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Chapter 1

Trevor







How much sorrow can one twelve-year-old boy carry before it weighs him down to the ground? Looking to my right, I didn’t think I wanted to know the answer. Mitchell offered his signature lopsided smile, the one he used to share with his father. The one that had a habit of making my heart skip a beat every single time. Six years later, the hurt of losing the love of my life hadn’t relented much—not with his spitting image all up in my face 24/7. I couldn’t blame our son. After all, it wasn’t his fault he’d been born into a family with more broken hearts than Christmas ornaments. And it sure as hell wasn’t my fault either.

You were supposed to be here, Daniel.

Save for Mitchell and me, the front pew looked deserted. It was like most people that had mattered to Darlene Reilly—Mitchell’s grandmother—had already beaten her to the finish line. Like I said, tragedy in this family always came out the ring with both a golden belt and a victorious roar for the cheap seats. In a way, though most of the church was empty, the heaviness in the air from all the lost souls before Darlene made it feel crowded nonetheless. I wished it could have stayed that way, but suspected another seat to be filled in a matter of minutes.

And just when my mind was trying its best to come to terms with that reality, the man of the hour walked in with a loud bang of the doors behind us—making the kind of entrance only he could master.

I groaned and lowered my mouth to Mitchell’s ear. “Should I ignore him or take a look?”

Mitchell craned his neck, frowned at the sight and whispered, “You’re going to want to see this.”

Like always, Mitchell was right. Those blonde locks sculpted to perfection could only have belonged to one individual. Ladies and gentlemen, Joe Reilly as he lives and breathes. But you all know him as Jader, king (or queen, rather) of the LGBTQIA+ pop music world. Living and breathing was one thing, walking down the aisle, however—pardon the expression—seemed a hefty obstacle for the family star. Maybe it was the combo of grotesque black sunglasses and a matching FFP2 mask strapped around most of his face. Or maybe…Joe had been drinking this morning, or worse, given his family history. Either way, as though he wouldn’t have made it otherwise, he needed to cling to his oversized bodyguard all the way to his seat across the divide. A full-blown diva as there ever was one.

“Stop rolling your eyes, Trevor. Do it for Grandma,” Mitchell hissed as he waved at Joe.

Composing myself, I nodded as Joe waved back, not intending to give in to his perpetual quest for attention. Good thing there were only a handful of people around for this service. Mitchell was not wrong. Darlene would have torn me a new one if she’d seen my facial expressions. Man, I missed her feisty spirit. For a woman battling two illnesses at once—diabetes type 1 and liver cancer stage 4, a cruel numbers game—she never avoided confrontations of any kind. When she smelled bullshit, you could bet she’d not only spot it but give you a good reading in the process. Many times, her oppressive reasoning had set me straight. Especially when it came to raising her unfortunate grandson.

“Are you doing okay, buddy?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I’m not sure. Is it awful to wish we could just get this over?”

I was sure the smell of incense had sparked the same images in our heads. Poor kid.

“Listen. You can go hang out in the car if you want to. I’m sure Grandma would have understood.”

His blue eyes stared at me, gauging whether I was being serious. “No, I owe this to her. I’ll just suck it up. It’s what she would have told me, right?”

I smiled at him in return, my heart overflowing with pride. How it was possible for a boy in his circumstances to turn into such a level-headed, clever twelve-year-old was beyond me. Following the route of misery he’d walked in his short life, he should have been battling multiple demons. Yet, so far I had concluded he was the best person in this family. Looking to my left, the bar was not particularly high, but still.

We rose from our seats for the priest to kick off Darlene’s funeral service. Raised as an Irish Catholic, she had insisted on the full-fledged bible-reciting version. Part of me thought it was just for kicks on her behalf, as I’d never seen her practice her beliefs in any way. Mitchell hadn’t been raised with any religion in particular either, so in his mind, this was a place to be associated with death. If it hadn’t been for my moms, he never even would have gotten to celebrate Christmas, not properly, at least. Instinctively, I rubbed his back. It was more of an elongated pat, as he was iffy about physical contact.

Always the peacekeeper between both sides of this pew, Darlene insisted on there being no eulogies during this service. Preemptively, she had stripped away any chance for her son to take advantage of this moment to pull a PR stunt. It was proof once again of her knowing how to handle her celebrity son like no one else.

Speaking of the devil, a fuss coming from the pop star’s direction distracted my inner contemplations. Strained whispering and hissing ensued in what looked like a heated argument between celebrity and staff. You’d think that a man whose mother just died would have been able to rearrange his lifestyle priorities for one morning, but no. I could have bet money on the chances of Jader finding a way to make this all about himself.

Mitchell’s eyes widened when Joe stood, took two steps and nearly fell over, his bodyguard catching him in the nick of time. I couldn’t suppress a groan and watched on, hoping the charade would soon be over. Limping next to his tall, broad-shouldered employee, Joe followed the aisle to the restrooms in the back. Try as I did in the wake of his theatrics, I could no longer focus on the service. Someone had to tell that guy to show some respect, and it might as well have been me. “I’ll be right back. I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Mitchell said. “I couldn’t hear a thing on top of your angry breathing anyway. You’re not letting this go, are you?”

