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 Chapter 1 - One Week
Ago

“Jon?”

“Yes, Hon, what is it?”

“I’m tired.”

“I know. Just rest. You need your strength
for tomorrow.”

“I’m not sure I want to…”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m just not sure it’s worth it, Jon…” Dan
started to cough. Jonathan rose from his chair at his husband’s
bedside to offer him some water, gently lifting and holding Dan’s
head while he took down the cool, soothing liquid.

When the coughing eased, Dan patted
Jonathan’s hand. He waited until Jonathan was seated before he
spoke further. “Thanks. I’m old, Jon. And I’m tired. I’ve lived a
long and rich life, and you know what the doctor said. There’s only
a very small chance the surgery will help. The tumor’s already
metastasized, and even with chemo I’ll die sooner rather than
later. Maybe it’s better to just get it over with.”

Jonathan began to cry, tumbling forward in
his despair. His head came to a rest on his husband’s chest. They’d
been a couple for so many years—six
decades. How would he go on without Dan’s strength? How could he
survive without the man who’d saved his life?

“Jon, don’t worry about me. I need you now,
probably more than ever. I need to know you’ll stay strong for the
kids. They need you.”

Dan’s words began to slur and his eyes
closed. Even talking took so much effort. When he was sure Dan was
asleep, Jonathan left their bedroom and went downstairs, out to the
back patio, where he let the crisp, fresh fall air dry the tears on
his face. He was tired, too. Dan’s cancer had come back. They’d
thought he’d beaten it, but the last screening showed the dark
shadows in his bones and his lungs. After three years of clear
results, it had come completely out of the blue, and the doctor
said that it had also spread to other areas of the body.

That was just a few days ago, and Dan had
accepted the news with equanimity. He had made peace with himself
and the world around him when the cancer had first been diagnosed
in his prostate. Back then, there was still a sparkle in Dan’s
eyes, a determination to fight this, a will to survive. But at
ninety years of age, Dan was tired, and Jonathan knew—or rather he felt—that his
husband was done. And he understood, but that did not diminish the
pain, the despair. Yes, he’d be strong for the kids, the grandkids,
but who’d look after him? Who’d make sure he survived?

***

A couple of hours later, Dan awoke and
called for Jonathan.

“Are you in pain?”

“No, I’m good. Just tired. How are you
holding up? Will you be okay?”

“Yes, Hon, I promise you. I’ll be fine, and
so will the kids.” Through the tears that fell anew, Jonathan
watched his husband’s eyes close. Dan’s breathing had become
shallow.

“Jon?”

“Yes, Hon?”

“I see him… Jon, I see him, he’s waiting for
me…”

Jonathan cried freely now, holding Dan’s
hand. “I knew he would be there for you. Go to him. Go to
Sean!”

A smile broke on Dan’s face. He looked so
happy and peaceful.

Jonathan rested his head on Dan’s shoulder
and sobbed. “Just promise me you guys will wait for me, okay?
Promise me.”

“I’ll be waiting for you. You take your
time.” Dan took as deep a breath as he could, but Jonathan could
feel how difficult and how painful it had become.

“Oh Jon, it’s beautiful…”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 2 - Now

The drive back from the forest was
exhausting. Jonathan had forgotten how far away from the cabin the
grave site was—the one Dan now shared with
his beloved Sean—and how badly he walked
these days. He was no longer the eighteen-year-old boy who had been
lost in this forest sixty years ago. He was an old man, whose bones
felt the age, and whose heart was broken.

Dan’s passing had been so sudden, so
unexpected, that he still hadn’t been able to wrap his head around
it. Yes, the return of the cancer was a shock, but why hadn’t Dan
fought it? He had always been the fighter in their relationship,
the one taking up whatever challenge came their way, be it with
adoption agencies, social services, courts, schools, or parents
bullying their kids.

They had led an amazing life together, and
for the biggest part of it their age difference had been
inconsequential. Then at seventy-five, Dan had decided he wanted to
enjoy his life—fly-fish out by the cabin,
kick up his feet, spend time with the kids and
grandkids—and finally retired from his
writing. Jonathan had been only sixty-three then, still working,
and the next five years had been tough; it had nearly cost them
their relationship, until Jonathan finally relented and gave up his
job with the foundation.

