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      When everything goes sideways, stop, think, roll up your sleeves, and start over.
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        Oh, oh, oooh, you walked into the room

        And suddenly I couldn’t breathe

        You looked at me with those eyes

        And suddenly nothing existed but you

        You took my hand in yours

        And suddenly my entire world became you

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        I’ve never believed a love like ours could exist

        But you came my way, and all my silly thoughts flew away

        You came my way, baby, and I couldn’t look away

        I’ve never believed I had a place in this world

        But you came to me as if you’d walked out of a dream

        You came to me and made me believe we could be that team

        I prayed for so many times in the dark

        So many times I lost count

      

        

      
        Without a warning, you made your way to my heart

        Without a warning, you made your way to my head

        Even if I wanted to chase you out of my bed

        My heart belonged to you since the day you walked in, baby, oh, oh

        The day you walked in, you gave me hope

        The day you walked in, I started living again

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Now I can’t remember my life before you

        No, I can’t remember a time when I was alone and sad

        Now every day I wake up with a smile

        And every day I choose happiness

        Because you’ve made me remember that’s how things should be

        Oh, baby, this is how our lives together should always be

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        You and me, that’s how the story should be

        You and me, forever it will be

        Oh baby, you and me, forever it will be

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills and Dahlia Ellis
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          NICHOLAS

        

      

    

    
      I rapped on the ajar door with my knuckles, pushing it open when the words “Come on in” resonated from inside the room. Murielle, Derek’s mom, gestured for me to join them.

      “Nick,” the boy exclaimed, a permanent smile etched on his face, as if his life was fucking fantastic.

      “How are you doing, big guy?” I asked, quirking an eyebrow at him, pulling my lips into a warm smile when we fist-bumped.

      “Amazing. Look at this,” my little friend said, pulling a red jersey from the side, pride gushing out from every pore of his being. “Barry Hamilton came over this morning.”

      “The hockey player?” I asked.

      “Yeah. He’s so huge. Cory Black and Rory Dupont came too.”

      I smoothed the polyester fabric of the shirt between my fingers, taking in all the signatures written in black ink.

      “Man, this is awesome. The entire team signed this?”

      Derek bobbed his head, stars twinkling in his eyes, his grin stretching to both ears. “And we took pictures too. Show Nick, Mom. Show him.”

      Murielle handed me her phone, and I swept through the dozens of pictures with the pad of my thumb. My heart frizzled in my chest. I blinked, pushing my emotions down. Derek didn’t deserve my being an emotional mess beside him. He needed my strength. And my unconditional optimism.

      “Man, this is pretty cool.” I lifted the paper bag I’d dropped on the edge of the bed when I walked in. “Thought you and I could have lunch together, you know, just us guys. I’ve had a shitty week—oops, sorry,” I said, wrinkling my face and offering Murielle an apologetic smile.

      Derek let out a heartfelt laugh. “I’m not six anymore, Nick. It’s okay, I won’t repeat it.”

      His mother rose to her feet. “Since Nick is here, I’ll take an hour or two to run some errands. You boys be good, okay?” She turned to face her twelve-year-old. “You all right, baby?”

      Derek nodded, the smile still anchored to his face as if every day was the most amazing one in his short life.

      “Make sure you keep Nick out of trouble.”

      The boy’s laughter reverberated through the small room and multiplied when I shrugged. Murielle gave a head shake and spun to face me. “Can you stay until I’m back?”

      “Sure. My entire Sunday afternoon is dedicated to my friend here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She squeezed my upper arm and bowed her head before walking out of the room, her lips pressed together in a thin line. I knew the look. Something was going on. It was in the air. Thick and barbed. With a grin plastered across my face, I tried my best to avoid bringing the subject up while Derek could hear us. It could wait. Later, I reiterated to myself.

      With a soft thud, I landed my ass on the chair Murielle vacated seconds ago and fished the food out of the bag. Greasy cheeseburgers, seasoned fries, extra-large sodas—root beer with no ice for my young friend, just the way he liked it. I knew Derek wasn’t supposed to eat junk food, but I’d asked his doctors a few months ago, and they agreed he could use some fun in his life. And if it meant eating burgers or tacos with me once a week, then so be it. Even Murielle concurred.

      Derek lifted his cup and clinked it to mine. “Thanks for the burger, bro.”

      I coughed, almost choking on the pieces of fries in my mouth. “Bro?” I repeated, taking a sip to alleviate the itchy feeling in my throat.

      Derek shrugged and ended up giggling. Like a kid should always do. “Saw it in a movie last night. Sounded nice. Since we’re best friends, I thought it was fitting.”

      I swallowed hard. Sometimes I forgot I was the closest thing Derek had to a friend. His peers from school had stopped visiting him a year ago. Kids his age ought to be running around on a soccer field or riding bikes, chasing frogs or going to camp, not stuck in a hospital bed, bald, skinny, alone all year round. It wasn’t fair. None of this was how childhood should be.

      My eyes found a picture of us by his bed, back when I coached his Little League team, before cancer, smiling on the field with matching golden jerseys and unruly blond hair. A mixture of emotions swirled inside me. I remembered that day as if it were yesterday. When we used to be carefree.

      I swiveled my gaze to my friend and mirrored his smile.

      “I’m fine with bro if that’s what you want. What do I call you from now on then?”

      Derek sighed. Like the pre-teen he was. “Bro. C’mon. If I call you bro, you call me bro. That’s how it works, no?”

      I nodded. “I guess.” Bro wasn’t a word I used with Tucker and Jace. We usually called each other man. “Bro’s fine, bro.”

      After a game of chess, which Derek won, as always—this kid was smart beyond words—he asked in a small voice, needing the reassurance of my presence, “If I take a nap, will you be there when I wake up?”

      I nodded.

      There was no other place I’d rather be. Since we’d known each other, this kid had touched my heart in countless ways. I didn’t have it in me to refuse him anything. Minutes later, the sound of his steady breathing filled the air, and my heartbeat kicked up. A nagging feeling clawed at my spine, crushing each vertebra. Derek could bring much-required sunshine to this world in the way he beamed and left a permanent mark on those he blessed with his presence rather than being stuck in this room, glued to a bed, too weak to get up. A dark cloud hovered over me each time the thoughts ran freely in my head. With a deep inhale, I scanned the room, pushing all my gloomy reflections as far as I could. Over the last year, Murielle had decorated the walls with her paintings and framed family pictures. The hospital allowed it. Since cancer hit Derek five years ago, this room had become a second home to him. Between surgeries, radiation, chemo, and an endless list of infections, he now lived here full time.

      My gaze lingered on his taut face as he slept. Pain dodged his footsteps and won most days. Purple rings shadowed his eyes. In the last year, they had lost their vibrant blue color and were now more a dull shade of gray after everything his body had been through. A baseball cap covered his bald head. My eyes drifted to a picture on the wall. A six-year-old Derek blowing candles on his birthday cake, the same smile he bore earlier today, lighting up his healthy little boy’s face. A weight grew in my chest, pressing against my lungs, suffocating me. Nowadays Derek’s skin looked pasty white—almost translucent—having lost its rosy tone.

      The boy was dying. I could feel it. My soul recognized the signs as my body ached at the realization. Chills ran through me, involuntary tremors shaking me. The sight of him brought back the memories of watching my father fight cancer when I was fifteen. But my father survived. Derek wouldn’t.

      I put the remnants of our lunch back in the paper bag and took everything to the trash can next to the bed.

      My gaze lingered on the boy I’d got attached to over the years. Each time I had time off, I swung by the hospital to spend a few hours with him. It felt important. Filling my lungs with quivering inhales, I pinched the bridge of my nose, fighting the emotional storm spiraling inside me that threatened to shatter the facade I usually wore in his presence.

      Memories of my time spent with him resurfaced. A tiny smile tugged at my lips.

      I was barely seventeen when I met him on the field before one of our Little League games for the first time. From that day on, I’d stuck by his side. His spirit of the game, his cheerfulness, the glow in him drew me in. He was always eager to learn more, always giving his best. We connected big time during those games. Soon Derek felt like a little brother to me. Murielle, being a single mom, often ran late to pick him up after practice. He and I started hanging out together while we waited for her, eating ice cream from the truck parked next to the baseball field, chatting about school and his friends. In more ways than one, from that moment, Murielle and Derek became my second family.

      I watched him the nights Murielle had to work double shifts at the restaurant.

      Sometimes I’d invite him to throw the ball with Tucker, Jace, and me.

