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      Ash caught my arm as we arrived at the arch, very close to where he and Sean were going to exchange vows. Leo and I had taken down the fences between the two backyards last week, and the decorators put flowers and balloons everywhere, turning the space into a riot of movement and color. It was easy to relax here, back in my own space, with the specter of fire staying in the hills.

      "Can I ask you a favor?" Ash asked.

      "Sure thing." I smiled at him and waited for the details. I was exhausted and on edge, but I would’ve done anything to make sure that his and Sean’s wedding went off without a hitch. Ash turned to me a little and nodded at the assembled family and friends.

      "Third row, dark-haired guy with two children. Can you keep an eye out for him?"

      Third row. Dark hair. I scanned the guests, and finally, I spotted the man Ash was asking me about. Wow. He was a sight for smoke-sore eyes. Cute, smaller than me, and thus everything I didn't normally look for in a partner, but still, he was looking this way, and he was gorgeous. My libido perked up immediately despite me coming off a four-day rolling shift that had nearly sapped every bit of my energy. Hello, sexy dude in the third row.

      Of course, it didn’t matter whether or not I was attracted to him because all he’d see back was a giant of a man, and even if he was interested in a big old firefighter, it would’ve been because he liked to be manhandled or dominated, or anything else I didn’t want. Scratch that, I loved to manhandle the men I was with, but only if they did it back, and I knew the guy was sitting down, but he wasn’t big at all, and I'd intimidate him. Still, I could look out for him today if it was important to Ash.

      "Easily," I agreed.

      Ash gave me a wide smile. Sean was a lucky guy, he’d found the one man who made him happy, and today he was marrying him. Sixty or so people had gathered, waiting for Ash and Sean to tie the knot, and there was a gentle murmur of voices, and the occasional chime of cell phones, or the click of a camera shutter. All of our neighbors were attending as well, and that included Gina, but I had plans for how to avoid her, which mostly included me hiding in the bushes. I’d take the dark-haired guy with me, and I could sit and eat and not flirt with him. Best of both worlds, I could keep my eye on him at the same time as chilling out.

      Someone tugged on my pants, and I glanced down to see Mia attempting to climb my leg. I crouched down to visit with the gorgeous little girl, so envious that Sean got to be a new daddy to this precious bundle of light and laughter.

      "Hey, baby girl," I murmured.

      "Nen," she burbled away and patted my chest, yanking on my tie and laughing at me. She wore a lacy pink dress, which was covered in tiny white daisies, and holding back her bangs  was the prettiest little flower I’d ever seen. She had sweet baby curls, and I wanted to kiss her head and hold her for the entire ceremony. But it wasn’t my job to do that, as Leo waded in and scooped her up. He’d been given Mia-duty, and that was because he hadn’t just come from fighting a brush fire that had eaten fifty acres and was only sixty percent tamed. I knew Sean and Ash were giving me space just to be me, but I wished I had the responsibility for Mia-wrangling because then I could maybe stay awake and forget all my aches and pains.

      At least I’d been given the job of watching out for the mysterious dark-haired guy with the children—that would keep me awake, alert, and busy enough, so people didn't ask me questions. I needed that right now.

      "What are you staring at?" Leo asked as Mia wriggled.

      "Guy in the third row from the back, dark hair, cute," I said in a low voice.

      He tracked where I’d been staring, but Mia tugged at him, and I doubt he got a perfect look. "Oh nice," Leo said, and I swear the asshole licked his lips and narrowed his eyes.

      "I saw him first."

      "Eric, he’s so not your type," Leo summarized and winked at me. "Do I need to remind you about the Walmart incident?"

      "No, you don't," I gritted my teeth, waiting for the usual teasing, and hoping that the wedding started soon.

      Attraction hit me at the worst of times and with the poorest potential partners. Case in point, the unfortunate Walmart yogurt aisle incident that Leo was referencing. A happening that I wished I’d never shared with Leo and Sean, and which I would’ve liked to forget.

      In my CALFIRE shirt, and reeking of smoke, I was so clearly a firefighter, and this smaller guy had swooned. Well, that was what Leo called it. All I know is small cute guy said he’d felt woozy and wanted me to carry him out of the store.