Thinking back on those difficult years,
Jonathan smiled. How silly of me. He’d never really had to
work. With his inheritance, they’d had enough money to last several
lifetimes, but he was so caught up in his charitable work that he
couldn’t take himself out of the equation. When he
eventually did, Jeanette had stepped in and was still running the
charity now, while Rick looked after the family’s financial
portfolio. Things continued as they always had.

Jonathan and Dan had retreated to their
lakeside cabin, to enjoy life, just the two of them, other than
when the kids or grandkids came to visit, which they did often.
They also traveled a bit, although Dan had never really been much
of an adventurer. He was firmly anchored to the cabin by the lake,
and Jonathan was happy simply to be with his man.

Without Dan, what would he do? He doubted
that he’d stick around the cabin. Not on his own. He had long ago
vowed to never become like Dan, who had mourned the loss of Sean
all by himself, in seclusion. That wasn’t who Jonathan was.

So, who am I? he wondered. He wasn’t
sure he liked the answer, because right now, what he really wanted
was to fall asleep and never wake up again, at least not in this
reality. He wanted to join Dan on the other side, spend eternity
with him, and Sean.

That same thought had entered his head at
Dan’s funeral, and it had made him chuckle. Their grandson Parker,
who had only recently come out to the family, had noticed and
asked, “What’s so funny, Grandpa?”

Jonathan had shaken his head, unable to wipe
the smile from his face as he said, “Nothing, nothing of
consequence!” Just an eternal threesome…

In truth, it was a prospect he wasn’t
entirely ready for, nor was he sure he was looking forward to it.
He’d never been the jealous type. Dan had never given him cause to
be, and he certainly couldn’t fault him for having loved before
they met. But now Dan and Sean were reunited in heaven, where did
that leave him? It was mind-boggling. Best not to think about
it. Jonathan tried to think of something else, and his thoughts
drifted to Parker, sitting next to him in the back seat.

These days, being gay was no different than
being a brunette or blonde. For the most part, discrimination was a
thing of the past, except for a few religious extremists who still
clung to ways long ago sent to the scrap heap of history. But while
gays were no longer discriminated against, society remained largely
heteronormative, if for no other reason but than there being more
straight people than gay. It was still—and
Jonathan figured probably always would be—difficult to realize you weren’t the norm, and a
“coming out” was still something kids had to go through.

“Tell me, Parker, is there someone in your
life already?” Jonathan couldn’t be sure, of course.

Parker gave his grandpa a cocked look as if
trying to ascertain if he’d somehow guessed, before he replied,
“Well, actually, there is someone…”

Jeanette turned around in the passenger
seat. “You’re dating? You’ve never told me!”

Parker blushed. “Sorry, Mom. It’s really not
been serious for that long, and you know how it is. You don’t bring
people home—particularly not if your
parents don’t know you’re gay.”

Jeanette looked scolded, and despite his
sorrow, Jonathan had to laugh. “Well, son, I wish you all the best
in the world, and when you’re ready to introduce us to that young
man, we’ll gladly welcome him into our family. Until then, get to
know him better…”

They continued the rest of the drive in
silence, interrupted only by an occasional question from the two
youngest ones—sitting behind Jonathan and
Parker in Jeanette and Paul’s large SUV—about how much farther it would be. When they finally
approached the city, it was already dark outside, fall having
brought along much shorter days.

“Now, Dad, are you sure you’ll be okay in
the house all by yourself?” Jeanette peered over her shoulder at
him as they pulled up outside Jonathan and Dan’s city home. “You’re
more than welcome to come stay with us for a while, if you
like—permanently, if you want.”

“Thanks, Jeanette, but I’ll be fine. I need
some time to be on my own. Gather my thoughts, sort through my
emotions. This past week has been so hectic I’m barely able to
think straight. I think being on my own is exactly what the doctor
ordered. Don’t worry about me. I’ll see you on Sunday for brunch,
as always…”

Jonathan got out of the car and walked
slowly up to the front door. He unlocked the house and went inside,
closing the door behind him without looking back. He knew Jeanette
would take it as a sign of weakness and ask him again, and he
really wanted to be alone tonight.

