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. . . See, now they vanish,
The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, loved them,
To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern.  — T. S. Eliot (“Little Gidding”)

 

Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing. — Helen Keller (The Open Door)
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Preface

 

In 1918, William Wallace Campbell, the director of the Lick Observatory in California, traveled to Goldendale, Washington, which lay in the center of the path of totality of a solar eclipse.  Campbell was seeking to prove that Einstein’s Theory of General Relativity was correct.  His equipment was inferior because his best telescopes and cameras were still in the Crimea, prisoners of the Great War. His results from Goldendale were inconclusive.  In 1922, he journeyed to Australia, where he photographed the eclipse there.  These photographs helped prove the theory – light was indeed bent by the curvature of space-time.  Newton’s notion of gravity was overthrown or deepened.

Goldendale is then a real city in a real State in the USA, but the Goldendale in this fable shares only geography with its namesake. This is not to say that the geography is unimportant, because the geography is as much a character in the story as the human and animal characters. All characters, while perhaps exhibiting traits of people I know, are entirely fictional and any resemblance to people alive or who have died is coincidental.

Journeys are seldom without pain.

Although many of the characters are gay or bisexual, the story treats the relationship of fathers to sons and the place of male mentors in the lives of young men and women regardless of sexual orientation.

I am utterly unapologetic about brief descriptions of sexual activity in the story. I see no reason to ignore a fundamental mode of relationship among humans. I do not think that descriptions of sex must be any more or less interesting than descriptions of other forms of human interaction.


Part I

COVER AND BOOK

Prologue

The tall, blond boy was alone in the living room of a farmhouse full of unfamiliar furniture and unopened boxes. Dressed in jeans and a Decembrists concert T-shirt, he silently bemoaned his presence in this wilderness. Loneliness and isolation were feelings with which he had not reckoned in many years, but not novel feelings. He wasn't at all happy about moving from Portland, Oregon to the wilds of Klickitat County in Washington, but he knew that this was what his fathers wanted. The whole damn county only had twenty thousand people. They weren't that far from Portland where they had a condo downtown, and his dads had promised him that they'd go back to visit often.

Portland was an easier place to be raised by two gay men than many, although he had his share of run-ins with local holy rollers and wannabe skinheads. He had developed a diverse circle of friends who liked his fathers and treated him like a normal kid, which he decidedly was. Then, laughing inwardly, he remembered how nervous his dads had been when they'd had the "talk" with him. He had jokingly told them that he was taking a big risk by coming out to them as straight.

Two gay men trying to teach a straight kid about sex with women was pretty funny. But, they loved him and they had a real sense of how people of any orientation should treat each other and the need for safer sex instruction. Since they had adopted him as a three year old, they called him by his middle name, North, and he was given one of their last names, Underhill, because his dads had told him they didn't want him hyphenated. Now, here North was, a fifteen-year-old in the boonies of Washington, wondering and worrying about how his unusual family would be treated.

* * * * *

Jason's mother had mentioned that the family that had bought the place adjacent to theirs was moving in this weekend. The message that he might want to stop by and see if they needed help was anything but subtle. Because he was sixteen and had a learner's permit, he was allowed to use a truck to drive on the system of private roads that connected the farming parcels East of US-97 on which he and the newcomers lived.

They weren't far from the largest town in the county, Goldendale, with a population of almost three thousand. Jason's mother didn't know whether the new people had any kids, much less kids near his age. As he drove across the dirt roads, Mt. Adams rose on his right. He had spent countless hours scrambling up its flanks and playing on its shoulders. He pulled up to the drive to the neighbors' farmhouse and wondered whether to drive on up. He decided to park on the road and walk the quarter mile to the house.

* * * * *

The loud knock on the door startled North. No one here knew them, so he couldn't figure out who would be on their porch knocking. Opening the door, he saw a kid about his age with sandy blond hair, darker than his own. The boy was also dressed in jeans and a T-shirt but wore work or hiking boots. This kid was strikingly handsome, taller than North and solid. The visitor looked back at North and after a few moments spoke.

"Hey. I'm Jason. We live one place over. I thought I'd introduce myself and offer to help with unpacking or anything."

"Hi, Jason. Sorry I seem rattled. I'm North, like the pole, and I wasn't expecting anyone."

North debated about inviting Jason in, and then thought that the likelihood he was a serial killer was slight. "Come in."

"Where'd you move from?"

"Portland."

"Big city boy."

"Well, I'll admit this is going to be a major transition."

"What do your folks do?"

"One's a physician and the other's a writer." North was going to avoid the revelation as long as possible.

"Which one's the doc?"

"Father. He's an oncologist, you know, cancer doc. He's going to work at MCMC."

"We're not all rubes out here, North like the pole. I know what an oncologist is." Jason was laughing a bit.

"Yeah. Sorry. I didn't mean anything."

"I know. I'm just ragging on you."

"Come on up to my room. You can help me begin to unpack."

North led Jason up the stairs to his room at the end of the long hall. Pushing the door open, the boys stepped in among the taped up boxes. North already had a plan for the room, which he had seen when they first looked the place over. He looked up at Jason and began ripping into the box marked "Fruit." He told Jason to open the one marked "Game Stuff."

North pulled his MacBook Pro with its associated hard drives and his iPad out of the box along with the Apple TV module. He detested Microsoft products and the ugly, artless computers that ran them.

Jason had pulled the PlayStation out of the other box. They spent the next hour getting the room unpacked and set up while talking about school, the upcoming summer, and Jason's family. Jason lived with his father and mother on land that had been farmed by their family since the 1800s. They were of the same persuasions—religious, political, and social—as many families east of the Cascades, except that his mother was an Indian.

North thought that Jason was bright, liked decent music, but probably would run the other way when he met the dads. Jason hadn't said anything overtly anti-gay, but he had mentioned his family's roots in the church.

"Do you see yourself farming when you're through with school?"

"I hope not. I'm shooting for UDub, and then who knows. My folks aren't leaning on me to stay around. Not a lot of kids stay. Farming is cool, but my heart isn't in it."

"It's great that your parents aren't pressuring you. Seattle is pretty liberal compared to these parts. They aren't afraid you'll be polluted?"

"You're funny. I don't think I can be polluted against my will."

"I suppose not. What about girls around here?"

"Same as everywhere, I guess. No one special for me. What about you?"

"Yeah, someone in Portland. We're going to try the long distance thing. I guess my right hand and I are going to get really well acquainted."

"That sucks. I hope it works out."

A voice from downstairs shouted, "North! I'm back."

"My dad."

Here we go, the disaster begins, North thought.

"Come on down and meet him."

When they thumped downstairs, North's father looked at Jason with a little surprise. "New friend already?"

"Yeah. Dad, this is Jason. Jason, my dad, Tom."

"Nice to meet you, Dr. Underhill."

"Oh, I'm not the Doc; I'm the writer, Jason."

Jason looked at North, trying to unravel the knot. "I thought you said your dad was an oncologist."

North tried to figure a way out. Tom answered, "That's Jim, the other dad."

"Oh. . . . Well, nice to meet you. I'd better be getting back." Jason's flight couldn't have been more obvious or hurried.

Another one bites the dust, North thought.


CHAPTER ONE

A Friend Indeed

"That went well, didn't it? I'm sorry, North."

"Sooner or later, Dad. Sooner or later."

"Maybe we should give them more credit. I'm sure Jason's never confronted a situation like ours before."

"At least it's not the beginning of school."

"We'll get through it. I love you, kiddo."

"You too. When's Dad Squared getting in?"

"A couple of hours. Let's work on getting unpacked before he gets back."

North ran through the probabilities of how this would go — how quickly word would spread in this smaller pond with fewer denizens to cull for allies.

Allies? To hell with them. If they couldn't see how loving his parents were, then fuck them all. He would do anything for Tom and Jim, just as they had for him, always.

Getting high speed Internet out here was a first class miracle. None of the men in the house could live without that connection. Tom had deadlines, Jim needed to read films, CT scans, and MRIs at the house sometimes, and North needed the tenuous connection to his friends, especially one of them. In his room, he opened Skype and connected with Annie.

"Ready to hear me whine for a while, sweet one?"

"That bad?"

"I think so. I miss you so much. I might as well be half way across the continent. I want to make out and hold you."

"Same here, big boy. You better show up this weekend like you promised. How are the dads doing?"

"Okay, I think. They're having some guilt about marooning me on this volcanic island. You're beautiful, you know."

"You, too. I wish it was safe to have Skype sex!"

"Possible, but not smart. Besides, I want the real thing, so I'll wait and practice celibacy."

"Like you could make it for a day without getting off. That's fine as long as I'm the fantasy."

"Who else?"

"You mean you haven't smitten all the locals out there?"

"Not exactly. I've only met one guy, and he ran away screaming when he found out about the dads."

"His loss. Listen, lonely boy, I have to go, but I'll see you Saturday. Everyone's looking forward to you being home."

"This hasn't been enough time for whining, but see you then. Wear the chastity belt, okay?"

"That's the kind of talk that'll keep you from getting any, smart ass. Bye."

When the Skype screen disappeared, North padded over to his bed and flopped back on it. Then he did what boys do after they've talked with the one they love who's a long way away. He got the lube and gave himself the attention he so richly deserved. Cleaning up, he thought that one benefit of growing up around gay men was their relaxed attitude about masturbation. His dads had suggested using the lube, and had provided some for him. Both of them were absolutely attentive to boundaries with North. The boundaries didn't preclude talking about anything that North wanted to, but they did preclude touching in any other than a father-son way.

One thing that really pissed off North was the assumption that gay men adopted in order to molest. The one fight he'd been in in Portland was the result of some idiot's suggestion that his dads adopted him for sex. He knew kids who'd been abused, and most of the abusers were heterosexuals, priests or teachers, or Boy fucking Scout leaders.

* * * * *

Jason's mother asked, "How did it go? What are they like? Any kids? What do they do?"

"Mama, slowdown. Where's Papa?"

"In town for a while. Something wrong?"

"Well, they're not exactly what I expected. I met a kid my age named North and one of his fathers."

"Fathers?"

"Yeah, I suppose they're, you know, gay, and I think North is adopted."

"North is a strange name for a white. He isn't from the Nation?"

"I don't think so, Mama.  He's fair and blond."

"You didn't feel unsafe over there?"

"Mama, they're not serial killers. North seems like a nice guy. I didn't handle the situation very well. He probably thinks I hate him."

"Why would he think that?"

"I find out he has two fathers and I run away."

"I have to believe he's experienced that reaction before. If you think he's a potential friend, you'll have to make it right. Look, Jasey, we shouldn't lie to your father, but I think he should find out about their family on his own."

"What do you think? Is their family wrong?"

"The church says so, but then the church almost annihilated the People. I'm willing to give people a chance, but your father maybe not. You're a man, now. You have to find the right way for yourself."

"Thanks. I pay attention when you speak from your heart."

"You should always speak to me from your heart."

Jason quickly looked down. Some things in his heart weren't ready to be spoken, suspicions and questions about himself—things better left in the darkness. But, North's unusual family presented an opportunity to bring a little light to the dark corners of his heart. He would need to mend fences.

* * * * *

North's dads were fond of saying that physical activity lifted the spirits and evaporated stress. He kissed them both on the cheek and went out to run off yesterday's problems. He had hoped to join the cross-country team in the coming school year, but if Jason spread the word that might be impossible. He was good and he was fast. He had a runner's body except that his upper body was a little more developed than was usual for a runner. You didn't live with two gay fitness freaks without being fit enough to keep up. Out the door and down along the drive toward the dirt road, running in only shorts and shoes, long blond hair tied back, iPod on a band around his left biceps, North smiled from inside to out at Mt. Adams rising before him. He had to get up there soon.

The intersection of the drive and the dirt road brought North to a meeting with Jason, who waited by the old truck. North pulled up, yanked his ear buds out, and looked at Jason suspiciously. "What?"

Jason looked from North's blond hair, down across his bare chest, over his running shorts to the end of his surprisingly long legs. He jerked his eyes up to North's face.

"Look, I acted like an ass, yesterday. I just wanted to apologize. I was surprised and didn't handle it well. I'm sorry."

Something about the way Jason looked at him reminded North of the way Jonathan had looked at him when they had first met. "Apology accepted."

As he started to run again, Jason called after him, "You've got every right to make this hard for me, but I'm trying to say that I like you and I liked meeting your dad. He seems like a nice man. I'm sure you've all had your share of grief and I don't want to be part of that. Please, don't be an asshole. Give me a chance."

"How long have you been waiting here?"

"A little more than an hour."

"Why didn't you just come up to the house?"

"This is hard for me. I don't usually behave badly toward other people. I didn't know if you'd talk to me."

"Okay. I'm running up toward your place. Drive back, change, and run with me. I'll go easy on you so you survive."

There was the smile that Jason had noticed yesterday. Shit, North has great eyes. "Done."

Jason hopped back in the truck and drove toward his house, leaving North to wait for the dust to settle. Then, North started in again. This was weird, and North didn't quite trust Jason's change of heart. Still, both his fathers had taught him to give people a chance, but not to be stupid about it.

By the time North ran the mile and half to the drive up to Jason's house, Jason was waiting, dressed much like North.

Damn, North thought, Jonathan would love this view, and I better keep him away from Annie.

He just kept running, and Jason fell in beside him. North didn't set a torrid pace, but was pleased that Jason had no trouble keeping up. A running partner is a great gift. Maybe, he had found one.

They talked about the high school and the track team. The school symbol, a Timberwolf, was not a bad one. Jason told North he could make the team with no trouble. They were light on distance runners. They didn't talk about North's family. Finally, North suggested a break. Sitting beside the dirt road, North saw that Mt. Adams hadn't seemed to change position even though they had run close to four miles.

"You go up there much?"

"Every chance I get. My mama is part of the Yakama Nation, and we spend a lot of time around Bird Creek Meadow near Hellroaring Canyon. Let me know when you want to go."

"I will. Now, you have questions you've been too polite to ask. If we're going to be friends, you'll have to risk asking them."

They sat, sweat beading on their skin. Jason could smell the faint scent of North's deodorant. He wasn't going to hide.

"How long have your dads been together?"

"Seventeen years. They're the most married people I know, even though they can't get married here. They did get married in Vermont, but that doesn't mean shit here. They know it's just a piece of paper, and I know they'll be together until one of them dies. You know how hard it is for older kids to get adopted? I was three and almost past my expiration date. They had to go through hell to get me, and I know how much I mean to them." North was almost in tears.

Jason reached over and touched his shoulder. "I never thought of it like that. I'm really happy that you found such a great couple."

"I am one lucky SOB."

"You're going to think this is stupid, but you said to risk. So, is one of them like the mother and one the father?"

"Honest question. They're both fathers who can act like mothers when they have to. Plus, they both have sisters who practically love me like mothers. You'd be surprised at how thick the testosterone is in our house. They're just guys, very bright and caring guys, but guys."

"How'd you get your name? My mama thought you might be of the Nation, but I told her that you're too blond."

"North is my middle name. I came to them with all the names. We kept the first and middle, and I got Underhill for a last name from Dad Squared."

"Okay. Dad Squared?"

"Yeah, like Dad 2," North explained, drawing the word dad with an exponent two in the dust.

"Cute."

"Tom's Dad and Jim is Dad Squared. It was easier than dad one and dad two. They're both number one to me."

"Okay, here's the riskiest question. I know you said you have a girlfriend in Portland. You don't feel any pressure to be gay?"

"Oh sure. There's tons of social pressure out there to be gay. Being gay is so desirable in everyone's mind. They may kick me out any day if I don't turn." North's voice rose as he spat out the answer.

"Whoa. Sorry, man. You should be thankful I know sarcasm when I hear it. I just don't know much about what it's like to be gay."

"Well, you're talking to the wrong guy, but I know it's not a choice. Being gay is a nature.  If you really want to know, you can talk to either or both dads. They're easy to talk to, thank God."

"Speaking of God, do you guys go to church?"

"Not to the Church of the Holy Chosen Few. Sorry, didn't mean to imply anything. We went to an, I believe the phrase is, 'accepting and affirming' Presbyterian Church in Portland occasionally, but nothing regular. Organized religion isn't generally too kind to us."

"No, I suppose not."

"Curious about anything else?"

"Well, I guess your dads have sex with each other. Doesn't that kind of gross you out?"

"Eeeew! Do you like to think about your parents mixing it up? Do two guys going at it gross me out? No. I have plenty of gay friends who aren't celibate, and they're not grossed out by Annie and me."

"I get your point! Let's head back. Can I come back to your place and meet Dad Squared?"

"Yep. We've rested too much. I'm going to school you on the way back!"

The run back was faster, and although North restrained himself, Jason was winded when they ran up the front steps. Clambering in through the screen door, they saw Jim and Tom embracing in the living room and giving each other a kiss. North saw Jason flinch just a little, and then he coughed lightly. Jim and Tom turned toward the boys, and Jim walked over.

"You must be Jason. I'm Jim." He extended his hand and shook Jason's.

"Dr. Underhill. Pleased to meet you."

"Jim's fine. North said you were helpful with his unpacking yesterday. Sorry I missed you," he said, his lips curling into a small smile.

"That's my fault. I sort of freaked at your family situation. Mama always says I'm too skittish. I'm sorry I didn't stick around and I'm sorry I hurt North's feelings."

"Thanks for that. This one's special, and not just because we raised him."

"We're going upstairs for a few before Jason has to get home."

Jason started up the stairs, when Jim asked North for a minute of time. North turned back, telling Jason to go on up.

"So, Tom was right. He's due a little credit."

"Yeah. I like him. Today, he looked me in the eye when we talked. There's something he isn't sharing, but it's not because he's afraid of us."

"What would you think of asking him to go to Portland with us for the weekend?"

"I guess. I don't want to scare him off again."

"Seeing you with your friends might be good for him."

"I'll ask. Thanks, Dad Squared." North gave him a hug and tore up the stairs.

"What the hell was that about, Jim?"

"Your gaydar didn't ping?"

"You're shitting me, right?"

"Not at all, sweet thing. You didn't notice how he looks at North? He's so desperate not to look. That's one confused and frightened kid."

Up in the room, the boys sat on North's bed. "Thanks for letting me meet the other dad. He's something, and he and Tom obviously love you."

"Just like Ozzie and Harry, don't you think?"

"Oh, the TV show. Right."

"So, the dads suggested that I ask you if you want to spend the weekend in Portland with us. I'd be happy if you could join us."

North could see Jason's internal debate. "I'd be kind of the odd man out, don't you think?"

"A little, but I wouldn't just cut you loose. I have to live with you when we come back, after all."

"Let me talk with Mama, and call you later. When do you leave?"

"Tomorrow after breakfast. If it's okay, pack a bag and wander over for breakfast."

"Deal."

* * * * *

Jason arrived home before his father. He had decided on the walk back to ask if he could go.

"What's on your mind? You're working up to something."

"Well, Mama, North and his dads invited me to spend the weekend with them in Portland. They still have a condo there. I'd like to go, but I know Papa probably needs me here."

"Why do you want to go? You've just met them."

"I didn't behave kindly, and he could be a good friend."

"I'll worry about your father. If you think you should go, go."

"Thanks, Mama. I'm invited for breakfast. We'll be back Sunday night."

Later, in bed, Jason heard the murmuring of his mother's discussion with his father. Even without clearly hearing the words, he knew that his father wasn't happy. His mother's calm, deliberate voice had the effect it always did on his father. He knew he'd be going.

Naked on his bed, he stroked his hard dick, trying to think about one of the girls at school or on TV, the trigger to his orgasm just eluding him until the image of North intruded and sent him over the edge. His orgasm wracked him, lasting, and leaving him exhausted. He had soaked his belly and chest. After cleaning up, he drifted off until the alarm awakened him and he headed for the shower.


CHAPTER TWO

PDX

The four drove south on US 97 and crossed the Columbia River to I-84 at Biggs Junction and then headed west toward Portland through The Dalles. Tom was driving and Jim was reading a medical journal up front while North and Jason sprawled in the back seat of the Tribeca. Jason was musing on how much food they ate at breakfast.

These guys must work out all the time to look the way they do and eat that way. Maybe they were just matching fuel to work, he thought.

He was frankly envious of North's relationship with his fathers. He detected the respect and love North had for both of them and the boundaries he observed with them. Jim and Tom weren't older brothers for North, but they acted in that capacity sometimes. Both men were respectful of North without losing parental authority. He tried to imagine a relationship like that with his father.

For one thing, they were always asking North questions, about what he was thinking, what his day was like, how he was feeling about things, and they listened to his answers as his mother did when he spoke to her. His father never spoke that way to him. His anxiety about his fantasies and his shaky feelings about girls had no release in conversation with his parents.

"Jason, you okay?"

"Sure. Why?"

"You looked upset."

"No. I'm fine," Jason lied.

Looking back across the Columbia River to Washington, North saw the character of the land begin to change. In his new home the land consisted of huge pillows of basalt everted through the pore that was Mt. Adams. The land was undulating and the vegetation yellowish brown. He now lived just beyond the southern tip of the Yakima Valley, which extended north through Yakima and Ellensburg.

As they moved west toward the greener covering of the Willamette Valley, North felt surprising comfort. Between homes is how he felt, but more at home still in Portland. He looked at Jason dozing against the car door. He remembered Jason's apology — how Jason had told them that his mother said he was skittish. He certainly was guarded. North had decided that Jason was a decent person and he appreciated the effort Jason made to reconnect with him. He was beginning to wonder if Jason was frightened that first day more than repelled. North knew that he wouldn't have made a trip like this with a friend of such short acquaintance and he thought that Jason was also fearless in some ways. He knew he had a friend now and when school started up in the fall.

North looked from Jason's face to his waist. He must have been having a great dream, and the lump was impressive. Jason had told him that he had no special girl, and North, thinking of Annie, was a bit sorry for him. He thought about waking him but decided not to interrupt the dream. North rested against the door on his side of the car and dozed while listening to The Wombats.

Jim looked back to the two boys. Remembering his own adolescence, he felt nothing but relief that their turn had come. If I made it, anyone can. He noticed Jason's hardness and smiled. He knew it could be just a reflex that happened twenty times a night for those two, but hoped a dream had hardened him. Who was the co-star of that dream? Jim liked Jason and promised himself to be available to chat if Jason needed him. By the time they passed the outlet mall, the boys were awake, and Jim saw Jason look toward the stores.

Jim suggested, "We could stop there on the way back."

Both boys said, "Yeah!" almost at once.

"Good dream?" North asked quietly.

Jason looked at him with a question in his eyes and then realized that North was looking at his crotch.

"Shit," he whispered as North broke up. "Yes, if you must know."

"Who?"

Jason blushed and said, "I'll never tell."

Jason hadn't spent a lot of time in Portland, and when they pulled up to the condo building in the Pearl District, he was impressed — silent, looking up impressed. North's condo was on the top floor. Following Jim, Tom, and North, Jason, mouth slightly agape, walked into the living area. The dads were putting away some dry food they'd brought. Jason looked at North and swept the expansive living room with his hand. North just shrugged, almost an embarrassed shrug. Dropping his bag, North pushed Jason across the living area and through the glass doors to a three-sided deck. Jason could see the Willamette River and both Mt. Hood and Mt. St. Helens, as well as the Steel Bridge.

"Well, I can sure as shit see why moving to Goldendale was, what did you call it, a major transition. I think I'm going to train as an oncologist."

"Yeah, a little over the top, huh? Actually, I think Tom's writing paid for most of this, so you might want to hold up on medical school. Look, to me it's just home, and I didn't pick it or buy it. It's beautiful and spectacular, and I'm not going to pretend that I don't like spending time here, but anywhere our family lives is fine with me."

"I'm unhappy at how envious I am. I guess I never considered how different life in Goldendale is going to be for you. I think you're right though, you and your dads are going to be fine out there."

Tom called out to them to get their bags put in their rooms.

"I think we're being paged," North said, "Let me show you our digs."

North and Jason picked up their bags, and Jason followed North down a hallway to his bedroom. Jason started to drop his bag. North stopped him.

"Here's the thing. Annie may go back with us for a week, and, if she stays over before we head back to Goldendale, I kind of hope she'll stay here with me. Would you mind taking the room across the hall?"

Jason's face must have registered his disappointment, which confused North a bit. "No, that's fine. I can't believe your parents would let Annie sleep in your room."

"Well, Annie's mom is okay with it, and she's on the pill." North whispered, "It's not like we fuck all the time. The long distance thing is going to be hard, and we just like to spend quiet time together. I promised I wouldn't cut you loose, and I won't, but for sleeping ... "

"Okay. That's all right." Jason was beginning to regret making the trip. His level of his disappointment at not sleeping in North's room surprised him.

"One more thing. Jonathan wants to come back, too. So he may bunk with you. You'll like him. He's funny and bright and cool. He's been my best friend. Oh, and he's gay, but don't freak. He's not predatory." North laughed as he said that.

"So, when do I get to meet the friends and girlfriend of North?"

"Tomorrow morning. Dad Squared has to be at OHSU all day, and Dad will be writing, so we'll be on our own. They'll show up for breakfast and we'll figure the day out from there. Jonathan will want to go to Klub Z after dark to dance. You do dance?"

"Well, gee, mister, only line dancing."

"Very funny. I'll bet you're good on your feet. We just go as a group and everybody dances with each other. It's gay friendly, in fact, sort of a gay underage club. Annie and I love it. Just a warning, expect to dance with Jonathan."

"Well, that'll be a first for me."

"Consider it a first step in loosening up and getting comfortable with people who are different."

Jason wondered how different he was from the people North meant.

Well, he thought, what happens in PDX stays in PDX.

He was far from his father and more than a little anxious. His mother had always taught him to be true to himself. Now, he would try. Maybe he could talk with Tom tomorrow.

"Just so you know, you're responsible for the rube."

"One thing I already know about you is that you're no rube. Everyone's going to like you, and we'll all make sure you have a good time. Who knows? You may find someone special."

North showed Jason to the bedroom across the hall that had twin beds instead of a queen size like North's room.

"This all right? Let me show you our bathroom. If you want to shower, I'll take mine after you."

"Do I smell bad or something after the car trip? It's only been four hours since I showered at home."

North stepped closer to Jason, leaned in, and smelled his neck. Nope, you're okay. I'm going to grab one, though."

As North walked back to his room, Jason realized he was hard. Well, shit, he thought.

This situation would be comical, if he didn't feel as if he was going to throw up. He wandered back to North's bedroom and, through the doorway, saw North in the hall, dressed only in boxer briefs, scoot into the bathroom.

Great, now he flashes me. He probably doesn't think I'd be interested. He's treating me like a brother. Well, I'll have to figure out how to be a good brother.

The shower went on, and Jason couldn't stop himself from imagining the scene in the shower stall. This was the first time that, when imagining North, he felt a little icky.

After his shower, North walked into Jason's room. He had a towel around his waist. Jason tried not to look fascinated, but North noticed again the same kind of looks Jonathan gave him. For the first time North consciously considered the possibility.

"We're having dinner in tonight. Dress is formal. Did you bring a tux?"

As Jason bit for a moment, North cracked into laughter. "Shorts and a T-shirt or what ever you're going to sleep in is fine. As long as you don't sleep naked."

Jason felt as if someone had told him not to think of a naked North. Dinner was going to be painful. Tom and Jim seemed so nice and, well, normal. If that was gay, Jason wouldn't be so worried if he was that way.

Dinner wasn't painful, and Jason didn't think of North naked. The meal was like a seminar, in a good way. Tom and Jim talked about their work. Jason learned that Tom was an adjunct professor in the writing program at Portland State, and that he was a guest at the U of Iowa Writers' Workshop. Jason knew that was a big deal. He was struck by how Jim looked at Tom when Tom was speaking, a look of pride, love, and interest. Both the men pressed North to offer opinions and forced him to support every one. They also included Jason, assuming that he would keep up.

After North talked with Tom a little about a writer Jason didn't know, John Fante, Tom said he couldn't understand North's appreciation of someone admired so much by Bukowski.

North told Tom, "Don't confuse personality with talent."

Tom just smiled, saying, "All right, then."

Then they talked about poetry, and during a ranging discussion, North said that "Lapis Lazuli" was his favorite Yeats poem. Jason knew that one, and grew more impressed with North. Tom mentioned the big three moderns, Eliot, Pound, and Yeats, and asked Jason who was the best modern.

Without thinking, Jason said, "William Carlos Williams."

Tom rocked back, and North looked astonished. "Way to go, Jason," North said. "Didn't see that one coming, did you, Dad?"

"No, I didn't. That's an unusual choice, but I think Williams became the greatest American poet of the last century, once he shook off Pound, not that many of my colleagues agree. What of his do you like best?"

"That's too hard, but I like 'Blizzard' and 'Transitional'."

"You, sir, are a keeper. If you have time tomorrow, I'd like to talk with you about 'Transitional'."

Jason was unused to being treated like an adult at the dinner table, and his family never had discussions like these. He began to understand why North was special.

North said, "I don't know that one, but I'm going to read it." There was a hint of pride in his voice at the hidden depths of his new friend. His dad wasn't easy to impress, and Tom was impressed.

Because Tom and Jim had cooked, Jason and North cleaned up, a ritual familiar to Jason. He felt like a brown stem, opening and sucking up the attention from the men along with their approval. The darkness came on while they sat in this luxury and talked about a hundred interesting things.

Finally, North asked Jason, "You ready, because the day's going to start early, and we're the cooks? To bed?"

"You guys have fun tomorrow. North, we'll be gone most of the day. You know the rules. Where are you going tomorrow night?" Jim asked.

"Klub Z. And, yes, Mother, I know the rules."

As he said the last, North went over to hug and kiss each of his fathers. Jason didn't quite know what to do, but that problem was solved when Tom came over and hugged him, followed by Jim. "Welcome, young man. Williams. I'll be damned."

They trudged up the stairs, and, as Jason started to go into his room, North said, "Look, for tonight, you want to bunk in with me?"

"Uhm, sure, but there's only one bed."

"That a problem for you?"

"No, I just don't want you to be uncomfortable."

"Why would I be uncomfortable? Jonathan sleeps in here a lot."

Jason let the comment pass. If North had figured out the secret, then he'd let it ride. "I'd like that. I think I will grab a shower now."

"Go for it. I'll see you in a few."

When he finished his shower, including relieving himself of a nice batch of semen, he changed into boxers and T-shirt and went across the hall. North was at the iMac that remained here in Portland. Jason wandered over. He looked over North's shoulder and saw a poem on the monitor, "Transitional."

First he said:
It is the woman in us
That makes us write-
Let us acknowledge it-
Men would be silent.
We are not men
Therefore we can speak
And be conscious
(of the two sides)
Unbent by the sensual
As befits accuracy.

I then said:
Dare you make this
Your propaganda?

And he answered:
Am I not I-here?

"You are a surprise. I don't know how I missed this one." North stood and hugged his new friend. "Goldendale doesn't seem so much a wasteland now. Thanks for trying."

Looking Jason in the eye, he said, "You should take Tom up on his offer to talk about the poem."

"Maybe after breakfast while you catch up with your crew."

"Okay, but you can't hide from them for long."

North turned on some music from his  iPod playing through powered speakers— opera.

"What's that?"

"You can't be raised by those two without learning to love opera. It's Casta Diva sung by Montserrat Caballé."

"It's sounds so sad."

"No, not really. Good night."

"Night."

Jason felt North turn on his side so that his back was toward Jason. Jason was on his back, thinking about how he already felt part of this family. Mama, he thought, you are right. I have to find my own way.

North turned on his back. "I've got to take care of a problem. How about you?"

Jason immediately knew what North meant. "Well, I sort of took care of mine in the shower."

"You mind if I take care of mine here. I'm too comfortable to get out of bed."

"No, that's fine. I'll just listen to the music." Jason knew that North had decided to bond them in sort of an ultimate act of brotherhood.

O pure Goddess, who silvers

He glanced at North as he rested atop the covers, his shorts pulled off.

These sacred ancient plants,

North was so unselfconscious about this.

Turn thy beautiful semblance on us

Jason didn't feel as if he was witnessing a hidden act.

Unclouded and unveiled...

North was beautiful, Jason thought. Lucky Annie.

Temper, o Goddess,

The motions weren't hurried or furtive.

The brave zeal

The free hand glided over belly and chest, and back to thigh.

Of the ardent spirits,

He heard North whisper Annie's name, and wondered whether anyone would ever whisper his name in the midst of desire.

Scatter on the earth the peace

Jason heard the orgasm, and felt it as the bed moved.

Thou make reign in the sky...

North cleaned himself. The smell of his cum was plain in the air. "Want me to take a shower?"

"No, that's okay. Lucky Annie."

"Night, Jason. Thanks.

The iPhone began playing Fugazi at seven in the morning.


CHAPTER THREE

Joining the Pack

North silenced the alarm. Jason became aware that North hadn't put his shorts back on after getting off last night. He finally pieced together that North had used his boxers to clean up.

"Morning, North. If we're going to cook, we better get going."

"Leave me alone. They can cook for themselves. Better, you cook for them."

Not a morning person, Jason thought.

"No. They're your crew. Get in the shower or I'll drag you in."

"You're just mean, you know. A good friend would find a way to let me sleep."

"Get something on and get cleaned up. You smell like a cum factory."

North's lack of clothing dawned on him. "Oh, sorry about that."

North scooted out of bed, got some shorts out of the dresser, and went to shower, leaving Jason to think about the night.

He's like a big puppy, a smart one, but a puppy, Jason thought. He realized the transition from object of desire to younger brother was complete.

"Oh, well," he said aloud.

North came back in in his shorts. "All yours. Thanks for being cool about last night. Hope it didn't gross you out."

Taking a chance, Jason answered, "I rather enjoyed it." He pulled himself up and headed to the bathroom.

North checked his texts and found nothing new. He dressed in regular shorts and a bright T-shirt. For now, he was barefoot. He went to the kitchen and began to get out the stuff they'd need. He hoped Jason could make decent pancakes or waffles. He was useless, except for scrambled eggs and sausage or bacon. Jason came from his room dressed like North, except for the sneakers on his feet.

"I hope you can cook, because I don't want to hear the griping if it's up to me."

"What do you want to make?"

"I was thinking I'd do eggs and turkey sausage and you could do waffles."

"Show me the Eggos."

North looked bewildered. "You're kidding, right? Please tell me you've used a waffle iron."

Jason rooted around in the cupboards until he found some Bisquick and, in the fridge, blueberries. North showed him where the bowls and the hand mixer were. The milk was already out. "Vanilla extract, please."

"What am I, your assistant? You can look for it."

"If you know where it is, it'll save time. Don't go all sibling on me. I'm a guest, remember."

"The hell you are. After last night you're as family as it gets."

Jason smiled, as he located the spices and the vanilla extract. He whipped up waffle batter and heated the iron. As he was finishing, the doorbell rang.

"Get it, will you, Jason?"

He opened the door to find a boy and a girl looking at him in surprise. She was tall for a girl, almost as tall as North, and just as blond. Her hair was shorter than North's and she was very slender, almost boyish.

He was the girl's opposite in complexion. Where she was fair and blue-eyed, he was dark with black hair that looked naturally mussed, but which had in fact been artfully arranged. She was wearing calf-length pants and a feminine T-shirt. He was in close-fitting jeans with a long sleeve shirt over a T-shirt. She was cute. He was . . . well, breathtaking — slender, but with well-muscled forearms. His eyes had at first seemed brown to Jason, but as he looked closer, he realized they were a gold-flecked hazel. He caught himself staring, and so did Jonathan and Annie.

"You must be the famous Jason. I'm Annie and this stud is Jonathan."

"Yeah. I guessed." He was still looking at Jonathan.

"Get a room, guys. Hey you in there, Northy?"

North appeared behind Jason, and she almost knocked Jason over, throwing herself into North's arms. As they kissed, Jonathan said to Jason, "I guess we know who needs a room."

"Northy?" Jason whispered to Jonathan.

"She's the only one allowed to call him that."

Jonathan walked toward the kitchen, and Jason admired the retreating view. He looks just as good from behind.

"Hey, lovers, we need to get breakfast started," Jonathan suggested, as he dipped a finger in the waffle batter and licked his finger, looking straight at Jason, who quickly looked away.

North hadn't told him that his new friend was gay. He'd sort North out about that one later. Tall, blond, and built like a linebacker, Jonathan thought. He's probably so deep in the closet that he can't see the door or has a boyfriend. No one like that could be out and single.

Making him uncomfortable for a couple of days could be fun, if his reaction to the finger licking was any indication.

Jason shook himself back to the world. North and Annie had finally separated, and walked over to the kitchen. "So what are you guys cooking up for us?"

"Jason is in charge of waffles, with vanilla extract I might add. I'm doing the rest."

"He cooks, too," Jonathan said.

"I'm right here, guys," Jason laughed. "I learned to cook on all the cattle roundups I've been on."

"A cowboy, yet."

"He's bullshitting you. You are so easy," North told Jonathan.

"Yeah, but not cheap."

"You should have seen him put Tom in his place last night. I don't think I've ever seen Dad so surprised."

"Fiction or poetry?" Annie asked.

"Poetry."

"No shit." Looking at Jason, she said, "You're going to have to tell me about that conversation."

"After breakfast and before we leave, he has an appointment to talk with Tom."

"I've never known Tom to stop writing for anything on a Saturday," she said.

She and North were hanging on each other, but not in an overtly sexual way that made Jason uncomfortable. The doorbell rang again, and Jonathan went to open the door. "The rest of the crew, Jason."

Several voices mixed with Jonathan's. Two more girls and another boy walked in as Jason began making waffles and North was managing the rest. They moved toward a small table in a breakfast nook with a window looking out to the Cascades. As they were passing, Annie shouted over the din, "Jason — Pete, Mary, and Frannie. Frannie, Mary, and Pete — the famous Jason."

Jason waved as they passed and they waved back. Mary's and Frannie's glances at Jason lingered appreciatively. Jason registered Pete first. Nice, but no Jonathan, and he didn't get the impression that Pete was the least bit interested in him. The girls, on the other hand, obviously were. Maybe his situation wasn't so obvious.

They had a pleasant breakfast, and Jason appreciated that none of the crew made him feel an outsider, nor were they overly protective of North. In fact, Jason spent most of the time answering their questions, although he did pick up bits and pieces about all of them except Jonathan, who was largely silent but who paid attention to Jason's answers. Jason found himself looking toward Jonathan even when answering someone else's question. He was aware that he was acutely attuned to Jonathan's reaction to him.

Jason started to help with the cleanup when North told him to check in with Tom in the office. He walked the short distance to the office door and knocked.

"Come on," Tom answered the knock.

* * * * *

"North suggested that I chat with you before we go out. Is now a good time?"

"It is, and I'm really glad you stopped in. I see the clan hasn't devoured you."

"No. They've been very kind."

"Which one interests you the most?"

Without thinking, Jason blurted, "Jonathan." Unable to pull the comment back, he looked down at his lap.

"I haven't known you long and I don't want to presume a familiarity you're not willing to grant, but I like you. You're obviously bright and sensitive, and you were brave to come back and give us a chance."

"My Mama told me to do what I thought was right, but then that's always her advice. I'm so glad I did. You've made me feel welcome, and I really like how you and Jim treat North. I feel like I've known you a while and that it's safe to talk with you."

"I can promise you that it is. Nothing we talk about leaves the room, unless you take it with you to share."

Well, here goes, Jason thought.

Tom had turned from his laptop to face Jason. He leaned forward and waited.

"Did you really want to talk about the poem with me?"

"Yeah, actually. I was astonished that you picked that one as a favorite. Not many people outside the business have read it. There's nothing overtly gay about it, but it does speak to the feminine in men as a creative spark. Mind you, I know a lot of gay men who don't have access to that spark."

"Well, I'm just lost a little bit. My father will explode if I'm not straight. I've tried to ignore my feelings. You won't share what we talk about with anyone, not even North?"

"That's right, just like I wouldn't share North's confidences with you."

"I had a wicked crush on North when I first met him, and it scared the crap out of me. That's why I ran out. I mean your whole family was so attractive, I had to get away." He teared up and wiped at his eyes with his forearm.

Tom handed him a box of tissues. "It's difficult, isn't it? You're in between. Your mother's advice is the best I could imagine. You still depend on your father and don't want to disappoint him, but trying to act like something you're not can be very destructive. By the way, Jim and I will like you whether you're straight, gay, or in between."

"I'm . . . gay."

"Acknowledging that's a big step for you. Jim was pretty sure when he first met you, but I wasn't. What I mean is, you're not so obvious that most people would even consider the possibility. Secrets are hard on you, but some need to be kept so you can survive."

"I think that secret is going to be a lot harder to keep now that I've met all of you."

"You do know that North's straight?"

"Yes. Disappointed, but I'm feeling more brotherly than lustful about him now."

"That's a relief, because he really likes you and he could use a good friend back east."

"I'm so afraid of what my father's going to do, and how I'm going to find someone in Goldendale."

"Remember, you have two parents. Have you thought about talking with your mother and asking her how to handle your father?"

"No, I hadn't. You know she's part of the Nation. I think a lot of the Bands are pretty down on gay people."

"You're not gay people. You're her son. She loves you, and she'll find a way to come to terms with who you are. She sees your heart, not which sex you love."

"I'll have to think about it."

"If you have real problems, you're always welcome in our home. We're beginning to think of you as North's older brother."

"That means a lot to me. I'll have a safety net."

* * * * *

Annie bit North's earlobe lightly. The others were on the deck, planning the day. "You’re lucky he's gay. Otherwise, he might have given you some competition."

"I'm not sure he is. For a while he did get that hungry look when I was with him, but lately not so much."

"Northy, he's so into Jonathan, I'm surprised they didn't do it in front of everyone. Jon's smitten, too. I thought you planned that."

"Definitely not, but I think we should encourage it."

"I don't think they require much encouragement."

"I'm going to rescue him from Dad so we can get going."

A light tap on the door startled Jason. "Come out, come out, wherever you are! The crew wants to get going, and we're not going anywhere without you."

"That sounds like a command. Thanks for talking with me, Tom. I feel a lot better." He handed the tissues back to Tom.

"Jim and I will always help you if we can. North knows nothing about being gay but we do and so does Jonathan. You might want to talk with him, if you're okay with him knowing."

Tom rose and hugged Jason as he moved to the door. As Jason left the office, North spoke to his father. "How come you never read that poem to me?"

"Because you know where the books are, and you should read as much of Williams as you can. Now, off with you all so I can get back to work. Jason, thanks for sharing your thoughts on the poem."

"I learned a lot. Thanks for your help."

North tugged on Jason's arm, "Come on. Everyone's waiting."

In his absence, the crew had decided to walk up a ways to Northwest twenty-third for some lunch and to look in some of the little shops. They followed a pedestrian path from the condo building away from the Willamette and South. The late morning was warm, but not uncomfortable, and the pace was leisurely.

Jason noticed that North and Jonathan bumped shoulders from time to time as they walked. He realized he was jealous, but for a while couldn't figure out the object of his jealousy, North or Jonathan. He was in the rear of the group with Annie. She slowed, and he slowed with her to keep pace. She reached out to take his hand, startling him. They are so familiar with each other, he thought.

Quietly, as the rest of the group went on ahead, Annie said, "North told me about your rough start. When we first Skyped about it, I didn't like your behavior at all."

"I can see why you'd feel that way. Everyone's protective of him. Hell, even I feel that way."

"But, when he told me about how you came around, I decided to keep an open mind. He needs a good friend out there."

"His whole family is so different from anything I've experienced. I need a friend, too, you know?"

They picked up the pace a bit, so the rest wouldn't get too far ahead. "I do understand. Jon's very attracted to you."

"What? Why would he be attracted to me?"

"Because you're a stud with a brain and a heart. Because North really likes you, and North doesn't really like that many people." She squeezed his hand. "And, because you're gay."

Tom couldn't have told her. He thought North might suspect. "How do you know?"

"The way you looked at Jon when you met. And, then later, at breakfast, you were always looking to Jon, trying to figure out what he thought about what you said. I know the symptoms." When he looked over, she was smiling. Does North's family just attract people like this?

"I admitted that for the first time today, to Tom."

"You admit crimes, you recognize yourself. Maybe you recognized the fact today, but you've wondered for a while."

"How do you know this stuff?"

"Because I stood by Jonathan when he was coming out. He talked to me before he talked to anyone else. Sometimes it's easier to talk to a girl. Jon described those feelings before he recognized the truth. The thing is, Jon comes across as confident, out there, a little in your face, but that's bravado. He's looking for what we all are — someone to care about, trust, and love. Don't mess with him, please."

"I'm not experienced enough to mess with anybody. I don't know how to figure out a relationship."

"Well, you'll have an opportunity with Jon, because he's going back with North and me. By the way, Jon is hoping you'll try."

"I don't get what he'd see in me."

"He does, and that's what counts. He hasn't said anything, but I can tell from watching him watch you. While you were talking to Tom, North told us about your dinner last night. He's so proud of you, and Jon knows how stingy North is with his affections."

They wandered up to the little coffee shop where the others had already ordered and were sitting outside at metal tables. "About time. You changed allegiance, Annie?" Pete kidded.

North said, "No chance. Annie and I are joined at the soul."

The others gave knowing laughs. Jon looked at Jason. "I saved a seat for you."

"Thanks."

Jason took the seat, and lunch passed in teenage conversation. Jason began to feel that he had always been with this group. As they chatted, he considered what a relationship with Jonathan would mean. At one point in the conversation, Jon put his hand on Jason's shoulder, and the others, to a person, looked as if they thought the gesture right.

Jonathan asked Jason, "Did North tell you we're going dancing tonight?"

"He mentioned we might. If we do, you'll have to give me lessons."

"These guys will tell you, I'm a good teacher."


CHAPTER FOUR

Klub Z

North and Jason had walked back to the condo. The others had taken the Max to stations near their homes to change, and they were all meeting for dinner at seven at North's. Tonight was Jim's night to cook. Tom would be chauffeur and would drop the crew at the club later and then pick them up.

Jason was in his room trying to decide what to wear. He put on chinos and a long-sleeve shirt. North walked in and said, "You're not going to a school dance, you know."

"All right, smart ass, I've never been to a place like this. Tell me what to wear."

"This is a first. I've never had a gay friend ask me for fashion advice. Usually it's the other way around."

"Just help me out here, please."

"Okay. Strip."

"What!? Are you nuts?"

"Oh, come on. You've seen me naked. I'm not going to try to jump you, for God's sake."

Jason nervously shed his clothes until he stood in his boxers. "That's as far as I go."

"Like hell. Do you have any boxer briefs?"

"Like you wore the other night?" North nodded. "No."

"Just a sec." North dashed out and returned with a pair. "Try these. They may be a bit snug, but that couldn't hurt."

Jason turned away from North and slid the boxers down. "Nice ass, man," North commented.

Jason quickly turned back to a smiling North. "You're enjoying the hell out of this, aren't you?"

"Me? I'm just rendering assistance."

Finally, Jason just went with it. He pulled North's boxer briefs on. They were snug, but not uncomfortable. He was acutely aware of how they hugged his package. He saw that North was staring at him.

"What?"

"Lucky Jonathan."

"Why does everyone assume I'm interested in Jonathan or that he's interested in me?"

"You've got to stop censoring yourself when you feel attracted to other guys. Don't be stupid about it; just don't hide your feelings from yourself. I know Jon's attracted to you because he told me so while you were talking to Annie. He blessed me out for not telling him that you were my hot gay friend."

"He thinks I'm hot?"

"I think you're hot, and I'm straight."

Jason looked down and then remembered he was standing there in his underwear, or North's underwear. "How 'bout getting me dressed the rest of the way?"

"Right. I'm thinking yellow short shorts and a mesh T-shirt." Jason looked as if someone had punched him. "You are so easy. Put some jeans on."

Jason pulled a clean pair of jeans from his bag. "These are kind of faded and frayed."

"Exactly. Put them on." Jason pulled the jeans up and held his hands out.

"Turn around." Jason turned, and North looked pleased.

"If I was a good friend to Jon, I wouldn't let you wear anything more. But, let's find a nice T-shirt, and the long-sleeve shirt you had on will go over it, open with sleeves rolled up."

When Jason finally got everything on, North gave him a thumbs-up and started to leave, when Jason called him back.

"So what's the etiquette for this place?"

"Dance with the one you came with."

"What?"

"Look, hot gay friend. You are fresh meat. Guys are going to be all over you."

Jason looked stricken. "I mean to dance. It's not a sex club. Jon won't complain, but if you're interested in him, stick with the crew and give it a chance. Just don't drink anything anyone else offers you."

Jason again looked afraid.

"No alcohol, but some creeps have been known to medicate people's drinks. Last, and this is the tough one for you, have a good time."

"I'll be sure to ask Jonathan to help with that."

"Good man, and, while I'm thinking about it, I'm pretty sure that Frannie and Mary have reluctantly concluded you play for the other team, but pay them a little attention, just not too much."

"How come they're not paired up with guys?"

"You have a woefully developed gaydar. If you ask them, they'll tell you they're bi, but they mostly take care of each other. For you, they'd make an exception."

"Oh. You people are so unusual. They won't be upset that I just don't think I'm into women that way?"

"Doesn't mean you can't dance with them, does it? And, we're very usual, or at least we don't think we're curiosities. Do you think you're unusual?"

Jason didn't answer. He'd have to think about that one.

Annie and Jon showed up a bit later. Jon took a long look at Jason and, raising his eyebrows, broke into an approving grin. He gave Jason a hug and later made sure he chose a seat across from him.  Jim treated them to a great stir-fry. He and Tom mostly listened to the crew of teenagers converse during dinner, except when one of them asked a question of the their elders, usually as if consulting an ancient oracle.

Annie and Jon had brought bags to take to Goldendale. Jon had dashed through the hall to put his in Jason's room, and North had put Annie's in his. The trip to Goldendale tomorrow would start late in the morning because Jim and Tom knew that North and crew would want to sleep in.

When the others, Pete, Frannie, and Mary arrived, Jason noted that they were dressed much like he was, sort of normal. He thought they were a good-looking crowd.

While Jim got the kitchen squared away, Tom corralled them, reminding them to look out for each other, and told them to have fun. Jim and Tom had been nervous the first few times North had gone to the club, even though it had a decent reputation, but North never had run into any trouble there. Both fathers were proud that North had chosen a place where Jonathan and the girls would feel comfortable.

Jim hollered from the kitchen, "Fun, not crazy!"

"Yes, Mother." North rolled his eyes at Dad Squared.

They put up the rear seat in the Tribeca and squeezed in. The kids immediately put on seat belts, and Jason did so as well, learning that Jim and Tom wouldn't move the vehicle until everyone was belted. The drive to the club was short, and Jason's anxiety didn't have long enough to get really out of control. He was sitting in the middle row of seating, between Jonathan and Annie. Jonathan put a hand on Jason's thigh.

"It's not a performance, Jase. Don't worry about how you look. Just have fun."

Jason heard the nickname and smiled to himself. Jon's touch calmed him and excited him at the same time. He was thankful that he was wearing a pair of North's underwear that contained the swelling. They arrived a little before nine-thirty.

As they were piling out about a block from the entrance, Tom reminded them, "I'll be back for you at one. Some of us have to travel tomorrow, so don't keep me waiting."

"Yes, Mother."

Annie snapped, "Don't be rude, Northy. We'll be here, Tom, and thanks."

Everyone else added thanks before Tom pulled away. The summer evening was warm, but the air was dry and comfortable as they lined up at the entrance. After having IDs checked, they paid their covers, got their little paper bracelets and plunged in. The music was loud, which startled Jason.

We're not in Kansas anymore, Toto, he thought.

Little tables surrounded the large dance floor, and at the back was a bar serving soft drinks and bottled water. The DJ was above the bar on a scaffold. The clan moved across the floor toward an empty table. Jason, busy looking around, would have lost the others if Jonathan hadn't taken his hand. Jason almost pulled away, but seeing same-sex and mixed-sex couples dancing with each other, he relaxed and let himself be pulled along.

Jason was trying to get accustomed to the noise and activity when Frannie and Mary pulled him onto the dance floor and began to shake to the music. They were pleased to discover that Jason actually had some moves. The girls danced around him, pushing in and retreating from him. Their laughter and posturing were infectious. He could see that they cared a lot about each other when they danced together, but they never left him out. He was most surprised by strangers who fell into their gravity, some of them really fine-looking guys.

North had been right about one thing — Jason was new, and a lot of people were interested in looking him over. The girls always cut the guys out after a short while. Finally, Frannie motioned to Jon, and he joined them. When he got close to Jason, the girls drifted off.

Across the floor, Jason spotted Annie and North. Their eyes never left one another. He turned to see Jonathan staring at him just as intently.

They had to shout a bit to be heard above the music and the crowd. "I knew you'd be good on your feet."

"You're supposed to school me."

"In a minute, Jase."

"I love when you call me that."

Just as in the movies, the crowd faded from Jason's eyes and he saw only Jonathan — his athletic grace, his smile, and those gold-flecked eyes. His anxiety dropped away, and he felt safe and normal. He began to enjoy himself as he had never before. He wasn't hiding his sexuality, and no one around him cared that he was with another boy.

After the song ended, he was about to suggest heading over to the table when a slower song began. Jonathan reached for his arm and pulled him closer, placing his hands on Jason's flanks. The music and voices quieted.

"Is this okay?"

Jason smiled warmly. "Oh, yeah."

Then Jonathan pulled him in until they were touching from chest to thigh. Jason, taller than Jon, placed his hands around Jon's shoulders, and felt Jon's hands slide behind him at his waist. Those hands pulled him tight as Jason's head rested on Jon's shoulder. Warm breath washed over Jason's ear.

"Still okay?"

"Mmmmm."

As they swayed on the floor, their feet hardly moving, Jason felt Jon's hard-on pressing into his own. He didn't pull away, and Jonathan moved one hand down to the top of Jason's ass.

Jason whispered, "This feels so right; it's almost painful."

"I'll never hurt you."

Then Jon smiled and said, "That's an impressive piece you're rubbing on mine. You are so hot, and more so because you don't seem aware that you are. All the guys, at least the gay ones, here are jealous of me."

The song ended, and they walked back to the table, where Annie and North were resting, as well. Annie looked at them and grinned a wide grin. Looking at their dicks, she said, "That happens to North when we dance, too."

Jon said, "Lucky you, and lucky me."

The clan danced the rest of the night away in many combinations. For the most part the others were good about allowing Jason and Jonathan to be together. Jason knew that this was where he needed to be. Goldendale was becoming a foreign land now, a land with his home and parents, but foreign. A little sadness tainted his joy.

Shortly before one, they found Pete, who was talking with two girls. He looked at his phone, disappointed. However, both girls gave him their numbers.

Jason held hands with Jonathan as they left the club a little before one. Walking back to be picked up, the group chatted about the evening. Frannie and Mary were ragging on the new couple.

"Now we have to put up with another North-Annie axis."

"You two have your own axis going, so don't complain," North told them.

"But, we don't act all dreamy."

"I seem to see dreamy behavior occasionally. And, you were both basically unconscious when you first got together."

"Yeah, I guess you're right, at that," Mary said, hugging Frannie. "Anyway, I think they're cute. I can't believe Jonathan's so bewildered."

"I'm not bewildered. I'm just warm with possibilities."

The clan piled into the Tribeca, and Tom asked how it went. All the voices announced the newly born true love.

"Give them a break, guys. They're going to ditch you if you keep that up."

"They know we're happy for them. If Jason's going to survive in the pack, he has to learn to take it. Jonathan already knows."

Jonathan looked at Frannie. "Don't push it, woman. You're going to scare the horses."

Frannie knew he meant it. "Got it. Sorry. You two are just so right together."

Jon took Jason's hand and laid his head against Jason's shoulder. After Tom dropped the others off — fortunately, everyone lived on the west side — the remaining four and Tom rode the elevator to the top of the condo building in silence. Back in the apartment, Tom reminded them to get some sleep.

"We're not dragging you out of bed at dawn, but we want to head east after an early lunch."

Looking at Jon and Jason, he said with exaggerated seriousness, "I mean it. Get some sleep." Jason look flummoxed until Tom smiled. "You two, be safe, and keep the noise down." Jason blushed deeply.

"That your way of making sure nothing happens?" Jon asked.

"Jon, how could you think that?"

The four kids got the shower order straight. North and Annie showered together, but Jason didn't think he was ready for that. He didn't know what he was ready for. He showered next and waited in the room until Jon came back with a towel around his waist. Jon started to release the towel.

"You and North have a lot in common."

"Sorry, I don't think much about dressing for bed when I stay here. The first times I slept over, I just about went crazy. He's so open and so unbendably straight."

"Tell me, how did you guys work it out?"

"What was to work out? I wanted him that way, and he didn't want me. I'm not a jerk and neither is he, so we became best friends. I came out to Annie and then to him. They got me through it."

"Your parents?"

"My father was really good with me, but my mom a little less. She wasn't enthusiastic about having a gay son, but my dad always acted as if he thought I was fine just the way I was.  I mean they let me see North and the dads whenever I want. They don't exactly advertise that they have a gay son. No PFLAG meetings for them."

"PFLAG?"

"It's an organization for parents and friends of gay kids."

"That's a good idea, I guess."

"How about you? What do your parents think?"

"They don't have a clue. Hell, I didn't really recognize it myself until North and his dads showed up."

"You afraid?"

"Oh, yeah. Big time, mostly about my dad."

"You going to tell them?"

"Yes. I don't know when, though. I think my mom will be okay, but Papa is another story. She knows about North's family, but he doesn't. Tom told me if things got bad I could stay with them."

"That's Tom and Jim, and they mean it."

"When did you know?"

"I knew when I was five. I'm a little too flighty to conceal it, so I took a lot of crap. North was my first real friend, and he obviously didn't give a shit. I've had a couple of short-term boyfriends, but mostly they wanted sex. Well, I did, too. But, I want more. So, I guess there's not a big gay community in Goldendale?"

"Big? Try nonexistent."

"You might be surprised. Maybe you're not the only one in the closet."

"I can't think of a way to find out."

"Do you want to find out?"

Jason looked over at Jonathan who had crawled into the other twin bed. His eyes had adjusted to the dark, and he could clearly see him with the covers pulled to his waist. Jonathan was slender, yet defined. No hair that Jason could see. Jason's penis plumped up.

"I think if I could find one person to learn with, I'd be okay. I mean I don't want to get laid by a series of guys just to try it."

"What about me?"

"How fast do people fall in love?"

"I don't think they fall. I think they learn love; not that chemistry isn't great. I feel chemistry with you, and I never expected it to hit me so hard. I've spent a long time jealous of North and Annie. Now, I'm not feeling so jealous."

"I have no idea what to do or how to do it."

"You didn't need instruction at the club. You just let yourself risk feeling good. I meant what I said. I'll never hurt you on purpose."

"I'm just afraid I'll screw it up."

"Why don't you come over and lie down with me. We don't have to do anything, but I'd finally like to see what sleeping with someone is like."

Jon saw Jason's hesitation. "If you don't want to, don't worry about it. I don't want you to do anything you don't want."

"No. The problem is I do want to. I just don't want to lose myself."

"I won't let you get lost. Promise."

Jason left his bed, and walked over to Jonathan's. When he got to the bedside, he dropped his shorts, and, as Jon held back the covers, he climbed in, facing Jonathan. "Twin beds. Promotes closeness, no?"

"That's what I had in mind." Jon reached up and stroked Jason's cheek. Then he put his hand behind Jason's neck, pulling him in until they were kissing.

Jason realized he was holding his breath and released it into Jon's mouth, as if offering his spirit. He was glad he had brushed his teeth. Jon's lips opened, and Jason let his tongue taste Jon's mouth—sweet and a bit minty. The kiss deepened until Jonathan broke it off and moved his mouth to Jason's neck, where he bit lightly. Jason shivered and clutched at Jon's back. Their dicks were pressed against each other as they made out. After a bit, Jonathan asked if Jason was all right.

"All right? I'm feeling fucking stupendous, thank you."

"You're welcome, but I'm the one who's thankful. You are so beautiful and real. Besides North, I've never met anyone like you." He reached down to take Jason's penis in his hand.

"Whoa. I'll come in three seconds if you do that. You've played with one before. I haven't other than my own. I want to see yours. Do you mind if I turn on the reading light?"

"Good idea, young man."

Jason returned after turning the dim light on. As he reached the bed, he pulled the covers off Jon, knelt, and leaned in toward his midsection. He reached out and pried Jon's hardness away from his belly. Jon was smaller than Jason, but Jason thought him perfect in shape, weight, and girth. He was cut where Jason wasn't.

Jason asked, "What do I do?"

"Fuck, Jase, just do what you'd like done to you, but do something." The need in Jon's voice was obvious.

Jason began to lightly stroke Jon, gradually increasing the firmness of his grip. He leaned up to kiss Jon, who groaned into his mouth as he pulsed his cum out onto his chest, Jason's shoulder, and finally, his belly. Jason broke the kiss and smiled.

"Making someone else come is so cool, but we kind of made a mess."

"Under the bed. Towel."

Jason retrieved the hand towel and gently wiped Jon off. Jon took the towel and wiped Jason's shoulder. Before Jason could jump back in the bed, Jon pulled Jason's dick into his mouth.

Three seconds later, Jason screamed, "Fuck!" as he emptied into Jonathan's mouth. Shortly afterwards, Jason got too sensitive to let Jon keep sucking him and he pulled away.

"Damn, where do you keep all that? You almost drowned me. You're my first uncut one; I like it."

Jason fell back on the bed, lying across Jon and then kissed him. "You have to teach me how to do that!"

"Let's hope we didn't scare the horses."

Jason laughed. "That's the second time I've heard that tonight. What does it mean? I'm all right, but I'm no horse."

"You're close enough. It's a story Tom told us when he was talking about PDAs."

Jason looked puzzled. "Public displays of affection. The story is that some Madame in the old west told a preacher who was haranguing her, 'I don't care where people fuck as long as they don't scare the horses.'"

They settled into a peaceful sleep, Jason spooning Jon from behind. Jon wanted to ask Jason how he felt about what just happened, but he felt Jason beginning the relaxed breathing of a deepening sleep.

Before he blanked out, Jason thought, Why would anyone ever want to sleep alone?


CHAPTER FIVE

Love, love me, do

Jason became aware of Tom and Jim trying to be quiet in the kitchen. The bedroom door muffled the slight noise, but he was a light sleeper. He realized that he had slept through the night and was still in bed with Jon, whose head was on the pillow facing his. Jon was drooling a bit and breathing slowly and deeply. Jason thought that if you could fall in love with someone, watching him sleep would be the time when you did it. Jon's features were relaxed, as was his body, except for the part Jason could feel against his thigh. He started to get out of bed to pee, but as he pushed the covers back, Jonathan stirred and pulled him back. Those gold-flecked eyes opened slightly. "Not yet, please."

Jason reached down and, shifting the erection out of the way, pressed lightly on Jon's bladder. "Hey, stop that. I'm going to piss all over you."

"I need to pee, too. I'll come back." He left a disappointed Jonathan, and after gently closing the door behind him, quietly disappeared down the hall.

Jonathan wished he could sink back into sleep. His desire to sleep with someone had been satisfied, and he reflected on the sleep without restlessness he had experienced. What was he doing getting into a relationship with someone who lived over a hundred miles away? Shit. Then he thought about how Annie and North were managing the start of a long-distance relationship. He wasn't sanguine about their chances, and if Annie and North couldn't do it, he didn't have a chance with Jason.

Jason returned as quietly as he had left. He looked at the other bed, still undisturbed. As he climbed back into the small bed with Jon who still had a very stiff one, he asked, "Should I mess it up?"

"I think they probably know we didn't use both, but if you're more comfortable mussing it up, go for it."

"No. You're right. Besides, I don't want to get up again. I could get that lesson from you since you seem ready."

"Not unless you want me to pee in your mouth. The next time I move, it's to run to the bathroom."

"Well, I think I'll pass on that, but you owe me some instruction."

"It's on-the-job training. Like Jim says about medical procedures: see one, do one, teach one. Or, in this case, have one done to you, do one, then you may be ready to teach one."

"What if I don't want to teach one? I think I'll need a lot of practice before I'm ready to be a teacher. I'd need someone to practice on."

"I could probably help you with that."

The door opened slightly, and Annie's and North's heads, one atop the other, appeared in the narrow opening. "Look what we found. You owe me a quarter, Northy."

"Could we have a little privacy, please? I don't crash your little parties. The bedroom is like a confessional — private."

"Oh, Jon, don't be a prude. You both look like you enjoyed the night. I like the sleepy, mussed-up look. Besides, Jim asked if we'd get you up. Or, are you already up?"

Jason laughed. "Jon is. I peed mine away."

The door closed. Jonathan rested his palm against Jason's cheek. "You're a keeper. Thanks for the best night of my life."

"Thanks for helping me find my life."

After Jonathan peed, they both cleaned up and went out to find the others. Jim and Tom smiled but didn't say anything. "Cold breakfast, this morning. Eat enough that we don't have to stop for lunch, please."

Annie and North had Cheerios with milk and some leftover blueberries. Jon and Jason settled on Grape Nuts with only milk.

"How'd it go at the club, Jason?" Jason looked back at Tom and didn't feel he had anything to hide.

"I had a great time. Jon taught me to dance respectably. I hope I get to go again. Everyone was cool."

"Felt pretty good, didn't it?"

"Yes, sir. You were absolutely right."

After the late breakfast, they packed, straightened and closed up the condo, and were off by eleven. They packed the middle seat row with their bags and a few things that North and his dads were taking to Goldendale. Annie and North were in the second-row seating, leaving the back row for Jason and Jon. They took the Fremont Bridge over the Willamette River and connected with I-84 heading east toward The Dalles.

All Jason wanted to do was to talk, hold, and make out with Jonathan in equal proportions, but he settled for hand-holding and talking. He could detect Tom's and Jim's influence on the whole clan, not so much by what they said but by their example, especially on Annie and Jon. Jon had been straightforward about his coming-out process and his experience. Jason felt the same need for closeness and sex that Jon had expressed, but also for deep friendship. He saw the deep friendship between Jim and Tom. That's what he'd like with someone, and right now, he hoped that someone would be Jon. He mulled the situation of a gay boy and a straight one both trying to manage long-distance relationships. At least, they could help each other.

For the summer, Jason thought, maybe Jon and I can be together a lot.

The conversation was cut short as Jim took the Troutdale exit. Then Jason remembered the promise to go shopping. Four almost simultaneous expressions of thanks erupted from the young ones at the thought of shopping at the outlet stores. For a Sunday, the lot was already crowded. After they parked, Tom looked back to the clan members. "Ninety minutes. Please be back at 1:40."

The four bounced around the shops, trying things on and goofing with each other. A few people frowned when Jason and Jon held hands, but others smiled. No one was obviously rude to them. Jason bought more clothes than the others because he didn't get outside Goldendale much. The prices weren't that great, but the Eddie Bauer and Levi outlets had some deals. Everything he bought had to be vetted by North and Annie, but the final say belonged to Jon.

Jon had zeroed in on Jason's preferred look and didn't find anything that screamed out for change. While Jason's fashion sense was quite understated compared to his own, he liked what Jason chose and how the clothes looked on him. Jon thought that making Jason unattractive would require a boatload of work.

Before they went back to the car, Jon realized how happy he was. Happiness, he thought, is always a bit unsettling for me because of the possibility of loss. Well, nothing ventured ...

* * * * *

Back on the Interstate, they all talked about the sights along the way, including a house that had been overtaken by a landslide headed to the river. Only the upper half and roof were visible. The boys talked about what kind of ride that must have been.

Tom mused that they were still half little boys and half young men. He felt that he and Jim had to fight a constant battle, or maybe a negotiation, with immature teen-age frontal lobes. They were glad that Annie seemed to have a little more common sense. North had never been a confrontational wild one. He was wild in some ways, but not a contrarian. They both trusted him as much as they could trust any fifteen-year-old. Trust didn't require perfection.

They turned north at US 97 and crossed the Columbia River. The highway climbed steeply from the river to the plateau until Mt. Adams came into view on their left. The broad fields of the farms stretched on either side. Passing the first road into Goldendale, they turned and eventually bumped along to the drive to their new home. They parked at the end of the long driveway and everyone piled out, stretching.

"I'd better check in at the home front," Jason said

"Want us to drive you back?"

"No thanks. I feel like walking."

Jonathan asked, "Want company?"

Jason felt tightness in his chest. "Not now." He went to Jon and hugged him, kissing him lightly and whispering, "I'll bring you home soon. Promise."

As Jason walked down the drive, North and Annie climbed the steps of the old farmhouse. North looked back to see Jonathan watching the receding figure on the drive. He let go of Annie's hand and went to Jonathan.

"He turned out to be special, didn't he?"

Jonathan looked at him with tears in his eyes. North instinctively felt Jon's pain and sense of emptiness. He wrapped Jon in his arms.

"I know it hurts, Jon. When I fell for Annie, half the time I was crying and half the time I was laughing. It's so new for you. I know him. He won't let you down. Come on, let's go in."

Jon gave a shivering sigh and, drying his eyes, let North guide him into the unfamiliar house. This was fucked up. He had never felt this way about anyone, and the feeling irritated him. He felt like a sniveling little wimp.

* * * * *

Jason walked deliberately back along the dirt road to his house. He didn't feel terror about being gay as he had two weeks ago. This fear was more reasoned, and the practical consequences for him and his family weighed on him. He knew his dad was steeped in the beliefs of the conservative church they attended, but he also knew his father wasn't violent.

Jason was unsure about how God would judge him, but was almost certain how his father would. He knew a struggle lay ahead, but he didn't feel physically unsafe. He and his father had a distant, almost silent, relationship. Jason was a hard worker, and he never complained about the work his father asked of him. He admired his father, who made the farm financially secure and made a good life for his mother and him.

Most, he loved his father for loving his mother. His parents didn't have a demonstrative relationship, but Jason saw how much they respected each other, a kind of loving friendship. He knew that either of his parents would be lost without the other. His father was scrupulously respectful of his wife. He paid her real attention when she spoke. He knew his father had been a bit wild when he was young, until he got churched and married.

His father had never spoken to Jason about love or sex. That was his mother's job, a job she did with warmth and humor. No, he didn't ever see his father hurting him physically, but kicking him out — maybe. He was lost in thought and didn't hear the big F-350 pull up beside him.

"How'd it go in the city? They treat you right?"

Jason knew what his father was asking. "Hey, Papa. They did. I had a good time. They're nice people, and North has nice friends."

"I don't know, Jason. I have a hard time with queers raising children."

As Jason got in the cab he restrained himself, not making a comment that would have brought matters to a head. Choose the time for your battles.

"They're nice guys, and North is a good kid. He's going to be a good friend. He can run like the devil, and he's going to run cross-country in the fall."

"We'll see. The only reason I let you go with them is that your mother seems okay with it."

Give them a chance, Dad, Jason thought as they arrived at the house.

* * * * *

North showed Annie and Jonathan around the house and the land behind it. Jon seemed to have perked up a bit. Coming back in, they showed Jon upstairs and got him settled in one of the guest rooms. North sensed the pang of jealousy from Jon when Annie and he went into their room.

This isn't going to be easy on anyone, North thought. Why the fuck couldn't we just have stayed in Portland?

"We can't hibernate in here, Anns. Jonathan needs some company. I promise we'll find 'us' time later."

"I know. He's like one big abrasion. Without Jason everything that touches him hurts. I'm not so sure we should have put those two together."

"We didn't put them together, Anns. They put themselves together, but we'll help  keep them together. I'm making it a personal mission."

"Northy, don't put your beautiful nose where it has no business."

"Let's collect the hangdog."

* * * * *

"Welcome home, sweet one." His mother enveloped him, and he felt momentarily rooted and safe. Pushing him back to arm length, she looked at him as she always did, as if she could see every secret, every hidden place in him.

"I'm going to check a couple of things. I'll be back in for dinner," his father announced as he left through the back door.

"Fred, you be careful out there," Jason's mother said. "You, tell me all about your trip."

All about my trip — maybe not all. "Their place is high over the city, beautiful views of the mountains and the Willamette River. They were so nice to me. I didn't feel homesick at all. We had a nice dinner both Friday and Saturday. Jim cooked one night and Tom the other. North and I made breakfast Saturday morning. I made your waffle recipe — big hit with the whole crew. We stopped at the outlets on the way back."

His mother interrupted. "Crew?"

"North's fiends, Mama. Two boys and two girls in addition to North's girlfriend."

She looked at him for a minute, and then smiled. "Tell me about the special one."

"What special one?"

"Don't try that on me. Girl or boy?"

Tears welled in his eyes. He hugged her like he had when he was five and afraid. "How could you know?" he sniffled.

"Oh, must be Medicine," she joked.  "I listened when you talked about North the other day, but you say he has a girlfriend. Your heart is changed. I can feel it. I told you to find your way, and I'm thinking you began on this trip."

"Oh, Mama," he sobbed. "I don't want you to think I'm messed up. His name is Jonathan."

"You're not messed up if you're listening to your heart. What's there is there. Few men naturally grow wrong, and you haven't. I'll need to meet this Jonathan."

"Well, Annie came back with North, and Jonathan did, too. He's staying with them for a couple of weeks."

"Lucky you," his mother breathed with a laughing sigh.

"What about Papa?"

"We'll have to see. You know, in the Nation, women run the household. I'm my mother's daughter. I will help your father, but you will have to help him, too."

"You really don't think I'm screwed up?"

"No, my boy."

* * * * *

Through a large window, Jon looked at Annie and North cavorting in the back yard. He wanted to be out there with Jason. Jim walked by and noticed his melancholy mien.

"A little shaky, Jon?"

"I guess. Is being in love always like this?"

"I hope so, and I hope I never have to find out again."

"I'm afraid his father will make him think we're dirty. Jason might not want to see me again."

"From what I could see, he cares about you. He cares because you helped him confront his nature. When someone crosses that threshold, he doesn't very often try to go back."

"I guess. Not knowing how he's doing is driving me crazy." Jon's cell chimed, and he saw it was Jason. "Jason. Excuse me." He walked away and answered.

"Hey, Jon. I miss you."

"Same. You doing okay?"

"I am. I told my mother about us, or rather she asked me about us."

"She asked you?"

"Don't ask me how she knew, but she knew I had met someone special. So, I told her about us. She was so great. One down, and one to go. She wants to meet you."

“I'm so happy for you. Can you come over later?"

"I think I'd better stay here tonight, but I'll be over tomorrow. I promise."

"Bye. I ... "

"I know. Me, too."

He turned back to Jim. "He told his mother. I think he's going to be all right."


CHAPTER SIX

The Crab

They ate dinner mostly in silence. The only talk from Jason's father was about work needing doing. His mother asked Jason, "Are you going to see your new friend?" Jason knew she meant Jonathan and that his father would think she meant North.

"I was hoping to go over after I got my work done."

"I'm not sure that you should spend a lot of time over there. I mean, you can't help but be influenced by what goes on over there."

Jason was about to answer when his mother stepped into the breach. "Fred, do you remember when Belle died and the dog took over raising the surviving kitten?"

Fred nodded. "That kitten didn't turn into a dog, did it?" Fred looked at her as if she were calling him stupid or silly. "I'm just saying that everything has a nature, and being around other natures doesn't change your own."

"Maybe not, but why put temptation in your way? The Bible warns against it."

Looking at Jason, he asked, "You sure there are no diseases over there? God hasn't been too kind to people like them."

"You're close to being a fool here. Was God punishing the Nation when whites brought smallpox? Be careful what you say now." Jason was shocked to hear his mother's vehemence.

Fred knew not to push this any further. Jason said, "No one's sick over there. They are a family, just like ours in most ways. Jim and Tom love North and he loves them."

"I can't say I'm happy about it, but if your mother thinks visiting occasionally is okay, then go. But be sure to get your work done, and done well. And, the sickness we brought to the Nation has nothing to do with this."

Jason's mother asked, "Has he ever not done his work well?"

"No. You're right. I appreciate the way you pitch in, Jason. Your mother and I can't manage it alone."

"No one manages life alone. That family is new here, and we need to make them welcome. I don't think God will take offense if we're kind to any of his children. Jason has found a good friend in that boy, and we don't find good friends that often in life. As to the rest, it will work itself out."

"All right, all right. I've said my piece. Remember that I'm going over to The Dalles tomorrow afternoon." Jason's father finished his milk and left the kitchen to check one of the barns and then go to bed. His day started in a few hours.

"Why's Papa going to The Dalles?"

"He has an appointment with a doctor over there. Don't you worry, now."

Jason was worried. His father never went to doctors. He couldn't remember his father being sick, except for colds, and they never slowed him down. As his mother and he finished dinner, he couldn't be sure whether, when she said "that boy," to his father she meant North or Jonathan, but he could see the outlines of a campaign forming. His mother was no fool and a fair tactician. He decided that he could make it, even if his father pulled away, but every boy values and needs his father's approval.

* * * * *

North watched Jonathan pick at his food. He looked at Annie and shrugged, as if to ask what to do or say. "Any news from your boy?"

"Yeah. He told his mom about us, and she was helpful. He promised to come over tomorrow."

"Then, why this distracted performance?"

"I'm worried about what his dad will do, and I can't figure out how I'm going to fit into the rest of his life. None of his friends know he's gay. He's a jock. This isn't going to go down well for him out here in the wilderness."

"You may be overthinking this," Jim said. "We looked into the school system before we moved, and they have very strong anti-bullying and anti-discrimination policies."

Jonathan replied, "You know how far the rule of law extends beyond the teachers? About two inches, and many of the teachers look the other way. It's like creating rules for life in a shark tank. The sharks do what sharks do."

Tom added, "He's right. Neither of us was out in high school. Coming out wasn't safe for us, and Jon's the expert on the experience. Jon, we'll have to help him. What if he doesn't want to come out to anyone else? Could you handle that?"

"No. But, I know he will come out. We showed him what not hiding is like. He was so happy."

Returning to his bedroom after a shower and passing by North's room, Jon heard whispered moans. At first irritated, he took a breath and let himself feel happy for his friends. Annie and North had been his lifeline; he wouldn't begrudge them their passion or their joy.

He closed his bedroom door, took off his shorts, and flopped onto the bed. The room was warm, so he didn't need the light blanket. He felt like screaming, "Perfectly good naked guy here!" His problem was that only one recipient of that message was acceptable. He disliked the attitude he'd developed during the day. How many gay kids even got the chance to have someone like Jason in their lives?

Not many, so grow a backbone and stop whining, Jon told himself. His phone rang with the ringtone he had assigned to Jason, part of the Adam Lambert song, "Aftermath."

Jon moved the slider on his screen and said in mechanical voice, "You've reached Jon's phone, if you're not Jase, leave a message. Beep!"

"Very funny, Jon. ... Jon?"

"That's a voice I'm glad to hear. Things going okay out your way?"

"I'm only a mile or so away."

"Which means you're not here. Jesus. Did I just say that?"

"I believe you did, city boy. You think that sounds too needy? I'm feeling pretty needy right now, myself. Did you have a good dinner?"

"As a matter of fact, yes. You were a main topic of conversation."

"Ooh. How were my reviews?"

"No reviews. But, everyone knew that I was distracted."

"Distracted? Don't you mean overcome by desire?"

"Well, that, too. Look, I just don't want to be the one that causes a problem in your family ... or with your friends."

"You're not the one who's coming out to them. I mean, maybe you will also, but not until after I do, please."

"You know what I mean. I'm going to be a big part of the drama. I've been through it once, so I know how rough it might be unless your friends are saints."

"They're definitely not. You know what? I don't give a flying fuck what they think. There's another world out there, and if we have to, we'll try living in that world."

The two boys, circling each other in the process of finding love, talked for another half-hour — a little about music, about school, about their lives, about the weekend, a conversation much like the ones between boys and girls anticipating a deepening relationship. They both felt less agitated when they said goodbyes. Jason again promised he'd come over for lunch and stay the afternoon tomorrow.

* * * * *

Jason's father was up well before Jason came out to do his work. Jason was up at his usual hour, four a.m. A little after dawn, Fred came into the building where Jason was working. Fred almost smiled as he watched Jason lift and stack feedbags. When Jason became aware of his father's presence, he asked, "Papa, are you okay?"

"What do you mean?"

"You never go to the doctor."

"Oh. I've been a little tired and I have some belly pain. Your mother bothered me until I went for some blood tests. I'm going meet with the doctor about the results. They're having me see some new guy. Why Dr. Anderson can't manage it, I have no idea, but he told me to make an appointment with the guy I'm seeing later today. It's all about nothing, I'm sure."

"I hope so, Papa. Where is the new guy's office?"

"At MCMC, some place called the Celilo Center, over on 19th by the hospital."

Jason froze. North had told Jason that Jim had moved to Goldendale to work at the MCMC Cancer Center, a center named Celilo. He realized that his father had left the word cancer out of the description. He started to say something, but thought better of it. Fred wandered out to finish his work, and Jason finished his, thinking of lunch with Jon, North, and Annie. He knew that Jim was going to be at work, but Tom might be there.

* * * * *

As Jason shouted goodbye to his mother and hopped in the old truck, his father was crossing the river and heading west to The Dalles. Fred pulled into the lot by the building and for the first time realized that he really was at the Celilo Cancer Center.

What the hell, he thought.

He hadn't listened very carefully when Anderson had given him the appointment information. Anderson had told him that the blood tests were "suspicious," and that he needed to see a specialist. When Fred had asked about cancer, Dr. Anderson had told him it was too early to jump to conclusions.

Fred sat in his truck, the engine ticking as it cooled. He almost left the lot and drove home, but he knew he'd catch hell from his wife if he did. He locked the truck and went into the cheerily decorated lobby. A young girl at the reception desk greeted him and handed him a stack of forms to fill out.

He asked, "Why so many?"

"Just routine," she answered, her warm demeanor never wavering.

Fred sat in the waiting room and filled out the forms. He wasn't happy about what this might cost. The tribal health system would help with it, though. He returned the completed forms to the girl and went back to his seat.

About fifteen minutes later, almost at the appointment time, a nurse came out and called his name. Fred followed him back to a brightly decorated exam room where the nurse took his pulse, blood pressure, temperature, and weighed him. Fred was surprised that he'd lost a bit of weight. The nurse thanked him and said the doctor would be right in.

Five minutes later, the door opened and a rangy guy a little younger than Fred came in extending his hand. The doctor was wearing black jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers. The jeans weren't the kind you wore to work in. He was almost as tall as Fred with dark, relatively short hair and gray eyes. Fred rose from his chair and shook the doctor's hand.

"Mr. Johnson, I'm Jim Underhill. Dr. Anderson consulted with Dr. Chen, who heads the oncology department here, and they asked that I see you."

"I take it the tests revealed cancer?"

"I'm sorry, they did. But we need to do a few more tests to be sure what you're dealing with and how I can help you deal with it."

About that time, Fred put some puzzle pieces together. Almost simultaneously, Jim saw the address on Fred's forms. "I think we're neighbors," Jim said.

"You're that boy North's father," he said. Jim noted the slight note of disapproval in Fred's voice.

"I am, one of them. And, Jason belongs to you. He's been very helpful to North in getting settled here, and we enjoyed having him stay with us in Portland. You should be very proud of Jason."

Silence.

Finally, Jim tried to clear the air. "I know you're not thrilled to have gay neighbors, and I imagine you're not thrilled to consider being treated by a gay physician. Unfortunately for you, I'm probably the one with the most experience out here in dealing with the disease you almost certainly have. There are a number of very capable oncologists who are experienced with your problem in Portland or Seattle. I can refer you. If I'm going to be your physician, you’ll have to trust me and be comfortable talking to me."

"Tell me what you've found, and we'll see." Fred thought the guy was direct with him, not sugarcoating the diagnosis — no BS.

"Okay. Your blood work revealed that you almost certainly have a condition called T-cell prolymphocytic leukemia. The reason I say that is that this disease produces cancerous white blood cells that have a peculiar shape. Basically, these white blood cells are multiplying and finding their way to your spleen, liver, lymph nodes, and bone marrow. Like all cancer cells, these blood cells, in addition to being malformed, are out of normal cell-development control. Questions, so far?"

"Go on."

He's not treating me like an idiot, Fred thought, and he doesn't seem to care that I don't approve of his lifestyle.

"We think these cancerous white cells probably arise from normal T-cells. T-cells are cells from which many kinds of white blood cells that fight infection form. These abnormal cells crowd out the normal ones and accumulate in your marrow, which is where normal blood cells are made, as well as in your spleen and liver. Dr. Anderson thinks he noticed some accumulation of these abnormal cells in your lymph nodes and skin."

"So, what do you think I should do?"

"This is a very rare form of leukemia. The pain in your belly is from your enlarged liver and spleen. If you want me to help you, I'll recommend a course of treatment I've had some success with."

"How long would I be out of commission?"

"I'm not going to lie to you, ever. This is a very aggressive disease. Even with treatment, most patients don't have a normal life span. The standard spiel from an oncologist is that we can't know exactly what your prognosis is, and that some people live for quite a while with the disease. Honestly, those patients are very few, but the treatment can give you more time and give you a reasonable quality of life."

Jim saw the realization dawn in his patient that he was likely to die soon. Jim wouldn't have been as blunt with most patients, but he sensed that this man expected direct and accurate answers. Fred, he thought, was a problem solver who didn't spend a lot of time thinking about the justice of his fate. Jason had mentioned his father's religious nature. That nature could be very helpful to cancer patients.

Fred thought about this situation as he thought about all problems. He could go to Portland or Seattle for care, but that meant time away from the farm. It seemed as if people who knew a lot about this disease weren't littering the landscape. Dr. Underhill seemed like a guy he could work with, even if he disapproved of his lifestyle.

Fred looked at Jim. "Okay, cards on the table. I'll probably never approve of your lifestyle or you and your friend raising that boy. As far as I can tell, you know what you're talking about, and Dr. Anderson picked you. I can put my personal feelings aside, if you can take care of me feeling the way I do."

Jim stifled the desire to slap the guy and remind him that he and "his friend" were married. "Mr. Johnson, I can live with that, assuming that you're okay with me examining you, that you'll be honest with me about how you're doing, and that you won't stop a course of treatment without talking to me about it."

Fred thought for a few seconds and then reached out his hand. "Deal."

Jim took the offered hand. "Deal."

"You won't talk with Jason about this situation, or your ... North?"

"What we talk about and decide is between us, although you can bet that I'm going to encourage you to let your wife and son know what's going on. No one gets through this alone. This disease, like most cancers, affects the whole family. I never discuss cases with my son, so you have no worries there."

"I don't want Jason knowing just yet. I couldn't hide this from my wife if I wanted to."

"Okay, Mr. Johnson, I'm going to make a few notes for your medical record while you undress and put that gown on, open in the back. When you're changed, sit on the end of the exam table. I'll be back in to examine you and then we'll set up a couple more tests for you."

Jim knew this was a test for Fred. Fred would be nearly naked and letting Jim touch him. More than any situation they might face together, this one would tell whether or not they could work together. At a workstation in the hall, Jim entered his initial notes. After a few minutes, Jim knocked on the exam room door and went in. Jim raised the back of the exam table slightly and pulled the leg rest out from the slot in the bottom of the table. Fred reclined on the table with his upper body slightly elevated.

"Mr. Johnson, have you been losing weight the past few months?"

"A little. I'm not eating like I used to. I thought that was a good thing. Maybe not, though?"

"Probably an effect of the disease. Just relax while I check you out."

Jim realized how odd that statement sounded in this situation. He felt the lymph nodes in Fred's neck and then, pulling the gown down to Fred's waist, gently pressed to find the margins of his liver. Next he went to the left side to see about the spleen.

"Your liver and spleen are swollen. The treatment I recommend will reduce that swelling for a time."

Jim assessed the lymph nodes in Fred's armpits. They were enlarged, as were the ones on Fred's neck. Jim pulled the gown back up, and told Fred, "I need to check the lymph nodes in your groin. Lie back and try to relax."

Jim lifted the gown's hem up to Fred's navel. Jim thought briefly that if Jason was as well endowed as his father, Jon was lucky. He then gently felt for nodes, avoiding touching Fred's genitals. The nodes there were swollen as well.

Jim finished and pulled the gown's hem back down. Fred was staring at the ceiling, and seemed to Jim to be in a dissociative state, hardly breathing. Jim thought, maybe that's the only way he can let me touch him.

"Take some breaths, Mr. Johnson."

Last, Jim looked at Fred's arms and legs, where he found likely accumulations of abnormal cells in the dermal layer.

"Okay, the worst of the exam is over, Mr. Johnson."

Jim moved the back of the exam table to a more upright position and pushed the leg rest back into its slot.

"Mr. Johnson, unfortunately, everything I see in your blood work and the physical exam confirms the conclusion that you have the disease we've been talking about. To be absolutely sure you don't have an unusual variant of the disease, I'm going to order some specific blood tests and schedule you for a bone marrow biopsy. The blood tests you can get here today. I'd like to do the bone marrow aspiration tomorrow. I think you should start the treatment the day after the biopsy."

Fred interrupted, "What's the treatment?"

"I recommend a biotherapy developed in the late nineties. The reason I need to look at the new blood tests is that this therapy depends on the presence of some binding sites on the surfaces of the cancer cells. We'll try to kill as many existing cancer cells as we can and try to suppress the rate at which new ones are forming. I wish I could tell you that the treatment is more than a holding action."

"Will it make me sicker?"

"You're not going to feel great, but it's not a chemotherapy. It will target the cancerous white blood cells without destroying cells in other body systems. However, the therapy will also impede formation of normal white blood cells. You will almost certainly have fever, muscle aches, and nausea during the treatment. You won't feel up to work for a while. The biggest problem with this approach is that it will impair your immune system. We'll give you some drugs to limit common infections, but they may occur. I know this sounds bad, but the alternative is worse in my judgment."

"I need to be able to work."

"Mr. Johnson, I believe that the patient should drive the boat. You need to know that if we do nothing, you're likely to die in a matter of months, and you'll get very sick very soon. I think the treatment will allow you the best level of activity over time. But, the decision about what to do is yours. One more thing — until we get your liver and spleen enlargement down, you need to be very careful. If you take a fall or get hit in the abdomen, your spleen may rupture and you could bleed to death."

After a few minutes of silence Fred said, "Thank you, Dr. Underhill."

"I'd like you to call me Jim. Neither of us is going to be confused about who's the doctor and who's the patient."

"All right. Thank you, Jim."

As Jim reached the door he heard, "Fred."

Jim turned and heard the man tell him, "We're going to be spending some time together. Call me Fred."

I'll be damned, Jim thought.

* * * * *

Jason drove the old truck up the drive to North's place, parking near the front of the old house. Before he could get to the door, Jonathan burst out and hugged him tightly.

"I'm so glad you're here," Jon whispered against Jason's ear.

"Hello to you, too, Mr. Needy. Mind you, it feels great to be needed."

Taking Jason's hand, Jon pulled him into the house. As soon as they crossed the threshold, Jason grabbed Jon and kissed him. Annie and North laughing jarred the pair. "Annie, it's like looking in the mirror. Do you remember when we were young and first in love?"

"Oh, Northy, young love is so grand. Sometimes I yearn for those simpler days."

Jonathan, not at all happy with the jibe, released Jason and replied, "That's all well enough for you to say. Your parents are okay with you fucking your brains out 24/7."

Jason grabbed Jon's hand. "They're just screwing with us. I know it's hard to have a sense of humor about our situation, but ..."

Jon sulked. "Sorry, you guys. I know you don't screw nonstop. When you're crawling in the desert, it's hard to watch other people drinking all the time. I'm just jealous."

Annie said, "Jonathan, you've only known him for a few days. That hardly qualifies as a drought."

"Well, woman, I've seen you pining when North's away for school trips or something, so don't get all holier than thou on me."

"Point taken," Annie replied. "North and I are going to help you through this."

Jason smiled at the other couple. Trying to cut through the tension, he said, "I was thinking you guys might like to go riding."

"Jase, we can't all fit in that old heap of yours. Besides, where would we ride, the metropolitan Goldendale area?"

North became excited and said, "I don't think he means riding in the truck. You don't, right?"

"I don't, right. I'm talking about riding horses. Remember, you thought I was a cowboy."

"God, you want to kill me already? We've only slept together once."

"I have an ulterior motive. After you ride, you may need a massage, especially your ass." Annie and North cracked up as Jon's face turned dark red.

North walked toward the door. "Let's do it now."

Jon laughed. "You've always wanted a stallion between your legs. Right, North?"

"Fuck you, Jon. There might have been hope for you if you hadn't met Jason." He looked quickly to Annie. "And, of course, if I wasn't hopelessly heterosexual."

After knocking on the office door and letting Tom know what they were doing, Jason and Jon climbed in the front of the old pickup, sitting on the bench seat. Annie and North got in the bed. They all knew that neither Tom nor Jim would approve, but what they didn't know wouldn't hurt them. The old truck didn't even have seatbelts in the front.

After the jarring trip to the Johnson's, Jason took them into his house to meet his mother. Pointing to each of them in turn, Jason introduced them. "Mama, this is North and Annie and Jonathan. This is my mother, Violet." He saved Jonathan for last, taking his hand as he introduced him.

Jason's mother looked at each of them as they were named, smiling and nodding. Her biggest smile was for Jonathan. "You, I'll call Jonny."

Jon felt as if the woman had reached in, held, and weighed his heart. He moved closer to Jason.

"You are welcome in our home anytime. I can see that you all have a heart connection to Jasey."

Annie smirked when she heard the nickname. This bit of information she could use. Jason's mother looked at her expression and raised her eyebrows as if she knew what Annie was thinking.

After Jason explained what they had in mind, the clan made simple sandwiches, took some sodas, and started out the back door. Before he went out, Jason's mother called to Jonathan. "Jonny, you and I will sit together later."

Jon nodded to her and then followed the others into the yard. They walked a way to one of the barns. The stalls lined one side, and the tack was stored against the other wall.

"I don't suppose any of you know how to saddle a horse."

North, Annie, and Jon shook their heads. Jason put the sandwiches and drinks down. After he bridled and led the horses out of the barn, he reached into a cloth bag and pulled out small apples, handing one each to the other three. He showed them how to feed the horses without getting a finger nipped, and they each gave an apple to his or her horse.

"Okay. Watch me while I do each of your horses. Don't worry. This lot is very gentle."

As Jon watched Jason saddle their horses, he admired the facility with which Jase worked with them. He was a little frightened of the animal he held, but figured that Jase wouldn't let him get hurt. Jason saddled his own mount last. The horses had remained calm while being saddled as if this was part of a normal routine.

Jason knew these particular animals wouldn't bolt or rebel at having inexperienced riders. He'd reserve more spirited mounts for later. After stuffing his saddlebags with the food and drink, he showed the others how to get up in the saddle, laughing at a couple of aborted attempts by Annie and Jon. North looked like he had been riding for years. Jason knew the other horses would follow his own, so he began to lead at a deliberate pace.

North wanted to gallop right away. Annie was happy with the current speed. Jonathan was hanging on for dear life. They moved across the back of the farm eastward toward Bickleton. No roads intersected their track, and soon they lost sight of the house and outbuildings. The hay was beginning to get tall, but perched atop their horses, they could see a mile ahead. Jason dropped back beside Jon, letting North take the lead. North's horse wanted to stay behind Jason's, and Jason told North to nudge his horse along. Soon, North and Annie were a bit ahead. Jason stopped his horse until Jon's animal pulled up alongside.

"Well, city boy, what do you think?"

Jon looked over at Jason. "This is fucking great. Since I stopped being terrified five minutes ago, I'm really enjoying myself. Thanks for suggesting this."

"I knew I'd get you alone for a few minutes, at least. Ever kiss someone on horseback?"

"No, but the idea is very appealing."

They both leaned toward each other, their lips meeting between the horses. Finally, one of the animals got antsy and moved forward, tearing the kiss apart.

Jon giggled, "Not very cooperative."

He looked at Jason awhile. "Something wrong? You're trying too hard to look happy."

"You know where Jim works? Well, my father has an appointment there today. He doesn't know that I know it's a cancer center. He says it's nothing, but you don't go to a cancer center for nothing."

Jason looked dejected, and Jon felt his heart ache for his boyfriend. He nudged his horse forward a little and leaned in for another kiss.

"That complicates things even more, doesn't it?"


CHAPTER SEVEN

The King of the Golden River

Fred pulled the Ford 350 into its shed. After being "leached" at the cancer center and arranging to go back tomorrow for the bone marrow test, he was deeply fatigued. Somehow identifying the disease and knowing its likely outcome had left him a little unfocused. He was also disquieted by his reaction to Jim Underhill. He was aware of a grudging respect for the man, a respect he thought was inappropriate. He'd told the man to call him by his first name. He considered the intimacy of sharing death with a stranger and a homosexual to boot.

He walked into the house and found Violet in the kitchen putting up some fruit. She looked at the man she had known almost her whole life and to whom she had been married for nineteen years. He still excited her. She was happy every day that she had stood against her father until the old man had agreed to let her marry outside the Nation. Fred was rough and taciturn, but what seemed coldness to many people, she saw as loneliness relieved only when the two of them were together. With her, Fred laughed and accepted her kidding. He was a decent and caring man.

If there was a part of Fred she'd change, it was how he treated Jason. He wasn't cruel or purposefully hurtful, and she knew he had learned how to be a father from his own father, as she had learned how to be a mother from her mother. The boy worshiped Fred and wanted so much more from his father than his father was able to give. As Fred came to her for a long hug and a passionate kiss, she felt the wind gone from his sails. She knew that a verdict had been rendered. This business with Jason and Jonathan was going to be very delicate, indeed.

"Not good news, love?"

"No. You know, I always wanted to die quick. Easier for all of us that way."

"You'll die like all of us: in our time. Tell me the details."

For a half an hour, Fred went over the situation, which was worse than Violet had feared. Still, she managed not to cry, because her tears were the thing that shook Fred's place in the world most.

"So, North's father is going to treat you?"

"It's that or go to Portland or Seattle all the time. I won't do that."

"Love, you don't let someone care for you in this situation because it's convenient."

"Something about him lets me trust what he'll do for me. I'm confused. He doesn't seem like what I thought a qu ... a homosexual would be like. Besides, I have to trust God to use whatever instrument He will."

"Before your religion came to my people, we thought that who a man had sex with was a small part of what defined him. I still think that way. I'll tell you right now that the boy they're raising has a good heart, and so do his friends. They've become Jasey's friends, and we should treat them accordingly."

"Did Jason go over there?"

"Yes he did, but they all came back, and Jasey took them riding."

"Oh, Lord. That must have been something."

"He introduced North and his girlfriend, Annie, and a boy named Jonathan. I especially like Jonathan, and I think Jasey is fond of him."

Violet saw Fred's eyes widen slightly, but he said nothing. Fred always considered before he spoke. He sighed. "I don't want to tell Jason anything yet. Can you take me tomorrow? I think you'll need to get me to the treatments, too."

"Considering my social calendar, that'll be a stretch. You idiot, you're not negotiating with a farmhand here. You and I will walk the path to the end together." Now her eyes clouded with tears, and she quickly turned away for a moment.

"Do you think we raised an idiot?"

"What the hell's that supposed to mean?"

"Your son is a quick study. You think you can keep this from him? That wouldn't be fair to the boy. He needs to help you, too. Do you want him to think he let you slip away while he did nothing? You've never been cruel to him, but not telling him would be cruel. Eventually he'll have the farm and the land, but you need to leave him a claim on you. Your dying isn't only about you."

"Let me think about it. I'm going to lie down for bit. Wake me in an hour, please."

* * * * *

Unaware that his father had returned, Jason was supervising the other three in unsaddling the horses. He told them that they had some post-ride care they needed to give the animals.

"I have a whole new appreciation for horse shit," Annie laughed.

"I'll take horse shit over exhaust fumes, although they're basically the same," Jason answered.

"You, boyfriend, have an appointment," Jason said to Jon.

"Appointment?"

"An Indian woman wants to sit with you. Don't disappoint her. Go on in. I'll take care of your horse."

Jon walked slowly to the back door. He was about to knock, when he heard her voice, "Come on. We'll sit and talk."

That woman is plain spooky, Jon thought.  How does Jase live with someone like this? She doesn't scare me, at least.

They sat at the dining room table and talked for half an hour. Jon was immediately at ease with Jase's mother. The conversation wasn't a cross-examination, and he found himself doing almost all the talking. Afterward, he remembered only two questions. She had asked if he was happy with himself and seemed satisfied with his answer. Then she unnerved him by asking if he loved her son. He felt safe telling her that he was beginning to. He saw no judgment in her eyes.

"Jonny, relationships between fathers and sons are complicated. Fathers have a long time to grow an idea of what they want for their sons. Friends, especially the best of friends, accept each other as they are. You know that Jasey is going to have a struggle with his father. I don't know if you are life-mates or not, but for a while he'll need you to continue to care for him, as you are doing."

Jon had no point of reference for this discussion. No adult had talked to him like this. No adults, except Jim and Tom, viewed him as ready to take responsibility for a relationship.

Finally, Violet told Jon, "In the Nation, children have many mothers and many sisters. I will be these to you, if you want. You call me Vi and you keep Jasey's trust. I ask no small thing."

When the other three came bounding into the house, Jon felt as if he were coming out of a dream. As Jason got milk and sweet bread out for them all, he looked at his mother and Jon.

"You didn't do some Indian magic on him, did you?"

"No such thing. We talked from our hearts, and that's no magic."

Violet asked Jason to come to the living room for a minute, leaving the others to jabber about the ride and their relative levels of horsemanship. Jon wanted to go with Jason but respected Vi's wishes.

"Your father needs to go for a test tomorrow that will take most of the day. We're going to leave early. Ben, Martin, and the others will take care of the work, so don't worry about that. I wonder if you could talk to North's fathers about you spending the night and staying there tomorrow until dinner?"

"What's going on, Mama?"

"Your father will know more after the test. I know it's painful to wait, but he needs to tell you the story. You're no fool, but don't think the world is ending just yet. Ask North about staying over, please."

A very uneasy Jason had the discussion with North, though he was looking at Jon most of the time. North called Tom and arranged the matter. Jason would come home with the others and stay the night and the next day. Ready to leave for the afternoon and evening, Jason had quietly roused his father, told him the plan, and wished him good luck with the test. Somehow Jason's father looked a little smaller to the boy, and seeing his father this way increased his fear.

Annie and North thanked Mrs. Johnson, both taking note when Jon called her Vi. Jason gave his mother a long hug, and the crew, after looking in a last time on the horses, boarded the old pickup for the short trip to North's.

As Jason drove, Jon told him, "I don't know what to do to help, but I'll do whatever you need."

* * * * *

Tom was waiting for them in the living room. The four of them were subdued until Tom cajoled them into talking about the morning ride, which was rapidly being transformed by memory into something between the Derby and the early Pony Express. At the end of four stories, each of which could have described a different event, the kids had a more usual demeanor.

Tom knew nothing of Fred's situation but sensed Jason's discomfort. Maybe he'd try to have a talk with him later. If Jason had to stay with them, the situation at home was probably not very good. The kids drifted out to the front porch, where North and Annie sat on a swing and Jon and Jason on a two-seat Adirondack chair. They faced Mt. Adams, shimmering in the haze of warm air.

Jason's voice ended the silence. "I'm going up on Klickitat's shoulders this weekend."

"Excuse me?" North said.

"It's one of the Indian names for the mountain. You know, there used to be a sulfur mine at the top. That volcano is like Rainier, old and worn."

"I'd like to go," Jon said quickly.

North started to agree, but Annie clamped down on his thigh, her nails digging in. He was about to ask her what she was doing when he realized she was shutting him up.

"We can all go," Jason said, looking at North and Annie.

"We have plans," Annie replied.

Jason looked at them with rank suspicion and then smiled. "Looks like it's just us, city boy."

After they quietly watched the mountain for twenty minutes, each couple holding hands, North, in typical fashion, blurted, "So what's going on with your dad? We all want to help."

Annie slugged him in the arm, and he cringed. "Where's your famous sensitivity, wonder boy?"

North actually looked offended. "If we're going to help each other, we have to know what's going on. If the subject is out of bounds, then I'll back off. Jason is my friend, too," North said, piqued.

Jason figured he should break up the developing skirmish. "Thanks, Annie. I don't mind talking to you guys, but I'm pretty much in the dark. I know he went to Celilo Cancer Center this morning and that he's having a big test tomorrow; other than that I'm a mushroom here. Jim works there, North. Maybe you can get some info from him."

"Oh, man, I'm sorry, but Dad Squared never talks about his patients to anyone, not even Dad."

"Then I guess I'll hang on until tomorrow night."

After a bit more conversation the three transplants asked if Jason would show them downtown Goldendale, and North wanted to see the high school.

Jason pointed out that he couldn't drive on U.S. 97 or the city streets. "Maybe Tom would drop us off and pick us up a little later."

North was already on his way to ask. Stay-at-home fathers are quite convenient, and Tom was happy to drive fifteen minutes to downtown Goldendale. Jason suggested that Tom drop them at Broadway and Roosevelt, the street that ran by all the schools. Tom agreed to pick them up at Ayutla, a family-owned Mexican Restaurant on Simcoe Drive, at seven. He even offered to treat the clan to dinner.

* * * * *

They walked by the schools, starting with the Middle School and ending with the High School. North couldn't believe how small the school was. Jason told them that Goldendale was like a lot of small towns where everyone knew everyone else's business. Jonathan wasn't reassured by that thought. North, with his arm over Annie's shoulders, walked in front. Jon didn't feel safe taking Jase's hand, and for the first time in a long while, felt like he had to hide who he was. Jase and he bumped shoulders occasionally as they walked.

They walked around the High School for a while, moving through a little open area near the north end. Walking back across the parking lot to Roosevelt Avenue, they took the sidewalk west to see the front of the schools. More parking was south of them.

North thought, No mass transit here. Everyone drives or rides school buses. He wondered if he should stage a symbolic burning of his Tri-Met pass.

As they walked back toward Roosevelt Avenue, they met a couple of guys who knew Jason. Jason introduced everybody and explained that the two were football players. They were very interested in Annie, which irritated North, but they also didn't miss how close Jon got to Jason. Jason, to his credit, didn't try to move away from Jon. The two groups parted, and the four continued up Roosevelt to Simcoe and the restaurant.

Jason said hello to the girl at the front and led the group to a booth. A young man brought them menus and greeted Jason. Then, as North, Annie, and Jon gaped, Jason and the waiter had a long exchange in Spanish. The waiter held out his hand for the menus, and disappeared into the kitchen.

"What? You can't live out here long without learning a little Spanish, at least a couple of Mexican dialects. A lot of the hands are Latino. North, you'll learn soon enough. I ordered chili rellenos for us. The Madre of the family that owns the place makes them fresh."

