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Two couples, two unique stories of love at
Christmastime…

 


Harrison and Paulo were once passionate
lovers—until tragedy tore them apart. When the men miss an
opportunity to reconnect at a Christmas party, Paulo is prepared to
move heaven and earth to see Harrison again.

 


Michael’s coming out didn’t go down well in
his conservative hometown of Omagh, and the bullies are out to get
him. But he has a guardian angel on his side—his unrequited,
long-term crush, Tom.

 


Will the magic of Christmas in Ireland be
enough to see these two couples through?

 


This book features characters from the Seeds
of Tyrone series, but can be read and enjoyed independently.
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To second chances and those learning to believe in
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 Part I:



Paulo

&

Harrison


Chapter
One:

Are You Ready?

“Are you ready yet?” Pru called from down
the hall. He could hear her clomping up and down on the hardwood
like a runway model. It was the heels—they were her favorite.

I could have been a model, she’d weep
when she’d worn the shoes too long (and had one too many martinis).
Harrison would then play the dutiful best friend and say You
still could be, Pru. They’d acted that one out many a time.

Harrison Miller stood in front of the
full-length mirror, carefully buttoning his silky black shirt and
wondering for the fortieth time if he shouldn’t change into
something else. Did he look good in black? He couldn’t tell. He
didn’t think he looked good in much of anything these days. He was
too short, too pale, too unremarkable. What if he sweated and the
fabric stuck to his back but no one told him and he walked around
with sweat-back all evening? He’d be so much more comfortable in a
sweater. But Pru had chosen this for him and said he looked
dapper. Dapper was good, and he wanted to look good. He
needed to look good.

Tonight existed on another plane of
importance.

Pru popped her head around the corner and
scowled for a minute before walking into the room. A curl flopped
across her forehead, mirroring the disapproving look on her
face.

“Your hair’s getting free,” he said.

She’d curled it, wound it, and tangled it up
with netting and ribbons and feathers and little dangly flower
clips. It was a play on a style she’d seen while hanging out in
Japan. Paired with her sleek red dress and matching heels, she was
the picture of elegant sophistication meets Marie Antoinette meets
an accessory explosion.

Pru tried blowing the heavy curl out of her
face before just flinging it away with her fingernail. She turned
her attention back on him. “Is that what you’re wearing?”

“Well…” Harrison turned back to the mirror.
“It’s what you picked, isn’t it?”

“Did I?” She frowned for a moment as she
thought.

“Want to look at what else I have in my
suitcase?”

“I don’t really need to. I know you brought
nothing good with you!”

“Would you actually look before you
decide that?” Harrison asked. With a sigh she began to rummage. She
was right, though. Even if they’d had his whole closet of clothes
to choose from, there were only castoffs, work clothes, and things
that didn’t fit right.

“Here we go! The pinstripes,” she said
triumphantly as she searched through his suitcase. She pulled up
the wrinkled button-down. “I wish you’d hung it up.”

“Well, you said this one, Pru, so I figured
I’d just iron the stripes later if I needed it.”

“I’ll handle it, I think there’s an iron in
my room. This is definitely a better shirt.”

“But wasn’t I wearing the black one when he
and I first met—?”

“You also had purple fingernail polish and a
choker, if I recall that night,” she said dryly. “I don’t think it
really works without the accoutrement.”

“Guess I forgot to pack my nail polish this
time, and I think I borrowed the choker from you.” He laughed
uncomfortably. “Hey Pru, does it really matter what I wear?”

He was asking his reflection more than her,
but she jumped on the question.

“Totally and completely yes. Be right
back.”

She left him alone with his thoughts.

Thoughts?

Plural? It was really just the one thought
though, wasn’t it? In less than an hour, Harrison would be seeing
Paulo again for the first time in almost a year and a half.

He swallowed and told himself to
breathe.

He still wasn’t out of the black shirt when
Pru returned. She’d starched, ironed, and hung the pinstripes like
she was some sort of domestic goddess. Until that moment, he hadn’t
known she could iron.

Pru clucked at his state of dress. “There’s
fashionably late and then there’s late-late, H. We’ve got to
put a rush on it.” With deft fingers she unbuttoned his shirt and
practically flung him out of it. He took the replacement she
offered. “Do you have a hat at least?”

“I might have brought a cap or
something.”

Pru stepped over the cast-off clothing
before disappearing into the closet. He could hear her digging
through the shelf above the clothes rack. There were lots of boxes
up there—most of them things he hadn’t brought. He wondered how
many of Pru’s former lovers had left things behind. Probably lots.
They were staying in her home away from home away from home. She
owned many properties, each of them for a different purpose. This
was the house Pru used to dabble in high society life, it being in
the heart of Midday. It was only the second time Harrison had
visited, though she’d invited him often enough.

Harrison slipped a red tie around his neck
and tied it. It wasn’t an exact color match to Pru’s dress, but it
complemented nicely.

“Ah-ha!” Pru cried, jumping back and
presenting him with a black fedora. He ran his fingers along the
felt. Wow. Pru snatched it away again, and placed it on his
head at a jaunty angle. How was that for a different look?

“You wanna leave the glasses tonight?” she
asked, pointing at his face.

He touched the arm of the fake glasses he
always wore, hesitated, and then dropped his hand.

“Think he remembers me?”

Pru snorted with laughter. “Oh, H! That’s
one for the quote book. You’re right, he might have forgotten you
after a year.”

“Eighteen months,” Harrison corrected,
fidgeting with the tie.

Eighteen long, lonely, miserable months.
Eighteen months spent sleeping alone. He’d gone to therapy and
adopted a cat named The Handsome Sir Reginald because he had
markings that might have been a monocle if monocles were shaped
like eggs.

“And whose idea was that?” Pru
reminded him.

“He deserved…better.”

Harrison’s heart thudded as flashes of Paulo
finding someone better exploded in his mind. That was the
entire reason Harrison had suggested the separation in the first
place: so Paulo could get what he needed, intimately speaking. A
man like Paulo shouldn’t have to deal with his intermittent
impotence, his post-orgasmic tears, his mid-lovemaking panic
attacks.

I told him to find love and companionship
elsewhere, and now I’m actually afraid he might have done it.
Now? He’d been scared from the beginning. But he’d loved Paulo too
much not to do what he did.

“OMG, H. Stop looking like the cat does when
I won’t share the caviar. Everything is going to be fine, I
promise.”

Harrison didn’t think he could handle
hearing any more promises. Everything was going to be…how it was
going to be. Not Pru nor anyone else could say differently. “I
thought we were going to be late if we didn’t get going.”

“We will. So are you ready?”

<<< >>>

They could have taken one of Pru’s two
Lexuses to the party, but Pru loved cabs the way one might love
taking a cruise. Back home, she rode around the city like a
tourist, talking endlessly with the cabbies and collecting their
stories and journaling about them. When she traveled
internationally—which was fairly non-stop—she made it a point to
grab a cab. She had photos of herself with white-gloved cabbies in
Tokyo, vintage Cadillac cabs in Havana, and everything in
between.

“Goin’ to some sort of party?” The cab
driver asked after Pru had given him the address. It was the only
prompting she needed to launch into full-on chat mode. She’d even
pulled the little notebook out of her clutch, should the guy say
anything interesting.

