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      Vin Diesel is outside my house.

      It’s two a.m., Mia is asleep, and I’m hallucinating that a Hollywood actor is outside my house in the San Diego suburbs.

      “Open the door!” the big man bellowed, banging on the wood. I grabbed the nearest thing I could find to use as a weapon, then switched on the porch light that illuminated the area with the light of a hundred suns, and wrenched open the door. My attempt at acting like a hard-ass was undermined by the fact that my weapon was a citrus-yellow bowl my twin sister had made. It didn’t help that I was wearing pajama bottoms that barely sat on my hips and a T-shirt emblazoned with a farting unicorn, but still I growled.

      And there stood Vin Diesel himself.

      Now that I was up close I could see it wasn’t the real actor. Just someone who, in my state of exhaustion, appeared a hell of a lot like him. In my defense, my vision was blurry. This was my first night being completely and utterly alone with my brand-new baby daughter. No more sister backing me up, no more getting a few hours’ sleep. Actually, I’d had no more than an hour’s sleep at a time in the past three days. Too late to do anything about it, I wondered if this behemoth might have a weapon, because it was two a.m., he was swaying, and he was obviously off his head on something. Drugs. This had to be something to do with drugs.

      Why didn’t I pick up my cell phone first?

      I’d forgotten my damn phone, and I’d only opened the door so the banging wouldn’t wake Mia up, and I hadn’t even considered this guy could be an armed intruder.

      An armed intruder isn’t likely to knock or shout so loud the whole neighborhood is probably peering out of their windows.

      Also, I lived in a small house in a peaceful San Diego suburb, in a quiet cul-de-sac, where excitement was what happened last month when the guy at number six lost his garage remote.

      Fake-Diesel stumbled back a little and winced up at the porch light, shielding his eyes and cursing.

      “My keys,” he mumbled and patted his pockets, pulling out a bunch of keys with a joyful whoop, then immediately dropping them on the ground.

      “Who are you?” I stood right in the doorway and kept my voice low; anything not to wake Mia. I’d just gotten her to sleep, and if this Diesel wannabe woke her up with his asshole banging on my freaking door, then I would shove a dirty diaper in his face before calling the entire police department down on him. Or maybe a SWAT team consisting of parents who knew what it was to have a new baby who refused to sleep. An entire armed force of sleep-deprived adults would end up killing him.

      Now, that would get him the fuck off my porch.

      He straightened and blinked. Then he cruised me. Or at least it seemed as if he might have. Right here on my property, clearly stoned, he raked his gaze from my head to my toes and lingered in the middle for way too long.

      “You’re not them.”

      Oh, so he wasn’t cruising me unless he identified his friends by staring at their crotches.

      He swayed toward me, his eyes glassy, his hand outstretched.

      “You have the wrong house,” I shoved the hand away and stepped outside, before pulling the door half closed behind me.

      The guy was big, way bigger than me but he was so unbalanced I thought I could take him down if he tried anything.

      Fake-Diesel spaced out in an instant, and for a brief shining moment, I genuinely thought that he understood what I was saying. Then he began to cry, great rivers of silent tears running down his face.

      “Jesus,” I said, unsure what to do next. Should I comfort the complete stranger crying on my doorstep or call the cops or what?

      “Sean!” the stranger yelled through the open part of the door. “Leo!”

      What the fuck? You’ll wake the baby.

      “Shut up!” I snapped as loudly as I dared, and hoped to hell his shouting hadn’t reached through the house and up to the very light sleeper that was my daughter.

      “GUYS!” he yelled again, and this time, he pushed it too far. So I did what every sleep-deprived adult would do in my situation. I lost my cool and snapped.

      Luckily, for him, the extent of my snapping was thrusting the fruit bowl toward him in the most threatening way I could imagine.

      “You. Stop. Go. Away. Or I’m calling the cops.”

      He took a step back. Wide-eyed. “What? Who? Where’s Sean? Is Leo home yet?”

      “My name is Asher,” I snapped.

      “Why are you in our house?” The guy looked so confused. “Are you Sean’s latest hookup? He likes pretty boys…” He stopped, blinking back tears. Should I be offended? At thirty-one, I was a long way past a boy or being called pretty, for fuck’s sake. One more step back and my visitor would be tumbling down the steps from my wraparound porch. He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out an old flip  phone, and stared at the screen before punching at buttons with his big fingers.

      “Sean? Leo? Guys?” he pleaded and then took that one fatal step back, tumbling down the steps and into a chaparral broom so overgrown it gave him a soft landing. I toed off one of my fuzzy duck slippers, a gift from Siobhan last Christmas, and wedged my front door open before going toward the idiot. Before I reached him, he’d jumped up, swayed, and then was violently sick in the same bush he’d landed in. His cell was on the grass, still lit up, and a tinny voice was calling loudly for someone called Eric.

      I assumed the guy decorating my chaparral broom was Eric, and I picked up the phone. “I don’t know who the fuck you are or who Eric is, but I’m at 23 Birds View Court, La Jolla, and you need to get your ass over here now to get him before I call the damned police.”

      “Sorry? What was the address?” the man at the other end of the call asked.

      What the hell?

      “San Diego, La Jolla, 23 Birds View Court.” He’d better not be living hundreds of miles away.

      “I’ll be there in… shit… will you look at that?”

      I held the phone away from my ear, some kind of weird echo made it sound like the voice was coming from right behind me. Then, with a flurry of movement, someone walked past, scaring the shit out of me, and went straight to fake-Diesel-Eric.

      “Eric?”

      “I couldn’t help any of them,” the big guy said, and then, in my front yard, with puke down his shirt, he started to cry again. “We tried, but the doors…”

      The man who’d appeared from the darkness gripped his shoulder. “Jesus. I’m sorry.”

      I still couldn’t get a good look at the second man or understand why either of them was hugging it out in my yard, Eric deadly quiet, and the other man holding him upright.

      “Sean, I couldn’t do a thing…”

      Evidently, the guy holding Eric up was the Sean who he’d had been calling for, the one who seemed to live in my yard somewhere and liked pretty boys.

      Maybe this is a dream? Maybe I’m still asleep. This is a whopping Alice in Wonderland kind of nightmare.

      “Let’s get you home, okay?” Sean said.

      Eric pulled back, swayed a little, and Sean grabbed him. Then he turned to face me.

      “Sean Roberts,” he said and attempted to extend a hand to me but realized at the last moment he couldn’t let go of Eric. “We moved next door last week.”

      “Go away.” I’d had enough of people on my doorstep. So far, Mia hadn’t woken up, and I might just get away with it. “Take your friend and go.”

      “We’re sorry. Eric’s not had a good night.”

      Mia’s piercing cry split the night, and I closed my eyes and counted down from ten. “You morons have woken up my baby, for fuc—for goodness sake.”

      I left Sean and this Eric guy and slammed the door in their faces. No point in trying to stay quiet when Mia was awake. I stopped outside her room, calmed my temper, cooled my stress, and pasted a happy smile on my face. All the books said that with Mia only six weeks old, I was probably a blur to her, but I never wanted her to see me unhappy. If there was the smallest chance she understood complex layers of loneliness, fear, and anger, then I would keep working on pushing them behind a smile.

      I placed the bowl on the edge of the hall table and headed straight for the crying. The scent in my room was that of the small, scrappy human who had taken over my life. It was a new baby smell, talc and cream, and warmth. I scooped her from her cot, feeling every tiny molecule of my stress vanish in an instant. Snuggled with her head up and under my chin, my hand supporting her tiny diapered rear, she mewled unhappily.

      “Aww, Mia, I bet you’re just as sad not to be sleeping as I am,” I murmured to my sweet, precious baby girl. She couldn’t have been hungry, or at least she shouldn’t have been. She’d finished her last bottle a little while back, and I went through my emergency checklist, which was fuzzy and unfocused and lodged in the back of my mind somewhere under a desperate need to sleep. One thing the nurses had drummed into me, followed by my sister, was that routine was everything and I needed to learn all the checklists until they became second nature.

      Second nature they weren’t, not yet, but I could work through them step by step.

      The room was warm, but not too warm, and Mia’s crib was right up against my bed. She didn’t feel hot to the touch, and with the sniff test carried out, I didn’t need to change her diaper after I’d done so an hour earlier. Or thirty minutes. I couldn’t quite recall the time. Only that it was dark and past midnight. Her crying lessened, and she wasn’t hunting for a bottle like a baby bird. She lay against my chest, all soft and sweet and wanting her daddy to fix it all.

      “It’s okay, Mia. The shouting men have gone. I made sure of it.”

      She hiccupped, and I rubbed her back before picking up the embroidered pink blanket, a gift from our surrogate, and taking her out to the living room. We snuggled on the sofa, me and my girl, and she sprawled over my chest as I pulled the soft blanket over her. Within minutes she was slumbering again, and I fought napping myself long enough to get her back to her crib. My phone showed it was three a.m., Mia was asleep, and I climbed into my bed, scooting next to the open-sided crib, and for a little while I stared at the miracle that had changed my life forever.

      Familiar fears rose inside me, the ones that had plagued me ever since I’d received the email about the successful implantation. Was I good enough? Was she okay? Why couldn’t I have stopped a drunk man from shouting and waking her? She shouldn’t know fear or anxiety. She should never be pulled from innocent sleep.

      I was her dad, and she was my daughter, and I had never loved anyone or anything the same as I did Mia Francesca Haynes.
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      Eric and I made it back home, stumbling and with a lot of cursing from him. Our front door was no more than thirty feet away, and I’d left it wide open after answering the phone. Cap the black lab stood in the doorway, his tail wagging as he bounced with excitement, waiting for two of his favorite humans as they headed toward him.

      “Move back, Cap,” I instructed, and after a low woof, he danced aside and let me help Eric over the threshold. I closed the door, with Eric’s weight leaning on me, and we were finally in. Cap sniffed around, sat back on his rump and held up a paw. God knows what he was trying to ask for.

