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      I love these stories and I can’t wait for you to read them! When I decided to create this 3-part anthology, I never dreamed that I’d have so many wonderful authors want to be a part of it. My heartfelt gratitude for each of them is overwhelming!

      I hope that you enjoy the stories we created for this anthology! Love is Love! And these stories come from the heart!

      Shane Morton

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREVER STRONG

          

          DARYL BANNER

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SPRUCE, TEXAS ROMANCE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Football Sundae

        Born Again Sinner

        Heteroflexible

        Wrangled

        Rebel At Spruce High

        Summer Sweat

        Hopeful Romantic

        Mr. Picture Perfect

        Hot Mess Express

        Forever Strong

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        (And more to come…)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            IT’S NOT ABOUT THE DANG DRAWER

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t mean to say those words.

      Let alone shout them.

      But the second they fly out of my mouth, the house becomes a tomb. My husband Tanner, kneeling on the floor next to me, Allen wrench in hand, stony eyes on me. Our beautiful kids, Marcus and Joshua, sitting in front of the TV fighting over which video game to play next, now silent and peering at me over their shoulders, eyes wide. I’m pretty sure even the crickets holding their nightly meeting in the tall grass around the pond went dead cold.

      Between me and my husband squats a piece of furniture we were in the middle of assembling by the back window—a short white nightstand that looks like a four-legged marshmallow, one drawer in, the other on the floor by my knees. No matter what I’d do to the wheels or the metal track, the second drawer refused to slide in right. It doesn’t fit. We didn’t build it properly.

      Despite following instructions. One, two, three, to the end.

      It still won’t fit.

      Now a stubborn drawer is the least of my concerns. The words I just shouted, they’re out there in the air now. I can’t possibly put them back into my mouth. Even the kids heard.

      Tanner whips his hat off and rubs his short head of hair, his eyes on me. “Uh, Billy …?”

      My glassy eyes snap to his. I’m suddenly in a panic. “Sorry. I … I think I just …” The kids are still looking at me. What do I say? “Don’t worry. I think I … um … I think it’s just … gas.”

      Tanner’s face twists. “What?”

      “Gas. From dinner. Just had a bad cramp. I think I need—”

      “Some Pepto?” suggests Joshua sweetly, our eleven-year-old, his eyes so cute and wide, my heart can shatter all over the place.

      “Yep, that’s right, a little cup of that will make it all better.” I’m off the floor the next instant. Tanner’s eyes are still on me. He knows damned well it isn’t Pepto I need. He heard the words, too. “Daddy is … gonna get himself some to gag on.”

      “I love how it tastes,” moans Joshua with a grin, and now our family’s worst moment is turned into a commercial for the pink stuff, and where do you go with that?

      It’s the look in Marcus’s eyes, our older one, fifteen—that cuts deepest. Even just after a year and a half, the kids are comfortable enough with us now that I can’t tuck my words under a rug and play them off as anything other than what they were. It’s unfair to them. Marcus, going into his junior year at Spruce High, as bright as he is, the boy notices everything. He’s observant, sometimes disturbingly so. What am I going to do when he starts asking the real questions? What will I say? How will I defend my outbursts?

      Haven’t I even thought about how this might affect the kids?

      Of course I have.

      It’s the reason I’ve buried it all for this long.

      But while little Joshua continues to think I’m mad over how our medicine tastes, I know there’s no more wool left to pull over Marcus’s bright, inquisitive eyes. I can’t protect the kids from the reality of things any more than I can protect myself.

      I grip my stomach when it makes a sudden noise.

      Or maybe it really is gas.

      In a blink, I’m in the kitchen pretending to get the Pepto, but I’m just standing in front of a picture tacked onto the fridge with a banana magnet, taken at a beach on Dreamwood Isle—us and the boys. Tanner just peed on my foot because my clumsy ass stepped on a jellyfish. Marcus and Joshua were doubled over in laughter. I gritted my teeth and pretended to find it all funny, too, despite the stinging and how many times I insisted the peeing thing was just a myth. How much of my life is spent pretending?

      My hands are shaking, I notice. Not sure when that started.

      “Babe …?”

      I shut my eyes and hunch over the counter. “Not yet,” I choke to my husband. “Please. Not yet.”

      “The kids …”

      “It’s late, anyway. School starts for them in another week. We need to get them back on schedule, instead of staying up all …” My mouth shuts all on its own. I think I’m tired of having the same old fight, and we just got heated about a stupid drawer. He’s always the one to be the kids’ buddy, the pal, the cool dad, leaving me to inherit the role of asshole, the one who stresses, the villain.

      Tanner seems to follow without my uttering another word anyway. For a second, he hesitates, as if wanting to say something else, but after a breath, he only settles with, “I’ll go get the kids to bed,” before seeing himself out.

      I peer back up at the picture of us at the beach.

      The laughter in our eyes. How Tanner’s looking at me instead of the camera, adoration in his eyes.

      And my tightened grimace, trying not to show my discomfort.

      The house is quiet and dark soon. Tanner compromised—as always—with getting the kids to bed, allowing them to stay up in their bedroom with the TV on. Then it’s just us putting ourselves to bed. The door left open, the hum of the kids’ TV through the wall, I’m turned onto my side staring at that squat marshmallow nightstand with just one drawer in, looking like a plump cartoon character missing a row of teeth. Tanner cleaned up most of the mess, but that unfinished piece of furniture is still out there right in my line of sight, reminding me of the terrible scene, haunting me with its toothless smile. I didn’t even want the thing. Tanner did. Said it’d match the reading chair by the back window, a chair his mom planned to throw out until Tanner rescued it. It’s hideous but as comfortable as sinking into a cloud.

      “Ready to talk?”

      Here it is. The moment I’ve been dreading for over an hour. I take in a breath, then realize I’m not ready. “In the morning. I just need sleep.”

      “Ain’t neither of us gettin’ a wink of sleep until we talk it out. It’s how we always work, we talk it out.” He touches my back as if to rub it, then stops and slowly retracts his hand. “Is this about the tiny table? Do you hate it?”

      Nightstand, I want to correct him because it’s important to call things what they are, but the last thing this bedroom needs is any more of my pettiness. “No.”

      “The measurements were off. Manufacturing error. That’s it, gotta be, that’s why the drawer won’t fit.”

      My patience is razor thin. “It’s all premeasured. Nothing’s off. We just didn’t put it together right.”

      “Sure we did. It’s like Legos for adults. Follow the instructions, screw this into that, plug that into this, and voila: a tiny table to go with Mama’s old reading chair you love so much.”

      I let out a heavy sigh and clench my eyes. This is so Tanner, to push blame everywhere other than where it ought to be, acting like everything’s okay, shrugging off all stress. How lovely it must be to live like that, totally carefree, buying any piece of furniture we find online after a half-baked thought. One night, I considered buying a tall stork-shaped floor lamp complete with feathers, but did I? No. I practiced restraint, like an adult.

      We’re supposed to be a household of two dads and two kids.

      Feels like one dad and three kids lately.

      “I think we should ship it back and order a new one,” Tanner decides, back to rubbing my back, certain it’s that rogue drawer that’s got me in my mood. “I can disassemble it in the mornin’.”

      “Don’t.”

      “It’s no biggie. They make n’ ship them build-it-yourself things so quick, there’s bound to be mistakes in the construction. With a new one, I’m sure the drawer will fit.”

      “Tanner …”

      “It wasn’t anything we did wrong. It was cut wrong, I’m tellin’ you. The drawer was just—”

      “It’s not about the dang drawer,” I finally snap.

      His hand stops.

      My words shut him right up.

      I feel terrible suddenly. And angry. Why am I so angry at the love of my life? When did my brain take up a sword and lead me into battle against my heart? How have I let it?

      “Did you even hear them …?” I find myself asking, my voice barely air. “What I … What I shouted before …?”

      It takes a long time for him to produce just one word. “Yeah.”

      I sit up and swing my legs over the edge of the bed. I think my hands are still shaking. Thoughts still racing. The look in our kids’ eyes after I shouted won’t leave me.

      “Billy?”

      Hearing my name brings me back. “This … isn’t working.”

      “What isn’t working?”

      “We haven’t been ourselves in years. We get on each other’s nerves. I’m too involved in the Sweet Shoppe. You’re so busy with coaching and football. We don’t have time for us anymore.”

