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Chapter 1
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“So I find myself standing there – well not really standing, but watching these two guys lounging at this pool area that looks out onto the Gulf of Mexico.” I was baffled by this repeated scenario.

“Take a deep breath, Will. Every time you are in here you try to rush through these episodes,” the soft voice of Sherry reminded me again. “Now let’s start from the top and do this the right way.”

I sighed and furrowed my brow, knowing I didn’t have a whole lot of time until my next patient arrived. Nevertheless, this was our biweekly session that we penciled in as though it wasn’t something we could do at a more advantageous time. After looking around the room, I rested my neck firmly on the arm of the rusted orange leather couch. Stretching my corduroy-covered legs out, I took a quick look at my argyle colored dress socks, and the black leather Armani two-inch-heeled dress shoes that hung over the other armrest.

Tugging at my dark gray fleece sweater to make sure there were no bunches with my white collared dress shirt underneath, I turned to Sherry. 

Sherry sat with her legs crossed at the ankles on a spacious leather sofa chair directly across from a dark cherry wood circular table where several candles had been lit. There were several granite rocks of varying sizes next to the candles and a sand garden for those inclined. Sherry looked the same today as she did ten years earlier when we graduated from Seton Hill together. 

She still had a nest for her gently salted brown hair and while her clothes were form-fitting, Sherry looked like she would be better off teaching students in a one-room school house back in the 1800s. Don’t get me wrong, I love Sherry like the sister I never had. She was level headed, sweet, and practical. Sherry was also the only person I would let address me as Will. We might have ended up together had she actually taken a liking to men at any point in her life. 

That aside, my sense of fashion forwardness might have been too much for her prudish yet unkempt ways. Sherry stared at me with her baby blue eyes. She played with the end of the pencil she had used to put her hair up with. I knew it would be a moment or two until she chastised me with her slight Pennsylvania Dutch accent. 

I always kept her waiting when it came time for me to do these talks. I never liked this part of the process, whether in school, or even years later. I imagined when I was younger it might be easier talking to the most beautiful woman in the world about my problems, but every time I would drift off to that spectrum, Sherry would bring me back to reality. 

“I don’t have time for Baywatch today. Stop undressing me or anyone else on your mind.”

“Funny, Sherry! I think I stopped imagining you with your clothes off when you met my wife.” 

Sherry smiled at my comment. She gently patted her rusty-colored skirt and then did her best to redirect me yet again.

“For a thirty-four-year-old single and lonely man, your denials are noted.”

“Come on, I’m thirty-three for another month. That stings a little. Lonely?” 

Clearly this was an opportunity to get away from my dream scenario I was sharing with her. 

“Seriously Will. It’s been almost two years and you are still alone. How else should I classify you?”

“Bachelor sounds more appropriate,” I reassured myself.

“Actually bachelor sounds more like a grown man with insecurity issues.” She was always direct and blunt, qualities I appreciated most of the time. 

“Or, Sherry, it means selective by choice so one doesn’t make the same mistakes of the past.”

“Fine,” she relented. “Are you going to tell me the rest of your dream or are we going to continue our verbal sparring until your patient arrives?” 

I sat up from the couch and put both of my feet firmly on the floor. “I’ll tell you the short version of this dream. I’m certain it has something super revealing that I need to dive deeper into.” 

I wasn’t lying to her either. I knew there was something to this dream. This wasn’t the dream with the young woman and her amazing brown eyes that had continually appeared for years. This dream was relatively new. 

“What of it?” Sherry put her notepad down and waited patiently for me to continue.

“We’re on the Gulf of Mexico, looks like a large resort or hotel. Everything is pink. Anyway, the place is right on the water. They have these large swimming pools that lead right out onto the beach. Along the pool, these two guys are just lounging around with a bunch of sunbathing dogs. It’s the weirdest thing I’ve seen.”

“What do you mean? What’s weird about dogs lying out in the sun?”

“This was different Sherry. There was a three-legged dog, a black Labrador, a golden retriever, and a boxer, all on lounge chairs. With the dogs sprawled out, these beautiful masseuses were given them massages while they slept.” 