Harrison leaned back in his seat and tried
to tune her out.

Tonight was the litmus test.

Had it been long enough?

Was Paulo sated?

Did he even want Harrison in his life
now?

They’d scheduled tonight—December 17th—the
night of the Bentley family’s exclusive Christmas party, to meet.
Or, rather, it had been scheduled for last year until Harrison had
a panic attack and actually hid underneath the guest bed in
Pru’s Midday home.

Tonight he wouldn’t be a coward; he
couldn’t. Harrison didn’t think he could take not knowing
any longer.

Bentley Manor would be a neutral spot. He
and Paulo could have a drink and talk, maybe dance. They would take
it slow, talk. They would not immediately fall into bed with
one another.

Except eighteen months was a long time to
be…not together. Separated. On hold.

Pru had kept in touch with him of course.
They’d been friends longer than Harrison and Paulo had. She was the
one who made excuses for Harrison not showing up to last year’s
party. As if reading his mind, Pru reached out and patted his knee,
not breaking her conversation with the cabbie.

Harrison’s thoughts danced around the worst.
What if this year it was Paulo’s turn not to show up? Or what if he
showed up…with a guest? What if Harrison wasn’t the person Paulo
wanted/needed anymore?

Use your logical brain, Harrison, he
chastised himself. The last time they’d spoken…

“This is fucking ridiculous, Ari,” Paulo
said with barely controlled rage. He sat on the couch, staring
straight ahead, his hands clenched between his knees. “If you
don’t want me anymore, that’s one thing. But don’t you dare say
shit like ‘it’s for your own good.’ I love you. I want to be
with you.”

“You should find someone better,”
Harrison said sadly. Why couldn’t Paulo see he deserved better?
Every time they touched in bed, Harrison remembered Ms. Ashmore and
what had happened. Phantoms of her perfume lingered in the air,
like a ghost following him, and the nightmares plagued him so that
he woke up screaming more nights than not. His PTSD taunted him
anew. Relapse. “Just…find someone who makes you happy.”

“Someone that makes me happy? Someone
like you, then?”

“I don’t!” Harrison argued bitterly,
rubbing at the corner of his eye with his palm. “Not like I am
right now, I know I don’t. I heard you talking to Pru about how you
can’t sleep. I know how difficult this is on you.”

“It is difficult, Ari. Of course
it’s difficult to watch you hurt and to be…powerless to fix it. I
want to smash Ashmore’s face in—” Harrison cringed as Paulo got
caught up in a tirade of angry fantasy. When he finally noticed
Harrison was crying, he said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, love. We’ll
get through it together. You don’t have to push me away.”

“I’ve made my choice, Paulo.
Just…go.”

At first, Harrison hadn’t realized the
mistake he’d made. He was so low, so tormented by the memories of
what had happened to him, that being without Paulo almost felt good
in a sick, broken way. Like the cutting he’d done in high school
when he’d been bullied for being gay. Open a wound and bleed out
the pain; feel the rush of relief, as temporary as it was. That was
Paulo’s absence.

He wasn’t ready to face Paulo last
Christmas. Wasn’t ready to stop wallowing.

But about six months ago he’d found a new
doctor, started going to his old support group, and occasionally he
went out with Pru. He thought about Ms. Ashmore less often,
especially now that she was behind bars, and was even able to
experimentally touch himself without triggering a load of memories.
Well, he triggered some, but they were good memories. Happy
memories of times with Paulo.

“Hey, Ari. I missed you.”

Harrison smiled at Paulo’s greeting and the
sound of his suitcase hitting the floor. It was the same every time
Paulo came home from a business trip. Paulo wrapped his arms around
Harrison’s waist, and placed a loving and hungry kiss on his neck.
Harrison lost himself to the smell of Paulo’s aftershave.

“Whatcha making for me?”

“Fajitas.” He turned in Paulo’s arms,
squinting to see through steamy glasses.

“Let’s take care of these…” Paulo slid
Harrison’s glasses from his nose, set them to one side…

A kiss gave way to a shower of kisses, then
the deep, wanton tangling of tongues. When they broke for air, they
were both too caught up in their passion to notice the fajita meat
was burning.

Pru nudged Harrison hard with her shoulder.
“We’re here, H.”


Chapter
Two:

Mamãe and Papai

Paulo snuck a glance at his watch. 4:45 p.m.
The whole damn month of October had gone by faster than this day.
He kept his sigh internal, and the smile on his face.

“I’ll have to present to their board at
least once more before the deal can move forward, though. But we’re
one step closer to having a German office.”

Mamãe nodded enthusiastically as Paulo
recounted the details of his latest business trip. He’d never
understood why she insisted on hearing everything, no matter how
insignificant. It was a marketing firm. He was good at it
and it paid the bills, but even he didn’t find the same passion in
his work his mother seemed to.

Tell me more, Paulo she’d insist.

There’s nothing to tell, Mamãe
he’d reply.

But you didn’t say what color tie the board
president was wearing!

His father’s eyes had glossed over after the
initial the trip went well. Papai had always been a man of
few words. How he’d ever married a woman as talkative as Gabriela
Fernández née García could only be attributed to a God-given
miracle. That they’d stayed together long enough to bring Paulo
into the world was even more amazing.

“Mamãe, I’m out of details,” Paulo finally
said, wiping his mouth with his napkin and taking a sip of
water.

“<Leave the boy be, Gabby>,” Papai
said in Portuguese. It was always Portuguese at the table for him,
even when Paulo had brought English-speaking friends or the
occasional boyfriend home. Tradition, Papai insisted,
leaving it at that.

Gabriela looked hard at her husband for a
minute and then smiled. “Oh! I know! Tell him about Adriano!”

Paulo raised an eyebrow and glanced from one
parent to the other.

Papai shrugged. “<A business associate’s
son recently came out as gay. He lives near us in Miami. Handsome
boy. Great car. You should give him a call.>”

Handsome and a great car, huh, Papai?
Never mind Paulo was always traveling or that his home was in
Pennsylvania. But it wasn’t Papai’s fault. Save for one, Paulo had
always had a “type”: handsome, rich, Brazilian. That was the sort
of man he met in his family’s social circles. That “save for one”
though? Helluva save. Paulo shook his head, and tried to keep the
conversation going.

“Maybe,” he lied. There was no “maybe” about
it.

“Maybe?” Mamãe jumped on the word
suspiciously. She leaned forward and scrutinized his face. “Are you
seeing someone already? Someone you haven’t told me about?”

“No, Mamãe, no one.”

Technically that was true, though in his
heart, he and Harrison had never broken up.

“So you’re single,” she said with a firm
nod. “Why wouldn’t you be interested in meeting Adriano?”

To his mother, there was no good reason he
would pass up the opportunity. She knew her boy well. Or, she knew
the image he kept up. The one from five years ago, when he was
still in his twenties. Back then, he’d always been up for dinner
and conversation with someone new—and if the evening ended with the
pair of them back at his apartment wearing nothing more than their
smiles, well all the better. But that was before he’d met Harrison
Miller—his Ari.

After tonight, she could poke and prod all
she liked, and he’d fill her in on the details. After tonight, he
would tell her why not Adriano. But first he had to make
magic happen at the Bentley’s Christmas party.

“So how is Cátia? Last I heard she’d gone to
France. Is she still over there?”

