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“The past held many doors that should have been locked, and now it was too late to close any of them.”Aaron Callahan
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Preface




A House Full of Secrets  includes adult content that will not be suitable for some readers. I’ve included a list of these elements at the end of the book (marked "Content Warning"). If you have concerns, please check it out so you can decide whether to continue reading.

And when you finish, keep reading — the first chapter of A Life Full of Lies is included at the end.
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Chapter one

Rules


Philadelphia: July 9, 1985





The mechanic’s shop was a dim cave. Flickering lights cast eerie shadows on the grease-stained concrete floor. The air reeked of motor oil, gasoline, and sweat; the noxious mix clung to every surface. Old car parts littered the space, a graveyard of rusting metal and twisted wires. 

Big Mike, a towering giant, stood in the shop’s open center. His oil-splattered shirt molded to his rippling muscles, and a single bulb faintly lit his stern face. His six gang members flanked him. Their faces were hard and etched; their eyes glinted with malice. They had seen too much and done much worse. They stood with crossed arms, radiating menace.

At the back of the shop, a man shrank against a rusting sedan. His eyes were wide with fear, and he raised his hands in a futile defense. Big Mike’s gang closed in around him, their voices as low and threatening as the ominous rumble of a storm. A muscular man with a snake tattoo etched along his neck stepped forward, brandishing a heavy wrench.

“Please,” the cornered man begged, his voice fragile glass in a hailstorm. “I wasn’t serious, Mike, I swear. It’s stupid talk, something I thought you might be into.” His words dripped with desperation, trying to calm the giant before him.

Big Mike took a slow, deliberate step forward to cast a long shadow. His massive frame was a dark specter, hovering over the frightened man. “Bullshit,” he thundered, his voice a caged beast straining to break free. “You think you can do that shit and walk away from it?” His anger was a palpable force, a living entity that filled the room with intensity. “We’ve got rules around here, Scott… standards.”

Outside, the night was a tranquil blanket, the city lights a distant glow on the horizon. Only the occasional passing car and chirping crickets broke the silence. Their gentle harmony clashed with the brewing turmoil in the garage. Big Mike’s wife approached the shop, her steps quickening each second as she worried about her husband’s absence. She pushed the heavy metal door open and stepped through, her heart skipping as she took in the scene before her.

Her dark eyes widened at the sight of her husband, towering and menacing, his face contorted in a grotesque mask of anger. She looked around the circle of gang members, their faces cold and unfeeling, like icicles that would never thaw. And then she caught sight of the man, cowering in terror, his gaze fixed on the abyss of death that loomed before him.

“Mike!” she called out, her voice trembling and nervous. “What’s going on?” Her question hung in the air, a gauntlet thrown down into the darkness that closed in from all sides.

Time froze in the room; the gang members paused; they were stone statues, though the tension darting between them was electric. Marlena’s eyes darted around, taking in the scene, the fear, and the impending violence that hung like a sword of Damocles.

The cornered man leaped forward, using the distraction to try for freedom. The man with the tattoo lunged forward to grab him, slamming him to the ground with brutal force. Big Mike spun and leaped forward. His massive fist flew at the prone figure, making a sickening sound against his flesh.

Marlena choked back a cry, her hands flying to her mouth as if to stifle a scream. She stared at the man on the floor, a dark puddle of blood spreading around him like a macabre halo. Her dark eyes looked as if she knew that this moment would forever change the trajectory of their lives.

Big Mike’s face was a mask of fury and regret as he turned back to his wife, his eyes blazing with anger and guilt. “Get out of here, Marlena. You don’t need to see this.” His voice was a command, a pronouncement that sealed the downed man’s fate.

But it was too late. She had already seen everything. The darkness around Big Mike had now touched her. It left a stain that would never wash away, a scar that would forever mar their lives.
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Chapter two

The Book Arrives





Aaron did not know how it worked. Months ago, his mother Marlena mentioned a company that could download someone’s memories and turn them into a book. She’d talked about it: a random commercial she’d seen during one of her evening shows… nothing special. The company compiled all this data and delivered a book to a designated person after the individual passed away. The bulky rectangular package in his hand proved she had gone through with it. Its thick wrapper was brown paper, with his address in the center. The left corner had an embossed stamp: “Legacy Manuscripts.” 

He tossed it onto the couch with the rest of the mail: bills, a handwritten card, and some papers. The pile tumbled across the worn cushions, but he did not spare a glance at it. Aaron sighed and shrugged off his coat and gloves, setting them aside. His stomach grumbled, and his mind screamed for whiskey. The mail, and whatever memories his mother had left behind, could wait.

In the kitchen, a crusty plate sat on the counter, egg dried at the edges. A greasy frying pan tipped sideways; its contents were a lone shriveled strip of bacon. Aaron’s jaw clenched. “Which one of you assholes can’t wash a dish after breakfast?”

“Dude, I cook, you clean. That’s the deal,” Alex called from the table, stretching as he winked at Aaron. “Dishes aren’t my thing. Jared can handle them.”

“Handle what?” Jared’s voice came from the other room. “Nah, Alex, you eat; you clean. Stop passing the buck.”

“See, Aaron? We need a woman around here.” Alex laughed, winking at him again.

Aaron rubbed his temples, tired of their bickering. He’d known these two forever, but sometimes the banter wore thin. “I don’t care who does it, but it won’t be me. Not today. I’ve got enough on my mind.”

“Aye, chief, say no more,” Alex mock-saluted, rising to his feet. “I’ll get it done.”

Aaron collapsed into a chair at the kitchen table, staring out the window into the yard. The dull throb of a migraine lurked behind his eyes, and his thoughts refused to settle. A new work project was starting this week. He had the broken fence that needed fixing, and that damned package: the book of memories.

He pressed his palms against his eyes, frustration bubbling up. Why couldn’t she tell me whatever she wanted me to know?

The thought echoed. She might have if she’d had more time. His mother hadn’t been sick long enough for any of it to make sense. It started with a cough and tightness in her chest. It was a cold or flu; she assured the family. Then came the hospital, pneumonia, and a tumor they found far too late. Three weeks later, she was gone, leaving him with unfinished business and unspoken words.

Aaron swallowed hard, blinking back the sting of hot tears that threatened to spill over. Why didn’t I cry back then? He had sat by her bedside, unable to feel anything but a gnawing emptiness. The arguments over politics, the anger: none of it mattered when she slipped away. Now the tears came too often, for everything and nothing. The anger remained directionless.

The kitchen was silent now. Alex had finished the dishes and slipped out without a word. A single glass of whiskey sat by Aaron, the ice melting with the moments. He reached for it, grateful for the quiet. He downed half the glass in a swallow as he wandered into the living room.

The pile of mail drew his attention. He sat on the couch, moving the package from Legacy Manuscripts to the coffee table. Later. First, he would check the rest of the mail. The bills went into one pile: water, gas, electric, and car insurance. He paid these bills online, but never remembered to turn on electronic delivery. This stack would go into the shredder before it landed in the recycling bin. He sifted through the sales fliers: a new mattress company opening downtown and a car dealership with “rock-bottom prices” joined the stack bound for recycling.

