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        To Brett & Gage:

        Thank you.
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        Dear Lord,

        I ask that you protect my child.

        Hold him in your arms.

        Wrap him in your love.

        Keep him safe, happy, and healthy.

        Lord, I pray for his future wife.

        I pray she be his perfect match in every way.

        May they be the best of friends and know love like no other.

        May they grow in the happiness they find together.

        AMEN
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      Age 18

      “Mom, I’m not going to change. And you can’t fix me, I’m not broken. I’m gay. End of story. It took me sixteen years to finally admit it to myself and another two years to tell you about it. I’m done hiding; I’m done pretending to be something I’m not. I have never felt real, but now, for the first time, I am ready to be true to myself and be me, the real me. Not the me everyone thinks they know. Not the me everyone thinks I should be. Me. Just me. And that me is gay. I like boys.”

      My passionate speech started to wane, and I lost my long practiced bravado. Watching my mom stare at me with tears running down her face as she shook her head like I’d announced I was a serial killer, I began to doubt every plan and reason I’d had for coming out to her.

      Had I really thought she’d support me?

      Did I think we’d hug and she’d take me out for a celebratory dinner and a “Congrats! You’re Gay!” milkshake? She’d swing by the party store and buy a build-your-own banner to hang in the front yard, “My son is gay!” Or she’d order one of those bumper stickers about proud parents, only hers would say, “Proud Parent of a Gay Son!”

      Yeah, right.

      I should have known she wouldn’t handle the announcement well.

      Not that she’d stop loving me. I knew my mom would always love me, no question. But I knew she wasn’t the type to want any negative attention on herself or her family. She had a plan and a vision for the way things should be.

      My dad getting in trouble and going to prison for fraudulent money handling hadn’t fit into her perfect little plan. Dad’s sudden death a few years into his sentence had almost derailed her completely.

      She’d taken her only child, packed up all that we had, and moved across the country from California to a small town in Illinois. Mom felt that Torey Hope, Illinois would be a nice place to start over, put down roots, and make a life for ourselves. At only eight, I had no say in any of it.

      Illinois turned out to be a nice place to live. I found I enjoyed the different seasons, something I hadn’t gotten to experience in California. I settled into my new school easily.

      Through all of it, I was never able to shake the feeling that I was different from other kids. At eight, the feeling wasn’t something I could name. I had friends; I played some sports here and there and enjoyed games with kids my own age. But I had an ever-present knowledge that I was different in some way.

      “But you’ve dated girls,” Mom argued as she sat on the couch in our living room.

      “I dated girls because that’s what was expected of me. Believe me, if dating a girl could have made me feel normal, I would have stuck to it. But it just made me feel worse and convinced me that I don’t like girls the way I like boys.” I knew my announcement was a shock to her; I tried to be patient, I really did.

      “But you comment about pretty girls all the time.” She seemed to be wracking her brain to provide a solid argument that would disprove my claim of being gay.

      “Mom, do you want to sleep with every man you find attractive?” When she wrinkled her nose, I continued, “You always say that one actress is pretty, do you want to have sex with her?”

      “Of course not, Ryker, that’s absurd,” Mom protested.

      “Same here. I think many women are pretty, doesn’t mean I’m sexually attracted to them.”

      “But every guy you find attractive you want to sleep with him?” Mom’s incredulous face almost made me laugh.

      “No, Mom, I don’t want to sleep with every guy I see or find attractive. But, after eighteen years, I’m one hundred percent certain that I don’t want to sleep with girls. I don’t want to date a girl. I don’t want to marry a girl.”

      Mom stared as if waiting for the punchline of a joke she didn’t get.

      “I was really hoping you’d be on my side. Support me.” I tried to keep my voice strong, but it wavered into a gruff whisper.

      “Ryker…” Mom wrung her hands. “I want to have grandbabies someday.”

      “Mom, I’m eighteen. Way too young to be thinking about children. But gay couples adopt children all the time. I can still give you grandchildren.”

      “It won’t be the same.” She shook her head dismally. “And what would I tell the people at work? What if they see you out on dates? Ryker, it just seems so wrong and unnatural.” She reached for my hand. “Baby boy, I’ve prayed for you and your future wife every day since you were born. She’s out there for you, I know she is. You’re young; you have time to find her. You’re probably just feeling your oats or something like that. I’m so sorry you’ve not had a father figure in the picture to teach you about being a man.”