“You know me so well.” Just like your father did. I kept the last part to myself. Mitchell didn’t need this today. And so, I made my way to Joe, past the rows of nudging elbows, past the grumbling bodyguard at the entrance. To my annoyance, the bulldozer of a man followed me inside.

Even the restrooms in this house of God were carved out of bluestone. Just like marble, it has the tendency to turn a chilly day into a freezing one when surrounded by too many surfaces of the material. In my furniture showroom I always warned customers against any type of limestone, especially in Minnesotan winters as rough as this one. The twin sinks near the entrance had seen better days. Imagine a farmer’s kitchen from the past century: holes, roughed-up edges and rust seeping into the stone’s pores.

Joe’s eyes went wide when he saw me. “Trevor.”

“Joe,” I said in return. “Would you mind telling your staff to back off? I need a word. It won’t take long.”

Sitting on a closed toilet in the middle of the three stalls, door wide open, he gave the big man a nod. Unaccustomed to our New England temperatures, his hands were rubbing his knees. My suspicions of him being drunk doubled in force as I noticed his puffy eyes were more red than white.

“I’m not in the mood for whatever talk this is going to be, so let’s get this over with. What’s on your mind, Trevor?” Joe said, after his African-American bodyguard had left.

I took a deep breath, but it did nothing to calm me. “I don’t give a damn if you’re in the mood or not. What the hell is wrong with you? You simply can’t allow anyone but yourself to take the stage, can you? Running off like you just did? A total Jader move. I can’t believe this is turning out exactly the way I predicted. At best, your career is a year removed from rock bottom, so here you are, grasping at straws to take any opportunity to save your famous ass while you still can. This kind of shenanigans is why your brother didn’t like you that much, you know. And I bet Mitchell feels the same way now.”

Fuck, that was harsh–even coming from me. I hadn’t planned on taking that last turn, but somehow this was the effect my late boyfriend’s brother had on me.

Shaking his head, Joe looked me dead in the eye. He worked his jaw like the cartilage needed cracking. “Wow. How long have you been holding that inside? Never mind, glad we got that out of the way, I suppose. First of all, Trevor, don’t you dare talk to me about my brother that way ever again. You think you know everything that happened between us, but you don’t. Two sides to every story, and whatever the rest of that speech includes. I’m too tired to spell it out for you. And second, do you really think that’s what’s happening here? That I’m faking all of this,” he gestured to his body with a wagging finger, “just to get some exposure? To put it in your words, a total Trevor move. By the way, is that what you’re teaching Mitchell? To draw one-sided conclusions about people? Let’s see where that gets him in life, huh?”

Admittedly, I deserved every bit of that last part.

He tried to get up, but faltered and sat back with a wince, massaging his lower calf.

I uncrossed my arms and said, “Jesus, Joe. How much did you drink?”

Joe scoffed. “That’s rich. I’m famous, so I have to be drunk to be acting like this? Good to know how your head works.”

“I’m only asking because…” This wasn’t going to sound good. “…because of your genes.” I exhaled the revived hurt away—or tried to.

Driven by anger, he got up again and rested his side against the thin wall for balance this time. “My ears must be frozen, because there is no way I just heard you bring up Daniel like that. Like it doesn’t still rip your heart out speaking his name. Or are you ice cold like all the rest in this fucking state?”

I held up my palms. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Damn right you shouldn’t. You just can’t help yourself, can you?” He let out a strained breath. “Just leave me alone already.” Favoring his right leg, he limped toward the sink next to me.

“But Joe, if you’re not drinking or doing drugs, then what’s going on with you? Are you sick? Or did something happen to you?”

He stiffened in the middle of his soaping process. “I, uhm…I had a rather intense date last night. You know, to distract my mind. You just ran into him, by the way.”

It was my turn to scoff. “You’re unbelievable. He’s your employee, Joe. You could get sued.”

“Trust me, Trevor, that’s the least of my worries.” He shook his hands above the sink.

“Well, I guess I’m glad Darlene doesn’t have to see you this way. What the hell were you thinking?”

“You know what, Trevor? You should just go. You said what you needed to say, and you obviously still hold a grudge. Mom’s no longer here to connect us, so if it’s all the same to you, I suggest we get on with our separate lives again after today.”

Joe fumbled with the towel dispenser, but couldn’t get it to work properly. It was one of those rotating ones where you had to pull out a fresh part every time, using both hands. After failing three times, he groaned between his teeth.

I rolled my eyes and did it for him. Always the people pleaser, Mom would say. “All right then. I’m getting back to Mitchell. Don’t cause any more scenes when you return. It’s not what your mother would have wanted and you know it.”

He tsked. “Always the charmer. See you in a bit.”

I nodded and headed back to Mitchell, passing the black hulk again—trying to prevent my mind from picturing the two of them in bed. The priest was in the middle of some sort of psalm, so like a normal person I didn’t draw any unwanted attention to myself. With every step I took, Joe’s odd demeanor worried me a little more. The slow, unsteady walk, the uncontrollable hands, the red eyes and overall exhausted air he exuded… Something was up. Something far more serious than a hot date taking a wrong turn. My guess was that whatever it was, Joe didn’t want anyone to know about it.