He picked up the card next: a lacy floral pattern edged the corners of the envelope next to his hand-written name and address. It smelled faintly of roses. Who is this from? He didn’t have many friends outside of work. He rarely dated, and never for any length of time. Maybe a thank you note from a satisfied homeowner—but that would come to work, right? He tore the side of the envelope off, not sure what to expect from the contents.

The card inside was delicate, with a basket of embossed flowers on its face. He flipped it open, realizing he was anxiously holding his breath. The printed text read: “Reminder that you are due for your annual check-up at Boyertown Dental. Call today to make your appointment. We can’t wait to make your smile bright!”

Exasperated, he rolled his eyes and tossed the card into the recycle pile before downing the rest of his whiskey. He looked at the brown paper package, then decided it wasn’t time yet. Gathering the mail, he set his glass on the sideboard before dropping the bills into the shredder in his office and the fliers directly into the recycle bin. 

He flipped on the television in the office, settling into his leather armchair to flip channels. Nothing would hold his focus though. The package in the living room dominated his mind. “Goddamnit, Mom,” he muttered, echoing his earlier thoughts. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He sighed, walking with heavy feet back to the living room. The urge to leave the package unopened pulled at him, but he couldn’t avoid it forever. He sat on the edge of the couch, lifting the package into his lap. His finger traced the edge of the brown paper and his heart hammered in his chest. Steeling himself, he tore the paper away, revealing a thick leather-bound book. The cover was simple, embossed in gold with three words: Memories of Marlena.

His hands trembled as he opened the cover. The first page held a handwritten note in his mother’s familiar script.


My dearest Aaron,

If you’re reading this, I’m no longer here. There’s so much I wanted to tell you, but time was not on our side. I won’t lie—creating this book was scary for me, but you need to know who I was, from beginning to end. I hope these memories will bring you some peace.

With all my love,

Mom



Aaron’s chest felt constricted. The promise of untold stories, the secrets she’d kept, all seemed to pour from the book. He flipped through the pages, knowing what he would look for first.

He wanted to understand. His father’s past, Big Mike’s time in prison. He had looked it up once and found out the man went away for second-degree murder. But who did he kill? Why did we leave Philadelphia so fast, never to return? Why wouldn’t Mom ever talk about it?

With trembling hands, Aaron turned the page. He was ready to confront his past. This was his only chance to unravel the mysteries that haunted him.


      [image: image-placeholder]Marlena: July 10, 1985

Something was off about Mike, I could tell. He’d been on edge for days, speaking to me in one-word answers, and waving off my questions with nonsense about a “business meeting.” Another one of his late-night meetings at the shop. I’m not dumb; I know what goes on there. But most nights, he’d come home before midnight. When it got late, I was worried. 

I put the boys to bed and left my sister with them while I checked on him. He would be in a decent mood when the meeting finished; I thought so, anyway. We would walk home together like old times, with his arm around my waist. Looking back, I don’t know how I was so naïve. What was I thinking?

I pushed open that heavy door, and the moment I stepped inside… I felt it. This was not a regular meeting… this was something worse. The entire crew stood there: Turbo Sal, Hammer, Slick Leo, Beans, even the Kosta kid, and Rudy. Mike, my Mike, stood there, his face set in anger. He did not soften when he saw me.

The man in the suit—the skinny guy I’d noticed earlier near the butcher shop—shook like a leaf, looking at me like I would save him. Before I registered what was happening, he made a run for it. Slick got to him first and slammed him to the ground, and that’s when Mike snapped. The wrench arced through the air, over and over. The sound of his skull cracking against the concrete. I’ll never forget it. Blood, thick and dark, pooled around the back tire.

Mike looked at me, eyes cold, and said one word: “Go.” 

I ran.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron stared at the book in his lap. His mother’s neat, looping handwriting stared back at him, recounting the night Big Mike killed a man. The truth he had wanted for years now lay bare before him, but instead of clarity, a storm of emotions crashed over him. 

He dragged a hand through his hair, gripping it tight, trying to balance the chaos in his mind. The man he feared and resented as a child was a murderer. Reading the first-hand account felt different from reading it in a court file. The nightmare was real, and his brain struggled to absorb the brutal facts. 

Anger flared hot and fast. He slammed the book shut; the pages flapping closed like a final, cruel punctuation. All those years, his mother refused to speak about that night, leaving him to fill in the gaps with wild guesses. None of them came close to the raw, violent truth. He ground his teeth as frustration swelled inside him. The silence, the secrets—it was all a betrayal.

But beneath the anger was a hollowness: a numb, sinking emptiness. The truth hit like a truck, leaving him breathless. He rubbed his eyes, trying to blink away the disbelief. More questions crowded his mind, relentless and tormenting. Why did my father do it? What pushed him over the edge? Who was that man Mike killed? And why did Mom keep it hidden for so long, burying the truth under layers of silence?

The book slipped from his hands, thudding to the floor. He leaned back, staring at the ceiling, his breath shallow. The room spun around him. His heart was a chipped stone lodged in his chest; his mind a tangled mess of confusion and pain. The answers he craved now were a loose piece of yarn unraveling.

His gaze drifted to the mantel, landing on a photo of his mother holding him as a baby. He picked it up, tracing its worn edges with his thumb. The memory of her warmth and love clashed with the cold, hard truth he had read in her book. He drowned in the conflicting emotions, unsure how to process the emotions that raged inside him.

With a shaky hand, he placed the photo back. The intensity was too much, and he felt paralyzed. The idea of confronting the past and piecing together the fragments of his family’s history was overwhelming. Not to mention making peace with whatever he uncovered. I need a drink.
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Chapter three

North Side Summer





Aaron Michael Callahan was born on the north side of Philadelphia in the fading light of a hot summer day in mid-June 1982. It was a hard-pressed neighborhood where generations of families knew the weight of hardship and the resilience it demanded. By day, men labored tirelessly to support their families, and by night, they packed the bars, drinking away their worries. Factory workers, mechanics, and construction workers of every sort gathered at The Red Baron after dark. All were ready to drown their sorrows and, often, any surplus pay they might have earned. At home, their wives pulled double duty, juggling jobs in factories, as servers, retail clerks, or hotel maids. After long shifts, they came home to cook, clean, and manage their households, all while keeping an occasionally watchful eye on their children. 

The homes in North Philadelphia were typically rowhomes, sharing walls with neighboring properties and creating a continuous street front. Their facades were reddish brick, and the yards were small, sometimes barely more than a stoop. Aaron’s home featured a wrought-iron railing along its tiny porch and front steps. The streets were lively, with neighbors chatting and sometimes shouting at one another throughout the day and night. Children rode bicycles, played kick the can, or roamed in small groups, looking for empty lots to explore or stray cats to chase.