“Okay. I’ll give you that for weird.”

“So anyway, the two guys, one goes by the name Vince or Vincent, is wearing a Red Sox World Series shirt and a pair of khaki shorts. He’s got shaved hair although some parts have patches to them, like the barber did a hack job. He’s a bit chubby in the stomach but built otherwise. Next to him, Christian, I think his name was, laid out in another chair. He’s really athletic with toned legs and is there in running clothes.”

“Good descriptions so far. Better than usual. What are they talking about?”

“Vince is going on about how they need to come up with a better system for answering prayers.”

“Prayers?” 

“Yes I said prayers. I guess they go through him. Well actually, the prayers are received in letter form and the dogs bring them over to him before taking a breather. Vince has a stack of paper on his lap and then a bunch of crumpled up sheets on the ground next to his chair.”

“Why is he crumpling them up?” 

“Funny enough, Christian asks the same thing. He said something along the lines of ‘What are you doing with all that paper?’ Vince turned to him and said, ‘I’m throwing out all the bullshit requests. Do you know how many people ask for money? It has to stop at some point.’”

“He is just disregarding prayers?”

“Pretty much. He did like one of them though. He held it up and showed it to his brother. ‘Now this is a keeper. I love it when I get these ones. Dear God, my sweet three-year-old just ate the entire apple including the core. I’m afraid she is going to grow an apple tree inside of her stomach. Please help me. I don’t want to lose my little girl.’”

“So they deal with stupid people too?” 

“It sounds that way. Christian asked Vince what he was going to do. The response was classic.”

“How so?” 

“Vincent motioned to one of the dogs to get up. ‘Shamus get over here. You have a very important task.’ So the three-legged dog lugged himself up from his slumber and the loving hands of the masseuse. Then Vincent turns to the dog and says, ‘Do me a favor and go to this woman’s address. Please leave a basket of apples at her door.’”

“That’s awful.” 

“It’s funny because then Christian intercedes. ‘She’s already upset and you are going to make it worse.’ Vincent laughed as he was adding a written response to be put at the bottom of the basket, simply phrased ‘She should be fine. Her stomach acid will do the trick.’”

“Then what happened?”

“I woke up. Then I dragged myself out of bed, got dressed, drove to work, and am talking to you right now. What a wonderful dream, right?”

I adjusted the collar of my dress shirt and yawned. 

“I’m not sure what it means, but it doesn’t take a psychologist to tell you it deals with your brother.”

“I know. I was hoping it had some other message for me about what I needed to do ...” I paused knowing I was leading us back to the beginning of the conversation. 

“You mean to avoid being a permanent bachelor. Yeah, well if I understand the dream correctly maybe one thing to think about is the fact that prayers aren’t answered overnight. Clearly they are selected by merit. Maybe you need to get down and dirty and do things yourself.”

Before I could offer an appropriate response, the office door swung open and my very tall 5’8 ex-wife came into the room. She was sporting a new hairdo, a sort of female gladiator look, with short blonde hair closely cropped around the sides with her bangs covering her forehead. I actually liked it, but wasn’t going to comment, as it was just fuel for the fire. 

She wore a black leather knee-length skirt with a matching pair of boots. I had to admit, she owned her look that day, even if her white blouse was covering up too much skin. 

“My love,” Veronica leaned down and kissed Sherry on the lips.

“You know this is a private session?” I interjected still uncomfortable with her displays of affection towards any woman.

Veronica backed away from Sherry and looked down at me, not amused.

“Like she doesn’t tell me everything. Any new dreams lately?”  

“Really, Sherry?” I stood up from the sofa.

“You know I don’t tell her everything,” Sherry insisted. 

“No, she does,” Veronica nodded as she placed her boney hands on her hips. 

I took a deep breath not wanting to get into another argument. “So if you’re here, where is little one?”

“Daycare.” 

“Why again can’t I see little Ebenezer? If you are just going to drop him off at doggy daycare I could watch him while I’m with my patients.”

“Absolutely not!” Veronica fumed. “The last time we did that Ebenezer had a fit and cried for hours after leaving you. I’m not dealing with that. You decided I could have him, that we could have him.” 

