant, he was just about to burst with what he wanted to ask Tucker. With anticipation. With excitement. With the promise of a seismic shift in his and his boyfriend’s lives.

Wait. Wait, he told himself, over and over, as they followed the hostess to a table near the back. Wait, he told himself again as they perused the menu, both ordering a Stella Artois.

When the pizza arrived, so would Duncan’s proposal.

Duncan forced himself to make small talk as they sipped beer. He let his gaze wander over to the table next to them where an older couple sat, indicating with his eyes that Tucker should look as well. Tucker looked at the man and woman, who both appeared to be in their seventies, with gray hair and clothes that kind of matched, baggy jeans, cardigan sweaters. She wore a brightly colored scarf around her neck, and his glasses were square, blocky and, whether he knew it or not, kind of cool in a retro sort of way.

“How long do you think they’ve been together?” Duncan asked, leaning forward and placing a hand atop Tucker’s.

Tucker leaned back, putting his own hands in his lap and screwing up his gaze in what Duncan would surmise was deep thought. “Gee. It’s hard to say. Probably a long time. I’d guess Gramps and Granny there are in their seventies, and I bet they’re each other’s first, so maybe fifty years or more.”

“That’s what I was thinking too. Notice how quiet they are together?” Duncan admired the way they stared into each other’s eyes and how the woman held her fork aloft with a piece of fried calamari on it for her husband to try.

Tucker snorted. “They’re probably all talked out. After half a century, they probably can’t think of a single new thing to say to the other.” He laughed. “He’s probably thinking he can’t wait to get home so he can plop down in front of the TV and crack open a beer, and she probably just wants to bury her nose in a Harlequin romance, so she can get a glimpse of what she doesn’t have anymore.”

Duncan felt the statement cut through him and tried to convince himself that Tucker was merely going for the obvious interpretation, the one most people would make. “Oh, don’t be such a cynic!” he cried. “I think they’ve just been together so long they’re really contented around each other. They probably don’t feel the need to fill the silence up with idle chatter.” As you’re doing right now, Duncan chided himself.

“Maybe.” Tucker scanned the restaurant. “I hope that pizza gets here soon. I’m starving.”

“Me too.” Duncan rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. “I’m sure it’ll be worth waiting for.” Making sure Tucker wasn’t looking, he moved the boxed ring from his pocket next to him on the booth bench, so it would be ready when the moment arrived.

The waiter, and the moment of truth, showed up just then. The waiter was a lanky kid with a neck tattoo and a shock of auburn hair that fell over one eye. “Here you go, guys. Careful, that pan is hot.”

“And so are you,” Tucker quipped.

The waiter grinned, his gaze cutting to Duncan, who did not grin back. Duncan swallowed, suddenly feeling a distinct lack of spit in his mouth. His heart beat just a little harder.

The waiter wandered away.

“God, that smells terrific.”

The aroma of the pizza wafted up, embedded in the steam rising off the hot, cheesy pie. Even though the smell of tomatoes, garlic, Italian sausage, and basil were the sweetest perfumes to him, Duncan didn’t feel hungry.

His proposal was now front and center in his mind, and he swore he could not entertain the thought of taking a bite until he got his special moment underway. Later, the dinner could turn into a real celebration. Hell, the whole night could.

Tucker was about to reach for the spatula to lift a slice onto his plate when Duncan grabbed his wrist. “Wait. Before we get started, I have something I want to ask.”

Duncan reached down, feeling for the box at his side. His nervous reach hit the box and knocked it to the floor. “Shit,” Duncan whispered. When he quickly ducked to grab for the box among the shadows and grit beneath the table, he whacked his forehead on the edge. He saw stars.

“What the fuck?” Tucker was laughing.

Duncan groped around in the dark, feeling for the box. This isn’t the way things are supposed to go at all. Where is that damn thing, anyway? Finally, his hand lit on the velvet box. In the fall, it had opened. He reached inside and found, to his horror, that the ring itself had rolled away. He groped around on the floor some more until he felt the metal of the ring under his fingertips. He breathed a sigh of relief and grasped both box and ring, righting himself and being careful not to hit the back of his head as he reemerged from beneath the table.