"The salsa's good," Jon volunteered.

"Yeah, not too much cilantro."

The four chatted easily through dinner. North talked about going out for track and cross-country. Jon didn't know if Jase had seen the flicker of suspicion on the other two boys' faces when they looked at him and Jon. He zoned out on the conversation, thinking about what he'd do if Jase decided not to come out, either to his father or his friends.

"Hey, city boy, wake up. Tom's outside." Jon looked up into Jase's smiling face. Jon really hoped this didn't get fucked up.

When they all were safe at the house, Jason called his mother but didn't talk to his father. Jim wasn't home yet. Tom came up and put his hands on Jason's shoulders.

"I know that bone marrow biopsies take some time and they'll have to keep your father a while after the procedure, so plan on being here most of tomorrow."

Jason walked out to the porch in the cooling evening. Jon followed and sat next to him on the swing.

"You're sleeping with me tonight."

It wasn't a question from Jon; it was a decision. Jason smiled and put his head on Jon's shoulder. Jon gathered him into a one-armed hug.

"I wish I could make it better."

Jason wasn't used to letting others take care of him. His father valued self-reliance and had communicated that value to his son. However, he didn't mind letting Jon take care of him a little. Jason's mother had taught him to accept affection and care. Jason felt as if he needed to strike a balance.

As the evening deepened, Jon was startled at the sky, already shining with more stars than he could ever remember seeing. He looked over at Jason; he wasn't going to let anything hurt this boy if he could help it. He had taken a lot of shots after he came out and he was ready for a few more if needed.

"Jase, you're getting cold and you're tired. Let's go in."

They said goodnight to Tom, North, and Annie before climbing the stairs to the bedroom. Tonight they would have a full size bed. "Shit. I forgot my bag. I'll be right back."

"Where is it?"

"The pickup."

"You get cleaned up. I'll get it."

"But, I don't have anything to change into after my shower."

"Yeah, I know," Jon said with as salacious a grin as he could manage.

While Jason undressed and went to shower, Jon tore downstairs, put on a jacket, and picked up Jase's bag from the old truck. When he dashed back up the stairs, Tom and the other two looked bewildered but quickly returned to their conversation. Tom was a little concerned that Jim wasn't back yet.

In the bedroom, Jon dumped the bag at the foot of the bed and waited for Jase to return. When Jason came through the door, his hair was damp and he was holding a towel loosely in front of his mid-section. Jon looked at Jason's chest and his dick hardened.

I'm going to chew on those nipples, he thought.

"All right. Stop staring and give me some clothes."

"Uh-uh. You should walk around this way all the time."

"Jon, this isn't funny, and I'm getting cold."

"Well, crawl in bed and cover up then while I get my shower."

Jon started to leave the room in a pair of boxer briefs. "Oh, no you don't. If I had to go without clothes, so do you."

Jon shrugged, skinned off the underwear, and tore down the hall to the bathroom. With his father in the back of his mind, Jason climbed under the covers and briefly was uneasy about what he might do with Jon. He quickly pushed those doubts to the background as he reached down to play with his hard-on. Jon returned to the room, holding his towel just as Jason had, and, as Jon had admired him, Jason studied Jon, admiring the compact body. His boyfriend was lean but well defined. Jason knew he didn't use weights and thought how lucky Jon was to have that body without a lot of work.

Jason held the covers up, and after running the towel over his hair a last time, Jon dropped it and climbed into bed with his boyfriend for the second time. After looking at each other for a few moments, they began to make out, gently at first and then more hungrily. Jason felt more normal in this situation than he had in all his wanderings around Goldendale for the past three years. He wasn't sure how all the mechanics were supposed to work, but he knew this was right for him.

He whispered hoarsely, grasping the other boy's penis, "I want my lesson now."

"You've been a good boy, so I guess I can pass on my incredible skill."

"Don't flatter yourself. For one thing, I have nothing to compare your skill to, and for another, you could have made me come the other night by breathing on me."

"Why, I’m flattered; I can't get many people off by breathing on them. Okay, first rule: the judge isn't worried about perfect technique. In fact, the judge isn't sure what perfect technique is, but the judge is concerned about how much fun the contestant is having."

"The contestant is planning to have a lot of fun, assuming the judge can hold off longer than the contestant did last time."

Jon pushed the cover off them both. "The judge will last as long as he can, given the situation. The only rule the judge insists on enforcing is no teeth."

Jason scootched down so his face could hover over Jon's groin. He gingerly lifted the tight prod from Jon's smooth belly and lightly stroked it. This time he looked closely and was struck by the beauty of the organ, sleek like its owner, thick at its base and tapering toward the end. Even in the dark, Jason could see how pale the skin covering it was. The skin was taut and Jason could see the pinker scar of the circumcision.

How the hell does he jerk off when it's so tight? Jason thought.

Jon propped himself up on his elbows to watch Jason play, struck by the concentration he saw in his boyfriend. He quickly leaned over the edge of the bed to retrieve a small tube.

"Here. Try this."

Jason took the tube and flipped the top open. He squeezed a little of the gooey contents onto his palm and spread the lubricant over Jon, resuming his gentle stroking. Jason lowered his head and hesitated, reaching for the towel Jon had dropped on the floor and wiping the slippery stuff off, before licking the underside from the base to the tip. The dick flexed strongly and Jon thrust up toward his mouth. Jason played with Jon like he would a treasured toy before taking Jon in his mouth and seeing what he could do. Even in his enthusiasm, Jon's thrusts didn't choke Jason; the length was perfect.

After they had finished and were sharing the remnants of Jon's cum in a series of deep kisses, Jason didn't need to ask how he did. Jon's orgasm had been sudden and noisy, his hands gripping Jason's hair. Jason was surprised at how hot he felt when Jon exerted a little control like that. Jon then returned the favor, and this time, Jason lasted a little longer and enjoyed his boyfriend's more experienced mouth. They shared Jason's juices. Jason found that, although he was okay with his own taste, he craved Jon's, and he decided that he was going to practice as often as he could.

"Feeling weird?"

"Oh no, city boy. Feeling like I've come home."

As they rested atop the covers, colder thoughts of his father began to crowd out Jason's warmth. Jon sensed the change.

"You should try to sleep."

* * * * *

An hour later it was apparent that Jason couldn't sleep, and because he couldn't, neither could Jon.

"Stay here, Jase. I'll be right back."

"Where are you going?"

A naked Jon was out the door before answering. Jason heard the knock on North's bedroom door and a hushed conversation. Jon returned with a slim book that smelled a bit musty with age.

"Did you just talk to North naked?"

"Sure. We've been naked together a lot. I'm going to read you a bedtime story."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes, snuggle in and try to relax. Think about the story." Jason laughed and pulled the light blanket over his lower half as Jon began to read.

“The King of the Golden River.” The fable rolled slowly, and Jon did all the voices. Eventually, Jason was listening to the story to the exclusion of thoughts of his father.

The last words he heard before sleep were:

"...the water which has been refused to the cry of the weary and dying is unholy, though it had been blessed by every saint in heaven; and the water which is found in the vessel of mercy is holy, though it had been defiled with corpses."


CHAPTER EIGHT

Coming Out

Fred and Violet awoke before the alarm. Fred was allowed no breakfast, and Violet ate just a little. As they made their way to the cancer center, Violet decided to press Fred. She would have preferred to wait, but she could see that events would overtake them soon.

"When Jasey gets home tonight, we're going to talk with him about your health."

"I'm not sure that's a good idea."

"Over the summer Jasey is going to take you to your therapy appointments. I'm going to be busy with Ben and Martin keeping the farm going. I can't do it all, and your son deserves the chance to help you. You think accepting his help makes you look weak in his eyes? Well, that's foolish. You want to take care of him? Stop being selfish and let him take care of you."

"I'm not a damn invalid. Not yet, at least."

"Of course not. You don't have an invalid spirit. Would you give your life if you could save Jasey's?"

"You know I would. But why do you think it's so all-fired important for my son to take care of me?"

"I believe you. You need to give your life for him now. You don't see it or acknowledge it, but that boy thinks you're the second coming. Jesus, Fred, he's not an employee."

"That's blasphemous, Vi. I don't treat him like an employee." Vi waited silently. "I need to think about this."

Vi could see that Fred was on a cusp, so she decided to try to knock him off. "Fred, do you ever lie to me?"

"You know I don't."

"Why not?"

"I love you; lying wouldn't be decent or respectable."

"Most men find lying to their wives necessary from time to time. Speak for your sex. Why is that?"

"I don't know. I suppose because they think they'll lose their wives if they're honest."

"But, you don't think you'll lose me by being honest?"

"Oh, no. I know I'd lose you if I weren't. Your love gives you a claim on who I am."

"How about me? Would you want to make it hard for me to be truthful with you?"

Fred was quiet for a few moments. "What's this got to do with Jason taking care of me?"

"I'm talking about whether Jason can tell you the truth without fearing that he'll lose you."

"Has he done something illegal?"

"No, you fool. Jason would never cross any of the lines you've laid down for him, but he can't change his nature."

"I have no idea what you're talking about. Would you just spit it out?"

"Think about it, Fred. Jason hasn't ever had a girlfriend. He's gotten very close to North's friend, Jonathan. He's happy for the first time in a long while."

"Are you saying he's queer?"

"He's what he is, Fred. If he's hot for goats, he's the same boy we've known and loved. If you don't find a way to let him be honest with you about who he is, you're going to leave one miserable boy behind. I don't want to have to pick up the pieces when you're in the ground."

"I knew I shouldn't have let him go to Portland."

Vi shouted, "Enough!"

She continued more quietly, "I've known for two years, and he didn't have to tell me because I pay him some attention. Do you think talking to me was easy for him? If he was worried about talking with me, can you imagine how scared he is to talk to you? Don't you get so wrapped up in your own anger and fear that you lose sight of your son's suffering."

Her voice rose again, "Be a father, for Christ's sake!"

* * * * *

Jason awakened to a bedroom still in darkness. He was awake at his usual hour, but there was no farm work to do this morning. Jon was still sleeping next to him with the thin book by his side. Jason smelled that musty smell, which he would now always associate with having someone who loved him read to him. He smiled at the sleeping form and decided to let Jon sleep. Quietly and slowly sliding out from the light cover, Jason grabbed a T-shirt and a pair of boxers. He walked to the bathroom and, after brushing his teeth, pulled on the clothing and, assuming he was the only one up, carefully walked downstairs.

The kitchen light was on and a quiet voice wished him good morning.

"Morning, Tom. I thought I was the only one who got up this early."

"How'd you sleep? I was worried. You looked pretty ragged last night."

Jason smiled broadly. "After my lesson, Jon read me a bedtime story. I slept through 'til just now."

"That young man loves you, and I'm not going to ask about the lesson. What did he read you?"

"The King of the Golden River."

"Ruskin. I used to read that to North and Jonathan at sleepovers when they were younger. I read that thing so many times that they and I could recite it by heart."

"I didn't make it through the whole thing. Just to the place where the King was telling Gluck about the benefit of being merciful."

"Let's fix you some breakfast, and then we'll talk a bit more, if that's all right."

"Thanks."

While Tom was doing up a nice breakfast for the boy, he thought that kids shouldn't have to deal with more than one battle at a time. Jason had to deal both with learning how to be a gay man and with his father's illness, two problems hopelessly muddled together. Tom watched Jason eat in silence, probably working one of those problems or both over in his mind. When the food was gone, washed down with OJ, Tom saw a boy wanting to please a father but also a young man learning about love and sex.

"Jonathan's not pressuring you to do things you're not ready to do, is he?"

"No way. I've thought about doing things with other boys for a while, but thinking about them and knowing how to do them are different." If the room were brighter, Tom would have seen Jason blush.

"Jonathan's a very caring guy who's been through a lot. You're the first boy he's been with who's let him do some of the teaching and some of the caring. I know you've fallen headlong in love, but some fiery attachments burn out quickly. Others, as I can attest, last forever."

"You know, I have trouble thinking about forever when I have so little control over life."

"I guess for you now things seem way out of control."

Jason got up and began to pace. "I just hate that Papa won't tell me anything. It's like if I do what I want and try to help him, he's going to get pissed off. And then I think, maybe he doesn't want my help because he suspects I'm gay."

Tom rose and gave Jason a hug. "Do you know the phrase, Sophie's Choice?"

"A movie title, right? And a novel. I can't remember who wrote the novel."

"Styron. The story involves a mother who has to choose which of her children will live. I think you may have to get ready for that kind of choice."

Jason looked as if he didn't understand, so Tom tried again.

"You may have to choose whether to placate a sick father with a lie or to tell him the truth and risk his disapproval or more. I think another way of describing choices like these is being between a rock and a hard place."

"I don't think I could stand it if Papa hates me, but you all have shown me that I can try for happiness if I'm true to myself."

"Think about this. If your father dies soon, in twenty years will you be sorrier if you lied to him or if you told the truth and he hurt you? One job for adults is to try to get teenagers to look a little farther down the road, not to concentrate exclusively on the pain or pleasure of the moment."

Jason was about to reply when a drowsy North and Annie walked downstairs and into the kitchen. Annie's sleep clothes revealed her figure, and Jason wondered how Annie felt knowing that only one male in the crowd of males in this house fully appreciated the view.

Looking at Jason, Annie asked, "Well, did you wear Jon out?"

Jason was trying to figure out what to say when Annie tried to take him off the hook. "You don't have to answer that, but you look so cute when you're flustered."

North wasn't ready to let Jason off that hook just yet. "I'm sure Jon would be at his side if Jason hadn't done him in completely."

* * * * *

Before they went into the procedure room, Jim had told Fred, "This may hurt like a mother."

Vi accompanied Jim and Fred. She could hold Fred's hand and encourage him not to move during the procedure.

The hospital staff started an IV and gave Fred a little short-acting sedative-amnestic. Fred was placed on his left side and the area over the crest of the back of his pelvis was prepped with an antiseptic agent. The insertion site was draped, and Jim injected a local anesthetic around the insertion site. He then used a slightly larger needle to push some of the anesthetic into the bone's outer covering.

Through his mask Jim told Fred, "I'm starting. Try not to move, please."

With a knife, Jim made a small incision at the site. He used the newer Marrowmax needle system; less pain if he hit a dry site and had to reinsert the needle. Jim conducted the biopsy and aspiration. Other than an occasional moan, Fred was stoic. Jim looked at the sample and, satisfied, handed it to a technician. He then removed the large needle and put pressure over the site to control bleeding.

Back in one of the regular hospital rooms, Jim watched with Vi as a couple of he Center staff got Fred into the bed and put up the side rails.

"He'll be out for a little bit, and we're going to check him for bleeding around the site. He did well, and we got what we needed. I'm going to look at part of the sample now; the rest I'll send for surface protein testing."

"Thanks. You've been good to Fred, considering his attitude."

"I wish he weren't so sick, but he is and that's what I see — a sick man who needs my help."

"I think he trusts you. Thank you for your compassion."

"I recommend we start treatment tomorrow, as Fred and I discussed."

"Let me know what time. Jason will come with Fred."

Jim's esteem for Vi as manager of the family situation increased as he saw the outline of her plan. He thought, Damn, she's taking a chance.

* * * * *

When Jon was finally awake, he, North, and Annie had breakfast, and the clan decided to dress and play a board game suggested by Annie. The Scrabble board was placed on a card table they brought out to the front porch.

"Author or title," Annie said.

Jason, completely baffled, asked, "What's that mean?"

Jonathan grinned and told Jason, "Jim's and Tom's version of Scrabble. You can only play authors' names or book titles. If the person before you spells a name, you have to play the title of one of the works by that author. If the player before you spells a title, you have to spell the author's name."

Jason was more confused now. "That would take all day, and the game doesn't have enough letters to do that."

North piped in, "Ah. Special tiles, developed by the dads, my friend."

The four decided to play as teams since this was Jason's first time—Jon and Jason against the other couple. They played furiously for a couple of hours. Jon and Jason won the first game, and the second was coming to a conclusion, the lead jumping back and forth. Jason's cell rang. They all stopped and watched as Jason walked away and answered.

When he returned to the table, he said, "It's over. Mama says he did fine. They're staying for a while so Jim can keep an eye on Papa. I'm going to take him in for the first round of therapy tomorrow morning."

Jason was very unsure about that development. He looked to the west at Mt. Adams. Events were changing so fast, and the mountain just stood there changing so slowly. If it had a spirit, how did that spirit experience change?

"I'll go with you."

Jason loved Jon for his courage. His father was a mostly unknown quantity to Jon.

"I'd really like that, but I'm not sure how Papa would react. Let me see, okay? Martin, one of the foremen, is going to drop us off and pick us up when the treatment's done. There'll be plenty of room in the crew cab for all of us."

"Not to butt in, but what's your father going to think if Jon comes along?" North asked.

"Papa and I are going to talk tonight. One way or the other, he won't have to guess."

Jon felt a wave of anxiety. His pulse and breathing rates accelerated and he felt a slight nausea. "Don't do anything stupid. I don't have to go."

Annie looked serious and told Jason, "If your father gives you any shit, I'll come over and kick his ass, sick or not."

Jason wondered at how quickly friends could bond, and the thought of Annie in pitched combat with his father dissolved him in laughter. He couldn't stop laughing as the other three crowded around him for support.

Better laugh than cry, Jason thought.

The kids put away the special Scrabble set without finishing the second game. Jon and Jason walked down the porch steps and around the side of the farmhouse. Jon couldn't discourage Jason from talking with his father. Finally, Jason grabbed Jon and kissed him.

"Now, please, shut up. Whatever happens will not be your fault. I need you to man up. If I get kicked out on my ass, I'll need you to pick me up."

Among more kisses, a teary-eyed Jon told Jason, "If Annie doesn't kick his ass, I will."

* * * * *

Fred hobbled into the house and went up to bed. He wasn't used to medicine and he was surprised that, whatever they gave him, he couldn't remember the specifics of the procedure. He was sore with a deep, aching pain in his back where the bulky dressing was taped. Jim had told Vi to keep him still for the rest of the day, so she wasn't going to take any of his crap about getting back to work.

"Jasey's going to stay over at North's for dinner, so you can rest. When he gets back, you two can talk about the details of tomorrow's trip. Martin's going to drive you in the 350."

A couple of hours later, Vi fixed a very light dinner for both of them. She ate with Fred up in their room. She felt as if this was the beginning of a watch. They talked about how they had met, fallen in love and married, laughing together about her father's objections to Fred and about Jason's birth and how the little boy had made them a better family.

"I'm not sure I would have stayed on the straight and narrow if Jason hadn't come along. I mean you probably would have kept me there, but it would have been a bigger struggle for you." Fred sounded tired.

"You rest a bit. I'm going downstairs; holler if you need me."

"I'd be screaming all the time."

Damn, she thought. That kind of talk isn't like Fred at all. He smells his fate on the breeze. I hope that smell lets him treat his son right.

When Jason returned, Vi told him the details of the procedure, and Jason described his stay at North's. She nearly cried when Jason told her about the bedtime story. Jason haltingly told his mother about his decision to have Jonathan accompany him on the trip tomorrow and about Annie's comment.

Vi laughed. "I think I like her."

She looked at her son, about to do the most difficult thing he had ever tried. God, she was proud of him.

"I'm going up to talk with Papa."

As if hesitation might undo him, Jason hurried up the stairs. Vi heard the knock on their bedroom door. She knew she had to wait to pick up any broken pieces that might result from the conversation between the two men.

"Papa, I guess you know I'm going to be taking you tomorrow." Jason waited for the complaining and argument.

"You up to it?"

Jason was shocked. "Yes, Papa."

"You have something else you need to say?"

Jason looked at the floor. His mouth was dry, and he felt sick to his stomach. "Yes, sir."

"Look at me when we're talking, Jason. I need to see your eyes."

The boy looked into his father's eyes. "I'm gay, Papa. Please don't hate me."

Fred sat up on the bed, fixing Jason with the paternal gaze Jason had come to know.

"How'd you come to that conclusion, son?"

His father hadn't called him son in five years. Jason sighed. "I've known for a while. I tried not to be, honest. But, it's what I am and I'm through lying about it."

"I can't find my way clear of thinking that God doesn't countenance what you're talking about."

Jason suddenly felt anger well up alongside the fear. "Well, He'll have to get used ..."

"Jason! Let me finish. Your mother is the most spiritual human I know. The Spirits reach out of her people's deep past to speak through her. I'll deny it if you tell anyone, but between God and your mother, I might just have to choose your mother."

Jason was unsure about what had just happened. "Papa, you don't hate me? You're not going to throw me out?"

"The reason I'm so hard on you is that you're precious to me. You're becoming a good man. I can't say I'll ever be happy about the way these things have turned out, but I believe I'm convinced that you didn't choose this. I never thought queer…gay people could be any good, but Dr. Underhill has behaved like a decent, hell, a good Christian person. If it's possible for him, then it's possible for you. God will have to sort out His judgment later."

Jason began to cry. Fred held his arms open, and the boy ran to sit on the bed and accept his father's embrace. He cried himself out before Fred let him go.

"We have to be up early tomorrow, so let's get some sleep."

As Jason left the room, Fred said, "Oh, you're going to have a lot of time on your hands tomorrow, so you might consider bringing a friend along, maybe that Jonathan boy. Well, think about it. Good night, son."

A smiling Jason left the room. Fred hoped he was doing the right thing and that God would forgive him.

Jason could see his mother's concern when he came down. His smile unknitted her brow, and when Jason told her about the discussion, Vi knew she had been right about Fred all those years ago. Jason had been true to himself, but Fred had gone against everything he had been taught and believed. Who was the braver?

In his room, Jason made the happiest call of his life to Jon, ending with, "Be ready early."

* * * * *

Jon screamed to North, Annie, Tom, and Jim, "He fucking did it! His father actually told him to invite me to come with them."

The kids were a whirl of hugging, fiving, and congratulations. Jim thought about how the matter had trembled in the balance and how Jason's mother had orchestrated the events. She was a formidable woman, indeed.


CHAPTER NINE

A Treatment Worse Than the Disease

The big pickup arrived at North's at seven. Jon was waiting on the porch of North's house with Annie and North. The 350 stopped thirty feet from the house, and Jon looked to North and Annie before walking to the truck. A tall Latino man was driving, and a man Jon assumed was Jase's dad was in the front passenger seat. North and Annie waved to Jason's father; he responded with an unsmiling, slight nod. Jason was in the rear seat of the tan truck's crew cab.

As Jonathan approached the truck, he looked carefully at Jase's father. He felt that he was looking into Jase's future — not the illness, but the way Jase would look when older. Not bad at all, he thought. The older man looked tired and drawn, though, and for the first time, Jon knew how sick Fred must be. Jase opened the back door of the crew cab, but Jon stopped and introduced himself.

"Mr. Johnson, I'm Jonathan Sumner."

Jon held out his hand and looked at the man squarely. Jon wanted Fred to know he wasn't afraid. Fred looked at Jon for a few heartbeats and then extended his hand. The grip was firm, the hand hardened by years of farm work, but Fred didn't try to crush the boy's hand.

"Pleasure," Fred said. Jon knew that this was only politeness, but kind anyway.

Fred, nodding toward the driver, said to Jon, "This is Martin."

Jon raised his hand, greeting Martin, and Martin returned a nod.

Jon was unaware of their progress toward the cancer center; all he thought about was Jase. He resisted every impulse to hold Jase's hand or touch his cheek. No sense in rubbing things in his father's face. Martin dropped them off at the center. When the older man unfolded his body from the front seat, Jon saw how tall he was, a little taller than Jase, and how handsome he was. Inside, Fred registered with another persistently cheery young woman while Jason and Jon waited.

"You and Jonathan don't need to hang around once they get me hooked up."

"Papa, I'm not going to leave you alone."

"Look, I'm going to think I need to entertain you if you're just going to sit and look at me. Entertaining you is always exhausting."

Looking at Jon, Jason thought of an errand he wanted to run. He thought of other things he wanted to do, too, but those would have to wait. Jason flushed as if his father were privy to his randy thoughts.

"Okay, once you're settled in, we might leave for a while. Jim will know how to get me if he needs to."

A middle-aged woman in bright flowery scrubs came through a door and called, "Mr. Johnson?"

Fred got up with Jason and Jon trailing behind. The woman took them back to the chemo suite, a large room with hospital gurneys, each surrounded by curtains. She told Fred to undress completely and put on a gown.

Jason turned to leave, saying, "We'll wait outside. Let us know when you're finished."

Before Fred could respond, the nurse said, "Honey, we're going to have to start an IV and give your father some medication before we start the therapy. You boys go back to the waiting room. Someone will get you when we're ready to begin."

Jason knew better than to try to negotiate with this woman. He and Jon went back to the waiting room and discovered why the room was called a waiting room.

Jason held Jon's hand as they waited. "This is going to take most of the day. I want to stay with him when the treatment starts and be here when it ends. I'm taking you to lunch in the middle, though, and we're going on an errand."

"Are you crazy? We can't leave."

"You heard him say he'll feel like he has to keep us entertained if we stay back there all the time. Mostly, I think he doesn't want me to see him if he has trouble."

"I just don't want you to beat yourself up for leaving. If you're going to do that, we should just stay, even if we stay out here."

"I want to help Papa, but I'm not going to sink myself doing it. My mama once told me that to help others you have to take care of yourself. Right now, taking care of myself is enjoying being with you."

"So, what's the big errand?"

"If I'm going to drag your beautiful ass up the mountain this weekend, we have to get you some decent hiking boots and the right clothes."

"Really? You don't think my normal wardrobe is acceptable?"

"I love your look, but you might enjoy the outdoorsman touch."

"Okay, cowboy, but where do I get the new duds?"

"That's a surprise for later."

Jason leaned into Jon pressing their shoulders together and sighed.

In the chemo suite, the nurse was prepping Fred. The head of the gurney was raised so that his upper body was at a forty-five degree angle. The nurse hung a bag of IV fluid on a pole and connected the IV tubing to an IVAC pump that would control the infusion rate. Then she inserted a plastic IV catheter in a vein in Fred's left forearm and connected an extension tube with a Y adaptor.

"One more to go," the nurse said.

She repeated the process on Fred's right arm, except that the tubing went straight from the bag into the catheter in Fred's right forearm. She adjusted the flow from this bag to a slow drip.

"Mr. Johnson, I'm going to give you a couple of pills to take. One is an antihistamine and the other is plain old Tylenol. We'll let them work for thirty minutes and then start the Campath. Dr. Underhill is going to come in for a few minutes before we start the treatment. You're very fortunate, by the way, to have him taking care of you. He's one of the best in the country."

Fred took the pills. His world seemed diminished to this small, curtained cell. He wondered whether the treatment would be as bad as the disease. He had decided that if the side effects were terrible he would stop and let the disease take its course. He lived now on the brink between fear of death and fear of life.

"Mr. Johnson, I'm going to bring your boys back now," the nurse said.

Fred started to correct her. Jonathan wasn't his boy. He stopped himself because he knew that Jonathan meant as much to Jason as Vi did to him. That thought unsettled him, but Jason deserved a companion to help him deal with this mess. For the past two days Fred had done a lot of praying, not so much praying for himself as asking for help for Jason.

The boys followed the nurse back to the little cloth-walled room and sat in the two available chairs, side by side. Fred thought that they looked so young. How could they know what love meant or what kind of life they could have?

"Papa, was getting stuck bad?"

"No, son, just a little pinch. I took a couple of pills. They're going to start once the pills take effect. Jason and you too, Jonathan, I don't know what to expect, but if you're asked to leave, promise me you will."

"Yes, sir," two voices answered as one.

"Where are you taking Jonathan for lunch?"

"I don't know yet. We're going on a shopping expedition."

"That's right. You told me you were going up on old Klickitat this weekend. You take him to Stone's. Tell them to put everything on my tab."

Jon, thoroughly surprised, said, "You don't have to do that, sir."

"Of course I don't, young man. But, I'm going to."

Jon knew he had been had. He smiled at Fred. "Yes, sir."

They heard Jim's voice as he checked with the nurse. The curtain was pulled away, and Jim came in. "Fred, you ready for the ride?"

"Let's get it done."

"Jason, Jon, how are you both?"

The boys nodded without saying anything. The nurse hung a smaller IV bag with clear liquid on the pole. The tubing of the smaller bag went into a second slot in the infusion pump. Each line from the pump now went into one side of the Y adaptor.

Jim said, "The blood tests from yesterday confirmed the presence of the protein that this medicine targets on the cancer-cell membranes. That's very good news. I wish I could tell you what kind of reactions you're going to have. We talked before about the common ones — fever, nausea, chills, and the like. I'll be in the building if you have a serious or unusual reaction. I'm going to send you home with some pills to take to prevent two common infections in patients taking this treatment."

Jason paled as he realized for the first time how sick his father might become just because of the treatment. Jim saw his reaction.

"We're going to take good care of your father. If you can't tolerate seeing him feeling like crap, then you need to leave now. That goes for you, too, Jon. We start at a low dose and will increase the dose over the first week. The good news is that the reactions tend to get less severe over the first week."

Jason thought a moment and answered for himself and Jon, "We'll stay."

Jim nodded to the nurse who set the flow rate on the IVAC and pressed one of its buttons. The machine began beeping at long intervals.

Jason thought that it might be like an execution by lethal injection — whatever was going to happen to his father would happen quickly. But nothing obvious happened. Fred had no reaction at all. Jim checked the settings on the infusion pump.

"I'll leave you to it. Remember, we're running this in over two hours, so whatever reaction will occur should take half an hour or so to start. I'll check in later."

The nurse opened the curtain surrounding the gurney a little so that the aisle in the center of the room was visible. She handed Fred the emergency call button.

"If you feel sick or need me, press the button." She turned to Jason and Jon. "If he can't do it, you press the button."

Picking up a couple of plastic kidney-shaped bowls, she told Jason and Jon, "If he gets sick and I don't make it here in time, catch what comes up in here. If you fill one up, switch to the other."

* * * * *

North and Annie went inside for breakfast after seeing Jon and Jason off. Tom's keyboard sounded quietly from the office. At the table, eating cereal, Annie decided to wind North up a bit.

"So, you got a little jealous of Jason's friends yesterday?"

"I did not! I got pissed because they were rude. They were looking at you as if you were a menu item at a diner. If you'd seriously consider doing anything with those Neanderthals, we need to re-evaluate our relationship."

"Touchy, touchy, touchy. Alas, I'm thoroughly smitten, and by you alone. By the way, how dare you even suggest that I'd be interested in them?"

"I know. I guess I was a little jealous. Did you see how they looked at Jason and Jon before they left?"

"I did. I couldn't tell whether a light bulb went on for either of them, though."

"Trust me, the light went on, or at least partly on."

"With Jon and me back in Portland most of the time after school starts, you're going to have to watch his back. Doing that isn't going to make it easy for you to fit in."

"Well, I'm certainly going to have Jason's back, and the chips will have to fall where they fall. If their cross-country team is in as bad a shape as Jason said, I may be able to give him some cover by running the rest of them into the ground."

"You are an irresistible force. Maybe I should be jealous of the football players."

"Let's go upstairs. You can take my mind off them."

* * * * *

Jason and Jon had waited quietly with Fred for half an hour. The nurse had silenced the beeping from the infusion pump once she was satisfied that it was performing properly. The first indication of trouble was the flushing of Fred's skin and the beginning of a sweat. Fred's face took on the look of someone with a bad case of the flu.

Fred pushed the call button and, almost at the same time, started to retch. Jason was paralyzed, watching his father become obviously ill. Jon rushed to grab one of the basins and got it under Fred's chin just before the man started to vomit. What was left in his stomach came up and was caught in the basin Jon was holding. The smell of the vomit almost made Jason throw up, but Jon didn't seem fazed.

The nurse hurried into the area and grabbed the basin from Jon, setting it on the bedside table and picking up the second one. After partly filling the second basin, Fred stopped vomiting, giving the nurse time to take his temperature, which was elevated but not extreme.

"Good," the woman said.

Jason looked at her as if she were a lunatic. "Good?"

"Yes, my dears, this means the treatment has begun working. Things are likely to get a bit worse before they get better."

Looking at Jon, the nurse said, "You did very well."

Then she saw that Jason was ashamed and tried to comfort him. "This whole business is scary. You'll get used to it and before you know it, you'll be acting like an old hand. I have to get things cleaned up here, so you two go out and wait for a few minutes."

Before leaving, Jason went to his father. Leaning over, he whispered, "Papa, I'm sorry. I'll do better."

Fred grabbed Jason's arm. "You're doing fine. If you beat yourself up about this, I'm not going to be happy. This isn't the way it should work. No sixteen year-old should have to take care of a father like this. Now, run out and let me get cleaned up."

Jon dragged Jason to the waiting room, where he looked for a place with a little privacy. He found an alcove and pulled Jason into it. Jason looked spooked, and as soon as Jon touched him, he began to sob. The thought of crying like this with anyone but his mother or Jon would have been unbearable for Jason.

When he was cried out, Jason thanked Jon for stepping up when his father had become so ill. Jon could sense that Jason thought he had failed in a way that could never be forgiven.

"I know we haven't known each other long, but I feel as if we are a team. I love having sex with you, but I love you more. When I'm weak, your job is to pick me up. When you stumble, I'll pick you up. You'll never be a failure in my eyes."

Seeing no one around, Jason hugged Jon tightly. But, no matter what Jon said, Jason's sense of failure remained.

"Let's see if he's cleaned up."

They walked back through the waiting room and into the chemo suite. The nurse, Gina, according to her nametag, spotted them and waved them over to the bedside. Fred was sweating and shivering; his appearance increased Jason's anxiety.

Gina whispered to the boys, "I gave him something to help control the nausea, and he's not so sick to his stomach now. You can talk with him."

Jason stood by the gurney. He wanted to tell his father how sorry he was for letting him down, but the words stuck in his throat. Fred looked over at him.

"This is one hell of a ride, son. I know you're worried, but I'm not so sick to my stomach now. It hasn't gotten any worse in the last twenty minutes. I want you and Jonathan to run your errand. Gina has your cell number, and she'll call if things get worse."

Jason started to protest, but Fred cut him off.

"Look, we have quite a few more days of this to get through. It'll get easier for you. Right now, I want you to get some air and run your errand. I intend for you to take Jonathan up to the glacier this weekend. Summer won't last forever, and I don't want it to slip by while you're sitting in here."

"Thank you, Papa. You promise to have them call if you have a problem?"

"I promise."

* * * * *

Stone's Ski and Sport was the best place for outdoor gear in The Dalles. The walk to the store, which was located on Highway 30, would take half an hour. Jason and Jon walked the route mostly in silence. Jason still wanted to apologize, and Jon still wanted to comfort Jason. Both of them settled for silent companionship. The day was clear and pleasant, and Adams squatted on the horizon to the north. Highway 30 divides when it goes through The Dalles, becoming two one-way streets in downtown — Second Street running west and Third Street running east, both paralleling the Columbia River and I-84. They picked up a lunch snack and drink at a coffee shop and continued the journey.

* * * * *

Jeremy, one of the football players the clan had met the other day, was also in The Dalles. From a shop doorway across the street from the boys he watched the couple walking. He had wondered earlier, but now he was sure. Those two were a couple of fucking fags.

* * * * *

As the boys crossed Madison Street, Jonathan wondered why anyone would lay out a city with Streets running both north-south and east-west, and without any Avenues.

"Jase, do you have any idea how lonely I was before I met you?"

"I really can't imagine you ever being lonely. Why would anyone leave you alone if you didn't want to be left alone? You must have guys falling all over you."

Jon stopped their progress. "I want you to hear me clearly. I have a lot of friends, but you can have friends and still be lonely. Having Annie and North in my life made me want what they have, and I didn't have any friends who could give me that—friendship, love, fearlessness, sex, and commitment. Every day I know you makes me happier that you took a chance on me."

"I know who has the better part of the bargain between us. If I hadn't met you, I'd still be avoiding who I am."

"So, you see, we're both valuable and special. Neither of us can do everything alone, but together I think we can manage most problems."

They resumed the walk and soon saw the storefront. Jason led Jon in and said hello to a good-looking—hot, Jon thought—young man.

"Jerry, Jon here needs some boots, Ex-Officio hiking shorts, a couple of wicking T-shirts, wicking socks, a good Polartec fleece, and a day pack with a bladder."

The young man asked Jon, "What're your sizes?"

"Nine shoe, thirty waist, medium shirt and jacket, and I think I have a small bladder."

The clerk shook his head at the remark and disappeared into a back room. Jon whispered to Jason, "Bet you've had a crush on that one."

"I have not!"

"Well, if not, you're a lost cause."

"Okay, maybe I have."

In under an hour, Jon was outfitted. He had tried four pairs of boots before settling on some comfortable Vasques. Jon's biggest surprise came when he tried on the shorts. He came out of the dressing room in the shorts and nothing else, much to Jason's delight.

Jon whispered, "They have this mesh thing. You can't wear underwear with them."

"Less to take off you," Jason said, smiling broadly.

Jason helped Jon put their purchases, except the boots, in the new daypack. "Your training starts now. You'll wear the pack on the way back and start breaking the boots in."

On the walk back to the center, the boys talked more about Jason's reaction to his father's sickness. Jon let Jason do most of the talking. Jason emptied his heart, describing his fears that his father was going to die soon, and how he felt that his father was coming around a little bit where Jason's sexuality was concerned. Jason told Jon that he knew his father would never be happy about him being gay but that his father was making an effort. By the time they arrived at the center, Jason was feeling better, grateful to have talked with Jon.

In the waiting room, Jon told Jason that he would keep an eye on the pack and boots if Jason wanted to go into the chemo suite alone.

"No, we can put them on the floor in the chemo room; come back with me."

Gina welcomed them back, telling them that Fred was almost ready to go home. She told them he was still feeling feverish and weak, but his nausea remained under control. When they went to Fred's bedside, he weakly pointed to the pack and nodded.

"I'm all outfitted, Mr. Johnson," Jon said.

Fred's weak voice answered, "If you spend much time around Jason, you'll wear that out in short order."

"I hope I get to, Mr. Johnson."

After another half hour, Gina and Jim came in. Jim did a quick physical exam as Gina checked Fred's vital signs and temperature. Jim asked about nausea and other symptoms.

"You may not feel like it, but you did really well today. We're going to repeat the same dose tomorrow. If the side effects are better tomorrow, we'll increase the dose the next day. I'm going to send you home with two medications you'll need to take during the rest of the treatment and for two weeks after you finish. One is an antibiotic to prevent a rare form of pneumonia called PCP, and the other is an antiviral to prevent herpes infections. Jason, the instructions on how to take them will be on the labels — your father should take the antibiotic twice every other day and the antiviral twice every day. You can pick them up at the hospital pharmacy on your way out. Any questions?"

Jason said, "Not now."

Fred said, "Yeah, is this going to be worth it?"

"Based on what you've told me you want, I believe so."

Fred dressed and then sat in the wheelchair that Gina brought in. "Thanks, Jim, and you too, Gina. See you tomorrow."

* * * * *

After stopping at the pharmacy, they all waited for Martin, who pulled up in a few minutes. Fred wasn't up to talking on the way back, so the trip was silent. Jason put his hand on the seat beside Jon, and Jon risked covering Jason's hand with his.

After the boys helped Vi get Fred settled in their bed, Vi told them to go downstairs and get a snack while she talked with Fred. After the boys left, she told Fred that Jim had called to let her know how the treatment was going.

"Sounds like you had a bad time."

"I've never felt worse in my life, but Jim said I did well, so I guess others have it worse."

"Sweet man, you regretting the decision to do this?"

"You can tell I'm not, can't you?"

"Just checking to be sure my instinct isn't wrong, Fred."

"I need to sleep now after I take my pills."

Vi took the large bottles that Jason had given her. Part of Jim's call had been to be sure she knew the medication schedule. She gave Fred the medicine and hoped he could keep it down. She had set the room up with a bucket lined with a plastic bag in case he threw up. Water was on the nightstand.

"You rest now. Jason, Jon, and you have to be up early tomorrow."

She looked down at the man she had built a life with — a man she had never seen weak like this. She teared up and softly told him, "Sweet man, thank you for trying to stick around as long as you can, but if it gets to be too much, you need to let go."

Fred was already dozing as Vi left to go downstairs. She kissed Fred's forehead before she left the room.

Downstairs, Jon and Jason were snacking on cheese and crackers. Vi could tell that the day had been hard on Jasey, but when her heart reached out to Jon, she was surprised to find calm and steel. Jasey, she thought, I hope things work out with this one.

"Jonny, I talked with Tom about you staying here tonight since you're going back to the center early tomorrow. He dropped off a bag that North packed for you. If you want to go back to North's place, I'll take you."

Jon's heart was full as he thought about what Vi was suggesting. "I'd prefer to stay with Jase, thanks."

"I thought you might," the woman said with a smile, "and I'm sure Jasey won't object."

"Just let me know what room I should use."

"Thank you for asking what sleeping arrangements I'd prefer. Jasey is feeling low, and I think he needs some warmth tonight. You bunk in with him; we won't mention this to Fred—yet."

Jason silently thanked his mother. More and more he felt that he could make his life work even if he had only the new friends he had made—only because his mother had insisted he go to meet the new family.

After talking a bit with Vi about the day, the boys padded lightly upstairs to Jason's room. Jason had twin beds in his room. They quietly pushed the beds together to give themselves more bed space.

Jon looked in the bag North had packed. Toiletries, clothing, compact portable speakers for his iPod, and condoms and lube.

Good old North, or maybe Annie was responsible for the last items.

Using them would have to wait for another night. After showering and cleaning up, they shut the door to Jon's room and, naked, held each other — Jon holding Jason for support and Jason holding Jon in thanks.

Even bad days don't tame the penises of young men. Before they climbed in bed, Jason watched Jon, his hard dick swaying, connected his iPod to the speakers and put some music on softly. He smiled as Jon walked back to the bed. Damn, he is really fine.

"What's the music, Jon?"

"A group from Portland, The Decemberists. The album is The Crane Wife."

"I like the singer's voice."

In bed, Jason lay on his back with Jon's leg draped over his hip and Jon's head on his chest. Remembering his desire from the other night, Jon licked Jason's nipples, lightly biting.

"Shit, that feels good. I'd never have thought of that."

Jason reached for Jon's cock, but Jon slapped the hand away. He stroked Jase gently, moving the foreskin, covering and uncovering the head. The combined attention to his nipples and dick pushed Jason over the edge. He moaned as his juice flew up, landing on the side of Jon's face before diminishing and dropping onto his own belly. Jon kissed Jase's chest one more time before scooping cum off his face and eating it. Jason pulled Jon's head upward and, using his tongue, finished cleaning Jon's face.

Jason started to attend to Jon's hard-on, but Jon stopped him. "Let's sleep. Sometimes it's nice just to drop off after you come."

Wrapped in sleep, they didn't notice the music stopping or the host of night noises. The next thing the boys heard was Jon's phone sounding the wakeup alarm.


CHAPTER TEN

Divide Camp

The new day brought with it the beginning of a new pattern of life for Jason and both his biological and, now, extended families. The new pattern was dictated by disease and struggle. Fred's initial course of therapy would last twelve weeks, and after the first two weeks of going to the center every day, Fred would receive infusions on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.

Jason found his father's behavior more complex as Fred struggled to hang on to life. The intensity of the side effects had waned over the first three days but would wax with a vengeance when the dose was increased. The effects would never completely abate.

To Jason, sometimes his father was as he had always experienced him, distant and stony. But, at other times, Jason found Fred approachable and even funny. Fred's expressions of fatherhood oscillated, reflecting his internal debate about Jason's revelations. He and Jason settled into a kind of "don't ask, don't tell" posture about Jason's sexuality.

Fred's health and his religion prevented a healing discussion about both Jason's struggle to come out and his fears about his father's health. To Jonathan, Fred was polite and superficially friendly.

Jason gradually recalibrated his expectations for his father's acceptance. He would have to be satisfied with a grudging acknowledgment without enthusiasm. Jon would never be a second son to Jason's father. In fact, Vi and Jason never broached the subject of Jonathan's and Jason's sleeping arrangements on nights before therapy.

Vi had arranged to accompany Fred to the Saturday and Sunday treatment sessions. She had difficulty convincing Jason and Jon that they needed a break. She succeeded only by reminding the boys that Fred expected Jason to go to the mountain with Jon.

"You take Jon. If you pay attention, you'll learn something up there."

"Okay, Mama. We'll go. I can't decide where to take city boy."

"Untrue. I can tell you've already decided."

"Divide Camp. Then over to High Camp."

"I know you can find your way when you put your mind to it."

"This isn't going to kill me, is it?" Jon asked.

"Why do you always think I'm trying to kill you?"

"You put me on a horse. What more proof do I need?"

Vi laughed at the two of them. "You're a survivor. You go up there with Jason and listen while you walk."

Jon and Jason talked about the amount of time the trip would take. Being out one day only would be too much of a push, so they decided to stay at High Camp one night and come back Sunday on the Killen Creek Trail.

Tom wanted to learn the area, so he agreed to drop them off and pick them up. Truth be told, he would have liked to go with them, but he knew this trip should be theirs alone. Before they confronted the world, they should solidify their relationship.

The hiking gear Jon and Jason had bought at Stone's was still at Jason's house and ready to go whenever they were ready on Saturday. They agreed with Tom on departing at nine. The drive to the trailhead would take them about ninety minutes and give Tom a look at the city of White Salmon and the town of Trout Lake. Tom planned to pick them up at one the next afternoon.

Jason's father was almost confined to Vi's and his bedroom. He still had fever and chills and an occasional bout of nausea and vomiting. He was too weak to work and too weak even to want to work. He kept Jim's words in mind. After twelve weeks he would be better if only for a short while. He was happy that Vi would go with him to the center tomorrow. He thought that Jason and Jon deserved a break, and even if he couldn't embrace his son's nature, he appreciated Jason's and, for that matter, Jon's dedication to helping him. Friday night, he spoke to the boys briefly to wish them a good trip.

Before sleeping, Jason showed Jon how to pack for the overnight trip. The H.A.W.G Camelbak pack Jon would carry was packed with food, mostly high carb and protein and low-fat food, as well as the first-aid kit and a change of clothes, including the new fleece jacket. Jason's pack was an Arc'Teryx 50 that held the titanium cooking gear, a light-weight, two-man tent, the cook stove, his change of clothes and jacket, and the water purification system. Each boy's Camelbak water bladder was placed in the packs, and sleeping bags and Thermarest pads were attached to the bottom of Jon's pack and to the sides of Jason's.

Jon lifted both packs. "No fair. Yours is way heavier."

"City boy, that's because I'm used to doing this. You need to go slow at first. Next time you can carry the heavy one."

Jon felt comforted by Jase's mention of a second trip. "Okay, but we can trade if you need a rest."  Jason had come to expect Jon to pull his weight. He was happier each day that Jon wanted to be with him.

The sun was well down when they said good night to Vi and climbed into the beds that were still pushed together. They were entirely used to being naked with each other now and while in Jason's room didn't give clothing a thought.

In bed, Jason stroked Jon's belly. Jon almost growled his approval.

"Would you fuck me, Jase?"

"What!?"

"You heard me. I asked you to fuck me."

The whole concept of topping and bottoming was something they'd never discussed. In fact, although Jason knew guys did that to each other, he couldn't imagine Jon taking his dick that way.

" I'm not sure that's a good idea. Are you tired of just sucking each other?"

"No, of course not, but I want to feel you inside me."

"Have you done it before?"

"Yes, only a couple of times. But, I mostly did it to please the other guy. With you, I want it for me."

Jon moved his hand to feel between Jase's legs. "Feels like you're in favor."

"Everything I've read about this says it hurts, and I don't want to hurt you. I mean, I'm a little bigger than you. I can't see me fitting in that tight little ass of yours."

"You're more than a little bigger, and let me worry about my ass. If you don't want to try it, we won't."

"I'm in if you promise to tell me if I'm hurting you."

"We'll go slow, and North or maybe Annie has kindly provided lube and condoms."

Jon put a little lube on Jason's hard-on and then rolled a condom on and lubed it. The fit was tight, and this was the first time Jason had worn one. When Jon had Jason prepped, he lay back on the bed and put his pillow under his ass. He reached out and pulled Jason between his legs by his handle. Jon placed the tip of Jason's dick at his hole.

"Push slowly and stop if I tell you."

"Easy for you to say, city boy."

Jase began to press slowly forward. The resistance was more than he expected. Jon was breathing slowly and deeply. Finally, Jason popped through, seating his head in Jon's ass.

"Fuck, that hurts," Jon moaned, and before Jon could stop him, Jason pulled out.

" Shit! I'm so sorry!"

"If you pull out like that, this is going to take forever. Just stay in and let me get used to you. Now, one more time."

Jason repeated the process, and Jon reacted the same way. Jason was so worried about hurting Jon that he went soft.

"I can't do this now. I'm hurting you too much. This is a fucking disaster."

Jon gave a disappointed laugh. "Good description, cowboy. We'll try again another time, because I want you to fuck me even if it hurts a little at first."

"It sounded like it hurt more than a little."

"We'll work on it." Jon pulled the condom off Jason's rubbery dick, which he wiped clean of the lube.

They brought each other off with their mouths, but this time, Jon played with Jason's ass as he sucked, and Jason learned the utility of the prostate. Jason found Jon's prostate while sucking him and was amazed at Jon's orgasm.

"Sorry I couldn't fuck you."

"You have to stop treating every bump in the road like a full-scale calamity."

"Yes, Mother."

Jon slapped Jason lightly for that comment. They washed their hands and cleaned each other up a bit before dropping off to sleep.

* * * * *

Saturday morning found Tom and the two boys driving south on US 97. The morning was unusually clear because of a light east breeze through the gorge. When the Forester reached the place where they usually followed Highway 97 across the river to Oregon, Tom turned west on Washington 14 toward White Salmon.

Jon looked south across the Columbia and could see the cars speeding along I-84. Even though State Route 14 was two-lane, they made good time, passing through Wishram, Lyle, and Bingen before finally turning north at Underwood onto Washington 141. The highway rose steeply from the gorge at first, the city of White Salmon on their right, until it turned into a slow, steady climb for the remaining 20 miles to Trout Lake. The land was a little greener than the land around Goldendale, and farms dotted the land here as well. The car passed through the small town of Husum and pressed on to Trout Lake.

At Trout Lake, they stopped at the Grange to pick up some pastries at the Saturday Market. On the way out of the town, they went north on Forest Road 23 where 141 jogged west. The gravel forest road was well maintained, and they took it until FR 2329 veered off in a paved stretch around Takhlakh Lake before turning to gravel again. The little Subaru vibrated over some of the washboard road surfaces as Tom tried to pick out the smoothest path. Shortly after passing Takh Takh Meadow, they arrived at the Divide Camp Trailhead.

Tom helped the boys get their packs on and wished them a great hike. He and the boys double-checked the pickup time, but Jason reminded Tom that he and Jon might be thirty minutes on either side of that time. At ten-thirty, Tom watched as the boys started up the trail, which he could see rose gradually but steadily up the slope to Klickitat. Jason, his clothes slightly faded and worn, was in the lead, and Jon, looking like he just walked out of Stone's, fell in behind him. Only a few cars were parked at the trailhead. When the boys were out of sight, an envious Tom started his drive back to Goldendale.

The Divide Camp Trail paralleled the east fork of Adams Creek. Because of its steep passage from Adams Glacier, the creek and therefore the trail were fairly straight, and as Tom had observed, climbed steadily uphill. Within a quarter mile, Jon had passed Jason and was moving ahead rapidly.

Jason allowed himself to admire his boyfriend's ass in the new hiking shorts a few minutes before calling to Jon, "Somewhere you have to be, city boy? It's not just about getting there; it's also about enjoying the progress."

Jon slowed, allowing Jason to catch up. No one else was on this stretch of the trail, and the trail was wide enough that they could walk side by side. Jon let Jason set a steady but slower pace. As they climbed, the trail became harder packed and rockier. Jon could occasionally hear the creek to their left but couldn't see it. Jason saw Jon looking toward the sound of the water.

"We'll be right next to it in a mile or so."

Jon smiled, and Jason could tell he was really enjoying himself. For them, North's place in Goldendale was a magic bubble tied to place and containing only friends and support. On this trail they were in a moving bubble for just the two of them, safely away from problems of family or strangers.

The slower pace regulated their breathing and encouraged conversation. Jason's care about cancer and his father dropped away.

"What are we going to do when you go back to Portland?"

"I've already asked Jim and Tom if I can stay 'til the end of summer."

"But, eventually you'll go back."

"You'll know by the time I leave if you can put up with me permanently."

"City boy, I'll gladly put up with as long as you'll have me. You'll be back in the city. The club is there and a lot of cute guys."

"You have to know that I'll respect whatever limits are needed to keep us together. Don't worry, because I'm not lonely now."

The creek sound was louder now. Jason figured they'd stop creek-side for lunch and to let Jon rest. Otherwise, Jon would be an aching wreck for the trip down tomorrow. Jason had to remind Jon to take frequent sips of water from the tube connected to his water bladder.

After a few minutes of silent walking, Jon talked about his own insecurities. "I don't want to pressure you, but are you thinking of coming out to anyone else in Goldendale?"

"If I don't, it won't be fair to you. I don't want you to feel like you have to hide when you're with me. I'm just not sure what will happen. You went through it; tell me how it went for you."

"You're a jock. I'm pretty obviously not, so I took shit for a long time before I came out. Coming out for me was just confirmation of what most people thought. I got beat up a couple of times, but the worst was the constant harassment."

The emotion rose in Jon as he remembered those days.  "I thought about killing myself."

"I'm so glad you didn't. I don't know where I'd be if I hadn't met you and the others."

"North saved my ass. Here was this straight, pretty, blond guy giving my tormenters a ration of shit whenever he could. He, and then he and Annie, wouldn't let me stay alone. They were friends to hang out with and do things with outside of school."

"North's special, isn't he? Annie, too."

"Oh yeah. Of course, I fell in love with him. He and Annie were so patient with me. I see now that I felt that way because he was the first guy who didn't care if I was gay. That, and he is spectacular to look at. Annie didn't get at all jealous. In fact, she commiserated with me because she and I felt the same way about North. I've known North almost since Jim and Tom adopted him. We were best friends, and we'd sleep over at each other's homes all the time. We were four or five, and neither of us loved wearing clothes. Jim called us his little nudists. Other than a little comparing, there was nothing sexual about it. When I fell for North, I worried that if he knew, he'd be freaked and cut me loose."

"Apparently not."

"No. He knew for a long time before I got up the courage to tell him. It didn't hurt that Tom and Jim were such good guys. North told me he had always known. Maybe he absorbed some gaydar from his dads. He became my defender, and when he and Annie got together, she came right along."

"Lucky you."

"Don't I know it. See, everyone pretty much knew I was queer. I was just a convenient punching bag. No one suspects about you; well, almost no one. If you come out, they'll see you as a traitor. You know that those two guys we met at the school suspect, right?"

"No way. We didn't give them anything to suspect."

"We didn't have to give them anything. We've become a couple, and I'm afraid that's obvious to anyone who looks carefully. They suspect, and I'm worried about how you'll do if I'm in Portland most of the time."

"I'm going to tell people. We'll hope North steps up again."

The water sound had been getting steadily louder. Coming around a slight bend in the trail the rocky bed of the creek came into view. The creek water was tannish gray with ash picked up from the creek bed in its course from the glacier — like glacial milk, Jason said. The speed of the water surprised Jon at first. Then he thought of the gravity produced by the steep incline. He carefully threaded through the rocks and put his hand in the water — very, very cold.

Jason told Jon, "Let's stop here and eat something."

Jon looked around, smiling at the suggestion. "What's over there?" he asked, pointing away from the creek.

"Just trees and scrub. Why?"

"I'm thinking of giving a new meaning to trailhead. I do need a snack."

What Jon was suggesting dawned on Jason. "You're not serious?"

"Come on, cowboy."

Jon led Jason, who was looking around to make sure they didn't have an audience, off the trail away from the creek until they lost sight of the trail. He told Jason to take his pack off and then pushed him against a tree. He unbuttoned Jason's shorts, thanking him silently for wearing the shorts with the mesh lining. With the zipper down, Jason's very hard dick popped out over the mesh support. Jon gave Jason a slow and thorough blowjob. He looked up occasionally to see Jason looking furtively around, but the possibility of discovery also seemed to excite his boyfriend. Jon pushed Jason's shorts down his thighs and pulled the boy into his mouth with hands gripping Jason's ass. Jon heard Jason moaning out his orgasm while trying not to alert the hikers he was sure were only ten feet away and tasted him.

"Fuck, Jon. You and I are going hiking a lot! Now it's your turn."

After Jon came and they dressed, they carried the packs back to the trail. Sitting on a fallen trunk on the side of the trail, they ate peanut-butter sandwiches and trail mix. A few hikers walked by, greeting the boys in passing. Jon and Jason smiled broadly, returning each greeting and thinking: You have no idea what we just did.

After half an hour, they donned the packs and started walking again. Now, they walked in silence, listening to the water sounds as the mountain appeared larger and larger. They were facing Adams Glacier, which rested in a depression caused by a huge, prehistoric landslide in the middle of this side of the mountain.

The peak spanned more and more of the horizon as they approached Divide Camp. When they came out of the tree line, Jon stopped, speechless. He had seen Mt. Hood from Portland for years and had gone to Timberline on the slopes of Mt. Hood with North's family frequently. This view of a mountain was entirely different. Jon saw no lodge, no ski lifts, and no parking lots. Where Hood seemed huge in his memory, this mountain was a hulk, not as sharply peaked, but nearly a thousand feet taller.

As they approached Divide Camp at the base of the glacier, the light reflecting off the bluish ice was almost blinding even through his sunglasses. The boys walked by a few campsites of climbers who had started for the summit before dawn and then came to a T-intersection in the trail.

Turning left, Jason told Jon, "Now you'll be able to say that you hiked the Pacific Crest Trail, even if only for a mile."

They were skirting the tree line as they pushed slightly uphill and northeast toward High Camp. In twenty minutes they were at another intersection, and they turned right toward High Camp, away from the Pacific Crest Trail, uphill, and well clear of the tree line. This camp was more crowded with the tents of mountain climbers, but most people were already on the mountain above them. Jason led Jon, scouting for a site for their tent. He found a good spot; the nearest neighbor was a single-person tent about 30 feet away.

By the time they had pitched their tent, the sun was lowering in the west, and the light was dimming. They set the rest of the site up and put the extra clothes they had packed in the tent along with their pads and sleeping bags. Jon thought the tent small for two people, but liked the enforced closeness it would require.

By the time they had set up their campsite, the occupant of the one-man tent had returned. The boys saw a man about Tom's and Jim's age, shirtless and in very good shape. He had a very open smile and looked completely at ease alone here at the base of the mountain. He waved as he walked over to their site.

"Hi. You guys just get here?"

Jon was reticent, so Jason answered, "Yeah. We got a late-morning start. We're not climbing, just hiking. I'm Jason, and this is Jon."

The man looked at them carefully. "I'm Justin. Where you guys from?"

"Jon lives in Portland, and I'm from Goldendale."

"This is a great place for friends to meet. I live in Vancouver."

"Jon's visiting a neighbor in Goldendale. It's his first time up here."

"Jon, you look like an old hand. When my ... partner was alive, we camped here every year. I still love to come up here."

Jon saw Jason's reaction to the man's mention of his partner's death. Also, Jon's gaydar lit up. "I'm sorry your partner died."

"Thanks, but we had such a great life together that I never feel deprived. Well, I'll be leaving with the sunrise, so I'm turning in early. I'll try to be quiet. You two, take care of each other and have fun. You don't need to worry about being quiet."

Both the boys thanked the man, who walked back to his tent and climbed in.

As Jason helped Jon learn how to set up the small cookstove and get dinner ready, he whispered to Jon, "You think his partner was a guy?"

"Yes, absolutely."

"I thought so."

"See, your gaydar is coming along nicely."

The two boys busied themselves around the campsite.  "Um, what do I do if I need to take a dump?" Jon asked.

Jason started laughing, but not unkindly. He took a small plastic spade, a roll of toilet paper, and a section of PVC pipe with caps on each end out of his pack.

"Go down to the tree line, find some cover, and go to it. When you're through, unscrew the cap and get as much as you can in the pipe along with the TP. Screw the cap back on and turn anything left on the ground over with the spade. Please, keep the equipment clean. What we bring in, we take back out, even our crap."

Jon looked very uncertain about that arrangement. He thought that Jase might be kidding him but quickly saw that he was serious.

Jason cooked their dinner — a pasta dish with chicken and a fruit crumble for dessert. The boys ate as boys will eat, finishing everything. Jon volunteered to clean up using water heated on the stove and biodegradable soap.

As the sun was setting, the boys placed their packs at the tent entrance, removed their boots, climbed into the small tent, and zipped the closure. Jon was happy that the top of the tent was mesh and allowed them to see the sky. Jason set up a small, battery-powered lantern and hung it from a tie on the tent ceiling.

Jon asked, "What's the dress code?"

"You and nothing but you."

"It's already getting cool. We'll freeze to death."

"I'm going to give you a lesson in wilderness survival. The best way for two people to remain warm is for both of them to sleep naked in the same bag."

"I see a future for me as a survivalist, cowboy."

They unzipped their bags, deciding to use one to cover the Thermarest pads on the tent floor and the other to cover them — creating a camping double bed. Jason knew it would get cold at this altitude. The boys lay naked on top of both bags, looking through the mesh in the tent top as the air cooled and the stars splashed out against the blackness. Jason pointed out Polaris to Jon, who was on his back at Jason's side.

How long they had looked at other stars circling the lodestar, neither of them knew. When Jon shivered slightly, Jase moved to cover them. Jason and Jon, warming in their little cocoon, listened to the breeze caused by the rapidly cooling air against the mountain's lingering heat. Klickitat was whispering to them. The boys each heard the whisper — their problems weren't so great. The mountain, having watched men's lives for eons, told them that they could stand together for one lifetime.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Book Uncovered

Jon awoke when the sun was still below the horizon but softly lighting the eastern sky behind the mountain. He saw Jase sleeping still and knew that the mountain in a kind of ceremony had joined them. Knowing how he wanted to celebrate the union, he reached over to the clothing he had stored in the tent and pulled out a condom and a small tube of lube. Nudging Jase and kissing him awake, Jon didn't have to explain his desire.

Jason looked at him, silently agreeing. Worried after the last attempt, he said, "I'm not going to hurt you."

"No, you're not. You are going to lie there, and let me do the work, cowboy."

When they finished, Jason wasn't worried any longer. The boys would have to pack out a used condom along with the other waste. Reclining on their backs, hands on each other's thighs, both of them savored Jason's first time. Jason could still taste the remnants of Jon's spend, and he was deeply satisfied at the ride Jon had taken on him.

Jason thought that he would gladly bury himself in Jon as often as possible or at least as often as Jon wanted. Sucking each other was wonderful enough, but damn, Jason thought, fucking was incredibly more intimate. He remained only mildly irritated that Jon hadn't fucked him. Still, Jon seemed to be fine with a tender and prolonged blowjob. Jason felt that something had changed, and he remembered his mother's tales of bonding rituals on the mountain's shoulders among her people — not sex, but just as intimate.

Jon was pleasantly sore, a waning warm reminder of Jason's big prod. Controlling the penetration, as he had from atop Jase, made the pain manageable. Jase had remained so still, not wanting Jon to cede any control, and looked so concerned every time discomfort registered on Jon's face. When the initial pain had passed, Jon felt more loving and more loved than ever before. Rising and falling while looking into Jase's eyes, he had finally encouraged Jase to move, which he did with unrestrained enthusiasm.

For both of them, in silence but connected, the pleasure continued in their hearts.

Jon whispered, "I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did."

"Enjoy? Holy shit! I never had a clue how much a part of another person I could feel."

"Just confirms what we're learning about each other."

"Fucking was a wonderful act, but fucking you was the most special thing I've ever done."

"Not to argue, cowboy, but I think I fucked you, even if you were inside me."

"Maybe at the beginning, but at the end, we were fucking each other. All I know is that I don't want to do that with anyone but you, and I want to do it a lot. But, the next time we do, city boy, you're getting inside me."

"Fair enough."

Jase rolled onto Jon and pulled the top sleeping bag close around them as the morning chill reached into the tent. He would keep Jon warm and safe. He was near tears with love for this boy. He also knew that enough tears of sorrow lay ahead, and the ache in his throat told him that he could get through the sorrow with Jon's help.

* * * * *

North always missed Jon, but was surprised at how much he missed Jason as well. In fact, as he considered his feeling, he missed them as a couple. Annie was busy with Tom, reading aloud a scene from A Midsummer Night's Dream, a favorite of Annie's that she usually read with North. North hoped that Jason and Jon would have time to read a play before Annie had to get back to Portland. He would have to be careful not to let jealousy that Jon was staying longer than Annie become apparent to the Js, as Annie and he had begun to refer to Jason and Jon.

North was proud that the scenario that he had scripted for Jon and Jason had turned out so well. Initially, he hadn't been sure of Jason, but Annie and Jim had reassured him. Matchmaking, always a hazardous undertaking, was fun when it worked. He'd been through Jonathan's coming out with him and figured he'd be able to act as a midwife for Jason's coming out. Portland had been different, though; there, he was a known quantity with established allies. Here, he and Jason would have to manage the feat alone.

Tom's invitation to come read with Annie and him interrupted North's speculation.

* * * * *

When Jon finally climbed out of the tent into the cool day, Jason was already cooking breakfast — oatmeal with brown sugar mixed with raisins and hot chocolate to wash it down. Jon walked over and stood by Jason at the cookstove, which provided a little warmth. He looked over to the site where Justin had camped to see an empty space.

"He left before dawn."

"How come you didn't drag me out earlier? I could have helped with breakfast."

"Well, city boy, I thought you'd need nourishment after the way the morning started."

"I am feeling peckish, and a little dehydrated. I seem to have lost fluid earlier."

Neither of them wanted to leave, but each had decided to do what needed doing back in Goldendale. Jason remained worried about his father, but being on the mountain with Jon had removed any doubt about how to stand proudly before Fred. His father would have to deal with his own issues.

Before breaking camp, Jason took Jon up to the tongue of the glacier, which formed a continuous path to the summit. They could see climbers heading up the icefall, half way to their goal. The boys slipped and slid about on the ice. Jason was as carefree as he had been since meeting Jon, and Jon couldn't believe they stood on the beginning of the path to the summit. They stood on the beginning of many paths. After an hour of play, they walked back to their campsite.

Breaking camp seemed easier than setting it up. The packs were less carefully packed, and with one last survey of the site, Jon shouldered the larger pack, leaving Jason with the Camelbak. They stood close to one another for a last unimpeded view of the mountain, then turned their backs and headed toward the tree line from High Camp. The path led directly onto Killen Creek Trail. They would never get close enough to this creek to see it, but once they plunged through the tree line, the scenery was an extraordinary mixture of evergreens.

Jon became aware of the steepness of the grade as they headed down. In some ways, walking downhill was harder on his knees than walking uphill. They talked about nothing in particular, joking and stopping occasionally to look closely at the plant life. Ninety minutes later, they walked out into the trailhead parking area. Tom smiled, taking pictures of the two both of whose clothes now had a dusty patina of wear.

"Look at the conquering heroes," Tom cried. "You guys look great. Good time? No problems?"

Jon laughed, "Well, he didn't kill me."

"I can see that. In fact you look pretty happy."

Jason said, "Oh, he is, and so am I. That old mountain whispered to us last night."

“What?" Tom asked.

Jon chimed in, "He's right, but it whispered secrets."

Tom helped the boys get their packs off and stowed in the Forester. They took their hiking boots and socks off for the trip home. Jon talked almost all the way home about how much more awesome Mt. Adams was than Mt. Hood. Jason and Tom exchanged glances of approval at Jon's exuberance. Journeys away from great adventures always seem shorter than journeys to them, and this drive was no exception.

Tom stopped by Jason's home to drop him off and to allow Jon to collect a few things. Jon would stay at North's place tonight and join Jason for the trip to the cancer center tomorrow. Neither of the boys was thrilled with the arrangement, but could see its practicality. Jon needed to do laundry and see North and Annie; Jason needed to spend time alone with Vi and his father.

The next week was marked by Fred's treatment needs. During the week, Vi stayed at the farm and the boys accompanied Fred. With each increased dose, Fred went through the mill of by now familiar side effects. The good news was that his liver and spleen were shrinking, bringing relief from the belly pain. Fred was very weak and not at all happy with his dependency. He had never before been in a situation where he couldn't care for himself or those for whom he was responsible and he detested the circumstance. His disposition was growing more testy each day, and Vi, very patient with him, gently reminded him of how hard people were working to get him through the ordeal.

On the trips to the cancer center, Jon became more familiar with the geography of The Dalles, as he and Jason walked the streets at lunch time or took a brief break from sitting at Fred's bedside. The following week would bring a reduced three-day a week schedule for Fred's treatments, a happy improvement in the situation. Jim told Fred, Vi, and the boys that he was pleased at Fred's progress but warned them that his situation was still perilous. Jim treated Jon as if he were part of Jason's family even if Fred couldn't manage to do that. Jon frequently stayed overnight with Jason, and they became surer that their relationship wasn't a passing fancy. The night on the mountain and the following morning had changed their outlook on the difficulties that maintaining their relationship would bring.

When the week of the reduced treatment schedule arrived, Fred's attitude lightened, and everyone found him easier to live with. On Tuesday and Thursday and the weekend days, Jon allowed himself to be pulled from the bed he shared with Jase at an entirely unreasonable hour to help his boyfriend with the farm work. The boys found themselves as happy working with one another as they were playing together. Fortunately, Fred was still too weak and self-involved to think about his son's sleeping arrangements. Vi insisted that Jason and Jon have some weekend fun. She suggested that Jon take his extended family rafting on the White Salmon River.

* * * * *

Sunday afternoon at one, the whole clan, including Jim who had made his rounds earlier than usual, was at the outfitters, All Adventures Rafting. Jason knew the owners who had lived in the area for years and had pioneered rafting through the only Class 5 rapid on the river. Most of what the clan would do today would be Class 3. Vi had talked with the owner, and, because they were a party of six in-shape people, he agreed to let the group take a raft with no other clients. The river guide was a kid not much older than Jason, who had grown up rafting the river.

Jason had told them to wear quick-drying underwear and T-shirts under their clothes. They changed into wetsuits out in the open at roadside by the outfitter's shack. Annie was as fearless and unconcerned about stripping down to underwear as the boys. In wetsuits, helmets, booties, and special PFDs, they boarded a van to go up river to meet the guide. Arriving at the spot they would put in on the river, they gathered with the guide who gave instructions on what to do if they were dumped from the raft. Jon didn't look too sure about his chances if that happened. The raft wasn't what Jon had imagined. It was rubber with sides that made a well in which the riders could sit. The guide reviewed the verbal commands he would use to guide the party in using the oars, finally telling them to just have some fun.

The White Salmon, fed from White Salmon Glacier on Mt. Adams, was, below the Condit dam built in 1913 for hydroelectric power, churning and fast. Before they put in, the guide gave them positions in the raft — Jim and Tom in the rear, North and Jason in the front, and Jon and Annie in the middle. Jason and North would have to do the most work. They smiled at each other, and Jason knew that North couldn't wait. When they were at mid-trip, they would pull over to a bank and discuss whether they wanted to try Husum Falls and its class 5 rapids. North knew what his vote would be.

As they made their way downriver, Jon thought that this was the best roller coaster ride he'd ever taken. Annie was a constant smile, amid her screaming at Jason and North when the guide told them to dig hard. Once, the boys in the bow almost let the nose go under, but increased the rate and depth of their paddling to bring the bow up. The halfway conference led to a unanimous decision to raft over Husum Falls. The trip over the edge of the falls was the only moment of terror for the four in the rear of the raft. For the two in the front the whole ride over the falls and into the swirl below was only exhilarating. They were, however, thoroughly soaked, and the glacial water was cold.

By the time they arrived at the pullout site, the little Class 3 rapids seemed puny. Collecting clients from other rafts, the outfitter drove them all back to the shack where they bought and ate a great lunch after stripping out of the wetsuits and gear and getting their clothes back on with the assistance of strategically place towels. As they ate, they laughed about various points on the trip. Jim gave the guide a generous tip. The outfitter had a cameraman stationed above Husum Falls, and Jim bought some stills and the video of their wild ride over the falls. He and Tom sat together, shoulders touching, looking at the family they had made as a result of adopting one special boy. Anyone looking on would have seen a family obviously composed of three loving couples.

* * * * *

The warm east breeze blew through downtown Goldendale, where Jeremy was gathered with three friends for two on two basketball games. Not much happened in Goldendale on Sundays, except church and hanging out. Basketball was only one activity that Jeremy intended to undertake today. The other was sharing his insight into Jason's character.

When he finished his story about seeing Jason and Jon together and shared his interpretation of the facts, the others stood or sat in astonished silence. Finally the other boy who had met the clan, Steve, spoke.

"That's bullshit. I've known Jason my whole life. He's a good guy. In fact, he's the only reason I haven't flunked out of school. He's never refused me help. My dad says his father's real sick. Cut him some slack."

"Fine. If you want a fag helping you with your homework, go for it. I don't care how much he's helped you, that doesn't have anything to do with whether he's queer."

Steve replied, "Well, I'm sure as shit not taking your word for it without talking to Jason and giving him a chance to explain."

The others nodded before Jeremy concluded, "You know little Blondie we met the other day has two fag fathers, and the other one is pretty girly. I'm telling you, Jason and that kid were practically all over each other."

Steve had the last word, "What about the girl? She was obviously into the blond guy. If having gay fathers lets you get something like that, I might sign up."

* * * * *

Monday, Fred was a little more energetic after a weekend of rest. The trip to therapy wasn't unusual, and an increase in the Campath dose produced another round of nausea, vomiting, fever, and chills. Jason admired how uncomplaining his father was in these circumstances. Another day passed for all of them.

Annie was preparing to return to Portland and was clinging to North more than usual. North and she were obviously unhappy, although they had been apart when North's family made the move to Goldendale. She was a little snippy with Jonathan, who was staying. She and North spent a lot of time in their room, and the others gave them their space.

* * * * *

Tuesday, death began for Fred as it did for many, with a single cough. Over the day, the coughing became steadily worse and he began to have pain when he breathed. With no immune system, the pneumonia was a wildfire in his lungs. Vi thought that he just didn't have enough energy to do the work of all that coughing. In the evening, his fever spiked, and she couldn't get it down. His conversation meandered and made no sense much of the time. Finally, she called Jim who was already on his way home. He stopped by and examined Fred. When he looked at Vi, she knew Fred's trial was ending.

"If you want to get him to a hospital, I'd recommend taking him to Klickitat Valley. If we're going to try to do something, we'll have to be quick."

"Will the hospital make any difference?"

"No."

"Then he stays here. That's what he wanted. How much time?"

"Not much. Maybe an hour or two. Are there other relatives I can call for you?"

"We're all the family either of us have, except for Jasey ... and Jon. Will you stay with him while I talk to Jasey?"

"Of course."

After Vi left to go downstairs, Jim went to the bedside. Fred was laboring to breath and his brain was already starving for oxygen. Jim reached down to take his patient's hand; there was no sign of reaction.

"Fred, I'll be right here. You've done as well as anyone could."

Jason ran up the stairs, followed by Vi. The boy was shaking. Jim pulled him over to the bed with the hand not clasping Fred's and gave him Fred's hand as tears began to run down the boy's cheeks. Vi stood behind Jason, almost to be sure he didn't collapse.

"Vi, I have to make a short call. Scream if you need me."

Jim ran downstairs and pushed the speed dial button on his cell. Tom answered, and Jim explained what was happening. "Jon needs to get here quickly. Ask the others if they want to come, and bring the box of chucks from the closet by the office. Hurry."

Back upstairs, Jim found Jason and Vi as he had left them. He did another quick assessment. As far as he could tell, Fred was unaware of his surroundings. His breathing was shallower and had begun to take on the irregularity of an agonal rhythm. Vi held Jason from behind, propping him, although he was a little steadier now. Jim thought that he must at least feel a measure of satisfaction that Fred was going to die knowing who his son was. He noticed that Vi did not call anyone from Fred's church; maybe she and Fred had talked about that issue.

A few minutes later, Jim heard Tom calling up from the living room. He hurried down and took the box of chucks from Tom. "You all wait here. I'm going to send Jason and Vi down for a couple of minutes. Annie, you and North need to decide whether you want to come up or not, presuming it would be okay with Vi and Jason. Jon, I know your decision already."

Jim ran back upstairs. "Vi, you and Jason go down for a couple of minutes. I need to help Fred get ready."

"Mama, go on down. I'll stay and help Papa."

Vi left, and Jim told Jason what they were going to do. Without going into any detail about what would happen when Fred died, Jim let the boy know that death could be messy. He told Jason to spread four of the chucks under his father when Jim rolled him onto his side. His biggest fear was that just moving Fred would cause his death. Jim pulled the covers down; Fred was in a pair of boxer shorts. When Jim rolled Fred towards him, Jason spread the absorbent pads under his father from the other side. When Jim was satisfied, he rolled Fred back and covered him.

"Jason, you're really helping here. Not many young men get to help their fathers with this part of life. Go bring your mother back up."

Jason did as Jim told him, and when he returned, the whole group was with him. Jason, Vi, and Jon stayed close to the bedside, while the others, including Jim, stood back at the foot of the bed. Over the next half-hour, Fred's breathing became shallower and more erratic, finally stopping. Vi looked over to Jim who felt for a carotid pulse, and finding none, looked at Fred's unreactive and dilated pupils. He looked at Vi, Jason, and Jon and nodded.

Jason began to sob, and Jon held him tightly, crying a bit himself for the man who had tolerated his presence in his son's life. But, Jon would never forgive the man for letting a stupid thing like who Jason loved cause so much trouble. North was stoic, but Annie was holding back tears. Fred's was the first death she had seen, and she could barely look at Fred's lifeless body. But, she was glad she was there for the Js.

Vi was calm, and told them all, "You go down now. I want to sit with him alone for a while."

They filed down the stairs, leaving Vi behind a closed door with the body of the simple stubborn man with whom she had shared a life.

* * * * *

After twenty minutes, Jim, walked back up the now familiar staircase and knocked lightly on the door. Vi said to come in. He found her sitting on the bedside with one of Fred's hands in hers. Jim felt awkward intruding on this communion, but he needed to let Vi know something.

"I apologize for interrupting. Our whole family wants you to know how sorry we are, and I want you to know that I had hoped Fred would take an entirely different path."

"He tried his best, as he always did. I wasn't prepared for how fast it took him when his time came."

"For what it's worth, I think you made the right decision. Once the pneumonia took hold, with his immune system depressed as it was, he wasn't going to get better."

"I know." She placed the hand she had been holding on Fred's chest and turned to hug Jim. "Thank you for trying so hard to help him. If you couldn't tell, he admired and trusted you, and as much as he could, thought of you as a friend. But, the most important thing your example did for him was to give him hope that Jason could be a good person."

"Your son is special. He's a good person, right now."

"I know, but Fred was caught between a father's heart and God."

A few minutes later, Vi told Jim that she didn't know what to do now, not about life, but about how to deal with the practical problems of Fred dying suddenly at home.

"Do you have funeral arrangements?"

"Yes, we made them just after the diagnosis."

"Good. I'll sign the death certificate. I suggest that when you're ready, you call the funeral director. I'll talk with them when they come for Fred."

"Would you send Jason up and have Jon come up with him?"

As she waited for the boys, Vi worried about Jason because any father's death leaves a hole in a son's heart, and the younger the boy, sometimes the bigger the hole. When the boys entered the darkened bedroom, Vi saw something new in Jason. His grief had no panic. Somehow, he had made a kind of peace with Fred, loving the decent man, but at least for now no longer hurt by the gulf between them that Fred couldn't or wouldn't cross. In Jason's face as he stared at the body, Vi saw that her son was no lost boy. Standing at his left, Jon put a hand on Jase's shoulder.

* * * * *

The funeral was on Thursday. Fred's body was not embalmed, and Vi had it placed in a simple wooden coffin. The family drove out the Bickleton Highway and took Old Mountain Road to Ekone. There on the White Eagle Memorial Preserve they would bury Fred. The hearse followed the tan truck and the Forester. Vi carried sprigs of a wild rose bush and three woven tule mats.

At the grave, Vi knelt and brushed the sides of the hole with the rose sprigs and then dropped the tule mats to the bottom. Jim, Tom, North, Jason, Annie, Martin, and some other farmhands carried the coffin. Female pallbearers were unusual. They placed Fred on the straps laid across the grave, and the Preserve staff lowered the casket. Vi sang a brief mourning song, recounting important milestones of her life with Fred. She would not speak his name again for a year.

Then, each mourner tossed a handful of earth onto the coffin. At the end of the brief private service, Jason was crying in Jon's arms while Annie held Vi. As they drove back toward Goldendale, traveling to their new life, Vi and Jason left Fred in peace.

* * * * *

Coda for Part I

Thursday night after burying Fred, both families had returned to Vi's and Jason's home for dinner and conversation, much of it happy. Vi had taken Annie aside for a private talk, and to thank her for helping Jason so much. Annie, for her part, was coming to love the Indian woman. She told Vi that she'd be back before the summer ended.

North's family was up early on Friday. Jim was already at MCMC, and Tom was going to drive Annie back to Portland. At their farm, Vi and Jason had been working for hours. After finishing up the morning work, Jason went to North's to say goodbye to Annie. He was welcomed as if he were another son. He and Jon kidded Annie and North about making up last night for all the time they would be apart. When Annie told Jon that he was just jealous, Jon had to agree. He didn't remind Annie that he and Jason would be making up for a sad two days when she had gone.

Tom, North, and Annie took off for Portland about eleven, leaving Jason and Jon on their own. The boys had just started to take advantage of the privacy when the doorbell rang. Jon put his clothing straight and answered the door to see one of the football players the clan had met at the high school in Goldendale the other day. His happy feeling chilled.

"Can I help you?"

"Um, I'm Steve. We met the other day. I went over to Jason's and Vi told me he was over here. I just wanted to tell him how sorry I am about his father."

Sure you do, Jon thought.

"Just a second. I'll tell him you're here."

Returning to the living room, Jon told Jason, "Steve is here. If you don't want to talk to him, I'll send him packing."

Jason sighed. If Jon was right, Steve suspected they were gay and a couple. One good lesson he had learned from Fred was that strategy consisted of doing now what would be necessary eventually.

"No, bring him in, but you stick around."

Jon retrieved Steve and ushered him into the living room, where Jason said hello and shook Steve's hand. Then Jason and Jon sat side by side on the sofa, leaving Steve to sit in a chair facing them.

"Jason, Dad, Mom, and I are so very sorry about your father. My parents admired him, and he helped them out a lot when they first moved here."

"Thanks. He was very sick for a while at the end; it wasn't easy, but he never complained."

"If there's anything we can do, please let us know."

"I will, but we're doing fine. North's family and Jon have been the best."

Steve sat in silence. Here was the opening, but he wasn't sure he had the guts to take it. Jason solved that problem.

"So, something else on your mind?"

Jon put his hand over Jase's to answer the unasked question. Steve's eyes widened.

"You know, Jeremy is telling everyone that you're qu . . . gay and that you guys are a couple. I told him that kind of talk wasn't fair until someone talked to you."

Jon spoke for the first time since sitting with Jason, "So talk to us."

Steve looked nervously from Jason to Jon. "Well, I guess it's true."

Jason replied, "Yep, gay and with Jon. You going to make a fuss about it?"

"Damn, Jason. You've always treated me good. I mean you're my friend, but this is just so…I didn't have a clue."

Jon spoke again, "He's still your friend. He's the same guy who helped you."

"Not quite. I didn't know that guy was into other guys."

Jason could see Jonathan getting more and more pissed at Steve. "Look, I'm with Jon, and pardon me for saying so, but if you're worried that I'll come on to you, you're not my type. I want to be your friend, but if it's going to get all weird, you need to take a hike."

Steve was stunned into silence. This was more like talking to Fred than to the Jason he had known. "I have to think about this. But even if I never understand, I'm not going to pile on like Jeremy probably will."

Jon thought, Well, that's something.

Steve stood and made his way to the door. As he was leaving, he looked back at the couple. "You're going to have rough time when school starts."

With Steve out the door, Jon looked to Jase and said, "I think the shit's rolling downhill."

As he took Jon's hand and led him upstairs to their bedroom, Jason said, "Oh yeah. No way to stop it now."

The cover was off the book, and the book was open.


Part II
BOOK UNCOVERED

CHAPTER TWELVE

Strategy

With the beginning of the school year, reality had settled in. The summer had been an idyll because Annie and Jonathan and had been in Goldendale with their boyfriends, North and Jason.  The four had spun a cocoon of self-sufficiency around them, helping them weather the long illness and death of Jason’s father and Jason’s coming out as gay.  In retrospect, the end of summer was a hiatus before the war to come.

Annie and Jon had returned to Portland, and Jason and North remained at their homes in Goldendale.  Jason and North felt the deep friendship that comes with conflict resolved and love freely given.  Now, they were trying to help each other through challenges they would find they had clearly underestimated.

Without Jon in reach, Jason's life was tinged with anxiety. North was North — seemingly incapable of anxiety but feeling sullen at Annie’s absence.  North's parents, two gay men who had raised him for twelve of his fifteen years, and Jason's now-single mother, a member of the Yakama Nation, nurtured the friendship between these unusual boys, North straight and Jason gay.

The school year started rough, and the boys felt increasingly embattled.  It was not long before North felt that the year would not, as he had imagined, be about fitting in but about surviving.

Jason had been seen as straight by all his friends and was a linebacker on the high-school football team. His and Jonathan's disclosure of their relationship had embittered many of Jason's teammates.  He knew they looked at him now as if he were a traitor, but a traitor to whom?

North had planned to run cross-country and track but didn't find a warm reception from the school's current crop of runners.  He would run nevertheless, because he loved to run.  He would run on the dirt and gravel roads that crossed his family's and the neighboring families' farms, and he would run on the high school's track.  He would show them the hind end of a Timberwolf.

* * * * *

Jason had reported to the first football practice in mid-August. The team was running plays without pads in a 3-4 defense.  Jason, small for the position, was the outside linebacker on the strong side, and when the ball was snapped, he moved to bump the tight end on offense.  Suddenly, Jeremy, playing right tackle, came across the line of scrimmage and slammed Jason to the ground, snapping Jason’s head back.  Steve, the fullback, ran over to help him up.  The coach, visibly angry, screamed at Jeremy to get his head out of his ass.

Jason cleared the cobwebs and shakily stood, glaring at Jeremy, who sneered back at him.  As practice progressed through the month, the only reason Jason hadn't been beaten badly was that the coach had stepped up to make clear that he wouldn't tolerate crap from anyone on the team. Although the message was given to everyone, it was clearly directed at Jeremy and the others boys who now maligned Jason.

Toward the end of the month, as the first game approached, the coach talked to the team after a practice.  After the usual team-building exhortations and instruction, he said, "You need to hear me and hear me clearly.  Apparently, you can't manage to behave like a team.  You can't tell the difference between your teammates and your opponents.  So be it. I'm not going to risk any player’s health, no matter how valuable he is to us.”

He looked at Jason, who knew not to interrupt.  “Here's what's going to happen."

The coach then looked at Steve, the first string fullback.  "I'm going to sit any of you who don’t have your teammates’ backs.  That means that key players on both sides of the ball may be sitting on the bench watching the rest of your sorry asses lose every game.  I remind you that Columbia’s offense uses their tight ends a lot, and if we can’t cover them, we might as well not show up.  You people had better fix this situation, or I will.  Now, get out of here."

Jason had stopped showering in the locker room and left after taking his equipment off. Jason had seriously miscalculated the difficulty of his situation.  With Jon here, he could have taken anything.  Now, he felt frightened. On his way out though, he heard Steve raising his voice to Jeremy in anger at him.

* * * * *

That same afternoon, North was finishing up on the track at nearly five o'clock when the coach called him over.  "Pre, over here!"

North cringed at the facetious nickname.  The other runners didn't talk to him and clearly didn't regard him as a full team member.  He looked different from the rest of the team, and he ran differently from them. His hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and he was wearing the kind of running clothes he had worn in Portland.

The coach was a no-nonsense woman who, as far as North could tell, knew her business.  He thought that working with a female coach was pretty cool. He ran off the track and over to the bench where she sat making notes.

"So, North, I talked to Smith in Portland about how to coach you."

"I could have told you how to do that."

"I didn't want an answer from you, young man."

North sat on the bench and looked at the woman sideways.  "Get any good advice, coach?"

"He told me to leave you alone.  He said you're an unconventional runner with great physical gifts, but more important, with a good brain and good heart."

"He and I reached an understanding about how he worked with me."

"So he indicated.  I may have only a little to teach you about running, but I have a lot to teach you about how to be a runner in Goldendale."

North was quiet for a moment because he knew she was right.  "Yes, ma'am."

She smiled at him.  He had seen the look a thousand times before.  Women always wanted to mother him, to be sure he was safe.  His fathers had helped him discourage that desire whenever possible.  Girls, now, reacted to him very differently, and before Annie he had rarely tried to discourage their desires.

"Why haven't you just left the rest of the team in your dust?  You keep just far enough ahead to let them think that they'll eventually catch you."

North thought a moment.  "Showing them up would be impolite.  Dad tells me that their behavior — their shunning of me — is the result of defective nurturing by their parents.   Dad Squared says they're frightened."

"I don't know about that, but it would be helpful to bring the team together.  You have a suggestion?"

"How about winning?"

"That just might work."

* * * * *

The second Monday morning after school started found North in the library during his study period.  He felt partly at home there.  All school libraries, even modern ones, smell the same, at least the ones that still have more books than screens.  North sat at a reading table, paying rapt attention to a library book, albeit one he had borrowed from the Central Multnomah County Library in downtown Portland.  He was feeling more and more irritated at his fathers for uprooting and banishing him to the wild east of Klickitat County, more than a hundred miles from the only home he had known.  He didn't like feeling as angry as he did; besides, he missed Annie more than he could have imagined.  Only Jason's company made living here bearable.

As he read through the last pages of Nip the Buds, Shoot the Kids, a shadow fell across the pages.  One of Jason's teammates, Jeremy, leaned over the table across from him.  Jeremy had made himself Jason's and North's tormentor-in-chief and had undertaken a mission to bully them whenever possible.  Jeremy's problem was that with North he was hopelessly overmatched.

"What are your two girlfriends up to these days? You getting with Jason and Jonny-boy, Blondie?"  North didn't acknowledge the other boy.

"What you reading, Blondie?"  Jeremy whispered in his best library whisper.

North tipped the book up so that Jeremy could see the title.

"Trust a fucking fag to read a book about killing children."

North leaned toward Jeremy and whispered, "The title refers to sheep, you moron."

Jeremy's face reddened, but before he could say anything, North raised his voice to a volume easily heard by everyone in the library.  "God, Jeremy, I'm straight, man.  If you want to know about sex with guys, you'll have to ask someone else.  Can anyone here help Jeremy out?"

All of the eyes in the library, including those of the library assistant, turned to Jeremy.  Jeremy, who was used to his targets succumbing to his attacks, was momentarily disconcerted and left the library hurriedly.  North knew there'd be hell to pay later, but he was willing to pay the price.

* * * * *

Jim and Tom were in their home office when the front door slammed.  They heard North rummaging for food in the kitchen.

"Let's go beard the lion," Tom said.

Jim raised his eyebrows and shrugged.  In the kitchen, Tom reminded North that dinner was only an hour away.  North looked at him with as close to a withering look as he could manage.

"Something happen at school?"

"Just the same asshole.  I don't like always being in the line of fire.  They're going to kill Jason or me before they're through."

Jim pulled North to the dining-room table.  He and Tom sat on either side of North, and Jim took North's hand in his.

"North, you need to be absolutely honest with me.  Do you feel physically unsafe?"

"I don't know what these lunatics will do.  They're on Jason all the time.  He's a wreck, and I'm not going to let him go down alone."

Jim squeezed North's hand.  "If you feel threatened, I'll close up shop in a heartbeat, and we'll move back to Portland."

Tom took the boy's other hand.  "You know we will, North.  Jason can come with us."

"No, he can't.  His mother needs him.  He'd never leave her alone.  I've never felt this out of place.  Can you imagine how Jason feels?"  The moment the question passed his lips, North regretted asking.  Both his fathers knew exactly how Jason was feeling.

"How did you two do it?" North asked as a tear rolled down his cheek.

Tom placed his palm on the side of the boy's neck and wiped the tear with his thumb.  "We couldn't do it alone.  We found friends, sometimes in the least likely places.  We helped them and they helped us.  But, Jim and I were together.  You and Annie aren't most of the time, and neither are Jon and Jason."

North sniffled.  "Yeah, two is a lot different than four."

After a few minutes of silence, Jim asked, "How do you know that they're all lunatics?"

"Well, let me count the ways.  One: no one talks to us.  Two: his teammates are using Jason as a punching bag.  Three: I can see what those assholes think about you two when they look at me."

Jim sighed, "You two against the world."

"Pretty much."

"No teachers helping at all?"

"My cross-country coach is all right, but teachers can't do much.  Jason and I may be the only kids in that school that listen to them."

Jim continued, "This kid you had the run-in with today?  How many others are in your faces like he is?"

"Not many.  But they all sit and watch.  Jason and I are like bait in a blood sport."

Tom took over, "If you treat them all as enemies, how will you find potential friends?"

"So, you want us just to roll over?"

Tom continued, "No.  We didn't raise a spineless idiot.  I'm suggesting that you're describing a situation where a small hardcore faction is trying to hurt you.  The others are acting like they don't have a dog in the fight.  Give them a dog in the fight."

"How?  Call a town-hall meeting?"

"No.  Start picking them off.  I'll bet that if a few of them speak up against what Jeremy and his little gang of thugs are doing, then most of the others will follow.  Our experience is that most people are decent if you give them a chance."

Jim clapped the boy's shoulder.  "You're going to have to help Jason understand how to pull this off.  And, be of good cheer.  You and Jason will be in Portland this weekend."

* * * * *

One reason that Jim and Tom had moved to Goldendale was to be able to spend more time together.  Portland and the hospital at Oregon Health Sciences University were a black hole where Jim’s time was concerned, and they weren't happy when they hadn't had enough time together.  The move had paid off for them in that regard. They could go horseback riding at Jason's place, cook together in the farmhouse kitchen, and with Jim home long before the usual two in the morning at OHSU, they could have sex regularly. Few people guessed by looking at them going about their days that Jim and Tom were still wild for each other and creative in bed as well as in the many other places in which they played.

Tonight, after dinner, North had cleaned up the kitchen and gone to his room to Skype with Annie.  Tom and Jim had used the time to remind themselves that they were lovers as well as parents.

Everyone thought that Jim, an oncologist, supported the family financially, but Tom's work as a writer brought home most of the bacon.  His writing allowed Jim to cut back his hours by moving his practice to the slower pace of a small-city hospital at The Dalles.

Lying beside each other later that evening, holding hands in bed after a great romp, Tom turned to look at the man who had lighted up his world for so long now.  "Spill."

"I give this two months.  If North and Jason can't turn the situation around, we need to go back to Portland."

"I hate to see you go back to that grind, but we've always put North's welfare first.  I don't like what this process is doing to either Jason or North.  Let's see if he and Jason can manage what I suggested."

Jim replied, "We shouldn't let this go on much longer."

"We won't, but right now I'd like an encore, please."

* * * * *

In his room, North was Skyping with Annie.  He vented almost without pausing about Jeremy's exhibition in the library.  When he did stop, he only waited a moment before taking off on a rant about how the football team was treating Jason and how worried he was for Jason's safety.

"I'm afraid they're going to hurt him seriously."

"Northy, have you talked to your dads?"

North then gave Annie a rundown on Tom's suggestion.  "What do you think?"

"Tom's no fool.  You don't like the idea?"

"Why should we have to work so hard to get people to behave decently?"

"The same reason you work at anything.  You've always helped people make a community.  No reason why the fine citizens of Klickitat County shouldn't benefit. You can't give up without a fight, and you're smart enough to fight without getting hurt."

"I suppose.  I'm just tired, worried about Jason, and horny."

"That I can remedy comes Friday night.  Jon will have to take care of Jason, though."

* * * * *

Jonathan was in his room at his laptop wishing that he could reach through the data pipe to hug Jason and give him comfort.  Jon had never seen Jason so down.  He had seen the images of Jason's bruises as they Skyped.  Now, his love looked tired, defeated, and Jon couldn't do much to help.  He had told Jason that he'd come out to Goldendale and kick some football-player ass.  Both of them knew that would be kamikaze.

"Jase, listen to me.  You have to quit football.  You know that Tom and Jim will bring you and North back to Portland.  Cowboy, you're no good to me dead."

"I am not anywhere near dead, city boy — just a little battered.  Mama needs me, and I won't leave her in the lurch.  Leaving will be bad enough if we go to the UW." Jason pronounced it U Dub.

"There’s no if.  We're going to Seattle next year, period."

"Enough about my sorry little tale.  How're things with you?"

"Oh, the usual.  Defending my chastity against the many studs pounding on my door.  I've had to issue Annie a Taser."

"Quite the flower to the bees, are we?"

"Jase!  I resent your implication that I'm a flower.  You've never been able to wilt me."

"You're a very strong flower, maybe stronger than I am."

"I'll show you how strong this Friday."

* * * * *

Thursday afternoons were usually taken with long distance, low intensity runs.  North liked to run on the road between his family's farmland and Jason's.  No one ran with North on these long runs, because he could, and often did, run almost forever. Only one other runner could almost keep up with North.  Today, he asked Brent to tag along.  Brent was about North’s height and had the slender physique typical of long-distance runners.  He also had more talent than any of North’s other teammates, and North wanted to deploy Jim's and Tom's strategy.

Brent was torn when North asked him along for the run.  Most of the team regarded North as suspect at best.  Two fathers?  Brent couldn't begin to figure how that worked, but some of the guys had seen North's girlfriend, so he probably wasn't gay.  Brent also knew the prevailing sentiment that Jason had turned gay because of his association with North and the rest of his Portland contingent.  He also knew that North was adopted, and that fact, more than any other, helped him decide.

"I'm not going to run with you if you're going to beat me to death.  I know I can't keep up with you if you won't let me."

"Brent, I'm tired of running alone.  I'm not an asshole despite what some may have told you.  Besides, you have talent; you're the best this school has.  We can help each other."

"You're the best we have.  You're some kind of alien with superpowers."

"Apparently I'm some kind of alien, at least judging by how people are treating me."

"That’s because of Jason.  You know a guy all your life, and then he changes.  People are angry."

An inkling of the depth of the feelings of betrayal among Jason's friends dawned on North.  They thought Jason had been turned.  "My fathers are gay, and they're the best people I've ever known.  Don't start some homophobic rant.  People don't choose whom they're attracted to and they can't change their natures.  Do you want to run, or not?"

"Let's go."

They ran north along the city's streets until the streets ended.  Then, they cut east and carefully crossed US 97, running north on its shoulder until they could cut east again.  The packed-dirt road inclined upward ahead of them.  From behind, Brent saw North settle into a rhythm — like a force of nature: no self-doubt and no confusion.  He'd have given his left nut to run like that.

The grade steepened, but North's pace remained unchanged until he noticed that Brent was falling behind.  He slowed just a little until Brent made up the distance.  After five miles of climbing and falling over the broad basalt pillows of the farmland, they stopped and rested, sitting on the roadside.

"Why does she call you Pre?"

"To irritate the shit out of me.  She's referring to a runner who would have run me to ground if we had lived at the same time.  There's a certain physical resemblance, and she's not the first to notice it.  Google Prefontaine."

"Oh, yeah.  The guy from Nike."

"Not really.  Bowerman was one of his coaches, though."

"How old were you when you were adopted?"

North tried to figure out where the question was coming from.  "Three."

"I've got you beat."

"What?"

"I was six."

"Shit, Brent!  That's amazing.  I don't know many kids that old who made it out."

Brent saw North’s genuine delight.  "I thought I'd never find a permanent home.  Then – miracle.  A couple wanted an older kid.  My parents have been so good to me.  I was a handful for the first three years.  It took me that long to believe that they'd keep me."

"So, you know how I feel about my fathers."

"I do.  You're so god-damned special, they must be doing something right."

North tried to guess how much of that comment was sarcastic.  "Just like your folks, they do what they think is best for me."

"How do they handle you having a girlfriend?"

"You mean how do they feel about me not being gay?"

"Yeah."

"How do your parents feel about you being left-handed?"

"I'm not sure having sex with other guys is the same kind of thing as which hand I prefer."

"A lot of lefties can use their right hands, but throw them something without warning and they catch with their lefts."

Brent frowned and thought.

"Jason didn't change.  Who would choose to be treated the way people are treating him?  He tried so hard to be straight, but he's not.  Now, he knows that to have a happy life, he has to be who he has always been.”

North reached to Brent and pulled him up.  "You want to stop by and meet the dads on the way back?"

"Yeah, I would, North."


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Zero Sum Game?

Isolation breeds dangers — fewer challenges to conformity being chief among them.  Small-town living has merits — knowing your neighbors well and people clustered close together in community.  In small towns, though, everyone knows everyone else's business. When a man sneezes, the gesundheit may come from a mile away. People learn, too, not to disturb the surface stillness of the water.

Brent and North cooled down while moving up the drive to North's house.  Brent was more relaxed about getting to know North, who turned about to be a regular kid — after discounting his running ability and his IQ.

That Brent lived in the city was unusual among his peers, most of whom lived on land north of Goldendale or east of US 97.

North held the door open for Brent, who walked in slowly as if he were entering a foreign country.  A noise in the kitchen drew his attention to a tall, dark-haired man chopping something on a wooden board.  "Hi. I'm Tom."

"Dad, this is Brent.  He's a runner, too."

Tom smiled.  It looked as if North was following his advice and picking them off.  "I'd shake hands, but mine are covered in onion juice — well, shallot juice."

"That's okay, Mr. Underhill."  North had been given Jim’s last name at the time of the adoption.  Understanding that Brent probably thought that both his parents would naturally have the same last name as North, Tom didn't correct the assumption about his.

"Please, call me Tom."

"So, how many miles did you do?" Tom asked as he poured wine into the pan with the shallots.  North walked in, gave Tom a hug, and, leaning over the sauté pan, drew a deep breath.

"About eight, sir," Brent said.

"Smells great, Dad.  Is Dad Squared around?"

"No, still at the center."

"I'm going to show Brent my room."

"Brent, you're welcome to stay for dinner."

"Thanks, but I need to get home soon."

North started up the stairs with Brent close behind.  Brent looked around North’s room, surprised that it looked much like his own, except for the Mac. North sat on his bed, waiting until Brent took the desk chair.  On the desk were photographs of a blond girl alone, the blond girl with North, and one of Jason with a dark-haired boy that Brent guessed was his boyfriend.

"You must have some questions."

"So, no offense, but your girlfriend looks very hot.  How long have you and she been together?"

"Three years.  She's been my best friend a lot longer, and I can't imagine being without her.  Have you ever felt that way about anyone?"

"Not really, but I hope I do some day.  I've loved a couple of girls, but nothing that lasted more than a school year.  Girls are so hard to understand."

"But entirely worth the effort," North mused.

"I guess that's why I don't get Jason switching teams."

"I'm not sure there are teams.  Jason feels about Jonathan the same way I do about Annie, the way you want to feel about someone someday.  Look at their picture again."

Brent looked back to the desk.  The faces of the two boys shone with a kind of peaceful light, as if they were entirely comfortable and in the right place.

"I think that kind of relationship is what we all want — more than getting laid — the kind of relationship where you're always learning about your partner and finding more in them to love."

"I guess, but Jason with a guy just seems wrong."

"I've lived with gay dads for most of my life.  One of them teaches and writes beautiful stories; the other heals very sick people when he can.  They chose me.  You know why I'm a good runner?  They taught me to be the best that I can be, to find a way to finish a race.  I am so fucking lucky."

"Your dad does seem like a good guy.  If they taught you how to run, maybe I could get lessons."

"You know how you begin to feel when you start to fall behind me?  I can help you with that feeling.  You have a lot of ability.  We might be able to get Goldendale out of the cellar.  But I'm not going to waste time with someone who's going to give Jason a hard time.  If you want to work with me, you're going to have to step up when other people try to abuse him.  Talk to Jason; he's still the same guy you've always known."

* * * * *

Thursday evening, Jason packed for the weekend.  North had invited him to spend the night before the first football game of the new season with him.

They would leave for Portland after the game directly from White Salmon, which was halfway to Portland from Goldendale.  Jason thought that the condo in Portland would be a second home now because Jim, Tom, and North treated him like family. "Mama, I'm headed over to North's."

"Give me a hug, first."

Jason walked to the kitchen to hug his mother. "I'd never leave without one.  You sure you're okay with me going to Portland.  I'd be glad to stay and help."

"Jasey, you need a break, and you need to see Jonny.  Give him my love.  Be sure you have my note for your coach or he won't let you ride with North after the game."

As Jason walked out and picked up his bag, he looked back at his mother.  Jason could see the sadness in her eyes, that she missed his father.  Sometimes he couldn't figure out how his harsh and cold father could engender that kind of feeling.  Moreover, Jason was still ambivalent about his father's death, feeling a mixture of deep sorrow and emptiness along with relief that he no longer had to feel his father’s displeasure every day.  Having a feeling of relief was painful. How could he feel relief from his father's death?

The old pickup truck he had driven to North's at the beginning of the summer waited in the drive.  At least he had his license now.

He ached as he drove, both from punishment on the field and hunger for Jon.  North had been a midwife at his birth to this new life, and Jason saw him as his champion.  Every bounce of the old truck reminded him of his current ordeal, but he reminded himself that Jon and the others loved him; below his fear and pain was bedrock of hope.

He parked in his usual spot in front of North's house.  Jason could hear Caballé's voice coming from the stereo, but rather than opera, she was singing with Freddie Mercury.  Thinking of himself and North, he thought of the opera and rock stars, That's another odd couple.

He didn't knock these days; he quietly walked in and took his bag upstairs.  In the hall, he thought about which bedroom to use, deciding on North's.  He threw his bag at the foot of the bed and wandered downstairs.  Tom and Jim were in the kitchen, feeding each other bits of the raw vegetables they were cutting for dinner.

North was at the pass-through, reading, when he noticed a smiling Jason.  He jumped off the stool and charged Jason, grabbing him in a tight hug.

"Ow!  Take it easy, man.  I'm still a bit raw."

"Shit. Sorry. You ready for the great escape?"

"Damn right. I feel as if I haven't seen Jon in a year."

