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One: Best Option

MAINTENANCE DRONES PASSED the Speaker General’s window as Mirtoff stifled a yawn. How long would they be here this time? The fleet stopped in a holding pattern while repairs were performed, the darkness of space surrounding them. Soft light from the window surround bathed her in a warm glow as she brushed away the few strands of hair that dropped from her tightly braided bun.

The past several months had been difficult, and she’d had little sleep. The suffering of her people weighed heavily on her. Mining Ship 9 had a malfunction in one of its storage bays while on an Ĩ-type asteroid pulling out much-needed water, nickel, cobalt, and platinum. One hundred and fifty people died that day.

She perused her terminal, chairs, conference table, and sofa. At times her office was claustrophobic. It’s bigger than what most of my people have. She gathered her scattered thoughts and sipped from the now warm cup of tuma.

Faa was curled up on the couch. Their gazes met, and a comforting smile filled his face. He closed his big green eyes and nestled his gray, fur-covered head onto one of the sofa’s pillows for a nap. His tail shifted gently back and forth.

He’s calm today.

They’d been inseparable since he was plucked from the wreckage of Agricultural Ship 15 ten years ago when he was a seyas. Perhaps a month old. She had been consoling survivors and reviewing the damage. Twelve people died that day, including her sister-in-law.

Faa still suffered from nightmares, but he had always been a sensitive cádo. If he could communicate his pain and fear better so she might help him, maybe it wouldn’t bother her so much, but the cádo were limited in that manner. She always considered it so unfair to them, particularly Faa.

Sighing, Mirtoff took a final swallow of her tuma, savoring the last of the now warm liquid, preferring it chilled as it should be, but unwilling to cool it again. The sweet, spicy flavors were still there, so the taste was pleasant enough. Turning her attention back to the chaos of her desk and the report-filled datapads, she rubbed her temple. The people and the cádo were weary of traveling through space. It had been too long.

If J’Veesa had intended Mirtoff and the Nentraee people to wander the stars, she would never have created their world, even if it was gone now. They had a home once.

They needed to find somewhere they could build a new life, a new world. They needed off these ships.

She glanced out the window again at the 450 ships carrying her people. How long would it take them to find a home?

Of course, there were other worlds and other civilizations, but none that fit her people and their needs. J’Veesa never meant for the Nentraee to be worshiped like gods; there was only one God, J’Veesa. Many names, yes, but there was only one.

They needed to either find a world void of life or one with a civilization they could work with and learn from. Their first choice was a world with equals on it.

What if they never found one? What if the ships stopped working? What if they were forced to do what some in the military had suggested? What if they had to take advantage of a lesser civilization? Or worse, what if…

“Enough,” she huffed and turned back to the reports.

Faa startled and glanced up at her. “Provider?” he asked in a soft murmur. His speech was poor but understandable.

“It’s nothing, little one. I’m sorry.”

He shook his head and settled back in his chair, his big eyes not leaving her.

She grabbed one of the datapads to review. Agricultural Ship 23 was still under repair, forcing the other agro ships to increase production and require rationing. Again. She sighed.

There was a chirp at the door. Odd. Is it that late? Faa’s eyes didn’t leave her, but his floppy ears perked up.

Her aide, Danu, was gone for the day. The lines of her mouth softened into a smile when the visitor’s image appeared on her desk monitor. She tapped a button on the screen, and then the door opened swiftly and Mi’ko entered.

“Vice speaker, tell me you’ve brought good news,” Mirtoff’s brows raised, and her lips pulled up at the edges. “Would you like a tuma? It’s a little warm, but it’s still good.”

Faa looked at the vice speaker; his eyes softened and his muzzle twitched. If anything happened to her or her family, she wouldn’t be surprised if he chose Mi’ko as his new Provider.

Mi’ko regarded her with his aging, aqua eyes. The wrinkles around his mouth turned up into a smile as he spoke. “No, thank you, Madam Speaker.”

He was still in his traditional gray suit. She wondered if he’d been home yet. His brown hair was neatly groomed and pulled back, past his shoulders. His lopsided tieback was coming loose, which allowed a few wisps of hair to fall free.

“I have news,” Mi’ko said. “The signals we’ve been studying have promise. We locked onto the frequencies, followed them, and found more transmissions.” He typed on his datapad and a three-dimensional holographic image lifted from the screen, revealing a small solar system. He pointed at the third planetoid, and it zoomed in. “I think this might be what we’ve been looking for.”