What could he do but laugh? So he did, putting the ring and the box on the table in front of him. “Hey, it’ll be a good story to tell our grandchildren, right?” Duncan continued to laugh, rubbing at the knot already forming on his forehead. He thrust the ring toward Tucker. “This is for you.” He managed to make himself stop laughing even though there was something giddy going on inside that he didn’t quite understand.

Was it joy or the beginning of a heart attack?

Tucker picked up the ring, examining it. He looked with a questioning smile across the table at Duncan.

“It’s legal now,” Duncan gasped, the carefully chosen words he had imagined and planned on saying deserting him.

“What? Pot?”

“Don’t be stupid.” Duncan stared across the table, feeling as he once had when he was a teenager on Thanksgiving weekend driving on a slippery highway. It had rained earlier and the temperature had dropped. The roads were slick, but not frozen—until he tried to make it across the overpass. The car did a figure eight, and all he could do was wait for the impact, whether it was with a guardrail or another car. He knew the only thing that would stop the desperately fishtailing vehicle was a collision. He could still feel the impact all these years later.

He felt that way now, helpless to do anything but push onward.

His mouth was utterly dry. He took a gulp of beer and licked lips that felt chapped. “Marriage. We can get married now.”

Tucker’s laugh was high-pitched and nervous.

“You and me?”

Duncan laughed again, but there was no mirth in it. Reality couldn’t have been more different from his fantasy. “That. Was. The. Hope.” He managed to get out between breaths that verged on panting. He looked desperately into Tucker’s blue and now, he could see, uncommitted eyes. He tried to swallow again but was unsuccessful and finally said, “That’s an engagement ring.”

The words he had planned on saying, clichés all, now came back to him, and even though he knew he was in a car headed for a collision, he forced himself to say them. “Tucker McBride, would you make me the happiest man in the world and agree to be my husband?”

Just then, the one-eyed waiter waltzed up to them. “Get you guys a couple more brewskis?”

“Get out,” Duncan hissed, out of character but fearing he would scream.

The waiter hurried away.

Tucker didn’t meet his gaze. Instead, he stared down at the ring, turning it around and around with his fingertips as if endlessly fascinated by the shiny object.

Finally, Duncan asked, hope barely there, his voice just above a whisper, “Would you marry me, honey?”

And, at last, Tucker looked up at him, tears standing in his eyes. He put the ring back on the table and then shoved it toward Duncan.

“No,” he said.

Duncan stared hard at this man across the table, this man with whom he had spent the last three years, through good times and bad, through hot summer nights and hot winter ones, too, through dinners, movies, bar crawls, and quiet evenings at home and suddenly felt as though Tucker was a stranger. Duncan blinked back tears. He put a hand to his stomach, which was churning with what felt like acid. Not a single coherent thought formed in his head, so he certainly couldn’t think of what to say in response to Tucker’s eloquent refusal.

He picked up the ring and stared at it and almost wondered how it had made its way into his hand.

He slid the ring onto the third finger of his right hand and grinned at Tucker. “Guess I bought myself some bling this weekend then.” He held his hand out in front of him as though to admire the ring, but all he was really feeling was the fear that the smell of the pizza and beer were going to make him throw up.

The two men sat for a while in silence.

Finally, Duncan recovered sufficiently enough to ask, “No?”

Tucker gave him a sad smile, one that Duncan was horrified to see was fashioned mostly from pity and concern. Tucker shook his head and removed his gaze from Duncan’s to scan the restaurant. Duncan watched as he made what must have been eye contact with the waiter, and he pointed to their beers and held up two fingers.

“I’m sorry, babe. I thought what we had was kind of an easy thing, you know? No strings? That’s why I liked having my place and you having yours.” He went silent as their waiter brought two more beers, setting them down before them silently and then hurrying away. Duncan stared at the sweating bottle before him as though it were a pile of something a dog left behind, a St. Bernard, maybe.

He didn’t touch it.

“You’re talking in the past tense.”

“Huh?”

“You’re talking in the past tense—what we had, what you liked.”