Jim's voice rang out from the kitchen, "Come on, you two, before I have to wash your mouths out with soap.  Dinner's on."

Dinner was simple and delicious — chicken breasts with steamed vegetables and a salad.  The boys cleaned up the dishes and the kitchen after dinner.

The four sat in the living room for a while before Tom told them to get up to bed; they still had school the next day.  They'd be leaving for Portland immediately after the game tomorrow.  Both North and Jason hugged the fathers and headed upstairs.

"I assumed you'd be okay with my sleeping in your room."

"Good assumption."

The boys completed their before-bed hygiene rituals and stripped to their underwear before climbing into North's bed, where they lay on their backs.  Sleeping together wasn't unusual when they were at each other's homes.  Jason was aware that North was unusually comfortable with this kind of intimacy.  North's unstudied affection was a part of his character that made Jason feel safe when they were together.  His original crush on North had been replaced with something more than brotherly affection but less than infatuation.

"Things are worse than you thought they'd be?"

"Not really.  I just didn't count on the physical pain.  I figured I'd take a lot of verbal flack, but I wasn't prepared for the physical stuff. Football practice seems to be a license to beat up on me."

North turned on his left side and put his right arm across Jason's chest.  "You could give up football."

"That's the problem.  I'd feel as if I were running away."

"None of us wants to be visiting you in the hospital."

"I don't think it'll come to that.  The worst-case scenario is that Coach won't let me play, but if that happens, Jeremy won't be playing either.  Next week will tell the tale."

"You should talk to Steve.  I think he might listen."

"He did have words with Jeremy after the last practice.  But I don't think anyone can influence Jeremy."

"Maybe not, but Steve could influence others, and others can isolate Jeremy."

"I'll try.  Anything's better than standing around waiting to get creamed."  Jason turned his head to see North's blond hair spread on the pillow.  He felt nothing but comfort in North's touch.

Jason remembered their first disastrous meeting and the humbler second.  "I'm glad you gave me a second chance."

"I'm glad you came back and gave us a chance.  Other than Annie and Jon, you are my closest friend."  North moved his hand to Jason's shoulder.  He closed his eyes and for a few moments reminisced about how his friendship with Jason had started.

"Do you know Brent?"

"Yeah.  I used to think he was a good guy, and I know he loves running.  Why do you ask?"

"He's turning into something of a running partner." North wouldn't reveal Brent's adoption unless Brent gave his permission.

"I thought you said nobody on the team was talking to you."

"I talked to him.  We found some common ground.  He came over to meet Dad before you got here."

"Really?  I had him pegged as one of Jeremy's boys."

"I'm beginning to think Jeremy has fewer true apostles than we think.  Not to nag, but you should talk to Steve."

Jason rested his hand on the forearm that North had thrown across him.  "I'll give it a shot.  But I may not have a chance before the game.”

"You got the note from Vi?"

"Yeah.  I'm all set for the trip to Portland with you."

"You and Vi still doing okay without Fred?"

Jason didn't answer for a few seconds.  "Mama has this sweet sadness, but she keeps busy with the farm.  Ben and Martin have really stepped in to help."

"And you?"

"I'm okay.  Jon and Mama gave me such a gift of support.  I'm happy that I came out to Papa before it was too late, but I'm sad that he didn't have more time to come to better terms with me."

"I know he loved you.  I think he and you would have found your way."

"I guess."

More than the high-school warfare about Jason's being gay, North worried about how his friend was navigating the loss of his father.

"The long-distance thing with Annie and Jon sucks," North said.

"It feels like an amputation.  Something happened between Jon and me when we camped on the mountain — not just sex.  We're parts of each other now.  I guess that's a silly way to think when we're our age."

"You went through a lot together in a short time."

Jason gave a long sigh as if he was contemplating something inevitable.  "I know Jon's going to lean on me to run away to Portland for good."

"He'll understand, whatever you decide.  You two are some of my best work."

"Oh, really?  I got the impression that we're Annie's best work." Jason grinned.

"Maybe we're all Annie's best work."  North kissed Jason on the cheek, and turning onto his back, fell immediately asleep.

Jason's difficulty with sleep continued.  Listening to North's easy breathing, he thought that North didn't have a clue as to how he affected people.  The boy didn't worry about convention; if he wanted to hug or kiss a friend, girl or boy, he did.  How could people hate that kind of sweetness?

* * * * *

After closing the house up, Tom and Jim turned in.  While they were getting ready for bed, Tom floated a plan.

"I have an idea.  You'll have to help."

"What do you have in mind?"

"I'm thinking of having Annie and Jonathan come to White Salmon for the game and a surprise.  They could take the train from Portland to Bingen. They'd arrive about 6:30, and White Salmon is only about 10 minutes up the hill. You'd have to make some excuse to leave and pick them up without letting North know what's up."

"I knew I kept you around for a good reason — brilliant plan, just what the doctor orders."

"I'll call the kids and set it up tomorrow morning if they can do it."

"Somehow, I think they'll make it work.  Remember how desperate we were for reunions when we were apart?  We weren't that much older than they are."

"I do indeed, love."

* * * * *

Jim was well into his day at the cancer center before Tom got ready to drive both boys to the school Friday morning.  North fixed breakfast for Jason and himself, but Jason was agitated, alternately walking away from the table and sitting.  He only picked at the cereal and fruit.

"Calm down, man.  You know how long it took me to fix this breakfast?"

Jason sighed, but smiled, "What?  About two minutes?"

North returned the smile.  "It's the thought that counts.  You worried about the game?"

"The game, seeing Jon again, everything."

Wolfing down his bowl of cereal, North tried to settle Jason down.  "It hasn't been that long since you saw Jonathan.  Nothing's changed with you two, and Jeremy doesn't play for White Salmon."

Jason returned to eating his cereal and managed to finish the bowl.  "No, you're right.  I need to stop acting like the assholes have won.  It's amazing how a few jerks can turn your life upside down."

"If you let them isolate you, you're letting them win.  We're all with you, Jason.  They're trying to make you feel alone, but you're not.  We're all here for you."

Jason put their dishes in the dishwasher.  "I've become a stranger in my own town."

"You guys ready?" Tom asked, opening the front door.  "Let's not be late."

The boys followed Tom to the Forester, and Tom noticed that Jason was withdrawn and distracted.  He thought about his discussion with Jim.  Maybe this situation had gone on too long.  He would talk with Vi today about the possibility of getting Jason to Portland if necessary.  The fact that North had been hovering over Jason for the last week was a bad sign.  North must have seen something worrisome in Jason's behavior.

The boys hopped out at the school, and Tom watched them walk in.  He saw the other teenagers in small groups, among friends.  None of them greeted Jason or North or even acknowledged their existence.

Back at the farmhouse, Tom sent a text message to Jonathan asking him to call when he had a chance.  Then he returned to reworking a poem for the fifteenth time.  He wrote poetry longhand on a yellow legal pad.  Sometimes getting a poem in shape took half a pad.  He was fond of a line but was becoming convinced that it weakened the poem.  He was reading it aloud with and without the line when his cell sounded.

"Hey, Jon.  Thanks for getting back to me."

"Is Jason okay?" Jonathan's voice was strained.

"He's fine, Jon.  I wanted to suggest something to you and Annie."

"What?"

"I could get tickets for you to take Amtrak to Bingen this afternoon and surprise Jason and North.  You could see Jason's game.  That would mean that you'd see him sooner than if you waited until he got to Portland.  Think you can make the sacrifice?"

"Hell, yes, Tom!  Sorry.  You're a genius.  What time would we leave here?"

"The train's scheduled to leave at 4:45.  Would you check with Annie and text me if she wants to make the trip?  You'll need to check with your parents and have Annie check with hers.  If it's a go, I'll get e-tickets and send them to your phones."

"I know she'll want to go, but I'll check in with her.  Thanks, Tom.  I'd go crazy worrying about the game and waiting for him to get here."

Twenty minutes later, Tom had the answer and went to the Amtrak website to buy the tickets.  After he emailed the confirmations to Jon and Annie, he put the legal pad aside.  He wouldn't arrive at a decision about the line today.  He would post the poem on a forum read by other poets and ask for their help.  Now, talking to Jason’s mother was more important than writing.

* * * * *

Tom thought briefly about calling Vi but decided that he needed to see her while they talked.  Vi had a way of nurturing everyone in her presence, so he thought that she was probably acutely aware of Jason's struggles and of his desire to remain in Goldendale at least for the next year.  Maybe Jason was in better shape than he and Jim thought, but Tom was increasingly worried about the boy, who was showing more evidence of stress every week.

When Vi's cell phone rang, she stopped work and looked at the caller ID to see Tom's name.  She always made time for Tom and Jim, who had helped Jason so much as he struggled with being different.  She knew in her heart that her husband's grudging accommodation of her son's sexuality was conditioned on the way Jim had treated him before his death.  Her parents had taught her that help often arose when it was needed if one was open to the possibility.

"Hey, Tom.  How are you and Jim?  Nothing wrong, I hope."

"No, Vi.  We're all fine over here.  I want to come over and talk with you if you have time this morning."

"For you, I always have time.  I'm working on some tack out in the horse barn.  Come on over."

"Fifteen minutes, and thanks."

Rather than drive, he decided to run over to Vi's and Jason's place.  After quickly putting on his running gear, he took off down the driveway.  He made the run in fifteen minutes almost exactly and walked back to the outbuilding where Vi was working.

Everything on the property showed the same fundamental order that had existed before Fred died.  Vi and Jason had a great crew of hands, including the foremen, Ben and Martin, who loved Vi as they did their own sisters.  The men had learned from Fred how to run the place, and now they pitched in with a zeal that belied their status as hired hands.

When Tom came through the barn door, Vi looked up from the bridle she was repairing and rose to hug him.  "You called before I had a chance to call you.  I am troubled and want your counsel.  But first, how are you?"

Tom knew that, unlike most questions about how he was, this one wasn't just social convention.  "Jim and I are fine.  If not for Jason's and North's troubles, we would count the move to Goldendale a success.  I enjoy the solitude, and my writing is coming along.  I have another novel through the main editing phase and ready to go for final edits.  Jim and I have reconnected a bit.  The boys are becoming a real source of concern for us, though."  He hesitated a moment, but Vi, as was her custom, didn't jump into the conversation.  "How are you doing?  The place looks great, but you must be lonely."

She considered the question a moment, as if, for her, every answer was consequential.  Fixing Tom with a warm gaze, she answered, "My life has been a long journey of finding and losing.  Some losses are barely tolerable, but as long as I keep finding as I go along, the losses aren't crippling.  I don't feel lonely, and I'm grateful to North, you, and Jim for your friendship.  Something drops away and another thing grows."

"I find friendship with you natural, Vi."

"Well, I'm happy to hear that.  Friends are always truthful with one another, yes?"

"Yes.  What's troubling you?"

"Fathers and sons have always been a mystery to me, but I think men learn how to be fathers from their own fathers.  Fred was unfortunate in that regard.  His father wasn't a good model. Jason always needed more from Fred than he could give, and I tried to help both of them, with limited success.  It took Fred knowing he was dying to loosen up just a little, but I fear it wasn't enough."

"You and Fred managed to raise a wonderful young man.  Jason is a special person, and the last few months have shown how special he is."

"Jasey is special and in ways that have been known to my people for generations.  Now, he's surrounded by a newer culture and a newer religion.  His life is here with old friends who have deserted him and new friends who are supporting him.  He has the love of a fine partner, though they aren't physically together much.  But his father's death has foreclosed the many possibilities of what the two of them might have become.  He's sad, angry, and confused about his father, and he is bewildered about the way his old friends are treating him."

"I worry that he's getting tired of struggling," Tom told her.

"I've suggested that he spend more time with you in Portland, but he feels that he has shoes to fill here, and he is offended by the notion of running from the problems he faces."

"Jim and I are worried enough that we've created a sort of backup plan to move back to Portland ‘til they graduate if things here don't turn around for the boys.  If he's willing, we'd like to take Jason back with us.  Is that something you’d consider letting Jason do?"

"If Jason wanted to move to Portland, I'd be glad to see him with you.  But, he's the one that would have to make that decision."

* * * * *

The team bus left Goldendale at 4:00 PM.  Jason sat in the back of the bus, and as he expected, no one sat near him.  Jeremy and his group of linemen sat about halfway down the length of the bus.  Steve sat closest to Jason, two seats ahead.  For Jason, football had ceased to be a team sport.  As the bus travelled west on Washington 14, Jason's anger and anxiety built.

As the bus drove through a few short tunnels, Jason continued his internal debate.  He had nearly decided that continuing to take the physical abuse so that Jeremy wouldn't think he was winning didn't make sense.  But he knew that if he didn't stand up for himself, no other gay kid would ever feel safe coming out in Goldendale.

Jason's anxiety made him extremely alert.  Five miles before the turnoff to White Salmon, he had a startle reaction, and looking up, saw Jeremy quietly and steadily moving to seats closer to the back of the bus.  Jason started to rise, thinking that if Jeremy was going to attack him at least he would be standing.  Before Jeremy could get to him, Steve stood and stepped into the aisle to cut Jeremy off.  He and Jeremy faced each other in the aisle.

"Jeremy, you need to go back to your seat. Now," Steve said quietly.

"What are you doing, Steve?  You don't want to get between me and the little fag."

"Well, I'll tell you, Jer, I'm tired of putting up with your crap.  You think you're my leader?  You're a fucking bully, and you have always been one.  You just don't do so well when people stand up to you.  Now, go back to your seat or I'll put you back in your seat."

Jeremy looked behind him to see if any of his little posse was rushing to his aid, but they were just looking at Steve.  "You're going to regret this, Steve.  Has he turned you into a fag, too?"

Steve laughed.  "Give me a break, Jer.  That line doesn't work on everyone.  All I'm interested in is winning the game tonight.  I don't care if Jason is fucking your brother.  We need him to win, and the whole backfield and I will take it very personally if you keep up this little vendetta.  Now, for the last time, sit."

Jeremy muttered to himself but returned to his seat.  Steve sat again without looking back to Jason.  What was that all about? Jason thought.  Maybe North was right.  Steve hadn't exactly given Jeremy a ringing defense of Jason's right to live as openly gay, but it was clear that Steve didn't like Jeremy or the way he was operating.

Jason remembered what Steve had said the day that he and Jon had come out to him.  He had said he wouldn't pile on, and he had just showed that he wouldn’t.

* * * * *

At 5:00, Jim, Tom, and North set off for White Salmon.  North was driving on his restricted permit, with Jim up front and Tom in the back seat of the Tribeca.  North had asked Jim why they were taking the big car, and Jim had told him that he thought it needed to be driven on a longer trip.

"You think you're going to train with Brent from now on?" Tom asked.

"I think so.  I know Brent is going to talk with Jason.  He seems like a reasonable guy, and Dad didn't frighten him off."

"Yeah, and I had a chef's knife in my hand."

Jim said, "I think that the more your schoolmates know about you and us, the less they'll have to fear."

North mused aloud, "I just hope Jason survives long enough for them to come around."

Tom said, "I know coming out has been a struggle for Jason, but I wonder if that's the main source of his distress."

"I think he'd be doing better with being gay if he wasn't angry about the way things went with his dad.  He won't admit it, but something's going on there."

"Does Jon understand what's going on?"

"Yes.  He and Jason have some other issues to resolve.  Jonathan is really set on having Jason move to Portland for the rest of the school year, but Jason is stubborn about staying to help Vi and showing Jeremy that he's not winning."

Jim asked, "What would you think about having Frank chat with him?"  Frank Gerard, a psychiatrist specializing in children and adolescents, was a colleague of Jim’s, whom North saw a few years back.

"Oh man, that might be a bit extreme.  Frank is cool though, and he sure helped me."

"You don't think Jason would be angry if I talked to Frank?"

"No, I don't think so.  Frank's good at starting conversations."

* * * * *

The bus pulled onto Bruin Road shortly after 5:00.  They were at the field five minutes later, and Jason waited until most of the team had left the bus before walking to the door.  Steve waited as well, and as they exited the bus, Jason thanked him for intercepting Jeremy during the ride.

"If it won't create problems for you, I'd like to talk with you for a few minutes sometime soon."

Steve looked at Jason, contrite.  "I've missed talking with you about schoolwork and hanging out.  We should talk, because thinking about your situation is taking up way too much of my time.  Next week, okay?"

"I'd like that, but I don't want to cause you any problems."

"You know, I've never liked Jeremy.  You've taken a lot of shit from him, and you're no different than you were before.  I don't understand the gay thing, but I won't stand for that kind of behavior on any account, and I'm feeling more and more like a pussy for standing around watching.  Last night, my father asked me if you were a friend, and I said yes.  Then he asked me if that was true, how come I was standing around with my head up my ass?"

All Jason could say was, "Next week, then."

They hopped off the bus and went to change for the game.  At White Salmon, as at most high schools, football games were played on the infield of the track. Jeremy was relatively well behaved as the players put their pads and uniform jerseys on, probably because Steve was keeping an eye on him.

Goldendale didn't have a good record against White Salmon.  In fact they didn't have a good record against many opponents.  Welcome to small-town football.

Jason's Goldendale family arrived shortly after 6:00 and found seats in the bleachers.  Almost immediately, Jim looked at his phone.  "Sorry guys, I have to get across the river.  I shouldn’t be too long. Give Jason a few yells for me."

"Dad Squared, this sucks.  How're we going to get to Portland if you get stuck over in The Dalles?" North complained.  He was in no mood to spend the weekend in Goldendale.

"Calm down.  I should be back before the end of the game.  If not, I'll call Vi, and she can come and rescue you."

"Sorry.  Be careful."

Looking at Tom and trying not to give anything away, Jim replied, "I will.  Love you, and see you in a bit."  Jim figured he'd just about make it to meet the train if Amtrak managed to keep its schedule.

Goldendale elected to defend to start the game. Jason was the Sam, the strong-side, linebacker, and alternated between covering a big, strong and fast tight end on pass plays and forcing running plays to the outside. Goldendale's defense had also worked on a Sam-A blitz in which Jason would slide off the tight end and head for the quarterback.

Jason looked into the bleachers and saw North and Tom but no Jim.  He wondered where Jim was.

On the first few sets of downs, the tight end banged past Jason and caught short passes in the flats.  Fortunately, White Salmon's quarterback didn't have a rocket for an arm.  Jason adjusted to the short passes and successfully defended a couple of them.  On the first Sam-A blitz, he got his arms around the QB before he could release the ball and, with the help of the right defensive end, sacked him.  Even Jeremy stood up and screamed at the sack before he remembered who was responsible and promptly sat down.

When the defense came off the field, Steve gave Jason a hug and whispered, "That'll show the assholes."

The train was late arriving in Bingen.  At the middle of the quarter, Jim was back with Annie and Jonathan.  North was so intent on watching the game that he didn't notice Annie until she sat in his lap.  "Hey! Watch out,” he said with an annoyed look on his face. Then he realized who it was. “Annie! How did you get here?  Jonathan, you too?  How cool." He hugged Annie and gave her a more circumspect kiss than he wanted to.

Goldendale's offense was on the field, and when Jason looked back to the bleachers behind the bench, he saw Jonathan and then Annie and Jim.  They all waved and hooted at him.

He would have gladly left for Portland right then, but there was the rest of the game to play.

Goldendale's offense had problems, largely because Jeremy and the other linemen were big but slow and not too skilled.  Although Steve was able to consistently make short runs, Goldendale constantly found itself in passing situations, and the porous offensive line made the Goldendale QB a sitting duck.  The first time Jeremy let a defender get into Goldendale's backfield, North screamed, "Way to go Jer!  You need more practice."  Jeremy looked up at the bleachers, and he wasn't happy about having been called out.

Jonathan grabbed North's arm and said, "You're going to get Jase killed if you keep that up.  And if that happens, Annie and I will kill you."

"Sorry, Jeremy's just such a talentless lump."

Jim added, "That kind of thing isn't helpful, North."

Annie put her arm around North's shoulders.  "Okay, okay, I get it," North grumbled.

The game was surprisingly close, but Goldendale lost by ten points.  Jason played well considering his size.  He was happy with his game, especially forcing some sacks.

After ditching his pads and changing, Jason left the rest of the team to the school-bus ride home.

* * * * *

Tom and Jim looked at the four teenagers in the living room of their condo in Portland.  Sitting in the living room, North and a cleaned-up Jason looked like kidnapping victims rescued from Somali pirates by Navy Seals.  Their smiles masked residual turmoil over their situation in Goldendale.  The smiles, though, were persistent and genuine as they clung to Annie and Jon.  The dads wondered if Annie and Jon would have permanently deformed hands from Jason's and North's grips.

"So, what are you going to get up to while we're here?"

Jon looked squarely at Jason.  "I'm going to try to talk Jase into staying here so I can keep an eye on him."

Jason slowly shook his head.  "Jon, let's not start an argument, okay?"

"I won't argue with you, but I'm not going to shut my trap when you keep yourself in danger."

Annie interrupted, "Now, boys, you need to spend some quality time together before you discuss this."

Jason agreed, "Sorry.  We'll figure this out, I know.  Let's at least hold off the discussion until tomorrow."

"Agreed."

North ventured, "Joan Osborne's at the Aladdin tomorrow night."

"I'd like to see her.  Let's all go," Annie said.

"Dads, could you get us tickets online if we pay you back?"

Tom and Jim looked at each other. "Sure.  How many?"

Jon said, "We should check with Frannie, Pete, and Mary."

Jim laughed.  "Well, check, then.  Tickets may be gone."

After a few minutes on her phone, Annie announced, "Seven it is."

"Dad Squared, would you talk to Mark if they're sold out?  He owes you."

"He owes me nothing, wise-ass son."

Jason looked at Jon.  "Mark is the owner of the theater,” Jon said. “Jim helped him a few years ago.  He can usually score tickets in a pinch."  Jason nodded.  Nothing about his extended family surprised him anymore.

"Jason," Tom asked, "would you drive?  You can take the Tribeca."

Jason smiled broadly, "Sure.  I'd love to."

Annie giggled, "Crash helmets for everyone."

"Jim and I are going to turn in.  You all look tired enough that you should do the same."

* * * * *

North's room was dark save for the light from the monitor of the iMac on his desk.  All at once, he wanted to hold Annie all night long, talk with her all night long, and have sex with her all night long.  He began to lift his shirt over his head.

Slapping his hands from his shirt, Annie protested, "No, no, no. Northy, I get to undress you."

"We'll do each other, one piece of clothing at a time."

She pushed North back onto the bed and took his shoes and socks off.

"That's more than one piece, Anns."

"Tough."

North stood and pulled Annie's t-shirt over her head, sighing as her breasts came into view.  He leaned forward to kiss them, but she pushed him back onto the bed again.  She unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them down his legs, dropping them on the floor.  His erection was quite obvious in his boxer briefs.  "For me?  How very nice."

He sat up and removed Annie's jeans, leaving her in a small pair of panties.  "For me?  How very nice."  Annie slapped him lightly on the back of his head.  She leaned over and yanked his underwear over his thighs and pulled them off.  His hard-on snapped back against the bottom of his shirt.  He reached for her panties.

"Not yet.  Stand up."

North stood and waited.

"Turn around." She watched as he turned.  "You have no idea how much seeing you hard wearing nothing but a t-shirt turns me on."

"I'll keep that in mind for the future."  He kneeled in front of her and buried his face where her legs joined, taking a deep breath, inhaling her particular sweetness that reminded him of how much he loved and wanted her.  "Let's lose these."

She pulled his t-shirt up and as he raised his arms she kissed his chest.  Naked, they fell on the bed.  Looking at her, feeling her in his arms, he lost touch with his own need and understood how much better a person loving her made him.  He drew his right index finger from under her arm, over her ribs and flank, tracing the gentle curve above her hip.  "This is my favorite place on your body, Annie."

* * * * *

"Lie down.  We can fuck a little later."

Jason made himself prone on the bed, adjusting his erection so that he was comfortable.  Jon kneeled beside him and began to slide lotioned hands over Jason's shoulders and back and then down to his ass.

"Don't think.  Just feel."

For an hour Jonathan caressed and massaged Jason until he felt him begin to cry.  He felt the deep shuddering in Jason's shoulders.  "Don't try to stop.  Let it out.  I'll always be here for you."

"I'm sorry," Jason sobbed, "I don't know what's wrong with me."

"Not a god-damned thing, sweet one."

"I'm just so tired of all the crap, and I don't get to see you or touch you every day."

"We'll work it out.  How about if we just hold each other for a while and then sleep?"

* * * * *

North had never been a morning person.  After a night of reunion love, Annie woke up and watched him sleeping, his deep breathing on the edge of snoring.  He didn't look much different than when she had first met him, but he was slightly less boyish.  He had never had the awkwardness of most boys his age, but she hoped he would never completely lose that boyish quality.  They had latched on to one another like a foregone conclusion.  She had never regretted her commitment to him.

Her parents worried that she was too heavily involved with North at too early an age, but over the first two years of the relationship, their concern had diminished because North had the same effect on them as he did on almost everyone.  He easily won them over.

Annie reached out to touch North’s hair and silently thanked Tom and Jim for not screwing up the boy they had chosen to nurture.  He was on his side, facing away from her, and she spooned in behind him and leaned over to lightly nibble on his earlobe.

"Go away, Annie.  I need sleep."

"I didn't wear you out.  It's past nine, and your dads have been up for hours.  Let's go down for breakfast."

"They're old, and they can't stay awake all night making love like we did.  Please, have mercy."

She kept up the attack on his ear and added a hand on his dick, which hardened.  "Come on.  Rise and shine or I'll make it impossible for you to pee."

He was awake now, mostly because he couldn't sleep when she bothered his ... ear.  "All right, but there's a price.  One more time before we go down."

Annie giggled.  "How about we go down on each other first, then have another go, and then have breakfast?"

"You're insatiable, Anns.  You know, sexually it's all downhill for me from now on."

"That's why I'm taking advantage while you're in your prime."

An hour later, they were washed up and dressed in shorts and t-shirts. They quietly headed downstairs past Jon's and Jason's still-closed bedroom door.

* * * * *

Jason was awake again when he heard North and Annie going down for breakfast.  After his crying jag, he and Jon had kissed and cuddled until Jon fell asleep.  Jason was awake for another hour before he too fell asleep.  He woke every two hours or so, but soothed by Jon's presence in the bed, he fell back asleep quickly.  He was irritated that he had cried and was very unhappy that, after looking forward so much to having sex with Jon, they hadn't.

He didn't like feeling as if he had to be taken care of, but he also loved Jon for wanting to take care of him.  Jason thought that Jon’s mother must have taught him how to love and trust someone without smothering him.  Although Jonathan had given him no reason for concern, he worried that Jon would tire of all the drama of his life. On his part, Jon was very good with boundaries; he knew how to strike a balance between his own wishes for their relationship and Jason’s current struggles, so he didn’t push things too far.

Jon was on his back, his head turned to face Jason.  His face was relaxed and had the small half-smile that Jason loved.  Jason told himself to stop whining and just enjoy this beautiful boy.  Then he noticed that Jon was looking at him while pretending to sleep.

"I know you're awake."

"I didn't want to interrupt whatever you were thinking about.  You looked so serious."

"Mostly, I'm pissed that I didn't get to taste you last night.  I hate to waste an opportunity."

"I thought the night was beautiful, as if I disappeared into you and you let go some of whatever's been troubling you."

"Thanks, Jon."

"For what?"

"For not bugging me to come live in Portland."

"You already know how I feel, but I never want you to make decisions just to please me.  Besides, part of my wish to have you here is pure selfishness."

"I just feel that my father would have expected me to help out at the farm until I leave for college.  It's not fair to leave Mama with all the work."

"Has she actually asked you to stay?"

"No.  She's suggested that coming to Portland might be the best thing for me."

"And, you don't believe her?"

"I have to live with myself.  I'd feel as if I were letting her down."

"Okay.  Do me a favor, cowboy, and get yourself inside me.  I'm not leaving the room until I've been thoroughly fucked."

By the time they got down for breakfast, it was nearly time for lunch.

* * * * *

"So nice of you two to finally join the living."

"Annie, some of us needed more rest than you and North apparently did," Jon retorted.

"Hey, Anns woke me way early.  I'd still be up there asleep if it were up to me."

"Men have only two ways of relating to the world:  sex and sleep,” Annie said.  “How did you two avoid the limitations of your sex, Jim?"

"Who says I did?  Tom will have to speak for himself, though."

North said with a smile, "Yeah, Dad looked pretty worn out this morning."

Jim saw that Jason was a little more relaxed.  "You sleep okay, Jason?"

"I did.  Thanks."

Jon jumped in, "Methinks he fibs."

"Hey, city boy, you best not get on my bad side.  I might cut you off."

"Ooh.  Best be careful there, Jonathan," Annie warned.

"I'm not worried.  He'd be cutting himself off, too.  No way that's going to happen."

"You got me there.  I guess I shouldn't make threats I can't follow through on."

Jim made a late breakfast for the two late risers.  The kids decided to hang out for the rest of the day until they left for the concert.  Pete, Frannie, and Mary would come to the condo before the concert, and Jason would drop them at their homes on the way back.

* * * * *

The Aladdin has been an intimate venue for live entertainment in Portland since 1993.  Before that, the Aladdin was successively a vaudeville house, a family-movie theater, and a porn institution where Deep Throat had a long run.  These days, many singer-songwriters found the 600-seat venue and the closeness of the audience nourishing.  More than a few of them had performed at the Aladdin before signing with major labels and continued to perform there after a measure of fame.  Jazz, rock, folk, and the unclassifiable all found the little theater a haven.

Jason drove the group across the Willamette River on the Broadway Bridge and headed south on MLK Boulevard to Powell Boulevard and then to Milwaukee Avenue.  The group chattered about music, about love, about the great unfairnesses and joys of life.  Mary and Frannie had settled into a relationship with each other.  Maybe the water on the west side of the Cascades contained some liberalizing tonic.  Both girls still dated boys occasionally and didn't consider themselves gay.  Pete often accompanied them, either as part of a couple with either of them or of a threesome.

They had decided to arrive at the theater when it opened an hour before the show.  Jason found parking on a side street near the Aladdin, and the gang walked to the will-call window.  The line was already long, and as they waited to enter and have their hands stamped, Jonathan recognized a couple of friends.

He called to them, "Look for us inside!"

"Okay, we will!" came the shouted reply.

The line moved briskly.  "Who are they?" Jason asked Jonathan.

"They're among the first gay friends I made after I came out.  They were friends with each other for a long time, but now they're a couple.  You'll like them."

The seven moved through the glass front door, presenting the backs of their hands for a small stamp, and into the lobby, pleasantly jostling against the mellow crowd.  The refreshment counter was on the right, and two double doorways on the left led to the aisles between the seating at the sides of theater and the center seats.  Ahead, a broad staircase led to the balcony.  Everyone in their group but Jason was an Aladdin veteran, so without discussion, Annie, North, and Pete went through the first door to the auditorium.

"Where are they going?" Jason asked Jonathan.

"They're going to save seats near the front if they can find seven."

"Shouldn't we help?"

"We're on cookie and drink duty with Frannie and Mary."

They bought chocolate-chip cookies, coffees, and hot chocolates and made their way into the auditorium, looking for North and the others.  People had congregated at the front of the theater and in the aisles.  The audience was a real mix of ages and styles — young, emo, goth, older, 60s survivors, and soccer moms and dads.  Jason saw a lot of kids his age and some younger.  Jonathan spotted North and led Jason and the girls through the bodies clogging the aisle, turning into a row about a third of the way from the front.  North, Annie, and Pete had negotiated with some people and managed to stake out seven seats together by the aisle on the left.  The refreshment detail distributed drinks and food and they all sat.

Jason looked up to the high ceiling and then turned to look back to the balcony.  Toward the stage, he saw an opening on the right leading to stairs heading up to what he thought must be a space above or behind the stage. The proscenium was about fifty feet in front of their seats.  Jason wondered why someone as well-known as Joan Osborne would choose to perform in this small venue.

Jonathan sensed, in the way that deeply connected people sense, that Jason was uneasy with the noise and crowd.  He reached to take Jason's hand.  "Take a breath.  It's a bit frantic, but the people here are a good bunch."

"I'm okay.  You worry too much."

Jonathan thought that he had good cause to worry about Jason.  "I'm only worried because you've been under a lot of stress, and noisy crowds can't help much.  Maybe coming to the show wasn't a good idea."  Jonathan lifted and kissed the back of Jason's hand.

As he returned Jonathan's gesture, Jason told him, "We have to take our social life where we can find it, and coming to this concert is a great idea."

Jason's shoulders relaxed and some of the tension left his face.  If Jon could touch him like this every day, the struggle would be so much easier.  As he quietly waited for the show to start, barely aware of the crowd and his friends except Jon, Jason tried to identify the source of his growing discomfort.

He wasn't unhappy that he had come out nor was he surprised at his teammates' reactions, although he hadn't expected the physical punishment in the football program.  He certainly didn't feel that his sexuality was a burden, considering his fortune in finding a partner who helped him find continuing joy. He knew that Jon had been a source of strength as he stood with him struggling with his father's ambivalence toward a gay son during his final illness. He couldn’t figure out what was bothering him.

Jason jolted out of his musing when he felt a hand on his shoulder from behind.  As he turned to find its source, he saw a pair of arms around Jon's neck. "You did very well, Jon."

"You creeps!  You scared him.  Jason, these two are Charlie Wright and David Thompson.  They are responsible for the boundless depth of my homosexuality."

Jason saw two happy faces — nice, normal faces: not strikingly handsome like Jonathan but not unattractive by any means.  "Charlie, David, I'm more grateful than you can imagine for your assistance with the gaying of Jon."

Charlie responded, "We didn't do anything but clear the way in front of him.  The rest was natural ability."

David added, "He told us you were beautiful, but he understated."

"Damn, what did you tell them?"

"I told them the truth."

The lights dimmed, and the people still milling around found their seats.  Charlie whispered, "We'll talk at intermission."

A middle-aged man came to a microphone at the front of the stage and began a welcome and rundown of the coming acts.  Jon whispered to Jason, "That's Mark Adler, the owner." Jason remembered that North mentioned that Jim and Tom knew Mark.  As the introduction concluded, the band came onstage and picked up their instruments.

"... give a warm welcome to Joan Osborne."

As Adler walked off, Osborne walked to center stage, and the audience applauded enthusiastically, some of them screaming welcomes to her.  She smiled broadly, turned her head and nodded to the band.  The band kicked into gear and she began to sing “His Eyes Are a Cool Million Miles.”

The program continued through some songs familiar to Jason and some blues and jazz standards that Jason hadn't heard.  Her voice was clear, and her range was wonderful as she navigated the emotion in each song.  Jon was tapping his feet and swaying in his seat during the fast songs and holding Jason's hand tightly during the slow ones.  Some in the audience called out requests between songs and shouted encouragement that she obviously heard.  She smiled and joked with the crowd between songs.  Jason could see now why she played the Aladdin.

She ended the first set sitting at a piano, playing alone, and singing “Cathedrals.”

In the cathedrals of New York and Rome

There is a feeling that you should just go home

And spend a lifetime finding out just where that is

The house lights came on, and as he stood, Jason thought that she must have aimed the closing lyrics at him. Pete, Annie, Mary, and Frannie left for a restroom break, leaving North, Jonathan, Jason, Charlie, and David stretching their legs by their seats.  Charlie and David began to tell Jason some very embarrassing stories about Jon's early life — nothing hurtful, but clearly showing how close the three of them had been — as close as he felt to North. Jason began to know the relaxation of friendship with other gay boys.  North, for his part, was happy to see Jason so at home with Jon and his friends and hoped that breaking the isolation he and Jason felt in Goldendale would solve some of Jason's problems.

Annie returned, saying that the others were getting some water for everyone.  She touched North's cheek in concern and encouragement.  Jason sensed the depth of her concern about the situation North and he were facing in Goldendale.  Annie shook off those thoughts and, smiling, remarked, "I was hoping she'd sing ‘Let's Just Get Naked.’"

"Annie," North protested, "knowing how horny Jason and I are, we might just do that.  So, be careful what you wish for."

"Okay, Northy, I make it an official dare."

"If she sings it, I'll think about stripping."

All the other guys in the little group told North that they'd like to see that.  North, speechless, actually blushed.  Annie cracked up.  "I don't mind sharing, but I’ll only allow looking."

For the remainder of the intermission, Jason's anxiety dissipated as he learned more about Charlie and David and joked with the rest of their little group.  As North watched his friend, he became convinced that he needed to talk some sense into Jason about moving back to Portland.

Maybe Jason's gaydar was improving, because he saw others in the crowd, pairs of men and women who seemed bound to each other in a special way.  But what amazed Jason most was the way the obviously straight people in the audience related to the gay couples.  He saw no judgment in the interactions, no distaste and no tension.  He wasn't in Goldendale anymore.

When the second set started, Jonathan grabbed Jason and pulled him to the front of the theater to join a growing crowd in front of the stage.  As Joan moved through a set of rocking tunes, the group clapped to the beat and danced.  The singer played to the little group, and by the time the set ended people were dancing in the aisles.  The last song was the melancholy When the Blue Hour Comes.  Jon had his arm around Jason's shoulders, pulling him tight as the chorus ended.

And when your restless heart tears your world apart,

And everywhere you turn, it's coming down on you,

Will there be a light that shines for you?

When the blue hour comes for you

If there's anything you would have me do,

Just call on me and I'll be coming through,

I will always be there for you,

When the blue hour comes, . . .

Jon felt Jason shudder as the words washed over them, and he could tell that Jason was trying not to cry.  He quietly led Jason back to their seats.  After they sat he whispered to Jason, "I'll always be there for you."  Then, he kissed Jason on the cheek.

The drive home was a rollicking discussion of the show, as Jason tried to concentrate on the road.  The last thing he needed was a ticket while driving the Tribeca.

* * * * *

Annie, North, Jonathan, and Jason made it back to the condo before midnight.  Jonathan was aware that Jason was deeply fatigued.  When they had all thanked the dads for helping them with the tickets and transportation, Jonathan suggested that Jason and he get to bed.  Annie smiled and shook her head.

North asked, "Jon, would you go on up?  I need to talk with Jason for just a few minutes, I promise."

"I'll warm up the bed.  Don't be long."

Jason nodded as Annie and Jon disappeared down the hall.  "You look really tired, Jason."

"I'm beat."

"I just wanted to give you a hug.  You were so good at the game.  I saw Steve give you a hug. That must have felt good."

"Oh, yeah.  He told me I'd showed the assholes.  Steve and I are going to talk when we get back.  I think you're right.  It's not them or us.  Even if we can't change people like Jeremy, we can still change a lot of minds.  We can win that way."

"Jason, you won a long time ago."  North gave his friend a big hug.  "You’d better get to bed.  Someone's waiting for you."


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Odds Shift

The trees in the planters outside the building were losing their leaves in fall's prelude to winter.  As Jason and North walked through the atrium of the high school on Monday morning, the small groups of kids ignored the two boys and stayed involved in discussions of their weekends.  It was intended ostracism, a kind of shared and knowing secret handshake that had been the norm since school started.  Eyes turned on them as they passed, either in judgment or veiled curiosity, but some unspoken agreement resulted in conformity of reaction to the two boys.

Goldendale High, like most high schools, didn't give its students what they needed most — a thoughtful way to reconcile two colliding messages from their culture and their parents: to fit in and obey the rules on the one hand and make your own decisions on the other.  Adolescence is the minefield of solving that conundrum, a minefield that produces casualties.

Fear of seeming different, even to the extent of acknowledging those who dared to show the slightest difference, enforced a painful reality for any outsiders.  Here, kids were unwitting accomplices to conformity because most of them craved acceptance and, more than acceptance, craved the safety of hiding their own differences by keeping eyes relentlessly focused on the familiar.

As the boys made their way through the main entrance, Brent approached them.  Sometimes, small gestures produce tectonic shifts.  Brent wasn't whispering, and no one could mistake his motive: "Jason, you played a great game.  I know the team generally sucks, but that first sack should make the highlight reel."

North nodded to Brent.  He was going to help this guy.  Jason was so surprised that someone other than North was talking to him that he couldn't reply for a moment.

"Thanks.  I wish we could have done better."  The suspicion engendered by weeks of separation from his old friends darkened the response in his mind.  Why the sudden change?  Surely, Brent understands that other kids were going to start in on him now.  But something in the openness of Brent's expression and in North's smiling calm quieted his doubts.

"Can I sit with you at lunch?  I need to talk over a few more things," Brent asked.

North replied both for himself and Jason, "I'd love to have someone other than this cowboy to talk with at lunch."

As the boys went to their classes, they couldn't see the subtle shift started by Brent's very public conversation with Jason.  Brent was a bright kid with a wide circle of friends.  North had picked off a good one.

At lunch, North and Jason were still alone.  "I don't know what to say.  Does Brent understand the position he's put himself in?"

"Yeah, he does, and I think he's not worried about what others think, or at least he's willing to take the risk.  He won't be the last one to take a chance, you just wait."

After Brent joined Jason and North at a table that could hold a dozen but today held only three. Kids at the tables surrounding theirs watched as if they were seeing one of their species make contact with two ETs.  Brent extended his hand to Jason and North, who both shook it.

As they started eating what healthful options they could find in the cafeteria, Brent began, "Jason, I want to apologize for standing by while everyone turned on you.  I just wasn't thinking very clearly."

"What made you change your mind?"  Jason's tone was frankly accusatory.

"I guess I figured out that there's no reason to be frightened by you.  At first, I thought you'd changed because you met North and started going to Portland.  But North got me to thinking that maybe you were always this way and that you're just trying to live your life as you think it should be lived.  It might seem as if Jeremy's the problem, but he's just taking advantage of everyone's fears: they think that if you could be tempted to change, so could any of them.  I just don't feel right not sticking up for you now."

"Thank you.  You realize that sticking up for me may make you a target, too?"

Brent smiled for the first time during the conversation.  "I'm still chasing tail, so I doubt that anyone will think you've converted me."  Then, more seriously, he said, "Besides, I'm tired of my conscience nagging me."

The rest of their conversation was about Brent and North becoming running partners.  Brent even asked about Jonathan.  When the boys finished lunch and left the cafeteria, many of the other students realized that the unacknowledged pact to isolate Jason was broken.

* * * * *

Annie and Jonathan left Room 116 after the regular Thursday lunch meeting of the Lincoln High School Gay Straight Alliance.  Lincoln had been North's school before the move to Goldendale, and he had been a member of the GSA.  Many of Jim's colleagues sent their children to private schools like Catlin Gable, but Tom and Jim valued public education and thought that Portland public schools like Lincoln could provide advantages that North needed.

The GSA was part of a remarkable group of student organizations at Lincoln High, Portland's oldest high school, dedicated to diversity issues.

"What would you think about suggesting that Northy and Jason start a GSA at Goldendale?"

Jonathan replied, "Wouldn't it be a little short on the Gay side?"

"I can't believe you think that this is a bad idea."

"Jase is going through enough shit without making him a martyr to the cause."

"Jon, even if it only pulled a bunch of straight kids in, a GSA could bring the whole bullying thing to the front burner."

"Right now it would be like a support group for the one gay kid in Goldendale."

"You know very well that there are others.  Think about helping them."

"Right now I just want to help Jase.  Annie, I know how you are when you get your mind set on something.  Please don't mention this to North or Jason until we talk more."

"Jonathan Sumner, I never thought I'd hear you pass on an opportunity like this one."

"Everything in its own time.  I have my priorities in order.  By the way, the train's a pretty cool way to get to Goldendale.  We're all set for tomorrow afternoon, right?"

"Yep. I have our tickets.  Back to the country.  Jason has another home game Friday, and Northy is going to a cross-country match on Saturday somewhere near Yakima."

"I can't wait.  I've always wanted to be a professional sports fan."

"You have to admit that the scenery's not bad."

"I guess watching runners is satisfying, and if you eliminate the football players up front, there are some nice asses on display at Jase's games."

"Does he know you drool over some of his teammates?"

"We agreed, looking okay, touching not okay," Jonathan laughed.  "You never look at anyone but North, do you?"

"I'm not a nun, Jon.  But, I admit I don't find much out there to compare with my guy."

"Pretty lucky, aren't we?"

"No doubt.  You know that Jim and Tom want to go to Smith Rock on Sunday if Northy and Jason are up for the trip."

"I hope we get to climb, but if Jase would rather just walk beside Crooked River I won’t mind a bit.”

* * * * *

The same day, after school and football practice, Jason wandered over to North's.  He knew North was probably still running with Brent, but he thought he'd wait around to talk with him.  As he approached the farmhouse porch, he saw a stranger mucking about in the plant bed to the right of the steps.  On his knees, bending over, and surrounded by plants with burlap around their root balls was a slight man with thinning, sandy hair.  He wore cargo shorts and a dirty t-shirt.  He was wiry and taut like a compressed spring awaiting release.

He had planted a spade near him in the bed but was using his hands to mix dirt with a potting mix.  Jason was about to go into the house when the man rocked back on his knees and looked at him, smiling.  The man's gaze was appraising, and Jason felt as if this gardener could see more deeply into him than he himself could.

"Hey, I'm Frank Gerard, a friend of Jim's and his sometime gardener.  I'm just replacing some annuals with shrubs."  Frank held up his hands.  "I'd shake hands but I'm pretty filthy."

"No, that's okay.  I'm Jason Johnson, a friend of North's.  I was going inside to wait for him to get home."

"I thought you might be Jason.  Want to give me a hand while you wait?"

Jason didn't particularly want to get dirty, but his father had always insisted that he lend a hand where a hand was needed.  "Sure, what do you need?" Jason asked as he shed the long-sleeve outer shirt, throwing it onto the porch steps.

"Just hand me the plants when I'm ready for them.  I don't want you to end up looking like me."

Every time Frank looked at him, Jason felt his deep curiosity.  This guy is more than a gardener, Jason thought.  He walked over and squatted next to Frank.  "Thanks, I don't mind a little dirt."

Over the next hour, Jason and Frank managed to get the shrubs in the ground.  Frank worked silently, only answering when Jason spoke.

"How do you know Jim?"

"I work with Jim, or I used to when he was still at OHSU."

"Is it Doctor Gerard, then?"  A doctor from Portland coming to Goldendale to plant shrubbery was beyond strange.

"I prefer Frank, but I am a doc."

"Are you an oncologist like Jim?"

Frank continued to pack dirt around the root system of one of the plants, occasionally pouring on a bit of water from a large watering can.  "Water helps me get air pockets out from around the root system.  No, I work in neurology and psychiatry."

"Wow, that must be interesting," Jason said politely, but now he understood.  He knew that Jim and Tom — for that matter, all his friends — were worried about him.

Frank watched Jason's face and saw the question forming.  "Psychiatry these days is interesting and frustrating.  By the way, Jim asked me to drop by to catch up, and my hobby is gardening.  We haven't seen each other for a while.  He also thought that I'd enjoy getting to know you."

"Were you friends before you started working at OHSU, or did you meet there?"

"Jim and I met at UW in medical school when I was a fourth year and he was a first year.  We both ended up working at OHSU after finishing fellowships.  He and I had a shared interest."

Jason immediately wondered if Frank was gay, but he didn't get that impression.  "Jim treated my father before he died.”

"I know, although I don't know any of the details.  Do you mind if we sit, Jason?  I've had a long day already.  Jim called earlier to let me know he'd be at MCMC for a while.  If it's okay with you, I'm ready for a rest.  We're almost finished, anyway."

Jason was curious now and wanted to see what would develop.  He knew that Frank wouldn't be here if Jim and Tom didn't trust him.  They sat back on the grass in front of the transformed bed, and Jason asked, "What interest did you and Jim share?"

"A certain blond-haired interest."

"North?"

"Yep.  I came to know Jim well when he and Tom adopted North. You know, when Jim and Tom adopted him, adoptions by gay couples were rare and not even legal in Washington.  Fortunately, Oregon permitted petitions for adoption by gay couples."

"So why did you get involved?"

"I was an expert as to any potential mental-health issues facing North if he lived with Jim and Tom.  Pretty straightforward, actually.  I'm only talking to you about this because North and his parents have given me permission.  I don't generally talk about conversations like this to anyone except my own shrink."

"So, anything we talk about is confidential."

"Jim said that you were quick."

"So, am I your patient?"

"No.  I'm not offering you treatment unless you ask for it.  But I would like to talk with you a bit in general about how you're doing."

"I'm not sure I want to."

"How about I tell you a story, and then if you don't want to talk, I'll just finish up here and wait for Jim?"

"Okay."

"Jim and I are very close.  I'm straight, but we are very close largely because of a person no longer in my life.  You see, Jim helped me stay alive.  I had a son who was a little younger than you when he killed himself.  I found him a few hours after he hanged himself.  I have never found a way to describe the agony of that moment.”

Jason saw Frank's face harden as he must have relived the moment of that awful discovery of his son.  Jason felt nausea and dizziness.  He grasped for a way to proceed.

He was saved by Frank. “I want you to understand that I know how death can interrupt a necessary journey you think you’ll finish.”

After a pause Frank continued, “You are only the fourth person I've talked with about even these sketchy details.”

“I’m honored, I ...”

"You don't need to say anything, because nothing you say can open that closed door."

"But why are you telling me this?  Jesus fucking Christ, I'm not going to hurt myself."  Jason was on the edge of the kind of loss of control he had never experienced.

"I'll bet you're angry a lot and can't figure out why.  You're gay, right?"

Disconcerted by the question, Jason managed, "Yes.  What's that got to do with anything?"

"I doubt if your difficulties being a small-town gay kid have much to do with what's really eating at you.  The practical difficulties of being in a minority in Goldendale aside, Jim believes that you're quite at ease with your sexuality.  The fact that you just answered so quickly tells me that Jim's right about that part. He tells me you already have a strong relationship with another boy."

Jason decided to go through the door Frank had opened.  "In many ways I feel much happier since I came out."

"You're surrounded by good models," Frank laughed, tossing a clod of dirt at Jason.

Brushing the dirt from his leg, Jason asked Frank, "After your son ... died, did you have trouble sleeping?"

"For a long time.  I felt as if I had something I needed to do but couldn't remember how to do it.  I wanted to beg Danny to forgive me for not seeing the depth of his pain, for not knowing what he was thinking.  Then, I got angry at him for leaving his mother and me in hell."

"Was he gay?"

"No, as far as we knew.  I don't think I'll ever know what brought him to suicide."

"How long until you found a way to do what you needed to do?"

"Never have, and I don't believe I ever will."

"Well, shit.  You're full of good news.  I'm just supposed to go on like this?"

"Wait, Jason. Not being able to do what you feel you need to do is not the same thing as being stuck where you are.  I learned to live with my inability ever to understand what Danny did or to ask him to forgive me.  I carry pain with me all the time, but I've learned not to let it wreck my life.  So can you."

"I don't know how."

"I could help you with that."

Jason was quiet for minutes, and Frank waited.  Sighing, Jason began, "In some ways, I'm happy that Papa died.  I was tired of coming up short in his eyes.  When he got sick and I came out to him, there was a little thaw.  I think Jon and Jim won him over a bit, because he respected them some.  I don't feel as if he ever respected me.  He told me he was hard on me because I was precious to him, just not precious enough for him to completely accept me for who I was.  I never measured up in his eyes, not just because I’m gay but because he was all impossible standards and judgment.  Now, I'm pissed off and ashamed of the way I feel about his death."

"Maybe because you know that there's no way to work your relationship out with him now."

Jason was silent again, and he could feel the anger and the tears reaching up from some dark place inside.  Frank touched Jason's knee.

"Jason, I can tell you that on a list of all the sources of men's problems, fathers are right at the top.  Gay or straight, it doesn't matter."

Tears welling, Jason touched Frank's hand and said haltingly, "I'm so sorry about your son."

"Thanks for that, Jason.  I can see why Jim, Tom, and North think so highly of you, and Jonathan's a lucky guy."

"Will you try to help me?"

"I'll do my best, I promise.  Good research shows that the risk for suicide increases in young men when they become fatigued by persistent anxiety.  Just as in chronic physical pain, the constant experience of anger or sadness can make climbing out of the hole more difficult over time."

"So, now I'm your patient?"

Frank smiled at Jason, "I don't want to make light of your problems, but I'm not worried about you.  There are a lot of kids that have lost people or homes or who have been talked into seeing themselves as defective.  Many don't have the support you do.  You could be a big help to some of those kids, and I'll help you, one friend to another.  Now, I see a common interest approaching."

Jason turned to see North bounding up the drive.  The blond boy ran over to Frank and, smiling like a kid on Christmas morning, bent over to hug him as he would one of his fathers.  "Frank, I'm so glad to see you.  I see you're elbow deep in dirt again."

* * * * *

On Friday, as Jonathan and Annie were on the train making their way to Wishram, the closest stop to Goldendale, Steve and Jason met at Jason’s place, as agreed, before the game against LaSalle High School. Steve had been having long conversations with his father, who was the Chief Criminal Deputy for the Klickitat County Sheriff's Office, about what was happening to Jason at school.  After discussing Biblical injunctions against homosexuality, Steve's father had reminded Steve about Christ's central message, the New Testament, which had more to do with mercy and forgiveness than with punishment.

Steve needed to talk with Jason before the game, and he hoped they could later ride over to the school together.  Jason was a brain, and he had helped Steve with algebra and geometry when Steve was in danger of failing both courses.  Their time studying together became the foundation of a deep friendship on Steve's part and he hoped on Jason's as well.

Jason's mother had greeted Steve as a returning child and then left the two of them in the living room to talk.

"I talked with my father about what a Christian should do in this situation.  He told me that our views on homosexuality don't give us the excuse to hurt anyone who is struggling."

"So, you see me as a leper?"

"No!  You're a friend who's lost."

"Lost?”

"I don't know.  Maybe you're just not trying hard enough."

“Not trying hard enough for what?” Steve’s remark had torn the cover from the dark place where Jason's anger and sorrow lived.  He barely restrained himself from attacking Steve, and he shouted, "Oh, I see.  Are you in a position to cast stones?"

"Jason, we're all weak.  Your weakness is just a little ... more serious than some.”

“Weakness?”

“I can't help the way I feel, but you'll always be my friend."

Jason saw echoes of his father's words in Steve's attitude, and he responded as he might have to his father.  "That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard.  Either I'm the Devil's work or I'm not.  Friends aren't DIY projects. You don’t say, ‘Forgive him for he knows not what he does’ to friends. You value friends as they are.  There's a difference between Christian charity and friendship.  You discovered something about me that's always been there, and everything changed for you. I am what I am, and I like what I am. You don’t need to forgive me. I don’t want your forgiveness. I'd rather you just tried to beat the shit out of me and be like Jeremy."

Vi had almost come into the room when she heard Jason shouting.  She overheard enough to be proud of Jason for standing up for himself.

Steve was cowed by the emotion of Jason's outburst; he had never seen Jason like this.  He had considered himself a moral hero for stepping between Jason and Jeremy.  Now, he realized with piercing clarity that he, along with the others, was partly responsible for his friend's pain.  In less time than five breaths take, he traced the sweep of his lifelong friendship with Jason.  His beliefs tangled with memories of the boy sitting across from him, faltering enough to frighten him into a deeper understanding of his friend.

Steve almost whispered, "I'm so tired of struggling with this."

"I'm tired of struggling, too, Steve.  I'm strong enough to be different, even if most people hate me, but I can't take the people I care about turning their backs on me or pitying me.  I'm just tired of feeling like crap. You go on to the game; I’ll be there in a while.”

Steve lowered his head and walked out of the house and down the driveway.  As he walked slowly, he thought of the depth of Jason's pain, and he began to feel that he had been wrong about a lot of things.  I don't care what my church says; I know he doesn’t have a disease.

Vi heard Steve leave the house and after a few minutes heard Jason’s truck starting as he headed for the game.

* * * * *

Jim had picked Annie and Jonathan up from the train station and met Tom and North at the game.

* * * * *

Since Brent had started hanging out with North and Jason and running with North, the others on the cross-country team had become more civil to North.  Part of the change in heart came from the rest of the team seeing how much Brent had improved as he practiced with North.  The varsity team had many sophomores, and they seemed both ready to run with their exotic teammate from Portland and at the same time anxious about the exposure to any stigma attached to him.  Most of the younger runners eventually took their cues from Brent and, discovering that North was helpful plus being funny, began to talk with him about his method of running.  The fact that most of the girls on the team were drawn to North didn't hurt.  By mid-September, his coach was only mildly surprised at how the team was coming together in such a short time.

The Apple Ridge Run Challenge was coming up on Saturday in Cowiche, a small town northwest of Yakima. The meet was run on private land, mostly apple orchards, and had three flights, each run on a different course.  The meet was unusual in that JV and varsity boys and girls ran in the same flights.  Their coach had decided to enter Brent and North in the third flight, the most difficult of the three-mile courses.

The Horseshoe course was a two-loop run with a few steep but short hills and intervening flat stretches.  The surface was a combination of grass, packed dirt, and gravel, so North and Brent had decided to forego spikes on their running shoes for their flight.  At Goldendale High, the running strategy was to have every runner run the fastest race he or she could.  Without the coach's knowledge, North and Brent had settled on a different strategy.  They had been doing a lot of hill running on their own time, and North suggested a plan to deke the other runners.

North and Brent would both come out fast to get out of the pack.  Then, while North ran to the lead hoping to draw other runners to try to keep up, Brent would drop back slightly. North would press the pace even after running uphill just enough to keep the other leaders pressing hard as well. By the finish, North hoped to have worn the other leaders down, allowing Brent to kick in and pass them all.

Brent wasn't at all certain that he had the talent required to do what North suggested but agreed that it would be fun to try. If Brent wasn't up to the final kick, North would turn the jets on and see what he could do.

The small team bus left the school at 8:00 a.m. with seven boys and four girls along with the coach.  North was listening to Blink-182 on his iPod and was oblivious to the chatter of the other runners in the bus despite the fact that most of the sophomore girls did their best to distract him.  Brent ran interference, leaving North uninterrupted in the preparation routine he used.

The trip wound through mountain passes before dropping into the Yakima Valley and then west and north to Cowiche.  After going past seemingly endless apple orchards, the bus finally turned onto Wherry Road, driving down it a quarter-mile to the parking and viewing areas.  The weather was mild, which could mean excellent running times.

The flights were scheduled for 11:00, 11:40, and 12:15.  North had imagined the courses based on his teammates' descriptions, and he had run the last flight in his mind fifty times.  The course of his imagination was remarkably like the real thing now before him.  The trails were fifteen feet at the widest and in some places eight to ten feet wide.  The beginning of the race would be crucial due to the way the runners would have to bunch.  North smiled because the hills would support exactly the plan he had concocted.

The first flight, in which weaker and younger runners were competing, broke on time at 11:00.  The best Goldendale boy came in at 20:39 and the best girl at 24:31.  In contrast to those times, North hoped that he and Brent would run their more difficult course in something like 16:00.

The second flight broke at 11:45, and the top time was 16:43 for boys and 19:24 for girls.  Goldendale runners ended up three minutes off the pace.  Still, they were hanging in the middle of the team scores.  North and Brent realized that, although their team wasn't going to finish near the top, they could have some fun in their individual flight.

As soon as the last second-flight runner finished, the officials hurried the last-flight runners into the starting position.  Many of the runners here hadn't seen North at the Ellensburg Invite the week before, and North hoped to turn their curiosity into a weapon against them, a weapon he'd only be able to use once.

Brent and North bumped fists and moved to their agreed positions in the starting scrum.

"God help me, I do love it so," he said to Brent as they took their places.

“George C. Scott in Patton.”

“Yeah.”

At 12:15 the flight broke onto the course.  As he had planned, North allowed some runners to get out ahead of him, and then Brent and he moved behind them and out ahead of the rest of the pack.  North's mind quieted as the race started, and his body did what he had trained it to do.

The race developed as North had predicted.  Two minutes out, North began to pass the leaders, and when he was fully in the lead, the others sped up a little to keep him in sight.  They assumed he couldn’t keep up the fast pace and would tire before the finish.  Brent remained just behind the frontrunners.  The other frontrunners were discouraged a bit when the hills didn't slow the blond from Goldendale down, and they had to work a bit harder to keep up.  Their pace was dictated by the fact that North never allowed a big enough gap that they thought couldn't be closed with a kick at the end.

At fifteen minutes, North sensed that the runners just behind him were slowing, but instead of exploiting the lead, he slowed slightly as well.  Brent, who had been cruising near the middle of the pack, made his move, moving past runners and toward the lead.  When the runners just behind North saw Brent moving up, they sped up as best they could, but the physiology of their skeletal muscles was immutable.

Approaching sixteen minutes, North maintained his steady pace, and Brent began a real kick.  Unfortunately, one of the runners from Cle Elum had something left in his tank and, trying to catch and pass North, pulled away from Brent.  Brent didn't give in and maintained his pace, but North saw that Brent wasn't going to pass this guy, so he turned on the afterburner.

North finished at 16:02.  The runner from Cle Elum came in at 16:16, and Brent came in at 16:34, his best time ever.  Brent and North threw their arms around each other as they recovered, and the runner from Cle Elum came over to congratulate them.  "Underhill from Portland, right?  I was at the same camp as you in Eugene early in the summer."

"Underhill from Goldendale, now."

The three shook hands and walked off CO2 excess.  Their coach and teammates surrounded them with laughter, congratulations, and a bit of awe.  Brent’s and North's performance had pushed Goldendale into fifth place.  The coach smiled at North and nodded in pleasure.

North was always exhilarated after a run, even a fast three miles like this one.  Sixteen minutes represented three five-minute-20-second miles across hilly terrain.  Brent and he were in elite company.  Annie and the rest of the extended family had enjoyed another of North’s performances.

"You still want to ride back with us instead of the bus?" Jim asked.

"Let's see, more time with Anns.  Yeah, I think so.  Wait a minute."

North found Brent and, putting his arm around his friend's neck, leaned in and whispered, "You, my friend, are a steely-eyed hero.  I am so proud of you."

Brent nodded, saying, "I couldn't have done it without you.  You are a fucking genius.  I may just have to French kiss you in the cafeteria.  That'll show 'em."

* * * * *

The ride back from Cowiche was filled with laughter, and Jason was laughing along with everyone else. The dads noticed the absence of tension. Jim and Tom were anxious to talk with Frank about his conversation with Jason, although they knew Frank would never reveal specifics without Jason's permission.

"That was a first-rate race.  You must have cooked up a strategy with Brent," Tom said.

"Thanks.  Brent was great.  He has real talent, and once he gets his mind squared away, he'll be a great runner."

Annie pushed against North.  "He has a great running partner."

Jason said, "He's been really good to me." Speaking to both Jim and Tom he continued, "I would never have thought that your plan would work, but you were right.  More and more people are coming around."

"I'm sure a lot less worried," Jon added.

Jon and Jason were in the back row of the Tribeca, and North and Annie were in the second row.  Jon and Annie had conspired to arrange the seating.  Annie wanted the Js to have a little time to catch up with each other before they arrived in Goldendale.

"You played a great game last night, Jase."

"We lost.  You wouldn't know a good game if it bit you in the ass."

"Jason Johnson, I'm miffed.  I've become quite a student of the game."

"You just like the nice asses in the uniform pants." Jason saw that the remark had hurt Jonathan a little.  "I'm kidding, and I'm sorry.  I know you're not drooling over any of my teammates."

"Shows what you know.  Your team has some very nice asses in the backfield.  I'm upset that you think the little gay boy doesn't know anything about the game."

"Whoa.  First of all, you're not a little gay boy.  Second, I know you've learned a lot about the game, and I appreciate that.  I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings."

Jason took Jon's head in his hands and gave him a deep and lasting kiss.  The kiss was met with cries of, "Get a room," from the second row, to which the Js, still kissing, raised the traditional finger.

The companions rode silently south on US 97, the highway sweeping up to Satus Pass through the Simcoe Mountains as they left the Yakima Valley.  The setting sun threw light on the eastern sides of the hills and mountains, giving them the golden hue for which Goldendale was named.  They were three couples at different stages of relationship — all gratefully entangled with their partners. As they came down the pass onto the plateau, they drove past the Greek Orthodox religious community with its roadside bakery and then on to North’s and his dads’ home.

All six would spend Saturday night there along with Frank, who was going to finish the front beds tomorrow.  When they were bundled into the house, Jim asked the kids, "Are you still up for Smith Rock tomorrow.  We should leave early in the morning, but not at the crack."

Annie and Jonathan looked to Jason and North who were the most likely to be too tired to hike along the Crooked River or climb on the cliffs.  Jason and North looked at each other and, as often happens between close friends, decided without speaking that they would go.

Annie smiled and, hugging North, said, "Thanks, warriors."

Jim said, "Quick light supper and then to bed."

Settled into their bed after a very light repast and a shower taken together, Jon and Jason cuddled.  Jon wanted to ask Jase about his conversation with Frank but didn't want him to know that he had been part of the team that arranged Frank's visit.

As he gently fondled Jason, he remarked as casually as he could, "You seem a little more relaxed, except down here."

Jason pushed himself into Jon's hand.  "I do feel as if some of the pressure has dissipated.  I talked with a friend of North's who helped, I think."

"Who was it?"

"You can't bullshit me, city boy.  You know exactly who it was."

Jonathan kept stroking Jason.  "Okay, cowboy, how'd you figure that one out?"

"I know you couldn't be the only one not in on the conspiracy.  I guess I have been a little scary lately."

Jonathan stopped playing with Jason.  "You've been through so much in so short a time.  I don't think I could have managed what you have."

"I forgive you all for sending the shrink to me.  At any rate, it was nice to hear a professional tell me I am basically all right.  I like him."  As he thought about their conversation, Jason didn't mention Frank's confidences about his own son.

"He really helped North when he started taking heat at school about his dads.  North thinks of him as a third father."

"Yeah, I got that impression."

"Now, back to the business at hand."

In the midst of the post-exertion panting after they brought each other off, Jason rested between Jonathan's legs, his chest and belly resting on Jon's.  Jason wanted to remain physically connected with Jon as long as possible.  Jon had been so patient and loving with him.  For his part, Jonathan was deeply happy that North had seen the possibilities for him and Jason in the beginning.  He saw a way forward for them to the kind of relationship that Jim and Tom had.

* * * * *

On Sunday morning, the couples all took advantage of the last day of their weekend by staying in bed until just after 8:30.  The four teenagers made it to the kitchen before Jim and Tom were out of bed. Frank was already at work gardening in the front beds.  They agreed that they would let the old men sleep a bit longer, although they wondered if the dads were really sleeping.

By nine, they were breakfasted, and by 9:30 they were packing the Tribeca.  Except for Annie, they were dressed in hiking gear; she was dressed for rock climbing.  They packed six lapcoils of 70 meter Mammut Serenity coated rope along with a number of static lines distributed in Black Diamond rope bags and an assortment of harnesses, helmets, chalk bags, and hardware with which Jason was entirely unfamiliar. Jason had no idea that North's family was so into climbing.

A little before ten they started the journey south on US 97.  Tom asked Jason to drive, and he sat with Jonathan in the second row, leaving the back row to Annie and North.  When they were across the Columbia, instead of turning west on I-84, they continued south on US 97 toward Madras.

"You guys are serious about climbing." Jason commented.

"Annie's the real pro.  She and North climb at Smith Rock a lot, and they also use climbing walls in the city when they can't get out.  Jonathan's not too shabby, either."

"I hope he doesn't expect me to play Spiderman."

"Oh, he'll probably haul you up the Monkey’s Face."

"The what?"

"You'll see."

The drive took them by Shaniko, a ghost town, which used to have a great shoe tree, a tree decorated from top to bottom with more than a hundred pairs of abandoned shoes, before someone, probably a local, cut it down and burned it. The highway skirted the north side of Madras and took them on to Terrebonne where they arrived in the early afternoon.  From Terrebonne, Smith Rock to the east looked like reddish sails, rigged on an old three-masted man-of-war, sticking up above a flat sea.  The Smith Rock formations rose from one corner of a huge caldera left by an ancient volcano that had blown itself apart.  By the entrance to the park, Jim paid the three-dollar day-parking fee.  The weather was mild and overcast, good conditions for this time of year, and the wind was light.  The good weather had brought a fair crowd, but they found a space being vacated by early-morning climbers.

After stuffing the equipment in daypacks, the crew walked down the steep grade to the floor of the riverbed and across Crooked River on a footbridge.  As they reached the base of the cliffs, Jason noted a crowd of beginners practicing on a short rhyolite knob on the other side of the river toward the parking area.

Annie said, "Climbing school."

Jason replied, "That looks about my speed."

"Northy, I'm headed up the steep approach.  I should find someone willing to belay me.  I think I'll scoot up the West Face."

"Be careful, Anns," North reminded her as she headed northeast along the shortest route to the Monkey's Face.

The others headed southwest along the trail beside Crooked River.  Jim, Tom, and North set a faster pace, leaving Jonathan and Jason to their own devices.  The river hugged the cliff faces on the right and the land across the river, at first flat, rose so that they were eventually walking in a canyon.  At intervals, they passed climbers clinging to sheer rock faces or on the ground readying for an ascent.  At one point, they passed a small building.

"An outhouse?" Jason asked.

"No, they put these sheds out on the path near the common climbing routes.  They have Stokes baskets that can be used if someone has a fall."

"Fuck, Jon, you do this shit?"

"Sure.  If you're careful and use good equipment, it's a lot of fun."

"I'm not sure I could do it."

"I'll get you up sometime, cowboy.  After all, you got me up on a horse."

"Jon, how nice of you to describe me that way."

"Asshole."

Before the trail made almost a hairpin curve back to the north, they sat on some small boulders by the riverside and ate sandwiches.  The river was calm and wider here, with scrub woods behind them and on the other side as well.  Ducks occasionally paddled by.  Suddenly, a doe came out of the woods behind them followed by a fawn.  The animals dashed across the river and into the tall reeds on the other side.

The boys looked at each other and smiled at the shared moment.  After the quick lunch, they headed on until shortly Jason saw the top of a rocky tower ahead.  Its profile was almost a perfect monkey's head, and as they drew nearer, Jason saw the facial-like features more clearly.  Over the next twenty minutes, the height of the tower became apparent.

"Annie's climbing on that thing?  She must be crazy," Jason marveled.

"She and North climb that thing frequently.  There are at least twelve routes on the formation.  Annie's going to try one of the easier ones today if she can get some belay help."

"You're talking Martian, Jon."

"Belaying is like anchoring someone's climbing rope from below so that you can arrest any fall he might take."

"She's going to let a stranger do that for her."

"No, she knows most of the climbers who are out here regularly.  She'll find someone she trusts, and you know that everyone's eager to help Annie."

"I certainly can see that. I don't see how North isn't constantly jealous."

"He doesn't have the capacity for jealousy, and he knows how much Annie loves him.  I think that if Annie left him, he would be devastated, but he'd wish her well."

"Just remember, city boy, my disposition isn't as charitable."

"Why, Jase, how charming!"

Jason didn't realize how long they'd been walking.  As they got to the base of the tower, Annie was already down and repacking her gear.  She was radiant as North helped her, and Jim and Tom stood by.  She was talking with a very hot guy maybe in his late twenties, and Jason knew that this was her belay partner today.  North didn't interrupt Annie's conversation with the guy.

When she had repacked all her gear, her climbing partner hugged her.  "Great, as always, Annie." Then, turning to North, he said, "You better be up there next time, buddy."

North replied, "Thanks, Jeff.  Any falls, Anns?"

Jeff answered for her, "Phht. I've never seen her fall, and today was no exception."

The whole group retraced the route that Jason and Jonathan had taken, stopping where the boys had lunch to hear about the deer sighting, and ending up at the parking lot by four.  Frank had agreed to meet them in The Dalles for dinner and then to drive Annie and Jonathan back to Portland.  The others would head back to Goldendale.  Tomorrow was a school day.

* * * * *

Monday afternoon, Jason and Steve remarked on Jeremy's absence from the last class of the day.

* * * * *

The cross-country coach allowed North and Brent to do a little surge work on the road they usually ran between Jason’s and North's properties.  North was timing them as they got farther and farther from the highway.  After thirty minutes of surge work, Brent saw someone ahead.  In the weeks he and North had been running this road, they had never encountered anyone.

As they closed on the person, Brent's internal alarm systems went haywire: Jeremy was standing by the roadside.  Brent pulled up, and North almost collided with him.

"What the fuck, Brent?"

Brent pointed to Jeremy.  North turned to see a kid behind them along with two others he had seen with Jeremy at school but didn't know.  While Brent was panicking, North was evaluating potential escape routes.  Unfortunately, if they made a dash across the fences on either side of the road, Jeremy and his little crew would be on them before they cleared the fencing.

"You need to talk to me, Jer?" North asked the boy who was now ten feet away.

"You really shouldn't have yelled at me at the White Salmon game.  Jason may be a pansy, but you and your fag fathers are the reason for all this trouble.  Maybe if you're gone, things can get back to normal."

"So what, you're going to kill me?"

"No, I'm going to give you a lesson."

"There's no reason why Brent has to be part of this.  Let him go home."

"Part of the lesson is for people who take your side."

"Are you crazy or just stupid?  You're going to end up in jail, you moron."

"I think people will be happy to look the other way.  Besides, I have witnesses who will say that you started it."

"Can you hear what you're saying?  You're out here where you don't have a reason to be, messing with two kids who'll have a story to tell."

"You must think that people around here will give a rat's ass if a couple of fag-lovers get messed up.  We'll be heroes."

"Have you even noticed what's happening at school?  People aren't buying your shit anymore."

"You'll see."  Jeremy closed the few feet between North and him.

A voice from across the fence along Jason's property shouted, "That would be a very bad idea."

Jeremy froze and looked to his right.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Tango and Vi

A tall, lanky, Hispanic man on horseback was looking steadily at Jeremy.  North immediately recognized the horse and the rider; he had last seen him at Jason’s father’s service.

"Hey, Martin.  What are you up to?" North asked as his breathing and heart rate returned to normal.

Martin threw his right leg over his mount's neck and the saddle horn and slid down to the ground to face Jeremy.  Jeremy and his confederates were now nervous and uncertain.

"Vi asked me to come out and do some varmint control," Martin said evenly as he looked at Jeremy and put his hand on the butt of the Bushmaster .223 Varmint Special rifle in the leather sheath attached to his saddle.  Jeremy's eyes widened, and his two minions raced back down the road.

"I need a word, Jeremy," Martin said, his hand still on the rifle, canting his head toward a place up the road.

Jeremy, initially frightened by Martin's arrival, began to think about escape.  His father had taught him that most Mexicans were involved in drug cartels or gangs, and although he didn't entirely believe that, some of the Mexican kids at school scared him.  He knew also that Martin had worked for Fred and Vi for a long time. He couldn't be sure about how much Martin had overheard of his confrontation with North.

Then, there was the natural authority that Martin exuded; Jeremy had been trained by his father to acquiesce to authority.  All in all, Jeremy calculated that listening to Martin was the best course.

"North, would you hold the reins while I chat with Jeremy?"

"Sure."  North walked over to the fence and took the proffered reins, watching Martin and Jeremy make their way thirty feet up the road.

Martin was separated from Jeremy only by the fence.  He crooked his finger, motioning Jeremy closer until they were near enough to touch each other.  What Martin said to Jeremy was inaudible to Brent and North.  Martin spoke without animation, and his posture was relaxed.  He held Jeremy's gaze while speaking.  Just before the conversation ended, Jeremy stepped back with a look of near panic on his face.

Martin walked back to his horse with Jeremy, on the other side of the fence, trailing him.  When they both were abreast of North and Brent, Martin reached for the reins and mounted his horse.  North looked at him questioningly, but Martin said nothing.

A pale Jeremy, looking down at his feet, walked by the other boys and back down the road, Martin wheeled the horse around and took off at a gallop toward the horse barn on Jason's farm.

Brent finally regained his tongue: "Well, that was close."

"Yeah, it was.  I'm sorry you were dragged into this."

"Don’t apologize. You didn't do the dragging.  Jeremy did.  I wonder how Martin knew we needed help."

"Maybe a coincidence."

"Sure," Brent said with no conviction.

"Let's walk back.  I'm done for the day."

* * * * *

When Martin reached the stables and began to unsaddle his mount, Vi walked in and asked, "Was Mark right?"

"Yeah, he was."

"And ...?"

"Varmint control.  I had a talk with Jeremy.  I suspect he won't bother North or Jason again, but you never know."

"How'd you manage that?"

"Fred always told me that when negotiating with a man you should appeal to his self-interest.  I appealed to that big snot's self-interest."

"You didn't threaten him, did you?"

"No, I made him a promise, but some people feel threatened by the least little things."

"I don't want you getting yourself in any trouble over this."

"You and Fred have been good to me since I showed up on your doorstep all those years ago.  You treated me as family, not some south-of-the-border drifter.  If I had to take on some trouble to help you or Jason out, I wouldn't hesitate, and that goes for anyone you or Jason care about as well.  I'm no fool, and I don't make promises I can't keep."

"I know you don't.  Thank you."

Vi walked out of the barn and over to the back porch of the main house.  She sat on a step there and called Steve's father on her cell phone.

"Mark, thanks for the heads-up, and thank Steve, too.  Martin managed to interrupt whatever Jeremy had in mind for North and Brent.  I didn't ask the details, but you know Martin.  He wouldn't do anything crazy."

"I know he wouldn't, and thanks for the report.  You never know what Jeremy's father will do, but I suspect that Jeremy won't even tell him about the incident.  I'll thank Steve for you."

Vi pushed the end-call button on her phone and thought that had Fred lived, Jeremy's fate might have been worse by far.  She went into the house, finished preparing dinner, and waited for Jason to come home from practice.

* * * * *

A late September snowstorm had covered the upper reaches of the loop trail through Bird Meadows and the spur trail to the Hellroaring Canyon overlook, so Jason had taken Jonathan past the road up to the Bird Meadows parking area. Halfway toward Bench Lake, he parked the old pickup at a rarely used helicopter landing site at the trailhead of a path to the floor of Hellroaring Meadows.  At first, the trail passed through dense forest, the sound of Hellroaring Creek calling from the north toward Mt. Adams; it then opened into sedge-filled meadows.  The wildflowers were long gone, but views of the southeast shoulder of the mountain they knew as Klickitat and its erose snow-covered peak off to the northwest were wonderful.  This late in the year the trail was theirs alone.

The boys walked west on the overgrown trail parallelling a small stream that fed into the larger Hellroaring Creek. Near a small spring at its head, they found a large rock where they could eat PBJs and sip water from their Camelbacks. Their destination, Heart Lake, lay atop a hill to the northeast.

To Jonathan, Jason seemed a different person from the one he had worried over for the past few weeks.  Jason was relaxed, and whatever angry beast lay in the depths of his psyche was quiet now.  The happy, laughing, even-tempered boy that Jon had first known was present again.

After lunch, they sat facing away from each other, leaning their backs into one another, heads touching.  A stranger observing them would have seen two friends, each supporting the other like bookends, the pressure exerted by their backs perfect to achieving a balance.  That description would have been a perfect analog of their relationship.

"Football's over soon, Jase."

"I won't be sorry to see it go.  For one thing, I'll be able to get to Portland more often."

"We're doing pretty well with the long-distance thing."

"One of the things I'm happiest about in loving you is that I feel connected to you even when we're a hundred miles from each other."

"I know.  I'm really glad that we're not anxious when we're out of one another's sight.  I wonder if Jim and Tom felt like we do now when they'd been together only a couple of months."

"No regrets about pairing up with a cowboy?"

Jonathan laughed, shaking both of them, "I feel as if I've known you forever.  We were lucky to be in the right place at the right time."

"We need to go up to Seattle soon to check out living arrangements for next year."

"I don't care where we live as long as we live together."

"That's so romantic, but we're way too noisy to live in a dorm.  We need our space and maybe soundproof walls."

"Very funny."

Jon thought for a few moments and shared a growing concern.  "I'm really worried about North.  With Annie in Portland, he'll be pretty much alone when we've left for UDub."

"North is never alone.  He's getting close to Brent, and I believe that Steve will be a friend eventually.  I'll sure miss North, though."

"Yeah, I'll especially miss the sleepovers.  Do you think it's weird to enjoy sleeping with a straight guy so much?"

Jason answered immediately, "No.  I had a crush on him from the first day I met him, before I admitted to myself that I was gay.  But I realized quickly that nothing physical was ever going to come of it. Fortunately, you saved me from pining away."

"I gave him hell for not telling me you were gay.  He and Annie somehow knew that we would end up together."

"They may have had a good idea, but we made it work."

Jon and Jason sat quietly for the next half hour, one looking downstream and the other looking upstream.  They could each feel the other's breathing through the connection at their backs.  Jason mused that simply being here in the same world as Jon was a grace.

Jon almost nodded off before standing and asking Jason to ford the small stream and walk toward Heart Lake.  Only posts with blazes marked the trail as they moved across the meadows toward the hilltop lake.

"I'm glad you're feeling better.  You are feeling better?"

"I guess I was getting pretty hard to live with. I don't know how to describe what I was feeling. The worst part was being angry and not knowing why. I felt as if I was flying off the handle at the smallest things."

"I just knew you were hurting. You never seemed angry with me."

"I've never been seriously angry with you. You are the lifeline I can use to pull myself up from whatever darkness I'm in.  What worries me is that I know that the source of my anger is still down there. Papa's dead, and my unresolved feelings about him are a big part of the puzzle, but there are other pieces I can't understand yet."

They had arrived at the lake and, with arms wrapped around each other’s waist, gazed across the isolation of the meadows to the mountain above, enjoying the peace of silent companionship.

Jonathan broke the silence: "I know these few months have been very hard on you. You're the best thing that's ever happened to me. And you seem in better spirits since you talked to Frank."

"He's some gardener.  He's had a great loss, and he's offered to help me. I believe he will. I can now see a possible way out of my funk, and that possibility and you make life joyful.  He's a guide, and you're the light. You're much stronger than I am."

Jonathan risked touching on the issue that frightened him most. "I know about Frank's son. Look. You tell me if things ever get bad enough that you feel like ending your life."

Jason started to reassure Jonathan, but Jonathan stopped him. Holding back tears, he reminded Jason, "We have responsibilities to one another.  Klickitat bonded us when we stayed the night up there. Neither of us can abandon the other as long as we maintain that bond."

Jason embraced Jonathan and whispered to him, "The Mountain gave you and me Medicine, city boy. Don't worry. I'm not going anywhere, I promise."

"Before we leave here, please tell me that you're going to walk the distance with me.  I couldn't stand it if you aren't sure about being together as long as we both live."

"I've been lucky enough to find the 'water which is in the vessel of mercy,' and together we're going to turn it loose on the world."

Jon broke the embrace. "Come on.  Let's head back.  I'm getting cold, and we have miles to go before we rest."

On the way back across the meadows, the boys spotted a single figure at the end of the trail they had walked to get to the spring.  After fording the two streams between them and the trail back to their truck, Jason recognized the man and waved to him as they approached.

"Hey, Mr. Matson. I haven't seen you in a while.  This is my partner, Jonathan Sumner."

"Jonathan. Pleased to meet you."

Jonathan stepped forward to shake hands with the older man.  "And you, sir."

"Mr. Matson is a ranger for the Yakama Nation."

"Vi called to say you'd be out here, so I thought I'd see how you were doing.  Not many people come out here this close to winter."

"I wanted Jon to see Heart Lake."

"Well, you two carry on.  Good to see you again, Jason."

"Thanks, Mr. Matson."

The ranger walked back down the trail, and the boys gave him a head start before, holding hands, they walked back to the truck and the road that eventually would lead them home.  They would make it there by four.

* * * * *

While Jonathan and Jason were hiking through Hellroaring Meadows, Annie and North called to ask Vi if they could take some horses out for a ride.  Vi told them that she would be happy to see them and that the horses needed some exercise.  She met North and Annie at the stable just before lunchtime.  After hugging both of the kids and briefly catching up with them, she watched patiently as they each saddled a mount.

"You're real riders now," Vi told them. She was proud that both of them could get the horses ready for the ride without her help.  Before they mounted, North and Annie fed their horses carrots broken in half.

"I want some time alone with each of you before you head back on Sunday, just to catch up completely." She had noticed a small change in Annie's mien — a very subtle sadness.

Annie and North thanked her and said that they'd see her when they came back. Mounting like old pros, they guided the geldings out onto the fields at the back of the farm.  The spring wheat and third alfalfa cutting were complete, although there were a few alfalfa acres that might get a fourth cutting. The couple guided their mounts away from the fields being worked and over the recently harvested land.  In the distance, they could see the machinery used in the harvest, idle now.  Hands were in the fields finishing the harvest cleanup work, and North thought he saw Martin supervising one of the crews.  He hadn't been able to thank Martin for saving his ass a few days ago, so he made a note to himself to swing by at the end of their ride.

The character of the land was much changed since Jason had first taken them riding through the tall wheat stalks. Leaving the buildings and farm hands behind, they now rode over wheat stubble for half an hour.  Annie had grown to love this kind of solitude, perhaps the only part of being in Goldendale she loved other than being with North and his family.  Two months ago she could not have imagined being a horsewoman, though she was still a novice. Something about being so high above the ground on the back of so much power spoke to her heart.  She had come to understand her friends' fascination with these animals, a fascination she had always derogated.

Annie pulled her mount to a gentle stop, and North followed suit when he realized she was no longer traveling on.  He circled his horse back to her side.

He had known Annie for much of his life, first as a friend and then, as they both entered adolescence, as a romantic partner.  Since his move to Goldendale, though, he had begun to detect turmoil building in her.

"Anns, out with it.  What's going on?"

"I'm bummed about Jon and Jason leaving for university next fall. I suppose I never really considered that our little group would break apart.  Except for Jason, we've known each other and been a part of each other's lives for a dog's age.  Now, just when things are getting a little settled, we won't have much time to enjoy each other."

"I know being apart from you so much has been very painful for me, but my dads have seemed so much happier and more relaxed."

"I can see that, Northy.  I'm just feeling sorry for myself.  I want to get to know Jason better, and I want to be able to talk to him and Jon face to face next year. I wish they weren’t graduating."

"Anns, you know that if the long-distance thing is getting to be too much for you, we should talk."

Something in Annie broke loose, and her voice rose, "I hate it.  I miss our old life, but I want to support Tom and Jim.  It's going to be much harder when Jon leaves for Seattle; I don't know if I can do it."

She looked more forlorn than North had ever seen her.  Panic, a sensation most unfamiliar to him, rose in his heart. He asked what he thought he would never have to ask.

"Is staying with me too difficult?"

The question almost strangled Annie. She wanted to answer, "no," but the opposite answer was apt as well.  Tears came to her, and she couldn't give voice to any answer.  North saw her struggle and tried to rescue her.

"You don't have to answer now, but as much as it would tear me up if you needed to leave me, I would be sorrier if you hurt yourself by staying."

"Fuck, North, we're only sixteen.  We sound like characters in a Bronté novel. I want to be with you forever, but I have to find my own way, too.  As it stands now, we are thinking about going to different schools after we graduate. I'm not sure I can do this across a country even if I can manage another year across a state."

North was left with a sick feeling as all the certainties about their relationship that he'd held for the past four years evaporated.

* * * * *

When Annie had unsaddled and groomed her horse, she asked North if she could have some time to talk with Vi alone.  He wanted to find Martin, anyway, and told her he'd be back in a little while.  Annie walked slowly to the back door of the farmhouse and knocked lightly.  Vi's musical voice invited her in.

Before she could say hello, Annie broke down weeping and ran to Vi, who held her tightly while she cried.  Though Annie was close to her own mother, now more a friend than a parent, Vi was different. She had become a mother-figure and a grandmother-figure wrapped up together.  After Annie had exhausted her tears, Vi relaxed the hug and held her at arm's length.

"You got here just in time."

"I hate blubbering like an idiot.  Sorry about that."

"Child, life creates a balance between joy and sorrow.  The best we can hope is that the joy outweighs the sorrow, at least by a little. I noticed fear when you were saddling the horses. Why are you afraid?"

"Since I fell in love with North, I've always thought we would spend our lives together. Life has become so complicated now. I miss him when he's here and I'm in Portland. What good is having a best friend and love mate if you're never together?"

"You, North, Jason, and Jonny are woven together as a good cloak is woven.  When the cloth begins to fray, the whole cloak isn't necessarily ruined.  You take steps to save what you have worked so hard to weave."

"Maybe I'm missing Jon already. I've never thought about how much my feelings for North are wrapped up in Jonathan, especially this year with North so far from Portland. Maybe the issue isn't North and I, it's losing my second-best friend."

"Daughter," Vi responded to the girl, "my People believe that the Raven is a trickster, and sometimes the Trickster can fool you into mistaking need for love. The Trickster is always trying to fool you. If you never saw North or Jonny again, would you regret what you became together?"

"No, not at all."

"Well then, don't get so wrapped up in fearing what you might lose that you can't enjoy what you have.  None of us outlasts the World.  Fear is the Trickster's weapon. You should always look past your greatest fears to see the Trickster behind them."

"I worry that I'm not strong enough to stay apart from North after Jon leaves and after we graduate and too selfish to put myself through the pain of separation."

"Nothing is intended to last forever, but if you chance to find the one person with whom you have the deepest heart connection, be careful not to waste the chance. At your age, weeks, months, a few years seem forever. Daughter, I tell you they are not.  You can't and shouldn't try to act like an old woman, but you can trust the advice of one."

Annie hugged Vi again.  "You're not an old woman, but I'll call you Mother. I'll think over what you've said."

"Now, let me hear about how the rest of your life is going."

* * * * *

After watching Annie begin to unsaddle her horse, North mounted again and, leaving Annie to talk alone with Vi, cantered out across the fields hoping that he could catch Martin.  As he approached the crew of hands cleaning up the most recently harvested field, he saw the tall Latino form of Martin.  Smiling, he slowed and carefully approached until he was about fifty feet away from the workers.  His horse kicked up dust from the remnants of harvested stalks and the now-unirrigated earth, and he didn't want to bother the hands.

The horse in tow, North closed the gap between Martin and him.  Martin had noticed North riding toward his crew from a half-mile away and recognized the rider at half that distance.  He spoke to the crew in Spanish and walked over to greet the boy.

"Hey, North.  What brings you out here on a perfectly good Saturday?"

"Martin ... I'm sorry, I don't know your last name."

"Juarez, like the city."

"Mr. Juarez, I want to thank you for helping me the other day.  I'm not sure what would have happened if you hadn't shown up."

"You're welcome, Mr. Underhill," Martin said with a broad smile.

North smiled back. "Please, call me North."

"If you call me Martin, I will."

"Then, thanks, Martin."

"Some people bear watching; Jeremy is one, along with the rest of his family."

"Jeremy has stayed away from me and Jason since that day, so whatever you said apparently has worked. I know you've helped Jason's family for a long time, but you've only known Jonathan and me for a couple of months, so I’m doubly appreciative."

"Vi says you are family.  If you're her family, you're my family."

"I know Jason really appreciates how you and Ben have looked after things since Mr. Johnson died.  Jason's had quite a difficult time."

"I know he has.  My family is in Ciudad Obregón, and my favorite nephew is gay. I know what he and his partner have suffered. Jason is a good man; I won't have anyone troubling him without good reason."

"Do you see your nephew often?"

"I get back twice a year usually. Rodrigo has a fine young man as his partner.  They live in Mexico City now, but they come over to Ciudad Obregón when I visit."

"I’m sure you've made a difference in your nephew's life, and you've made a difference in mine.  I hope we can talk occasionally.  Maybe you could show me pictures of your family."

"Early evenings are best for me.  Give me a call to be sure I'm in.” North mounted his horse. “Por cierto, you sit a fine horse now," Martin said as North started off.

* * * * *

When North pulled up to the barn, Annie was waiting.  As soon as he dismounted, she came to him and held his face between her palms and kissed him.  The kiss camouflaged nothing.

When she dropped her hands and separated their mouths, North said, "I'm going to go off by myself more often.  What's going on, Anns?"

"Nothing new. I had a nice talk with Vi.  Your turn now, sweet one. I'm going to brush Butternut again."

North shook his head in puzzlement and walked across the broad backyard to the house.  He was about to knock when Vi shouted out, "Get your little butt in here, second son."

North used the mat to get most of the dust and dirt off the bottoms of his shoes and walked through the mudroom into the kitchen.  Vi put down her kitchen knife, washed her hands, and then hugged North.  She now thought of the boy as Jason's brother and a second son. She blessed the day that Tom, Jim, and North purchased the farm next to hers.

"I don't see you often enough, second son.  You feed my heart, you know."

North was especially pleased to hear her say that.  "I know which one of us is the caretaker, Mrs. Johnson."

"Jasey seems to be doing a bit better since you and your fathers arranged for him to talk with Dr. Gerard.  Thank you, for helping arrange the meeting.  Gardening is such a great metaphor for life."

"Frank is just a wonderful friend.  When I was five and having trouble with other kids’ reactions to me having two dads, he gave me the gift of humor along with his advice. He's as good a listener as I've ever talked to."

"I know Frank asked Jasey to talk with some of the children Frank works with at the drop-in center in Portland. Maybe some of the kids could come out to Goldendale to see the country a bit.  Helping others is a wonderful way to help yourself."

"Speaking of help, I don't want you to violate any confidences, but how did Martin end up along that road?"

Vi conducted an internal argument, which ended with her answer.  "Steve’s father, Mark, is a deputy sheriff; he called me before school let out that day.  He said that Steve overheard Jeremy and his friends mentioning North, Brent, and County Road 15 as he walked by them during lunch and became worried when he saw them leave school before the last period. He thought that they might be up to no good.  Steve did the math and called his father."

"I guess I'll have to thank Steve, but how did Martin get involved?"

"Martin became involved because of Steve's father calling me.  Mark told me that he was tied up with a major investigation but that he didn't want to have to investigate an assault on North and Brent. I mentioned the problem to Martin, and he just nodded and mounted up."

"Do you know what he said to Jeremy?"

"No, and I don't want to know.  Martin is no one to fool with, and Jeremy knows that, but Martin told me he made Jeremy a promise."

"Well, whatever he did, Jeremy and his buddies have left Jason and me alone.  Brent and I appreciate what Martin did.  I'm going to visit with him some evening soon so he can show me pictures of his family."

Vi smiled.  "Rodrigo, by the way, is a handsome devil."

* * * * *

When Jason and Jon rolled in from their walk in Hellroaring Meadows, Vi had a snack and drink for them — not too much because the boys were having an early supper with Jim, Tom, North, and Annie.  Vi knew that Tom had planned something else but had no idea what.

"I know you two have to get over to North's place soon, but I hope you have time to tell me about your walk today."

Jon looked at Jason, and without words they reached accord on a spokesman. Jon began, "We walked by a little creek and out to a natural spring where we sat and talked about the future and a little about the present.  Then, Jase took me across the meadows up to Heart Lake.  Jase told me that the bugs are bad there in the summer, but there must have been a frost because they were under control today.  The best part of the walk was that for most of it we were alone in our own little world ..."

Jason interrupted with a smile, "Slow down, city boy.  Take a breath."

"Sorry, Vi. That side of the mountain is so different from the High Camp side.  The ... what do you call it, Jase?"

"Sedge."

"The sedge was brown and thick.  We had to be careful where we walked.  Jase said that the land on the west side of the lake is pretty marshy, but today where we walked, it was dry."

Vi laughed at Jonny's enthusiasm and said, "You already love that old mountain, don't you?  I know a lot of my own People that don't understand its magic, but you do, and for that, I am happy.  Now, what did you talk about?"

This time Jon looked to Jason to continue the story.

"We've been talking a while now about going to school in Seattle.  We’ve both applied, so we want to head up there to see where we might live."

"Don't they have good freshmen dorms?" Vi asked with a perfectly straight face.

Jason paled a bit, but Jon saw through the question.

"I think she's playing with you, Jase.  Mama, that's not very nice.  Can you see Jon and me living in a dorm?"

"They don't have gay-men-only dorms?"

"Cute, Mama.  We'd just be more comfortable off campus."

"Ah, too noisy for a dorm, then."

Jason was aghast that his mother would say such a thing, but Jon replied for both of them, "Exactly."

"Well, Seattle isn't cheap.  You'll have to see what you can find."

"Mama, you're still okay with me going.  If you need me here, I can stay and go to school later."

"Your father and I ran this place for a spell, and I can assure you that with Martin’s and Ben's help I can manage just fine.  You both can come back in the summer, and I'll work you to death."

"I just want to be sure.  I won't have a good time in Seattle if I'm worried about you down here."

"I could always come up there and play housemother."

Jon immediately vetoed that idea.

"Jasey, I think the day you went to meet the new neighbors was a very fortunate one, but the day you met Jonny was even more fortunate.  There's a pile of things to be done before you take off to the university, so don't take your eye off the road, son."

"I won't, Mama. As soon as football's over, I'm going to call Frank and see what I can do to help him."

"The season's going so fast.  What about Homecoming?"

"We're playing Naches Valley."

"I'm not talking about the game, Jasey.  I'm asking about the dance."

* * * * *

Saturday night after the early dinner, Tom asked everyone to help him move the furniture back toward the walls of the living room and then to roll the rug up and move it against a wall.

North looked at Jim with a question on his face.

"Don't ask me," Jim replied.

"You'll see,” Tom said in answer to the unposed question. “I've arranged a diversion from our problems. I think we all need to have some fun to the exclusion of any worries."

"Oh no, Tom, we're not ..." Annie exclaimed.

"What?  Will someone please tell me what's going on?" North asked in a thoroughly exasperated tone. He wasn't used to failing at puzzle solving.

Jonathan and Jason, like Annie, had figured out the puzzle, leaving only Jim and North in the dark. Jonathan walked over to North, grabbed his hand and twirled him around on the shiny oak floor.

"Oh, you're kidding, Dad.”

"I'm dead serious or dead unserious, my boy."

A knock summoned Tom, who opened the front door, stepped outside, and closed the door behind him.  A few minutes later, Tom came back accompanying a lithe, dark-complexioned man with long, coal-black hair tied back in a ponytail and wearing tight black pants and a black shirt unbuttoned enough to reveal a bit of a taut chest.  As he moved, everyone's eyes followed him.

"Everyone — this is Eduardo Marechal, a Brazilian friend and colleague who's now living in Buenos Aires. I'm helping him translate some poetry by Ana Emilia Lahitte into English.  Tonight, though, he is going to share his other passion with us: tango. Eduardo, these fine souls are my family."  He introduced Eduardo to each of the family in turn, beginning with Jim.

Mr. Marechal could best be described as courtly in the Old World sense, feigning a kiss to Annie's hand without pressing his lips and saying to her and the others in turn, "É um prazer conhecê-lo."

Jon and Jason were in equal parts fascinated and aroused by the feline grace of Eduardo's movements.  They looked at each other with raised eyebrows and smiled, facial gestures that did not escape Eduardo. Eduardo looked carefully at each of them and said, "Perfeito."

Tom said, "I think we all passed Eduardo's test and we’ve been accepted as students."

Then, Eduardo rattled off five or six sentences in Portuguese before breaking into laughter and saying in nearly perfectly unaccented English, "Yes, you all will make excellent dancers — especially these two," indicating Jason and Jonathan, who blushed deeply.

North gave voice to all the younger ones' fears. "I think the tango is too complicated for us.  Don't we need roses to hold in our teeth?"

"You are a naughty one, North.  First, no self-respecting tango artist dances with more than saliva in his mouth.  As to your first fear, I ask you — can you walk?"

"Well, of course," North replied.

"Then you can tango.  I am especially glad that we have so many handsome men who will dance the tango with each other, because they can move fluidly from leading to following.  Annie will help me demonstrate the traditional female movements."

Eduardo had the six “students” line up against the east wall of the living room.  He stood before them with his hand on his left hip.

"The tango is just an elaboration of walking.  As I told North, if you can walk, you can tango.  The basic steps of the tango are done to the following cadence — slow, slow, quick-quick, slow. The lead, usually the man, starts with the left foot and the follower starts with the right. Watch while I do the lead steps."

Eduardo faced away from the six and stepped out onto his left foot, then his right, and then a quick step again with the left followed by a forward sidestep to the right and a quick closing of the left foot to the right. His posture was erect, and his upper body was quiet while his legs moved.  If he had been dancing with a partner, he would have looked directly into her or his eyes.

"Come, Annie, dance with me to show them how to follow."

Annie couldn't wait.  Looking back at North with a huge grin, she went out to meet Eduardo, who positioned her in front of him with her feet together. "You start with your right foot, stepping back, and follow my lead.  Don't look at your feet; you know how to walk.  Look into my eyes."

Annie waited for Eduardo to begin and responded to his right hand on her back and his left hand holding her right at head height.  He stepped out, and Annie followed perfectly as he chanted, "Slow, slow, quick-quick, slow."

He led Annie over to North. "All right, the rest of you pair up and practice walking.  Look into each other's eyes, not at your own feet."

For the next hour, beginning with the chant of "slow, slow, quick-quick, slow," they progressed from walking to a simple tango song.  Jon and Jason danced together at first, and both started on the right foot, causing a collision.  The others stopped to laugh before Eduardo reprimanded them.

The partnerships changed, and all the men danced lead and follow.  At first, they looked down at their feet, only to be sternly corrected by Eduardo while they tried to suppress giggles.  The sight of Jim and Tom trying to immerse themselves in the sensual dance heartened the younger ones, and Jason had to admit that when Jon danced with Eduardo, the couple really clicked. This was nothing like the stiff dance of Gomez and Morticia Addams in Addams Family Values.  This dance was communication, and as in fine conversation, once they stopped worrying about each word, messages flowed like water.

They each screwed up enough to be the butt of someone else's joke.  On a couple of occasions, the room looked as if a huge Twister game was in progress.  To Jason, the most interesting effect of the dance was a concentrated calm, especially when he danced with Jonathan.

They danced for over an hour, finishing with practicing a simple turn.  Eduardo helped them move the rug and the furniture back into place and stayed to talk for a bit, answering questions about Argentina's and Brazil’s culture and politics.

As he was bidding everyone good night, he stopped directly in front of Jonathan and Jason.  "You all should have enjoyable sleep tonight — especially you two."

* * * * *

Monday morning found North at his usual table in the school library.  He looked up from his book, Hari Kunzru's My Revolutions.  One of the girls on Goldendale High's cross-country team, a sophomore, was standing patiently across the table from him, staring.  She was pretty in an ultra-pretty way: dark hair and creamy complexion with understated makeup.  North knew she was a good athlete, and if he were single, he might ask her out.  Of all the girls on the team, she had been the one who paid him the least attention.

"Hey, Amanda.

"North, can I talk to you a minute?"

North nodded to the chair directly across from him, and she took the seat. "Are you going to the Homecoming dance?"

"I don't know.  I might if Annie can make it."  He expected a disappointed response, but instead, the girl plowed on.

"Is Jason going to go?"

"You know Jason's gay, right?"

"Everyone knows, North. Answer the question."

"I'm sure he and Jonathan would be everyone's favorite couple,” North said, tongue in cheek. “Why do want to know?"

Amanda looked at North for a moment, making up her mind to trust him. "Because I want to go."

"You can't go unless Jason and Jon go?  You've lost me, Amanda."

"I want to go with Amy."

North was rarely surprised, and he may never have experienced the depth of surprise that he was feeling now.  Amy was another runner on the team, a plain, bright girl who had maybe a tenth of the athletic ability possessed by Amanda.

"Amy?"

"North, you're supposed to be über-bright.  Wake up."

"Really? That's wonderful.  You know what you're suggesting?"

"Oh, yeah.  My parents are fine with it, and so are Amy's."

"Wait a minute. Where have these parents been while Jason was getting his ass kicked?"

"They had no idea.  They do now, and Amy and I want Jason and Jonathan to go to the dance."

"You have no idea the shit this is going to stir up."

"North, you have no idea how sad it would be to let this opportunity pass."

After a minute's consideration, North said, "I love it, but we really need to be talking to J and J."


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dance and Remembrance

"You talked to North?  Amanda, you shouldn't have done that without talking to me first."

"We did talk about it."

"No, we agreed we wanted to go, and we agreed it would be cool if the school's only out, gay boy went, but we never agreed to involve North."

"Well, pardon me. I don't see what the problem is. North is important to getting Jason to agree to go.  You know how shy that boy is."

"The problem is that I don't like North; he's too god-damned perfect.  He has perfect parents and a perfect place to live and a perfect GPA and, if you like that sort of thing, a perfect body.  He's all talent and very little work as far as I can see."

"Amy, he's a nice guy.  He stuck up for Jason when no one else did.  Hell, we sure didn't come screaming out of the closet to help Jason."

"I suppose.  He just irritates the crap out of me."

"I think you're pissed because he never showed any interest in you."

"That's just sick."

"Oh, I don't know. I think you like to bother the boys."

* * * * *

The young woman rose from her desk in the classroom and greeted Tom.  "Mr. Jansen, I appreciate you coming in.  I know you're busy."

Tom had thought that she wanted to discuss North, who had mentioned almost at every opportunity how much he enjoyed Miss Martin's class.  Tom was puzzled because North rarely was disruptive and then only with good reason — at least, from Tom’s and Jim’s perspective.

"I'm always happy to meet one of North's teachers, and North speaks well of you.  Is he having problems?"

"Oh, no, not at all.  When the school year began, North told me that you were a writer, but he didn't tell me that you were the Tom Jansen, who has published so much poetry, as well as Britt Phlebas, the author the Gyres Chronicles."

"Miss Martin, we moved to Goldendale in part because publicity over those books was getting to be a problem.  I hope you've kept this discovery to yourself."

"The internet shines its light everywhere, and with enough research, most information can be found.  I haven't mentioned your celebrity to anyone but North, and he professed that he really didn't know anything about the books."

Tom smiled at that.  "He's very protective of his family.  Now, I don't think you asked me to see you because you want an autograph."

"No.  I don't want to make things uncomfortable for you, but you must know that even in Goldendale kids who read are reading your books.  But I'm more interested in poetry.  North probably has a better understanding of poetry and poetics than I'll ever have, and Jason's not too far behind.  I know you've been on the visiting faculty of the University of Iowa's Writers' Workshop, and I was hoping you could be persuaded to visit my classes to read some of your work and talk about writing professionally."

"Have you read any of my work, other than the Chronicles?"

"I have, and I love some of your poems."

"Then you realize that I'm often labeled a gay poet and that much of my work has to do with being different?"

"But much of it has to do with how little the differences make."

"I see you have read my work," Tom said smiling.

"Would you consider visiting my classes?"

"I'm going to be frank with you.  North is having enough of a hard time fitting in here, and I'm not going to complicate the situation for him.  You can't be unaware of the pockets of homophobia in this community.  I'm not going to give the jerks here any ammunition.  Our family isn't here to make a point; we're here to live and work and, in North's case, to continue to grow up."