      I’d held him still as he’d swayed, after all I was a trained professional, and the guy had been about to keel over. But, when he’d gotten close and suggested I pin him down, then fuck him in my car using cherry yogurt as lube, I’d declined.

      Call me old-fashioned, but sex outside Walmart was a big no. Anyway, car sex was awkward at the best of times, add the fact I was six-foot-five, and the logistics of him and me, even with yogurt, were never going to work. Not to mention he’d wanted me to be a big, bad firefighter rescuing him from the graphic dangers of the dairy aisle. I’d turned him down, but had made the unfortunate choice of telling Leo, who’d told Sean. Friends. Who needs ’em.

      I attracted needy men, it was a given, but it wasn’t me who’d noticed that fact. Nope, that was Leo way back when we’d first met. I was already taller than everyone else, even that young, and stronger, and just, more. He’d noticed people were always asking for my help, and expecting me to be the strong one. I’d never thought about it, but yeah, I guessed I was. Not to mention the whole rainbow spectrum definition of bear that follows me everywhere.

      So, back to cute and sexy, I knew there was no way I'd get a taste of Ash's friend. Either he'd be scared of me, or he’d want me to be his daddy, or something equally important to him that I couldn’t deliver.

      Still, it didn't stop me looking and thinking that spending some time in his company was a desirable proposition just for today. Because I was exhausted, and he was cute wrapped in a ribbon, or a suit, or whatever.

      "Who is it anyway?" Leo asked as he rearranged one of Mia’s errant curls that had escaped the tiny flower.

      I don’t think Ash had told me, but it was pretty easy to put two and two together. Ash had been anxious all week about a guy visiting from upstate who was super nervous and might not even come to the wedding. Brody, or Buddy, or something. Wait. Brady. That was his name.

      "Brady, Ash’s online friend."

      "Do you think he likes cherry yogurt?"

      I didn’t get a chance to shove Leo, or give a witty comeback because first of all he was holding Mia, and also the music changed to some country song that had been Sean’s choice, segueing into a piece of classical music that flowed around the gardens, and everyone fell silent. The officiant, a young woman with scarlet hair, gestured to us all, and we took our places.

      "Today is a very special day," she began.

      Ash and Sean couldn’t stop smiling, even though their eyes were bright with emotion as they exchanged vows.

      "You and Mia are my everything," Sean murmured.

      "You make us a family," Ash responded.

      I smiled. I didn't stop until my best friend and his partner were married, and seeing the affirmation of their love made everything in my life make sense. When they kissed, I was choked with emotion.

      The officiant was right—today was very special.
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      Today was hard.

      I find social situations difficult, and the diagnosis of Developmental Coordination Disorder—DCD—that ruled my life made everything laborious and sometimes akin to torture. The sun is too bright, other people too close, and if it weren't for the fact I had Maddie and Lucas either side of me I would have run away faster than you could say "It's a wedding". I was sensitive to chaos, and the laughter and talking of the people around me was grating on me to the point I wanted to leave. I wouldn’t though; the kids deserved me to be strong for them right now.

      "Are you okay?" Maddie touched my arm, and I placed a hand over hers, smiling at her.

      "Of course, sweetheart," I lied.

      She snuggled in next to me, and I kissed the top of her head to let her know just how much I loved her, and how much her support meant to me. Even though she was only ten, she'd grown up with her clumsy uncle and his issues, and the amount of empathy she had was off the charts. Lucas was just as careful with me, but he'd shown his concern in finding us chairs in the shade, and now he was on his phone.

      Today is a good day. I will have fun.

      I will not give in to anxiety, I won’t be clumsy, or rude, even if the stress is already building. I will concentrate on the here and now and not run.

      This was a special day, and I wanted to be present and focused on Ash and Sean’s love story, which in my head was the stuff of Hallmark movies. Take one single dad Ash, falling in love with his neighbor Sean, a hot and sexy emergency room doctor, add in a tiny baby daughter, Mia, and it was a fairy tale I wanted to paint. I loved their journey up until today, and had discussed every little part of it online with Ash over the last year—everything from his falling for Sean, right up to why the hell it was essential to choose the right kind of flowers. I'd even hand-painted art for the cake itself, but even knowing I would be part of the fabric of a great love story, did I really have to come to the wedding?