      I stopped her before she could go any further.

      “Mom, I am a man. And I’m a damn good one. I happen to be a gay man. Can you just be happy for me? Because today, telling you this, has been both terrifying and a complete relief.”

      “Ryker, I don’t know that I can be happy about something that will bring shame and hurt to you.” She paused for a moment as if gathering her thoughts. “Have you been intimate with a man?”

      “Yeah, Mom, I have.”

      She put a hand to her mouth and shook her head. “No, I don’t want to know any more. This isn’t something I can support, Ryker.”

      A sense of dread coiled tightly in my belly. “What are you saying, Mom?”

      “I’m saying you can take it back; say it was all a big joke or misunderstanding, and we can continue on with our lives as if nothing has changed.”

      “Or?”

      “Or,” her breath shuddered as she spoke, “you can stick to your claim and leave this house, leave your home, leave me.”

      “You’d kick me out?”

      “I’m not kicking you out. If you leave, it will be your choice to go. I’ve given you options.”

      “Mom! These are not options. How can you ask me to continue denying who I am, live a miserable life, to save your face with friends and neighbors?”

      “You’ve lived with this secret for eighteen years, and it hasn’t killed you,” she spoke bluntly.

      “So, you’d rather I stay here, living a lie, hating myself and hurting?”

      “That’s the only way I can see it working. I can’t be okay with my son living under my roof while living in a way we all know is wrong.” Her lips pursed and her brows drew together.

      “How is it wrong for me to love and be loved?”

      “Oh, so you are in love?” Mom shot back.

      “No, I’m not in love, but I know in my heart that I can’t love a woman in the way she would deserve to be loved. I’d never be one hundred percent connected and in love with her because I’d always be longing for something else, someone else.”

      “Not every marriage is perfect, Ryker.”

      “Mom! I’m not even talking about marriage right now. That wife you’ve prayed for every day since I was born? Do you want her saddled with a marriage only to find out her husband dreams of a man’s touch, imagines a man in his arms, and desires nothing more than a man to love him?” I was shouting by that point, but my patience had run out and I was hurt.

      And angry.

      “I’m just saying, if you want something badly enough, you can make it happen.”

      “I can’t make myself not be gay, no more than I could make someone be gay if they weren’t already.”

      “Then I guess you’ve made your decision. You were going to move out sooner or later now that you’re eighteen anyway.” Mom stood and effectively dismissed the conversation.

      In a haze of hurt, anger, and confusion, I walked to my room and packed a single suitcase with every piece of clothing I had. I shoved toiletries, chargers, and electronic devices into my duffle bag. I grabbed my stash of emergency cash and tucked it securely into my bag. Checking that I had my wallet with identification and credit cards and bankcards, I took a quick look around at the room that had been mine for ten years.

      Heading down the stairs, I paused to watch my mom. She seemed hardened somehow. As if the last several minutes had built a wall around her and she was determined not to let it be knocked down.

      “Mom?”

      She glanced at me.

      “I’m sorry if I’ve messed everything up. I do love you, you know?”

      “Ryker, baby boy, I love you too. And I don’t want you to leave.”

      “Then let me stay!”

      “The life you say you want, the future you want to build, it’s not one that I understand…” she trailed off.

      “Then let me teach you, let me show you that this doesn’t change who I am,” I pleaded.

      “I can’t, Ryker. You’ve always been unique and strong-willed. I won’t try to change you if this is truly what you want. But I can’t stand by and act as if it’s all okay.”

      “Facing a judgmental and hateful world without my mother by my side is not what I want, Mom. Leaving the home I’ve called my own for ten years is not what I want. Being on my own is terrifying and not what I want.” I placed my bags down and walked toward her. “But, you’re right, I can’t be changed. I won’t be changed. This is who I am. It’s who I’ve always been. I wanted so badly to be enough for you, for this to turn into one of those sappy clichéd movie scenes where the mom and son join arms and eat pie at a diner after marching in a Pride parade, but I can see that my dreams and yours have been on a deadly collision course for years. Today those dreams finally collided, and there’s no way they can grow or become reality with the other one around.”