      “Let’s get you in the shower,” I murmured, but I wasn’t sure Eric was capable of hearing everything. He was lost in a place that only another first responder could understand, in a frightening headspace filled with failure and death.

      The last shift had been rough for the first responders at a three-alarm fire. I worked in the Emergency Room, so it wasn’t my job to be at the building. It wasn’t my job to decide who to reach first as fire destroyed one of the upper floors. I hadn’t been the one who’d watched people die just out of reach of safety. No, I was the lucky one out of all of this, because I’d made it all the way home before Eric called me. I’d never forget his words; I’d heard them before.

      Shit. This is bad.

      As soon as he’d hung up, not able to say anything else, I’d called the hospital where I worked, but Soledad Memorial didn’t need me. The survivors of the fire were being taken to Mercy, and there was nothing I could do to help them or my best friend. When he’d called me a second time, hours later, drunk, his lieutenant speaking for him, saying he’d put him in a cab and send him home, I jumped out of bed and was ready to pick him up.

      But the stubborn-ass firefighters who formed the rest of his shift were all, he’s strong; he’ll be fine; we all will be; hey, let’s have another drink; he’s already left in a cab, so you can’t pick him up.

      The three of us living in this house had wildly different ways of coping with the things we saw. When I felt as if I’d failed, I went for a run, then would come back and lock myself in the bathroom, taking a bath and thinking everything through. When it happened to Leo, who’s a cop out of the eighth division, he questioned everything his faith ever taught him and took long lonely walks with Cap. But Eric? I understood why Eric was drunk because that was how he dealt with the tragedies, the pain, and the indescribable horror of not being able to save everyone.

      I managed to do some general medical checks, then got his huge drunk ass in the shower. Keeping the water warm I washed his hair, scrubbed off the stink of vomit, and then wrapped him in one of the giant purple towels he loved. An extra-large one for the six-five behemoth that was firefighter Eric Lester. With Tylenol at his bedside, plus two bottles of water, I got him into his bed and even attempted to get underwear on him.

      We’d been close since we were too young to remember, but that didn’t mean I wanted to go rooting around his junk trying to get him into boxers. It was a losing battle because he wasn’t exactly helping, so I gave up and just tucked the quilt around him. When I thought it was safe to leave, after I’d placed a trash can right by the bed, he tugged me to sit down next to him. He didn’t sound as drunk now, but the emotions were raw.

      “We tried, Sean. We couldn’t get to the last floor. The people there were trapped, and the fire doors… they were locked… I tried.”

      I knew he did. I bet the entirety of Engine 63 did. I knew for sure that every single one of his shift would have put their own lives at risk to keep people safe.

      “I know you did,” I said firmly and squeezed his hand. “Try and get some sleep, and I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

      “It wasn’t safe,” he blurted. “Fire doors… none of them…”

      “I know,” I said uselessly, just agreeing with everything he said.

      “We need to hold someone acc—account⁠—”

      “Accountable,” I finished for him.

      “That,” he muttered, then he closed his eyes, turning onto his side and curling into a fetal ball of misery.

      I shoved his clothes into the wash, added my own, then padded in my shorts to my room, taking a shower to clean off the stink of puke, and more so to stand under the water and let the weight and heat of it work my shoulder muscles. Tragedies like the fire tonight, in a place a whole lot less fancy than this neighborhood, would be a call to arms. Politicians demanding change, condemning landlords. Then it would all fade away, the same as every other time. During my last shift, I’d removed three bullets from a ten-year-old caught in a drive-by shooting. Still, the guns were out there, and the noises the people in charge made were quieter each time.

      I climbed into bed and rolled onto my left side, my drapes open to the night, and I could see the corner of our neighbor’s house in the dim glow of the street lights.

      We owed the man and his family a huge apology. Turning up at their house had been an honest, and very drunk, mistake from Eric. The three of us had only moved here at the end of last week, and even though we’d introduced ourselves to some of our neighbors, we hadn’t met him or his family at all. Their house had been empty when we’d knocked. So tonight, maybe Eric gave the wrong address to the cab. Maybe he’d confused the houses, which stood next to each other and were mirror images of each other. All I know was that Eric throwing up in the big bushy bush thing wasn’t a good way to meet the neighbors. I bet the poor guy in his pj’s had gotten an earful from his partner after the baby woke up. Tomorrow, I’d go over with a bottle of wine or something to explain what had happened, or at least give the glossed-over summary of events.

      This was only day five in our new house, and I’d been determined to make a concerted effort to become more sociable. The last place we lived had been a dive, and we were just as likely to get mugged by people living near us than make friends. This house was different; a nice area, the three of us sharing the costs of it, each owning a portion of it.

      I fired off a quick check-in request to Leo, the other one of us living here, and put the cell back on the side table. We had this thing between us, to touch base, to let each other know we were good. Eric, firefighter, never had his damn phone on him, but he made the effort when he could. Leo, cop, was efficient and the one who’d initiated this circle jerk that was the three of us letting each other know where we were. Then me, an ER doctor, the one who had to defend the fact that he was arms deep in blood and guts as the reason he couldn’t get to his phone. My cell vibrated, and I pulled it out.

      Long night, coffee shit, on my way home.

      I wasn’t going to sleep knowing Leo might want someone to talk to, so I got up and made fresh coffee; the three of us had shifts that were all over the place, and sometimes the only thing that kept us going was caffeine. When Leo arrived home, he cast a worried look toward Eric’s room. I subtly shook my head and handed him a mug of coffee. He fell on it like a starving lion on fresh meat and then scrubbed at his eyes, fussing over Cap, who jumped around him and then leaped up next to him on the sofa and curled into his dad, his nose on Leo’s knee and his tail wagging gently against the leather. Leo buried his hand into Cap’s fur, and his voice broke.

      “A family of five,” he said and closed his eyes. “Mom, dad, three kids—they were trapped on the seventh floor. Smoke had already killed them before the fire got there. No fire doors on the floors below, it was like a chimney.”

      We took a moment to consider the horror of that loss, and Leo made the sign of the cross on his chest. He was a good Catholic boy, from a huge Italian family, most of whom were cops, and even though he’d long since lapsed, I’d seen him pray silently after a bad day. Hell, after any day.

      “Eric got drunk,” I said and poured my own coffee. I was on shift at ten, and it was already three in the morning. I couldn’t see me getting much sleep, not when Eric might need me.

      “I don’t blame him. He was on floor clearance, tried to get through the door. I don’t even want to think about what he heard…”

      “I guessing you were called in as well?”

      “After the fact.”

      That was all he needed to say. He’d probably been part of the team who’d taken witness statements, worked the scene. We sat in silent contemplation for a few minutes, lost in our own thoughts, and then I couldn’t avoid telling him what had happened when Eric came home.

      “He knocked on the wrong door, woke up a baby, pissed off our neighbor.”

      “Ouch.” Leo winced.

      “The guy said he was going to call the cops, but I got Eric away. We owe him an apology, or at least Eric does. We haven’t been in this neighborhood a week, and our shit is already spilling over.”

      “It’s a one-off. They’ll understand when you tell them.”

      “Or not.” The three of us didn’t go around telling people about the crap in our lives. They didn’t want to hear all the gory details that messed with our heads on occasion. I exchanged a pointed look with Leo, who simply nodded because he understood. “I’ll take them over some wine.”

      Leo frowned and glanced around him at the piles of boxes in our front room; not one of us had managed to unpack a single thing. “Do we even have wine?”

      “We will after I buy some.” I wobbled as I stood, exhaustion making me slow. I had managed to get some sleep before I knew Eric was on his way home drunk, but it hadn’t been enough. Then there was the guy on the porch all hissing and spitting, in pajamas, fuzzy duck slippers, bare-chested. He was all kinds of sexy, and I could think that privately, despite him being off-limits to a bunch of idiots like us, given he had a family and we hadn’t even officially met. I checked in on Eric on my way back, and he was on his side, sleeping. He’d be in there processing everything in his dreams, or at least I hoped so. By tomorrow, he would have compartmentalized it all.

      And whether that is a good or bad thing, it was what we did.
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      Mia woke at five, and I was instantly awake at the slightest sound. Her eyes were open, and she stared at the ceiling, waving her hands and curling her legs. She’d been active in the womb. At least that is what my surrogate had said, and I had no reason to disbelieve her. At one of the scans I’d attended, the pediatrician had shown me Mia’s heart, her tiny fingers, and pointed out she was hiccupping as she moved. She’d been less than real at that moment; just a promise of something that was going to change my life forever.

      Something I could plan for. The best crib, the most ergonomic stroller, a beautifully decorated nursery, formula, emergency numbers, and twenty-four new baby books. Not to mention onesies in all different colors, hats, tiny coats… the list was endless, but I’d been equipped to the hundredth degree. Not that I knew what half of the things I’d bought were for, and I doubted I’d need most of it.

      I’d like to have said I was prepared, but nothing could have prepared me for the day Mia had been handed to me. Not even the tons of books I’d waded through. Some of them explained that I should sleep when the baby did. But what happened when I was so busy watching to see if my baby was still breathing that I couldn’t sleep at all?

      The books said nothing about the terror that gripped me when I was the only one who could help this precious child who owned my heart.

      “Morning, Mia,” I murmured and managed to use the bathroom and get back before the snuffles and soft movements gave way to something more insistent. I skirted pieces of the now broken yellow bowl which I clearly hadn’t pushed far enough back. Somehow I made it to the kitchen without shredding my feet, and added the clear up to my list. Then I measured everything perfectly, made up a bottle, and ignored the call of coffee. Maybe one day I’d be organized enough to have both, but right now, Mia was the priority. I took her to the garden-room that faced my back yard, and we sat on the small sofa there. She took her whole bottle, her hands opening and closing as she sucked, and then she was done. The spit-up on my navy sleep T-shirt was expected, and yet again I regretted forgetting the cloth by the bottles.

      One day I’d get this right. One day I’d be the perfect dad.