      Once a week, Murielle would have me over for dinner after my parents left town so I wouldn’t feel left out. Because four months after I turned eighteen, my folks moved to Italy. A dream they both cherished. One they had been caressing for years. But also, one I didn’t share. They asked me to come with them. My younger sister, Jessica, did. I refused. My life was in Chicago. My friends were here. And as much as living in Europe sounded awesome, just the idea of going away would knot my stomach in a tight bundle back then.

      This was my home. I loved it here. Instead of chasing other people’s dreams, I chose to cherish mine. Because I only had one shot at this life, I wanted to make mine count. On my own terms. I got a job, worked my ass off to get experience, showed my commitment and integrity, and secured my own money. So far, my plan had worked great.

      Two years after we met, Derek began chemotherapy. All his hair—including his eyebrows—fell off, and he kept fighting. Thinner and frailer through the battle, he never lost that mischievous spark shining in him.

      Still on that bed, his breathing shallow and his frame delicate, I could picture the healthy boy he had been. Because no matter how the illness had changed his appearance, it never altered his essence. It shone bright like the scintillating gem he was.

      A long huff escaped my tight lips as my eyes stayed anchored to Derek’s figure.

      Murielle came back at the exact moment. She touched my side, her tiny hand feather-light against my muscles. “Thank you for spending time with him,” she whispered, her loving eyes resting on her son’s recumbent form, so small under the covers I’d adjusted around him.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets, my shoulders sagging forward. “What’s the prognosis?” A lump grew in my throat, and I pushed it down to even up my breathing. I could do this. I had to know. I deserved to know. No matter how bad the truth would hurt.

      Murielle cast a glance down and took a wheezing breath before meeting my eyes. “Not good. A few weeks at, huh, the most… If at all… His body can’t… His body can’t take it anymore. His white blood cell count is too low… He’s tired. The last infection drained all the energy reserves in him. He doesn’t want to fight anymore. We talked about it… He-he says he’s ready to go.”

      I wiped the tears building in my eyes with my thumb.

      “It’s unfair. I’m so sorry…” I shifted around to wrap a defeated Murielle in my arms, rocking her back and forth. I’d do anything to stop the heartbreaking, silent sobs coming out of her. Her shoulders heaved in my embrace. Nothing I could say would make this moment less painful, so I kept my mouth shut, my throat constricting painfully with unshed tears.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, after I promised Derek to visit the next day, I slouched my ass on a bar stool, my fingers knitted together on my nape, my elbows anchored to the worn ebony counter as I tried to wrap my brain around all the jumbled-up emotions in my head. And my heart.

      Tucker, my best friend since we were five, lightly punched my arm and slid onto the stool next to mine.

      “I knew I’d find you here. Bad day?”

      I huffed before turning my head to stare at him. “Derek. He’s dying. For real this time. Nothing the doctors can do. It’s over. He’s done fighting.”

      “How long?” he asked, motioning the bartender over with a flick of his hand. “We’ll have two more of those,” he said to the man, pointing to the empty tumbler before me.

      “Weeks. A month or two at the most.”

      “Sorry, man. I know how much you love that kid. Life is fucking unfair. In which world do children have to fight for their lives? It’s a freaking joke.” Tucker shook his head and guzzled half the drink the bartender brought over.

      “He asked me if I would look after his mom.” Moisture welled behind my eyeballs, stinging the already raw emotions lingering there.

      Tucker glided his finger into his shirt collar and cracked his neck before loosening the navy tie.

      “Fuck,” was all he said. Yeah, no other powerful word could translate the feeling we all shared.

      In silence, we sipped our drinks while my best friend gestured to the bartender for another round.

      “Make them double this time.”

      The bartender nodded and turned to grab the whiskey bottle we’d surely empty tonight.

      After another minute of silence, where we each ruminated over the unsaid words floating between us, Tucker cleared his throat as his somber eyes fixated on mine. “How’s Murielle?”

      The lining of my throat hurt as if a million needles prickled the flesh. It wasn’t from the liquor we’d been drinking. I blinked fast, pleading my emotions to settle and prevent the tears from blinding me. If Derek could be strong facing a death sentence, then I had to be too. Only then could I support his mother when she’d need me the most. My gaze drifted to a table where a group of women was celebrating one of their milestone birthdays. Big silver balloons, a two and a five, were attached to the back of a chair, and a dozen cherry-red shot glasses were spread on the table. The birthday girl rocked a white top and a teal crown, her smile huge and expectant for the years to come. As if nothing could shadow this moment. I used to be that guy. Years ago. Before I understood life was a flimsy line that could fray any moment and shatter everything in its wake. With a shake of my head, I swigged down half my drink in one go and focused my attention back on my friend.

      “A wreck. The worst part is I couldn’t say anything to lessen the pain. For once, I couldn’t find the words.” I sank my face into my hands and dropped my shoulders with a loud sigh. “What are you supposed to tell a mother who’s about to lose her only child?”

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      I brought the whiskey to my lips, enjoying the trail of fire down my throat, reminding me I was still alive.

      And about to get wasted.
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          NICHOLAS

        

      

    

    
      I spread the blueprints on the makeshift table on the twentieth floor of the condo units we were building, trying to find a solution for the missing twelve inches in height on the twenty-fifth floor. The elevator couldn’t open, lacking the required clearing, which rendered the floor useless unless we found a great idea. Kevin, the concrete guy, had worked with us on numerous projects. The last thing I wanted was to fire him over this. Not a moment of recrimination, the next couple of hours demanded new ideas, something I could pitch to the promoter and architect by the next morning to save face—and my job.

      Kevin scrunched up his face, his expression apologetic. “I messed up, Nick. I’ll understand if you tell me to get the hell out of here. My head has been all over the place lately. I know it’s not an excuse. I appreciate you not screaming at me right now or telling me to gather my stuff and fuck off. If I were in your shoes, I’d be furious. I can take your wrath. I know this is your shot, your chance to get in Cody’s good books and prove yourself.”

      I breathed out my ire and shut my eyes, a groan leaving my throat. “Throwing you out will not change anything, man. You messed up. Big time. I can’t believe you didn’t realize you were using the preliminary plans. Believe me, I’m pissed. But let’s work together and engineer it to play in our favor. If we use our collective brains, we’ll find a way to convince the guys this fuck-up is a good thing after all. Stop chastising yourself and put that head of yours to good use.”

      He nodded, inching closer, studying the blueprints next to me.

      Jace, the electrician contractor on the project and my other best friend, joined us. “Hey, what happened? You both have this look on your faces.”

      I pushed the table with both hands, tilting my head back in slow motion.

      “The second to last floor misses twelve inches in height. The elevator can’t open, which makes the floor useless. And redoing the structure will cost too much and put us three weeks behind schedule. Kevin and I are trying to find a way to make it work somehow.”

      “Oh shit. Don’t want to be there when Cody learns about it.” Cody, my boss, wasn’t the most reasonable guy. If you failed him, you were put on his black list forever. No second chances granted. Ever. I was lucky he let me supervise this project. Younger than most other foremen in the company, he offered me the job, hinting that if I surpassed myself—which meant keeping the costs to a minimum and delivering the building without any delays—I’d supervise much bigger projects in the near future. The idea sat well with me. Chicago being a booming city, I could see myself managing high-rise buildings in a few years. But first, I had to deal with the concrete flooring predicament.

      “Did you hear about the guys showing up at the hospital yesterday?” Jace asked, positioning himself between Kevin and me, studying the plans over our shoulders.

      “Derek was ecstatic. You should have seen the stars in his eyes when he told me. Please tell Barry I owe him one.”

      Jace tapped my shoulder.

      “No worries. He was happy to do it. When I told him he was one of Derek’s idols and what he’s been going through, he didn’t even hesitate. I’m glad the boy liked it.”

      “You’re kidding? He loved it.”

      “How is he doing? Any news?”

      I shook my head, swallowing hard, avoiding his inquisitive gaze. “I’m not sure he’ll still be here next month.”

      Jace bowed his head. “Sorry, man. I know how much you care about him.” I offered him a tight-lipped smile, bringing my attention back to the construction fuck-up instead, chasing the reality of Derek dying as far as I possibly could, scared I’d tear at the seams or implode from inside if I let myself think about it for a second too long.

