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Preface




A Life Full of Life  includes adult content that will not be suitable for some readers. I’ve included a list of these elements at the end of the book (marked "Content Warning"). If you have concerns, please check it out so you can decide whether to continue reading.

And when you finish, keep reading—the first chapter of A Truth Full of Shadows is included at the end.
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Chapter one

The Man Beyond Firelight





Lydia stood at the edge of the lake, her toes sinking into the cool, wet sand. The water tugged at her feet, as though trying to pull her under. The sun set behind the trees, turning the lake a bruised purple as twilight stretched its shadows across the shore. 

Her friend sat by the fire, gaze fixed on the flames, as still as the trees around them. Even the faint crackle of burning wood couldn’t make her flinch. Lydia shivered, the quiet pressing in on her chest. They hadn’t spoken in hours. Or had it been longer? Time blurred, the hours dissolving into the fire and the endless quiet.

The man was there, too. Always just beyond the firelight, leaning against an oak tree, his hands buried in his pockets. Whether he watched her or her friend, Lydia couldn’t tell, but his presence clung to her skin like the stagnant heat before a storm, prickling the back of her neck.

"I shouldn’t have brought you here," he had said earlier, his voice low, measured. His voice echoed through her mind, inescapable, like a coil tightening with every replay. She hadn’t answered then, and she didn’t know how to now.

She looked back to the fire, but her friend’s face was hidden, hair falling in front of her eyes, knees pulled to her chest. Her friend wasn’t the same. Her shoulders slumped, her hands slack against her knees. Her silence was so intense it felt like the fire had drained the life from her. Lydia searched for the girl she remembered and found only this empty, still figure. She had been excited to come see her friend. “She wants to see you,” the man had said. She thought they would hang out like old times, escape for a weekend. But it wasn’t that simple anymore. It never had been.

The man shifted his weight, his boots scraping against the dirt with a sound that made Lydia’s skin crawl. Her throat tightened; she could feel him watching, waiting for something she couldn’t name. She didn’t even know why she’d come anymore.

Lydia took a step back toward the fire, her breath catching in her chest. The cabin loomed behind them, its shadow cold and still, like something ancient and hollow: waiting, watching, and patient. She felt trapped between the water, the fire, and the man—no escape in sight.

“We should go inside,” he said, his voice slicing through the quiet. “You two can take care of me.” He paused, smiling faintly. “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

Lydia’s stomach twisted. His smooth but edged tone slid under her skin, part promise, part threat, and wholly unreadable. She glanced at her friend, who hadn’t moved. The fire reflected in her wide, vacant eyes, and for a moment, Lydia wasn’t sure if she even heard him.

The man stepped closer, his shadow stretching across the sand, his figure now looming over both of them. Lydia held her breath as he crouched beside the fire, his face illuminated by the dancing flames. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Come inside now,” he said, brushing a hand over his jaw, his fingers lingering just long enough to make her uneasy. “Don’t make me tell you again.”

Lydia’s pulse quickened, and she fought the urge to take another step back. She couldn’t look at him. Her eyes dropped to the bottle by her friend’s feet. The firelight glinted off the half-empty bottle as Lydia snatched it up, her fingers trembling against its cold surface. She drained it in one sharp swallow. The alcohol burned, blurring her fear and numbing the truth. She had never been in control.

The man rose slowly, towering over them again. “Now,” he repeated. “I’ll be ready when you come in.”

He turned and walked toward the cabin, his boots crunching in the sand. Lydia exhaled, her breath shaky, her heart pounding. She waited until the door creaked shut behind him before speaking, her voice barely a whisper.

“We should go,” she said, eyes on the dark cabin. “We can leave now. Before—”

“I’m not leaving,” her friend said, her voice hollow, strange, as though repeating someone else’s words. “I… I love him. Besides, he’ll never let me go.”

Lydia froze, goosebumps prickling her arms. Her friend’s words hung in the air like a challenge, or maybe a warning. She turned to look at her, but her friend hadn’t moved, still staring into the fire, as though the flames had consumed her.

The last of the sunlight bled away behind the trees, leaving the lake, the cabin, and the two of them swallowed by the dark.
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Chapter two

A Life Under Renovation





Aaron Callahan flipped the eggs in the pan with practiced ease, the smooth motion of his wrist a silent testament to years of routine. The kitchen was bathed in soft morning light, the aroma of coffee and bacon filling the space as he worked, unfazed by the bustle of the day ahead. Yet beneath the surface, a subtle tightness settled in his chest. He hadn’t quite figured out how to name it yet.  

A year and eight months had passed since he’d received his mother Marlena’s Book of Life. The book had turned his world upside down, unveiling secrets about his mother, his stepfather, and a past so dark it still haunted him. He had worked hard to process everything he had learned and uncovered last year. Most of the time, he was in a good place, emotionally and mentally.

“You want bacon?” he asked absently, his voice distant.

His fiancée Bethany looked up from her coffee, her strawberry-blonde curls spilling softly over her shoulders. “I’ll have some, sure. We’ve both got a long day ahead. I was assigned three new cases yesterday. I’m up to twelve. It’s a mess.”

“Twelve?” Aaron raised an eyebrow, concern flickering across his face.

“Yeah.” Bethany gave a mock exasperated sigh but kept the smile in place. “It’s going to be a crazy time at work, I’m guessing. But, you know me.” She winked, brushing it off with a shrug.

Aaron studied her as he worked, admiring how she stayed upbeat despite the obvious pressure. Bethany was always like that. Cheerful, optimistic, even when her work as a caseworker for Child Protective Services threatened to drown her. He admired it, but it also made him wonder how much she kept hidden under that calm exterior. They were more alike in that way than he cared to admit.

“You work too hard, my love,” he said, flipping the stove burners off and carrying their plates to the table.

“Those kids need me.” She shrugged, taking a bite of her eggs. “I do what I can. What about you, what’s on your agenda for the day?”

“I’m headed to the mall site in Pottstown. Things are moving along, but they’ve hit a minor snag with some of the foundation work. Nothing too major, but Jeff wants me to take a look before they pour.” The mall contract was a huge feather in the cap of Callahan Construction Company, the business he had started in 2007. “We have to make sure everything’s perfect if we want to keep pulling in jobs like this one.”

“If you guys do as good as job with the Pottstown Mall as you did with this neighborhood, you won’t be able to keep up with all the new work that will flood your way,” Bethany quipped, her smile wide and loving.

He opened his mouth to respond, but the sharp ring of his phone sliced through the room. He glanced at the screen. Nicole. His secretary rarely called unless something needed his attention. He shot Bethany a quick look, mouthing “I’ll be right back,” and slipped out of his seat, phone in hand.

“Hey, Nicole,” he answered as he wandered into the living room. The morning light filtered through the large windows, bouncing off the newly painted walls and hardwood floors that gleamed beneath his feet.

“Good morning, Aaron. Just wanted to check in on a couple things,” Nicole’s voice crackled through the line. “You’re meeting with Jeff around midday, right?”

Aaron nodded as if she could see him. “Yes ma’am.”

“Well,” she continued, “your new property manager, Barry Prescott, called first thing this morning. He’s gone through the applications for those rowhomes you’ve renovated in your neighborhood. Said he’s ready to move forward, but wants you to sign off on the tenant selections before they proceed. I’ve penciled you in for a meeting with him tomorrow morning. Does that work?”

He pushed aside the curtain. The rowhomes stretched out, their windows whole, their walls scrubbed clean of decay.

“Works for me,” he replied, barely registering the words as his gaze traveled down the street, past the properties his team had painstakingly restored. The homes were starting to fill with tenants, families and couples willing to take a chance on the revitalized area. The empty lots were transforming into green spaces, and the cracks in the pavement no longer felt like metaphors for the neighborhood’s spirit.

As Nicole confirmed the details, Aaron’s attention shifted back inside. Bethany stood by the window, watering his mother’s spider plant. Its leaves spilled green over the pot, thriving in a way Aaron could only envy.

“Sounds good, Nicole. Thanks for handling it,” Aaron said as he watched Bethany, feeling the usual knot of anxiety in his chest. He couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be before his complicated life tangled into their lives like overgrown roots.