As I took my seat beside Mitchell, I glanced at Darlene’s portrait. Even though it had been a while since I’d seen her long copper hair, it felt like only yesterday that she was as happy and optimistic as she had been at the time of the picture. The deep reverse-U-shaped wrinkles in her forehead and around her mouth assured me it had been taken after Daniel’s death, so happy was a tainted word. No matter how much of a smile she painted on for the outside world, some scars never stayed hidden. I knew she and Joe had reconnected a little over a year before, but she never talked to me about him, knowing how much we couldn’t stand each other. A question struck me as I thought about her protectiveness and cheeky mannerisms. Did she know about whatever was going on with Joe?

I shook my head with a smile, as I already knew the answer.




Chapter 2

Joe







Even though it was my mom’s funeral, I hated being out in public. But then again, I hated a lot of things these days—more than I dared to admit, as my anger never seemed to dilute completely. People were the worst. Was it really so hard to just leave me alone and look the other way whenever I ventured into a remotely public space? Yes, everything’s fine. Peachy keen. No, I did not have a rowdy weekend. No, I did not fall from a ladder. Yes, this is how I always walk. No, my latest choreography didn’t snap my tendons in half. And no, I am not stumbling like this as part of some deranged publicity stunt, Trevor.

Topping my hating list today was, indeed, Trevor Larsen. He couldn’t allow me one moment where I could massage the pain out of my ankles and knees. No, he had to be a jerk and draw a straight line between Daniel and me first chance he got. The nerve. I never understood why Mom liked him so much. Just because he chose to adopt my brother’s kid didn’t make him a saint—okay, that comment may have gone a little too far, but still. What I especially hated was how good-looking he still was. With his broad chest, basketball-player height and piercing mercury-colored eyes, it was hard to deny. And the worst part about it was that he likely woke up like that. Getting out of the house in a paparazzi-ready version of myself usually took me hours. Not that I was sleeping much anyway, but I always got up before dawn just to be able to finish skincare and hair routines in slow-motion. All of that work to keep up appearances on the off chance some rando decided to take a snap and post it. But at times like these, I reminded myself that I hadn’t gotten to where I was in life being careless. It was lower-shelf consolation, but it kept the demons at bay.

Number two was this awful church in this godforsaken city in this icy state—the Saint Stephen’s Catholic Church not too far from Mom’s house—the same church we used to say goodbye to Daniel. The thought of it alone sent chills down my back, aggravating my pain centers once again. At least a Chicago funeral, like Dad’s, would have felt like home. I suppose it made sense for Mom to move here after losing her favorite son. If nothing, it provided her ample opportunities to see her only grandchild. And Trevor.

I’d felt it as soon as my private jet had started the landing protocol. All those haunting memories of Daniel springing to life, ready for their chance in the limelight. His emaciated face. The jittery motion of his eyes. The screaming matches. The look in Mom’s eyes every time she realized Daniel was back to day one of his sobriety. Oddly, the revived mental pain was a worthy distraction from the physical one, which constituted number three in my hateful list: my failing body.

Tony popped his head through the restroom’s door opening. “Everything okay? He sounded mad.”

“Oh, he was mad all right.” I explained how Trevor thought I’d been either drinking or doing drugs.

“You didn’t tell him, right?” Tony asked.

“Relax, I did not. He was very suspicious, though. Man, I should have just told him I was drunk.” I wouldn’t have given him the satisfaction, to be honest.

“So, he noticed.” He rubbed his bald head, his go-to evasion technique. “What did you tell him?”

“You’re not going to like this.” As soon as I finished talking, Tony doubled over with laughter, saliva spraying every which way.

“Look, I panicked, okay? In my defense, you could do a lot worse.” It was, indeed, rather unthinkable for the two of us to get past the prescribed hand holding. Not that I didn’t like him as a sort-of-friend—the closest I had these days—but romance was more likely to happen between Trevor and me. God, imagine the horror.

“Well, I guess you’re right about that. It’s hard to picture, though. Maybe that’s a good sign. Don’t tell my wife I said all of that.” He straightened his suit jacket sleeves.

“Don’t worry, babe. The secretive part is what turns me on most, anyway.” I winked.

“Jesus. Come on, diva. Your mother awaits,” he said, holding out his meaty hand for me to use as a live crutch. I could no longer count the times it had saved me from a nasty close-up with the ground.

I took it and froze. “Wait. Before we go any further, I need to tell you something.” I paused until he looked me in the eye. “I don’t think I can do this. I love you, but I’m not ready to walk down that aisle. I’m just too young for that kind of commitment.” Near the end of my joke I had trouble suppressing chuckles. Me getting all serious like that worked every time with Tony. It might have been my favorite pastime.

“You know what I’m thinking? They’re not paying me enough to put up with your shenanigans. Let’s go.”

“You’re a fucking saint, Tony. I mean it.”

“Shush. We’re in a church, Joe. Language.” One corner of his mouth twisted into a near-nonexistent smile. I was glad he chose to enable my coping mechanism, especially since smiles had become a scarce commodity in my life.

As I took my seat in the front row again, I felt the buzz of a notification on my watch. It was an email from Archie, my manager, with the entire text as a subject line, like always.

Warbler Music Group has a new business proposal for Jader’s next move. It’s going to be epic, Joe. Just what we all need. Call me.