      “We’re just havin’ a rough patch, babe, it isn’t—”

      “And then our kids. Our beautiful kids. I’m such an asshole.” My face goes into my hands suddenly. “I can’t—”

      He sits up and his big arms fly around my waist. His chin tucks into my neck from behind. “It was an off day. Just an off day.”

      “Do you know how many times I’ve had this conversation in my head? How many times I tried to talk to you about it and you’d just blow me off? Tanner. Be honest with yourself.” I turn my head slightly. “You feel it, too. You’ve felt it as long as I have. Things … aren’t the same anymore.”

      “But I love you.”

      “Love isn’t enough. We’re not …” I’m off the bed and at the doorway, arms crossed. It’s easier to talk when I’m not looking at him. If I look at him right now and see his beautiful, burning eyes and the longing in his face, I’ll lose my resolve and fall right back into his arms. “We stayed together for all the wrong reasons. Your family’s reputation, with your ma being the mayor. Pressure from our friends, from all of Spruce, or hell, all of Texas. It’s too much. We stopped being honest with ourselves. I … I think we should end this … while we still love each other.”

      “End? … End? Billy …”

      “Before we fall out of love completely and start resenting each other. I couldn’t live with myself if I started hating you. Even just saying that out loud is a fucking nightmare I can’t bear. I … I can’t, Tanner, I just can’t.”

      He’s on the edge of the bed now. “Let’s think this over …”

      “It’s all I’ve thought about. I’ve thought it over, Tanner, and I’m sure you have, too, even if you won’t admit it. We make better friends. Can’t we be honest with each other anymore and just—?”

      “You’re blindsiding me here. Let me gather my thoughts a bit first! Give me half a chance to fight for us before you decide—”

      “I’m not happy anymore.”

      The words I shouted before, now repeated calmly.

      Yet they sound ten times as loud somehow.

      I turn to look at him, despite the high chance of his beautiful, soulful eyes assaulting me back into submission. But instead I find Tanner staring at the floor with a vacant expression, his brow creased in thought. I can’t tell if he’s forming another argument or battling heartburn from the tension mounting between us.

      It hurts me to say what I said, it really does. It hurts to see the effect my words have on the man I love. But it hurts worse to keep it in. I feel like a fate worse than this awaits us if I keep leaving everything unsaid. If I keep brushing it under. If I take a page from Tanner’s book and just pretend everything is fine.

      “Even the kids feel it,” I go on. “I don’t want them to grow up in a house full of … my moodiness … and my … my petulance. You should’ve seen the way Marcus looked at me. Imagine all the other times he’s noticed something off with us. I can’t do this to them any longer. It’s unfair to them.” I look at the wall, hearing the hum from the kids’ TV on the other side. “To all of us.”

      Nothing more is said for a while.

      Then, in a faraway voice that’s barely there, he asks, “What do we tell everyone? What about the holidays? … Thanksgiving?”

      I could almost laugh. Thanksgiving feels a million miles away. How this will affect the Strongs’ mountain of holiday traditions is last on my mind when I’m just trying to survive tonight.

      “I’ll do it,” I promise him, like it’s a chore I’m volunteering to do off one of our countless checklists. That’s so me. “Tomorrow. At our Friday family dinner thing. I’ll tell everyone then.”

      He lifts his face. “So soon?”

      “If I don’t, I never will. And then what, Tanner?” I sink back against the doorframe. “Then when?”

      After too long a moment, I catch a glimmer of resolve in his eyes. I wonder if he’s finally allowing himself to see the truth of it, too. It’s a truth I never thought I’d see myself, never dared to even consider, that on a random night of a random week tucked away into nothing-August, I’d be discussing the end of our marriage.

      “After the kids leave the table,” says Tanner. It pains me how much like a surrender his voice sounds. “They always do. Dinner, dessert, then can’t seem to get away from the table fast enough to play their games.”

      “We’ll tell them after,” I agree, returning to the bed, sitting next to him. “In our own way. Together.”

      “Together,” he agrees softly.

      Then falls silent again.

      I glance at him. “What if this actually saves us? To end this and … and go back to being just you and me? Before the pressure. Before … everything else.”

      So much I omit with those two words.

      Everything else.

      He peers at me softly. “You know I love you, right?”

      “Yes. Of course. I love you, too.”

      “Like … in the big way?” he goes on. “The way that ain’t no damned thing in the world can come between? You’re the center of my whole universe.”

      “Tanner.”

      “I just … want you to know that.” He swallows, then takes my hand. “Before we do this.”

      I look down at our hands. “Eight good years.”

      “Eight good years,” he murmurs back, almost automatically. Then as quickly, he adds, “Are you sure, Billy? Are you totally sure we can’t—?”

      I bring my arms around him right then and rest my head on his shoulder. He doesn’t move for a while. Then I feel him gently reciprocate my embrace. We just stay like that for what feels like hours, our words and thoughts kept inside, if we have any at all.

      Nineteen hours later, in the main house on the Strong ranch where Tanner’s parents live, just a walk down a path from ours on the same property, we’ve finished up dinner. My parents are three drinks in, laughing way too much and sharing something funny that happened at Biggie’s Bites, our family diner. Tanners’ parents have a nice buzz going, too—the lively Mayor Nadine Strong, who just wrangled all of us into a sudden selfie mid-meal, and her soft-spoken husband Paul, my in-laws. Their housekeeper Jacky-Ann is laughing joyously with our kids, who are on their second helping of dessert, Joshua’s nose dotted with blue icing. Then, as usual, the kids are excused from the table—after Joshua’s icing is wiped off his nose—and up the stairs they go to play on the big guestroom TV, leaving us adults to chat away at the table.

      I really hate to kill the buzz everyone’s got going, but there’s no time like the present.

      I rise too quickly, bumping the table on accident and earning everyone’s attention when the plates rattle. I still lift my glass and tap a fork on it for some reason. “Mom, Dad … and Mom, Dad,” I repeat for Nadine and Paul’s benefit—then realize with a pang of sadness that I might have just exercised that privilege for the last time. “Jacky-Ann. I’m sorry to interrupt our festivities. And good times. But … um …” This is a hundred times harder than I could have predicted. A thousand times. “There’s not really a great time to say this. Or an easier way … but …” The wine must have driven the words off like a flock of birds, because my mind is blank, all of the words I’d prepared, taken flight, far as fuck away from me as anything can possibly be. My hands are shaking again, too. Oh, just fucking say it, Billy. “Tanner and I—”

      Tanner rises. “—are renewing our wedding vows!” he finishes for me, grinning proudly.
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            SPRUCE’S OWN FOOTBALL STAR HEART THROB

          

        

      

    

    
      Here’s the thing about Tanner Strong, Spruce’s own football star heart throb: he always gets what he wants.

      And is damned near impossible to stay mad at.

      It was our first morning spent in our house that I learned that fact, seven and a half years ago, back when I could still smell the fresh plaster and wood in every freshly-painted room. Forget the marshmallow nightstand with one working drawer; we barely had any furniture to speak of back then. But I took command of the kitchen—the culinary-degree-bearing artist of pastries and tasties that I am—and set out to make waffles for breakfast. Tanner, who just rose from the cozy fold-out couch (we didn’t have a bed yet), made the cutest face when he strutted into the kitchen and asked, “What’s with the iron? I thought we were doin’ pancakes, babe!”

      “Waffles,” I insisted with sass as I gathered all the ingredients, opting to make the batter from scratch, of course, no boxed mixes. “I’m in my zone. Got a vision. I’ve dreamed of our first breakfast in this house for months and months while it was being built.”

      “That’s awful funny.” He sauntered further into the kitchen. “‘Cause I had visions, too, for months and months. They involved a tall stack with melted butter and syrup oozin’ down the sides.”

      “You can ooze all the butter and syrup you want over waffles, too,” I tossed right back, then poked him in the ribs with my long, wooden spoon, getting a giggle out of this full-grown man. “Out of the kitchen. I’ll let you know when they’re ready.”

      “Oh, you can’t get rid of me that easily.” Before I knew it, he trapped me in his arms with a vicious tickle attack I was in no way prepared for. “Pancake Monster Hug!” I had no idea what the hell kind of monster that was, but I dropped the spoon on the floor and exploded into teary-eyed cackling. “Pancake Monster is hungry for tickles!” Then we found ourselves on the floor, and things grew tenderer. He stroked my hair, smiling. “Funny, how we each want something different, but both are made from the same stuff.”

      “You can make your own dang pancakes, Mr. Strong,” I spat at him through a breathless laugh.

      “That’s Tucker-Strong now,” he corrected me.