      Right now, I missed my twin Siobhan and her boisterous family. Mia and I had stayed in her garage conversion after collecting Mia from the hospital, and for just short of six weeks, I’d had Siobhan to turn to if I needed help. Now it was time for me to start a life on my own or at least a life where it was me and Mia alone. Rain beat on the glass roof, a soothing, hypnotizing noise, and I cradled my little girl in the garden room, lulled by the sound of it.

      “I wished for you,” I began and slid down in the seat as she cuddled into me. “When the wish came true, it created a perfect tiny miracle.” She moved a little and caught my thumb in her fist, holding it tight. Just six weeks old and she knew that she could hold on to me. Before her, I truly felt my heart had been empty, but now we were a family. “You and I against the world, Mia.” I love you so much my heart hurts.
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      I wanted to sleep, but I couldn’t; too hyped up from being woken. I should clear up the bowl, but my back ached, my legs ached, in fact, everything ached. So I opened my laptop one-handed and caught up on a couple of emails as I yawned.

      How many other new parents are out there, unable to sleep and utterly alone? More specifically, how many single dads.

      Did they all feel so totally overwhelmed? I closed down my email and opened a browser, dimming the brightness on the laptop when my eyes began to burn. Then I typed single new daddy help lonely into Google and pressed search.

      There were one hundred and thirty-nine million hits or more. I couldn’t read how many zeroes there were with blurry eyes. There was a lot of daddy porn to wade through, then pages dealing with bereavement and separation, and a useful link to the top ten apps I should have on my iPhone if I was to become a successful parent.

      Talk about pressure. I wonder if the apps give you points for everything you do right.

      I bookmarked the app for later, went back up to the search parameters, and added the word gay, lgbtq, and surrogate, in the hope they would bring up a whole new set of more appropriate results. There were a couple of forums, but the one that caught my eyes had a rainbow logo and the letters SDT, which stood for Single Dads Together. I scrolled through some of the open posts, which were few and far between. This was a private forum I needed to sign into to get deeper, but on the surface, I wasn’t sure it was my kind of place. One featured open post was by a dad of three called Nick, who’d lost his husband, another had a man talking about overseas adoption. They appeared to be the two guys who ran the forum, and at first glance, I wasn’t able to see if there was someone on there like me.

      Neither of them had made the decision to start a family on their own, and I felt unaccountably alone. Maybe no other man thought that they could be an effective lone parent to a baby girl? Guilt twisted in my chest, abruptly turning to anger. I wasn’t supposed to be on my own. Darius was meant to be here as well.

      Or at least he’d been present at the concept and ideas stage, and he’d interviewed surrogates. Even if he had sat on his phone for most of them, saying I was the better person to choose. After all, he’d convinced me that it should be my sperm, which helped to create our child, so I should be the one to select the surrogate. I should have known then, but I wasn’t going to wallow in all of this shit now. Determined, I joined the forum, and in the bit where it asked me who I was and why I wanted to be on there, I spoke from the heart.

      My name is Asher Haynes, and I’m gay. I have a daughter, who is six weeks old, through surrogacy. I just left my sister’s house, and I’m home now. I chose to have Mia alone. I am alone.

      I closed my laptop, and when Mia stirred, I changed and fed her. With her dozing on my chest, we sat together in the garden room for a while longer, and somehow I managed to quell the panic fluttering in my chest.

      Siobhan said I would be fine, that I was going to be a wonderful dad, and that I was a great uncle. With the freaky twin connection we had she sometimes knew me better than I knew myself. Only, uncles can hand their nieces and nephews back. I couldn’t do that. I didn’t want to do that. When it was obvious I wasn’t going to shut my brain down and my stomach growled with hunger, I decided to head to the kitchen for cereal. The first thing I spotted was the remains of the bowl from last night. Unluckily, the bowl had been the victim of my exhausted clumsiness, and tiny pieces of ceramic were scattered everywhere.

      I bent to pick up a shard one-handed, although why I did that, I don’t know, dropping it when it sliced into my hand. I didn’t care because I didn’t have any energy left to care. I picked my way through the fragments again, and back to the garden room. I’d really have to make the effort to clean it up later. The wound bled, but I wrapped it in a towel, and it wasn’t as if it hurt. Then I think I maybe slept an hour. A sleep made up of fitful ten-minute naps interspersed with waking up in a cold sweat, a panic gripping me that Mia wasn’t breathing, that somehow I’d lost the only important thing to me in my entire messed-up life.

      Every time I checked her, she was fine, and I ignored the blood from my cut staining the towel there. With a sense of peace, I held my baby girl and changed her, then gave her a bottle when she woke up. She slept in my arms under the glass roof, and it was when I felt myself drift off that I decided I needed to get back to bed. Only, the hall was obviously still littered with pottery, and everything that had happened in the dead of night became real. With Mia in one arm, I refused to think about Sean or Eric or my chaparral broom or the smashed bowl. I’d sweep it all up later, hire a gardener to fix the bush, maybe clean the kitchen, find some coffee, and get a shower.

      A shower sounded so damn good.

      I stroked Mia’s soft hair as I settled her in her crib and was immediately lost in thought. Everything I’d ever had or wanted was wrapped up in my daughter.

      “I hope you’ll love me,” I said and swallowed the emotion in my throat. “I’ll try and be a good man for you. I’ll be the best daddy.”

      The person I became would be wise and focused, and I would learn to love tea parties with teddies and dolls. I would patch up scraped knees, teach Mia all the things I’d learned so far in my life—for what they were worth. I’d show her when it was right to keep secrets and help her recognize when she should share, and most of all, I would help her find out what she wanted to be in this world. She would never make the same mistakes as me. I wouldn’t allow anything to hurt her. She was my world now, and I would protect her and love her with every fiber of my being. She would be safe.

      I would make sure of it.
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      The wine I bought for Mr. Fuzzy-Slippers in the morning as part of my apology wasn’t expensive, but it wasn’t for lack of money, just choice. The small gas station carried the cheaper lines, but they did have flowers for Mrs. Fuzzy-Slippers and a brightly colored magazine with a teddy bear on the front. I didn’t know how old the baby was, but I thought I had all my bases covered unless there were older children in the house as well. I didn’t recall any of the neighbors we met talking about the family next door, although we hadn’t stopped and talked to a lot of them, as moving, then shifts had swallowed our free time.

      “Let’s do this.”

      I tugged my shirt straight, ran a hand through my hair, which needed cutting about as urgently as my closet needed updating. No one saw my street clothes when I wore scrubs, so who cared whether my shirt was ironed or my jeans clean. The last thing I wanted was to come across as something less than the experienced doctor that I was. After last night, we’d have been lucky to see respect from our neighbors, let alone become friends. I took the steps up to the porch and thanked the heavens it had rained and cleaned up whatever dinner Eric had left in the bush.

      Checking the time once more, and assuming there were children here meant the entire family would be up, I knocked on the door and waited. I had three sisters, and all of them had children, and sleeping in was nonexistent to the point they told me they’d forgotten what they were.

      I heard some banging inside, a few curses, and the door opened in a hugely dramatic fashion. Fuzzy-Slippers-guy stared at me, and he was exhausted.

      “What?” he asked.

      I thrust the wine at him, “For you,” I said, then waggled it when he didn’t take it. Then I remembered the flowers and magazine. “For your family.” He stared at me, then the apology gifts I’d brought with me. “We just wanted to say sorry, Eric, Leo, and me. It won’t happen again.”

      Of course I was lying. Who knew if it would happen again? None of us could control the kind of things we dealt with, and sometimes it was all too much. As it had been for Eric.

      Just sometimes.

      Call it a well-trained eye or seeing the way he swayed, but something wasn’t right. Which was when I saw the blood.

      “You’re bleeding,” I said and stepped closer.

      He blinked at me, then looked down at his hand. “Yeah, I cut myself,” he managed, staring at it as if he had X-ray vision that was going to securely fix what appeared to be one hell of a deep cut. He opened and closed his fist, and blood oozed out as he opened the cut.

      “Do you want me to take a look at it?” I asked and watched him think that one through. “I’m a doctor,” I added, trying to be as helpful as I could to his decision-making process.

      “I’m fine.” He wiped his hand down his chest, leaving a smear of scarlet. Quite clearly he wasn’t fine at all. I cracked my neck and stepped up to his doorway, peering behind him and assessing the situation. Shards of pottery littered the floor inside, and there was blood, but I wasn’t sensing murder and mayhem, more misfortune and tiredness. I pressed his arm, guiding him to step back to the right and away from the majority of the shards, and he didn’t stop me as I moved him into the kitchen, which was a mirror layout of ours. I sat him on the nearest stool and then considered the wound. Blood had dried around the cut, which extended from the fleshy part of his hand to the base of his little finger.

      “Wait here,” I said, crossing the field of sharp pottery before opening the door. I couldn’t see a key to lock it, and this was an emergency, so I left it open as I jogged back to our house. I thundered up the stairs to my room and grabbed the house medical kit. I had responsibility for anything medical in the house, Eric was in charge of fire safety, but up to then we hadn’t worked out what Leo was in charge of, even though he said he was on-site security. When I passed through the front room, I caught sight of Leo sprawled half on and half off the sofa, an empty beer bottle clutched to his chest. So much for security; if I’d been in less of a hurry, I’d have found a Sharpie and drawn on his face.

      Heading back next door, I let myself back in. The guy hadn’t moved.

      “I don’t know if you remember, but my name is Sean?” He watched me blankly. “I’m an emergency room doctor at Soledad Memorial, and I just moved in next door.” Still nothing. If I hadn’t seen this before, I’d wonder if he was catatonic, but the red eyes, the stubble, the hair sticking up on end, and the baby spit-up smell on his pajama bottoms, led me to an educated guess that this was classic new-baby syndrome. “What is your name?”

      “What?”

      “Can you tell me your name?” I used my firmest doctor tone.

      “Asher Haynes, Ash.”

      “Okay, Ash, first I need to check the wound for debris.” I talked to him the whole time I worked on the injury as I closed the wider part of the wound with tiny butterfly bandage and wrapped the hand in a light bandage. I did consider explaining how he should see his family doctor for follow-up, but thought I’d leave that for later; maybe write it down somewhere for him or his partner or whoever.