The local market sat on the corner, offering basic groceries and cigarettes to weary adults and shrewd teenagers alike. A fish market sat half a block further, its glass-front freezers packed with cod, flounder, haddock, and whiting, their lifeless eyes still lolling as they waited to be chosen for tonight’s dinner by tired wives. The pungent smell from the open front door wafted across the entire block, drawing enterprising cats to line up by the overflowing trash cans in the side alley. Bakker Butchers was a block to the northwest, with chickens hanging by their feet in the front window and the rhythmic clang of Mr. Bakker’s giant knife on the butcher block counter ringing through the open door.

The Red Baron bar, owned and operated by Rudy Muller, had proudly stood on its alcohol-soaked foundation since before Prohibition came and, gratefully, went in 1933. It was one year before Rudy, known as The Baron to those who mattered, was born. The Red Baron was a dimly lit, no-frills establishment. Its front door, made of heavy wood with a glass panel, creaked on its hinges as patrons entered. The interior was a patchwork of worn wooden booths and a long, scarred bar lined with mismatched stools that had seen better days. The wall decorations were a mix of vintage advertisements, old photographs of local heroes, and faded memorabilia from a bygone era.

The bar, polished to a dull sheen from years of use, contained a modest selection of beers and well-worn liquor bottles. Above it, dusty glasses scattered across the shelf in a cluttered array. A jukebox in one corner offered popular tunes from the era.

The air inside was thick with the mingling aromas of spilled beer, cigarette smoke, and the faint scent of cheap, greasy food from the bar’s small kitchen. A lone pool table in the back corner was a popular draw, often surrounded by men taking a break from their daily grind. The sound of clinking glasses, low conversation, the occasional burst of laughter, and the less occasional scuffle filled the room. It created a warm, albeit smoky, atmosphere where the troubles of the outside world seemed momentarily forgotten.

The Baron reigned as king within these walls, and his presence was commanding. His booming voice and laugh startled the unprepared. He knew everyone in the neighborhood. If you needed a job done discreetly, he was the man to arrange the details with an unerring blend of charm and authority.

Just around the corner from Bakker Butchers stood Big Mike’s Auto Shop, owned by Aaron’s father, Big Mike Callahan. The shop was a North Philadelphia landmark, a rough-hewn symbol of working-class resilience. The weather-beaten brick building bore a faded sign, the bold letters chipped but still defiant above the entrance.

Inside, the air wept with motor oil, gasoline, and grease. Tools and auto parts littered the floor, each coated in a stubborn layer of grime. Worn hydraulic lifts occupied one corner, hoisting vehicles in various states of disrepair. The rhythmic clatter of tools and hum of machinery filled the space with a mechanical rhythm. Grease-stained mechanics moved with purpose, their hands deftly twisting and turning through engines and exhaust systems like second nature.

Big Mike’s wasn’t only a repair shop. It was a hub for the community’s working class, a place to fix cars, share stories, and escape the grind for a few moments. It was also where Rudy Muller often stopped by to arrange the finer details of his under-the-table dealings.

The neighborhood featured many abandoned lots, where tall grasses swayed among shards of broken bottles, cigarette butts, and the occasional wildflower that pushed through the cracks. These resilient blooms nodded in the tangy breeze, carrying the gritty scent of the inner city. Wandering food carts, selling hot dogs and pretzels, added to the lively, makeshift vibe, their clattering wheels and sizzling grills a constant presence.

In the early 1980s, politics barely grazed the lives of North Philly’s residents. The Democratic machine dominated the area; its grip on local politics strengthening through patronage and party loyalty. Political leaders used their clout to dole out jobs, contracts, and favors, cementing their control. Corruption—bribery, kickbacks, backroom deals—was rampant, breeding deep distrust and cynicism among the people.

For the neighborhood’s blue-collar workers, labor unions were their strongest advocates, deeply entwined with local political campaigns and movements. Conversations about urban renewal and gentrification often sparked resentment, with residents suspicious of outsiders trying to “improve” their turf. They preferred to stay in their corner of the city, resisting changes that might threaten their way of life. North Philly’s politics in the early 1980s was a volatile mix of entrenched machine power, grassroots community activism, and a simmering struggle over the future of their streets.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron had been unaware of the complexities of life when he was young, catching only bits of his parent’s whispered conversations and loud arguments. But he remembered vividly the corner by his front stoop, where a tiny yard and thin trees fought to grow through cracks in the concrete—small, stubborn signs of life amid the urban decay. He recalled the woman in the house across the street who owned two Capuchin monkeys. The beasts would hurl rocks at passing cars and pedestrians from her window. And the boy with the red wagon, piled high with buttery, salted pretzels, shouting, “Fresh pretzels, get ’em while they’re hot!” as he wove through the streets. 

Closing his eyes now, the images of his boyhood home came back in flashes, hazy but distinct. He remembered tumbling down the steep stairs and splitting his chin open, his mother rushing him to the doctor’s office in a taxicab. The ride was thrilling, full of unfamiliar sights, but the excitement vanished when the doctor stitched the gash. The tiny scar stayed with him, a small piece of North Philly etched into his skin forever.

He shared the upstairs bedroom with his baby brother, Sean Patrick. Everyone called the baby Patty, though, never Sean. A worn blue quilt covered his twin bed, its surface dotted with old stains. A thin pillow in a Chicago Bulls case rested on it—his favorite team, thanks to cousin Jack, who had declared them the best. Aaron, eager to follow, agreed without question. Beside his bed stood a rickety bookshelf, home to his most cherished possessions: Hot Wheels cars, a firetruck with a working siren, books handed down from cousins, and his prized Grand Prix pajamas.

Patty’s crib sat by the window, lined with a blue bumper pad, stuffed animals, and scattered cloth diapers. Overhead, a colorful mobile spun—red puppy, blue bunny, yellow sheep, white horse—twirling to Brahms’ Lullaby. Aaron watched it turn as he fell asleep at night, though he would never admit it. His father had scolded him for playing with Patty’s stuffed bunny once, and he wasn’t keen on earning another spanking.

A heavy wooden dresser stood on the far wall, its drawers too stubborn for Aaron to manage. He despised it, a loathing that started in the winter of 1984 when he tried to climb it to reach his pajamas. The dresser toppled forward, pinning him to the floor. The solid piece of furniture crushed the air from his lungs, and he thought for a moment he might die there. His father had stood over him, a cold smirk on his angular face. It wasn’t until his mother burst in, screaming at Big Mike to lift the dresser, that Aaron could take a breath. After that day, she let him keep his pajamas on the bookshelf by his bed. The memory of that incident, like the scar on his chin, would never leave him.

Aaron pulled himself from the memory and glanced at the book on the floor. He picked it up and flipped through the pages, skipping around until he found the entry he was looking for.


