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Prologue
Four Years Ago

 

 

No, he did not want to answer the door. No, he did not want to put pants on or be sociable. He did not want to think about anything beyond the Britney song on the radio or the beautiful sonogram picture he’d just put on his refrigerator next to the picture of his mother. But whoever was knocking on his front door continued their insistence that he do just that with their incessant rapping.

He wandered over and slung the door open.
Oh, yay.
Marshall’s father. Why now? Why today? “Manny, what are you doing here?”

Manny smacked Cary with his newspaper. “This tone. Take it with someone else. I’m here to see my son, of course.”

That smarted. Cary winced. “He’s not here.” Cary turned and walked back to the sofa, where he'd set up camp. There were two day old tissues, a pizza box, and an Xbox remote with his name on it.

The whole house smelled of dust and emptiness. And unwashed man. He’d get his act together by Monday, he swore it. But this long weekend before the opening of his store was his only chance to enjoy being a slob-- a newly-single, soon-to-be-grown-up slob. Yeah, he knew he was supposed to be a grown up already, but with a business of his own and a child on the way… any delusions he had of still being fancy-free were officially at an end. Come Monday, the first day of the first fiscal year of The  Barkery by the Bay, he would officially be a responsible adult.

“Are you not my son?”

Cary’s head snapped in Manny’s direction. “What?”

“I didn’t realize my relationship with you ended because Marshall decided to be a boob.”

“
A boob?” Cary blinked. “How… 1960s of you.” He may have cracked a smile. Not that he’d call it a smile, but... anyways.

“
In case you hadn’t noticed, I was a child in the ‘60s. Pardon an old man if his vernacular isn’t up to snuff.”

Cary snorted and fell onto the couch. “We’ll let you slide this once.”

“I’ll remember to write the local news to report this wonderful reprieve which His Highness has granted.” Manny shoved at Cary’s legs, forcing him to sit up and move over. “How are you, Cary?” When Manny’s palm rested on Cary’s knee, he felt the beginnings of the first tears since Marshall had packed his things three days earlier.

He cleared his throat. “Um, no disrespect, but what’re you doing here?”

Manny harrumphed. “What am I doing here, he asks?” Another harrumph and some shifting around on the messy couch was a not-so-subtle hint he was not pleased. “I can’t check on one of my boys?”

“
Well, I’m assuming…”

“
What happens when you assume?”

“
Huh?”

“
Don’t say
huh.
You sound uneducated. The correct answer is ‘You make an ass of U and Me.’”

Cary blinked. “Okay, seriously. Why are you here?”

“To check on you, of course.”

“
Shouldn’t you be checking on your son?”

Manny’s glare silenced Cary. “I am.”

Cary felt a scalding tear run down his face. “But he’s not here. He…”

“
He left. I know.”

“
Then why are you really here?”

“
Stop being so obtuse, Cary. You think you sit in on my triple bypass and I just throw you aside? That’s not how this old man works. No matter what Marshall does, you are still my son.” When Cary snorted, it was all tears. Manny gathered him in his arms, hugging tight.

“
That’s right. Get it all out. You got your heart hurt. You gotta let it out.”

“
Why are you being so nice to me?”

“
Because, while I understand—grudgingly so—my son’s reasons, that understanding is not enough that I discount what he’s done to you.”

“
It hurts.”

“
So I’ve heard.” Manny pulled Cary in closer. He had no idea why this man was affording him such kindness. But crying on another person, feeling another human’s skin was too much to say no to right now. So he wept.

“
You’ll get through this, son. It’s unfair and I wish I could fix it, change it, but you’re a good man. You deserved better than this. I just hope you’ll accept that I want to be around and that I’d love to still be Opa.”

“
Why should you?”

“
Why should I what? Be allowed to?”

“
No.” That had never crossed Cary’s mind. “Why should you want to? I don’t get it.”

Manny got in Cary’s face, sitting again and staring with dull green eyes into Cary’s. “Because family doesn’t forget each other, son. We just don’t. I think of what happened with you and Marshall like a divorce. Things may not have worked out, the situation changed, but you didn’t lose me as family. A piece of paper didn’t make me your family, nor would another piece of paper have made me cut an ex-wife out of my family. I know I’m rambling, but…

Cary wasn’t too proud to fling himself at the old guy, hugging his neck. “No. I.. I get it. And I appreciate it. I’m just so sorry.”