"I can't begin to claim real empathy for your situation, but I think once we dispose of the notion that you're a gay poet, you become just another poet, a well-known one at that, talking with students about poetry and writing."

"I'd need to talk with your principal and be sure that my visit wouldn't become political fodder for any local yahoo politicians."

"I haven't broached the subject with Mr. Henrickson yet because I wanted to talk with you first.  If you're willing, I'll talk to him and arrange a meeting."

"When are you thinking I'd visit your classes?"

"I was hoping after the Homecoming Dance but before Christmas break."

Tom weighed the risks and benefits.  "I'll have to talk with North and Jason, but if they don't have a problem with me coming in, I will suggest another possibility. I have a friend who was on the summer faculty at Iowa with me the year before last and who'll be visiting before Thanksgiving. He's a Viet Nam vet who has transmuted a really horrible war experience into some of the finest poetry of his generation. I suggest that he and I visit your classes together.  You should understand, though, that he gets around in a wheelchair and that he's been labeled a gay poet, too."

"Once you talk with North and Jason, can we at least explore the possibility of both of you visiting my classes?"

* * * * *

On that ordinary Monday night in the living room with both his fathers, North thought about the sheer luck of landing where he had ended up.

North remembered little of his first year with his fathers, but he did remember his general state of mind.  Having lived in foster care the whole of his first two and a half years, he had subsided into silence, the silence of children who had no fixed point in their lives.  Many adults, including most of his foster parents, took his silence as developmental lag or worse.

North was anything but developmentally disabled.  Perhaps the way he observed the adults around him signaled to Tom and Jim that the boy was special. The three-year-old's silence spoke to Tom especially, who saw in the child's eyes a hidden intelligence. Only gradually did it dawn on the child that this home high over Portland would be more than another waypoint. He saw the men's obvious affection for one another, and he felt their growing love for him, but the trust that they wouldn't send him on to another temporary home took a year to develop.

When he was nearly four and the men were seriously considering adoption, North began to talk to his fathers about his world, and it seemed to the men that years of pent-up words broke loose all at once. Names of objects, colors, and numbers all flowed out of the small, blond child.  Other foster parents had read to the boy, but now he wanted to be read to almost constantly, surprising Tom by how quickly he learned to read. North, as they had named him once the adoption process was underway, began to cling to his fathers as if they might disappear if he let go.  The boy reveled in physical contact, and here began the development of a life-long habit of expressing love with a hug or a touch.

North remembered a day in Delta Park when he was four and he and his family, including Annie, had met the five-year-old Jonathan. They had gone there with Bear, their Irish setter. North was fond of Bear, who had died in old age and was irreplaceable. These memories flashed through his mind.

He was once again with the men who always seemed to know instinctively when to be quiet with him and when to ask questions that helped the boy clarify any conflict he had, and this was the time for their questions. Now he wanted to hear from his fathers what they thought about the Homecoming Dance situation.

"Well, what do you think?" North asked.

"Okay, son, what's the end game here?"

"We end up with my friends going to a dance and having a good time."

"You sure the end isn't a grand statement about the cause?"

"Vi told Jason that she thought he should go.  Someone has to take a chance or two gay kids dating are never going to be seen as normal here."

Jim said, "You know the meaning of normal, right?  It doesn't mean good or correct.  It means conforming to some standard."

"Dad Squared, stop being the statistician, all right?  I want to change the norm in Goldendale. Jonathan and Jason are leaving for Seattle in a few months, but I have to live here another year."

"But, North," Tom said, "you and Annie going to the Homecoming Dance won't be seen as abnormal.  Are you sure this is your fight?  Do you know what Jason and Jonathan want?"

"They want to go and to be normal high-school kids at a dance. I think they're afraid, though, that if they do, they'll ignite another firestorm."

"What do you think of that fear?"

North was quiet for a moment.  He didn't want his enthusiasm for helping his friends to have a high-school experience to overwhelm the small but nagging concern for any potential fallout.

"I suppose it could turn into a big deal."

"Well, then, shouldn't the decision be entirely theirs?  If the girls are determined to go and you want to support them, we'll be right behind you, but be careful that you and Annie don't lose sight of Jason's concerns."

* * * * *

On Saturday, Jim and Tom had retired to their bedroom, leaving the entertainment room to the young people.  Annie and North were keyed up to talk about the Homecoming Dance.  Jason had mentioned that his mother assumed that he and Jonathan would be going, and North had told Annie about his conversation with Amanda.  Now, Annie's skills as a planner were beginning to surface.

"So, you and Jon know about Amanda and Amy, right?"

Jonathan answered for them both, "Yes, we know."

"How are we going to approach this?"

Jason answered, "We are not going to approach anything.  Assuming you want to, you and North are going to the dance.  Jon and I will go to the dance because we want to go, not to give Amanda and Amy cover. This isn't going to be a big deal, Annie."

"Have you lost your mind?  You do realize the significance of Homecoming?"

"Birds returning to a monastery, right?" Jason asked.

North intervened, "Annie is taking this very seriously.  Don't give her a hard time, please."

"Sorry," Jason added, "I get the significance.  It's all about football."

"Right," Annie plunged on, "the perfect event to open the eyes of this little burg."

Jon picked up the thread, "Annie, if we go, we'll go because we want to dance and because this is Jase's hometown, not because we want to make a statement."

"God, you guys are irritating.  You've already made the statement by coming out. Now you're going to do what other kids in love do, go to a school dance."

North finally tried to end the conversation.  "Jon and Jason will go if they want to go.  They'll help Amanda and Amy if they can, but you don't have to live here for the rest of the year; Jason does."

"North Underhill, don't you lecture me.  All I'm suggesting is that our friends shouldn't hide and deprive themselves of an experience to which they have every right. Besides, they are so cute when they dance together."  The last came with one of Annie's remarkable smiles.

Jason and Jon looked at each other and were silent.

The four huddled together on the couch, eating popcorn and watching old films directed by James Whale.  Bride of Frankenstein was the jewel, and the four of them alternately laughed and sighed their ways through the story.  They finished with the 1936 version of Showboat.

Jonathan, particularly, but Jason as well, had detected a subtle change in North's and Annie's relationship.  The two blonds were still affectionate, but something was growing between them, and Jonathan was becoming worried.  He had no reason to believe that any relationship would last forever, although he and Jason behaved as though theirs would, and his life had always had Annie and North, their names run together and never disconnected.

Spread across the floor, four sleeping bags created two small islands in the room, one for North and Annie and one for Jonathan and Jason.  When the lights were out and the couples, adrift on their islands, settled into the place between consciousness and sleep, Jon finally said what he'd been trying not to say all night.  Looking at Jason, he asked of the other two, "Are you two going to be all right when we go to Seattle?"

Jason rushed to add, "That's not a very tactful way of putting the question.” He tried to say it differently, but couldn’t come up with the words. “Well, shit, I guess there isn't a tactful way.  We don't want to pry, but we're worried."

Worry hardly sufficed to describe Jonathan's concern.  For him, North and Annie as a couple had always been a presence in his life. In the minutes of silence before North and Annie answered, Jon reflected on a day in Delta Park, a reflection that had been a part of his life since then.

* * * * *

Jonathan remembered that day eleven years earlier in a way he remembered nothing else of that year.  His parents had taken him to Delta Park in North Portland, partly to exercise the dog and partly to get Jon out of the house.  It was wet with off-and-on rain, causing smells of wet evergreens and wet dogs that would never leave Jon’s memory.  His father had been throwing a tennis ball from a little sling device, and the dog was wildly scampering after the fuzzy, battered thing.  Jonathan's father urged Jon to throw the ball, but Jon declined, knowing he would only succeed in burying the ball in the ground ten feet in front of him.

At the age of five, Jonathan knew he was different from other boys. His father knew as well, but because he loved his son as he had never loved any other human save his wife, he saw Jonathan as perfect just as he was.  Both his parents knew that Jonathan was uncomfortable around other boys, some of whom had begun to tease him.

Jonathan had begun to isolate himself, mostly staying indoors and reading his little books or listening to music, and when he went out, he chose slightly flamboyant fashions.  He had already begun to heed subtle messages about how he should move, how he should control his gestures, how he should carry himself.  At first, his mother had tried to persuade her son to tone down his flamboyant style, but the young Jonathan was stubborn about expressing himself. His father admired him for that refusal to conform.

That fall day under clouds, on the soggy ground of the park, Jonathan had wandered away from his parents until they were figures in the distance.  He danced a bit as he wandered alone.  When he looked ahead, he saw two men, a small blond boy, and a slender blond girl playing with an Irish Setter.  Even at five, his heart lurched when he regarded the boy.

In a moment, a fuzzy, gooey tennis ball was arcing in the air toward him followed on the ground by a large, wet dog.  The blond boy, seeing Jonathan, the ball, the dog, and a possible collision, ran toward him in the most graceful way Jonathan had seen anyone run. The boy arrived at Jonathan's side just after the dog had deftly torn past him to retrieve the ball and race back to the two men. Jonathan looked into clear, blue eyes and felt a rare instance of comfort in the presence of another boy.

"Hey.  My name is North," the blond said, his breathing apparently unaffected by his run.

"My name is Jonathan.  How old are you?"

"Four. Are you four?"

"I'm five."

Looking back to the men and the girl, North said, "Annie's four, too."

Then the blond boy did the most unexpected thing that Jonathan had ever experienced. North hugged him. Jonathan didn't understand why then, but he experienced an inchoate sense of freedom in that moment. As the boys talked about where they lived and their dogs, the two men and the girl walked up, with the reddish setter now on a leash.

Jonathan looked at the three until one of the men said, "Hi.  I see you've met North.  I'm Tom, this is Jim, and this is Annie, North's best friend.  We're North's fathers.  I hope he didn't frighten you with the hug; he's big on hugs."

Jonathan replied, "I'm Jonathan Sumner. I liked the hug."

This chance meeting would begin an enduring friendship with a boy who, until they reached adolescence, held Jon's hand when they walked together and embraced him whenever they met or parted and who never questioned the way Jonathan expressed his spirit.  Even now, Jonathan could not remember much of his life before Annie and North.

Later, North had promised Jonathan that he would never have to hide himself when they were together, and through his sometimes-painful childhood, even when he had fallen in love with North, Jonathan had relied on that always-fulfilled promise. Jonathan recalled that even at eleven he would walk in Pioneer Place downtown with North holding his hand on one side and Annie's on the other.

The men, the children, and Bear walked back to meet Jonathan's parents.

* * * * *

In the darkness, North said, "Annie and I love each other as much as we always have.  Being apart when I'm here has been harder than we imagined, and we're trying to figure out how we'd do it if we go to different schools when we graduate."

Annie's voice continued in the darkness, "Jonathan, you'll always have both of us backing you no matter what happens."

Annie's statement sounded elegiac to Jonathan.

"You two need to clear your heads about this. If you don't try, you'll regret it forever." Jon's voice was quavering.

Annie, surprised at Jon's level of distress, tried to soothe him.  "We haven't decided anything.  I can't imagine life without Northy, but we have to talk about potential problems." Jon wasn't mollified, but he knew better than to press North and Annie.

He had seen Jason wounded at his father's death, and he wondered if the dread he felt now about North and Annie was anything like what Jason went through then with the loss of a major part of his life.

After a while, the long day got to them and only the sounds of the quiet breathing of sleep hung in the air.

* * * * *

He was half-dressed, and inescapable dread filled him at his lack of preparation.  Others were waiting as he looked desperately for his clothing, waiting to do something important.  An overwhelming sense of deficiency gripped him as he wandered around the house searching for his clothing.  As he moved to the door of the dark house, at once familiar and strange, its familiar identity masked by a strange layer of dishevelment—curtains torn, furniture tattered, floors peeling varnish — he felt the panic rise.

As he reached the open door, he heard his truck engine running, but he couldn't see the truck.  The utter disappointment at his lack of preparation, of character, of worth, weighed on him, producing heart-pounding anxiety.

Then, he was moving from the light into the dark horse barn. Now he was naked.  Ben and Martin were astride their mounts along with other farmhands, looking to Jason.  Jason felt utterly perplexed as he looked around the barn for his clothing and his tack.  He tried to ask for help.

From a distance, he heard a whispered voice calling to him.  "Jase! Jase, wake up."

"Jase, you're having a nightmare."

He woke suddenly to find Jon's face over his. "Jon?"

Jon gently kissed Jason and, trying not to wake the other two, whispered, "You were whimpering, like you wanted to say something."

"Sorry to wake you up.  Just a bad dream."

"Like the others?"

"Yeah.  I'm okay."

"You don't seem as frightened."

"I'm more curious now about why this kind of dream comes to me so often. It's becoming like an old friend tapping me on the shoulder, trying to remind me of something."

"Was your father in this one?"

"No, I didn't feel him at all. I was alone."

"I'm sorry I can't climb into your dreams with you," Jon whispered before they fell asleep again.

* * * * *

Sunday morning the Js were awake first and snuggled while waiting for the other two to wake.  When North and Annie finally opened their eyes, the first words out of Jason's mouth were, "We're going."

Annie smiled and hugged North and then hopped up, ran over, and hugged Jon and Jason.  "Let's ask Amanda and Amy to come over later so we can talk about how you will do this."

"Yes, ma'am," Jon mocked Annie’s mothering.

After breakfast, North called Amanda and invited her and Amy to drop by.  Amanda knew that getting Amy to agree would be a test, but she was determined.  "We'll come after lunch."

At North's place, the four spent the morning in North's room playing video games and listening to music. After a couple of hours of watching the boys killing monsters, Annie screamed, "Pause!"

The boys paused the game and looked at her with more than a little irritation. "All right.  I want to see a preview of the dance.  Jon and Jason, let's see your moves."  From North's  iPod Stephin Merritt began to blare through the speakers.

Grand pianos crash together when my boy walks down the street

There are whole new kinds of weather when he walks with his new beat

Everyone sings hallelujah when my boy walks down the street

Life just kind of dances through ya from your smile down to your feet

Amazing he's a whole new form of life

Blue eyes blazing and he's going to be my wife

The world does the hula-hula when my boy walks down the street

Everyone thinks he's Petula so big and yet so petite

Butterflies turn into people when my boy walks down the street

Maybe he should be illegal, he just makes life too complete...

Jason and Jon couldn't stop laughing as they attempted to dance the tango to the retro tune. Annie started calling Jason "Petula," and North insisted on taking Jon for a spin.  For a few minutes Jon felt that Annie and North were as he had always known them.

Finally, Tom called up, "Are you guys all right?"

North called back, "Yeah, Dad.  We're fine." And, for a few minutes, they all were.  They shut down the PlayStation and tromped downstairs to wait for their visitors.

"What was that?" Tom asked.

"When My Boy Walks Down the Street," Annie laughed.

"The Magnetic Fields," Tom said. The teenagers stared at him. "What? I can't like them?"

Jon said for them all, "Tom, for an old guy, you are an alternative music god."

A bit later, a knock on the door announced Amanda's and Amy's arrival.  Tom opened the door and waved to the mother who had dropped them off.  The girls came in, and North introduced them to Jonathan and Annie.  Amanda was warm, almost effusive, as she greeted the others.  By contrast, Amy was reserved and almost surly to North.  North sensed her rancor immediately and would spend the afternoon trying to figure out what he had done to piss her off.

"I'll leave you to your planning," Tom said, moving into his office and shutting the door.

"Your father is hot, North," Amanda said. Amy rolled her eyes.

"Thanks. Hot, I don't know, but he's the best.  Both of them are."

Annie suggested, "Let's sit and talk about how we want this to go."

Amy immediately said, "We?  I think you and North pretty much know how things will go for you."

Amanda gave Amy a sharp look, but Annie didn't rise to the bait.  "You're right, Amy.  This is about you and Amanda and Jon and Jason, but North and I do want to help."

Amy warmed a bit to Annie but continued to ignore North.  In an hour, the plan was set.  The Goldendale kids would request approval to bring Jonathan and Annie to the dance, creating a group of three boys and three girls.  They figured that those requests wouldn't arouse any suspicions.  They would all go to the dance together, arriving after a crowd was already in the gym, and then they would let the chips fall.  They thought the worst that would happen was that they'd be kicked out.  Annie would ask Tom to stand by to rescue them in that eventuality.

Over the hour, North tried to be helpful, hoping that Amy would stop behaving so coldly, but he got nowhere.  By the time the guests left, he had decided that she wasn't worth a concerted effort to cultivate a friendship.

* * * * *

Friday-night football was good to the Timberwolves.  They beat Naches Valley, giving the home crowd what had become a rare treat this season.

Homecoming, however, was an inaccurate description of the weekend.  Few graduates of GHS returned from distant homes for the festivities, which left the celebrating to the few diehards that had remained in Goldendale during the economic hard times after the aluminum smelter closed, taking away hundreds of jobs. The local, former high-school athletes who were still there seemed determined to wallow in nostalgia for an imagined glorious past.  For them the weekend was about football, not dancing.

The dance on Saturday featured the current crop of football players, especially those graduating in June.  Jason, Jeremy, and Steve were part of that class.

As they had planned, North had secured permission for Annie to attend the dance with him, and Amanda had done the same for Jonathan. Some of their classmates deduced the ruse, and Facebook and Twitter lit up, but the adults responsible for the dance seemed oblivious.  Even Jeremy, perhaps still chastened by his conversation with Martin, didn't roil the water.

During the week before the game and dance, the Homecoming King and Queen were crowned, and the students lamely tried to revive the tradition of a downtown parade to whip up football fervor.

Jason was more and more ambivalent about his decision, but after the dream on the previous Saturday night, the decision seemed right, although he couldn't entirely see why.  Something about his situation in the dream suggested the need to go into and then emerge from a dark place like the barn.  Maybe, he thought, I don't need to find clothing I've lost; maybe I need to shed all the clothing and march back out into the light.

Both he and Jon were deeply puzzled by Amy's clear dislike of North, and they saw that North was disappointed that he couldn't make a connection with the girl. But they had agreed to the plan, and now they would see whether Goldendale would convulse as a result.

The dance began in the gym at seven, and Tom dropped them off fifteen minutes after seven so that they could lose themselves in the crowd.  His four musketeers, with their friends Amy and Amanda, had instructions to call Tom if any difficulties arose.  Tom honestly had no idea what would develop, but if the kids were asked to leave the dance, Tom would be sure that nothing else punitive would come their way. He admired them for the decision to test the acknowledged limits of the community, and he especially admired the bravery of Jason, who had lived here all his life.

Tom drove down Simcoe Drive, turned left onto the school grounds and then right to join others in line dropping kids off.  He watched his charges walk in a loose group toward the gym.  To an observer, the relationships among the six would have been impossible to determine.  Much as he wanted to hang around, he realized that this was their show and drove back toward Roosevelt Blvd. and then home.

Over the past few weeks, more of his fellow students, led by Brent and Steve, were talking to Jason again.  A live-and-let-live attitude had emerged after Jeremy's campaign of harassment had abated.  As the friends walked into the gym, people either greeted or ignored them, but none of the other kids did anything to cause a problem. In a way, the presence of Amanda and Amy only confirmed rumors.

Jason wasn't anxious at all, but Jonathan's stomach was churning.  Jon didn't give a crap about how people treated him, but he was damned if he was going to let anyone give Jason shit.  He'd been through these trials on and off his entire life and thought that the time had come for no one else to have to run a gauntlet for being gay.

A local band was playing when they entered the gym. About fifty kids were on the gym floor.  The faculty chaperones seemed to have been trained at the same school that has trained chaperones since the 1940s, circulating mainly around the edges of the floor ready to swoop in and disconnect any inappropriate PDAs.

The North group began dancing in boy-girl couples — no sense in frightening the horses just yet.  As they danced, Steve and his girl edged close to Jason, and Steve indicated to Jason that he needed to say something to him. Jason moved away from Amy, curious as to what was coming.

"Let me know when you want to dance with Jonathan.  Some of us will have you covered."

"Huh?"

"Don't be an idiot.  Some of the guys and I are going to screen you from the dance police."

Jason saw no moral judgment left in his old friend's eyes.  "Thanks, Steve," Jason said, smiling.

Jonathan had observed the conversation at first with anxiety and then, when he saw Jason smile, with interest.  As the gym filled until perhaps a hundred kids were now dancing, Jason told Jonathan what Steve had said.  From one to another in the little group, the message passed.  Fast dancing wasn't a problem because the adults couldn't be clear on who was dancing with whom.  The two gay couples managed to dance together without being terribly obvious. When a slow song started, Jason nodded to Steve.

Within thirty seconds, ten football players and their dates formed a loose circle, leaving the six in the center. North and Annie worked their way into the outer circle.  Jason and Jonathan and the girls in the center formed their partnerships and began to dance slowly.

At that same moment, people were gathered at the Goldendale Observatory a mile to the north to begin a night of stargazing.  They observed no planets deviate from their orbits, and the moon did not plunge earthward.

For Jason and Jonathan, the dance took them back to their first dance in Portland.  For Amy and Amanda, the dance was a first experience in living authentically in public.  The chaperones didn't see the two couples in the center of the protective circle, or if they did, ignored them.  Jonathan and Jason and Amy and Amanda simply enjoyed being teenagers in love. At one point, Jonathan looked at Steve and nodded his thanks.  He knew that a friendship had been recovered.

North and Annie melted into their own world as well, relieved of sole responsibility for guarding the others.  Annie felt the same as she had with North for the three years they had been more than best friends. She couldn't see a way clear to being apart from him and couldn't see a way of being anything but his soul mate.

The dance progressed in this way, the protective circle breaking apart during the fast dances and reforming during the slow dances.  After an hour and a half, the plan called for the six to leave, and they walked out of the gym to the smiles and thumbs-up of many of the students, who even if they couldn't understand the gay thing, could certainly enjoy putting something over on the chaperones.  Outside, North called Tom.

"No problems, Dad, but we're ready."

Tom was there in ten minutes in the Tribeca and scooped the six happy teenagers up.  He dropped Amy and Amanda off at Amy's home. As she was leaving the car, Amy finally had a civil word for North.  The others went back to North's, where Jason called his mother to let her know how things had gone, and then the four kids debriefed the experience with Jim and Tom, who marveled at the way some of the other football players had supported Jason and Jon.

North and Annie quietly listened to the boys, who obviously found much greater comfort in the action of their friends than they did in going to a dance.  Tom thought that Jason's journey was, in fact, a classical hero's journey.  He recalled his first encounter with Jason when he realized how much potential the boy had and how difficult his immediate path would be.  He remembered their discussion of William Carlos Williams and his surprise at the depth of the boy whom he now thought of as North's older brother.

Take the small victories where you can, Tom thought.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Ashes! Ashes! We all fall down!

A third of the school year had passed. Last night the football team had ended its regular season with a loss against Granger, but the season hadn't been a disaster, and toward the end Jason had begun to enjoy playing again. Most of his teammates were friendly now, and those that weren't had developed an attitude of disinterest about his sexuality. He no longer feared physical injury either on the playing field or in general.

From Jonathan he found out what maneuvers Tom and North had used to bring him to this pass, but he was especially encouraged by the change in attitude in old friends like Steve, who in a relatively brief time had repaired their relationships.

Very early on the last Saturday morning in October, Jason made the long drive to Portland, where he would stay at Jon's home for the weekend and, as always, be welcomed by Jonathan’s parents.  His purpose in going to Portland was to follow through on his promise to help Dr. Gerard.  While Frank had never pressured Jason to visit the Drop-in Center where he volunteered, Jason couldn't let the promise to do so rest any longer.

Vi had insisted that he take one of the little newer sedans, because she didn't think the old pickup was safe for the long trip, and the F-350 would have used a fortune in fuel.

The Decembrists played through the car's sound system from his iPod, but he lost track of the lyrics when he thought about his mother, Jon, and his friends in Goldendale; Brent, North's cross-country running partner, was becoming his friend as well.

While driving west on Washington SR-14 he also thought about his recurring night dream — the dread, the nakedness, the barn, the horses, the powerlessness.   During one long phone conversation, Frank had told Jason that every character in his dream was probably a version of himself waiting to act — to leave the barn where he always found himself at the end of the dream. Jason was coming to realize that nobody was holding him back and that he had to risk moving out of the barn where the dream always ended regardless of what his father might have done had he lived.

He passed through the five short, highway tunnels cutting through volcanic rock, heeding the yellow warning lights that would have flashed if bicyclists were in them, on his way past White Salmon to Stevenson. He would cross the Columbia River to Oregon on the Bridge of the Gods.

He felt as if he were going home, because anywhere Jonathan was seemed like home.  Thinking of Jon, he was in wonder that, at seventeen, his life's direction in terms of companionship was so settled. Most of Jon's flaws — they were few — provoked laughter, not frustration, and Jason saw such a core of familiar values in Jonathan: compassion, loyalty, and curiosity, combined with fearless trust in his Jason.

It shouldn't be this easy, he thought.  He reflected on his father's death and how much he missed some things about him but also how memories of his father produced anger and pain.  However, now his happiness seemed to overwhelm his pain.  But he could not forget the physical punishment on the football field after he had come out and the near-isolation forced on him, broken only because of North and his friends from Portland. Particularly, Jon, he thought.  There aren't many questions about Jon.

The road became curvier, and his thoughts were increasingly interrupted by the need to concentrate on driving.  When the course straightened again for a few miles, he smiled as he thought of sex with Jon.

He and Jon were at least honest enough to admit to one another that they occasionally found other guys attractive.  Early in their relationship they had talked about their early infatuations with North, experiences that had made lusting after others a little, but safe game.

The only problem Jason saw in Jon was his need to see Annie and North remain together.  He worried that if North and Annie separated, Jon would come undone.

* * * * *

In bed at the farm, Annie moved her lips down North's jaw to his neck, and her hand left his face and dropped along his side to his hip.  Her exhalations moistened the flesh of his throat under her lips.  When her hand moved between his legs, she was mystified.

"Well, that's never happened before."

"Shit, this isn't supposed to happen for another hundred years.  I'm in my sexual prime; you're the one who’s supposed to be catching up."

"What's going on?"

"I'm not sure. I'm confused, and I don't know how to fix whatever you think is wrong. I offered to move back to Portland.  Jon's a basket case because he thinks we're headed for the drain."

"We've been together in one way or another since we were four.  Why do you think something's wrong?"

"Because something's different between us. I never want us to stop loving each other, and I'm afraid you're unhappy enough that you might quit on us."

"Listen, sweet thing, I'm not happy having an excellent boyfriend on all counts and only seeing him two or three days a week.  For that, I'm allowed to whine, and I'm allowed to be pissy."

She interlaced the fingers of her right hand with the fingers on North's left hand. "What's the deal with the existential crisis?  This isn't like you."

He gently squeezed Annie's hand. "All right, I'm afraid. I'm afraid of things changing between us, so, yes, something is wrong."

"I think Jon's brainwashing you.  I don't feel any different about you than I ever have. I'm just not happy about the practical difficulties of living a hundred miles apart, and if I'm not happy now, how will I do if we're across the country from each other after we graduate?  I don't think I can do four years of that, but I'm not going to suggest that either of us change our plans."

He sat up, legs crossed on the bed and waited for Annie to do the same. He placed his hand on her calf and looked at her legs, unable to remember a time when he feared to look at her face.  "You can't see how obvious your unhappiness is, at least to me.  You don't act like it's a minor inconvenience."

"Look, sweet thing, I’m just unsettled about everything. Maybe we could just back off a little until I get my own mind straightened out."

North toppled sideways onto the mattress, ending up in a fetal position, feeling his heart race and a dull headache. "Sure."

Annie lay down behind him and kissed the back of his neck. "I'm sorry."

* * * * *

In the late afternoon, Jon and Jason took a bus from Jon's house in the West Hills to downtown where they hopped on the Max train and crossed the Willamette River to Portland's east side.  Another couple of buses brought them to SMYRC on MLK Boulevard. The Sexual and Gender Minority Youth Resource Center where Frank Gerard volunteered and served on the Board of Directors housed the Drop-in Center.  The whole project was supported by a behavioral-health-service grant.

The boys left the Number 6 bus and walked across a frontage parking area to the doorway of the center, which was devoid of obvious signage.

Neither of them knew exactly what to expect. Jason hesitated at the door.  "Ready?"

Jonathan nodded and opened the door.  The center was in a brightly decorated, large, open space divided into areas, including a computer lab, a library, and even a kitchen.  The space wasn't crowded at six-thirty, but a few kids were spread out among the areas.  A young man greeted Jon and Jason and invited them to a seating area where he explained the services offered and reviewed the house rules, especially about confidentiality.  The staffer never asked them to identify themselves either personally or by orientation.

After the brief introduction, Jason informed the man that he was meeting Frank Gerard.  "Oh, you must be Jason.  Frank mentioned you'd be dropping by.  He's around somewhere.  Why don't you just hang out 'til he finds you?"

"Okay.  Thanks."

Other than meeting Jon's friends at the club and at the Aladdin, Jason hadn't hung around with gay kids other than Jon.  In fact, he had never thought about being in a safe enclave where sexual-minority kids were presumably a majority.  Some of the kids in the center were looking at the newcomers with curiosity, and to Jason, some of them looked very young.  There were others that Jason couldn't identify for certain by gender, and there were kids who were dressed much more flamboyantly than Jonathan ever dressed.

Jason was embarrassed because of his anxiety at being there. Jonathan took his hand to comfort him. Jason almost jerked it back, when the young staff member smiled at them.  "Look at the sheet of rules I gave you.  We don't mind reasonable PDAs, but no touching breasts or genitals." Well, Jason thought, that's pretty direct.

Jonathan scanned the room to see which group of kids to join. He pulled Jason by the hand past the library space to a small sitting area where three boys sat relaxing and talking.  Jon walked right up and introduced himself and Jason. "Hi. I'm Jonathan, and this is my partner, Jason.  It's our first time here."

The three boys, all younger than the newcomers, stood and offered their hands as they introduced themselves. Curious, but trying to obey the house privacy rules, a slender brown-haired boy asked Jason, "Did you guys come together?"

Jason recounted the facts about Jon and himself, telling the three that he was from Goldendale, Washington, and that Jon was from Portland and that they had met through a friend who had moved to Goldendale from Portland.  The younger boys had never heard of Goldendale, but they engaged in a brief conversation about living in a small town compared to a large city like Portland. They talked about their homes and schools.

During the conversation, Jason realized that one of the boys was reluctant to talk about his home.  Frank had earlier made Jason aware that a lot of kids who spent their days at the center were homeless — or close to it.  So it was no surprise that none of the three regulars at the center related good experiences coming out to their families.  Jon and Jason felt helpless to offer them anything but sympathy.  They changed the topics to music and movies and Klub Z, and the boys hoped they would see Jon and Jason there sometime.

As Jason and Jon relaxed with these young people, Jason noticed a lone boy sitting against the back wall of the computer-lab area.  The boy kept staring at him until Jason looked over, and then he looked quickly away.  That little interchange repeated three or four times until Jason got up and walked over to the boy whose position against the back wall prevented escape.

"I'm Jason."

Jason thought that the boy must be at the absolute lower end of the age range permitted in the center, which was twelve.  The kid fidgeted and whispered, "Hi."

"I'm new here ..."

"Lucas."

"Lucas, you into computers?"

"Not really."

"Me, either, but I have a friend who's a genius at them."

Lucas began to warm to Jason and became more talkative.  Within thirty minutes, Jason had pried a very sad life story out of young Lucas.  "Shit, you've had a rough time."

The boy's voice had yet to fully change.  "I guess, but coming here has made things better.  Kids here understand, and no one is down on you because you're different."

Just as Lucas had noticed Jason in the group of boys earlier, he stared across at Jonathan now. As if he were struggling to get the question out, he asked, "Is that your boyfriend?"

"That's Jonathan, and he is.  Yes."

Without thinking, Lucas said, "He's hot," and then looked down.

"I agree.  When I first met him, that was one of my first thoughts. He was already out, and I wasn't.  He helped me a lot."

Lucas continued to talk with Jason, asking about life in Goldendale and football and high school.  The boy had dropped out of school but was now attending an academy that helped kids catch up and earn their diplomas. "I like math and science most."

Jason felt a hand on his shoulder, and expecting it to belong to Jonathan, was surprised to see Dr. Gerard.

"I see you've met Lucas. He's quite a prodigy at math, and he usually doesn't open up to strangers, so you should feel honored."

"You're so full of shit, Frank," the high-pitched voice laughed.

"I'm sorry I'm late, Lucas.  Do you have time to talk now?"

"Sure."  The boy rose and hugged Frank.  As they walked away, Lucas said, "I hope you'll come here again sometime."

"I will, Lucas."

Frank added, "Let's talk before you guys leave."

* * * * *

It was two Saturdays before Thanksgiving, late in the afternoon. The four had walked to North's place from Jason's after they had ridden out onto the now-fallow fields.

They found frenetic construction activity at North’s front steps.  Jason asked North what was going on, and North told them that the writer coming to visit was confined to a wheelchair, so Tom and Jim had decided to put in a ramp.

"So, this is for the writer who's coming to school with Tom?" Jason asked North.

"Yeah, he's a strange one, and not because he's paraplegic. I don't think he ever got over the war."

Annie added, "He's wickedly handsome, but he has this barely submerged anger, and he doesn't suffer fools gladly. He curses like a sailor."

"I'm really surprised that Dad asked him to come to read at school. He's a bit of a loose cannon. I don't think he ever found someone to love."

Jason asked, "He's gay, right?"

"Yep," Jonathan threw in, "Tom says he was gay when he went to war and gay when he came back, but he was changed when he came back. I don't know all the details, but I know he was a big-time hero. Just don't make the mistake I did and ask him about what he did over there."

The kids rounded the farmhouse and went in through the back door.  Jim was home and greeted them, asking how the ride went.  Jason told him that the Portland contingent was now skilled enough that Vi and he would let any of them ride whenever they wanted.

"So, Sam's on the way?" North asked.

"Be here next week.  Tom wanted to be sure he could get in and out without help. He is a bear about looking after himself."

* * * * *

Before talking to Sam, Tom had insisted on a long talk with Mr. Henrickson, the high-school principal.  The man seemed enthusiastic about having Tom and Samuel Marshall speak to Miss Martin's class.

The principal, Miss Martin and Tom sat around a small conference table in Mr. Henrickson's office. A coffee carafe sat in its center, surrounded by coffee mugs emblazoned with the timberwolf school mascot.  Tom started the conversation.  "You did read up on the man, didn't you?"

"Miss Martin gave me some material to read. He's a war hero."  The principal offered Tom and Miss Martin a choice of water or coffee.

Waving away the offer, Tom tried to paint an accurate picture of his friend.  "Well, I suppose, but he served in a different war and in a different time.  When he came back, kids were spitting on soldiers."

"I didn't know that. Still, the one story Miss Martin gave me to read was excellent."

As Tom observed the man across the table, he was unsure whether the man was enlightened or a fool.  "You're not concerned about having two gay men talk to an English class?"

"You're talking about writing and literature, right?"

"Yes, but kids will have found out more stuff about Samuel Marshall and me in thirty minutes on the web than you or I could in a month.  If they ask questions, neither of us will be dishonest."

Miss Martin finally ventured a comment.  "I'll talk with the students about the boundaries of the discussion.  The class is an honors class.  I don't think we'll have any problems."

Tom wondered if he and Sam were being set up for an easy controversy, but he didn't think that Miss Martin operated that way, and the principal didn't seem bright enough to look that far ahead.

The night after the discussion, Tom had asked Sam if he would talk with a high-school English class while he was in town.  Sam had agreed immediately, and Tom had mentioned the ground rules.  Sam had replied that Tom knew how intimately he hewed to any rules, ground or otherwise.

"Just don't embarrass me too much," Tom had pleaded.

"You're a friend, Tom," was the reply.

The next Saturday everyone was at North's place while Tom made the run to the Portland Airport.  Around two-thirty in the afternoon, they all heard the Tribeca pull up to the front of the house. Jason encountered Samuel Marshall for the first time. He had to agree with Annie's assessment; Mr. Marshall was handsome and didn't look his age — sixty-seven.  He was angular and slender with a shock of only slightly graying, coal-black hair that was carefully styled with a razor cut.

Tom pulled the chair from the car's rear compartment and brought it to the front passenger door and locked the wheels.  Sam transferred out of the front seat of the Tribeca and into his chair, then unlocked the wheels and propelled himself across the short piece of ground to the ramp.  He frowned and looked at Jim.

"This wouldn't be for me, would it?"

"Of course not. It's for anyone who wants to use it."

"Yeah, sure," the older man said with a skeptical but thankful tone as he effortlessly wheeled up the incline.  When he was on the porch, he looked at the kids. "North, Annie, good to see you again.  Jonathan, I think this must be your cowboy," he said, looking toward Jason.

"Sam, this is Jason, and he is my cowboy."

Sam wheeled up to Jason and shook his hand, staring at Jason's face.  The grip was firm, and Jason saw the developed muscles in the old man's forearms. In fact, his entire upper body was disproportionally muscular compared to his lower body.  "I'll be deeply disappointed if you don't take good care of young Mr. Sumner here, and you don't ever want to disappoint me."

Jason looked for the laughter behind the warning, but he didn't find any, which shook him a little.  Mr. Marshall was direct and intense, bordering on being inappropriate.  Jason released his hand and answered, "I love him."

Sam nodded and went through the door Tom was holding open.  Jason learned what his friends had learned over the years during which they had known Samuel Marshall.  He took care of himself, and Jason marveled at how he managed his paralysis. The day passed in reminiscences by the adults of how they had met one another and how Tom had pulled Sam out of depression and championed his writing.

* * * * *

Samuel Marshall had been a sensation when he had come back from the war and written a series of essays on its human costs as well as the heroism of the Vietnamese civilians on both sides of the conflict.  His poetry at that time was, by turns, mordant, tinged with what would become post-modernism, and lyrical. But Sam faced a long writing drought in the late eighties and early nineties until Tom's interest had resurrected his career and enabled him to begin writing and publishing again.

For kids who read voraciously, Sam's stories about his sixties contemporaries like Berger, Jones, Vonnegut, and Pynchon, who eventually turned him on to Spike Jones, were a confection.  He had also known Rexroth in San Francisco and, by extension, many of the SF Renaissance poets, including Gary Snyder with whom he shared an interest in Buddhism.

Jason knew most of the names discussed across the dinner table, and Samuel Marshall's presence began to teach him how men lived behind the names, some with huge egos who became celebrities and some who wrote in near solitude and hated to give anything of themselves away.

But, Sam's demons were apparent to Jason.  Unlike Tom, the man rarely laughed, and he acted as if he were waiting for the next round of incoming fire.  Jason thought that he showed no generosity of spirit, unlike Tom who invigorated everyone whenever possible.  Sam’s hard edges would make friendship with him a chore, a chore that Tom was apparently willing to undertake, although Jason wondered why he would make the effort.

The last utterance from Samuel Marshall that Jason remembered was, "Rexroth was a grownup by age, and I was a grownup by experience.  The rest of them never grew up, except Snyder who was spiritually old when I met him.  I regret most that Patchen was already dead by the time I wanted to meet him."

* * * * *

On the Wednesday before Thanksgiving, Tom and Sam drove across the highway to Goldendale proper and checked in at the high-school office.

The wheelchair had become an extension of Sam’s nervous system, almost as responsive as any other man's legs.  The chair turned sharply into the classroom, its slender occupant finding and fixing the eyes of each high-school student in the room.  Tom followed his friend and took a seat at the front of the room after setting up an iPod and a set of powered speakers.  Miss Martin introduced the guests to her class and to a few students in her other classes who had received special permission to attend.

"You all have been practicing writing this semester,” Miss Martin started, “and some of you have been writing since you started school here, and before.  I thought you might benefit from hearing from two men who make their living with the pen.  Both have published verse and fiction, and one has published essays based on his experience in Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s.  Please welcome Tom Jansen and Samuel Marshall."

A small smattering of polite applause arose from the students, most of whom were leaning back in their seats regarding the men with a little condescension. North was in his usual neutral posture, and Jason was in the back sitting on a counter while a couple of nerdier looking kids were leaning forward in their seats ready to engage the speakers.  Samuel Marshall looked at each one of the students for a few moments, and they fidgeted in discomfort under his gaze.

Finally he said, "Why the hell would anyone your age be remotely interested in poetry?” He looked around the class, but saw no response. “Poetry is where you find it.  How about this?"

From the powered speakers in the front of the room came the unmistakable beat of hip-hop:

It's the year, thirty...thirty

And here at the Corporate, Institutional

Bank, of Time

We find ourselves, reflecting

Finding out

That in fact

We came back

We were always coming back.

After the music stopped, Samuel Marshall wheeled across the front of the room. "You all look constipated.  You know, all bound up and can't move?  You want to move, but you're scared of what others would think, especially Teach here. Take a spiritual laxative and just move when you're moved."  He pressed play on the iPod.

Yo it’s three thousand thirty
I want y'all to meet Deltron Zero, hero, not no small feat
It's all heat in this day and age
I rage your grave, anything it takes to save the day
Neuromancer, perfect blend of technology and magic
Use my rappin so you all could see the hazards
Plus entertainment where many are brainless
We cultivated the lost art of study and I brought a buddy
Automator harder slayer fascinating combinations 
Cyber warlords are activating abominations
Arm a nation with hatred we ain't with that
We high-tech archeologists searching for nicknacks
Composing musical stimpacks that impacts the song
Crack the motor what you think you rappin for?
I used to be a mech soldier but I didn't respect orders
I had to step forward, tell them this ain't for us
Living in a post-apocalyptic world morbid and horrid
The secrets of the past they hoarded
Now we just boarded on a futuristic spacecraft
No mistakes black it's our music we must take back

By the end of the rap, most of the kids were up and dancing a bit to the heavy bass. "That's better!  How about this?" Again the speakers produced chanting, but this time in an Irish lilt:

I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made;

Nine bean rows will I have there, a hive for the honeybee,

And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes  dropping slow,

Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;

There midnight's all a-glimmer, and noon a purple glow,

And evening full of the linnet's wings.

I will arise and go now, for always night and day

I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;

While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements gray,

I hear it in the deep heart's core.

"That's it — the last you'll get from me for now. Quid pro quo, Clarice," Samuel said with his best Hannibal Lecter impression. Then he looked at them from his chair, looked them in their eyes until most of them flinched and looked away.  How many of them thought he was crazy?

Finally, one little voice from a seat in the back corner asked, "What does the last thing you said mean? The quid stuff. Where did the first thing you played come from?  The Yeats was easy."

Now the students were leaning forward, challenging. Miss Martin worried that things had gotten out of hand.  Samuel Marshall had used the word hell, and she wondered how long it would take for the principal to hear about that.

"The phrase quid pro quo is in a dead language, and could be translated as this for that. I'm not going to give you this unless you're willing to give me that, and right now, that means your poetry. The first verses are from an opera by the poets Dan the Automator, Del the Funky Homosapien and DJ Kid Koala, written in 2000. The second poem is by an Irishman who wrote it in 1892.  By the way, ten bucks for the class if anyone can tell me the significance of the word Neuromancer in the first selection."  Then he quickly added, "Not you, North or Jason."

Another voice, this one from the front responded, "The Irish one's not rap; they didn't have rap in 1892. You think rap is poetry?"

Another voice shouted, "They both were, like, chanting, so they were both rapping."

"No more I this until you that. You have twenty minutes to come up with one really nice poetic image.  Who judges how nice it is?  You.  Paper!  Write!"

After twenty minutes, Samuel Marshall wheeled around the room while each kid spoke his or her image.  All of them were at least a little interesting, and some were downright beautiful.  Sam or Tom repeated each one and commented generously on each.

"You see the heart of poetry in the matching of image to thought or to a story. Today, you started with an image.  Sometimes, you start with the story, and the images come."

North said, "Quid pro quo, Mr. Marshall.  We gave you that, now your turn to give us this."

Sam looked almost pained as he responded to North, "Poetry is where you find it.  I found it in Southeast Asia, near the killing fields.  I hope none of you has ever killed another human.  How about this?"

Ty, home in a box.
They told us about
the jungle, not
the concrete
of Hué City.

Your last day,
spent among ruins
like Berlin in forty-five,
among snipers’ nests,
not palms and rice.

Your sweetness lost,
no more glances
in gym-class showers
or wrestling in the dark.
Flinching at shots
over your casket,

I wish, of all things,
that you could have found
your way back,
found your way
to love.

Jason, having watched Samuel Marshall's performance from the beginning, thought, This is a very angry man, or maybe hurt and angry. This man's war experiences were forty years behind him, and he still hadn't worked them out. Is this what he had to look forward to?  Then he wondered if that was how he himself sounded.  He had expected nostalgia but heard a man interested in finding poetry in the present as well as the past.

The rest of the class passed with Tom and Samuel Marshall reading a few more things, discussing the poetry of war, and writing as a profession.  After class, all but one of the students gathered around Mr. Marshall to ask about his experiences in Viet Nam.  One shy girl approached Tom with a copy of the first volume of Gyres Chronicles and asked him to sign it.  He quickly signed the book, putting his finger to his lips.  She put the book in her backpack and walked away with a huge smile. Since lunch periods were next in the day, Miss Martin allowed a few students to remain and talk with Samuel Marshall.

She overheard him frankly discuss his return from Asia with heroin addiction and how he managed to get clean.  He answered questions about paraplegia and how he had survived a disease that, when he was injured, usually killed people within ten years.  Miss Martin had researched him, and what she did not overhear was any mention of the Distinguished Service Cross, the Bronze Star, or the Purple Hearts he had received for his actions during his two tours of duty in that almost forgotten war.  None of the students, despite the lines about glances in gym-class showers, asked the author if he was gay.

A dark-haired boy was almost out the door when he turned his head back and called to the poet, "William Gibson."

The boy got the only real smile of the day from Samuel Marshall who left the ten-spot with Miss Marshall.

* * * * *

At dinner after the visit to the high school, Jason was at the table in North's dining room. Tom recounted the classroom visit to Jim, but Sam had little to say.  After dinner, Jason was about to leave when Sam wheeled over to him and told him he needed a word.  He led Jason out onto the porch while the others were cleaning up the dining room and kitchen.  Jason stood beside Sam’s wheelchair, each looking out to the yard.

"I understand that your father died over the summer."

"Yes, sir."

"What do you think you owe him?"

"Beg pardon?"

Sam scowled at Jason. "Don't temporize.  You know very well what I'm asking. If you need to think about how to respond, think in silence."

Jason was up to here with Mr. Marshall. "Why do you care about my father?"

"Because I know something about debts to the dead — relatives and comrades both. I'm still struggling to understand my debts."

Jason's heart softened a bit. "I'm not sure I owe him anything except to be as decent and honest as I can be."

"You're on the right track, and you've made a good start. I think I see why Jonathan might love you."

"We love each other because we do. I'm not sure there is a why."

"There's always a why. How about your dreams?"

"My dreams?"

"You're doing it again. I’ll give you this advice about dreams: when you've wrung everything out of them that you can, treat them like passing acquaintances.  Otherwise, they'll play to every fear you have."

"I'm doing okay."

Sam turned his chair to face Jason and held out his hand.  "Goodbye and good luck, Mr. Johnson. You're a moderately interesting fellow."  The wheelchair turned, and Samuel Marshall left Jason alone on the porch.

* * * * *

The train ride from Portland had become a familiar ritual for Jonathan and Annie, but today, Tom picked them up in the city after depositing Sam at the airport.  The traffic on Thanksgiving morning was moderate, as people travelled to dinners with friends and family.  Tom noted that Jonathan and Annie were quieter than usual.  He thought that maybe they were just tired.

The holiday dinner in the early afternoon in Goldendale passed in happy conversation and the sharing of good food.  Vi had made some dishes she had learned to cook from her mother. She made pies, as well. Everyone at the table behaved as family, except that the give-and-take between Annie and North was more restrained than usual. Although they both tried to act as though they had no problems, everyone else at the table recognized the strain.

Early in the evening, Jason kissed Jonathan goodbye and left with his mother for a late-evening celebration with Ben, Martin, and the families of the hands.  They always held a light supper in the center of the milking barn.  Jason's father had always served, and tonight Jason was performing that role.  He felt real pleasure hosting the men who made the farm work and their families, and especially he felt thankful for Ben and Martin.  Before supper, Jason had pulled Martin aside and expressed his gratitude for saving North and Brent from whatever Jeremy had planned.

* * * * *

Jonathan was in bed in the room he and Jason usually shared. He was about to take matters in hand when he heard a light rapping on the door. He covered his lower body with the sheet. "Come in."

North opened the door. "Not interrupting anything I hope."

Jonathan knew better than to lie. "As a matter of fact, yes."

"I can come back in a few minutes."

"A few minutes?  Jerking off is an art, and my performances take more than a few minutes."

"Right.  How about ten minutes?"

"Just come in now.  Are you all right?"

North was wearing only a pair of shorts.  "I just don't want to sleep alone.  Mind if I bunk with you?"

Jonathan immediately lifted the sheet and scooted to one side of the small bed. "Sure.  No problem."

When North had dropped his shorts and climbed in with Jonathan, he lay back and quietly looked at the ceiling.  Jonathan asked the obvious question, "Where's Annie?"

"She wanted to sleep alone tonight."

"I'm sorry. I wish I could do something to help."

North turned on his side, facing away from Jonathan; Jon reached around to hug North's back against his front.  He felt North's shoulders begin to heave, and he felt helpless.  He pulled North tight against him, thinking of how long he had known his friend and how much North had helped him find his way.  After four or five minutes, North had cried himself out.

"I just cruised along thinking how good things were, and I missed Annie's pain."

"She's a big girl.  She would have told you if she felt ignored.  I don't think she knows what she's feeling.  She's not into anyone else, you know."

"She would have told me that.  I don't want you ever to take Jason for granted."

"I won't, but I watch you with Annie, and you don't take her for granted either. You're always trying to fix things.  Annie's having a problem that she has to work out; there's no way for you to help her."

"What if she can't find her way to staying with me?"

"I'll be pissed at her, but you'll eventually be okay. For now, give her time. What else can you do?"

"Maybe I can be more of a jerk."

"No, you can't. Come on, I'll hold you while you go to sleep.”  Like you used to hold me, Jonathan thought.

"Okay."  He pulled Jonathan's arm tight around him and cried more quietly for a while.

* * * * *

Friday morning, Jim, back from his rounds, told everyone assembled for the breakfast — Tom and Annie were preparing it — that he had arranged for a four-day, midweek trip to the Flying L Ranch up by Mt. Adams during Christmas break.  He had secured the Log and the Woods cabins, and needed a head count to plan for provisions.

"I talked with Vi, and she'll visit for at least one night.  Anyone not interested?"

Jonathan looked at Annie, wondering where she was in her inner turmoil. Annie said, "I'm going to pass.  I need to spend some time at home over the break."

"Okay, anyone else not going?"

North felt like saying that he was out, too, but he knew that wouldn't fly with his dads. No one was talkative after Annie's announcement. She was embarrassed by the effect of her decision and hurriedly left for her room.  Jon took out after her and knocked on the bedroom door, which he had heard slam.  Annie didn't respond.

"Let me in, Annie, please."

Hearing Jon's voice, she invited him in.  She asked him to close the door behind him. "I need to get out of here.  I can't even look at North, knowing how miserable he is."

"None of us is happy about how this is working out.  But it's not your fault, and no one blames you.  If you need to go home, I'm sure Jason and I would drive you back, but selfishly, I'd want you to stay.  I talked to North last night.  He understands."

"He may understand, but I feel as if I'm twisting the knife every time we talk.  I think I should go home today."

Jon embraced Annie.  "I never thought I'd see you two in this situation, but you need to take care of yourself."  Now the other half of his best-friend couple was crying in his arms.  “Jason and I will drive you back.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Flying L

After dropping Annie off at her home, Jason and Jonathan stopped off at the SMYRC Drop-in Center, even though the visit would make for a late arrival in Goldendale.  Anticipating a late departure from Portland, Tom and Jim had told them to stay at the Portland condo if they didn't want to drive back at night.

With the football and cross-country seasons passed into statistics, the boys had visited the center a number of times and had made friends of many of the kids who hung out there. The center was cheery enough, but Jason came to hate the fact that the kids who spent a lot of time there couldn't just be themselves freely outside of the building.  Jon reminded him that the center's purpose was to deal with the behavioral-health issues, sexual health, and even substance-abuse problems experienced by LGBTQ kids.  That's why people like Frank volunteered there.

Of the boys they saw on their visits, Lucas, especially, had become a friend.  He had latched onto Jason almost as he would have an older brother. Jonathan half-joked to Jason that Lucas was becoming his groupie and half-seriously warned Jason not to encourage the boy to fall in love with him.  Jason thought that Jon was overestimating the degree of attraction that Lucas felt.

Usually, Jason and Lucas would play video games, and Lucas would stomp Jason, or Jason would encourage Lucas to read by reading aloud with him.  Mostly, though, Lucas reveled in the stories Jason shared about the farm and his friends.

Lucas's need for family was plain and disturbing to Jason, and the boy's loneliness pained him because he knew the kid didn't have anyone who would stand up for him.  Finally, he talked with Frank about inviting Lucas to Goldendale for a visit.  Frank, who had mentioned this possibility for some of his clients when he had first met Jason, thought that, with the proper preparation, Lucas would benefit from a visit.

Despite it being late in the afternoon, Jonathan and Jason decided to drive back to Goldendale rather than stay in Portland overnight.  They gassed up the car at a Citgo.  As Jason began to get out of the car, Jon grabbed his sleeve and pulled him back in.  Jason looked sharply at Jon and then remembered that in Oregon, unlike Washington, people couldn't pump their own gas. "Oops, I forgot. It’s unsafe for me to pump my own gas. I’m sure the kid who is going to fill our tank has had hours of safety training." The sarcasm was not lost on Jon.

As they headed east on I-84, passing Gresham and Troutdale, the sun dropped behind them to end another increasingly short day as fall turned toward winter.

The car was a capsule in which Jon felt particularly close to Jase.  The vibration of the tires on the recently resurfaced roadway, and their sound, along with the darkness spoiled only by the dashboard lighting, emphasized the intimacy of their journey.

As if he had heard Jon's thoughts, Jason glanced at his partner. "Hey, what would you think of taking North with us to Seattle when we go up to look for apartments?"

"Great minds. I was going to ask you the same question.  Let's talk to him when we're at the Flying L. He needs some diversion."

"What's gotten into Annie? I can't believe she's seriously thinking about breaking up with North.  She met someone else?"

"No.  I'd know if that was the problem, and she'd tell North if that were so.  I think she just can’t handle missing him when they're apart."

"I get that.  I'd miss you if we had to be apart, but I wouldn't think about breaking it off.  We'd find a way."

"Easy for us to say.  I don't know, but I wouldn't give up on them yet.  Silly, I guess, but I think they're destined for each other, just as we are."

"We are, aren't we?"

"I knew you were the one for me, Jase, the first time I saw you.  You were so quick and so hot.  You were what I was waiting for."

"Let's face it.  We are the best couple in the history of the human race,” Jason said. They sat in the car’s darkness enjoying each other’s company.

“Do you think he'll come with us?" Jason asked.

"He's the most stubborn guy I know, but if we both lean on him gently enough, I think he will."

After a comfortable silence, Jonathan plugged his iPod into the Aux socket of the car's sound system and the music of Tokio Hotel began to play.

Will you stand the pain

When I'm by your side?

Will you follow me into the night?

They're not gonna get us.

We'll be all right.

And one day

The dark side will

shine

For us!

For us!

* * * * *

"Should I consider North available?" Frannie asked.

"What?"

Frannie's North Portland bedroom had a clean, almost Norwegian look, everything spare and modern.  She had invited Annie to spend a night, because she and Mary, her girlfriend, were tired of seeing the girl at sea.  Boys' undershirts and shorts were the costume of the night, and Frannie and Mary had decided earlier that one of them was going to attempt to shake Annie up.  Frannie drew the short straw.

Frannie wasn't what you would call femme.  She was slender with large breasts, narrow hips, and broad shoulders, a perfect complement to Mary's more traditionally feminine figure.  Her hair was cut short and styled like a late-fifties "cat."  She knows I'm not seriously interested in North, but at least I'll plant the thought that someone might go after him.

"I'm just asking.  You of all people can't ignore the fact that he is one hot boy. He'd never give another girl the time of day unless he figures you've cut him loose."

"Fucking H Christ, why are my best friends so determined to butt in here?  North and I are capable of taking care of ourselves. This isn't 'a great tremor in the Force.'"

"Well, maybe not to you, but to your friends it is. You know I love Mary, but I'd fuck North in a heartbeat just to be able to say that I had, if you and he weren't together."

"Oh really?  That's comforting."

"I'm not trying to comfort you. I'm trying to help you get your head out of your ass."

"Gee, thanks.  But that's a bit harsh."

"You don't understand that the longer you keep wandering around in ... whatever state you're in ... the better the chances are that you'll break the relationship beyond repair."

Annie's eyes filled with tears. "All I want is a little time. North is willing to give me that. Why the fuck can't the rest of you do the same?"

Frannie moved to hug Annie, letting the girl shudder against her breast. "Shhh, let it out.  I'm sorry.  We're all just so worried."

* * * * *

On Tuesday of the week of Christmas vacation, Jason showed up at North's home at one in the afternoon.  Jim and Tom were loading up the Forester, and Jason threw his bag in the back with the others.  Vi and he had recommended the Flying L Ranch up by Mt. Adams, and Jason hoped that no one would be disappointed.  Snow had fallen periodically during the past three days, but the accumulation was modest owing to daytime temperatures in the forties. "What can I do to help?"

"Go in and pry your 'brother' and your beloved out of the house so we can get going."

Jason laughed and ran up to the porch, up the steps two at a time, and into the house.  "Hey!" he called.  "What are you two doing?"

Jon's voice came down from the second floor, "Wouldn't you like to know?  Maybe I'm trying out your replacement."

"I wouldn't stand a chance," Jason joked.

Jon appeared at the head of the stairs.  "Oh, I think you'd do nicely in any contest of that sort."

North appeared behind Jon. "Don't let him kid you.  All I hear about is how perfect you are.  It's really nauseating."

Before Jason could pull them back, the words were out. "Some of us have the good fortune to be worshipped. ... Shit. Sorry, North."

"Will you two please stop all this crap?  You can talk about Annie.  You can talk about how happy you are.  I'm tired to death of everyone acting like I'm a wounded fawn."

"You're right. I'll stop trying to spare your feelings," Jason said with a smile.  The comment made North smile, as well.  "Your dads are getting impatient.  Let's go."

When they were all bundled into the car, Jim, in the driver's seat for a change, asked, "Everyone have everything he needs?  Once we're on the road, we're not turning back."

The three boys in the rear seat rolled their eyes, and their silence was the only answer Jim got.  North was in the middle straddling the hump over the drive train.  Jim headed west on Washington 142 across the flat plain west of Goldendale.  The highway ran straight for about six miles then turned north, then west, then north and then west again, the many farms they skirted being more important than the straightness of the road. They turned off SR-142 onto the Glenwood Highway, which took them along the east bank of the Klickitat River flowing 1500 feet below them toward the Columbia. The highway then dropped in spectacular fashion to the river’s elevation, crossed it, and followed the west bank for several miles before climbing again to the flat plain at the base of Mt. Adams.

The boys, each in his own little space, listened to music and watched the scenery from time to time as Jim drove.  Tom rested his hand on Jim's right thigh, a gesture that brought a now-rare smile to North's face.  He nudged Jason and nodded toward the front so that Jason would see the gesture. Jason looked back to North and smiled, nodding approval.

Forty-five minutes later, the boys felt the car slow as they approached Glenwood. "Jason, you're the navigator,” Jim said.  “Don't let me get us lost."

Jason pulled his earbuds out. "You'd have to work to get lost.  We can go into Glenwood if you want and then backtrack to the Mt. Adams Highway, which we're about to pass."

Glenwood provided the last cell-phone service they would have.  North checked his phone — no messages from Annie.  They stopped briefly to pick up a few things at the Glenwood General Store where the free wi-fi was the last they would find for a few days.  The stop gave them a chance to stretch. North checked his phone again, an act that both Jonathan and Jason noted.

Jason leaned forward behind Tom as they returned east out of Glenwood to be sure they didn't miss the turn north onto Mt. Adams Highway. A half-mile out of Glenwood, Jason pointed out the left turn, and they travelled another half mile to Flying L Drive, where they turned into the entrance for the lodge and cabins.

The sky was gray, and a little more snow would fall tonight, but the forecast called for clearing skies.  Low, moisture-laden clouds hid Mt. Adams.  Jason met the discouraged comments of the others about the weather with reassurances that tomorrow would be brighter.  Snowfall the week before Christmas wasn't rare, but more often held off until January.

They parked in a little corral-like parking area. Tom and Jim checked them in at the office, and Jason chatted with the woman, one of the owners, about how Vi was. She also gave Jason a hug and condolences on his father's death. Handing the keys to the two adults, she asked Jason, "You can show them where the cabins are?"

"Sure. I'll get everyone settled."

* * * * *

Tall grass poked its way up through the foot accumulation of snow that had fallen over the last three days.  Jason’s weather promise was for a morning of the kind with deep-blue sky that almost pulsates, found only away from the pall of hydrocarbons hanging over most cities.

North was determined to run on the winding trails of the Flying L's property that he had seen on the resort’s brochure.  He might get in three or four miles if he made two complete circuits. The system of trails on the eighty acres of the ranch property was well marked with blazes and at its extremes wandered far from the cabins and guesthouse.

North was to sleep in the loft of the Log Cabin, the place's largest cabin, with a porch and entrance that faced to the east away from Mt. Adams.  The rungs of the simple ladder to the loft were rounded timber and, as North found out later, slightly uncomfortable to bare feet.  At this time of year, the living area with its south-facing windows wouldn't brighten much until the afternoon.

Vi and Jason had suggested this place for a holiday getaway, and North found that he loved its informality and proximity to the mountain, which loomed hidden to the west and north.

* * * * *

Jonathan and Jason were still asleep in the large downstairs bedroom, and North's fathers were in the smaller Woods Cabin, fifty yards away.  When Vi came out tomorrow, that’s where she would stay.

After lacing his cleated running shoes, North carefully opened the door to the porch, closed it as noiselessly as he could, and stepped down onto the crunchy snow. He was dressed in long tights and layers of clothes on his upper body to prevent loss of body heat in the sub-freezing air.  He walked a bit to encourage blood flow to the long muscles of his legs and then, as the sun was rising, began a slow jog.  In the snow he wouldn’t be able to go full out.

Running was the method of confronting problems that North had perfected his entire life, as it was that morning.  The persistent ache of Annie's absence decreased with each half-mile until a blessed silence replaced the sadness North felt most of the time as a result of the litany of doubt that had marked his days lately.

His body warmed to the task, and he smiled as he felt the physical power of his stride.  Time wasn't measured by any clock save the rhythm of his breathing and the alternating contraction of his leg muscles.  At one point far from the cabin, the trail ran along a fence line placed to keep guests from traipsing onto delicate grasses and the few remaining working areas of the ranch, and he stopped briefly to watch a ground squirrel not yet hunkered down for the winter.

He felt better when he returned to the cabin.  He had worked some things out on his run. Annie would decide what she would decide in her own time, and he would wait because he couldn't imagine life without her by his side and in his bed.

The living room was still dark, and North brought wood from the porch for the wood stove, taking a moment to admire the light cast by the early-morning sun on the snow of the mountain. Since he wasn't wearing his watch, he had no idea what time it was.

A fire would make a more pleasant wakening for his friends.  He carefully loaded the stove, using kindling to start the fire.  The wood was seasoned and burned slowly at first before more rapidly turning through chemistry into heat and ash.  North climbed the ladder to retrieve a book and a quilt and then took a quick shower before settling on the couch to read.

Jonathan woke in the chill of morning to find himself under the heavy quilt, wrapped up in Jason’s arms.  Jason had worried that if the two of them carried on as they usually did, North would be sadder than he already was, but Jonathan had told him that North wouldn't want them to avoid happiness because he was having a rough time.  So, they carried on as they usually did, spending the first night at the ranch alternately screwing their brains out and making love. That they were a good fit, physically and by temperament, was becoming increasingly apparent to them.  In addition to loving one another, they really liked each other.

Jonathan pulled out from under Jason’s arms and quietly went out to the bathroom. On his way, he saw North on the couch curled up under a quilt, rapt in a book.  He almost spoke, but his friend looked peaceful and was concentrating on what he was reading.  After peeing, Jonathan crept back into the bedroom to rejoin Jason who roused a bit when the bed jostled.  The boys shared a good morning kiss followed by a good morning snuggle followed by a good morning pair of blowjobs.  When they finished, Jason looked at his phone.  The Flying L was in a pocket unreachable by cell phone or internet service, but the internal clock on the phone proclaimed the time: eight-thirty.

Jonathan and Jason had bought matching, long, sleep pants and long-sleeve tops in which they finally appeared in the living room.  North looked up. "You're kidding, right?  Bobbsey Twins?  Which of you is Bert and which Nan?"

The two recent arrivals in the room rushed the couch and jumped on North. "That statement is a terrible affront to one of our masculinities," Jonathan shouted.

"All right, Nan, I give!"

When they were all settled on the couch, Jason asked North, "How early were you up?"

"Don't know, but it's been a while.  I went for a run."

"That's great. You should have gotten me up so I could run with you," Jason said a little crossly.

"I will drag your and your great love's asses out this afternoon for a run. I wasn't about to interrupt whatever was going on in there, even if it was only sleep, which I doubt."

Jonathan smiled at Jason.  "Good instincts.  How cold is it out there?  And, thanks for starting the fire."

"Cold.  Your turn tomorrow, or one of you anyway."

Jason's stomach was orchestrating a variety of noises. "Time for breakfast yet?"

North said, "I'll never understand how you stay in shape eating like you do. I didn't stop by to see if the dads were up.  They were probably up to what you two were.  Apparently gay guys are single-minded."

Jonathan laughed, replying, "That's how he can eat like he does and stays in shape."

"You two need to shower so we can get to the cookhouse. You smell like sex.” A flash of sadness crossed North’s face. “I'm envious."

Jason and Jon trundled off to the shower, and North scrambled up the ladder to get dressed for the morning.  By the time they made their way to the cookhouse, the endorphins in North’s blood from his run were waning, and he was feeling glum again.

The cookhouse, adjacent to the main building, had two long picnic-style tables with moveable, heavy benches and a small four-person table in one corner.  Jim and Tom were already at one of the long tables and had saved places for the boys.

"About time.  What took you so long?"

"North had already taken his morning run by the time Jon and I were up. He was very considerate not to wake us."

Tom took a long look at his son.  "You know, if this is too much for you, I'd be happy to go home with you, although I know your pain doesn't have much to do with place."

"Thanks, but I'm fine. I like the place, and I don't want to miss Vi's visit, plus you and Dad Squared need the time together."

"The offer's always good."

Breakfast was homemade granola and fresh yogurt with warm huckleberry muffins. They managed some neutral conversation and decided that they'd just hang out today.  Tom was going to spend some time writing, and Jim had journal articles to read — not much different from normal days except that they would do the normal things in the clear, cold air, on wooden chairs facing Mt. Adams, and they would do them together.

Because Jason’s family had known the Flying L's owners for many years, on the way back to the cabin, Jason stopped in to visit with them and to buy some souvenirs.  They had tried to sell the place a year ago when they were having a rough time financially but never found a buyer.  Things were a little better now, and they were hoping to hang in.  Jason bought long-sleeved Flying L t-shirts for the four others before heading back.

The air was now warmer, the temperature reaching into the low forties but with the peculiar, comfortable feel of cold days in direct sun.  When Jason reached the cabin, North was sitting on the porch putting on his snowshoes, a pair of gray MSR Evo Denali Ascents with plastic decks.  Jason sat beside his friend, watching him get the shoes settled. "Want some company?"

"No, thanks.  I'm just going to wander a bit."

Jason watched North stand and hop down onto the snow, starting the walk without poles. "Be careful, please.  You have enough water?"

North stopped and turned at the waist so his back was to Jason, showing his CamelBak.  "You worry too much, you know?"

"North, ... I love you.  I don't think I would have survived if I hadn't met you."

"I love you, too. Thanks. You're a great friend, and I'm so happy that you and Jon found each other."

Jason waited until North was out of sight to go back into the cabin. He felt helpless now, just as he had when his father was dying.  Frank had told him that sometimes just standing quietly by a friend was enough, but it didn't feel like enough.

* * * * *

Though North preferred colder weather with more powdery snow, he didn’t mind the wetter, more compact snow as he walked out Flying L Drive from the ranch toward the main road.  Despite the 40-degree temperature, the snow was still packed hard on the roadway, crunching slightly as the decks of his snowshoes slapped onto its surface; the noise was one disadvantage of the Denalis, but then they weren't likely to be damaged if he encountered bare patches.  The walk was thus far effortless and pleasant, keeping him facing Mt. Adams. In a way, snowshoeing was like running in that his attention to his stride displaced thought.

He turned right, heading north on Mt. Adams Highway, a two-lane, paved road that hadn't been plowed yet this morning.  He walked on the deeper snow near the road's edge. The population density out this far was more like Wyoming than Washington, and he passed only occasional driveways to homesteads he couldn't see from the road.  He stopped to remove his heavy outer layer and stuff it into the CB H.A.W.G. that also held his water bladder. He moved relentlessly, trying to keep his pulse rate above a hundred, and the road cooperated by rising gently but steadily before him.

A few miles north, he reached the intersection with St. Regis Rd and continued north through the intersection.  He had left the farms and houses behind and reminded himself that Jason had told him that this highway was also a Bureau of Indian Affairs road.  He knew he should stay on the road, but the temptation to cut across the country was too great.  He always hiked with a Green Trails map and a compass, but there was no cell-phone reception here and no way to call for help.

The land was treed but not densely forested, and he was sure that he could keep himself oriented, especially with Mt. Adams as a beacon from the clear patches.  His shoes made clear impressions, and he could easily backtrack, if necessary.

Although the recent turn in his relationship with Annie had shaken his confidence, he was confident enough to turn right from the road. He meandered east through the trees, finding the snow deeper where less sunlight fell.  He contemplated the pleasure of being alone, but being alone in the woods with the knowledge that Annie and he were together in spirit was different from confronting the land truly alone.

He pulled himself out of self-reflection and tried to keep his attention on his surroundings.  The ground was mostly flat, but slight ridges rose ahead of him before the land dipped toward the Klickitat River. The smell of the evergreens and the warmth of the sun put a smile on his face despite his desire to wallow in self-pity.  He stopped to look at some rabbit tracks in the snow, noticing the smaller forefoot prints trailing the larger hind-leg ones.

On the ridgeline above him, yellowish eyes regarded the creature below.  She had been scouting the noisy animal for a mile or so.  She was thin and tired, driven to risk roaming close to the road and the cars by lack of prey in her more familiar range. She had smelled and heard the brightly colored creature, and somewhere in her feline brain an unconscious calculation was forming about the energy that attacking would take versus the possible reward.  If the creature came closer, she would try an attack.  Now, she waited.

North looked up to the ridge and then at the angle of the sun.  He realized that he'd been out for more than two hours.  He wanted to climb the low ridge to see what could be seen but decided that he should head back.  Checking his compass, he took a more direct line getting back to the highway, and when he reached it, headed south.  He stayed close to the east side of the road this time so that he would see oncoming traffic, although he had seen none this morning.

The tan cat watched the creature move away from the ridge, and she moved down as well and to her left to circle around.  Perhaps she could cut it off.  The noise of its steps and its smell gave her precise understanding of where the creature was.  She was less certain of success over flat ground and preferred attacking from above and behind, but she was hungry.

North had walked about a mile and a half when something made him turn around. He saw her on the road a hundred yards to his north.  At first he didn't recognize what he was seeing, but quickly realized that it was a cougar.  He stopped immediately, wishing that he'd brought his poles.  Without thought, he reached for his phone but quickly remembered that he couldn't call.  From his earliest days hiking in the Cascades his fathers had trained him in how to manage encounters with bears and cougars.  His pulse rate was well over a hundred now, and he concentrated on his breathing to regain some composure.

He stood as tall as he could and, putting his hands in the pockets of his fleece jacket, pulled it out from his sides so that he would look wider.  He backed slowly away to the south, but she followed, closing with him, at first head down and then head up in longer, loping strides.  He stopped and in a loud, firm voice told the cat to leave.

"Look, I'm not happy, and don't feel like dealing with you!  I'm more trouble than I'm worth. Really, I am!"

She stopped at the sound of his voice, and another calculation occurred.  Then, she turned back into the forest to the east. North relaxed a little, but wondered if the cat might be setting up another approach.  All the way back to Flying L Drive, he kept to the middle of the highway and watched his flanks and rear as constantly as he could on the long walk.

As he approached the driveway to the ranch, he wondered if he would have survived a real attack. He silently thanked the cat's instincts and the randomness of life for sending it back into the woods.  He dropped his pack and took off his fleece before sitting on the cabin porch to take off his snowshoes. Jonathan, hearing the noise, came out and sat beside North.

"We were beginning to worry.  You were out a long time."

"You and your boyfriend worry too much, you know?"

"How was the hike?"

"Quiet, except for the cat."

"The cat?"

"Yeah, I had a conversation with a cougar."

"A cougar?  You idiot, you shouldn't be hiking alone.  Jase, get out here now!"

Jason wandered out to find Jon nearly apoplectic.  "What's wrong?"

"North had a run-in with a cougar."

"No shit.  You're the lucky one, aren't you?  I haven't seen a cougar around here in three years."

"Lucky?  Are you out of your fucking mind?  He could have been cat food."

"Cougars don't usually fool with humans, but we’d better report your sighting to the Ranger HQ.  How far away from you was it, and was it male or female?"

"Maybe the length of a football field until I started to back away.  Then it came toward me until I told it to get lost.  I wasn't looking between its legs."

"Very cute.  Jon, you may be right.  I don't like the fact that it approached North when he backed off. I'll go to the office and phone the Ranger Station."

As Jason hurried to the office, Jon sat beside North. "Jase and I decided that you're sleeping with us tonight."

"Oh, really?  That would redefine the meaning of third wheel."

"No, it won't.  It will be just like when we were younger.  We'll play cards, tell stories, and read to each other."

"Thanks."  Jonathan's like community property between Anns and me.  He's really torn.

* * * * *

North changed into sleeping pants and a long-sleeve tee before scrambling down the ladder to join Jonathan and Jason in the bedroom.  Three in the Queen bed would be tight, but North figured he'd leave and sleep in the loft when the other two were asleep. The Js were dressed in their Bobbsey-twins sleeping clothes. "Okay, Nan and Bert, deal 'em."

Jonathan waved North to the bed, where a deck of cards and a score pad lay.  North settled in at the middle of the bed with his back against the wall.  Jonathan and Jason climbed on at the head and foot of the bed and sat cross-legged.  Jason picked up the deck and said, "Gin, four and under to knock."

Jonathan was a profound strategist at gin rummy and won most of the games easily because, while the others were always trying to gin, he almost always relied on knocking quickly, settling for lower but more frequent scores.

Music filled the cabin as they played.  Jon wanted to hear Fall Out Boys and, although not a favorite of theirs, the other two didn't mind. But, when Disloyal Order of Water Buffalos came on, Jason turned the player off.

Looking at North, Jonathan announced, "We've decided that you're coming to Seattle with us in January.  We need your help finding a decent place to stay.  Gay boys never consider the practical."

"That's so much bullshit. You're the most practical people I know. You think I can't see a rescue mission when I see it?"

Jonathan put a sad, puppy-dog look on his face. "Please, we need your help. Besides, having you along when we look on Capitol Hill will ensure we get a break on rent."

"You're going to pimp me out?"

"Oh, yeah. It's pricey up there, and all's fair in rent wars."

"I'll think about it."

Jon settled the matter.  "You're going."

* * * * *

While Jason waited for his mother, a dark-haired girl he thought was about his age had joined him on the chairs in front of the lodge building at eight in the morning.  She and her family were visiting from Seattle, and Jason learned that her name was Sue.

"Jonathan and I are going up to Seattle in January to get our living arrangements set for next year at U Dub."

"Is Jonathan your roommate?"

"That — and then some," Jason replied with a smile.

"Oh, well, that's cool. Seattle's a pretty welcoming place, and the University has a lot of gay people on staff, not to mention as students.  Are you from Portland?"

"No, Goldendale."

"Really?  Living there must be a little tough for you."

"It's been interesting, but you know what they say: it gets better."

"So, is the blond one your boyfriend?"

Do people just automatically fall in love with North?  "No, the handsome one is my boyfriend."

The girl didn't know what to say, but Jason rescued her.  "North, the blond one, is a good friend and neighbor and quite straight.  Jonathan, the dark-haired one, is the boyfriend."

"They're both very handsome.  My younger sisters will be devastated.  They were hoping for a vacation romance."

"Well, I suppose North is a possibility, although he's involved with a girl in Portland."

"Fine by me. I came here to relax and read," she said holding up a book. "Chasing boys isn't on my agenda. Maybe I could take a walk with you and Jonathan later, though."

"I'll talk with him and let you know.  Where are you staying?"

"The Wild Rose Cabin."  Sue stood, as did Jason. “See you later.” She walked with her book back to her cabin where she would probably deliver the bad news to her younger sisters.

Jason was still waiting in the small courtyard in front of the lodge when his mother drove in at eight-thirty.  Vi had left the farm in Ben's and Martin's hands early in the morning so that she would arrive in time for breakfast.  She had driven one of the small sedans with studded tires.  She heaved out of the car and stretched her arms over her head before walking over to her son and hugging him.  Jason, in his mother's embrace, inhaled the smell that he would always associate with love and comfort.

"Welcome, Mama."

"I'm glad to be able to spend some time with you ... and your adopted family."

Jason walked over to the car and waited for her to pop the trunk, but she walked to his side and looked at him. "I can carry my own weight, Jasey."

She didn't get the chance.  The others streamed out of the Log Cabin where they had waited and surrounded her.  After giving her a hug and kissing her cheek, North grabbed her bag out of the trunk and walked it over to his dads' cabin.  By the time he was back at the car, everyone was heading into the cookhouse for breakfast.

The place was crowded, but people shifted around so that the newcomers could sit together.  Jason saw Sue and her family at the other long table and took North and Jon over to meet her.  Sue's sisters were suitably impressed that their sibling had wangled an introduction to the blond.

"Jase said you might want to walk with us.  Maybe we can get one in this evening, or if you run, North could join us."

"I haven't run since we arrived.  That would be great.  You should sit with your family; we'll get the details set later."

Sue's sisters looked at her with undisguised displeasure that North would be returning to the other table.  When the boys sat with the adults, Tom looked at North questioningly, and North just shrugged. Vi listened to a report on what the others had been doing at the Flying L. The story of North's encounter with the cougar concerned her, but she couldn't drag many details of the encounter from North, who was quieter than she had ever seen him.

In a lull in the conversation, Jim asked, "How are things going on the farm?"

"We're going into the slow season, so things are perking along.  Martin and Ben are doing a great job."  Looking at Jason, she continued, "Without them we couldn't make it work."

"I can stay home more, Mama."

"Staying home isn't your job now, young man.  While you're useful, you're not irreplaceable."

Jason frowned, but seeing the laughter in his mother's eyes relaxed.

Vi looked at North again.  "When these two go up north next fall, I may hire you to do Jason's work.  But, I suppose you'll be running again."

"I don't think I'm going to run for the school next year, but I won't stop running for myself."

"No, you can't deny your bliss. By the way, Martin mentioned that he enjoys your visits. He's very proud of his family and thinks highly of you. He's not a man to favor others lightly."

"I like visiting with him. He's like the characters in old westerns that I love. He's so honest and open, and he doesn't mind sitting quietly."  Vi nodded at what she thought was a very perceptive take on Martin.

Breakfast passed with more talk of Goldendale and happenings at the high school. When they were finished, Vi started to bus her plates and silverware, but Tom told her that the owners had their own way and that she should leave the dishes at the table. She didn't much like doing that but relented.

On the way out, Sue intercepted the boys. "You going for a run this morning?"

Jonathan said, "North's already been out earlier, and I'm not much of a runner, but maybe we could take an easy jog." He looked to North.

"I could go again."

Sue looked happy at that. "Twenty minutes, out front?"

Jason noted the mild interest in North. "See you then."

As they changed for the run, the Js knew better than to say anything about North's decision.

As the boys were preparing to play, Vi was unpacking a few things and putting them on one of the twin beds in the main room of the cabin.  Among the last things she unpacked was a copy of the week's Sentinel.  She set it aside, grabbed the box of tea bags she had carried, and wandered to the kitchen to start some water heating in the teapot. Tom and Jim came out of their bedroom and joined her in the kitchen.

"How've you been doing, really?"  Jim was ever the physician.

"I'm fine, Dr. Underhill," Vi replied, the corners of her eyes crinkling. She would not mention her husband's name for another six months, but she talked about missing him, referring to him as "that stubborn man."

"Jason seems to be doing better. He and Jonathan are remarkable."

"I think they'll make it. Jonny is a wonderful second son, and he has helped Jason deal with loss and anger. So has Dr. Gerard.  Jason's told me a lot about the Drop-in Center, and he wants to have some of the kids come out to see farm life. I will say that taking care of animals can help men heal their own wounds."

Jim observed, "Frank thinks that Jason would make a good therapist. I know he's suggested that he'd help Jason with an application to the medical school after his B.S., and so would I."

"Well, he'll figure out what he wants to do, but he does like listening."

They drank the tea that Vi prepared in companionable silence until Vi said, "I want to show you something."  She walked out to the living area.

She picked up the folded newspaper and handed it to Tom.  The Sentinel was the weekly paper for Goldendale and its environs.  The issue was folded to the page of letters to the editor.  Vi had circled a letter.

The author of the letter was bringing to the attention of the community a recent visit to the high school by two poets. The tone of the letter, while not overtly homophobic, used all the code words to make its intent clear. The final paragraph mentioned that one of the visiting writers had used the word hell. The literalist Christian tone of the letter clearly intimated that the visitors were Godless heathens and inappropriate guests in a public-school class.  Malcolm Foster had signed the letter.

Vi added, “That’s Jeremy's father.”

Samuel, Samuel, Tom thought.  "Surely the guy's just blowing off steam.  We talked with the principal, and he okayed the visit."

Vi looked at Tom with a smile. "What's the phrase? Playing to your base?  This letter isn't for general consumption, it's for the school board.  You can expect the board to discuss this at their next meeting."

Jim said, "Surely, they aren't going to pander to this guy."

"That depends on whether his story is the only one told at the meeting. I think we'd better be ready."


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Human Child

The boys were outside of their cabin when Sue trotted over, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail revealing her delicate ears decorated by a number of piercings. Jason realized for the first time that she was more than a little attractive.  Her beauty was understated, almost unnoticeable. He saw that North had noticed, a fact that wasn't lost on Jonathan, who didn't look pleased. Oh, crap, Jon, don't get overprotective of Annie's interests.  As happened more frequently the longer they were together, Jon looked at him with a frown as if he had overheard the thought.

The runners exchanged one-word greetings, and Jason thought the way Sue regarded North showed that she wasn't trapped in the gravity-well of attraction that often affected women around North. No idol-worship with her.

No snow had fallen overnight, and the ground was now a patchwork of brown and white. North was wearing a pair of standard running shoes, as was Sue.

Like most trained runners, North didn't use static stretching before running.  He either started at a slow pace until his muscles were ready to go full out or did dynamic exercise like old-fashioned jumping jacks.  Today he had decided to start at a jogging pace.

Since he had run the trails the morning before, he led off, with others following. Jonathan was clearly the least- experienced runner in the group, and eventually he fell behind the others until Jason slowed a bit, the group separating into two pairs of runners. Sue had no problem keeping up with North, and Jason now thought that she might be a runner in North's class.  He was amused by the pendular rhythm of the two ponytails, blond and brunette, in front of him as they swung in opposition to leg movements.  He was fine with the slower speed that Jon preferred and happy that Jonathan set his own pace, a pace that permitted conversation. "Spill it, Jon. What's wrong?"

"She's exotic, and North's horny."

"Exotic? You're kidding, right? You think he's going to tumble for someone he's just met?"

"I suppose not, but he's less anxious than he was before yesterday. I need to check in with him."

"Okay. If I can, I'll distract Sue when we take a break so you can talk with him."

"Have you or I ever been able to distract a female interested in North?" Jon asked.

"Hey! We're not so bad. I know how distracting you can be."

"To the horde of extremely hot guys always crowding around me, maybe.  But, not to Sue."

"I don't know.  She said you were handsome."  They both smiled at that.

They were a couple of miles into the run and had started heading back toward the Flying L.  Sue stopped with North to rest on a trailside bench.  After a few minutes, Jonathan and Jason arrived and rested with them. North looked at Jason quizzically as his friend grasped Sue's hand and pulled her off the trail into the woods.  "Think you should be worried?" he asked Jonathan.

"No. You know very well what he's doing."

"Jonathan, what's on our mind?"

"Besides Jase, you."

"Don't start."

"You're interested, aren't you?"

"In Sue?"  Jonathan nodded. "She's not interested in me, even if I were."

"Not interested? Were you rejected?" Jon asked, getting testy with his best friend.

"No. Believe it or not, I can tell when a girl's interested, and she's not.  She's bright and well-read, and she's polite enough to behave like I have a girlfriend — which I do, Jonathan."

"Okay, sorry. I just know that you haven't had any female attention lately, and ..."

"Hey, you're the one who can't seem to go a day without getting laid.  Not that I blame you. Jason's special."

"They're coming back. We haven't had much time since we've been here to talk about what's up between you and Annie, so I was trying to check in."

"Well, thanks. Maybe my conversation with the cougar helped.  Annie's not yours to lose, Jon."

Sue and Jason returned, and the run resumed.  When they neared the cabins, North and the girl decided to run a second loop while the Js went to the cabin for hot chocolate and each other.  After they had changed and showered together — to save water, of course — they sat under a blanket on the living-room couch leaning into one another. Jonathan had never imagined that his love life would be so settled and that North's would be so upset. He was almost freaked at the thought of his friends ending their relationship.

"So, what's up with the North?" Jason asked.

"I can't tell.  He seems passive, and I don't like that one bit. And, now he's out there with her."

"Did you ever think they might just be running?"

"I’ll be really unhappy if that girl disrupts the fragile balance that North is trying to maintain."

"I know you don't want to hear this, but maybe North and Annie need time apart."

"You should follow your first inclination.  I don't want to hear that."

Jason leaned his head onto Jonathan's shoulder while Jonathan stared at his cocoa.

* * * * *

The winter school break was hastening along between Christmas and New Year.  Jonathan and Annie were in Portland with their families, but Jonathan would be back for the holiday weekend. Annie would remain in her lonely exile.

Jason was returning home after a peaceful run with Steve.  He was distracted about the upcoming trip to Seattle planned for the end of January until, as he approached the drive to his family farm, he made out a small figure waiting at the entrance. From a distance, he realized he knew that small, lone child.

Jason checked his phone — no message from Frank. He picked up his pace, and when he arrived at the driveway, the child threw himself at Jason, who could only hug the boy. When they parted, Jason felt such mixed emotions: happiness at seeing Lucas and concern about why and how the boy was in Goldendale. "I'm glad to see you, Luke.  But, how did you get here?"

"Someone dropped me off."

Jason's little internal alarms started violently sounding, and he felt queasy.  "Who dropped you off?"

"A friend."  Lucas was dressed in a light jacket over a T-shirt and jeans over his slight frame.  He didn't have enough muscle to create or maintain much heat, and Jason worried that he might be hypothermic, but Luke wasn't wet, and he wasn't shivering.  Luke's hair was shorter than when Jason had last seen him at the Center. Darker-than-chocolate eyes looked expectantly into Jason's from under dark but delicate eyebrows.  "Let's go inside and talk," Jason said.  As Jason turned to walk up the drive, Lucas followed. "Where's your stuff?  Did you bring a bag?"

"No. I don't have enough stuff to put in a bag, if I had one."  There was an indictment in this statement: people accustomed to having more are unable to understand people who have less or nothing.

Jason was frankly worried with what Lucas had just said. "So, who was the friend who dropped you off?" Jason asked as casually as he could as they walked up the drive.

"You don't know him. Can I see a horse?"

"Why don't we go inside first?  Then, you can see some horses."

Lucas stopped and said pointedly, "I'd rather see the horse first.  Please?"

Jason turned, and something in the plea helped him decide.  "Okay.  We'll go to the horse barn before we get you something to eat."

The boy smiled. "Thanks, Jason."

As they reached the end of the drive, they rounded the farmhouse and walked to the barn where the horses were kept.  Jason hoped that none of the hands was there, and when he and Lucas went through the end door, they were alone with the animals. Lucas passed by the stalls with a look of wonderment that Jason, who had lived with the animals his whole life, couldn't understand.  The boy took a deep breath, inhaling the odor of horse sweat and horse shit, and rather than recoiling, smiled even more broadly. "Holy crap, they're beautiful."

Jason reached for his phone and speed-dialed North.  "Hey, can you come over to the horse barn? It's important.” There was a pause as Jason listened. “Okay. Thanks."

Lucas wheeled around, looking accusingly at Jason. "Who'd you call?"

"Remember the day we met when I told you I had a friend who was good with computers?  He's my best friend except for Jonathan, and I want you to meet him."

Lucas stared at Jason, deciding whether or not his friend was lying to him.  He decided not. "Good.  Can I touch one?" he asked, turning back to the horses.

"Let's get one out of her stall, and you can help me brush her."

Lucas acted as if he had been given a great treasure. Jason took a halter from a peg on the wall and, murmuring to the horse that Jonathan had first ridden, slipped it over her head.  Opening the stall door, he handed the reins to Lucas. "Gently," was all he said to the boy, who guided the horse from the stall without further prompting.

Lucas's head came up to the top of the horse's shoulder. He bent his head backward to look the animal in the eye quietly. The mare lowered her head and pushed her muzzle into Lucas's chest, producing carefree, musical laughter from the boy, a sound that seemed to please the animal and almost brought tears to Jason's eyes.

"This is Sally, the first horse that Jonathan rode."  He walked to the wall across from the stalls and picked a carrot from a burlap bag. Jason broke the carrot in two before handing it to Lucas.  "Give her this. Keep it in your palm and stretch your fingers back so she doesn't nip you."

As Lucas fed the horse the carrot, Jason turned to see North at the barn door with a clear question on his face.  Jason shrugged and with a head movement invited North in.  "Lucas, this is North."

Lucas reluctantly broke his communion with the animal and turned to see the new face. "North? That's a funny name."

North held out his hand to the boy and answered, "I agree.  Lucas is a much more normal name.  You'd have to know my fathers to understand."

The boy took North's hand. "Fathers?"

"Yeah.  I have double the usual number." By now, North was laughing at the boy's confusion, but not meanly.

"North is adopted and his fathers are like you and me — gay."

"No shit! They let two guys be your fathers?"

North smirked. "More like, they punished them.  For some reason, my dads wanted me, and they fought for me."

Lucas looked down and then again to North.  "You were really lucky."

During the conversation, Jason had retrieved three brushes and began to show Lucas how to curry Sally.  North joined the effort, and they worked for twenty minutes until Sally was quite content.  "Put her away, Lucas."

The boy reached up and took her by the halter, leading her back into her stall.  He closed the stall door behind him as he left.  Sally turned in the stall to look at the boy, who went to the bag for another carrot.  Jason sat on the bench against the tack wall, and North sat at his feet.  After Sally ate, Lucas came over and dropped onto the floor beside North.  The sky was darkening rapidly and the temperature outside dropping, but the barn was gently lighted, and the metabolism of the horses made them giant space heaters.

North rose and secured a horse blanket for Sally before returning to sit by Lucas. After a few minutes of silence, Jason dropped from the bench to join the other two on the floor, kicking up straw dust as he sat.  "Luke, who dropped you off here? No bullshit between friends."

The boy started to give Jason more BS, but his face finally assumed a look of resignation.  "I hitched."

"You what?"

"I got a ride from the Center out I-84 to the truck stop at Troutdale, and a trucker gave me a lift the rest of the way.  Well, he let me off on the highway in Goldendale, and I went to a restaurant where they told me how to get to your place."

"I should kill you!" The boy flinched at Jason's outburst.

North put his hand on Jason's thigh and quickly interjected, "He's gotten good at being an older brother. He's just worried about what might have happened to you."

Looking at Jason, the boy asked, "How do you think people like me get around?"

Jason was barely if at all contained. "People like you? You mean twelve-year-olds?"

"I'm thirteen."

"Jesus, Luke.  What if something had happened to you?"

"Then it would have happened. I can't see that it would have made much difference."

North saw Jason looking as if he might start shaking Lucas until he begged for mercy. "It would have made a difference to Jason."

The boy looked abashed. "I didn't think about that."

"And, what about Frank? Did you think about him?"

North interrupted Jason's rant. "What were you thinking, Lucas?"

Looking at the floor and playing with a stalk of straw he had picked up, Lucas finally said, "I wanted to see your home. Since you came to the Center, it's all I think about. The others tell me I'm stupid and that I can never have what you have. Well, at least I'm going to see what it's like."

Jason was stunned into silence by the raw revelation. His anger dissipated in empathy. "Does Frank know where you are?"

"No, he doesn't."  The three of them turned to see Vi standing in the barn doorway. "He just called, and he's frantic.  He thought that young Lucas here might try something like this."

"Lucas, this is my mama, Mrs. Johnson." Lucas looked at her and nodded.

"You can call me Vi."  She turned and punched some keys on her phone. "He's here, and he looks okay." She listened for a few moments, then said, "Good," and ended the call.

"You told me I could come for a visit,” Lucas said to Jason.

"After Frank had set it up, Luke. I didn't say you could just take off like this."

"I got tired of waiting, and Frank wanted me to wait too long."

Vi could see that Jason was getting wound up, so she suggested, "Why don't we let Lucas see what he came to see. I'll bet the three of you are hungry. North, do you need to call your dads?"

As Vi led them from the barn toward the back of the house, North answered, "Yes, ma'am."

Lucas, under his breath, echoed, "Dads." The word sounded right to him.

When they were through the mudroom and into the kitchen, Vi sent the boys to the dining-room table.  The boys passed through the kitchen as Vi started to fix a snack for them.  Jason was suddenly aware of his hunger, and he asked Lucas, "When's the last time you ate?"

"This morning."

After a few minutes Vi came out with turkey sandwiches and chips.  When she put the plate of sandwiches on the table, Lucas waited. "Lucas, you need to eat.  Are you warm enough?"

"Yes, thank you."  Lucas grabbed a sandwich and attacked it until he looked up at the others watching him, realizing he needed to slow down.  North wondered if the boy had eaten this morning. The others took sandwiches and began to eat as Vi brought glasses and a pitcher of milk.

As Lucas inhaled the food, Vi motioned to Jason to come to the kitchen.  Lucas was so concentrated on his meal that he didn't even notice his friend leave the table. North talked to Lucas between bites.  In the kitchen, Vi told Jason that Frank was on his way, even though he couldn't get here until after midnight. "Dr. Gerard is not happy with that young man. What he did also raises serious legal problems for the boy."

"He's not a criminal, Mama."

"No, but he is a ward of the State, and he's in foster care."

"Did his foster parents report him missing?"

"I don't know. I think the best thing is to have Frank and the boy stay here tonight.  They can leave in the morning. How anyone could have left that child on his own, I'll never understand."

"I can't either, Mama."

"You need to let him know what's going to happen."

When Jason returned to the dining room, Lucas looked up and realized that Jason had been away from the table.  He glanced to the kitchen where Vi was tidying up. He wiped his mouth with his napkin after taking a big slug of milk and asked, "Can I see your room?"

Jason almost reflexively gave the boy a lesson about the difference between can and may but fortunately restrained himself. "Sure." He looked at North, who got up and started up the stairs. Jason indicated to Lucas that he should follow North and then brought up the rear.

Lucas's eyes scanned Jason's room as North moved to flop on the bed.  The boy took in the books, the computer, but spent most of his time looking at the photographs. "Is that your father?"

"Yeah.  That's the man."

Lucas knew from his conversations with Jason to leave it at that.  He then saw a photograph on Jason's night stand.  North had snapped it when they had rafted the White Salmon during the summer.  The enlarged picture showed Jason and Jonathan with their wetsuits pulled down to their waists before they changed. Lucas looked at Jason with a big smile and nodded. "Nice!"

North cracked up in laughter as Jason blushed.  Jason looked crossly at North and finally said, "Yes, the subjects are nice, but I'm not sure about the photographer."

Walking up to the tall bookcase, Lucas looked at the spines of all the books, roughly organized by subject. "Poetry, science, and fiction — just what I expected."

Jason pulled out his desk chair and waved Lucas over to sit.  When the boy was seated, Jason sat on the floor at the side of his bed. "Frank's coming out.  He won't be here 'til late. I wish you had waited until Frank had arranged a visit."

"You know what it's like to have to wait for people to okay your every move? I live in a foster home and at the Center; that's my world. I got tired of it.  What's the worst they can do?"

Jason sighed. "You have people who care about you, and you're safe, aren't you?"

"You see me once in a while, and Frank sees me because I'm sick.  Other than that, I take crap from the other kids at the foster home. And the foster parents do nothing about it.” Lucas’s voice announced his bitterness. “Sometimes I feel like I was better off on the street. At least, I was paid."

North frowned in shock. Jason started to contradict Lucas, but stopped. "Lucas, did anyone hurt you on your way out here today?"

"You mean did I have to put out for a ride?"

"I suppose."

"Not everyone wants something for kindness, you know. I know how to size people up. The ride to the truck stop was a kid, maybe a year older than you. He was a stoner and didn't give a shit that I was thirteen. The trucker was a nice guy who wanted to help a 'stranded kid from Goldendale.' I can be persuasive."

"I'll bet you can," North said.

Lucas looked at North, but didn't find any judgment.

"What do you see happening now, Luke?"

Looking back to Jason, the boy answered, "I don't look too far ahead. I'd like to beat your asses at some video games before Frank gets here."  Lucas nodded to the video game console.

* * * * *

Frank pulled into North's home a little before midnight. After a brief discussion with Tom and Jim, they all drove over to Jason's. Vi and the men had coffee.  Lucas had eventually conked out and was asleep on the bed, seemingly undisturbed by the nearby conversation between Jason and North.

"That must be Frank.  It sounds like your dads are here, too."

"So, what are we going to do?"

"We don't have much say.  I'd like to get him out of his foster situation."

"Let's go down and talk to Frank."

Jason pulled the door to his room almost shut after covering Lucas with a blanket, and the boys quietly walked downstairs to join their parents and Dr. Gerard. Frank looked up from the discussion around the dining-room table when the boys arrived. "How is he?"

"He's okay. He's glad he came, and he’s not apologetic."

North added, "I don't see what he has to apologize for." He looked at his fathers. "That could have been me if you hadn't saved me." Jim recognized the statement as a challenge and started to reply, but Frank jumped in.

"You're angry, North."

"Of course, I'm angry.  No one should have to live like that.  Besides, he could have been molested or killed coming out here, and he just doesn't worry about the danger he was in. He doesn't care, and that's what really pisses me off about the situation."

"I don't think your anger is misplaced, but anger rarely solves problems. Do you have a suggestion?"

"Let him stay here."

Tom and Jim looked at their son as if he had a screw loose. Tom asked his son, "Don't you think Vi and Jason should have something to say about that invitation?"

"I didn't mean it for Jason or Vi, I meant it for us."

That statement stopped the conversation dead. Frank looked at Tom and Jim, who both shook their heads. "North, we don't even know Lucas, and more importantly, he doesn't know us. Hell, you just met him today."

"How long did you have to know me before you made the decision?"  He knew the answer because he had asked the question before, a long time ago.

Jim's face softened. "You can be a shit sometimes, young man. Two minutes, as you well know."

Lucas had awakened and moved toward the door. He walked down the hall and, hearing the others in deep conversation, sat down quietly at the top of the stairs to eavesdrop.

Below, Jason decided he had heard enough. "First of all, Luke came out here to see me, and I don't see how we can manage to have him here, legally, I mean."

Everyone looked to Frank. "You people are incredibly caring, but even if Lucas wanted to stay here, the hurdles are considerable.  For one thing, the only people here who are approved for foster care are Jim and Tom and then only in Oregon, and they haven't been vetted recently."  He looked at Tom and Jim, who could see where this was going, and continued, "I'm not suggesting a permanent placement, just something that gives Lucas and us time to make longer-range decisions. You know the problems of fostering teenage boys; it would be really difficult to find another placement in Oregon for Lucas. But you know I’ll do my best to help him.”

To Lucas, it sounded as if they were sealing his fate. He stifled a sob and quickly fled back to Jason’s room where he buried his head in the pillow and cried quietly.

Downstairs, North and Jason looked at North's fathers. Jason said, "We can't leave him where he is.  I had no idea it was so bad."

Tom stood up to stretch and looked at the friends around the table. "No, we can't." Jim knew what that meant. Tom had decided to unleash a pile of money for high-powered legal representation and a ton of effort on behalf of a child he had yet to meet. Jim was unsurprised by his husband's decision.

Vi finally said, "I don't think it matters which home Lucas ends up in, here or with North. Jason, what do you think?"

"I'd be happy either way. So, how do we keep Lucas from getting detained by the authorities?"

“Jason, would you go up and wake Lucas so we can take him over to our place?”

A sleepy, bleary-eyed Lucas soon followed Jason down the stairs. Before he got to the bottom of the steps, Frank stood and walked over to him.

"You scared the crap out of me, Lucas. I thought that you and I had made progress on your decision-making skills, but maybe not. You know, sometimes bad decisions aren't rewarded."

"I made a good decision — for me."

North said, "Lucas, how about you and Jason come back to my place. You can sleep in my room, and tomorrow we'll see what's up?" He looked at Jason, who nodded and then at Frank, who also nodded.

"Let's go."

"I'll go back with you and help get Lucas settled," Jim said. "You'd better stay and help Frank where you can."

Tom nodded, walked over to Jim and kissed him lightly.  Lucas beamed.

* * * * *

Frank, Vi, and Tom sat a moment before acting.  Frank asked, "You know who to call?"

Tom replied, "Yep. I'll call now."

"Waking her up now will cost a fortune. We could wait until tomorrow morning."

Vi said, "Who're we talking about?"

Tom answered, "Sorry, Vi. We're talking about the lawyer who helped us with North. She was hell-on-wheels then, and she's gotten more skillful since."  Then he smiled.  "Jim and I have known her and her partner since they were undergrads. Like most women, she took a shine to North, and she still sends him birthday and holiday cards. I want her retained so that when Frank calls CPS he can mention her name."

Tom found her contact on his phone and, looking at the clock that read 1:45 a.m., pushed the button. "Julie, Tom. Sorry to bother you at this time of the morning, but I need your help. ... No, no, nothing to do with North. It's another kid. ... I want you to represent him. ... No, I don't think there are criminal matters, except that he might be labeled a runaway. Here's the story ..."

Ten minutes later, Lucas had a very good lawyer who routinely dealt with foster-care and adoption issues. "Her firm will find a judge in Oregon tomorrow morning to get her appointed guardian ad litem.  She said there's no way CPS will contest the appointment, and she said that if they give you any shit about Lucas staying overnight or maybe for a couple of days, to call her no matter the time.  She'll request a formal temporary placement with Tom and Jim tomorrow, and then she'll come down from Seattle to interview Lucas." He laughed. "I really think she wants an excuse to see North."

Frank made the next call to Oregon DHS-CPS. That call went surprisingly well, probably because Frank knew the case manager and the fact that he mentioned Julie Steiner's name. When she found out that Jim and Tom had fostered and adopted, she authorized a temporary stay even though the residence was in Washington. "Well, we have a couple of days to sort things out.  The case manager will have someone from DSHS in Washington come out tomorrow. I'm stunned that they're sending someone out tomorrow — probably because Lucas will have an attorney. They'll share the results of the visit with Julie once she's appointed guardian."

"Very impressive, you two, even it's only the beginning of the fight. Frank, what's the deal with this kid?"

"I really can't say too much because he's my patient, but he's had a rough time, and his living situation isn't good. I've bitched to CPS, but they're overwhelmed, and when they do inspections, the home seems all right."

"Am I his foster parent now?"

"No. Nice try. I can't say much about his case until there's a formal change of placement. I'll just say that he'll be a handful but worth every gray hair."

Vi drummed her fingers on the table. "Jason and North will be home from school for the rest of the week.  They can help tend to the boy. Let's get some sleep, then.”

* * * * *

While Tom, Frank, and Vi set things moving, Jim drove back to the other farm with the charges. He seems very self-possessed, North thought of Lucas. I'd be scared shitless. They found their way in, and Jim dispatched the boys to North's room to sleep. North gave Lucas his bed. He and Jason would use sleeping bags on the floor.

"Who's this?" Lucas asked seeing the picture of North and Annie on the dresser.

Seeing North's hesitation, Jason answered, "North's girlfriend, Annie."

"He's not gay?"

"I'm right here, Fry. You can ask me."

"Fry?"

"As in small-. Not that it's any of your business, but I'm straight."

Lucas, with a very serious expression, said, "Well, that's a real waste." Then he laughed the same musical laugh that Jason had heard earlier in the evening at the barn. He hadn't heard that open laughter at the Center.

"I think you might be right, the way things have gone lately," North mused. "It's almost two.  We should try to sleep a little. Are you worried about tomorrow, Lucas?"

"I don't worry about tomorrows. This is the best night I've had in I don't know how long. It's enough." I wish I could hold the day in my hand forever, he thought.

North thought of his own small problems, and, chastened, thought of his favorite passage from the the New Testament:

Consider the lilies of the field ...

Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.

North slightly shook his head, went to the dresser, and then to his closet. He pulled out a pair of shorts and a t-shirt he had outgrown. "You're traveling light. Let me show you our bathroom. You can change in there. I'll give you a new toothbrush." He held his hand out to the younger boy, and smelling a little ripeness, added, "Take a shower while you're in there, please. Towels are out and the shower stuff is in the tub."

When they had all finished the night rituals and Lucas was in bed, Jason asked him, "Would you mind if I tucked you in?"

"I'm a little old for that. ... But if it will make you feel better, okay."

"It will make me feel better."

North watched Jason tuck the covers in and lean over to kiss the boy on his forehead. I think I've given Jason and me a younger brother.  I hope my dads don't shoot me.