      I pulled my mother close, hugging her tightly, breathing in the comforting scent of her as she wrapped her arms around me and sobbed.

      “If I leave now, Mom, it’s likely I’ll never come back,” I whispered gruffly to the top of her head as I held her.

      “I know. And it breaks my heart. I’m sorry I can’t be the mother you were hoping for. I love you and wish you all of the happiness and success this world has to offer you.” Her eyes glistened as she spoke.

      “Not true happiness, though, right? Just the fake, superficial type of happiness that would slowly kill my heart?” I laughed humorlessly.

      “Figure out who you are. Find your happiness. If it turns out you were wrong, come back to me. If you want to stand by being gay, that’s fine. I don’t want there to be hatred between us, Ryker, I can’t support you being with other men that way.”

      With those words, my mom let me go and watched silently as I picked up my bags and walked out the door for the last time.

      I often wondered in the years to come if she ever regretted her actions and words that day. Did she ever wish she’d called my name and begged me to come back to my home? Was she haunted by the fact that she sent a young, confused, hurting son into a hating world rather than holding him close and supporting him and guiding him through the pain and emotions facing him?

      I learned quickly not to wonder about things I couldn’t change.
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      Five years later, age 23

      “Dude! You going to make it on time?” my roommate, Asher, hollered through the bathroom door in the little two-bedroom, one bathroom apartment I’d called home for the last five years.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Just have to shower and bust some ass. I’ll meet you there,” I yelled over the running water as it warmed.

      “All right, man, see you there.” Asher thumped his fist against the door in a sign of goodbye.

      Climbing into the shower, I quickly glopped a handful of hair and body wash into my hand and ran it through my hair before scrubbing my long, lean body with the sudsy loofah ball. I knew I had exactly five minutes of hot water left before it turned icy.

      Jumping from the shower, the mirror barely having time to fog up, I ran styling gel through my hair before doing a quick shave as carefully as possible.

      Knowing I’d have to do my makeup once I got there, I snatched a protein bar and apple from the table, smiling fondly when I realized Asher had left them there for me. A green veggie smoothie waited for me in the fridge, and I couldn’t help but recall how grateful I was that Asher and I had found each other.
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      The first night I’d left my mom’s house, I had nowhere to go. I thanked my lucky stars that I owned my car outright, and I had a job to keep my insurance paid.

      I’d driven to the nearest and cheapest motel and paid for a week with my extra cash. Thankful I had my car and my job at the local discount store, I began to look around for a place to stay and an extra job.

      College had always been in the back of my mind, but it never felt like the right gig for me. I enjoyed my position at the store, and I knew I could make a career of it if I sought management opportunities like my bosses had been hinting.

      Walking to the nearest coffee shop that first night on my own, I ordered a sweet concoction and sat to work searching for an apartment and a job.

      Fifteen minutes later, a heartbreakingly gorgeous and very obviously straight man walked over to my table.

      “Hey, man, you care if I sit here? It’s crowded tonight, and I need to plug in before my phone dies.” He indicated the power outlet I was sitting next to.

      “Sure, no problem.” I nodded and continued skimming the screen for affordable living spaces.

      “My name’s Asher.” He stuck out his hand. He was forward and friendly, which was something a guy like me didn’t always get from straight men.

      “I’m Ryker.” I returned his handshake.

      “Ryker, I like it. So, what brings you out tonight? Just a caffeine junky like myself?” Asher inquired as he sipped his drink.

      “Not exactly,” I hedged, not sure how much to tell a virtual stranger. “Um, I just moved out of my mom’s place, and I’m looking for a place to stay and maybe a second job.”

      “You’ve got to be shittin’ me.” Asher threw his head back, laughing. “My man, this is your lucky night.”

      I eyed him suspiciously, wondering if he’d enhanced his caffeine with something stronger.

      “My roommate just bailed on me to move in with his girlfriend. I have exactly two months of rent money from him, then I’m screwed trying to pay it all by myself. Not only that, I work for a stage production company here in town and they’re looking for a fill-in, sort of an understudy. For a small town, Torey Hope has a really great theater; people come from all the neighboring towns to see the shows. You ever do any acting or dancing?”