In the soft light of the stained-glass windows, I chose to ignore Archie for the rest of the service. Today I could only juggle around that many thoughts, and Mom was now taking up all of my headspace. I had cried the day I got the news, but only for a few minutes. It wasn’t until yesterday that I had started mourning in a different, deeper way: not the loss of her as the mother she was, but as the one she could have been all those estranged years. Bittersweet is the word that kept flashing in my mind when I contemplated our second attempt at a relationship. Her having been closer to Trevor than me still stung as I listened to every word about the highlights of her remarkable life.

“In the midst of tragedy, in her adoptive country and state, Darlene continued to inspire the people around her with kindness, and not only in her job as a nurse. She was always one to live by the Lord’s rule of love thy neighbor. Even though life had taken away half her family far too soon, she chose to keep her chin up and count her blessings in her three boys. Her son, Joe, her grandson, Mitchell, and her unofficial son-in-law, Trevor Larsen. Gentlemen, she wanted you to know that you were the light of her life. In fact, it was her wish for me to pass on a message at this point.” The old man cleared his throat. “It’s never too late to cross the divide, no matter how deep or wide the chasm appears.”

She can’t be serious.

Instinctively, I looked to my right and noticed both Mitchell and Trevor were doing the same. The latter quickly averted his eyes, but Mitchell held my gaze for a moment longer. Another thing I hated: how much Mitchell resembled his father. Those light-blue husky eyes caused a pang in my chest. Flashes of Daniel waiting for me after school on our way to the bus when I was too young to go it alone overtook my mind’s eye. I hadn’t realized it until I heard my breath hitch: I had started weeping like I was that small child again.

I took off my shades and the ridiculous face mask Archie talked me into wearing in public, struggling for air.

“Calm down, you’ll be okay. Breathe,” Tony said to my left, his hand on my shoulder. Between sniffles I noticed him looking in the direction of Trevor and Mitchell. I could almost hear the roll of Trevor’s eyes at my second round of theatrics—as he no doubt would have called it. I owed Mom an apology, as there was no way I’d be sitting anywhere near those haunting blue eyes again if I could help it. Six years later, I still wasn’t ready to look at a picture of Daniel, let alone be around his younger version. The idea of the three of us spending time together in one room was one I couldn’t stomach. Not with all the medication I was on.




• • •




Much like the opposite sides we had taken in church, Trevor and Mitchell stood on one side of Mom’s freshly dug grave, and Tony and I on the other. It was a hard feat to pull off, considering we were the only ones present at the St. Andrew’s Cemetery in northern Minneapolis. Trevor was thoroughly pissed by the time I had finally made it to the correct lane in this graveyard, limping alongside Tony and leaning heavily into his wide frame. From Trevor’s perspective, it must have looked like we were indeed new lovers. The November air, once I was able to get past the frozen sensation in my nostrils, reeked of fresh soil with hints of decay from the piles of leaves.

My calves were burning, rendering it hard for me to focus on the priest’s words. The uneven patch of grass I was standing on threw my already shaky sense of balance out the window. Every now and then the icy wind amplified my pain, making me want to sell my soul for a chair. Comfortable was a word I hadn’t used in a long time, and this situation proved to be a whole new level of agony. Sweat tickled the skin of my forehead, even though I was nowhere near warm. Trevor’s eyes were fixed on me when I glanced his way, as though he were waiting for me to step out of line a third time.

I took Tony’s hand and squeezed SOS in Morse code. Right away, he took off his coat, put it on the ground and helped me to a seating position in the snow. I muttered words of thanks and wiped the sweat from my brow with my glove. I had expected Trevor to go ballistic at this blatant display of diva behavior, but it was far from the case. Instead, he looked at me with the tiniest crease in his forehead and softened eyes, his lips pressed in a fine line. Where I had anticipated to be feeling more animosity between us, I was overcome with dread.

Fuck, he knows.

Mom’s portrait on the portable stand was beautiful, and reminded me of how young she still was. Dying before your sixtieth birthday was not something most people counted on when making life plans. Getting thrown out the race in the last lap before the victory round known as retirement was one of life’s cruel jokes. Like holding the gates of Disneyland open right until you try to set foot inside, and welding it shut. I followed Mom’s gaze toward the rows of trees across the cemetery and found she had every reason to be smiling. In the orange-blue hue of the sky around us, the frost on every branch in sight almost made me forget about the horrible state I was in. How something as simple as crystallized water could make a scrawny tree that beautiful was beyond me. I did that a lot these days, finding beauty in pain wherever I could. It must have been the songwriter in me, dying to break free from my funk.

When it was time for Mom’s white-oaken coffin to start its trip six feet down the rails, I signaled to Tony to pick me up off the ground. My calves still ached, but I was intent on soldiering on. For Mom. We greeted her a last time, Trevor and Mitchell first, then me and Tony—all of us putting a red rose onto her coffin as it began its descent. Tears began to trickle from my eyes as the finality of never seeing her again hit me with renewed strength. We hadn’t always seen eye to eye, but she’d always been my mom. The one I used to cry out to whenever I had a nightmare. The one who kissed my pain away when I was little. The one I called in tears after my very first gig. I was thinking about all the lost time between us, and couldn’t stop my heart from pouring over through my vocal cords.

Should auld acquaintance be forgot

And never brought to mind?

It was one of Mom’s favorite songs. I looked at Trevor, who had started sniffling, too.