His papai grunted. “<Your sister will be
the death of me.>”

“Cátia’s fine.” His mother waved at him
dismissively. “But we’re talking about you.”

“Are we?” Paulo played coy. “I’ve told you
all about my trip, my plans for next week, and what I’m thinking of
getting for cousin Maria’s wedding. I don’t know what else we
could—”

“Adriano!” Mamãe lamented loudly. “Don’t you
want to see a picture at least? He swims in his free time, you
know. Quite trim and healthy.”

“If we meet, Mamãe, it will be casually. At
a party perhaps or—”

“But—!”

“<Woman, can’t you see his mind is on
someone else?>” Papai snapped.

Gabriela Fernández’s eyes went wide. She
blinked as if blinded by the early morning sunlight. Slowly she
turned to face her son. “You’ve told your father what’s going on
but not me?”

“No,” he promised. Though how the old man
guessed was beyond Paulo. He supposed when one never spoke, they
had a lot of time to listen, to observe, to think. But Paulo had
never taken his father for much of a listener. “Mamãe, we’ve got
the Bentley party tonight.”

Papai made a short pfft noise. “<I
refuse to go.>”

“We’re already in Midday.” His mother rolled
her eyes.

Papai and Winifred Bentley, the matriarch of
the Bentley family, had long ago fallen out—probably over something
stupid—and every December he dug his heels in and made a production
(insofar as a stoic ever made a production about anything) about
not going.

They were all so used to it, that Paulo’s
mother simply said, “If you don’t go, Winnie wins.”

Papai grunted.

He’d be there.

“Why would the party matter?” His mother
blinked her dark eyes, confusion reading transparently on her face.
He imagined that she must be running through every guest she could
remember from Christmases past. The who’s who of upper society. Old
money families, politicians, celebrities, magnates of all sorts,
directors and CEOs, sports figures, and various other society
people. Plenty of eligible bachelors in that mix.

With a deep breath, Paulo said slowly, “I’m
meeting someone there tonight.” Before she’d even fully formed her
smile, he said, “Harrison Miller.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I said no, Paulo, and I mean no. Mother
Mary, knock some sense into my son’s head!”

“Mamãe, I don’t think Mother Mary works that
way.”

“No, Paulo. No, no, no, you can not
be thinking about that boy.”

“‘That boy’?” he repeated, trying not to
laugh. “You used to call him, ‘my son’ and tell him how you wished
you could replace me with him!”

“I was wrong. Blinded. Obviously.”

“Mamãe.”

“<Someone pass the bread,>” Papai
said, nodding toward their room service dinner.

She made a wet noise of disbelief. “Harrison
Miller. A man raped by a woman. And such a frail, old
woman? What a lie. He cheated on you with her, Paulo. And he
lied to you. You were right to cast him off. Unworthy of
you.”

Paulo clamped down hard on his tongue,
literally, to keep from saying what was on his mind. Instead he
silently passed the basket of bread over to his father who, with
equal silence, took it from him. His mother had made her opinions
on Harrison clear to the whole family from the moment she’d heard
about the rape, and she continued to have an opinion about it long
after the others stopped caring. That was three years ago.

It devastated her when Paulo and Harrison
stayed together, but she actually threw a dinner party when
Harrison pushed Paulo away the year before.

“Will you excuse me?” Paulo asked, standing
up from the table.

“Paulo!”

“<Leave him, Gabi,>” Papai said as
Paulo left the room.

It was a spacious suite, but definitely not
big enough for him, his mother, and her vile opinion of Harrison.
Especially because of the way it began to niggle, eating at him,
causing little flare-ups of rage.

Paulo had done what was asked of him—he’d
given Harrison the space he’d requested. But that was all.
His beautiful Ari saw himself as broken. He truly thought a few
panic attacks or even a couple months of celibacy would turn Paulo
off him forever. Sometimes Paulo could hold it in his head: this
is how Ari feels about himself—this isn’t about me.

But then his mother got to talking, talking,
talking, and Paulo’s understanding of the situation changed. Ari
really thinks I’m just one massive cock and balls, and if I’m not
getting off, I’m not happy? Well, fuck him.

Instead of working through the sex issues
together, Harrison sent Paulo out to…what? Get his rocks off with
other men? He’d had a year and a half to get that through his head,
and it still pissed him off whenever he thought about it.

Paulo splashed some water on his face at the
bathroom sink, and let out a shaky breath. Every part of his
upbringing had taught him he shouldn’t have waited
around—especially not after Harrison stood him up last Christmas.
When he was a kid, his mother walked out on them for a week. It was
one of the only times he and his father had a heart-to-heart.

You don’t wait around for anybody, Paulo. Do
you understand?

He did…sort of…but Mamãe wasn’t gone seven
days before Paulo’s tia—his mother’s youngest sister—was spending
the night. No one dared leave a Fernández man, right? Mamãe came
back. What else could she do?

There were some nights when Paulo tore up a
number slyly passed to him by a gorgeous guy at a club, or he waved
off a free drink from a hunk he would have banged without second
thought in his younger years, all so he could go home and jerk off
alone. In those moments, his anger won again. Who the hell was
Harrison to decide what was right for the both of them?
Didn’t he realize that Paulo was living in a state of constant
waiting? Constant longing?

He’d eventually calm himself down again,
breathe, remember that what they’d had together was worth this
torment. Things would be OK-ish. Then, when Prudence would call to
chat or to invite Paulo out, he refused to ask about Harrison
beyond, “Is he OK, Pru?” Somewhere deep inside, Paulo yet had a
sense of self-preservation. Pru was good about answering with a
blunt yes, no, or the occasional getting there.

It worked fine for a while, until somewhere
around month eight, when impatience took hold and Paulo almost gave
in and betrayed Harrison’s wishes.

He was tired.

Lonely.

Hurting.

Longing for Harrison Miller like he was
oxygen.

So Paulo dressed for a first date and styled
his hair, dabbed on cologne, all to attract a mate—just for the one
night. Then he got in his car and he drove. Drove past the clubs he
frequented, past the high-rise apartments of ex-boyfriends who
would be down for a quick fuck, drove straight on to midtown. He
knew he shouldn’t. God, he shouldn’t. But he just couldn’t
stand being alone anymore and there was only one person in the
universe he wanted to be with.

Paulo pulled into the parking lot of
Harrison’s apartment complex and waited. It would be so simple. All
he had to do was climb that outer stairwell and walk to Ari’s
door.

If he knocked…Harrison would greet him.

Paulo’s heart had lunged just thinking about
it. He would invite Paulo in, ask him to stay for dinner. They
would get drunk on cheap wine, make love until they were stupid,
and then Paulo would sneak out in the morning. They could both
pretend it hadn’t happened, that Paulo had been stronger and had
given Harrison the space he’d needed. But Christ, just to
touch him again. Stroke Ari’s cheek, whisper kisses against his
lips and neck…

Paulo would freely have admitted it if
anyone asked; he didn’t understand the whole relapse thing.
For three years after Ms. Ashmore had assaulted him at The Grand
Heights, Harrison had worked on healing, forgiving, and living.
They’d gotten through it.