No, he didn’t want to be alone, of course he
didn’t. If he’d had a choice, he’d rewind the clocks seven days, to
the day Dan had died, and make it all go away. Sixty years they’d
been together, and in those sixty years they’d barely ever spent a
night apart. Sure, there were the times when Dan was on assignment
for various papers or magazines, writing about economic challenges
and political upheavals around the world. Jonathan had often tagged
along, making the most of those trips to get to know the world.
Later, when he’d graduated from college and had begun to put the
money he’d inherited from his mother to work, he was no longer able
to travel as much or as freely. They had still ventured out, had
still traveled, but Dan hadn’t been into it.

I kind of miss it, though. Maybe now’s my
chance. Maybe this is my window of opportunity, to get out there
and see the world, while I’m still healthy and able.

The house was dark, but Jonathan only lit a
few lights, enough to see where he was going. Dennis and Parker
were living in this neighborhood when Jonathan and Dan had bought
their house, over fifty years ago. It was just before they’d
adopted Rick, feeling the need to provide their first child with
more space than their downtown apartment afforded. That, too, had
been big, but still just an apartment, and in the middle of the
hustle and bustle of Chicago; they hadn’t wanted to raise a child
in that environment. Instead, they’d bought this house with the
large garden in the back, and the many rooms. Then Jeanette was
born, and the house had been filled with the laughter of their two
children, and later their children’s friends. It was always a happy
place.

Even after Rick and Jeanette left home for
college, the house was full of life. It was the center of their
universe, and everyone always gravitated back to it, for holidays,
for Sunday dinners, or just to visit. When the first grandkids were
born, the sounds of fun and laughter once again filled the
hallways, reminding Dan and Jonathan of their own children growing
up. Yet these last seven days, though the house had been full, it
had been eerily silent—even Louise and her
baby brother Paul Jr. had been unusually subdued and quiet without
their parents having to say a word.

Jonathan couldn’t recall what it was like to
lose a grandparent. He’d barely known his mother’s parents, and
after the fallout with Grandma Bates, he’d lost touch with his
father’s parents. When they’d passed away—his grandfather first, his grandmother a few years
later—Jonathan had not traveled out west
to their funerals. When her husband died, Grandma Bates had already
been in a nursing home and suffering from the advanced stages of
Alzheimer’s. Given her views on her son and grandson, Jonathan felt
it was best to pay the bills and keep his distance, leaving Parker
to handle all the legal and practical details.

Not ever having had a close relationship
with his own grandparents, Jonathan could only guess how his and
Dan’s grandkids were feeling. He and Dan weren’t young, but they’d
been young and healthy enough to play with the oldest of their
grandchildren. The eldest—Dennis Jr.,
named after their close friend who’d passed away long before the
boy had been born—was all grown up now,
although he was still single, or so Jonathan assumed, but there was
no rush. In many respects he envied him—for having his entire life ahead of him, for having
been brought up by loving parents in a safe environment. Dennis Jr.
was enjoying life to the fullest, probably sowing his oats whenever
and wherever he could. Good for him.

Jonathan’s thoughts turned from Rick’s
firstborn to Jeanette’s. Having taken her time after college,
traveling the world with her then boyfriend Paul, Jeanette was
twenty-six when she gave birth to Parker Jr., who was born just
months after their lawyer and close friend of the same name had
finally succumbed to his dementia.

All those people we’ve lost, all those
friends, loved ones. Getting old really sucks. The memories
troubled Jonathan, and yet, even as he felt his own life force
slowly diminishing, for every day, for every friend he’d lost, he
also realized that the life force of all living things on Earth
remained constant. Parker was probably the best example. His life
was expanding—college, dating, falling in
love—like all of Jonathan’s grandchildren,
on the cusp of life, while his children were at the zenith, and he
was walking in the fall, watching the leaves turn, and life around
him slowly wither and… No, not die. Jonathan knew, of
course, that his individual life force would eventually fade away,
but he was convinced that overall, life would continue to
thrive.

He poured himself a glass of port wine and
sat down at their large kitchen table made from old oak they had
taken down in the forest near their cabin. Dan had made the table
himself, wanting a piece of their rural life even in their city
counterpart. It had, for decades, been the focal point of their
home, the place where the kids would come to first after school,
the place where most of their meals had been eaten.