      “But I’m gonna make these gourmet-as-fuck waffles just the way I’ve envisioned them, and our dining room table is gonna look pretty enough for a magazine cover.”

      “Dunno how to break it to ya, but we don’t have a table yet.”

      “Kitchen counter. These clean-ass floors. Wherever we want.”

      He kissed the tip of my nose suddenly, causing me to recoil in confusion. “You look so cute when you’re mad. Mind if I make you mad more often?”

      I scowled playfully at him. “Pancake Monster better let me up off this floor before I serve his waffles on top of his head.”

      He grinned at that, then became a prince at once, rising up and lifting me to my feet like I weighed nothing. He always used to do that, boasting his football strength in such sweet, modest ways, like his muscles are an accident and his power was all for me.

      “Guess I’ll leave you to your magic,” he decided with a smirk, kissed me again, this time properly on the lips. “And I’ll turn on some music for atmosphere. Is that part of your big waffle vision? Music? And does it include us dancin’ afterwards … naked?” He winked at me, reached down to give my tushie a squeeze and a slap, then sauntered off to the living room to blast his latest band he was obsessed with, always a new band every week back then.

      When a familiar song came on that he’d played a thousand times, I smiled to myself, humming along as I continued to make my special batter. Tanner was in the living room doing this totally ridiculous dance in a pair of tighty-whities I’m ashamed to say was actually halfway sexy, even if I couldn’t stop laughing.

      And wouldn’t you know it, I was so distracted, it wasn’t until the first batch was halfway done that I realized I had accidentally made pancakes instead of waffles.

      That man always gets his way. Just as true now as then.

      And not because he forces it. But because somehow, with that irresistible Tanner Strong charm he’s so known for, he makes you want what he wants, too.

      Admittedly, those pancakes were to fucking die for.

      I’m still thinking about them when we return home after the dinner. Marcus and Joshua are wound up on sugary pastries and cake—which I happened to bake and bring over, adding an irony to the situation—and the two can’t be put to bed to save our lives. “Just let them,” I sigh as I walk past the four-legged marshmallow and into the bathroom to wash my face. I sweat a lot when I drink.

      Tanner is at the doorway. “Babe.”

      I reach for a washcloth and knock one of them off the shelf and into the open toilet. “Lovely.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Gravity?” I go for another washcloth and twist on the faucet so hard, it squeals for five seconds. I really need to get that looked at. “Or planning a big wedding vow ceremony I wasn’t even aware we were having?”

      “It just flew outta my mouth.”

      “And now what kind of monster would I be if I called it off? I’d be the big bad wolf blowin’ our house down.” I splash water over my face and hair, unwilling to even look at him. “My parents want to include us at the fundraiser now, what a surprise. Jacky-Ann has probably told all her friends. You already have your football kids believing I’m a good-luck mascot ‘cause ‘their coach needs his man in the bleachers’, and now I can only imagine how they’ll be after hearing this. You know how word gets around this town.”

      “There’s so much we haven’t figured out yet. Why’d we jump the gun last night?” He nods at the toilet. “That washcloth mine? I sure hope Joshua remembered to flush. That boy, I swear …”

      “I just want to know why.” I turn away from the mirror and face him, which sobers him right up. “Why did you do that? What are you trying to do to me, exactly?”

      For a moment, I just know he’s about to pull a Tanner and say something funny again, likely about how sexy he thinks I am with water dripping down my face and hair, or how my anger turns him on—always deflecting with humor and sex, his golden skill since I’ve known him.

      Instead, his eyes go soft and he says, “I had to do something.”

      I stare back at him, at a loss.

      Right then, Joshua appears just outside the bathroom. “What’s a vowing ceremony?”

      Marcus shows up just as quickly, putting a hand on his little brother’s shoulder. “It’s like a wedding. But again.”

      “Will there be chocolate cake and dancing?”

      “And ice cream,” confirms Marcus, steering his now eager-eyed brother away—but not before giving us a glance. “Sorry, Dads. I’ll get him to bed.”

      “Nah, it’s barely …” Tanner starts, then glances at his wrist for some reason, realizes a wristwatch hasn’t been there since 2005, then shrugs. “Somethin’ o’clock on a Friday night. The summer ain’t over for you guys yet. Heck, play your video games on the big screen in the living room if you want.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course, buddy, go to town.” Marcus and Joshua are gone faster than either of us can blink. Then with a lighthearted sigh, Tanner turns back to me—and as if coming out of a dream, I watch his face sink into our slightly less playful reality. “I’m gonna show you, Billy. Someway. Somehow.” He takes the washcloth from my hands and gently dabs the side of my cheek. “I’m gonna remind your cute, stubborn ass why we fell in love.”

      Marcus comes right back—with my phone in his hand. “It’s Grandma.”

      “Billy? Billy?” twangs Nadine’s overly-excited voice. She’s on speaker, too, apparently. “I can’t turn my brain off and am drivin’ Paul wild. I’m just over the moon and probably some stars, too! Called Grandma, gettin’ her to come in for the big ordeal. I just had to call and ask, would you cater your own event alone, or can I get Mr. Tucci onboard from my restaurant? Y’know, Malcolm’s father, my head chef? We have got to plan this all out now. Will you meet me for coffee in the mornin’? Or now? Is it too late? Skip the coffee, it’s late anyway, just chat with me!”

      I stare at Tanner over the phone that still rests in Marcus’s outstretched hand. Tanner stares back at me, and I don’t know if it’s apology I see in his eyes, hope, or something else entirely I’m not sure even has a name.

      I don’t know if I can do this.

      I’m just plain tired.

      I have no hope.

      But the worst part?

      A piece of me wants to have hope.

      That must be the sole reason the next words spill out from my still-dripping face. “I’ll come over, Nadine. We can discuss catering ‘til a bottle of Rosé’s empty between us.”

      “Now you’re talkin’ my language!” she sings out, delighted. As I hang up and let Marcus head on back to his brother to play games on the big TV, I stare my husband down, preparing to play one of our own. “Let the charades begin,” I say, slap my dripping wet washcloth onto his palm, and head off to the gallows.
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            THE TOWN’S FAVORITE LIAR

          

        

      

    

    
      A wooden cutout of a dinosaur with a cowboy hat on and a hole for a face.

      Until Tanner’s appears in said hole, grinning.

      The crowd all around Main Street cheers me on—“Billy! Billy! Billy!”—and I have a big ol’ pie sitting on my palm.

      Even Joshua and Marcus are clapping.

      Tanner grits his teeth and twists his face into something of a grimace of anticipation, like a shrug without shoulders.

      When I finally pitch the pie—and it shatters like cream soda over my husband’s face, all gloppy and bubbling and runny—the screams of delight around me are so loud I have to cover my ears. I feel pats on my back from our friends and the locals, listen to their muffled congratulations, and watch the tears of laughter and fun in their eyes.

      And when my husband comes out from behind the dinosaur, licking his lips and saying something I don’t catch that makes the whole crowd erupt into more laughter, I just watch him in a daze, feeling like I’m not even here.

      No one knows what’s really going on with us. We’re so good at keeping secrets.

      I guess I’ve officially become the town’s favorite liar.

      Then I’m in front of a table full of pies, and Patsy, known for her restaurant and the creative, tasty pies it serves, eagerly awaits my verdict on a new flavor she’s debuting. I taste it and tell her it’s my favorite yet. And that makes one more face in town I’ve won over with my soulless smile.

      Next, I’m at a kiosk at the other end of Main Street joining a pair of my friends, Mindy and Joel, who are married and enjoying a rare afternoon off, taking advantage of one of their parents who were eager to watch over the twins at home. We’re in the middle of commenting on some beautiful animal-shaped wood carvings for sale when Joel says, “Dunno what you’re sneakin’ into Tanner’s breakfasts, but he’s been dang chipper lately.” Mindy chuckles her agreement and dryly adds, “You and Tanner have been horny for each other since I can remember. Good sex is the secret to a happy marriage.” She eyes Joel. “Maybe you should take notes.” Joel lets out a laugh—until he realizes he’s the one being mocked, and his face twists, burning red.

      I’ve known Mindy since high school, long before she and her husband were even an idea. And even she is fooled by my subpar performance, as I attend this fundraiser, peruse all the crafts, and taste—and throw—pies. Of all people in town to see the real me and remark about how I’m not myself lately, I was counting on her.

      Maybe I’m better at faking happy than I thought.