Sherry looked away trying to steer clear from this conversation. 

“Sure. This is just like I said you could have the house too? This divorce worked out perfectly. Anything else you need or want?”

“There’s that smug asshole part, the least endearing aspect of your personality, Chase.” 

“The lesbian part might be your least endearing . . .” I didn’t have a good comeback. I looked at Sherry hoping for some assistance but she continued to play observer. 

At that moment when things could have gotten even uglier, I heard the five-inch heels of my eleven o’clock appointment. Excusing myself from one awkward situation to another, I left the room and went to greet her.

* * *
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“Dr. Jones, I can’t help myself. First, it was my physical therapist’s husband and now . . .”

“Now who Nancy? Who’s the latest guy you are sexually engaging with?” 

Nancy was a relatively new patient. I had been seeing her for only three months as she had sought to deal with her continued sex addiction. She was twenty-six years old, 5’5 in her heels, Italian, long curly black hair, and had a large enough chest to attract the attention of most men, even blind ones. 

She leaned forward when she walked and made it a point to wear tight Lycra miniskirts, with tube tops. If I had not had her as a patient, I would have thought she was a prostitute. On the contrary, she was a well-paid office manager at a construction company. They didn’t seem to mind the way she dressed and even supported her appearance by providing a monthly clothing allowance. 

“I don’t want to say. You’re going to get mad at me Chase,” she whined. 

“Does it matter who it is for us to focus on your problem? Or is this different than before?”

She squirmed on my leather chaise. She put her left leg underneath her butt, and let her tanned heel dangle over the floor. 

“I think I love him.” 

“That’s positive, right? I mean a step in the right direction. Before you would just meet a guy, fuck him, and then move on. So what’s the problem?”

“He’s married,” she cried.

“That could be an issue. I’ll take a line from my brother, not that I necessarily condone such things, but is it a happy marriage?”  

“He says it’s not.”

“Who? The guy?” 

Something felt off here. 

She took a long gulp and quietly said, “Your brother Paulie. He’s a dream.”

Closing my eyes, I pondered how to respond appropriately. This was typical though. In a small city like ours this was bound to happen sooner or later. 

“So, Paulie is the new guy?”

Nancy nodded. She let out a small smile. It was difficult for her to control her enthusiasm. 

“I want you to help me so that I can make things work with him.”

I gently bit my lip, thinking about the ethical dilemma in this situation. 

“You don’t think working with someone not related to your love interest would be more practical? Maybe you should work with Sherry. At least she’s not related by blood.”

Running her hand through her hair, Nancy shook her head. “Oh please. I hate talking and working with other women. We had one bitch at the construction site and she lasted two days before I fired her ass. I only deal with sausage.”

I had to laugh at her last comment and did my best to only smirk. She didn’t want any competition. From our previous sessions I knew she was an effective office manager and accountant, who earned a masters in her field from the University of Maryland. My brother could do worse, as could she. 

“Fine, we’ll keep meeting. I do have one request. Can you minimize the details of any rendezvous the two of you have and just stick to the facts? I don’t need to imagine my giant of a brother doing anything, ever.”

“So if I told you how he opened the bed of his truck —” 

“Stop — I don’t want to know. We are going to simply work on what led you to this challenge in your life and how to break the pattern in order to have a successful relationship.”

“You are so sweet Chase. Thank you.” 

Nancy slid her heel back onto her left foot and walked over to my desk. She gave me a kiss on the side of the cheek. 

“We’ll continue next Monday.”

“Great. I’ll also see you at your mom’s party on Saturday. Bye!”

Before I could respond, she was gone. 

* * *
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I didn’t know what was more difficult, running an extremely successful therapy business, with a dear friend who was with my ex-wife or the fact that the majority of the people I had to deal with were connected to my family or friends of the family. Setting up shop in your hometown, when it’s a small city, magnifies the fact that there are so many interconnections. The problem in my area is that when you are good at what you do, people refer you to others. Nancy didn’t know that I had her previous encounter and his wife as clients. How I managed that one I have no clue, aside from some careful scheduling. 