      [image: image-placeholder]Marlena: February 17, 1984

I was standing at the sink, scrubbing the last dish, wondering if I’d gone overboard with the salt in the chicken pot pie. The laundry pile waited to be folded, and I was mentally going through my chore list when I heard Aaron’s cry. It wasn’t his usual fuss. It was sharp and cut through my thoughts. I turned off the water and listened, straining to hear up the stairs. “Did Big Mike go up after him?” I wondered, already feeling the tension creeping up my spine. 

Then I heard that low, mean laugh echoing from the boys’ room. My heart dropped. I knew that laugh. It meant someone was being humiliated. It always came before something ugly.

I flew up the stairs, and there he was—my Aaron, my baby—pinned under that heavy dresser, his face flushed and purple, struggling to breathe. “Mike! Get him up! Help him!” I screamed, panic rushing through me. Big Mike stood over him, giving me this hard, sharp look before he finally bent down and lifted the dresser like it was nothing. “Maybe if he wasn’t so damn stupid! This wouldn’t have happened! Did you even think about that before you started nagging me?” He slurred, the stench of beer still fresh from dinner.

He stomped out of the room, boots thudding down the stairs, leaving me with a sobbing Aaron. I gathered him into my lap, calming his tears, and rocking him like I did when he was smaller. He was shaking, nearly inconsolable, and it tore at me, but there was no time. I still had to feed the baby, finish the dishes, and fold the laundry. If Big Mike came home to a mess, there would be hell to pay.

Aaron will be fine. He’s tough. He’ll be okay. But my heart ached knowing that I couldn’t stop everything to protect him.


      [image: image-placeholder]The memory of being pinned under the dresser, his small chest straining for air, always clung to Aaron on sleepless nights. Reading the words on the page now brought it all roaring back. His father’s distant laughter cut through the silence with cruel precision. He could almost hear his mother’s frantic voice, her footsteps pounding up the stairs, and feel her panic as she rushed to save him. His hands trembled as he turned the page, each word pulling the knot in his chest tighter. What he had seen as a painful but singular memory of childhood now came alive with layers of terror, filtered through his mother’s eyes. 

It hit him that his father was drunk that night. This wasn’t a one-off; it was who the man was. Rage bubbled inside him. He had not grasped the full depth of what his family endured. His mother, balancing her chores, shielding her children, navigating his father’s fury. It all crashed down on him: the burden she had carried in silence.

He closed the book with a sharp breath; truth settling in his gut like ice. The same rage that filled their home, that scarred him and his mother, was the same fury that pushed Big Mike to murder. The brutality of it all, the undeniable link between past and present, overwhelmed him.

Aaron stood by the window, his mind flashing between the sunlit days of his childhood and the ugly truths they concealed. He never understood the fractures forming behind the scenes, or the arguments his mother tried to hide. The image of his father committing murder replayed in his head, gnawing at him with questions. Why did she stay silent? Why did Mike choose violence, leaving behind nothing but scars and pain?

Anger sparked within his gut—at his father for the damage, his mother for shielding him from the truth, and himself for still wanting to understand and forgive. The answers were hollow now, crushed under the brutal reality. The search for closure was only beginning.
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Chapter four

Fireworks & Fights





On the Fourth of July in 1985, the rowhomes of North Philadelphia gleamed under the bright summer sun. Their red brick facades hung with fluttering American flags and patriotic bunting. The entire neighborhood came together to transform their block into a festive celebration of Independence Day: the air buzzed with excitement and the promise of fireworks later that evening. 

The street, now closed to traffic, was an ocean of red, white, and blue. Long tables lined with checkered red and white tablecloths stretched the length of the block, heaped with an abundance of homemade dishes. Bowls of coleslaw, trays of barbecued ribs, platters of fried chicken, and plates of deviled eggs competed for space with baskets of corn on the cob and baked apple pies. Succulent grilled meats mingled with the sweetness of summer fruits, creating an irresistible aroma that wafted through the air.

Neighbors exchanged smiles and laughter, their voices carrying above the cheerful din. Mrs. Ricci, her silver hair shining in the sunlight, presided over a massive pot of her famous meatballs, dishing them out to eager partygoers. Johnny “Hammer” O’Connor, one of Big Mike’s closest friends, flipped burgers and hot dogs at the large charcoal grill. The sizzle and pop of the grill punctuated his jovial banter with friends.

A boombox on a stoop sang classic rock anthems that had everyone tapping their feet and swaying to the beat. The familiar strains of Springsteen’s “Glory Days” blared through the speakers, and neighbors joined in, their voices merging in a spirited chorus that echoed off the rowhomes.

Children darted through the crowd, faces painted with stars and stripes, clutching sparklers and waving miniature flags. Aaron Callahan, now three years old, clasped his mother Marlena’s hand, his eyes wide with wonder at the colorful spectacle around him. Marlena, a festive ribbon pinned in her short dark hair, chatted with neighbors, glancing to be sure Aaron and his younger brother, 22-month-old Patty, were close.

Big Mike Callahan stood on the periphery, his usual stern demeanor softened by the day’s festivities. He exchanged nods and brief conversations with familiar faces, his presence a stern influence amid the revelry. The neighborhood knew his menacing side well, but today he was a father.

As the sun set, casting a warm glow over the scene, strings of fairy lights hung between the rowhomes flickered to life, adding a magical touch to the gathering. The smell of fresh cannoli and funnel cakes floated through the air, drawing everyone to the dessert tables for a sweet treat to cap off their meals.

The highlight of the evening was the much-anticipated fireworks display. As darkness fell, the crowd gathered in anticipation, their faces lit by the glow of sparklers and lanterns. The first firework shot into the sky with a loud bang, exploding in a shower of red, white, and blue sparks that drew gasps of delight from the onlookers. Aaron and Patty, sitting on a blanket with their mother, watched the bursts of color in awe.

The Fourth of July block party was not only a celebration of independence; it was a testament to the close-knit people of North Philadelphia. Neighbors stood shoulder to shoulder, united in their pride and joy, creating memories to cherish for years. Laughter, love, and patriotism: a perfect snapshot of Americana.


      [image: image-placeholder]Marlena: July 4, 1985

The day was beautiful, sunny and warm. The block smelled of grilled meats and magnesium. Laughter echoed as children chased each other with sparklers, their giggles mingling with the crackle of fireworks in the distance. Even Big Mike seemed content, which is a rarity these days. He gave me that old look, the little grin that crinkled his eyes at the corners, like he always used to. I hadn’t seen that look in so long, and for a moment, I dared to hope for a perfect night. 

Alas, he ended up at The Red Baron with Hammer and Slick. By the time he stumbled home, that old look was gone, replaced by the all-too-familiar sight of him drunk, reeking of booze and cocaine. He knows I never want him to come home like this.

At least the boys were already in bed when he came crashing through the front door. Aaron and Patty had a wonderful day. They deserve more days like today. Patty fell asleep in my arms, his chubby little hand resting on my chest, while Aaron’s head rested on my knee. I watched Turbo Sal swing sparklers around, his laughter echoing through the air as he chased after the girls. It was a fine day. I wished it could have lasted.