While they had more money than they could
ever have hoped to spend, not once had Jonathan and Dan succumbed
to that lifestyle; they were never attracted to it. The money
afforded them security, the occasional indulgence, and—yes—the house, which most
would have called a mansion. Yet they had eaten in the kitchen, and
only used the dining room for more formal occasions. Even their
appearance fooled most people, both preferring to dress in jeans
and a shirt or sweater—something
comfortable—rather than stiff, formal
suits and ties, which Jonathan loathed, as had Dan.

Other than by the media with regards to the
foundation, they were rarely asked about their wealth. To anyone on
the street, they were just an average couple, and if seen in town,
few would even notice them. As the kids got older, the only looks
they’d garner were due to the still unusual appearance of a gay
family, or rainbow family, as they preferred to call themselves.
Dan and Jonathan were part of that groundbreaking
generation—the first to openly raise
children, contributing to a change in people’s perceptions about
gays.

These days, no one turned their heads when
they saw two women or two men with children, but forty, fifty years
ago, that was still a big thing. Jonathan smiled as he recalled the
comments he used to get—usually from
women—on how to properly raise a child.
Most meant well, but there was an underlying current of
superiority, that women knew better how to do this. Not anymore.
Things have changed a lot since Rick was little.

And suddenly, Jonathan was overwhelmed by
the memory of how they’d first learned about Rick, and how the boy
had ended up with them.

 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 3 - Rick

 It had been a few years
after they’d gotten married.

“Jon? Are you home?”

“I’m in the kitchen, Hon. Something wrong?”
Jonathan was suspicious; Dan sounded excited—not his usual behavior.

“No, nothing wrong. Quite the contrary. I
just got a call from child protective services. They have a child
for us. We can go meet him today.” There was a bounce to Dan’s step
as he strode into the kitchen, and his smile stretched wider than
usual as he greeted Jonathan with a kiss.

Jonathan was stunned. “A boy? For us? Are
you sure?”

“Yes, he’s four years old, his name is Rick,
and he’s been an orphan since the age of two. He’s been through a
couple of foster homes, but for some reason, nobody wants to adopt
him.”

“Is there something wrong with him?”
Jonathan couldn’t fathom why a child so young hadn’t been
adopted.

“I don’t think so, or the social worker
would’ve told me.” Dan shrugged. “You wanna go meet him?”

“Of course. When?” Jonathan felt his own
excitement building as it finally sank in. “I can’t believe it. A
child? For us? After all these years?”

Two hours later, they pulled up to the
orphanage where they were to meet the child that could potentially
become theirs. Jonathan was nervous, and he felt that Dan was, too.
Ever since they’d gotten married—the
summer after Jonathan’s father had killed himself—they’d wanted children, but they’d realized they’d
increase their chances if Jonathan got his college degree first. As
soon as he’d gotten his MBA, they’d applied formally to become
adoptive parents, and at twenty-eight, Jonathan felt he was ready
to become a dad. He also knew that at forty, Dan was more than
anxious, aware that in all things adoption, age would be a greater
obstacle the older he got.

They were greeted at the door by a woman
around Dan’s age, who introduced herself as Mrs. Josy Roberts,
Rick’s case worker, and she was very open with them.

“I’m so glad you could make it on such short
notice. I understand you’ve been waiting almost three years for a
potential placement? I can relate to that. My husband and I don’t
have any children of our own, either, and I know how painful that
can be. I’m sure you’ll be thrilled when you meet Rick. He’s the
sweetest boy.”

“We’re happy you called,” Dan said. “And
yes, it came a bit out of the blue after all the waiting. What can
you tell us about Rick?”

“His mother was a substance abuser; she died
when Rick was two, father unknown. Rick had been severely
neglected—given his heart condition, it’s
a wonder he survived that long—”

“Heart condition?” Jonathan interrupted her.
“What do you mean?”