He hung up, slipping the phone into his pocket. Bethany looked over at him, a soft smile playing at her lips as she placed the watering can down with a soft clink.

“You’re staring,” she teased lightly.

“Just thinking,” he replied, walking back toward her. "How's the plant?"

"Your mom would be proud," she said, brushing a stray leaf with her fingertips. "It’s thriving."

Unlike me, Aaron thought, but didn’t say it. Instead, he returned her smile. 

“Don’t forget we have that meeting with the florist tomorrow, babe,” she said as she rinsed her plate and coffee mug at the sink.

“Of course, how could I forget?” He took his seat again to finish his breakfast, trying to ignore the tension he felt when he thought about the upcoming wedding. It wasn’t the wedding itself that created anxiety in him. He loved Bethany like he had never loved another woman, and he had known that since their first real date last year. 

But now, with the wedding only a few months away, it felt like the ghosts of the past held him captive, paralyzed with the fear of things he still couldn’t bring himself to say. 

Aaron’s eyes rested on his plate, but his thoughts drifted to the years of secrets he'd unearthed. The revelations about his stepfather Rob, his troubled relationship with his biological father, Big Mike, the same man who had once almost killed him when he was a baby. And all the things he had yet to tell Bethany, the things that twisted inside him, just beyond the reach of his voice.

Bethany was watching him carefully. “You okay?” she asked, her voice low but unwavering.

He forced a smile. “Yeah. Just thinking about my mom and going to meet Roy.”

Bethany seemed to sense the shift in his demeanor. She placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “You’re sure that’s a good idea? I know the wedding is a lot, but... the trip to meet Roy, too? That’s a lot to juggle.”

“I’m fine. I can’t say I’m excited to be going to meet the father of the half-siblings I never met, but if it leads to learning more about who Harrison and Lydia were, then I feel like I need to do it.” He chewed his bacon, thinking. “I know so little about them: Harrison died from a suspicious drug overdose, and Lydia died years later from liver cirrhosis. Roy took them from Mom when they were young, so they never knew her—or any of us.”

 It felt like an entire family had existed just out of his reach, and now, as he prepared to face the man who had been their father, it all felt so tangled, so unfinished. He couldn’t let it remain like that.

“I can handle it. It just feels like I need to find out what I can before I run out of time, you know?”

	“I get it. And speaking of running out of time,” she continued, glancing at the clock, “I need to get moving, or I’ll never make it to my morning meeting.”

	She walked toward the hallway, grabbing her coat from the hook and shrugging it on. Her purse was next, slung over one shoulder as she rifled through it for her keys. Aaron followed her with his eyes, feeling the usual sense of gratitude for her steady presence in his life. Even when things felt out of control in his own mind, she had a way of keeping everything balanced.

	She stopped by the door, her briefcase in one hand, keys in the other. “I’ll be home as close to six as I can,” she said, stepping toward him for a quick kiss. Her lips brushed his before she pulled back, flashing him a bright smile. “Steaks for dinner?”

	He grinned, nodding. “Sounds perfect. I’ll try not to be late.”

	She gave him a playful salute. “Good luck with that. You know how those meetings go.” With one last smile, she turned and headed for the door. “By the way, after you talk to Jeff, why don’t you track down Alex and Jared and ask them about being groomsmen. We don’t want to leave people with too little notice.”

	“Yep, I’ll see if I can reach them.” His smile was thin, forced, but the lie slipped out as easily as breathing. The door clicked shut behind her, leaving silence. The room felt colder, as if Bethany kept the house warm with her very presence. With a deep breath, Aaron turned back toward the living room, mentally preparing himself for the day ahead.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron surveyed the rowhome, so unlike the sprawling house he’d shared with his ex-wife Rachel. That was a life he barely recognized now. After she left, the place became a tomb, silent but never empty, just him and his two roommates. 

Headmates, Alex corrected, his sarcasm razor-sharp, slicing clean through the memory.

Aaron sighed, pushing the thought away as he wandered toward the stairs. This rowhome—his mother’s childhood home—was a different kind of project. He’d gutted it to the bones, determined to bring life back into what time had tried to erase. The house he’d nearly died in. The last piece of her. Now, fully updated and modern, he wished his mother could see it—how it had changed, how he had changed.

As his feet climbed the stairs, his mind drifted further into the past. The years in Boyertown felt like a blur. Those early years with Rachel, the silence after she left, and then the gradual shift as his two headmates had become more prominent. They’d been there all along, of course, but after the divorce, their presence felt more constant, less avoidable. A strange comfort at times, a burden at others.

They were another discovery from his mother’s Book of Life. She had known for years that his friends were inside his head, separate personalities created to cope with the trauma she hadn’t been able to protect him from. He had not realized he had Dissociative Identity Disorder, or DID, until he read her memories, having believed for years that he was living with his oldest childhood friends.

In the time since, he felt like he had done a decent job of accepting his new reality, as had his headmates, though they felt strongly that Bethany needed to be informed of their presence. He disagreed. The idea that she may not accept his diagnosis, that she could pull away from him and end their relationship, paralyzed him. 

So instead you just lie to her. Jared’s tone was clearly irritated, which Aaron was almost used to at this point. At the top of the stairs, Aaron pushed open the bedroom door, expecting silence. Instead, Jared lounged in the armchair by the fireplace, legs stretched out, a disapproving look already waiting for him.

Aaron groaned. “Not right now, please,” he muttered, already dreading the inevitable conversation.

Jared lifted his head slightly, but said nothing. Before Aaron could move any further, Alex appeared at the bedroom doorway, arms crossed, expression expectant. Aaron knew they weren’t actually physically there, but when he was alone, sometimes it was easier to picture them as separate people who existed in his space, rather than internal versions of himself.

“If not now, then when? Alex asked, his tone sharper than Jared’s usual calm. “You never seem to have time for a conversation anymore. What’s up with that?”

Aaron rubbed his temples, feeling the tension rise in his chest. “I’ve been busy,” he said weakly, knowing it wasn’t much of an excuse.

“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” Alex shot back. “Busy getting engaged. Busy planning a wedding. I mean, I get it, Bethany’s great, but is this really what you want?”

Aaron looked at him, trying to decide how to answer the question. Alex wasn’t wrong. Bethany was great. But it was a difficult situation to navigate.

“Of course, it’s what he wants,” Jared chimed in from the armchair, finally sitting up. “Bethany is perfect for us. This is the chance we’ve been waiting for. All of us. To settle down, to tell her the truth, to start our life together. We can adapt, figure it out. She’ll understand. She loves us.”

Alex snorted. “You really think that’s happening? Marriage isn’t a fairy tale, Jared. You think she’ll be okay with... this?” He gestured between them all, clearly skeptical. “Commitment? Sharing our life, knowing about us? We’re not exactly the easiest package deal.”

Aaron stood rooted, his shoulders tight, caught between Jared’s soft insistence and Alex’s sharp edge. Jared meant well. He always did, but Alex had a point. How could Bethany handle the truth? How could anyone?

“I’m working on it,” Aaron said, his voice quieter. “But I need time. I can’t just tell her everything at once.” He paused, frustration building. “But maybe it’s not just about time. Maybe it’s about making peace with it first.”

Jared stood up, his expression softening as he walked to Aaron. “We know that. But we can’t hide forever. She’s going to notice if you keep shutting us out. She deserves the truth. We deserve it, too.”

“Right, because ‘I’ve got roommates in my brain’ is the height of romance.” Alex’s smirk was almost audible.

Aaron closed his eyes, trying to block out the growing argument. “Can we just...not do this right now?” He opened his eyes, glancing at both of them. “I’ve got work, meetings. I can’t deal with this right now.”

Jared hesitated, then gave a slight nod, retreating toward the window. “Alright, but we can’t keep putting this off forever.”

Alex, less convinced, shrugged and pushed himself off the wall. “Fine. But don’t expect me to play nice forever.”