      Without warning, Joshua rushes up and crashes into my side. “Bee!” he screams. “Bee! Bee! Beeeeee!”

      Then a very out-of-breath Marcus catches up, having chased his brother across the square. “There’s … no … bee … Joshua …”

      “Yeah, there was!” He tucks himself behind me, figuring it’s better the bee gets me than him, I guess.

      “It was just a fly. It’s already gone.”

      “You’re lying! I saw it!”

      Marcus sighs heavily. “You’re just mad because Dad didn’t let you have a—”

      “Because Dad didn’t what?” asks Tanner innocently, popping up out of thin air. He balances four ice cream cones precariously between his big hands, each one a different flavor, pink, green, chocolate, blue. “You think I was serious when I said no sweets? C’mon, boys, you know me better. Pick one. Fast. They’re melting. Not the green one, that’s for Papa here.”

      It’s like the bee never existed as Joshua gleefully snatches the chocolate one out of his hands—nearly causing Tanner to drop the rest—then shouts, “Thanks!” and tears off back into the festival. Marcus picks blue, sighs out, “Thanks, Dad,” and heads off tiredly after his brother, calling, “Hey, not so fast! Watch where you’re going! You’ll run into someone!”

      Tanner chuckles to himself, shakes his head, teary-eyed with laughter, then turns to me. After a moment’s hesitation, he offers the green one. “Here you go, babe. Minty chips for you.”

      I take it. “You still have pie in your ear.”

      “In my—?” He grabs the wrong ear, wiping. “Where?” Then he goes for the other, finds the glob of cream, wipes it, and brings it to his lips. “Damned good pie, to be honest.”

      I don’t know if it’s the goofy expression he makes after licking it off his finger, or the fact that he ate it at all, but I snort, crack a smile, and look away.

      Tanner’s voice comes close to my ear, sounding playful. “You seem to be smiling a lot today, despite everything.”

      “Yeah,” I agree dryly. “I’m getting awful good at that.”

      He pulls back. “Babe?”

      Mindy and Joel left apparently, having moved on. Suddenly I need to also. “Gotta go.”

      Tanner lets me, saying nothing. But his pretty eyes likely say everything. It’s been difficult to look into them lately for that very reason.

      I peel off to the nearest restroom inside my ma and pa’s diner: Biggie’s Bites. Everyone on earth seems to be packed in this place even during the festival. I make my way through the crowd and noise, smiling and nodding at no one specific, hearing my name a few times, when suddenly I’m in the restroom and I press my back against the door, shutting it abruptly. The world becomes muffled and far away, and it’s just me and my thoughts—and this cone of green dotted ice cream slowly melting in my hand.

      My next breath feels like the first one I’ve taken all day.

      Full of misgivings. Questions. Doubts and heavy thoughts and the echoes of my kids’ laughter.

      Is it my imagination, or are the kids fighting more often? Are they picking up the tension off me and Tanner? Is it my fault?

      Am I the bee?

      I take a lick of the ice cream. Of course it tastes perfect. So perfect I could cry. Except I’m not gonna cry. What reason do I have to cry? I’m the happiest guy in all of Spruce, Texas. I’ve got two funny, adorable kids. A roof over my head with loving in-laws who can’t get enough of me. An adoring husband I’m apparently mad at because he won’t let me leave him.

      And do I really want to leave him?

      Is Tanner even the problem?

      Or is it me?

      It wasn’t long ago the four of us were at Spruce Park, and I saw Trey, our town reverend, with his husband, their parents, and some out-of-town guests flying kites. We were on a picnic blanket finding shapes in the clouds. Tanner kept making the kids laugh, insisting every single cloud looked like a butt. I kept telling him to grow up, but when a cloud drifted by that, without a doubt, looked like two round, fluffy ass cheeks, I couldn’t help but crack up, and it quickly became all four of us doubled over in childish laughter.

      Even then, I remember wondering: Why do I feel so far away?

      And later that same day, when we all came home and put on a movie, I was cuddled in a blanket in the armchair, by myself, while Tanner sat with the kids on the floor in front of a bowl of popcorn they kept spilling kernels all around, and I totally phased out in the middle of the movie, watching them, thinking about the spots of butter or oil that might be getting on the floor that I’ll have to clean later when the three of them are done.

      Feeling so far away from the ones I’m supposed to love.

      Have I always been like this?

      My phone buzzes in my pocket with such energy, I jerk out of my thoughts, blinking. It’s a text from Tanner asking me, and I quote, “if I’m blowing up one of the poor, innocent toilets in my ma and pa’s poor, innocent diner.”

      Typical Tanner.

      I close my eyes and take a breath. I can’t keep running off into bathrooms to hide, letting my minty ice cream melt, figuratively or literally. The way I see it, I have two choices here. I can fake it in front of the world, then be miserable at home while I resent my loving husband for fighting for us.

      Or I can try.

      Honestly try.

      See if it really is just … me. If maybe I’m the one who needs to change. I’ve made a habit out of my irritation. A habit of looking for the things that are wrong. For seeing flaws and ignoring all of the juicy, messy, funny stuff that’s right with us.

      Embracing popcorn kernels on the floor.

      Butt-shaped clouds.

      Melting ice cream.

      I text him back, telling him he looked really stupid with pie all over his face, and I hope the glob in his ear tasted waxy.

      He responds back with a ridiculous, lip-biting selfie that looks like he’s trying not to fart.

      This is my husband.

      My goofball.

      I love him.

      A lot.

      More than anything in the world.

      And that’s why I’m gonna try this Tanner’s way, whether it destroys us or not.
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            WHAT A CHARMER

          

        

      

    

    
      I love our house, I really do, but carrying three heavy bags of groceries from the parking area in front of the main house down the long fence-lined path to our house in the scorching sun isn’t sexy. By the time I tumble through the front door, which I nearly have to kick in, I’m a wet rat in a soaked shirt, bangs pasted to my forehead. Then, just as I reach the counter, the container of beautiful raspberries I hand-selected and was especially looking forward to enjoying hops right out of the top of the bag like it grew legs and spills all over the floor at my feet—mere seconds before I make it to the counter.

      I’m still gathering them off the floor when Tanner bursts into the house. “Oh, hey, babe!” he cheerily calls to me as he runs off to the bedroom. “Sorry, in a hurry, just grabbin’ my lucky clipboard! Can’t believe my ditzy butt forgot it, of all things. So much goin’ on at school. Did you hear about what’s-her-name who’s retiring? Everyone’s goin’ nuts, no one saw it comin’, everyone’s favorite teacher of … what’d she teach?” He’s shouting all of this from the bedroom now. “How do you feel about that, babe?”

      “Y’mean how do I feel about a teacher whose name you don’t know who teaches a subject you can’t remember?” I stare down at a handful of tasty raspberries I can’t eat. “I’m gutted.”

      “Can’t find my dang lucky clipboard.” He emerges from the bedroom. “Have you seen it?”

      “Can you describe it at all? Or have you also forgotten what it looks like?”

      “Red and white, plastic, long, one corner chipped from a time I dropped it in the locker room my first year as coach.” He stops in front of me, crouching down to help. “Sorry, babe, I didn’t see you down here. Damn, these raspberries look good.”

      And he pops one into his mouth. Right off the dirty floor.

      I gawp at him. “They’re straight from the store and I haven’t cleaned them yet!”

      “Five-minute rule,” he says with a wink, chewing away. I don’t know what it is—his charming eyes, the cute way he smirks while he chews, or the fact that he’s enjoying something I’m denying myself on account of them falling on the floor—but I catch myself just staring at him blankly. “It’s my version of the five-second rule. Waste a lot less that way.”

      My eyes drop to his lips.

      Their plumpness. The corner that always curls up when he’s trying not to laugh. The sound of them smacking as he chews on that tasty, unclean, floor-bound raspberry, making it sound like a treasure in his teeth.

      “You left your clipboard by the … the couch,” I finally answer, words slow and distracted. “From last night. Writing in it.”

      He snaps his fingers. “That’s right. Of course. Couch.” His eyes find my lips, too. A beat passes. He looks pained, then happy, then pained again, working through something in his mind before he finally lets out the confession. “I wanna kiss you right now.”

      I stop collecting raspberries.

      Honestly, I want him to kiss me, too.

      But everything lately has been so stressed and strange. Even with our efforts to maintain normalcy. To go about our lives. To act like nothing’s wrong—especially for the benefit of our kids. Marcus has only just recently stopped giving me those suspicious sidelong glances. It feels like we’re making progress. Or at the very least burying everything more effectively. You know, like healthy couples do.