“Didn’t your social worker inform you?” Josy
blushed. “I’m sorry you weren’t forewarned, but Rick has a very
serious heart condition. He has one heart valve that doesn’t work,
and he’ll need surgery when he’s older. He’s too young for it at
moment, as his heart is still growing. Most likely he’ll need the
valve replaced by a mechanical one, but that’s for the doctors to
determine. Sadly, the state doesn’t fund such surgeries. I’m
surprised they didn’t inform you of this…” She trailed off, clearly
uncomfortable that her colleagues hadn’t primed Jonathan and Dan
about Rick’s condition.

Jonathan was shocked. He had been looking
forward to this so much, and even though he’d wondered why a
four-year-old boy wasn’t already adopted, Dan’s assurance had laid
his worries to rest. Now he understood; it was the usual “scraps
for the gays.” Poor Rick wasn’t very highly rated by straight
couples and so, eventually, social services turned to gay couples
in hopes of placing children like Rick: broken children.

Jonathan was disgusted, by the reaction of
the families who had rejected Rick, and the fact that he and Dan
were only contacted when social services couldn’t find anywhere
else for Rick to go. Yet at the same time, Jonathan’s heart was
racing, reaching out to this child who needed love, nurturing, a
child he hadn’t even met. But he was also worried about what it
would mean to have a child with a severe heart condition, how it
would change their lives on a day-to-day basis, how it could
potentially affect them if they were to lose that child…

Better focus on the now, Jonathan
thought. He looked over at Dan and saw his husband in distress.
I guess he’s taking it pretty hard, too. With a nod of
confirmation to Rick’s case worker, Jonathan took Dan by the hand.
“Come on, Hon. Let’s meet this boy!”

Mrs. Roberts took them upstairs and led them
down a corridor, to the far end of the building. They came to a
door and glanced into a room, where four beds jutted out from one
wall. Along the opposite wall, there were four small closets, each
with a door that could be locked, and next to each bed was a small
side table with a drawer and a lamp. The beds were neatly made, all
with the same stark white bedding. Everything about the room
reminded Jonathan of the old hospitals and sanatoriums he’d seen in
pictures. It certainly looked nothing like a room where children
would play, although there was a chest by the window where the toys
were presumably stored.

“Rick?” Mrs. Roberts called as she walked
into the room. “Are you in here? You have visitors.”

There was no reply from inside the room, and
she walked across to the bed nearest the window. Behind it, sitting
on the floor, playing with a wooden toy locomotive, sat a boy with
tousled brown hair. He was dressed in plain trousers and a sweater,
the arms and legs of which were too short. Perhaps he’d just had a
growth spurt, Jonathan could only hope. The boy certainly didn’t
seem to care about his visitors and continued to ignore them,
absorbed in his play.

“Rick?” Mrs. Roberts tried again. “Jonathan
and Dan have come to meet you. Would you please get up and say
hello? Like you’ve been taught?”

Rick looked up, past Mrs. Roberts, to
Jonathan and Dan. It was no more than a quick glance, but Jonathan
had seen it in the boy’s eyes: sadness, and hopelessness. With
care, Jonathan edged around the bed and sat down on the floor a few
feet away from Rick, who had fully turned his attention back to his
toy train.

“Hi, I’m Jonathan, and this is my husband
Dan. What are you playing?”

Rick looked up and gave him the sort of
“what do you care?” look that almost froze Jonathan’s heart. How
could a child this young be so disillusioned?

Mrs. Roberts tried to break the ice.
“Listen, Rick, I know this isn’t the first time people have come to
meet you, but I have a good feeling about these two…”

Jonathan smiled inwardly. Why? Because we
didn’t turn on our heels and run when you told us about his heart
condition? But he knew better than to say anything. He and Dan
wanted a child. It didn’t matter if that child was healthy or not,
and here was this child: a boy they could love and protect.
Jonathan was worried about Rick’s heart condition, but with their
wealth, they could afford the best healthcare in the world, so that
wouldn’t be an issue. No, what he feared was losing Rick before
they’d had a chance to get to know him. Not getting through to the
child hurt the most.

“Rick? Can I tell you a little story?”
Jonathan tried.

Dan joined them on the floor, sitting behind
Jonathan with a supportive arm around his shoulder. Jonathan was
grateful for how well his husband knew him.