Putting work aside, which was dramatic due to the clients, their stories, and my job of listening and helping them come up with solutions to their obstacles; I felt like I sometimes spent more time helping others than working on me. 

Case in point, that day after I met with Nancy, I felt like something or someone was missing from my life. As I got out of my silver Volvo sedan, I wondered how I had fallen so far, to where now I was sharing a house with a guy I’d found on Craigslist. I’m not making any character comments on forty-five-year-old Charlie as he was a genuinely good soul. However, sharing a house with Charlie, even though I had an entire floor to myself, had limitations.

To begin there was no private entrance. When I opened the side door to the house, his mangy dog Sanibel, a seven-year-old dusty colored mutt from Florida, was always at the door barking. The dog wasn’t friendly. He doesn’t stop and give me kisses. No, this dog just barks until I close the door behind me and quickly storm up the additional two flights of stairs to the open third floor. I should stress, I never looked at the other rooms of the house, the hallway, anything. I just kept my head down and walked up to the third floor, because that’s what I agreed to rent.

The third floor itself was nice with a crucifix floor plan. There was the fully carpeted main hallway at the top of the stairs that leads directly to the bedroom, a small living room on the right, and a large full-size kitchen to the left. There was a door to a three-quarter bathroom at the top of the stairs.  

I always dropped my briefcase off onto my 1950s constructed oak desk, one of the few items I kept with me from my childhood and managed to take from the house without Veronica demanding compensation. I liked to sit down and do research on my computer from that spot. 

Walking into the furnished living room, which was big enough for an old twenty-five-inch television set Charlie had left behind and an old gray love seat with matching ottoman, I sat myself down and looked out the large bay window that gave me a partial view of the downtown area of Charles Town.  

I didn’t know how long I had been living in this place. It wasn’t like I didn’t have the money to buy a condo, townhouse, or a house for that matter. Something kept holding me back, and I was here in this mismatch of someone’s old things with remnants of my childhood. 

The only thing in the apartment that was mine aside from the desk was the 1807 hope chest. I had put the chest in the bedroom next to a rod iron framed full sized bed that Charlie insisted was brand new — my back says otherwise.

“Oh no,” I remembered. 

The one catch in this living arrangement was that we do share laundry. This was always an experiment, one that I often shook over because my clothes were the only things I had that defined me. I paid good money for these items, so it was a quandary whether to do my laundry here or go over to Paulie’s. I used to go over to my mother’s, but she actually bit the retirement bug, sold the house last year, and headed for Nevada. 

Most retirees go to Florida or Arizona, but, no, not Miss Marie. She wants to be where the action is and that is the Vegas strip. It struck me as funny because when our father was alive, Big Ted, where Paulie gets his height from, Miss Marie mandated that there would be no gambling of any kind, even bingo in or out of the house. 

Big Ted ignored her and would head over to the Charles Town horse track a few times a week. He would take us over for “boy bonding night” where he would tell our mom we were getting pizza, but really he was showing us the difference between a trifecta and a parlay. Dad was a good guy who meant well. I know Mom misses him like we all do. It was four years this past January since the truck accident in Harpers Ferry. 

Miss Marie took it very hard. We all did. After a few years of dealing with that loss, she decided she needed a change. That’s where Nevada came in. I have yet to get out there, but Paulie has been several times. I think he likes having a base of operations for his exploits. 

Back to my laundry, knowing my only option is Paulie, I will on occasion do my laundry on the second floor of Charlie’s house. This day was no different as I wanted to wash my black dress pants and matching dress shirt for the party. Walking down the stairs to get the clothes out of the dryer, I found a present waiting for me. 

Sanibel, who Charlie swears never had this problem before I moved in, left a pile of shit right at the base of my stairs. Sometimes I would clean it up and other times I would just leave it, hoping that Charlie might get the idea his dog has anger issues or needs to be taken out more. The scent of this freshly wrapped gift was too intoxicating for my liking. Gagging, I ran to the laundry room to get my things.