      I craned my neck to get my first proper look at real-life Ash. His online avatar for the forum was a grinning monkey holding a beer, but I’d seen actual real-life photos of him—some he’d shared with me, some on his Instagram which I’d located soon after we first connected. I wasn’t stalking him, but he had such a nice way of writing, and he loved his daughter, and then he loved Sean, and I wanted to see the man who I’d connected with for real.

      In return he’d seen two photos of me—each staged, neither of which would ever appear on a public forum like Instagram. Other than the single dads’ forum I belonged to, I didn’t have much of a social media presence, and it was by chance that I was even on that forum. My best friend, Spencer, had been the one who’d signed me up over my protestations that I wasn’t officially a dad. He’d told me I was fucking stupid even to think that way, but then Spencer never held back on anything. Maybe that is what happens in friendships, but he was my best friend as well as being my only friend, unless you counted Ben the delivery guy with whom I chatted on occasion.

      I liked it that way. Isolation meant I wasn't going to make a fool of myself, and I'd met Spencer in grief counseling back when I was reeling from my sister's death, and my whole life had changed.

      It had been Spencer who had encouraged me to write an answer for the next post on the forum. He’d also been the one to spell-check everything and had rewritten parts of it as I explained what I wanted to say. Fate had brought me into Ash’s life and Spencer didn’t fail to keep reminding me.

      "You have to go to the wedding; you'll kick yourself if you don't." That is what Spencer had told me as late as last night when I’d still been considering not coming at all. I was glad I did but I was also terrified. I’d tried my hardest to get down to visit Ash before today, at least I told myself I’d tried my hardest, but Spencer calling me on my shit made me see I wasn’t trying at all. He kept reminding me I was no more than thirty miles up the coast from Ash, but in the long year just gone I’d never managed it once.

      "Is that him?" Maddie asked.

      "Yeah."

      Ash. Standing no more than ten feet from me.

      I saw him before he saw me, but that was a given because he had so many guests there, and I was just one person among them, tucked away in the shade of the canopy. He was just as I expected him to be, smiling, and so damn happy, and the urge to go over and hug him and wish him all the best for the rest of his life was intense. Of course, I didn’t because no one else here did anything dorky like rushing one of the grooms.

      He caught my eye finally and smiled, and I sketched a wave at him, dropping my hand and smacking myself on my thigh. I didn't want to come off seeming like an idiot if he’d actually been waving at someone behind me. Ash was distracted by another man carrying Mia to the front of the guests, and there was an older lady who I assumed was Ash’s mom, the one who’d been so hard on Ash before they’d reconciled. I knew for a fact that Ash still had some trouble with his past and what had happened with her, but he seemed to mellow more with each conversation we had about the situation. Maybe that was what falling in love did.

      "I think my tummy hurts," Maddie said, and leaned on me.

      All the worst-case scenarios hit me at once, and I went into super-protection mode. "Where, sweetheart?"

      She pressed a hand to her belly, but not to where her appendix was, and she didn’t appear pale or clammy.

      "You only think it hurts? How bad is it?"

      She snuggled closer. "Not that bad. I’m hungry is all."

      I dug out a breakfast bar and handed it to her, and she nibbled on it as I tried to calm the hell down by cataloging each moment of the event in my mind, from the people to the color of the sky, and the blooms that decorated the arch. So many happy people, so many smiles, and part of me was genuinely excited to be there; it was just weighed down by the fear that I was trying to suppress.

      I’d almost talked myself down from my stress when I saw him.

      And he was staring right at me.

      "It’s hot." Maddie sighed dramatically. "Will it be cooler soon?" I couldn’t answer her, too engrossed in checking out the man standing next to Ash, The man who stared right at me, nodding at something Ash was saying to him. I stopped myself from checking behind because that would be even more embarrassing. Was he smiling at me? I couldn't look away, and when he smiled, I felt some seismic shift inside me. What the hell? I'd never seen someone and experienced such a jolt of lust.

