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Chapter One


          

          Garrett

        

      

    

    
      My feelings stirred as my wife’s face turned white in the soft light of our bedside lamp. Tears were already flowing freely. She only said ‘thanks for letting me know’ before disconnecting. She returned the cell to its charger, sinking back onto the bed.

      “He’s gone. That was Meg at the hospice,” Sydney told me, tears forming. “Garrett, I thought we had more time.”

      I was still groggy with sleep. My wife was fully awake now, tears streaming down her face. I looked at the clock. It was 3 AM.

      The man who had become such a part of our lives over the last two years, Albert Abramovitz, had finally passed away after his two-year battle with cancer. He had gone into hospice care for the last time a week ago.

      Sydney moved her legs off the bed, feet on the floor, leaned her head in her hands, and sobbed openly. I moved across the bed, putting my arms around her, trying to supply whatever comfort possible. There wasn’t much to be done other than offering sympathy. Grief needs to find an outlet. I said nothing, nor did I try to distract her. This needed to be what it was: a moment of profound loss for a man she had come to love like a father.

      The surprise was in how we got here at all. Sydney had been a nurse for 20 years. She had seen plenty of death, having been an oncology nurse for most of her career. She told me once that cancer nurses intentionally keep a professional distance between the patient and their emotions. You simply couldn’t do the job if you constantly worried about their passing. It would be too hard otherwise.

      Albert was her one exception. He had small cell carcinoma, a form of lung cancer that spreads rapidly. He had been in and out of hospitals for the last two years. Unfortunately, at 82, and after a lifetime of smoking, his body no longer had the strength to fight back.

      Recalling the accident of their meeting made me smile as I held her. She had been just what Albert needed in his final years, and, in the end, what she needed as well.

      Sydney was the charge nurse on the oncology floor at St. Mark’s Medical Center. A few years ago, she suggested we take a vacation to a plush Mediterranean resort. She had gathered brochures and talked to travel agents. The only rub was that it would be very expensive. Unfortunately, my company, Pierce Construction, was just getting off the ground. We were several years away from generating the cash flow needed for costly resort stays.

      But my wife was determined to go on that trip. She decided to raise the money herself. The following week, she signed with an agency where she would do home health care after-hours. She traveled to homebound patients, treating their wounds or making sure their place had everything the patient needed.

      That is where she met Albert. He was 80 and had already been through two surgeries. The surgeons got what they could, but she told me small-cell is notoriously aggressive, and they had caught it too late. Experience told her it was only a matter of time. He surprised us all by lasting another two years.

      Yet, for Albert, her professional detachment flew out the window. There was something about this frail man that caught her attention. He was funny and bright, and full of stories about his past and regrets about never having had children. His wife, Rachel, had passed when he was only 68.

      Sydney typically visited several patients on her ‘home health’ rounds. After only a few weeks, she turned down other patients, focusing exclusively on Albert. The agency was happy to allow it. He was one of their few ‘self-pay’ clients. She would work her shift until 3 in the afternoon, then go to Albert’s until she had to pick the kids up from whatever activity they were involved in.

      Her own father had died when she was in her late teens, after a boating accident. She told me many months later that Albert had become a father-figure to her. As each week passed, they got closer. She became the daughter he never had, and for Sydney, Albert became an emotional support she barely recognized she needed.

      “I should have stayed at the hospice,” she sobbed into her hands. “I can’t believe I let him die alone.”

      “Gotta sleep sometime, babe. You saw him during the day, didn’t you?” I said, trying to be supportive. That caused her to cry even more. I gave up. What more could I say? I simply held her tight, letting her cry her grief away, her thoughts full of Albert.

      He was an impressive man. I came to admire him as much as Sydney. She took me over to meet him after only a few weeks of his care. Even though he struggled to move around his condo, his mind was still sharp and humor intact. He became just as interesting to me. After a while, whenever I would introduce him to someone new, I would describe him as ‘my wife’s boyfriend.’ That always got a laugh.