      But I can’t bring myself to give him even as much as a peck. I am the worst husband in the world. “Said you were in a hurry.”

      “Not enough of a hurry to steal a little sexy-sexy, kissy-kissy time with my man.”

      He’s been cuter lately. Sweeter. More playful.

      I can’t help but fear it’s all just a ploy to seduce me away from my own thoughts and complex feelings, which Tanner still has yet to properly acknowledge, even all these weeks later. Has it been weeks already since that night he told our families we’re renewing our vows?

      How can I trust any sexy-sexy, kissy-kissy anything from him?

      “Heard you took somethin’ off the menu at T&S’s,” he says.

      I look down at the floor, struck. “Temporarily.”

      “The Football Sundae Special was our thing. Coach Larry just asked me ‘bout it. I … didn’t know what to say.”

      I feel instant guilt. Then frustration. Then finally a childish, dismissive sort of flippantness I can’t explain when I say, “It needs some work. I’m … I’m workin’ on it. Took it off the menu. Why is everyone in our dang business?”

      Smartly, Tanner seems to leave well enough alone. “That’s okay, that’s alright, no biggie. Told the guy my hubby has his reasons for everything. He didn’t pry.”

      He even supports me in my passive aggression.

      Of course I’m not working on it.

      I took it off the menu because a week ago when I was working at the store, I’d come out of the back to find two adorable lovebird teenagers by the window spoon-feeding each other mouthfuls of a Football Sundae Special, giggling, playful, totally in love.

      The Football Sundae Special was a delicacy my husband and I created by accident one of the first times we made love—our special little thing, until I decided one day out of total madness to refine it and slap it on a menu.

      The teenagers kept kissing and giggling and looking happy.

      And I just couldn’t stand another second of that.

      King of Pettiness, right here, table for one.

      “Still coming to the game tonight?” he asks, his playful tone traded for something softer, perhaps reading my face for once and backing off on digging any deeper.

      And that somehow makes me feel even more bad.

      So I pull another Billy and go into some rant about something unrelated to anything at all. “Are you ever gonna take care of that enormous branch reaching out for our roof?” I point at the front window—which isn’t quite the right window, but I point anyway. “It’s as thick as a trunk. All it’s gonna take is a single termite to chew through it before that thing comes crashing down. It makes me nervous every time I look at it, been saying for over a year.”

      He chuckles in that vexingly patronizing way he does. “Babe, that monster of a tree has been there since before this house was even built. I’m pretty sure Jimmy leapt off of it into the pond ten or eleven times while we were growin’ up. It’ll hold until we’re a hundred and our kids are grandpas.”

      Jimmy is my husband’s younger brother—twice as cocky, also married to a man, and as athletic as they come. There really must be something in the water on the Strong ranch. Their last name is no accident.

      I suddenly wonder if Jimmy’s husband Bobby is someone I can possibly confide in. He’s so kindhearted and patient.

      Two things I feel like I’m lacking lately.

      “Yes,” I finally answer him. “I’ll be there. At the game.”

      His eyes light up. “Really?”

      It’s time to be nice. I’m tired of my moodiness today. “Yes, of course.” I’m even practicing my plastic smiles here at home when I’m supposed to be allowed to let the mask drop. “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “My good luck charm. You’re, like, responsible for half of my boys’ morale, I hope you realize.” He brings a hand to my cheek for a rather unexpected caress, which forces my eyes right back into the beautiful trap of his.

      It’s no secret why I fell in love with this man.

      None at all.

      A single, innocent glance into those gorgeous, giving eyes of his explains everything.

      Next thing I know, he’s out of the house heading back to the school, and I’m at the sink with the container of fallen raspberries. Could I just wash them and be okay? I consider one that still sits in my palm, looking plump and soft and perfect.

      I pop the raspberry into my mouth and chew for two and a half seconds—two and a half seconds of tasty, beautiful bliss.

      Then I spit it out and shake my head. “Nope, can’t, sorry.” I take all the rest of them to the trash.

      Later that evening with the sun dipping behind the rolling fields, I’m in the bleachers, plastic smile in place, with the excited hum of the town around me yet again. No less than twelve people personally come up to me to say how sweet it is that I attend all of my husband’s games. I don’t correct any of them, despite having missed several last year. One woman, a friend of my mama’s, even said, “You are the luckiest man in the world!” I smiled back at her and was about to thank her when Joshua sprang forth and asked me if he could get a hotdog from the concession stand. I gave him some cash and told him to knock himself out, and off he went. The woman looked about ready to cry happy tears right then, finding the little interaction with my son to be too adorable for words.

      We get that a lot.

      I guess it just hits differently lately, seeing how happy people look when they glance at us.

      Tightening the chokehold of our marriage around my neck.

      Joshua’s sitting next to me now, drawing in a blank sketchpad, one of several things I got him for his birthday. He’s taking after Marcus lately, who’s active in the Art Club at Spruce High, but like Joshua’s last seven things he was “totally crazy about”, I can’t say how long this obsession will last. We still have a set of electric blue roller skates from his “king of the rink” phase last winter that he wore once before we stuffed them away in a closet to be forgotten.

      “We need to meet up next Saturday to taste some cakes,” says Nadine, who has taken a seat with Jacky-Ann on my other side and is gripping my thigh so tight, I can feel my toes losing blood. She’s really dead-set on our team winning, despite excitedly discussing the vow renewal. “I’ve got several in mind, too many, but y’know me, I have this tendency to—HEY! PICK UP YOUR PACE! MOVE, MOVE, MOVE!—be a little overbearing with planning these sorts of things. Please, Billy, sweetheart, don’t hesitate to tell me to back off. One word, and I’ll back off and hand you the reins, cross my heart.”

      I highly doubt that’s true, but her saying it is enough of a sentiment to make me smile. Even if her bubbling enthusiasm is, admittedly, one of the things driving me the most crazy lately. Other than rogue raspberries. “Thanks, Nadine. I appreciate it.”

      “You make my son so happy. I mean, how else can I possibly repay you?”

      The more she talks, the tighter her grip gets, and the heavier my heart sinks. I can’t even imagine how differently these past few weeks would’ve been had Tanner not cut me off at that one Friday family dinner.

      This woman has made her sons the center of her whole life.

      I’d forever be the villain if I dared to break her son’s heart.

      “No repayment’s needed,” I assure her.

      Or would have, had she not shouted out: “MOVE YOUR BOOTY! YOU GOT THIS! YOU—Oh, shit on a windshield, this damned game is so close, I’m about to vomit.” Her eyes are wide and crazed as she studies the field. “We’ve gotta get ourselves a touchdown or else.” Then she proceeds to cup her hands around her mouth to shout and whistle at the team some more.

      I notice our older son Marcus has since left us to go hang with his high school friends elsewhere in the bleachers, further down closer to the field. He’s blossoming faster than I can keep up with. I don’t even know all his friends’ names. Is he dating someone? Shouldn’t I know? Where the hell’s my head?

      “Don’t worry,” I assure Nadine just as her hand returns to its vice-lock grip on my poor thigh. I’m going home with a bruise in the shape of my mother-in-law’s hand tonight, I just know it, and if that isn’t the perfect poetic justice to my awful behavior lately, I don’t know what is. “Tanner has his lucky clipboard and I’m here, so it’s basically a mathematical certainty we’ll win.”

      Boy, have I never so quickly eaten my words.

      Not fifteen minutes later, Spruce High experiences the end of its first game of the season—a crushing last-second loss.

      Sadness pulses in every face around me. I feel glances, lots of them, as if either to inspect my face for crushing disappointment, or to blame me. I’m not a superstitious guy, but I already know it’s my fault.

      I did something to offend the football gods that rule small Texas towns.

      I caused this.

      Joshua slaps shut his pad. “I suck,” he announces, oblivious to the game, tossing his pencil aside and sulking.

      I stare at him. Then at the scoreboard. Then finally at Tanner, whose eyes are scanning the bleachers as if looking for something. He peels his hat off his head, letting it hang from his grip, then throws his eyes to the stars as if an answer awaits him somewhere up there. You and me both, I think to myself, throat tightening.
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      “Um, sorry … what exactly do you mean by ‘disturbing’ …?” I ask, wide-eyed, phone pressed to my ear.