When Mike came home tonight, we argued, as we always do. No matter how hard I try to keep my mouth shut, my face always betrays my feelings; it is unavoidable. If Mike wanted to fight, he found something to fight about. Tonight, it was the food at the barbecue, of all things.

He glared at me, frustration etched across his face. “You should’ve made more potato salad, Marlena! There wasn’t enough for me to have seconds!”

I swallowed, trying to keep my voice quiet and neutral, before reminding him. “I made two enormous bowls, Mike. But with the whole neighborhood eating, it’s no wonder there wasn’t enough left for seconds.”

His stare made my heart sink. I wished I could shrink into the floorboards.

“So there would not be enough, huh? You knew you didn’t make enough and didn’t make enough on purpose! I guess I’m an idiot to think that I should be able to have seconds of the food my wife made. Is that it? Am I an idiot? Is that what you’re saying here, wife?” His voice dripped with venom, and I could feel the tension crackling between us.

I tried to keep my voice even, but it trembled anyway. “No, I didn’t say that, Mike. It’s… I thought…”

“Thought what?” he interrupted, his voice rising. “That you could serve me scraps and I’d be grateful? Do you think I’m some charity case? You think I won’t notice when you shortchange me?”

I held my breath, fearing where this was heading. I needed to be careful: I could see the rage bubbling beneath the surface.

“Please…”

“Please what?” he shouted, stepping closer, his breath hot against my face. “You think you can stand there and make excuses? Talk your way out of this?”

I took a step back, but he was faster. He grabbed my wrist, squeezing hard enough to make me wince. “You will not deflect this, Marlena. You will answer me.”

Tears threatened to spill from my eyes as I fought to keep my composure. “I’m sorry, Mike. Don’t be upset, please. I wanted everyone to have a good time.”

He released my wrist as if realizing what he was doing. The fire in his eyes flickered, replaced by a momentary look of confusion. But the damage was done, and I could see the shadows of his anger still lurking below the surface.

“Whatever,” he mumbled, turning away from me. “You always do this, don’t you? Make excuses. Play the victim.” He flopped onto the couch, the old springs creaking under his weight. I could see the tension in his shoulders, a silent battle between his anger and the remnants of that earlier fleeting happiness.

I pushed down the fear in my belly. “Let’s not fight, Mike. I want things to be okay between us.”

“Yeah, well, you’ve got a funny way of showing it,” he muttered, eyes closed, face turned away.

I moved to the kitchen, trying to breathe and calm myself. I wanted to scream, to lash out, but I knew it wouldn’t change anything. Instead, I busied myself with washing the few dishes left in the sink, my mind racing. I thought of the boys and their joy today, and how easily it unraveled in moments like these.

The thought of Mike and his anger loomed over me like a dark cloud. I wished I could keep my family safe from it. As I finished the dishes, he called, “You think I’m an idiot?”

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what came next. “No, Mike. I don’t think you’re an idiot.”

“Then what do you think?”

“I think you need to cool off.”

His laugh was harsh. “You think you can tell me to cool off? You don’t get to make that call, Marlena. Not anymore.”

A shiver ran down my spine, and I gripped the edge of the sink, feeling its coldness seep into me. I had to keep it together for the boys.

“Leave me alone,” I whispered, but my voice lacked strength.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron’s eyes scanned the page, his mind drifting to the Fourth of July block party when he was three. He could picture the scorching sun and hear the distant crackle of fireworks, even though the memory was hazy. It seemed like a day filled with joy for everyone, but what stuck in his mind was his mother’s description of his father’s simmering anger. Big Mike had raged over something as trivial as potato salad, furious that Marlena hadn’t made enough. That fury hung over the day like it had over so much of Aaron’s childhood. 

His phone buzzed, pulling him from the memory. Lucas.

“Hey, man,” Aaron said, answering.

Lucas was his easygoing brother: six years younger than Aaron, and the second of three children from his mother’s second marriage. He was married now, with two kids, balancing his life between work and family. Aaron and Lucas were close, and he felt guilt for keeping Lucas in the dark about everything he’d been reading. He wasn’t ready to share it yet, though.

“Checking in,” Lucas said. “How’s your week going?”

Aaron leaned back, pushing the book aside. “It’s been… alright. I’m thinking about some stuff. My biological father: Big Mike.”

Lucas’s tone shifted. “Man, that guy was bad news, wasn’t he?”

Aaron stared at the book. “Yeah, he was.”

“Be careful,” Lucas warned, his tone gentle. “Don’t go too far down that rabbit hole. The past can mess with your head.”

Aaron nodded, even though Lucas couldn’t see him. “How’s Renee and the kids?”

“Renee’s always busy. The kids are great. They keep us hopping, that’s for sure!”

Aaron smiled, the thought of his niece and nephew pulling him back to the present. “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full.”

“Always,” Lucas laughed. There was a pause before he added, “You sure you’re okay?”

Aaron hesitated. “Yeah, I’m good. Just… thinking.”

“Alright. Don’t let it get to you, okay? No need to dig up old ghosts.”

“I hear you.” Aaron kept his voice light, though his thoughts lingered on Big Mike. He wasn’t ready to let those ghosts go yet.

He glanced at the clock. 1:42 a.m. “It’s late for you, bud. Don’t you have work tomorrow?”

“Yeah, I do,” Lucas said with a laugh, “but I woke up feeling like I needed to check in on you. Besides, you’re awake too, so you can’t say much.”

Aaron chuckled. “Fair enough. I need to sleep. I’ve got a new project starting. Broke ground yesterday on a new building at the county park.”

They chatted for a few more minutes before they called it a night. “Alright, man, get some sleep,” Aaron said.

“You too,” Lucas replied. “Don’t stay up too late with those thoughts.”

After they hung up, Aaron grabbed the book and headed upstairs. He flipped through the pages, skimming sections he had already read, but his eyes grew heavier with each turn. The words blurred together as exhaustion finally won out. The book slipped from his hands, falling to the floor as Aaron drifted into a fitful sleep, the echoes of old memories dwelling beneath the surface.
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Chapter five

The Blue Dress





Aaron’s alarm rang for a third time, dragging him from the half-remembered fragments of a restless sleep. He shuffled out of bed. He was groggy but driven by the need to start the day. Sitting at the kitchen table with a strong cup of coffee, his mind buzzed with mixed emotions. 

Determined not to let the memories in his mother’s book cloud his focus, Aaron prepared for work. He would have liked to stay home but pushed himself to go to the work site. The owner of Callahan Construction Company has to show up on time. How can I expect the crew to, if I don’t? He dressed, shifting gears to the demands of the construction site. His routine was methodical, his movements efficient. He couldn’t afford to let his thoughts drift during the day’s tasks.

At the construction site, the physical demands of the job grounded him. He threw himself into overseeing the crew, measuring, and coordinating tasks with practiced efficiency. The clamor of machinery and the heat of the day gave a welcome distraction from his inner turmoil. Between the noise and the tasks, snippets of his mother’s words lingered at the back of his mind.