“I know what it’s like to lose your parents.
I lost mine, about ten years ago. I was very much alone then, but I
met Dan, and we’ve been together ever since. I know what it means
to be left alone, all by yourself in the whole wide world. I know
that better than you can possibly imagine…” Jonathan felt the tears
well in his eyes, the memories of those difficult days in the
forest forever etched in his mind. He’d have died if he hadn’t
found Dan’s cabin that day.

“Rick, you have no reason to trust anybody
right now, but maybe you could give us a chance.” Jonathan tried to
smile, to look upbeat, despite the heavy memories flooding his
consciousness. “At least let us buy you some ice cream?”

“Ice cream? Yes please!” Rick beamed at
him.

Dan had to laugh out loud. “Thank God for
ice cream. Every parent’s life saver, eh, Mrs. Roberts?”

The social worker smiled and nodded.

“Is it okay if we take him out for an hour?”
Jonathan asked. “I know this great place downtown. They make the
best gelato in the entire city.”

Rick was already on his feet and running to
his closet to grab a jacket and put on his shoes.

Mrs. Roberts shrugged agreeably. “I don’t
see why not. Just make sure you have him back here by four p.m. for
his afternoon snack with the other kids.”

Jonathan and Dan moved to the door, where
Rick was waiting, holding out his hand to the man who’d promised
him ice cream.

***

That afternoon, during that hour, and with
plenty of gelato to seal the deal, a little family was forged. Rick
had nestled his way into Jonathan’s and Dan’s hearts, rooting
himself so deeply that nothing could ever have dragged them apart
again. It would take months and months of regular visits from
social workers and investigations into the men’s
background—and sometimes ugly questions
from the judge at the family court—before
the adoption was final, and Rick became a Jackson.

They’d joked they were now The Jackson
Three, but the adoption process had also taken a toll on them,
robbing them of their faith in the system. How could the state
allow the best parents to be disregarded, simply because of who
they loved? Why did the state tolerate people who claimed they
wanted children rejecting kids like Rick, because they weren’t
perfect, because they were hoping for someone better?

Jonathan didn’t want Rick to grow up alone;
he wanted another child. But neither he nor Dan wanted to go
through it all over again, and so they decided to try surrogacy the
next time around, rather than set themselves up for further
distress and disappointment with social services. In their eyes,
Rick was perfect, and eventually, at sixteen, he’d have the
surgeries needed to replace his faulty heart valve. After that,
he’d be just like all the other boys in his class.

***

They’d known Rick would never compete in the
Olympics, but he had been a smart and compassionate child. Jonathan
loved him more than life itself and knew Dan had always felt the
same. Remembering now the adoption and the surgeries, it was almost
incomprehensible that their little boy was now the father of two
adult children, on the cusp of becoming a grandfather himself.

Jonathan looked up above him, took a sip of
his drink and held out his glass. “Wherever you are, my love.
Here’s to you. We’ve done well!”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter 4 - Parker

Jonathan woke up early the next morning.
Outside, the night had not yet given up its daily rule, clinging on
for all it had, growing stronger with the approaching winter
solstice. Jonathan looked at his watch. Six a.m.? If only I
could sleep a little longer. He got up and went through to the
large en suite bathroom to relieve himself. He had to smile
inwardly as he thought about how his body was falling apart for
every year he got older. Even peeing was becoming a bit of a
challenge, and he had to get up more than once during the night,
feeling as if he’d drunk a couple of pints of beer. It’s just
not fair.

But it was what it was, and there was
nothing he could do. At least he didn’t have prostate troubles the
way Dan had. Thankful for small mercies, eh? He looked up at
the ceiling, shaking the last drops from his dick before flushing
the toilet and washing his hands. He put on a robe and walked
slowly downstairs to the kitchen. Coffee! I need coffee.

The espresso machine was already on and
awaiting its master’s commands. Jonathan grabbed a cup from the
heating pad on the machine, placed it under the nozzles and pushed
the button. He loved to watch and listen to the machine preparing
his first cup of the day: grinding the precious brown beans and
pressing them with careful precision into the metal filter. A gust
of hot steam signaled the water was working its way through the
ground coffee, and soon dark liquid trickled from the nozzles into
the waiting cup. The rich aroma reached Jonathan’s nostrils and
woke him up, bringing a smile to his face. There’s nothing like
the smell of the first cup of coffee in the morning, he thought
to himself and then laughed out loud.