They both faded, leaving Aaron alone in the empty room. Quiet filled the space as he exhaled, slow and shaky, tension tightening like a loaded spring inside his skeleton. How could anyone understand? But he didn’t have time to dwell on that today. Today, he had to pretend that he already had it all figured out. He couldn't afford to crack, not with so much on the line. 
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Chapter three

Balancing Acts





Aaron grabbed his jacket and keys, pausing to glance at the corner where his grandmother’s old rocking chair had once creaked. Now a sleek bookshelf stood there, crowded with his and Bethany’s novels and trinkets. It felt strange to be leaving this place in the mornings after a decade of living in Boyertown. The rowhome echoed his own journey: stripped bare, rebuilt piece by piece, trying to hold steady against what time had torn down. He locked the door behind him and headed to his Jeep Trailhawk, parked along the quiet street. 

As he slid into the driver’s seat, he took a moment to adjust the rearview mirror and caught a glimpse of the house once more. This place had undergone a transformation, but the memories were harder to renovate. He sighed, pulled out of his spot, and started the drive to Pottstown.

The early October air was crisp, the sky brilliant blue. Gold and red leaves flashed past the windows, but their beauty couldn’t hold his attention for long. Bethany. The wedding. Alex and Jared’s voices murmur-soft in the back of his mind. He tried to push them away and focus on the road ahead.

By the time he pulled up at the Pottstown mall construction site, the sun had climbed higher in the sky. Aaron walked toward Jeff, who was standing near the expansive building site. They exchanged a wave before shaking hands.

Jeff tipped his head toward the plot behind him. “I think we’re ready to pour, boss. Just need your okay.”

He looked over the site, still half-lost in thought. “The sooner we get it done, the better. I don’t want us stuck trying to lay concrete in the middle of a snowstorm.”

Jeff chuckled. “No kidding. That snow will sneak up on you.”

They talked briefly about the technical details, and Aaron gave his approval. Jeff, who had worked with Aaron for years, took a step back and gave him a friendly once-over. “So how’s it going, man? How’s Philly treating you? You must be loving it, living in the big city again. And a woman to come home to, huh?”

Aaron smiled. “It’s good. The house came together better than I expected.”

Jeff raised an eyebrow, sensing something underneath the casual answer. “And Bethany? You guys all set for the big day?”

He exhaled and leaned against the railing, hands in his jacket pockets. “Yeah. February 10th. It’ll be here before we know it.”

“February?” Jeff grinned. “It’s gonna be freezing.”

Aaron smiled. “Not on a beach in Charleston.”

Jeff laughed. “Southern sun in February? You’re living right. Send me a postcard.”

Aaron shook his head. “Nah, you better be there. Actually, I’ve been meaning to ask…” He paused, glancing at his foreman. “Would you want to be one of my groomsmen?”

“Me? Seriously, boss?” Jeff’s grin widened, surprise softening his voice. “Hell yeah. I’d be honored.”

Aaron grinned. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll get you more details as soon as I can, but just know I’m counting on you to help keep me sane through all this.”

Jeff chuckled. “You’ve got it. Just let me know when I need to show up and where.”

They talked for a few more minutes, discussing wedding ideas and some logistics, before Aaron glanced at the time. “I should probably get going,” he said. “I need to swing by the office and sign some papers before the day's over.”

“Busy man,” Jeff said with a nod, giving Aaron a friendly clap on the shoulder. “See you soon.”

"See you," Aaron replied, heading toward his Jeep. The relief of having Jeff as a groomsman settled over him, but as he got behind the wheel and started driving to the office, his thoughts shifted to Nicole—his mind racing ahead to the offer he wanted to make. It wasn’t the conversation that made him anxious, but the decision itself.

The drive to the office of Callahan Construction Company took about fifteen minutes. When Aaron walked in, he greeted Nicole warmly as she chatted with Jim, the company’s accountant. They exchanged a few friendly words about the upcoming wedding and the progress at the mall site before Jim excused himself. Once they were alone, Aaron turned to his secretary.

"I’ve got a question for you," he began. "You know that old Subaru Outback sitting in the garage at my place? Dark green. Only about 135 miles on it. It hasn’t been driven since, like... 2008 when Rachel left." He paused, watching her reaction. "It’s probably going to need a little work. A new battery, maybe some hoses, filters, and tires. Do you think Theo might want it?"

Nicole’s eyes lit up “Theo? Aaron, that’s incredibly generous. My boy would be thrilled, but... are you sure?" She studied his face. "That car was for you and Rachel, right? I just want to make sure you’re okay with this.”

He nodded, a bittersweet smile tugging at his lips. The Subaru was part of the life he and Rachel had once dreamed: family road trips, laughter filling the backseat. After they lost Oliver, it had become a ghost, frozen in time. For years, it stung to look at. But now, it was time to let it go.

“I’m sure,” Aaron said, meeting her gaze. "The car’s just been sitting there all these years. I think it’s time for it to be useful to someone. That someone should be Theo.”

Nicole grinned. “Aaron, you don’t know how much this means.”

He waved it off, though her gratitude warmed him. “I’ll get it checked out and make sure everything’s in order. Once it’s ready, I’ll let you know.”

"That’s amazing, boss," she said, still beaming. "Theo’s been saving for a car, but this... this is going to blow his mind.”

He chuckled softly. “Glad to help. I’ll give you the details once I figure out what needs fixing." He felt lighter, like he had folded up a page of his past and sent it soaring away like a paper airplane, finally free to drift on its own.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron spent the next few hours buried in paperwork and calls. When he finished, he called a trusted mechanic about the car. He arranged for the man to check it out the next day, making a mental note to follow up once the work was done. 

On his way out, Aaron stopped by Nicole’s desk. “I’ve got that meeting with Barry Prescott tomorrow at ten, right?”

She checked her calendar. “Yep, all set. He’ll meet you at the rental office in Philly.”

“Perfect. Also, just a reminder that I’m out of town this weekend, but I’ll be available if anything important comes up. Just call or text.”

She gave him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Aaron. I’ve got this.”

He thanked her and headed out the door to his Jeep. Between the upcoming meeting and the Subaru situation, he felt like things were falling into place. As much as there was still on his mind, he was making progress.

He sped home, the late afternoon sun casting a warm glow over the road. A quick stop at a corner store near the house yielded a bottle of red wine, a small treat for the evening.

At home, he cast off his coat and leather satchel before heading to the small backyard to prime the gas grill. Bethany had put the steaks in to marinate that morning, and he unzipped the bag to check on them, enjoying the rich aroma of garlic and herbs. He wrapped two baking potatoes in foil and set them on the grill to bake.

Just as he was about to uncork the bottle of wine, the front door swung open. Bethany stepped inside, her expression weary but brightening at the sight of him. “Hey, how was your day?” she asked.

“Busy, but good. The leaves are gorgeous up that way. I met with Jeff about the mall site, and I offered Nicole the Subaru for Theo. She was really happy about it,” he replied, leaning in to kiss her.

“That’s great! I’m sure Theo will appreciate it. Did you see Alex or Jared while you were in Boyertown?” Bethany asked, eyebrow arched, her tone light but probing.

He hesitated, a slight tension creeping in. “Uh, not really. They were both busy,” he said, keeping his tone light while avoiding her gaze.

Busy? Jared’s voice cut sharp. She’s giving you an opening. Take it.

“Right. Well, I’m glad you had a productive day,” Bethany said, sensing his reluctance.

“Yeah, me too,” he replied, pouring them both a glass of wine. The rich aroma wafted through the air as he handed her a glass, grateful for the momentary distraction.

She’ll find out eventually, Jared murmured, a hint of worry in his tone.

Not now, Aaron thought back, clenching his jaw slightly as he tried to focus on Bethany, who was already moving to set the table for dinner.

The cool autumn air carried garlic and herbs as the steaks hit the grill, sizzling. “Medium-rare, right?” he called over his shoulder.

“You know just how I like my meat, Aaron Callahan.” Bethany leaned against the doorframe, her laughter light and easy. He smiled, the sound of her joy lifting his spirits.

The steaks didn’t take long to cook, and he kept an eye on the potatoes, which were done at the same time. As he plated their dinner, the aroma filled the air, making his stomach growl. They sat down at the small dining table, the flickering candlelight casting a warm glow over their meal.