      “What the hell was your friend Derek thinking, getting drunk and making all that noise?” Ash blurted.

      “You mean Eric.”

      “Whatever.”

      “This morning I’m sure he has the hangover from hell, but he’ll be okay.”

      Ash frowned. “No, I mean, you’re a doctor. Shouldn’t you explain to your friend about the excesses of alcohol and what it can do to him.”

      He was so damn serious, but I balked at explaining why Eric had gotten so blind drunk. It wasn’t my story to tell.

      “He had his reasons.” At least Ash took the hint and didn’t ask any more questions. “Is your wife or partner here?”

      “No.”

      “Maybe you should call them?” I prompted.

      “It’s just me, on my own. I’m a daddy on my own.” His tone grew belligerent, as if he was daring me to say something about it all.

      “Okay,” I said. I’d seen all kinds of families in the ER from moms and babies with a crowd around them to a single mom entirely on her own with her baby. Sometimes, if the mom couldn’t be saved, it was a baby on their own.

      Maybe this is what had happened to Ash? Had he lost his partner?

      The sound of wailing filled the house, a baby waking and needing attention. The instant the noise reached the kitchen, Ash was up and off his chair, stumbling, righting himself, taking a baby bottle, and grabbing a carton of ready prepared formula from a huge pile of similar cartons, before taking the stairs as if the hounds of Hell were on his heels. How he managed to move that fast I don’t know, but I watched him leave, safe in the knowledge that he wasn’t in immediate danger from bleeding out.

      I was about to go, but I couldn’t in all conscience do that with deadly shards all over the floor. So I swept up the pottery, considered leaving the bits in case he wanted the bright yellow parts to be put back together, then decided that whatever it had been was never going to be fixed. However, I didn’t want to dump it all into the garbage, so I tipped it all into an empty ice-cream container from the recycling bin. With that done, I had no reason to stay, but something made me go back into the kitchen. People didn’t leave their neighbors in a mess like this if they could help. Humming along with Pink playing softly on my phone, I rinsed plates, loaded the dishwasher and set it going, then washed and sterilized all the bottles that had been piled on one side.

      The sterilizer was exactly the same as the one that my oldest sister Rosie had, and with the bottles in a neat row on the side, I made fresh coffee for when Ash came down. He had one hell of a lot of those instant baby-milk cartons, the kind people used in emergencies, but there were also tubs of formula, and at first count, twenty-four brand new, still in their wrappers, pacifiers.

      After five minutes, the crying had stopped, but since then, everything had been super quiet. I guessed the baby was being fed. I let myself out, the scent of coffee filling the hallway, and debated leaving the house at all because I couldn’t lock the front door. Finally, I came up with a solution: I would keep an eye on it from our house. Then I jogged home and sought out Leo, who was up and doing yoga in the fourth bedroom that we’d dedicated to fitness. At the moment it held a yoga mat and some weights, but one day there might even be a treadmill in there. Who knew?

      I didn’t sit down, because I could only see Ash’s front door if I stood. Cap was in his typical I’m-a-dog position as close to Leo as he could get, and I waited until Leo was aware I was there. That gave me time to think about Ash, with his dark soulful eyes. He was trying very hard to be the most awesome dad ever, and one day he’d get past the exhausted stage. He’d probably read all that he needed to, had all kinds of procedures in place, but hadn’t figured out the mess that was real life. It was kind of endearing in a sexy kind of way.

      Asking him out for a drink was a thought I had as I’d bandaged his hand. From a purely physical point of view, I was attracted to tall, dark, and moody guys, but I’d never dated a new dad before or anyone with children. He’d said he was alone, but that didn’t mean he played for my team or would even be interested. Still, I couldn’t stop the X-rated thoughts that popped into my head.

      Leo finished his breathing exercises and stretched his muscles before sitting on the mat cross-legged.

      “That was one hell of a long sorry to our neighbor.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your note on the chalkboard said you were apologizing, and that was two hours ago.”

      “Oh, yeah, well, Ash is all alone over there, and he’d hurt himself. I had to help him. Then I tidied his place up a bit.”

      “Ash hurt himself?” His tone was teasing, and then abruptly, he corrected himself. “Wait, hurt himself how?” This time his voice held a war of reactions that a cop like him would feel. The “hurt himself accidentally or deliberately,” question unspoken.

      “Cut his hand on pottery, so I patched him up.” No need to tell Leo that I’d then made coffee while I cleaned up the aforementioned pottery and put the kitchen back to rights. Not to mention how I’d handled sterilizing bottles. There was only so much a person shared with one of their best friends before they got the piss ripped out of them at every available moment.

      “Okay then, as long as it was just that.” He wiped his sweaty face with a towel and looked at me expectantly. “And?”

      “And what?”

      “You have never willingly set foot in this room, but now you won’t move? You clearly have things to say.”

      I huffed and then waited a little while. “You know I like running for real and yoga bores me.”

      “One day I’ll get you to sit still long enough to center yourself.”

      I ran a hand from my throat to my belly. “I’m perfectly centered, thank you very much.”

      “So you say.”

      “Whatever,” I began. “Leo, I need to ask you something?”

      I think maybe I sounded way too serious because Leo stood up, then leaned on the window sill next to me. “Is it Eric? Is he okay?”

      “I haven’t seen him yet.” He wasn’t on duty for another forty-eight hours, he was presumably hungover, and he was probably staying in his room debating whether to even get out of bed. “It’s not Eric, although I’m going to cook him some food before I go on shift. Can you make sure he eats something?”

      “Of course,” Leo said. “So, in all seriousness, if it isn’t Eric that’s worrying you, what’s so important that you’re messing with my Zen?”

      “The guy next door…” I pressed my fingers to my temples, not quite knowing what to say about Ash.

      “Number twenty-three, Asher Haynes, unmarried, no dependents that I could find, but maybe that has changed since the check if there’s a baby now. No criminal history, degree in game design from MIT, works from home, pays his taxes, owns a red Hyundai Tucson.”

      “Wait? You checked him out?”

      “I check everyone out,” Leo dismissed, then looked at me. “Is it just him you’re worrying about, or do you want to know about the speeding ticket that Jeremy Graves at number 15 received two years back or the fact that Gina Lazar at 10 was a stripper and got pulled on four separate occasions for solicitation?”

      “Gina? Isn’t that the woman who brought that tuna casserole on our first day and came on to Eric?”

      “One and the same.”

      Gina Lazar was a big-chested, loud, funny woman in her late fifties, who hadn’t seemed that worried when Eric explained he was gay. She’d just asked if he had any straight friends, and I’d never seen Eric go so scarlet.

      “I genuinely don’t want to know that about Gina.”

      “But you’re worried about the guy next door?”

      “He’s a new dad, looked like shit, but he’d cut himself, and there was blood and a smashed bowl, and he seemed kind of out of it.”

      “Maybe he needs you to go over again and kiss his boo-boos.” Leo was teasing me, I knew that, and I shoved his shoulder.

      “Whatever, freak.”

      I left the mobile security camera at a side window, videoing anyone who approached Ash’s house, and had the monitor propped up on the work surface. Then, with it in place, I stood in the kitchen, rinsing mugs and filling the dishwasher. There was something very therapeutic about tidying up and looking at a clean kitchen. I could see the backyard of the next house, but there was no sign of Asher Haynes or his baby. I shouldn’t worry. I mean, if our resident cop wasn’t concerned, then I had to think it was all okay. Only, Leo hadn’t seen Ash or watched him vanish to see to a crying baby, not caring about the fact that a total stranger was in his house as he stumbled up the stairs.

      “Maybe I should go over later,” I said to no one in particular.

      “What?” Eric asked from behind me.

      I turned as he opened the fridge and pulled out a carton of orange juice. I steeled myself to be the best friend, the one who understood him, but he appeared calm. During my psych rotation, I’d learned all about bottling things up, but how could I even ask Eric to confront what he’d seen and talk to me? I wouldn’t talk to him about the things I’d seen.

      He actually seemed okay, tired, a little red-eyed, and he had a wicked bruise on his temple, but his breathing sounded good, and from a medical point of view, he wasn’t in need of urgent help. That was all I could do for him right now, and I knew that.

      Eric shook the carton, then drank straight from it, finishing what was left and tossing the empty container into the recycling.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “No,” he said with absolute certainty and hip-checked me out of the way of the coffee pot. “But I will be.”
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      San Diego sunshine poured through the blinds, and a strip of light hit my face. For a moment I stretched like a cat, all my muscles deliciously loose. In that millisecond, I was just Asher Haynes, single dude with no responsibilities, and then in the next breath, awareness of who and what I was hit me hard. And it was beautiful.

      I rolled to my side and stared right at Mia.

      She’s not breathing. She’s still.

      Then I saw the rise and fall of her chest, and right there was the miracle that was my beautiful daughter, so close I could reach out and touch the wispy hair on her head.

      So close I could smell she needed her diaper changed.

      But she was still sleeping, and I was taking the chance to grab a pee, and even managed the quickest shower on record, which was more of a walk-in-the-water dash.

      I managed both of these things in the space of a couple of minutes, and by the time I walked naked into my bedroom, Mia had begun to stir, a soft murmuring as her instinct for food and a clean diaper hit her. There was the scent of coffee in my room.

      Why was there the scent of coffee in my room?

      “Hey, little brother!”

      I yelped, covered my groin, and tripped over a pair of discarded running shoes, all in the time it took my idiot sister to snort with laughter.

      “What the hell, Shiv?” I snapped and turned my back to my twin, grabbing the nearest clean underwear and covering my junk.

      “Nice ass,” she said and snorted again. “Your face when I said hello was comic gold. I wish I’d been filming it because, dude, you’re so funny.”

      “Siobhan, I’ve had two hours sleep, and I will kill you.”

      She smiled at me but then grew serious. “What the hell?” she asked and took my hand, peering down at the soaking wet bandage. I’d forgotten about that, and it had collected water and was dripping on my carpet. “You’ve only been home twenty-four hours.”