      Principal Whitman lets out a hefty sigh. If the man’s known for nothing else, it’s his hefty, burdened, tired-of-the-world sighs. Tanner’s always thought he’s a condescending jerk. The authority-obsessed man has unfortunately, after all these years, not proven himself otherwise. “Instead of having this out over the phone, we should discuss it in person with your son present. Do you think you could manage that today, Mr. Tucker? After school?”

      Mr. Tucker, he calls me.

      I don’t think I’ve been called that in over eight years.

      The next thing I know, I’m sitting in the principal’s office for the first time in my life, flooding me with major back-to-school-nightmare anxiety I didn’t know I had. Honestly makes me regret the bagel with cream cheese I had before leaving the house.

      Next to me sits a bored-looking Marcus, who can’t be any less bothered sitting in the principal’s office. It brings me to wonder for the very first time if Marcus has sat in a principal’s office in the past, before he and Joshua became a part of our family.

      “This is the offending article in question,” states the principal.

      Then slaps down a charcoal drawing in front of me.

      It appears to be some kind of amorphous, screaming monster. Oh, two of them, maybe? Or one monster with two heads? Twisted horns coil out of their skulls, and long, sharp objects I can’t make out are gripped in their hands, wielded like weapons.

      Maybe I should find it disturbing, like the overly-sensitive and depressingly closed-minded Principal Whitman does. But instead, I find it incredibly expressive, detailed, and artful. It could be the front cover of a gripping horror novel. Or artwork for the latest album of some up-and-coming heavy metal or emo band. Marcus plays a lot of video games and watches anime. What if this is some character he likes, or derivative of one? If Mindy was here, she’d be gagging over how bad-ass this looks.

      But that sort of reaction isn’t what the principal is hoping for from the mayor’s son-in-law, I imagine. I glance at Marcus. “What is this a drawing of?” I ask him, sounding as neutral as possible.

      Marcus just shrugs.

      I frown. Not a usual reaction from him.

      “It’s quite disturbing,” states the principal, as if answering on my son’s behalf. “The Art Club teacher himself didn’t even know what to say. He was stunned speechless. And also horrified.”

      I highly doubt either of those things are true. “Sir …”

      He leans forward in his seat abruptly, causing it to creak. “Are matters okay at home, Mr. Tucker?”

      That name again. Tucker, instead of Tucker-Strong.

      It feels like something’s missing. Like something’s wrong. All the hairs stand up on the back of my neck with indignation. I want to correct him, yet I find myself frozen in place, an emotional knot stuck in my chest somewhere.

      Then the office door crashes open and a sweaty-faced Tanner appears. “Sorry, broke away from the boys as soon as I could! Mr. Whitman.” He comes up to my chair and whispers, “Hey, babe,” with a squeeze of my shoulder before slapping his other hand onto Marcus’s, startling him. “Marco-man, my buddy, what’s goin’ on here? Oh, is this yours?” Tanner snatches the illustration right off the desk. “Dude, this is totally sick! You did this yourself?”

      “Yes,” answers the principal, misunderstanding, “that is sick, very sick. An inappropriate interpretation of his assignment.”

      “What was the assignment?” I ask, more to Marcus than the principal.

      But it’s the principal, yet again, who answers: “To draw your happiest memory, that’s what. And this is clearly a blatant show of disrespect to the club and to this school.” He looks up at Tanner, who seems to still be observing the work of art with an awestruck expression, which only further baffles the man. “Coach Strong?”

      Tanner kneels down between the chairs, still gripping the art, and nudges Marcus with his elbow. “I remember this chat. On the first day we brought you back to our house, wasn’t it? You said … if I can remember it right … that Billy and I were like the angels who saved you and Joshua from the smoky demon monsters your little brother kept having nightmares about. Somethin’ like that?”

      Marcus blinks at Tanner, appearing totally lost.

      Tanner faces the principal. “Happiness looks different for us all. I don’t know about you, but my happiest memory is the first time I tried the insanely spicy Tackler Burger at Biggie’s Bites, back when Billy worked there himself and his pastry-chef dreams were just dreams.” He glances at me. “I can still feel the tears of agony in my eyes and on my tongue.”

      I find my throat catching, thinking of that day. “You were so stubborn,” I murmur quietly, remembering. “I warned you, too.”

      “You did,” he agrees, “and I dived into danger anyway, just to impress you. Like some kinda lovesick schoolboy.”

      I swallow, struck by the moment. My heart dances, as if even it can remember the feeling of being entranced by Tanner Strong’s charm way back when, how devastatingly irresistible he was, even when he angered me, even when he didn’t listen, even when he—like most of the Strongs—exercised his stubbornness to the max.

      We leave the principal’s office with the understanding that, while Marcus might have a curious way of interpreting creative assignments, he should practice restraint sometimes. Tanner and I visibly disagreed, but nodded at the principal to placate him, then dismissed ourselves with our son. Tanner kisses me on the cheek, startling me, before saying, “Gotta get back to the boys. We’re makin’ up for that big loss two weekends ago, I’m tellin’ you, us Spruce High footballers, we never give up!” He gives Marcus a sort of dorky high-five, then heads off down the hall in an energetic jog that draws my eyes right to his ass.

      His musclebound, plentiful, soul-stealing ass.

      Some things never change.

      Is this something I should set aside to put into my vows for the renewal ceremony? A soliloquy to his tight football buns?

      “If something’s going on between you and Dad,” says Marcus without prompt, causing me to turn to him with a start, “can you at least give me and my brother a heads-up?”

      The question pulls the floor straight out from under my feet.

      “We’ve done the moving family-to-family thing already,” he goes on. “It’s worse not knowing. Joshua takes it harder.”

      I’m still reeling from Tanner’s heroic grappling with the reins in that principal’s office, I can barely make words. “We’re … no … no, no, Marcus, we’re not …” I swallow hard. Am I lying to him? Or am I trying to believe it myself? “We’re fine. Totally fine, buddy. We’re not going anywhere.”

      Marcus is staring down at his drawing clutched in his fingers. I don’t know if it’s just the teenage too-cool-to-look-me-in-the-eyes-in-public thing, or if he doesn’t buy what I’m selling.

      I nod at his drawing. “So Joshua used to have nightmares?”

      Now Marcus looks up from the drawing, then shrugs. “I just drew this ‘cause I thought it was cool. Don’t know what all of that was that Dad said. Can I go home with you? I don’t really feel like going to Art Club, and I promised Joshua I’d game with him.”

      I blink, stunned.

      Tanner made all that up?

      I don’t know whether to be mad, disappointed, or impressed.

      It’s hours later when Marcus and Joshua are in front of the TV playing their game, Tanner is still at the school with his coaching duties, and I’m curled up in Nadine’s old armchair, but can’t seem to focus on the book I grabbed, my mind everywhere else. On the words Marcus said to me in the hallway outside the principal’s office. Tanner’s big speech about the Tackle Burger he nearly died trying to eat in front of me.

      How I felt when the moody principal kept saying just half of my last name.

      Omitting the Strong.

      And the shame I felt for not correcting him.

      It was a Friday morning, just before the weekend, just shy of two years ago, that Tanner and I were in a cold, cluttered agency office. I had no faith whatsoever in the caseworker we sat across from, but despite how rigid she seemed before, her voice warmed when she said, “Joshua is a wonderful boy. So bright and curious. It’s no mystery you two keep gravitating toward him.”

      I remember Tanner’s arm was around my back so tightly. We had already faced disappointment and rejections before. It was the thing we both wanted most: a family. We’d dreamt of it. Discussed it to death. We were ready. Our hearts wanted so desperately to welcome a child into our expansive family of Strongs and Tuckers, a child to call ours, to share our love with, and maybe to someday burden with our wishes and dreams for their success—y’know, like a proper set of helicopter parents do.

      Then the caseworker said: “Joshua has an older brother. Four years older. Marcus. The two have never been apart.” She adjusted her glasses, noting the surprise on our faces. “I know this may not have been what you were expecting to hear, but I assure you that Marcus is protective over his little brother. Smart, too, the both of them, cut from the same cloth. I think you’ll be mighty surprised.” She adjusted her glasses again, then winked at us. “They’re kind of a package deal.”

      Tanner turned to me, stunned. I looked back at him, rendered just as speechless. “Love … makes room, or something … right?” he said, his voice cracking slightly.