Lunch was a brief respite. Aaron sat on the edge of the site, eating his sandwich, while his mind wandered. The contrast between his mother’s depiction of that idyllic day in July and the reality of his father’s apparent turmoil was stark. He pondered, as he felt sure his mother had, how things might have been different if the happiness of that day had endured.

The afternoon dragged on; the heat intensifying and his focus wavering. He found himself lost in thought: the quiet moments between tasks becoming opportunities for his mind to wander back to the book. He wrestled with the bittersweet emotions it stirred.

Aaron ended the workday feeling drained. He packed up his tools, said a quick goodbye to his crew, and headed home. The drive home was fast, and the house was quiet. Alex and Jared were out, offering him a rare moment of solitude.

He sank into the living room couch, the day’s reflections pressing on him. Memories of the block party, the fleeting joy of his childhood, and the tangled threads of his family life all swirled together. He knew he needed to focus on the present and not get too swept up in reliving the past. The book made that very difficult, though.

Aaron closed his eyes and pictured his mother the last time he’d seen her. Her face was slack in death, touched up the way funeral homes do. Her hands folded over her heart. She wore a dark blue dress purchased for a wedding years ago. It felt strange, a harsh contrast to her usual t-shirt and jeans—one more reminder of how much she had changed, how far from the woman he had known.

The dress, with its simple lines and soft fabric, complemented her complexion, but it couldn’t mask the stillness that surrounded her. At that moment, he felt an overwhelming mix of sorrow and nostalgia, a longing for the sound of her laughter. He remembered the way she had always encouraged him to embrace life, to face challenges head-on, and her sharp advice that he did not always want to take.

Standing before her then, he grappled with the finality of it all. He wished for one more moment to feel the comfort of her presence: to hear her voice and see her smile. Instead, he had only memories, each one more precious than the last, and the lingering ache of loss that seemed to seep into every corner of his heart.

Marlena and Aaron had a close but rocky relationship. Their political differences led to heated, frustrating arguments. Before she was sick, they fought often, with raised voices and stubborn tempers, both refusing to back down.

In the end, Aaron and his mother made peace. He sat at her bedside for days. Their arguments gave way to mutual appreciation. His other siblings gathered, too. They shared stories, laughter, and tears. Now Aaron replayed those precious days in his mind. He longed to hold on to the sense of peace they had found. It had been a rare opportunity to express the love that always existed beneath the surface, even during their most heated disagreements.
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I can feel the end creeping closer. The pain never lets up. Lying here, surrounded by the people I love most, I’m overwhelmed with gratitude and regret. My children are here: Aaron, Patty, Nico, Lucas, and Elise. I look at their faces, marked by worry and sorrow, and I’m both comforted and haunted. These moments are precious, but they remind me of all the things left undone, the words I never said. 

Aaron sits by my side, holding my hand. I see the worry in his eyes. He’s always been my strong and independent rock, but I know he’s struggling with losing me. I worry about how he’ll cope without me, how he’ll navigate life. He’s been through so much. I never forgave Rob for how he treated him all these years. Aaron deserved better than being labeled “Big Mike’s son.” I hope he finds peace.

Patty stands by the window, staring out but not seeing anything. He’s always tried hard to win Rob’s approval, always looking for something that has never been there. My heart breaks for him—always striving, always falling short in Rob’s eyes. I hope he finds his happiness and steps out of that shadow.

Then there’s Nico. My sweet, brave Nicolaus. He’s sitting, thinking. His relationship with Rob has been strained since he came out, and it hurts me. I wish Rob could see how wonderful he is, beyond his narrow views. Nico has always been true to himself. I’m so proud of him. I hope he knows that.

Lucas, my unshakable one, stands beside Nico. He’s grown into such a fine man. But I worry about him too. How will he and Rob manage without me? Lucas is always trying to hold everything together. I hope he doesn’t lose himself.

Elise, my princess, hovers at the foot of the bed. Her eyes look wide and scared. Rob’s always doted on her. She’s his favorite. But now, I see the fear and uncertainty. She’s been through a lot. Yet, she’s so full of life. I hope she remembers the love and laughter and finds strength in those memories.

I can’t help but think of Harrison and Lydia. My oldest kids. I lost so much time with them, and never made peace with either of them, and that regret weighs on me. I loved them. I wish I could have been there for them.

And Robert—my husband for all these long years. He’s supported us, but I’ve always known he’s not a good man. His dealings, his favoritism: it’s been hard. But he saved us from what we were before. I stayed with him, even though my heart was always with Mike. My first love, my greatest passion, and the man I feared most. I never stopped loving him, and that’s a secret I’ll take to my grave.

The fear of leaving my children behind grips me more than the illness. But I see their faces, and I know they’re strong. They’ll find their way.

My grandchildren—how I wish I had more time with them. Drew: so talented and dedicated to hockey. Julian and his boundless energy. John and Lily, Elise’s little ones, are so full of light and promise. Samuel and Elisabeth, Lucas’s pride and joy. I hope they remember me. And I think of Aaron’s son, Oliver, the one we never got to hold. I never met Rose and Chloe, either. Lydia’s girls. Strangers to me, yet a part of me. It’s a loss I’ll never get back.

I hope my grandchildren know their heritage and the strength of this family. I hope they carry the best of us forward. And I hope they always feel my love.


      [image: image-placeholder]Aaron’s chest ached as he read his mother’s words, her expressions of love and regret resting on him like a stone tied to his heart. Her vivid descriptions of his siblings and himself, each etched with her deep understanding and concern, touched him to the core. She knew their weaknesses and strengths well; her fears and hopes for their futures reflected that. 

Seeing his name, Aaron felt a rush of sorrow and pride. He remembered his mother as his rock, and she saw him the same way. Her acknowledgment of his hardships, especially her unspoken resentment towards Robert’s favoritism, felt like a bittersweet validation of his pain. Yet, her wish for him to find peace and strength stirred a determination in him to honor her hope.

But as he read on, confusion crept in; there were names he didn’t recognize: Harrison, Lydia, Rose, Chloe. Who were these people? His mother’s regret over losing time with Harrison and Lydia: her oldest kids? The mention of Rose and Chloe, and her sorrow over never meeting them, added another layer of mystery.

His mind raced with questions. What happened between Mom and them? And why did she never talk about them? The answers seemed forever out of reach, buried with her. 

Harrison and Lydia. His older brother and sister. It felt weird to think about. What happened that his mother decided not to mention their names to anyone? He had always been the oldest child; he thought. He felt a sudden shudder of loss for these people he had never met. I would have liked to have a big brother to look out for me. His mouth formed a sad smile as he imagined it.

Her lingering feelings for Big Mike were another blow. Aaron had always sensed there was more to his mother, but this secret love painted a picture of a woman torn between duty and passion, a woman who had stayed committed to a man she didn’t love. It explained so much about her loyalty and suffering, yet it also deepened his sadness for the life she might have wanted but never lived.