      “Shit,” I muttered and stared down at it, attempting to pull memories from my hazy mind. “I cut my hand, but it’s okay. A doctor…”

      She wasn’t listening. She dropped my hand and then scooped Mia out of her crib. She did the sniff test, the one I’d seen other new parents do to their baby’s diapers. It was the one I promised myself I would never do until I realized it was the only way to tell if something lurked inside. I knew her diaper needed changing, but if I admitted that I’d left her sleeping to grab a shower, would that make me a bad dad in my sister’s eyes?

      Even though she was cool with it now, Siobhan’s first reaction to my plans had been horror. Not that she thought it was wrong, but she’d immediately suggested that it made sense for her to be the one to carry her niece or nephew instead of a surrogate. Given she was the mom of two and had nearly died giving birth to my niece, there had been no way I was ever going to agree to her suggestion. That was when the shit hit the fan. She hadn’t spoken to me over that heated debate for two weeks and three days. I knew it was that long because she was my twin, and we talked or texted every day, and those seventeen days of being alone had been horrifying.

      Thankfully, she’d finally accepted my decision, backed up by some interference run by her husband, Dan, who was on my side. Then, with Dan overseas, she’d suggested I stay with her after picking up Mia, just to learn and have someone close.

      I’d only done it because she promised our mom wouldn’t be involved.

      Mom-issues, I have them.

      Siobhan changed the diaper, using all the tricks she had taught me, wrapped the stinky one up and tied the scented sack. Then she lifted Mia and cradled her.

      “Hello, my sweet precious Mia,” she murmured, and in that moment, with the sun shining and casting a halo around the two most important women in my life, I forgave the fact that she’d let herself into the house and then scared the shit out of me.

      Talking of which, if Siobhan was there, I could go back in and get a real shower, maybe even shave? Maybe I telegraphed that to her because she patted my chest. “Shave, shower for longer than ten seconds. I’ll make us lunch and see you downstairs in thirty.”

      There were two people I trusted with Mia. Me being one of them, I had every faith in Siobhan. But as she walked away, I stood there with my arm outstretched in fear, like some guy in an old painting whose kid was being taken away forever. I was bereft, scared, tired, my hand hurt, and all I wanted was for Mia to come back.

      Siobhan turned as I knew she would—it was that freaky twin connection we had going on, and she could feel my fears. “I have her,” she murmured gently.

      “Be careful walking down the stairs,” I said because that was all I could think of saying.

      She could have done her normal twin thing, made some sarcastic comment about how she’d been using the stairs for all of her thirty-one years, but she didn’t. She smiled in reassurance.

      “It’s okay, little brother.”

      And just like that, it was.

      Sue me if I watched them go downstairs, and only moved when they were at the bottom. She knew I was watching, and gave me the finger. I couldn’t blame her for that.

      Back in the bathroom, I stripped off the outer bandage and then didn’t know what to do next as I examined the neat row of tiny butterfly bandages. Had the doctor-guy said I shouldn’t get it wet? Jeez, I didn’t actually remember much of what he’d said. I didn’t even recall his name. Hell, I had a hard time recalling my own. In fact, my entire impression of him was that he was my neighbor and he lived with an alcoholic friend, or at least a friend who got so blind drunk he couldn’t even find his way home.

      Also, that he’d brought wine and flowers, and a comic or something like that.

      Oh, and he had blue eyes and soft blond hair. I wasn’t dead, and I certainly wasn’t blind.

      I shaved as best I could despite the fact that every movement made my hand hurt like a bastard. I had to wet shave because I’d gone past sexy stubble and driven right on through to ragged, homeless-guy semi-beard.

      I spied a plastic grocery bag stuffed with baby wipes of which I had a year’s worth. They had been a last-minute desperate purchase only a day before Mia was born, the kind of thing I felt I had to have in the house to become the perfect dad. It turned out all I needed to do was be there when she needed me, and that it wasn’t about the wipes, pacifiers, or the heap of cute shape toys I’d bought and stored in her colorful nursery. With some fumbling and a small helping of ingenuity, I tipped out the contents and tied the bag around my hand and then turned on the water. It was hot, the shampoo frothed up, the water felt different on my smoothly shaven face, and I spent a good deal of time soaping everything. Normally, this alone time was the perfect time to pull out my favorite fantasy and enjoy the solitude.

      Only I didn’t like that I was up here and Mia was downstairs, even if she was with my sister.

      Part of me hoped that one day I wouldn’t suffer separation anxiety, even when I went to use the bathroom. The remainder of me, the part that was besotted with Mia, was telling my sensible side that Mia was my life now. The life I wanted and that I loved.

      I dressed in clean jeans and the softest T-shirt I could find—Mia adored snuggling into soft material—and headed downstairs. I heard Siobhan murmuring to Mia and followed that and the scent of more coffee to the kitchen.

      The immaculately tidy kitchen.

      Not one single sign of the cereal I’d spilled, or the plates I’d left, or the bottles that had needed cleaning and sterilizing.

      “Thank you,” I said with so much gratitude I came off as sarcastic.

      “I’ve held babies before,” Siobhan deadpanned.

      I took Mia from her and held her close. “And you managed to clean the kitchen at the same time? I swear I’m still at the point where I can barely remember to breathe, let alone multitask.”

      She raised a perfectly shaped brow. “This wasn’t me, Ash. Are you forgetting what you’ve done?”

      “No. I didn’t…”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Also, Ash, your front door was unlocked.”

      “Shi— Oh.” Stopping myself from cursing was hard enough when I was awake, but tired, the words were slipping out.

      “I just walked in.” Then she smirked at me. “But not before I got jumped by the hottie from next door.”

      “Huh? Who? What? What do you mean  a hottie jumped you? Do we need to call the cops?” I was spiraling into panic.

      She placed a hand on my chest, her usual message that I needed to stop and listen to her. “I parked, and this gorgeous blond sprinted out of the next house, vaulted the perimeter fence in one bound, and honestly, I’m a married woman, but that was a hundred kinds of sexy.”

      “Huh?” I repeated.

      She shook her head. “Sean something. Tall, blond, striking bright blue eyes, all kinds of badass as he stalked over.”

      That sounded like the caring doctor guy, but I hadn’t recalled his name. I might have forgotten that, but I wasn’t going to forget he was sex on legs. I was tired, not blind.

      “Why did he jump you? What do you mean?”

      “He said he had to leave you in the house with an unlocked front door, so he’s been monitoring anyone who arrived, which turns out it’s just me. He was very charming, but he asked me why I was here. So I told him I was your evil twin and I was coming to steal the innocent baby to take her back to the cult.”

      I massaged my temples to release the pressure building there. “Siobhan, what the hell⁠—”

      “I’m joking. I explained I was your sister, that I was the better twin, and how you were a complete idiot and a new dad, and I was coming to check on you because you only left my house two days ago, but I had a twin-feeling that you were struggling.”

      I groaned. I couldn’t help it; Siobhan had this way about her that was all sass and confidence, and now my next-door neighbor, my hot next-door neighbor, probably thought I was an idiot.

      He already knows that from last night and this morning.

      “Why did you tell him I was struggling?”

      She stared at me as if I was talking an alien language. “Ash, you have a new baby, you’re managing this on your own, it’s new to you, and you’re running on limited sleep. Of course you’re struggling, so I just wanted to check in on you. Don’t you remember when Evan was born, and Dan was overseas, and I was doing everything on my own? There’s no shame in admitting you need help.”

      I tried to think of something clever to say, but she had a point. Dan was in the military and had been deployed for both of his babies’ births, and Siobhan had done everything alone, including nearly dying giving birth to Debs, her youngest.

      “Also, interesting fact,” she said as she made a bottle and closed the nearest cupboard doors with her feet, all at the same time. One day I, too, may be able to multitask with that much agility. “The hottie is gay.”

      I didn’t put that statement in context, too envious of her ability to juggle all the things I struggled with at the moment. Then it hit me.

      “What? How do you know that?” I felt a stab of interest, but was unsure how the hell my sister had found that out already.

      She shimmied toward me, shaking the bottle of formula and running her free hand from her face to her ass. “He never looked twice at me, and have you seen me?” she said in her most sultry, sexy voice.

      I couldn’t help myself. I was punch-drunk with tiredness. This whole situation was ridiculous, and I snorted a laugh. Then I pulled her close with my free hand and side-hugged her.

      “Love you.”

      “Love you too, but seriously, the hottie is gay. He told me so.”

      “Yeah, right. He just came out and said, ‘hey, I’m creepily watching my neighbor’s house, and by the way I’m gay’?”

      “Of course not,” she said with theatric flair. Then she leaned in and fake whispered, “He came out and said he loved cock.”

      I covered up Mia’s ear as best I could. “Don’t use that word in here,” I loud-whispered back, but she just laughed at me.

      “Seriously, I explained that you, too, like cock.”

      I pivoted and left the kitchen, heading for the sofa and my quiet space, away from annoying sisters. The only problem was that she followed me. At least she brought my coffee with her and a plate of sandwiches. My stomach rumbled, and food sounded good right about now.

      “All joking aside, he handed me a load of bandages, and I explained you were on your own here, and he told me he already knew that. But I might have added that you weren’t in a relationship, and one thing led to another, and he said something like…” She screwed up her nose. “Being a single parent has to be hard, but being gay, if I wanted to have kids, I would have to blah blah.”

      “Blah blah what?”

      “Oh, it was all…” She waved expressively, then reached for Mia. “Let me feed her, and you try feeding yourself, then you can both get some sleep. After I leave, I’ll report to Mom that you are handling everything like a pro, and I can maybe get you an extra twenty-four hours before she decides your estrangement is something that she can ignore now that you’re home.”

      “We’re not estranged⁠—”

      “Don’t even go there, Ash. She hasn’t seen Mia since the hospital⁠—”

      “When she told me that I was holding her wrong⁠—”

      “She’s a mom⁠—”

      “—and criticized that I was using disposable diapers.”