      Caught off guard by the man and what he was telling me, I stumbled around on my words, “Um, a little, yeah. I mean, I’ve danced and had a couple speaking parts.”

      In reality, dance and theater had always been something I’d longed to do, but there weren’t many openings for guys like me with no real training or experience. And the money I made at the store was a lot better than the off and on money I’d make with a temporary dance gig.

      “My man, we were meant to meet tonight. I just know it. Stop scrolling through your phone looking for a place to stay. Come with me, check out the apartment, and we’ll get it all worked out.” Asher stood and watched me impatiently. “Dude, don’t question it, this is fate, man. Fate.”

      Laughing despite my slight misgivings, I laughed at the goofy smile on his face and gathered up my belongings.

      By the next morning, I had a partial refund on my week at the motel, a parking spot to call my own, and a room in a decent little apartment.

      By the end of the week, I knew Asher was the brother I’d never had. And I was preparing to dance a small part in a theater production.
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      Snapping from my thoughts, I ran down the steps from our apartment to my parking spot. My little car had gotten me through the last five years, and I could only hope she’d keep running. A tire to replace here and there, Asher keeping the brakes in good condition and the oil changed, and I was able to avoid having to take on a car payment. I knew, eventually, I’d have to get something a little newer, but why try to fix something that wasn’t broken?

      I had barely enough time to jet downtown for the evening showing of Wicked. Over the past five years, I’d kept my day job at the discount store and worked my way up to management. I only worked five days a week, which kept me free for evening and weekend productions. The production of Wicked was absolutely amazing and a dream come true for me.

      Racing up the stairs to the back entrance, I paused long enough to look at my phone screen as a call came in.

      ANNABETH

      Why in the hell would my mom be calling? I hadn’t spoken more than a few words at a time to her once or twice in five years.

      Fuck no. She wanted me out of her life and that’s what she got. I wasn’t going to stop everything to answer her call.

      I swiped IGNORE on my phone screen and pocketed it in my jeans. Makeup and costume had to come before a mother who kicked me out because I was gay. If she had something earth shattering to say, she could damn well leave a message and hope I remembered to listen to it later.
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      While one of my most talented castmates worked on my stage makeup, I let my mind wander to a night about a week ago. The guy I hooked up with had been attractive, which was always a plus when you never knew if a Grindr profile picture was truly an honest representation. Messy brown hair, long, lean build. Upon meeting him, I gauged him to be at least ten years older than me. But we’d been chatting for a couple weeks and he wasn’t so much older than me to creep me out like some of the really old guys who’d hit on me.

      We met up for a prerequisite drink at the local coffeehouse so we could check each other out and determine the safety of taking the other somewhere more private for a little action. It’s not as if I whored myself out to any and every interested body, but I did my fair share of random hookups in hopes of finally landing that one perfect love.

      So far, though, it had all been a bust. Some good sex, some decent conversation, but nothing to write home about. Although, on second thought, it would be pretty entertaining to write home about my sexcapades knowing it would freak my mom the hell out.

      Once I’d gotten, and hopefully given, the “not a serial killer” vibe, I let him casually bring up heading back to my place. I knew Asher would be leaving soon, and he wouldn’t blink an eye if I came home with a new stranger in tow.

      “I’m not really one to do the random hook up thing,” the man, whom I preferred to think of as only his profile name, said nervously as we parked our cars at my apartment and met at the front stairs.

      “That’s okay, I don’t really either,” I said to placate him, knowing the I don’t usually do this line was pretty universal and not usually accurate.

      We walked up the stairs and all but slammed into Asher as he was leaving.

      “Whoa, sorry man, didn’t know you were coming home so early,” Asher said as he looked over my shoulder to check out my evening entertainment.

      ‘BamaBoy69 hesitated with a hand at my back before stammering, “Listen, I didn’t mean to cause any problems, I didn’t know you had a partner or anything like that.”

      I chuckled and rolled my eyes at Asher as he yanked me into a one-armed embrace and whispered loudly in my ear, “Baby, why you always got to bring hot men home trying to make me jealous? You know I’m the only one for you. Why can’t you love me the way I love you?”