Mirtoff sipped her tuma and joined the vice speaker, leaving her work and her frustrations behind. She strolled to the screen on the wall by her conference table. This was a neutral space for her to meet with her staff or the other members of the Speaker’s House.

Jumping off the couch, Faa swiftly followed her and lay by her feet. Reaching down, she scratched his head. He often whined about the room being too stifling, but thankfully, not today. The parks and their trees were his preference.

The vice speaker waved the holographic image away, pulled up a different file on his device, and swiped them over to the larger monitor. “It’s a collection of speeches. We’re halfway through the translations. What we do know so far is there are multiple languages and cultures, which could be both good and bad. It shows high intelligence.”

Mirtoff set her tuma down.

Mi’ko cued the wall-mounted monitor as an image slowly appeared. Grainy, at first, but clearing. What came into view were snippets of a dark-skinned being almost like the U’Ztraee in coloring. Under the image: Martin Luther King, Jr. “…dream.” The being was standing at a podium, speaking:

“Five score years ago, a great American…signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came…of Negro slaves…seared…injustice. It came…end the long night of their captivity…”

The first video ended, and Mi’ko tapped his datapad. “The life forms seem inspired by what it’s saying. I’m eager for our linguist teams to finish working on the translations. The beings have a similar appearance to ours, but we will have to clear up the images for better examination.”

The next broadcast started. This one showed a pale-skinned being wearing some form of optical assistance device with the words: “United States” under the creature. The life form looked very Caleen, sitting in some kind of assembly hall with a gold backdrop.

“I doubt if anyone…except possibly…the Soviet Union has any doubt about the facts. But…the Soviet Government up…Thursday, when…denied the existence…installing such weapons in Cuba…evidence available right now…”

Again, the image faded out as Mi’ko swiped a new file over. “I don’t know what to make of that last one. The creatures did not seem pleased.” After another pause, the next one started. The audio degradation was more present, and the vice speaker needed to make a few adjustments. There were no images to accompany the speech. The words that came were of a different language and sounded harsh and more guttural.

“The crisis in German economics…is expressed by our economic statistics, but it is above…internal course of our economic life, in…organization…here we can indeed speak of a crisis which… It is the crisis which…between capital, economics, and people. This crisis is particularly…relations between our workmen and the employers. Here the crisis…than in any other country in the world…”

Mirtoff tapped her mug. “Speeches made by the same creatures of different cultures, it would seem. Not an unattractive race, certainly not Nentraee. They can clearly pontificate and bring in masses of their fellow beings. Do we have anything that reflects their technology or knowledge?”

Mi’ko typed out a few commands on the screen. “It would seem so, but we’re not sure how advanced they are. We have images of air shuttles, large ocean vessels, and small space vehicles.”

The screen came to life, and an older being in a dark suit appeared. It looked Caleen, similar to the other being with the visual aid. However, this life form’s pale face had dark circles under its eyes. The corners of its mouth fell as the image filled the screen.

“Nineteen years ago…lost three astronauts in a terrible accident on the ground. But we’ve never lost an astronaut in flight…And perhaps we’ve forgotten the courage…the shuttle. But they, the Challenger Seven…the dangers…”

The image changed. On one side, a mix of beings, in blue suits holding helmets. On the opposite side, an image of a ship, lifting off, and within seconds, exploding on screen with the words written underneath: “Space Shuttle Challenger explodes… seconds… liftoff.”

Mirtoff’s concentration broke when Faa got up and circled the vice speaker’s feet. Mi’ko’s face softened as he glanced at the cádo, who beamed up at him. Mi’ko was about to lean over to pet him, but Faa moved back over to Mirtoff with a murmured giggle.

“Madam Speaker, there were other speeches with varying tongues, but these are the longest and clearest. We’ve also tracked broadcasts with flowing qualities similar to our language; we are studying those as well, but those vary greatly and are accompanied by nonverbal rhythmical sounds. They’ll offer us the greatest chance at further translation and study.” He placed the datapad on the table before continuing. “We have additional images of these beings, but they show a great deal of war, death, and destruction, some natural and some not.”

Sighing, Mirtoff turned to the vice speaker, rubbing her temples. Faa nudged against her leg to offer support and comfort. “Images of pain and sorrow don’t require any translation, do they?”