Before flopping down on his sleeping bag, Jason turned off the light and began some soft music.  Joan Osborne's voice filled the room:

Ooh... 

sometimes I feel this earth is not my home 
And everything I know is an illusion 
So many dreams have been broken and it seems 
So much time is wasted in confusion 

But I don't know if pain makes me stronger 
But if you're beside me tonight 

Just as long as I'm in this world 
I'll be, I'll be a light of this 
Just as long as I'm in this world 
I'll be, I'll be a light of this 
Just as long as I'm in this world 
I'll be, I'll be a light of this 
Just as long as I'm in this world 
I'll be, I'll be a light of this world

The small voice from the bed said, "Fuck, this is sweet." I wish it could last forever.

* * * * *

Lucas woke while the sun was barely up. He looked at the floor and saw North, softly snoring.  Jason wasn't in the room. He needed to decide what to do. He would not go back to Portland, even with Frank. He quietly climbed out of bed and looked for his clothes. The bathroom. He left the room and tiptoed into the bathroom — no clothes, but he found his shoes. What did they do with my clothes? He left the bathroom and heard someone else awake downstairs. He decided to slip out the front door.

When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he checked and saw one of North's fathers in the kitchen. Fathers — that would be nice. He carefully walked to the front door and opened it as quietly as he could. Sorry, guys, but I know how this is going to end, and I'm not going back. He stepped out and felt deeply cold in North's shorts and t-shirt. He pulled the door closed and walked toward the road where Jason had hesitated the first day that North and his fathers arrived.

Jason slammed on the brakes of his pickup as he turned into North’s driveway. "Where the fuck do you think you're going, Luke?"

"Oh, hi, Jason. Er, just for a walk."

"Get in, now," he said, opening the passenger door.

"Where were you?"

"Helping Mama and Ben with the cattle — where I am most mornings."

"You didn't sleep?"

"I got an hour and a half.” He looked over at Lucas. “You can't keep doing this if you want people to help you."

“I won’t go back to Portland.”

“What makes you think you’re going back to Portland?”

“I heard you guys talking last night. Frank said it would be hard to find a ‘placement’ for a teenage boy in Oregon.”

Puzzled at Lucas’s statement, Jason asked: “How much did you hear?”

“That was enough. I went back to bed until you brought me back down and I got the tongue-lashing from Frank.”

“You didn’t hear the rest of the discussion?”

“No. I’m never going back to Portland.”

Jason started laughing in relief. “Scoot over here. I’ll tell you the rest of what happened.” He reached over and hugged the small boy to him and proceeded to tell him the rest. Jason had never seen such joy in a person. It was as if Christmas, Easter and a birthday had happened at once. “Don’t get too excited. There’s lots that has to be done to make this all work. Okay?” Luke nodded. “You might have to go back to Portland — for a short while — till things get worked out.”

Jason drove his pickup up the driveway to North’s house. After climbing out, Jason put his hand on Lucas's shoulder and guided him back into the house.

Jim looked up from the table when he heard the door close. He saw the state of Lucas's dress and formed the right conclusion. He's a runner. "Bit chilly to go out like that."

The boy frowned. "Just a little brisk, thank you."  Jason shoved him gently. "I'm not going back, and if you force me, I'll just run again."

"No one's going to force you to stay here, but if you leave, it's not going to be on your own. Get that straight. Just because you're hurting, you don't get a pass to behave like a demanding, ungrateful little shit. You think I'm lying about trying to help you?"

Lucas looked at his feet silently. Jim walked over and said gently, "Look at me when we're talking. I wouldn't let North behave like this, and I'm not about to let you."

Looking up at Jim, Lucas finally said, "I don't know you well enough to believe you."

"You're a smart kid. It won't kill you to spend a couple of days here to see whether or not you can stay longer. I'm not going to promise something I can't deliver, and all I'm promising now is to try."

"Okay.  Sorry."

Why don't I believe you? Jim thought. He went back to the kitchen and returned with a neatly folded bundle of clothing warm from the dryer. "Here. Go back upstairs and change.  Then, we'll have breakfast."

A sleepy voice from the top of the stairs said, "Can't you people let me get some sleep?"

Lucas dashed upstairs and as he passed North, smiled and said, "Not a morning person, are you?"

North just looked confused.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Democracy and Education

The judge asked the two women in his chambers, “Would you please identify yourselves for the recording?”

“Julie Steiner, attorney and petitioner.”

“Angela McAllister for the Oregon Department of Human Services — Child Protective Services.”

"Always a pleasure to see you, Ms. Steiner. Did you come down last night, and what's the emergency?"

"Thank you, your honor.  I flew down on the early shuttle.  Before you is a petition for my appointment as guardian ad litem for the minor Lucas Mervic, presently in foster care in Oregon, as well as a request for a temporary placement of Lucas with foster parents who are licensed in Oregon but now residing in Klickitat County, Washington."

"Are these foster parents considering adoption?"

"Yes, Judge, they are."

"And the present foster parents do not plan to adopt, Mrs. McAllister?"

"No, your honor," Mrs. McAllister answered.

"Have parental rights been severed?"

"Yes, Judge.  The child identifies as gay, and the parents wanted nothing to do with him and have relinquished parental rights."

"Mrs. McAllister, does the DHS support Ms. Steiner's appointment?"

"Yes, Judge."

"I'll enter the order now.  About the provisional placement — the request is unusual, but assuming DHS has no objections, I'll issue a temporary order, but more permanent placement will require implementation of the Interstate Compact for the Placement of Children. Is that what DHS is contemplating, Mrs. McAllister?"

"Yes, your honor, we're in contact with Washington DSHS."

"For the record,” the judge said, “that’s the Washington Department of Social and Health Services. You're satisfied with the fitness of the foster parents in Goldendale, Mrs. McAllister?"

"Yes, your honor.  They have already adopted one child and have been exemplary adoptive parents for twelve years. As you can see, they have the financial resources and the time to care for Lucas and, I believe, a sincere desire as well.  Lucas's psychiatrist supports both petitions."

"That's Dr. Gerard? Frank Gerard, for the record."

"Yes, your honor."

"I'll enter the second order for provisional placement for no more than thirty days while the ICPC process is undertaken. Questions?"

Julie said, "No, your honor."

Mrs. McAllister repeated, "No, your honor."

"All right, then, I'm due in court. I hope this works out for the young man."

Julie and Mrs. McAllister left the judge's chambers and confirmed their next steps as they stopped by a bench in the hallway before Julie left for Goldendale.

* * * * *

Julie's GPS was accurate until she reached the area where she would have to turn off US-97 to get to Tom’s and Jim's place.  Tom had told her to pull into Ayutla's parking lot where he would wait for her. After she had parked and left her rental and given a hug to Tom, he thanked her for rearranging her schedule.

"You never age, Tom."

"What bullshit!"

"What possessed you to try this again?"

"Not what. Who — North.  He feels very strongly about this boy, and so does one of his best friends, Jason. Sometimes, you just have to go along and try.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Did it go well in court this morning?"

"Yes, as well as we could have expected.  Fortunately, the DHS supervisor chose not to mention Lucas's unauthorized visit.  The ball's rolling, and I'd like to meet the object of all this effort, not to mention to see the Blond One.  I'll follow you."

Fifteen minutes later, Julie was walking up the steps to the farmhouse, shaking her head as she looked around at the empty, open miles around their house. "You two have lost your minds.  North must despair."

"He's doing fine, although it's been a challenge. Young men need challenges."

The door opened before they reached it, and North walked out with a slender, younger boy in his wake. Julie dropped her briefcase and opened her arms. As North moved to hug her, she said, "Damn, you are a handsome devil, Mr. Underhill."

"Thanks, Julie."  He stepped back and held his arm out to Lucas, who walked forward tentatively.  Before North could introduce him, Julie said, "Hello, Lucas.  I'm your lawyer. After I get a beer, I want to chat with you."

Lucas nodded, and the four of them went into Lucas's new home, at least in the interim. Inside, North introduced Julie to Jason, who had almost taken up residence at North's while Lucas was there.

"You want that beer, Julie?" Jim asked.

"Yes, but I won't have it yet. I've work to do."

After Julie briefly caught up with North and his fathers, she said, "Well, I'm on the clock, so I think I should talk with young Mr. Mervic. I'm sure he has many questions."

"Use the office," Tom suggested, pointing to the room where he holed up to write.

"Lucas, you okay chatting a bit?"  Lucas looked from Julie to Jason, who nodded, and then he followed Julie into Tom's office.

Lucas regarded this stranger. He had never seen a woman knitted together as she was. Lucas thought she was chunky, but not fat, and he couldn’t tell how old she was.   He somehow knew that she wasn't used to losing and that she wasn't used to following. He wouldn't want to fight with her, in any sense. From what he could gather, if she were to help him, he would be in good hands.

Julie tried to get an accurate read on the boy. He was slight and restless. She would have to talk with Frank about Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, although she didn't see any physical evidence in his face. She noted that Lucas's clothes were too large for him, probably some of North's older clothing. This was one worn-out kid, but he wasn't going to give in. The boy was very reserved, and she wondered how much truth she would hear from him. Lucas wasn't the first mistrustful child she had represented or faced. Her approach was to tell the truth and to be as objective as possible in describing a situation.

"What's going to happen to me?"

"For the time being, you'll stay here. Beyond that, the major factor in deciding your fate is what you want."

"What I want?" She's a nutcase; nobody cares what I want.

"Let's get my role straight. A judge in Oregon has appointed me as your guardian ad litem. That's a fancy way of saying that I'm going to act in your interests in the matter of your foster placement and possible adoption. I am also your lawyer.  That means that my main focus is your interests and no one else's."

Lucas tried to make sense of what she had said. He was going to stay in Goldendale, for the time being. He had a lawyer. She had used the word adoption. His heart rate increased. "Adoption?"

"Since you went to so much trouble to get here, I assume you'd like to stay. I don't know what will happen, but I don't often fail in what I try. North and his fathers have offered you a place to live and a place in their family. My first advice as your attorney is not to screw them over."

"Yes, ma'am. Thank you."  He could rest here — maybe it would be for just a few days — but for the first time, Lucas had genuine hope that he might have a decent home with people who understood him. "Why are you doing this?"

"Because, according to Frank Gerard, you're worth the investment, and because Tom, Jim, North and his friend Jason Johnson think you belong here."

"I can't pay you."

"Tom is footing the bill, but understand that I represent you, not him. Again, that means I’m obligated to look after your interests before Tom’s or anyone else’s."

Lucas felt light-headed and sat in a nearby chair. Don't screw them over, is what she had said. He'd never been in a situation where considering someone else's needs competed with taking care of himself. "Do you have to keep what we talk about secret?"

"Mostly, yes.  This isn't a criminal matter, thank God, but if you tell me you're going to break the law or hurt yourself, I'll damn well be telling a lot of people. I know you are seeing Dr. Gerard, and I will discuss your treatment with him.  Because Tom and Jim have become your foster parents and are trying to adopt you, Dr. Gerard will be able to discuss your case with them." She saw the look of concern descend over his face. "That scares you?"

"They don't know me. If they do, they might not want me."

"You have survived by being careful about whom you trust. I get it, believe me. Think about this: these guys are about to turn their settled lives upside down not only because they want to help you, but also because they think you will make their lives better. That's not something people do if they're not committed."

"I suppose."

"What are they going to learn about you that would change their minds? That you're gay isn't a revelation. That you've been on the street isn't, either. You and I are going to talk about any past run-ins with the law, but short of you being a serial killer, I don't see them turning away from you."

"I know Jason and Jonathan, and I love the animals at his farm.  Couldn't I stay with Jason?"

"Tom and Jim are licensed to foster kids in Oregon.  For now, they're the only game in town. If you want to stay with Jason and his mother, we'll see about it later."  Now she saw the first genuine smile break through the mask of concern on the young face.

* * * * *

Annie was walking in Delta Park, where she had first met Jonathan so many years ago. She was deeply unhappy — with herself and with her equivocation about continuing her current relationship with North. She was staring into the distance when she felt something brush her leg. She jumped a bit and looked down to see a medium-sized dog. The animal nervously circled her and whined. "What's wrong, girl? Where's your owner?"

The dog looked like a Corgi but very obviously not a purebred. She tentatively stretched her hand, palm toward her thigh, to the dog's pointed snout. The dog sniffed and then licked the proffered hand. She knelt, and the dog sat. "Good dog. You're trained."  She heard a call from behind a stand of trees, and the dog took off, running halfway to the trees and stopping. An older man with white hair walked around the bend in the path, seeming to emerge from the trees themselves.  He didn't walk so much as float without effort over the path. His dog waited until he was abreast of her and then heeled as the man came nearer to Annie.

"Hello.  Did Victoria bother you?"

"No, sir.  She's very well-behaved."

The man laughed and replied, "Most of us are well-behaved when they reach our age, right, Tori?"  The dog barked twice.  "She doesn't often get so far ahead of me."

"She's very friendly."

"Friendly to those she thinks friendly.  You look pensive."

"Just out in nature to try to think."

"Ah, and, if I'm not being presumptuous, what are you thinking about?"

Annie just blurted, "Love."

The man smiled broadly and saw the question on Annie's face. "Oh, I'm just glad that I've done most of my thinking about love and that I don't have to do it again. Still, assuming you have love, not a bad subject for rumination. You'll figure it out." The man nodded and, with Victoria at his heel, walked back up the path to the trees from where he had appeared.

Annie had decided, and she was ready to talk with North finally. Walking back to the parking area where Jonathan had dropped her and would pick her up, she smiled. She thought that letting one person be the lodestone of your life was a perilous business.

Climbing into the car, she belted up and shivered slightly.  Jonathan turned on the car's heater.  He knew better than to try to open the can of worms he had picked at for a month now. "You cold?"

"No. I'm coming to Goldendale with you when you go out for the weekend."

"Okay. Why?"

"Don't go there, Jon."  She leaned toward him and kissed his cheek. He felt his breath catch and a knotted feeling bloomed in his solar plexus.

* * * * *

On the first Wednesday following the New Year holiday the Goldendale School Board was conducting a work session prior to the board meeting to be held on January 19th. Only the board and the superintendent attended most of the monthly work sessions, although members of the public were welcome.  At this session, four of the five board members were present along with the superintendent.  The agenda included a discussion of bullying and harassment issues.

After reviewing the district’s policy with school-board members, the superintendent raised the issue of increased instances of bullying.  One of the Board members commented, "We have fair and clear policies on bullying and harassment. If they're not being applied, maybe we need another education push."

The superintendent commented, "I am mentioning the issue because, as you may have heard, we recently had an incident involving a member of the varsity football team. In this case, the coach intervened promptly, and the problem seems to have been resolved."

"Did the coach file a report?"

"No."

"Did the conduct meet our definition of bullying?"

Here the superintendent paused. Finally he said, "Probably, but this was a judgment call, as the policy permits.  The target student did not ask for help or file a report. I think the coach felt that matters might have been made worse if he had filed a report."

"You had to think about that answer.  What was the nature of the incident?"

"I believe it resulted from the target student coming out as gay."

"Look, we have a policy, and if it's not effective, then we need to change it or retrain staff and students about it."

"I agree entirely. I'll develop a training plan and bring it to you next month."

The work session concluded with a discussion of the personnel-evaluation system, a topic that was enough to drive off any of the public who might have attended.

* * * * *

On the Friday of the first weekend in January, Annie and Jonathan made their way to Wishram on Amtrak.  The regular Amtrak employees knew them by now, and Annie and Jonathan knew many of the workers by name. This time, Annie and Jonathan engaged in none of the lighthearted conversation that had marked past trips. Jon didn't want to push, and Annie wouldn't be pushed.

When they arrived at Wishram, Jason was waiting. As they rode the 20 miles up to Goldendale, Jonathan finally ventured, "North didn't want to come?"

Jason looked at Jon sharply. "I didn't ask." Looking back to Annie, he said, "He misses you, Annie."

"I miss him, too," Annie replied with a finality that didn't brook further inquiry.

Jason let the conversation go and happily chatted with Jon as they drove up US-97 toward the farmhouses. Jason turned up the drive to North's place and stopped in his usual parking spot but didn't cut the engine. "Jon and I are going to head back to our place unless you need us to go in."

"No, that's sweet, but I'm not going to an execution, guys."

As she opened the rear door of the little sedan, North opened the front door and bounded down the steps. He raced over to Annie and instead of doing what he always had done, stopped and looked at her for a clue. She looked at him, and tears filled her eyes.  She wiped her eyes with the back of her forearm. "No hug?"

North grabbed her and held on.  Jon left the car and pulled her bag out of the trunk, leaving it by the couple's feet.  Then, he and Jason left for home.

When the hug finished, North asked Annie, "Can we talk?"

"That's why I'm here. But, let's go in. I'm cold."

"Sure. You'll get to meet the new addition. He's very complicated and still a little uncertain about what's happening to him."

"Tom and Jim must have a screw loose to try this again after the disaster with you." She laughed and tickled North over his lower ribs where she knew tickling drove him crazy.

North waited for Annie to go through the door first and, carrying her bag, followed her in. Jim was still at the Cancer Center, but Tom was in the kitchen getting dinner ready. Beside him, Annie saw what she could only describe as a waif wearing outsized clothing that she recognized as North's hand-me-downs. She walked into the kitchen to a smiling Tom and before hugging him, hugged the small boy, who froze like a startled deer.

Releasing the boy, she introduced herself.  "I'm Annie. Welcome to the zoo — or maybe soap opera is a better description. Just understand that once you join, there's no going back."

Lucas regarded her a moment and said, "If you were a boy, you'd be hot."

Tom looked up to the ceiling, and North laughed. "Trust me, she is hot."

After she hugged Tom, Annie shook her head. "Boys. Hormones and bravado."

"Annie and I have to talk. We'll be back down in a bit."  The couple walked side by side up the staircase and into North's room.

"Talk! I'll just bet."

Tom told Lucas, "Those two have the kind of friendship I hope you have one day, because life alone is immeasurably hard. Believe him when he says talk."

As Lucas tried to help Tom, getting in the way more often than actually helping, he tried to puzzle out Tom's statement. He had acquaintances, but not friends of longstanding, and his sexual experience mainly involved barter, not love.

In North's room, Annie took the desk chair, and North flopped on the bed. They both started to say, "I've missed you," at the same time and stopped halfway through the sentence.

After a minute of silence, Annie started, "Thanks for giving me some time. Our friends haven't been exactly subtle about their feelings."

"I want you to take care of yourself. Dad always says that you can't take care of others unless you take care of yourself."

As Annie expected that he would, North waited for her to say her piece. "I love you. I can't remember a time when I haven't loved you, but your move out here has been hard ... I don't mean missing you, although I do miss you. I've been more concerned at how comfortable I have felt on my own, and I've been trying to figure out what that means."  She stopped to gauge his reaction.

"So, you feel better when we're apart?"

"No, I feel ambivalent ... no, ambivalent is the wrong way to put it. I think we've been so close for so long that I began to feel that I was defined by us. You know how Jon is distressed by any trouble we have — our friends see us as a ... we. Frannie corralled me for a talk, and she suggested that I needed to get off the dime. So, I have."

"Okay, where did you end up?"

"I want to spend my life with you, because you've always respected me as an individual. I sort of forgot myself, I think, but that's my problem. I hope my little journey hasn't been too painful for you. I think we can make it through college, even if we end up going to different schools."

"Anns, selfishly, I want you to tell me that your feelings for me haven't changed and that you'd like to go back to the journey we've been on for so long." He was teary-eyed.

Annie rose from the chair and sat by North on his bed. "That's what I want, too, Northy." She pushed him back on the bed until she was atop him. They shared their first kiss in a month or more, and she kissed the tears coursing down his cheeks. "I've been horny as all get out, too."

North giggled almost uncontrollably. She asked, "What?"

"Ask Jon about his assessment of my horniness. Tonight, I hope you — as an individual, mind you — and I can set the bed on fire. Now, I think we need to get back to the new brother, or I'll never hear the end of it."

They straightened their clothing, and then, after North blew his nose, they walked downstairs to find Jim home and the three other members of the household putting dinner on the table. Jim and Tom looked at North to see if he was happy or devastated, and his smile told the story.

"You know, I'm going to find out what went on up there." Lucas had an angelic smile decorating his face.

Annie didn't miss a beat. "I'll give you the play by play after dinner." Lucas decided that Annie was all right.

* * * * *

"I'm going to call."

"No, you're not. North or Annie will call when they get their situation discussed." Jason was just as interested as Jon in knowing what had happened, but he was restraining Jon as best he could.

"I guess if it was bad, we would have heard."

"You are an impatient soul, sometimes. There are times when I love your impatience, but we're going to wait."

Vi was in the kitchen after clearing the dinner remnants. "You two – earn your keep."

Jason and Jon busied themselves in the kitchen washing and drying the dinner dishes as Vi rearranged the contents of the refrigerator. "You need to grab Lucas and get him over here in the morning so he can begin to learn about farm work."

Jon and Jason exchanged a glance. "I don't know, Mama. He's probably still getting used to being at North's, and four in the morning is awfully early."

"If Jonny can learn to do it, anyone can," she said with a good-natured laugh.  Jon blushed, remembering all the complaining he had done when Jason had insisted that he help out when he stayed over.

"He needs to meet Martin and begin to learn the horses."

Jason shrugged at Jon in resignation.  "I'll see what I can do."

* * * * *

On the second Wednesday in January in the late afternoon as the sun was already setting, the Jansen-Underhill family, newly expanded by the addition of Lucas, gathered around the dining-room table along with Vi and Jason. The meeting had the air of a tribal council — a good deal of silence and reflection and occasional talk about strategy.

Tom was worried that his visit to the writing class would create problems for North's teacher or the principal. He wasn't thrilled to be shoved into the limelight of the culture wars and was decidedly unhappy that the public discussion might degenerate into a witch-hunt instead of remaining fixed on the value of guest writers talking to high-school students.

Vi and Lucas had been silent during the little confab until Vi told Tom, "You're seeing the roots of one man's animosity playing out in a public forum. You know how Jeremy overestimated his influence on his classmates? His father has the same mentality. The board won't for a minute think that the school system is the place for parents to enforce their misguided convictions. They're reasonable people, as a rule."

Tom listened carefully and then replied, "Jason is just getting his feet on the ground after being outed, and I don't want this issue to cause him any more grief than he's already been through."

"I appreciate that, but I'm not about to let Jeremy or his family publicly abuse people I care about so that I can be comfortable. I'm going to speak up if the loony fringe takes over the meeting."

Jim laughed. "Believe it or not, Tom can take care of himself, not that we don't appreciate the support. I'm with my man; this shouldn't turn into a discussion about Jason or any other student. Our approach should be to keep the discussion focused on the class visit."

Vi took her son's hand. "The town is conservative, but they don't like bullies, and Malcolm Foster, like his son, has always behaved like a bully. I suspect that he'll see the chickens come home to roost."

The Goldendale School District Board of Directors convened its regular meeting at seven p.m. in the primary-school library. Shortly before the meeting started, Jeremy's father had signed in with the Board Secretary to make a public comment on the recent classroom visit by Tom and Samuel Marshall. The audience for the meeting was much larger than usual, and Tom, Vi, and the boys, including Lucas, were there as was Jeremy.

After the flag salute, the secretary notified the chair that Jeremy's father and four other citizens had asked to make public comments to the board. The Chair then gave Jeremy's father the floor after asking him to state his name and address for the record. Jeremy's father, a compact man, much shorter than his son, stepped to the microphone and began, "Malcolm Foster, 480 NW Second Avenue, Goldendale." Lucas, sitting by North and Jason, recognized the tone of an adult bully in his loud and sharp voice.

"I have grave concerns that our schools are being used to promote unhealthy lifestyle choices. Before Thanksgiving, two men visited a writing class at the high school. Their presentation contained profanity and suggestions that alternative lifestyle choices are appropriate . . ."

One of the board members interrupted, "Is this the visit by the poets that you wrote the letter in the Sentinel about?"

"Yes, ma'am, it is. I am particularly concerned that these men are gay and were using the opportunity to convince our children that their lifestyle choice is acceptable. I've always supported our schools and the board, but if teachers and administrators are going to allow this sort of thing, then I'm going to have to reconsider that support."

North was nearly apoplectic, and Tom put his hand on the boy's shoulder. Jason looked over at Jeremy to see a broad, malicious smile.

A second board member interrupted, "I thought the presentation was about poetry and what it's like to be a professional writer."  He looked at the superintendent, questioningly.

"That's correct."

The board member asked Jeremy's father, "Did you attend the presentation?"

"No, but my son has friends who did, and they were uncomfortable with what was discussed."

The board secretary announced, "You have two minutes left to finish your comments."

"We have to be very careful to maintain the values on which our country was founded and to protect our young people from pernicious influences. I hope the board will admonish Miss Martin and Mr. Hen . . ."

The chair immediately slammed his gavel down. "Our policy is not to mention any individual staff or volunteers by name when making negative comments. I think we have the gist of your opinion."

The chair then called on the second speaker who had signed up to make a comment. Vi smiled as an older, white-haired man made his way to the microphone clutching a five-by-eight note card in his left hand. His right hand held a wooden cane, which he held close to a straight right leg as he walked.  He was spare and wore his age well.

"I'm Jonas Sewell and I live at 33 Dry Creek Road." As he looked at his note card, Jason and North both feared a repetition of what Jeremy's father had said.

The old man glanced at his note card again and then lowered it. "My grandson told me about these two writers coming to his class. From what he told me, the class had fun, and no one was upset. He told me that the only profanity was one use of the word, ‘hell,’ and that none of the students thought it was a big deal. My grandson helped me look up these two men on the Internet. I was surprised to see that one of them had been in the same war I served in. He won the Distinguished Service Cross for action in the Ia Drang valley in 1965. The DSC is second only to the Medal of Honor for soldiers of the US Army in combat. I also read that he is gay. I don't give a damn about his sexuality." He looked pointedly at Jeremy's father. "He saved the lives of many of his men under fire that day and was himself severely wounded."

Mr. Sewell looked at his card. "Part of his citation reads, 'During this period, Captain Marshall was seriously wounded, but refused first aid and medical evacuation until the troops were cared for.'"

Clearing his throat, as memories of his own time in Southeast Asia forty odd years ago arose, he finished, "I don't have much in common with Mr. Marshall, socially or politically. That said, I don't think the previous speaker has ever been under enemy fire in the service of his country, but I heard him mention our nation's values. I don't believe I could have done what this hero did; he was willing repeatedly to lay down his life for his men that day in that valley.  I don't know much about poetry or writing, but I can't think of a better value. As a community, we should be honored to have such a man speak to our children. Period."

Mr. Sewell walked back to his seat beside that of his grandson, who took his hand as he sat. The room was still silent as he took his seat. Vi caught his eye and nodded to him. Jeremy no longer sported a smile, and his father looked downright angry.

When the secretary called on Vi, Tom, and the others who had signed up to make comments, they all declined.

The Chairman commented, "I have confidence in the principal and teachers at our high school, and I am happy that our students had the opportunity to hear from Mr. Marshall and Mr. Jansen, who lives in our community. I know that my daughter was especially pleased to have Mr. Jansen sign her copy of one of his books."

Tom cringed in his seat while nodding politely. The quite-usual business of small-community school boards consumed the rest of the meeting.

* * * * *

On the way home from the meeting, Lucas was quiet as the others described mild surprise at the outcome of the meeting — except Vi who had predicted what would happen.  The younger boy now had many more questions about his new home and the people in it. Jason interrupted the boy's ruminations.

"Tomorrow night, how about you sleep over with me? You should meet Martin and begin to learn the routine with the horses."

"Who's Martin?"

North answered, "He helps run Vi's farm; he's like you."

"Is everyone with testicles around here gay except North?"

"He's not gay, Fry. He understands horses without having to try."

"Oh. Sorry." He looked at Jason. "How early do we start?"

"Four a.m."

"Holy shit! You're not serious."

"You wanted to see the farm."

"Okay." He tried to sound hesitant, but underneath, he was happy to have been asked, and he did love the horses. "But, not tomorrow, please."

Vi said, "No, not tomorrow morning.  And, if you want to get along with Martin, you'd best clean up your language."

"Yes, ma'am."

* * * * *

North finished a Skype session with Annie, who would be coming out over the weekend. They were working their way back to the easy, kidding relationship he had missed. He knew he needed to help Annie and she needed to help him work through this. He closed his MacBook, stripped off his sleeping pants and t-shirt and climbed into bed.  Sleep came more easily now. With his homework behind him and thoughts of the school-board meeting fading, he began to doze.

He barely heard his door open and the padding of bare feet across his floor, but he wasn't alert enough to turn over.  Then —  silence, until a voice asked, "North, are you asleep?"

That had to be the stupidest question invented by man. "No, Lucas, I am definitely not asleep. Are you okay?"

"I'm all right. I just have some questions."

North did what he always did with his friends and held up the covers. "Climb in."

Lucas climbed in and, looking down, realized that North was starkers. "Whoa, dude, you're naked."

"I was going to bed. If it bothers you, I'll put something on."

"No, no, it's okay, I guess."

"What?"

Lucas couldn't help but admire North's body. Before, when he told Jonathan that North being straight was a waste, he had meant it. He also had no desire to piss North off or try something with a kid who might end up as his brother. Still, he wasn't going to avoid looking. "The guy that complained about Tom and the other guy coming to your school — what's his deal?"

North related the long saga of Jeremy and company versus Jason and Jonathan and, by extension, himself. Lucas was no stranger to bullies, and developed an immediate, strong antipathy toward Jeremy and his father. North didn't mention Jeremy's near assault on him and Brent. "The father is an asshole."

"Yes, he is, but that description should stay between us."

"What book did Tom sign for the board guy's daughter? I thought he wrote poetry."

North had to think about his answer. Tom didn't want everyone and his kid knowing that he was responsible for one of the best-selling, fantasy/sci-fi series in recent memory. He also knew that if Lucas was going to remain in the family, he would have to be trusted.

"Okay, he writes a series of books that's popular. I don't know if you've heard of Gyres."

"You're shitting me! They're my favorites. Tom writes them? I thought the author was Britt Phlebas."

"That's a pen name. It comes from a T. S. Eliot poem. Look, Tom doesn't want people knowing that he's the author. The place would be a madhouse, and he wouldn't get any work done.  That's one of the reasons we moved here from Portland."

"If I bought copies, would he sign mine?"

"Fry, I'm pretty sure he would, since he's trying to have you live with us and eventually to adopt you.  You might not even have to buy them."

"This is so cool. So, are you like a movie star or something? I mean what other secrets do you guys have?"

"Stay tuned, Fry.  Now, let me get some sleep."

North noted Lucas's reluctance to leave. He probably doesn't have family he talks to. "If you want to stay, you better not snore."

North heard Lucas slip off his shorts and t-shirt and heard them drop to the floor. "Thanks, North."

The next sound that registered with the boys was North's iPod waking him for school.

* * * * *

As January gave way to February, Julie Steiner was pushing Lucas's adoption process through the Interstate Compact on the Placement of Children offices of both states. She had filed the Form 100A with Oregon's office, and Oregon and Washington were exchanging information.  Julie's firm persistence resulted in Washington's Department of Social and Health Services beginning the home-study process, a very involved one. Both state ICPC offices had agreed to a longer placement of Lucas with Tom and Jim. Lucas understood that the process wouldn't be short, and he had made peace with what seemed to him an eternity of wrangling.

To North's surprise, on weekends, Lucas was staying at Jason's and rising with him at three-thirty in the morning to work with Martin tending to the horses. When with Martin, the two of them often worked in silence as Martin showed Lucas how to care for the animals without telling him much.  The boy came to worship Martin. One day, Lucas mentioned Jeremy and the school-board meeting to Martin.  All Martin told the boy was that Jeremy was a mean one and that if Jeremy ever gave him trouble to whisper a certain phrase to the bully, one that Jeremy had heard from Martin's own mouth along a roadside not long ago.  Martin liked the boy, and North took Lucas with him when he visited Martin's home on a couple of occasions, where Lucas learned about Martin's family.

Lucas's school situation had yet to be resolved. He was home schooling with Tom, Jim, and a tutor while being evaluated by the school district for placement. Jim had seen that Lucas received a thorough medical evaluation by a pediatrician he trusted in The Dalles, Jillian Zaner. Toward the end of February on a Thursday, Jim returned from the cancer center earlier than usual and Tom saw a stricken look on his husband's face.  After a long conversation, they called Lucas into the office. Lucas was immediately aware that both the men were deeply upset.

The boy's heart clutched, and he asked, "What?"

Jim took Lucas by the hand and sat across from him in the office. "There's no good or easy way to tell you this, Luke."

Lucas was thoroughly alarmed, and began hyperventilating. "What? Tell me, please."

"Dr. Zaner did some blood work for you when you had your physical with her. At some point in the past you were infected with HIV. I had her run the test three times. This doesn't mean what it used to mean even five years ago.  The situation is manageable, and we'll help you manage it. I'm so sorry. Please, understand that this makes no difference to Tom or me in terms of you staying with us and becoming our son."

Lucas was dizzy, sick to his stomach, and ashamed. Just as he was beginning to break free of a difficult past, the past was reaching out to hold him. He would have understood if the men had told him that they no longer wanted him, but he was so unprepared for this news that his only thought was escape. He dashed from the room and passed North, returning from school, as he ran out the front door. North looked at Jim in the doorway to the office. "Stop him, North."

North dropped his backpack and took off after Lucas. The boy was almost down the drive when North kicked into high gear. He didn't think about warming up or the damage that running full out might cause. The calm he normally felt when running was replaced now with disquiet. What the fuck is going on? Lucas was small and fast, but he was no match for North. Within five minutes, North was beside the smaller boy as he ran toward Jason's farm.

"Will you just stop for a minute?"

"Leave me alone." Lucas understood the futility of trying to run from North. Finally, as they approached the drive to Jason's place, he slowed to a fast walk, breathless. North stayed beside the boy. He sensed utter confusion in Lucas, not defiance.

"What's going on?" North asked as he reached for Lucas's shoulder.

Lucas twisted away and shouted, "Don't touch me!"


Chapter 21

 

Stonehenge

 

Lucas was panting; North was breathing easily, "What the fuck's going on, Fry? I thought you'd decided to stick around."

Lucas's eyes flicked from side to side as if he was evaluating avenues of escape. Finally he looked North in the eye and knew that there was no escape just now. "You have no idea how much I need to go away."

North used his phone. "I have him. We'll be back soon." He slipped the phone into his pocket. North was coiled, ready to intercept the boy regardless of which direction he chose to run.  "What's the big, mysterious problem? What's different now than yesterday?"

Lucas looked at the older boy. He saw between them a chasm. The blond was handsome, bright, clean, and had been loved since he was a toddler. He, on the other hand, was plain, tarnished, unworthy, and, now he knew, diseased. What could he be other than an object of charity – a project for a rich couple and their son? "I'll turn your lives to misery; I'll infect you all."

North looked at the younger boy. He saw between them only the hair-breadth's difference of happenstance. "Infect us?"

"I have AIDS."

"What? Who told you that?"

"Your father."

"Dad Squared told you that you have AIDS?"

"He told me a blood test showed I have HIV."

North had been moving closer to Lucas during the interrogation. "That's not the same thing as having AIDS.” He reached out and pulled Lucas to him, embracing him until the boy stopped squirming and began to cry. “You have the annoying habit of running from help."

Lucas sobbed out, "I am so tired."

"You'd feel less tired if you let yourself stay in one place for a while. Come on. Our fathers will be worried."

North kept his arm around Lucas as they walked back to the house. Tom and Jim were bundled up, waiting on the porch. When the boys made it up the steps, Jim grabbed Lucas in a hug. He whispered to the boy, "I might have run, too."

Lucas pushed away from the man and asked sadly, "You've never run from anything in your life, have you?"

* * * * *

On a February mid-day, Lucas walked alone back from Jason's place where he had helped Martin with the livestock and finished lunch with the other hands. He knew that he would have to talk to Martin about his condition eventually, but he would put that discussion off for a while.

His thoughts turned to North. He was thinking of North more and more as a brother, although he knew that North was also something of a monitor.  His propensity to run away from trouble, he knew, had earned him a monitor. He pulled his new jacket tightly around him in the gray of this winter day. As he walked up the drive to his new home, he spotted a man sitting in a wheelchair near the base of the ramp to the porch. The man was thin without being emaciated and old but alert-looking and, even though imprisoned in the chair, somehow commanding. The man was watching him closely as he approached.

Lucas knew who the man was, and the man knew that Lucas knew who he was, but the boy didn't know why he was here and why he was outside on a February afternoon. Neither Jim nor Tom had mentioned a visit by the war hero. He didn't much look like a hero, but Lucas knew he wouldn't want to fuck with him.

Sam Marshall gave Lucas an impatient stare. "I can't get up this ramp by myself. What are you waiting for?"

Through the front window Tom watched the confrontation. When he saw Lucas move behind the wheelchair and begin to push Sam up the ramp, he was amused. The old bastard.

Lucas had to lean forward sharply and push hard with his legs to develop enough force to get the chair up the ramp. When the chair was on the porch, Sam stopped it and locked its brakes. "I thought you worked with horses. That was harder than it should have been for you."

"You're welcome."

"Let's go. Have you ever been to the Stonehenge circle?"

"I've never been out of Oregon - or Washington, now."

Marshall took the brakes off the chair and wheeled effortlessly back down the ramp. "We don't have time to waste. We're going to the Stonehenge reproduction." Marshall began to wheel himself over to a black van parked near the house. A young man, maybe in his late-twenties, left the driver's seat, walked around, and slid open the side door of the van. He activated a ramp that turned, moved out of the van and descended to the ground. "Well, come on. I don't have much time."

Lucas looked at the front door and then marched down the ramp and over to the van. "I need to let Tom or North know where I'm going."

"For a smart kid, you're behaving stupidly. Think!"

After a moment's reflection, Lucas answered, "Right. They know. Hey, I don't have a passport." The last comment Lucas made facetiously.

Marshall smiled slightly and very briefly for the first time during the discussion. "How can you live in a place and be so woefully ignorant of what's around you?"

Marshall backed his chair onto the ramp and locked its brakes. The young man set the ramp in motion until Marshall was in the van with the chair pointed to the rear. Marshall rolled off the ramp and locked himself into position against the van's far wall, facing out toward the door. The young man then walked around and opened the driver's door.

Marshall shouted to Lucas, “Get in the driver's seat. Eric will be your co-pilot. I'll be the navigator.” Lucas couldn't believe what he was about to do, nor could Eric, and he wondered if the old man had a death wish and if Jim or Tom would kill him for going along with this plan. Eric walked around the front of the van and slammed the side door shut, finally climbing into the front passenger seat. "Belts on, please."

Sam growled and attached a four-point restraining system to the chair and then belted himself into the chair, while Lucas put on the standard seatbelt. The passenger turned to Lucas, holding out his hand. "I'm Eric, Doc's assistant. I don't travel with Doc, except for extended trips or when he doesn't want to rely on his hosts for wheels.” He said this as if he knew that Marshall would never make the introduction or an explanation.

"You're a doctor?" Luke turned to ask Sam.

"Eric, you're a shit. PhD, and an accidental one at that. Eric has a mission while we're here, otherwise I would have flown and been deprived of his company." Sam's comment didn't hold the irritation that Lucas thought it would.

Lucas could hear Eric's smile in his response. "I was one of Mister Marshall's doctoral students, and after I finished I signed on as his assistant."

Luke could see that Eric was more than Marshall's assistant but restrained himself from asking about sex with a guy who was old and paralyzed. Lucas looked at Eric, who asked, “You have driven before?”

“Oh, sure. Lot's of times,” Lucas lied. Only the 'lots of times' part was a lie. He had driven before when friends had let him, but nothing as big as this van and never for more than few turns around an empty parking lot.

Eric pointed to the key in the ignition switch, and Lucas adjusted the seat closer to the front of the van. Even then, he had to stretch a little to reach the pedals. Fortunately, the van was pointed out toward the road so he wouldn't have to back up. He fired up the engine and slowly piloted the van down the road toward US97.

“Jesus Christ, you drive more like an old lady than Eric does,” the old man's voice rang from the rear of the van.

Lucas giggled and pressed harder on the accelerator. Eric said, “Maybe we should stick to the back roads until you get familiar with the controls.”

“You are a giant wuss, Eric.”

“Well, Doc, I'm in the death seat, and there is one hell of an elevation drop down to SR14, so I'm okay being a wuss.”

Marshall growled to Lucas, “I don't have all god-damned day, you know.”

Lucas was stretching his neck upward to see the road and stretching his legs downward to reach the pedals. His driving jounced them around on the dirt roads, Eric wincing and Marshall laughing until he had a coughing fit.

When he reached the turn onto US97, he braked hard and everyone lurched forward. Marshall shouted, “I love a decisive stop!” Eric just sighed and chuckled.

Lucas took a deep breath, thinking how cool this was and that Jim would certainly kill Marshall if he knew what was going on, and headed south, steeply downward, the few miles toward State Route 14 high above the Columbia River.

“Eric, for Christ's sake, show him how to use a lower gear. Mister Mervic, you are riding the brake. Your responsibility is to get us where we're going in one piece.”

Lucas rejoined, “How the hell do you know what I'm doing from back there. You asked me to drive; let me drive. For a war hero, you're not very brave.”

“I was never a hero, young man. I was an invention.”

Lucas, who had no idea where he was going, shifted from Drive into D3 with a little instruction from Eric and found that he had to use the brake less often. At the State Route 14 stop sign, Lucas was told to turn left, and with each yard he was farther east than he had ever been before. Driving on the highway was a breeze, he decided.

“Drive five miles over the speed limit, Mr. Mervic. We're not going to a funeral.”

Lucas sped up slightly, but only about a mile from US97, Eric told him to slow and turn the van right onto Stonehenge Drive, a road that cut back west and south on a diagonal line toward the river. Ahead and to the west, Luke saw a bluff looking out over the Columbia and beyond where a gravel parking area lay, there was a circle of what appeared to be stone columns.  He had seen pictures of the Stonehenge site that he knew was in Wiltshire, England, but what he remembered was a ruin. This circle was perfect with all the lintels resting perfectly atop the trilithons, the upright, irregular stone columns. The reproduction, he would learn, was almost exactly the size and orientation of the original.

Lucas stepped hard on the brake, and the van skidded to a stop in the long parking area north of the monument. When the three decamped from the van, Marshall began to wheel himself across the gravel with apparent ease. He said to Lucas, “Great job; that was fun.”

Lucas asked himself, Where is the guy who needed help up the ramp?  Lucas walked beside Sam; Eric brought up the rear. He treats Eric like an afterthought.

"This is very cool, Mr. Marshall." Then Lucas pointedly said, "Thanks for your help, Eric." Eric smiled, and Sam did not.

"All right, Mister Mervic, what was the original Stonehenge circle's purpose?"

Lucas thought a moment before replying.  He was tempted to regurgitate all the theories he had heard. "I don't think anyone knows for certain, Mr. Marshall, but there are a lot of theories."

For the first time, Lucas saw Samuel Marshall really smile.  "You may call me Sam, and I'll call you Lucas. That's how it is between me and friends. I can always use friends that aren't full of bullshit. You're right. No one knows what the circle in Wiltshire really was."

They had reached the circle now, and Sam led them under one of the lintels to the interior. "This Stonehenge – we know its purpose."

"I don't."

"June 1918 – five months before the end of World War I – Sam Hill began building this to honor men from this county who had died in combat. This is the first World War I monument in the country." He rolled over to one of the inner stones. "This is the altar stone. Come over and read the plaque."

Lucas followed and read the bronze plaque: "To the memory of the soldiers and sailors of Klickitat County who gave their lives in defense of their country. This monument is erected in hope that others inspired by the example of their valor and their heroism may share in that love of liberty and burn with that fire of patriotism which death alone can quench."

"What do you think?"

"You're the war hero. What do you think?"

Marshall scowled at the boy. "You know what a war hero is? A war hero is some kid sent by old white men to kill other kids, but who is lucky enough to survive. War heroes are commodities that people remember occasionally before they get on with their lives. So, I think being a hero is bullshit."

"Some old guy at the school-board meeting read about your medal. It sounded heroic to me."

"Yeah? I was scared shitless, but I was responsible for my men. You know what responsible means?"

"I'm not stupid."

"No, you're not, but you didn't answer my question."

"It means having an obligation to."

Marshall nodded. "You're very close, Lucas. The word comes from the same Latin root word as the word respond does. To respond is to pledge in return."

"Like a promise?"

"Not like a promise, young man, exactly a promise. A promise, a bond."

"A bond?"

"A pledge that binds you to fulfill it."

"You got most of them out, right?"

"That was the easy part. The hard part was how to fulfill the pledge when I came back home."

"I don't understand."

"The war was the source of my nightmares; the pledge was the source of the rest of my life. What is the source of your nightmares?"

Lucas knew what the man meant. He wasn't talking about actual dreams but about deep fears. For some reason he couldn't put words to, Lucas felt right talking to the old man in the wheelchair. He sensed that the old man was wounded in more than physical ways, like he himself felt. "I don't think I'm worth much, and I guess I don't think people who want to help me are being honest about why."

"Okay. This is a good start. Tom tells me you're a math prodigy. If that's true, you see the world in a unique way. What's worth more than seeing the world in ways that others don't?"

Lucas had no idea how much Tom had shared with Samuel Marshall. "I've done some pretty bad things, and I'm sick."

"Have you killed more people than you can count?"

"No, of course not."

"Then, I think you can begin to fulfill your pledge. What do you mean, sick?"

Lucas sighed and told the old man about his HIV-positive status. Marshall sat back in his chair, and his hard edges seemed to melt. "I'm sorry, Lucas." Lucas couldn't know that as Sam looked at him, he saw behind the scared boy the ghosts of a hundred friends dead of the plague, and then those hard edges reformed. "The past can't be undone. I can't bring back the dead, and you can't change what's running around in your blood, but you can make this trial the source of the rest of your life."

"The rest of my life, huh? All two months or two years of it."

"You know how hard it is to kill yourself from a wheelchair? I didn't think I'd make five years when I came back, and now I'm almost seventy. The reason I'm here is that Gary Snyder told me to get my head out of my ass and tell my story. You know who Snyder is, right?”

Lucas nodded because North and Tom had told him about San Francisco and the poets there in the sixties. He remembered that Snyder was a Buddhist or something.

Sam continued, “The length of your life doesn't really matter. What you make of your time is what matters. It's either more pain, or it's fulfilling your pledge."

The old man grabbed Lucas's wrist and held it firm. "Get your head out of your ass and write your own story. Maybe for you the story is made up of numbers."

Marshall turned away from Lucas and wheeled over to the edge of the circle of stones. Eric walked over and talked to the older man briefly before walking back to Lucas. "He's a hard man to get to know, and he doesn't call many people 'friend.' The club of people your age consists of three members: North, Jonathan, and apparently you. Jason's almost a member, but he's on probation.  Come to think of it, I don't think Doc has that many friends nearer his own age." Eric grinned.

"He wouldn't talk to an employee about friendships."

"No, he wouldn't. You need to understand that you can call him anytime about anything. He wouldn't like me telling you this, but he's the most loyal prick in existence. He just won't be even politely dishonest with anyone about anything."

"Did he come here just to see me?"

"That, you'd have to ask him."

Lucas walked across the inner circle to Sam's side. They were quiet together for a few minutes, and Lucas thought about responsibility. He saw that no one who was trying to help him was asking much of him in return, and he knew that responsibility was something he would have to undertake on his own. Smiling at Sam, he observed, "Eric's nice."

"Eric is a pain in the ass, but, yes, Eric's a good man. Now, take us home, Lucas, before I restrict your driving privileges."

* * * * *

When Lucas had fled Portland for Goldendale he had no idea what would happen after he dropped himself on Jason's doorstep. Then, without realizing how hard everyone was working to have him stay, he had tried to run again. He had fled a third time after learning the diagnosis, and until Doc had talked to him at Sam Hill's Stonehenge memorial, he had never thought seriously about anything but surviving and running.  If Sam Marshall could survive his experiences, Lucas thought maybe he could survive his own as well.

* * * * *

Jim and he had travelled to Portland to consult one of Jim's colleagues, a specialist in infectious disease and especially HIV/AIDS, at OHSU. Dr. Salgado was about Jim's age.  The office in which he met with Lucas was filled with pictures of his wife and children, obviously taken as they had grown up. The photographs of a particular child or of his wife showed a progression of them growing over time. Lucas also noticed pictures of another young man – pictures in which the man, wearing dated clothing, stopped aging at perhaps twenty-five years. Never bashful, Lucas asked about the young man and found that he was Dr. Salgado's older brother, who had died of AIDS in the eighties, well before Lucas had been born. Dr. Salgado had become a physician because of his love for his brother.

Dr. Salgado was friendly, open, and direct. On this second visit, he talked with Lucas without Jim or anyone else in his office, but he let Lucas know that he would be talking to Jim afterwards.

Dr. Salgado asked him how he became infected, but Lucas had not been able to figure out the source of his infection and probably never would. When Dr. Salgado had first examined him and taken his history, Lucas had been absolutely honest about his street life. The little deceptions that he routinely used were dropping away, and every time he was tempted to obfuscate the truth or omit something, he remembered Eric's comment about Doc's honesty.

Dr. Salgado told the boy not to drive himself crazy thinking about the past but to learn from it. Lucas had a lot of questions about how the disease would affect his relationships with his family and, if he ever had one, a partner. Dr. Salgado had been very frank about the precautions the boy would need to take, but although he was, like most kids his age, perpetually horny, Lucas was thankful that he wasn't having sex other than the solitary kind with anyone.

Lucas was infected with HIV-1, Group M, Subtype B, the most common variant in North America. This was good news of a sort. Dr. Salgado explained that he had deep experience in treating this variant and that because Lucas's viral load was relatively low and his CD-4 count relatively high, he might well be a slow progressor -- slow to move from infection to AIDS, especially if he was diligent about taking his medication.

"How long?"

"I don't know. I have patients who have been otherwise healthy for fifteen years, and the literature reports patients with much longer periods before progression. We'll know more when we see how rapidly your viral load decreases with therapy.  If it comes down rapidly and stabilizes, you'll have the best chance of not progressing."

"Still sounds like a death sentence."

"This is no picnic. Some people think HIV infection is now a chronic, treatable disease like diabetes, and in some sense it is, but the infection always carries the risk of eventual progression. There might be a major breakthrough and maybe not."

"I guess I'd better get busy with whatever I want to do."

"That's good advice for anyone, don't you think?"

"Yeah, I suppose so."

"Any other questions?"

"Until I get sick, will I feel okay?"

"The meds have some side effects. You may tire easily, especially in the beginning, but otherwise, you should feel pretty good. We'll use a combination therapy that has a low side-effect profile, but at the beginning you may have nausea, skin rash, and trouble sleeping.  I'm going to talk with Dr. Gerard because sometimes, though very rarely, the meds you'll take increase suicidal thoughts. Dr. Gerard will be talking to you frequently.  If you have any thoughts of suicide, you talk to Jim or Dr. Gerard or North." Dr. Salgado stopped, and Lucas said nothing. "I mean it, Lucas. As I said, usually the side effects get better over time.

“Jim tells me you're working on a farm."

"I take care of horses."

"Oh.  Well, that's going to be difficult." Dr. Salgado saw the boy's posture collapse and the dejection obvious in his face.

"Look, everything in life is a balance of risk and benefit.  Here's the drill: no working with sick animals, particularly if they have diarrhea. Wear nitrile gloves under your work gloves and wash your hands immediately after working with the animals and after changing out of work clothes. Launder your work clothing as soon as you get home. If the place you're working is dusty, wear an N-95 mask. If you love the work, you will find a way. You need to talk with whoever is in charge about your situation."

"I've been working up to that."

"Lucas, you've been dealt a tough hand.  What you make of it is up to you."  He handed Lucas a card. "Here are all my numbers. You call me if you have questions or something doesn't feel right. I may not be able to talk with you right away, but I promise that I will very shortly."

Lucas nodded and sighed. As he had listened, he had stared at the pictures of Dr. Salgado's brother, thinking of how it must have been for him before all the research and the new medications and what it must have been like for Dr. Salgado to watch his big brother die.  This was a lot to take in, and there was the word again that had consumed his thinking since his talk with Marshall -- promise. He recognized that Dr. Salgado was fulfilling a promise, a responsibility, to his brother.

"Let's let Jim come in, and we can all review the situation."  The boy nodded.

Jim came into the office and stood by Lucas's chair with a hand on his shoulder. Lucas felt comforted. Dr. Salgado began the talk again, this time peppered with a lot of medical terms that Lucas didn't get. At the end, they reviewed his medication schedule. He would take only one pill, Atripla, containing three drugs once a day.

He started taking the pills the next morning at the condo in the Pearl District.

* * * * *

Lucas was up at three the next Friday morning. He hadn't slept much at all, thinking about how he would approach the discussion with Martin. He was worried that Martin wouldn't want him around once he knew. He had never told Martin how much he appreciated the man's help and cheerful friendship. He really loved the horses, and the thought of being unable to work with them brought him nearly unbearable sadness. He worried much less about dying than about missing the animals.

He had to take his pill on an empty stomach, so he carried a sandwich he could eat on a break later in the morning.

As he walked in the clear, cold air between the houses, he thought about Jason and Vi. Jason knew about Lucas's illness because North had asked Lucas if he could tell him, and Lucas had agreed, but he doubted that Jason had told Martin or even Vi or Jonathan.  Jason was like that.

Since no lights revealed the drives or roads around the farms, he had become adept at walking a little tentatively over the dirt paths. He could see the lights from Jason's house and from the outbuildings beyond, creating a vision like a black-and-white photograph. As he walked that morning, he thought about Sam and Eric. How can Sam have that kind of relationship and be such a loner? Of course, he didn't really know the character of that relationship, but he was pretty sure about it.

He walked around the house and back to the barn where the horses were kept. The place had become a third home, after his foster family's and Vi's. He looked up into a star-crowded sky and wondered how he had come to have three homes when two months before he had none. Maybe it was pure luck and had nothing to do with merit, and that would be fine with him. As he crossed the threshold to the barn, he saw Martin who, sensing his presence, looked up and smiled. If the term 'hidden depths' described anyone, it described Martin, or maybe hidden humanity would have been a better description.

Martin, with a nod of his head, indicated where he wanted Lucas to begin. Lucas had several pairs of black nitrile gloves Jim had given him in his pocket and a couple of disposable N-95 respirators in his backpack. "Can we talk before I start?"

Martin was no mean judge of character or of people's motives. He had already seen what there was to this kid, and he knew that with patience a taciturn treasure would be revealed. He pointed to the bench along the tack wall. "Sit."

When the boy was seated, Martin took his place beside him, both of them looking toward the stalls. He knew talking would be easier for the boy if they weren't facing each other. He waited.

After a few moments, Lucas took a deep, long breath. "So, I've just found out that I'm HIV positive, you know – I have the virus, but I'm not sick yet. I have to be careful though and wear gloves and a mask while I'm working the horses. That is, if you'll still let me work them -- I'll understand if you don't want me . . ."  The boy's speech was interrupted by Martin's hand on his knee.

Lucas looked at Martin, who said without hesitation, "There's work to do, Niño."  Although that was the last discussion the man and the boy had about his disease, Martin understood all too well what the diagnosis meant.  When Lucas stood, the horses waited patiently for him.

* * * * *

The second weekend in February brought more clear, cold weather. The previous week had begun with rain and snow but ended with fine, clear weather. The Cascades had seen three or four feet of new snow. On Saturday, Jon and Jason were up early enough to help Ben and Martin – and Lucas. Martin was now letting the boy care for the farm's horses with little supervision.

Lucas had gone back to his home around eight that morning from his time with the horses, washed his hands and thrown his clothes in the laundry, and was getting ready to go snowshoeing. These people were going to kill him if they weren't careful, but he wasn't going to let the nausea or the dead weight of tiredness stop him from joining the others.

North and Annie had organized an expedition because North had a yen to get out on snowshoes again and because Jason had told him about the spectacular view of the south side of Mt. Saint Helens from McClellan Point. Five of them would make the trek, driving up Wind River Road through Carson in the Forester. North knew that Lucas was experiencing mild nausea and dizziness from the medication, but Jim had okayed the trip for the boy, provided that North kept an eye on his brother and didn't let him overdo it.  The trail Jason suggested was moderate, and they could take their time.

A knock on the door startled Lucas. Annie asked, "You decent? Can I come in?"

"Compared to that lump you sleep with, decent doesn't begin to tell the tale." He laughed.

She opened his door, wearing only long underwear and finding Lucas in his underwear. Without hesitation, she sat next to him on the bed after depositing some clothing on it. "You still up to going?"

He took a breath. "Of course."

"Wear this stuff. It'll keep you warm and dry. Oh, wear your Tevas and bring your snow boots. See you downstairs in a few." Then she kissed him on the cheek. For some reason, he blushed as he smiled. He thought North and Annie perfect for each other, and, for a brief moment, that made him sad.

Lucas hadn't developed many personal boundaries in his short life, but even he was surprised with the casual way North and the other kids in his new family treated exposing their bodies to one another. After a few nights of sleeping naked with a naked North, he had asked Jason about it. Jason had told Lucas about his first night spent with North and urged Lucas that, if it bothered him, to talk with North. Everyone was just so damn casual about the way they interacted. He decided that it didn't bother him.

He stripped. Despite what was going on in his blood, in his nerve roots, and wherever else the virus lurked, he had put on weight, and working with the horses had helped him develop a little more muscle. Sick and in better shape -- that's irony. He pulled on the wicking long underwear and then the other layers of clothes, ending with bibbed snowboarding pants with built-in gaiters and a down vest. Finally, he fastened his sandals and grabbed the fleece-lined waterproof boots.

Downstairs, the others, similarly dressed, waited. As he came down the stairs dressed like a catalog model, they applauded and hollered.  He stopped halfway down and bowed.

Jason and Jon had filled the water bladders for their CamelBaks and loaded the packs with some high-calorie snack food. Lucas's stomach turned a bit at the thought of any food.

Because Jim was making rounds in The Dalles, it was up to Tom alone to tell them to have fun and to be careful. Five voices as one said, "Yes, Mother."

Jason and Jon were up front, with Lucas in the middle of the second seat and North and Annie at his sides.  As they turned west onto SR 14, Lucas's eyes shifted left to the bluff where he and Sam had talked just days ago at the Stonehenge monument.

Although he was enjoying himself on this outing, he would have preferred being alone with Sam or with the horses. He shook these thoughts off and looked at the snow-covered bluffs to his right above the Gorge.

They drove past White Salmon, Bingen, and finally turned north on Wind River Road to Carson and beyond. Carson was just a little crossroads town, and the Wind River Road wound a bit before reaching a number of summer and winter recreation areas. Now the road was plowed through as far as the Oldman, Koshko, and McClellan snow parks, none of which allowed snowmobiles. Jason pulled the Forester into the parking area for the McClellan park. It was the only car, and the group poured out and around to the back where the gear had been stowed. They put on their snowshoes, North helping Lucas. North was using a pair of Tubbs and was letting Lucas use his Denalis to which he had attached short tails.

"Just walk like you normally would. One of us will be in front to break the trail. If you just step in our tracks you'll have an easier time."

"I'm not a fucking invalid, North."

"No, you're not, but you've never done this before, Fry."

"Okay. Sorry." Although he had detested the nickname at first, he bore it now with some comfort, and he was determined to be less ungrateful than he had been in the past.

The five set off in a single file out of the parking area, across the road and onto a relatively flat area where they walked straight ahead for a quarter-mile before turning right and up a gentle rise.  The fine-powder snow in front of Annie, who was in the lead, was pristine.  She sank a foot and a half with each step, the baskets on her poles making small circles by her track. Jason and Jon walked a little behind her, widening the track so that for Lucas, it was packed and he could easily step.  North trailed him, watching the boy for signs of fatigue, a self-appointed task that royally irritated Lucas.  He kept turning to glare at his new brother until North called to Annie to stop.

"Go on up front, Fry."

Lucas smiled and went around Jon, Jason, and Annie to take the lead. He almost pitched over a couple of times but slowly and doggedly broke the trail.  When he had been toward the end of the line, he had looked down at his snowshoes. Now, in the lead, he saw the light glint off ice crystals in the top layer of snow. To Lucas, the snow looked as if it were strewn with small diamonds.  Something about stepping onto the unbroken snow delighted him, but eventually he became very tired, though not until they could see the mountain almost directly ahead in the distance.

Noting Lucas's fatigue, North and Jason suggested that they stop for a snack. The five plunked down in an arc on their butts, sinking into the powder and ate trail mix washed down with water while they teased each other as kids will. Lucas found himself happy among the couples rather than irritated at their closeness as he had been in the past. They treated him as one of their own.

North rose first, and Lucas marveled at how he could stand like that from the deep snow. North then helped everyone else to his feet. Lucas felt less tired after the rest, and they walked toward the mountain, this time with Jason in the lead.  After nearly a mile, they faced the mountain, which stood like a mesa to the northwest, the remaining top of the mountain seeming nearly flat from their viewing angle. St. Helens was pure white, even in its grooves and gullies. The snowscape before him moved Lucas to unaccustomed inner silence, and he knew what Jason had meant when he described the place where he lived in the first weeks after they had met.

The walk back along the already trodden snow was easier.  At the car, they were taking off their snowshoes when Lucas's hand slipped from one of the rubber straps on his left shoe. His hand snapped into the serrated metal rail running from front to back on the shoe's bottom, and the little-finger side of his palm began to bleed. The bright-red blood, falling to the ground, contrasted with the snowy slush on the parking-area surface. The others reached for his hand, but he jerked it away until North grabbed it, applying pressure to the cut with his own bare hand. Lucas looked at his brother as if he were insane and struggled to free his bleeding hand. North just held tighter onto the blood-slippery hand.

"Don't be an idiot, Fry. Jason, grab the first-aid kit from my pack." After North bandaged the hand, Jon helped North calmly wash the blood off his hand with water from his CamelBak. The cut would not need stitches, and Lucas realized for the first time how seriously his new family took its responsibilities to a young boy who arrived on their doorstep two months earlier. When they arrived at the house, neither Tom nor Jim commented much on the incident. Jim further cleaned the cut, put some antibiotic ointment on it, and replaced the bandage.

* * * * *

In the space of two months Lucas had come from being adrift in Portland to being moored in this little town. He had new clothes, and although he chafed at it sometimes, guidance from a lot of men, younger and older. While North thought of them as being alike, Lucas saw North and himself as being completely different. North was unshakably calm and always composed. Lucas saw his new brother's mind as entirely orderly, and North was unfailingly kind except to those who would harm his family and friends. Maybe, Lucas thought, he just had higher expectations of people. Instead, Lucas saw himself as a young Sam Marshall -- angry and, if he had known the word, impolitic. But North seemed to care for him, because love came easily for North, where it was very hard for Lucas.

* * * * *

That night Jon and Jason were in bed early after the long day. Tomorrow, Sunday, they would rise in the darkness to help Ben and Martin. Jon felt he was almost a farmer now, and the hands treated him as one of them, though most of them understood his relationship with Jason. They took their cues from Martin and Ben, and since they also admired Vi, they never let personal views about homosexuality color their interaction with either boy.

Jason was on his back, enjoying Jon stroking his chest. "Well, city boy, this was quite a day."

"Did you see the look on Fry's face when he cut his hand. He must have thought that we wouldn't help him."

"More like he was afraid he'd hurt us."

Jon swept his hand down to hold the hardness between Jason's legs. "So, Cowboy, what do you think Marshall and he talked about?"

"Does Marshall ever really talk to anyone?"

"You're just pissed off that he told you to take care of me," Jon said with a giggle.

"No. What pissed me off was that he assumed he had to tell me to take care of you."

"Easy. He likes you, you know?"

"I'm not sure I like him."

"He's really an old softy."

"There's nothing soft about that man. He's steel to the core."

“Like this,” Jon said, squeezing Jason's dick. "Okay, new subject. You still all right with checking out Seattle?"

"Actually, I'm feeling less guilt about leaving Mama. Lucas is learning the ropes, and she's already grooming him as my replacement."

"That may be the silliest thing you've ever said."

"You know what I mean. She sees something in that kid, and so does Martin. Fry sure as shit loves the horses."

Stroking Jason, Jon said, "Oh, I can see the attraction in horses, too."

"That gross comment earns you a good fucking."

* * * * *

Lucas often slept in North's bed, where he felt less prone to loneliness, but when Annie stayed in Goldendale he slept in his own room.

When he knew that Annie and his brother were comforting each other in North's bedroom, he listened to music on his iPod -- his iPod. Jim and Tom had given him the player and insisted that he needed a phone for emergencies and to wake him up in time to get to Vi's farm. The phone came with their numbers, along with those of Jason, Jon, Annie, North, Dr. Salgado, and Frank Gerard, already entered in his contact list. North had shared his iTunes account and helped him find music that he liked.

Annie had returned with Jonathan to Portland for the school week, so Sunday night Lucas padded across the upstairs hall to North's room. He knocked softly and waited until North invited him in. From Jason, he knew that Annie and North had settled some issue, and he felt North's happiness. Standing at the bedside in his shorts and tee, he asked, "You mind?"

North turned on his back and lifted the cover. "Climb in, Fry."

As he undressed, he told North, "You know, showing that thing to a gay brother could be thought of as child abuse -- or at the very least, attempted child abuse."

"I'm not going to stay dressed on the off chance that you'll show up. Now, shut up and get in - or leave."

"You know that I don't think of you that way ... much. I did when I first met you, but not now that I know you."

"I know, Fry. You wouldn't be in here if you did."

Lucas climbed in the bed. "Jason told me about the first time he bunked with you, and you made him listen to opera. Opera?"

"That boy has a big mouth."

"Can we talk for a few minutes?"

"Has anyone ever been able to keep you quiet when you need to talk?"

"How long have you known Sam?"

"I can't remember not knowing him. He used to play with me when he visited my dads before I started school."

"He played with you?"

"Yeah. I found his wheelchair fascinating, and I asked him a whole bunch of questions about why he sat in it all the time. I think he could talk to a four-year-old about some things he wouldn't with people his age, but he never frightened me. Later, I couldn't see why people were afraid of him.  There are four people in my life who've never lied to me: my fathers, Annie, and Sam."

"He was already old when you met him?"

"Almost sixty, I think, and famous. Dad was already kind of famous himself, and I didn't know or give a shit about Sam's fame.  That's why we became his friends."

"What do you think of Eric?"

"Think of him? He's Sam's companion. He stays in the background, and that's what suits them both."

"Do you think they ... have sex?"

"Ask Sam. You don't think he'd be bashful about talking to you about sex, do you?"

"Why did he come to see me?"

"I can guess. He's never, that I know of, dropped everything and come out here, especially with Eric or any of the others. You and he are a lot alike, and I think Dad made sure Sam understood that.  He was intrigued, and he doesn't like unsatisfied curiosity."

"I guess." Lucas wasn't sure the conjecture was accurate.

"Are you doing okay with the meds?"

"Pretty much. I'm still sick to my stomach sometimes, and I don't get horny as much.” He held up his bandaged hand. “Thanks for the other day."

"No problem, Fry. You're my brother."


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Emerald City

Horses are like people in a number of ways — each has a distinct personality and a set of moods — and Lucas was busy with understanding the horses at Vi’s farm as winter steadily bore down on spring. The weather didn't allow as much riding as he would have liked because the snow and ice were hard on the animals, but Lucas took each horse out occasionally when the snow wasn't deep. At first, he rode with Martin, who was surprised at how quickly Lucas learned to ride well and at how quickly he earned each animal's respect. The small boy was gentle but firm with the beasts, and he was clearly attuned to their moods and their needs. Lucas often spotted problems with the horses before Martin did. Martin decided that Lucas was far more adept at relating to horses than to people.

Lucas didn't have to observe more than one or two times before he understood Martin’s approach to the animals. He had a natural way with horses. When he went in to muck out a stall, Lucas instinctively had the horse move to accommodate him instead of moving around the horse. The horses, even the more stubborn ones, faced the boy, heads down and mouths soft when he approached them. Lucas was a quiet person, and although he enjoyed time with his new family, his time with the animals was carefree and uncomplicated by memory of his past.

Vi had been concerned that Martin let the boy ride out alone occasionally on some of the gentler mounts, but she knew Martin had good instincts about what Lucas could manage. The boy desperately needed to feel accomplishment and not to let his disease define him.

In the cold, winter weather, the horses couldn't be bathed, so the process of removing dirt and crap from their coats, by brushing, was more arduous. Vi worried that Lucas would pick up E. coli or some other bug from the animals, but she and Jim agreed that caring for the animals was more a benefit than a risk. And, Lucas was religious about hand-washing and wearing gloves and masks.

Martin thought of Jason and even Jonathan as family, but his bond with Lucas was at a higher level. He recognized the boy's wounded heart and saw much of his nephew, Rodrigo, in the boy. He also saw the boy's struggle with fatigue but left him to it because he respected the boy's heart. He never used North’s and Jason’s nickname when addressing him.

Jason and Jon were beginning to break away from the challenging lives they had fashioned with each other in Goldendale. Their thoughts and attention were shifting more and more to the north, to Seattle, as they prepared for their time at the University of Washington. The change in attitude was hard on Vi, but she was proud of them. Almost a year after Fred's death, the farm was still together and prospering, and the boys had shown everyone how responsible they were. So she could accept the natural, growing distance between her and the boys.

* * * * *

North continued to visit Martin's home once a month. Martin enjoyed the visits and appreciated that North was interested enough to continue them long after he had repaid an obligation. The man and the boy shared news of their families, and more often now they discussed Fry.

Sitting in the small living room, after Martin filled North in on the news about his children, Martin asked, "How's the adoption process for Lucas coming along?"

"The home visits are almost done.  Julie has really pressed the Interstate Compact offices in both states to keep the process moving." Lucas had told North of his conversation about his health with Martin. "I think Fry's HIV status is actually lighting a fire under them. People aren't exactly lining up to adopt HIV positive teenagers."

"I'm very happy that your family has a place for him."

"He's a peculiar kid. At first, I wanted to help him because he'd had a rough life, but now I really love him. He's been very hard to get to know, and he's defensive. All the bluster is a defense, I think."

"Come out to the porch for a minute."

They walked onto Martin's simple front porch where Martin pointed to an old elm tree.  The tree trunk took a ninety-degree bend about five feet from the ground and then grew horizontally for a foot before taking off again skyward. A large rounded burl bulged at the first angle.

"See? It grew for a while and then something terrible happened, but it didn't die. It just took another path.  The top is healthy now, but that old wound will be close to its root forever."

North stared at the tree and nodded.

* * * * *

"Something’s going on, but he won't tell me what." Tom, drinking from a mug of hot tea, was looking at Jim across the dining-room table. He stretched his right hand out to take his husband's.

"He's always done whatever he pleased, but I admit I couldn't have predicted something like this."

"Reed College just isn't his style; I think he'll go crazy out of NYC. Still, I'll bet Reed is thrilled to get him. This has Gary Snyder's fingerprints all over it once again. Eric told me that Sam didn't share his reasons for moving, but where Sam goes, Eric goes."

"Where are they going to stay?"

"Eric told me that he's rented a house near the campus."

"When's he due?"

"I think they're coming in late March."

"God help those poor undergrads."

* * * * *

"He's dead, Jase. The only part of him still here is what you drag around with you." Jonathan’s words were unusually strong.

Jason, who had rarely cried since his father died, was near tears. He felt as if Jon had ripped open a wound.  "Be careful, Jon. No one important to you ever told you that you were unnatural."

Jonathan saw the injury he had unintentionally caused. "I just see you as strong and perfectly natural, and I hate the memory of that man for having treated you the way he did. I don't just dislike his memory, I hate it."

Jason smiled at the most important person in his world, the sting of a few moments ago now vanishing. "You stood up to him, didn't you? And he respected that, didn’t he?"

"Well, I was crazy in love and lust and all the rest. Do you think your sadness this time is because of what's happening to Lucas?"

"Martin says that the horses can't lie, that they know what's at Lucas's core. I was thinking about how my father would have reacted to Lucas. You know that you're going to have to put up with the echoes of my relationship with my father forever, right? Frank tells me that some wounds scar you in a way that always shows, but they don't have to consume you."

"Trust his advice."

Jason leaned in to kiss Jon softly, and when he smelled Jon's unique sweet odor, wanted to fuck him senseless — but later. He pulled Jon off the bed, and they walked downstairs to talk with Vi.

"I don't see why we can't go alone."

Vi stared at her son with a decidedly maternal look that said she couldn't believe what he was saying, and Jon couldn't believe his partner's tactical error. "For one thing, you're not eighteen yet. You can't sign a lease, and neither can Jonny. Tom has some business up there, anyway. You should be grateful that he's willing to go up with you."  She knew more of the reason that Tom wanted to make the trip than she was telling.

Jason didn't respond.  Finally, Jonathan said, "Cowboy, we'll see what we need to see, and we'll find a nice place. Tom's friend said she'd help us."

"Sorry. I'm just nervous about the trip."

Vi laughed and touched Jason's cheek, "After what you've been through in the past eight months, I shouldn't think much would make you nervous."

"Well, Jon's used to living in a city."

Jon rolled his eyes. "You're perfectly comfortable in Portland now. Seattle isn't all that different."

"It sounds a lot different to me."

"Think of the joy of dragging me up Mt. Rainier instead of Mt. Adams."

"We do have a fine time camping on mountains."

* * * * *

The boy simply wasn't as twitchy as he usually was. Frank had thought the boy might never find calm. "You seem unusually settled, today, Lucas."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean you seem less agitated."

Lucas had never thought of himself as agitated. Maybe people who have peaceful homes just don't seem agitated. "You mean like I'm not on the edge of running away?" His smile didn't impress Frank, but the psychiatrist was pleased to hear the attempt at humor.

"You think you're going to stay?"

Lucas thought for a couple of minutes. One thing he had learned about Frank was that he was very good at waiting for answers without trying to fill silences. The boy got out of his chair and walked across the office. "What do you know about Sam Marshall?"

"I read the books about his war experiences when I was in school. I'm not that much for poetry, but I guess he's pretty good. Are you asking for an armchair psychiatric evaluation?"

"Yep."

"I think he's angry and has a right to be. I also think he took his anger and made something disturbing and beautiful from it. Is that what you want to do?"

"I want to try. Jim, Tom, and North have put up with a lot from me. When I was on the street, I thought I deserved that place in life because I wasn't worth very much. Don't tell them, but they make me think that where I ended up didn't have much to do with what I'm worth."

"I'm not sure I understand."

"My parents weren't my fault. My first foster parents weren't my fault. If my new family believes in me, then I can believe in me, too. If Sam Marshall can survive what he did and be responsible, then maybe I can, too."

"I think you can."

"Did you know that Sam was a drug addict?"

"Yes. He wrote quite a bit about that."

"He's been in a wheelchair most of his life. He killed people. He ran away by taking H. I just ran. He told me that I could be responsible for myself."

"And you believe that?"

"Yes. He and Martin are teaching me that I can be responsible — Martin every day."

"You like Jim and Tom, but I think you love Sam Marshall and Martin."

"Yeah, I guess I do. Martin's the kind of person I want to be."

Frank noted the omission of Marshall in the reply.  "Are you keeping up with the effexor?"

"I'd like to try to stop it. One set of side effects is enough."

Frank had already talked to Jim about the SSRI antidepressant. He had prescribed it mainly as an anxiolytic when he thought the boy was depressed. He was also concerned about the additive suicide risk resulting from the HIV diagnosis and treatment.

"I'm worried about increased suicide risk from the Atripla, but if you're willing to check in frequently and be honest with Jim about how you're feeling, I think weaning you from the effexor will be all right."

Smiles came to the boy's face more often now, and each bright smile transformed Lucas's face, although he could see a shadow of pain cross Frank's. Everyone at SMYRC knew about Frank's son. Lucas almost asked Frank about his pain, but instead asked, "What about sex?"

Frank was speechless for a moment and then smiled. "Could you be a little more specific?"

Lucas sighed audibly in impatience. "There's no one now, but what if I meet someone?" Frank's eyebrows arched. "I know, I know. Goldendale isn't exactly crawling with gay kids, at least not ones that are out, but it could happen, or maybe in Portland when we're visiting. How should I tell someone about the disease?"

"Why should your HIV status be anyone's business unless you're going to have sex with him? Are you still thinking about casual sex?"

"Not so much. I'd like what North and Annie or Jonathan and Jason have."

"I'm really happy to hear you say that!" Frank rose and hugged the boy. "In that case, it'll be a while before you have to cross that bridge. When the time comes, ask yourself what Martin would do."

* * * * *

His phone calls with Marshall, while frequent, were always brief. This time, Lucas noted the slight breathlessness in the voice, almost hoarseness. He asked Sam, "Are you treating Eric any better?"

"I always treat Eric very well, thank you. He sends his regards. Now, how are you feeling? No bullshit."

"I couldn't bullshit you if I tried. I'm good." Lucas wasn't used to being open with people — to revealing himself too much — but he thought Marshall could see all of him no matter what he tried to conceal, so he didn't bother trying. "You know, our talk at Stonehenge was a big deal for me."

"That's what friends do — they talk about important things or they consider important things in silence together. It's a two-way street, Lucas. Talking with you helped me, too. There are too few interesting people in the world, and I find you interesting."

Lucas almost believed the man; then he remembered what Eric had said: He just won't be even politely dishonest with anyone about anything. He did believe Sam — no more ‘almost’.

"I'm sticking around. I love working with the horses, and the new family is a real family. I love to ride out alone."

"Damn right, you do. You keep riding out alone. Just remember your pledge. I'm going to be in Portland for a while beginning next month. I hope you'll come over to see me."

"I don't know, Doctor Marshall. You're hard to take sometimes."

"All right, you little shit. I'll expect you." Then the phone connection was instantly dead.

* * * * *

His new family didn't make a big deal about birthdays, which was fine as far as Lucas was concerned. He received a few small gifts, but what pleased him most was that his fathers and North celebrated his birthday at a family dinner and that Jim had baked a cake for him. He blew out fourteen candles and allowed himself a little pleasure in his new family’s relaxed recognition of his birthday.

The weekend after his fourteenth birthday, he was determined to ride out in the late Saturday morning on Buster. Lucas went to the tack wall to pull the small saddle he used. In its place was a dark-brown Mexican saddle, smaller and shorter in the seat than the one he normally used and polished to a rich gloss. The cantle was generous, as was the skirt, and fairly sharply angled, and the fenders were slender. Fingering the stitching, he knew this was an expensive saddle, smooth where it should be and cut for utility, almost a combination of Western and English riding saddles. You wouldn't be able to bring down a steer with it, but you would be able to stay in it for a whole day. The saddle wasn't showy, and its cut was minimal. He frowned and turned to Martin. "Tio Martin, I don't see my saddle." The boy infrequently used the term when referring to Martin, but felt it an apt description of their relationship.

Martin looked up from mending a bridle. "You must be blind, then. It's where it always is."

"I don't think so."

"Feliz cumpleaños. You'd better get out there before Buster gets too frisky."

Lucas ran to Martin and hugged him. "Thank you. I didn't think you knew when my birthday was. This is way too much."

"Every horseman needs his own saddle."

Lucas pulled his gift down and put a saddle blanket and the saddle on Buster, followed by a hackamore, because he disliked using a bit in near freezing weather. The saddle floated into place and when it was secure, Lucas mounted Buster. His ass and thighs felt as if they were seated on butter. Martin walked over and adjusted the stirrup length slightly.

"You're getting taller."

Lucas smiled. I suppose I am. Taking the reins gently, he nudged Buster with his thigh, turning the horse gently toward the door. The sky was a pulsing bright gray, making him squint as the horse and rider cleared the barn door. Lucas felt as if he were on the back of Pegasus. Buster was no pushover, but the boy knew how to work with him. He gave the horse his head and they cantered around the last of the outbuildings and onto the field that would soon be sown with alfalfa. What would the men who have fondled me say if they could see me now? I wouldn't let them touch me now, and I no longer have to retreat to that silent inner place where I hid the small part of me that they could never reach.

He practiced turning the horse right and left with pressure from his thighs and a little tension on the reins in a swerving course, but he let the horse have his way sometimes in a partnership little resembling a contest.

As he and his mount cantered over the field, he thought about how his new family regarded the future. For them, it ran out to some far horizon, a natural course laid out starting in North's childhood. His view of the future ended at a few weeks; well, at least the view was longer than a day or two now. While he knew that his situation could change in an instant, maybe someday the horizon wouldn't be so near for him.

He stopped Buster and hopped off. With no bit in his mouth, the horse picked over the leftover stubble on the field. He stroked Buster's shoulder, and the horse turned his head toward the boy and head down, gently nuzzled Lucas's chest. Lucas laughed and pulled carrot pieces from his pocket and offered them to Buster.

Lucas pondered his situation. At first, North's invariable kindness and concern had really irritated him. North always tried to be his protector. After the incident in the snow park, Lucas began to understand that being a protector was just North’s nature, and that there was no other motive in the boy who had become his brother. He's so fucking naïve; they all are — even Jason.

But, rather than detesting that naïvete as he once had, he now saw it as a kind of principled strength, a strength which he admired but about which he was skeptical.

To Lucas, the future was something out of his ken, ground he wasn’t used to seeing. He'd be happy to make it through the next week. One of the reasons he wasn't thrilled about going to school was that school is about the future — what's next and next and next. He didn't want to look ahead to college and then a profession.

He remounted Buster and turned the animal toward the back of the property — on ground the horse was used to traveling. All he had to do was lean forward, placing his face close to Buster's ear, and say, "Go." They were off at a gallop, though not as fast as Buster was capable.

As they sped toward a not yet-visible fence line, he thought about Sam, who had to make his way in life a little at a time. He realized that his love for Sam came from their common perception of life and a common struggle to live in circumstances with an uncertain future, a future in which solving the immediate problems was enough. He had seen the intimacy of the community of warriors displayed by the old man at the school-board meeting. That man didn't know Sam, but they were connected by the experience of trying to live for just a few more minutes and trying to keep their brothers alive. Maybe heart is the issue. I don't want to have North's view of the world, but I'd take a heart like his.

He sat up straighter in the saddle, and Buster immediately slowed to a brisk trot. The fence line was in sight now, and Lucas knew he had been lost in thought for more than a few minutes. He brought the horse to a stop and stood tall in the stirrups, which for a 14-year-old Lucas wasn't all that high. It was enough, just to be alone on Jason's land, to ride out alone, as Sam had encouraged him to do. He knew that Sam wasn't just talking about horseback riding.

* * * * *

The office at the back end of the gym was small, with just a desk, a whiteboard, and couple of chairs. At her request, North had dropped by the office to talk with the track and cross-country coach. "I don't understand. What? You've proven a point and now you're going to take your ball and go home?"

"I can't run track if I don't commit to working hard, and I'm not sure I want to work as hard as I'd need to."

"Brent mentioned that you've decided not to run cross-country next fall, either."

"I haven't decided, but I'm leaning against doing it."

"I think you're making a big mistake."

"Why? Because I owe something to the school?"

"No, because you love running."  North grunted. "I know. You can run without being on a team and competing, but you and I know it's not the same. You like people to see you as above the fray, but you love winning, and you love the planning it takes to win."

"You and Brent make a good team. Is this why he's been bugging me?"

"Any pressure he's exerting on you is his own doing. I know the team would do much better if you came out ..." North began to chuckle. " ... All right, bad turn of phrase — if you joined the team. All the cross-country runners think you walk on water, and the team enjoyed finishing races above the cellar."

"I know how good I am. I'm not bragging. I mean that I don't have anything to prove. Brent's a natural leader, and he's a good runner; you won't have any trouble keeping the team focused. I like running with Brent, just the two of us on the dirt roads, but I'll think about it, Coach."

* * * * *

After Lucas's foster status was resolved and his academics had been tested to what seemed beyond any bounds of reason, the school district had decided to place him in the eighth grade at Goldendale Middle School. His school records from Portland were spotty, but he tested well, especially in math. In fact, one of the placement specialists who had looked at his math test scores thought, until he verified the boy's age, that he must be an advanced high-school senior.

The middle school was north and slightly west of the high school, and on a Friday late afternoon, before his appointment with the high-school track coach, North dropped Lucas off at the middle school to look over the building where he would start classes the next Monday. Lucas would just as soon have continued studying at home with Tom and the tutors, but Tom was insistent that he begin regular classes.

The days were getting longer as spring approached, and the sun was still three solar diameters above the western horizon as Lucas walked back to the high school to meet North. After looking around the mostly deserted school building, he walked along King Avenue in front of the middle school and then turned east on Brooks before turning south on Roosevelt. As he approached the high school, a boy that Lucas recognized from the school-board meeting, along with a couple of others, blocked his path. Not a coincidence, he thought.

Lucas judged that the boy who had attended the school-board meeting was on the fat side of bulky and tall, much larger than either he or North. Lucas tried to maneuver around the other boys. "Another faggot for the Underhill house?"

Jeremy, that's his name. Lucas remembered his conversation with Martin. Lucas's life experience had taught him the difference between psychopaths and garden-variety bullies. He briefly considered the only similarity between his brother and the oaf before him — neither North nor Jeremy had spent any time living on the street. Lucas, of course, understood the codes by which both his brother and the hulk lived — North's, a code of fairness and Jeremy's, a code of fear. Lucas was keenly attuned to every strength and weakness in anyone he faced. Now, he saw only physical strength in the bully. Though Jeremy didn’t know it, his problem was that Lucas wasn't afraid of anything he might do. Lucas had been down these roads before.

North, having finished his meeting and seeing the confrontation, ran toward Lucas. He was about to put himself between Jeremy and his brother when Lucas walked up to Jeremy, who took a half step back before beginning to reach for the boy. North almost launched himself at Jeremy, but Lucas leaned forward toward the bigger boy and said in a low voice, "Know this. If you or your friends lay a hand on them, justice will find you.  You will not be able to hide, and no one will be able to keep you safe. It will find you, and when finished, it will melt away leaving no trace."

Jeremy's face reddened, and he barked at Lucas, "You little queer, you better keep out of my way."

"I wasn't in your way."

Jeremy turned and with his helpers walked away toward the middle school. North told Lucas, "Don't you ever do anything like that again."

Lucas smiled. "He just thinks he's scary. I've faced some really scary people; I know when to run and when to fight." North saw Lucas's eyes lose focus, gazing into some distance of his own. "If you have to take it, you make a place in yourself where you can hide while the bad things happen, so it's like they're not happening to you at all." Then the boy's eyes came alive again. "You haven't had as much practice as I have at those kinds of decisions, but thanks for the big-brother thing."

"Justice?"

After a little laugh, Lucas said, "It's one of Martin's passions." Lucas knew that North would assume that Martin's promise was empty, a bluff, but Lucas knew that Martin had meant every word; that's what had scared and still did scare Jeremy.

North finally had an answer to the question of how Martin's conversation with Jeremy across the fence line in the fall had ended. "Let's not tell the dads about this."

Lucas nodded, took North's hand in his, and they walked the rest of the way home in silence, North wondering about the kinds of decisions Lucas had been forced to make in his young life. He didn't have a place in himself like the one Lucas had described.

"How was your meeting with your coach?"

* * * * *

Saturday morning, Lucas and Jason were finishing the morning work. They had been at it since four in the morning. Jonathan and Annie hadn't come to Goldendale for the weekend, and he and Jason had an opportunity to talk one to one for a few minutes as they worked. Their conversation was easy for Lucas, much as the ones he'd had with Jason at the drop-in center.

Jason was clearly looking forward to moving to Seattle with Jonathan.

"I worry about you two up there in the big city," Lucas joked.

"I may be a rube, but Jon's very sophisticated, you know."

"Still, two hot young things alone in the city ..."

"Very funny, Fry. We'll be fine as long as you keep up your end of things back here."

"I know how lucky I am, and my end will be just fine, thank you."

"I think it must be pretty lonely for you out here."

"I like being alone. You and Jonathan are joined at ... well, I'm sure at many places, but I'm okay by myself. Besides, I have my paragon of a brother." His smile told Jason that he wasn't complaining.

"Your paragon brother saved my life, Fry, and introduced me to Jon. I hope you meet someone to love for the long haul."

"Long hauls for me have been pretty short."

Lucas was tired as he walked back to the house after the long morning's work at Vi's farm. He would go back later to ride a couple of his charges. When he walked in the door, North was reading. Tom was already writing in the office and Jim hadn't returned from his early weekend rounds at the cancer center.

Looking up from the book, North said, "You look exhausted. Why don't you get some sleep?"

"Zevon, brother, Zevon."  When he had first begun the treatment and North suggested that he rest, Lucas had taken to quoting the Warren Zevon song, “I'll Sleep When I'm Dead.”

North laughed. "At least get some food. You're filling out — turning into a real little stud."

Lucas blushed, something he didn't often do. He had never thought of himself as attractive, but regular food, the work at Vi's, and good medical care had made him less scrawny. Although he'd never be the über-stud his older brother was, he knew he was becoming "cute," a status that irritated him a bit.

"Are you sure you're not a fag?"

North laughed at the obvious discomfort he had caused, as Lucas went to the kitchen to fix a bowl of cereal. He brought the cereal bowl and a glass of juice out to the living room, set the food on the occasional table, and asked North what he was reading. North turned the book up so that Lucas could read the title. The Awful Rowing Toward God by Anne Sexton. On the cover was a line drawing of the poet's face looking out from a white background, her right hand resting against the side of her head.

"That's cheery."

"You can't avoid poetry about difficulty. Screwed-up people sometimes write powerful stuff."

Lucas thought, I wonder if he puts me in the screwed-up category?

"Listen to this:

I would like to unlock the door,

turn the rusty key

and hold each fallen one in my arms

but I cannot, I cannot,

I can only sit here on earth

at my place at the table."

"You like that? You'd unlock the door in a heartbeat."

"Some doors you can't unlock, Fry."

The front door rattled with a tentative knocking sound. Lucas looked at North who raised his eyebrows as if to say, "Well, aren't you going to answer it?"

Lucas swallowed the last of a spoonful of cereal and milk before walking to the door. He couldn't remember anyone knocking at that door in the whole time he'd lived there. When he opened the door, he found two young boys, bundled up, with books in their hands. He looked at them and waited for some explanation for their interruption of his second breakfast.

"Is Britt Phlebas in?"

"Who?"

The two held up their books. "Britt Phlebas."

He looked at the books, and saw a cover of one of the Gyres Chronicles series, and he understood. "There's no one here by that name," he said, protectively.

"Someone who lives in Goldendale posted on the forum that she got her book signed by the author because he lives here. Please, we've come all the way from Spokane."

"Where are your parents?"

"Down at the road. We walked up."

"Really. I've never heard of this guy," Lucas said.

The two looked crestfallen and began to walk down the porch steps when Tom appeared from the office. "Everything okay, Luke?"

"Yeah, Tom. Just a mistake."

Tom saw the two interlopers and the books. "Let them in."

North was so startled that he dropped his book, and Lucas said, "Are you sure?"

Tom called out to the two on the porch, "Come in, but this is going to have to be quick."

The two boys hesitantly walked through the door and over to Tom and asked the wide-eyed question, "Are you Britt Phlebas?"

"Guilty. What can I do for you?"

The slightly taller one held out his copy of the book. "Would you sign this, please?"

Tom took the book and then looked at the other boy who proffered his copy as well. When he had both books, Tom went to the table in the living room and asked the boys for their names. The taller one answered, "Tom," and the shorter, "Drew."

While Tom inscribed the books, the boys looked around the room until their eyes found North. The older one blurted, "You look just like Kendall."

North winced. "I am definitely not Kendall."

Lucas decided to give his brother a little grief. "Come on Kendall, don't be bashful. Show them your time orb."

North's face reddened. "You're dead, you little creep. I am not Kendall, despite what my irritating little brother says."

Tom returned the inscribed copies to the boys. "You know, it's rude to interrupt people on a weekend. Kendall is always polite."

"Yes, sir. We're sorry, but Mom told us that if we wanted to meet you, we should try."

Lucas finally said, "Go home."

The two boys backed out of the house and then ran down the steps and the drive.

North asked his dad, "You know what this means. What's going on?"

Tom looked at Lucas. "Sit with your brother." When Lucas was beside North on the sofa, Tom continued, "I've done better hiding than I thought I would, but I've always known that eventually I'd be found. I'm almost through with the series now, so the to-do won't last long. I'm not J.D. Salinger; I am not a recluse. The books have made a lot of money for us, and I'm not going to pretend that I'm not grateful to the people who read them."

North shook his head sadly, "Please, don't do any talk shows."

"Let the man finish, Kendall." North jabbed Lucas in the shoulder with his elbow. "Ow! You're really upset."

"Of course, I'm upset. This celebrity crap is bullshit." North looked accusingly at his father.

"Sorry, North, but if I don't take control of the situation, others will. I am not going to go on the run or be coy, but I hope you know me well enough to know that I can keep boundaries. I'm going to control this as much as I can."

"Jesus Christ, Dad, we got out of Portland to avoid this. So, now we're stuck here and we're going to have to go through this circus."

Lucas had never heard North as angry as he was now. He felt sorry for Tom. "North, Tom's doing the best he can. The books are good; you should be proud of him."

"Thanks, Lucas, but North thinks I've violated an agreement. I've tried as hard as I could, North, but the toothpaste is out of the tube, and I can't spend time trying to push it back in."

North stood, tossed his book on the sofa, and walked into the kitchen. Lucas started to say something, but Tom shook his head, and Lucas swallowed his words. When North returned, he looked a little calmer. Lucas smiled and told him, "I'll protect you. I can be a hell of a bodyguard."

"Oh, great. Fry, the protector. Thanks, but I'll manage."

Lucas was tired of hearing Tom abused. "Then stop whining, and let's hear what Tom has in mind."

North grumbled, and Tom smiled. "Thanks, son. One of the reasons I'm going to Seattle with Jason and Jonathan is that I've scheduled a couple of book-signing appearances while we're there. The publishers peed in their pants when I agreed to do them."

North asked, "Where?"

"I wanted to do one at Couth Buzzard, but it’s closed, so I'll be at Queen Anne Books and Elliott Bay Book Company. I could use some help."

North grunted. "Jon and Jason will be there."

"They'll be busy trying to line up a place to live."

"You saw what happened just now. I am not going to hand you books while little girls call me Kendall," North pouted.

"I see your point. Lucas?"

"Hell, yeah. Besides, cute gay boys might buy books. I can always tell them I've slept with Kendall." Even North laughed at that.

"This whole business won't last long. When the parents of my readers find out that I'm gay — and they will — sales may tank, but that wouldn't be so bad."

* * * * *

Tom insisted that they wait until mid-afternoon Friday to begin the drive. Tom didn't want to battle the rush-hour traffic in downtown Seattle. The four-hour drive would take them up US-97 to Yakima, onto I-82 and then over I-90 across Snoqualmie Pass and into the city. Jason and Jonathan let Lucas ride up front with Tom while they took the back seat of the Forester.

"Where are we staying?" Lucas asked. They planned to stay Friday and Saturday nights.

Jonathan replied from the back seat, "Belltown. Right, Tom?"

"At the Lake Union Silver Cloud."

"There’s more than one bedroom I hope. I really don't want to have to block out the sounds those two make at night."

Jason told the boy, "We brought ear plugs for you."

Lucas watched Tom in the quiet that followed. His new father seemed occupied by the problem of navigating what for the family was a potential mire. To Lucas, the solution was obvious: be a celebrity for a while and use those who would use you. Then he thought about protecting North who thinks he would make a poor gatekeeper, but Lucas knew he could keep the gate and give North relief from what he fears. Lucas knew that the others thought him too young to be of much use, all except Jason, perhaps.

Jon and Jason drowsed, leaning into each other as much as their seat belts would allow, and Tom and Lucas were silent. The sun was close to setting as they reached Cle Ellum where the boys had fast food. North had suggested that they eat at the Roslyn Café, made famous by the television series Northern Exposure, but that was a twenty-mile detour from the interstate.  They were silent again as they continued through Issaquah and then passed just south of Bellevue. The boys in the back had been awake since their dinner.

As they crossed Mercer Island, Tom told Lucas to look north to Medina where Bill Gates has a multi-million-dollar compound, but he could see nothing much in the darkening twilight. In the dark, they turned north onto I-5 to the Mercer Street exit.

The suite had two bedrooms and a queen sleeper sofa in the living area.  Tom gave the two older boys a bedroom and told Lucas to take the other one. "I can sleep on the sofa. I want to stay out here. I need to finish my plan for Elliott Bay."

"Okay. Are you nervous?"

Tom laughed. "I wouldn't say nervous, but you can't be prepared for what you can't imagine. I just want to be sure I've imagined everything I can.  You look tired. To bed with you now."

* * * * *

Lucas had left his door open and woke the next morning to the subtle noises of the hotel — doors opening and closing, room-service trays delivered and picked up, and the unaccustomed sound of the forced-air heating. Of necessity, he had learned to be a light sleeper. He looked at the alarm clock beside the phone on the nightstand that showed six o'clock. After his morning erection subsided enough to pee comfortably, he tried to use the bathroom quietly. When he came back to his bedroom, he closed the door and unplugged his phone from the charging cable to look for emails or texts.

Hope things are going well. Have fun in the Emerald City. Sorry I was cranky before you left. Love, N.

He smiled and quickly replied, Nice, quiet drive. Think Tom is a little nervous. Js probably wore each other out overnight, but at least I didn't have to listen. I like it when you show you're human. L. He appreciated his brother's restraint in not using emoticons, and he couldn't yet bring himself to end a text with the word love. He put earbuds in and listened to Montserrat Caballé singing Casta Diva, a favorite since Jason's revelation about his first sleepover with North, and then a playlist of different singers doing Leonard Cohen's Hallelujah. He was especially fond of Antony Hegarty’s version.

He dozed off again and was awakened by Tom's knocking on the door. "We're getting ready to go to breakfast. Get your shower."

Tom took the little gay troupe to meet Mary at the Boat Street Café on Western Avenue. Mary was a real-estate developer and a friend of both Tom's and Jim's who had agreed to help the boys look at places to live while at school. The café was a strange little place with surprisingly upscale breakfast fare.  Mary was already there when they arrived and had commandeered a table for five. She hugged Tom and shook hands with the boys.

"So, this is the new son. You are a very handsome lad, Lucas."

Lucas smiled, but since he didn't really crave approval, he treated the comment as a pleasantry. Mary and the Js talked about different neighborhoods in the city. The boys were interested in Capitol Hill, but Tom told Mary that he and Vi thought something in the University District might be better.

She saw the boys' disappointment. "Capitol Hill isn't the gay mecca it used to be, but it's still nice and full of idiosyncrasy.  We can look there, but the U District has some really nice places, and you'd be in walking distance to a lot of UDub activities. We should look at the Green Lake neighborhood, too."

Mary knew what interested Tom, although the boys had no idea that he and Jim had decided to buy something in Seattle. After breakfast, Mary took charge of the older boys, leaving Lucas and Tom at the table. People were waiting, so Tom settled the bill, and the two went on a drive to show Lucas where the bookstores were. The session at Elliott Bay Book Company was at seven that night, and tomorrow the Q and A and signing at Queen Anne Books was at ten in the morning. Tom drove through the Queen Anne neighborhood before taking them to the Capitol Hill neighborhood that Elliott Bay Book Company now called home after many years in Pioneer Square. "It's no Powell's," Lucas observed, referring to Portland’s citadel bookstore.

Tom laughed. "No, you're right about that, but the room we'll use is comfortable."

"Exactly what am I going to do?"

"I hope you'll be willing to hand me the books after getting them opened properly for signing. If you're uncomfortable with that, one of the bookstore staff will do it."

"No, no, I can do that. North doesn't think I'd make a good bodyguard, but I'll protect you from all the groupies."

Tom glanced sideways at Lucas and thought, I bet you will. "Thanks, but we'll be lucky if fifteen groupies show up. We'll get there an hour early, and I'll show you what I need. And thanks, I'm more comfortable with family at the table."

"Where do you want to go?" They had hours and lunch to go before the event.

Lucas didn't know enough about Seattle to really know, but he did want to see the Experience Music Project, so he and Tom spent the rest of the morning and the early afternoon wandering through the Gehry-designed museum.

"Do you understand why North was so upset?" Tom asked Lucas.

"I think so. He doesn't want to keep opening the front door."

"It's more about why we came to Goldendale."

"I guess you thought you could hide better there."

Tom laughed and play-slapped Lucas on the back of his head before giving him a shoulder hug. "Moving was hard for North, but he just sucked his distress up and tried to help Jim and me. He feels as if the decision to become more public about Gyres is a betrayal."

"You know North a lot better than I do, but I think you're wrong. He did what he thought was right. He always does what he thinks is right. He doesn't feel betrayed; he's just sorry that things have changed, and he doesn't think there's any place left to run."

Tom said pointedly to Lucas, "Running is rarely an effective tactic. Let's go back to the hotel and get cleaned up for the event. We'll catch an early dinner before we go to Elliott Bay."

They had a very early dinner at Chinook's at Fisherman's Terminal where Lucas stuffed himself with warm biscuits. The drive to Elliott Bay took about twenty minutes, and the sight that greeted them was entirely disconcerting. At 5:45, a line of mostly teenagers wound out of the main entrance and around the block. "Holy shit!" Lucas whispered. “It doesn’t even start for another hour.’

"Fuck!" Tom said. Finding parking was impossible until Tom called the store and was directed to a reserved space in a lot off Broadway a block from the bookstore.

They were rushed in through a side entrance where the owner met them and thanked Tom for coming. "I had no idea. We only put the notice on the website two days ago."

"Well," Tom told him, "this is unsettling. This is my son Lucas." Lucas shook hands with the owner.

"Let me show you where you'll be doing the Q and A and the signing. It's almost identical to the setup we had at Pioneer Square."

Tom had refused to do a reading but had agreed to a brief question-and-answer session before agreeing to sign books for a couple of hours. The space for the program could hold fifty people comfortably, and all the seats were already taken with an overflow crowd in the adjacent room, many crowding in through the archway between the rooms. A lectern stood against the wall facing the room's entrance, and a table where Tom would sign books was near the entrance. Beside the table were cartons of books shipped by Tom's publisher. Tom had insisted that he would sign one copy that readers brought with them from home provided they purchased at least one copy at the store.

Thirty minutes before the start, three bookstore staffers helped Lucas learn how to handle the dust jackets and what page to open for Tom to sign.  They also had their own copies of the books for Tom to sign, which he did with more good humor than Lucas would have shown. Tom also signed a number of books to be sold later as autographed copies. Five minutes before the scheduled start, the Elliott Bay owner walked to the lectern and began with a review of coming events at the store before introducing Britt/Tom by detailing the publishing history of the Gyres Chronicles series. "For the first time ever in a public appearance, please welcome Britt Phlebas."

The predominately younger audience applauded and screamed. Tom looked appropriately daunted. When the applause diminished, Tom began, "Thank you. I'm happy that, despite reports in the press, reading isn't yet dead. These stories began as bedtime tales for my older son and were eventually spun into the books you have been kind enough to read.

“For more than a few years, I have maintained absolute privacy for me and my family, but I fear nothing can be private in this climate of instant worldwide communication. So, I want us to be clear about the ground rules: I'll answer reasonable questions for thirty minutes, and then I'll be happy to sign copies of the books. As you can see, quite a few people showed up this evening, so no more than three copies per person, please, and although I'd love to chat with each of you, tonight we won't have time. Now, please let one of Elliott Bay's fine workers find you with the microphone before you ask your questions."

The first question was from a ten- or eleven-year-old boy. "Is the message of the books that the world we live in should be more like the other world Kendall visits?"

"I'm not really trying to promote a message. Well, now that I think about it, that's untrue. The second Gyre is the kind of world I hope my sons will try to make. But, if I've managed a story you like, then I'm happy."

An older woman asked, "Where did the title of the series come from?"

"From a book of prose by the poet William Butler Yeats titled A Vision. A central theme of the book is related cycles of time and history that he called Gyres."

The questions continued until shortly before the time for the Q and A session was up, when one teenage girl asked, "You said that the main character is based on your older son. What do your wife and son think of you writing a fairly public description of your son?"

"First, my husband knows that because the books began as stories for our son, with him as the hero, that kind of broad description was inevitable. My son, though initially pleased, has been less so as the books have developed and he's grown up."

A murmur had started in the crowd the moment Tom had used the word husband. Now, the expected questions followed. Finally, one young man asked, "Are these books allegories for gay experience in modern life?"

"I'm afraid that's the last question I can take, and I dearly hope not. The books are not intended as allegory. They're simply stories of how a young boy, as he approaches manhood, decides what's right and wrong and decides how he should treat others even when doing what's right is dangerous for him. That kind of struggle happens for all of us no matter our gender or whether we're gay, straight, or in between.

“Thanks. Now give me five minutes and I'll be ready to sign your books.  Please remember the ground rules."

The next two hours were a blur of book signing — for Tom, just hearing what name to write before the brief inscription was an effort. He was touched when the young man who had questioned him about gay allegory asked him to sign his real name. He hadn't thought about whether or not signing his name would be a problem, but the young man was so sincere that, after looking at Lucas and getting a nod, he signed Tom Jansen.

* * * * *

A very tired Tom and a very energized Lucas were on the sofa in the suite's living area. Jason, Jonathan and Mary were spread out in chairs and looked as if they had been through the same wringer as Tom had.  "Everything we looked at is so small compared to the place in the Pearl District," Jonathan said.

Tom smiled, remembering the places in which he and Jim had lived while they were students. "You're not going to live there permanently — you're looking for student housing."

Jason asked, "How come we were looking at condos, then?"

"Jim and I want to buy a place up here, and with the market down, this is a good time to buy."

Jason and Jonathan perked up a bit. Finally, Jon asked, "Does that mean we could rent your condo while we're here?"

"Something like that," Tom replied, smiling at Mary. "What did you think of the one on Brooklyn?"

Jason looked at Jonathan before replying. "It's just been redone. Laminate flooring and new appliances. It's a great location; we could walk to most of our classes. I'm just not sure we could afford the rent."

"I think the landlords might give you favorable terms. Let's do it, Mary." Tom handed her an envelope containing a bank check for earnest money.

"I'll make the offer and let you know, but I think since you're making a cash offer, it's a safe bet that the boys have a place to live."

Lucas decided not to yank the other boys' chains too hard. "Sounds like a pretty sweet deal. Dibs on the other bedroom when we visit."

"I don't think so, Fry. The landlords will be sleeping there."

* * * * *

The next morning, after checking out and a unanimous vote for breakfast at the Boat Street Café again, all of them travelled to Queen Anne Books.  Parking was an issue again, and they had to park in front of a bank a few blocks away. A call to the owner gave them instructions to come to a back door. "I've never seen this kind of a crowd on a Sunday."

Inside the store, the owner greeted Tom and was introduced to the boys. "Edie, when we get to the signing, I want Lucas to help me, if you don't mind."

"No, not at all. Let me guess — you have experience from last night."