Should auld acquaintance be forgot

And the days of auld lang syne?

As soon as I hit the chorus, both Trevor and Mitchell joined in, as well as Tony.

For auld lang syne, my dear

For auld lang syne

We'll drink a cup of kindness yet

For the sake of auld lang syne

Mitchell kept smiling at me for a while, as Trevor sniffed and looked away. Whatever thawing effect my vocals had conjured, it had already passed in the blink of an eye. Still, I marked it up as a small victory. I guessed it was just me taking all the wins I could forage in the darkened forest of life.




• • •




“Your mother’s will can only be read when everyone is present, I’m afraid. I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Mr. Reilly. Would you like some coffee or tea while you wait?” the notary’s assistant with her black pencil skirt and cascade-collared shirt asked. Her nervous twitchy smile was one I knew well—the variety all gossip lovers took on when meeting a celebrity. Her heart rate must have been through the roof.

“Coffee would be great, thanks. Black.”

Tony added that he wanted his usual cream-and-sugar version. As I watched her stride back to the staffroom, I felt nostalgic when I noticed her shiny black heels. It took me right back to the Ultimatum tour two years back, when I had worn six-inch stilettos for the song Take Me Down—the same ones as in the music video. On stage it was almost impossible to hear my cue over the crowd’s roars at the sight of me wearing them. The lump in my throat told me those days were definitely gone, even if I got miraculously better in the next few months. I added it to the hate list.

Speaking of which, after about fifteen minutes of Tony and me scrolling on our phone screens and sipping coffee in between, Trevor came in—but had left his apology in the car.

“Trevor Larsen. I’m here for the will of Darlene Reilly with Mr. Sanders,” he announced at the reception, gloved hands buried in the pockets of his mint-green down jacket. Then he joined us in the lobby—his squeaky soles the only sound he produced. His hand ran through his damp chestnut hair and fixed it back to its usual style in one go. Some people’s lives are too easy.

He remained standing and looked around, unsure how to behave. Just like I’d been doing before, he stared at the soothing matte-white surfaces in the room. The bookshelves with tiny terracotta-potted succulents—in Minnesota, for crying out loud—the oblong coffee table with its honey-colored wooden top, the IKEA-style armchairs, and the calming organic touch of birch trunks in the glass wall behind them—the one original fixture in this oasis of grief.

Just as Trevor looked at me and opened his mouth to speak, the assistant announced that Mr. Sanders was ready for us in the conference room down the hall. On lifting myself up out of the comfort haven of the armchair, I declined Tony’s hand. It did nothing to avoid Tony’s sigh, but I had made up my mind. He wasn’t allowed in the conference room, anyway.

Trevor gestured for me to go first, but I shook my head. “After you. I’ll catch up,” The last thing I needed was him assessing my every step. He had the grace not to make an asshole comment. At least there was that.

“Gentlemen, thank you for coming. Now that all the beneficiaries have gathered, we can start the process of reading Mrs. Darlene Reilly’s will. Before we proceed—”

Trevor cut him off and said, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mr. Sanders, but I need a moment with Mr. Reilly. In private. Is there a space we can use? I promise it will only take a few minutes.”

What the fuck?

I had never been alone with Trevor, and there was a reason for it. Ever since my mobility had started to decrease I had become afraid of situations like these. No longer able to run away from danger, I had soon embraced the concept of a bodyguard. Long story short, if people wanted to hurt me, it had become a ridiculously easy thing to pull off.

“Sure. No problem. I’ll go grab a coffee in the meantime. Feel free to use this room right here. Unless Mr. Reilly thinks otherwise?” Sanders said.

Much as I hated the thought of being alone with Trevor, I also didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing how fearful I’d become. So, I complied and watched Sanders’s too-tight tweed sports jacket stroll out the door.

“Where’s Mitchell?” I started.

“At home. As in, at my place downtown.”

“So, you’re still living in that loft above your wood shop?” It was the same place Daniel had last lived. If I were him, I’d have sold it six years ago. Among many others, the fact proved how different we were.

He looked away, ignoring my question. Smart man. We were—again—sitting on opposite sides of the oval white table, my back facing the wall of windows.

“Joe, I need you to be honest with me. I’ve been watching you today, and I don’t believe your bullshit affair with that bodyguard. You’re nowhere near okay. Are…are you dying?” He hadn’t looked me in the eye until the last phrase. Just like at the cemetery, his gray eyes now had a shimmering quality to them that was hard not to find endearing. The reflection of the snow behind me amplified their brightness, coloring them a light silver.

I let out a slow breath. “Since when do you care?”

He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “This is not about me, Joe. I’m asking for Mitchell. That kid can’t face another loss and you know it. So, are you?”

Just when I thought his personality—with its edges rougher than the Rockies—was softening, my hand got cut trying to reach across our divide.

“Trevor, if this is your way to try and take all of my mom’s inheritance, I swear to God I’ll punch you in the face right here and now.” I knew it was an empty threat, but my anger needed an outlet. Punching would have hurt me more than him with the way things were. “But no. I’m not. Well, everyone is dying in a way, but I’m not cutting the line—as far as I know.”

“Then what the fuck is going on, Joe? Are you sick?”

I held his stare for a few moments, wishing for words to fall out of my mouth. He didn’t back away. “Listen. I won’t tell anyone. I promise. If it’s something hereditary, I need to know for Mitchell’s sake. We have a right to know.”