Mi’ko’s expression dropped as he fussed with his tieback again, trying to straighten it. “No, Madam Speaker, they don’t.”

Mirtoff stood, causing Faa to scramble off. Gliding back over to her desk, she picked up one of the reports. She frowned. All they brought was bad news. “What else do we know about these creatures?”

The vice speaker cleared the reviewed files with a wave of his wrinkled hand over the datapad. Sitting in front of her desk, he spoke. “We traced the signals and where they came from—sector 19.70a.1027sj. A small solar system, one main sequence star with various planetary bodies; theirs is the third planet with one stable orbiting planetoid.”

He pulled up the holographic image of the solar system again and they watched the three-dimensional image lift from the device filling the space in front of them. He tapped a few commands, and the image increased in size.

“Similar to our solar system,” Mirtoff sipped her almost forgotten tuma.

Mi’ko picked out the third planet. It appeared to be an oxygen-based planet with heavy atmosphere. It showed up as a blue world with white clouds covering parts of it. Both he and Mirtoff studied the holoimage.

He reduced the size of the holographic image, moved it to the side, and pulled up another image that lifted from the device’s screen. It was their fleet.

Mirtoff leaned in closer to see the ships.

That’s all of us. Four hundred and fifty ships. Everyone else left behind dead.

“Given our current fleet status, lack of resources, and repairs that still need to be made, it will take us between nine and twelve months to reach them, should we go.”

He highlighted the ships in red that still needed repairs.

Her eyes closed.

So many.

“It would give us more time to study them and their cultures. It would also give us the time needed for our people to learn the basics of their main languages.”

“Home, Provider?” Faa asked. “A new home?” He jumped up on Mirtoff, nuzzling her neck happily.

Her laugh filled the office with warmth. “Faa, that tickles. Be a good cádo. Go to your spot.”

He’s such a dear one. Always bringing me joy.

He jumped off and bounced to his place on the sofa. His joy at the prospect of a new home made her smile. Possibly, it was what they needed, but could she be sure this new world would be the right choice?

“You’re my top advisor and the vice speaker of our people.” Her eyes met Mi’ko’s. “What do you think?”

“Madam Speaker, that’s your decision,” Mi’ko said. “You’re our leader. My duty is to provide you with the information I can so you can make the best possible decisions.” His brows were furrowed. “However, considering the state of our people and our fleet…”

Her groan was louder than she wanted. He’s right. “Very well. Pull the information you have, and call the Speaker’s House together to discuss our options. I want to know everything about this species. Find images of hope, something we can show to the others. These beings may appear similar to us, but they are not us. They must have something good. Are there more images of them traveling into space? An outpost, perhaps? Something on their orbiting planetoid? Is their technology similar to ours? Anything like that would do wonders.”

The vice speaker made notes on his device. The energy in the room shifted. It seemed lighter and the atmosphere more energetic than when he entered. It was a welcome change.

“We’ll keep this quiet for now. I don’t want to get our people’s hopes up. We’ve been through this before, with bad outcomes.”

Mi’ko’s face hardened. They had, indeed, learned from their mistakes. “Of course, Madam Speaker. It will be kept within the confines of the government. For now.”

Mirtoff leaned forward, her voice becoming quiet. “I don’t have to tell you General Gahumed will be difficult, especially if these beings have military technology similar or greater than ours. Let’s do our best to anticipate her arguments and have rebuttals in place. We can’t afford constant challenges and her pushing for military intervention.”

“Of course, Madam Speaker. I’ll do my best.” Mi’ko stood. “May you rest well.” He lingered in the doorway. “Madam Speaker?”

She put down the datapad, allowing the new information to load.

“Regardless of what happens, we can’t keep it quiet for long. Our people are restless. They need hope, even if it’s a tiny glimpse in absolute darkness.”

“May you rest well, my friend,” she said and went back to the report.

He bowed, touched the panel next to the door, and when it opened, he strolled out.

“Well, little one, no dinner with Ecra and Suloff tonight,” she said. “I have to go over this new information.”

The grin on his face fell as did his floppy gray ears. “Provider, no Suloff? No scratches?”

“Sorry, little love. But maybe we’ll walk the park on the way home and get something at the promenade.” She checked her now empty cup of tuma. Should I have another cup? Her head shook in the negative. Instead of having more, she picked up the datapad and scanned the new files over to her terminal.