"Yes. Number-two son always has Tom's back."

The owner smiled at the boy and then looked at Tom. "Quite a bombshell you dropped last night. I don't know if you follow the fan forums or not, but they really lit up."

"I don't, and this kind of honest answer to a question shouldn't precipitate a moral crisis."

"Don't get me wrong. I'm so proud of you, and I'm very appreciative that you've made the store your second public appearance."

Lucas interrupted, "Shouldn't you get started with the store copies?"

"Right, number-two son. Let's get busy."  Jason and Jonathan laughed as Lucas got Tom squared away. This space was smaller than the one at Elliot Bay, and the lines were already stretching up Queen Anne Avenue for blocks, stretching north to Howe St. The side of the tan-and-gray building had a ramp, already crowded, running the length of the Blaine Street side of the building.

"I've called extra staff in to keep things under control. I'm only worried about turning people away at the end of the time we agreed for the event."

"I'll see if we can accommodate everyone, but I need to be on the road by one at the latest."

By the time the Q and A session began, people were hanging from the walls or at least standing on the ladders against the wall shelving. After the introduction, Tom reviewed the ground rules with the predominantly younger audience. Since the smaller space didn't have a PA system, no microphone was available. Lucas promptly became the referee, pointing to people and interrupting interrupters. Tom was impressed.

A couple of kids prefaced their questions by saying how much they appreciated Tom's being out. That made Tom increasingly comfortable with his decision to be honest. He deflected questions about his family as inappropriate, but did talk about the process of developing the stories beginning with bedtime tales for his older son. One questioner asked if Lucas was one of his sons, and after looking to Lucas for permission, said yes. He immediately wished he hadn't done that, as cell-phone cameras began to operate almost incessantly.

Finally, before ending the Q and A session, Tom remarked, "I know that by mentioning that I am a gay father with a husband I have created a bit of a stir. The stories are built on themes that touch a common ground — what it's like to grow up and begin to take responsibility, to stand up for what's right even if doing so is unpopular. A person's sexuality in no way limits that challenge. I hope you will help each other."

Once the signing began, Jonathan and Jason along with the store staff helped keep the lines civil and moving. Tom was stunned at the number of kids who briefly told him they were gay and thanked him. More than a few of them looked a little longingly at Lucas before leaving the store, and Lucas didn’t seem to mind one bit.

After finishing at one in the afternoon, having not quite managed to sign books for everyone who showed up, Tom asked Jonathan to begin the drive back. Jason sat up front with Jon, and Lucas sat in back with Tom. His whole notion of what Tom did for a living had changed, and he understood a great deal more about why his brother was as he was.

On the way, Jim called to say that the phones were already ringing with requests for interviews. After ending the call with Jim, Tom thought, What have I done?


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Love Is All You Need

Springtime in the Cascades — April brought only infrequent snow, and not much with each snowfall. The three mountains, Wyeast, Klickitat, and Loowit, were yet solidly snow-clad, making hiking on them impossible. The air was drying and the morning temperatures were now just above freezing while the high temperatures reached the mid-fifties. At the end of March, the Spring-seeded alfalfa crop had been sown in the two large fields, and seasonal workers began to arrive. The influx of pilgrims to the home of the Gyres never amounted to much, but Steve's father had increased the Sheriff's patrols to chase lingerers away. In small towns like Goldendale, everyone knew everyone else's business, but they protected one another from intrusions by outsiders. The staff at Ayutla, the closest restaurant to the highway, thus professed ignorance when strangers inquired about Tom/Britt.

Lucas had incurred North's displeasure by posting a sign on the fencing at the beginning of their driveway that read: Kendall is available for photographs on Mondays and Wednesdays from 3:00 PM until 5:00 PM. $2.00 per shot. Lucas, for his part, enjoyed deflating the self-serious strain in his brother's behavior. The younger boy's need for reassurance was diminishing, and he needed to sleep in his brother's bed much less often. However, he often came in to North's room to talk with his brother before going to bed in his own room.

"How did you end up an Underhill and not a Jansen?"

North swung around in his desk chair to face Lucas who sat cross-legged on North's bed. The question startled North because although in some ways he felt that Lucas had always been here, in other ways Lucas seemed a recent arrival. North hadn't known Lucas in Portland, and Jason's early descriptions of his new brother led him to imagine an even smaller boy than the one who had appeared a few months ago. The Lucas on his bed, dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, was still physically slight though he had filled out a bit, but his attitude made him seem larger. His dark hair, parted in the middle, touched his shoulders, but Lucas had assured North that he wasn't going to wear a ponytail because that would be "just too gay."

"I was too young to have a say. The dads said that they didn't want me to have a hyphenated last name, so they tossed a coin and I was given Dad Squared's last name. Why?"

"Last time I talked with Julie on the phone, she said to think about whether or not I wanted to keep my last name or change it after the adoption."

"I'm glad you'll get to choose."

"How come you've never been pissed that I showed up and stayed?"

"Damn, how big do you think my ego is? I grant that you're a little hard to stomach sometimes, but I see you trying to take care of the dads and you have a good heart. I mean when you first showed up, I figured we had to take care of you, but then I realized that you thought you should take care of us, too." Lucas looked at him squarely, something he had begun to do only recently. "What does Sam say — that you're interesting? I don't know — you're squirrely sometimes, but I like you and I love you — as a paragon should love a younger brother."

"Jason's an ass for telling you I said that, and if you tell anyone I said this, I'll call you a big-time liar, but I love you, too, even if living with a paragon is occasionally a pain."

With a smile, North said, "I won't tell anyone your big secret, but I don't see why you're so afraid to let people know you're capable of love."

"You love Annie, right?"

North made a face that said, stop stating the obvious. "So?"

"You've known her since you were a little kid. You've known me for a few months. I don't get how you can feel the same way about both of us."

"I hope I don't feel the same way about you and Annie. Love isn't only about time. Love is about respect, chemistry, trust, and putting someone else first. I think Jason loved Jonathan almost from the first time he saw him. Relationships are about time, and you and I will have a different relationship in a few years, but that doesn't mean I don't love you now."

Lucas frowned as much as North had smiled. "Love ... or sex ... is something I learned to trade for peace.  Saying it feels like giving someone a weapon, but I told you, and I mean it."

"You might think about telling the dads that you love them, if you do. And, how about Sam or Martin or Vi or Jason? At some point you're going to have to accept that none of us are going to change our minds about you — that you can trust us."

Lucas looked down and worried the hem on the left leg of his shorts with his thumb and forefinger. "Yeah, I know that."

"I hope you also know that how you treat people shows how you feel about them more than words. Sometimes though, hearing the words is great."

Lucas looked wistfully at the photograph of Annie and his brother on North's desk. "You'll find someone eventually. Don't you have homework?"

"All done. I don't spend all my spare time Skyping with a goddess."  Lucas saw devilment in his brother's eyes. "Oh, shit. Please don't tell her I said that."

* * * * *

Hallways and more hallways, classrooms, the cafeteria, the auditorium, the sea of kids — Lucas thought himself lucky to have avoided this sort of imprisonment for the last few years. June is only a couple of months away, he reminded himself. All that most of his fellow middle-schoolers talked about was clothes, television, you-tube, Facebook, and sex. Some of them saw themselves as lions or crocs by the watering hole, waiting for the weak and halting to furnish a meal; some were the food. Still, a couple of his classes were okay. He liked science and, of course, math. His math teacher didn't know what to do with him.

Jim and Tom had talked with a counselor about letting Lucas take advanced placement math at the high school, but since no one had ever suggested something like that, the request hadn't yet found the right ears. A week had gone by before most of the kids had figured out where he fit in the middle school ecology. On the plus side, one of his fathers had written a very cool series of books, he had understated but cool clothes, and he had a cool older brother at the high school. On the minus side, he was gay and made no bones about the fact, although a surprising number of kids understood the journey that Jason had made during the school year and had at least neutral feelings about his sexuality; he lived with two gay men and was adopted, or almost adopted; and, he wasn't born again — once was quite enough. Then, there was his mouth, which he had no intention of controlling.

He had learned what kind of character to project in order to survive when he had been on the run in the city, and he thought that attitude was appropriate to this little jungle. When he walked down a school hallway he couldn't help but imagine homeless people and panhandlers in every doorway. He knew with certainty that many of the homeless were more caring and solicitous toward each other than the students here were to their own. Lucas wondered that some kids seemed to think that muttering "fag" under their breaths would affect him. As often as not, he would mutter back "breeder," knowing that his fathers and especially his brother wouldn't appreciate that comment. His evident self-assurance was attractive to many kids who were anything but self-assured, and he was definitely not prey.

"Hi, Lucas." The small, brown-haired girl had been the first student in the school to speak to him. Beth was slender and pretty in an all-American way, with a clear complexion and dazzlingly white teeth. On Lucas's third day at the school, over lunch in the cafeteria, Beth had mentioned that her sister, Amanda, was on the cross-country team and knew North. She had filled Lucas in on the adventure of the Prom and revealed that, although Beth was straight, her sister had a girlfriend named Amy. The two had begun to construct a relationship much like Annie's relationship with Jonathan.

As they walked down a hallway between classes, chatting, Beth said, "What would you think of helping Amanda and Amy start a GSA at the high school?"

"I'm not much of a joiner, but if it pisses off the religious fanatics I'd give it a shot."

* * * * *

"I like to deliver news promptly, especially good news.  Your viral load is undetectable and your CD-4 count is above 500 — this means the therapy is working as we had hoped. If these levels hold, we can almost certainly say you are a slow progressor, which means you should start thinking in terms of what you're going to do over decades, not years."

"But things could still go wrong?"

"No guarantees. I can only tell you what I think your odds are, and I think your odds are good if you take precautions and are absolutely diligent about your medication."

"I don't know how to plan for decades."

Dr. Salgado thought the boy looked confused by the prospect of planning a life. "You can learn. Your home has a lot of people who know how to plan — ask them for help. Asking for help won't kill you."

"Yeah, I'll see what I can do."

"I see that Dr. Gerard took you off the effexor. Any problems?"

"No. I feel better, and before you ask, I'm not thinking of offing myself."

"You're a very resourceful fellow. Your resources won't help you if you don't apply them to the right problems." Before Lucas could ask for an explanation, Dr. Salgado held up his hand. "Maybe you should shift from thinking only about tomorrow and start thinking a bit about five years from now."

"Okay, okay — message received."

The two smiled at each other before the doctor asked, "Any questions before I leave you?"

Lucas thought for a minute. "You told me they aren't, but I read on the net that blowjobs are safe."

"You're serious?" Lucas nodded. "Some people think so. The problem is that if someone blows you and has even small cuts or sores on the linings of the mouth or throat, infection could occur. So, the answer is yes — blowjobs are safe as long as you use raincoats and use them properly. They make flavored ones, you know."

Lucas laughed wryly. "That sucks."

"Lucas, this is important. I know your infection and having to use condoms makes having sex less spontaneous and more troublesome, but for someone your age maybe that's not such a bad thing. I know you and Dr. Gerard have talked about impulse control, and you need to do your best not to get frustrated, say what the fuck, and have unprotected sex. I know you don't want to infect a partner."

"Jeez. I just wanted to know. You don't need to repeat the lecture."

"The lecture is part of my job. While you were on the effexor, you weren't all that interested in having sex. Maybe that's changed."

"I hadn't connected feeling hornier with stopping the effexor. Thanks."

* * * * *

Saturday the Goldendale contingent decided to go to Klub Z in the evening because the weekends when everyone was together in Portland were increasingly rare. The crew this Saturday would include North, Annie, Jonathan, Jason, Mary, Frannie, Pete, Charlie, David, and Lucas who had never been to the club. The five staying at the condo in the Pearl would meet the others at the club. Tom had volunteered to drive them so they wouldn't have to park a car.

Inside the music was loud and the beat vibrated the fixtures and the people. Lucas stuck to North and Jason as if the crowd might suck him in and never let him go. By now, Jason and Jon were known by most of the regulars as a couple, as were Frannie and Mary.

They had been talking and dancing for a half-hour when North saw a boy who appeared close to Lucas's age thread his way through the crowd until he was behind Lucas. He was only slightly taller than Lucas, but was more muscular. Touching Lucas's shoulder, the boy shouted over the music, "You wanna dance?"

Annie smiled, expecting Lucas to accept the offer because, after all, they were here to dance. Lucas said nothing, but moved his head from side to side, hardly looking at the boy.  The boy frowned and turned to move away, looking genuinely dejected. North thought the boy must have needed to summon his courage to approach Lucas — for one thing, he gave up too easily.  North nudged Annie and nodded toward Lucas. Annie, who had also seen the exchange, pulled Lucas to her and whispered in his ear, "He didn't want to marry you; he just wanted to dance with you. You hurt his feelings." She shoved him toward the retreating boy.

Lucas looked as if Annie were shoving into a pool full of sharks, but he didn't want to hurt anyone's feelings. Annie and North watched him pin-balling through the crowd to reach the retreating boy. When he touched the boy's shoulder from behind, the boy turned and, seeing Lucas, smiled broadly. Lucas shouted over the music, "I'm Lucas. I wouldn't mind a dance."

"Jerry," the boy said, and then pulled Lucas over toward the wall where they found a little more space and began to dance.

As Annie watched the boys, she told North, "Look — Lucas has some moves."

North laughed and found himself relieved to see Lucas smiling a bit and moving to the music. When the song ended, a slower song began, and North was surprised to see Lucas accept a light embrace from his dance partner and sway to the music.

After a couple of minutes, Lucas, who had never danced with anyone this way, could feel his partner's hard-on against him and despite his anxiety about how to move his feet and who was leading found his own erection growing. The guy wasn't grinding against him. In fact, he seemed concerned that Lucas would feel his dick and backed away just a little. That small move made Lucas comfortable enough to ignore their penises and just try to enjoy the dance. Jerry, whose arms were lightly around Lucas's waist, said, "Hey."

Lucas looked up from his feet to meet Jerry's eyes where his gaze rested for the remainder of the dance. When the song ended, the DJ announced a song by the most popular rock band in South Africa. The percussion was so forceful that Lucas felt the drum beat as a series of light blows to his chest. The two boys lost touch with the rest of the crowd and Lucas forgot to guard himself. As they danced, he listened the lyrics:

Listen, mothers, fathers

To your sons and daughters,

When they pray

You will hear them say,

We just want to be loved,

We just want to be loved.

His usual wariness evaporated and he felt as if something in him had broken loose. He was at once joyful and fearful. North — this is how he feels. How do people take this kind of risk without bleeding all the time? When the song ended, Jerry looked across the room to a couple of boys Lucas thought near Jason's age. They were smiling and nodding. Jerry looked at Lucas and gave an exaggerated roll of his eyes. "My cousin and his boyfriend — they're my keepers tonight."

Lucas turned Jerry to look toward North and Annie. "I know what you mean."

The two younger boys took out their phones and shared contact information before walking back to their older relatives. As he turned from Lucas, Jerry said, "You're very hot," and blushed.  Lucas wasn't even aware of the walk back to where North and Annie were dancing, surrounded by the rest of their friends. Annie hugged Lucas and whispered in his ear, "Back from the belly of the beast, I see."

Lucas tried to manage a frown, but had to smile and nod. He spent the rest of the night dancing with varying combinations of their little group, but mostly with Frannie and Mary who informally adopted Lucas as their little brother.

* * * * *

On the third Tuesday of April, Lucas and his family, along with Jason, Vi, Martin and Julie Steiner gathered in the chambers of the Superior Court Judge for Skamania and Klickitat counties promptly at nine in the morning. Julie had filed the motion for a decree of adoption according to the Court's rules.

The judge came into his chambers at five after nine. He smiled and after Julie identified herself asked each of the group his or her name. He quickly glanced at the pile of paperwork from both Oregon and Washington, including the home study reports. "Adoptions are just about the happiest duty I get to perform. I've read the motion and supporting documents. Ms. Steiner has done a thorough job, and I'm convinced that this adoption is in Lucas's best interest. Now, Lucas, do you consent to be adopted by Dr. Underhill and Mr. Jansen?"

"Yes."

"What last name do you choose?  You can keep the one you have now or choose the last name of an adoptive parent."

"Jansen."

Tom was genuinely surprised and became a little weepy. Jim put his arm around his husband.

The judge signed the decree and wished them all well. The process was over in twenty minutes. As they were leaving, Julie said that she needed to talk to the Court Clerk to be sure that when the decree was recorded enough certified copies would be sent to her. Although a family had been coalescing around Lucas for months, suddenly the State of Washington and by extension all other states recognized Lucas as Tom and Jim's son and North's brother, a relationship legally indistinguishable from that of a biological child.

In front of the courthouse, hugs went all around and the group walked to their cars in the clear April weather. North was walking beside Lucas, slightly behind the others, when Lucas began to cry, tears trickling down to fall from his chin. North pulled him close. "What's up, Fry?"

Lucas sniffled and he wiped at his cheeks when the tears had stopped. "I never really thought this would happen."

"Told ya."

* * * * *

Three weeks after Sam Marshall and Eric arrived at the outskirts of Portland and took up residence near the campus of Reed College, Jim drove Lucas out to see Sam on a Saturday.  Usually, when one father drove to Portland, it was Tom, but Lucas didn't think much about Jim's presence. Sam and Eric were living in a large house on SE 34th Avenue off of Woodstock Road. "About damn time you showed up," Sam shouted from his study. Eric took Lucas's jacket and sent him into the study after Jim left them to meet some colleagues at the Knight Cancer Center at OHSU.  Sam's voice was husky, and he sipped frequently from a bottle of water. Lucas saw that although Sam had always been wiry, his face was a bit hollow now and his complexion was a little sallow. The boy wasn't going to pry, but he didn't like Sam's appearance at all. I'll talk with Eric before I leave.

Sam had a present for Lucas to celebrate his formal adoption. "Hell, if those two hadn't adopted you, I would have."

They both laughed at that thought. Lucas unwrapped the gift to find a slim volume of poetry by John Yau entitled Crossing Canal Street. He gently opened the well-used book, passing an inscription from Yau to Sam. He found the poem, "An Old Chinese Gentleman Drops in to See His Cronies in a Coffeeshop (Mott Street)," and read the first few lines.

"It's beautiful, Sam, but you should keep it. He gave it to you."

"He gave it to me because he and I were exploring what it meant to be outsiders looking at everyday aspects of our own cultures. Outsiders are often interesting, and you should read that now because you are something of an outsider. To whom else would I pass that along? You are an interesting young man who is in danger of becoming less of an outsider."

"You could have given it to Eric."

Sam shook his head and smiled, something he didn't do very often. "Eric has what's important from me."

Almost at the mention of his name, Eric interrupted the conversation by knocking gently on the study door. Opening the door, Eric said, "Your guest is here." Lucas saw a subtle anxiety in Eric's face when he looked at Sam.

"Good." Sam wheeled to the door to greet a middle age woman in a dark green dress. Her face was severe, and although she wore only minimal makeup her face was unlined. When she saw Sam, the severity of her face was broken by a look of genuine joy. She placed a small case on a chair.

She spoke with a hint of an eastern European accent. "Sam! I'm so glad you asked me to come up. I miss our talks since you left San Francisco so many years ago, and Palo Alto is no place to be imprisoned."

"Lita, this is Lucas, the young man I told you about. Lucas, this is Lita Koresh.

"Hello, Lucas."

Lucas took her extended hand, and thought about how to address her. She saw and solved his problem. "Please, call me Lita."

Releasing her hand, Lucas said, "Pleased to meet you." Why did Sam tell her about me?

"Sam tells me you like numbers."

Then, Lucas saw it. Son of a bitch! He didn't want to embarrass Sam, but he was frosted. He couldn't believe that Sam would pull this crap, especially after their talks about what Lucas wanted to do with his life. "Sometimes Sam is a pain."

Sam laughed before dissolving into a fit of coughing.  Eric brought him a little towel. When his coughing subsided, he caught his breath, smiled again, and looked at the visitor. "I told you; he speaks his mind."

"So, Lita, what did Sam want us to talk about?"

"I like number puzzles, too." The small woman retrieved her case and pulled a few pages out. She put the pages on Sam's writing desk, which was in the style of Jefferson's desk — only two drawers above a generous writing surface with no drawers below, making placing the wheelchair under the writing surface simple. "Look at these, and tell me what you think, Lucas."

Lucas walked to the desk and looked over the first page. Most of the formulas he could make out, but he had never seen some of the notation. He pointed to a string of calculations and said, "I don't understand this notation."

Lita smiled and taking a pen from Sam's desk, changed the notation using space below the original line. "Better?"

"Two mistakes — here and here."

"Correct them, by all means, please," she said looking toward Sam.

He changed a sign and added a term. "That makes more sense."

"And what are we looking at?"

"I think it's derived from Tao and Ziegler — a nonconstructive proof for polynomial progressions of primes."

"Who is your teacher?"

"Mr. Murphy."

"I don't know him. Oregon Graduate Institute ... Washington State?"

"No. Goldendale Middle School."

Sam chuckled, trying to avoid more coughing. "Lita is a physicist and mathematician who works at Stanford." Lucas tried not to appear cross with Sam, but wasn't wholly successful.

"Do I call you Professor or Doctor?"

"Lita will still do. This isn't an interrogation, I promise. Sam knows you like Math, so he asked me to talk with you. Enough of this.  Sam tells me you love working with horses."

Lucas told her about his life in Goldendale and how he was learning to work with the animals and about Martin. She heard the happiness in his description of the isolation of that work. "Mathematicians often lead solitary lives, Lucas." She saw him frown. "I'm not going to try to kidnap you. Relax."

"I think my fathers want me to go to college, but they won't insist."

"If I remember what Sam told me, a physician and a writer."

"Right, and it turns out the writer is famous, or at least some of his books are."

"I take it you're not interested in being famous."

"No way."

"Lita is famous, but only to a hundred or so people," Sam said more good-naturedly than was common for him.

He thinks she's interesting, too, Lucas thought.

"What do you study?" Lucas asked the woman.

"The mathematics of M theory."

"String theory! That's cool."

"So you see, going to college and beyond can lead to cool things in life. I have one colleague who raises horses."

Eric again knocked on the door and asked if anyone wanted lunch. They all agreed to eat, and Eric, helped by a round, older lady, brought in soup and sandwiches. Eric made sure that Sam was set, with a tray in his lap. Sam smiled at the younger man affectionately. "You're hovering, Eric." Eric put his hand on Sam's cheek and nodded. Lucas had never seen Sam express that kind of feeling to Eric or anyone else. He really does love Eric.

Lucas almost inhaled the vegetable soup and grilled cheese sandwiches made with a sharp provolone and thin slices of tomato. He didn't like raw tomato, but heat and chemistry transformed them into sweetness. With his mouth full, he was able to listen to the three adults catching up. Eric was going to teach a section of contemporary American poetry in the summer session. Lita and her colleagues were awaiting data from CERN that might prove the existence of the Higgs boson and provide tenuous experimental evidence for String Theory, a theory with mathematics that seemed to explain a great deal but about which no one could construct an experiment to prove or disprove it. This was the conversation that the fourteen-year-old found himself overhearing. Looking at Sam during the conversation, Lucas observed that he wasn't eating much.

After the lunch paraphernalia was cleared, Lita told them that she was going to make a pilgrimage to Powell's City of Books. As she left, she took Lucas by the shoulders and said, "If you decide to study Math, let me know. I'm willing to give you a chance."

Before Jim came back by to pick Lucas up, Sam wanted to take a "wheel" around the campus with Lucas in the spitting, drizzly early spring weather of the Willamette Valley. They went north a couple of blocks and crossed Woodstock. On the roomy sidewalks of the tree-lined streets of the campus, the two of them moved silently, looking at the still mostly bare branches of deciduous trees beginning to bud out against persistent color of the evergreens. Occasionally, bright, open-faced students would greet them. Sam gave them all a small nod, and they would whisper when they had passed. As they moved past the library, they talked about the adoption and how it had and hadn't changed Lucas's feeling of belonging to the family, which led to a long discussion of the uses, good and bad, of ceremony. They talked about school and how Lucas felt like an inmate.

"Excellent description," Sam commented.

After an hour, as they were returning, Lucas finally risked asking, "What's wrong?"

Sam snorted, "Wrong? Everything's just as it should be." End of discussion.

Back inside the house, Sam reminded Lucas, "Don't let your good fortune dull your edge." Then, as Lucas and Eric waited for Jim, Sam went to take a nap.

"Okay, what's going on with Sam?"

"Did you ask him?"

"He said everything was 'just as it should be.'"

"I can't tell you anything more."

* * * * *

In May, with the alfalfa under irrigation and on the way to the first harvest, Lucas no longer rode directly from the barn over the main fields to the back of the property. Now, he took the same dirt road that North and Brent ran for practice until he reached the end of the crop and then unlocked a gate to a smaller field. He tried to get each horse out at least every other day, riding in the afternoons after school, when, on the warmest days, the temperature reached toward seventy degrees. In the late afternoon of the second Tuesday in May, as he worked Buster, his phone vibrated. He recognized Sam's number.

"Hey, Sam!"

"No, Luke, it's Eric. Listen, Sam died about an hour ago. I'm sorry."

"Eric, are you okay?"

"No, but I will be ... eventually. Sam asked that I let you know when he went. I have to call a bunch of people, but we'll talk later, I promise."

When he went? He knew he was dying? I knew it, and the son of a bitch didn't tell me. He bounced between anger and loss, barely restraining himself from riding north as far as he could, maybe keeping on until he escaped the empty feeling. No more phone calls every other day, no more Saturday or Sunday strolls, no more unflinching honesty from the man who shook him awake at Stonehenge and befriended a boy simply because he found the boy interesting. But, he was through with running, and he didn't feel bereft. Sam had been shot in Viet Nam in 1965 and he had fallen only now. Everything is exactly as it should be. Then, he thought of North and his fathers and Jonathan — how they must be feeling the loss. Oddly, he didn't feel like crying — nothing about that old man demanded tears. He wheeled Buster around and headed back through the gate and down the road to the barn.

He worked on Buster for an hour in the barn before returning him to his stall, and by the time he walked into Jason's house, the sun was close to setting. Vi was in the kitchen, and when she saw him, she ran to him and pulled him into her embrace. "Your Uncle is beyond us now, young one."

Without thinking, he said, "He's just dead, Vi." She smiled and he knew that for her no one became just dead. "Is Jason home?"

"He's over with North. You go on along."

When he walked through the kitchen of his house and into the living room, Lucas found his family, including Jason, sitting and talking as they usually did, with laughter and jibing. The group was anything but funereal — everything is exactly as it should be. Everyone in the room looked at Lucas to see how he was doing. He smiled to let them know that he was doing just fine. "I'm going up to my room so I can talk to Eric in peace."

He flopped on his bed after taking his shoes off and pulled out his phone. Eric's number rang until Lucas thought it would go to voicemail, but after five rings, Eric answered. "You have a minute or two?"

"Thanks for calling. I'm ready for a break. I expect him to wheel in and give me a hard time."  Then he broke down and Lucas silently listened to him cry. Thinking of Sam in a loving relationship was odd, but he had always seen the depth of their bond in the looks they gave each other and in Sam's occasional restraint when talking to Eric. Sam wasn't Eric's mentor; he was much more.

After the weeping abated, Eric mused, "I guess this is why Sam always told me to be careful with my heart. He tried to tell me that loving him was a losing proposition, but I couldn't help myself. He also told me that love isn't a choice."

Lucas told Eric the truth. "I can't imagine how you're feeling."

"Well, I guess love risks self-injury ... or maybe just self-pity."

"When I first met you two, I was way pissed off at the way Sam treated you. But I learned that he loved you."

"He treated me as he treated almost everyone he allowed around him — as an equal. Right now, I have no idea what I'm going to do, but I'll come out of the fog soon."

"I could get Tom or Jim to drive me over if you want some company."

"Not now, thanks. The place is a circus and I still have to deal with a lot of loose ends, but if you can get here over the weekend, I need to talk with you about a few things."

"Sure. You call if you need to talk, okay?"

"I will. Come out on Saturday. Just text the details when you know them."

* * * * *

Tom and Lucas parked on the street and, with Tom's arm around his son's shoulders, they walked up to the familiar house. A few weeks ago, Lucas would have been uncomfortable with Tom's support. Eric looked haggard when he opened the door to admit them. Lucas half-expected to hear Sam's usual snarl, as he looked around the foyer. He saw Sam's light-weight chair, collapsed and leaning against one wall. He jerked his head away. He felt the first physical pang of distress in his chest since Eric had called him to tell him the news.

He rushed past the chair, leading Eric and Tom into the formal living room. Eric thanked Tom for bringing Lucas and then moved over to the boy and hugged him. Lucas clung to Eric and began to share Eric's grief. After a few moments, Tom coughed and told Lucas that he was going to walk around the Reed campus a bit and would be back in about an hour.

"What happened? He and you knew he was going to die, didn't you?"

"Yeah. He insisted on keeping that private. He talked with your father — Jim — about what was happening, but he chose not to have any tests or try any therapy. I think your father had a hard time not bugging him to get some help. He had a fair amount of pain, but then he had been in pain since sixty-five."

"I would have come more often. ... I would have helped you take care of him." For the first time, Lucas began to cry.

"He would have hated that," Eric said, putting his arm around the boy. "He had enough trouble letting me help."

"So — cancer?"

"Probably. Jim never told me what he thought, but Sam went fast so I think so."

When Lucas's tears stopped, he asked, "What are you going to do, Eric?"

"The Department Chair has asked me to look after the students that Sam was advising and to teach the course he was going to do over the summer. I have an offer to begin working at UC San Francisco in the fall, but I haven't decided to take it."

"What do you want to do?"

"We'll talk about that in a bit." He walked over to the study door and waited for Lucas to join him. "Someone's waiting for us in Sam's study now."

Crossing the threshold to the study and seeing the Jefferson-style desk, with yellow legal pads and stationery spread out on the surface was disorienting for Lucas. In one of the wingback chairs sat an old, round, fleshy man in a suit. "Lucas this is Aaron Wiseman, Sam's attorney and business agent."

The man heaved himself up and surrounded Lucas's small hand with his pudgy, much larger one. "Mr. Jansen."

"No, my father is out walking."

"Yes. You are the Mr. Jansen I need to see. Lucas, right?"

"Yeah. Eric, what's going on?"

"Sit down and hear Mr. Wiseman out."

Eric sat in a wooden, straight-back chair by the desk and Lucas took the other wingback across from the lawyer. "Okay."

"I'm the executor of Mr. Marshall's estate. Mr. Anderson," he nodded to Eric, "is Sam's literary executor."

"Right. What's this have to do with me?"

"Mr. Marshall executed a fairly straight forward in vivos Trust on your behalf as well as providing a bequest."

"What's that mean?"

"You are a wealthy young man. The Trust has as its principal about five million dollars and the bequest is fifty-thousand dollars.  The principal of the Trust becomes yours on your twenty-fifth birthday and the interest and dividends are to be paid to you quarterly until then. I am the sole trustee at the moment."

Lucas shouted, "No! No fucking way." He looked at Eric. "This should be yours. There's no way I'm taking it. He must have been crazy at the end."

The lawyer's eyes widened. "You really don't have a choice. The choice was Mr. Marshall's. What you do with the proceeds is up to you. By the way, the trust was set up shortly after Mr. Marshall met you."

Eric got Lucas's attention. "You know he wasn't crazy, and this is what Sam wanted. He took care of me and he made smaller bequests to Jonathan, North, and your fathers, along with a lot of other people. He always did what he thought right."

"How the hell did he get that kind of money?"

"The first books were best sellers, and Sam found a great business agent. He didn't need much to live, and everything his work made was invested."

The lawyer added, "It didn't hurt that he was a genius trader.  Apple — I told him he was nuts."

"No, Eric. You loved him. You put up with all his shit. Everything should go to you."

The lawyer sighed and looked to Eric, indicating that he should talk some sense into the boy. "Sam and I loved each other. He provided for me, in many ways, so you need to respect his wishes. I think he wanted you to have a choice about your life, not to be beholden to anyone. He told me that you'd know what to do with whatever he left you."

Eric rose and walked to the desk where he took a sheaf of papers and brought it to Lucas. "This is the last volume of poetry he completed. There are some gems in it. Read the dedication."

Lucas read: "For Lucas Jansen, another orphan who risked forcing the world to grant him a place on his own terms."

"Sam made sure that future royalties on his work would come to me, and I'll control where his papers end up."

A subdued Lucas finally gave in. "Whatever he wanted. He's dead and he’s still finding ways to piss me off."

The lawyer managed to rise again. "I have to catch a flight to New York." To Lucas he said, "One of the benefits of a Trust is that it doesn't go through probate. The bequest will take a while, but the interest on the Trust principal will begin immediately. Per Mr. Marshall's instructions, I will add your fathers as trustees, assuming they are willing."

Wiseman left Eric and Lucas alone in Sam's study.

"All I want to do is work with horses."

"You should be able to manage that, now."

"I can't think straight, yet."

Lucas remembered the first time he had seen Eric as the two reminisced about Sam until the stress of the morning dissipated in laughter. Shortly before noon, Tom returned from his walk. "You two have been telling Marshall stories."

Lucas said, "Yeah, we have."

"We should get back to Goldendale, son."

"Can we stop for lunch at Provecho?"

"Sure. Want to join us, Eric?"

"No, I have a lot of details to take care of."

"What was the news you had for Luke?"

"I'm sure he'll fill you in on the way back."

Coda for Part II

From a distance, the tents appeared to be pebbles strewn on a shore before the tongue of a frozen river. Adams Glacier was a slow-moving river even if its lower edge had been retreating for years. The early morning sun was beginning to heat the air enough that campers could wander about the campsite in only sweatshirts and shorts, and soon sweatshirts would be intolerable. Three children, one with startlingly blond hair, almost white, ran between the tents and the blue ice of the glacier tongue. One adult, tall and lean with short blond hair watched them, reminding them to let the other adults sleep. The adults, though, closely attuned to the sounds of the children, were already stirring.

Every summer for the last four years, the family had camped here for a week, gathering Jim and Vi from Goldendale, Jason and Jon from Seattle with their son JT, Jerry and Lucas from Pasadena by way of their retreat in Goldendale with their son Sam, and North and Annie from Portland with their son Marshall and their daughter Annie-V — for the first two years carried up the mountain on North’s back. They set aside careers and lives, cell phones and iPads, because they craved family time together other than for weddings and funerals.

* * * * *

After pulling up stakes on Mt. Adams, in a few days they would all go to Goldendale. Goldendale was the lodestone for all of them, with Vi’s and Jim’s homes as the center. Vi had sold her farm to Lucas and Jerry, and the two had built a log-and-glass retreat on the north edge of it, letting Vi live in the family home as long as she wanted. Martin’s nephew had taken over Martin’s duties, so the farm prospered, and the horses that Luke loved so much were well tended.

In the summer, all of the couples would often be there at the same time, but the children would spend almost all of their summer alternating between Vi’s and Jim’s houses, Lucas’s and Jerry’s retreat, and the stable where the horses were kept. During the rest of the year, the couples would alternate visits in order to provide company for Vi and Jim. And, Lucas often would seek the solitude of his and Jerry’s retreat for concentrating on the math and physics problems that engaged his professional life, while Jerry remained in Pasadena and sculpted while tending to Sam.

* * * * *

Out from one of the three-man tents, two smaller men stood and stretched before hugging and kissing each other.

"Uncle Luke! Uncle Jerry!" the six-year-old blond child screamed while running over to them. Grabbing them both by their hands, he tugged mightily. "Come on! See what we've been building."

The two allowed themselves to be dragged over and around the small boulders and large rocks up to the edge of the ice. They looked over at the blond man as if expecting rescue, but they received only a broad smile before their brother escaped and crawled back into another tent.

Once in the tent, North poked Annie. She issued a complaining moan. "Did I hear Marshall screaming?"

"Oh, yes. Luke and Jerry have the munchkins in tow, so we can enjoy some quality time."

"You're just horny, as always." Annie reached up from her sleeping bag to caress the back of North's head as he dropped beside her. "I do miss the ponytail." She tried to remember when exactly North had stopped being a golden boy and had become a man.

"Quality time?" he asked.

"If you can be a little quiet, yeah. I don't want to gross the Js or Vi out."

"What do you think they're doing?"

At the impromptu playground, Jerry and Luke now watched four kids, including a lively Annie-V, who had spent the night in Vi’s tent. One of the boys was chipping ice off the glacier tongue with a big rock, while the other three waited to pick up the large chunks of ice and carry them to the building project at the edge of the lava field. "Sam, be careful! Don't whack JT or Marshall or Annie-V with the rock."

Sam, the tallest of the four children, a dark-haired boy, deeply affronted, looked at his fathers and then went back to pounding on the ice. "Have you taken your meds yet?"

Lucas laughed and told his son, "Yes, Dad. But, thanks for checking."

"You guys need a break?"

The tall, angular, older man with graying hair bent at his waist to touch his toes. Lucas couldn't see Jim without imagining Tom still beside him. Sam, Tom, Martin — all gone. At least the boys had one grandfather with whom they could find refuge against what occasionally seemed to them unreasonable parents. And they had Grandmama Vi, as well. "Don't let them go crazy, please," Lucas said.

“I have a little experience in these matters, and I can't believe I'm hearing that request from you."

“I can’t believe it, either,” came a voice from Vi’s tent.

Lucas and Jerry wandered back to the campsite. They held hands. The laws of physics didn't unravel, and no one fainted at their display of connection. Some years past, Washington had become the first state to pass a marriage-equality statute that survived a referendum. Now the religious fanatics seemed marginalized. Of the campers, three couples were married, one straight and two gay, all having children.

By the time they reached the tents, Jason and Jonathan had breakfast started. Jerry called to them, "About time you were up."

The Js smiled and shrugged. Jason retorted, "You two just wish you didn't have babysitting duty this morning so you could have gotten some."

Jerry made a face and said, "Eeew, like I really need to imagine you two going at it."

* * * * *

Jim watched as another child from a group of tents north of theirs hesitantly approached the boys. When Marshall finally looked up to see the newcomer, he walked over and said, "Hi, I'm Marshall. Those are my cousins, Sam and JT, and my sister, Annie-V." Then Marshall did something that absolutely surprised the latest arrival — he hugged him.

Jim smiled broadly as he heard Marshall say, "Come on, you can help us."

Looking up at Marshall's spontaneous gesture, Lucas thought, Everything's just as it should be.


Part III

THE BOOK OF SAMUEL

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Journey to Another Gyre

not sure whts going on. jg is very sad and lonely. need to do something. Marsh wont c it.

This was the last in the series of texts from his cousin, JT, in Seattle before their summer gathering in Goldendale. Sam thought JT the sweetest and goofiest of his cousins and, among the generation of cousins, on the surface the least special, not apparently brilliant and not charismatic as his cousin Marshall was.

Sam thought of warm summer afternoons and evenings with his cousins, sitting in a hayloft in one of the barns away from parents and grandparents on the Goldendale farm. The circle included JT, the adopted son of Uncles Jason and Jonathan, the Uncle Js, who were physicians at the University of Washington in Seattle; Marshall, the son of Other Dad’s brother by adoption, Uncle North, and Aunt Annie who lived in Portland and both taught Social Work at Portland State University, and Annie-V, their daughter who was three years younger than the male cousins who were all the same age.

They called Jim Underhill, Lucas's and North's father, Just Grampa or JG, because their other grandfathers had wives or partners.

He wrote back quickly, u sound worried. r u ok?  talk when we get there. love you, S.  He said nothing to his parents.

* * * * *

"Let's rescue your father at the lab."

The boy looked at the grimy t-shirt and the clay-spattered shorts his father was wearing and smelled the loamy aroma of the modeling clay, the same clay Sam loved to squish through his fingers. Though he loved the earthy smell that he would always associate with days spent in his father's studio, he didn't want to appear in public with the man unless he changed and cleaned up. Jerry Robinson was small, with an open face bespotted with clay, who could have been mistaken for the boy's older brother. In southern California his work sold well, and he had become a regional artist of some notice. "If you change clothes — and maybe take a shower."

Jerry looked down at himself. "Oh, that's probably a good idea. You want to call Markie and see if she wants to come?"

"Where are we going?"

"I thought Celestino. A little fancy, maybe?"

"How about 140 South? I know Markie will come if we go there," the boy said with a bright smile.

"You call. I'll get presentable." Jerry dashed down the hall to the bedroom he shared with his husband. They had been married in Washington State, where Lucas's family lived when he and Jerry had met at an underage dance club in Portland, but now, in California, they were DPs, Domestic Partners.

Jerry was looking forward to spending a few weeks at the end of summer with Lucas and the extended family in Goldendale in Southern Washington beginning next week. He and Lucas had built a cabin for a retreat from Southern California life; they called it Turing House after Alan Turing, the father of modern computing and artificial intelligence and a formidable code breaker. In 1952 Turing had been convicted of gross indecency for homosexual acts and sentenced to chemical castration. Two years later he committed suicide using cyanide.

While his father showered, the thirteen-year-old Samuel Martin Jansen called his best friend in Pasadena. "Hey we're going to grab OD and eat lunch at 140 South. Want to go?" He smiled at his friend's voice, deeper and huskier than expected from a girl and got the answer he wanted. He always felt happy when he heard her voice.

"Okay, we'll pick you up in twenty minutes."

When Jerry had dressed and presented himself to the soon-to-be fourteen-year-old boy for inspection, Sam was satisfied if not thrilled. His father's fashion sense was dismal, especially for a gay man, but at least, unlike Other Dad, this one paid a little attention to his image. Other Dad had so little regard for the clothes he hung on his spare body that among Sam's friends he had gone past uncool directly to some state of awesome idiosyncrasy.

"Thanks for cleaning up," the boy said, looking at the faded black jeans and gray T-shirt his father sported.

"Despite what you may think, my mission in life doesn't focus on embarrassing you."

"Well, being an artist cuts you a little slack, but I have a hard time convincing some of my friends that you're gay. Haven't they taken back your membership card?"

All Sam's friends knew about his fathers, and the boy didn't seem to have suffered because his parents were both male. This was a university town and a California one at that. "We were never more than probationary members. We never got the sensibility merit badge."

Sam sighed and moved to the door. Parking was terrible near the lab, so they would park where they could, probably a few blocks from Other Dad's office, and then walk over to the lab, pick up the man and then go to lunch. From years of friendship with Markie he knew that her mother worked long days and sometimes into the night. If her mother had lunches, they were hurried interruptions from work or fast food in her office. From friends, he knew that most people's lives ran on that kind of schedule.

As a four-year-old wearied by the foster-care system, he had landed in a different world, a world full of all sorts of differences, from sexual orientations to money to jobs and on and on. The boy knew little about his own infancy — he had been given up for adoption by an unwed teen-age mother and had been adopted by his fathers in Washington just after he reached his fourth birthday. He had found that the ache of foster care came from an overbearing sense of rootlessness and difference, a sense present in him not to mention a judgment from many friends from "normal" families. After he came to Lucas and Jerry different seemed normal and he had roots that stretched into a definite past.  He thought of his cousin Marshall, and though a gay couple had raised Marshall’s father, Marshall's family resembled a conventional one, or maybe not, since Marshall's parents, Uncle North and Aunt Annie, were still married to each other. Of course, so were his parents.

Markie was waiting outside her house when they pulled up, and Sam moved to the backseat to keep her company. Jerry knew that he and Lucas had raised a polite and compassionate boy, but now, as he looked at the backseat in the rearview mirror, he thought he saw something more, something in his son's face when he looked at Markie. Jerry remembered that his first great loves came around Sam's age. Welcome to the great mystery, son.

* * * * *

Somewhere near Geneva, Switzerland, at CERN, protons were screaming along magnetically contained paths, bunched into groups of billions of protons some of which circulated in opposite directions in concentric circular tracks until they collided with each other in one of several detectors. The collisions very briefly produced energies not occurring in nature since just after the Big Bang. One point of this exercise was the production and detection of the Higgs boson, a predicted particle with an associated field that constrained the weak nuclear force and imparted mass to all other matter and energy interacting with it.

The data produced by the collisions in the Large Hadron Collider would be measured in petabytes per year of operation. A petabyte is roughly a quadrillion bytes. How to search for evidence of the Higgs in this haystack was a problem. Lucas Jansen looked at the printout of the latest version of an algorithm he had helped design to do just that.

Lucas was the Goldendale, Washington, boy who loved to work with horses and spend time alone, but within him was an extraordinary mathematical aptitude that had been recognized at an early age by a friend of his mentor, the poet Samuel Marshall, physicist Lita Koresh at Stanford. She had extended an offer to a then fourteen-year-old boy to work with her if he was serious about studying mathematics. She had become another mentor.

Lucas had emailed Koresh one day soon after his early high-school graduation with the message, "I'm ready." She had been mildly surprised because she wasn’t sure Lucas really wanted an academic career.

Koresh, as promised, had made a place for him at Stanford where she supervised his doctoral work in number theory, while he simultaneously completed his bachelor’s degree. Sam had lived up to the early promise she had seen. He and his life-mate Jerry had moved to Palo Alto after Jerry had graduated from his Portland high school, and Jerry had worked on his BFA and MFA there. Lucas and Jerry had met on a club dance floor and over a few years created an opportunity for what Lucas had seen in his fathers’ relationship. Differences as much as a few similarities made their relationship rich, and Lucas was deeply grateful that Jerry had taken his illness in stride. They had made and kept promises to each other.

Eventually, Lucas had moved to Caltech, not because of his computational work on the Higgs signature, but because of his work on number theory and quantum computing. He had won a prestigious Millennium Prize from the Clay Mathematics Institute for his work.

What Lucas really loved, though, was mucking out stalls and combing, grooming, and above all else, riding horses on open range. He relished the smell of horseshit, the lather of horse sweat, and the feeling of horsehair under his fingers, though he had to wear gloves and a respirator when handling the beasts.

His colleagues at the Lauritsen Laboratory viewed him as odd, even among the collection of odd men there, though they viewed his sexuality as just a fairly common variant. He was quiet, didn't suffer fools, and didn't like self-righteousness, scientific or otherwise, and he would never be even politely dishonest with anyone about anything. He sifted through the undergrads and graduate students for those that interested him and treated those few as equals in his work.

As he looked at the whiteboard in his office on the fourth floor of the lab building, his concentration was shaken by the sound of a boy's voice from the hallway. Lucas smiled and, remembering the lunch date, waited patiently for his son.

When he was old enough to realize that his father worked in a laboratory, Sam had been bitterly disappointed that the lab wasn't a place of beakers, burners, and the sizzle of Jacob's ladders, nor was it populated by men in white lab coats creating monsters. The floor of the building where his father worked was just a bunch of offices, and the laboratories lived in the minds of the residents. As Sam rushed ahead of Markie and Jerry, his father nearly called him back, but stopped himself as a Nobel Prize-winning theoretical physicist, moving distractedly along the hall toward the stairway, said hello to Sam as he passed. Everyone here knew Sam.

* * * * *

Sam's eyes passed over the contents of Other Dad's office. Unlike some of the other offices on the fourth floor, this one was spare, with only one bookcase, two file cabinets, a whiteboard, and a desk with most of its surface clear. Sam thought the desk unusual because it had only a writing surface with two drawers above and nothing below to interfere with the user's legs. On the walls were a movie poster from the film, Secretariat, two photographs, one of Other Dad with Peter Higgs and one a group photo including Lucas at the last Solvay Conference, as well as plaque certifying the Millennium Prize along with a framed copy of Lita Koresh’s remarks at the award ceremony for Lucas:

It is my great honor to offer a few remarks on the winner of this Clay Mathematics Millennium Prize, a young man I have known since he was in middle school. A fourteen-year-old boy with no formal training astonished me with his grasp of higher mathematics. Eventually, he studied the mathematics and underpinnings of String Theory, and then he tackled the problem of analyzing the CERN data trying to detect the Higgs boson.

 

When he joined me at Stanford, Lucas began to explore, at first on his own, a problem of how a distributed computing network would detect a pattern from millions of particle collisions, a pattern that if seen some thousands of times might signal the appearance of the Higgs. He realized the other products of any one collision would overwhelm the signal, and only by overlaying and comparing data from millions of collisions would the occasional signature appear clearly.

 

He did this work while delving into number theory and quantum computing. This Millennium Prize, a result of this work, is awarded for his proof of the conjecture that the lowest excitations of a pure Yang-Mills theory have a finite mass-gap with regard to the vacuum state, leading to the solution of another open problem connected with this conjecture — a proof of the confinement property in the presence of additional Fermion particles.

What the plaque didn’t say was that Lucas’s work on the Higgs data problem had earned him the undying gratitude of the experimental-physics community because he had simplified the computer program to more quickly sift the data for the tiny signature.

Other Dad was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt. The two fathers by dress would be almost twins, and Other Dad looked even younger than Jerry, especially with his shoulder-length dark hair. "You ready, OD?"

Lucas looked at his son, trying to feign irritation, but could only manage a smile. He rose and hugged the boy who was already approaching his height. "Where's your dad?"

Before Sam could answer, Jerry and Markie walked through the office door.  The room was tight for four people. Jerry and Lucas hugged and gave each other a perfunctory kiss on the lips at which both Markie and Sam rolled their eyes and then smiled at each other. "How's your afternoon looking?" Jerry asked his husband.

"Good. No meetings, so we can relax over lunch. Where'd you decide to go?"

Sam replied, "140 South."

"Let's go, then."

Taking the stairs, the four were out of the lab. Caltech's footprint was small, only about a city block. Once they were out of the lab they were off-campus almost immediately, walking north to the restaurant. Trailing behind the youngsters, Jerry and Lucas saw Sam and Markie talking together as if they were alone. The fathers slowed their pace a little to give the kids some space. Jerry observed the way his son looked directly at Markie when he was speaking and saw that when Markie replied, the boy looked quickly away as if he might reveal too much if he held her gaze.  He remembered his first conversation with Lucas and the ones during the following few weeks. He had been in love at fourteen, and he thought that thirteen-year-olds might find themselves in some form of love.  Many adults had described his and Lucas's relationship as infatuation then, but if it was, it turned into something else: much deeper. When that change had occurred, he had no idea. Would you describe a tree as fundamentally different than a sapling?

Jerry nodded ahead toward their son with a look that said: He's in love.

Lucas grinned and muttered, "Please, no."

They were at the restaurant in thirty minutes, the kids arriving ahead of the adults, and the host reacted to the two thirteen-year-olds with more deference than usual toward young people. "Ah, Sam. Just you and the young lady?"

"No, sir. The dads will be here soon, so four, please."

Even at thirteen, Sam knew why he was treated this way — money. His fathers had a bucket-full. He knew that they had money before they married and that his father's mathematics prize came with a million bucks. His fathers never directly mentioned the money or how they came by it, but the Internet told him everything he wanted to know. All he had to do was Google the name Lucas Jansen. The whole world that had produced Other Dad was revealed there, if sometimes inaccurately, but including Other Dad's friendship with his adopted son’s namegiver, the poet Samuel Marshall, and with the grandfather who had died before he was adopted, the author Tom Jansen, whose books were still on best-sellers lists from time to time. He also saw photographs of his Other Dad and his grandfather taken at a book signing in Seattle when he was only a little older than Sam was now. OD didn't look all that much different today.

As Sam grew older, he was struck by how normal his fathers were despite their fame as a mathematician and a renowned sculptor. They took a strong interest in a very bright, adopted son.

His fathers had attended more than one parent-teacher conference resulting from their son's tendency to answer his teachers' questions truthfully, especially in his science classes — answers that usually went: "No one really knows." He wasn't being contrarian or a smart ass. His teachers were always chagrined when the professor, his father, told them, "He's right, you know. He values truth. Don't mistake collective wisdom for science. Don’t mistake consensus for proof." Other Dad frustrated a lot of teachers, but Sam was smart enough to know what answers he should give on tests.

* * * * *

Seated with their menus, they gave their drink orders to the host. When the waiter appeared, the men both ordered salads, as did Markie.  Sam started to order a Ranch Burger loaded with smoked bacon and jack cheese along with fries, but stopped at a horrified look from Markie. He frowned and instead ordered a Veggie Burger with a side salad. Lucas thought: Oh, you poor little man.

Sam and his fathers had discussed asking Markie to join them on the upcoming trip to Goldendale. Sam seemed to have forgotten until Jerry kicked him gently under the table and nodded toward the girl.

"Oh. Um, Markie, do you think you'd like to go to Goldendale with us next week?"

He had tried to be so casual about asking the question, but his voice betrayed how much the answer would mean to him. Markie decided to prolong his anxiety a bit. "How long would we stay?"

"We usually spend a month, but you don't have to spend the whole time if you don't want to."

"Will Marshall and Annie-V be there?"

Now Sam was irritated and didn't understand why; nor did he conceal his irritation very well. He stared at her a moment, twisting the cloth napkin in his hands before answering. Markie had never been concerned with Marshall before, although she had met him. He thought of his blond, handsome cousin. "Yes, and so will JT.”

His fathers noted Markie's delight at having irritated Sam. Finally, the girl said, "I'd really like to, but I'll have to check with my mom, and she'll want to talk with your dads."

Any darkness the girl had precipitated by her mention of Marshall dissipated in Sam's happiness that she hadn't said no. The rest of the lunch disappeared along the arrow of time. They talked about their lives, and the adults listened attentively, but Sam saw in Other Dad the kind of distraction he saw almost all the time. While he could attract his dad's full attention when needed, he felt that a part of his Other Dad's attention always gravitated to some hidden interior compartment holding a physics problem or to a desire to retreat into solitude. He didn't begrudge Lucas privacy, but he longed to know him as clearly as he knew Jerry, who was an open book to him.

The restaurant was busy, yet none of the staff hurried them. Lucas smiled inwardly when, despite a look from Markie, Sam ordered a slice of "Killer" carrot cake.

* * * * *

"I don't know. A month's a long time, and you won't have much time to shop for school when you get back."

Markie looked about the living room of their perfectly maintained home. Her workaholic mother used the fruit of her efforts and her father's child support to create a large and somewhat ostentatious home decorated with a lot of white. Only wealthy people who paid dearly for maintenance decorated in shades of white. She couldn't remember a day without the new-house smell. "I don't need much time, and I really want to go."

Markie's mother decided, without consulting her ex-husband. He was traveling this summer. After all, she and her ex both liked Lucas and Jerry even if they were unconventional, and she had absolutely no compunction about the fitness of two gay men to look after her only child on a vacation. Unlike Sam's parents, she had no clue about the little tension developing between the children, a tension born of the just-beginning hormone storm.

"Okay. I'll talk with Luke and Jerry about the details, and I’ll send some money with you."

That was typical of her parents — money instead of time. "You know they won't take it, but I'm sure I can find a use for it, although I don't think Goldendale is a shopping mecca. Can I let Sam know?"

"Sure. He can tell his parents that we'll talk."

* * * * *

"You up for seventeen hours in the car?" Lucas was at the dining-room table with Sam. Sam looked at the map spread before them. He didn't much need to review the map because the route hadn't varied in all the times he'd made the trip. They'd head up I-5 to Weed and then cut over to follow US-97 all the way to Goldendale. His cousins would already be there when they arrived, and he was looking forward to seeing them in a couple of days. One thing he had learned from both his fathers was the value of family.

Even when he had first come to live with his parents, he had learned that OD took pills and that they were very important. The first responsibility toward OD that he had taken upon himself was to check on the medication every morning. Now he knew why his father took the pills, and, looking at Lucas, wondered if his father was still up to the long days of driving. He hadn't detected any change in Lucas's energy level, but, despite his fathers' efforts to assure him, he always waited for the disaster he was sure would come. After a year of living in his new home, he had begun to feel safe with the men, a feeling that his fathers reinforced as the boy grew up. Other Dad could be reclusive. Sam knew that he and Lucas shared the same kind of family history minus the abuse and minus the HIV.

"Stopping in Klamath Falls?"

"That's the plan. You all packed?"

"Pretty much. Thanks for taking me shopping. Maybe my old clothes shrunk."

"Oh, no doubt — all of them at the same time. You're getting to be a real moose. I wonder how much your cousins have grown since Christmas."

"We all have Facebook pages, OD. For a geek, you're pretty backward."

"Once again I remind you that Geeks are carnival performers who bite the heads off chickens.  If anything, I'm a nerd."

Sam sighed because he should have seen OD's reaction coming; he'd heard the complaint often enough. "Sorry. For a nerd, you're pretty backward."

"Keeping a little privacy is important. Besides, I love the surprise of seeing people after a time. And by the way, Fry, I can find anything you put out on the net, so don't post or email anything you don't want your parents to see."

"I know, I know, and don't call me Fry. It'd be a lot more fun if you weren't a computer genius." Sam hated the nickname, one Other Dad had been given by Sam’s uncles and short for Small Fry.

"I'm sure. Why don't you try to get a little sleep? We leave early, and ...," he looked wistfully at his son, "... we have to pick Markie up before we get on the road."

Sam smiled, unable to hide his happiness at the thought of spending a month away from their homes with his friend, before he walked slowly to his room. The room, like its resident, was in transition. The walls were hung mostly with posters of fantasy/sci-fi characters, some based on his grandfather’s books, but also with a couple of signed lithographs, one bought with his allowance and the other a gift from his dads, an embossed print by the Vietnamese artist Lebadang titled "Leader of the Herd." Its deep-green background flowered into a large, irregular central printed cartouche with a herd of small reddish horses and a larger gold stallion in the front, along with small, embossed cartouches of horses surrounding the center. He hadn't liked it very much when he first received the gift, but over two years the print had seduced him, often filling his dreams. He thought it whispered to him about Other Dad.

He had to pass his eleventh birthday before his fathers let him get a cell phone and a laptop of his own. The iPhone was a gift because his fathers regarded it as a safety tool. The MacBook had come only after he came up with half its cost.  Because of the size of the files his other dad used, the house was connected to the university's OC-3 fiber-optic backbone. His family paid only for the pricey local loop. If Other Dad showed any ostentation, this very expensive connection was its evidence.  The computers in the house were connected by wire through a very high-speed switch, although a much slower Wi-Fi network was also available. His friends were stunned at how fast the connection was because, to them, bandwidth was everything as they did battle in fantastic lands in the ether. The downside was that everywhere else he went, the data world was painfully slow.

He set an iPhone alarm and launched a playlist of arias sung by Montserrat Caballé. His fathers had used opera to help him sleep when he first came to them, and unlike most of his friends, he loved the melodies, especially her Casta Diva. At 5:30 in the morning, the lyrics of The Gaslight Anthem's Once Upon a Time woke him.

I remember Marvin Gaye, singin'

"What's Goin' On"

Don't play with my love oh

I remember Otis Redding

Sittin' at the Dock of the Bay

But then he went away

And I remember Sam Cooke ya'll

So Bring It On Home To Me

From your love I can't be free

I remember Elvis Presley

And them Blue Suede Shoes

Lord they gave me the blues

He listened to the song end, imagining picking the high guitar melodic line, the music moving his fingers in sympathy as he listened. His fathers had turned him on to Sam Cooke, Otis Reading, and Marvin Gaye, whose recordings they'd inherited from his grandfathers, and he knew all those songs. Of the group, Presley was the only one that left him cold.

Among his earliest recollections were trips out of the city to lie in a field looking at the myriad stars and listening to the lyrical lessons from Other Dad about the relationship of time and space.  Somehow even then, an image of songs and lives connected and smeared out through space and time formed and comforted him. Caballé and the others were long dead, but their fossilized voices reached out to him, and their connection to his acquired ancestors sweetened their music.

Hearing his fathers up and about, he silenced the phone and went to his bathroom to shower. Dropping his shorts and t-shirt on the floor, he looked in the mirror to see the burgeoning collections of hair where little had been a year ago, and then there was the erection that was now present more often than not when he woke.

Many of his friends had told him that talking about sex with their parents was like getting a cut sewn up without anesthesia. For him, the discussions with his fathers were anxiety-free and matter-of-fact. Jerry had even managed to turn occasional embarrassment into gentle humor. Jerking off, they had told him, was an obvious solution to the problem of erections, but he had pointed out that if he relieved himself that way every time he had one, that's all he would be doing. His fathers had recommended a certain amount of discipline, but that discipline didn't extend to mornings in his bathroom. He thought his plumbing was pretty cool.

After he showered, he gathered his toiletries, picked up his sleep clothes, and wandered naked back to his bedroom to finish packing before breakfast. After dressing and zipping up his duffle, he lugged the bag and one of his cased guitars to the living room and then went to the kitchen for breakfast. Jerry loved to cook, but today, cold cereal with the last of the fruit was the only item on the menu. Other Dad's relentlessness when traveling — no unnecessary stopping — was restrained only by Jerry's exceptional curiosity about landscapes. His artist dad was among the few who could cajole his mathematician husband into varying from the most direct route. Now, the relentlessness was in full flower, and they packed the car deliberately. While Other Dad arranged the bags and some small gifts for the family, Jerry took out the last of the household garbage and recycling. Sam quickly checked his mental list because he knew that once underway, they weren't turning back.

Sam also knew that Other Dad's office was wherever his brain was, but he knew that the office would shut down for a while when they arrived at the stables in Goldendale.

Markie was waiting for them in front of her house, alone because her mother was already at work. Lucas helped stow her bags, and she buckled up next to Sam in the back of the Prius. As he looked at her, Sam could feel her excitement.  He had always thought she was pretty, but lately his gaze was drawn from her face to her curves. She had heard so many stories of his trips to Washington and the people who gathered or already lived there. She had met his cousins, uncles, aunt, and grandfather when they made short visits to California, but now she'd have the Goldendale experience.

Jerry started out driving, taking them out Pasadena Avenue and I-210 to I-5 north. Lucas seemed lost in thought until they were on I-5. Smiling at Jerry, he barked softly, "Five miles over the speed limit, Jer. We're not going to a funeral."

The two children saw the warmth of Jerry's smile as he replied, "Sure thing, Doc." Seeing the quizzical looks on Markie's face in the rearview mirror, Jerry said, "He's thinking about his first time driving when he was just a little older than you and getting back-seat instructions from Samuel Marshall, strapped in a wheel chair in the back of his van."

Markie had flown everywhere she had traveled, and her nose was almost pressed against the window as the miles enveloped them and then passed. Sam and Markie shared a game of Scrabble on an iPad as they passed through central California, occasionally also sharing confidences about school or opinions about a performer. Quite suddenly Sam felt he should remind Markie that more than family would be staying at the farm.

"You remember that some other kids will be visiting while we're there, right?"

"Yeah. From a center for gay kids in Portland, right?"

"Basically, but there might be lesbian, bi, or trans kids as well. Sometimes straight foster kids come out as well."

"Is there room for everyone at the farm?"

"The kids and their families or foster parents stay at a Quality Inn across the highway from the farm."

"That can't be cheap."

Sam decided just to tell her. "My dads foot the bill. Most of the kids and their families couldn't afford it. And, then some of the kids are homeless, so counselors who work at the center come with them. They get a chance to get out of the city and play a little bit. We go to the observatory and to the museum, but mostly we relax at the farm or go up on Mt. Adams."

Markie smiled as Sam began to say we instead of they. Though many of her girlfriends couldn't see why, she liked Sam in a way she liked no other friend.  She didn't even mind when they teased her about Sam being her boyfriend.

"Why did you ask about Marshall?"

"I was just curious. He seems like a nice guy."

Sam had to be honest. "He is."

The kids retreated into the audio feeds from their phones as they passed alongside Mt. Shasta before the crossing into Oregon and into Klamath Falls eleven hours later. The long leg of their trip was over; tomorrow, the drive would be six hours.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Dreams and Journeys

In mid-July, five men met in a conference room in a secure facility on the outskirts of Washington, DC. Two of them were field agents for the Department of Homeland Security, one was an FBI liaison to DHS, and two were DHS supervisors.  One of the supervisors, a small man who looked like a college professor, sat in the corner of the room making notes on a legal pad. Among any number of perceived security threats, they were discussing one and not a very important one. Their meeting resulted from a single act of ideological violence in which hindsight showed all the clues that were not regarded and all the portents that were not seen.

“Look,” one supervisor said, “if that Nazi nut hadn’t opened fire in the movie theater in Ohio last year, we wouldn’t be here. This is like whale watching; we chase the latest threat no matter how random or how unlikely it is to recur because political appointees make our decisions.”

The FBI liaison then explained the assignment.  A year ago, the Joint Terrorism Task Force in Portland, Oregon, had received a report on activity by a cell of the neo-Nazi group, the National Socialist Movement, in Vancouver, Washington. A mid-level criminal had tried to negotiate a plea bargain on meth distribution and federal weapons charges by providing information on the small group's plan to attack a gathering of gay kids held annually in southern Washington State.

For local law enforcement, the investigation was like grasping at smoke. Save for one local FBI agent assigned to the joint task force, no one had taken the threat seriously, and, after being entered in a national database, the report ended up in the pile of non-actionable and suspect intelligence. However, the report had resurfaced recently when a computer program at the much larger JTTF in Los Angeles had connected the report of the little Washington gathering with the name of a wunderkind at Caltech in whom people at DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, took a decided interest.  Apparently, the genius had developed some kind of computer program that could be used to detect very small differences in a large number of very similar events, and that had all sorts of defense applications.

Any threat on this man’s life was a problem, and homegrown terrorism was back on everyone’s radar again. It had been long on the back burner since Timothy McVeigh’s murder of adults and children in the Murrah Federal Building had faded from memory and the Middle East came to be seen as the font of all significant terrorism.

The FBI liaison concluded, “It’s taken almost two years for this shit to be pushed uphill, but if there’s an incident, it will take about two seconds for it to roll downhill. We don’t know how serious the threat is, but the intelligence is now considered actionable. We just want you to go out, brief the locals, and have a look. We could give a shit less about a bunch of gay kids from Portland, but the scientist is another matter. He’s why you’re going. If anything were to happen to this guy, all of our asses would be in a permanent sling.”

The small man in the corner suddenly asked, “Do any of you know what the first act of domestic bioterrorism in the United States was and where it occurred?”

Silence took the room until he continued, “In 1984, the bacterium Salmonella enterica Typhimurium, was used by a religious sect, the disciples of the Bhagwan Sri Rajneesh, against the citizens of The Dalles, Oregon, and resulted in the illness of over 750 people.  You should give a shit about a bunch of kids from Oregon, gay or otherwise. If not, why the fuck are we doing all this? History teaches us always to think of the religious roots of terrorism. Do I make myself clear?”

Again, silence.

On the same day that Lucas, Jerry, and the teenagers left Pasadena, two men in dark suits showed their credentials to the TSA screeners and bypassed the screening equipment at Dulles International Airport near Washington, DC. They couldn't believe the short straw they'd drawn with this assignment. Sometimes joint task forces were a joke.

The younger agent defied the current trend among Homeland Security agents to shave their heads; instead he had a short but stylish haircut. He looked like a GQ model, but his experience belied his baby face; he was a seasoned intelligence agent.  Both of these armed Homeland Security agents were Mormons, the younger agent raised in the faith of the Church of Jesus Christ Latter Day Saints but no longer practicing because he had discovered something about himself on his yearlong mission to Brazil; the older was a devout LDS follower.  Jeff Chertov knew that his partner, Ted Kesh, had little use for gay people and would probably have refused to work with him if he knew that his younger partner was gay.

Still, he didn't think this use of DHS resources was particularly wise. These homegrown terrorist or hate groups rarely followed through on threats, and in some Podunk town like Goldendale, Washington, the possibility seemed absurd, especially since the gathering was really just a few kids spending a week at a farm.  So many of these wacko groups existed across the country that keeping track of them would be a full-time job for every Federal law-enforcement agency in the country. But in this case, the scientist, who was gay, might be considered a high-value target — though in this case only because of his orientation. The initial report had been coupled with subsequent information about vocal anti-gay activity by members of a local fundamentalist church in Goldendale. Jeff thought, This mathematician must be the second coming of Albert fucking Einstein to warrant sending us on this fool’s errand.

The two agents had checked with TSA, and the air marshal on the flight was briefed on where they would be sitting in the 737. The air marshal notified the flight crew.  As per protocol they didn't sit together. The flight from DC to Portland was direct and long; Jeff hated flights this long. After arriving, they would meet with local FBI agents at the field office near the airport to get an update and be assigned a couple of vehicles before driving to Goldendale.  Jeff expected to investigate, find nothing, and head back to DC pronto.  If they were lucky, no one in Goldendale except local cops would even know they had been there.

The 737 touched down at PDX, and the agents, clutching identical hard-sided cases, took a shuttle to one of the airport hotels.

* * * * *

As the jet was landing in Portland, Jerry was pulling the blue Prius into the hotel in Klamath Falls, Oregon, almost exactly at 7:00 PM. The Cimarron Inn was farther off US-97 than Lucas liked, but there wasn't much local charm available in accommodations anywhere close to the highway, and even this hotel was part of a small chain.  In the back seat, Sam and Markie were flagging. Sam had known that Other Dad's question about eighteen hours in the car was a statistical trick. They would average nine-hour days, but the first day would be more like eleven hours and the second more like six, which meant they could sleep in a little tomorrow morning. He knew Other Dad wanted to end the day beyond the halfway point between Pasadena and Goldendale.

At the hotel desk, the clerk found their reservation for two rooms. Jerry had a slight 'oh-oh' moment when, thinking of what he had observed between Sam and Markie, he realized that the kids probably shouldn't share a room. The clerk was solicitous, but no other rooms were available. Lucas and Jerry were trying to parse the logistics, when, overhearing the conversation and now a little irritable with fatigue, Sam said, "For geniuses, you two are lame. Just get a rollaway, and I'll sleep in with you.  Markie can have the other room."

The fathers looked at each other, shrugged, and looked back to the clerk. "That we can manage," he said.

Jerry asked Markie, "You okay with this arrangement?" She looked a little confused that she and Sam wouldn't be sharing a room, but agreed.

The entrances to all the rooms were off the parking lot. They drove to a spot close to the rooms, parked, and unloaded their bags and Sam's guitar. The rooms were adjacent, and while Jerry and Sam got settled in one, Lucas took Markie to the other with its two Queen beds and suggested that she get settled before she joined them next door.

While Jerry and Sam waited for the other two, Jerry tried to soothe his son about the sleeping situation. "You do see why we had to arrange things this way?"

Sam frowned, and before he could protest that he had no idea, his fathers' implication dawned on him. He was at once sickened and offended. "What? You thought we'd do each other? She's my best friend, Dad."

Jerry could see that the boy saw no potential temptation in bunking with his best friend. "I know you don't think anything would happen, but . . ."

As Markie and Other Dad returned, Sam gave his dad a withering look. "You don't even know me."

The only food around the hotel was fast food, and they did the best they could, including even Markie who ate without obvious complaint.  As they dined, Sam was quietly steaming at the presumption of his fathers, but the more he looked at Markie, the more he heard too much protest in his anger. By the time they were finished with the meal, he was less angry, though he wasn't going to let his dads off the hook just yet.

When they returned to their rooms, the rollaway bed was just inside the door to the larger room with the King bed. "Games or sleep? If we get a reasonable start, we can be there in the early afternoon."

Markie and Sam spoke at the same time: "Sleep." Jerry thought he detected a little less bile in his son's answer.

"Markie, you have to promise not to go out of your room once you're in for the night. Don't open the door unless you're sure one of us is on the other side. If you need something, call our room, okay? We'll give you a wake-up call in the morning."

Markie nodded to Lucas, who suggested to Sam, "Why don't you help Markie get settled over there?"  Sam knew she was already as settled as she was going to be, but he did want to talk with her.

Markie and Sam walked next door, and as Sam sat on the end of one Queen bed, Markie got her toilet kit out of her bag atop the little folding luggage stand that hotels provide and took it into the bathroom. She then joined Sam on the end of the bed, and they both stared at the room door. "I guess we're not little kids anymore."

Sam thought a moment. "I don't want things to change between us."

"Things may change whether or not we want them to."

Sam chewed on that for a few seconds and then walked back to the other room. He felt heartsick and queasy. His fathers had placed the rollaway at the foot of their bed and were busy in the bathroom. He sat on the little bed and waited to brush his teeth and change. When his fathers returned in shorts and t-shirts, he took his turn, looking closely at the image in the mirror while he flossed and brushed. A teenager with the beginnings of a mustache on his upper lip and not a child stared back at him. I need to talk to them about shaving, I guess.

In bed before he plugged his earbuds in, he grudgingly informed the dads, "All right. I understand why you did it."

His exposure to music had been more indoctrination than accident. Arias, classical, and the sixties and seventies all slid into the lock to his heart. His friends barely put up with his antiquarian tastes. Now, as he moved to hypnagogia, he listened to Bob Dylan singing “I Was Young When I Left Home.” When he had first played it on his guitar and sung it for Markie, she had been overcome by sadness. He thought the song an affirmation of spirit and the value of home. He always thought of OD riding one of the horses in the fields behind their farm when he heard the verse:

Used to tell my ma sometimes

When I see them ridin' blind

Gonna make me a home out in the wind

In the wind, Lord, in the wind

Make me a home out in the wind.

As he drifted to sleep, half-listening to the song, he thought of the stories written by a dead grandfather that his fathers had read to him so many times in years past.

* * * * *

Sleep was a black pool into which he gradually walked. He was vaguely aware of holding a sphere while standing on the other side of a door that he couldn't locate when he looked around him. His skin tingled as if he were charged by static electricity, and a cool breeze in the violet air brought a sweet scent.

"What have you done to your hair, Kendall?"

"Kendall?  I am not Kendall; I'm Sam. Who the hell are you?"

"Prithvi. Have you come to fulfill Kendall's pledge?"

* * * * *

After checking out of their hotel following an early morning meeting at the FBI field office near the airport, Jeff and his partner grabbed the keys to a couple of Dodge Caravans, one white and one black, that had been brought to the field office from the Federal motor pool in Portland, loaded their luggage and the cases with H&K UMP40s, submachine guns chambered in .40 S&W, into the cargo areas. To Jeff, bringing this much firepower was foolish, but they'd be a long way from help in the little town, and the nearest help would be local Barney Fifes and the Washington State Patrol.

The drive across I-84 and up US-97 was quiet once they got through rush hour on I-205.  They had staggered their departures so they wouldn't look like a motorcade.  Jeff would be staying at the Quality Inn in Goldendale, and Ted would stay at the Three Rivers Inn at Biggs Junction, 14 miles away on the Oregon side of the Columbia River.  They had a late morning meeting scheduled at the sheriff’s office with the Klickitat County sheriff, the Goldendale police chief, and a supervisor for the State Patrol. Jeff laughed, thinking of what a pain in the ass this visit would be for the locals, and he wondered what they thought of the little gathering for gay kids in their community.  He imagined that they wouldn't be very enthusiastic about it if not hostile.

* * * * *

After a fitful night, Sam awoke suddenly in the early morning darkness. His phone showed 4:30. He heard at least one of his fathers turning in their bed. He debated getting up and using the bathroom, as his bladder was complaining, but his penis was, of course, not relaxed enough to pee comfortably. He briefly wondered whether his Uncle Js, being doctors, could explain the relationship of morning bladder and erections. After a half-hour of gazing at the ceiling and listening to music, he stuck his head up and looked at the other bed to find Other Dad looking back with a smile. He was no longer pissed at them, so he smiled back. Lucas nodded toward the bathroom, and the boy left the bed with a slightly stooping posture, making his way to the bathroom. When he finished his shower and morning rituals (except the usual morning ‘tension-relief’ exercise), he walked out to see both of his fathers sitting up in bed with the end-table lights on. At least time had eliminated the need to stoop.

"We're going to shower and get dressed. Would you call Markie at six and ask her to get ready?"

He nodded and watched them both head for the bathroom. He shook his head gently, and seeing the gesture, Jerry explained: "Saving water, that's all."

Sam was already dressed when his fathers returned and began dressing. Both men looked at the boy. "Markie's getting ready, as far as I know," Sam smirked. "I asked her to call when she's ready."

Lucas said, "Good. We'll hit the road when she's ready. Will you help me pack the car?"

"Sure, OD." Sam pronounced the acronym like the name of the dog in Garfield, with the emphasis on the first letter.

As they worked on stowing their bags and Sam's guitar, Lucas told the boy, "We didn't mean to hurt your feelings, you know. We've just seen a little change in the way you relate to Markie lately."

"I know." An audible sigh filled a pause. "I can't figure out what's going on."

"You will. The process will not be painless."

Pushing his duffle into the corner of the cargo area, Sam asked OD, "Did you ever fall in love with a friend?"

"I like to think your dad is a friend."

"You know what I mean. When you were a kid."

"I didn't really have friends when I was your age. But hey, I was a kid when I met your dad. I was fourteen, and I had already been passingly in love with your Uncle Jason and your Uncle North, who is untouchably hetero; then I met your dad — now, that was interesting."

The word interesting, Sam knew, was Lucas’s highest praise. Sam was shocked that OD had felt that way about his uncles. "No shit?"

"No shit. Your uncles were the first kids who treated me like I was worth something; I couldn't help but love them, and then I had naïve erotic feelings toward them. Fortunately, I met them before I met any of the horses. Well, now that I think about it, I guess I met one horse before I met North."

Sam recognized the attempt at humor. "Gross!"

As they were finishing, Markie came out of her room dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. Sam could see her breasts moving under the shirt. Enough! he thought. He smelled her body wash and shampoo as he helped her get her bag stowed, and, after checking the rooms one more time, they set out toward the Columbia River and Goldendale, stopping at a mini-mart to get yogurt and granola bars before topping off the gas tank. In the back seat with Markie, Sam smiled as happiness overtook anxiety. The route took them up US-97,  skirting Upper Klamath Lake before running almost due north. “In that mountain up on the left is Crater Lake,” Sam, acting the tour guide, announced to Markie. “That ridge is the remnants of Mt. Mazama, which exploded and left a huge, deep crater.”

As Lucas employed his leaden foot, Markie and Sam played more Scrabble, alternating with games of Angry Birds, and Markie spent more time gazing at the countryside while listening to music. Taking one earbud out, she remarked to Sam, "Flying gives you no idea of how much ground you're covering."

Sam did the same. "I know. I like car trips. They make little time-doors that open slowly on where you're going."

"Time-doors?" the girl asked laughing.

"You know what I mean, smart ass."

By ten o'clock they had passed LaPine and skirted Bend. The landscape was becoming high desert  — mostly barren except for sagebrush — as they continued just east of due north. They planned to stop for lunch near Madras where US-97 briefly joined US-26 before it headed west toward Mt. Hood and Portland. Before lunch the Prius sped by Terrebonne, and Sam nudged Markie, directing her attention to Smith Rock to the east: "Aunt Annie will take us rock climbing there. You'll love it."

"That would be so cool."  Sam wasn't in the least surprised at her enthusiasm.

Markie rejoiced when Jerry talked Lucas into stopping at Great Earth Natural Foods in Madras for lunch.  Since the café was very close to the highway, Lucas didn't need much persuading.  Markie ordered a salad and didn't flinch when Sam ordered a chipotle chicken wrap.  The dads ate paninis.  The space was cool and quiet, and the service was quick so that Sam was able to plead with the fathers to let Markie and him walk for a few minutes to banish the cabin fever of the long car trip.

They were back on the road by eleven-thirty, and the kids snoozed quietly as they approached Wasco County and the river. In the heat of late July, the east wind blew hot across the brownish desert highland.  The car was cool, though, and travel was a kind of dream, disconnected from the realities of climate and ancient trials of survival.

At two, Jerry woke them.  "Biggs Junction ahead, guys. Another 20 minutes to Goldendale."

Markie was instantly awake, looking ahead to the river and to Washington on its far bank.  Sam took a bit longer to focus, yawning two great gulping yawns before his head cleared. As they crossed the river, he could see the chop on its surface far below the bridge.  The wind buffeted the car when it gusted, and Lucas dropped the windows, admitting a wave of heat and the smell of vegetation browning, leaving only the roots to hold any moisture. As they rose from the river gorge, Lucas looked east to see Sam Hill's re-creation of the Stonehenge circle where the poet Sam Marshall, his son's namesake, had changed a fourteen-year-old's life forever. Little did he know that the life of Sam would also be changed in his fourteenth summer.

Because of Sam Marshall, numbers became part of Lucas's story, along with horses and now a family.

Every time they visited, Lucas took the kids from the drop-in center in Portland on a walk through the monument, as he would on this visit. Sam found that visit boring. What he cherished, though, was the time each year that Other Dad and he spent among the stones talking to each other, Lucas focusing the same passion on his son that he did on math problems or the horses. They always started with the latest theories on Stonehenge and then moved on to share their lives — what they were thinking, where they were going. In these private Stonehenge visits each year, the bond between father and son would strengthen, allowing Sam to more easily abide the natural distance that Lucas kept from the rest of the world.

These thoughts reminded Sam of the corresponding time he had with Jerry at the Maryhill Museum just a few miles away. The two of them would leave for the museum in the morning and spend the better part of a day there. Touring the Rodin exhibit, Jerry would point out something new that he saw in the sketches, the plaster casts, the bronzes and the watercolors — art works that somehow landed in this museum in the middle of nowhere. They would always visit the current exhibitions, and they would end each trip by looking at the crown of the Queen of Romania, donated to the Museum in 1951 because of Queen Marie’s connection with Sam Hill, who constructed the mansion above the river that eventually became the museum. Before they left, they would recite Dorothy Parker’s poem:

Oh, life is a glorious cycle of song,

A medley of extemporanea;

And love is something that can never go wrong;

And I am Marie of Roumania.

And they would giggle as they left the building. For Sam, this year the poem might have a larger meaning.

Across the bridge, US-97 ran east, paralleling the Columbia for a short while before climbing a 7% grade to the junction with WA-14, Lucas put up the windows and turned the AC on again.  They joined highway 14, riding west before heading north again on 97, climbing 1000 feet in just under four miles to the Goldendale plateau.  For Lucas and Jerry the final leg was homecoming; for Sam, it was a seasonal ritual, and for Markie, the beginning of something new.  The girl leaned across Sam as Mt. Adams, rising on their left from foothills, appeared across the broad basalt plain leading to the city. Sam looked at the back of her neck as she strained to see the mountain through the Prius’s small rear window and resisted an urge to place his palm on her back.

"It's huge," she said in fascinated awe. As Markie sat back up, Sam tried to remember what he had felt when he first saw Klickitat, but he had no distinct memory of the first time; rather he recalled an assemblage of memories of infancy and early childhood.

"We'll get up there before we leave.  I'll take you to our secret places."  Sam held Markie's gaze this time, and she flushed a little.

"How far are the farms?"

"Not long now.  The city's just ahead, and our places are almost directly east of the highway across from the town."

Markie stretched to look ahead around Jerry in the front passenger seat.  Sam wondered how her presence would change the familiar interaction among the cousins. He thought that Annie-Violet, Annie-V, would be happy to have another girl with whom to spend time even though Sam, Marshall, and JT tried to include her in their doings as much as reason permitted.  Marshall was the natural leader among the three boys, something that had never bothered Sam before. Now, he wasn't so sure.  While he was lost in thought, he felt the Prius turn right onto the paved road before turning north again on the packed dirt road connected to the long driveways to the farm houses.

His fathers and grandfather now owned most of the land east of US-97 between East Collins Drive to the south and the Goldendale-Bickleton Road to the north, stretching beyond Clyde Story Road to the east in places. The older generation of locals hadn't known what to make of North and his fathers when they had first arrived and were more uncertain as Lucas and Jerry had added to their property. The fact that they hosted a small contingent of sexual-minority kids every summer wasn't lost on the local fundamentalist churches, either, although most of the younger Goldendale generations were content to live and let live. In fact, the little pockets of liberality, and a few existed, in the small town were emboldened and rejoiced at the changes.

When Lucas and Jerry had purchased property from Jason's mother, Violet, they had built Turing House on its north side. This house was almost all log and glass, not an easy partnership. The double-glazed modern casement windows, open in the summer, provided cross ventilation, but they had central air conditioning as well if needed.  They had extended the driveway to the original home where Vi continued to live.

Skirting past Vi's place, Lucas pulled the Prius onto the south side of their cabin. "Home," Lucas said.

Markie saw a tall woman with dark hair mixed with silver walking from the older house to greet them, and a tall, younger Latino man was approaching from an outbuilding to the east of both houses.

The four unfolded themselves from the Prius and stretched. Sweat dampened Markie's brow again in the oven-like heat. Vi reached Jerry first and embraced him before holding him away from her. She then turned to Markie. "Thank heavens for another female!"  Then Markie received the motherly embrace. "You must be Markie.  I'm Violet, Jason's mother; you call me Vi."

If Markie would describe her own mother as emotionally cool, she could feel Vi's warmth even in the heat of the afternoon.  Sam and Lucas got the same treatment from the woman before Lucas turned his attention to the Latino man.  "Rodrigo. Man, it's good to see you.  You look great.  How's everybody?" he asked hugging the taller man heartily.

The man replied with a rich accent, "They're all fine."

"I'll come out to see them in a bit, okay?"

Rodrigo looked at Lucas with a little chagrin, "They'll have smelled you by now, so you'd better. Let me help with your bags."

"When I saw you walking over, I thought for just a second that your Uncle Martin was here. I miss him every day. But you’re a perfect substitute. Thanks, friend."

By the time they got the luggage into Turing House, a crowd of more family had appeared — everyone but Jim.  Markie had met all of them in California but hadn't seen some of them in years.  She remembered JT as a little boy when his physician fathers visited Southern California and Annie-V as a toddler, often in her mother’s arms, when North and Annie came south. Now she saw them older but no less friendly.

The family gathered in Turing House’s large dining area that was separated from the kitchen by an island of counter space. The house was cool because Rodrigo had turned the AC on the day before. Annie, doing her best to make sure that the crowd didn’t overwhelm Markie, took her aside and talked to her about her life in California to allow the others some time to settle down. "Let them form their little organism for a bit, then we'll get you joined."

The generation of cousins seemed to be taking up from the point at which they had last parted, while their parents were trying to begin a process of reacquaintance that would continue for the whole month they would be together.  Though Markie had met Annie only twice, she had always admired the woman: tall, slender, and blond. Her son Marshall's hair was ashy white, and looking between Annie and her husband, she saw its source. She thought Marshall drop-dead beautiful, but she didn't feel toward him the same heart tug that she felt for Sam.

After a few minutes of hugging and smiling, Sam looked over at Markie standing on the edge of the scrum looking every bit the outsider. He hushed everyone. "I know you all remember Markie. She's part of the tribe, now, right?"

They all nodded, their shouted welcomes layered one over another as they took turns hugging the very surprised girl. Sam noticed Markie's eyes close when Marshall gave her at best a perfunctory embrace and saw that she had inhaled deeply. When her eyes opened they found Sam's.

Sam looked for Other Dad who was not in the room. He knew where OD would be and grabbed Markie's hand, leading her from the air-conditioned house across the brittle grass stubble to a barn.   In the barn, a row of stalls was on the left, and on the opposite wall were saddles and leather.   Sam put his finger to his lips as they approached the side entrance. What they observed was a sacred ceremony between a man carrying a life-threatening disease and animals that instinctively understood him and the limitations of his disease.

From every stall, a horse's head stretched out to the center, every large equine eye regarding the small man who was greeting them one at a time. His hands, gloved in nitrile, stroked the heads and necks, and as he murmured to them through a mask, their heads lowered to take in the sounds. When the horses nuzzled his chest, Lucas fed them pieces of carrot.

As Sam and Markie slipped quietly away, Markie realized immediately that what she had seen was a reunion no less important to Lucas than the reunion with his human family — that this place in southern Washington was a fount of life for a group of people who had emerged from the struggle of being different in a world that made being different more difficult than it should have been. Over the next month, Markie would realize that these acres and the mountains and monuments surrounding them defined this unusual group of people that she was now a part of. She had just witnessed the first manifestation of this fount of life.

* * * * *

Instead of walking back to the house, Sam took Markie on a diagonal path southward past the older house she knew must be Vi's and across a wide recently harvested hayfield and eventually to a gate in a wood and wire fence. Up the lane, she could see another house a hundred yards ahead.  When they reached the rear of the house, they were both sweating, but in the dry air, their sweat evaporated quickly, cooling them a little.  Sam led them through the back door into the cooler darkness of the old house.  Through the mudroom, in the large kitchen a tall, slim, gray-haired man, wearing cargo shorts and a light t-shirt was washing lunch dishes. He seemed much older than when she had last seen him, but he retained the natural authority that physicians seem to generate.

Sam interrupted her musing. "JG, how come you didn't come over to welcome us?"

The man turned and walked quickly to the boy, hugging him tightly, lifting him off his feet, and smiling the most genuine smile Markie could ever remember seeing. When the boy was on his feet again, Jim Underhill said, "Oh, I wanted you to myself for the first hello, and I knew where your father would be after he said hello to the human family. I'm happy you brought Markie with you. How are you?" he asked Markie. "I see you survived the first minutes with the pack."

"I think I'm now an honorary member, Doctor Underhill.  This place is beautiful . . ." She started to say and very hot, but didn't.

"Call me Jim, okay? We like it for all its faults."

"How's work?" Sam asked.

"I'm cutting back quite a bit. Since Tom died, things have just been harder, and seeing people preparing to go through the loss that I went through is painful.  The cures, though, especially for children, are very sweet."

Markie knew from Sam that Jim was an oncologist and that he had treated Sam's Uncle Jason's father when he was dying. She didn't think that she could manage to work with people who, even if they survived, would have to suffer a cure sometimes as painful as the disease.

"You look tired, Just Gramps."

"You're as tactful as your father, Sam. I'm fine, thank you.  You look . . . tall.  I have some fresh lemonade. You go on into the dining room, and I'll bring it."

The two kids walked into the dining room. Markie saw on one wall a doorway into what must have originally been a breakfast area with north-facing windows.  She could see a desk and shelves full of books.  Sam followed her gaze. "That's where Grampa used to write. You can go in if you want."

She tentatively stepped into the office, almost feeling the powerful personality that had once worked there. As she looked at the shelves, she saw mostly books of poetry, including a few by the man Sam was named for.  She also saw copies of the volumes of the Gyres Chronicles. She wasn't fond of the fantasy/sci-fi genre, but many of her friends, mostly boys, had read them all and seen the movies based on them.  She turned from the window over the desk to see, beyond Sam standing in the doorway, Jim setting a pitcher and glasses on the dining room table. She felt as if she were intruding on a private space and walked quickly back to Sam.

At the table Markie saw a plate of cookies and some peeled baby carrots with a small dish of what looked like plain yogurt. "You look like you might prefer raw veggies."

"Thanks, Doctor . . ." She quickly corrected herself, "Jim."  The man smiled at her as Sam scarfed two cookies in succession while she dipped a carrot in the yogurt.  She heard the sound of the crunching carrot amplified through the bones of her skull and tried unsuccessfully to chew more quietly.

"Who is Prithvi?" Sam asked.

Jim looked up with a start.  "Where did you hear that name?"

Sam, unlike Other Dad, did sometimes shade the truth if he thought doing so was a kindness. "I can't remember. I think maybe he's a character in one of Grampa's books."

Jim stared at his grandson quizzically.  "I haven't heard that name in twenty years.  A lot of stories Tom invented weren't included in the published versions of Gyres. One of the stories that didn't make it into the books was based on the Hindu notion of the five elements that make up everything. Tom was very fond of the story, but couldn't make it fit in any of the books. Prithvi is a character personifying the element, Earth.  I can't imagine that you read Tom's notes about the story, and he died before he could have told you the story. I'm not even sure that your fathers know it."

Caught in the shading of truth, Sam extemporized, "I think maybe OD must have mentioned the name when I was little."

"If he did, he pronounced the name correctly, which is unusual for Americans.  You pronounced the name like a Hindi speaker, Preet-we instead of Prith-vee.  Maybe your Uncle North mentioned the name. He's the only one of your uncles that I know heard the story."

Looking at the table, Sam softly told his grandfather, "Probably. I always did have a good memory for names."

Jim relaxed a little, smiled at the youngsters, as his thoughts drifted to the evening years past in another dining room when Tom had decided that he would help a runaway, lost, thirteen-year-old, even though he hadn't met him: Lucas. "I wish that you had known Tom.  He was the most generous person I've ever known."

The intimacy of shared loss between Sam and this man dawned on Markie. She saw the profound sadness as she listened to the exchange. She knew from Sam that his grandfather had died in a car crash, not of cancer, not of disease.

Thinking over the series of texts from JT prior to him leaving Seattle and Sam leaving California, Sam said, "I know you miss him, but you're okay, right?"

"Okay? Yes, I suppose I am."  With a deep sigh, Jim changed the subject. "After I get the dishes cleared up, we should get back to Turing House.  Your other dad should be through saying hello to the four-legged friends by now."

* * * * *

Before Jim donned a baseball cap, Sam looked at his hair, still full, though more gray than black now; the hairline hadn't receded. Sam wished he could age as well as Jim, but one of the curious circumstances of being adopted was that he didn't know what genetic deck he had been dealt from. He had no idea about the constraints his DNA might put on his life expectancy or his health, and he had never been tempted to ask whether his fathers knew the details. He knew that his birth mother had abandoned him, or so it seemed to him, and he had no desire to find her or know her, not even mild curiosity. He only vaguely remembered life before life with his fathers.

When he asked his fathers why they had chosen him, they told him that he, in fact, had chosen them — that of all the children they saw once they decided to adopt, he had been the only one not to shrink from them. To Lucas, he was an interesting boy. Jerry saw a boy that seemed to grasp them as he might a life preserver. Sam knew he had been fortunate, and although he wasn't as innately brilliant as Other Dad or as artistically blessed as Jerry, he was quick, intuitive, curious, loving, persistent, and intelligent in his own way. He was becoming a competent guitarist.

OD reminded him often of how much he valued the boy's curiosity, and he never asked the boy to live for anyone but himself. His fathers asked questions instead of imparting wisdom, and the boy's persistence in asking questions back was born of not getting away with facile answers. His parents allowed him many mistakes as he grew, but none serious enough to permanently injure him, and he learned from them. Sam was also a good judge of people's natures, valuing what many did not and discounting what many valued. The boy was a lesson in what nurturing might produce in a child, who, unless worn down by conformity, generally rises to the expectations of those he loves.

Just as they cleared the back door, a delegation of three cousins, Marshall, JT, and, Vee, was approaching from the north.  JT ran ahead to grab his grandfather's hand. "You should have come over when they got here! We missed you."

"Thank you, JT. I just wanted to spend a little quiet time with Sam, as I did with you when you arrived. That's fair, isn't it?"

JT frowned, but agreed with an unenthusiastic nod. If there was such a thing as emotional intelligence, JT was brilliant. All the cousins loved him because he was acutely attuned to emotional changes in the people around him, and he was the best listener among them. In this sense, he took after his psychiatrist father instead of his pediatrician father. But remarkably he wasn't afflicted by the desire to solve everyone else's problems, though he was helpful when help would do some good.  He was the youngest of the cousins when adopted, but they all had birthdays, either known or established, within months of each other.  When JT had texted Sam about his concerns for JG, Just Gramps, Sam paid attention.

As they walked, JT was on JG's right, his hand in his grandfather's, and the man put his left arm over his other grandson's shoulders. Sam unconsciously reached out to take Markie's right hand in his left. At Turing House, they found the rest of the crowd, including Lucas, telling stories about one another. Unfortunately for Lucas, his adopted brother North had the more embarrassing stories to tell, but he was a good sport and wasn't abashed at the reminders of the boy he once was.

Annie and North had taken lunch in charge, and everyone fell on the grilled cheese sandwiches and homemade potato salad, even Markie.  Jason and Jonathan, the Js, took care of the dishes, reminding the kids that from now on they would share kitchen duty, making sure that their son, JT, understood the directive.

JT’s fathers, had been together emotionally since the first time they had met in Portland, a meeting engineered by North or Annie depending on who was telling the story.  Ultimately, they had finished undergraduate and medical schools together.  Jason had specialized in psychiatry and Jonathan in pediatrics.  They both worked now in the clinics of the University of Washington and were clinical professors in the medical school.

Jason’s mother, Vi, was a tribal elder in the Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation. The generation of cousins had grown up regarding her as a shaman because she told them her People’s creation stories and believed that mountains had spirits. She was an astute businesswoman with a powerful moral lodestone.

Eventually, the adults migrated to the living room and the young people to the larger family room.  The tradition was that the male cousins would all sleep here on the first night everyone was present and would be responsible for breakfast in the morning.  The family room had no television, nor for that matter did any room in the house. Since none of the children spent much time watching television at home, they had no sense of deprivation. While their parents talked about what the kids figured were boring adult matters, the kids brought the pack up to speed on their lives.

Dinner was an experience of communal preparation and dining.  People took food from the island counter and wandered off in small groups of mixed age to eat.  Sam wasn't particularly happy when Markie left the group he was in and wandered over to the group with Marshall. His blond cousin smiled and moved so that she could sit beside him. Sam decided that he would have a talk with Marshall, but he felt odd feeling the need to talk about Markie as if she were someone between them. On reflection, he thought that before he talked with Marshall, he should talk with Markie to see how she felt about his cousin and about him. He didn't want Marshall to be a rival.

At the end of the evening, as people were beginning to wander back to Jim’s or Vi’s, Sam grabbed Annie-V's hand. He had mentioned to Markie that he hoped she would get to know Annie-V better. "Hey, Vee, how'd you like to spend the night? You could bunk with Markie, as long as you don't tell her a bunch of secrets.  We're going to the observatory tomorrow if you want to tag along."

Vee looked for Markie and when she found her, asked if she could sleep over. "I'd like that, Vee.  We need to stick together among all these boys."  The younger girl found her mom and dad and told them she was staying over.  North thought how like her it was to tell them, not ask. He looked at Annie, and they both nodded to the girl.

* * * * *

As the five young ones played a board game in the dining room before bed, a knock on the door rang through the place.  Jerry opened the door to find Mark Morgan on the small porch. "Sheriff, everything all right?"

Sheriff Morgan shook hands with Jerry.  "Well, I'm not sure. Do you and Lucas have time for a chat?"

"Sure. Come in and sit down. I'll find Luke."

Luke had been in his office thinking about topology and M Theory. The whiteboard in his home office held the same equations as the one in his office at the lab. He shook himself out of deep concentration when Jerry said that the sheriff was here.  He'd never really been comfortable with cops, but he knew that the sheriff, when he had been the county's Chief Criminal Deputy, had been very helpful to Vi and Martin. In fact, his son Steve had gone to school with North and Jason, eventually helping Jason through his coming out.

The sheriff rose and shook Lucas's hand.  While the children played, the adults sat in the living room, and the sheriff began to spin a strange tale. "I had a visit this morning from a couple of Feds. . . ." When he finished the story, Mark showed the two men a couple of photographs, asking if they had seen either of the men.

They both said no. Lucas looked especially perplexed. "You can't be serious. We're not a movement, and how the hell did DHS get involved?"

"The agents were a bit tight-lipped about that, but they did mention that some of your work has military applications. I had no idea what you did. I don't think they'd be here if their bosses thought no threat existed. They think we have our heads up our asses, but I'll tell you right now that we will take care of our own, and you and any visitors you have here are our own, period."

"Military applications? No damned way. I've never done anything for the military." Jerry could see his husband winding up. His voice rising, Lucas continued, “I need to talk to these guys.”

Before things could get out of hand, Jerry interrupted to ask the sheriff, "What do you recommend?"

"Short of canceling your plans, I suggest you keep the kids close to the farm. The Feds are going to do some snooping around, and so will we. I'm not thinking this is a big deal, but I wanted you to know what's going on."

“Sheriff,” Lucas reiterated, “I want to talk to the Homeland Security people.”

“I’ll pass your interest along, Lucas.”

As Mark stood, Jerry thanked him. When he left, Lucas turned to Jerry. "What the fuck, Jer?"


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Heavens

After Mark left, Lucas seemed more angry than anxious. Jerry knew that his husband wasn't apt to take precautions against an attack he thought unlikely. Lucas was a creature of assessing probability, and his past inured him to taking cover when he assessed that danger was a ghost.

"Look, I know you think this is bullshit, but we need to talk about some sensible precautions."

"Sensible?  I'm not going to hide from a bunch of assholes who are all talk."

Jerry walked over and hugged his husband. He could feel Luke's rigid posture and whispered in his ear, "Take a breath, and let's think about this." He felt Lucas's shoulders begin to drop and the muscles in his back relax.  This is how Lucas made it through difficulty — through physical contact with Jerry, one of the few that Lucas allowed to pierce the wall he had built around himself. Jerry let Lucas lean into him, inhaling deeply and smelling the familiar and comforting clean odor of his smaller partner.

After a few minutes, Jerry separated from Lucas and reminded him, "The danger ..." He saw Lucas start to protest. "... , if there is any, isn't just to us. We have the kids, and not just ours, to consider."

"If I thought there was any real chance that this imaginary problem was a threat, I'd hole up and wait, but it's not. Nothing I do involves military secrets, and a couple of wackos from Vancouver aren't going to do anything in Goldendale, for fuck's sake. Terrorists don't act their weirdness out in random small towns."

"You said it, Luke. They're wackos. Who knows what they would do?"

"Before we do anything, I'm going to find out more about what the feds know.  I'm taking Vee, Markie, and Sam to the observatory tomorrow to meet Bob.  If we don't hear anything from the feds tomorrow, I'll call Mark again.  What I won't do is hide from a bunch of crazies who don't like queers.  They think they're strong, but I smell their fear; they have no idea what strength is."

"Should we talk to our kids?"

"Not yet, unless they ask. Let's see what we can find out tomorrow. I'm going to wander out to the barn for a while before I come up to bed. This is so much bullshit.

“I told you that hooking up with me was trouble."

Seeing his husband smile at the last remark, Jerry thought, You are trouble sometimes, but ever since I saw you across the dance floor in Portland, I've never had a doubt about loving and supporting you. "See you in a bit."

* * * * *

Vee asked the older girl, "You don't mind sleeping up here, do you?"

"No. I'm sure the boys want to do whatever boys do when they sleep over. I'm definitely not one of the boys!"

In a guest room of Sam's house, Markie and Vee were under light covers on the two beds. The room's walls and even the ceiling were filled with what in earlier times would have been frescoes, but these weren't in plaster.  The patterns were abstract, suggesting particle collisions and galaxy clusters; here and there Jerry had included fanciful horses.

The girls were wearing loose shorts and tank-tops. The generous windows were tilted out to allow the heat rising from the first floor to escape. They were comfortable in the early night, and the dim light of a single table lamp enforced a kind of intimacy.

"Sam says you're smart."

"Is that bad?" Markie asked the younger girl.

"No. I'm smart — smarter than most boys."

"Well, that doesn't take much, does it? What grade are you in?"

"Fifth. I go to the same school in Portland that my father did before he moved to Goldendale for a few years."

"How come he didn't stay in Goldendale?"

"You'll figure that out when you've been here a few days.  I think Dad only put up with the place because his fathers wanted to be here. I think my grandfathers were really in love with each other and with their place."

"You never knew Tom?"

"Nope, but I got to know him by reading what he wrote, and I don't mean the Gyres crap. He was a good poet. I spend a lot of the summer over in Tom's office reading poetry.  Dad talks about meeting some really great writers when he was a kid. I wish I could have done that."

"I don't know many fifth graders who read poetry."

"Kids read what their parents read to them. Most parents are stupid."

Thinking of her mother, Markie said, "Maybe not stupid, maybe just lazy."

When she had been invited to sleep with the girl, Markie had envisioned painting each other's toenails and yammering about the latest pop-music idol. This conversation might have been with someone her own age, or older. Vee pulled her knees, still under the covers, up to her chest and put her arms around them, resting her chin there.  She tilted her head toward Markie. "You like Marshall, don't you?"

Markie's heart rate picked up a little, and she wasn't quite certain what Vee meant. "Of course I like him.  He seems like a nice guy."

Vee looked at her with considerable impatience. "I mean ... like."

"No! I don't really know him well enough to like him.  Besides, we're not old enough to think about stuff like that."

"Oh please.  He has girls throwing themselves at him all the time."

Markie had no idea what to say to that.

"I think he's like JG, though."

Markie looked at the younger girl, thoroughly confused.

"You know — gay, like his grandfathers. I'm just saying.” The two girls sat in silence for a while. “You mind some music?"

"No. Go ahead."

Vee jumped out of bed and turned off the light after she turned on the CD player.  The first notes of Casta Diva poured out of the speakers.  Vee said into the darkness, "They're all about Caballé, but Maria Callas is da bomb."

Looking up at the ceiling, Markie thought, It's like they're all from another planet. She thought of the boys downstairs camped in the family room, and she considered what Vee had said about Marshall.  Maybe it skips a generation, even though North's not related to his father by blood. Before the song finished, she was asleep.

* * * * *

After the girls had gone up to bed, the boys decided to play cards in the family room.  Sam opined, "She's too much like one of us.  Maybe spending some time with Markie will help."

Marshall wasn't buying Sam's position. "Did you ever think that maybe Markie will end up more like Vee?"

JT laughed aloud as Sam scowled.  They were playing gin rummy, and JT was winning.  He had been taught to play by his father, Jonathan, who was acknowledged in the family as a master of strategy.  Like his father, he rarely worried about waiting to gin, preferring to knock early and take his chances. The strategy disturbed the other players enough that they often rushed to get rid of high cards in their hands that they really should have held longer.

JT could see Sam's agitation as the play progressed. Marshall was picking up almost everything Sam discarded. Sam wasn't prone to distress when things didn't go his way in a game, and Lucas had taught him to look at games with an eye to statistical probability. Performance over any short series of hands couldn't describe the probability of winning. The more hands one considered, the more likely the number of winning and losing hands would turn out to be nearly equal. Now, though, Sam was only concerned with tonight's hands, and he wasn't happy.

"Just keep feeding me, Cousin."

"Fuck you, Marsh!" Sam shouted in frustration.

So uncharacteristic was the outburst that Marshall and JT were silent. The unusual natures of their families and their circumstances had created a deep bond among them and a deep concern for one another's welfare.  Eventually, Marshall said quietly, "Sorry, Sam. I was only kidding. You want to stop?"

Sam knew the source of his outburst, but he couldn't stop himself. "No. I'm just tired from the trip."

JT looked at him carefully. The last statement wasn't true. "Something more?"

Sam wasn't ready to share with Marshall and JT quite yet.  "No. Deal 'em."

The rest of the play wasn't satisfactory from Sam's perspective. Marshall was too quiet, and Sam thought he was not trying very hard to win. His cousin's pity was worse than competition with him for Markie's attention. Finally he tossed his cards down and said, "I'll be back."

He got up and walked out of Turing House into the darkness, across the crackling grass to the barn.  The building was dark, and darkness was what he wanted. He was immeasurably sad that something this summer had broken the joy he usually felt with Marshall and JT. He could smell the horses that his father loved and sat across from the stalls on the bench against the tack wall. He almost wept, but before he could let himself go, OD's voice startled him.