Tucker smiled sheepishly. “I guess I am, huh?” He scratched at his neck. “I didn’t realize it, but maybe my mind is getting ahead of me.”

Duncan toyed with a paper napkin on the table. He didn’t look at Tucker when he asked, “So, you’re not only saying no to my proposal, you’re breaking up with me as well. Right?” He stared down at the diamond ring on his own finger. How could he have been so stupid?

“I didn’t intend to, honey.”

“Oh stop with the terms of endearment already.” Duncan felt like he was about to cry, and that was the last thing he wanted Tucker, or anyone else in the restaurant, to see.

“Okay, I didn’t intend to.” He reached across the table to grab one of Duncan’s hands, and Duncan snatched his hand away. Tucker grabbed it again and held it.

“I don’t know if I can stand your kindness,” Duncan whispered. He was pretty sure Tucker hadn’t even heard him.

Tucker licked his lips and went on. “I had no intention of breaking up, but now that I see how far apart we are in terms of what we want, maybe we should.” He squeezed Duncan’s hand.

“That’s it? You don’t even want to try? I thought you loved me.”

“I do. I do. I love being with you. I love having sex with you.” Tucker gnawed on his lower lip for a moment and then said the line that had stung lovers’ hearts worldwide since the beginning of time: “But I don’t think I’m in love with you. That spark just isn’t there.”

Duncan looked up to see Tucker staring sadly, hungrily at him as though he was looking for something. What? Forgiveness? Absolution? For him to say Tucker was excused?

“You don’t need to go on,” Duncan said. It was odd. Moments ago, he felt near tears, edging on hysteria, and now he felt nothing. A curious numbness, almost like shock, had crept in, leaving him feeling dead inside.

“But I want you to understand how much you meant to me, what good times I had with you—”

Duncan cut him off with a bitter laugh. “There you go again with the past tense.”

“Sorry.”

“Why don’t you just go?”

Tucker stared at him as though Duncan had reached across the table and slapped him. Finally he said, “Without eating?”

Duncan stood. “Enjoy it.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, then threw a couple of twenties on the table.

“No, Duncan, don’t. Sit down.”

But Duncan was already moving rapidly away from the table and out of the restaurant.

Outside, rain had begun to fall. Not the typical Seattle winter rain, which was more like a mist, a fine drizzle that left one feeling damp instead of drenched. This one was a downpour, splattering hard off the sidewalk and cars, blinding. Lightning lit up the sky and thunder rumbled, also rare for Seattle.

But did Duncan hurry through the sheets of water pouring down from an angry sky?

No.

He wandered, almost leisurely, back to his car, letting the rain soak through his clothes, run in icy rivulets off his head, down his neck, to trickle down his spine, chilling him to his very core.

He didn’t care.

The rain matched his mood.

Once he got to his car, he sat with his head on the steering wheel, shivering. He thought about how city hall today was an assembly line of weddings. How, all over the city, gay couples were celebrating being, for the first time in his state’s history, legally wed. He pictured the scores of couples right now at the Paramount Theatre downtown, where the city was throwing “A Wedding Reception for All.” He thought of the smiling faces, the linked hands, the hugging, the kissing, the shared dreams and hopes for the future, the joy of the witnesses, the popping of champagne corks, and the slicing of wedding cakes topped with two brides or two grooms.

He had never felt more alone.

Drawing a big breath, he wiped the tears and rain away from his face, turned the key in the ignition, threw on the windshield wipers, and pulled out of his parking space to start home.

He turned on the radio and tuned to the “adult contemporary” station he preferred to listen to while driving.

Karen Carpenter’s plaintive voice emerged from the radio speakers. “We’ve only just begun,” she sang.

“Oh shut up, Karen. Have a hamburger.” Duncan snapped the radio off.


Chapter Two

When Duncan woke up the next morning, it was to dull gray light seeping through his sole bedroom window and a little man with an ice pick behind his eyes, hammering away. The gentle rocking rhythm of his houseboat, usually a comfort that lulled him to sleep or made him feel secure, now only made him nauseous.