Then last year, it was like all those
stitches were just ripped open again with one phone call from the
district attorney: we're going to trial. Seeing Ari hurting
like that ripped Paulo’s stitches loose too. And under those
stitches was pure hate. He wanted revenge on Ashmore for what
she’d done to Harrison, for what she’d done to Paulo.
How dare that whore make him look weak and incompetent in front
of the man he loved? Because no matter what he did, no matter how
hard he tried, he couldn’t take Harrison’s pain away for him.

There were nights Harrison clung to him and
cried and begged to be held down and taken hard, so Paulo did—but
Harrison cried afterward. Then there were other nights where he
didn’t want to be touched at all, so Paulo stayed away, and that
wasn’t right either. But their being temporarily out of sexual
rhythm had never made Paulo want to leave him
permanently.

After almost an hour in the parking lot the
night Paulo had gone to see Harrison, he gave up. He was too filled
with creeping darkness to intrude on what he hoped was a healing
time for Ari.

It was probably for the best. After all, by
driving home unseen, Paulo could pretend he’d at least done this
one thing right. He’d been the upstanding boyfriend. The patient
boyfriend. The giving boyfriend. Not the shithead who had given in
to craving and loneliness and had gone against Ari’s wishes. No one
had to be the wiser.

<<< >>>

Paulo splashed another couple handfuls of
water on his face and watched as drops fell from his nose and
chin.

Pru said Harrison would be at the Bentley
Christmas party, she was certain—and Paulo was going to do things
right this time. That rage he felt? He’d make certain it stayed
hidden.


Chapter
Three:

His Guest, Charlie

What do you do for a living?

Harrison had already explained his
profession to five or six individuals and at least half a dozen
small groups as he mingled his way around the large, open ballroom.
He tried not to be too obvious as he looked for Paulo, but every
time someone new flitted in the corner of his eye, it was all he
could do not to whip his head around. He’d yet to find Paulo, so
talk of careers continued.

Harrison Miller was a therapist, but where
there was the real version of what he did, there was also his
“party version.” The party version was flexible enough to work at
an intimate dinner with friends, at the club throwing back shots of
neon-green something or other, or at fancy galas like the Bentley
family’s Christmas party.

“I’m a therapist,” he’d say with a charming
smile. People were almost always interested in that—always wanted
to know how he’d gotten into the profession, what it entailed, and
universally, what was the most fucked-up thing he’d ever heard.

“Well, I couldn’t tell you that,”
he’d taunt. “Professional ethics.”

Please, they’d beg. Just change
the names, tweak the situation, change the XYZ so we can dig into
someone else’s personal misery and feel better about ourselves!
Inevitably, pretending they’d wrenched it out of him, Harrison told
them about “Charlie,” a patient of his with Dissociative Identity
or “multiple personality disorder.” It was interesting how people
seemed to move in a bit closer at that. They were hungry for
abnormal psychology, informed only by the sensationalized drama of
television and movies.

They couldn’t get enough of Charlie’s five
personalities. Yes, one of them was a woman, and there was an
elderly Asian man as well. Yes, one of them was violent. No,
Charlie didn’t know when he’d switched between them.

They loved it, and more importantly,
they believed it and would get stuck on “Charlie” for the duration
of the conversation, never digging deeper—at least not about anyone
real.

Truthfully, Harrison had never believed in
“multiple personality disorder” and was on one side of an ongoing
psychological debate that believed DI was simply an offshoot of
other disorders. He’d set up the elaborate—if not
entertaining—farce, not to make himself popular, but to protect
what he really did as a clinical psychologist.

More importantly, he did it to protect his
patients.

Before his assault, Harrison had been
studying to go into geriatric psychology, but as part of his own
journey of healing, he’d changed paths. It paid next to nothing,
being a rape counselor, and it set him back years in training, but
it was one of the best choices he’d ever made and he didn’t regret
it for a second. There were days when he floundered without a clue
as to what to do for himself, but at least he could provide a
listening ear for others; people like Molly, whom he wished he’d
met under any other circumstances.

Her assault happened on Christmas Eve the
year before. While Harrison was halfway across the city playing
designated driver for Pru, Molly was leaving her shift at the bar,
whistling, with no idea one of her customers—a nice, nondescript
kind of guy who’d told her about his wife and kids earlier that
evening—was skulking close behind. Her roommate had already gone
home for Christmas, and Molly was looking forward to a bath and a
quiet evening alone.

“My plans fell through, Harry,” she snapped
angrily. It was the only time he ever heard her say a bitter word,
though she repeated the phrase at least once at every session.

What Molly couldn’t do—maybe would never be
able to do—was understand that she didn’t make it happen.
The crime was opportunistic; another day, his victim would have
been another girl.

“But I spoke with him,” she’d
insisted, sobbing into her tissue.

Oh Molly, you’ve spoken to thousands of
people in your life, he wanted to say. Probably a hundred
that day alone.

Opportunistic.

That word was Harrison’s life raft. When he
would wake up alone at night—Paulo gone away on business or simply
stewing in the other room—Harrison could only calm the swirl of
guilt and fear by reminding himself that he wasn’t special. If he’d
accepted the kitchen-hand position at Berringer’s to pay his way
through college, rather than duty clerk at The Grand Heights, it
would’ve been someone else.

What didn’t make it better was that
it was someone else; another, and another, and another.
Harrison had met the men who’d come forward, he knew their names,
was now related to one of them through marriage: Aidan. Together
they found strength, together they told their story.

How many people over the years had found
themselves in the wrong place at the worst time? Nothing special.
Just another victim. Those nights as he assured himself it wasn’t
his fault, he’d reach over and touch Paulo’s cold pillow and
whisper, “I’m nothing special, Paulo.” Sometimes he still did.

Harrison’s first therapist, the man he saw
right after Ms. Ashmore assaulted him, had helped as well as he
could. But when the PTSD returned with the announcement of the
trial, Harrison thought he might try a female therapist
instead.

Molly had wanted a male therapist. That’s
what she’d told her doctor, and the police officer, her mom, and
the psychiatrist. She’d wanted a male therapist, because not all
men were evil. She needed to believe that, and if Harrison
was honest with himself, that’s why he’d started seeing Dr.
Elizabeth.

Almost all Harrison’s clients were male, and
most knew their attacker—boyfriends, buddies, guys they met in
nightclubs. Sometimes drugs were involved, often they were not. But
only two of the men he’d counseled were the victims of women.

Paulo…she…I didn’t want it but she…

When all Harrison had wanted in the world
was to be held and comforted, Paulo had expanded with rage, filling
spaces Harrison didn’t even know existed, becoming someone Harrison
had never seen before. Paulo’s anger wasn’t directed at
Harrison, and logically, Harrison knew it, but it was hard not to
get hit by flying debris when standing out in a tornado.

Eventually, as Harrison healed, Paulo’s
outward anger began to diminish, too, and they fell into a routine.
Almost like old times. They made dinner together, they had nights
out with friends, they shared secret smiles, and laughed. Ashmore
didn’t own them, and she couldn’t dictate their emotions. They made
love all the time back them. Paulo would kiss him and slowly remove
Harrison’s glasses, setting them aside. Even after laser eye
surgery, Paulo still mimed taking the glasses off. It had made
Harrison laugh every time as Paulo said, “Don’t worry, I’ll set
these somewhere safe.”