"I like to come out here before I go to sleep just to feel their presence. What brings you out?"

"I was ruining the game."

"Winning too much?"

The boy laughed unconvincingly. "No. I got pissed at Marshall."

"I used to get pissed at your Uncle North, as I remember."

"In your case, I'm sure it wasn't for the same reason."

"No, I suppose not. I was never jealous of your uncle."

He smiled toward the dim visage of his father. "And even if you were, a girl wouldn't have been involved."

"I'd have to say that's a safe bet. So, has Marshall been making a play for Markie?"

"No, not really.  He just doesn't object much when she pays attention to him."

"Oh, too polite. I see."

"Okay, okay, I get it." He left the bench and, walking toward the side door of the barn said, "Thanks, OD."

"Your namegiver told me never to have children. You know why?"

"I can't wait."

"So I wouldn't have to go through puberty twice."

"Cute, OD.  I wish I could have known him."

"Me, too. Love's dangerous, young man. Talk to Marshall ... and Markie."

That was the first of many times that Sam heard OD refer to him as a young man.  He was at once pleased and a little sad.  After walking back into the house and seeing that JT or Marshall had spread his silk sleeping bag liner over a Thermarest pad on the floor, he stripped to his underwear. Before climbing into the liner asked, "You want some music?"

The other two answered, "Yeah." and "Sure."

Sam put his iPhone in the dock and selected the song. As they fell asleep, they heard:

These mist covered mountains

Are a home now for me

But my home is the lowlands

And always will be

Some day you'll return to

Your valleys and your farms

And you'll no longer burn

To be brothers in arms

Marshall couldn’t guess why Sam had chosen that song. He determined to talk privately with his cousin tomorrow.

As Sam slipped into the darkness of sleep, he was aware of holding the sphere again.

The air was warm, and a color between crimson and that of a good quality carnelian pulsated in the air as currents rose from the bluish earth.

"Prithvi?" Sam called out, and turning to his right, saw a familiar face, one he had seen only in photographs. "Mr. Marshall?"

"I am Agni.  You are not the one I expected."

Sam could see irritation or perhaps impatience on the face. "What do you want of me?"

"You are burning, everything is burning; you won't see it."

"No, I'm fine. I haven't been burned."

"You are burning slowly now, but the fire has just started and cannot be extinguished. You'll know soon. I am separated from my brothers.  Kendall was to bring us together. Kendall was to keep the promise. He alone had the orb. How did you come by it?"

"I don't know. I always seem to have it when I show up here."

"Your work is in the other Gyre. Don't waste your time here. Before you mend us, you have your own brotherhood to mend."

"I don't have brothers."

"Oh! I am sent a fool."

"Are you my namesake?"

"I am Agni."

Now the air was uncomfortably hot, and Sam began to try to find relief, helpless and calling out for help.

"Sam, wake up. You're dreaming."  He came suddenly awake to find Marshall leaning over him.

After getting his bearings, Sam, who was damp with sweat, said to Marshall, "That was a strange one."

"Strange good or strange bad?"

This conversation felt like the ones he was used to having with Marshall before feeling that his cousin was a rival.  He looked down to see his morning erection, escaped from the fly of his boxers and then back up at Marshall who rolled his eyes as if to say, "Yeah, I know.  It happens to all of us."

He fixed his shorts. "I don't know. You and I need to talk later — after we come back from the observatory."

Outside the house, the top of the sun's disk was above the horizon, and the waxing moon was high overhead.  JT mumbled, asking the other two to be quiet so he could sleep a little longer. The two awake cousins smiled at each other and crept to JT's side. He was face down on top of his liner. Sam and Marshall descended on the poor boy, tickling him ferociously. He squawked, kicking out at them, but his position was hopeless.

Vee led a sleepy-eyed Markie down the stairs, and seeing her brother and cousins, rolled her eyes and said, "This is what you missed."

"Oh, my." Markie watched the boys in their boxers conclude the tussle.  After a few minutes, all three boys sat cross-legged, forming a triangle and breathed heavily until their bladders reminded them that they needed to pee. Off to the downstairs bathroom they went for a communal, bladder-relief ritual.  The boys were used to a relaxed attitude about their bodies and most bodily functions. Their fathers' generation, especially Annie and North, had not been shy about these things, and running around with little clothing when they were younger was de rigueur for the boys especially.

Looking up to the staircase as they ran toward the bathroom, JT shouted to the girls, "Hi, guys!"

After cleaning up the over-splash and washing their hands, the boys returned to the family room and plotted breakfast. After eating, JT and Marshall planned to spend the morning with their grandfather while Sam and the girls visited the observatory.

The havoc created by most boys their age when fixing breakfast might have been incalculable, but these boys were well-trained to clean up as they worked.  As they finished the pancake batter, made with real vanilla extract, and set up the griddle, the girls found seats at the island between the dining room and kitchen. For Vee, hanging out with the boys in what was essentially underwear was the norm, but Markie had to overcome some discomfort before she relaxed and participated in the breakfast preparation. No one stared at her, and she avoided staring at the boys — all of whom she thought appealing.

Vee then guided Markie in the preparation of scrambled eggs with goat cheese. "Never add milk — only a little water, and the copper bowl is essential."

The noise of five teenagers or, in Vee's case, near-teenager, roused Sam's fathers after they had returned to sleep following a relaxing session of intimacy.  The precautions taken by Lucas and Jerry because of Lucas's HIV infection were by now second nature to them — just another inconvenience. The men waited until they thought that the breakfast preparations would be complete before appearing in the dining room.  Sam noted that OD was preoccupied, probably by some math problem.  Lucas was preoccupied but not by a math problem.

Markie decided to skip the pancakes.  As she ate her eggs and a little yogurt that Sam had provided at her request, Markie thought of the solitary breakfasts she often ate at home — or of the few she had with her mother.  How lucky to have a large family and to share lives and laughter over a meal. Even Sam's fathers took obvious joy from being in the midst of niece and nephews and their son; they were almost like boys themselves.

* * * * *

Driving north on Columbus Avenue in the Subaru Tribeca with Vee, Markie, and Sam in the passenger seats, Lucas made the curve east and then back north again to reach the state park just a few miles away.  They weren't going to stargaze at the observatory.  Instead, a man Lucas had met when Tom had been killed was meeting the little group there. Bob Yount was a paramedic at Klickitat Valley Hospital Ambulance Service and had unsuccessfully tried to save Tom's life after the head-on crash on State Route 14.

By the time Lucas had managed to get to Goldendale from Palo Alto, Tom had been dead almost a day. Lucas had never seen Jim undone, but he was undone then. The physician's control and objectivity had vanished into a hole of unimaginable despair. North, Annie, the Js, and he had tried to support the man who had created their family along with Tom. Each of Jim's children, as well as Jason and Jonathan, divided their energies between Jim's grief and their own.

Lucas in particular was devastated because he knew that it was Tom who had made almost everything he held dear possible; Tom had set in motion the wheels of his inclusion in the family before really knowing him. Tom had brought him and the irascible poet Sam Marshall together knowing that a curious, unbreakable bond would build between them.

Jim and Tom had encouraged him as he grew, advised him, shown him how to live as a gay boy and then man, how to deal with his disease, how to treat Jerry. They had widened his world. Lucas knew that Jim had never fully recovered from his loss, but Jim had told him that his and Tom's relationship had never been a cause for sorrow, even if Tom's death had occasioned great sorrow.

Two weeks after Tom's death, Lucas had searched out Bob Yount at the hospital to talk with him.  Lucas had read the accident reports and heard descriptions of the crash from his family, but he had questions for the paramedic that he wouldn't ask the others.

Yount was a medium-sized guy with long hair surrounding an open, usually smiling face. He was much older than Lucas had imagined, and his appearance was as Lucas imagined hippies from the 60s might have looked.  He had learned that Tom had been unconscious when Bob had arrived and had never regained consciousness. Bob told Lucas that he believed that Tom had suffered such trauma to his chest and abdomen that he had bled to death almost immediately. That observation confirmed what Lucas had read in the autopsy report.

Lucas did not ask Bob how he managed to work every shift with the broken and the ill and spend his work life in the company of strangers dying; Lucas had faced the probability of his own early death and had made his peace with it, so he did not need to ask those questions.

He did wonder when Jerry would have to go through the same experience that Jim faced now.  He wasn't particularly sentimental, nor was he a fatalist; as a scientist, he didn't believe in fate.  He could, however, calculate the survival odds for someone with HIV infection, though advances in medicine were continually changing those odds.

As Bob and he had talked, Lucas found himself liking the older man and his quiet, thoughtful, direct approach. He had asked Bob about his family and found that he had a son named Deneb, after one of the brightest stars in the Milky Way. The name allowed the two to find a common ground — astronomy and physics. Bob had been deeply impressed when he learned where Lucas worked, and Lucas had been equally impressed at the amateur work Yount was doing in making images of the sun.

Before Lucas had graduated from high school and left Goldendale for Stanford, he had been at the observatory on many nights, but whenever he visited after Tom's death, Bob would meet him there on weekend days to photograph the sun with the telescope and professional filters that Bob had designed and built.  As Bob took his exposures they would talk about their lives. Occasionally Deneb would come along. The boy knew Lucas was gay, and as his father was, he was always polite and genuinely friendly. While at Stanford, Lucas had invited Bob and Deneb — Denny as he wanted to be called — down to California to visit the Wilcox Solar Observatory just west of the Stanford campus. With Lucas’s connections, Bob had gotten more than the typical tour.  After Lucas moved to Caltech, Bob had been a guest at both the Keck Observatory in Hawaii and the Palomar Observatory near San Diego. Bob had become a friend.

The Goldendale Observatory housed a 620 mm Cassegrain reflecting telescope, one of the largest telescopes available for viewing by the general public in the continental US, in a twenty-foot-diameter dome. There was also a smaller telescope in a secondary observatory.  This secondary observatory was the building from which Bob took his solar photographs.

At a Y-intersection on the highway, Lucas kept right onto Observatory Drive, ascending a hill to the observatory. Lucas pulled into a parking space next to the island in the parking area close to the secondary observatory where Bob was waiting for them.  Sam and Vee knew Bob, and after Lucas, they received ritual hugs. Markie got a handshake.

Bob set the kids up in the small observatory dome, showed them how to see a reflected image of the solar disk on a piece of white tagboard, change filters, and affix the camera, leaving them to have at it. He would send them the photographs they took by email after he had processed them.  While the kids fooled with the telescope, Bob and Lucas caught up a bit.

Toward the end of their conversation, Bob said quietly, "You know you're being followed, right?"

"Followed?"

"Yeah, a guy in a white Caravan pulled in just after you guys. He's been wandering around near the big dome, but he's been looking over here too much for coincidence."

Lucas looked at the nondescript Dodge van and then at the man, about his age, wandering near the visitor center.  The guy wore a dark polo shirt and khakis.  He saw the man scan the area by the secondary observatory without focusing on the kids or him. He was about to tell Bob he was being paranoid when Bob said, "FBI, I'd bet."

Lucas looked back at the van and, after making the connection, replied, "No, but you're close."  He walked across the walkway in front of the visitor center toward the young man, who ignored his approach.

When he was within ten feet of the man, he said, "I've been wanting to talk to you."

"Beg pardon."

"Let's not waste time, okay?"

"Dr. Jansen, sorry about the attempt at cloak and dagger. How did you know?"

"Sheriff Morgan had a talk with us last night."

"I wish he hadn't done that."

"He thinks he's supposed to protect us, and he takes the job seriously. He doesn't play games."

"I don't think of this as a game." The man smiled at Lucas. "I think of you as family."

At first, Lucas thought the comment snide, but then realized what the man was saying.

"Really? That's interesting. I don't get why Homeland Security is involved at all. I do math, not applied nuclear physics."

"I can't tell you why."  The man saw Lucas's frown. "No, I mean I don't know. We were told that some of your work has important military applications. I don't know anything else."

"May I see your ID?"

The man thought for a moment, and then said, "Sure."  He handed a black leather case with his credentials to Lucas.

"Jeff, is it? Do me a favor, and come by the house tonight. I assume you're not working alone since the sheriff said he talked to a couple of agents."

"Look, I'm not sure that's a good idea. I don't know enough yet to provide any real information."

"Are you out to your partner?"

"Oh, God, no."

"Then, come by yourself. Plan on having dinner with us, say at seven." The parting comment was more a directive than a request. Lucas handed the ID back to Jeff and walked away toward Bob and the kids.

Sam asked, "Who was that?"

"He's a cop.  He's visiting us tonight."

Sam knew OD’s tone — end of discussion.

* * * * *

As they drove back to the farms in the early afternoon, Sam asked if they could eat at Ayutla, a family-owned restaurant on the south edge of town. The restaurant was a comfortable walking distance from the Quality Inn, and the family had eaten there as long as Sam could remember. His Uncle Jason knew the owner and always spoke Spanish to him when he was with them.

"Try the Chile Relleno," Sam suggested.

Lucas seconded the suggestion, but Markie looked undecided. "I'm not into the heavy fried stuff."

Sam tried to persuade her. "These aren't like the ones you get in American Mexican places. They're homemade with fresh poblanos, really light, and stuffed with queso from Oaxaca.  They'll put raisins in them if you want."

She looked at Vee who just nodded.  "Okay. I'll try them."

Lucas spoke in Spanish to the son of the owner, a boy a little older than Sam, who took their orders. For Lucas, the interchange brought memories of eating here with his mentor at the farm, Martin, whom he missed as much as, if not more than, he missed Samuel Marshall and Tom. He shook his head and rejoined the table conversation about the observatory and Bob. Bob had promised the kids that he would email the photographs in a day or two. Sam was telling Markie about Bob's son, Denny, and how as a boy, when his father visited Bob, he had climbed over and through the ambulances at Bob's station. Lucas smiled, remembering the boy's fascination with the lights and sirens and the medical equipment.

After the big lunch, which Markie enjoyed more than she thought she would, the group made its way back across US-97 to Turing House. As they pulled up to the house, Lucas asked, "Anyone want to join me for a ride?"

Riding a horse was one of the things Markie most looked forward to. "Yes, please!"

Sam's heart filled at the simple joy that Markie's assent carried. "I'll help you get set up," Sam told his friend.

"That must mean I'm on my own," Vee laughed.

"You don't need help, Vee," Sam replied with a little irritation. Then, he realized that she wanted to irritate him and was chagrinned that she had gotten him.

Vee was smiling broadly at a sheepish Sam as they walked out to the barn, but she was fond of her cousin and wasn't going to twist the knife. In the barn, Sam, Vee, and Lucas immediately grabbed their tack, forgetting Markie standing near the entrance.  Lucas looked at Sam and raised his eyebrows. Sam left his saddle on the floor and walked over to Markie. "Sorry. Let's find a saddle for you; then we'll pick a mount."

Grabbing her hand he walked with her to the wall that held the tack. When Martin had given Luke his first saddle, he had told the boy that every horseman needs his own saddle.  That saddle now belonged to Sam largely because Lucas had somehow managed to outgrow it, though not by much. He looked his friend over and decided that she should use his saddle; he would use one of the other small-adult saddles. As Lucas and Vee slipped bridles on their horses and led them out for saddling, Markie and Sam walked in front of the row of stalls. Markie was surprised at how large the animals, even the smaller ones, were.  She stopped in front of a stall with a small filly, gray and dappled. Sam saw a moment of connection between the girl and the horse as Markie looked into its eyes.

"Good choice. Rosita's terrific."

"She's very beautiful."

"Let's get her out, and you can get to know her before we take off."  He took a bridle and, after opening the stall gate, let Markie stroke the horse's neck and feed the filly pieces of carrot. Lucas watched and smiled as Sam let horse and new rider get acquainted.  Sam had learned the approach to horses from his father, and the father knew the son had learned to be a fine rider. The boy took his friend on a walk around the horse, touching the filly on a haunch and a shoulder while murmuring to her. Markie, for her part, looked at Sam with increasing respect as she watched his gentle approach. Vee and Lucas had their mounts saddled and led them out, leaving Markie and Sam in the barn.

Sam helped Markie get a bridle gently on her mount and then showed her how to place the blanket and the saddle.  When the filly was ready to go, Sam quickly bridled and saddled the gelding that he would ride, a grandson of a horse named Buster that had been a favorite of his father's.  He thought Markie more expectant than anxious, and he admired her excitement at trying something new. He nodded to the door, and Markie led her ride out the door as Sam followed.  Outside, Sam helped Markie up onto her saddle and showed her how to hold the reins.

"Just relax and talk to her. The worst thing you can do is to stiffen up. She needs to know you're working with her."

Vee and Lucas were mounted, waiting for the other two.  "Let's you and I head out across the back parcel, Vee.  Sam and Markie might do better on the road."

To Vee this suggestion was so transparent as to be laughable, but she knew why her uncle was making it. She nudged her animal onward and replied, "I'm with you," as she started at a fast canter.

"We'll cut across to the dirt road, okay?" Sam asked

"Sure. I'm just not exactly sure how to drive this girl."

"If you want to stop, pull back on the reins gently and lean back a little in the saddle.  I'll go ahead, and she'll follow.  When you're comfortable, let me know and we'll ride side by side."

He looked back to check on her often enough that she finally told him, "I'm okay. I like it."

After twenty minutes of the horses walking up the road eastward into the stiff, hot breeze, Markie brought Rosita up beside Sam's horse.  "This isn't so hard."

"You're getting the hang of it, but wait until we pick up some speed."  Her expression told him that his comment had disturbed her simple enjoyment of the ride so far. "I mean you'll do fine; you're a natural."  Then she smiled.

"Vee didn't drive you crazy last night, did she?"

"No, I had a really nice time talking before we went to sleep. She played opera while we were falling asleep.  Who's Caballé?"

"Let me guess. She played Maria Callas."  Markie nodded. "Montserrat Caballé was a soprano from Barcelona. The short story is that my grandfathers and my fathers think she's the best of her generation. Vee never likes to go along with anyone, so she thinks Callas is the best."

Markie pulled Rosita to a stop, and Sam followed suit. "All right, when did you get interested in opera? I mean, the aria was beautiful, but I don't know anyone our age that listens to opera, much less argues about what singer is best."

"When I was little, I wouldn't go to sleep when I was supposed to, and my dads helped me by playing opera — nothing too intense — just soothing songs. I love it."

"Thank you for inviting me to come.  So far, I've really had fun. I like the way you guys help with food and the way you all interact with each other at the table.  I even liked listening to Callas."

Sam started forward again, and Markie urged Rosita to start again. He wanted to explain to her what he was feeling - that when he thought of her now he felt as if he had been jarred from sleep by an alarm, but couldn't figure out why he had awakened or what he was supposed to do. "I'm sorry if I've been acting a little weird. You've been my best friend forever, and I really don't want to screw that up, but for some reason, when I see you paying attention to Marshall, it pisses me off a little bit."

Markie stopped again and said, "You're my best friend, too, you know. I like Marshall. You can't be upset every time I talk to another boy."

"I'm not exactly upset that you're talking to him." He sighed and struggled, becoming upset now. "I don't know what I'm upset about."

"Maybe I can help. I'm not interested in having a boyfriend yet. I don't see how I'll figure boys out if I don't talk to a bunch of them and see how they react to me."

"You mean flirting.  Maybe that's what upsets me.  So, you don't see Marshall as a boyfriend?"

"I don't see anyone as a boyfriend." She saw the dawning disappointment in Sam's face. "I have enough trouble making sense of my life without adding a boyfriend, Sam. You're still my best friend. Besides, isn't Marshall gay?"

"What? Where did you get that idea?"

She thought about revealing the source of the suggestion but instead just said, "Just a feeling."

Sam had never talked to Marshall, or JT for that matter, about whether either was gay.  He didn't think that Marshall was. The whole issue seemed unimportant; for them, gay was another shade of normal.  Another topic for his discussion with Marshall.  He dismounted and opened a gate to their left.  The field behind the fence here had already been harvested.  When they were both through the gate, he refastened it and said, mounting up again: "Okay, best friend, let's run them out a bit."

Off they took for the back of the property at a fast canter, riding side by side again. Sam saw nothing but happiness in Markie's face as she instinctively posted as they rode.

Lucas and Vee had returned from the ride before Markie and Sam.  Vee had run back to see her parents and Marshall at her grandfather's place.

* * * * *

"You invited him to dinner?"

"I want to talk with him. What better time?"

"And, you think he's gay?"

"Unless I very much misinterpreted his comment."

"Are we going to talk to him with the kids and everyone?"

"I thought after dinner and just us — over here. I don't see any reason to get people in an uproar. I think the kids are going to spend the evening in the barn."

"How are you going to explain our absence at dinner at Jim's?"

"Romance! I'll run over to Jim's now."

As Lucas left the house, he saw Markie and Sam returning and wondered how their talk had gone. If he had to speculate, he would say that no matter its course, the talk was painful for his son. He waved and then made his way to his father's house.

* * * * *

When three generations are present in a house, the place hums, and now the house hummed with preparations for dinner. Everyone in turn greeted Lucas, and that meant seven hellos, each bringing subtle comfort to a man who had, as a boy, believed that human connection meant weakness.

Lucas found Jim in the dining room and gave him a hug.  "Okay, Luke, what's going on?"

"You know I'm sentimental at heart."

"Riiight," Jim said, drawing out the word. "I want to hear about this ‘sentimental at heart’ bit. You know, we haven't had much time to talk, just the two of us, yet."

"I know. But, you know I won't leave until we do." Jim looked at his number-two son.  He could never lose his initial impression that this one was inclined to run, or maybe that no matter how stable his life had become, the heart of a boy who ran from trouble was still at his core.  But, he knew that Sam Marshall had transmuted that impulse by showing his son that one couldn't run away from oneself.

"I need to spend tonight at Turing House with Jerry. We won't duck out on any other family meals, but we need to take care of something."

"You two okay?"

"Yeah.  He still puts up with me," Lucas replied with a smile.

"All right," Jim nodded.  He didn't push his son because he knew that if he did, Luke would tell him everything, and Lucas obviously didn't want to do that now.  "You'll let me know what's up soon, right?"

"I will. I promise."  Promise was not a word that Lucas used lightly. "I think the kids are camping out in your barn loft tonight. Sam and Markie are putting their horses back, and then they'll be over."  He hugged Jim again and shouted goodbye to everyone before walking back to his house.  He knew that Jim would explain his and Jerry's absence at the dinner table to the others.

Markie and Sam walked out of the stables as he was about to enter the house. "How'd it go, guys?"

Markie was one big smile. "That was the most fun I've had ever.  I want to do that again soon."

"She's a natural, OD."

"I saw that when you both were saddling Rosita."

Sam thought he'd make another attempt after his father shut down his inquiry at the observatory.  "So, is the cop coming to JG's for dinner?"

"No.  Your dad and I are going to talk to him here. You and Markie should eat with your grandfather and the others." Again, end of discussion.

As the others made their dinner in Jim's house, Jerry and Lucas made a cold pasta salad with chicken.  As they often did, they had turned off the air conditioner in the cooler evening, but the lingering heat made hot dishes a chore to prepare.  Lucas was peeling nectarines while Jerry washed blackberries.  "Do we have a plan?"

"I want to find out how their involvement in this snipe hunt began and more about the two men whose photographs Mark showed us.  If I can, I’m curious to find out how a closeted gay guy manages a career in Homeland Security."

"I think I'll just hang back and let you work your magic."

"You know what my magic is: I don't let anyone frighten me."

Jerry turned, leaving the colander in the sink and grabbed Lucas, knife still in hand, by the waist and fastened his lips to his neck, biting gently. Lucas inhaled and then told his husband, "See, I'm not scared."

At seven o'clock, the white van pulled up to the parking area by the house, and Agent Chertov, who had seen the house from the road during drive-bys, grabbed the Maryhill Malbec he had purchased at the winery and walked around to the east-facing entrance to the house. He was wearing his usual khakis and a polo shirt. He left his sidearm locked in the cargo area of the van along with the UMP. He read the polished brass plaque on the door, Turing House, and smiled to himself. Jerry, whom he had not met, answered his knock.

Taking Jerry's extended hand, the agent heard, "Hi. I'm Jerry. Come in."

He was a head taller than either of the couple he was visiting. "Jeff.  Thanks." He handed the wine to Jerry.  He wasn't nervous and had been in many situations others would find uncomfortable, learning that nervous chatter was dangerous and that if he was talking, others wouldn't. His job trained him to watch and listen. Since that was also Lucas's preferred approach to the world, the evening could well prove a quiet one. Then again, he had never encountered someone with Lucas's intellect before.

Jerry showed Jeff into the dining room.  On the wall was what appeared to be a line-drawing or painting of Alan Turing — in rainbow colors mixed with black. But on closer inspection, the lines were not lines but tiny clustered 1’s and 0’s and mathematical symbols — sigmas, integral signs, Boolean operatives — that appeared as lines from afar but up close were chaos embodied in art. Jeff stood stock still, admiring the painting.

“Lucas got to name the house. I got to do the painting — to honor what Alan Turing did and what he stood for and what Lucas and I stand for.”

“It’s magnificent — like Seurat for the 21st Century.”

Jerry was pleased and taken aback at the same time. How is it that a cop knows about both Seurat and mathematics?

Jeff looked around at the rest of the space, regarding the construction of the house with admiration, thinking there was no stinting on cost.  All of the windows facing north were open in the still-warm evening air.  He saw Lucas in the kitchen.

Jerry asked if Jeff wanted a tour of the house, and Jeff politely declined, suggesting that he might enjoy one after dinner. He wasn't at all certain that the two men would want to have him in their home after their conversation.

"Jeff, I'm happy you came. Grab a seat at the table, and we'll eat." Lucas saw the stranger looking about, probably wondering where Sam and the others were. "Everyone else is at Jim's house. I thought we should have our talk by ourselves."

Jeff sat at the table and said, "I'm not sure what I can tell you at this point."

"I suppose you'll tell us whatever you feel like telling us."

Jeff decided to be as candid as his procedures would allow him to be. "I think this is a goose chase, and I expect to be out of your hair in a couple of days." That was truthful enough.

Jerry was quiet, letting Lucas carry the conversation. "Why are you here, anyway, and who are the two men in the photos the sheriff showed us?"

"I meant what I said at the observatory, in the sense that I don't know why you're considered a high-value target. I know that someone in the Joint Terrorism Task Force in LA puts enough credibility in a report by a man negotiating a plea bargain that you might be a target of a fringe neo-Nazi group from Vancouver. My partner and I are trying to determine whether the report is accurate."

That information was more than he gave most people he was trying to protect. Lucas stopped his questions and thought for a few moments that stretched into a few minutes of silence. He passed the bowl with the pasta salad to Jeff while Jerry served himself some of the fruit salad. They all served themselves in the silence.

Finally, Lucas asked, "Does your agency know you're gay?"

Jeff smiled. He decided he had nothing to lose by discussing the issue with these two. "Well, I have to take a polygraph every six months, and let's just say my sex life is one subject for questions."

"But, you said your partner doesn't know."

"The polygraph results aren't shared with anyone except internal security and my bosses. So far, as far as I know, my sexuality hasn't been shared by anyone in the department who knows it. My partner is not very open-minded about gay people; he's religious."

"That fills me with confidence that he's going to do his best to take care of us."

"Strangely, he will.  Faith to duty is a big thing with us ... him." Now that was a stupid slip, Jeff thought. This guy is smooth.

"Mormon?"

"I don't think the specifics would be helpful."

"Okay. But, you agree with me that the threat isn't very credible?"

"At this point, yes. But I'm not through poking around. Speaking of poking around, what can you tell me about Jeremy Foster?"

For the first time, Lucas appeared concerned. "What does Jeremy have to do with this?"


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Death of God

Sam was distracted at the family dinner because he was anxious about his fathers' dinner guest. He knew the "cop" wasn't a local deputy or Goldendale police officer, and he wondered if OD was in some kind of trouble. The possibility that Jerry was in trouble didn't occur to him.

Even Markie, who had never before sat at the large table with almost the whole tribe, saw that her best friend was unusually quiet. His grandfather tried to draw him out occasionally, and Sam would join the conversation for a few minutes only to subside into reflection again.

As the kids, including Markie, were cleaning up after dinner, Marshall cornered Sam and suggested they duck out for a few minutes.  Sam looked up from drying dishes and saw that things were under control.  He hung up the dishtowel and made his way to the back door where he waited for his cousin. The two walked in silence toward the closest outbuilding. When they reached the building, Marshall slid down, sitting with his back against the exterior wall. Sam found a place to sit across from him.  The air was cooling as the sun began to set — as much as the air ever cooled in Goldendale summers. The few clouds, tinged with orange from wildfires burning farther east and north, made the deepening blue of the sky starker.

An outsider looking at them wouldn't have guessed that they were from the same family; one of them was dark and the other fair, though both were about the same height. Their body-language, however, betrayed long familiarity.  Although Sam thought this discussion would be uncomfortable, he regarded Marshall and JT as brothers with advantages. They were as close as brothers, but he didn't have to live with them.  Sam looked up from the point on the ground where he had been staring to find the inquisitive eyes beneath the blond curls of his cousin.

The plan for his talk with Marshall evaporated in confusion about his cousin's sexuality, his own feelings about Markie, and his worry about his grandfather. To him nothing seemed simple this summer, and he felt like crying, but knew that crying would do no good.

Taking a deep breath, he started as far from the central issue as he could. "Do you think JG is okay?"

"He hasn't been okay since Grampa died, but he doesn't seem any worse to me than he ever does.  I mean he jokes around and has a good time with us. Sometimes he seems happy. JT is more sensitive to the sad part than I am, maybe because he’s here a bit more often to see Grandmama Vi as well."

"The three of us should talk about seeing if we can kick-start his social life."

"Oh, I'm not sure that's a good idea at all. Dad told me that some losses you never get over. No one can replace Grampa."

Now the irritation that had been building in Sam erupted. "I know that, Marsh; you don't have to treat me like an idiot. It wouldn't hurt him to meet someone else, even if he never has another great love. Your attitude really pisses me off sometimes."

Now Marshall looked as if he might cry. The edge of crying is a terrible precipice for thirteen-year-old boys, and an unspoken agreement to help each other avoid falling over that edge formed. Sam sighed audibly, and lightly touched the bottom of his fist to the top of his cousin's thigh.

"Geeze, Sam, sorry.  What's really bothering you?  You've been acting weird since you got here. I've never seen you so on edge before, and why are you so pissed off at me? Does it have anything to do with your dream?"

"No. The dreams are just strange."  He told Marshall about both dreams and how the dreams had characters that Grampa had written but never published — in writings he had never read.

"What characters?"

"Prithvi and Agni. Agni's face was exactly like pictures we've seen of Samuel Marshall."

"Well, you're right.  That's plain strange."

"The dreams say I'm supposed to keep some promise and repair a brotherhood.  When I said I didn't have brothers, Agni said I was a fool."

"And, you don't have any idea what he meant?"

"No." Sam couldn't avoid the most important question any longer.  "Are you into Markie?"

"Is that what you think? That's why you're so pissy?" Only Marshall's smile prevented Sam from responding more angrily.

"She's obviously interested in you," Sam said sullenly.

"She seems nice. But, I think she's more interested in you." Sam wondered at his cousin's statement. Both his and Marshall's perceptions of where Markie's interests lay seemed to fit the girl’s behavior just fine.

"Marsh ... are you gay?"

Marshall laughed loudly. "Shit, I don't know."  Then he said much more quietly, "I don't think I'm straight, though, either. How about you?"

"So far, no sexual feelings for other boys.  So, are you confused or bisexual?"

Marshall laughed again. "You should talk with Uncle Lucas and Uncle Jerry about categories.  For a bright kid, you can be dense."

"Have you ever tried to talk with a scientist about categories?"

"Hey, you have an artist there, too, but I suspect Uncle Lucas is the harder one to talk to."

"No, not exactly. He answers any questions I have, except he won't share most of his early life."  Then he voiced his greatest fear. "I wonder when he'll get sick. I don't think I'll do well when that happens."

Marshall scooted away from the wall and moved to sit beside Sam so that they both faced the wall. He put his arm around his cousin. "Maybe he won't get sick."

"He will ... I know."  In a breath's time, Sam thought of life's certainties — safety, food, shelter, clothing, love of family, all of which OD had not known until he was Sam's age.  Sam himself had never struggled to survive. He knew he wasn't, like his father, injured and interesting.  All this he thought in the time it took to gulp in a single portion of air, and then the tears came. Marshall used the arm around Sam's shoulder to pull him in tight. Shuddering, Sam cried, "I don't know what we'll do without him."

Marshall knew better than to try to fix what couldn't be fixed. He just hugged his cousin, trying to imagine how he would feel if his father were ill.

* * * * *

On the following Sunday, Agent Kesh waited outside the Brothers in Grace Church until he saw the man he needed to talk with. Kesh was a broad-shouldered man of thirty-five who wore a dark suit and whose head was shaven. He approached the slightly obese man he had identified from a photograph.  Jeremy Foster, his hair thinning and his waistline thickening, looked like a high-school athlete gone to seed.

Ted Kesh walked up to Jeremy, extended his hand, and said, "We heard some powerful preaching in there this morning."

Jeremy was unsure of what to say because he couldn't remember meeting the man who addressed him. "The Word of God should be music to our ears."

"I especially admired the remarks on abortion and homosexuality."

Jeremy relaxed a little. "We believe in the inerrancy of God's Word.  God has been very clear about the dangers of homosexuality and the agenda of homosexuals."

"Yes, He has indeed. I'm visiting your town, and I understand that you have a number of openly homosexual residents."

That comment elicited a wandering diatribe about fags raising children and their evil influence — influence that had convinced many gullible people in the community that their chosen lifestyle was legitimate.  Kesh could see the anger rising in the man and realized that the issue was deeply personal for him.

Jeremy asked the agent, "Are you born again in Christ?"

"I'm a Latter Day Saint."

"Oh. Well at least you got your views on fags right. You know there’s an LDS church a few blocks up." Jeremy started to turn away. He wasn't sure whether Mormons were much better than fags.

"Oh, I know, but I need to talk with you for a few minutes if you have time."  He pulled out his credentials and held them toward Jeremy. "I'm Agent Kesh with the Department of Homeland Security."

Jeremy whipped around and looked closely at the credentials. "Homeland Security? Why do you need to talk with me?"

As Agent Kesh replaced his credentials in his back pocket, Jeremy caught a glimpse of the Glock 22 in the agent's hip holster. "Just a few questions. Shouldn't take more than fifteen minutes."

"Where do you want to talk?"

"Your house might be convenient."  Kesh wanted to see the inside of the house and would only be able to do so if invited.

"All right, I guess.  I'm in the F-150; you can follow me."

The trip to the modest home took only ten minutes, and, after parking on the street in front, Kesh followed Jeremy inside.  Kesh had noticed Jeremy's lack of a wedding ring, and the inside of the house looked as if no female lived there. He stood until Jeremy indicated that he should sit in an upholstered chair, while Jeremy sat on a sofa. "You said you had questions."

Ted opened his portfolio and pulled out photographs of the same two men that he and Chertov had shown to the sheriff. "Do you recall meeting either of these two men?"

Without looking at the photos very carefully, Jeremy said, "No. I've never met either of them."

Kesh leaned forward in the chair and fixed Jeremy with a calm stare. "Look, Mr. Foster, these guys are suspects in a terrorist plot, and it would be very unfortunate if anything were to happen and you were connected to them."

Jeremy did what he had done his whole life.  He was strong when confronting someone smaller or weaker, but when someone stood up to him, he lost all courage and folded.

"Okay," he said, pointing to one of the pictures, "that one came out here a couple of months ago, and I met him at a church function. We got to talking, and he asked about the collection of fags across US-97. I told him about the queer doctor and his queer son and their friends, and I told him about how they import a bunch of little fags every summer."

"Is that all that you told him?"

"I told him some of the places they usually go and when they usually showed up."

"Did this guy say why he wanted that information?"

"He just said that people have to make a stand — that white heterosexual male Christians need to take our God-given place as leaders."

"And, you didn't think that was a threat of terror?"

"Not in so many words."

"Did the guy say whether or not he was a member of any organization?"

Jeremy thought about lying, but then his fear got the better of him. "Some group in Vancouver — National Socialists or something."

Rising from the chair, Kesh extended his hand to Jeremy.  The warm handshake was a message that Kesh shared many of Jeremy's views, a message that couldn't be quoted by anyone later.  "Thanks, Mr. Foster. I appreciate your honesty. I'll show myself out."

When he was in the van, Kesh pulled out his phone and dialed his partner.  "Hey, this may not be a goose chase after all.  Let's talk at your hotel."

* * * * *

As Kesh rode to his meeting with Chertov, Lucas and Jerry, over an early lunch, resumed the discussion of how to manage the visits next week of the kids from the center in Portland. Lucas was convinced now that the threat from the religio-fascists was close to zero. "I think we shouldn't change our plans. The visit is a big deal to the kids, and I don't want to send a message that they should hide every time some assholes spout off."

"You know I'm a little more cautious than you, but you're probably right about this. Why don't we walk over to Jim's and talk to him, North, Annie, and the Js?"

Lucas smiled, nodding to Jerry, and headed for the door. On the walk over, they noticed Sam and Marshall side by side facing the wall of one of the barns on Jim's property.  Marshall's arm was around Sam's shoulders. The distance prevented a clear picture of what they were doing.  Jerry said, "I wonder what that's about."

"Life, love, and brotherhood, I suspect."

"Markie?"

"Probably. Let's leave them to it." He and Jerry agreed that life is a series of sorties that should be made from a strong base. The base was the parents' concern, and within reason, the sortie adventures were the concern of the child or emerging adult.  Lucas especially understood that while trying to keep Sam from pain would make his and Jerry's lives quieter, doing so would stunt the boy.

As he often did, Lucas reached for Jerry's hand, and they walked quietly to the house where Lucas had lived until he found his way to California. Inside, the grownups gathered in the formal living room to discuss next week's visitors.  North and Annie now helped out at SMYRC, as did some of their graduate students at Portland State.  Frank Gerard, a psychiatrist who had helped both North and Lucas and was a mentor to Jason as he did his psychiatry residency and fellowship, was still on the board of the Center although he had retired from his practice. He would be out to do some gardening therapy when the visitors came.

From the hum of the general discussion, North pushed them all to business. "We're settled on four, then?"

Among the nods, Jim said, "I want to bring one of the kids from Celilo over."  Celilo was the cancer treatment center at Mid-Columbia Medical Center in The Dalles where Jim still did pro bono work occasionally.

"Is he very ill?" Jonathan asked.

"Yeah, he is, but I understand we'll have a pediatrician and an oncologist around."

"Okay, point taken. How's his immune system?"

Lucas interjected with a grim smile, "No worse than mine, I suspect."

"Maybe a little worse, Luke," Jim said. “Unfortunately.”

North asked, "How old is he?"

"Fifteen. He identifies as gay, not that it matters here."

"Is he likely to survive the cancer?" Jonathan asked.

"No. I've talked with his mother, and she'd like him to have some fun now before he can't later. He’s out to her but not to his father. I told them that I'd discuss inviting him with you all."

Jim looked around the table and saw every head nod. "How about if he stays with us here?" Annie asked.

Lucas laughed. "You think he'll need mothering?"

"Hell, yes, and a place to find some quiet if he needs it."

“And you think he’ll be able to find quiet with Vee in the house?” Jonathan asked.

Jerry added, "The others will be at the hotel; probably a good idea to have . . ." He looked to Jim.

"Armin."

". . . Armin stay here.  Jon will be close at hand at Vi’s, then."

North concluded, "Anything else we need to discuss?"

These week-long visits were designed to give the kids experience in a rural setting among people who valued them and many of whom were like them. Frank Gerard had long ago pointed out that kids couldn't strive for what they couldn't imagine.  Originally, Tom, Jim, Vi, and Jason, along with North, Annie, and Jon, had provided an example of what kind of lives could be achieved by gay and straight people of conscience — lessons in struggle and love.  Above all, being in Goldendale meant that the kids didn't have to look over their shoulders; they were safe here, and they could relax and have fun.

* * * * *

At the Quality Inn in a ground floor room facing US-97 Chertov answered Kesh's knock on the door and invited his partner on the assignment in.  Chertov was in shorts and a T-shirt since he was through for the day, while Kesh wore a dark suit, looking every bit the Mormon Elder that he was.  Kesh's unremitting devotion to the Church increasingly irritated Chertov, as did Kesh's deep well of self-righteousness. Still, the younger man had to admit that Kesh did his duty. He motioned Kesh to a chair and sat on the king-size bed. "What'd you find?"

"I talked to Jeremy Foster, who admitted contact with Markham. About a month ago, Markham was out here asking questions about the good Doctor and his family."

"And I suppose Mr. Foster shared whatever he could with the lunatic."

"I'm afraid so. Markham and Short know when Doctor Jansen, his family, and his guests will be here and have a general idea of their itinerary for the visit."

"How would you proceed if you wanted to attack Jansen or his family and visitors?"

"Given his resources, I think Markham or both of them are already here. If I were them, I'd camp until I was ready, but not in an improved campsite.  Too many people could identify them in a busy campground. Then I think, given their backgrounds, limited resources, and this location, that they or one of them will stage a medium or close-range sniper attack."

"I agree. We should brief the sheriff and the tribal police and ask them to keep an eye on out-of-the-way camping areas.  Maybe we'll get lucky. In the meantime, I'll try to talk some sense into Jansen, and we'll have to keep a closer eye on him."

"Jeff, sometimes I despair at the kind of people we have to protect."

"What? You can't be serious."

"Yeah, yeah, I know he's a genius, but he's a queer, and I don't care what he does for the military, he shouldn't be allowed to teach and practice his lifestyle openly."

"So, we should just let these nuts kill him?"

"Of course not. If I have to put my body between him and a bullet, I will.  I'm just saying that the 'nuts,' as you call them, aren't entirely wrong in their beliefs about homosexuals."

Chertov swallowed his initial retort before speaking, instead simply stating, "If you have a problem with carrying out the mission, I want to know that now."

"You know me better than that.  I'm going to get some rest."  Wondering what bug had gotten up Chertov's butt, Kesh left the hotel and began the drive across the river to his hotel in Oregon.

Chertov phoned the sheriff and gave him a briefing on his partner's conversation with Jeremy Foster and asked him to check unimproved camping areas when manpower permitted. Mark Morgan agreed to liaise with the Tribal Police agency and suggested that he would deploy less-formal surveillance of the wilderness areas around the city.

"Please tell anyone who spots either of these two not to do anything.  Just report the sighting to you, and then you report to us. We'll get a game plan together.  The sooner we locate Markham the easier this will be."

The younger Homeland Security agent thought for a moment about the mission. His assessment of the mission had changed when his partner had confirmed that one of the homegrown terrorists was present in the area. He knew that Kesh assumed that apprehension of the nut was the endpoint. His definition of the endpoint had changed. He wouldn’t hesitate to take Markham and Short out if circumstances allowed. Whether or not they succeeded this time, if they survived they would feel encouraged to try again.

He didn't mind people spouting off about his sexuality, but when they took up arms, he would treat them as the amateurs they were, and he wouldn't subject himself to internal moral debate. He knew that some people thought that this position made him no different than Markham and Short, but he knew that simply wasn't so.

* * * * *

Jon and Jason planned to pile all the kids into two vehicles on Saturday for a trip to what was left of Adams Glacier the week before their guests were to arrive.  The traditional family gathering would take them up to Divide Camp where the younger generation had camped since they had to be carried up the trail.

On Friday, as they were trying to get everything in order for the trip the next morning, JT ran into Vi's house, looking very much like a horse that had been ridden hard.

"Fire!"

Jon told the boy, "Calm down a minute. A fire? Where?  What kind of fire?"

Still a bit breathless and seeming to have seen the end of the world coming, JT tried to give them the details. "A forest fire. I was over at the restaurant when the fire trucks went out. I ran all the way back. It's north and east of here.  Come out — you can see the smoke!"

Jon was immediately worried about the other buildings on the property as JT grabbed Jon's hand and pulled him from his chair, leading him to the back door. As Jason, Jon, and the boy stepped from the mudroom onto the ground between the farmhouse and the outbuildings, the smell of burning wood was heavy on the swirling east wind in the afternoon air.  A cloud of mostly white smoke filled the sky to the northeast of their property. The amount of smoke was impressive, more than the adults had seen before from the fairly frequent small grass fires over the past few summers. Fire, if it took hold in the dry environment, could put everyone out of house and home.

Jon told JT, "Go over to Turing House and see what's going on with Sam and the others there.  If they need help, call us. Ask your Uncle Lucas to ride out a little to see where it is and where it's heading."

Jason put a hand on JT's shoulder. "I'll go with you and ride out with your uncle." From his experience growing up with occasional fires in the area, he was most concerned about the houses to the north and the monastery of St. John the Forerunner, a Greek Orthodox cloister and monastery close to the highway. Looking to Jon, Jason suggested, "Take a drive over to the fire station and see what you can find out, will you?"

Jonathan left for the driveway, saying, "I'll let you know what I find out."

As JT and Jason started to walk over to Luke's place, Jason called Jim by cell phone. "Are North and the crew there?"

"No. I'm not sure where they've gone."

"Take a look out your back door and then call them, will you? I think they should get back as soon as they can."

Jim had apparently made his way to the back yard. "Shit!"

"After we check in with Lucas and his crowd, I'm going to ride out with Luke to see what's going on.  Ben and Rodrigo may need some help. I'll let you know. Getting Mama to stay put is going to be a chore.  Could you come over and stay with her?"

"After I get ahold of North and Annie I'll head over. You two, be careful out there."

The party that mounted and rode toward the smoke numbered three; Vi had insisted on coming along. Leaving JT to await the others, the three headed toward the east end of their property where they met Ben and Rodrigo who had all the hands available getting hoses ready to attach to the irrigation pumps.  Vi asked Ben what he thought.

"I think we're all right. The wind is pushing the thing more north than east, and I don't think the wind will change enough to do us any damage."

Vi's relief was clear. Lucas went to Ben and Rodrigo and hugged them both. "Thanks for taking care of our home."

Lucas was surprised at how deeply he identified with this place and how rattled he'd been at the thought that it might burn. Leaving Ben and the hands, the remaining four rode out north to see if they could determine the size of the fire.  Riding first steadily east until they thought they were on the upwind side of the fire, they turned north and followed the edge of the burn. Occasionally, a swirl of wind would extend the fire east for a few feet, but its steady progress was to the west and north. They could hear the crackling and loud popping of evergreens immolated as the fire burned away from them. In half an hour they knew that this one had already consumed hundreds of acres.

When they were satisfied with the scouting expedition, they stopped, and Rodrigo thought aloud, "I think St. John's is going to have a bad time tomorrow if the firefighters can't control it."

Jason said, "We'll see if the fire bosses or the Mother Abbess need help tomorrow.  I think they have about twenty nuns in the cloister.” As he thought about it, Jason made a decision.  “It'll be better to have Mama make contact."

"I'll go over tonight and see her if she has time. The winds will die after sunset, but tomorrow could be a hard day, and the bigger fire crews won't begin arriving until tomorrow afternoon. We all should get some rest."

They turned back, Rodrigo returning to the fields. When they arrived at Vi's place, they found the rest of the youngsters waiting, along with Jerry, Jim, Jon, Annie, and North. JT ran up to the still mounted riders. "Where have you been? I was worried."

Jason told his son, "Let's get the horses settled, and we'll talk about what we found while we groom them."

JT yelled back at the others, "Come help with the horses, and they'll tell us what they found."

Everyone walked with the dismounted riders to the horse barn and pitched in to remove the tack and curry the animals.  As they worked — Lucas wearing his usual N-95 respirator — Jason related the details of the ride, including the size of the burn and their concerns about the houses and the monastery.

Annie volunteered to go with Vi when she went to talk with the Mother Abbess. Vi thanked her and suggested that Vee and Markie come along as well.  "We'll make it a female delegation."

Vee rankled at the suggestion.  "Those Byzantine idiots think my uncles are the embodiment of sin."

Vi rejoined, "Vee, we don't withhold help from a neighbor whose house is burning because we disagree with his religion."

Vee, never one to back down, even from adults, softly replied, "God's will, don't you know?"

Vi smiled at the girl. "I admire your spirit, and I don't think it's a mean spirit, so if you don't want to go, that's fine."  Vi thought that of all the grandchildren, Vee was the most like her Uncle Lucas and his mentor, Samuel Marshall.

Grumbling, Vee said, "I'll go, but if one of them starts in, I'm not going to be polite."

Marshall shrugged and said, "They may have benighted views of gays, but they make a helluva baklava and bake really good bread."

Behind his respirator mask, Lucas cut through the discussion of religion, asking Jon, "What did you find out at the fire hall?"

"BLM, USDA, and USFS crews will be here tomorrow and operating by noon, but until then, we'll have to make do with the volunteers from Klickitat and the surrounding counties. I spoke to the fire chief's wife, and she said they were worried about the houses east of US-97 and the monastery.  I think we all should be prepared to help, but we need to do it safely and not get in the way of the fire crews."

Looking at Marshall, Sam said, "Cool! We'll do whatever we can."

Jim looked at the boys and admonished them, "This isn't a game. You need to be with one of your parents or aunts and uncles at all times — period. You can share in the responsibility to protect our neighbors, but not at the cost of injuring yourselves." Looking at JT, Marshall, and Sam, he finished, "Got it?"

The three boys nodded, but Marshall piped in, "How come you didn't warn the girls?"

"Because their judgment isn't clouded by testosterone."

Vee and Markie giggled, feeling superior. Vee took a shot at her brother, "Don't worry, Marsh. You'll have good judgment eventually."

Friday dinner at Turing House was subdued.  Glancing at his fathers and Vi, Sam imagined that this was the kind of dinner his namegiver might have eaten in an encampment in the Southeast Asia jungle — a dinner before the dawn would bring great risk and danger, before a helicopter dropped him and his men in the Ia Drang valley.

Sam thought that this was the kind of meal shared by people who didn't know whether or not they would survive the next day. That was how the meal seemed to an adolescent mind that imagined any great change as a cataclysm. He again looked at his fathers eating in silence.

The older men didn't imagine that any of their family might be in real danger the next day, but thoughts of their neighbors' possible losses preoccupied them. People living on farms outside Goldendale were used to a tenuous existence, but the possibility of utter ruin didn't often occur to them.  Unlike Sam and his fathers and their extended family, their neighbors, even the Greek Orthodox religious community, had no other homes to which they could turn.

After Sam had finished the evening dishes, a knock at the door signaled the appearance of the rest of the females in the family. Vi answered the door and then ushered the girls upstairs.  When they came down, they were all wearing scarves wrapped around their necks and covering their heads. This was almost too much accommodation for Vee to tolerate, but Annie had reminded her that being respectful wasn't the same as condoning someone's views. She and Vee were accompanying Vi, who had met with the Mother Abbess on more than a few occasions. Neither Annie nor Vee knew the extent of the Abbess's interest in Native American cosmology or the respect with which the nun had always treated Vi.

The drive to the monastery took them up US-97 through smoke blowing in from the slowed fire.  Vi used the fog lamps to try to cut through the thick smoke. The trip that normally took a few minutes took twenty as she carefully threaded the way up the highway.  Rear-end collisions were always a danger in fog, or now smoke, on this highway.  When they reached the small loop drive in front of the monastery bakery, Vi pulled in and parked in front of the store. As she expected, the store was closed, and the four women left the truck and walked around the north end of the store building and then east to a dirt road that led toward the cloister and chapel.

The first unusual meeting took place as they approached the blue-roofed chapel. Two nuns dressed in black inner habits, called isorassas, were walking the perimeter of the chapel, clearing vegetation under the direction of an older nun wearing the outer robe, the exorassa, and the veil.  The veil was generally worn under the chin rather than covering the face.

Vi approached the older nun with her hands palm up before her and politely asked to see the abbess.  The older nun took Vi's hands in hers, and after looking into her eyes, extended her left arm toward the cloister. Vi, Annie, and the girls left the nuns to their work and walked along the dirt road to the long building in which the sisters lived.  More nuns, novices and rassaphores in their outer robes were working near the convent building.

A stately older nun whose robe was like the others but whose veil was topped by a flat black hat walked to Vi as soon as she noticed her approach.

Vi extended her hands as she had to the first nun they had encountered, and the Mother Abbess's eyes held joy as she came to greet the Indian woman.  The Abbess's veil framed her face, and Markie and Vee saw the happiness in her eyes as she took Vi's hands and offered a blessing.  This was Gerontissa Theadelphia, the Abbess of this religious community of women. "We came to help, Mother," Vi said. "What can we do?"

The relationship between these formidable women was complex. The Mother Abbess knew that Vi's sons were gay and that Vi was entirely untroubled by the fact. She also knew Vi to be kind, full of good humor, and a tireless worker who unfailingly helped the less fortunate at every opportunity. Over the last decade, the women had deep discussions of their traditions and worldviews. Now, Vi had appeared with her troops to offer assistance in the face of a real threat.

The Mother Abbess had met Annie briefly, but didn't know the younger girls. She introduced herself to the girls, taking their hands in hers.

The fire had interrupted the coenobitic rhythm of the sisters' lives. Now, they were preparing for the fire instead of attending to communal and individual offices. Theadelphia quickly asked Vi, "Perhaps you would store a few of the older icons at your farm, if it is out of danger?"

"We have a truck. What you trust us with, we will keep safe. What about the goats?"

"If you have room for them, take them."

"I'll send Rodrigo with a trailer."

After loading the truck with a number of very old religious paintings and artifacts, carefully wrapped, the truck was blessed by Theadelphia and sent on its way.  "The men and boys will be here tomorrow to help fight the fire."

"Thank you, Vi. God be with you."

* * * * *

Sam barely heard the diesel engine of the truck returning from St. John's or Rodrigo leaving with the trailer. He was afraid to go to bed. "What if the fire blows this way while we're asleep?"

Jerry tried to reassure the boy. "One of us will be awake through the night. Ben and Rodrigo will be watching, as well. Tomorrow will be a test, so why don't you try to get some sleep?"

Sam grudgingly trudged upstairs to his room and flopped on the bed.  He tossed about for an hour and thought he would never get to sleep.

Then he was holding the sphere and walking in a blue-tinged, cool place.

"So, you are Kendall's heir?  Have you seen any of my brothers?"

"Prithvi and Agni."

"What did Agni tell you?"

"That I am a fool."

"Sometimes my brother behaves as a horse's ass."

Then the soothing voice paused. The voice emanated from a young man whose bluish face Sam recognized, as he had Agni's face. This one looked like Eric Anderson, Sam Marshall's partner. Younger Sam had talked with him a few times when Eric, who taught at the University of San Francisco, had visited OD and Jerry in Southern California.

"You're Eric."

"No, I am Jal. Your appearance here is fortuitous. I need to tell you that you shouldn't worry. You have the capacity to keep the promise, but first you must go through fire."

"Tomorrow, I think."

"Yes, and not only then, but we will be with you. Agni thinks he is powerful because he sees that he and all things are burning. Burning is but one form of change. The heat is harsh, but I will cool you."

Sam started awake, bathed again in sweat. He looked at his docked phone — four a.m. He crawled out of bed and took a shower. He would talk to JG about the dreams later.  He went downstairs quietly to find his father sitting at the dining table.

"You're up early. Couldn't sleep?"

"Trouble falling asleep, and then a dream woke me up."

"The wind is already freshening.  The smoke's getting much worse, and fire's pushing toward the highway north of us. We have some paintings, artifacts and the goats from the monastery. Vi and Rodrigo brought them last night."

"The nuns at the monastery don't like you and Dad or Uncle Jason and Jon, do they?"

"I don't think it's personal. I've met the head nun, and she was civil. They think of us as men trapped in evil."

"That's nuts. Vee sure was pissed at them."

"She was. I think I have a double whammy as far as they're concerned — I’m gay and a scientist."

"But, science isn't a religion."

"Not for me; it's a method. We always have to be wary of people of faith who think they're God's warriors.  At least the nuns are humble, and they're not out trying to convert everyone. They're mainly praying and contemplating."

"Contemplating what?"

"God, I suppose."

"Do you ever think about God?"

"No. I leave that to physicists. I contemplate numbers."


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Saved and Lost

Daylight turned to darkness and back again in succession, as the rising column of whitish smoke in turn blotted and revealed the sun. Darker smoke hugged the ground.  Heat welled up from the ground just as it had in Sam’s dream. He had once removed the cover when his father, Jerry, and he had been baking cookies in the kiln. The heat surrounding him now seemed hotter, and this heat wrapped all around him unlike the heat from the oven's interior.

The man in the yellow firefighting gear was almost standing in the flaming underbrush burning twenty feet from where the boy stood. The firefighter didn't seem worried about the fire near the ground. From a hose connected to a brush engine a hundred and fifty feet away he alternately wetted the crowns of the trees and the sides of the nearby building, waiting for the fire to pass.

Sam, JT, and a few nuns had the job of policing the embers that swirled up from the main body of fire, sparks shedding from their edges and then occasionally falling, still glowing, near the building. He and the nuns carried heavy blankets with which to smother any small fires engendered by the embers. Jerry was behind the firefighter helping him reposition the hose as the fire erupted in new places or old ones from which the water had vaporized.  Other nuns carried plastic five-gallon buckets of water, applying the contents outside the immediate range of the hoses.

Sam used an N-95 respirator from OD's cache over his mouth and nose, but the mask couldn't entirely exclude the powerful, acrid smell of the vegetation in transformation to heat and ash.  All who worked with him also had respirators of various kinds, laboring to breathe through the masks. For the first time Sam understood what OD experienced every time he worked the horses. Without the mask he didn't think he would have been able to breathe. Only the firefighter worked without respiratory protection, like the Agni of the boy's dream. Only Jerry's presence gave Sam a sense of safety as they worked. Once in a while, Sam would look at JT and they would smile behind their masks. How many boys had summers like this?

OD, Marshall, the girls, and his other adult relatives were working at other buildings on the monastery property or helping arrange shelter for families whose homes had burned. Jonathan was working at Klickitat Valley Hospital and Jason was working at a medical-aid station near the fire line.

By mid-afternoon, dozers and heavy equipment along with newly arrived engines and water tenders were working the fire. The resources were now adequate to contain the fire from extending toward more homes and farms, although the fire had jumped US-97 and burned a couple of acres to its west. BLM and USFS equipment were cutting fire lines to the north of the fire, and the wind wasn't shifting, so the fire made no sudden changes of direction. Firefighters were still working in the center of the burn area to eliminate new threats to homes from which people had been evacuated.

They all had been at it since early morning, and by early afternoon the effort seemed to have saved the monastery buildings but apparently not a dozen houses between St. John's and the eastern border of the burned area.

The Red Cross was sheltering many families. That only ten or twelve homes had been lost was the result of determined efforts by firefighters and volunteers.  The camp where the firefighters rested when they were off the line was partly staffed by community members who understood the effort of the men and women on the fire line. In all, nearly three hundred firefighters and incident managers worked the fire.

The crews would mop up hot spots for a couple of days before people were allowed to go back to either saved or lost homes. By the next summer, much of the char would be gone, replaced by a single-minded nature’s drive toward recovery, erasing what had been started, investigators determined, by someone camping in the wilderness beyond most of the habitations in the area.

Sam and the rest of the extended family helped pick up and store fire equipment and made certain that the nuns of St. John's had what they needed to get by the next few nights. The icons would be returned the next morning, but the goats would stay with Vi and her boys for a few days until the feed situation at the monastery was sorted out.

A weary but happy clan gathered at Turing House for dinner. Over a very simple meal, they chatted about their experience fighting fire and their wonder at the power of nature — heat, convection, chemistry. When they had all spilled their cups of emotion, Jonathan said matter-of-factly, "I don't think we'll make it to the mountain this summer."

All remained still for a few moments. Finally, Vee said, "That's too bad, but this was ... this was bonding, as well ... going into danger together."

Marshall told his sister, "That's a good way to describe what we did."  The girl smiled because her usual near-constant verbal jousting with her brother covered her need for his approval.

* * * * *

The next morning, Sam bounced down the stairs to find OD in the kitchen making breakfast. "You sleep better?"

"I did; no dreams last night," the boy answered with a smile.

"How about we take our trip to Stonehenge this morning before the heat really sets in?"

Of all the experiences Sam treasured, and thirteen-year-old boys count treasures, the hours OD spent with him at the monument were the greatest treasure — the hours alone with the unusual father. His dad was an open book to him, but OD was a mystery, a probability distribution instead of a single point toward which the boy was always reaching.  This was all Lucas could be as a father, but the boy never doubted OD's love and willingness to talk about important things — other than the times before he had joined Jim and Tom's family.

Their trips to Sam Hill's World War I memorial often found them alone at the site. This morning, holding hands, they read the plaque on the altar stone as they did every year. Lucas felt a firmer grasp on his hand, as if the boy were trying to pin him to a fixed place in his life. As they moved to sit on the ground inside the circle, Lucas did what he always did: without fear, begin the discussion that might be more uncomfortable than usual.

"You're having a rough time this year. Anything I can help with?"

"You won't want to talk about it."

Lucas shoved his normal reticence aside. "If it's important to you, we'll talk about it. What is special about these talks at Stonehenge is that no topic is off limits."

Looking OD directly in the face, Sam told the man his greatest fear. "I don't know why I feel it now, but I feel as if you're going to get sick."

"I think the odds are that I will eventually. I have some subtle signs."

Sam interrupted, "What signs?"

"My CD-4 count is trending lower and my viral load is trending up. Nothing spectacular."

Now the boy became angry, and he grabbed Lucas's hand, almost yanking the man toward him. "And you didn't think I'd want to know? I'm not a temporary boarder, you know."

"Slow down. If I thought the changes were significant I would have told you."

"Does Dad know?"

"Yes."

"But not me. I need you to promise you'll tell me things like this."

"You have a lot on your mind these days. I don't want to complicate your life without good reason."

"Remember when you were my age? Did you want adults deciding what you could handle?"

Lucas thought for a bit. He knew the boy was right, but then he wasn't in the habit of sharing this kind of news, even with Jerry. After being chastened, he had finally promised Jerry to share news about his test results, and now he decided to do the same with his son.  The thought that lack of knowledge about his condition produced anxiety in others was strange to him. "Okay. I'll keep you in the loop about my lab results. Now, you be clear with me about what's really upsetting you."

Lucas looked at the man as if he were contemplating a village idiot. "You're shitting me, right? I have no idea what Dad and I will do if you get sick and . . ."

"Die?"

Now the boy started crying. He had cried this summer more than he could remember in his life before, and he didn't like the feeling of weakness that came with the tears, especially in front of OD. Crying in front of Marshall was bad enough. "Yes," he whispered under the tears.

Lucas could still remember how feeling lost felt, and he didn’t want to chance Sam reacting as he had to that feeling. "When I first came to this place and I thought I'd have to keep running from a life I hated, I cried in one of the bedrooms at JG's.  There's nothing bad about crying, and I cried because I felt that I had glimpsed paradise and was about to lose it. I knew there was no way they would let me stay there, and I wouldn’t go back to foster homes in Portland.

“Sam, at that moment I was lost. You're not lost, except maybe in fear. You and your dad will do fine when I die, and although statistically improbable, I may be the one who has to carry on without you two."

Sam leaned into his father, sniffling. Trying to smile, he told OD, "I'm not letting you off that easy."

"I'm not much for wishing, but I hope you won't. I'm also not worried about dying. I don't think it's useful to waste energy thinking about death."

"It doesn't bother you that you won't see Dad or me again?"

"No, it doesn't. Look, I want to be here for you now. Should I let some preoccupation with death cloud the time we enjoy now?"

Sam thought about the point. "No, I guess not."

"You shouldn't be preoccupied with the giganormous number of things that might happen. Look clearly at what is happening."

OD had pronounced the first part of the word as he would in the term, gigabyte. "Giganormous? Is that a technical term?"

"Maybe a self-coined one, but yes."

Leaning together with Sam's head on OD's shoulder until the boy's tears stopped, Lucas suddenly was aware that the boy was as tall as he was, that Sam had to cant his head downward to reach his shoulder.

As they sat in silence, Lucas thought of the decision to adopt the boy. He had been the driver of the decision. Before they married in Washington, he and Jerry had agreed that they wanted to give a child a home, and Jerry had waited patiently until Lucas was ready. Adoption seemed a part of the DNA of his generation, and had Annie and North not been able to conceive children, they would have adopted.

Jerry had been deeply surprised at how Lucas took to childrearing, and Lucas remembered holding Sam on his lap as he contemplated problems on an ever-present whiteboard. He had discovered that paying attention to the little boy improved his work, and something in him found that discharging his responsibilities to the boy was joyful.  Samuel Marshall, his son’s namegiver, had anchored the concept of responsibility in the thirteen-year-old Lucas at this very place. Samuel Marshall had been right about Lucas, and now the man that old Marshall had foreseen was putting his resources to use trying to help kids whose lives were as his had been.

"I know you don't like to talk about how you grew up, but I am curious. Your early life is a blank space in my understanding of you."

Lucas had assiduously avoided talking with the boy about his early years. In a way, though, he could credit the boy's request. He had no idea of the history of his biological parents, and he had felt no need to understand anything about the series of foster parents who had cared for him to one degree or another. He didn't like talking about himself, period.  "What do you want to know? I think Uncle North and your Uncle Jason have probably told you more about how I came to Goldendale than I would have."

"No, they tell me to ask you. When did you first know you were gay?"

"The answer is a bit complicated. No father wants a son to think badly of him."

"I won't; I promise."

Lucas smiled at the boy. "The real answer is that there was no flash of insight. I was always attracted to boys, but I liked girls as well — in retrospect just not in the same way. I'm really uncomfortable going into specifics, but my understanding of sex was distorted by sexual abuse and because I learned that I could get what I needed on the street by selling myself."

Sam was visibly shaken by the revelation. "I'm sorry, OD."

"Thanks, Sam. My early experiences with sex really made it hard for me to figure out how many of my sexual feelings were my own and how many were the result of my circumstance. By the time I was your age I had that figured out. When I met your Uncle Jon and Uncle Jason at the resource center, I was a handful — you know, queer, here, get used to it. At first I sort of lusted after them, but then I figured out that they were a couple and, as I learned about where Jason lived, I understood that I was attracted to the way they had made a life together. So, I found my way to Goldendale. No destiny involved, just coincidence."

"So you didn't meet Uncle North until later?"

"Yep. I met my brother-to-be when I made my first excursion to Goldendale. Your Uncle North now, I found hot, but he was straight and he had Annie who became a great friend.  She was very patient with my crush on her man. When I was going through the adoption process, I found out I was positive, probably infected by one of the adults who had sex with me. I tried to run away before they pushed me away, but North and your grandfathers caught me as I fell. I really can't explain why they put up with me, except that it’s their nature. I did what I needed to do at the time, but that kind of life isn't what any kid should have."

"You're nothing like the people who abused you. I've always known how much you love me, and that's why I'm afraid of what will happen when you're gone. Maybe nothing of you will be left, but Dad and I will still be here."

"Don't ever think that your dad isn't a lion. He's just not as cynical as I am. That can’t have escaped you."  The boy nodded. "You'll be in the best hands you could be in. I'm not very happy when people push me to do things I don't want to do, but I'm very happy that Annie pushed me to go after your dad. I can't think of anyone else who would have put up with me, much less helped me as he has. You'll be fine no matter what happens."

"I guess, but I'll miss coming here with you."

"You'll find someone else to bring here. What about Markie?"

"I find girls very confusing."

"I wish I could give you some insight, but I haven't any."

"Did you ever hope I'd be gay?"

"Nope, and that's no bullshit. Besides, I'm not sure growing up straight is that much easier than growing up gay."

Sam almost mentioned his suspicions about Marshall's orientation but stopped short. The two hoisted themselves from the ground as another car pulled into the parking lot. Sam hugged OD tightly, feeling better that his father had risked as much discomfort as he had.

* * * * *

"Dr. Jansen, we need to talk again.  Something's come up."

"What does that mean?"

"I'd really rather talk in person."

"Well, I'd really rather not talk at all, so unless you can provide a good reason, I'm going back to thinking about topology."

"Jeremy Foster."

"Fuck! This guy is a genuine pain in my ass, and not in a pleasant way. How about if we meet at Ayutla?"

"Great for me. Half-hour?"

"Done."

After the morning at Stonehenge, Sam and Markie went out riding with Jason and some of the others. Lucas found Jerry in the studio. He stopped to watch his husband working on a piece that at this point was in clay but which would be cast later. In some ways he thought that he and Jerry shared the quality of being able to see what is not there. Jerry formed the unseen with his hands while he formed the unseen with his mind. When he first moved to Goldendale, he had resigned himself to never having the kind of relationships that his brother and his friends had. He didn't see himself as deserving of that kind of love and trust. Jerry had changed that.

Their courtship was gradual and sex was delayed because of the disease. Lucas finally understood. You could merit love and never receive love, and you could not merit love and find it. Jerry's sense of humor matched his; the man was wonderfully playful and patient. If he persisted, he could find the source of Lucas's fears and passions and his moods, and his love engendered his effort to do so. When he had first asked Jerry how he could love him, Jerry had said that despite all the work and struggle, he was happy in his life with Lucas and that he had no idea why he loved him, but didn't think it worthwhile to spend time asking why.

"I'm running over to Ayutla for lunch. Homeland Security has summoned me."

"That probably isn't good."

"Something about that cretin Jeremy.  I don't expect to be long."

Lucas walked across the highway and then south through the town.  The white van was parked outside the restaurant, which had just opened for the day. He found Chertov seated in a booth with a menu in hand. Luis, the son of the man who ran the restaurant when he had first eaten there years earlier, greeted him.

"Lucas, you meeting that guy?" the young man asked gesturing toward Chertov.

"Yeah, just a visitor." Lucas took a seat opposite the agent; he didn't need the menu.

Chertov was munching on homemade tortilla chips dipped in homemade salsa. "Not too much cilantro; this is great."

Lucas wasn't interested in chips or salsa. "I don't have much time for you. What’s happened?"

The agent looked almost hurt that the professor wasn't going to engage in banalities. He admired the man, but he knew that becoming friendly with assignments never worked out well. "My partner met with Jeremy and basically bullied him into admitting that he had talked with one of the subjects whose pictures the sheriff showed you. I told you earlier that I thought this would come to nothing, but I've changed my mind. I'd characterize the threat as credible, and I've let the sheriff and my supervisors know."

"Credible? What do you think will happen?"

"The end point is that we'll find them and end the threat. Between now and then, I'm worried that you or the people around you could be subject to attack."

"In fucking Goldendale?"  The question came out a little louder than intended, and the waiter looked over at the booth before walking over.

"You guys know what you want?"

Chertov looked at Lucas, letting him decide.  "Huevos for both of us, please, Luis."

When Luis had disappeared into the kitchen, Chertov observed in a quiet voice, "You're disconcerted, and I don't blame you. Beyond the obvious, I can't tell you why you've been targeted. These guys aren't international terrorists, but they are on what they think is God's mission. People like this are worrisome. We are very fortunate that we got wind of what they are planning before you ended up hurt or dead."

Lucas sighed. He thought about and calculated probabilities for a living, and this calculation was straightforward. "We'll stick close to home."

"You need to cancel your plans and tell your visitors to stay home. The local cops and the two of us are all you have in the way of protection. We can't protect you if you're part of a crowd and you're traipsing all over the place."

"I'm told I have a touch of stubbornness, but I haven't been irresponsible since I turned fourteen. I'll talk with my family, and we'll decide by the end of the day."

Luis appeared with their lunches, or perhaps breakfasts. With the first bite in his mouth the young agent closed his eyes and smiled. "These are fine."

"Old family recipe."

"One more thing. I need to check out your place more thoroughly. I'll try not to make the kids anxious."

"The kids are already anxious. I don't know what experience you have with adolescents, but these aren't exactly typical. You should be careful that they don't make you anxious. We have good people working at the farms; they'll keep the place safe."

Chertov considered giving up the argument. He couldn't. "I'm sure you can take care of yourselves in most circumstances, but this one is different from others you've faced. Assassinations are in my area of expertise. I need to see the farm, the buildings, and the terrain."

Lucas thought the man's approach was well played.  "All right. Two conditions: one, you let me know when you're on the property, and two, your partner doesn't come with you. The conditions aren't negotiable."

"Thanks, Dr. Jansen. I appreciate it."

"I think you'd better call me Lucas."

* * * * *

While most of the adults held court at Turing House instead of going camping on the mountain, North and Jonathan drove the kids into Portland for an overnight stay at the condo in the Pearl District.  The kids, especially Vee, suspected that the trip was a dodge to get the younger people out of the way.

Vee tried to pry the real reason for the trip from her mother before they left, but Annie couldn't be manipulated.  The girl tried her father on the way to the city, and North, a little less guarded, told her only that the adults thought that after the fire the kids could use a little cheerful distraction, and that he wanted to pick up Frank Gerard before the return trip.  North could see that he hadn't satisfied his daughter at all — no surprise.

At Turing House, Lucas was finishing a description of the problem.  Jim, Jason, Annie, and Vi hadn't realized the full extent of the danger. When Lucas reached the end of the tale, they were all silent for a few minutes. Finally, Vi told Lucas, "Lay out the options."

"The first is that we treat the threat as a phantom. We don't change anything. The second is that we let the kids and their guardians make the decision and have some or all of the kids come out.  The third is that we postpone the visits for a week or two and hope that the cops solve the problem. The fourth is that we cancel everything."

"We can't let the kids from the Center stay at the motel. For one thing, we'd all be vulnerable during the trip to and from there, and for another, putting them in harm's way isn't an option, so maybe we should just call it off this year," Annie said.

Jerry added, "You're right, of course, but what if the cops don't find these idiots? How long will we be hostage?"

After a few moments when they were all struggling with the dislocation Lucas's news had produced, casting about for good answers, Jim asked, "Could we manage all the kids and their minders on the property here?"

Jerry looked at Lucas, and an agreement formed between them. "We could take a couple of the kids here." He looked over at Lucas, grinned, and said: “Markie and Sam could double up.” Lucas gave him the finger.

Jim added, "I know the trip means a lot to Armin, and he won't get a second chance. He's set to stay at Vi's with Jonathan and Jason. Even if all he does is hang out somewhere other than Celilo or home, he'd be happy. I can take the other two from the Center at my place. Lucas’s and North’s old rooms would only need a dusting out."

Lucas's expression was neutral. "Half the point of getting them out here is to let them ride horses and get out to the observatory. I guess the other half is to let them see how our families manage. In this case, the lack of the perfect shouldn't prevent the good enough."

Annie summed up. "Seeing if someone catches these guys in a week or two makes sense. But if not, unless we hear clear advice from Sheriff Morgan or the Homeland Security guys to the contrary and if their guardians are okay with them coming under the circumstances, we're still a go. If some kids have to drop out, there’s a waiting list for others. Rodrigo and Ben can keep an eye on the perimeter of the property, so the kids won't be cooped up all day, and I'm sure that Sheriff Morgan will keep an eye on us."

* * * * *

"I'm going to suggest we go to Klub Z."

Marshall looked down the empty hallway and then walked through the open door of the bedroom that Vee was sharing with Markie, who was out in the living room. "Why would you do that? You're not old enough to get in."

Vee walked up to Marshall until he and she were six inches apart. She stared up into his eyes until he looked away to the floor. "Because the music is good. Damn, Marsh. Grow a pair. How are you ever going to figure things out if you don't dip your toe into the pool?"

"Sometimes you're a real pain in the ass."

His sister reached up and used her hand under his chin to pull his gaze from the floor back to her face. "What are you so afraid of? Who around here is going to be down on you if you're gay or bi?"

"Maybe I will."

"Where is that coming from?"

"I don't know. I'd like what Mom and Dad have, but the uncles aren't any different, I guess. All the adults are so relentlessly open to us being whatever we are; sometimes I wish they'd just ease off. Besides, as far as I can tell, the others are straight."

"So what? Nobody in the family is making a big deal about this except you. If you feel pressured, the pressure is your own."

"Why is it so important to you that I make a decision now?"

"You can't seriously believe that this is a decision. I don't want my brother to spend a miserable couple of years waiting to find himself. If you're straight, good for you; if you're not, good for you."  Then she took his hand and sighed. "If you can't figure it out, so it goes, but you know what Uncle Luke would say: 'You can't reach a sound conclusion without good data.'"

Marshall hugged his sister. "You're still a pain in the ass. How old are you anyway? Thirty?"

"I don't have to be an adult to see what's going on with my brother. Let's go out and make a plan. If you suggest going to the club, I won't have to."

Vee led the way out of the bedroom and down the hallway. Markie and the other two boys were on the wrap-around balcony, looking at the mountains. Marshall and Vee walked out to join them, and Marshall saw that Markie was enthralled by the view.  The condo did have a spectacular view of the river and three volcanoes in the noonday summer sun.

Sam was observing Markie from the angle between two of the balcony railings. She was wearing sunglasses against the clarity and brightness of the early afternoon sun, and beyond her he could see the Willamette River and the Steel Bridge, one of many that connected the east and west sides of the city. He looked up at Vee and then Marshall. Marshall nodded his head toward the girl and raised his eyebrows. Sam stepped up beside Markie so that their shoulders touched. She turned and smiled, taking off the glasses. He thought being with her here sharing a novel vista for her was enough.

Marshall ended the silence. "Let's go to Klub Z tonight."

JT looked at him. He answered his own question about the reason for the suggestion before he voiced it. He smiled at his cousin. "You know I'm a way better dancer than you, Marsh."

"We'll see."

Sam added, "I don't get much chance to dance with boys. I'm in. But, Vee won't be able to go."

"I'll be just fine here. I have some reading I can do."

Markie tried to help. "I'll stay here with you."

"Oh, no. You need to be there so Sam will have a girl to dance with."

"I don't get it. Won't there be a lot of girls there?"

Marshall explained, "More boys than girls. It's a dance club where a lot of gay and lesbian kids go. No alcohol and you have to be twelve to get in. Do you have your school ID?"

"I brought it, but why go to a gay dance club?"  She looked at Marshall and blushed, wishing she could pull the question back.

Marshall laughed and, smiling a tight smile, glanced at his sister. "Don't be embarrassed. I don't think going dancing is going to answer any questions, but the night might provide ... data."

After a brief discussion with North and Jonathan, they were all agreed.  In the meantime, they would explore the area around the condo. They told the adults that they were going out to get a late lunch and about their nighttime plans. North told them to stick together and be careful. "Dancing is a good choice for the evening." As the kids left the condo, Marshall looked to his father, who smiled at him: Give yourself a break, Marsh.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Prelude to Battle

For Sam, the realization that his fathers were more than fathers wasn't sudden. Though he couldn’t put a name to it, one day at age eight he realized that OD was a mathematician who happened to be his father.  OD wasn't exactly distant, but he was often preoccupied. The realization unsettled Sam because of the contrast with how he saw his dad. Jerry was his father who also spent a lot of time making beautiful pieces of clay or metal. However, Sam felt that he was the center of Jerry's world.

Sam was replaying the latest conversation with OD at Stonehenge, and the vague fear of a too-distant father had less of a hold now because OD had done something very difficult: he shared his past with his son.

The sudden jolt of being thrown forward against the seatbelt when Uncle North stopped suddenly for a pedestrian who had darted into the crosswalk against the light stopped his rumination, and he turned to look at Markie beside him. She was looking back at him with a small smile as they arrived at the drop-off point.

The music drowned conversation, and the floor of the club was already crowded when the contingent arrived. Markie grabbed Sam's hand as they moved through the entrance. Each of their little troupe was brash and shy in differing proportions. The quietest of them, JT was the boldest, the least constrained by worry about what others would think of him.  Marshall, the most conventionally attractive, was the most concerned about revealing himself in an unguarded moment. The other two were somewhere between on the continuum.

Markie saw that Marshall's description was accurate.  Many more boys than girls were on the floor.  She glanced above to the catwalk where the DJs were programming dance- and electro-pop CDs and found her heart rate coming down because the scene was relaxed and friendly, and the place was brightly lighted.

JT waded into the crowd and soon was paired with a taller, slender, blond boy.  Markie found herself pleased that JT didn't seem to have a problem dancing with a male partner.  The girls she saw in the midst of the predominantly male crowd were dancing with boys and girls in about equal numbers.

She watched people reacting to Marshall; they reacted as she had at the beginning of the visit to Goldendale. Lights from battens suspended near the ceiling created a halo as they shown through his curly hair. Boys and girls stopped to look and then either set their sights on him or ruled themselves out because they thought they didn't have a chance.

JT and the blond boy had formed a group with another guy and three girls. None of them worried about how they looked to others or what their dancing implied. They just had fun, even when they parodied grinding on one another. Everyone around them enjoyed the relative abandon of the dance floor.

JT looked over to Marshall and then whispered something to one of the boys in his group. The boy, in turn, pulled one of the girls to him and whispered in her ear.  JT nodded to both of them, and the couple made its way to Marshall.  The boy approached Marshall from behind and touched his shoulder. When Marshall turned, the boy, smiling, took his hand and inclined his head toward the dance floor in an invitation to dance. The boy shouted over the music, "Adam!"

Marshall thought the boy was probably fifteen or sixteen — no taller than Marshall, but less reedy, with short, dark hair and piercings along his right brow and both ears. He looked carefully at the boy, remembering why he was there, and nodded. "Marshall!" Marshall was a graceful and energetic dancer, and his partner’s eyes on Marshall showed interest and curiosity.

Adam almost told Marshall that he was ... beautiful ... pretty ... but then thought that this one might be tired of hearing things like that. The familiar excitation of brain and body took Marshall, and he felt quite comfortable until he sensed the girl. He was immediately aware that the girl was inserting herself into the dance he and Adam were doing, and he was almost immediately aware that she and Adam knew each other.  Adam smiled at the girl and said to Marshall, "Eve!"

The girl was dark, both in complexion and hair color, curvy, and as attractive as Adam. Marshall's confusion was evident to Eve. As she and the boys formed a trio for the dance, she said, "You two look great together!"

Then the heavy percussion and synthesizers of the song ended, and a slower song began.  This is weird, Marshall thought, wondering whom he would dance with now.  He didn't like the prospect of choosing because the choice defined the dilemma that was producing some of his anxiety. The dilemma resolved itself when both Adam and Eve reached for him.

His mother and father had always told Marshall to trust his feelings, both of discomfort and of safety, while keeping his head about him.  He had no feeling of discomfort in this situation despite his own doubt about whether or not Adam and Eve were their real names.

As couples around them swayed to the slower music, the three at first formed a little triangle, arms connecting them, on the floor and then a variety of sandwiches. When Marshall was between the other two, with Adam in front and Eve behind, he leaned his head back onto Eve's shoulder and, looking at the ceiling far above the floor, relaxed. Adam's hardness from top to bottom matching his own, and the feeling of Eve's breasts on his back were inseparable elements in the rightness he felt.  He momentarily worried that the PDA police would interrupt them, but although people looked at them, no one commented or tried to break up the trio. Though he didn't think their dance overtly sexual, it certainly was at least subtly sexual.

Somewhere on the periphery of consciousness he thought that his partners must have done this before and somewhere just below consciousness, a recognition that three was a solution to his dilemma formed. He couldn't articulate the feeling yet, but the realization would become both comforting and bewildering.

When the song ended, Marshall regretted breaking physical contact with the others. Before the music cranked up again, Eve said quietly, "This suited you. You have no idea how special that makes you. Thanks for taking a bite of the apple."

Marshall nearly wore himself out dancing and smiling and feeling at home with Adam and Eve over the next couple of hours. JT had returned to Sam’s and Markie's sides, happy to find them dancing together most of the time. Sam was about to suggest that they goose Marshall into dancing with some other people, but JT urged him to leave Marsh alone.

Marshall’s happiness that night confirmed what JT and Vee had earlier speculated about the source of his dilemma — a dilemma about which Sam was completely unaware. In a family full of couples — heterosexual and gay — JT worried about how the family would handle Marsh's need for a triad, if that was his need.

When the time to leave came, Marshall exchanged contact information with Brian and Cassie, a.k.a. Adam and Eve. "If only you were a little older," Cassie whispered to Marshall. Brian told him, "Please, keep in touch. We really had fun dancing with you."

Marshall blushed at Cassie's comment and told Brian, "I will. I'm sure I'll have questions."

Outside, walking to where North would pick them up, Markie and Sam were holding hands. JT and Marshall walked behind them a little. "I started out with a boy, but I spent most of my time with girls," JT said to no one in particular.

"I danced with a couple of girls. I've never done that before. I had fun," Markie said to JT.

Sam added, "It's just nice that people are good with any combination.  You get any data, Marsh?"

As they climbed into the Tribeca, Marsh said, "Yeah, I did." He didn't want to elaborate.

"Sounds like everyone had a good time," North said. "You do okay, Markie?"

"Sam and I danced a lot. It was good."

After winding down on the short trip back to the condo, four tired kids silently took the elevator to the top floor. When they were inside, Markie saw an older man she hadn't met. She judged he was probably Jim's age or maybe older.  He was wiry, slender, and had thinning sandy hair. His face was all smile, and his eyes were full of light. The boys flew over and almost knocked the man over trying to hug him all at once.  North introduced the man to Markie. "This is Frank Gerard, Markie." And then Markie to the man, "Frank, this is Sam's best friend, Markie."

In the midst of trying to remain upright, Gerard said to Markie. "I'm very happy to know you."

Markie knew right away that he was being honest. She thought that this was a man who enjoyed people. He didn't fit her notion of old men, but then neither did Sam's grandfather."

"You, too, Mr. Gerard."

"You should call me Frank.  Otherwise, you'll never be able to get my attention."

Jonathan added, "Frank is a colleague of Jim's.  They went to the same medical school — back when leeches were in vogue. Now, he's a gardener."

Frank scowled at Jonathan’s ribbing. "Now you know why I like North better." He laughed. "I think you four should get some rest. I know that Vee is just waiting back there to grill you, Markie."

Markie had almost forgotten Vee, and she knew that Mr. Gerard — Frank — was right.  Looking at her phone she saw that it was already tomorrow and hoped that they wouldn't leave too early for Goldendale. "See everyone in the morning." She walked back to the bedroom she was sharing with Vee and tried to enter quietly. Vee was in bed reading. The younger girl looked up.

"You survived."

"I had fun. I wonder if there are places like that in Pasadena."

"I'll bet Sam knows. So, not to be too blunt, but did Marshall dance with anyone but you guys?"

"You should ask him, but yes."

"Good night." Vee turned off the light on her nightstand and turned over.  Markie went out to the bathroom and was asleep almost as she hit the bed.

* * * * *

After rising at a reasonable hour, if eight is a reasonable hour after being up until one, everyone walked to Fuller's on Broadway for breakfast. The summer morning in that brief part of the year when rain didn't bless Portland was bright and warm. Because no one was in a tearing hurry to get back to Goldendale, they didn't mind the wait at the diner. Markie loved the inside, with the long, snaking counter and no other seating. To get everyone in, they were seated as space opened, and the largest of their number to sit at any one place was three.

North and Jonathan gave everyone cash since Fuller's didn't take credit cards. Breakfast at Fuller's was old school and good, at least as far as the boys were concerned. Markie ended up with some French toast — too many carbs, but using homemade bread and a good maple syrup. She kept reminding herself, Moderation, girl.  She was thankful for the walk back, which let the heavier food settle.

They closed the condo and packed the car.  Frank sat in the back row with Sam. Markie and Vee were in the rear middle row, and the other boys were in the row behind North and Jonathan.  They crossed the Willamette and found their way to I-84 for the trip east and their home near Mt. Adams.

In the back row, Frank spent some time observing Sam, whom he had seen less of than other boys of Sam's generation. He knew that Sam had a greater burden than the others in figuring his parents out. He had previously formed the opinion that Sam was happy, socially adept, with a strong network of friends and acquaintances. He wondered, though, if trying to figure his Other Dad out didn't mentally exhaust the boy.

He felt sympathy for Sam’s challenge. Frank, a professional, had never been able to predict Sam's father’s course through life. Remembering the first few times he counseled Lucas at SMYRC, he had thought the boy might never be able to take care of himself.

Margaret Mead, for all her error, had been right that a village added value to childrearing. Lucas’s village began with Tom and Jim, exceptional men on any account and exceptional gay men as well. Two elders, Martin Juarez and Sam Marshall, had been key parts of Lucas’s village. Frank was fond of Martin and detested Sam Marshall, but he had to admit that Marshall's effect on Lucas had been profound and mostly helpful, setting aside the financial windfall Lucas inherited.  Frank felt that Lucas had developed excellent coping skills and had done exceptional work in his life, but he had the sense that Lucas was still psychologically injured in many ways.

Sam was deep in reflection when he heard, "Penny ..."

He looked up at Frank, whom he knew to be one of the heroes of OD's life and whom he liked, "Pardon?"

"I was asking if you'd share what you were thinking."

Sam grimaced slightly, thinking for a few seconds, and then said, "Dreams."

"Well, you're not on a couch, but this will do. I have a deep interest in dreams and their use in our lives. If you're comfortable talking about them, I'd love to hear." He saw Sam draw a deep breath, as if the boy were about to exhale the explanation in a single breath.

"I see characters in stuff that Grampa wrote that I never read. How can that be? JG told me the people are representations of the five elements in Hindu myth. I've looked them up on the net, and I even have the colors right in the dreams. I don't see how I'd know that."

"Tell me the story of the dreams."

"We've all read Gyres, and somehow I end up with the time orb. I feel as if I've just gone through a door, and then one of the five-elements guys asks if I'm Kendall. I know where that part comes from. Uncle North was Kendall when Grampa first told the stories to him. Anyway, I try to explain that I'm not Kendall, but it's like they don't get it. They tell me that Kendall has a job to do, and then it's like they expect me to do it.

“So far all of them want me to keep some promise and repair a broken brotherhood. I have no idea how to do that. One of them told me I was a fool, but another one said I shouldn't really pay attention to that one. The thing is ... I feel as if I have something important to do, and they're trying to get me to do it. The dreams end when I'm back in this gyre."

"Wow! Do the dreams wake you?"

"Oh, yeah. When I wake up, I'm usually sweating like one of the horses after a hard ride."

The car passed Troutdale and Cascade Locks, the coarse paving producing a loud drone as the tires pushed the car forward. Sam waited for Frank to say something, but Frank didn't.

Sam, of course, knew that Frank was a shrink and knew that he had helped OD a lot, but he hadn't spent much time with him.  Sam liked the man.  "So, what do you think?  What do they mean?"

"I have no idea. You'll have to figure that out."

"I thought shrinks had a book that tells people what their dreams mean."

This one is more like his father than most people see. "Doesn't work like that. Sometimes cracking the code can take a long time."

Sam smiled. "You're not very helpful."

"Fair enough. Here's an observation or two. Do you know who Carl Jung was?"

"Yes. I mean I've heard about him. Collective unconsciousness, right?  Dad told me about how he expresses some of Jung's ideas in his art."

"Right, but it's collective unconscious. When I work with people, I follow a perspective a lot like Jung's. He felt that all the people, and most of the objects in dreams, represent parts of the dreamer, and that if there's a job to do in a dream, the job belongs to the dreamer, both inside and outside the dream."

"But, I don't have brothers."

Frank looked to the front of the car where JT and Marshall were laughing and playing a game on one of their phones. "Really?"

"Oh, … I suppose that's sort of true."

"I'm suggesting that the brothers in your dreams may be aspects of you, and that getting those aspects to live comfortably together might be a reasonable life's work."

"I'm not sure I get it, but I'll think about it."

"Here's the thing — for people without brain issues, dreams can be very helpful in solving problems. Maybe you're trying to help yourself rather than making things more difficult for yourself. Last advice: don't worry about the dreams too much."

"Thanks, I think."

Sam receded into reflection again, and Frank watched. Vee had overheard the conversation between snatches of conversation with Markie. She thought, Jung. I know what I have to read.

The rest of the eastward journey passed as these journeys usually did.  Everyone in the car turned their attention to the landscape, and a little over an hour later they crossed the Columbia River and began the climb to Goldendale and what awaited them there.

* * * * *

While Vee and Markie spent the Sunday night at Jim's house with North and Annie, the boys were encamped at Turing House. After Jerry and Lucas were out of the way, one in his office contemplating the whiteboard and the other in bed reading, the boys discussed a potential campaign.

"Marshall, this won't work if you're not with us." JT was urging his cousin to cooperate or at least not to obstruct the plan.

"You know I think this is a bad idea."

Sam started on Marshall.  "Okay, just help us a little.  We'll do most of the work."

"You've seen the ads on those sites — a bunch of cock shots from guys looking to hook up."

Sam laughed and said as gently as he could, "No, I haven't, but you've obviously done some research."

"Oh, very cute, Sam."

"JT and I found one that's aimed more at dating and long-term relationships. It's called onegoodlove.com."

Marshall hesitated.  "Let me see."

Sam quietly brought his MacBook downstairs and booted it.  Marshall looked at the site's splash page, particularly the mosaic of faces next to the login section. "Doesn't look much different than the others to me."

JT told him in a very irritated tone, "Look at the FAQs. See?"

JT and Sam pointed Marshall to the question:

How does oGL compare to other gay/lesbian dating sites?

Here's what sets us apart and why you should choose oneGoodLove.com:

•    We're the only dating site built for and by the relationship-minded gay and lesbian community.

•    We give back to the GLBT community - upon subscribing to our service, you can choose to donate 5% of your subscription cost (at no additional charge) to various national and local nonprofit organizations, including HRC, National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, and GLAAD.

•    We have the only personality-profile test created specifically for the GLBT community (it's not made for heterosexual couples like all the largest dating sites).

•    Other gay and lesbian dating sites mainly focus on superficial traits, which is no basis to form a healthy long-term relationship. oneGoodLove starts by understanding a person's core personality in order to find individuals with personalities that match yours. By using a scientifically designed and proven algorithm, oneGoodLove.com ensures your matches have much more in common with you than merely your smoking preference. Do you both have personalities and approach life in a way that is truly compatible? By personality matching, you get one more level of assurance that there is potential for a finding your one good love.

"You take a personality test so that you're matched with someone who's compatible."

"Let me guess. You're going to take the test for JG."

"No," JT answered with the confidence of adolescence, "We're going to take the test for him, and then we'll set up a meeting and get JG to come."

"Brilliant, JT. Who's going to want to come to Goldendale to meet a guy?"

Sam gave the sensible answer, at least from the adolescent point of view: "Are you crazy?  JG's a catch. Our biggest problem is going to be picking someone from all the winners he'll attract."

His cousins' enthusiasm finally wore Marshall down. The scientific personality test was the clincher. Besides, he didn't want two straight guys selecting someone for his grandfather. "All right. I'm in."

* * * * *

In the morning, the boys were running around in their underwear, efficiently making breakfast for themselves and Sam's fathers. Jerry and Lucas were still abed, asleep, or at least the boys thought they were.  A knock at the door stopped the preparations, and the boys looked at each other.

JT whispered, "Who could that be?"

Sam answered, "Only one way to find out."  He walked over and opened the door, forgetting his lack of clothing and thinking that Vee and Markie might be there. When he opened the door, he found the young cop, the one OD had approached at the observatory. The man looked at him from head to toe, and he realized he was in his underwear and blushed. "Oh, sorry.  We aren't dressed for company."

"Well, I'm not exactly company, and you're dressed fine for this time of the morning. Would you get your father — I mean Dr. Jansen?"

"I think he's still asleep. Can I help you?"

"No, I don't think you can. Let Dr. Jansen know I'm waiting in my car when he gets up."

"Come in, Jeff," Lucas said from the bottom of the staircase, and laughing, told the boys to get some clothes on.

As the boys ran upstairs, Sam shouted, "There's enough breakfast for ... Jeff."

During breakfast, Jeff was reserved, and, for their part, the boys didn't ask the obvious questions. Lucas would have answered truthfully if they had asked.

When the boys were cleaning the kitchen, Jeff told Lucas, "I’m just fulfilling both your conditions. If you don't want to escort me, I'll just wander around for a bit and then head back to my hotel."

"Wander as much as you need to."

As Jeff was preparing to leave, Jerry came downstairs, and after kissing his husband, said, "Don't tell me. I missed breakfast."

Jeff smiled at the familiar intimacy, and before he ducked out the front door asked: "The visits have been canceled?"

"Postponed, except for the boy from the cancer center."

"When's he coming?"

"Tomorrow."

Chertov frowned, but said only, "I'd like to go with you to pick him up and see him safely here."

"My dad is getting him. I'll let him know you want to come along.  You want to ride in the same car?"

"No, I'll follow in my van."

After the young agent left, Lucas told Jerry, "I'll make you breakfast before I tell Dad he's going to have an escort."

Chertov began his reconnaissance in the front yard. He was happy that only one driveway — and a long one at that — led to the house, and less happy that dirt roads paralleled the property on either side. Still, there was no cover for a sniper in front.  The attack wouldn't happen there. Moving to the back of the house, he noted that the outbuildings could provide cover for a gunman, but hands were nearly always working around the buildings. If he were going to shoot, he would do so from one of the side roads, but farther out where a group of riders or a single rider on horseback would be an easy target.

Even these idiots would think about cover and escape.  They fancied themselves soldiers and experts. Unfortunately for them, in Chertov they confronted the real thing, a baby-faced man who had killed in close-quarter battle and from long distance, not a gamer who thought that killing would be glorious fun.  He walked the alfalfa fields behind the farmhouses, and in his mind the vegetation disappeared, and he saw clearly how the topography would join victim and assassin. In two hours he had identified the most likely location from which the attack would be launched. The question that vexed him was how many shooters would there be: one or two?

He would have to plan with the sheriff and the State Patrol for both possibilities.  The timing of the attack was the greatest unknown. His partner and the local deputies were searching as they had time, but if they mounted a full-scale search, the quarry would disappear, and these people would remain hostages.  Chertov's hope was that his partner, Kesh, would discover where the suspects were hiding and that he would be able to take them down.  Now, at least, he felt confident that he knew where the idiots would try to mount the assault. After he concluded his assessment, he walked back to the front door and let Lucas know he was leaving.

Lucas told Jeff that he had talked with Jim and gave him the timetable for the trip to pick up Armin.  "I appreciate what you're trying to do, Jeff."

"I dislike the use of fear as a weapon."

* * * * *

The Forester pulled up to Jim's house in the late morning followed by a white van, which with engine running, idled behind the Subaru as North, Annie, and their children walked out to the front porch. The ramp installed for Sam Marshall still stood to the side of the walkway. Jim unfolded his long frame from the small SUV and stretched, waving to the family. He walked in front of the Forester and around to the passenger door.  He looked through the window for a moment before opening the door, and he helped a pale young man to stand beside him.

Marshall was intrigued when he looked at the boy, but not because he was overwhelmed by the pity that the rest his family was feeling.  The boy was almost white in color, and his round, bald head sat atop such a slender foundation that Marshall wondered how the body could support it. More than any other impression, the roundness of the head and face, the flesh around the deep-blue eyes, which was dark and thus seeming sunken struck him; then the quiet smile rendered Marshall incapable of planning a response. He thought, He's almost a china doll.

Annie whispered to her son, "Go greet him, Marsh."

The van door opened, and Jeff Chertov stood without a jacket in the heat of the morning.  Marshall immediately noticed the gun on the man's right hip and saw that the agent was scanning the front yard. He couldn't see the sub-machine gun with its mounted red-dot optic on the van's front seat.  Instead of taking the porch steps, Marshall walked down the ramp. When he reached JG and Armin, he hugged his grandfather and then extended his hand to the boy.  "I'm Marshall.  Call me Marsh."

The boy looked up at Jim, who told him, "I think it's safe to touch Marshall, Armin."

The smooth, thin arm with the blue lines of veins clearly apparent under the pallor reached tentatively toward Marshall.  Then, a whisper, "Armin."

Marshall found the eastern European accent exotic, and he was aware that simply touching another person outside the hospital was a pleasure for the boy. "I'll get your bag in a minute. Come, meet my sister and parents."

Armin slowly followed Sam up the ramp; he was happy that no one was making a big fuss over his pace and that no one was rushing to assist him. He hadn't been out of doors for a long time, and the heat helped him; he was always cold these days — and weary.

He knew that Jim was gay, and Jim had helped him talk to his mother and suggested that he not talk to his father about being gay.  Something he sensed in Marshall caused Armin to wonder if the boy might be gay, maybe wishful thinking. By the time he got to the porch he was winded. The younger girl came up to him when he stopped on the level surface. She looked him over, and he didn't see one of the reactions he usually received.

"You'll do fine. I'm Annie-Violet, but everyone with a shred of decency calls me Vee.  I won't shake your hand; Marsh is enough of a challenge to your immune system."

Had he the energy, Armin would have laughed as he saw Marshall glare at his sister.  He had younger sisters, so he understood. "You are very funny, Vee."

As he met North and Annie, he looked between North and his son and nodded.  Marshall ran back down the ramp and retrieved Armin's bag.  As JG closed up the Forester, Marshall almost went over to Chertov, but he knew that the man wasn't here for social reasons and let him do his work. He and his grandfather went up to the house, taking the steps, in time to follow Armin and the others inside.

Inside, Annie told Armin, "You're going to be just another son and another brother while you're here. We didn't think you'd want to be running up and down the stairs all day, so we've made a sleeping area for you in the family room. We can close it off if you need to rest. The rest of the clan will be over to meet you later, and then you and the other kids can figure out what you'd like to do while you're here."

Calling her Annie as he had been instructed, Armin replied, "Thank you all. Just being out of the hospital makes me happy.  Please, don't make a fuss. I'm not going to dry up and blow away."

Marshall took Armin's hand and led him to the family room, as North said, "Don't worry. You're just one of the pack."

Marshall let Armin sit and rest in the large leather chair in the family room. “I know you don’t want to dwell on the cancer, but I want you to know I think it just sucks. Unless you want to talk about it, I’m not going to bring it up again, but I wouldn’t mind listening if you need to talk about it. Is there anything in particular that you want to do while you’re here?” Marshall asked.

Armin sat for a while, looking around the room and at Marshall, seeing something in him that lifted his inhibitions. Before Armin spoke, Marshall wondered if he had said the wrong thing.

“Very well, I’ll play the ‘C’ card?”

Marshall face must have betrayed his surprise.

Armin’s face contained both a small smile and tears, although he wasn’t sobbing. The tears rolled down his swollen cheeks at odd intervals. “Are you gay?”

“Sort of. I think I can be attracted to boys and girls.”

“What I’d like . . .,” he hesitated, “what I’d like is having a boy just once hold me all night in bed.”

To Marshall, this request was deeply moving — a request that were there more time might lead to something other than comfort.

* * * * *

After the family not staying at Jim's house had come over to meet Armin and after they had left early in the evening, Marshall showed Armin the downstairs bathroom and asked, "Do you need any help?" Then his face burned as he thought about how the question must have sounded.

"I need to take a shower.  Is that what you meant?"

Marshall saw that Armin was having a little joke at his expense. "No, but I would help with that if you wanted help."

"Thanks, but Jim already put my shower bench from the hospital in the tub."

"Okay then, I'm going to clean up upstairs, and then I'll join you in the family room."

In his own shower, Marshall tried to understand his reaction to Armin.  The boy unsettled him, and he couldn’t define the wellspring of his desire to make Armin’s stay here perfect.  Why did he ask to be held — by a boy? Marshall wondered if Armin had ever had sex or, because of his illness, if he could have sex.

Marshall knew he would be the boy to hold Armin all night, even though he wasn't fantasizing about sex with his new friend.  He had no experience with infatuation or love or infatuation that led to love.  A confused hormonal cascade was reacting to the upcoming night with Armin in a way that seemed to electrify his body and his mind. Most of all, he decided, he wanted to know Armin before he died, and he wanted Armin to have one wish fulfilled before he died.

After he washed his face, brushed his teeth, flossed, and pulled on shorts and a t-shirt, Marshall took the stairs back to the first floor.  He found Armin, dressed in long, cotton sleeping pants and a long-sleeved, cotton T-shirt, downing a lot of pills.  "You have to take that many pills every night?"

Armin looked up, and before he answered, Marshall saw that swallowing was an effort for him.  After he choked the last pill down, he said with a little smile, "Not as many as I used to take."

Marshall took the visitor by his hand and led him to the family room, where a queen-size air mattress took the center of the floor.  The windows, which at this time of year would usually be open, were closed.  Marshall sat on the foot of the mattress and said, “I want to hold you tonight. I want to spend the night with you in bed.”

Armin’s smile was addictive. "I've never spent the night with anyone. This is what you do when you spend the night, no?"

"Yes. We listen to music and watch movies or just talk."

"Music and talk."

"What do you want to hear?"

"Impressionist, if you have any." He saw Marshall mulling a choice and thought maybe Marshall was like most American kids and listened only to rock or rap. "Debussy, Ravel, Satie?" he asked without much hope.

"How about Satie to start?"

"Perfect for talking, no?"

"Tomorrow I'll play one of his Gnossiennes on guitar for you."

Armin's smooth, round face was split by a broad smile, and Marshall could see the outline of what the boy's face might have looked like before he became ill. He put his iPhone in the speaker dock and started an album of Satie works by the group Danceries.  The piano line was laconic and calming, but Marshall's heart wasn't calm.

Armin climbed under the covers and Marshall lay on top of the covers, turning to face Armin who was on his back. Armin's hands were on his chest outside the light blanket, one atop the other. Marshall reached over to touch Armin's top hand. "I hope Vee's wrong, and I'm not going to get you sick."

"I don't care anymore. I've spent almost two years without touching other people, even my mother, except when she wears a gown, mask, and gloves. I know what Jim's decision to let me come here means and what it means that he'll let me touch you."

"What?"

"I can stop chemo, and I can just let it go."

Marshall couldn't think of anything to say. He knew what Armin's visit meant, too.

"So, you are how, bisexual?" Armin asked.

"I suppose, whatever that means."

"I thought you might be attracted to me. That’s why I made my wish."

"I think I could be . . ."

Armin finished Marshall’s sentence. "If we had enough time. No one else that I know of has ever thought of me that way."

"I can't explain the way I feel.  I just ... feel."

"Thanks for telling me."

Silence for a half-hour as the piano music played.  Then, Armin said, "I'm so tired."

Marshall moved closer to Armin, and put his arm over the boy's chest and covered his side with his body so that his head was by the side of Armin's face.  He just wanted to hold this weak boy up, to give him everything in life Marshall knew he would miss. He was worried that if he had a physical reaction to their closeness that Armin might feel his hard-on and tried to move away a little.