Will this be it? A tingle of excitement filled her chest, but she needed to be the voice of reason and keep things in perspective.

They would have a lot to learn, but Mi’ko was right. She had to make the decision to explore this new world and race. Her people needed hope, something to grasp.

“One step at a time,” she whispered. This burden came with being the Speaker General. She had to weigh the options and make the best choice she could. But would it be the right one? Would it be enough?




Two: A Day like Any Other

TODD FORCED THE frown off his face, shaking his head at the email. He didn’t need this. Not today. He switched screens and continued to tap away on his laptop.

I’m not going to let it bother me. I’m in too good a mood.

His head bobbed to “Photograph” playing in the background. His brain spun with ideas for his new game. The vampire role-playing game finished a couple of weeks ago; he had been working feverishly to get things set up for a new adventure game. For the past few days, he’d had nothing, but today he hit the jackpot. New ideas swam in his head. He had the scenes figured out and knew the direction the game would go.

Smiling over at the window, he saw Bianca, who like any good cat, was a true queen. She glanced out toward the front yard, surveying her realm. Todd and Jerry were her servants, and this was her castle, no mistake about it. She changed position and Todd turned back to his laptop. How long have I been writing, anyway?

The news was on; some talking head chattered about the conflict in the Middle East and troops being pulled out to come back home. Todd’s lips pursed. It’s rubbish. There was never anything new to report. One group of people hating another group of people, either trying to kill them or take their power. It was no different anywhere else. Everyone thought they were right, and no one believed in compromise.

“They should blow each other up and be done with it,” Todd said, as new images of this week’s disaster situation were shown. He shook his head. “When are we gonna get our shit together as human beings and grow up?”

Turning from the TV, he reread the opening scene. Grabbing his diet soda, he took a swallow. He paged down a few lines. It was a start, and it was better than yesterday, having only the outline.

“Hey. Whatcha doing?”

“Jerk,” Todd yelped, startled by the voice behind him. Jerry could be a ghost when he wanted to be. It was unnerving at times.

Jerry was a mess from working in the yard, covered in dirt and sweat. Honey-brown hair hung in clumps. It wasn’t a flattering appearance for him, chiefly because he was such a handsome guy. Still, with his big dopey smile, it made Todd’s heart skip a beat.

“Moi?” Jerry asked. “A jerk?” He grabbed the remote off the coffee table, muted the TV, and turned off the radio.

“Yes, you. I’m just working on my game. I had a great idea for a way to start. I’m gonna have the players in different locations around the world, and their first focus will be meeting up. That way they get to develop their characters and their backstories. Then I figure—” Todd stopped, noting the vacant expression on Jerry’s face. “You could care less.”

“Those games are your thing, not mine.” He kissed the top of Todd’s head. “I’m just happy you found something that you enjoy.”

“Well, thanks.” Todd beamed.

“So, anyway.” Jerry pointed to the TV and then the radio. “I wouldn’t have startled you if it hadn’t been for this noise. I mean, come on.” He shook his head. “I can hear the TV and radio all the way out back, and I’m sure the neighbors are loving it. How do you even concentrate?”

“It helps me focus,” Todd smirked. “It’s kind of like how you can sleep in your chair with a full can of soda in one hand and the remote control in the other.” He jerked a thumb at the window. “So, how’s the yard? Are we having fun yet?”

“Loads and loads. We should get a gardener. Let them deal with the mess.” Jerry ran his hand through his sweaty hair. He leaned against Todd’s shoulder, taking a peek at the screen.

“Now you’re interested?” Todd saved the file and closed the laptop. He would come back to it when he had time, probably later that evening when Jerry was watching TV.

Jerry rolled his eyes. “I don’t understand you.” He rested his hands on Todd’s shoulder. “Instead of wasting your free time on these role-playing games, why don’t you focus and create a short story, or even a book? I mean, why are you always hiding and avoiding things? Clearly you have the passion and the talent. Hell, why not try to submit it for a movie or TV show? It’s good enough.” Jerry picked up Todd’s diet soda and finished it off with a loud slurping sound.

“’Cause it’s not that good. I’m no writer. I just do it for fun.” Leaning back on the couch, he took a breath. “Plus, you need an agent and all that crap. It’s not like you can submit it and go.” He put the laptop on the coffee table. “And I hide from no one.”