Rain tapped insistently against the window.

He had spent the night alone with an old trick—one named Jack—Jack Daniel’s. Duncan, who often embarrassingly or proudly admitted, depending on the situation, that two drinks were his limit, had downed half the bottle, drinking shot after shot of the amber liquid until he passed out on his couch in front of a television that continued to broadcast images of happy, just-wed, same-sex couples.

He sought oblivion and got it. He didn’t even remember crawling into bed, but here he was with his clothes in a heap on the floor beside the bed, to boot. He lifted his head to glance down at his pale-blue sheets and mattress-ticking-striped comforter and was relieved to see neither had spatterings of puke.

He sat up, wincing as the pain in his head intensified. Why he thought drowning his grief in alcohol had been a good idea was beyond him. Now he simply felt alone, rejected, and sick.

He scooted down on the bed a bit to look outside at a pale tangerine line on the eastern horizon above the Eastlake neighborhood across the water. The houses, apartment buildings, marinas, and houseboats rising up from the steel-gray water were blurred as the raindrops made contact with his window and trailed down, leaving distorting smears in their wake. A red-and-white striped tugboat made its way purposefully across the water, pulling its load of what looked to Duncan like nothing more than rock.

He lay back down hard, flinging an arm over his forehead, thinking again of the Carpenters. It was not only Monday, it was a rainy day.

Duncan’s first thought, ever responsible, was that he needed to make a phone call. No, make that two phone calls. The first would be to the school where he taught, letting them know he was sick (Did heartsick count? Did being hungover?) and that they should try to find a substitute. Duncan never missed school, but he figured he owed himself a mental health day. Hell, after last night’s fiasco, he owed himself a mental health month.

Would he ever heal?

He snatched his iPhone from the little ledge jutting out from the side of his bed, brought up Cascade Elementary, and punched the screen to call his employer. He felt bad that he was putting them in the position of finding a sub this late in the morning. He didn’t want to talk to his principal, Bruce Harrington, because he didn’t think he could bear the kindness and sympathy in the other man’s voice. Bruce was the kind of guy almost all the teachers went to at one time or another for a shoulder to cry on, for a sympathetic ear, for a hug.

He was too sick for any of that this morning.

And he was in luck—he got the school’s voice mail. “Hey, it’s Duncan Taylor. Sorry to call so late, but I’m feeling really sick this morning, and I’m not going to be able to make it in today.” He thought of adding something about a possible bug, or food poisoning, or even a touch of cancer, but was too exhausted already to embellish his excuse.

Besides, he was sick.

Heartsick.

Hungover.

The second call he needed to make would be to his sister, Scout (his mom had been a big fan of To Kill a Mockingbird—the movie—not the book) back in Summitville, PA, Duncan’s old hometown on the Ohio River just west of Pittsburgh.

But for a talk with Scout he would need coffee, and he would need a shower. He would need to feel less like one of the living dead. Right now the only noise he felt capable of making was that distinctive erp sound that preceded vomiting.

He forced himself from his bed, surprised to see that he was naked, and rooted around in the heap of clothes on the floor for his boxers and T-shirt. He donned those and headed to the kitchen on the opposite wall. He went through the ritual of making coffee, adding a couple extra teaspoons for good measure. “I like my coffee like I like my men: strong and black,” he whispered to himself, in hopes of eliciting a laugh. Duncan realized he was not in the mood. Grimly, he started up the coffee maker. He then groped around in one of the kitchen cabinets for the ibuprofen and downed three of those with a big glass of water. He belched after finishing the tumbler of water, refilled the glass, and gulped its contents down as well.

Why did drinking make one so thirsty? A question for a science lesson for his fourth graders, maybe? Scratch that.

Food. The very idea of it made his stomach pitch and then do cartwheels. But Duncan knew having something in his gut would most likely result in him feeling marginally better. He opened the small refrigerator to his left and rooted around. The crisper held a few apples, a head of cauliflower, and a bag of baby carrots. The shelves above were crowded with spelt bread, eggs, jam, shrink-wrapped chicken breasts and tilapia, an assortment of condiments, a container of takeaway Thai, and what his stomach told him, most unwisely, he really wanted—a half-eaten cheeseburger, wrapped in foil from Saturday night’s dinner with Tucker at Blue Moon Burgers in Fremont.