      She shook her head sadly, but Mom was always a hard thing for me to talk about.

      Siobhan wasn’t the child who mom said had decided they were gay or who had chosen to bring a child into an ungodly house. Nope, the one who’d done all that was me. It didn’t matter that I’d explained everything, that I’d been born the way I was meant to be. Mom hated that I was gay, that I wasn’t religious, and that I’d broken the worst rule in the Good Book. When I’d snapped one day and shouted that she thought lying with another man was worse than murder, she didn’t say that wasn’t true.

      That had been the day I’d left for college, and since then, I’d seen her ten or so times on family occasions, and each time I’d left fuming. Siobhan still had a limited relationship with her, but that didn’t mean I had to.

      “So, changing the subject, what happened to my masterpiece?” She picked up an old blue ice-cream tub and tilted it so I could see the remains of the citrus yellow bowl she’d made me.

      I held up my hand in answer. She put the container down and picked up bandages that were piled neatly on the counter.

      Do I need them? What if Mia gets hurt? I should get bandages.

      “Earth to idiot-twin? We need to get this cut covered.”

      I didn’t argue as she passed Mia to me, who I held in my good arm. Then Siobhan wrapped me up like a mummy, making me feel as if I might never see my hand again.

      “Mom says she would love to see Mia again, but she understands that it’s difficult for you,” she said, just when my defenses had lowered a little because she was caring for me.

      My heart sank and I wanted to stop her from talking about mom because a whole load of crappy memories crowded into my head of years when Mom couldn’t even meet my eyes, let alone talk to me. True, Mom had visited me and Mia in the hospital and a big part of me hoped she would have something profound to say—something that would mend the past. Of course she loved Mia, cuddled Mia, and she was my mom, so I was okay with her holding my daughter for the longest time. But when it came to the serious stuff, the part where she was supposed to say to me that I would be a great dad and that I had this, there had been nothing.

      “She knows where I live. Not that I want her to visit.” Fuck, I sound like a heartless bastard. I was just trying to protect my heart, and most of all Mia, because all I could imagine was Mia turning to her grandmother at age sixteen and explaining she was gay. Would she have the same heavy weight of disapproval thrown at her? Would she be told it wasn’t God’s way?

      I had Mia to think about, and I didn’t want Mom anywhere near her. That small window of opportunity at the hospital when Mom could have spoken to me and supported me had gone in the blink of an eye. How fucked up was that for what was supposed to be a mom/son relationship?

      Siobhan glanced up at me and gave me the stare. The one that only a twin can give another—the one that gave sympathy and support while calling me on my shit. “Mom knows you don’t want to see her, But I really think she understands it’s her fault now; she’s changed.”

      “She didn’t seem changed in the hospital,” I said, bitterly. “She was an awkward mess, couldn’t look me in the eye, and didn’t have anything positive to say to me.”

      Siobhan frowned. “The way she told it was that she tried to show you how to hold Mia in the hospital, and talked to you about diapers and that you shut her down.”

      “Jesus, sis. Let me remind you that she told me I was holding Mia like a football, and that disposable diapers are the work of the devil.”

      “She actually said they were the work of the devil?” Siobhan raised a single eyebrow.

      “Something like that,” I lied.

      “Well, she thinks she tried.”

      “Tried? She never wanted me to decide to be gay. She never wanted me to have boyfriends. She never wanted me to have Mia.” I was working up a head of steam now, but Siobhan pressed her free hand to my chest.

      “I know, Ash. I know all that. But for Mia’s sake, don’t shut Mom out. Things have changed at her church, and… look, it’s not my place to tell you what to do, but call her. For me? Maybe you can be the bigger man and extend an olive branch, okay?”

      “Like I said, she knows where I live.” We’d never gotten back onto a level footing. She’d never even met Darius, who’d been a long-term boyfriend. Not that she’d missed out there, because he was a grade-A dick. When I’d split with him but had decided to go ahead with the surrogacy, she’d been apoplectic. Although I’d only found out about that secondhand through a friend of a friend. It all went back to the church, back to her rigid stance on homosexuality and the whole thorny complex argument over what the definition of a family should be.

      “You know she won’t just visit on her own.”

      “Do you know what she said back when I told her my surrogate was pregnant?”

      “Ash—“

      “In the middle of one of her bible quoting tirades, she suggested the surrogate should lose the baby. Her own granddaughter.”

      Siobhan cradled my face and sighed.

      “We all say things in the heat of the moment. Look at my reaction over you not wanting to have me as your surrogate.”

      I winced at the memory. Mom was different. She was institutionally set on the fact that man-plus-woman-plus-baby was what a family looked like. We’d circled right back to the fact that I was going against God’s law, or whatever she’d said after I’d shut down and refused to listen to any more.

      “But Ash, you know she won’t just drop in, not after you and her⁠—”

      “What?” I snapped, and she stroked my cheekbone with her thumb to calm me. It worked. Siobhan always knew what to do to stop my anger and anxieties fighting to surface.

      “Mom didn’t understand how beautiful your little family would be,” she said. “How precious Mia is, but I honestly think she wants to. She just doesn’t know how. So, what if you make her understand?”

      “It’s not as if she tries to listen to me.”

      “Maybe you need to be the one to build a bridge and help Mom to understand.” Siobhan faced me, stood on tiptoes, then pressed a kiss to my cheek, “Because I swear, if you don’t call and invite her by tomorrow, I’ll lock you both in a room until you get through to each other.”

      I didn’t doubt for a minute that was exactly what my stubborn sister would do.

      “Why are you pushing this thing with Mom on me?”

      “For Mia. Everything you do now is for her. That’s just what being a dad is.”

      I closed my eyes briefly, and the sigh that left me was full of a desperate need to make everything right for Mia. Siobhan had it easy, married to a man, a soldier, a hero, with two gorgeous children, a minivan, and a cat. She even had the ubiquitous white picket fence.

      “I’ll try and call her,” I said after a moment’s pause. Siobhan looked at me steadily, and she would see through the lie. “Okay, maybe one day you bring her over, and we can possibly talk,” I added, and she relaxed a little.

      We exchanged glances, and then she smiled at me. “I will always be in your corner, Ash,” she reassured. “Now I need to go. I love you.”

      Mia and I waved Siobhan away. Then I closed the front door as all my energy left me in a rush.

      One thing that could be said for my bratty, in-your-face, teasing, annoying sister?

      She only wanted me to be happy, and through everything, she’d always had my back.

      Unlike my mom who hated me and my baby.
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      With Mia in my arms I stared at my calendar.

      “Wow, you’re at day forty-five,” I told the inanimate object.

      It was the same calendar that I’d used to count down the days until Mia’s arrival into this world, and now it marked each day that Mia had been alive. Each day in which I tried my hardest to be a good dad. That was all I could think as I circled today. “Not that I need to tell you it’s day forty-five, because you’re a calendar.”

      After I’d spent two minutes yesterday telling the sterilizer that it played an important part in keeping Mia safe, and explained how tired I was, it hit me that I’d begun talking to lifeless objects. Yesterday the sterilizer, today the calendar.

      Neither had said anything in return, but I honestly believed that talking about things out loud was enough for me to make sense of them. I wasn’t sure that I was ready to be sociable with real-life people.

      Guilt flooded me, and even though I knew there was no such thing as guilt-free parenting, I wallowed in the feeling for as long as it took for the bottles to be done. I scooped Mia from her crib and sat at my desk, opening my laptop so I could try some of that multitasking that Siobhan had done so well. After a few tries at making Mia comfortable, I finally managed to log in, then opened my email. There was the usual content in there, a couple of contract emails that I dealt with first. I’d deliberately cleared the decks for three months so nothing would come between me and Mia’s time, but there would always be the odd question. I owed my career a huge debt; without the payoff from one of my first game designs, I wouldn’t have been able to afford over one hundred thousand dollars to go through the surrogacy.

      After work mails I dispatched any spam. Finally, all that was left was an email from someone on the forum I’d signed up for, who was obviously stuck in the nineties by the state of the Hotmail address which was “nicholas.james.arthur.horner.7699210@hotmail.com.” Firstly, not many people the right side of forty used Hotmail now, and secondly, did no one tell this person that shorter was better? I’d already formed an impression of the sender, as some tech dinosaur, and that wasn’t fair. Not everyone was a computer geek like me.

      I opened it, expecting the sender to laugh me off, something to make the loneliness worse.

      “Let’s see what they say, Mia,” I said and shifted her a little when I noticed she’d stopped feeding and that she’d nearly finished the bottle. I placed her up on my shoulder, burp cloth in place, and rubbed her back as I read the email out loud.

      “Dear Asher, welcome to Single Dads Together. I’ve given you access to the forum and sent a note to a couple of dads on here in a similar position to yours. It’s okay to feel alone. I know I feel alone every day, and that is what we are here for. You indicated that you live on the West Coast, and we have thriving sub-groups from Seattle down to San Diego, so I hope you’ll update your profile to be more specific, and in that way, you can find people in your locality who you can talk to. I’m here if you need help and my details are at the end of the email. I’m a father to three though, so it might not be an instant reply. You know what it’s like to be a dad.”

      The name at the end was Nick. He lived in Del Mar, only half an hour’s drive away. Was it wrong that I felt weird that this stranger who knew I was lonely lived way too close for comfort?

      I followed the sign-in link in the email, changed my password once I was in, then scrolled to the forum subjects. This forum was as old school as Hotmail, but that didn’t make the impact of what I was reading any less.

      There was a chat group, and I opened up the latest thread, which dealt with sibling rivalry. Nick had started the subject, talking about a heated situation in a supermarket. I didn’t post a reply, but the responses were even-tempered, useful, and everyone seemed super friendly and supportive.

      I scrolled down other posts, and one caught my eye.

      The Dating Game.

      Nick had started that thread as well. It was about dating but more specifically about how, after five years, Nick was thinking of dating a friend from work.

      It slowly became obvious that Nick had lost his husband five years ago, and that grief was only just ebbing enough for him to consider ever being with a guy for something more than a hookup. He had three children, twelve, ten, and eight, and he was lonely.