      He seemed to have a lot of knowledge about business, and the construction industry in particular. Gave me some advice that really helped. Even made a few calls that upped our bid success. After his boost, Pierce Construction boomed. We struggled to keep up with all the new business.

      Oddly, he never mentioned where that influence came from, or discussed his own career. Seemed uninterested. Such a contrast to the other ‘old guys’ I knew. Those guys would go on and on about what they did for a living. Albert didn’t seem to care about it at all. Over the two years, we talked sports, politics, life… anything except his business. ‘Bored with it,’ he had told me when I asked why. ‘Not interesting.’

      My dad was a Marine in Korea. I had asked him about his experiences there when I was a teenager. He said he didn’t really want to dredge up terrible memories. He wasn’t mean about it, just didn’t want to revisit those days. In a weird way, Albert was the same about his business.

      He must have done okay. His 11th-floor condo on 47th Street was in a very nice ‘doorman building,’ and nicely decorated, but nothing fancy. Quite modest, in fact. The furniture was tasteful, not extravagant. His appliances tended toward base models rather than expensive upgrades. He told me later that Rachel didn’t like ‘ostentatious’ living. Still, we knew he wasn’t poor. He ordered whatever he wanted online, had one of the best laptops you could buy, and paid for my wife to visit for ‘medical reasons’ way more often than what Medicare paid for.

      And to be honest, she would have gone to him for free as their relationship blossomed.

      From the start, he became a member of our family. When he wasn’t bedridden, we had him at the house for every family gathering and holiday. Our kids called him ‘Grandpa Al,’ and they certainly appreciated his expensive gifts on birthdays and Christmas.

      Billie, our 15-year-old son, took an old Sony PlayStation console to his condo during the holiday break that year. He taught Albert how to play simple video games like Minecraft and Roblox. He never got very good at them, but the next time we came over, Albert had a fully equipped Sony PS5 with several new games. After that, Billie would often go over with us to play against his ‘Grandpa Al’ while we visited.

      Myra, our 17-year-old daughter, had read to him when he was too weak to lift the book on his own. She read mysteries, thrillers, fantasies and romances. He didn’t seem to care what she read, always asking questions to make sure she knew he was listening.

      We even had him at the house for a Hanukkah surprise last December. Sydney had researched the traditions. He roared with delight at seeing our house all decorated for his holiday. We lit the menorah and welcomed him to use the shammash to light the last candle. Even served latkes and other Jewish foods she had found. He rewarded us by giving each of our kids a nice laptop that Christmas! They liked that.

      That was the thing about him. He never mentioned money to either of us, even though he had as much as he needed when he wanted to spend it. We just knew he didn’t worry about it.

      I spent a lot of time with him, though not nearly as much as Sydney, who visited him almost daily. I became his handyman around the condo, fixing whatever was needed. He even paid for one of my crews to re-do his bathroom and update the kitchen cabinets. I helped him assemble the walker his doctor had recommended.

      Funny, now that I think about it, we never considered any of this a burden. He had become a member of the family.

      My brother wondered why I wasn’t upset about my wife becoming attached to another man. She spent a lot of time with him. I struggled to explain why it didn’t bother me. Her dedication to him did not interfere with our relationship at all. It never occurred to me that their time together might become a problem. And truthfully, it never did. She came to love him as much as she had loved her own father, whom she could barely remember now. Their emotional bond filled a space in her heart she didn’t know was empty.

      And I was glad she could have that. Sydney had been a good wife throughout our 18 years of marriage. I loved and trusted her completely. I never thought of trying to stop her from going over there. In a mysterious way that I barely understand even now, as I watched her crying, I knew she needed this for herself. That was good enough for me.

      “I need to get to the hospice center,” she finally said when the crying stopped.

      “No, you don’t,” I said firmly. “It’s three in the morning. He’s not their first patient, Syd. A hospice knows what to do. You’ve made all the arrangements, haven’t you?”

      She nodded. Sydney had already arranged for Shalom Memorial to handle the service in the Jewish tradition. Two days later, they buried him in a traditional pine casket in the local Jewish cemetery.