Jerry shook his head. “One day, I’m going to get into your files and put it together. Then I’m gonna dump it on the internet to see what happens.”

“No, you won’t!”

“Why not? I love you and you love writing. Plus, it’ll get you out of your safety zone. Show how talented you are. Get you out of your crazy HR job.”

“If you do, I’ll have to sic the kitty on you, and she’ll take your sorry ass out and smack you around.” He pointed to the white, long-haired cat, who wasn’t paying either of them the least bit of attention as she lounged in the window. He brushed white cat hair off his shirt as he stood and stretched. “Plus, she watches all that you do and reports back to me.”

Bianca must have known they were talking about her because she turned, glanced at them, and let out a little meow.

“See, told ya.”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever. I say we get the kitty and cook ’er up and have kitty stew.” Jerry rushed over to the window. Before Bianca managed to escape, he scooped her up into his arms and gave her a sweaty and dirty squeeze. “Who wants kitty stew? Does the kitty want to be cooked in a pot, hmm?” Bianca gazed back at him with unimpressed green eyes. “No telling what the puss thinks, is there?”

“Nope, she’s full of mystery. That’s why she’s a cat.”

Jerry gave her nose a little scratch: one of her favorite itchy spots. “I’m gonna do it to piss you off. I’m gonna post your work online,” he said, with a menacing glare and a twinkle in his blue eyes.

“No, you won’t, because you love me.” A chuckle broke from his lips.

Part of him almost wished Jerry would post his work online. It might give him the kick-in-the-ass he needed to take that next step. But then, why rush? There was plenty of time; there always was tomorrow.

Bianca jumped from Jerry’s arms to the floor and pranced off.

“Well, bye,” Jerry said, the cat walking away with her tail in the air. He dusted off the hair she left behind. “By the way, I got a call from Dan yesterday.”

“Was it the snarky bitchy Dan or professional work Dan?” Todd asked.

Jerry laughed.

“What? I just want to know what to be prepared for.”

“Come on. We both love his sharp wit and he always makes us laugh.”

“Oh, I know. But you have to admit he can be a bit much, at times.”

Jerry nodded.

“So, what does he want?”

“He’s gonna be here tomorrow and wanted to know if we could host him for a few days.” He picked off more cat hair with a frown. “I told ’im I’d check with you, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“So, what brings Mister Dan, the drama magnet, to our neck of the woods? I thought he’s still in Europe working for that travel company or whatever. What happened to that?” Todd felt his heart skip a beat. “Don’t tell me he got fired? Is he—?”

“Relax,” Jerry cut him off. “He’s fine. He’s coming out here for his nephew’s graduation. You know him. He forgot to let us know. Or anyone else for that matter.” He fussed with his hair.

“God, what a mess. I still can’t believe Dan was in the Air Force.” Todd shook his head. “I guess his messy, last minute, snarkiness is part of his charm and why we love him.”

Getting off the sofa, Todd studied the yard and then looked up at the blue sky and white, puffy clouds lazily floating by. “The yard looks good,” Todd said as Jerry flopped onto the couch and picked up his tablet. “Hey, don’t be sitting on the couch all dirty like that!”

Jerry raised his eyebrows. “Whatever, Mister Fussy.” He stretched his arms over his head, still holding the tablet. “Anyway, he needs a place to stay and wanted to crash here instead of with his family. It should only be a week or so, but with Dan, who knows?”

“Ah, well, that’s cool. Why didn’t he send you a text or something? After all, he lives on his smartphone, like someone else I know.”

“Bite me,” Jerry jabbed back with a bright smile. “I wanted to check in with the office. And I’m not nearly as bad as someone I know, Mister Man.” Jerry poked Todd in the stomach.

Todd offered an innocent smile and knocked Jerry’s feet off the sofa so he could sit.

“So, do we know the details yet, or is he gonna text us the flight info?” Todd rested his arm on the back of the couch.

Jerry closed the tablet and rested his head on the back of the couch brushing up against Todd’s hand. As he looked up at the ceiling, he released a heavy sigh. “Nah, he’s gonna text us either tonight or tomorrow morning. It was a quick call.” He lifted his head and turned to Todd with narrowed eyes. “By the way, you didn’t close your email this morning, Mister Man. When I went to check my messages, I noticed you had a message from your brother, still unopened. You should respond to it, or better yet, delete it?”