He pulled out the bleu cheese and bacon burger, sniffed it, and downed it in three or four bites. Miraculously, rather than coming back up, it managed to settle the churning in his stomach, and Duncan was glad he didn’t regret the decision.

He poured himself a cup of coffee and walked with it to the houseboat’s front door. He slid into the pair of deck shoes he kept by the door, slipped outside, and stood just over the threshold. A small awning kept him dry, but not warm. It was a bit of an endurance contest to be out here in December, but the cold, damp air and the smell of Lake Union actually invigorated him. He sipped his coffee and watched as two shells filled with early morning rowers glided by, heedless of the rain and chill. Their coxswain called out directions, her voice carrying dimly to Duncan across the water.

There was serenity here, and Duncan had never regretted buying the little houseboat, which had always seemed to him like a romantic place, small and cramped as it was. He liked that he could step out his door in warm weather and practically be in the water. He loved the activity on the lake: the sailboats, the touristy land-water vehicles—the “Ducks,” the seaplanes landing and taking off. But most of all, he loved the feeling it gave him of being removed, his own little warren right here in the heart of the big city. Even though all he had to do was look south to see the skyline of downtown Seattle, the houseboat gave him the feeling that he was set apart, a pioneer of sorts.

Maybe, he wondered, Tucker had never liked the houseboat. Maybe that was why he hadn’t wanted to get more involved with Duncan, because Duncan was forever singing its praises and waxing rhapsodic about it with statements like “I don’t know if I ever want to leave this place.” And he didn’t know. The houseboat was secure. Cozy. Home. That, plus being on the water appealed to his Cancerian sensibilities.

And besides, who knew what Tucker wanted? Duncan leaned forward to look to his right, so he could bring the northern edge of Seattle’s Capitol Hill neighborhood into view. He peered up at the lovely dome of St. Mark’s Cathedral at the top of the hill and thought that, nearby, Tucker probably slumbered in his apartment on Boston.

He wondered if he was alone.

He shook his head. He would need to stop thinking about Tucker. He shivered and gulped down the remainder of his coffee, which had quickly gone cold in the forty-degree weather. He ducked back inside and closed the door firmly behind him.

The houseboat’s warmth erased the chill. Duncan grabbed a flannel robe from the back of his bathroom door and shrugged into it, poured himself another cup of coffee, and made himself comfortable on his bed, fluffing the pillows behind his back.

It was time to call Scout, his big sis. She was his port in a storm, the woman he turned to whenever he had good news or bad. She always cared, making him feel as though what was happening in his life was the most important thing in the world. And she did this despite the fact she had her own adored husband, Bud, and twins, a boy and a girl who had just started their first year of high school.

He brought her up in the contacts in his phone and stared down at her photo for a moment. It was one he had taken on a visit home last fall, in Scout’s backyard. Behind her, a maple tree had burst into scarlet life against a backdrop of deep-blue sky. She looked a lot like him. Oh sure, she had much bigger boobs and a much smaller nose, but the Italian/British ancestry was there in plain view. Scout had the same muddy-green eyes that turned emerald in sunlight; she had the same coarse dark-brown, almost-black hair that turned to ringlets when there was any humidity in the air at all. And she had the same Cupid’s-bow lips as Duncan, a mouth that spoke both of warmth and sexiness at the same time.

Duncan snorted; he wished his mouth had the same pull as his sister’s. She was one of the most happily married people he knew. So was everyone in his family. His younger sister, Jemima—they called her Jem and Duncan knew, though his mom denied it, this was another To Kill a Mockingbird reference—adored her cop husband, Vince. Their union had produced one child, a little girl called Debbie, who was the biggest tomboy Duncan had ever seen, always getting into scrapes with other kids, always coming home with a fresh new sports injury, despite the fact she was only six. Yet, in spite of their rambunctious charge, Jem and Vince seemed like newlyweds, mooning at each other at family gatherings as though they had just met, still in the bloom of early love though they had been together for more than a decade. Even his mom and dad, now retired and living in St. Petersburg, FL, were one of those insufferable couples who rarely did anything without the other.