Her tender words about his son—and her other grandchildren—brought tears to his eyes. Love for them shone through every word. Her hopes and dreams for their future were a testament to her enduring spirit. He felt a pang of regret that she didn’t have more time with them, but a fierce resolve to keep her memory alive for them.

As Aaron closed the book, he felt overwhelmed by sadness. The book revealed new layers of his mother’s life and the family’s hidden history. He knew he needed to piece together these fragments and carry her legacy onward.

His thoughts shifted to her funeral, only eight months ago. He remembered the quiet and the last goodbye. Marlena’s funeral felt peaceful. The local funeral home in Harrisonburg, Virginia, filled the room with sunflowers, daisies, and lavender, flowers she had loved. The Shenandoah Valley had been her home and favorite place for nineteen years, and she would rest here forever.

Family and close friends gathered to share stories and memories, focusing on celebrating Marlena’s life. There were no religious ceremonies, as she had never been fond of them. Instead, the room buzzed with heartfelt conversations, laughter, and tears as people recounted her strength, humor, and love.

A table in the corner displayed photos of Marlena’s life: her children, grandchildren, and cherished moments. Attendees passed around a memory book, jotting down their favorite memories of her.

After the service, the family met at the Blue Ridge Diner for a casual meal. The initial reunion radiated warmth; it shifted into a cool distance by the time the server took their orders. Elise and Tom arrived late, and Elise’s dramatic grief seemed more like a performance. Tom looked overwhelmed by her display.

Patty and his son, Drew, sat next to Elise. Patty, who had always been close to Elise, did not like Tom, and the feeling was mutual. Their tension was clear in the way they regarded one another.

Nico and Andy sat far from Rob, speaking only to each other and their son. Rob’s disapproval of Nico’s sexuality had strained their relationship, and the distance between them was obvious. Lucas and Renee, the only warm presence at the table, chatted with everyone. Yet, Aaron noticed Elise’s smirks at Renee and Renee’s returned eye rolls.

Robert, Aaron’s stepfather, sat to his left. Aaron wished he could be at the other end of the table. Rob’s resentment toward Aaron, rooted in his resemblance to Big Mike, had always been plain. Aaron felt Rob had never forgiven him for the love his mother showed him.

Aaron scanned the room, noticing Patty: a blond, tanned version of himself. Patty had excused himself to the restroom multiple times and seemed distant. Elise, looking polished and stylish, maintained a composed appearance, as if she were handling her mother’s loss with relative ease, in stark contrast to the dramatic show she had put on earlier. Nico’s haggard, red-eyed look said he wasn’t handling things nearly as well. Nico’s husband, Andy, touched his cheek in concern; Aaron was the only witness to Rob’s disapproving snort.

Lucas, Aaron’s favorite sibling, chatted with pride about his children. Sam and Elisabeth were active in various activities, and Lucas and Renee attended them all. Aaron admired Lucas’s dedication and felt a pang of regret that his family couldn’t be closer.

Patty wiped his nose as he returned from the restroom; Elise linked arms with him again. The question of Patty using drugs again crossed Aaron’s mind—his brother struggled with cocaine addiction—but he focused on Nico, realizing how little he knew about Julian. With Marlena gone, Aaron feared he would see even less of Nico’s family.

Rob sat across from Tom, looking lost and defeated. For a moment, Aaron almost felt sympathy for him. The man who had once been a figure of authority now seemed diminished. Rob’s gaze frequently landed on Elise, who dominated the conversation.

Aaron asked Rob if he was okay. His stepfather grunted a reply and left to talk to the server about the check. When he returned, Patty had ordered drinks for everyone. The family raised their glasses in a solemn toast to Marlena, honoring her memory.

Aaron stayed with Lucas and his family that night, sleeping on their basement couch. The next day, he drove three hours back to his quiet home. Meanwhile, Robert spent the following eight months distancing himself from all but two of his children, as though he hoped they would never be all together again.

The dinner had marked the end of his mother’s life, and now, faced with her revelations, Aaron felt her absence more deeply. He had to honor her memory by exploring the secrets she left behind and ensuring her hopes for the family lived on.
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Chapter six

Empty Chairs





Aaron’s mind wandered back to that family meal at the Blue Ridge Diner less than a year ago. His mother’s absence had been glaring, leaving a hole no conversation or laughter could fill. He remembered Rob, stiff at the head of the table, while the siblings tried to keep things normal. The air had been thick with awkward small talk and forced smiles. 

His mother’s words echoed in his head, and Aaron felt anger and sadness rising. She had tried so hard to get Rob to accept Nico, pleading with him to look beyond his prejudices. But Rob had stayed shut off, refusing to accept the son who needed him most.

Aaron thought of Nico at that dinner, sitting, eyes down, avoiding Rob’s gaze. He was nothing like the lively, confident man who lived outside his father’s shadow. Aaron admired his brother’s courage for being true to himself, even in the face of Rob’s disapproval. He wondered how different things might have been if Rob had listened to their mother and seen Nico for who he was—a brave, kind person deserving of his father’s love.

Lucas had tried to keep the peace, making jokes and steering the conversation away from tension. Elise had been clingy and chatty, seeking approval from everyone. Patty had been the worst, trying to win Rob’s approval with every word, every gesture. The meal had been a painful reminder of how deeply Rob’s favoritism had scarred them all.

His mother’s last words colored the memory. Aaron felt grief for his siblings, for the love and acceptance they had all missed. He wished he could step back in time. He would tell his mother how much he appreciated her efforts and understood what she had been trying to do.

He opened her book again, flipping through pages and scanning various entries, looking for the Christmas after Nico had come out to the family as homosexual. Rob had been an unrelenting jerk, refusing to speak to Nico for months. He wouldn’t discuss Nico with any of the family either. Aaron had tried once and been shut down instantly. He knew Lucas had tried to open up the conversation with Rob a few times, but gotten nowhere. 

Their mother had cried many tears over the phone with him: distraught at Rob’s censure of Nico in their lives, but unwilling to consider leaving him to move in with Aaron. Her drinking, which had started when he was a child and gotten progressively worse before he moved out, had increased considerably during this period. Marlena always said, “I don’t want you to see me like this, Aaron. I’ll figure it out.”

He scanned past days of mundane activities: shopping, chats with the neighbor lady, ordering entire cases of Grey Goose and Kahlua, until he found the entry he was looking for. This was the last Christmas Nico had come to their family dinner.


      [image: image-placeholder]Marlena: December 26, 2010

I woke this morning with a heavy blanket of yesterday’s events weighing on my chest. Christmas is supposed to be a time of joy and warmth, but this year was different. I can still hear the echoes of angry words and hurtful exchanges ringing in my ears. 

The kids had come home, and I hoped things would go well. I wanted nothing more than for our family to enjoy each other’s company. But as soon as Nico walked through the door, I felt the tension, like a live electrical wire hanging over the room. Rob was already on edge, and it took only a short while before their differences boiled over.