Bethany launched into an enthusiastic and detailed account of her day. Aaron listened, occasionally nodding, but his mind drifted back to his meeting with Barry Prescott the next morning.

“I have to meet with the property manager tomorrow,” he said, setting down his fork momentarily. “I’m just worried he’s going to push for the rents to be higher than most people in this neighborhood can afford. I want this to be a place for young families, like the people who have always lived here.”

“Young families,” Bethany said softly, then added with a hopeful smile, “like ours.” Her words lingered in the air.

Families, huh? Alex teased, mock surprise dripping. What’s next—minivans and soccer practice?

Aaron nodded, ignoring the comment while agreeing with Bethany. “Exactly. We need to keep it accessible,” he said, taking a bite of his steak. It was cooked to perfection, just how he liked it.

The conversation flowed easily as they shared the meal, each bite infused with optimism. Aaron couldn’t shake the warmth of Bethany’s words. Young families, theirs included. But in the back of his mind, Alex and Jared’s voices lingered, pushing against the confines of his thoughts.

You can’t keep ignoring this, Jared warned, his voice threading through Aaron’s thoughts. Aaron focused on Bethany: the candlelight flickering, the woman he loved, and the fragile calm they’d built together, one meal at a time.
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Chapter four

Crossing Thresholds





The next morning, Aaron walked into Barry Prescott’s sleek office. Prescott, a sharp-dressed young man with a business-like air, greeted him with a firm handshake and led him to a corner office with wide windows overlooking the Delaware River. The place was modern, with an elegant touch that screamed money and status. Aaron felt a slight tension in his gut but pushed it aside, focusing on the task at hand. 

Prescott wasted no time, producing a folder filled with rental applications. “Here are the prospective tenants,” he said, sliding the folder across the desk. Aaron opened it, scanning through the pages, noting a few families that seemed like exactly the kind of people he had in mind for the rowhomes. As he flipped through, Prescott leaned back in his chair, offering his own thoughts.

“I’ve crunched the numbers, and based on current property values and the rising demand in the area, I suggest we set the rent at this figure,” Prescott said, tapping the number he’d jotted down on a notepad in front of him. It was far higher than what Aaron had been thinking. Too high.

Aaron raised an eyebrow. “I was hoping to keep the rent at a level where young working families could afford it. You know, people from the neighborhood. I didn’t buy these houses to drive out the folks who’ve lived here for years.”

Prescott’s laugh was short and brittle, more bark than humor, and it scraped at Aaron’s nerves. “I get the sentiment, but let’s be real. Property values are climbing, and if we don’t price right, we’re leaving money on the table. The kind of families you’re talking about just aren’t going to be able to keep up with the market.”

Aaron tried to cut in, but Prescott was on a roll. “The people moving into these places are going to want modern amenities, updated spaces, and—”

Aaron’s grip tightened on the folder, his knuckles whitening. Something sharp stirred—Jared. The irritation surged, quick and hot, crowding out his restraint. His voice hardened as he leaned forward. “Look, Barry, I don’t give a damn about your property values. I’m not interested in turning this neighborhood into a playground for rich fucks who don’t care about the community. I didn’t buy these homes to push out the families that have lived here for generations. Either you set the rent at a level working families can afford, or I’ll find someone else who will.”

Prescott blinked, clearly taken aback. “I-I understand your concerns,” he stammered, his tone a lot more cautious now. “We can adjust the rates. I’m sure we can find a compromise.”

Jared—through Aaron—nodded, his expression firm. “Good. Now, let’s take a look at these applications.” He pulled out several that belonged to families with kids, young couples starting out: exactly the kind of tenants he wanted to see filling the rowhomes. “These are the ones I’ll approve. Real people, with real jobs, raising families. Make it happen.”

The property manager nodded, clearly flustered as he scribbled down the details. After a few more brief exchanges, they settled on a rental rate much lower than Prescott’s initial suggestion. “Thank you for your time,” Aaron said as he stood, giving the man one last look before leaving the office.

As Aaron walked out, the tension slowly eased from his shoulders. But he wasn’t entirely comfortable. Jared had gotten the job done, sure, but the way he’d taken over left Aaron feeling unsettled. He sighed as he got into his Jeep, shaking his head.

“Not bad,” Aaron muttered under his breath, acknowledging the results.

Jared’s voice echoed in his mind, smug. We got what we wanted, didn’t we?

He couldn’t argue with that. He drove through narrow downtown streets, the florist’s shop coming into view like a different world entirely, full of color and light. He stepped out of the Jeep just as his fiancée pulled up. She hurried over, pressing a quick kiss to his lips, her face etched with stress.

“I hope this doesn’t take too long,” she sighed, adjusting her purse. “My caseload’s insane.” Bethany ran a hand through her curls, exhaling hard. “Two more home visits, and I’m half-expecting a disaster zone.”

Aaron gave her a sympathetic smile, wrapping an arm around her waist as they walked toward the entrance. “I wish you were coming with me to Atlanta tonight. It’d be nice to have you there.”

“I know,” she said softly, her tone regretful. “But I just don’t have the time.” She kissed his cheek before the door swung open, and they were greeted by Carissa, their wedding florist.

Carissa beamed at them as she held a thick album of floral samples and color options. “You two ready to finalize some decisions?” she asked cheerfully, leading them into a cozy meeting room.

Bethany dove right in, reminding Carissa of their chosen wedding colors: emerald green and coral. Carissa flipped through the album, showing them flowers that would be available for their February beach wedding. Bethany pointed to her favorites, studying each option closely, clearly focused despite her busy day.

Aaron nodded absently, but the flowers blurred on the pages. His mind drifted south to Georgia, Roy Walker, and the hope of answers, or silence. He would be meeting the father of his two deceased older siblings, in the hope that Roy might have something. A letter, a keepsake, anything that would help Aaron piece together their lives.

Lydia had a family of her own, Alex piped up in his thoughts. Maybe Roy knows where they are. It’s worth asking.

Aaron was pulled from his thoughts when Bethany asked a question about the boutonnieres for the men. He blinked, realizing he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. “Sorry, what was that?”

Her brow furrowed, just slightly, with concern. “The boutonnieres. How many do we need? Your father, my father, your brother Lucas, and then Alex and Jared, right? Oh and the father of the groom is supposed to have one too, right?” She aimed this last question at the florist.

“Yes, traditionally the father of the bride should have a boutonnière, along with the father of the groom, the best man, and the groomsmen,” the woman recited.

“Okay, so that’s my dad, Mike, Lucas—will he be your best man, Aaron?” Bethany spoke quickly.

Aaron cleared his throat. “Um, I’m not sure. I had thought about asking Nicole, actually. She’s more of my right hand than Lucas is these days.”

Bethany looked slightly annoyed. “Okay, well we need to know, because she’ll need a corsage, I think? Or maybe a different style of bouquet than the maid of honor? How many groomsmen then? Just Alex and Jared?”

Aaron’s mouth felt dry and he swallowed before speaking. “I’m pretty sure they’re both going to be too busy to be groomsmen. I asked Jeff and I was thinking of asking Lucas and Nico. Oh and Frank from work.”

Bethany raised one eyebrow curiously, but didn’t question him further. Not in front of the florist, but you’re gonna get it later. Alex sounded more worried than was typical for him.

 The meeting wrapped up not long after, with Carissa handing Bethany an album of samples to take home. “Feel free to call me with any questions,” she said warmly as they headed for the door.

Bethany thanked her and looked at Aaron as they walked out. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, forcing a smile that even he wasn’t sure was convincing. “I’m just distracted. I still need to call the mechanic about the Subaru for Theo, and I haven’t even started packing for my flight.” He exhaled, trying to sound casual, though the nervous energy about the upcoming trip simmered beneath the surface.

Bethany, sensing more, gave him a curious look. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. You're just nervous about meeting Roy, right?”

He nodded, feeling a little relief in her acknowledgment. “Yeah... I guess I am. I mean, I don’t know what to expect. He could tell me to get lost, or maybe he’ll actually talk to me. It’s just… it’s a chance to learn about Harrison and Lydia. To possibly get to know them.”