      An idea flashed in my mind. “What if the penthouse had two floors instead of one? Maybe we could⁠—”

      “Man, you’re a genius,” my friend praised, his face lighting up like those high-wattage bulbs—the ones we used on every site in the early stages of construction. Finding a possible solution to the present problem flushed the fragments of tension inside me, loosening the knots in my back and shoulders, as Jace continued, “You know Ted Duffy?”

      “The goalie from New Jersey?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Anyway, he signed with the team and is looking for a place in the city. Barry mentioned it the other night. He has two kids and doesn’t want a place downtown, but somewhere close. I know for a fact he doesn’t want a house. Let me make a call. See if he’d be interested in taking a look.” Jace stepped away, his phone already glued to his ear.

      “Hey, Barry. Listen…” His voice got drowned by the noises surrounding us as he spoke to his sister’s friend from college. Barry Hamilton, the number one center and captain of the professional hockey team, the Chicago’s Busters, had spent many holidays and summer vacations at my friend’s house, and the two had stayed close over the years.

      Jace came back ten minutes later with a beaming smile stretching his face. “Got Duffy on a conference call. Hasn’t found a place to stay yet. He’ll meet with us tomorrow. He said if he can use his own team to look at the blueprints and work with us, he’d be interested in getting both top floors for added privacy. His kids are attending a school fifteen minutes from here. I told him the view of the city from the twenty-fifth floor was one to die for.”

      The three of us angled our heads in the direction of where the panoramic windows would be installed soon.

      I blinked. Once. Twice. Yeah, the view from here was spectacular.

      Reality hit back, and I spun to stare at my friend.

      “Are you messing with me? I’m not in the mood for some stupid joke.”

      Jace shrugged. “No. The guy’s filthy rich and doesn’t want to live in a fifty-floor high rise or a house. I think this could work out. All you have to do is sell him the project. Once he’s on board, Cody won’t be able to chew your ass off.”

      I pulled my friend into a hug. “Thanks, man. You know you just saved my life, right? Or rather, my job.”

      “You would’ve done the same. No worries. Now that the puck is yours, you better score this goal.” He winked as I glared. Not truly. But in jest.

      “Hockey pun? Really?”

      Jace let out a warm laugh, his head falling back. “Couldn’t help it. The guy is a fucking god behind the net. You need to be better.”

      Kevin huffed, his shoulders sagging, putting a stop to our well-deserved minute of fun. “Thank you, guys. Once again, I’m sorry, Nick. And if Cody wants to fire you, just know I’ll take all the blame. It wasn’t your fault. I screwed up. If it works out, I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

      “Let’s brainstorm, man. We’re not done. We must find a way to make this two-floor-penthouse idea work. I might be good at solving problems and being creative, but it’s not a done deal until it’s signed.”

      And just like that, we spent three hours after everybody left the site, studying the plans so we could present something amazing to Ted Duffy the next day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week later, Jace and I sat in Tucker’s high-end condo overlooking Lake Michigan, playing poker, as we did every Wednesday night. I looked at them, and my heart squeezed in gratitude at our friendship. Something had been prickling me the whole day, though, nothing perceivable, just blunt thorns under my skin, making me want to scratch them out.

      Tucker’s voice brought me back to the present.

      “I can’t believe you guys sold your condo fuck-up to Duffy,” he said, sipping his beer.

      “It was Jace’s idea. He saved the day. It turned out the promoter made half a million extra in profit with that sale only. It could have turned out much worse. We were lucky this time.”

      “You did all the work. Don’t shy away from your success,” Jace said.

      Tucker nodded in agreement. “You’ll get that promotion, Nick. Now it’s certain. No way Cody will let you go after this. If I were him, I’d even promote you to partner.”

      I shook my head and let out a snarky laugh. “Forget it. He’ll never agree to sell parts of his business. The guy is territorial. And greedy as fuck. Anyway, I just did my job. Anybody could have done it.”

      “Man, you’re too humble. Take the recognition for once. You killed it.”

      Tucker and Jace raised their bottles to mine.

      “Tuck is right. You’re the one who sold the project to Duffy. You know, scored that goal,” Jace added with a wink.

      Fucker. I threw a beer cap square in his chest. “I’m right. He could have said no. All I did⁠—”

      Jace’s phone vibrated on the table, and he flipped it over with a deep scowl before jumping to his feet. “Gimme a sec, guys.” He stepped away from us, clutching the device in a white-knuckled grip.

      “I bet a twenty it’s Pam,” Tucker mocked with a disapproving twist of his lips. “Tell me again why he married her?”

      “No idea. I can’t believe I devoted one year of my life to her. Guess they have the chemistry we missed.”

      “She’s a control freak, man. You’re way better off.”

      “Well, I wasn’t in love with her. We just happened to enjoy sex together…on occasions. Other than that, we had nothing in common. She wasn’t even that nice. I hope she treats Jace better.” I scratched my temple. “I still can’t believe she went after him the moment we broke up, though. He said she’s his true love. Let’s hope he’s right—” I swallowed the last words as Jace came back.

      “Sorry, guys. Need to bail. You know Pam. She’s not a fan of our Wednesday poker nights.” He gave us an apologetic, timid smile before leaving as if the building was on fire and he had to save his life.

      Tucker stared at me when the door clicked after Jace’s exit.

      “It’s messy. Pam owns his balls. I’ll repeat what I said earlier. Why the hell did he elope with her? Worst decision of his life.”

      I bowed my head.

      Pam moved on to date one of my two best friends after we decided not to see each other again, and I wasn’t even upset about it. Rather, I hated that she dug her claws into Jace’s soft heart. He deserved so much better. But he’d made his bed. And now had to sleep in it every night.

      “I’m glad you got an out. Your romantic heart could have put you in his shoes. You’re a sucker for love. L.O.V.E.”

      “I’m not.”

      Tucker harrumphed, and I had to agree, “Okay, I totally am. What’s wrong with that? Not all of us want fuck buddies. I tried. It ended badly. We fought because she wanted more than I was willing to give her. Now she despises me. Never again. My folks are still in love after thirty years. I’m aiming for that. Life is too short to spend time with people you don’t genuinely care about.” Tucker opened his mouth to say something, but I rushed on, “Before you object, there’s nothing wrong with it. I don’t want to spend my life fucking random chicks. That’s your thing. And if you’re fine with it, then good for you. It’s just not my way.”

      I drained my whiskey, slamming the empty tumbler with a thud on the poker table.

      My phone chimed, and something coiled around my stomach. Nobody except my friends ever called me at this late hour, and they were all accounted for, except for my youngest one. My breathing hitched on its way out as if it didn't want to know the truth. I recognized this number. My fingers hesitated to accept the call, knowing I wasn’t ready—and would never be—for the words that could sink everything I hold dear in my life.

      I eyed the screen warily as if it could explode any second.

      “You’re not getting that?” Tucker asked, snapping me out of my daze as my fingers curled around the device.

      I cleared my throat, braced my shoulders, and answered, digging deep inside me to search for the flecks of courage I knew I’d need. Courage I feared I didn’t possess at this instant.

      “Mu—Murielle.” I stammered a greeting, my voice low and uneven. My tongue couldn’t seem to formulate the words.

      The woman on the other end of the line said nothing, her sobs filling the silence and making their way to my heart, piercing through its wall like thousands of sharp swords. My chest deflated. My shoulders slumped down. No matter how much I tried to stay strong, her sobs broke my strength. Since Derek’s final prognosis, I’d been anticipating the call that would change my life, but deep down I still carried hope this wasn’t the end. Murielle’s sobs froze my blood and rattled every bone in my body. Slivers of my soul where hope resided withered to ashes. My knees lost their strength to stay upright. I clamped my fingers on the edge of the poker table, the nerve to utter a word—any word—disappearing with each passing second.

      “Murielle?” I closed my eyes as grief warped my heart, its bindings tight, making a single tear flow down my cheek. I whispered, my voice sounding hollow even to my ears, “Talk to me. What happened?”

      A weird gasp followed by a keening moan that made my hair stand on end resonated through the phone. Murielle’s heart was breaking, shattering to dust on the other end of the line, and all I could do was stand there, listening to the cries of her empty womb. The cleaving of her soul. Her child. The blood of her blood.

      I waited, my words stuck in my throat, my body slowly turning to concrete, one cell after the other.

      She inhaled loudly and stuttered, “C-co…co-coma. He’s on life support. My baby will… he…huh…will never wake up….they said. How could they say that?”