“
Hush bubeleh. There’s no need. Just get that grandson of mine safely into this world, take care of him…” Manny teared up, placing a palm on Cary’s cheek. “And don’t forget me, okay? I’d love to be around. If you’ll allow me.”

“
Always.”

“
And do not forget, even when they’re a pain in the ass, children are a gift. No one will love you like them. And you will never love anyone like you love them. It just wasn't my son’s dream to have a child. You have been excited about it from the beginning. Don’t lose your dream, just adjust to make it look different.”

Cary’s body went rigid. He couldn’t help feeling the need to scream, but he held it in. Marshall had certainly forgotten the dream easily enough. Now… God, now Cary was twenty-four years old and headed toward single parenthood. How did hets do this so often?

“I’m gonna do my damnedest to make that little boy happy.”
Little boy.
The final straw that had triggered Marshall’s jealousy, his resentment. Cary closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had a son on the way, one he’d be supporting on his own, as well as a surrogate who had medical needs. While she would still be on Marshall’s insurance and Marshall had assisted with earlier financial obligations, Cary would need a second job and he’d have to throw his back into getting The Barkery by the Bay open. “Thanks for coming Manny, but I’ve got a  business to get off the ground.” In his head he was already making lists, thinking about Marshall’s final piece of business advice, given on his way out the door:  “
Hire a manager.”

Manny beamed at him. “That’s my boy.”

 

*****

 

“
This is the one.” Heath patted the hull of the 46-foot yacht. The boat that he’d been researching, looking at for months. He was so close to the day he could afford to buy it, he could taste it. He’d been dying to get off the rigs since he’d started the job. He couldn’t deny being a driller on an oil rig was damn good money, especially as a single man with nothing but his dick and time on his hands, but the work was a bitch and he was ready to move at a slower pace.

“
Yessir,” the owner, Cary’s retired boss and friend, Larry said. “She’s in beautiful condition. 950HRS on 8V92s.”

“
Nice,” Heath's best friend Kyle said before disappearing below deck. He reappeared after a few minutes, whistling in appreciation. “Sleeps six down there. Think of the parties we could have on this bitch.”

Larry laughed as Kyle bounced up and humped the rails. That was Kyle. A twelve year old trapped in the body of a twenty-two year old. Heath just shook his head. “As I was saying,” Heath continued, turning to Larry, “I’ll be using it mostly for fishing charters. I’ve gotten the licensure, now I’m just rounding up the last of the cash for you.”

Larry gestured for Heath to follow him back up to his beach-front home. He was selling the Bertram because he’d recently upgraded to a 55 footer. Basically, he had more money than God. Heath wasn’t complaining, because the yacht
was priced
fairly, and it had some great upgrades.

“
I’ll take the first half now, and hold it for you, then. Let me get a receipt for you,” he spoke over his shoulder as Heath and Kyle followed him into his McMansion. “I’ll just run to the office and grab that agreement we drew up.”

“
Actually, I’m only lacking the last $10k.”

Larry smiled. “That’s great news. You’re a friend. I don’t mind knocking that last bit off for you.”

Heath held up a hand. “No, man. We settled on one-sixty-seven, that's a good price, and I’ll get you the whole nut.”

Larry put his hands up as if in surrender. “Okay, calm down boy. I just thought I’d throw you a bone. You’ve been working your ass off for this since I’ve known you.” Five years they’d known each other, five years of itching to strike out on his own, have a boat of his own and kick back. Living his life on
his
terms for the first time since he made one mistake as a teenager.

“
Thanks, Larry. But I want to give you the full amount. I appreciate the thought.”

“
You always were a stubborn son of a bitch, Cummings. Good to see your dreams finally coming true.”

Heath couldn’t agree more. He knew he still needed one more boat, though. Kyle would be running this one for him while he continued to work a few more years on the rigs. Two boats and they’d be able to pull in good money, be a real fleet rather than a couple of drunks with a boat.

“Me, too, man. Me, too.”

“
Let’s get you that receipt.” And with that Larry headed off to his office. Within moments he was back with the receipt and the legal sales agreement stating the terms of payment of the final ten grand. Heath signed on the dotted line with a flourish, and shook Larry’s hand.

“
So what are your plans for the business? Gonna live like this one day?” Larry asked, spreading his arms, presenting his stately home like a game show host.

Heath looked around, snorting. “No, not quite.” Larry had been able to retire from his post as an engineer on the rig because he’d been a miserly son of a bitch who’d saved every penny and invested well.

Larry laughed. “Not looking for riches, huh?”

Heath shook his head. “Nope, I just want a dog.”
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