      The ceremony was sparsely attended since he had no family that we knew of. His written funeral instructions did not include notifying anyone except his attorney and close friend, Morris Blackwell. Only a few staff nurses from the hospital, our extended family, and Morris attended.

      This left me as the oldest male in the family. The Jewish tradition required me to drop the first shovelful of dirt on the casket after lowering it into the ground. Let me tell you, that may have been the hardest thing I have ever done. All the emotions that had built up over the last two years came out as I sobbed with each pitch of dirt. I have never cried so hard in my entire life. All I could hear while I shoveled was the open sobbing of my wife only a few feet away.

      This man had profoundly touched our family. I never appreciated how much until I heard the ‘thunk’ of that dirt on the pine box. He gave us as much as we had ever given him. And, as it turned out, he had decided to continue that giving long after he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Sydney

        

      

    

    
      Early the following week, I received a formal letter from Blackwell, James & Harding, where Morris Blackwell was the senior partner. It had been a tough week for me. The other nurses on the ward had recommended my going home early. I found this note in the mail. It was on vellum paper and handwritten by Morris himself.

      
        
        Sydney,

        My condolences on the loss of our mutual friend, Albert Abramovitz. He was one of my favorite clients and a close friend. He will be missed by us all. I know you share the same sentiment.

        Albert spoke highly of you, expressing how much he appreciated your help and emotional support. Your family meant the world to him. I wanted to thank you personally for helping him during the last two years of his illness. Those were difficult times for Albert. They would have been much worse without your warm presence.

        Which brings me to the purpose of this note. There are practical matters that we need to discuss regarding the disposition of his assets. He has asked me to give you a note he had written before his passing.

        Thursday this week is open for me, if that works for you. Please call my office to set a time convenient for you and Garrett to discuss these matters.

        Yours sincerely,

        Morris

      

      

      Collapsing onto the kitchen chair, I mourned again for the loss of my friend. Albert had meant so much to me. I knew he was sick when we first met. But nothing could have prepared me for the impact he had on my life.

      I told my husband he had become a father-figure for me. And that was true. The reality was so much more. In just two years, he had become one of my closest confidants. We spent most of my almost daily visits just talking.

      And more often than not, we talked about my life, not his. Not that he hid his own experiences. He just seemed more interested in mine. And he found a willing partner in delving ever deeper into my inner thoughts. I often told him things I had never discussed with anyone else. My patient had become a therapist of sorts—one that brought understanding and warmth without judgment. His insights were often startling and unerringly accurate.
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        * * *

      

      Unbidden, I remembered one of those conversations, about my long-buried feelings for Nolan Fisher, my husband’s best friend. And about my growing frustration with this longing that wouldn’t go away.

      Albert knew him. Nolan came to most of our family gatherings and had met Albert many times, often helping Garrett when he came to fix something around the condo. I guess I didn’t hide my feelings well enough. Albert noticed how comfortable I was with him.

      He asked me about it one afternoon. I’m not sure why, but the memory of that conversation filled me as I stared at the handwritten note.

      “You two are close,” Albert had said one afternoon when we were by ourselves. About Nolan. It wasn’t an accusation. Just a statement of fact.

      “He has been a significant part of our house ever since Garrett and I started dating. Those two are as close as two guys can be. It was kind of a package deal. Hard to imagine one without the other.”

      Albert wasn’t fooled for a second. “It’s more than that. You two have a history.”

      “Why do you say that?” I said, my face heating with the embarrassment that washed through me. That man missed nothing!

      “Call it a sixth sense,” he smiled. “The way he looked at you. How you did not turn away when you noticed his attention. The way you touched each other. Not sensual, yet intimate all the same.”

      And just like that, I was in full confessional mode. He had that effect on me.

      “We were an item long before Garrett and I met,” I started. “Nolan and I both attended State U, while Garrett went to school back east. It was very torrid for most of my sophomore year. He was a senior. And yes, we were very intimate. Pleasurably so. He made me climax so hard…” My face heated at this confession. I can’t believe I told him that!

      “What happened between you?” he asked, ignoring the obvious sexual reference.