      I stopped breathing the moment my brain processed what she was saying. I tried to move but couldn’t. I looked down at my legs. They were there, but I couldn’t feel them. They seemed paralyzed. Hot, then cold, then ice and burning fire. My body didn’t know how to react to the grief. Murielle’s words sounded surreal, coming from a far-off place.

      A hard mass grew in my chest, compressing my heart.

      “I’ll-I’ll be right there,” I said, speaking through the lump in my throat. “I’ll be there. In…huh…ten. I’m coming. I’ll be there.” I hung up, the sensations twirling inside me, strange and alien, as I scanned the room around me. I blinked. Where was I?

      Tucker stepped next to me and squeezed my arm. “Nick?”

      I looked at him with unseeing eyes. Why was he here? A fog seemed to envelop my brain, blurring my thoughts. I had to be somewhere, but where? I blinked again, praying for my brain to take over. To get me out of this fugue.

      Was I dreaming, or was I awake? It all seemed so tangible, and so unreal at the same time.

      Tucker shook me. Hard. Both hands clamping around my upper arms. I guessed I wasn’t dreaming after all. “Nick. C’mon, man. Talk to me. What’s going on? Is it Derek?”

      His voice sounded as if coming from a dark tunnel. I nodded, unable to get a word out.

      My friend closed his eyes and sighed.

      I watched him, but it was like we weren’t in the same room. As if a glass wall stood between us. Still, his hands hadn’t released my arms.

      I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and inhaled. “I-I need to be there. With him… With Murielle… He’s on a ventilator. The doctors say he won’t wake up…” Tears flowed freely down my closed lids, escaping to their freedom. My heart fractured in my chest, and the fragments of hope free-fell down to my feet. My lips quivered, and my palms turned clammy. And cold.

      A wave of nausea hit me. I shut my eyes to calm the earthquake arising from the void inside me.

      “Nick, I’m sorry—” Tuck dragged a hand over his face. “Man, you gotta pull yourself together. Be strong for Murielle. I’m there whenever you need. Whatever the time, okay?”

      I nodded. “Thanks.” I cleared my throat. “I appreciate it.”

      “Want me to drive you?”

      I shook my head. Acid filled my mouth. I prayed for fresh air.

      “No. I’ll walk. Better to tame down some of my emotions before I get there. It’ll take me only, huh, five minutes. I can manage. Else, I’ll implode. The night air will cool me down.”

      Without another word, I strode out in the inky darkness toward the hospital, my insides knotted so tight they hurt, desperate to get my emotions under control before entering the room and facing Murielle and her dying son. They needed me. My courage. And my strength. A light breeze tickled my cheeks, cooling my burning eyes. “You can do this, Nick,” I said out loud. “Be brave.” My voice cracked.

      Over the last few years, I’d seen Derek at his best moments—well, the best he could have, considering the illness—and his lowest. But, somehow, he hung in there, always awakening hope in me that he’d pull through this. Now I knew better. The brain tumor had won the battle. I’d felt it ten days ago when I went to visit, and Murielle confirmed it. The creepy feeling had clung to me since that day. When I went to see him yesterday after work, Derek was already asleep. I spent three hours by his side, hoping he’d open his eyes. In vain. Finally, Murielle pushed me out of the room at ten when I promised to come back on Thursday after work, both our hearts hemorrhaging with dreadful trepidation.

      And now I would never get a chance to say a proper goodbye to my little friend. To hear him call me bro one last time or fist-bump me over cheeseburgers and sodas.

      My legs grew heavier when the hospital came into view. I could do this. Time to be strong. Time to be there for those who’d welcomed me into their lives and shown me what strength was. I straightened my back, sucked in a breath, and approached the building, the feeling of dread growing stronger.
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      In the doorway, I ground my molars together. Derek lay in his hospital bed, and if it wasn’t for the steady beeping of the monitor next to his head, I’d think he was already dead. His face—usually a mix of gray and white—had lost all traces of color. All the spark. All life. I studied the rise and fall of his chest, thanks to the ventilator.

      A nurse spoke to him as she adjusted the pillow underneath his frail frame. Did he lose even more weight in the last twenty-four hours?

      Murielle cocked her head, and our eyes met. My feet turned to lead as I stumbled forward and enveloped her in my arms, her tiny figure trembling, her tears soaking my clothes. No words were needed as grief poured out of us, creating a lifelong bond.

      “Thanks for coming, Nick. I-I know he’d want y-you to…to be here. I believe he can feel us. I-I feel my baby. He isn’t gone.”

      “Derek is the best. A good kid. You did well. I’m so sorry it’s happening to you two…” Emotions drowned my words. I blinked to get a slice of my composure back.

      Murielle hugged my midsection. “You’re one of the…the good ones, Nick Peterson. Derek is lucky to have you in his life. You make him happy. You-you bring cheer into his days. He looks up to…he looks up to you… You’ll never understand how much you mean to him.”

      I rested my chin on the top of her head, watching Derek as he lay there peacefully, not knowing the rubble he was leaving behind. My gaze zeroed in on the equipment keeping him alive. So many tubes. And cords. And machines. Drips and pumps everywhere. Each one of them splintered my heart a little more. A firm clamp tightened over my chest. My friend was a trooper, took everything head-on. My eyes followed the ventilator as it pumped air into his lungs through the tube. No expression marred his face. The lines had smoothed out. No sign of pain. He seemed to be almost at peace. After life had put him through a wringer. But I already missed him, his cheerful grin. And sparkling eyes. And liveliness. Everything that made him—well, him. A big chunk of my heart died at this sight.

      The room looked like a scene from a sci-fi movie, but this wasn’t fiction. It was real life. Derek’s life. Ending too soon. Way too soon. I wrinkled my face, not ready to give up hope as tears rolled down my cheeks. People often talked about out-of-body experiences. Now I got it. Nothing felt factual right now. As if I was living someone else’s surreal existence and this wasn’t my life.

      In silence, Murielle and I broke apart and sat on the opposite edges of the bed, each of us holding one of his hands.

      “Hey bro, it’s me and your mom. Listen, we’d like you to fight this. Come back to us. It’s selfish. But can we have more time together? We’re so not ready to let you go. But only if you can, okay? We miss you… I-I miss you… And I…huh…promise I’ll learn to play chess better so that I can be more of a challenge. And… we still have that game to get to. With the guys. Come back to us, bro. I-I promise I will buy the front row seats, okay? I don’t want to say goodbye just yet. I can’t… I need…” My voice fell to a whisper as my words echoed in the room, strained. My trembling chin pointed to the ceiling, my tears soaking the short stubble covering my jaw. I squeezed Derek’s hand, relishing the warmth in his. My voice cracked as I forced the next words out. “Come back to me, bro. I am not…I am not ready to say goodbye.” My head bent down to our clutched hands as tears covered his.

      Then it happened. Derek squeezed my hand. My breathing halted. I blinked, wondering if I’d dreamed it. My eyes landed on our connected hands, begging him to do it again. After a few seconds, his hand jerked. A tiny, barely perceptible movement of his fingers against mine. A ghost of a smile grazed my lips.

      “He moved. Derek is still in there.”

      Murielle straightened. Eyes round and full of confusion, she pressed the emergency red button, and two nurses rushed into the room. Still perched on Derek’s bedside, I urged him to shift his hand again. “Come on, bro. Show them. Move. Derek, I’m asking you to move your hand. Please. Once. Just do it. Show them.” I wrapped my fingers around his, pressing harder. Nothing. Not even a tiny flicker.

      Stephen, the oncologist, walked in. Over the years, we’d gotten to know each other pretty well. He had always treated me with respect. Almost like a son. He examined the boy and joined me by the side of the bed. He clapped my shoulder with his large hand. “Nick, what you witnessed is called spontaneous movements from the muscles. They spasm sporadically… spinal reflexes. Nothing more. It has nothing to do with Derek’s brain activity.”

      “But he moved. I felt it. He squeezed my hand. I swear.”

      “Son, I know. And it’s quite common. He suffered an intracranial bleed due to his metastases. Hence, we put him on the ventilator. We’ve run the tests and scans. No neural activity. We will be repeating them in the next twenty-four hours, do another EEG. But I’m not expecting a different outcome.”

      I folded my arms on each side of my head, curled on myself, shielding my body from the pain. And the harsh words.

      “What do we do, huh, now?” Murielle asked, her usual soft voice gravelly and shaky, imprinted with a cocktail of emotions that should be illegal to feel as a parent.

      “We wait.”