Then he was called to testify in court, and
like shaking a settled snow globe, his world was emotional bits
sent flying. It might have been even worse for Paulo, because what
shook Harrison seemed to smash the whole globe in which Paulo had
been holding his rage. Suddenly the sulking, growling, snapping
tornado was back. Ashmore this, and Ashmore that, and if Paulo ever
got his hands on her, and revenge. Constant talk of revenge.

When Harrison finally faced her in court—his
head full of Paulo’s torment—he testified almost more for Paulo’s
benefit than his own. But he’d done it all while wearing glasses he
no longer needed.

<<< >>>

“All right,” Pru said, hooking his arm with
hers. He blinked hard, startled by the sudden contact. “You’ve been
staring at this Santa ice sculpture for like fifteen minutes.
They’re having a charity raffle in the west hall for a bottle of
Macallan sixty-year-old scotch, and I’ve bought us both a few
entries. Plus there’s more Dom Pérignon than you can shake a stick
at. Let’s go pour some down our throats. C’mon.”

Pru was an expert at holding her drink,
which unfortunately came from more years of practice than not. She
wasn’t wobbly yet, but her cheeks were already warm. She’d
definitely been hitting the bubbly.

“He’s not here, Prudence.”

Harrison had chatted, he’d eaten, he’d
danced with men and women alike, and all the while he’d searched
the sea of beautiful people for Paulo. But the grandfather clock in
the foyer had already chimed eleven, and Paulo still hadn’t
arrived.

“They were going to fly out of Miami last
night,” she said. “Maybe something happened and they couldn’t leave
Florida until today. Or maybe his mother held him up with all her
talk, talk, talk.”

Grand.

Paulo had done his best to keep Harrison
from finding out how Gabriela Fernández truly felt about the
assault and his role in it, but he couldn’t have known his mother
would call Harrison up directly to tell him what she thought of his
“rape” (her air quotes).

He was certain if Gabi had her way, Paulo
would never see Harrison again.

Carefully, he adjusted his glasses, running
his finger along the edge of the frame. They were so comforting,
and they reminded him of the gentle Paulo he’d known, and the life
they’d once shared—a life he’d hoped to return to someday. When
Harrison wore his glasses, he could pretend he was still the man
he’d been before the assault, and that Paulo was too. He could
pretend it hadn’t all fallen apart.

“H! You’re shaking,” Pru said, concerned.
“Are you OK?”

He looked down at his hands and saw they
were shaking violently. Pre-second-attempt-at-recovery violently.
He felt his chest tighten, and his eyes went blurry.

“Panic…attack,” he whispered.

Oh, Jesus, where the fuck was Paulo?

“Let’s get you some air,” Pru said, pulling
him toward an open side door that led out to the Bentley’s large
garden maze. The towering, well-manicured walls of foliage were
covered in silver and gold lights that twinkled on and off. It
should have been beautiful, but instead they only made Harrison
feel more on edge. He turned sharply from them, seeking the cool
darkness, absent of any stimuli.

“You lied to me, didn’t you Pru?” he said
desperately. “Paulo wasn’t ever coming. He’s seeing someone else,
isn’t he?”

“Slow down. Breathe.” She rubbed a gentle
circle against his back. “Paulo’s not seeing anyone else that I
know of, H.”

Eighteen months was a long time to have to
wait. And how many times when they were still together had some
waiter made flirty eyes at Paulo? He was so damn good looking, with
his olive skin, dark eyes, and head of rich, brown curls. He always
left home clean-shaven, but by five, he’d have stubble again.
Harrison had loved the way it scratched his cheek.

Whose cheek was it scratching now?

Harrison doubled over, gasping for breath as
Pru spoke softly to him. He couldn’t hear her over the noise in his
own head.

Paulo’s dating a diplomat’s son… Saw Paulo
at the club, some drunk twink on his arm… Paulo? I think he’s with
a model.

No one had ever said it, but he’d imagined
hearing those words a million times.

Paulo was handsome, virile, desirable—and
most important, available. Plus he was unrelentingly stubborn and
angry, and Harrison had stood him up last year.

Harrison bit down hard on the tears that
threatened. No crying at the Christmas event of the year.
Especially because there was whiskey to win!

“Say it again,” he whispered to Pru, who
helped him back into a standing position. She put her hands on his
shoulders to steady him.

“He’ll be here, H. Promise.”

For a long moment, they held each other’s
gaze, studying irises, Harrison seeking truth in her eyes, his
breath finally slowing. There was something strange about Pru’s
expression.

“What?”

“Nothing. I just hate seeing the panic
return is all.”

“It’ll be fine, Pru. Once he’s here,
everything will be fine.”

The small crease that had formed between her
brows did not ease.


Chapter
Four:

Paulo in Cloak and Mask

“The domino mask is a nice touch.”

“Julian!” Paulo said, grinning and reaching
out for his old friend. Julian Bentley stepped into the hug and
slapped Paulo on the back. He’d known Julian since their days as
boys at Bentley Elite Academy, back when Nikolai Bentley was still
the Head of School. “How the hell are you, you old bastard?”

“Old?” he laughed. “I’m younger than
you.”

People hovered nearby, far enough away to be
polite, but near enough to swoop in the second the handsome young
heir to the Bentley fortune was unencumbered by Paulo.

“Are you here with Aurelie tonight?” Paulo
asked.

“She couldn’t make it. Runway show in
Milan.”

“And you’ve opted to come to this boring
get-together?” Paulo teased. “Instead of snuggling up with
Intimate’s Kitty of the Year?”

“Two years running.” Julian’s grin was
infectious. He was even more handsome than he’d been in their
school years. “I suppose family traditions beat out pleasure.”

Didn’t he know it.

“So you’re quite incognito, Paulo. Hat,
cape, mask— I know it said ‘flair’ on the invitation, but I
wouldn’t have recognized you except Merritt pointed you out.”

“She's a clever fox, your sister.”

Julian sighed. “Nosy, loud, and determined
to get Nikolai’s money if it means she has to kill me.”

Paulo laughed again, grateful to have run
into Julian. His stomach had been a tapestry of knots since before
he’d left the hotel. Dressing for the party had somehow eased the
stress a little, even if it meant driving through the city looking
like a villain in a Broadway musical. But being here, with the live
music and the mingling, and chatting up his old friend took a
little more of the anxiety out of the situation.

“So, who are you hiding from?” Julian asked,
as clever a fox as his sister. He reached out and casually plucked
a glass of champagne from a passing server’s tray and handed it to
Paulo.

“I’m not hiding per se,” Paulo said,
feeling a little silly. He took a sip of his drink. He wasn’t the
only one in a domino mask, and he wasn’t even the only one dressed
up. There were at least three full Santa costumes, complete with
white beards of various levels of authenticity. They may have been
hired, but they could also have been guests. “But I might be
expecting to bump into someone tonight. I’d prefer to see him
before he sees me.”

“Intriguing.”

“Well, it’s not that intriguing.”

“No, no, I understand completely. We’ve all
got to get the drop on our enemies before they can shoot us cold at
a stuffy Christmas party.”

Paulo snorted. “Always liked that head of
yours.”

“And my face?” Julian asked with a friendly
smile. “Remember asking me to the Winter Formal? Said you would
whisk me off to Rio de Janeiro afterward if I said yes.”