She stepped closer, wrapping her arms around his waist. “It’s going to be great,” she said softly, her gaze steady and warm. “And if it’s not? At least you’ll know, Aaron. It’s better than carrying the weight of not knowing.”

He leaned into her, taking comfort in her words. She always knew how to bring calm to the chaos in his mind.

“I love you,” she whispered, pulling him in for a deep kiss, the kind that felt like a promise of steadiness no matter what was to come.

“I love you, too,” he murmured when their lips parted.

Bethany glanced at her watch and winced. “I’ve gotta get back to work,” she said, already stepping away, her tone apologetic but hurried. “Two more home visits. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” he called after her as she rushed to her car, flashing him a quick smile before disappearing into the afternoon traffic. Aaron lingered in the parking lot, Bethany’s kiss still warm on his lips. But the air had turned colder and the horizon darker, like Georgia had already reached out, pulling him closer to whatever waited there.


      [image: image-placeholder]As Aaron drove, he called the mechanic in Boyertown. After a brief hold, the mechanic’s voice came through. “Good news,” the man began. “There’s less to fix than I thought. Tires, a battery, spark plugs, fluids. The basics. You did a solid job winterizing it.” He continued, detailing the work. "Then just a tune-up, and it’ll be as good as new. Practically is, right?” 

Aaron chuckled at that, pulling into his driveway as the mechanic wrapped up. “Sounds good. Go ahead with it. I’ll check in when I’m back.” He parked along the curb, cutting the engine.

He hung up the phone, heading inside, the quiet of the house greeting him. Aaron tossed his keys onto the counter and made himself a quick sandwich, not wanting to waste any time. He had an early flight, and there was still packing to do.

Upstairs in the bedroom, he grabbed his duffel bag from the closet and started filling it with the essentials for his trip to Georgia. He moved efficiently, but when he turned to leave the room, his eyes caught on the shelves flanking the small fireplace.

On one side were his mother’s beloved Betty Boop figures, a collection she had inherited from her mother and continued to build throughout her life. They still made him smile, even after all these years. On the other side, Bethany’s small but growing collection of Fenton glass cat shoes. It was a quirky, delicate set she had only started collecting since they moved in together. The sight of both collections made him feel grounded, like the two women in his life were always here, watching over this home he and Bethany shared.

Aaron smiled to himself, feeling a sense of comfort as he zipped his suitcase. He was ready. With one last look at the room, he headed downstairs, grabbed his coat and bag, and left for the airport.

He made it through security and boarding without any hassle. The flight to Atlanta was uneventful, just how he liked it. By 9 pm, he was cruising toward Vidalia in a rental SUV, the highway stretching endlessly ahead.

The drive felt longer than he expected. The interstate passed quickly, but the small, dark back roads that snaked through rural Georgia seemed to drag on forever. By the time he pulled into Vidalia, it was almost midnight. Exhaustion settled in as he arrived at the Quality Inn, not the most luxurious place, but it was clean and quiet. More than enough for the night.

Aaron checked in and headed straight to his room. The bed was soft and inviting, and without even changing clothes, he fell onto it. He pulled out his phone to call Bethany, knowing she’d worry if she didn’t hear from him.

“Hey, babe. Made it here safe,” he said, his voice heavy with fatigue. “Hope I didn’t wake you up.”

“I was dozing in and out, but no worries. I’m glad you’re there,” she replied warmly. “Good luck tomorrow. I’m sure it’ll go well. I love you.”

“Love you too,” he said, the words soft, but full of meaning.

With that, he ended the call, setting the phone on the nightstand. The exhaustion of the day hit him all at once, and within minutes, he drifted into a deep sleep.

The next morning, Aaron dressed quickly and grabbed a bagel and coffee from the hotel lobby before heading out. He navigated to the address his private investigator had given him. Roy’s house was far down a long road that eventually turned from asphalt into rutted red clay dirt, and Aaron was glad he’d rented an SUV. 

By the time he parked at the end of Roy’s driveway and stepped out, the red clay had already coated the sides of the vehicle. Shaking his head, he turned to the house. The brick home had blue paint peeling from the shutters. Overgrown rye grass and creeping phlox sprawled along the edges of the worn brick porch. A basketball hoop leaned awkwardly, nearly on the ground under the weight of a heavy pecan tree branch.

Fancy, Alex muttered, sarcasm dripping.

Shush, Aaron thought back, brushing off the remark. It's not that bad. He could feel Alex roll his eyes in response.

Crossing the yard, Aaron took a deep breath before knocking on the front door. From inside, a dog barked once, sharply, before going silent. He knocked again, twice more, and heard a gruff voice complaining before the door swung open.

"What do you want? Whatever it is, I ain't buying it!"

He hesitated, hands raised in reassurance. “Sir, I’m not selling anything. Are you Roy Walker?”

The old man stared through the crack of the door, suspicion hardening his gaze. Aaron waited, pulse ticking in his ears. “Who wants to know?”

"My name’s Aaron Callahan," Aaron replied steadily. "I’m here about your son, Harrison."

Roy squinted. “Harrison? What the hell’s he got to do with you?”

Aaron shifted, pushing through the tension in his chest. "I never knew him. I’m his younger brother. I wanted to talk with you and maybe learn more about him. And about Lydia."

Roy scanned Aaron, suspicion still hanging in his narrowed eyes. Finally, with a gruff sigh, he stepped back, the door creaking open. “Fine. But don’t think I’m getting sentimental.”
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Chapter five

Dust & Bitterness





Aaron nodded and stepped inside Roy Walker’s home, a place that felt like time had passed it by. The air was thick with the smell of old tobacco and faint mildew. Family photos lined the walls, their frames askew and covered in dust, as if no one had cared to keep up appearances in years. Roy shuffled ahead of him, barely looking back, and gestured at a sagging couch. 

“Sit if you want,” the old man muttered, sinking heavily into his armchair. A dog lay by the door, its head lazily lifted to look at Aaron before it dropped back down with disinterest.

Aaron hesitated but took a seat, trying to find a polite way to start. The silence was awkward, and Roy’s eyes bore into him. “You’re one of Marlena’s boys,” Roy said, his voice sharp with recognition. “Didn’t think I’d see any more of her kids.”

Aaron’s throat tightened. “Yeah,” he replied, forcing himself to meet the old man’s gaze. “I didn’t know about Harrison and Lydia growing up. I came here hoping to learn about them. I thought—”

Roy scoffed, cutting him off. “Ain’t much to learn. Don’t know why you’d even care. They’re dead and gone, nothing good came out of either of ‘em.”

Aaron blinked, taken aback by the bitterness in the man’s voice. “I want to know who they were, if they left anything behind. Letters, photos, or anything that might help me understand them.”

Roy leaned back in his chair, a sneer twisting his lips. “Understand them? What’s there to understand? I gave them a roof, food, everything they needed. My parents took care of them… I had to work. But Harrison went to hell with drugs, even after I paid for his fancy college. And Lydia? She was a drunk and walked away from her kids, just like her mama.”

Aaron flinched at the venom in Roy’s words. He had known this wouldn’t be easy, but he hadn’t expected this level of hostility. “It sounds like they had it rough,” Aaron said cautiously, trying not to provoke Roy any further. “To be clear though, my mother didn’t walk away from any of her kids. Those kids were taken from her. I’m not here to dig up the past and blame anyone. I just want to get to know them.”

Roy’s eyes narrowed. "You think poking through their things will tell you who they were? You didn’t know ‘em then, and you won’t know ‘em now. It’s too damn late.”

Aaron felt a surge of annoyance. “I get that it’s not easy, but they were my siblings. Whether I knew them or not, I have a right to understand what happened to them.”

The old man shook his head, disgust evident on his face. “Rights? You don’t got any here. You weren’t around. I took them from Marlena because they were gonna come to no good up there in Philly. Thought I was doing the right thing. But they ended up bad anyway. So don’t waste your time trying to dig through their lives. Ain’t nothing here but a pile of bad memories.”

The anger in the room was thick, almost suffocating. Aaron’s fingers tightened into fists on his lap as he tried to figure out what to say next. Heat flared behind his eyes. The fury roared up from deep inside, and before he could stop it, Alex surged forward, the words tearing free.