      Then we met Marcus. Practically the spitting image of Joshua, only his eyes were sharper and less quick to trust what they saw. I should’ve known from that first day that Marcus was going to be the type everyone underestimates his whole life. He’ll solve world hunger. Or walk the surface of another planet. For a moment after the initial meet, we didn’t know what to say. Even Joshua, who we had spoken to before, seemed to close up with his older brother by him. Then a bird flew by like a gift from the avian gods and sent a rocket of poop hurtling toward Tanner, landing right on his shoe. All of us looked down at it, stunned speechless, until Tanner gave us a shrug and said, “Honestly, it’s an improvement.”

      Then Marcus smirked, a twinkle of amusement in his eyes.

      Joshua followed suit with a laugh, as if his brother’s smirk was some kind of unspoken permission to trust us.

      And not a week later, the four of us shared our first day out at a mall in Fairview of all places, sitting in the food court with an assortment of random orders all around us, including tater tots, burgers, plate of orange chicken on a pile of mushy lo mein, half a turkey sub, and four different cups of fizzy drinks. And right in the middle of our very disorganized lunch, as Tanner grew flustered dishing out napkins, sauces, and plastic utensils, he said to me, “I guess our kids are gonna have to get used to the chaos soon, huh?”

      The innocent question brought us all to a halt. Joshua stopped mid-sip. Marcus lowered his burger. Even Tanner turned into a statue, eyes wide.

      Then he glanced at Marcus. “Uh … too soon? To … call you our kids? Did I just make everything super weird?”

      Marcus glanced back and forth between the two of us, his eyes like a pendulum. Then he shrugged. “Life is weird. No big deal.”

      Joshua found that funny, giggling. “Life is weird,” he agreed.

      Then everything was settled again, and the starved four of us were diving back into our food. Marcus started talking our ears off about something anime-related. Joshua kept interrupting to grab tots from across the table—which eventually Tanner slid closer to him so he didn’t have to reach. And in the middle of it all, while taking a sip of my Coke Zero, I caught Tanner’s eyes, finding him smiling ear to ear.

      And just like that, we were a family.

      Not perfect. Maybe not ready. But together in it, no matter.

      I’m still thinking about that day when Tanner finally comes home from school and the kids have moved their playing into the bedroom, leaving me in the armchair with my book, which I’d just started being able to focus on. “Not supposed to go this late,” he says right away, as if anticipating me wanting an apology for being all by myself or something, “but my assistant coach, bless his poor heart, had eighteen different plans—eighteen, Billy, eighteen—to get our team in shape. I about needed a break to call Harrison and ask why I ever decided to go into coaching. Even back when he and I were playing alongside each other, he always talked sense into me. Are the kids in bed already?” On cue, he picks up the sound of the two of them playing in their bedroom. “Oh, good. Wanted to talk to Marcus. Didn’t have much of a chance after the—”

      “That was sweet, what you did.”

      Tanner stops by the kitchen counter, just having dropped his car keys into the dish we keep there. “What?”

      “Lying.” I set the book aside on the marshmallow nightstand, still missing its drawer. We’d decided to leave well enough alone. You know, like we’re doing with our marriage, I guess. “I wouldn’t normally encourage lying in front of our kids, but I have a teensy feeling Principal Whitman despises us, and Marcus is damned well allowed to make any sort of beautiful demented art he wants.”

      Tanner smiles, looking relieved. “I’m … really, really glad you came to that conclusion. I’ve been thinkin’ about it nonstop. What you thought of my … response. But I think Marcus is old enough to understand. You know. And the bigger lesson was there, right? He should express himself how he wishes. Everyone’s happiness is—”

      “—a little bit different,” I finish for him.

      Tanner meets my eyes, going quiet.

      I rise from the armchair and come up to him. He goes stiff, as if the idea of me entering his bubble has become a long-lost idea, a wish that might never be fulfilled again. Once more, making me feel like I really have been the ice queen of broken love, allowing ourselves to fall apart and blaming him for it all.

      I want to do better, even if my heart isn’t fully in it yet. I want my smiles to become less plastic and more genuine again. It has to be possible to resuscitate the crazy love we once shared. Look at how long my parents have been together. And Tanner’s.

      I want to be the beacon of light everyone in Spruce expects of me—of us.

      Maybe it’s the memories that have been rolling in lately, but I find my mood changed completely in this moment, seeing Tanner look at me the way he is, something between curious and scared, anticipating something, breath held, eyes sparkling and bright.

      It’s suddenly very possible that he hasn’t been ignoring how I’ve felt. He’s been keeping it inside. Pasting on a smile, too.

      Clinging to the hope that we can salvage this.

      And maybe we can. “I … I think we should … sleep with our door closed tonight.”

      Tanner lifts his eyebrows. “Why? So the kids have privacy?”

      “So we have privacy,” I answer right back, voice deepening.

      I meet his eyes.

      He meets mine.

      The message is sent.

      Not a second after the boys go to bed, we do too. I shut and lock the door. Tanner watches me with this hungry look in his eyes I haven’t seen since we were first dating, that prickling look of uncertainty, anticipation in his every breath. “Keep your voice down,” I warn him, “though I know it’s gonna be damned near impossible to, considering what I plan to do to you tonight.”

      He comes up to me and cradles my face with his hands. “Are you sure, babe?” His lips are close, his eyes shining like pale glass in the moonlight from the window. “Are you—?”

      I kiss him midsentence. Gently at first. Then growing with force until my fingers are curled into his shirt and we’re both out of breath. Then I pull back. “Do I seem sure to you?”

      When I’m on him again, he falls back onto the bed, and then I fall on top of him. All the words we’ve shared over the past few weeks come rushing at me. Our worries. My irritation. That sweet, patient look he gets when he senses I’m in a mood. Why is he so good with me, even still? How do I possibly deserve this man? The words from Mindy at the festival way back, how sex is the secret to a happy marriage. I peel off my husband’s shirt, then kiss him even harder, drowning out the words with our crashing breaths.

      Our clothes create colorful dunes all over the messed-up bed sheets. He’s flat on his stomach, peering at me over his shoulder, as I slide inside him. The way Tanner’s lips curl and his eyes rock back reminds me of half the reason I became addicted to making love to my man. He’s the only person I’ve ever met who seems to appreciate every breath of air that enters his lungs—and I guess just about everything else pleasurable that enters him, too. From my tasty pastries, to my tongue in his mouth, to my dick.

      “I’ve missed you,” he breathes as I enter him over and over.

      We’ve had sex so many times, yet tonight, it feels like the first all over again. Every time Tanner opens his eyes, a mixture of glee and shock pours from them. I lean forward to kiss him even as my pace picks up, slapping against his cheeks with every hard, greedy thrust. I feel desperation whenever our mouths touch. Maybe he’s questioning whether this is our last shot, or the first of many. I’ve been so stupid, I keep telling myself, to have even considered letting this go, hurting this man, saying goodbye.

      “I’m here,” I tell him, like a response to him missing me, in so many more ways than just missing the sex. “I’m right here.” And somehow, it feels like I’m saying so much more.

      I’m right here, babe.

      And I won’t dare to dream, even in my angriest moments, of leaving this family again.
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            THE GOOD OL’ DAYS WE NEVER HAD

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s just one of those rare, beautiful Saturday mornings.

      You’re up before everyone. You have time to take your coffee to the front porch, gaze out at the pond, and wonder how it’s even possible or fair that life can be this generous to you.

      Even the branch hanging over your house, that scary one as thick as a trunk, as old as life, it seems like a relative to you, there since you were a kid, watching over you. And now a squirrel sits on it contemplating whatever squirrels contemplate. Nuts all day long, probably. Nuts and more nuts.

      Then you head into the kitchen to make your family the best damned breakfast any of them could possibly imagine. Bowls of fresh fruit you picked up from the market yesterday. Cantaloupe, honeydew, and blueberries. Fresh-squeezed orange juice. You’ve got this smile that won’t go away. It may not even be a literal one; it’s an inner smile, as if your heart’s glowing and made of helium.

      And before you know it, Marcus and Joshua are stuffing their faces at the table, and your husband is groaning over every bite of pancake he consumes. Yes, of course you made him his pancakes. Homemade from scratch. That recipe you’ve perfected over the years, since the first morning you woke up in this house.

      You could’ve sworn you woke up intending to make waffles.

      I guess Tanner still gets his way, right?

      “There’s just somethin’ about you this mornin’,” says Tanner as he takes the kids’ plates to the sink, helping me wash up. The TV is already loud with the clashing of swords and sparkly sound effects of magic from their game.

      I kiss him unexpectedly, take the plate from his soapy hands, say, “It’s just a good morning,” and place it in the dish drainer.