“I might have had the tiniest little
crush on you.” Paulo agreed, playing off what had been intense
teenage longing. “Damn you and your incurable case of
straightness.”

“Yes, but our doomed romance has worked out
in both our favors, hasn’t it?” Julian asked. “I have my French
supermodel and you’ve Harrison Miller, your enemy spy. Aren’t you
thinking if all goes well, you might call a truce?”

Damn good detective work. He wondered
who told? His mother? “How the hell do you know about
Ari?”

“I told you. Merritt. She knows all.”

He shook his head. Unbelievable. “So, is he
here yet, Julian?”

“Unfortunately, no. I’m sorry.”

“Running the risk of sounding desperate, the
party’s already in full swing! Even Pru wouldn’t be this
‘fashionably’ late. Even Pru high wouldn’t be this
fashionably late.”

“Nope, not our Pru,” Julian agreed. He
patted Paulo’s shoulder. “Seems you two were trains passing in the
night. Pru and Harrison were here for our ‘tier one’
theatrics.”

“Wait, what?”

Julian let out a long sigh. “Mother does
love her theatrics.”

“What are you talking about?”

“A few years ago, Winifred Bentley decided
one night wasn’t enough to flaunt our grandeur. She wanted a
multi-night event.” Julian’s expression turned cold about
his family’s famous Christmas party. “We’re now the Gatsbys of the
Christmas season.”

“As if you weren’t before.” Paulo frowned.
“How long does this party go exactly?”

“The seventeenth until the
twenty-third.”

“Fuck.”

“It’s the exclusivity Mother enjoys the
most. Holding people’s invitations hostage when they’ve wronged
her. Letting certain folks into the elite group while cutting
others out. There’s a ‘privileged’ few guests on the list who are
invited to stay with us the full week—she calls that one tier five.
Those guests get to enjoy the entire party, others for part
of it, some for only the one night. Of course, I’m required to
attend every night. Ask me where I’d rather be.”

“What ‘tier’ is tonight?”

“Tier two. Like tier one except more
extravagant. You know how my mother feels about your father. She
doesn’t want him here longer than need be, but while he’s in our
company, Lord, she wants to rub his face in it. If an apology from
me would repair their relationship…”

Julian trailed off, and both men laughed,
knowing there was no way anything Julian Bentley said would clear
up the years-old rift.

“So Pru and Harrison were—”

“Here yesterday, yes.”

“This isn’t going anything like I’d
imagined.” That was putting it mildly. He imagined Harrison
standing on this dance floor, thinking Paulo had stood him up. Pru
hadn’t called or texted, she probably thought so too. It made Paulo
want to put his fist through the wall.

“I’m sorry, friend.”

“Well, if you see Winifred, let her know
she’s fucked it for one Fernández man at least. Consider it a
Christmas present for her.” He forced a laugh so as to not make
things completely awkward with Julian. But honestly,
who the hell had a seven-night party that wasn’t cruising to the
Caribbean? And tiers? Really? “I’ve got to get ahold
of him. Do you know where he and Pru are staying in town?”

Julian shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said
again. “Oh, you’ll have to excuse me, Paulo, I think your mother’s
just arrived, and I’m going to need another glass of champagne
before I say hello.”

Paulo glanced over his shoulder and saw
Mamãe, her skirts in her hands, heading straight for him.

Maybe if he pulled a well-dressed (tier-two)
debutante into his arms and twirled her around the dance floor, or
ducked behind one of the many opulent Christmas trees that towered
miles above them all, he could avoid his mother. Hell, he’d climb
into the branches even. He and his sister had done that once, at
this very party, back when it was still a one-evening
affair, and Nikolai gave a toast of good tidings. Of course, they
were much younger then.

He and Cátia had snuck away from their
parents, creeping around the bottom of the tree decorated in
twinkling lights and strings of multicolored garland and foil
icicles. Cátia was the first to part the branches and climb inside,
with Paulo quickly following. A few of the ornaments fell, one of
them smashed, but the party was so noisy no one noticed. He and his
sister hid and pretended they were in a secret Christmas land. He
was the king and she was a mermaid (of course). They fell asleep,
and hours later, when she realized she’d lost her children, his
mother became hysterical. Neither he nor Cátia was allowed near the
trees for years.

But even if he weren’t now six foot two and
all shoulders and muscle, his mother had already seen him. Running
would only make it worse. Somehow, Julian Bentley had evaporated
into the crowd.

“Damn you, Jules,” Paulo muttered.

“Paulo, you look ridiculous, take off the
costume. Let everyone see your handsome face.”

His mother had worn her favorite evening
gown and one huge silk poinsettia at her temple. That was as much
‘flair’ as she could manage.

“Did you come to critique fashion,
Mamãe?”

“No, I’ve come to introduce you to someone.”
She grabbed his hand, patting it warmly. “He’s a little older than
you, Paulo, but very handsome and well off.”

“Really? At this party? How’d you find
someone rich and handsome, Mamãe?”

“Don’t be a smartass,” she snapped, but she
winked at him.

“Listen, I appreciate it, really.” Well, no,
not really. He shouldn’t lie. He’d told her his plans to
meet with Harrison, and she was going out of her way to interfere.
But Gabriela had her ideas, didn’t she? “I’ve got to step outside
and make a call.”

“To who?”

“Mother.” He could count on one hand
the number of times he’d called her “mother.”

“It’s only a question.”

“I’m calling Pru.”

“Prudence? Why?”

“Harrison isn’t at the party. He and Pru had
invitations for last night.”

“Oh, pity.” If she was surprised about the
tiers, it didn’t show on her face.

“Mamãe, can’t you at least pretend to care
what I want?”

“I do care what you want, Paulo. But
right now, you don’t seem to understand the difference between
childish wants and healthy, adult needs. You need a
man in your life who is secure, who you can build a partnership
with, who will look good standing beside you.”

“Now would this be physically or
socially?”

“Both.”

“And Ari—”

“No more talk of Harrison Miller. Consider
it my Christmas present? Please, Paulo. Let me introduce you to Dr.
Daniels instead.”

<<< >>>

Oh, Paulo was hammered. Schnockered. Shit
faced. And it felt good, because fuck you, Winifred
Bentley! And fuck you, Mamãe! And double for you, Dr.
Daniels, who had asked if he wanted a hand job in the bathroom.
Most of all, fuck you, Ms. Ashmore, for
everything.

Paulo hummed “Carol of the Bells” while
dramatically conducting an invisible orchestra for an invisible
audience on one of the many Bentley verandas that overlooked their
expansive grounds. He had the phone pressed between his shoulder
and his cheek, and he timed his musical performance with the
ringing. After the voicemail said: S’Pru, leave me a
message, he picked up where he’d left off the last time he got
the recording.

“Merry Merry Merry Merry Christmas! Merry
Merry Merry Merry Christmas! Pru-dong, Pru-dong! Pru-dong,
Pru-dong! O’re hill and dale, answer your phone! Gaily they ring,
I’m gay as balls! Merrymerrymerrymerrymerry Christmas!”

Her voicemail cut him off before he could
finish, and he grumbled, yanking the mask off his face. That was
his best rendition of “Carol of the Calls” so far.

He’d called her phone ten times, and ten
times it had gone to voicemail after two rings. Almost like he was
being kicked. He didn’t know if she was pissed, or busy, or both,
but if Pru and Harrison were still in Midday, he wanted to catch
them.