This is what happens when you share a place. Now were my clothes in the dryer when I got there? Nope, not a chance. Were they on top of the dryer, maybe hung up? Keep guessing. My clothes were thrown on the floor in a pile of mismatched socks and underwear. 

“Are you kidding me? I’ve told him how many fucking times?” 

I could feel my chest tightening again. This is just what I needed after a fun work day. I wanted to walk out in the hallway, pick up the pile of Sanibel’s excrement, walk down the stairs and smear Charlie’s walls in retaliation. But what was the point? 

I had enough experience to use words to share my perspective, but people are who they are. There isn’t some complicated mechanism that makes people change, so telling Charlie for the twentieth time wasn’t going to accomplish anything. What I needed to do was come up with a plan to get the hell out of this place.

Sitting back on the couch upstairs with my wrinkled clothes thrown on the arm of the sofa, I closed my eyes and wondered what it was going to take for me to shift. Was it always like this? Where did I go wrong? 
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Chapter 2
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“Get your ass in the car Paulie and explain what the hell you have going on in that house of yours before Mom arrives.” 

“You really don’t have the manner of a therapist, brother. You’re so mean,” Paulie said from outside my Volvo door. 

“Are you getting in or not? I don’t want to do this in front of whoever is already in your house.”

I had parked my Volvo two townhouses down from Paulie’s. His neighborhood was a newer community on the outskirts of Charles Town. It was behind the Aldi and the Sheetz Gas Station. Driving down 340 you went too far if you saw the Homeland Security Entrance or Harpers Ferry. In the other direction, Walmart was too soon. Growing up, we all lived in city proper, but as times change, the family moved out into this urban sprawl. 

Paulie had gotten a deal on his three bedroom, three-floor cookie cutter townhouse for $105,000 dollars. He was doing well enough with his construction business and his motivational speaking gigs that he could cover the cost and then some.

“Fine, I’ll get in. Stop making such a scene. We got neighbors here,” Paulie spoke calmly. He opened the front passenger door. He adjusted the seat and pushed it back as far as it could go to fit his long legs. 

Unlike me, Paulie spoke with a Virginian twang to his voice. He had this southern drawl that he somehow had picked up from a variety of summer camps spent in the Shenandoah Valley. It was weird because he had this deep, masculine voice, but with a rhythmic tone.

Before he could comment on his comfort level, I put the car in drive and sped off through the development. 

“I like how you think your neighbors really care about what you do Paulie.”

“They do. They all know I’m a respectable businessman with good ideas and I don’t want them to think otherwise.”

“Have you seen your neighbors? I know I have personally on the couch at work and I assure you they have more than enough shit going on to not concern themselves with Paulie Jones.”

“That’s what you think brother!” Paulie snorted. He adjusted the temperature on the air conditioning to a colder level. 

“What is going on at home? Are you and Michelle splitting up?”

Paulie frowned for a moment as he pondered a suitable response. He nodded and then smiled before speaking. “You remember when I used to go to church?” 

“I thought you were still going?” 

“When I feel moved to — certainly. The Lord works in mysterious ways and I found that I don’t have to go as often to have a relationship that serves.” 

“Whatever, Paulie. So the church you went to, what was it called, the Covenant of the Open Heart? Something like that?”

“Nice you remember. So yeah, the one on the Virginia line.”

Paulie started moving his hands to better explain his story, which to me just looked like a bunch of random hand signals. 

“Wasn’t the minister of the church caught in some sort of scandal?” 

“Only if you count one of his lovers killing herself and shooting him a scandal.” 

“Yes, Paulie, that would be considered a scandal. I don’t know where you come from to think otherwise. Is there a point in here somewhere? I just wanted to know if you and Michele were splitting up.”

“You know, that’s your problem brother. You listen to every other person’s problems all day long but then when it comes down to your family, you have no patience at all. I do have a point and I’m getting there at my own pace.”

He was getting exasperated. I pulled the car into one of the open spaces at the townhome family park.  

“The good minister at COH, Darrel, he says love is expansive and growing. Like him, I find that I have so much love to share for others, that I can’t restrict it to solely one person. You know what’s great?”