      “Knock it off, asshole.” I laughed and slipped from his hold. Looking at my new friend, I shook my head as Asher threw his head back laughing hysterically. “This is my very straight roommate, Asher. Nothing but friendship here.”

      ‘BamaBoy69 looked all sorts of relieved and Asher just nodded his head as he continued to chuckle. I hoped neither of them wanted me to expound on the introductions, because I felt weird introducing him as ‘BamaBoy69 and even weirder asking him for his first name.

      “I’ll be late or not home at all,” Asher said as he swung the door to the apartment open and gestured for us to enter. “You boys be safe and have fun.” He winked before making his exit.

      I realized quickly that ‘BamaBoy69 was beyond nervous about the hookup. Maybe he really didn’t do this type of thing often. Taking his hand and leading him to my bedroom, I locked the door behind us and immediately stripped my clothes off.

      “Not to sound too much like Pretty Woman, but I’m a sure thing, so let’s get this show started,” I whispered in his ear and ran my hand down to cup his balls. When he threw his head back against the wall, I took the opportunity to lean in and kiss his neck, trailing kisses along his jawline and finally made my way to his warm, supple lips. As our tongues danced together, I continued my control of the situation and moved him toward the bed. Pushing him down, I climbed on top of him, straddling his hips.

      “What do you want?” I teased, rocking my naked body against him.

      “I’m vers,” he said quickly.

      “Well, I’m usually not.” I gave a salacious wink. “And I almost always get my way.”

      “I won’t complain.” He smiled up at me. “But I feel a little overdressed.”

      Making quick work of his clothes, I tossed them to the ground and shimmied myself back so our bodies were touching in just the right places. Leaning in to kiss him again, I ground my hips against his, reveling in his thrust and groan.

      Without wasting any more time, I trailed kisses down his chest, tracing my tongue over each nipple and grinning to myself when his breath hitched in his chest. Following his perfect treasure trail down to my goal, I quickly took him in my mouth and began to work him with my lips and tongue.

      I knew he was enjoying our time together by his breathing and the beautiful moans I was bringing from him. Knowing he was going to get off was a total turn on for me. When he gripped my head and thrust into my mouth harder and faster, I hummed against his length. I felt him try to pull me off, but I shook my head slightly and continued.

      When he reached his breaking point, I dug my fingers deep into his hips, taking all that he gave me. A brief moment of confusion clouded my mind when I thought about our time together being over. I very seldom did a repeat with a random guy, so it wasn’t likely I’d ever see him again. But, for a fleeting second, I felt the need to settle in beside him and let him pull me into his warm embrace, even if just for a while.

      Random hook ups were not designed for that. At least not in my mind.

      When he reached for me, I nudged his hand away. “I’m good.” I kissed him deeply, hoping to convey to him how much I’d enjoyed our short time together.

      Knowing I couldn’t expect him to stay, I rolled from the bed and grabbed his clothes. Handing them to him, I padded to the bathroom to grab him a washcloth. It was the least I could do after I had dirtied him up.

      When he was clean and we were both dressed, I swiftly directed our feet toward the door. ‘BamaBoy69 looked a little bereft when the realization set in that our time together was over. His sad puppy dog eyes searched my face as if looking for a sign we could possibly continue our mutual admiration at another time.

      “I don’t usually do repeats,” I tried to let him down easy, “but you know where to find me online. Maybe I’ll be in the mood for something familiar.”

      He sighed heavily, running his hand through his hair. “I am so out of practice with this shit. I mean, really, I was never in practice with it. The dating apps and hook up apps are all pretty new to me. I guess it’s wishful thinking that something cold and meaningless could ever lead to something real and meaningful.”

      Giving me a quick nod, he reached for the door handle.

      For some reason that still confused me, I grabbed his elbow. “Hit me up sometime.” It felt weird to say the words to him when I normally would have let the guy walk out and never see him again. But I enjoyed watching his sad eyes light up when I spoke.
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      I cleared my head of the memory as my chair was turned toward the mirror to display my makeup for the night. I had no time to dwell on the man from the night before. It was show time.
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      “Annabeth, you can’t expect him to just take a random phone call from you after you’ve not spoken to him in five years.” I tried to be comforting, but she was having none of it.

      “I’m his mother, Gavin. And we have spoken in five years, just not a lot. What if I was dying or having an emergency and he refused to answer?”