He just kept throwing my uncle duties in my face. Annoying, yet insanely effective.

“For the record, Trevor, you can’t keep playing the Mitchell card like this, okay?” I shook my head and gave it more thought. “You’ll have to sign an NDA.”

“Fine. Whatever.”

Maybe it was being back inside in the warmth of this office that made me more forthcoming. Or maybe my thawing heart couldn’t stand the thought of Mitchell going down the same road as me. Either way, I was about to spill the beans, and thereby provide an enemy with way too much ammo. Why were family ties always so complicated and irrational?




Chapter 3

Trevor







“So now what do I do?” I asked.

“Create a digital signature in the PDF file and send it back to me. It doesn’t need to be perfect, so don’t sweat it if it looks bad,” Joe said across the table. I did as he asked, adding a blurb that looked nothing like my real John Hancock to the file and airdropping it back to his phone. I could have made an Instagram post about it with the caption expectation vs. reality. I hadn’t read the entire document, but chose to return the trust Joe was about to grant me. It only seemed fair.

After a deep breath that made his chest puff out in his black wool sweater, Joe started his explanation. “Okay then. Earlier this year I discovered I’ve been suffering from an autoimmune disease called PSA, or psoriatic arthritis.”

I blinked hard, waiting for him to elaborate. “I’m sorry. I have no clue what that means.”

“It’s okay. Nobody does at first. It’s a form of rheumatism—the inflammatory kind. You might know psoriasis as a skin condition, with those red and white flaky patches. In my case, however, it’s mostly on the inside, affecting multiple joints and tendons.”

“Wait. Arthritis. Isn’t that an old people’s disease? Like when they complain about the weather and their bones?”

Joe scoffed “Seriously. This disease has the worst PR. If I had a nickel…” He shook his head. “It affects young people too, but the lion’s share of patients is over seventy. Symptoms often become worse the longer it manifests, so early-onset patients, like me, are generally worse off than the others.” He paused and fumbled with his finger gloves. “Satisfied?”

Not exactly, no.

“Is it a genetic condition?” I asked.

A beat later he said, “It can be. There happens to be a straight line between type 1 diabetes and psoriasis in general, so…well, you can do the math.”

“Darlene.”

Joe nodded with a tight-lipped smile. I had always thought his eyes were brown, but now I saw all kinds of rusty colors in his flecked hazel eyes. Maybe it was his vulnerability lighting them up, finally allowing a glimpse into his true personality. It was odd to see the Jader mask fade before me. Of course, it could also have been the low-hanging sun right behind him—which made much more sense.

“She was devastated when I told her.”

“She knew?”

“I hadn’t planned on it, but you know how she was. The minute I stepped inside her house with the faintest of limps, she sensed something was wrong.”

It was uncanny. Instead of Jader, the head-turning peacock, I now witnessed Joe Reilly, the sparrow with a broken wing sitting across from me. Him becoming all human like this made it far more difficult to hate him. And it pissed me off for a whole different set of reasons. I was a sucker for broken men like him, and the universe was doing an outstanding job tugging at the caregiver bone inside my body. Damn it. I was going to have to be nice—nicer.

“Are you going to be okay? Are you in pain?”

His hand flew up. “Trevor, don’t give me that. The last thing I want is your pity. Now stop looking at me like I’m about to break in half. Just go back to your asshole ways already. I’ll be out of your life in a matter of hours anyway. Are we done?”

“Asshole ways? Wow. Just when you think Jader over here is human. Fine. We’re done. I’ll get Sanders.” When I reached the doorway I couldn’t help but add, “Thanks for telling me, Joe.”

He crossed his arms. “Well, you signed the NDA. If you want to stay out of court, you’ll keep my secret.”

This guy.




• • •




“Mrs. Reilly named me as executor of her will and therefore I shall deal with all the proceedings regarding her estate and properties. Her last-standing version dates back to March 23 this year. Unless either of you have knowledge of a more recent notarized version, I suggest we get down to business.”

Neither of us reacted, so Mr. Sanders plowed on from the narrow side of the table, “I have to say, Mrs. Reilly chose to take a rather creative approach to the entire process. I’ll hand you both a copy of her attached note.” The note, written in Darlene’s neat cursive, felt heavier in my hands than the thin paper had suggested, with good reason.

Dear Joe and Trevor (and Mitchell),

It must have been odd to see each other again face to face this morning for the very first time in six years. From the bottom of my heart I hope you boys have been civil so far. It never ceased to amaze me how such wonderful people like you could be so antagonistic toward the other. Make no mistake, I am well aware of the origin of your mutual dislike. The pain I endure as I’m writing down this particular part shares its origin with the rift between you two. I guess we all loved Daniel so much it mutated to a wide array of feelings with time.

Not possessing the strength to reconnect my family was my lifelong regret. When you were both back in my life I was thrilled, yet lacked the energy—be it mental or physical—to bridge the gap between the two sides in this room. Anyone who ever met me knows I was no quitter, however. Not even when it came to cigarettes—sorry to burst that bubble for you. I enjoyed thinking I was rather good at hiding it. And so, I concocted a plan to reunite the three of you from beyond the grave.