      And so, we waited.
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      For the next few days, our vigilance by Derek’s bedside never stopped. Either Murielle or I would speak to him, holding his hand, praying for a sign. Any sign. My heart broke a little more as she related the story of his birth, the first time she held her newborn baby close to her heart. Happy milestones in her child’s short life. His first smile. His first crawl. His first steps. Every story enveloped in a mother’s love and wrenched in her tears as she probably realized with each word that they were all she had left. Memories.

      My friends kept in touch. Jace even offered to deal with Cody, smoothing out things with my boss since I was in no mind to heed the five times he called to coax me back to work. All my focus was on this friend of mine. The brother of my heart. The light of my soul.

      Murielle read stories to him; I told him all about my friends’ antics. Tales from my own childhood. My work. Our Little League days. Anything that struck my mind at this time. I wasn’t completely aware of the words I spoke, but I knew they were memories of my good times. Minutes became hours as Derek was wheeled out of the room for his scans, then wheeled back in. Each time, I held my breath, bracing myself for some news. Any news. Nurses drew blood, specialists came in, then walked back out with a grim demeanor. Even as the tears of our hearts deepened, we refused to let go of the tiny bursts of hope we held on to. Derek still had the good fight in him. Didn’t he? In silence, I prayed for it.

      Night overpowered the light of the day. Murielle took the mattress provided for her. I paced the corridors. The hospital, which was so busy during the day, now turned into a grave town where only the machines made their beeps and nurses spoke in hushed tones. The respectful silence accentuated the emotions floating in the air, knowing someone was leaving and someone else was being welcomed in this cycle of life.

      A sudden series of high-pitched beeps followed by an alarm pierced this silence, and nurses ran toward Derek’s room. My steps carried me inside. Code blue. A crash cart was rolled in, along with a defibrillator. Murielle and I hunched in the corner of the room, clutching each other for support, taking the whole scene in with widened eyes and hitched breaths.

      My blood turned to ice, firing chills through my entire being. A rock grew in my chest, pushing against my lungs.

      Derek’s heart had stopped.

      The scene played before me in slow motion.

      Doctors bustled into the room. Injections were given. Pulse was searched for. The faces of comfort became tighter as tensions ran high. More medicines were loaded while buttons were pressed. Nothing. Paddles were placed on his chest. The defibrillator was cranked. And his heart was shocked. Derek’s limp body arced, then thumped back on the bed. I blinked. Was I dreaming all this? How could any of this be real? Air jammed in my throat. Holding our breaths, we all waited for the beep that would tell us he was still fighting. Seconds passed. Nothing. Murielle’s prayers sounded louder than usual, calling all the saints above. The doctors shocked Derek a second time. Nothing. They increased the power and shocked him for the third time. Nothing.

      Beside me, Murielle wailed, slouching forward. Through the tension floating high in the air, a faint beep resonated, becoming louder with each second. Derek’s pulse. A shared sigh of relief echoed through the room. Derek or someone above had heard our prayers.

      Oxygen struggled to reach my brain. Dizziness, some emotional hurricane coming from a chasm inside me, sent black spots dancing before my eyes. I breathed in. And out. In and out. My heart fought to wander out of my chest. To go on a strike instead of having to go through all this aching pain. I didn’t want to feel so much. I looked at Murielle, who was slumped in my arms. I had promised Derek I’d be there for her. Even if my composure was only held by a flimsy thread, I couldn’t be the one breaking down.

      Stephen came in.

      He gave extra orders, and the nurses busied themselves, administering injections through the intravenous line in Derek’s arm and pressing more buttons. All this time, I stayed frozen, unable to even twitch a finger. Stephen turned to look at Murielle and me and tilted his head. In a trance, we followed him out, leaving Derek in the care of the nursing staff.

      The oncologist cleared his throat. “Okay, here’s the situation. Like we discussed, we did the scans. And the EEG to check out the electrical activity of Derek’s brain. I’m sorry, but there’s nothing.” He paused. “This cardiac arrest isn’t a good sign. Derek’s heart is unable to pump blood. His organs are starting to fail. Now it’s up to you. Your call. Derek won’t wake up.”

      “Will his heart stop again?” Murielle asked in a hoarse voice.

      “Yes. Our medicines are trying to maintain his vitals, but eventually, it will stop again.”

      “How long does my baby have?”

      “We can’t tell. Every time his body suffers an insult, we’ll have to shock him to try to bring him back. He is weak, so I don’t know, could be hours or days. We’ll give you some time to think about it. To discuss Derek’s final moments.” His eyes traveled between the two of us. “When you’re ready to turn off the ventilator, let us know. It will be the hardest thing both of you will ever do, but it will also be the kindest thing you can do for him. Derek fought a long and hard battle. Now he’s tired. Remember, we’re here for you, okay? Every step of the way.”

      Murielle’s sobs punctured another wall around my heart, her tears soaking her shirt. The nurses walked out, and she rushed into the room. I leaned against the wall in the corridor, hoping… What was I hoping for? It wasn’t fair to let a child be shocked to life. My emotions twined in my throat and stayed there.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. With trembling fingers, I dug it out. I rubbed my fists over my eyes to clear the fog clouding my vision.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tucker

      

      
        You okay, man? Any news?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Heart stopped. They shocked him. Vitals down.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dots bounced at the bottom of my screen, then disappeared. They reappeared. Only to vanish again seconds later. A telltale sign that my friend had no clue what to say to ease the pain, raw and unbearable, growing in my chest, crushing all my organs.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You don’t have to say anything. I know you understand.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tucker

      

      
        I’m so sorry. Call me if you need anything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Will do.

      

      

      

      

      

      I waited for a few minutes to compose myself, then slowly dragged my weary body back to Derek’s room. My heart skipped a beat, aching at the sight that faced me. Murielle was lying beside her little boy, whispering into his ear, stroking his arm, a loving expression painted on her face.

      I slumped against the wall, its vertical surface the only thing keeping my body upright, my hands joined in a tent under my chin, my vocal cords unmoving.

      “Baby, you came back for me. I hope you can hear me. ’Cause Mommy loves you. And will always love you. You are a fighter, but it’s time for you to rest. I understand it now. You can’t tell me, but your body is. And I’ll respect your wishes. A mother’s heart knows what you’re asking for. I’m sorry I’m the one keeping you in this life. Because I wasn’t ready. While you told me multiple times you were. Just know I hear you loud and clear. Now I get it. Please keep smiling. And be happy, okay?”

      She kissed his forehead.

      Lying by his side, her arms around the still body of her son, she started the song that she hummed every night during Derek’s chemo and radiotherapy treatments to help him fall asleep. When she stared at me, tears shone in her eyes, along with knowledge. Resignation. Surrender. And love. My throat worked. She didn’t have to speak the words.

      With a slight nod, I straightened and exited the room to get the staff.

      Minutes later, Stephen walked back into the room along with his residents. We all waited for the mother to finish her final lullaby, a haunted expression shadowing everyone’s faces.

      With a finger, Murielle beckoned me. On weakened legs, I neared the bed and sat down, holding Derek’s hand.

      My chest ripped in two, and the raw suffering poured out, as if the dam broke and no one possessed the required skills to fix it. Silent tears cascaded down my cheeks.

      “Bro, it’s time. Your mom is right. We must do this. Honor your wishes. You wouldn’t want to be stuck to a machine.” I sucked in a scorching breath. One that fed the blazing flames down my larynx. “We’ll set you free. Wherever you’ll be next, I hope you’re happy. And healthy. And safe. That you’ll run around or fly a helicopter or something. Or maybe play ball like we used to. Heaven’s Little League could really use your talent. And your leadership. That’s all I hope for you, bro.” I sobbed, the back of my eyes burning from crying too much. “We’ll set you free,” I repeated. “Shine up there, okay? Shine brighter than you did here, which is kinda hard since you were everybody’s light.” A tiny smile curled my lips, happy memories flooding in. “Watch over your mom. I will too. Like you asked me. The sky is lucky to have another star. I love you.”

      Then Murielle’s last words permeated the eerie silence of the room. “I love you, baby. I’ll love you forever.”

      The air tensed. Goose bumps spread across my nape.

      Only the whoosh of the ventilator and the beeping of Derek’s heart could be heard.

      Stephen cleared his throat, and Murielle nodded to me. I moved to her side and supported her up as we watched the scene, helpless. Her attention drifted to the switch of the ventilator, inches away. Her face wrenched in pure agony as her hand reached for it, then withdrew.