Christmas dinner started well enough: lively jokes and stories, Nat King Cole playing in the background, but as the night wore on, the undercurrents of resentment surfaced. Nico brought up an innocent memory from his childhood, something that struck a nerve with Rob, and the atmosphere shifted. Rob’s jaw-flexing told me everything I needed to know.

“You beat me at tennis. Once! What’s so funny about it?” Rob snapped, his voice icy and cutting across the room. “You act like you can waltz back here and pretend nothing has changed?”

Nico’s face turned red, frustration and hurt flashing in his eyes. “I’m not pretending anything! I’m trying to connect with you again, Dad.”

Aaron and Lucas joined in, and the argument escalated. I tried to intervene, to calm the storm, but the chaos drowned out my voice. “Can we enjoy the holiday?” I pleaded, my heart aching for my family. But they were too far gone, all unwilling to back down.

The moment the words “dead to me” left Rob’s lips, my heart shattered. I believed I could mend the tears, but those words were a dagger. I watched Nico’s heart break before my eyes, and the pain in his expression was unbearable. Aaron jumped up from his chair and yelled at Rob, who is never one to back down from a fight.

As they continued to shout at each other, the warmth of Christmas faded, replaced by a chill that wrapped around us all. I envisioned a night filled with love and laughter, and instead, my family disintegrated before me. Elise was sobbing and Patty tried to comfort her, but his wife Ashley was suddenly screaming too. They’ve had issues for a while now, but this was not the time or the place. My Christmas dinner is not supposed to be a free-for-all for family fighting.

Patty and Ashley left with little Drew, and shortly after, Elise’s boyfriend came to pick her up. Aaron, Lucas, and Renee stayed the longest, but I was glad when they left with baby Elisabeth. It was all too much.

After the fight, I made a White Russian and sat alone in the living room, the decorations still twinkling around me. They did nothing to fill the hole in my chest. I listened to Nico crying in the bathroom, and it broke me. I wanted to comfort him and tell him I loved him, and that it would work out in the end. But my love can’t shield him from Rob’s anger.

Rob had stormed off to our bedroom while the kids were leaving. With a strong drink under my belt, I followed him, desperate to understand. “You can’t keep pushing him away like this, Rob! He’s our son!” I said, my voice rising in desperation.

He turned to me, the hurt in his eyes mingling with anger. “You don’t understand! He made his choice! He’s the one who turned his back on us!”

I shook my head, tears stinging my eyes. “No, he’s still our son, Rob. We need to show him we love him despite everything. That’s what family is.”

Rob looked away as if trying to block out my words. “I will not have a queer for a son. I didn’t raise him to be like that, and I will not have it. It’s… unnatural.”

His words tore at my nerves. That’s my son he’s talking about. How dare he? I knew we couldn’t go on like this. “He’s the same person he’s always been. Who he loves doesn’t have anything to do with us, nor should it. We can’t let anger tear us apart. Not now. Not when we need each other the most.”

He refused to look at me, so I left him to his thoughts. I returned to the living room, where Nico sat. He looked up at me with red, puffy eyes as I wrapped my arms around him, wishing I could erase the pain of the evening. “Sweetheart,” I whispered, “I’m so sorry. I thought this Christmas would be different.”

“Thought it would be better than this. I thought I could be part of the family again, Mom,” he said, his voice trembling.

If only my arms could protect him from the hurt. “We’ll find a way, I promise. We’ll figure this out together.”

But as I sit here today, the shadows of yesterday’s arguments linger around me, and I can’t shake the feeling that our family is hanging by a thread, fraying with every harsh word. Christmas is a time of hope and renewal, yet this year, it’s a reminder of how fragile our connections are. I can only hope we can recover from this—that I can hold my family together, even as the pieces threaten to scatter.


      [image: image-placeholder]She described it just like he remembered it. The anger and Rob’s intense refusal to accept Nico’s sexuality had pissed him off then, and it pissed him off now. Nico didn’t deserve it, and the rest of the family had paid the price when he pulled away from them and moved to Maryland. He didn’t come to family events anymore and only texted briefly here and there. Aaron’s conversations with Nico were simple and brief updates on life and family. Lucas filled him in on Patty, Elise, and Rob. They had stopped talking to Aaron and Nico without a word after Marlena died. 

Now he sent Lucas and Nico texts, asking about their weekend plans. He thought about messaging Patty, but decided against it when he saw his previous fourteen messages, marked “Unread”. Reaching out to Elise wasn’t an option either; they’d never been close. Scrolling through his contacts, he paused at his ex-wife’s name: Rachel. They hadn’t spoken in months; every conversation since the divorce had been strained. After seven years, he wasn’t even sure why her number was still on his phone. Sighing, he closed the contact list.

The clarity of his mother’s revelations settled over him. He had always wondered why Rob kept a wall between them. Now he knew, but it brought no comfort, only loss. His mother had tried to shield him, but she couldn’t change who Rob was or undo the damage.

Aaron picked up his phone and scrolled to Lucas’s name. Maybe talking to him would help clear his head.

“Hey, bro,” Lucas answered after a few rings. “What’s up?”

“I didn’t tell you last night, but I got something in the mail yesterday,” Aaron said, trying to keep his voice even. “A book from this company called Legacy Manuscripts. It’s like a diary of Mom’s memories.”

“What do you mean, her memories?” Lucas sounded confused.

“I don’t know. They use some tech or something to record a person’s memories. Mom must have signed up for it.”

“That sounds… unbelievable,” Lucas said, skeptical. “Are you sure it’s legit?”

“I think so. It’s detailed. Her last entry talks about all of us, and it’s brought up a lot.”

“Like what?”

“Like how hard she tried to get Dad to accept Nico,” Aaron said. “She pleaded with him, but he wouldn’t budge.”

Lucas sighed. “That’s Dad for you. Stubborn as ever.”

Aaron nodded. “I keep thinking about that last meal. Now it makes so much more sense why it was so awkward.”

“I remember,” his brother said. “It was tough for all of us, but we’ve got to move forward.”

“I want us to be closer,” Aaron said. “I want Nico to know he’s loved, that we’re all connected still.”

“We can do that,” Lucas replied. “We’re adults now, so we can choose to be there for each other.”

Aaron hesitated. “But it’s not that simple. Patty, Elise, and Dad have cut us off. Elise only talks to you when she needs something. They’ve sided with Dad, and I don’t understand why. None of it makes sense.”

Lucas sighed again. “Yeah, it’s a mess. After Mom died, Dad’s control over their finances became even more clear. Elise and Patty stick close to him. Because of that, I’m sure. But we can’t let it stop us. We can stay connected, even if it’s only you, me, and Nico.”

Aaron felt a small wave of relief. “Thanks, Luke. That means a lot.”

They talked a few minutes longer, making plans to get together soon. When Aaron hung up, he felt lighter. Sharing the existence of his mother’s book made it feel less like a burden. As he glanced at the book on the coffee table, he considered looking into the Legacy Manuscripts company to understand more. He headed to bed, feeling a renewed sense of purpose.
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