All of my estate and my lovely home, with my memories buried inside its walls, shall be split between the three of you. Not so fast, though. Together with Porter Sanders I drew up a special condition for either of you to receive your inheritances. If you do not agree with the terms and conditions I am about to state, everything I left behind will go to the Minneapolis Fire Department—I never could resist a man in uniform, remember? Come on. Smile, you two. It enhances your face value, or so Dolly Parton says.

My condition is this. For an entire year, all three of you will spend a family dinner together once a month. The terms are as follows. First of all, every dinner will be documented with selfies at the table—at the beginning and the end. I learned that every photograph has its own timestamp, which makes it easy for the next part. Second, every dinner must last at least four hours in between the pictures. Third, the main course must be home-cooked. No takeaway, only love-packed dishes. Pictures of pots and pans therefore have to be included as well.

A year from now, if the evidence of your family dinners pleases Porter over here, you will be granted access to your inheritances. If not, those firemen won’t be needing to sell any of their steamy calendars for a while. Think about it: You can’t punish the city like that, can you?

Most of all, my sweet boys, I did this for your own benefit. You’re all the family that’s left. Lean on each other, the way I always intended all of us to do—the way we failed to do in the past. As each of us knows, life is too short to avoid family ties. Therefore, it’s time for you to create a support system of your own in my absence. I loved you so, so much, and I hope you trust me enough to see how this little plan of mine is what’s best for everyone. Take care (of each other). Love, Darlene.

Fucking hell. He’ll do it when hell freezes over.

One glance in his direction told me I was right. There was no way Jader was going to tolerate my asshole ways for four hours every month.

“Two words. Hell no. I don’t have time to play house every month. Look, Mr. Sanders. I’m a music artist who barely has a private life. And she knew this extremely well. You’re asking me to fly to this pitiful city every four weeks? I don’t think so. And for what? Pocket change? No. Forget about it. I say let those firemen have Mom’s money. I’m done with this.” In the middle of his rant Joe had risen from his chair, holding the back for balance—and still struggling.

But then he looked me in the eye and sighed, almost as if he’d forgotten about me altogether. “I’m sorry, Trevor. It’s not personal, but this is not exactly realistic for me and my lifestyle. You see that, right?”

Shit.

Much as I hated begging, I had to make him see reason. I stood to meet him at eye level—an old parenting method. “Joe, listen to me. This was your mother’s literal dying wish. Are you really going to deny her that?”

He scoffed. “Are you saying you want to have all those dinners with me? You can’t stand me, Trevor. That part has been clear from the start. Even if I had the time, I don’t think we’d last one dinner without throwing punches.” Joe turned to Sanders. “Is this even legal?”

“I assure you it is. Your mother was very persuasive at the time we drew this up. A hard woman to say no to,” Sanders said.

Damn it, Joe. I needed to break through Jader’s facade and speak to Joe, but it wasn’t going to be easy. What made it even more trying was the fact that he wasn’t wrong.

“Joe, please hear me out. One dinner every month isn’t unrealistic per se. We’ll plan ahead and work around your schedule. I’ve got a lot of leeway with my furniture business, so I can be flexible. Sorry to bring him into this again, but I think Mitchell would benefit from having you in his life. You’re his only blood relation now. I promise I’ll make real efforts to be civil, like I’ve been doing this afternoon. Could you meet me halfway here?” As soon as I finished speaking, I knew I’d been laying it on too thick. Even I wasn’t buying it.

After taking his seat again, Joe squinted and tilted his head. “You need that money, don’t you?”

Nope, still Jader.

I bit my tongue and studied my feet for a while, unwilling to admit how Larsen’s Wood Design could really use the financial influx. With Daniel taking up all of my time near the end, and higher prices for quality materials, it had become a challenge to put savings aside for Mitchell’s college fund. I had already asked my moms to become investors in my shop, and wasn’t planning on taking that road again, paved with failure and guilt.

“Okay, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a big portion of my motivation to agree to this. Nevertheless, I want to do right by Mitchell, and your mother.” I wanted to add Daniel to the list, but decided against it—Joe seemed to have uncharted grief about his brother. Pot and kettle, I suppose.

“You’re playing the Mitchell card again,” Joe breathed. His voice didn’t sound combative this time.

Something weird happened when our eyes locked onto each other. The flecks of hazel returned in his for the duration of our staring contest. To Sanders it must have looked like a tennis game as he watched from the side bleachers. Where I was locking horns with Jader earlier, I was now pleading with Joe’s heart. And from the looks of it, he was actually considering going through with Darlene’s schemes.

His mouth opened with a smack of his bottom lip. “Fine. You win. But just so we’re clear, I’m doing this for Mitchell,” Joe said. Gone were the lights in his eyes.

The discussion flowed into the arrangement of the first dinner, with both of us flipping through digital calendars on our phones. I had expected Joe to be impossible in his diva ways with one-liners such as I can’t eat carb-fueled dinners or I’m intermittently fasting that week, but none of them had come up. Ten minutes later, we had set the first two dinner dates. The first hurdle on the way to becoming a family again—or to financial comfort. It all pivoted on perspective.

“One more thing, Joe. Mitchell can’t know about Darlene’s scheme. Well, I’ll tell him this was Grandma’s idea, but not that it came with all kinds of strings regarding our inheritances. It would send the wrong message, and I don’t want him to think we’re in a tight spot financially. He’s too young for that kind of stuff.”