      I don’t do lust. Lust is messy and disorganized, and the opposite of what I need with my DCD.

      But I couldn’t rip my gaze away from the broad-shouldered, muscled bear of a man who was watching me, and it was only when Maddie repeated her question with an added force that I snapped the connection of our locked gazes. By the time I glanced back, Ash’s husband-to-be had arrived on the scene, and the giant who’d caught my eye had his back to me.

      He was wearing a suit jacket, and it pulled over his broad shoulders as he crouched down and disappeared from view. I don't know why he crouched, but I wished to hell he’d stand up. If only so I could have a better look at his firm ass and the thick thighs barely contained in the navy material.

      "Eric," I murmured. This had to be Eric, the one that Ash had spoken about, the big man with the generous heart, the firefighter.

      It must be Eric, although I glanced around for any other guys who were six-and-a-half feet, but no one fit the description. He was impressive, solid, and I knew from Ash that he was bi.

      I had a chance with him.

      That is, if he was into clumsy men with a head full of squirrelly, messy noise. "Idiot," I chastised myself softly.

      "How long will we need to be here, Brady?” Maddie asked. I hated it when they called me Brady. I wasn’t their dad, I get that, but I was still their uncle. She used to call me Second Dad, but it didn't last long, only until she was about seven or so and came back from school in tears because, according to her friends, there was no such thing as a Second Dad.

      It wasn’t just Maddie that cried, but I saved my tears for after Lucas and her had gone to bed.

      "Uncle Brady," I corrected gently, a little worried for a moment that she would get upset at being corrected.

      "Sorry, Uncle Brady," she murmured instead.

      "It’s okay. I don’t know how long this is supposed to last," I answered her question. I wriggled in my chair which was way too close to the row in front—I’d already imagined falling out of mine and ending up like a turtle on the immaculate lawn. The thick air made breathing difficult, the sun hot even in the shade, and my collar was too tight, and a man had stared at me and smiled.

      Lucas’ phone let out a sequence of obnoxious beeps.

      "Please put the phone away, Lucas," I murmured.

      He side-eyed me. "Nothing is happening here yet," his tone held an implied duh, but that wasn’t new. He was twelve, and everything I did or said now had a duh thrown back in response. As much as I loved him, his attitude to life, in general, had taken a nosedive recently.

      "Lucas—"

      "I won’t be long, promise; it's just this level."

      I should’ve been responsible and made him pocket the phone, but if I did force him to cut his screen time short then he’d shove back with his nearly-teenage defensiveness, I’d get flustered, and the fragile peace I was holding onto would be gone.

      Alternating between anticipation and terror was not a good headspace for me, and ever since Ash had invited me to attend his wedding that was exactly where I’d been. I was having a hard enough time even sitting still, let alone dealing with Lucas and me falling out and causing a scene. I couldn’t go to a grocery store without flashbacks of temper tantrums from six-year-old Lucas, and the thought of anything like that here in the middle of a beautiful wedding was enough to have me sitting on my hands.

      No one said that being sort-of-dad to Lucas and Maddie would be easy.

      Today was hard. And tomorrow?

      I couldn’t even think about tomorrow.

      "It's a beautiful day, and you're missing it," I encouraged Lucas with positive observation and reinforcement, as my therapist had said. I wasn’t lying—today was a perfect San Diego day, with a cloudless cerulean sky, and the scent of flowers in the air. Even if it was too hot, too close, too everything.

      "I’m nearly done," he said and hunched even farther over his cell phone which was still emitting beeping sounds that had to be annoying other guests who weren’t there to get the second-hand experience of what he was playing. They were here for sunshine, love, and the happy couple. I glanced around to see if I could spot any other kids their age close by, just to check if I was overreacting. After all, according to Maddie and Lucas, there was no way I could get the new world, being how old I was. Twenty-eight wasn’t old, and I knew that, but some days they made me feel ancient, or rather maybe I allowed them to make me feel that way.