Screw all the romantic plans he’d built up
in his head. So their first kiss in a year and a half would have
been spectacular if they’d been standing near the large fireplace,
or if they happened to be under the mistletoe, or after a waltz.
But obviously fate had conspired against them. OK, fate, join
the fuck you list. Paulo wasn’t a huge believer in fate
anyway. He’d make his own and be damn happy doing it. Especially
because Harrison’s number…

He’d tried calling Harrison’s number only
once, his heart tightening as he waited for the ring. He’d stood in
front of an auditorium of a thousand marketing students and
delivered a guest presentation in Italian, a language he was shaky
on at best. It was the most nervous he’d ever been in his life.
Until he’d called Harrison.

And fuck his luck and a duck, the
line was disconnected.

 


We’re sorry, the party you’re trying to reach…

 


Paulo didn’t try the number again. He didn’t
need to. He could look at his call history and see that he had
dialed it correctly. Even drunk he knew the number by heart. Had
dialed it from work every day at lunch for three years, just
because he needed something more than a sandwich to fill his
heart.

“What are you doing?” he’d ask, knowing Ari
was on his lunch break, too. Even on Harrison’s busiest day, the
receptionist knew not to schedule patients between 12:15 and 12:35.
Of course, that prudish woman had no idea that sometimes Paulo
liked to use that twenty minutes to see if he could get a rise out
of Ari by whispering wicked things into his ear.

“Eating,” Harrison would always reply, his
mouth full of last night’s leftovers. “What about you?”

“Thinking about you naked, on top of my
desk. You ever think about the wonderful things we could do with
office supplies?”

Silence would inevitably fall, and Paulo
could practically feel the blush coming through the phone.

“What if someone hears you!” Harrison would
whisper.

“Let ’em listen. I don’t mind the whole
world knowing how much I want you. How much I love you.”

So when had Harrison disconnected his cell
phone? And why? They’d made plans to meet. It wasn’t over.
Not really. So why would he have disconnected his phone and not let
Paulo know?

Disappointment surged inside him and that’s
when Paulo began to call Pru. He dialed her again—call number
eleven. As it kicked to voicemail, confusion and disappointment
lost the battle to that familiar friend, anger.

He’d been out on this same veranda last
year, too—a canopy of green and red lights glowing overhead. He’d
waited for Ari to show, waited for his chance to sweep his lover
into his arms. But Harrison didn’t come to the party, and it wasn’t
because he’d been “scheduled” on a different day last year. Paulo
knew this because he’d seen Pru, who offered her apologies for
Harrison’s absence.

“It’s a bad time,” she’d said in that
obnoxiously flippant way of hers.

Paulo took a steadying breath, clenching and
unclenching his hands. His anger was directed at no one and
everyone all at once, the worst sort of impotent rage.

“Wanna throw something?” Julian asked from
behind him. He walked up next to Paulo and showed him the three
small ornaments he was holding in his hand. Round glass
balls—nothing special, except they were covered in crystals. “When
I get bored, I come out here, have a smoke, and chuck ornaments
into the pond. I know you don’t smoke, so shall we throw
something?”

Paulo looked over the railing. Even the
fountain in the center of the pond was looking festive. Lights
shone on it in a swirling mix of red, green, and gold.

“There must be fifty ornaments down there,”
Julian continued proudly. “Mother just keeps replacing them.”

“Yep, give ’em here.”

Julian handed over the ornaments and patted
in his coat pocket for his pack of cigarettes.

“I don’t know why I’m mad,” Paulo said,
pulling back and pitching the ornament as far and hard as he could.
It overshot the pond and ended up on the other side. No doubt a
riding lawn mower would make short work of it. “Except every
fucking reason. Worst thing is, he thinks I stood him up. I’m sure
of it.”

He tossed again, squinting against the
alcohol’s effects. This time the ornament hit the statue of Neptune
rising up out of the center of the fountain. It shattered, making a
tinkling sound as the shards fell into the water.

“Almost,” Julian congratulated. “And I don’t
know about that. There’s something I forgot to tell you about last
night. Something that occurred to me after your mother waylaid
you.”

One more pitch—he had to make it a good one.
He calculated his throw, tested the weight of the ornament, and
then shot it up into the air in a high arc. He and Julian watched
it sail. It hit the water with a delightful plop, bobbing on
the surface. Julian lit his cigarette.

“What’d you figure out?” Paulo asked. He’d
have to go back inside soon; he was being rude. (Never mind the
host of the party was defacing the tree and then hiding on the
balcony for a smoke.) That meant more conversation with Dr.
Daniels, he supposed. He wasn’t unattractive…for a man in his
seventies. But Paulo hadn’t come to chat up rich, old gay men or to
get bathroom hand jobs. He’d come for Ari. “What about Harrison,
Julian?”

“I can’t imagine that he thinks you stood
him up. Pru came up to me last night when she was leaving and I
told her exactly what I told you about the guest list. She knew
last night why you weren’t there.”


Chapter
Five:

Pukeapalooza

Harrison heard talking, and was vaguely
aware that the voices were ones he knew even, but he couldn’t
follow the conversation because they’d randomly stop speaking for a
minute or two and pick up again somewhere in the middle of a
sentence. What a weird way to talk.

“—way too much to drink, Lil’. I should have
stopped him, but… And I was gonna drop him off at home—”

“—watch over him. Don’t worry. Jill makes a
hell of a hangover cure. Where are you off to?”

Where was she off to? He didn’t get to hear,
because suddenly there were new actors in the play, and the room
was spinning, and everything was so bright. Was he walking? He
thought he might be walking, but there were people carrying
him.

Or was he flying?

“Whee,” he whispered and then snorted on a
laugh.

“Jesus, you smell like alcohol.” That was
the new actor. Female. Maybe one of a twin.

“Jill,” he said. “Jill. Jill. Jill? Hey,
Jill.”

“I’m right here, Harrison, and I hear you.
What?”

“Remember that time you were taking a bath
in the cabin and you farted, and we could hear it all through the
cabin, and Grandpa was like stop draggin’ them bendercocks
around the bathtub?” His snort turned to giggles.

“What?” the other voice asked.

“Cinderblocks.”

“Oh.”

“Harrison, would you stop picking your damn
feet up off the ground! We’re not carrying you.”

But he was flying. Didn’t they understand
anything about aerodynamics?

Whoa. Mattress. How did he get here? He must
have teleported. Awesome. That made sense, it was an evolutionary
factlet that flying begets teleportation. That’s why penguins can’t
teleport.

“Jill?”

“It’s Lily. Jill’s getting you a puke bucket
in case you need to throw up again.”

Again?

Must be part of the teleportation
process.

“Where am I, Jilly?”

“At our house, honey.”

Pennsylvania—the suburbs—no more Midday with
all its awful Paulolessness.

“He didn’t show up, LilyjillyLil.”

“Pru told us. I’m sorry, Harrison.”

“It’s OK,” Harrison promised. “I don’t need
Paulo or Paulo’s handsome face or his chiseled abs or his rock-hard
ass. I teleport and fly and puke now. I’ll be all right.”