“You’re probably right. I’ll play along, Trevor. Don’t worry,” he said, nodding quickly.

Is my hearing off? It felt like he’d gone along with the idea a little too quickly, but I took the win nonetheless.

Judging from Sanders’ face, we had overstayed our welcome, so after exchanging numbers, we were about to leave the room. If only Jader hadn’t been there.

When I gestured for him to go first, he scowled. “This again? Do you not get it or something? I’m slow and I don’t want you to watch me struggle, okay? Get out of my face. I’ll see you next week.”

And just like that, civility was nowhere within our vicinity again. Although I chalked his outburst up to his personal frustrations, I wasn’t going to let Jader walk all over me this time. I faced him with one foot in the doorway.

“I get it, Joe. You’re hurting and it’s making you angry. Just so you know, if you’re planning on being like this at dinner, I don’t want you around Mitchell. So, if I were you, I’d pull myself together by next week.” I got a little closer and lowered my voice. “There is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect that kid. I need that money, but not if it leads to more family drama for him. It won’t be worth it if you and I end up damaging his fragile sense for relationships. Think it over before you come to our place next week. Goodbye, Joe.” And with that I walked away from a stunned Jader.

He was right, though. I couldn’t keep playing the Mitchell card. I hated that.




Chapter 4

Joe







Six months earlier




Why did she have to move to fucking Minneapolis again? I asked myself in front of Mom’s house as Tony parked the rental Escalade on her street in Ventura Village. Much as I hated the neighborhood, city and state she lived in, her house fit her personality to a tee. Cement-colored pillars holding up her front porch reflected her strong-willed mind, unable to be swayed by the most vicious of advocates in any argument. The pastel yellow clapboard walls resonated with her mildly optimistic view on life. And my favorite, the one rounded window in the middle of the house’s facade, a picture of her unwavering moral compass. Random strangers walking their dogs might have passed her place considering it too big for one person to live in. Especially if they knew nothing about the space all of her sorrows took up.

Tony had waited for me to make it all the way up the steps to Mom’s front porch before he drove off. A few knocks later, footsteps echoed from behind the front door.

“Joe, what a nice surprise,” she said in a higher octave than usual.

“I’m sorry, Madam. I’m clearly not in the right place. I’m looking for my mother. She, unlike yourself, is expecting me. Could you point me in the direction of a Mrs. Reilly?”

“Are you really going to be like that?” Her eyebrows fell together with her tone. Bullseye.

“Sorry. Hi, Mom. We agreed to this get together weeks ago, didn’t we?”

“Yes, but you’re early. Hence my delightful surprise.” She hooked her arm into my elbow and guided me inside.

Mayday.

As expected, I couldn’t keep up with her pace. A little voice in my head had been telling me all morning that I was going to have to tell her today. The electricity of imminent devastation hung in the air. Three steps inside, she started eyeing my dragging feet. The question wasn’t if, but when she’d initiate her interrogation.

“You seem a little worn. Done a lot of dance rehearsals or something? Or…maybe a hot date or two? It’s okay. I won’t tell a soul.” Her bottom lip curled up on one side.

“Mom…lots of rehearsals, yes. Dates, I wish.”

She went to the kitchen and put the kettle on the stove with a twist of a knob, all in one fluent motion. I envied her grace and ended up staring. In my movements as I pulled back a wooden chair at her kitchen table, there was none of her elegance. Not anymore.

While battling my spiraling thoughts I looked around at her modest furnishings. Always the antiques aficionado, every dark brandy-colored piece came with a could-be-true story. The liquor cabinet that had once belonged to some governor. The navy-striped sofa set Bernie Sanders had donated to goodwill from the kindness of his socialist heart. The bone-china vases brought back from the Vietnam War. And then there was the dining table, with its own marks of drama I’d had more than my share in. As per usual, Mom had taken away all the chrome-framed pictures of Daniel, Mitchell and Trevor on the sideboard in the other room. Only Dad’s image remained standing in the shape of his handsome portrait on the wall. Mothering two brothers that saw eye to eye as much as the two Koreas, Mom had become a master of conflict prevention.

Mom hummed to herself while going through her tea ceremony. I had tried to steer her to coffee many times, not one of which had proved successful. Around sixteen years of age, it had become one droplet in a sea of reasons to start up a fight out of nowhere in the war zone of adolescence. Thinking back, I regretted my dramatic ways. Deep down I had known how hard single parenthood had been for her. Especially with children like me and Daniel, which must have made it feel like a rigged game at times.

“So how are you feeling, Mom?”

“Me? Same old same old. Cancer’s a bitch, but hey. So am I,” she said. She looked over her shoulder and smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes—holding back, like always.

“You really don’t look too good, Joe. Something you want to tell me?” She put two mugs on the table and opened her wooden tea box. A brass sliding lock on its front unlocked the glass-embedded lid to reveal an assortment of twelve types of tea bags, all neatly stacked in their colorful wrappers. A waft of black tea and rich wood reached my nostrils. It was a true piece of art, one my mother’s hands handled with delicate care. Even though I had never seen the item before, figuring out its origin was no challenge.

“Did Trevor make this for you?” I asked, eager to change the subject.
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