“Michelle is in the same boat?” I realized that it was too logical to be anything different.

“You are so smart. Right now she has one of the bedrooms to herself. Her boyfriend Sam comes over late at night for visits. He’s a nice guy. Quiet, but seems to be of good stock.”

“And you are in another bedroom?”

“Yeah, pretty much. That’s where Nancy and I spend most of our time.”

I tapped my brother on his knee. “Does little Tyler know what’s going on with his mommy and daddy? And are you going to get a divorce or is this just the plan for the foreseeable future?”

“Of course Tyler doesn’t know. He’s not even four. The little guy is sound asleep when the action happens. As far as he knows, these are just new friends.” 

I looked at Paulie and wondered who I should be more worried about. “The divorce, is it coming?”

“You seem too focused on this non-loving word. The union is stronger because of this new dynamic. If there is a D as you wish to use, and I think you are implying to be the healthier alternative, it will simply be because we have decided that it is better to share our love with others full time.”

“That’s a mouthful. You must have practiced that. I’m waiting for you to tell me to not say anything to Mom. Let me guess —”

“I’ve already told her and she is happy that I have more than one woman who makes my life a positive experience. That’s more than you can say, right?”

It was getting too personal for my liking. “I just wanted to make sure Nancy was being looked after. You better treat her right. She’s got some issues that need some serious attention.”

“Don’t you worry brother! I’ll help straighten out her sex addiction.”

I took a deep breath and wondered how we were related.

* * *
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“I don’t want to hear it. Get Ebenezer in the picture!” Miss Marie mandated to Sherry and Veronica. Standing next to the sliding door, Mom was holding a Long Island iced tea in one hand and pointing at the dog in the other. 

I was a little embarrassed as she was throwing back these drinks, while wearing a pair of faded cut off shorts, showing off her freckled legs, matched with an oversized turquoise colored shirt with a flipping turtle imprint. On the back of the shirt, in big letters the shirt read “Slow ur ass down.” Mom was also sporting a new hairdo, having gone with the Ukrainian friendly fluorescent red hair dye over her curly locks. 

For some reason the majority were complimenting my mom on her redneck wonder. Sherry and Veronica were the first to kiss her behind with a barrage of compliments about her new look. Talk about a winning combination, I didn’t know they would be at the party, but I should have known since my mom talks to them more than she does to me. She seems to overlook the fact that we aren’t married anymore. 

“You are too kind Miss Marie. I’ll bring the little guy over.” Veronica swooned from the corner of Paulie’s fenced in yard. 

In “her power outfit” a hideous beige pantsuit, Veronica stood on the grass line. She tossed a tennis ball to an undersized black pug. Ebenezer was forced into some doggy overalls and had more interest in grass than the ball being tossed his way. He couldn’t figure out why his mother was coming towards him and decided to run away. 

“I’m not coming to get you. This is not a game. You come back over here and go to your grandmother,” Veronica spoke with a tone to the little dog.

I watched the exchange from a few feet away. Taking my bottle of Wild Turkey off the picnic table that I had filled up with Coke, I looked back at Sherry who had drifted off into her own world. Perhaps she was thinking about how many birds could use her hair as a safe place to sleep. I’m not really sure. She was better dressed than my ex. She wore a light blue cardigan and a plaid dress that went to her ankles. Unlike during the work week where she would put on some stylish boots, today despite the chilly weather in the low 50s, she was working her sandals.

Glancing away from Sherry, I saw Paulie holding the slider door. He screamed for his son. “Tyler, get out of the litter box and get down here right now!”

“That’s right baby, you tell your son who’s boss,” Nancy patted Paulie on the stomach and she wrapped her arms around him. She was in a black mini-skirt, longer than usual in that her butt was actually covered, and in a white spaghetti strap tank top, that was low cut to begin with but pointless due to her polka dotted bra selection. 

Michelle and her boyfriend Sam were finishing their Budweiser cans at the table. They were almost ready to leave for a date. Sam was a big ole boy, only twenty-two and he was possibly 300 pounds and only 5’8 inches tall. He towered over me but looked like a ball compared to Paulie. At first I thought Sam was just tanned due to his landscaping job, but Paulie made sure to tell me that he was a border jumper who managed to meet the right people.