      We have many good mornings, in fact.

      I’m starting to think Tanner was right.

      I jumped the gun. I was just “going through it”, as they say. It was only shortsighted frustrations and pesky bad moods that led me to the impossible conclusion that I had to end what we have.

      I’m almost ashamed, to think that’s where my mind was at.

      “You got some this morning,” decides Mindy when she stops by the T&S Sweet Shoppe one afternoon in October. “You are way too happy.”

      I shrug. “Happy husband, happy marriage, perhaps?”

      “Then that must make for one happy-ass marriage.” She takes a spoon, jabs it into the cup of fudge brownie sundae she ordered, then leans in and adds, “Do you want to do that haunted hayride thing I told you about? Maybe double-date it with our kids? I know my treacherous twins aren’t in the same age group whatsoever as your sickeningly well-behaved boys, but maybe they can learn a thing or two about respecting others and being good kids. You get me? Can this be a possibility? Please? I’ll get Joel to hook you up with a free oil change or something. I am not above bribery.”

      To be fair, her twins are pretty awful, and I don’t blame her in the least for wanting my kids’ sunshine to rub off on them.

      Maybe a haunted hayride isn’t the worst idea, I tell myself after she’s taken off and I’m in the back again, seated at my desk in my cramped little office with my laptop, stumped on the name of a new cinnamon pastry I’ve been developing.

      Fast-forward to the end of the month, and I’m standing next to one green Minecraft creeper, which I’m reluctant to call my son Joshua with his appropriately creepy, block-shaped face, as well as a “totally-not-from-Twilight” Vampire Marcus. I’m not sure why he has to distinguish himself from one of my favorite book series, other than my husband keeps calling him “Not Edward Cullen” and earning eye-rolls every time. But once we finally manage to leave the house, we make our way out to Gary Strong’s ranch (Tanner’s uncle) in the boonies between Spruce and Fairview. There, we meet up with “Franken-Mom” Mindy and Ninja Turtle Joel, who have their hands full wrangling in their three-and-a-half-year-old Super Mario Brothers twins, who apparently fought over who gets to be Luigi, so they both are Luigi in their green plumber overalls and no one asks about Mario. We also run into Kirk and Bonnie, another pair of friends of ours since high school, who brought six friends of their nine-year-old Kirkland Junior. We’re a band of seventeen split onto three hay wagons that inch their way through the creepy settings prepared by Gary’s ranch hands. Upon turning a corner of the barn, a scarecrow stumbles out of the dark and comes right up to the flatbed for a jump-scare, which only seems to work on Joel, who shrieks. I nudge Tanner, and he seems to have concluded the same thing: that the scarecrow is our friend Harrison who lives and works on Gary’s ranch. I only now wonder if the funny zombie that leapt out of a barrel we skirted by earlier was his boyfriend Hoyt.

      After the hayride, our curiosities are confirmed as the adults mingle on the porch of the ranch house while the kids run around a sort of candy-filled maze lit by funny pumpkin-shaped lights and ghost lanterns. Harrison and Hoyt were in on the planning of this whole thing, which is surprising considering Hoyt’s busy school schedule and Harrison’s furniture business taking off. But seeing as Hoyt shares his birthday with Halloween, he was all for doing something big and fun, then having a chill night “at home with my man”, he allegedly insisted to Harrison. I want to talk to him more about how he’s been, but he’s quickly off to prepare for the next batch of unlucky hayriders rolling in.

      Apparently this is the first year Gary tried doing something like this, which gave him a lot of pause, but it’s turned out to be a success, with far more people coming in from both Fairview and Spruce than anyone counted on. “I don’t know if I’ll do this again next year,” he tells me and Tanner on the porch. “So much work.”

      “Anything that counts takes a lot of work,” says Tanner with a beaming smile, choosing that exact time to throw his arm over my back, like he’s saying something else. I glance at the side of his face, appreciating it—and the black ooze running out of his ears. Did I mention he dressed up as a zombie quarterback? It’s a bit on-the-nose, but I took his lead and came as a demented baker with a bloodied rolling pin. I left the rolling pin in the car when I second-guessed brandishing such a weapon in front of other kids.

      All of us, including Mindy, Joel, Bonnie, Kirk, and our gaggle of kids, return to the Strong ranch to crash Nadine’s big annual party she always throws at the main house, though this year it’s far more subdued with half the usual guests. When our boys dump out their spoils from the post-hayride candy maze onto the living room floor, Joshua sighs. “No fair. I thought I got more than just one Milky Way.” Marcus cups the five that he collected himself and drops them onto his little brother’s pile and says, “Go to town, bro, all yours.” And I just stand nearby with a cup of punch while the vampire teenager gets murder-hugged by his green-faced creeper brother, my heart so full, it aches.

      It’s been a thing that’s struck me often lately, how sometimes when I feel happiness, I start to also feel anxiety.

      Like I’m used to cherishing things that are too good to be true.

      Everything I love, just one misstep from being ripped away.

      The more I relish in something, the harder it’ll hit when that something disappears.

      Is that why I tried to push my husband away months ago? Was I just preparing for some sort of inevitable “end to a good thing” I’ve been trained my whole life to expect?

      Can’t this just be an amazing life I allow myself to have?

      “Y’know,” says Tanner right into my ear, sneaking up behind me in that way he loves to do, “I gotta admit, you look damned hot as a demented baker.”

      I lean back against him with a sudden urge to giggle. “I think someone spiked the punch.”

      “Your outfit kinda reminds me of our college days. When I’d catch you after some culinary class. You in your cute outfit. Sugar and powder and dough all over you, smelling like … like an oven.” He buries his nose into my neck, taking a whiff that sends shivers of delight scattering over my body. “Kinda gettin’ me hard.”

      I turn my head slightly. “Your costume reminds me of this totally cute, off-limits football jock who used to ignore me back in high school.”

      He exhales onto my neck. I can’t tell if it’s a sigh or a laugh. “I swear, babe, biggest regret of my life, not being bold enough to make a move on you back then.”

      “Wasn’t long after,” I admit, “just a few summers later.”

      “Biggest regret,” he repeats, takes another sniff behind my ear, making me feel like he’s less of a zombie and more a werewolf, how he’s consuming my scent. “I would’ve stolen you away before every class. Taken you into the locker room. Had my way with you and let you have your way with me.”

      “I was such a stress ball my senior year.”

      “I’d have loosened you up, given you the lovin’ you deserved.” He kisses my ear. “You know how fuckin’ crazy I am for you?”

      I turn around fully now, looking him in the eyes. “Is this your way of saying you want to fuck tonight in our costumes? Relive the good ol’ days we never had?”

      Tanner’s eyes sparkle in this uniquely Tanner way, that makes him look both sad and deliriously overjoyed.

      It’s probably better described as: horny.

      We leave the kids at the party on some made-up lie that we had to get something from the house, and the second that door crashes shut, the pair of us are all over each other in the dark. His broad football shoulder pads must be doing something deep to me, because the only clothing I rip off his body are his cleats and his pants. I lie over him on the couch, pressing my lips to his with a force that surprises us both. I don’t know if I’ve ever tasted him this strongly before. Gripped his body this tightly. Wanted him so badly. It’s like the horniest, hungriest version of my teenage self is bursting out of my soul to reclaim those high school jock fantasies I never lived—or dared to admit I even had.

      I reach between his legs and find my man hard and throbbing. That’s the thing about Tanner: he’s ready to go, any time of day or night. The more I massage him, the deeper our kissing grows until it feels downright frantic.

      I pull away. Tanner’s eye-black is smeared across his cheek. “I am so fuckin’ into this.”

      “I’m just happy we can be as loud as we want for the first time in over a year,” he groans back, out of breath.

      I yank him off his back and sit him up, earning a deliciously deep grunt from him, surprised by my strength, most likely. Then I slide down between his legs, kneeling on the hard floor in front of him and wrapping my mouth around his cock.

      You’d think we’ve never done this before, the way he throws his head back and moans so deep, the fucking house trembles.

      I cling to the sides of his ass cheeks, even buried in the couch as they are, and bob my head up and down on his dick. His fingers weaves themselves into my hair and cling, guiding me. I know he’s a goofy sweetheart most hours of the day, but when it comes to sexy times, he becomes a beast who won’t shy away from grabbing my hair and using his muscle.

      And goddamn, if it doesn’t drive me crazy.

      He sure takes advantage of our increased noise real estate, as his breaths grow vocal and begin to fill every corner of the room.