      “Nothing bad. It quickly became obvious that our relationship would never be more than sex. There was just… something missing. We didn’t have a breakup. There wasn’t a terrible scene, or his cheating on me, or screams in the dorm. Nothing like that. It was just… exhaustion. We drifted apart after he graduated. Our temporary arrangement… friends with benefits, I think they call it now… had come to an end. We both knew it wouldn’t go any further. I never saw him again until I started dating Garrett.”

      “It must have been difficult when you found out they were friends.”

      “Oh god! I met Garrett two years after I graduated. He had returned home to take a job as a construction project manager at a local firm. He was two years older and ready to settle down. That man gave me the love I was missing.”

      “But you’ve discovered you are not just ‘friends with benefits’ after all, haven’t you?”

      I nodded. “Please don’t say anything to Garrett. I love that man with all my heart, and we have a great love life, it’s just…”

      I started crying when Albert reached over, patting my shoulder. “You can be sure I won’t tell anyone what you say, my dear. You know that. Isn’t that why you’ve trusted me with your deep-dark secrets?” he chuckled.

      Indeed, I knew that with certainty. “I don’t want to run around behind Garrett’s back. Could never hurt him like that. He means everything to me.”

      “Then explain your frustration to me,” Albert said softly.

      “When I first started dating Garrett, he insisted I meet his best friend. You can imagine the shock I had when it turned out to be this guy I had made it with… often. I pretended it was our first meeting, and Nolan went along. Later that week, I sent him a text, asking him to lunch. I begged him not to tell Garrett about what we had done back in school. I didn’t want the man I already knew would be my husband worrying about whether I was going to run off with his best friend.”

      “Nolan agreed to keep your secret?”

      “He did. And he kept his word. In all the years since, he never made a pass at me, nor tried to talk to me outside of Garrett’s presence. We’ve exchanged texts many times, but never about anything I wouldn’t want my husband to see. He’s been the perfect gentleman.”

      “Then why the conflicted feelings?” he asked.

      “Remember when I said there was something missing in college? That’s what’s changed. Over the last 18 years, we’ve spent a lot of time together. Without sex interfering, we’ve been able to grow that base desire into a genuine friendship. He’s become my best friend almost as much as he is Garrett’s.”

      “Sounds like you have resolved your lack of feelings.”

      “Yes, but… oh, Albert! I don’t want to leave Garrett, haven’t even considered it. The problem now is that I remember those intense orgasms Nolan gave me. Long for them even. I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”

      “Who else can you tell?” he chuckled.

      “I told you we had a torrid fling. Truth is, it was as much me as him. I couldn’t get enough of the pleasure he gave me. Garrett is a great lover. I have no complaints. But there was something different about Nolan, an edge that I cannot get out of my head. It’s become a source of great frustration now. I masturbate to dreams of him.”

      Tears welled up again, the feelings of frustration becoming real once again. Albert tapped me on the shoulder once more.

      “So where do you want this to go from here?” he asked, his gentle squeeze on my shoulder telling me he was good either way.

      “Nowhere. I will NOT go with Nolan. No pleasure is worth losing my family over.”

      The finality of my tone must have impressed him. He nodded his approval.

      “Nolan must agree,” he said. “Otherwise, he would have made a pass at you. I assume you’ve had plenty of opportunities over the years.” All I could do was nod my agreement. We had had many chances. “Stay true to yourself, my dear,” Albert said. “Don’t let temporary pleasure guide your actions. I had to learn that the hard way.”

      Because no more words followed my questioning look, I dropped it. “I couldn’t agree with that more.” I didn’t find out until later what he meant. He had apparently had a fling with a woman in his office. He regretted hurting his wife like that every day of his life.
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        * * *

      

      The garage door opened suddenly, shaking me out of my reminiscing.

      Before Garrett even dropped his work backpack on the floor, I held the letter out to him. My husband quickly scanned it.

      “What do you think he wanted us to take? Furniture or something? I don’t want any of that stuff. It’s all pretty old-fashioned, don’t you think? What else would we want?”