<<< >>>

To say Harrison had a hangover was to say
the pounding rains of a hurricane were only a light summer drizzle.
Harrison’s migraine seemed to have had a one-night stand with an
aneurysm and was now pregnant with a little bastard of a lobotomy
gone wrong. He was certain someone had performed brain surgery on
him during the night. They must have cracked his skull in five
places, scrambled up his brains, and pieced the whole thing back
together with duct tape. It hurt so much he couldn’t even open his
eyes to see where he was. And thinking hurt, so he tried not to do
that.

Except…

For a moment, Harrison was hopeful.

He knew he wasn’t in his bed because the
springs were all broken in the middle of his mattress, so when he
got in bed, he rolled to the middle. It also didn’t feel like Pru’s
hard guest bed in Midday. Had he and Paulo…? With heavy arms he
felt between his legs for any sign that he’d been intimate last
night. But he was still wearing jeans. Could they have got it on
through his jeans?

Tiny details came back to him, and
disappointment pelted him.

Paulo never showed up…

He and Pru had flown back to Pennsylvania
the morning after the party…

They went midafternoon barhopping…

Something about teleportation?

God, what time was it? Ugh, even the LED of
the clock was too bright. 3:45 a.m.

It was already tomorrow, and he had a broken
heart and a helluva hangover.

Harrison snoozed off and on until he
couldn’t handle the pressure in his bladder, and he finally opened
his eyes. Oh, yeah, Harrison knew this room. He was in Jill and
Lily’s house.

He stumbled to the bathroom, each step
making his head blaze agonizingly. He met his sister coming up the
hall—or rather, a blurry version of her. He moaned low like a
zombie and he thought she rolled her eyes.

“I’m getting you water, a cold rag, some
pills, and hangover cure. You can sleep until lunch if you want,
but then Lil’ and I wanna talk with you.”

He groaned again and shouldered his way into
the bathroom.

<<< >>>

Jill woke him around noon with a light tap
on the door. His head wasn’t great, and he’d slept so long his
muscles were heavy and sore, but he was definitely better than he’d
been a few hours before.

“I’m not serving you in bed,” Jill informed
him as she walked into the room.

“I’m surprised you’re feeding me at all,
sis,” he groaned, fighting with the covers. It was hell getting
into a sitting position.

Jill was dressed down in yoga pants and a
tee, with her daughter, Bella, balanced on her hip.

“Where’re my glasses?” he asked, scanning
the side table.

“You mean those fake glasses I told you make
you look ridiculous?”

“Those would be the ones.”

“They were all smudged up. Lily cleaned them
for you. They’re in the kitchen.”

A very real part of him wanted to jump up,
shove past his sister, and collect them right then, but he
had a feeling Jill already knew they weren’t really for fashion,
and he didn’t feel like confirming her fears.

“Feeling better?”

“Some.” He nodded. “Not great, but
hungry.”

“You sure you’re going to keep it down?” she
asked. “It was sort of Pukeapalooza last night. I had to shampoo
the carpet. Twice.”

Harrison grimaced. “OK, I deserve whatever
punishment is coming to me, but let me remind you, if it involves
blood, you’ll only have to clean the carpet again.”

“Well, you deserve that and worse. What the
heck were you thinking, Harry? Getting completely S-H-I-T faced?
That’s not like you at all.”

“I’ve been drunk before,” he reminded her,
putting his feet on the floor.

“Yes, but this time you were Paulo
drunk. And you promised me, Harry, when you guys broke up or
separated or whatever you did, you promised.” He didn’t want
to, but Harrison made himself look at his sister, made himself
confront the pain on her face. “You said you wouldn’t do anything
stupid because of him.”

“I tried. I really…F-U-C-K-I-N-G tried.”

“I know.”

“He was supposed to be at the party. I mean,
we were going to talk. Maybe, possibly, try and start
fresh.”

Bella gabbled and “spoke” to her mother
without saying anything comprehensible.

“Come get some lunch,” Jill said after a
long moment. “Lily and I want to talk to you about something.”

Knowing it meant a lecture, Harrison dragged
his feet getting to the kitchen. He really didn’t want to hear
about how he should be taking better care of himself, or how it was
time to move on from Paulo. He didn’t think he could stomach a
maybe this is a good thing.

Lily glanced up when he walked through the
doorway. “Coffee, Harry?”

“Yes,” Harrison accepted. “Double strength.
Hell, if you have beans, I can just chew them.”

“One for me, too.” Jill said, putting Bella
in her high chair. She had a floppy rabbit over her shoulder, but
didn’t seem to notice. Both women looked tired. “Minus the
bean-chewing.”

“Jill said I had to come down to get
lectured.”

“Are we lecturing him?” Lily asked her wife
mildly.

Jill laughed. “I said we needed to
talk to him. Y’know, about the thing.”

“That doesn’t sound suspicious,” Harrison
said.

“Nothing suspicious. Now, we’re having
chicken breast and steamed veggies, sound OK?” Jill asked,
sprinkling some Cheerios on Bella’s tray.

“Sounds delicious.”

“Good, ’cause I wasn’t changing the
menu.”

He laughed and secretly warmed when Jill
walked over to him and wrapped him in a big, loving bear hug. He
put his arms around her, and they just held each other for a while.
As sassy and bossy as she could be, there was nothing in the world
like getting a hug from his sister.

She whispered, “No lecture, Harry. I
promise. I just want to say, I’m sorry he stood you up. You deserve
better.”

Releasing him, she kissed his cheek and
pushed him lightly toward the table. “So we’re not going to
talk about Paulo.”

“We aren’t?” Lily asked.

“Nope. ’Cause we’re going to talk about
the thing instead.”

“What is this thing you keep hinting very
obviously at?” Harrison asked.

He was grateful, in a way, for that
statement: we’re not going to talk about Paulo. Now if only
it would translate to his brain. We’re not going to think
about Paulo.

Lily pushed a mug into Harrison’s hand, and
he closed his eyes, taking a slow sip off the coffee. If anything
would take away the pounding headache, it would be the brew. When
he opened his eyes again, he caught the two women looking at each
other.

“So, our friend Chan called yesterday. She
works for an airline, and I’m pretty sure she could get fired for
telling us… But tonight there’s going to be a fifteen-minute flash
sale on holiday flights. She gave us the exact time and a bonus
savings code.”

“Where did you want to go?” he asked,
confused.

“Well, that’s the thing, really,” Jill said.
“We’d been talking to Aidan and Patrick because, you know, they’re
going to Ireland for Christmas to visit Seamus and Chancey, and
we’d been thinking of joining them.”

“Uh huh.”

“But Jill’s got to work Christmas instead,”
Lily said.

“And you want me to cover you?” he
asked.

“No. That’s not what we had in mind.” Jill
laced and unlaced her fingers. “I mean, not that you could
cover even if I wanted you to… This new job isn’t like the one I
had at The Grand Heights and… I’m rambling.”

“OK.” Harrison eyed his sister suspiciously,
but she was giving him nothing. “Then what?”

“We’d like to pay for your trip.”

He’d just raised the cup to his mouth and
accidentally took a mouthful of coffee. It was way too hot
to drink like that. He winced and forced down a gulp. “My
trip?”

“You know it was always my dream to give Mom
a vacation,” Jill said, matter-of-factly. “Well, I’m finally in a
place financially to make that happen and she’s…gone. But you’re
not, Harry.”
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