      Some of the replies broke my heart. Stories of dads who’d lost partners. Some who said they would never love again. I had to click away.

      I was looking for something on this forum, support, but also agreement that my ex was a waste of space and that I was right to do this alone. I couldn’t read about other people’s grief and not want to do something about it, and what did I have to offer in the way of help? Nothing.

      I should have tried to sleep as Mia dozed on my chest. I was messing up any chance of refilling my energy tanks, but when the next post I saw was from a man called Tim in New York who posted an entire essay entitled, lonely and alone, I couldn’t stop reading.

      By the time I’d read the post and the comments and found my eyes filling with tears, I went back to my profile and added San Diego to my address, and my email contact. I wanted to connect with these guys because I was exhausted and needy, and I wanted to know I wasn’t alone.

      I couldn’t help with their grief or their sadness or loneliness, at least not yet. But I could learn about these things, and somehow I would grow into someone who could help.

      One day.

      When I finally got sleep.

      

      The forum was the first thing I thought about the next day. I reached for my iPad as soon as I had a spare moment and saw I had four emails from the forum. One was from a guy in Oceanside, a thirty-minute direct run north up the coast from me. His name was Brady, and he didn’t seem to be able to get all his thoughts down in a coherent fashion. I could imagine him sitting there, desperate for a connection to some other man in a similar position. You and me both, Brady. He’d added his Messenger details, and I connected and left a short hello with an explanation of who I was. His icon was blank, so he wasn’t online, but I already felt a kinship with him simply because we were both single dads. Then his icon turned green, and three dots bounced, indicating he was typing something back to me.

      

      Brady: Hi

      Ash: Hi

      

      I watched the dots bouncing again. They seemed to move for a very long time, and I imagined Brady at the other end thinking about what to write. Then they vanished, and disappointment coursed through me. Maybe Brady had second thoughts about connecting with a stranger? I flexed my fingers, ready to type something, and then a long message appeared.

      

      Brady: I copy pasted this from a document, so don’t think I can type this fast really. LOL. I’m going to be honest and tell you I have dyslexia, which makes using Messenger hard at times. I mix up things, and it takes me a while to get back to people, so apologies in advance. I use voice to text a lot, but you know how that works sometimes and then fails spectacularly. Nothing says stupid as when you type bank manager as wank manager.

      So, long story short, I worked out all of this to post to anyone I connected with in advance, and got a friend to amend and spell-check it. I wrote a couple of replies depending on who contacted me, and I had this one all ready to go if it was to another dad in the same position as me. Or at least a dad who is wondering about his place in things.

      I’m really pleased you reached out to me, and I want you to know that even though I might not be able to type super-fast or make a lot of sense with what I write, that I would love to connect online to other people in my position. So if you don’t mind me sending you messages that have short words, I’m happy to talk.

      I care for two children: Lucas, who is eleven, and Maddie who is nine. Their parents, my sister and her husband, died some time ago now. In their wisdom, they gave me guardianship of the kids, so I’m both uncle and dad. It’s hard but rewarding, and I love them, although they don’t always love me. LOL.

      A bit about me - I was working for a graphic design company, but it was impossible fitting work around putting Lucas and Maddie first. I do freelance drawing, which I have some talent in, and work hard to be a good dad, which it seems I have less talent in. So yeah, that’s me. I’m twenty-eight, gay, and currently in a relationship with Robert, but I think he’s about to walk out on me. I don’t blame him. I don’t have the time for him when he is home. Right now I think I’m losing him, so I’m feeling isolated and lonely because he isn’t here, and I’ve never really had long-term friends. Not that you really need to know all of that.

      Anyway, that is my story, and I’d love to connect if I haven’t scared you off.

      I reread his long post and then decided that I needed to take the plunge and connect with someone who was as lonely as I was. Particularly a guy who had a boyfriend who was at work a lot. When Darius had been doing that kind of shit, he’d been sleeping around. Not that I would say that unless this Brady person asked for my advice. Instead, I was all about reassuring Brady.

      

      Ash: Hello, Brady. I’m not worried about spelling or grammar, in case you’re worried. I’m dad to Mia. She’s only a couple of months old, but she’s my everything. I write code for games. It’s really nice to meet you. Ash.

      

      The dots bounced, and before I knew it, I was knee deep in a very slowly typed conversation with Brady about lack of sleep and grief.

      

      Brady: I’m line on in every evenings

      

      Although on and line were a little jumbled, I realized that somewhere along the way I had begun to pick up on the style of his writing.

      

      Ash: I’ll hit you up tomorrow evening, then. Really good to talk.

      

      He answered with a smiley, which he did a lot through our online chat. I guess the cartoon images were a lot easier to work with than the mess of letters that made up words.

      I sent him a smiling emoji back, along with a thumbs-up, and signed out of chat. Maybe we could meet up face-to-face one day, and maybe I could start to make friends outside of the ones I’d had through my ex who’d all vanished when he left me.

      Two of the other three emails were general forum posts, and the last one was from Nick, who gave me the address details for a San Diego SDT group meetup, which was at his house.

      Am I really going to go?

      The address was thirty-two minutes away according to my maps app, but it would be the first journey I’d taken with Mia that wasn’t us coming back from my sister’s house. All I wanted now was email exchanges that confirmed to me that I was doing okay, so did I genuinely want to meet up with other dads?

      What if those other dads told me I was doing everything wrong?

      And what if they were right?
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      I really wanted to see Ash, to go next door and see if he was okay, which was just a thinly veiled excuse to see him. This was necessary after meeting his sister and having a weird-ass conversation that somehow ended up with me not only telling her I was gay but also agreeing her brother was hot.

      That girl, his twin, had crazy mad interrogation skills. After the chat, in which it was explained very plainly that her brother was also gay, I had this insane idea that I might ask Ash out for coffee; a notion that wouldn’t leave me alone.

      So asking him out for coffee is what I wanted to do.

      Unfortunately, what I had to do was attend the 6th Annual Trauma Awareness Expo and man the stall for Soledad Memorial Hospital. In fact, all three of us, me, Leo, and Eric were there. Leo and Eric in uniform, me in my scrubs.

      Scrubs for fuck’s sake.

      It’s how the public perceives the ER now, Sean. Suck it up sunshine.

      Whatever. Scrubs were my uniform, and they were super comfortable, but it wasn’t bling like my friends had going on. The fire department had brought a big shiny engine, and Eric was busy dealing with herds of kids and their admiring moms. Of course he was. He was a six-five, distinguished firefighter and could bench press who knew how much.

      Leo, handsome and slick in his dress blues had his police car, along with special dispensation to pretend to lock kids in the back seat and turn on the blue lights. Between him and Eric, they had the sexy first responders thing all sewn up. They were goddamn heroes.

      And what did I have? I had Tracy from IT, who didn’t want to be there, and an anatomically correct cross section of a human heart, with real pumping blood. Well, not exactly blood, but synthetic liquid that was leaking from somewhere and left my hands smelling of bleach.

      “What happens if I poke it with a stick?” a kid asked me, all ginger hair and wide eyes, pointing at the fake heart. “Will that blood gush out all over me?” He couldn’t have been more than ten, and there was no parent who appeared to be responsible for him. The last thing I wanted was for him to poke the expensive prop with the sharp, pointy stick that he was waving in front of me.

      “Would you poke a real person in the heart?” I asked and nudged the display out of his reach.

      “Only if they ’served it,” the kid stated, and jeez, he seemed as if he really meant what he was saying. Did we have a future serial killer on our hands here? I searched for Leo, and if I could catch his eye, maybe we could haul in the kid for questioning. “Nah,” the kid added, “it was a joke.” He peered at the table, at the pile of heart-shaped stickers with the hospital logo. “Can I have a sticker?”

      “Sure you can.” I picked up a sheet to peel off one, but he grabbed a pile of ten sheets, then ran before I could stop him. That was the most excitement I’d had all morning, apart from Tracy telling me in no uncertain terms that she was sick and that she had to leave. I offered to check her out if it helped, but she ran before I could catch her. Which meant I was now on my own, with the stickers, in my scrubs, and with a bleeding heart.

      “You ever saved anyone?” another kid asked, this one maybe fifteen, the right age for my target market. I wasn’t completely sure why I was even there—whether it was to sell the hospital services or encourage kids to concentrate on science more so they might one day become medics like me.

      “I try and save a lot of people.” I waited for a follow-up question.

      “But not for real? Like from fires or from people with guns, right?” The boy stared right through me, and I was stuck in that awkward place between wanting to explain that I was one of those who tried to save the people after the disaster, or saying no and letting the kid move on.

      “The stickers are lame.” The boy picked them up, then dropped them and left.

      Yep, I was not manning what people would call the heroic-sexy stall at all. I wasn’t a firefighter, I wasn’t a cop, but I was the one who would attempt to mend these people enough to stop them from dying if they ended up in my ER.

      I’m a quiet, understated hero. Obviously.

      Eric looked my way, and I caught his gaze as someone took a photo of him with their mom scooped up in his arms. He winked at me, and I gave him the finger. Subtly of course; I didn’t want to be caught on camera giving a firefighter the bird. The woman threw her arms around his neck, and it took two other guys from his engine to assist her from Eric’s hold. That made me smile, and this time, it was my turn to wink at him.

      The event was crowded, people spilling out of the tents, stopping, talking, some eventually worked their way over and asked me what I did. I explained I worked in the emergency room at Soledad Memorial, and got the same question asked in many different ways. For the older generation, it was questions about the television show. Was I like George Clooney in ER? Or “You sure don’t look like George Clooney in ER.” Then there were the ones who came over and told me all of their symptoms. By the time I’d dealt with my third case of possible hemorrhoids, it was two p.m., and I was done. The space in front of my table was so sparse of people I expected to see tumbleweed. The heart, which I’d named Henry, had somehow stopped pumping the fake blood, even though it was all plugged in to the portable generator. I was caught up in wondering if I should find a sharp stick and poke it when a commotion broke out in front of me.