“You’ve got some nerve,” Alex spat, the words tearing out of Aaron’s mouth, sharp and furious. “Blaming Marlena for all of this? You just admitted you didn’t even raise them yourself! You dumped them on your parents and took off. Maybe if you’d left them with her, they’d have had a fighting chance! They could’ve grown up with siblings who would have loved them, instead of being raised by someone who clearly didn’t give a damn!”

Aaron stiffened, horror flashing across his mind. Stop, Alex. Don’t. This isn’t going to help, he yelled internally, trying to wrestle control back, but Alex was barreling forward, his rage too hot to contain.

“You act like you did them some big favor, yanking them out of Philly. But look what happened, huh? Harrison’s dead, Lydia’s dead, and you wanna sit there and pretend you’re not to blame? They were your kids, not your parents. If anybody walked away, it was you!”

Roy’s eyes narrowed dangerously, his face hardening with barely restrained fury. He stood abruptly, staring at Aaron, who was still fighting to silence Alex in his head.

“Get out,” Roy snapped, his voice cutting through the air like a whip. His fists clenched at his sides, trembling with rage. “If you’re any example of what kind of parenting Marlena did, I was damn right to take them from her. I ain’t got time to entertain this kind of bullshit.”

Aaron’s stomach twisted. He could feel Alex’s anger thrumming through him, threatening to lash out again, but he shoved it down, forcing his mind to calm. Shut up, Alex. Just shut up, he ordered, desperate to salvage the conversation.

“Wait, Roy, please—” Aaron tried to say, his voice calm but shaky as he stood up. “I didn’t mean—”

But Roy wasn’t listening. “I said get out,” he repeated, jabbing a finger toward the door.

There was nothing more Aaron could do. The conversation was beyond repair, and he knew it. With a heavy sigh, he pulled a business card from his pocket and set it down on the cluttered coffee table between them.

“Look, I didn’t come here to start a fight,” Aaron said quietly, his voice hollow. “I really just wanted to know who they were. If you ever change your mind, please call me. I’d appreciate it.”

Roy didn’t respond. His eyes stayed cold, hard, as Aaron turned and made his way to the door. His heart felt like it was sinking into a pit in his chest. He opened the door and stepped out into the midday sun, the sound of it closing behind him almost like the final word.

By the time he got into the rental car, his hands were shaking. He gripped the steering wheel, staring at the red clay road in front of him as if it would offer some kind of solution. It didn’t. He pulled out of the driveway, but as soon as he was a safe distance from Roy’s house, he exploded.

“What the hell was that?” Aaron yelled out loud, his voice harsh in the confined space of the car. His foot pressed down harder on the gas, the SUV rumbling down the country road faster than it should have. "You just had to jump in, didn’t you? Now he’ll never tell me anything, Alex! I didn’t come here to fight.”

Alex’s voice was unapologetic in his head, still simmering with anger. He had it coming! Sitting there, acting like it wasn’t his fault, blaming Mom—

Aaron was furious—at Alex, at Roy, at the whole mess. Alex was silent now, retreating into the back of Aaron’s mind. There was nothing left to say. Aaron’s hands loosened on the wheel, his breath shuddering as he tried to steady himself. The road stretched on, empty and endless, mirroring the hollow ache in his chest. But deep down, beneath all the anger, there was something else gnawing at him. Defeat. He had come so far, only to leave with nothing. 

He’d come all this way for answers—some connection to his siblings—and now it felt like the past had slammed shut on him, as cold and unforgiving as Roy’s front door. As much as he hated how Alex had said it, part of it was true. Roy had walked away. Maybe they all had—one way or another.


      [image: image-placeholder]"Now what the hell am I going to do?" Aaron muttered under his breath as his thoughts raced. Staying in town and hoping Roy would call seemed like a lost cause. The old man wasn’t going to change his mind overnight. But leaving, heading back to Atlanta, and changing his flight felt like accepting the defeat. Disappointment churned inside him, hot and bitter, and he blinked back the angry tears threatening to spill over. 

As he drove aimlessly, his eyes caught sight of a large painted mural up ahead. A small, worn-out diner sat on the corner, its name barely legible at the top of the art on the wall. Without thinking, he swung into the parking lot, the gravel crunching under the tires. It wasn’t much, but right now, it was somewhere to stop and clear his head.

Aaron chose a booth in the corner by the window, where sunlight streamed through. As the waitress approached, he gave her a thin-lipped smile. She handed him a single-page laminated menu and began rattling off the day’s specials.

When she mentioned fried green tomatoes, his stomach growled in response.

"I’ll take the burger with fried green tomatoes," he said, his voice sounding more tired than he intended. "Medium-rare, and a sweet tea, please."

The waitress nodded, jotting it down on her pad before walking away. Aaron stared out the window, watching the midday traffic pass by.

The buttery-brown skillet-fried tomatoes stacked on his burger looked as good as they smelled when his meal arrived. One bite confirmed it was an excellent choice. The tangy sourness of the tomatoes paired perfectly with the crunchy, salty breading, melting into the juicy meat of the burger. He made a mental note to re-create this for Bethany when he got home.

The sweet tea was almost cloying, the kind of syrupy sweetness only Southerners seemed to enjoy. It made his teeth ache, but he couldn’t deny how well it paired with the richness of his meal. He took another bite, savoring the unexpected comfort of the food after the morning he’d had.

After his meal, he paid and passed his compliments to the chef through the waitress. At his car, he paused, rolling his neck to release some of the tension building from the earlier confrontation. What should I do next? A nap maybe, he thought, starting the engine and heading toward his hotel.

He hadn’t gone two blocks when his phone chimed. At a red light, he glanced at the screen: an unfamiliar number. It could be important, though. He pulled into a furniture store parking lot and hit the button to return the missed call.

Roy’s gruff voice greeted him, surprising Aaron. “I… shouldn’t have said what I did about your mama. She was… she was a good lady. It was complicated, me and her, a long time ago, just…”

The old man cleared his throat, and Aaron held his breath.

“I got some things here that belonged to the kids,” Roy continued. “I don’t rightly understand why you’d want to look at ‘em, but if that’s something you want to do… you can.”

"Now?" Aaron asked, his voice tentative.

“Just me and the Queen of England got plans today, but I suppose she can wait.” Roy chuckled, the sarcasm softening some of the morning’s bitterness.

The joke surprised Aaron, and he found himself smiling. “I’m on the way. Thank you, Roy.”

"Ayup," Roy replied, his tone gruff but softer than before.

The line clicked, and Aaron exhaled. He pulled out of the parking lot, determination setting in as he made his way back to Roy’s place. 

Hmm, guess I didn’t fuck it up after all, eh? Alex’s voice was cocky in Aaron’s head. 

Aaron rolled his eyes. Maybe next time, you let me do the talking.

The anxiety grew within him, though. It wasn’t Alex’s overconfidence that guided him now, just a subtle unease growing as the house came back into view. He parked, jogging to the door, feeling that nervous energy rising, as if it were its own living thing inside him.

After two knocks, Roy opened the door. There was no mention of their earlier argument. He simply gestured inside, pointing toward the ceiling in the narrow hallway. "Attic," he said curtly. "Can’t get up there anymore. Ain’t even able to pull the ladder down no more. Too old, but you’re welcome to it. Don’t understand it, myself. You’re gonna regret looking, mark my words."

Roy shuffled back toward the living room, his voice drifting over his shoulder. "Their stuff’s labeled, for the most part. Ain’t been up there in years. There’s a string for the light at the top of the ladder."

Aaron nodded, quietly relieved that there was no awkward rehashing or apologies to get through. He glanced up at the ceiling, where the pull-down ladder waited, and steeled himself for whatever he might find tucked away in the attic.

The rope loop for the ladder hatch was stiff and rough in his hand, but when Aaron tugged on it, the ladder slid down as though it had been eagerly waiting to be put to use again. A plume of dust rose from the plywood floor as he ascended the creaky wooden rungs. At the top, he reached for the brittle pull string hanging from a bare lightbulb. With a quick tug, the bulb flared to life, casting a dim yellow glow over the space.