      She retreated to his bed and brushed Derek’s bald head with her hand as if to push his hair back. The same way she always did when he was just a little boy with a headful of golden locks.

      Shrills of pain filled the room. “My baby. My baby… No. I-I can’t say goodbye. Noooo⁠—”

      Standing close, I pulled her into my embrace, rocking her, wishing I had a magical way to soothe her distress through this heart-wrenching moment.

      With a long quivering huff, I braced myself, squaring my shoulders. “Do you want me…to…. huh…you know? I can… if-if you want…” No matter how hard I tried, those words refused to pass across my lips.

      Murielle studied me, her face a broken roadmap of bleakness and a thousand more emotions I refused to dig into but could feel down to the marrow of my bones.

      A slow nod confirmed it.

      In the semi-lit room, I did the one thing I’d never imagined myself doing in my life. I turned Derek’s ventilator off.

      The heart rate slowed down with each second. Lost in my own grief, I zoned out.

      My mind went numb. And even if I tried, I couldn’t seem to catch a deep breath. Murielle hugged her son and whispered the words over and over. “Baby, Mommy loves you. Now and forever. In every lifetime. You are a true fighter, the best amongst us. Now you’re free. Free to run, free to live, not bound to a bed. Be safe up there. Make friends. You deserve it. Nothing will come in your way anymore. You’re allowed to be a child. Go now. Please remember… I love you.”

      I love you too, bro. And I always will. I’ll never forget you. You’ll be in my heart forever.

      I kissed my fingers and saluted the sky.
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      A week ago

      “When will you get a girlfriend?” Derek teased me. “You never meet anyone because you’re too busy working. Do you want to turn into Cody?”

      A heartfelt laugh broke free. “You’re twelve, bro. Since when do you have this much interest in my love and professional lives?”

      The boy shrugged. “We’re best friends. It’s my job to make sure you don’t miss out on important things in life.” He flipped his hands so as to say, Come on. “Tucker is always hitting the clubs. I’m sure he can help you if you’re too shy to ask a girl out yourself.”

      I blinked. “Since when did you turn into a mini version of him?” I asked.

      Derek’s contagious laughter filled the room. “We talk, you know. Me and Tuck. And Jace too.”

      I blinked again. “About me?”

      Derek bobbed his head, his mischievous grin never faltering.

      “And Tuck told you about his dating life?”

      “And the lack of yours,” he continued.

      Wow, this was a conversation I never thought I’d have with a twelve-year-old—my little brother in so many ways. Sometimes it seemed as if the boy had lived ten lives, smarter and wiser than all of us united.

      Derek rocked his head from side to side, his shoulders mimicking the movement. “I asked him questions. Because I don’t want you to end up like my mom. Alone. She thinks I don’t notice, but I know she’s lonely and could use a nice man in her life. Some love. To help share the burden of the pain.”

      How could these words come from a child?

      “She has me⁠—”

      Derek giggled, the sound warming my heart. “It’s not the same. Unless you tell me you’re in love with her.” He tipped one invisible brow, and I burst into a fit of laughter.

      “Fine. You’re right. It’s not the same.”

      The air in the room shifted, the lightness replaced by a suffocating tightness.

      “When I’m gone, will you make sure she’s okay? My mom, I mean. She’ll need a best friend too. Maybe you could be hers. Until she finds one on her own.”

      My throat closed.

      No air or sound could pass through the rock sitting there and taking permanent residency.

      “Bro—” I began.

      Derek raised his hands between us. “I’m serious, Nick. You know it will happen. One day. And I don’t want any of you to be too sad. Crying is okay. But don’t stop being happy because I won’t be there.”

      Tears rushed to my eyes. Everything in the room blurred.

      Derek moved to his knees and wrapped his arms around me, steel bands keeping me in one piece and preventing my heart from being ripped apart on hearing his words.

      I returned his embrace.

      “I’m glad you won’t be alone,” he spoke into my chest. “You have Tucker and Jace. I’m sorry I won’t be there to watch games with you anymore.”

      I’m sorry too.

      “I’ll miss you,” I said, my voice low and rickety. “Let’s enjoy the time we have together.” Those sounded like sensible words to say. Because I wasn’t ready to admit the unavoidable out loud. Not yet, at least.

      “You know that song from Carter Hills Band about monkeys that makes me laugh?” I nodded. “If you hear it, please turn on the volume so I can hear it too.”

      The heartache enveloping my throat tightened until my voice resembled a whistle. “I will.”

      Derek straightened. “Can I show you something?” he asked, leaning back.

      I cleared my throat to chase my strangling emotions, sounding more confident than I did inside. “Sure.”

      He fished a piece of paper out from under his pillow. “Do you remember that movie we watched together? The guy was making a bucket list, and you explained what it was. Well, I made my own. It’s not done, and I hope I’ll be able to finish it by the time I need to go to heaven. It’s hard choosing only ten things when there’s so much of the world I haven’t experienced yet. I know I won’t be able to fulfill it, but I like the idea I might get another chance in some other life if that really exists. This will be my I wish I had experienced in my life list instead.”

      I read Derek’s list, schooling my expressions to hide my emotional overload.

      “You should make one too,” the boy said.

      I released the breath I had been holding for far too long and didn’t even notice I had.

      “What would you write on yours?”

      My eyes met his. Sharp and guileless, revealing his maturity and ability to accept the truth. I smiled at the way Derek glanced at me. With love. Honesty. Trust. Adulation or something close to it.

      I rubbed my jaw with my fingers.

      “I never thought about it,” I said, genuinely surprised. Many ideas swirled in my head. “Yeah, you’re right. Choosing only ten things is hard.” I paused. “Let’s see. First, I’d like to do something different. Try something new.”

      “Like bungee jumping?”

      I glided my jaw back and forth. “Maybe. But no. Something bigger. Like an adventure. Can I have time to think about this?”

      Derek nodded. “Sure. It took me many days to write mine. This is serious stuff.”

      We exchanged a smile, the air loaded with unsaid emotions evaporated.

      “Chess?” Derek straightened and asked, his glee back.

      “What? You know I’m about to get crushed once again. I’m starting to think you enjoy watching me getting checkmated each time.”

      He chuckled. “How would our friendship be if you didn’t lose to me?” He rested his hand on mine. “Don’t worry, bro, you have other talents.”

      Derek poked his tongue out, and I did too.

      We both laughed.

      And this time, the tears pooling in my eyes weren’t from sadness.
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      Present

      This morning, I called in sick. For the first time ever. And I really was sick. I’d been throwing up all night. In between drinking whiskey straight from the bottle.

      Deadly combination.

      But necessary after what I did. I fucking pushed that button.

      A flame of pain licked my spine, crushing my vertebras, pooling in my neck and shoulders. Tension extended to the length of my back.

      In my mind, the images of the previous night flashed in a loop, haunting my dreams. Even the ones where I lay awake on my couch, staring at the ceiling, relishing the sensation of the room spiraling around me, making it harder for me to notice the spins in my head.

      “Nick, there are no sick days on this job. You either show up, or you don’t. If you choose the second option, don’t bother stepping a foot on one of my sites again. You already missed a few days last week without my consent. No second chances granted either. You know the drill,” Cody yapped on the other end of the line. I sealed my lids, wishing for the room to settle. If only for a minute.

      Grief, hangover, and the sound of my boss’s raspy voice were an awful mix. One I didn’t need at five in the morning.

      To erase my annoyance, I moved to a reclining position and took a gulp of the amber liquid, the fire soothing the pain of my heartache and the squeaky voice of my boss.

      “Someone died… In my family...” I covered my mouth with my hand to silence a hiccup. “I-I need another day to deal with it… I spent the entire night up.” Don’t need you to chew me one in addition to everything else, I had the decency to speak only in my mind. Or I wished I did. When he didn’t reply to my insolence, I knew my wish had been granted. Never in my life had I argued with my boss, and I didn’t want to start now. But today all I craved was a break. To fucking mourn in peace.

      And erase those images so I could sleep peacefully later.

      Fight left Cody’s voice. “How long do you need? I have no one else to replace you on the condo project on such short notice.” His annoyance spilled from each syllable he spoke.

      I huffed a jagged breath. “A day. I’ll keep my phone next to me. Tell my guys they can reach me in case of an emergency.”

      The man on the other end of the line sighed, what sounded to be a relief, a tiny reprieve from his ire over the next few hours.