      “You don’t know that he’s refusing to answer. Maybe he’s at work or on a date,” I suggested.

      “Well, I want to make things right with him. I need to fix this. And I want him to meet you.” She reached for my hand, squeezing it lightly.

      “I’d love to meet him, but I think you need to take it slowly and realize this reconciliation is something you’ve been working toward for about three years, whereas he’s likely still under the impression that you want nothing to do with him. Give him some time.”

      She was a great person and had a big heart, but she’d screwed up big time five years ago. I wanted to help her make things right with her son, but bulldozing him didn’t seem like the way to go about it.

      “How can I give him time to get used to the idea of us fixing our relationship if he won’t even answer the phone and talk to me?” Annabeth huffed as she swirled her drink around.

      “Why don’t we head to the show and you can try him again later?” I finished my drink and held my hand out to her in hopes of breaking her from her doldrums.

      “Fine. But I’m going to fix this, I have to. Meeting you has been the best thing that ever happened to me and showed me that I was so wrong to let him leave all those years ago.”

      We walked around the corner to the theater. I’d been thrilled with the tickets to Wicked Annabeth had presented me with for my birthday. Torey Hope had become a mecca for popular theater productions and Wicked was at the top of my list to see. I knew the show would be a sell-out since so many from the surrounding area were driving in to see the production.

      “I’ve always wanted to see Wicked. I remember Ryker’s class went on a fieldtrip to see a matinee production of it when it was first touring. He came home absolutely in love with all of the songs and danced through the house singing for weeks afterward.” Annabeth’s eyes misted with the memory.

      I slanted a look at her as we presented our tickets at the door.

      “Fine, fine,” she rolled her eyes as she huffed the words, “you’re right, I likely should have picked up on it then, but I didn’t. I never even suspected. That’s why it was such a surprise when he sat me down and told me he was gay. I remember asking why he wasn’t dating that pretty little cheerleader any longer, and he just sat me down and blurted it out. Maybe if I’d had some warning, some time to prepare, I wouldn’t have reacted so harshly.”

      I glanced at her again, waiting on her to own up to her actions.

      “Fine. Again. You’re right. I likely wouldn’t have accepted it even with time to prepare for it.” Annabeth took a deep breath. “I wasn’t ready. I didn’t understand. But I’ve changed. I miss him, and I want my son back. I want to tell him I’m sorry and be the mother he needed me to be.”

      “You may have to accept the fact you lost him five years ago. He may not be willing to forgive. You likely hurt him, and he’s probably still pretty angry. I mean, I would be if I was in his shoes.” These were words I’d told her over and over again, but I worried she wouldn’t accept her son rejecting her until he’d done it right to her face and hurt her as much as she’d probably hurt him.

      We settled into our seats, and I took in the sights around me. I hadn’t been to too many theater productions, but the atmosphere always amazed me and left me feeling energized. The anticipation of watching such a fabulous show was enough to have me practically bouncing in my seat like a child.

      We passed the time flipping through the souvenir program. I was enthralled at the bios of the performers. I loved reading about the actors and actresses who would be making the stage show come to life.

      “Oh, my God!” Annabeth gasped and held a shaky hand to her mouth.

      Her outburst made me jump and I immediately grabbed her hand to make sure she was okay.

      “What? What is it? What’s wrong?” I watched her face for signs of illness or distress.

      “It’s him,” she whispered as she stared at the program in her lap.

      “Who?” I craned my neck to see what page she was looking at.

      “Ryker. My son, he’s in this show.” She turned wide tear-filled eyes my way as she pointed a shaky finger at the page where the flying monkeys were listed.

      Right there, on the left margin of the page, was a shot of a perfectly costumed and made-up flying monkey captioned “Ryker Hudson.”

      “Are you sure it’s him?” I peered at the picture, not able to really make out any distinctive features of the cast member.

      “That’s his name. And I’d know my son anywhere,” she said quietly.

      Still unable to see how she recognized the flying monkey as her son, I accepted her answer. Wrapping one arm around her shoulders, I took her shaking hand in my own as the house lights dimmed and the curtain rose.

      The showing of Wicked had just become even more intense and meaningful than either of us could have ever imagined.
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