The attic was surprisingly orderly. Stacks of boxes, some marked with faded labels, were neatly arranged, almost as if someone had cared enough at one point to keep things in their place. The quiet up here felt heavy, the kind of silence that suggested secrets long buried.

He scanned the room, eyes lingering on the faded writing on the boxes. Some had Harrison's name, others Lydia's. He took a deep breath, steadying himself before he started. He had no idea what he might uncover, but this was the closest he'd ever been to his siblings. And now, he was about to step into the pieces of their lives they'd left behind.

His heart beat faster as he crouched down and carefully lifted the lid off the closest box, marked “Kids”. Inside, there were old photographs, letters, and some childhood keepsakes. Fragments of Harrison and Lydia’s lives. He picked up a photo of the two of them, smiling at the camera, a moment of happiness frozen in time. Aaron felt a lump rise in his throat. These were the pieces he had been searching for, the missing links to the siblings he had never known.

Roy’s words echoed in his mind. You’re gonna regret looking. Maybe he would. But as he crouched before the boxes, he knew that no matter how broken or bitter the past had been, this was still his family. He wasn’t going to let it go so easily.
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Chapter six

Step by Step





Aaron opened the next box carefully, revealing a tangle of childhood memorabilia: school papers with shaky handwriting, crayon drawings, and a few tarnished trophies for soccer and little league. His fingers brushed over faded Polaroids of Harrison and Lydia as kids, grinning at birthday parties and posing in Halloween costumes. The innocence in those moments felt worlds away from the disappointment and bitterness Roy expressed. 

As he continued sifting through the boxes, Aaron found more of the same: old yearbooks, report cards, and a few letters from friends scrawled in childish handwriting. There were toys, comic books, and a set of well-worn action figures with paint chipped from years of play. But there was nothing of them as adults..

He closed the lid of another box harder than necessary, frustration flaring. It felt like seeing the start of a story without an end. Where were the pieces of their adult lives? Who had they become? Aaron wasn’t here just to know them as kids. He needed to understand who they had become and what their lives had been like before everything unraveled.

The attic felt stifling now, the air thick with dust and memories that only told part of the story. Aaron wiped his hands on his jeans and looked around again. There had to be more, but it wasn’t here.

He descended the attic ladder carefully, pulling the string that cast the small, warm space into darkness once more. As he closed the hatch, he spotted Roy in the kitchen, rifling through an overstuffed drawer.

"Hey," Aaron began, stepping into the room. "I brought some things down. Thought you might want them, since you can't get up there anymore."

Roy barely glanced at the stack of photographs in Aaron’s right hand, shaking his head. "No. Thank you but no. I've got all the pictures I need on my walls, and I don't even look at those."

Aaron hesitated, the stack of photos heavy in his hand. "Would you mind if I keep them?"

Roy paused for a moment, looking into Aaron’s eyes before giving a curt nod. "Keep them. That seems about right to me."

"Thanks, Roy. That means a lot," Aaron said gratefully. He took a breath, steeling himself to ask the next question. "I wanted to ask... everything upstairs seems to be from their childhoods, when they were pretty young. Is there anything from when they were older?"

Roy stopped rummaging and shot him a glance. “There’s a shed. Harrison’s stuff, all the things from his dorm, when he died… we put it out there. Maybe some of Lydia’s stuff from high school, I don’t know. Steve has most of her things, I reckon.”

“A shed?” Aaron asked carefully. “Can I—”

“I’m looking for the keys, ain’t I?” Roy snapped, though there was more gruffness than anger in his tone.

Aaron nodded, feeling a spark of hope. He stood back as Roy finally pulled out a set of tarnished keys, dangling from a faded leather keychain shaped like a semi-truck. Roy handed them over without ceremony, then resumed his search in the drawer, seemingly uninterested in the exchange.

"Out back," Roy muttered. "Shed’s on the left. Haven’t been in it in years. Keep an eye out for snakes."

“Snakes? In October?” Aaron asked, slipping the keys into his pocket. The old man didn’t respond, lost in his own world.

Aaron headed outside, the afternoon sun casting long shadows over the yard. The shed stood at the far end, weathered and worn, its edges swallowed by creeping weeds. Aaron’s heart raced as he approached, the keys cold in his palm. This was his chance to uncover the missing pieces, his chance to finally learn what had happened to Harrison and Lydia.

The padlock was rusted but gave way with a groan as he turned the key. The door swung open, and the musty, cool air hit him, tinged with the smell of aged wood and rusted metal. Boxes were stacked high, dust-covered furniture crammed into corners, tools scattered in between. Aaron stepped inside, his eyes scanning the remnants of his siblings’ lives, left behind and untouched.

He fumbled along the sides of the door for a light switch, his fingers brushing against the dusty walls until he finally found a metal box halfway down the front wall, next to a cracked window covered in grime and spiderwebs. He flipped the switch, and the overhead fluorescent bulb sputtered to life, flickering weakly. The light barely cut through the shadows, but it was better than nothing. He propped the shed door open and grabbed an old rag from a nearby shelf to wipe the window. It didn’t clear much, but the added sunlight streaming through the dirt-streaked glass helped.

His eyes roamed the space, overwhelmed by the sheer amount of clutter. Most of the items looked untouched for years, collecting dust and cobwebs. He stood there for a moment, deciding where to start. The idea that there might be snakes in this shed made him hesitant and wary.

A floral-patterned jewelry box on a wooden stool caught his eye. Its frayed edges were barely visible behind an old rocking chair and an overturned crate. Aaron's pulse quickened. Something about it seemed personal, like it didn’t belong among the random, discarded items of the shed.

He crossed the room, pushing aside a broken lamp and stepping over a rusted toolbox. When he reached the stool, he carefully lifted the box, brushing away the thick layer of dust that clung to it. It felt heavy, solid, as though it carried more than just objects inside.

Gently, Aaron opened the box, hoping it held something, anything, that would bring him closer to understanding his brother and sister. A tinny melody filled the shed as a tiny ballerina spun slowly in front of a cracked mirror, her plastic figure frozen in a pirouette. He stared, the music threading through the silence like a ghost.

The box’s felt-lined compartments were a snapshot of Lydia’s youth. Beaded necklaces in bright colors, stretchy chokers that had been popular in the 90s, and a black velvet choker with a cameo pendant that seemed worn from wear. He smiled slightly at the chunky wooden bracelet with rainbow colors, a reminder of the carefree spirit of a high school girl.

His fingers traced a rough leather thong bracelet tucked into one of the compartments. The clay beads on it formed a peace sign, a heart, and a smiley face, symbols of innocence and hope. But it was the gray ring case hidden at the bottom that made his chest tighten.

Opening the case, Aaron found two class rings, their garnet stones still shining. The smaller one had “Lydia” etched into the side, along with the year “1996.” He gently touched the larger ring beside it, reading “Steve” and “1994.”

Steve. Lydia’s husband. Aaron knew they had been together young, but holding the physical proof in his hands made it real in a way nothing else had. The rings felt like a bridge between who Lydia had been and the life she had built, a part of her story that still remained untold.

Aaron slipped the ring box into his pocket so he could ask Roy about it later. He closed the jewelry box carefully, his mind swirling with questions. What had Lydia’s life been like with Steve? Why had it fallen apart? And what had led Harrison to his end? In their last conversation before Aaron’s stepfather’s murder, Rob had claimed to be responsible for Harrison’s death, but he wondered how they had ever crossed paths in the first place. There’s got to be something here that connects them, he thought.


      [image: image-placeholder]He turned to scan the shed again, hoping to find more clues that could answer his questions. He opened a box labeled "Lydia" in faded bright pink and purple marker, and his eyes widened at the sight inside. The box was stuffed full of New Kids on the Block memorabilia: bent rolled posters, a giant pin with the band’s faces plastered on it, and Teen Beat magazines with hearts drawn around the face of the singer who had clearly been Lydia's favorite—Donnie Wahlberg. Aaron grinned, remembering how the girls had swooned over these guys back in his elementary and middle schools. 

Perching on the wooden stool, he began to sift through the contents of the box. At the bottom was a scrapbook filled with magazine pictures and articles. Beside it, a teal plastic box held cassette tapes, including every New Kids album. Several had handwritten labels in a flowery purple script: “Lydia & Michelle,” “Lydia, Ally & Michelle,” and “Choral Concert Practice '94.”