      I took another sip, congratulating myself for avoiding a near-certain fight with the man I half-respected and half-feared. He had started the business more than twenty years ago from nothing, but down the way, he had forgotten to be fair and humane. And furthermore, fully grateful for not losing my job.

      No matter the reason, he’d never grant me any more sick days. That I knew as much as I was aware that being hungover wasn’t a cure for sadness. Yeah, Cody could be an insensitive jerk most of the time.

      On unsteady legs, I stumbled to my bedroom, bottle in hand, chasing some darkness. The sun coming through the small windows of my living room could shine on me some other day. Now all I wanted was to be left the fuck alone. In my bed, I tossed and turned, unable to find a comfortable position. Derek was gone. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it. An invisible hand strangled my heart, crushing it so tight, it prevented the blood from reaching it.

      Later, a knock on the door brought me out of my slumber. My fingers tapped the bed until they connected with my phone. The one I kept close in case of work-related emergencies. I peeled my lids off, one at a time, my eyeballs dry and prickling. With the crook of my elbow, I rubbed the sleep away from them. My gaze adjusted to the screen. Six. Was it morning already? From the early darkness outside, I guessed not. My heart sank. For a beat, I almost fancied I’d slept for an entire day. I pushed on my hands to sit up, but the room waltzed around me. Geez, how much did I drink that I was still wasted? Through my foggy mind, I did the math, trying to assess how long I’d passed out. The simple calculation turned out to be much harder to do in my intoxicated state. My brain took over after a full minute as more poundings resonated on the door. Squinting at my hand, I counted my fingers. Well, I’d slept for four—no, five hours. Yeah, five. I desisted the urge to pump my fist.

      Lumbering toward the door, I unlocked it. Tucker almost ripped it from its hinges as he yanked it open.

      His face creased with concern as his eyes moved up and down my body with a perturbed frown. He raked his fingers through his hair and shook his head in despair.

      “Fuck, man. Jace called and asked if I could come to check on you since you weren’t at the work site today. Not that we hoped you’d be… But fuck.”

      In one stride, my friend erased the gap between us, one palm resting on my shoulder. Without a word, he studied me. A mixture of empathy, worry, and fear flashed in his brown irises.

      In my head, I thanked him for holding me still, not sure my legs would support my weight on their own. The room spun.

      A bitter taste had taken my tongue hostage, the aftertaste of whiskey persistent.

      My body rocked to the side, and I closed my eyes, certain I could fall back to sleep even while standing. A constant buzz filled my ears.

      The pain that had been haunting my mind, soul, and body had numbed out, and I relished the feeling. Because now I couldn’t sense a thing.

      I pushed that button. I caused a life to end.

      But, right now, nothing mattered, except burying myself back in bed.

      “Shower. Now.” Tucker’s tone brought my attention back to him. Oh yes, he was here. In my apartment. A man who never went unnoticed, yet somehow, my mind had turned him into a figment of my imagination.

      He spoke, but I caught nothing.

      “Nick, focus. Shower. You reek of booze, puke, and sweat. And it’s disgusting. Gosh, I should have come earlier. … or taken the day off.” One at a time, I pried my eyelids open, their weight making it a challenge. I could only zoom in with my right eye, the left too lazy to focus.

      I waggled a finger in his face. “I’m alll right, Tuckkk.”

      A loud hiccup followed, and a smug grin stretched one side of my lips.

      Tucker’s face stayed impassive.

      I was doomed. I recognized the look. He wouldn’t leave—or leave me alone.

      Through slit eyelids, I studied him while he kept talking. As if I was seeing him for the very first time. Somehow, his brown skin looked darker right now. I blinked. It became shinier. Was I hallucinating now? Nope. His black crew-cut hair and skin tone seemed to be a kaleidoscope of alternating colors. No kidding. My lips bent at the thought he had magical skin.

      “Nick. Shower,” he barked, pausing my flow of thoughts.

      Geez, why did he have to be so bossy?

      With my hands up to silence him, I leaned back and stumbled toward the bathroom, Tucker hot on my heels.

      Twenty minutes later, with a black towel draped around my hips, my chest still drenched from the shower, I teetered on wobbly legs to the kitchen, my throat and mouth resembling the Sahara. Right now, I was so thirsty I could have drunk the entire Atlantic Ocean… if only it weren’t so salty. Maybe Lake Michigan would be a better option. Was it, though? Pollution. Factories. Weird species of fish. Damn.

      As if he could read my mind, Tucker uncapped a bottle of water and pushed it into my hand, stopping my random thoughts.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, sipping the water, worried my stomach would turn if I wasn’t gentle.

      Drops of water rolled down my torso, and a chill ran through me. As I retraced my steps to the bathroom, I took in the wet path I left behind. Great.

      Tucker brought me a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. Unbalanced, I sat on the edge of the bathtub, like a child dressing on his own for the first time, struggling to fit my limbs into the pant legs.

      Before I exited the bathroom, I caught sight of my reflection in the semi-foggy mirror. Oh, shit.

      My face, usually tanned, was blotchy. My golden eyes now bloodshot and rimmed with dark circles, my lips cracked, my shaggy jaw unruly. Even my blond tousled hair looked dull. My shoulders, wide and muscular from years of working in construction, appeared narrower than usual. And my back was slumped as if layers of weight had lumbered it.  I barely recognized the image the mirror reflected.

      Reality hit me. Grief had turned me into a zombified version of myself. Derek wouldn’t want that. Shit, I had let myself go even when I’d promised him to take better care of myself. This was bad.

      Shaky on my feet, I reached the kitchen, where Tucker stood at the sink, cleaning the mess I had made. Food containers were now stacked on the island beside the empty beer and liquor bottles. In the last two weeks, since I came to know about Derek’s fate, I had let myself turn into a slob.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets, now sober than I had been in hours.

      “Man, how hard did I fall last night?”

      Last night.

      Time had no meaning anymore. Hours. Days. Somehow, it felt time stopped the moment Derek passed away, and no one was in a hurry to restart and fix the broken clock. Every hour that had ticked by since then felt like a year of my life forfeited. I watched Tucker when he said, “Bad.”

      Minutes later, Jace joined us, bags of food and a bottle of alcohol in his arms. My stomach heaved at the sight.

      The smell of food attacked my nostrils. Nausea hit me. I waited for the waves to die down, replaced by the rumbling of my stomach. Traitor. Guess I was hungry after all.

      “We’re worried about you.” He paused. His silence spoke volumes as I realized I wasn’t alone in my grief. Derek had befriended both of them over the years. They too had lost someone they loved. Neither of us said anything for a long beat. My eyes filmed with unshed tears as the three of us stood for a moment, reminiscing the one who was no longer there but whose essence would always touch us.

      My voice turned ragged as I whispered the truth. “I unplugged him, guys. I’ll have to… I’ll have to live with this for the rest of my life… I-I, huh, I ended his life, for God’s sake… pushed that button. I. Fucking. Killed. Him. I-I killed Derek.”

      My head bent low with each word as if my neck couldn’t take its weight.

      Tucker rounded the island, grabbed my arm, and forced me to level my gaze with his. “You’re a hero, man. You freed that boy from further suffering. Remember that part. He was already brain dead. Nothing you could have done more for him; you just put an end to his hell. We also knew Derek. He wouldn’t want you to be miserable. He would want you happy. Not ha-ha happy right now, but happy. And thriving. If he could tell you himself, he’d be grateful for the courage you showed him in the last seconds of his life.”

      Some of Derek’s words came back to me.

      I don’t want any of you to be too sad. Crying is okay. But don’t stop being happy because I won’t be there.

      I cocked my head to avoid looking at my friend, a new batch of scorching tears stinging the back of my eyes, the wave of pain turning into a tsunami. How many tears could I still cry? I thought that well had emptied a long time ago.

      Jace neared us with shot glasses. “Drink this. Today you’re allowed to mourn. And get shit-faced. But under our watch. No more lone drinking spree. Starting tomorrow, you’ll start living again. It’s unfair. It’s stupid. It’s heartbreaking. But it’s life. You can’t throw your future away. We won’t let you.” Jace had lost his cousin when we were ten. If someone knew how I felt, it was him.

      He offered me a taco as we sat around the kitchen counter and poured me another shot.

      Even if I had drunk my weight in whiskey already, I enjoyed the effect the booze provided. Knowing this time around, it wouldn’t make me sick. Just numb. To pain. And everything that ached inside.

      After dinner, I slouched on the sofa between my friends and downed the other shot Tucker handed me. My lids weighed tons. And so was the invisible burden on my shoulders.