      That particular thought process worked out at two thousand dollars’ worth of therapy.

      "Why don’t you give me the phone," I coaxed, loud enough that he would hear me, and hoped I wasn’t so loud that I drew attention.

      He turned sideways from me so that I couldn't reach it, and that was my answer.

      "I think my phone is broken," Lucas tapped hard at the screen.

      "What’s wrong with it? Uhm… do you want me to look at it?"

      Lucas shot me a glance of condescension, then sighed dramatically, "Yeah right." He pushed buttons and stared at the device as if that would help. Of course, it smarted that he wouldn’t let me help, but that feeling didn’t last long. After all, there wasn’t any point in me looking at a broken phone at all. Lucas was stating the truth—I couldn’t fix cell phones, I couldn’t even use a phone like the one he had with all the complicated options. I still had my very first phone, which I’d learned to handle, but not anything newer and I could barely work my computer.

      Problems? I had them. Buckets of them.

      "Can I get a different water?" Maddie asked, and I picked up my survival bag, pulling out the water and handing it to her. "It’s warm," she said and pulled a face that only a parent, or an uncle like me, would love.

      Lucas twisted back. "Duh," he said in his best big brother tone. "That’s because it’s summer and it’s hot." Then he rolled his eyes.

      Maddie opened her mouth to snark back, but I sat forward in my chair to block them from talking to each other. At least Maddie was amenable for the most part. Lucas however, was the kid who would go out of his way to push the boundaries, but according to Paisley, my long-suffering therapist, defiance was healthy, and I should celebrate this fact.

      Sometimes I thought my therapist talked shit. She was smart with her words and had a wall of certificates, but I swore she didn’t have a single moment of experience with the mess and frustration of being a sort-of-dad who had to work way too hard at life.

      I had to get Lucas to put the cell away because I’d already seen a few people turn. If any of them had talked to me and I’d had to have a grown-up conversation, I’d probably have grabbed the kids and made a run for it.

      None of them smiled at me or told me it was okay. I bet they were all sitting there judging me, something I was well used to.

      What did they want me to do? If I made a scene with Lucas, then things would get out of control, and everyone would see I had no power at all in our family dynamic. They’d know I wasn’t a real dad.

      One of them, a sharp-nosed woman in a violet hat, raised a single eyebrow which could have meant many things. I wanted to tell her that I’d never agreed to Lucas having a phone in the first place. It was his Grandpa Bob, his dad’s dad, who’d given it to him. I knew he’d done it because he and the kids’ Grandma Jessie were trying to outdo each other post-divorce, but he’d gone against my rules, and he'd done it on Christmas morning when I couldn't exactly say no. I suspected that this Christmas, Maddie would be getting her own phone as well, and then we’d have the same issue.

      Lucas repeatedly hit one button, I assume in an effort to fix whatever the problem was. "Please, Lucas," I said, keeping my voice low.

      "In a minute."

      Those three words framed my entire parenting experience. Please, clean your room, in a minute, please, do your homework, in a minute, please, come and eat dinner, in a minute. The normality of it was reassuring, but on bad days it pushed my buttons.

      That particular minute was magic to kids and could stretch anywhere from five to sixty, and sometimes it was easier to let things slide — anything for a quiet life.

      "Who is this guy getting married again?"

      I sighed internally but pasted a happy smile on my face when I spoke to him, attempting to silence potential complaints with positive goddamned energy and light. "You know who it is. It’s my friend Ash."

      "Wish they’d hurry up," he muttered next to me. "I don’t see why we had to come with you." He was just loud enough that I could hear, but I hoped to hell no one else could.

      "Because I’m in charge and you’re the child," I said instead, without opening my eyes, and thank the heavens, after a huff of displeasure he stopped talking.

      He wasn’t a nasty kid, neither was Maddie, and I loved them so much that it hurt. I would’ve done anything for either of them, and I hoped they never thought otherwise.

      "Shhh," the woman in the hat hissed back at me.