“Yeah, I know what you’re going to say, Hon.
I’ve been an addict ever since I had that first cup in the cabin,
sixty years ago, and the day you bought me fresh coffee, after I’d
finished Sean’s old beans…” Tears filled in Jonathan’s eyes, the
smell of the coffee beans bringing forth these ancient memories as
if it happened just a day ago.

“Why, Hon, why did you have to leave me? And
why did you make me promise to stay? I could be with you now. All I
needed to do was swallow a few pills, and we could still have been
together. But no, you made me promise. Promise you to stay and look
after our family, as if they aren’t capable of doing that on their
own. And who’s looking after me? Huh? Who takes care of me?”

As Jonathan’s grief transformed to rage, he
glared unseeing at the coffee machine, which had done its job as
efficiently as ever. It was just an innocent machine, incapable of
providing the answers Jonathan so desperately sought, but he hated
it for reminding him of his loss, that he was still here.

“I’m so alone. What am I going to do? Tell
me that, Hon. What am I going to do with the rest of my life? I’m
too old to start anew, I’m too old to date, and besides, how could
I even dream of replacing you, my love?” Jonathan looked up at the
ceiling again, tears itching as they streamed down his cheeks.
“Jeez, I love you so much, and I miss you. Why, why did you have to
leave me? I am nothing without you…”

The realization of the loss finally broke
through a barrier within, and he sank to the floor, onto his aching
knees, sobbing, pouring out his loss and his heartache, his
sorrow.

***

Jonathan didn’t know how long he’d been
there on the kitchen floor. He hadn’t heard the doorbell, or maybe
he had, but his consciousness was too absorbed by the sorrow and
the memories washing over to register. He hadn’t realized anyone
had entered the kitchen, either, until he was lifted from the
floor.

“Grandpa? Are you all right? Do you need me
to call a doctor?”

Jonathan looked up and into Parker’s worried
face. There was so much of Dan in the boy. Jeanette—Parker’s mother—was
biologically Dan’s daughter, because they had to make a choice
between them, and Jonathan felt it was more important for Dan to be
the father than it was for him. He’d figured they might have a
third child, and that it would then be his turn. It never happened,
but Jonathan had no regrets, or not about that.

He loved Jeanette every bit as much as Dan
did, and never once made her feel as if she was his less than
Dan’s. But inwardly, as he noticed the physical resemblance between
father and daughter, he sometimes wished he’d have a chance to pass
down his genes. The Bates’ blood line would end with his death: his
name, his DNA gone, forever. Back then, when he’d married Dan, the
wounds from his parents’ deed were still strong; Grandma Bates was
still around and well, and he’d wanted nothing to do with the
family. Giving up his name had been a given, even though “Jackson”
was hardly an uncommon name. But he took it gladly and never
regretted it.

When the kids grew up and began to ask
questions about their heritage, Jonathan and Dan had explained to
them, over time, the story of how they’d gotten to know each other,
how they had fallen in love, and the events that had led to
Jonathan’s parents’ deaths. They even once flew out west, to the
old Bates’ farm—sold long ago to a local
farmer—to show them Jonathan’s roots.
They’d visited the cemetery, where Jonathan’s father was buried
next to his ill-fated lover. It was a strange trip, Jonathan
recalled, more so for him, as it brought back memories he’d almost
forgotten. Oppressed, maybe? He’d been glad that Dan had been
there, by his side as always, through all of it.

Oddly, Dan’s own family was distant as well,
and there was no contact with his parents or siblings. Nothing.
Ever. When they were still a new couple, Jonathan had sometimes
asked, but Dan hadn’t answered his questions. They had never spoken
of his family, and Jonathan knew better than to pry, so he accepted
Dan’s decision. There were times it had saddened him that their
children didn’t get to know their grandparents, but at least for a
few years, their friends Dennis and Parker were sort of surrogate
grandparents. They’d loved the kids every bit as much as if they’d
been their own and had taken them under their wing, as they had
taken on Dan and Jonathan. And even though there was a professional
aspect to their relationship, with Parker overseeing Jonathan’s
inheritance from his mom, the four men had developed a deep
friendship that lasted for as long as they were alive.
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