Don’t get me started on the irony of the fact that Homeland Security and Border Patrol training were right down the street. I was more interested in what he did for landscaping that had him still weighing over 300 pounds. He must be a riding mower type of guy. Regardless, Sam’s frame was enough for me to simply wave from a distance and keep things light. I knew not to mess with him.

There were several other family members there, all extended family. You live in an area long enough and it can get confusing as to who is family, who is considered family regardless of blood, and who was not invited but showed anyway. Thankfully for this occasion we didn’t have any of those, but we certainly had a crowd of twenty-five to thirty people earlier in the party.

“Ebenezer stop messing around! Chase get our son and bring him over to your mother.” Veronica said.

I looked at her, confused where the “our” component came into play as I had little time with the pup at this stage. From the corner of my eye I saw Miss Marie point her finger at the dog and knew I had to act quickly before she started with her commentary. 

“Come here, buddy.” I leaned over on the grass and held out my arms for Ebenezer. 

He stopped in his tracks, looked up at me, shook his curly tail, and then ran into my arms.

“That’s my boy. Daddy has missed you.” 

He was so sweet. I think he was just messing with Veronica so he could hang out with me. Ebenezer wrapped his front paws around my neck. 

“All right, Mom, where do you want him?” 

“Not just him. I want Tyler. I want you and I want your brother. We’ll do three generations.”

“Three generations since clearly Ebenezer is my flesh and blood.”

Paulie couldn’t resist. “That must have been one hell of a night Chase. Were you drunk before or after?” 

“Fuck you philander,” I responded.

“Okay, Dr. No-help.” 

“Boys, shut your mouths and get over here,” Miss Marie commanded.

Paulie closed the sliding door behind him as his four-year-old son Tyler made an appearance. Tyler was well dressed for this occasion in his loose fitting shorts that revealed his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle underwear. His four inch long blond hair made him look more like a little girl than a boy. He held onto his dad’s big paw and they walked over to where our mother was sitting.

“Where do you want us?” I regretfully asked.

“You’re the shortest, so you stand next to me. Paulie, you can kneel and have Tyler on your lap.”

“I always have to kneel. Just once I want to stand.”

“Maybe if you weren’t a giant you could,” Miss Marie responded.

Ebenezer continued to snuggle up next to me. I did my best to ignore the fact that my child, in this case, was simply a fill-in. 

“Why again are we counting the dog as a grandchild?” Nancy asked from the picnic table.

“Clearly Chase didn’t seal the deal with Veronica over there,” Paulie laughed. 

“Thankfully! Yuck! If you only knew,” Veronica shook in disgust. 

Sherry took Veronica’s hand and kissed her gently. “Don’t worry honey we will adopt soon.” 

Veronica let out a big smile. “Really? That would be so nice. You’re going to make a great mom.”

“Seriously? Are you doing that now?” I couldn’t help myself.

“Shut up William. You had your chance. Now be a good boy, smile for the picture, and maybe next year we can add their new baby to the mix, because you can’t seem to get any woman to stay with you,” Miss Marie chided.

I bit my tongue as I watched Michelle hold the digital camera. While I wanted to focus on the camera itself, I realized how shallow I had become. How did my brother end up with her? She was the complete opposite of fit and skinny, yet skanky, Nancy. No, Michelle was almost twenty-nine, with auburn hair cut in an angled bob style. She was not a small woman, far from it. Certainly she was smaller than Sam, but after having Tyler the weight she put on stayed and multiplied. 

Don’t get me wrong, Michelle was a very sweet and simple woman. I thought to myself this is why I have yet to find anyone in this area. I had refused to settle. 

“Tyler, stop jumping up and down on my knee! If you want to jump, I’ll make you jump in a moment boy.”

Tyler giggled until Paulie squeezed tightly onto the back of his neck. Not so amazingly, he sat still. 

“Okay ye-all. Smile,” Michelle said in a muddled Virginian accent. 

“With or without our teeth?” Paulie was always the joker. 