      “Thanks, guys.”

      Unable to sit straight, I lay down, not even bothering to go to my room.

      “Your alarm is set for six in the morning,” one of my friends said. My brain was a blurry bliss, and I had a hard time pinpointing who said those words. “Just sleep.”

      “Thank you,” I muttered when someone covered me with a blanket as sleep claimed me and made me forget my pain—again. Only for the moment.

      Seven hours and four coffees later, I drove to the condo work site, my spirits undefinable. Needing a clear headspace to go through my day, I pushed all my feelings and angst down and locked them up for good measure.

      “Glad you’re feeling better,” Sammy, the plumber, told me when we crossed paths after I climbed down my truck.

      I nodded, not ready to speak, fearing I might break down if I did, my throat tight with emotions.

      With a deep inhale and a roll of my shoulders, I met my men for our morning meeting. The one I was in charge of. The one I led every single day. Minus the last few days.

      I had no word of advice to give them today, my usual leadership missing. If they noticed, they said nothing. Not in the mood to talk to anyone, I retreated into the trailer, working on administrative shit, far from the noisy commotion outside.

      My day passed in a blur.

      And the next one too.

      Keeping myself busy had become my main objective.

      My nights were more agitated, though.

      Images, memories, conversations with Derek took center stage in my mind, preventing me from sleeping all through the night.
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        * * *

      

      In the hallway, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and fumbled with my tie. I hated these things. In my teen years, I’d decided I’d never work in an office. Just the idea of putting a suit on every day was enough to make me hyperventilate. Tucker loved those, obsessed over them even. If he could, he’d probably sleep in one.

      Cufflinks? They were the worst.

      Tucker let himself in and neared me, wolf-whistling, while he scanned me from head to toe.

      “Stop being a dick and help me out. I’m about to rip this tie to shreds and forgo the whole thing.”

      My friend came up to me, smiling like a loon. He expertly handled the tie. “Stop squirming. It’ll only take a minute. Let the expert deal with this.”

      With a loud huff, I lowered my shaky hands to my sides. “Fine. But hurry up. I don’t wanna be late.”

      The front door opened and closed, and I spotted Jace from the corner of my eye.

      “Hey, man,” I told him. “We’ll be ready in a minute. If Tuck can hasten up.”

      “I brought reinforcement,” Jace said, raising a bottle of whiskey.

      “Pour us two shots each,” Tucker told Jace. “Nick here needs to calm his nerves. Trust me. He’s about to turn into a wreck any minute if we don’t do something. Time for an intervention… a boozy intervention.”

      I backhanded his chest with as much strength as I could muster, and he faked being hurt for a second.

      It had been ten days since I’d drunk myself into oblivion. From that day on, I had reduced my alcohol intake to two shots a day. In my entire life, I’d never tanked that much alcohol in my life, and it took me days to recover from my twenty-four hours slip-up.

      Tucker growled. “Stop moving. Geez. Even a toddler can stay still better than you.”

      I rolled my eyes and let him do what he did best, making me look sharp—and put together. Tucker adjusted the lapel of my jacket and fixed my hair next.

      “There,” he said. “You clean up well. Now let’s drink those shots before we get going. A little liquid courage never hurt anyone.”

      “Whiskey can’t fix things. Soon I’ll turn into an alcoholic,” I complained as I slumped on a bar stool opposite my friends. Not in the mood for a drink, but knowing there was some truth to their words, I prayed my stomach could withstand the booze better this time around.

      “No, you won’t. The days will get better. Promise,” Jace stated.

      “To Derek,” Tucker said as we each brought our shot glasses to our mouths.

      “To Derek,” Jace and I repeated.

      “Fuck, what’s that?” Jace asked, going through the copy of the contract Cody gave me yesterday that I’d thrown on the counter and forgotten all about.

      I shrugged. “Work stuff. Cody wants me on board for a project starting in the fall. It’s a renewable five-year contract to make sure I won’t leave the company in the middle of it. He gave it to me a couple of days ago.”

      “And he’s offering to pay you that much money for overseeing the job?” Jace asked.

      “I guess.” I scratched the top of my head. “It won’t be a seven-to-four job. I’ll need to put in extra hours on most days and work on the weekends when necessary. It’s big.”

      “Gimme that,” Tucker said, stealing the paper from Jace’s hands, the hedge fund banker in him already analyzing the offer. Tucker was gifted. With numbers. And stats. And everything business-like. He wasn’t even twenty-five and was already earning a mid-high six-figure salary. Yeah, the guy had it in him. A natural talent, as one of his college professors once said.

      “Okay. This is big, Nick. If you sign this, you won’t have an out. For five years. But you’ll be making a lot of money. Even if you work one hundred hours a week, you’ll still be plenty rewarded for your hard work. And you know I’ll help you invest it wisely. Why didn’t you sign it yet?”

      I sighed and buried my face in my hands. “I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right. Maybe it’s the lack of sleep. Or the drinks or something else, but I need time to think it over.” I took the contract from his hand and put it back on the countertop. “Let’s not think about this for now. We should go. I don’t want Murielle to be alone. Not today.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and straightened my back, and swallowing the gigantic lump blocking my airways, I rose to my feet.

      “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      In the front row, sitting next to Derek’s mom, holding her hand in mine, I listened to the pastor talking, not registering a word he said. Only the sound of Murielle’s sobs made their way to my conscious mind.

      Someone tapped my shoulder from behind.

      I cocked my head and gave Tucker a deer-in-the-headlight kind of stare.

      “Man, it’s your turn.”

      I watched him, blinking.

      “Speech, Nick. Can you do this?”

      I nodded in a daze, no words coming out.

      “You sure? You don’t look so fine.”

      I swallowed as I tried to reboot my frozen brain. My gaze drifted to Murielle, looking at me with expectant eyes.

      “I am,” I said, moving to my feet, using the back of the chair to keep my balance, my limbs heavy.

      In the front of the small room, I glanced around, taking in each face who came here today to say goodbye to my young friend, whom I already missed so damn much.

      With my eyes closed, I cleared my throat while my fingers fastened around the folded sheet of paper in my jacket pocket.

      You can do this, man, I repeated to myself. Over and over. Until I started believing it.

      “Thank you all for joining us today.” I sighed, putting to rest the frayed nerves bouncing around in my chest cavity. “Derek was more than just my friend. He-he was a brother to me… or my best friend, as he used to say. From the moment we met, we..huh…shared a special bond. He had a way to brighten everyone’s days, always smiling and full of optimism as if nothing could go wrong… And God only knows his life wasn’t just rainbows and unicorns. I-I would like to think those qualities have rubbed off on me, and somehow, he has made me a better person. Just by being himself till the end.”

      I dried my moist hands on my trousers and sucked in a cleansing breath.

      “It’s not… It’s not every day you have to face courage. But Derek did. And I’ll forever be grateful for everything he taught me in his short life. He was always the smartest guy in the room. It’s ironic when you think about it. His brain had so much potential, and it was the same organ that failed him and cost him his life… I’ll never understand why he needed to leave this one so fast. Life is tricky and unfair. The only thing that keeps me going is the thought he is now finally free to be a child. To laugh. And play. And run around. And eat candies. And ride a bike. And hopefully, lead Heaven’s Little League to the championship he’d dreamed about years ago when he had to retire from the game.”

      I pushed a hand through my hair while my eyes drifted to Murielle. She smiled and bowed her head, encouraging me to continue.

      “Derek, you will forever be missed. I’m sorry we didn’t…we didn’t get more time with each other. That will be one of my biggest heartaches. But I’ll always be thankful for the time we spent together. You’ll be with me every day for the rest of my life… and I’ll never forget you. Thank you for being you, bro. Hope they have root beer up there. With no ice.”

      Tucker gave me a thumbs-up, and I nodded. He fumbled on his phone and through the small portable speaker he brought, one of Derek’s favorite country songs about monkeys from Carter Hills Band filled the room.

      How many times did Derek play this when we hung out together? So much I knew each line by heart. It always brought a smile to his young face. And just for that, it became one of my favorite songs too. Because it reminded me of him.

      Tears flew down my face, and I did nothing to stop them or to wipe them off as the silent room listened to the funny lyrics and catchy melody.

      As much as I craved air to survive, I needed those tears to purge my pain. To free my heart from all the aches filling it.

      Those tears reminded me I was alive.

      That I had no choice but to keep going.

      For Derek.

      And for myself.
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