      “My daughter!” someone shouted. “Help us.”

      “Someone call 911!”

      “She needs a paramedic!”

      Then I heard Leo call my name, and I grabbed my medical bag, jumped the table, knocking Henry-heart to the ground and sprinting as best I could to where I thought I’d heard my name called. I recognized the woman; she’d been to the stall and spoken at length about her husband’s diabetes. It was probably the only sensible conversation I’d had all day.

      I slid to a halt and fell to my knees next to the young girl who was on the ground, foot bent at a weird angle, a cut on her forehead, and sobbing piteously. Leo joined me.

      “Paramedics five minutes out,” Leo said.

      “There’s bleeding,” Eric added.

      “What’s her name?” I asked the mom.

      “Becky,” she said, and gripped her daughter’s hand. “The bouncy castle is supposed to be safe, but she fell as she got off.”

      “Can you get me some room here?” I asked Leo and looked at him pointedly. This was a young girl on the ground, and a crowd of gawkers staring. Eric and a couple of his firefighter buddies formed a protective circle around us all.

      “Becky? I just need to check your eyes, okay?” I flashed the light but everything was okay, pupils reacting as they should. The head wound was superficial, it was the ankle that looked bad. “And now I’m going to check your ankle as gently as I can, sweetheart.” Leo cradled her head, and I examined the area. “It looks to me like it’s just a sprain,” I lied. She was already crying, no point in making it obvious it was broken. “The paramedics will take you to the ER and get X-rays.” The paramedics arrived, and I passed on what I knew, adding quietly what I suspected about the break, and watched as Becky and her mom left. The drama was over.

      The crowd of watchers melted away, and it was just me, Eric, and Leo in a circle.

      “Now who’s the hero,” I deadpanned.

      Leo snorted, but Eric frowned. “I have a bone to pick with you, Doctor,” he announced and tugged me over to the big shiny scarlet engine. “Look.”

      All across the back, spelled out in the stickers I’d been handing out was one word. ASS. It was artistic, and I could make a good guess who had done it and that he probably had ginger hair.

      Eric muttered as he peeled each sticker off, then patted the big rig. Any minute now he’d start talking to it. I sidled away, back to my stall, which was a little busier as people had followed me back, and I tried to fix Henry-heart, who now had a new hole.

      “I’m not sure I can save you,” I told the model and laid him on his side to stop the seeping scarlet fluid.

      By the time volunteers from the hospital had dismantled our stall, the crowds had thinned, and those who were left were picking up trash and what looked like all the stickers I’d given out. I made a mental note to suggest that Memorial needed to rethink next year’s marketing, and said my goodbyes. Leo and Eric were both on duty and heading straight out, but I was on day two of my time off, the forced break after working twenty-one days in a row. I left the care of Henry to the support workers.

      Now, I could call a cab or walk, since I’d carpooled with Eric that morning, but I decided that even though I was in scrubs, I would walk home. It wasn’t much more than three miles, right through the park, and I needed to enjoy the May sunshine while I could. All too soon I’d be back on the battleground at the hospital, although with a full complement of docs there now, maybe I’d even get more time off soon.

      And pigs will fly.

      The park was stunning, full of color and life, and I slowed my walk to an appreciative saunter, tilting my head up to the sun and feeling in that single moment that everything in life was possible. It was in that happy positive mood that I left the park, rounded the corner into our road, and spotted Ash collecting his mail. I quickened my pace to cut him off, glancing at his bandaged hand and noticing it had been redone.

      “Hi, Ash,” I said in my best neighborly way.

      He blinked at me, and I could see he was working through his memories of who the hell I was.

      “Oh, hey,” he offered and then lifted his cut hand. “Thank you for the fix, if I hadn’t already said. I mean, I probably said something, but right now, it’s a blur.”

      “New babies will do that to you,” I offered and was aware I came over as a combination of preachy and lame.

      “My sister is visiting again,” he said. “She told me that her psychic twin connection told her I needed help.”

      “You have a psychic twin connection?”

      “She says we do, but it doesn’t seem to work from my end.”

      “Okay, cool.”

      “I should be in there.”

      I got the impression he was defending why he wasn’t in the house with his baby. “She said I needed to let them have girl time for at least an hour. Do babies need that already?”

      “I doubt it,” I reassured. “At this age, all a baby wants is to drink milk, have hugs, and not have dirty diapers. Oh, and sleep.”

      “I have to go…” He began to walk backward to the house, and I went with him, desperate to connect. Why, I don’t know, but there was something about him that meant all I wanted to do was talk to him and then maybe stare at him some more. He stopped just short of his porch and tucked his mail under his arm. “Do you know a lot about babies?”

      “I know enough, but I’m an ER doc, not a pediatrician.”

      He sunk to the step. “I don’t know anything about babies.” He sounded lost. “We read all the books, or at least I did. Then I went to classes on my own, but none of it is working the same as what I read or learned. I have this schedule I made, from all the advice, and I pinned it to the fridge, about sleep routines and milestones, but I’m not following any of it. We had all these ideas, and now…”

      I took his pleading look as an invitation that he wanted to talk, and sat next to him. It hadn’t bypassed me that he’d picked up on the use of the word we. Did he mean a boyfriend? Or maybe his sister? She seemed a pretty hands-on aunt.

      “We?” I asked gently.

      “My ex, Darius, and I, we started this journey,” he let out a full body sigh, “but it was me who decided to keep going. He kind of left me holding the baby. But, not really…well, yeah I guess he did. Only having Mia in my life balances everything. I wanted her, I wasn’t left with her.”

      “He doesn’t know what he’s missing. Mia is the perfect baby.”

      He shot me an amused look. “You wouldn’t say that if you’d been the one changing her diaper last night. I’ve never seen anything that color before.”

      He shook his head ruefully, and I couldn’t help but think just how damn cute he was.

      “Diapers are hell,” I agreed, and he smiled at me. Simply sharing that one small thing was another connection between us.

      “The books never told me just how bad they could be.”

      “No book can prepare you for real life,” I reassured him. “Things can turn on a dime.”

      “You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

      “Believe me, I am. When you’re in medical school, you’re told all kinds of things about procedure, about keeping yourself safe, but when it’s hands-on in the ER, it’s like battlefield medicine, so comfortable procedure flies out of the window.”

      He went silent and wrapped his arms around his knees, looking impossibly vulnerable, so much so that I wanted to hug him hard. After kissing him, of course.

      “My sister is bathing Mia. Then apparently they might go and sit in the garden, and through that, I am supposed to sit and wait for them and enjoy the sunshine, or failing that, sleep.”

      “Maybe you should sleep.”

      He glanced at me. “I look that bad, huh?”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say that he might well feel exhausted, but he was sexy and hot. He actually ticked all my boxes, all dark and brooding, and with a runner’s build. We were around the same height, and I imagined that kissing his plump pink lips would be worth taking my time over. Knowing he was gay just made everything much clearer. I loved babies, and it appeared that I was attracted to tired-looking single gay dads. I could get behind having some neighborly fun.

      “She’s only in town a little while, and then she’s heading home.”

      His words broke through my appreciative assessment, right at the time I realized that him living next door would make hookups a disastrous option.

      “Where is home for her?” I said to get things back on track.

      “Near Pala. It’s where I grew up.”

      “Not far then.”

      “No, an hour or so in the car, but her kids, my niece and nephew, are being looked after by friends because her husband, Dan, is overseas right now. He’s military.” He let out another sigh. “It’s completely selfish, but I spent the first few weeks at her house, with her helping me to learn things, and she made me go home, so I’d learn, but she’s come over because of the twin thing, and now, I’m scared for her to leave.”

      “I understand that.”

      “It’s stupid how sorry I feel for myself.”

      “Hey, you want to know who lives next door to you?” I thumbed at my house. “There’s me. I’m a doctor and can help you with all kinds of chills and fevers.” His eyes widened, and I moved to reassure him immediately. “Not that your baby will get either of those.”

      “Mia, her name is Mia.”

      “Well, I happen to know as a doctor that any baby named Mia is immune from childhood illnesses,” I deadpanned and actually managed to raise a smile.

      “I’ll remember that.”

      “Anyway, so you have me. Then there is Eric, who you met under difficult circumstances. He’s a firefighter, a really strong guy, so he can come over and help you lift stuff, check your smoke detector, that kind of thing. He’s also amazing at starting barbecues. Lastly there is Leo who is a cop, so if you have any issues, you can call on him, problems with neighbors, that kind of thing. He has a dog, Cap, named after Captain America, a black lab who eats everything in sight. So even after your sister goes, we can all be there if you need us, a ready-made first-responders unit right next door.” A smile lit up his dark eyes, and my lust levels increased sharply. He’s gorgeous.

      Yes, he was a new dad; yes, there was a baby in there, but God, I wanted to kiss the man as desperately as I needed my next breath. Or at least touch him. All over. With my mouth.

      I moved away a little in case my hands and lips got the better of me, but thankfully he didn’t notice.

      “I want this to work.”

      “Then it will. You should come over,” I blurted because it seemed I had lost all of my game. Where was the interesting conversation and the detailed questions about him being a new dad? Or commenting on the story about the ex. Vanished, that’s what. “Get a beer or something, meet the guys?”

      “Maybe, when Mia has grown up and left home.” He laughed at his own joke, and I smiled along with him.

      The one insistent question I had inside me pushed to the front and wouldn’t be denied. “So you and Darius, you’re not together anymore?”

      Ash scrubbed at his eyes. “God, no.”

      “Would you like to come out with me for coffee or something? A date maybe?”

      Coffee. A walk. Some kissing. Sex. Whatever.

      Ash huffed a loud laugh and stood, slapping his mail on his thigh. “Yeah, right. You’re a funny man.”

      He shut his front door behind him faster than I could stand up. He thought I was joking? The thought of kissing him? Of touching him? Of all the kinds of hot and nasty things we could do together? I was hard and had to restrain myself from suggesting a date much more interesting and obvious than a casual coffee between friends.

      I hadn’t been joking.
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