“You damn well better still have your teeth,” Miss Marie replied to her son.

“Ebenezer, big smile,” I whispered knowing he would do whatever he wanted. 

“Perfect,” Michelle said as she got up from the picnic table. She turned to Paulie and Miss Marie. “I think it be working for ye-all.”

“You are so sweet Michelle. Thank you, dearie.” Miss Marie looked at the picture on the camera. She cut over to me and Ebenezer.  “Next year there better be a little baby in this photo. I’m not getting any younger.”

I gently lowered Ebenezer to the grass. 

“Veronica, your boy is ready to go home.”

“For some reason I doubt it. I look forward to his crying later,” Veronica chirped. 

Ebenezer sprawled out over my feet and began to snore. 

“Mom, maybe Paulie will provide you with another grandbaby. He’s got a lot of love to share.”

“Did you hear that Paulie? Your brother has it all planned out for you.”

“Does he now?” Paulie shooed Tyler towards the sliding door. He walked back over to us and said, “We should have a contest brother bear. Let’s see who has a baby first.”

“Seriously?” 

“Hey, honey, I already had one baby so Nancy is next on deck,” Michelle shared as she grabbed onto Sam’s arm and they followed Tyler through the sliding door. 

“What do you think baby? You game?” Paulie asked his new girlfriend. 

She grabbed tightly onto Paulie’s butt and grinned. “I’m always game.”

“You win brother.”

“Not that fast Chase. Hey, Veronica and Sherry, you got any prospects for this boy? He needs to get laid.”

“He needs a lot of things Paulie. I’m not sure if that is the best place to start,” Sherry said softly from her rocking chair. 

“Lilly is getting a divorce,” Miss Marie threw the name out like it was nothing.

“She’s got two kids, is older, and is my first cousin.”

“It’s not like you’re going to marry her Chase. My God, talk about being a prude,” Paulie added.

“A prude? Why not just set me up with her married sister Esper?”

“That’s the spirit!” Paulie pumped his fist.

“Let’s be serious now. A first cousin?”

“How about Shanice?” Miss Marie recommended.

“My second cousin? How about no,” I quickly interjected.

“She’s hot,” Paulie yelled. 

Nancy elbowed him in the side. 

“For a relative, I mean. She’s not my type — definitely a Chase type. She’s a little thing, preschool teacher and well groomed.”

“I remember her from our wedding. She was sweet with a nice rack too. I know how you like your women built Will.” Veronica wanted in on this conversation.

I was dumbfounded. “No one seems to care that our grandmothers were sisters? Maybe I would humor a fourth cousin, but shit, we used to take baths together when we were little.”

“See now, you already have an established comfort level,” Miss Marie chuckled.

“She’s a teacher. Bless her heart. Those are some tough ages to deal with. You two would have so much to talk about,” Sherry added.

“What did you just start Mom? Why would I ever get into a relationship with a relative?” I felt my face growing redder.

“You listen here. At this point, I don’t care who it is, as long as you are happy. My God, you screwed up two relationships, so how bad could things get being with Shanice?” 

I loved her one track mind.

“In Chase’s defense, it’s not screwing up if the other party is gay,” Paulie added. 

“I’m not gay Paulie. You’re such a man. I’m bisexual and at present, well forever going forward, have my eyes focused on Miss Sherry.” 

“Oh my God, why are we having this conversation?” I asked.

“I might have some friends for you,” Nancy added.

“That’s okay. I don’t want to cross any more moral boundaries than we already have.” 

“Shanice it is,” Paulie laughed.

“All of you are nuts! I’m not dating Shanice or any other relative. I’m not going to get pressured into meeting anyone just so you can have another grandchild.”

Before anyone could respond, I lunged towards the back gate. Ebenezer stirred and began to howl.

“Come on back Chase! We only care about you and want you to be happy,” Paulie said.
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Chapter 3
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After the party I drove around for an hour. Sometimes driving was the only thing that could clear my head. Driving my Volvo on the back roads of Harpers Ferry and Charles Town was the safest thing I could think of without getting myself into trouble.
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