“I know, I know. I saw it when I was doing the checkbook.” Todd grimaced. “I’ll deal with it later. Just…not now. I don’t want to pay attention to Brad’s shit. I’m still pissed over the fight.”

“Come on, Todd.” Jerry’s lips pinched together. “I mean, you’ve been nothing but moody and cranky since you got it. Why don’t you confront him on his conservative garbage? We’re married and there’s nothing he can say or do to change that. Honey, I love you, but we don’t need his drama.”

“I know.” Todd scanned the room, not wanting to meet Jerry’s eyes.

Dammit, Jerry. Brad hurt me and I don’t want him to hurt me anymore. Hurt us anymore. He’s my brother and I love him and it kills me that he hates me and that he hates the idea of us.

“Your folks finally came around, and who’s more narrow-minded and old-fashioned than them? He might be working with a couple of gay engineers or scientists and coming around. You do comprende how much us gays love our space stuff?”

It had taken a year after they got married, but his mother had started to call them, and now things with his parents were almost back to normal—strange and awkward, but better than nothing.

“Maybe, it’s work-related and Brad wants to give us a heads-up about something at cool over at NASA. They could have found a true Earth-type planet.” Jerry waggled his fingers in front of his face moving his head side to side. “You know; it might be something important.”

Todd couldn’t stop the grimace from hitting his face.

Or maybe it’s more of his conservative religious shit that he shares with the world. How can my brother hate me and us so much?

“I mean, if it was that important, I suppose he’d call?” Jerry said.

Taking a breath, Todd tried to keep civil before responding. “Jerry, can we just not talk about it? I said I’d deal with it, okay?” Todd’s face was getting warm.

I love you but you’re pissing me off. You know not to push.

“Plus,” Todd continued, “if it were truly important, Mom would’ve called, and I’m sure if it was space-related, we would’ve found out on the TV or the net.” He huffed. “I talked to Mom last week and everyone was fine. So it’s something I couldn’t care less about. Probably religious stuff on us going to hell. You should see what he posts on Facebook.” Todd saw Jerry’s face. “Yes, I check his Facebook page. So what?”

Jerry’s head shook as he raised a hand to his mouth, undoubtedly to cover a smirk.

Sighing, Todd took a moment to pull himself together. “Sweetie, I know you’re curious. I am too, but Brad only talks shit. So what could he possibly have to say?” He sighed and rubbed his hands over his face, playing with his goatee. “It’s been years—and not a peep; the only news I get is through Mom, and that is limited because she doesn’t want to get involved.” He waved off the conversation with a motion of his hand.

“All right,” Jerry stood and bent over, shifting his back until a pop echoed through the room. “So much better.” He slipped his shoes back on.

Todd heard the words that were unsaid: you’re hiding again, you’re avoiding, you should deal with it head-on. It was the same conversation they always had when Jerry thought Todd wasn’t facing something. What made it worse was not only did it come from a place of love, but Todd recognized that Jerry was correct.

Jerry smiled that wonderful smile of his and stuck out a hand. “So, how about you come out and help me with the rest of the yard? Then maybe I’ll let you scrub my back in the shower and perhaps do a few other things.”

Grinning, Todd took his hand and pulled himself off the couch. He gave him a soft kiss on the lips. “Promises, promises. Let me go pee, and I’ll be right there.”

Jerry ran his hand along the side of Todd’s face and his smile deepened. “Can you imagine Brad and Dan in the same room?”

“Oh God, that would break the snark-0-meter for sure.” Todd laughed. “That would be a disaster. I’m not sure the world could survive the two of them together.”




Three: Family Reunion

TURNING HIS GAZE out the bathroom window, he could see the golden foothills just beyond the neighbor’s yard. Today was perfect. A few clouds floated softly by on a nice breeze. The wind always helped freshen the air. He loved that clean summer scent.

On his way out of the bathroom, a knock came from the front door. “Ah man,” he said as he headed to answer it.

His head shook side to side as he took a deep breath and opened the door. It was like looking in a mirror. The same blond hair and hazel eyes. The man was a little shorter and had a dimple in his chin, but otherwise, they had nearly identical features. Both looking more like their father than their mother. People always said they could pass for twins, even though Brad’s voice was deeper, and he was two years older. Unable to move from shock, his eyes narrowed.