“All I ever wanted,” Duncan said to the knotty pine walls, “was to be like them. To know the simple happiness of having a soul mate. Is that too much to ask?”

Duncan pondered the question, the phone held down at his side for a moment, and surmised that it was. Here he was, pushing forty, with a string of broken relationships behind him and nothing to show for it but heartache and tears.

His life was a country western song.

The thought of that did cause him to chuckle, in spite of himself, and spurred him to action. He pressed the button that would connect him to Scout. Since it was three hours later in Summitville, he had no worries about waking her.

Scout’s deep, raspy voice came across the miles to him, immediately lowering his blood pressure and making him feel surrounded by an embrace. God, he loved his big sister. “What are you doing?” she asked, her standard opening line, for years, to their every phone call.

“Just sitting here, staring out at the rain.”

“Why aren’t you at work? Isn’t it, like, eight thirty out there?” Duncan listened as, presumably, she looked around for a clock or a watch.

“I called in sick.”

“Oh, poor baby. Calling in sick on a Monday usually means you had a good weekend.” She laughed.

When Duncan didn’t join her, she stopped. “Okay. What’s wrong?”

Duncan thought there would be small talk before they got to the heart of the matter. He thought they might discuss the weather, Bud’s job at the fabricating plant where he worked as a welder, one of Duncan’s more cantankerous and humorous classroom charges, the twins’ teenage angst, or anything other than getting right down to the real purpose of his call.

But that was Scout for you. Direct. And somehow, even though they had only this tenuous connection across thousands of miles, she was always quickly able to discern when things were out of whack.

“You said you were sick. Everything okay with your health? Your job going okay? Tucker?”

Her last word sent a frisson of heat though him, making him feel, absurdly, ashamed and embarrassed. Scout was obviously not going to let his reluctance to talk keep her from getting at the heart of things. It was her way. It was why he both adored and sometimes hated his sister.

“It’s Tucker,” he said, his voice coming out just above a whisper. His gaze moved to the window, and he noticed the rain had stopped and there was even a patch of blue in the sky. He guessed the universe, and the sun, had not gotten wind of his heartbreak.

“You guys okay? He seemed so nice when you were back here last fall.”

Duncan didn’t say anything.

“You broke up, didn’t you?” Scout asked, sympathetically. Duncan could feel the sorrow in her voice, almost as though they were psychically connected, which, in fact, maybe they were. “Oh honey, why does it seem like it never works out for you?”

“Gee, thanks, sis.”

“No. No, I mean you’re such a great guy. You shouldn’t be alone. You’re kind and sweet and funny. Handsome as all get-out—how could you not be? You look like me. Great with kids. You make a mean red gravy with meatballs.” She laughed.

“Now you sound like Mom. I can do no wrong.”

Scout said, “So what happened? Why did this fool let a catch like you slip through his fingers?”

“Well, we did break up. But it was more than that.”

“Oh?”

“You heard about the elections in Washington, right? I told you about same-sex marriage being legal now?”

“Oh yeah.” Scout sucked in a breath. She was so intuitive. Right away, Duncan knew she knew. “Don’t tell me you proposed?” She didn’t give him a chance to answer. Her next utterance was tinged with outrage. “And he said no? To you? I can’t believe it.” She was quiet for a moment and then said, “I never liked that guy anyway.”

Duncan couldn’t help it. He laughed. “You just said a minute ago how nice he was.”

“Oh, everybody says shit like that. It doesn’t mean anything. None of us liked him.”

“Really, sis?” Duncan was touched by her allegiance, by how she was always on his side. “Really?”

She didn’t say anything again for a moment, and he assumed she was considering whether she should tell him the truth. “No, not really. We did like him, but it was only for a long weekend, and I’m sure he was on his best behavior. Who can tell what anyone’s really like from that?”

“You’re so sweet. You don’t have to suddenly hate him because he rejected me.”

“But why?”
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