      I ignored her as best I could, pleased that Lucas was off the phone, and then my mind wandered back to Eric, and in my random way, I went from thinking about his job to the color of his hair. Right in the middle of all of that, I realized sex had happened in my head. I didn’t mean I was having a waking wet dream or anything. I was lost in contemplating what it would be like to have someone as big as him hug me. Would he encompass me completely? Would he be able to pick me up? Crush me? I’m five-ten and top the scales at one-sixty-eight on a good day. So yeah, he could’ve probably surrounded me, been my protector, kept the rest of the world away. But then, what if he was just that, and wasn’t interested in me calling any of the shots, what if he thought I was fragile, or damaged, or needed to be fixed?

      I corralled my thoughts and concentrated on the service. It was brief and beautiful, and emotion choked me, with tears pricking at my eyes. Even the kids sat up to get a better look, but as soon as the ceremony was over, and the congratulations began, Lucas and Maddie were up off their seats and heading for the bushes at the end of the garden. They did this a lot, isolating themselves away from me, even if they did bicker when they were on their own. That should have been a good thing, I wanted the siblings to be close, only not to the detriment of our relationship. I didn’t want to be frozen out.

      I followed them to where they stood huddled next to a fence.

      "There’ll be food soon," I said, with above-average enthusiasm.

      Lucas kicked at a bush, his expression mutinous. "We could have stayed over at Spencer’s place," he said and kicked out again. This time a flurry of leaves fell from the California coffeeberry, and when Lucas made to kick it once more, I moved forward, but not soon enough, as the plant sagged pathetically. Poor thing, it had just been sitting there, growing, and now it was hurt.

      "Lucas, come on," I pleaded.

      I often thought back to the little kids who had become my responsibility, the cute four-year-old and his chubby toddler sister and wondered where I'd gone wrong. Not in general, but specifically. There had to have been a single moment where I’d fucked everything up, but I couldn’t remember when it was.

      "Uncle Brady, are you okay?" Maddie interrupted, and I turned my focus on her.

      "Of course, why?"

      "You look all…" She smoothed her palms on her face and grimaced briefly, which was the way she described me when I had a moment of panic. There was a hint of deviousness in her eyes, which belied her innocent expression, and all I could think was, when had the cute baby become someone who tried to manipulate me? Sorrow knifed me, that I even had some chink in my armor that she’d identified. A dad should’ve been stalwart, unflappable, a role model, not some weird, mismatched mess who couldn't get his head around something as ordinary as a freaking wedding. I stayed patient.

      "I’m fine, Maddie."

      "We can always go, Uncle Brady," Lucas added. "If you need to."

      "We’re not going," I thumbed over my shoulder, "there are loads of other children here, go and make some new friends."

      "I don't need new friends," Lucas said, and his voice was louder now. "If you'd let me stay with Spencer, I could have been with Liam, and Liam is my friend."

      "Lucas—"

      "I could have stayed there as well," Maddie interrupted. It seemed she was getting good at that now.

      I pressed fingers to my temples but dropped them. Show no weakness. "I'm sorry guys; I thought you’d enjoy it⁠—"

      "Well, we’re not," Lucas finished, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      "Nope, I wanna go home." Maddie copied his stance.

      Lucas sniffed, "Yeah, this is stupid⁠—"

      "Whoa.” A warning voice had me turning so fast I tripped over my own feet.

      Someone gripped me, and I glanced up right into Eric’s dark blue eyes. Up this close, he was just as intimidating, bigger than he’d seemed at first, his hair was short, and light brown with gray at the temples. I knew he was the same age as Ash, which put him just past thirty, but he was rocking the silver fox style. When he didn't say anything, I wondered what he wanted. Was he there to talk to us, or to explain that he was there to take all three of us off the property?

      Instead, he released me and set me away, supporting me until I was steady, then turned to the kids. "There’s food, guys," he thumbed over his shoulder. That wasn’t going to work with them, I’d already mentioned food, and they’d dismissed it out of hand. Anyway, who did Eric think he was to interfere in our lives? It served him right if they shredded him alive, and I winced internally at the thought.

      Whatever happened, however Maddie and Lucas reacted, all I knew was that I had a front-row seat to the carnage.
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