“Hey, Toddy.”

Hearing the voice snapped him out of it. “What the hell are you doing here?” Todd demanded, raising his voice more than he wanted.

All the anger and hurt from the last several years rushed back. His head filled with the images of their last altercation. Brad condemning him and Jerry. Brad standing there pounding a pointed finger on Todd’s chest. Their father had to pull Brad away, and Jerry had to keep Todd from fighting back. Todd ended up with bruises on his chest. It was the last time the whole family had been together.

Without hesitation, his fist made contact with his brother’s face, sending a sharp pain up Todd’s arm and ringing in his ears.

Brad faltered back. “Shit, Todd, you feel better now?” He came up holding his jaw.

“No! Not yet!” He went to strike Brad again.

This time, Brad blocked and grabbed his fist, not letting go. “I admit I had it coming, but one is all you get.”

Todd struggled to get free, but Brad held him.

“I’m glad you never learned your follow-through. One more hit, and I’d have a broken nose.” He tightened his grip on Todd’s hand. “May I come in?” Brad forced his way through the door, closing it behind him with his foot.

“What the hell do you want?” Todd spat as Brad led him to the living room. “Let me go, you ass.”

Brad pushed Todd onto the couch. “Relax, all right? I’m not here to cause trouble.” He scanned the room and sat in one of the side chairs.

During the scuffle, Todd didn’t notice how bad Brad looked. He had dark circles under his eyes, his face was unshaven, and his hair was a mess.

Something’s wrong.

Todd was leery, but his tone softened. “What’s wrong? Why the hell are you here? And why do you look like shit?” His voice was raised. He took a breath to relax.

Brad rubbed his jaw then ran his hand through his hair. “Listen, Todd. I need to talk to you and Jerry.” His eyes scanned around the room and then out the front window. “Where’s Jerry? Is he here? I saw two cars so he must be here, right?”

“Why do you care?” Todd examined the bloody cut on his knuckle and pulled himself together. “Yeah, he’s out back.” His fist throbbed from the punch and Brad’s death grip. His brother always had strong hands. Probably from the pocket pool he played when he was younger.

Todd shook his hand as he stood and crossed to the window next to the fireplace, where Jerry was raking up the leaves from the grass.

Of course he didn’t hear anything; it’s like he’s not even here.

“Jerry, come in here,” he barked.

“What? I’m in the middle of doing the leaves.” Jerry stopped. “Come on, I thought you were on your way to help me? What, does someone need help washing their hands after their potty break?”

Not believing that his lousy brother was sitting in their living room, Todd didn’t want to deal with this. And now Jerry was trying to be funny. He didn’t know, but still. “Get your ass in here, will ya? Brad’s here, and he wants to talk to us.”

“Wait. What? Are you kidding me? Are you—?”

“Just get in here,” Todd cut him off. “And get some ice from the kitchen.” He closed his eyes. Trying to sound civil, he forced a smile. “Please.” He closed the window and went to sit again. “Okay, Jerry’s coming. Now, what do you want?”

“Hold up, Toddy. Jerry needs to listen to this as well.” Brad continued to nurse his lip and jaw. The cut wasn’t very deep, but still, there would be a nasty scab afterward.

Todd studied Brad.

His jeans, polo shirt, and shoes were nothing out of the ordinary, except they looked like he had been wearing them for a couple of days. Smelled like it too. Brad appeared exhausted. Todd started kneading his sore hand, his anger turning to worry. Brad was many things, but never unkempt or unshaven. His stomach sank as Jerry came into the room.

“What do you want…” Jerry glanced at Todd and held up the bag of peas wrapped up in a towel.

Todd pointed to Brad.

Jerry nodded and handed them over to Brad.

“Peas?” Todd said, and Jerry shrugged.

“Thanks.” Brad put the makeshift ice pack on his lip.

Jerry took a seat next to Todd on the couch and reached for Todd’s hand. Brad’s touch always made stressful situations better.

“Well, we’re both here, and you have our attention.” Todd glared and hissed. “So what the fuck is going on?”