Aaron flipped through the scrapbook, smiling at the collage of clippings and photos. The enthusiasm radiating from the pages brought Lydia's vibrant spirit to life. Pictures of concerts, fan letters, and even snippets of lyrics decorated the pages, each one evidence of the joy the band’s music had brought her. He could almost hear the giggles of teenage girls as they obsessively discussed their favorite band and shared secrets about crushes.

He picked up the giant pin and turned it over in his hands, the glossy surface reflecting the dim light from the shed. It was a relic of a time when fandoms were pure and innocent, before the complexities of adulthood clouded those simple joys. Nostalgia washed over him, mixed with longing for the sister he had never met.

Flipping through the scrapbook again, he noticed a particular photograph that caught his eye. It was a candid shot of Lydia and her friends at a concert, their faces beaming with excitement, arms raised in joy. In that moment, they were not just fans; they were a community united by a shared love of their favorite band.

As he continued to dig through the box, he wondered what other memories Lydia had cherished. Did she ever feel as lost as I did? Was there a time when music had filled her with hope, just as it did for me? The thought urged him to keep searching.

Aaron moved to the next box, which belonged to his brother. It held a varsity letter jacket: deep burgundy with cracking leather sleeves and gold cuffs and collar. The name "Harrison" was embroidered on the right front breast, while the V of Vidalia High School adorned the opposite side. On the back, the word "Indians" was stitched in, proudly displaying the school's mascot. Aaron held the jacket up, noting the "1993" patch on one shoulder and the basketball patch on the other, above his number: 26.

He ran his fingers over the fabric, picturing Harrison in it. How proud he must have felt during those high school years, unaware of the darkness ahead. The leather sleeves felt cool against his skin, and he couldn't help but wonder what kind of person Harrison had been full of promise and potential, with dreams still intact.

Setting the jacket aside, Aaron dug deeper into the box, discovering an assortment of items that painted a picture of Harrison's life. Old report cards with mostly A's and B's, a trophy for basketball, and a worn-out notebook filled with handwritten notes and doodles were all tucked inside. Flipping through it, Aaron smiled at the youthful energy captured on the pages: random sketches, quotes from friends, and even a few lines of a song that Harrison had attempted to write.

Among the pages, a folded piece of paper caught his eye. Unfolding it revealed an unsent letter addressed to "Mom," filled with dreams for the future, plans for college, and a longing to escape the small town. Harrison's words were laced with hope, but a sense of sorrow enveloped Aaron. What had happened to those dreams?

He tucked the letter back into the notebook, feeling both sadness and connection. Harrison had been more than just a name; he had been a person with aspirations, challenges, and a story that deserved to be told.

As he sifted through more items: a worn basketball, a few framed photos from his youth, and a letter from a girlfriend, Aaron realized that these fragments were not just remnants of a past life; they were pieces of a puzzle that might help him understand who his brother truly was.

Determined, he set the items aside, making a mental note to revisit them later. For now, he felt the need to uncover more, to dig deeper into the layers of his siblings’ lives that had been buried for so long.

Aaron continued to hunt through the boxes, rifling through keepsakes and old sports trophies. He unearthed a few more gems: a baseball glove with his brother’s name stitched inside and a collection of family photos. Nothing that provided any solid clues about Harrison's connection to Rob. Each item he picked up felt like a fragment of a life he did not fully understand, and the nostalgia began to feel like it was too much to process. 

He shifted his weight, feeling fatigue creeping into his legs, a dull cramping sensation signaling that he might need to call it a day and return tomorrow. The thought of sifting through more clutter made his head spin, and he felt a wave of disappointment wash over him. He turned and his foot struck something that made a rustling sound. Snakes? 

He froze, but Jared surged forward. Snake skin, man. Not a snake. His urgency pushed aside Aaron’s hesitation, drowning out the pull of nostalgia.

Aaron tried to protest, but the exhaustion settled in his bones, and he found himself going along with the shift instead. Fine. Just...keep an eye out, he thought, allowing Jared to take the lead.

Jared wasted no time, quickly sorting through the boxes with an urgency that was almost jarring. He paused at a box near the back of the stacks, a glimmer of recognition crossing his face as he yanked it open. “What’s this?” Jared muttered, pulling out three yellowed napkins labeled “The Red Baron.” He frowned, studying the series of dates scribbled at the top. The Red Baron. Aaron felt a jolt of recognition. Wasn’t that the bar near Rob’s old hangout in Philly? What had Harrison been doing there?

He set them to the side and continued searching, his hands flipping quickly through school papers and study journals, shaking each one out to see if there were secrets within. In the bottom of the box, he hit the jackpot with a black and white composition notebook labeled “Trigonometry”. A photograph and four plane ticket stubs spilled from inside its pages: two from Atlanta to Philadelphia, and two from Philadelphia to Atlanta. The photograph captured two teenage girls in a park: Lydia and a girl with long blond hair. Their arms were thrown around each other’s shoulders, their smiles wide and happy. On the back were the words “Lydia & Michelle, Fall ‘94, BFF.”

Just then, Roy called from outside the shed, his voice carrying an edge of impatience. “You find anything useful in there? Or just snakes?”

Sensing the shift in mood, Jared retreated in Aaron's mind, allowing him to take control again. “No snakes. Snake skin, but no snakes. I think it’s too cold for them.” Aaron reeled from the sudden shift but managed to steady himself. “I found some interesting stuff though.” He pointed to the New Kids box nearby, a grin trying to break through. “Remember these guys? All the girls were crazy for them back in the day.”

Roy stepped into the shed, sneering. “Those clowns? Waste of time, if you ask me. She was smarter than that.” He turned his gaze to another box, shaking his head as if the memory disgusted him. “Now, this jacket—” he continued, pulling out the varsity letter jacket. “This is something. Look at it. Harrison was talented, you know? Basketball, baseball… hell, he was great at both, but basketball was his passion. Did you ever play?”

Aaron felt a flicker of pride. “Yeah, I did. Basketball's my favorite game. I’m pretty good at it.”

Roy scoffed dismissively. “Yeah? I’ll bet Harrison was better. He had a scholarship to Georgia Tech, wanted to be some kind of engineer. He was really going places, you know? But instead, he threw it all away for goddamn drugs. Georgia Tech, basketball—gone. Found him dead in some filthy park bathroom in Atlanta, like he was nothing.”

The bitterness in Roy's voice cast a dark shadow over the already-dimming room. Aaron awkwardly began putting items back in their boxes, trying to restore some semblance of order. He carefully pocketed the napkins, the plane tickets, and the photograph, sensing that Roy's fleeting generosity was wearing thin. Each item felt more significant now, treasures he wanted to keep close as he navigated this tense conversation.

“Do you have contact information for Steve or Lydia’s kids?” Aaron asked, casting a sideways glance at Roy, who stood with crossed arms, impatience etched on his face.

The old man shrugged, his expression unreadable. “Steve moved them out to Texas. Been out there since the girls were babies. Why do you want to talk to them?”

“Just trying to piece things together,” Aaron replied, his heart racing at the thought of potentially uncovering more about his sister's life.

Roy huffed, shaking his head. “I've got Steve's address somewhere. Might have to call you with it. Don’t know if I can put my hands on it tonight, you know. I'm old. It's late.”

Glancing at his watch, Aaron noted that it was only seven in the evening, but he didn’t want to push the old man any further. He finished putting the last of the items away and walked past Roy to the backyard. As he stepped outside, he could feel the old man's irritation radiating off him. Roy closed the door behind them with a heavy thud, clicking the padlock shut, sealing away the memories they had just rifled through.

Aaron said goodbye to Roy, thanking him for his time and apologizing for that morning's confrontation. The old man waved his hand, brushing away Aaron's words. In the fading light, he leaned against his SUV, staring at the backyard. The dusk settled over Roy’s house like a heavy sigh. Lydia’s laughter. Harrison’s dreams. Fragments of lives cut short. It wasn’t enough. There were answers still waiting, and Aaron wasn’t about to stop now.
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