      “Maybe he’s going to give us his condo,” I said with a smile.

      “Hey, that’d be nice. In that building? Gotta be worth something.” He pulled out his phone, checking his calendar.

      “I can do it anytime that afternoon. Call Mr. Blackwell and make the appointment. While you do that, I’m going to grab a shower. When does Billie’s practice finish?”

      “We need to pick him up at 7 o’clock,” I said, reaching for my phone as Garrett walked up to our bedroom. Mr. Blackwell’s assistant set the time at 3 o’clock on Thursday.

      I looked toward the stairs, knowing what I wanted. We had a rare moment when we were alone in the house together. The memory of that conversation about Nolan had left me seriously aroused. I was up the stairs, stripping my clothes off, and in that shower with my husband as quickly as I could get there. We had barely touched since we learned of Albert’s death. It was time for a refresher.

      I dropped to my knees, taking him fully in my mouth.

      “Oh, babe,” he said, stroking my head. “You must have been reading my mind.”

      As soon as he was hard, he was slamming my body against the shower wall with me wailing at every thrust. I really needed this! I forgot all about Nolan as I surrendered to the love that had given me such a fulfilling life. No matter how frustrated I got, I vowed never to put what we had at risk. THIS was where I belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Garrett

        

      

    

    
      The offices of Blackwell, James & Harding were typical ‘law firm’ stuffy. Dark wood, subdued light, conference rooms with solid doors that allowed no sound to escape. The receptionist escorted us into one of the rooms off the lobby. We took the water she offered and sat at the far end of a large table.

      Neither of us had a clue what Albert wanted us to take care of.

      I stood when Morris Blackwell entered the room. His silver hair, warm smile, and stately manner made us comfortable.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said formally, extending his hand to each of us. “It’s seldom that we can deliver good news after such a sad event. But here we are. Before we discuss a special codicil that he asked to be added to his estate plan, he gave me a note that he asked me to hand to you both. I will leave the room so that you may read it. Signal the receptionist when you are ready for the second part of the meeting. Take all the time you need. Rest assured, no one else has read it. He sealed it in my presence.”

      With that, he opened the leather portfolio he carried in his other hand, sliding a standard manila envelope and a silver letter opener across the table. ‘Sydney & Garrett’ appeared on the outside, written by Albert in his unsteady, nearly illegible handwriting. Then Morris bowed, leaving the room.

      We could only stare at the envelope, uncertain what to do.

      “Go ahead,” I smiled at my wife. “It’s mainly for you, I’m sure.” She reached across the table to examine the envelope. When she did nothing with it, I handed her the letter opener. “It’s not going to open itself,” I chuckled.

      She took the letter opener, slit the end of the envelope, pulling out four handwritten pages that Albert had clearly done himself.

      ‘Sydney and Garrett,’ it started. ‘Since I will be gone by the time you read this, I wanted to express to you how much your warmth and welcome had meant to this old man in his dying days.’

      She couldn’t continue; the emotion overwhelmed her ability to speak. I gently took it from her hand and started reading aloud.

      Albert described how much our relationship had meant to him, how important it was to have met someone like us, and Sydney especially, for becoming the daughter he never had. Not just because he needed help—he had needed plenty of that, he said—but because we had made it clear that we accepted him no matter what he might have done in the past. I looked at her, wondering what he meant by that. Albert gave no more details.

      The letter went on for four pages, detailing all the memories he had of us and how they affected him.

      By this time, she was crying even harder, the realization finally settling in that we had meant as much to him as he had meant to us, and especially to her.

      Finally, Albert closed the letter with a simple statement. ‘I have made some changes to my will as a thank you for all you have done for me. Please accept this gift as a token of my gratitude for the joy you brought to this old man’s heart. Please thank your lovely children, Myra and Billie, for their kindness in reading to me and teaching me to play games. You hear so much about the terrible youth of today on TV. I was happy to learn your children are an exception. And please convey my thanks to your friend Nolan for all his help as well. He is a good friend. Keep him close. Sincerely with much love, Albert.’
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