Brad rolled the frozen peas from lip to jaw and then back again. “I hope you don’t kiss Mom with that mouth,” he teased, with a crooked smile. Apparently, he was trying to add humor but failed. Brad let out an awkward sigh and turned to the two of them. “Right…well…okay, here’s the deal. First, I want to say that you’re my baby brother, and I love you. I’m sorry for everything. I never should of let things get as bad as they did. I know I’ve been a royal pain in the ass, and you don’t deserve it. Neither of you did, and I’m sorry.” Brad turned his gaze to the floor. “Jerry, I never even gave you a chance, and that was wrong of me—”

“Oh, what-the-fuck-ever!” Todd snapped. “If this is why you’re here, forget it. You can fuck off and leave. Go back to your perfect little family, and your perfect little world that doesn’t include any gay people.”

Todd stood and started for the door, but Jerry grabbed his arm, preventing him from moving. “Honey, sit down and listen to your brother. He’s trying to apologize!”

Fine, but only for you.

Todd scanned from Jerry to Brad. He quietly returned to his seat. Bianca jumped up and began to paw at his lap. She was making a comfy nest to curl up on.

“Thank you, Jerry—”

“Just stop.” Jerry glared at Brad. “Look, you jerk. You come to our house after all these years. After all the garbage you said about us and getting into a fight with Todd. A fight you started. Not to mention the family drama you caused after that.” He rubbed the armrest of the couch. “You’ve had a stick up your butt for years. Don’t assume for one minute I’m on your side. I’m not.” He glanced between the brothers. His voice softened as his shoulders relaxed. “I mean…” He sighed. “You deserve to say your peace without interruption. Now get on with it.”

Brad nodded at Todd and indicated Jerry. “Is he always like this?”

Todd gave an annoyed frown as he fumed.

“Well, he’s a tough S-O-B, that’s for sure. No wonder you love him.” Brad adjusted the bag of peas on his lip.

Todd shook his head, choosing not to respond. “You were apologizing for being a complete ass…” His vision went hazy and his heart beat faster.

It makes sense now. Brad sending the email and then showing up here, him apologizing, and the way he looks. How serious and calm he is. Why didn’t Mom say anything? She mustn’t have known.

Todd shifted and turned to Jerry, then back to Brad; his mind working a mile per minute. He thought they must be the first ones to be told.

Poor Lori and the kids. What are they gonna do? Sure, Lori works, but it isn’t enough to support the three of them here in San Jose.

Before Todd could stop himself, he yelped out, “Oh my God, you’re dying! That’s why you’re here. You’re sick, and you’ve come to make peace. How can this be happening? Brad, I’m so sorry. What happened? How long do you have?” His eyes started to fill with tears.

“Todd, take a breath. You’re all over the place.” Jerry squeezed his hand.

He tried to breathe. “I can’t believe this. You’re an ass, but you don’t deserve this—”

“Toddy, I’m not sick,” Brad interrupted. “Do you hear me? I’m not sick and I’m not dying. God, what a freaking drama queen.” He glanced over his shoulder out the front window, then focused back to them.

“Hey watch it! Don’t talk to him like that. You did just show up out of nowhere.”

“Sorry.” Jerry held up his free hand.

“Plus, I’m the only one who can say that.” Jerry let out a tight chuckle.

“Screw you both,” Todd snapped. “This isn’t funny. It’s all part of the package. Anyway, what was I supposed to think? You come here all nice and apologetic. So who is dying?” Tears began to form in his eyes.

“Oh, for the love of… I’m sorry, okay? Listen, I’m not sick or dying. Lori isn’t sick, and Kevin and Michelle are fine. Now, can I please finish without interruptions?”

He’s acting like he did when we talked about bad news as teenagers. What’s going on?

He felt Jerry put his hand on his shoulder and give it a squeeze. “Fine, go on,” Todd said.

Jerry, out of habit, reached for the Kleenex on the coffee table and handed it to Todd. He took it and wiped at his eyes.

Brad changed the position of the now dripping bag of peas and damp towel on his lip. “Listen, I still have to go talk to Mom and Dad. There’s a lot that has to be done before Monday.”

Brad’s eyes bounced back and forth between them and the clock on the wall. “I’m sorry for everything I’ve said and done, above all else your marriage and the fight. I should never have acted that way.” He checked the window again. He spoke faster. “Look, I couldn’t keep this from you guys. It made me realize what a dumbass I’ve been. It put things in perspective. Anyway, please, you need to be prepared even if there’s barely any time.”
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