"Don't, please. Just hold me."  Marshall kissed his cheek and listened to his breathing as Armin drifted into sleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Battles, Small and Large

Marshall felt a clutch in his heart when he opened his eyes and felt the emaciated body beneath his.  For a moment he panicked; he thought Armin wasn't breathing. But, holding his own breath, he saw and felt that the boy was breathing shallowly.  Armin's face was placid, and Marshall tried to roll away without waking him. He lay on his back for just a few seconds before he heard the husky whisper, "Good morning. I slept so well."

"Good. I didn't want to wake you."

"I'm glad I woke up.  I don't want to waste time sleeping."  Armin struggled to sit up, and when he had managed, he looked at Marshall's midsection, smiling the small smile that Marshall now loved, and said, "You need to go to the bathroom; you can't walk around with that all day."

"How about you? You need to pee?"

"My kidneys aren't as efficient as yours. Maybe later."

"I'll be right back."  Marshall didn't bother to try to conceal his erection.  He returned to the family room after brushing his teeth.

"You look a little more comfortable,” Armin said as Marshall returned.

"Actually, I was perfectly comfortable.  So, what do you want to do today?"

"One thing I want is to hear the Gnossienne that you promised me.  I think I'd like to go to your famous observatory one night.  I'd like to talk with you about your life, and maybe ride a horse if Jim thinks that's okay.  I want to hang out with you and your cousins, but I'll probably need to stop to rest once in a while."

"All right.  All those things we can do ... I think. The first thing you're going to do is: we’re going to make breakfast.  Mom and Dad get cranky if I don't feed them in the morning, and JG will expect waffles."

"JG?"

"Jim.  We call him Just Grampa because his husband died.  He and Vi, JT's grandmother, don't have partners."

"Jim was married?"

"Yeah. He's never talked to you about that?"

"No, but then I never asked."

"My grampa's name was Tom Jansen.  I think he was the most important man in our family.  He helped everyone, but especially Dad and Uncle Luke.  I wish I had known him."

Armin felt the sadness in Marshall's musings. "Let's make breakfast after I clean up."  Armin started to struggle to get up from the mattress.  Marshall went to the side of the bed Armin occupied and held out his hands. Armin put his hands in Marshall's, and Marshall pulled the boy gently to his feet. He thought Armin might fall back, so he wrapped his arms around him, feeling his friend lean into him for support.

"Thanks," Armin whispered into Marshall's ear; Marshall would have gladly remained there, supporting Armin.

"Sure," Marshall whispered. He pulled his arms back, making sure Armin was not going to fall before leading him to the bathroom.

When Armin returned from the bathroom, Marshall told him, "Let's get the food started. Are you warm enough?"

"Yes, thanks. I'm fine — better than in a long time."

Bending over to get mixing bowls and the waffle iron from lower cupboards, Marshall began to hand the implements to Armin.  "Just put them on the counter."

When all the crockery and the iron were out, Marshall pulled an eggbeater and some wood spoons from drawers, tossing them on the counter.  "Remember where these go; next time you can get them out."  Armin smiled the little smile, and he knew that Marsh hoped there would be a next time, as did he.

Armin found himself pulled to the refrigerator. "Get out what you think we'll need.  I'll find the vanilla extract." By the time Marshall came back to the counter with the extract, Armin had half-and-half and eggs there. "Nice," Marshall said, "but if Markie comes over, don't mention the cream."

The small smile appeared again. "Where is the flour?"

"Here's a big secret.  We don't use flour; we use Bisquick. Yellow box in that cabinet," Marshall pointed to a cabinet over the sinks.

"Measuring cups?" Armin asked.

"Don't use them. Watch and be dazzled!"

Marshall began dumping ingredients into the large mixing bowl.  Armin couldn't detect a system, and as he watched Marsh concentrating on the work, he made a decision. Marshall pushed the bowl toward Armin and handed him the eggbeater before standing behind him with his chin resting lightly on the boy's shoulder.  "You mix for a while, and then I'll do some."

Armin leaned back slightly, and then pushed the eggbeater aside, reaching for a spoon.  "I'll start with this unless you're trying to have me make a big mess."

"Cleaning up might be fun."  Marshall blushed, not knowing why he had given that thought voice.

"Cleaning me up isn't that much fun.  Let me work with the spoon."  Armin gently folded the wet and dry ingredients together until they resembled a paste.  Then he began to stir more vigorously.  "More cream, please."

Marshall slowly poured more liquid, some half and half and some water, into the bowl until the batter formed the right consistency.  He noticed that the speed of Armin's stirring was slowing. "Let me do a little."

Armin pushed the bowl to his right, and Marshall picked up the eggbeater as Armin leaned on the counter with his elbows, his head down.  Marshall began to turn the handle and the whirring of the blades as they burbled through the batter, and the occasional clack of the beater against the bowl filled the kitchen.  This noise was usually the signal for his grandfather, mother, father, and Vee, were she there, to come down for breakfast, so he didn't try to be quiet. Armin reached to scoop some batter that had splashed on Marshall's right hand and sucked it from his finger. The small smile told Marshall that he liked the taste.

In a few minutes, the boys heard the adults drifting down the stairs.  Jim was in shorts and a t-shirt, as was North.  Annie was in sleep shorts and a wife-beater with a sports bra underneath. Marshall noted that they were all wearing more clothes than was common, and he was happy they weren't taking a chance on embarrassing Armin.

His grandfather laughed and asked his grandson, "Put the guest to work, have you?"

"He needs to earn his keep, like everyone else."

The small smile.

Annie said, "Why don't you three go to the table. Your father and I will make the waffles and cut up some fruit."

The two boys and the grandfather walked to the dining room and sat at the table, the boys sitting side by side and Jim sitting across from Armin.  Jim asked his patient, "You feeling comparatively okay?"

"Yes, sir." He nodded to Marsh. "I had a wonderful sleep; I didn't wake in the night at all."

Jim rose and walked around the table to the boy, reaching for his left wrist and checking his pulse.  Then he reached into his shorts pocket and pulled out a tympanic membrane thermometer.  From a tightly closed box he took a cover and put it on the tip of the thermometer that would go in Armin's ear.  "You mind?"

Armin hesitated because he worried what the instrument would report. "No, go ahead."

After the thing beeped, Jim read it, as Armin looked at him with a question on his face. "Not bad, Armin. Nothing to get upset about."

"How much?"

"99.7."

Marshall saw Armin relax a bit, and he realized as he also relaxed that he had been anxious as well. Jim looked at his grandson’s reaction, which he thought might mean that Marsh was becoming too attached to Armin. He knew that too deep an attachment would soon become a font of sorrow, but for now he knew that both boys were happy.

While he observed Marshall, Marshall was observing his grandfather. The moment became one in which a boy is stunned by the virtue of a parent or grandparent. Marshall thought about how many kids his grandfather must have cared for as they died, and he understood the strength and the toll that kind of caring took.  He loved JG more now than ever.

His parents interrupted the examination by loading the table with waffles and fruit along with a small pitcher of warm maple syrup. As North and the rest dug in, Armin hesitated. Marshall saw the reluctance and asked, "Would you like something else?"

Armin tried to think of how to tell Marsh that he couldn't eat very much because the drugs had shredded the linings of his stomach and bowels — that he had to be very careful. Jim saw Armin's problem, and suggested, "How about a little ice cream mixed with maple syrup? You need calories."

The small smile, and Armin nodded. Marshall went to the kitchen and returned with a small bowl of vanilla ice cream.  Armin poured a little maple syrup into the bowl. "Thanks, Marsh."  Then the family had their usual unusual breakfast, talking about what they had read or seen or listened to.  The adults discovered that Armin was bright and well-read. Breakfast taught Marshall why his friend was as thin as he was.

Breakfast ended with the adults asking what the boys had planned.  "I'm going to play for Armin."  Annie looked at North with surprise.  Their son rarely played for anyone but himself unless he played duets with Sam.

The front door suddenly banged open, and the contingent from Turing House thumped in, ready for food.

Jerry looked approvingly at the few remaining waffles. "Hope there's batter left."

Annie replied, "Enough.  You'll have to make your own, though."

After Lucas and Sam made another plate of waffles, the family hung around the table while the newcomers ate. A delirious look spread across Markie's face as she ate the first mouthful of waffle on which she had heaped fruit.  "These are so good, and so light."

Marshall turned to look at Armin.  The small smile.

* * * * *

Kesh and the tribal cop approached the campsite from opposite sides, moving from tree trunk to tree trunk for cover.  The Homeland Security agent carried his UMP, and the Indian carried an S&W AR-15.  The scene didn't resemble the SWAT or Special Operations scenes in television shows or movies — no helmets or shields, although both men wore body armor.

When the tribal officer, who was working where he had no jurisdiction and was on his own time, had notified Kesh that he thought he had found the campsite, they had no time to assemble a tactical team. That would have required half a day in this rural setting; there was only time to notify the sheriff and move in.  Kesh hoped he wouldn't end up feeling like Custer's first troops encountering the Sioux encampment on the Little Big Horn.

They moved toward the tent, noting that the fire ring twenty feet away still had glowing embers. Kesh positioned himself more toward the rear of the tent. If a firefight ensued, he didn't want his line of fire to cross the Indian.

The tribal cop was moving more quietly than he, even though he was trying his best to be noiseless. Then there was the plan.  When he had met the tribal officer a mile from their present location, they had agreed on a plan, and part of that plan was that they would both go home at the end of the operation. Kesh would move to the rear of the tent, careful to avoid alerting any occupants by making a shadow on the tent wall, and would begin firing only if necessary after trying to collapse the tent.  He and the Indian officer would then take what they hoped would be two occupants into custody or, if necessary, end the matter.

Sheriff Morgan and a WSP trooper were on the way, but Kesh didn't think they had the luxury of waiting. He needed to know if both suspects were here, and if only one, to interrogate him.

To collapse the modern tent, he needed to pull one of the crossing curved poles forming its roof out of the grommet at one rear corner. He had decided to do that as quickly as he could.  Kesh signaled to his partner that he was about to pull the pin. Kneeling at one rear corner of the tent, he listened for any activity inside the shelter. He heard nothing and hoped that maybe he could catch them sleeping.

The tribal officer seemed calm and ready, his AR-15 ready to sweep up and fire.  Kesh stepped on the fabric at the tent's corner and quickly pulled the pole's tip out.  The back of the tent collapsed slowly, floating on the air trapped inside. Kesh was deflated when nothing happened inside the tent.  When the collapse was complete, the absence of either suspect was plain. The Indian turned the tent inside out.

"We just missed them," the tribal officer said. Holding a note and a National Socialist flyer in his gloved hand, the Indian added, "These show that they don't intend to survive this."

The note was a short, rambling, homophobic rant decrying the fading of Christian culture and the coddling of liberal perversion. The last paragraph implied that the two culture warriors would attack in two days and kill these fags — or die trying.

"Damn!" Kesh said, a rare curse for him. He pulled out his satellite phone and pushed the speed-dial digit for Chertov.

From the phone Kesh heard, "Tell me you got them, Ted."

"No. They left their tent and a note, I think as a distraction.  They want us to think we have time and to stay out here searching.  Keep your people indoors."

* * * * *

Later in the morning around the breakfast table, the kids agreed to spend some time in the barn behind Turing House in the early afternoon. Marshall and Armin dressed, and Armin choked the morning meds down.  He had trouble swallowing because of the ulcers produced in his throat by the chemo drugs.  He wondered if they would have time to heal, and he dearly wished that he would be able to eat again without problems.  When he and Marsh were dressed, Marshall led him out to the barn behind the farmhouse where they were staying.

Marshall carried his guitar in a soft case slung over his shoulder along with a lightweight chair he used for practice and play.  He settled Armin on a bench at one end of the barn, which was almost empty; although Vi and Rodrigo used the land for growing hay and paid Jim for its use, they didn't store any of it here.  Marshall set his chair down five feet in front of his friend and turned to remove his guitar from its case.

"That's beautiful.  It looks old."

Marsh brought the guitar to Armin and after sitting for a few minutes on the bench beside him, told him about the instrument.  "This is a classical guitar made by the Peruvian luthier, Abraham Falcón García.  It's not that old. He died a while ago, but I fell in love with the sound of his guitars when I first heard one, and Mom found one for me and one for Sam. See how the saddle under the strings is straight?  Feel the wood; the body is mahogany and the top is spruce, but from Europe. This one was made in the early 1980s."

Armin ran his fingers over the top and partially traced the rosette with his thumb.  "It's marvelous.  You must be good."

"No. To use my Dad's description, I’m workman-like. I have to work very hard to learn pieces, and my playing is a little mechanical. Playing music doesn't come very naturally to me, but I'm a good listener, and playing makes me happy."

"I don't know any other American kids who could play Satie, much less on a guitar."

"Sam and I do the transcriptions together, although there are a lot of good transcriptions out there. Satie is a real challenge for me because of the chords he uses in his openings. Two hands on the piano to one hand on the guitar is a stretch sometimes, but at least most of his pieces are short. They sound better as duets, I think."

Armin was warmed by his friend's obvious enthusiasm.  "So you are an amateur in the strict sense?"

"I suppose so." Marsh took his seat on the chair, resting his left leg on the brace and cradling the curve of the guitar body on his thigh. He would have been too embarrassed to play this solo for anyone else, but he didn't have any anxiety about sharing it with Armin, even though he knew he would make mistakes. He knew now that although sex with his friend wasn’t in the cards, playing for him might be as intimate.

He tuned the guitar with an electric tuner to cross-note A.  "Here goes. Number four was the hardest one to transcribe. The piano score is marked lento, and I’m still trying to find the right tempo."

Armin wanted to watch Marsh's hands, but Marshall looked at his eyes, and Armin couldn't break from that gaze. The beginning of the piece was tentative. At one point, Marshall stopped and, smiling, started again.  Looking into Marshall’s eyes, Armin heard the subtle trills on the bass strings and the deliberate pace of the picking on the higher strings that would have been the right hand on the piano.  The piece wasn't technically dazzling, but the tempo was a delicate thing that required constant attention.

As he played, the A-minor tuning of the instrument brought some emotion to the surface that had been hiding in both boys. The music was elegiac in a way, but playing for Armin didn't overwhelm Marshall with sadness. For his part, Armin deeply appreciated that Marshall was sharing something with him in a way he had never shared with others, even his cousins — except Sam or parents.  The tone of the Peruvian instrument was astonishing — rich and full of light.

In two and a half minutes Marsh finished the piece, the last note gently faded in the barn, and Armin began to cry silently.  Between sniffles, he told Marshall, "Sorry to get so weepy."

Marshall leaned the precious guitar on his seat and hurried to the bench.  "I didn't mean to make you sad." And now, Marshall began to weep.

"You didn't. I feel loved by another person, another man, in a way I never thought I would have time for. I'm happy."

Marshall put his arm around his friend, "I do love you. I'd love you even if you weren't sick, you know?"

"I know," and the small smile replaced the tears.  The door on the far side of the building opened.

"You both need to stay here for a while." Then, North was out the barn door, closing it behind him.

* * * * *

Chertov was still at his hotel when he ended the call from his partner. He felt what he always felt before a fight — increased mental acuity and deadly calm. They're coming. He called the sheriff and told him that the issue would be forced. Then he dressed, changed his belt holster for a tactical holster and placed his Glock in the holster on his thigh.  He attached a bipod to the bottom accessory rail on the H & K and checked the optic before threading a suppressor on the barrel. He was wearing desert tan so that he wouldn't be very obvious to anyone, either as he walked or when he concealed himself.

He made another call and headed for the place in which he had decided to await the hunter. That killing another human now felt mechanical no longer bothered him. Moralists could debate the issue after Dr. Jansen and his family were safe.

As he drove the van to a place on the county road running in front of the farms, he descended to quietude — or maybe he arose to it. He parked a mile from the farms. Jeff knew he might have to make this journey each day for a while. After placing five magazines for the UMP in his tactical vest along with four pistol magazines, he inserted a magazine in the UMP and pulled the bolt back, letting it slam forward, charging the chamber before he started the trek. The vest also held his satellite phone, and over his right shoulder and his chest ran the strap of a Maxpedtion Versipack with first aid and orienteering supplies. The pack was secured to his left hip with an auxiliary waist strap.

He was using high velocity DPX hollow points with all-copper Barnes bullets in both weapons. He had with him two straight knives and a telescoping wand — business as usual when he was on an errand for the men in the offices in D.C.  As he moved through the brush and trees, he held his submachine gun butt-up in the sling-ready position with his shooting-gloved right hand on the grip and his bare trigger finger on the receiver.  The weapon was set to semi-automatic.

The brisk walk was pleasant if a bit warm. His polarized shooting glasses cut the glare without distorting his view.  The man was all attention to his surroundings as he moved in a broken diagonal toward his final position.  He would approach from the south and be in place in thirty minutes.

At Turing House, Lucas saddled and prepared his horse for a ride.  Once mounted, the rider guided the horse at an amble out the open door.  The horse was uncharacteristically agitated, and his rider leaned forward to comfort the animal.  Even in the heat, the rider wore a denim jacket and jeans; his longish dark hair was loose about his face.  He rode along the north edge of the property for half a mile before turning south across a recently harvested field.  He worked the horse there, turning him in wide circles and occasionally brought him to rest.

Chertov had stopped about fifty yards from where he thought the shooter would try to attack, at the place he had identified a few days ago.  His view to the fence line of the Jansen property was clear, and low sage bushes and a few scrub trees covered him.  The satellite phone vibrated in its pocket. He let the sling take the weight of the long gun and whispered into the phone, "Go."

Mark Morgan spoke quickly. "We have a call for an armed robbery at the pizza place in town. I've got to send our people over there."

Chertov smiled.  Now he knew he would face only one and that he would likely face him alone.  He could see the horse and rider moving about the field, and he waited, fleetingly hoping that the rider’s position would force the shooter to the place he was watching.

In twenty minutes he saw movement near the fence line where he had predicted the attack would take place.  A figure carrying an assault rifle with scope and wearing olive drab and camo moved into position.  His cover was imperfect; Chertov had a clear line of fire from his position.

The shooter’s shaved head glistened in the early afternoon, and his t-shirt was sweat-stained at the armpits and over the back. Chertov moved his weapon to the firing position and steadied it against a tree. Through the optic, he could see the suspect’s face clearly; he placed the sight's red dot on the middle of the man's torso and took the safety on his weapon off.  The shooter watched the lone rider for a couple of minutes and then raised his rifle.

Chertov called out to the shooter, “Stop!”

The shooter, startled, turned toward the agent, his rifle’s muzzle inscribing in the air a horizontal arc. Before that arc intersected Chertov’s position, two dull thuds issued from the UMP and the Barnes hollow points tore into the shooter's chest.  Between Chertov’s first and second shots, a span of less than two seconds, the would-be assassin’s rifle discharged into the clear sky as he fell back onto the dry ground to lie face up, eyes to the sun.  As Chertov rushed to the attacker's side, the rider reined the horse and galloped to the fence close by.  Chertov kicked the rifle slightly away from the body as the rider dismounted, a Beretta 92fs in his right hand.

Chertov called Sheriff Morgan to say that one shooter was down and was told that deputies responding to the armed-robbery call had killed the other shooter.  The sheriff said he’d send a deputy to take care of the crime scene and get the body moved. The rider calmly holstered his pistol and removed his jacket. The tribal police badge glinted on his belt. "Tell me you’ll never ask me again to be the designated rider. It's too damned hot to be wearing this thing," the man said, removing a ballistic vest with ceramic plates front and back. “Everything good?"

"Both bad guys down.  Get back to the barn and tell Dr. Jansen that he can let his people resume their lives.  Tell him not to let anyone come out this way for a while."  The rider remounted, and before he began cantering back to the barn from which he had come an hour earlier, Chertov said, “Thanks.”  He realized his heart rate was almost normal.

* * * * *

When North had shut the door after leaving, Armin’s face was full of questions. “I don’t know,” Marshall said, “but he sounded serious, so I guess we’ll stay put.

Armin had learned not to delay asking for what he wanted. “May I kiss you?”

Instead of answering, Marsh leaned over and touched his lips to Armin’s. He hadn’t had a lot of experience at making out, but he wasn’t entirely a novice except with boys other than some experimentation with JT and Sam when they were younger. Since he knew this interlude wouldn’t go beyond kissing, he wasn’t hurried and tried to pay attention to all the sensations. The boys would stop occasionally and sit quietly.

After breaking apart the last time, Armin said, “Thank you for that.”

Marshall didn’t know the right response, so he just replied, “I think I should thank you.”

A few minutes later, the door to the barn opened, and North stuck his head in to say, "You guys can head back to the house now. Don’t wander off." He hoped he hadn’t been obvious when he observed that his son was desperately trying to hide a hard-on.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Dreaming in the Aftermath

"No gun?" Among the first things Lucas noticed was that Jeff Chertov, wearing a pair of jeans and a polo shirt, wasn't wearing a pistol on his belt.

"I'm on paid leave while the U.S. Attorney reviews the shooting.”

"I saw news coverage of the robbery in Goldendale but nothing about what happened here."

"You probably won't. The last thing my bosses want is for your name to be splashed about, and people here don't think your business is everybody's; you have surprisingly protective neighbors.  We've sent a message to those who needed to receive it. Some of the other members of the National Socialists in Vancouver are being rolled up, but only in connection with the robbery. This case was easy compared with most I work."

"The case wasn't easy for us."

"No. I know."  He noticed Lucas's expression change. "I mean I can imagine."

"What happened out there? Why didn't you arrest him?"

Chertov thought a few moments about how much of the truth to tell. "My job is keeping you safe. I did what I needed to do.  There was no possibility of arresting him. I know that you and your kids don't want to be looking over your shoulders all the time."  The statement was true as far as it went.

Lucas didn't push the issue, partly because he was pleased by Chertov's reference to his "kids." His need to know was in general less than most people's; he had made his passage in life learning that he could never know everything going on about him.  He was, however, astute at knowing important matters, and he thought that the young Homeland Security agent was fully out to kill the lunatic, and had succeeded.  Lucas didn't have any empathy for bullies, and he figured that if someone was going to die during an assassination attempt, the person trying to kill him because he loved Jerry should be the one. Then Lucas flashed back to conversations with Sam Marshall before his death about the weight that killing others places on a man's heart and mind.

"You okay with what happened out there?"

Chertov looked Lucas unflinchingly. "Absofuckinglutely."

"You're not in serious trouble?"

"I did what I was ordered to do — to protect you, I mean.  I'll be back to work in a couple of weeks."

Lucas thought about how hard it must be for this young gay man. Even if he had no deep moral qualms about killing another man, to do the kind of work he did and to do it in federal law enforcement would be stressful when the object of the protection was a gay man. "If you want to hang out here while you wait, we can find a place for you.  But, you couldn't keep any guns with you."

Chertov seemed genuinely affected, and smiled.  "I might hang around for a day or two if the invitation is genuine."

"If I invite you, you're invited. I never lie even to be polite. Besides, someone has to show my son that I have at least one gay friend who knows how to dress and cut his hair, and I know one gay man who should hang out with family now and then. If you have someone you'd like to invite to stay with you, do that."

* * * * *

"It makes him seem old," JT told the others.

Sam reminded his cousin, "He is old."

Marshall added, "We don't want really young guys replying to the ad.  We have to strike a balance when we describe him."

Sam was irritated again. "What makes you the expert?"

Without thinking, Marshall told Sam, "I'm the closest thing to a queer we've got, so I guess among us I am the expert."

"Sorry, Marsh. You're right."  Marshall smiled at Sam.  He wondered if maybe Sam was still worried that he would make a move on Markie since he wasn't entirely gay.

"What are you three up to?" Vee had caught the last of their conversation as she trailed Markie down the hallway and stuck her head through Marshall's bedroom doorway as Markie went downstairs.  The boys couldn't help letting their silence betray some guilt.  Vee let the chance to grill them pass for the moment and asked Marshall, "Where's Armin?"

"Napping back at JG's."

"I worry about him."

"Me, too."  Marshall stared at his sister, each ticking second making her more suspicious about what they were doing.

The other boys just sat looking at each other until Vee turned back to the hallway, muttering, "You people are hopeless."

JT asked, "Think she suspected anything?"

"Oh, no," Marshall said with plain sarcasm, "nothing.  She's not an idiot, JT.  She just cut us a break. Be thankful."

Marshall turned his attention back to the questionnaire they were completing while JT worked on the short description that would head the ad.  Sam divided his energy between his cousins, trying to help both but spending more time with JT because Marshall was deeply concentrated on his task. The first problem in using the site had been that it required a credit card to go beyond looking at summaries of ads.  Sam had solved that problem because his fathers had added him to one of their accounts with a very small credit limit for emergencies.  He'd never tried to use it, but the site took it without question.

Marshall knew from talking with Frank Gerard and his Uncle Jason how most personality inventories were constructed.  He and his cousins had taken the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator the summer they were twelve. He had learned that he was an introvert and that and Sam and JT were extraverts. Marshall thought their differences explained why they had such friction at times.

Marshall thought that the personality survey he was completing for JG on the dating site was a thin version of the MBTI, and he tried to imagine what his grandfather would answer to questions about whether he preferred to socialize in crowds or one to one, whether he asked other people for advice frequently or whether he preferred to solve problems on his own, and so on. Some of the questions asked about areas of his grandfather’s life that he had no direct experience or observation of. For those, he guessed.

He reviewed the answers with JT and Sam before he submitted the questionnaire.  When they were all happy with the answers, he was ready to hit the submit button. He was just awaiting the description. Marshall had reservations and almost wished he hadn't agreed to help with this.  JT read the brief description he had written for JG:

Young at heart and optimistic, physician interested in outdoor recreation, reading, many kinds of music, looking for a friendship that might lead to more.  I live in a small, rural community in southern Washington State and have a condo in Portland, Oregon.  I'm looking for a long-term relationship, not a quick hook-up.  I have two grown sons and a close family.  I'm financially secure and travel from time to time.

Marshall suggested changing the word ‘relationship’ to ‘friendship’ and modifying the phrase ‘grown sons’ with ‘adopted,’ a suggestion that produced a long discussion between the introvert and Sam, one of the extraverts.

Marshall tried to reason with Sam, “I don’t want men thinking that he was closeted and married to a woman when he was young.”

“Oh, I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Well, don’t be so defensive, then.”

Finally, JT, who had had enough of the bickering, settled the matter.  "Enough, you two. ‘Friendship’ it is and ‘adopted, grown sons.’"

They submitted a photo of JG taken on Mt. Adams near Adams Glacier two years ago and used an email address that JT had created on his account with his ISP.  The ad was complete, and two out of the three were very happy with themselves. Marshall clicked the submit button, and they would wait for the horde of men perfect for their grandfather.

* * * * *

Later in the morning of the day before the kids from Portland would show up for their postponed visit, Marshall walked outside, taking the back door of JG’s house.  Sam, JT, and he had decided that when they were next together at Turing House they would pump Lucas about what had happened, because they thought he'd give them the straightest answers, but now Marshall had more pressing matters to try to settle, and he knew that he needed to see the gardener.

Frank Gerard, psychiatrist and horticulturalist, was on the south side of the house remulching a bed, trying to keep enough moisture available to the root systems of the shrubs that lived there, fighting off the sere summer winds.  He looked up to see the blond one approaching and shook off the momentary memory of his talks twenty years ago with the boy's father, North — and the more painful memory of the talks he could never have with his own son.  "Marsh, you look good.  Give me a hand?"

"Sure, Frank."  Marshall took off his shirt and dropped down next to the old man, who still worked as if he were twenty years younger. They spread the mulch in the long bed, sweat soaking the old man's T-shirt and running off the boy's torso into his shorts.  Frank always carried with him the burden of his son's suicide, a death about which the men of the family in Lucas's generation knew, but of which Marshall's generation knew little. Everything he did for kids he did in a way for his son.

Finally, Frank threw his water bottle to the boy. As they rested for a few minutes, the boy leaning back on his outstretched hands, elbows locked, Frank asked, "What's on your mind, Marsh?"

The boy took a few minutes to get going, but once he started, the pain and the questions flowed as he squeezed the water bottle.  He sat up, crossing his legs.  "The thing is, I think I'm bisexual. No matter which way I turn it over in my mind, I like both — I mean in that way.  If I were straight or if I were gay, I could see how to make my way.  No one here is worried about me, but how am I supposed to fall in love with someone and make a life with him or her or maybe him and her?  When I was at the club in Portland, I had the best time, dancing with a boy and girl together. How can something like that work as a family?"

Frank could see the boy was deeply distressed, almost in tears.  "Well, that's quite something to discover about yourself. Sounds like you're okay with how you are, but the practical end of things has you confused."

Marshall set the water bottle between them after taking a sip. When he felt like crying sometimes taking a drink blunted his need to cry.  His fingers played around nervously with the top layer of mulch in the bed to his right as he and Frank sat facing one another.  "I don't know anyone like me.  Everyone around me is settled — straight or gay, and they're all such good people.  They love their husbands, my dad loves my mom, and they're honest with each other. How am I supposed to do that with someone without wrecking everything?"

"First, I’m not sure anyone your age is settled. What kind of relationship would suit you best, do you think?"

Marshall almost couldn't answer, but finally did, "I think maybe having a husband and a wife. How screwed up is that?"

"Why do you think that arrangement is screwed up?"

"Jeeze, Frank, look around.  You don't see many families with three parents or even three adults together. How confusing would that be for kids, if there were any?"

"And that means that the idea is screwed up?  You don't see many families with two gay men or lesbians as parents, and a lot of people think that's screwed up, but you and I know that's not so.  Just because something is unusual doesn't mean it's screwed up."

"I suppose."

"Look, you have a lot of time before you have to figure out whom to spend a life with.  Just continue to be the sort of young man you are now, and you'll find your way.  Finding what you want might be difficult, but if it's what's right for you, it would be a shame to dismiss it out of hand."

"How come you always know the right thing to say?"

"Years of training, and the fact that I love you."

Marshall closed the small distance between them and hugged the man tightly.  He whispered in Frank's ear, "I love you, too."

When they separated, Marshall thought he saw tears in Frank's eyes.  Frank cleared his throat and said, "Why don't you go in and check on Armin?"

As Marshall wiped the sweat from his chest with his T-shirt and rose to go into the house, Frank thought: Boy, your life is going to be complicated. To Marshall's retreating back he said, "You call me if you need to talk, Marsh, and when you're ready, talk to your mom and dad."

* * * * *

Freshly showered and dressed, Marshall found his parents in the family room.  "Do you guys have a few minutes?"

Annie and North looked up from their reading.  The boy's father answered, "Let me see where you fall on our priority list.  Name?"

"Very funny, Dad."

"My point is that we always have time to talk to you.  You're polite to ask, but we'll let you know if we need to postpone a talk."

"I know." Marshall was concerned that this talk would be more difficult than any in the past, but he was taking Frank's advice. He sat in a chair across the coffee table from the sofa where his mother and father sat.  Although the sofa was long enough for four people, they sat in the middle so that their shoulders almost touched. He felt safe when he saw his parents so close to one another, and even if he was sometimes embarrassed by their displays of affection, those displays, along with his observation of their everyday lives, taught him how one should show love for another.

They waited expectantly until finally his mother said, "You'll have to begin."

"Yeah.  I'm sure that I'm bisexual or omnisexual or something other than gay or straight."  He stopped to let them know he wanted their response.

Annie laughed, but not unkindly, and said, "Omnisexual? Where did you get that?"

"I've been reading a lot," Marsh answered a little defensively.

"Oh, Marsh, I'm not laughing at you. I don't think I've ever heard that word from someone so young."

His father asked, "You say you're sure.  How do you know?"

He knew North wasn't beginning an inquisition and that his father was genuinely interested in how he had reached the conclusion he had presented them.  "I've suspected for a while, but I really knew when I danced with a couple at Klub Z.  I just felt as if I'd come home . . . that I didn't have to choose, and they didn't seem to want to make me choose.  I felt as if we were all for each other."

North pressed his son. "Help me understand what you mean when you say you felt as if you'd come home."

"I felt like I do when I come home to you at the end of a school day.  It's just right.  But, I also felt excited, as if I'd finally seen a place I've been looking toward for a long time."

Annie asked, "It's not just about getting laid?"

"Mom! No! Believe it or not, I can get laid anytime I want to."

"Yes, I believe we've covered that ground with you."

"My fantasies when I . . . you know . . . have men and women together with me.  Would you think I'm totally weird if I end up with a man and a woman?"

"The French call that arrangement . . ."

Marshall interrupted.  "Ménage à trois. I know."

"Oh, right. You've been reading."

His mother's smile was gentle and her eyes full of concern.  Her mind briefly wandered back to the time she first supported him after his delivery, before their umbilical cord was cut.  He was a finally a person atop her deflated belly and yet they were still one being.  She had been entirely of two minds when the obstetrician clamped and cut the cord — proud and sad.  She pitied the other parents of their generation, all men, for the lack of this experience.  North, being the lump that most men are at times like those, was only proud that his son had arrived.  Still, as he usually did, North came to understand her postpartum sadness later.

"You know ménage à trois means more than just a sexual threesome?  You would have to do more work than if you were setting up a home with only one other person."

"Frank thinks maybe I'm scared about the practical part of trying that kind of relationship."

His father rejoined the conversation.  "Setting up a house is, I hope, a long way off for you. Do you think a person can love a couple? I mean wouldn’t you have to love both other people in the relationship individually before you could think about putting everyone together in a triad?"

"I know it won't be easy, but I feel happy that maybe I can try."

Annie leaned forward across the low table, reached for and took her son's hands. "I think you can love more than one person at the same time, but maybe you should try to figure out how to have intimacy with one person at a time before you complicate the picture; it’s like learning to ride using training wheels."

"How would that work?" Marshall's voice was full of frustration. "If I date a girl who thinks I'm straight, I'm lying to her; if I go out with a guy who thinks I'm gay, I'm lying to him.  I can't just practice on people."

His father tried to reach him.  "Dating people, male or female, doesn't mean you're making a life-long commitment, and you shouldn't lie. The end of dating for you doesn't have to be sex.  If you find yourself seriously enough involved with someone that you both are thinking of having sex or a long-term relationship, then you can be clear about how you feel and let the chips fall.  Just be ready for some disappointment, and don't betray yourself for some short-term gain. I think what you’re suggesting would take three extraordinary people — well, two others."

"Well, I would like to have sex before I'm forty."

"You know that your mother and I began having sex when we were not much older than you.  When it's right, you'll know, whether it's with a man or a woman or both."

"Besides," Annie added, "some women, and maybe some men, find bisexual men — or omnisexual men — very attractive."

"You're laughing at me."

"A little, but it's true."

"I just think it's going to be so hard to find what I need.  I'm not even sure how to start."

His mother released his hands. "Start by not being afraid to be honest with people and by being out about the wonderful person you are.  You're a very attractive and caring kid, and you're not inclined to hurt people. If anyone can make this kind of life work, you can.

“How about we try to find some good models of what you want out there? Maybe there are people doing what you think you want to do who would talk with you.”  Annie saw her boy’s face light up a little. “Let us find them, okay? I don’t want you doing that yourself.”

* * * * *

"So, the tests."

"What? Bad news?"

"I think it's begun — the hard part. I hoped it wouldn't start until Sam was older."

"Sam will be okay as long as you're honest with him."

"He's made that perfectly clear."

"What are the numbers?"

"CD-4 is 250 and viral load is 80,000."

"Fuck! I'm sorry, Luke," Jerry whispered as he turned on the bed to put his arm over his husband's chest. "Are you okay?"

"This isn't a surprise. The progression has taken longer than I thought it would. I don't want to frighten Sam."

"Keeping this from him would be worse, a betrayal of a promise."

"I know," Lucas said softly, sighing.

Jerry couldn't remember ever hearing such resignation in Lucas's voice; well, he didn’t ever hear hope either for that matter.  He knew the resignation he heard now was born of the terrible promise of love.

* * * * *

While waiting for OD to come into the room, Sam looked at the painting of Alan Turing his dad had done.  He often looked for formulas and mathematical terms in the drawing, which when he first saw it appeared to contain only random numbers, mostly ones and zeros.  He saw for the first time, in the brow over the left eye, an equality he hadn't noticed in the hundreds of other times he had looked closely at his dad's drawing: ∂C/∂t = F(C) + D∇2C.  When OD walked in, Sam asked, "What's this one mean? I see the matrix in the last term and the differential in the first on the right side, but what does it describe, and why is it part of Turing?"

Lucas smiled.  "Are you taking calculus in school?"

"No, but I read your books sometimes."

"I asked your dad to include it.  Everyone knows Turing for his work on computing machines and AI, but he was also one of the first mathematical biologists.  That equality describes the diffusion of what he called morphogenetic chemicals in the skin of developing animal fetuses.  After he learned about Fibonacci sequences in the distribution of flower petals, he was trying to figure out a mathematical underpinning for why animals had certain patterns of spots and stripes."

"Is there anything this guy didn't think about?"

"Not much."

"What did you need to talk about?"

"I told you I'd share my test results with you when I got them."

Sam was suddenly terrified of a future of unimaginable loss and pain.  He couldn't shake the fear and almost breathless anxiety born of what he imagined, but he tried not to show OD his fear. He felt somehow that his father's death was fated, and he knew that his father didn't believe a whit in fate. "Oh. What's the news?" He managed to sound calm despite his racing heart.

"Not terrible, but the trend isn't so good.  My viral load is going up and my CD-4 count is going down.  The changes aren't insignificant."  He saw Sam look toward the floor as if he didn't want his father to see how upset he was. He walked over to Sam and pulled him into his arms.

"I won't ask you to do what I know you can't.  I know you'll worry about me and tell yourself stories about me getting sick and dying, but try not to let those be the only stories you tell yourself.  I'm not going anywhere anytime soon."

"What are you going to do — change meds?"

"Yes.  So, I may look a little tired for a few weeks."

"Is Dad all right?"

"Neither he nor I am happy about the results, but we've been dealing with my infection a lot longer than you have, so we're okay."

Sam was shocked to realize that he hadn't asked OD how he was doing with the news. He never thought of OD as being distressed about anything. He was about to apologize when his father asked, "Do you know why people tell themselves stories with sad endings?"

"No. I wish I didn't, though."

"I think those stories are a way to get ready for what will probably happen at some point. When we talked at Stonehenge, I asked you not to spend a lot of time thinking about the worst case, and now again I'm asking you to try not to do that.  No one knows how long I'll stay disease-free, but I promise you that I'm not going to be seriously sick for quite a while, if I get that far at all."

It was the frightened little boy who had been rescued by two fathers ten years ago and whose legacy was still present in the young man Sam was becoming, who responded.  "Don't leave me. Please. I love you so much." Sam began to cry.

Lucas looked up to see Jerry across the room, tears coursing down his cheeks, pulled Sam tighter into the embrace and caressed the back of his head, told him, "I'll do my best.  I love you."

Sam, his head resting on OD's shoulder knew that his father wasn't promising not to leave because he didn't make promises he couldn't keep.

* * * * *

At dinner even the large table in the dining room of Turing House was crowded. Everyone in the Goldendale family was present, including Armin who was now indeed just another brother or cousin.  He and Marshall were next to each other, as were Sam and Markie.

Lucas felt a respite from the tension of the last few days.  Jeff was seated on his left and Jerry on his right.  Chertov had declined to invite someone to join him at the farm.

This dinner was prepared largely by JT's parents, Jason and Jonathan, and his grandmother, Vi. Because of the heat, the main dish was a cold vegetable salad in fresh vinaigrette dressing laced with coarse fresh-ground pepper.  Jon and Jason had cut the vegetables into very small cubes except of course for the peas. Markie was wildly enthusiastic about the dish, Vee and the boys less so, and Armin would have to thoroughly chew the veggies. JT felt honor-bound to voice his approval, and his fathers told him that he didn't have to fib.  Fresh sourdough bread and grilled, sliced chicken breast were available.

After dinner, as they ate vanilla ice cream with fresh huckleberries courtesy of Vi, they began to plan for the arrival of their other guests. Before the discussion could begin, Sam innocently asked Lucas, "Why are the kids coming so late this year? Is something going on here? Marsh said Uncle North told him to stay in the barn with Armin for a while the other day."

Almost everyone looked at Jeff Chertov, who turned to his right: "I'll defer to Dr. Jansen on this one."

"Coward," Lucas muttered.

Lucas, as he always did, began a matter-of-fact explanation. "You all heard about the robbery in town and that the robber died."  The kids all nodded. "One of the robber's accomplices was near the farm, and we were afraid that one of you might be hurt if you were wandering around."

Sam persisted, "Why would a robber be out here?" The question was a challenge to his father, an insistence that he reveal all.

Jerry took over, "These men were part of a group that hates gay people, and because Luke is well-known and gay, they were trying to hurt him." He smiled at his husband, and looking around at each of the kids, continued, "The surest way to hurt Lucas is to hurt one of you.  So we decided to postpone the visits until Jeff could get things under control. He did that, and now we can go on with our summer."

Sam suddenly realized that these men hadn’t just wanted to hurt his father; they wanted to kill him, and that meant they wanted to kill one of the youngsters, too.  He looked at Jeff. "You stopped it?"

Jeff was nonplussed. "I did my job."

Sam rose, walked over to the young federal agent, pulled him from his chair and hugged him whispering, "Thank you — for my father’s life and maybe for the lives of the rest of us."

Chertov was moved in a way he didn't think possible and had no response that he thought would be adequate or genuinely appropriate. He just said, "If I helped, you're welcome, but you should talk to your fathers about this."

When Sam was seated again, Lucas said, "Gunmen are the least of the problem. We should be much more concerned with the deeply religious people who are inimical to the slightest difference others may have with their particular brand of religion. Make no mistake, I think all religion is superstition, but religion of this sort develops a brand to identify itself.  In this case, sometimes brand loyalty causes death."

Everyone at the table reacted with stunned silence at what for Lucas amounted to a diatribe; no one, least of all the kids, had ever heard him so voluble. Jerry put his hand on his husband's shoulder. "That's the closest to impassioned that I've ever heard you . . .  in public." Lucas blushed, and Jerry closed the discussion. “We're safe for a while, anyway."

The rest of the dinner was more relaxed, and gradually the humor present at all the family meals returned.  Chertov invested his time in listening. He felt particularly protective of the sick boy he had escorted to Turing House.  He had seen much death, and he thought the boy not far from it.  But, the boy's small smile and his interaction with the other kids, especially North's son, he thought precious. For now, for him, death seemed forestalled by life here in Goldendale.  This variety of people, this breadth of humanity was nothing like the dinners he had experienced in his boyhood home in Provo.

The last of the family had returned to their own houses, and after sunset, Jeff Chertov was out on a run with North and Jason before he turned in.

Sam was in his bed looking forward to the new arrivals tomorrow in the early afternoon.  He started a playlist of ragas from his docked phone, recordings of Shivnath Mishra and Ustad Allarakha Khan, both long dead. His grandfather had told him about the time he and Grampa heard both these men at a Seattle concert.  As he listened to the conversation between the sitar and the tabla, he wished he could get as much melody out of his guitar as Allarakha coaxed from the drums.

Then he felt the orb in his hand, but this time he didn't look for the door behind him, and he walked confidently into cloud-strewn space where he seemed to float.  Looking about, he felt suspended in the atmosphere while a raga floated on the breeze.  He felt quite comfortable, if a bit cool.

"Ahh, Samuel."

He looked around but saw no ground, no place for anyone to stand. "Yes?"

"I see in your heart that you're solving the puzzle."

"Who are you?"

"Vayu — everywhere and nowhere.  I lift Jal from the oceans when I can find him, as you can lift your brothers."

"You're the air!"

"Very good, Samuel.  Thomas wrote your book long ago and entrusted it to me — the book, unfinished."

"My grandfather?  He didn't even know me."  Sam felt a slipstream of cool air, almost a laugh, washing over and around him.

"The next month will be a test. Mind your brothers."

The orb in his hand flashed with a blue light against which Sam had to close his eyes.

Then, music and darkness. He awoke before dawn, puzzled but not disturbed by the dream.  His skin was dry.

It was another afternoon in which the invariable climate pulled almost every bit of moisture from the ground into the upper reaches of the air, Vayu's air. A little after one, a car and a white van raised dust clouds until they stopped in line at the end of the drive near the side of Turing House.  The cousins absent Marshall and the most of the adults waited.  Chertov unfastened his seatbelt and hopped from the driver's seat of the van. He had tried to make himself useful to this wonderful, strange family that he felt had somehow adopted him, agreeing to use the government van for transportation.  The passenger doors to the van opened, and four teenagers piled out, squinting in the bright sun and trying to orient themselves to the absence of pavement and house-next-to-house and the sound of constant traffic. Journeying beyond the city, they had entered rural America.


 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Torn

 

As the new arrivals walked toward Turing House, Chertov hung back to observe.  Officially, he remained in Goldendale because there was a small chance that the anti-gay incident wasn’t over. He had the freedom from his agency handlers to make his own decisions about how his assignments were carried out, and he decided to remain in Goldendale a few more days.  Chertov had been delighted that Dr. Jansen had invited him to stay, for two reasons: he had developed a genuine affection for the mathematician and his family, and the invitation put him exactly where he needed to be to do his work. It was in some ways a working vacation, but the vacation aspect was that he could be relaxed with his sexuality. He hadn’t realized how normal he had come to feel among the Goldendale crowd.

 

He had driven his van to help Lucas pick up the visiting kids from the Quality Inn, where they had stayed the night before. After they reached Turing House, four teenagers climbed out of Jeff's van: Vincent, Mathew Ahmed, Jamie, and Ray.

 

Vincent, if Chertov remembered the names correctly – was tall for his age, perhaps fifteen, and wore black even in the heat about which he had been warned.  His hair had an unnatural reddish hue, spiked on top and close-cropped about his ears.  He shuffled more than walked, and Chertov thought the boy's demeanor more studied than genuine.  This one, were he under surveillance, wouldn't be worth watching carefully.

 

He couldn't tell the sex of the second of the four – Jamie from what had been James at birth; he or she seemed in transition, maybe forming in a chrysalis of puberty. Jamie's clothing of neutral color was loose and comfortable, and Chertov didn't have the impression that he/she was confused as to gender.  The body might not be cooperating, though.

 

Despite the obvious temptation to assume him to be suspect because of his name, he thought the dark-skinned thirteen-year-old, Mathew Ahmed, was just a sweet kid.

 

However, the last of the visitors, Ray, fourteen, was the one whom instinct told him to watch carefully.  Something about this one was blank, and Chertov didn't like ground he couldn't see clearly.

 

Whatever these young people brought with them to Goldendale from Portland, they weren't Chertov's first concern.  His experience, though, taught him to look at everyone as he looked at the visitors, searching for inconsistency, not coherence.

 

As they approached the porch, Jeff noticed that one of the cousins and the first visitor of the summer were absent. Jim wasn't present, either.  Oh, no, he thought.  The combination of Marshall's and Armin's absence brought him as close to sorrow as he could be brought.

 

* * * * *

 

A half-hour earlier, JG had asked Marshall to wake Armin so that they could wander over to welcome the visitors.  Marshall had gone to the family room where Armin was napping.  When he spoke to his friend, the boy didn't turn his head. Moving to the foot of the air mattress, Marshall was hit by a fear that made him pale and sweaty and filled his gut with pain. "Armin?"

 

Armin's hoarse whisper replied, "Hard to move my legs."  The words came out slightly slurred, and he stared straight up at the ceiling, unblinking.

 

Marshall tore out of the room, screaming for his grandfather.  Jim, who had been reading in the living room, hurried back to the family room with Marshall. He told his grandson to wait at the foot of the bed.  Kneeling next to the mattress, Jim felt for the boy's pulse at his neck and watched his shallow breathing.  "Armin, take my hand," Jim ordered holding out his hand to the boy.

 

Armin struggled to lift his arm until, shaking, it fell futilely back to the bed.  Jim observed that the boy wasn't blinking.  "Close your eyes, Armin."

 

Nothing changed. Marshall felt ill. "JG ...?"

 

"Stay with Armin, Marsh.  I need to make a call."

 

Marshall came to Armin's side and grasped the boy's limp hand. He had seen the look in his grandfather's eyes when he left to make the call.  He was doing his best not to cry.  "Don't worry.  JG will get help."

 

The slurred speech came out slowly in breathy whispers.  "I'm not afraid. Thank you for this time."

 

"I'll go with you if you have to go."  Marshall looked anywhere but at his friend's unblinking eyes. The room, so familiar, no longer gave comfort.  Finally, he summoned the courage to look at Armin, and he squeezed the cool hand.

 

"No. You ... stay ... here."

 

"I won't let you go alone.  I promise."

 

JG returned quietly. "Your mother's on the way here from Turing House. She'll stay with you."

 

"I'm going with Armin."

 

"Oh, Marsh. We can't let you do that."

 

Before he could argue, he heard the front door close.  He expected his mother, but instead, Bob Yount, in uniform, came in with a partner trailing an ambulance stretcher.

 

"Let them get Armin on the stretcher, Marsh."

 

He reluctantly released Armin's hand and moved away from his friend. He watched as Yount explained to Armin how they would move him and then carefully lifted him onto the rolling cot. As Yount passed Jim he whispered, "IV?"

 

Marshall saw his grandfather shake his head.  As the paramedics rolled his friend toward the front door, Annie walked in.  She knew what was happening because North and she had talked about this eventuality with Jim. Her son said simply, "I'm going with him."

 

Annie took a breath, and told the boy, "No. You can't do that."

 

"He'll be alone in the hospital."

 

"He's not going to the hospital; he's going home."

 

"Then, I'll go home with him."

 

"Marshall, he needs to be with his family – alone with his family."

 

The words came out as an anguished whine. "I promised him."

 

"I'm sorry, Marsh."

 

Marshall screamed at his mother, "You can't stop me!  Please, he needs me."

 

She moved to hug him, both to comfort and restrain him, and said, "I know. I'm sorry."  She felt the warmth of his tears running onto her cheek and felt as badly as she had ever as a parent.

 

He choked on the words as he quietly cried into her ear, "I'll never forgive you for this."  He pushed her away and ran to the front door as the ambulance pulled away with his friend and his grandfather in the back. Marshall turned from the door, and looking to his mother with a hateful look she had never seen on that sweet face in almost fourteen years, climbed the stairs to his room.

 

* * * * *

 

As the newcomers were getting acquainted with everyone at Turing House, JT, who was still on the porch talking with Jamie, saw the ambulance arrive and leave from his grandfather's place. He walked to Sam's side and whispered what he had seen, finally telling his cousin, "You should go."

 

Sam found his father and explained that he needed to go to JG's place and why.  Jerry simply nodded, and the boy took off. He and JT both knew how much Armin had come to mean to Marsh. In fact, he more than half-suspected that Marsh wouldn't be there when he arrived – that Marsh would be in the ambulance with Armin. The first clue that things were amiss was seeing his Aunt Annie sitting in the living room of JG's house looking forlorn.

 

"Did Marsh go with them?"

 

His aunt seemed stung by the words. "No. JG, North and I thought it better that he not go. They’re taking Armin home."

 

Sam wasn't sure he had heard her correctly, and then he wondered how people as bright as his aunt and uncle could make such a colossal misjudgment. "Why not?"

 

"Armin is dying.  Marsh doesn't understand how bad it will be, and Armin's father won't understand why he's so upset.  Armin might not even know he's there."

 

"Where is Marsh?"

 

Annie looked toward the stairs, and Sam walked up to talk with his cousin.  He knocked on the bedroom door and heard rancor in the reply that he had never heard from his cousin. "Stay the fuck away from me!"

 

He opened the door and tentatively stepped in to see Marsh curled up on his bed facing the wall.  "Marsh, it's me, Sam."

 

When Marshall turned to face him, his appearance frightened Sam. At the same time, it pulled him toward the bed.  He sat on the edge beside Marshall and gently touched his cousin's hip. "What happened?"

 

In between jags of weeping, Marshall got out the story, ending with, "I promised him, and now he'll think I don't care."

 

Sam tried to defend their grandfather and Marshall's parents.  "They know how hard it would be for you.  They're trying to do what's best."

 

Marshall shattered his rationale.  "How bad will it be if Uncle Luke is dying?  You want them to decide you shouldn't be with him?"

 

Sam knew the situations were different, but he understood exactly how his cousin felt.  "Wait."

 

Sam marched back downstairs and sat across from his aunt.  He wanted to light into her but saw how distressed she was. "You all are wrong.  He promised."

 

Annie looked at him, and he sensed her ambivalence about the decision. He pressed her, "He'll never get over it.  You want him to feel his whole life as if he failed someone he loved?"

 

"Of course not."

 

"Uncle Jason helped when his father died.  Marshall needs to help here."

 

Annie remembered standing in Jason's father's room trying to support Jason and Jon, thought about her son, and realized that the decision had been wrong, or at least that no good choice was at hand.  "Go up and stay with him.  I'll call North."

 

After a quarter-hour, the door to the bedroom opened. "Get straightened up and meet me by the car."

 

Marshall was still seething. "We'd better not be too late."

 

Annie grimaced, and they heard her footfall on the stairs. "She's trying to make it right, Marsh."

 

Marshall hurried into his bathroom, washed his face, and ran downstairs.  Sam followed and heard the car starting and heading down the drive.

 

* * * * *

 

The next morning, Sam was up early.  He and two of the new arrivals, Vince and Jamie, were on breakfast duty.  His fathers were sleeping in, recovering from getting everyone acclimated to Goldendale.  All the visitors had elected to stay at the farms instead of the motel.  Vee, Markie, and JT had made them welcome and shown them around while worrying about Armin and Marshall.  The arrivals had met Rodrigo, Ben and some of the other hands.

 

Vince asked JT to show him and Jamie where all the kitchen implements were.  While Vince surveyed the equipment as Sam pulled it out of cabinets, Marshall came in looking as if he had arrived from the front line of a war, ready to fly apart.

 

Vince offered, "Don't worry. We can handle breakfast."

 

Sam thanked him and Jamie saying he'd be back as soon as he could and went to his cousin, took his hand and dragged him to the empty living room.

 

Marshall nodded to the unspoken question, and Sam said, "I'm sorry, Marsh.  It's just not fair."

 

"I think he knew I was there even though he couldn't talk.  I held his hand."  Then laughing ruefully he added, "I don't think his father could face the implications of my presence."

 

"Fuck him."

 

"Yeah.  JG had Armin loaded up with drugs because the pain was bad.  I didn't know the cancer was in his brainstem. After a while, he just stopped breathing, and then he looked peaceful.

 

“I'm tired, Sam." For Marshall everything had seemed to stop at the moment of Armin's last breath.  He felt as if he were frozen in place, as everyone and everything moved about him.  From the stillness, he was able to understand what his parents had tried to spare him from, and the anger began to ebb.  For some reason, as he left Armin's side, he had thought briefly of Adam and Eve but felt not even a flickering movement of desire. Before he left Armin's home, though, he remembered the touch of Armin's lips on his in the barn, and in his mind he started to move again in time.

 

"Do your parents know you're back?"

 

"Yeah. Mom brought me home.  I didn't want to stay there."

 

"They did the right thing in the end.  Go up to my room and sleep.  I'll get you later."

 

Marshall turned and went to the staircase.  He stopped and told Sam, "Thanks for talking to Mom.  You're my best friend."

 

Normally Marshall was the hugger and Sam was more diffident, but he went to Marshall and hugged him before letting his cousin use his bed.  "I didn't have to persuade her too hard.  We'll talk about how it went later, okay?"

 

Marshall nodded.   Sam went back to supervise breakfast preparation.

 

"Who was that?" Jamie asked.

 

"That's Marshall, my cousin."

 

"He didn't look so good."

 

"A friend of his died. He was supposed to stay with us, but he ..."  He didn't finish the sentence because he couldn't imagine a way to make sense to Jamie of what his cousin had gone through.

 

"That's sad."

 

"Yeah. ... It is."  The obvious – but then what would she say?

 

Vince overheard the conversation.  He thought he might know what Marshall was going through and that there wasn't much help for it.

 

To change the subject, he announced: "We decided on open-faced broiled sandwiches for breakfast – Canadian bacon and provolone on English muffins.  Simple, and we can serve yogurt with fruit."  If all else is useless, feed people.

 

Sam didn't care much about breakfast now, and he was grateful that Vince and Jamie were taking charge.  Then, he heard the front door open. What now? He knew the others wouldn't be here this early. Walking into the living room again, he met Jeff Chertov coming in from a run. The agent was in brief shorts and a tank top.  Chertov greeted him quietly. "Hey, Sam.  Need help with breakfast?"

 

"No.  Vince and Jamie have it in hand." Noting how profusely Chertov was sweating, Sam added, "Maybe you can set the table ... after you shower."

 

"I can take a hint.  I'll be right back down."  He turned to head upstairs.

 

Sam quickly told him, "Marsh is in my room, so be a little quiet."

 

Laughing inwardly because he made a living being quiet, Chertov replied, "Right. I'll be careful. Is he all right?"

 

"I don't know.  Should he be?"

 

"No, not yet. Being with someone while he dies isn't something you get over quickly ... if ever. But, all right? Yes, he'll be all right."

 

As he watched Jeff climb the stairs, he realized that Jeff had probably seen people die, maybe a lot of people.

 

With the last of the expanded crew arrived, breakfast was the usual raucous affair, full of adolescent noise and conversation.  The four new arrivals were becoming less guarded, helped by the way the cousins and the adults treated them.  Only Ray remained distant; Chertov still couldn't gauge him, and the boy mostly kept to himself, reading.  Jeff had decided that Jamie was a she, although born with male equipment.  He thought her journey the most difficult of any of the younger members of the group, yet she seemed at peace with her lot.  Vee and Markie had adopted her as a sister and Annie as a daughter, male plumbing not withstanding. She was staying in Markie's room.  Only Marshall was absent, sleeping in Sam's room above through the breakfast.

 

During the morning meal Vince suggested calling the sandwiches they had created McTurings, and a new breakfast staple was born.  As they were finishing the meal, Sam chose a pause in the improvisation of conversation to announce apropos of nothing, "I'm going to walk the spur on Friday."

 

Chertov and the other adults were surprised to hear Ray ask, "Walk the spur?"

 

"The South Spur is a route to the top of Klickitat—Mt. Adams."  Looking briefly at Chertov, Sam continued, "We didn't get to camp at Adams glacier this year, and I want to crawl around on the mountain."

 

Ray, suddenly engaged, said, "You're going to climb the mountain? To the top?" Sam nodded as everyone at the large table tracked the conversation in silence. "Can I go?"

 

Mathew, the smallest of the visitors, asked, "Isn't that dangerous?"

 

Sam explained, "The South Spur isn't a technical route."  He saw the confusion on their faces. "I mean, you don't need rope systems.  It's more like a steep hike, although there might still be patches of snow, and there's always snow at the summit."  Looking at Ray, Sam answered, "You're welcome to come along. Providing I can get Marsh to help, any of you can go."  Annie knew what he was up to. If he could get Marshall on the mountain, her son's perspective might begin to be restored.

 

Mathew quickly notified everyone, "I'll pass."

 

Annie, still enfolded in concern about her son, suggested, "Those of you who don't want to climb the mountain can go rock climbing at Smith Rock with North and me."

 

"That's more my speed … I think."

 

By the time the conversation concluded, all the kids and most of the adults had assigned themselves to one group or the other. Sam, Jeff, Ray, Markie, and Jamie would attempt the mountain. Jeff had decided to climb Adams because he thought he'd have fun, but also because he wanted to keep an eye on Ray. Jim, along with North and Jonathan, volunteered to help drive the contingent of rock climbers to Smith Rock.  The others, including Vee and JT, who climbed at Smith Rock often, and Mathew and Vince, who had always wanted to rock-climb, would go to Smith Rock.

 

In his van, Jeff would ferry the mountain climbers to the Cold Springs Campground near the Klickitat tree line from which they would set out. Sam reminded them all that his plan depended on Marshall agreeing to climb with them.  He saw his aunt look at him with a smile of thanks.  They would all make their attempts on a weekday when both sites would be less crowded.

 

Lucas had to be pulled out of contemplation of a topology problem that had absorbed him for the past few days. When he figured out their plans, he told them he and Jerry would stay behind with Jason.  Looking at the pack of kids, he asked, "What's on the docket between now and the expeditions?"

 

Sam quickly said, "We have stuff to do in the empty barn at JG's."  Close to the time the visitors would leave, the Evergreen Resort, a small RV campground on US-97 with cabins and a performance space, would hold an annual blues festival called Barnyard Blues.  Sam, Marshall, and JT, who played drums, had already bullshitted their way into performing there this year.  All they needed was a bass player, and a few more vocalists wouldn't hurt.  The families had attended the festival for the past few years, and Sam and Marsh had jammed with some of the regulars, who had suggested that they consider playing at the festival.  The boys had also played a couple of evening gigs as a trio at the resort last summer.  Sam hoped they could scrounge a bass player from among the visiting kids and that the others would sing.  If none of the visitors could be taught to play at least innocuous bass, he or Marshall could manage.

 

After the meal ended and while the kids, joined even by the cooks, made short work of the dishes, Vince asked, "What's going on in the barn?"

 

"You'll see," Sam replied.  "I need you all to come at least for an hour."  He looked at all the faces and saw even Ray agree.

 

Sam had learned from as many summers as he could remember that he and his cousins would probably not see the visitors again once they left Goldendale. The only mark left on their spirits then would be from the few difficult challenges they would manage while here. Until three years ago, their parents had been the sponsors of the adventures; beginning then, his generation set them in motion – this summer, climbing and performing.  In a strange way, the most lasting effects on visitors' lives would be memories of what was possible for families and the joy of simple work – that and the lasting gift his fathers would give them.  They wouldn't know about the gift until just before they left.

 

* * * * *

 

At the far end of the cavernous barn interior, through a soft haze of dust motes and suspended particles of hay, there were two guitars, an electric bass, and a drum kit along with amplifiers and microphones. All the equipment was draped with cloth.  Sam and Vee had moved the equipment from its usual resting place near the east wall and set up the studio after Marshall had played for Armin there. The electrical service to this building had been a gift from JG when they had begun to play together a few years ago, and the barn was a perfect place for teenage musicians to practice.

 

These guitars, however, weren't gifts; Marshall and Sam had to sweat in the alfalfa fields and save allowances to buy them. They shared the cost of the bass.  The guitars were used Rickenbackers, one a precious 1996FG and the other a 370/12, an absolute bitch to keep tuned properly – but that was Marshall's problem. The drum kit was JT's, a used Gretsch Renegade kit in solid jet black that he kept here at the farm. The bass, a fretless instrument, also a Rickenbacker, was a no-longer-made 4000FL. The boys had acquired the instruments at a pawnshop and guitar store, Guitar Crazy, in southeast Portland, across the Willamette River from Marshall's home.

 

JT turned to a breaker panel near the door and flipped up the main.  Soft light from the ceiling obliterated the haze, and Sam led the group of teenagers across the broad floor to the instruments.  JT carefully uncovered the drum set, tossing the tarp on the floor to one side of his kit before sitting on the throne.  Sam followed with the others a little behind his cousin.  He sat on the floor in front of the instruments and indicated that the others should do the same.

 

"This Sunday, we're going to play at a local blues festival.  When I say we, I mean all of us.  JT is our drummer and Marshall and I play guitar.  We need a bass player and vocalists.  Any of you by some chance play or sing?"

 

After a short stretch of silence, Jamie said, "I play cello."  The others replied that they didn't play any instruments, but they sang in the shower.  JT smirked, and Sam thought this might be a very bad idea after all.

 

"Okay.  This is Goldendale. You won't see reviews in any of the Portland papers, and I doubt that anyone you know will be in the audience.  We should treat this like karaoke, except that the orchestra won't be empty.  If you've ever wanted to be a rock star, this is your chance.  Who's in?"

 

Jamie agreed immediately, and finally everyone except Ray said they'd have a go.  The others wheedled Ray into practicing if not performing.  Sam observed that Ray seemed to enjoy being the object of the others' attempts at persuasion.

 

Sam uncased the bass and handed it to Jamie. "No frets," she commented, "that's excellent."

 

Sam suggested, "Just treat it like a cello."

 

"Like in the movie, Master and Commander."

 

The others were confused. Jamie told them, "Paul Bettany holds his cello like a guitar and plucks the strings."

 

Sam and the others smiled at her enthusiasm.  Sam uncased the six-string 1996FG and plugged it into the chromatic tuner.  When he was satisfied with the tuning, he plugged the guitar through a JangleBox JB2 compressor into his amp. The Rics were a bit thumpy without compression.  He put finger picks on the last two fingers of his right hand while holding a flat pick with the first two fingers and nodded to JT who clacked his sticks together counting, "One, two, three, four."

 

Sam began to play against the complex rhythm driven by JT. The guitar sound filled the cavern of the barn sounding a little like a piano with a lot of sustain pedal, but batting on the walls prevented echo. None of the visitors recognized the song at first. After a lead-in, Sam turned off the compression, and he and JT began to sing into vocal mikes:

 

I come home in the mornin' light

My mother says, "When you gonna live your life right?"

"Oh Mommy dear, we're not the fortunate ones

And girls, they wanna have fun

Whoa, girls just wanna have fun"

 

The phone rings in the middle of the night

My father yells, "Whatcha gonna do with your life?"

"Oh Daddy dear, you know your still number one

But girls they wanna have fun

Oh girls, just wanna have"

 

That’s all they really want

Some fun

When the workin' day is done

Oh girls, they wanna have fun

Oh girls, just wanna have fun

 

The music stopped.  As the others, stunned by the quality of the playing, looked at JT and Sam, Vince, having recognized the song halfway through, said, "Glee. But, they did it a lot slower." Then, he was embarrassed at his revelation that he watched the reruns.

 

Ray laughed.  "I watch it, too."  At that moment, Sam began to warm to Ray.

 

"Robert Hazard wrote it, Cyndi Lauper made it famous, and Glee ripped off Greg Laswell's version – I mean blatant rip-off--and didn't even credit him. We're going to do a bluesy version like Lauper's on her To Memphis with Love album, and we'll change the lyrics a bit.  That way the guitar work will shine and we'll all like the message.  I wish Marsh were here so you could hear the 12-string."

 

Jamie asked, "How long have you been playing?"

 

JT pressed the bass-drum pedal and replied, "Since we were ten, so almost four years.  This is one of our parents' many attempts to keep us out of trouble."

 

"Let me try the bass."

 

The others watched as Jamie put the strap over her shoulder and began to pluck the strings as if she were playing pizzicati on the cello using only her forefinger.  While she was experimenting, Sam plugged the bass into its amp.  Jamie jumped as the amplified thumps spread across the barn.  She did a few scales.  Sam and JT smiled as the other kids nodded approvingly.  "Whoa!  The notes really sustain on this thing.  Marshall stomped on the compressor pedal to shut it down, and the bass began to thump more crisply.

 

"Well, you'll do fine.  We just have to get you to stop playing melody," Sam said with amusement.  "JT will work with you; drums have to converse with the bass.  Listen to this."  He plugged his phone into one of the amps and played a couple of Byrds songs.  Chris Hillman's bass lines were a perfect model.

 

"Okay.  I think I understand."

 

"If you sight-read, we'll get you sheet music before we practice again."

 

Vince asked, "How are you going to change the lyrics?"

 

"Instead of 'girls,' we're going to sing 'boys.'  Sorry about that, Jamie.  You can still sing 'girls.'  Instead of 'Daddy or Mommy,' we're going to sing 'parents.'"

 

JT, the taskmaster for the rehearsals announced, "Okay, let's start."

 

Mathew, Vince, and Ray stood before a couple of microphones to do backing vocals.  They worked together for three hours, and Sam began to have a little hope.  Part of his optimism came from the lighthearted way they practiced.  Showmanship can overcome a lot of talent deficits.  The tempo and style of the version they were practicing allowed the backing vocals to be growled as much as sung.  Toward the end of the session, the barn door opened, and Marshall walked in.  Sam thought that he looked dazed.  JT pointed one of his sticks at the Ric, and Marsh trudged over and pulled it from its case. He went to a corner with the tuner and took ten minutes to tune the thing.

 

When Marshall returned, the visitors sat on the floor while the cousins began to play a 60s tune, "So You Want to Be a Rock and Roll Star."  The 12-string, played through another compressor, sounded almost like an organ.  Marshall didn't smile once as he played, even when the cousins finished and the visitors whooped their approval.

 

Marshall began to pick another old song.  Sam walked over and sang the lyric as Marshall played.  Jamie improvised an understated base line; she was beginning to understand what her part was supposed to do.

 

He was a friend of mine.

He was a friend of mine.

His dying had no purpose,

No reason or rhyme.

He was a friend of mine.

 

As the song ended, Sam touched his forehead to Marshall's and whispered, "Nice, Marsh.  He would have loved that."

 

Marshall wiped his eyes and told the group, "I want to do that as our second number on Sunday."

 

Although none of the visitors knew the origin of the song,  of all of them it saddened Vince most.  The music brought back the memory of his brother's death two years ago.  The others had vague ideas of what had happened to Armin, but couldn't know how close he and Marshall had become.  Ray started to leave the barn, but Marshall called to him.  "Help me get up to speed, please."

 

After another hour, Sam was satisfied that they could afford to take the time for the expeditions between now and the festival performance.  Everyone pitched in to get the instruments cased and covered and the cables stowed. Everyone but Marshall and Sam left the barn humming, "Boys Just Want to Have Fun."  Marshall sat on JT's drum throne while Sam stood.  In silence, they looked at one another for a few minutes. A couple of times, Marshall started to speak, but stopped before anything came out.  Finally, Sam asked, "Want to talk about it?"

 

"His father really pissed me off."

 

"What happened?"

 

"He looked at me as if I had corrupted Armin.  He had no idea who his son was, and he and his wife were nearly yelling at each other in Serbian."

 

"Did Armin ever wake up?"

 

"No.  But I think he knew I was holding his hand.  I don't know why, but I think he did."

 

"It's important to you to believe that he did."

 

"I didn't know him for long, but ... "

 

"You loved him."

 

"Something happened when I played for him. It's not like it was for JG when Grampa died. I just feel empty now."

 

"You're going to be okay."

 

"I know. I think I just spent every ounce of energy I had. I don't really feel so much sad as flat."

 

"Talk to Frank or Uncle Jason, okay?"

 

"Maybe."

 

"You okay with your mom and dad?"

 

"I don't know.  I'm still not happy with them. I shouldn't have had to fight with them about this."

 

Sam laughed and suggested, "I'll share mine with you until you forgive them."

 

"Thanks, I think."

 

"I need you to help me with a climb Friday.  I'm not doing it alone."

 

"Yeah, I heard.  I'll go.  Vi says the mountain whispers to climbers.  Maybe I'll hear something important."


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Klickitat

 

Sam was pleased that he had gained Marsh's agreement to make the climb with him and the others.  He knew that exertion toward a short-term goal could sometimes let a stormy mind settle.  He hoped that his cousin would see that his parents had done what they thought best for him even if they were mistaken, and he hoped that Marshall would find his normal energy.  Maybe Klickitat would speak to his cousin; perhaps he would hear the whispering voice.

 

Just before sleep, he reminded himself to check with JT about any replies to the ad they had placed for JG.

 

He stood on the summit of Klickitat, a stratovolcano flattened at its peak by eruptive activity from two vents. He was holding the time orb, which pulsed blue light against the white snow.  He looked around for the sort of avatar that had spoken to him in previous dreams, but he was alone. The orb was pleasantly warm, and Sam tried to concentrate on getting back home. Nothing happened. Then, in the background he detected a rustling noise, almost a light whisper.  Gradually he found himself able to understand, as the noise resolved into a voice.

 

"You will bring him.  My brothers will tell him what he needs to know.  We are nearly together again. Then, later you will go to the library to read your book."

 

"Who are you?"

 

"You?  This word means nothing to me?"

 

"Are you a brother to Prithvi, Agni, Vayu, and Jal?"

 

A rustling laughter answered the question. "Every sound emanates through Akasha, the sacred ether.  None of the others manifest themselves except through Akasha. You have a father.  Ask him about the field that gives rise to every manifestation."

 

The orb shone with a steady blue light that obliterated his sense of his surroundings.

 

Sam awoke Thursday morning, refreshed.  He knew that Akasha awaited Marshall, and he knew that he would have to ask OD about the "field that gives rise to every manifestation." Field was a word he had heard from many physicists and in connection with the search for the Higgs Boson.

 

* * * * *

 

Vee looked across her room where, beside the other bed, Jamie was turning back the covers.  Her guest had just finished in the bathroom and was dressed in long pajama pants and a T-shirt.  Like all the girl's clothes, these hid the contours of her body.  Vee was reading a paperback volume of poetry by Paul Goodman from her grandfather Tom's office library.

 

Jamie looked over at the preoccupied girl and thought her very precocious.  Vee hadn't evinced any hesitation about having Jamie stay in her room and treated Jamie as she would any girl sleeping over.  She had never assumed she had the right to an explanation of Jamie's gender identity.

 

"How come you aren't uncomfortable having me stay in your room?"

 

"I have sleepovers with friends all the time. I'm not a recluse."

 

"No. I mean, because physically I look like a boy."

 

"No one can see what you look like physically, and why should it matter?  It would be stranger if I had a boy sleeping in here."

 

The comment brought a smile to Jamie's face.  "I guess my clothes do help me hide, and I hide because transition for kids is pretty controversial.  I started taking testosterone blockers with a little estrogen just before puberty."

 

Vee felt as if Jamie had given her a green light.  "When did you know?"

 

"I've always acted as if I'm a girl because I am a girl.  When I was six I told my parents to stop treating me as if I were a boy and to change my name.  They blew a fuse for about six months until they understood how miserable trying to be a boy was for me. Then they learned as much as they could about transgendered people.  By the time I was six and a half and after six months of me seeing a cool shrink, they began to try to help me.  I had to get a diagnosis of Gender Identity Disorder before I could be cleared to take the drugs.  It pisses me off that my situation is defined as a disorder.  That took another year and a half.  Sorry ... I'm rambling."

 

"You are so cool about it. You seem really clear."

 

"Well, it's not like flipping a coin. I'm just trying to act and look like who I am.  For me it's been easy – I mean I identify as a woman, and eventually I hope to find a man to build a life with – absolutely vanilla. For some of my friends who identify as genderqueer the road is a lot rockier."

 

"Yeah, I don't get the whole binary gender-identity thing."

 

"I can't believe how much you know about gender-identity issues. You're eleven, right? You guys – I mean your families – are really special.  I'm glad I came."

 

"Dad says I have a powerful curiosity about almost everything.  So ... if I'm getting too personal, shut me up, but are you going to have surgery?"

 

Jamie didn't normally talk with people about her transition plans, but she felt as though she was talking with a girlfriend.  "I probably won't be able to have the surgery until I'm eighteen, but yes, I will."

 

"Thanks for letting me pry."

 

"Hey, I started the discussion." After a long pause, Jamie said, "I felt so bad about Marshall's friend."

 

"Thanks. As much as he irritates me now and then, my brother is the finest person I know, and I know a lot of fine people.” She paused at the warmth that thought gave her.

 

Vee continued: “Marsh told me you're going to play bass with them."

 

"Very badly, I think."

 

"It doesn’t matter. When my cousins say to have fun playing, you should do just that.  Stay loose and go with the flow – be a rock star."  Vee smiled warmly and turned back to her Goodman; Jamie drifted off to sleep after thinking a bit about mountain climbing.  If she succeeded, she would stand on the second highest peak in the Washington Cascades.  At least the climb would keep her mind off the performance.

 

* * * * *

 

Thursday after lunch, the climbers gathered for the drive to Cold Springs where they would camp and from which they would begin the climb.  Jeff's van barely held them all, and the back was filled with tents, camping supplies and climbing equipment. The plan called for them to be underway up the mountain about 3:30 a.m. the following morning.  Because they were climbing during the week, the campground and the route wouldn't be as crowded as they would be on Saturday.

 

Jim had picked up the climbing permit from the ranger station in Trout Lake a few days earlier, detouring from his drive to The Dalles. Sam and Marshall had agreed that Sam would lead the party and Marshall would bring up the rear.  Jeff had agreed to position himself in the middle.  Sam had been embarrassed after he asked Jeff about mountaineering experience and discovered that Jeff had climbed in the Hindu Kush.

 

Jeff drove the van to Trout Lake and then up Forest Road 80, which became FR 8040.  He took the narrow, packed dirt and gravel FR 500 as it meandered and switched back until it reached Cold Springs.  The weather at 5500 feet was cooler than Goldendale's but comfortable as they began to set up camp.

 

FR 500 ended in an oblong loop about 250 meters on the long sides.  The group found a site on the south side of the loop about 100 meters east of the Spur trailhead.  Everyone helped grab the tents, leaving the sleeping bags and cooking gear for later.  As Sam was pulling the last tent out, he accidentally lifted the carpeted deck covering cargo spaces below the main compartment. He saw the ends of two flat cases, one long the other short.  He let the cover fall back and looked over at their site where, Jeff was dropping equipment.  Jeff had some kind of bag hung over his left shoulder and cinched on his right hip by a thin strap. Sam couldn't know that the Maxpedition Versipack bag was the same one Jeff had carried during his encounter with the shooter.  As if he felt eyes on him, Jeff almost immediately looked back at Sam and then walked to the rear of his van.

 

"You all right?"

 

"Sure."  Sam couldn’t help but glance down at the cover to the cargo space. He almost questioned Jeff about the cases, which he thought might contain guns, but thought better of the impulse.

 

Jeff thought the boy guileless. "They're empty."

 

"Oh, okay."

 

"I wouldn't leave a weapon in the van while we're up there," he said nodding toward the summit.

 

"Look, it's none of my business."

 

"Yes, it is.  Dr. Jansen was very clear about not having weapons with me while I stayed with you."

 

"Look, Jeff, I'm happy with you doing whatever you need to do. That agreement is between OD and you." Jeff grinned at Sam.

 

"We can't avoid work any longer.  Let me give you a hand."  Jeff grabbed the last tent and the two walked to their site.  Sam wondered what was in the little bag Jeff carried, but he wasn't going to ask.

 

Their efforts to set up three two-man tents varied between efficiency and slapstick.  The visitors had never camped in the wilderness, and the seasoned campers hung back while the newbies struggled with the tents.  Markie and Ray got one of the tents assembled to find that they'd missed a crucial loop for the main cross-poles for the tent ceiling.  Jeff was pleased that Ray reacted with laughter to the mistake, which took only a couple of minutes to fix.

 

Sam and Marshall figured that they and Jeff would each be a tent mate to one of the visitors.

 

When the tents were set and the rest of the gear assembled, they explored the campground in the fading light, walking to the trailhead and to the all-important primitive restroom facilities. When they returned to their campsite, Jeff volunteered to get dinner started while Marshall and Sam distributed light backpacks for the water bladders and other equipment they'd take to the summit. After letting Jamie, Ray, and Markie practice with the bite valves at the end of the tubing from the bladders, Sam handed each LED headlamps and lightweight Grivel crampons in Osprey bags to attach to the packs.  Marshall produced a worn Green Trails map with their route highlighted, and everyone but Jeff looked it over.

 

While dinner cooked, Marshall and Sam insisted that everyone try on the headlamps and learn how to put the crampons on over their shoes or boots.  They wouldn't encounter a lot of ice and snow until they were near the summit, but the crampons were essential for safety.  Finally, the boys distributed ice axes.  Even though they wouldn't glissade coming down, the axes could be used as support while they climbed.  By the time they were through and dinner was ready, the three first-time climbers were a bit daunted. Marshall reassured them that they would be safe and would have fun getting to the top of the mountain.

 

Markie asked Sam, "How many times have you done this?"

 

"Eight or ten times."

 

"How old were you the first time?"

 

"Alone or with Uncle Jason?"

 

"Alone."

 

"When I was ten.  I'd been up with the Uncle Js four times by then.  I wasn't really alone.  JT and Marsh were with me.  Uncle Jason stayed here at Cold Springs in case he had to come up and get us. He didn't. We've done other more difficult routes, too."

 

She looked at Sam with new respect. "That's amazing."

 

After dinner and minimal cleanup, they decided the tent assignments.  Jeff quickly volunteered to stay with Ray.  Markie would tent with Sam and Jamie with Marshall.  As the sun began to set, Sam reminded everyone that start time was 3:30 a.m., and that they needed to try to sleep. The last equipment distributed was a set of earplugs for each camper because climbers would arrive at the campground close to their group's departure time and some wouldn't be quiet as they prepared to climb. The group paired off and climbed into their tents.

 

The mountain moderated the warm east wind, and the temperature dropped into the upper forties. The three newcomers who had been skeptical of bringing long pants to wear on the climb were now thankful they had them.

 

* * * * *

 

Ray thought that Jeff must be a long-time friend of Sam's parents; other than that assumption, he had no idea about the older man.  He and Jeff were lying on their backs on top of their bags. Jeff was in a T-shirt and his quick drying hiking pants, and Ray could see the contours of the man's body – six feet tall with lithe muscles that were well-defined.  He wondered how old Jeff was and thought he was maybe in his late twenties, but the baby face suggested younger. The close walls of the tent made Ray feel a little claustrophobia, and he also felt his heart rate accelerate.  Looking over the man's front, he wondered how well hung he was, and a brief fantasy of sucking him arose and departed.

 

"How long have you known Lucas, Jerry, and Sam?"

 

"Not long."  Jeff didn't elaborate.  He didn't think Ray needed to know details of his connection with Dr. Jansen's family.

 

After a long pause, Jeff said, "You're a quiet one."

 

"Me? I don't think so, but I guess I'm a little shy in a new place."

 

"Shy or guarded?"

 

"I don't know what I'd be guarding." Jeff noticed a bit too much bravado in Ray’s answer.

 

"You glad you came?"

 

"It's strange. All the adults at the farms are in couples – gay or straight, they're married.  It's like they have to reflect straight society."

 

"You don't want that?"

 

"Hell, no.  I'm as queer as it gets. I have no desire to behave like straight people. I mean, I guess a lot of straight guys play around, too.  I don't think I'm marriage material.  I like variety too much, and I'm not into maintenance." To Jeff, Ray’s answer sounded smug but also practiced.

 

Jeff no longer thought that Ray might present a security problem.  He now thought that Ray’s insecurity had originally triggered his attention. When Jeff had left the Marine Corps and joined Homeland Security, one of his supervisors had seen the same sort of insecurity in him. The man had become his mentor and learned that Jeff was gay.  His mentor had recommended a strategy of confidentiality coupled with honesty where Jeff's sexuality was concerned and had been pointed in his insistence that Jeff would be held to the same standards as any straight agent. DHS wasn't a celibate priesthood, but the agency required reasonable discretion. Jeff thought of the meeting in DC before he and Kesh had come to Goldendale, a meeting where his mentor had sat in the corner with his omnipresent legal pad. Jeff wondered if he might not help Ray in the same way he had been helped.

 

Jeff knew well what physical pleasure meant to young men.  Ray probably got as much as he gave in his fleeting and perhaps anonymous encounters.  Jeff was in no position to judge the boy.  "Well, I suppose there's something to be said for keeping things casual."

 

"Is that how you do it?" Ray was reaching into parts of Jeff’s psyche around which Jeff maintained firm boundaries.

 

"I travel a lot for work.  Doesn't make a steady relationship possible."  That was more than he usually disclosed to anyone.

 

"What do you do?"

 

"I'm an errand boy for a large concern."

 

Ray knew that Jeff had put his employment situation off limits, so he switched tacks.  Maybe he could get something started with the man; he had done straight men before.  "None of my business, I know, but are you straight?"

 

Jeff thought a few seconds and then answered, "No." He didn't like where the conversation was going and knew that the boy was hitting on him, but he had learned long ago not to think with his dick. Besides, Ray didn't attract him in that way. Rather, he saw his similarities with Ray: both were untethered, both were unwilling or unable to form lasting relationships, and both were engaging in dangerous activity. With Jeff, the danger arose from his profession; with Ray, from constant casual sex that in one unguarded moment could undo his life.

 

Jeff recognized the similarities because, as a teenager, he had been forced to adopt a similar approach – good male Mormons didn't fall in love with other Mormon boys. Jeff's experience with gay sex in his youth was furtive, not as it was for Ray a badge of honor.  It wasn’t until a sexual venture went nearly awry that he backed off from his search for “variety." He thought it ironic that his chosen profession restrained him from developing a permanent relationship – something he thought he wanted, and more so after seeing the relationship between Lucas and Jerry. He had only occasional casual – and careful – sexual encounters that scratched an itch but left him wanting more.

 

Ray was trying to approach a part of Jeff that was vulnerable, and maybe Ray was vulnerable in the same way.

 

He tried to turn the conversation. "You feeling all right about the climb."

 

Ray was trying not to be too subtle. "You're here to take care of me."

 

“You need someone to take care of you.”

 

Ray couldn't mistake the irritating fraternal tone. “I know what I’m doing with my life.”

 

“Do you, now?” Jeff sat up as if performing an abdominal crunch. "Try to get some sleep.  I'm going to walk for a bit."

 

"Want company?"

 

"No, thanks.  You should try to sleep.  You'll love the climb, but the mountain will kick your ass."

 

When Jeff returned, Ray was asleep, and Jeff turned in as well. In the morning, he discovered Ray snuggled up to him – not a 15-year-old boy but a child seeking protection.

 

* * * * *

 

In their tent Sam and Markie were in their underwear, facing each other, he on his right side she on her left.  Since arriving in Goldendale, she'd become more comfortable with hanging out with Sam and his cousins in underwear, but she felt a newer kind of intimacy in this setting.  She was happy that this new intimacy didn't make her anxious.  She had watched Sam deal with Marshall's loss and sadness and realized that, in addition to finding Sam physically attractive, she admired him and loved him. She felt badly that, before they had left Pasadena, she had teased him about being interested in Marshall.

 

"Is Marshall doing all right?"  She knew Sam might become distressed at her concern for his cousin.

 

Sam answered without any apparent distress.  "It's like his joy in life is gone. I think he's sad and tired, but I think he'll be okay.  His coming with us is a good sign."

 

Sam thought a bit and then felt as if he should try to clear up Markie's misperception of his cousin's sexuality. He had no reason to be upset with Marshall because Markie might be interested in him.  "Just so you know.  You're wrong about Marsh; he isn't gay."

 

"I don't care about that."

 

"He's as good a friend as I have, and if you're interested in him, you should understand him."

 

"Sam, I appreciate you trying to set me . . . straight, but although he's very nice to look at and he's a very good guy, I'm not interested in him that way."

 

"Right.  You don't want a boyfriend."

 

"Maybe I'm changing my mind."  She reached her hand out, waiting for Sam to take it.  When he did, she drew a deep breath. "You're as close to a boyfriend as I want now."

 

They put their earplugs in.

 

* * * * *

 

Though she knew him the least of any of the cousins, Jamie couldn't help feel pain at Marshall's loss.  When he sang "He Was a Friend of Mine" in the barn yesterday, she had wanted to comfort him.  Then, she felt that comforting him wasn't her place, but she realized she had been comforted by relative strangers occasionally, and now felt she should try.

 

"We don't really know each other, but I want you to know how sorry I am about your friend. I've never been close to anyone who's died, so I can't imagine how you're feeling, but I can tell he meant a lot to you."

 

"Thanks."  He looked into her eyes, thinking that amidst all her struggles, she had the capacity to empathize with his pain. "You're a lot like my sister. That's a compliment."

 

Jamie smiled.  "I have two brothers who can't quite get that I'm their sister, so thanks for that."

 

"I admire you for doing what's right for you.  I don't suppose that's very easy for you."

 

"My shrink says I'm unusually decided about my place in the world and that I have been for a long time. I have enough friends and support that I don't feel as if I have to struggle all the time.  You know what that feeling's like, don't you?"

 

"You'd have to know my grandfather and understand how he and his husband started the family.  They had to struggle, and so did my uncles.  Other than the fact that I have a bunch of gay uncles, my family is pretty vanilla."

 

"Trust me, your family is anything but vanilla, regardless of sexual orientation.  One reason I came to visit is that everyone at SMYRC knows about Lucas and Jason and Jonathan. It doesn't matter whether or not people are queer or trans or straight; what matters is who they stand up for.  My family sticks up for me, and I know yours does for you and all of us."  She saw him smile for the first time since she had met him.

 

"Talking to you has really helped me.  Thanks."  He thought about his parents: they had always stuck up for him, even if they made mistakes sometimes.  He was still going to give them a piece of his mind, but he wouldn't have to borrow Jerry and Lucas from Sam.

 

They put their earplugs in.

 

* * * * *

 

For most of the climbers, anticipation battled with sleepiness for the remainder of the night and early morning.  Just before 3:30 a.m. Jeff's voice was heard at every tent entrance, "It's time."  Maybe everyone was keyed up, and that let his quiet voice penetrate the earplugs.  When everyone was dressed in layers and gathered near their tents, Sam told them to hit the restrooms and be back in ten minutes.  When they all had attended to calls of nature and brushed their teeth, they ate trail mix and drank water before donning their packs and headlamps and collecting the ice axes.  Jeff who wore his Maxpedition pack along with his hydration system smiled as Sam gave them a final pep talk.

 

"We're going to help each other out as we go.  Climb and descend in the order we set – I'll lead followed by Markie, Ray, Jeff, and Jamie, and Marsh will bring up the rear.  Don't lose sight of the person in front of you.  If you need to stop or if you are injured, sing out.  Once the sun rises, the scenery will be spectacular, but while we're in the dark, keep your attention on the ground in front of you and use your axes for balance, like walking sticks. We're not going to be near any precipices, so if you fall, you'll fall almost like you would here. You're going to love this, and you'll be higher above sea level than most people ever get.  At the top, if the clouds cooperate, you'll see two states, a big river, and four or five big volcanoes as well as the place you're staying now.  Questions?"

 

Jeff continued to smile, remembering a hundred little conferences before missions in Afghanistan and Pakistan.  He would trust Sam as he had trusted local guides in the Stans, and Ray would be immediately ahead of him, although he thought he could read the boy now.  No one asked a question. Before they walked to the trailhead, Marshall added, "My Grandma Vi says the mountain whispers to people, so keep your ears open."  He looked at Sam, who nodded, and they lined up for the walk to the beginning of the ascent.  Trail 183 would be well marked until it crossed Morrison Creek at about 7,000 feet; then, Sam's memory would guide them. The creek would be nearly dry in August. He knew how to manage the terrain so they wouldn't be climbing steeply the whole way.  As they walked quietly past other campsites, people were beginning to stir, preparing for their own climbs.

 

The trail began as packed dirt, crushed volcanic rock, and needles from the trees that sparsely occupied its margins.  They were close to the tree line which lay at the old, no-longer-used Timberline Campground, a mile or so ahead.  At the beginning, the trek was like any other walk in the forest, and the first-timers were heartened by the gradual incline as they headed east before switching back to the north to keep them atop McDonald Ridge, where the ground fell off fairly steeply to their left as the trees became scarcer.  Jeff and the cousins had walked on the knife-edges of steep ridges in the past, but this one had a gentler drop-off, and the trail was wide enough in places for a couple of people.

 

They turned northeast away from the ridge and encountered an almost flat meadow with a few trees and wild flowers occasionally apparent in the beams of the headlamps.  Sam looked at the Suunto watch on his left wrist – 4:20 a.m. – and then switched it to the altimeter mode – 6,350 feet – halfway to the top from sea level but less than a thousand-feet elevation gain from their camp.  He stopped the line of climbers and looked back to check with Jeff and Sam who were watching for any difficulty the visitors were experiencing.  Both nodded to him, and he began to climb again.

 

The horizon slightly east of the peak was beginning to glow with the promise of sunrise; Sol was 10 degrees below the horizon.  The summit was beginning to resolve as a shadow above them. The climb out of the meadow was gentle, and each of the visitors thought that the walk wasn't much of a challenge, although Markie knew from talking with Sam that they would be tested in the next four hours.  As they walked without speaking, all but Jeff carried on an interior monologue.  Jeff was simply attentive in his silence.

 

Ray wished he could have been behind Jeff, but he felt somehow comforted by knowing that Jeff was behind him watching out for him.  He had a growing desire for Jeff to be somehow his role model, someone he could talk to as he grew through his teen years. However, watching that ass for half a day would have been a fine distraction.

 

Instead, he saw Markie ahead, and as he put one foot in front of the other, he wondered about whether she and Sam were a couple or just friends.  All of his friends were fuck buddies, and although Markie did nothing for him, he thought Sam was cute if young.  He was in good shape, and if the rest of the climb was like what they were doing now, it would be a breeze.  Whispering mountains; what a crock.

 

Markie was aware that she was plain happy to be doing this with Sam.  She wouldn't have come but for sharing the climb with him. She loved the horses, but this she could take or leave.  He was different from other boys she knew, except for JT and Marshall. They didn't seem to have anything to prove to each other or anyone else, and although she knew she had been responsible for tension between Sam and Marshall earlier, the boys seemed to have resolved the issue. She loved Sam's quiet nature, which masked a basic confidence that he could deal with anything.  She knew that confidence came from his fathers, and she envied his relationships with them.  Jerry and Lucas were so different and yet so connected to each other and to Sam.

 

She had been thinking more and more about sharing her first sexual experience with Sam, but she didn't want to screw up what they had.  Sam did turn her on, a fact that she wouldn't share with him yet. She listened to the soft crunch of her boots in the ash and dirt.  The sound was a whispered chant.  Is the mountain talking to me or am I just talking to myself?

 

For Jamie, being different even in a minority was almost a full-time occupation.  So much of her life was taken with explaining herself – to her parents, to her therapist, to the kids at the Center, to her schoolmates.  Because she was articulate and together, she was often asked to be on panels and presentations on LGBTQ issues.  She had almost become a go-to T representative. She found the role oppressive and stereotypical. She loved being here on the mountain, being herself. She really liked the kids from Goldendale – all of them, but especially Vee and Marshall.  When she returned to Portland, she would have to see if she could learn to climb on Mt. Hood.  Maybe Vee and Marshall climb there. She let go of her little burdens and smiled as she climbed and listened to the passing of the breezes as the air began to warm to the coming sunrise.

 

Looking up the line of climbers, Marshall thought, The time I spent with him was enough.  Part of him will be with me forever, and I think I helped him. There are so many shades of love.

 

At 6,800 feet, they crossed the nearly dry bed of Morrison Creek and headed toward the Crescent glacier, which they would skirt on its left.  The incline was steeper now, and Sam knew that in a couple of hundred feet, the first-timers would find a physiologic wall.  Seven thousand feet was the altitude at which the thinning air began to take its toll on untrained climbers. Often their perception of the difficulty of the task turned sharply as they crossed this arbitrary boundary.

 

The trail now was unclear except where marked by cairns and by Sam's memory.  At 7,400 feet he took them east for a few hundred feet until they reached a ridge on which they began to ascend very steeply.   Sam pointed toward Mt. Hood in Oregon, behind them and slightly to their right, as the sun began to paint its flanks.  The successive ridges of basalt, dacite, and andesite stretching to the Columbia River and beyond told the story of how volcanoes and water had created this landscape. The tip of Mt. Jefferson was just visible to Hood's south and east.  Ahead, to their right, they could see the tongue of the small Crescent Glacier which they would skirt as they moved to the summit.

 

Now all the newcomers were panting with exertion as the ridge rose sharply before them.  Sam stopped them for a brief rest.  He smiled at Markie and suggested, "Don't think about how far we have to go.  Concentrate on making a step at a time."  She nodded to him, and he was pleased that her breathing rate slowed quickly as they waited.  Markie looked over toward Oregon and found herself overwhelmed by the view.  Behind her, Ray was bent slightly forward, breathing hard and not recovering as quickly as Markie.

 

Behind him, Jeff was breathing normally. "How easy it is to make it in the world alone, Ray, depends on what you've made yourself.  I'm not sure you know who you are." Ray stared at Jeff, but through his anger at the man's presumption, he wondered if Jeff was right.

 

Punctuated by deep breaths he spat out a reply, "I don't trust anyone but myself."

 

Thinking of the way he conducted his own life, Jeff said, "That's a tough place to live.  If you're going to manage, you're going to have to test yourself more often – with tests that risk something of importance.  Hiding isn't self-knowledge."

 

Jamie was surprising Marshall with her quiet tenacity.  She was struggling, but struggle didn't set her back on her heels.  She just pressed on as if difficulty was a natural component of her path, but then he realized that it was.  She smiled down at him from her place above on the steep ridge. "I love this."

 

"You're a tomboy," Marshall kidded.

 

"Maybe just a feminist."

 

As Sam started them again, the sun was beginning to define the summit ahead.  From Goldendale, the mountain seemed one large lump with clear unbroken slopes to its top. Standing on the south side of the mountain, they found a series of intermingled flatter and steeper grades that they couldn't see from the Goldendale farms.

 

The sun was revealing the summit as almost a smaller mountain atop the one they had started to climb. Sam called back to them, "The air is drier up here; drink more often."  Jeff repeated the advice to be sure that everyone had heard.

 

In forty minutes they were passing the small glacier nestled in a horseshoe depression with a col in its south wall at 8,000 feet.  Now, Sam kept them just east of the irregular ridgeline and the grade became gentler again.  The climbers labored less and their breathing was easier even as the oxygen level dropped.  The air pressure here was the same as the pressure in a passenger jet, and their eardrums experienced numerous pops as the pressure on either side of their eardrums equalized.

 

At 9,000 feet, Sam took them east, and the grade became even shallower. They made better time now over the gentler rise, and in an hour were at the Lunch Counter, a flat meadow at 9,500 feet.  Ahead, the summit in the clear summer air waited.  They stopped briefly and saw that some climbers had camped here and were either ahead of them or preparing for the morning's climb.

 

Sam took them in a gentle arc, first slightly northeast and then slightly northwest, and the terrain steepened again as they left the meadow.  As they approached 10,000 feet with the Ridge of Wonders to their right, all the newcomers began to doubt that they would make it to the summit.  If 7,000 feet was the physiological wall, 10,000 feet was the psychological wall.

 

Sam had slowed their pace and stopped them when they were beside the headwall of the Klickitat Glacier with its startling blue-tinged ice rising from its bed like a huge rock formation that seemed to course endlessly toward the summit.  The wonders of their surroundings distracted the newcomers from their struggles.

 

Jeff said softly to Ray, "You're with us.  With us, you'll make it.  Relax and look around you.  You won't see sights like these again for a while."

 

Marshall could feel the wind from the east as the mountain warmed in the morning sun, and he thought of the ancient mountain and Armin's brief life as of one piece.  The wind whispered to him about the illusion of time and loss, causing him to smile as he looked ahead to Jamie relentlessly plodding toward the goal. Like her, he would turn his attention to challenges ahead, not challenges bygone.

 

Between 10,000 and 11,500 feet they slowly scaled the steepest part of their remaining route.  They had long ago stowed their headlamps and the sun was high enough that Sam, Jeff, and Marshall had packed their outer layers in their backpacks.  Sam stopped them briefly more frequently, and at the most recent stop, Jamie had shed her fleece.  For the first time, her clothing allowed her curves to show, and Marshall thought she was beautiful.

 

They had started three and a half hours earlier and were ready for the last push.  To the north, they could see Mt. Rainier, called by Indians Tahoma, and behind them, Jefferson was clearer behind Hood.  St. Helens with its flat-appearing top was clear to the north and west.  Every geography lesson about the Pacific Northwest the newcomers had sat through became clear.

 

At 11,600 feet, Sam turned them again slightly east of north, and as a big ridge rose to their left, they relaxed on an almost flat part of the route.   They walked twenty minutes but were still at 11,600 feet when they swung slightly west and began the final 600 feet of elevation gain.  Before striking for the summit, they put on their crampons. By now, they were used to the variation in the route's grade, and they all began to think that they'd make it.  Even Ray was smiling.  He thought that this was the first time in his life he didn't have to choose between self-sufficiency and enjoying membership in a group.  This was his accomplishment and the group's.

 

At last, they were on the final ascent and only the clear blue of sky was beyond their destination.  This push was joyful and hard, but in an hour, they were at 12,278 feet.  Nothing loomed above them, and atop the mountain they could see the full panorama of their surroundings.  As they recovered their wind, they hugged each other and stared in silent wonder for a few minutes.  Although they weren't alone on the flattened summit, they had room to sit, eat, and hydrate while they tried to see Portland across the ribbon of the Columbia River and Goldendale to the east.  Marshall dropped down beside Sam and said, "Thanks for inviting me. I feel a lot better."

 

Ray said to Jeff who never sat down, "Thanks.  I think I know what you mean."

 

Markie huddled against Sam as the east wind pushed gently against them.  Jamie, with arms outstretched, twirled about, showing herself to the world so far below.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Smith Rock

 

 

Jason was up early, his head propped on his hand and forearm as he looked at a sleeping Jonathan. He remembered the first day he had seen Jonathan in Portland and how quickly chemistry had bonded them.  He was still amazed that he loved his husband more the longer he lived with him. Medical school wasn't easy for one person let alone for two prospective doctors at the same time, but having each other as they went through the years of school and residencies had kept them sane.

 

During the time Jason had focused his psychiatric training on studying their relationship, Jon had been patient and good-humored.  When they were both into post-docs – and a year after Sam had been adopted and Marshall was born – they had added James Thomas to the family.  JT was within months of the same age as Marshall and Sam, but because he had been adopted a year later than his cousins, the relationship between JT and the other boys wasn't quite the same as the one between Marshall and Sam.

 

JT, though, had never begrudged Marsh and Sam the different dynamic in their relationship.  He was a generous and, for the most part, even-tempered boy who knew that his cousins loved him. North's fathers had been the experts on straight boys being raised by gay parents, and because Tom and Jason’s father, Fred, had died before they knew their grandchildren, Jon and Jason had only one mentor in that generation.

 

JT, for his part, didn't fare too badly for having a psychiatrist and a pediatrician as his parents.  Jonathan, in addition to Board certification in pediatrics, was Board certified in pediatric emergency medicine.  He had sewed up JT's minor wounds while idly chatting about human anatomy, read his x-rays, and nursed the boy through more than a few colds and fevers.  Jason, who had told his son that the world of psychiatry attracted its share of disturbed practitioners, was molded by his mentor, Frank Gerard.  Frank's guidance made certain that Jason kept his patients at the center of his work, and that his sense of humor remained intact and his ego under control.  JT had learned his listening skills from Jason.

 

His experience with having two fathers had been akin to Sam's and Marshall's because the three boys grew up in liberal, university communities and in relative wealth.  Part of JT's connection with Sam was the shared experience of gay fathers and similar family structures. For his part, JT came to understand that much of what his fathers had become was the result of Jim’s and Tom’s love while he was still alive – and, of course, Grandma Vi's love and guidance.  And for his part, Jim had always let JT know that he considered the boy his grandson as much as Sam and Marshall were.

 

Jonathan stirred as Jason gently drew the sheet down across his chest and belly.  Jason had been a football player in high school; Jon had been a reluctant runner and became an enthusiastic hiker after Jason dragged him around and onto Mt. Adams.  With his index finger, Jason lightly traced the faint line of hair that ran from below his husband's navel into the close-cropped patch of hair over what he thought a perfect dick, now hard as it usually was in the morning.  Jonathan sighed, and the muscles under Jason's fingers contracted and relaxed.  Putting aside thoughts of the rock-climbing expedition to come, Jason lowered his head to take Jon in his mouth.

 

When Jonathan, happily sated and now fully awake, reciprocated, Jason briefly reflected that Jon had taught him how to make love and that Jon was the only boy or man with whom he had ever shared these experiences.  After draining their bladders and unlocking the bedroom door, they put on underwear and waited for the inevitable visit. They were just dozing again when the bed jounced as their son jumped between them.  "Jeez, JT, one of these mornings you're going to break us."

 

JT laughed.  "You're not that fragile.  Besides, we need to talk about the day.  The mountain climbers will leave this afternoon, and we need to get Ahmed and Vince over to Stone's."

 

Jonathan pulled JT so that he was lying between his fathers. "I thought he wants to be called Mathew."

 

"When I talked to him he told me that he was named Ahmed Mathew, but Ahmed is so common that a lot of people with that first name use their second names, so he switched them.  I told him I liked Ahmed, and he told me it was okay to call him that.  You should probably call him Mathew."

 

Jonathan smiled at his son.  The story of his conversation with Mathew was typical of JT – open, deeply personal, and direct.

 

Jason ruffled his son's hair and asked him, "What's the plan for today?"

 

"We need to go to Stone's to get them the right shoes.  I think they brought clothes that will do."

 

"Sounds good.  Is anybody else up yet?"

 

"Are you kidding?  These aren't farm kids."

 

"Neither are you."

 

"No, but I'm a morning person." Then with an endearing smile, he asked his fathers, "I didn't interrupt anything, did I?"

 

Trying to conceal his own smile, Jonathan replied, "None of your business."

 

JT knew his fathers had sex – a lot of it, or at least he thought a lot. As he had become aware of his own sexual needs, he began to give the old men a little time in the mornings before he jumped onto their bed as he had every morning almost from the time he had come to live with them.

 

* * * * *

 

Mathew was awake early, as well.  Sleeping soundly in strange rooms was hard for him.  For that matter, sleeping in his own room wasn't easy these days.  He stretched and yawned, feeling the sheet against his skin.  At home, he couldn't sleep in the raw. The possibility that he might be discovered naked by his father or brother was too risky.  His mother was Muslim and his father was Christian, and both were very religious.

 

When he understood what being gay meant and that he was gay, his revelation to his parents and older brother hadn't gone well. Although his brother constantly reminded him that, were they still in their homeland, he would have been killed, here his family wasn't physically abusive.  Perhaps his parents' marriage, crossing religious boundaries as it did, and the reaction of their families to that relationship had softened their hearts a little.  His older brother was another story; he was deeply ashamed at having the family defiled by a gay younger brother.  Mathew was worried by his brother.

 

In the last week, Mathew had had a chance to relax with himself.  Every morning he had a leisurely session of self-pleasure before he got dressed and ready for the day.  He liked the rest of the kids here, although he thought Ray was a bit weird.  When he helped Vincent cook, he discovered that Vince's clothes and hair were just costumes for an ongoing performance.

 

Mathew had always been small for his age, but his size and athletic ability had allowed him to start gymnastics when he was four.  He was secretly very proud that he had a gymnast's body, and he thought that being gay with a good body was a little easier than being average-looking.

 

Of course, the only gay kids he knew were the ones at SMYRC, and maybe no one had it easy.  He had his mother's mocha skin and his father's grey eyes. Mathew spent his time at the Center in casual conversation and playing computer games with other kids, most of whom thought him younger than he was and behaved protectively towards him.  The only deeper relationship he had developed was with Dr. Gerard, and he dearly wished that Frank were both his father and his brother.

 

At the knock on his door, he pulled his sheet back up, and asked, "Yes?"

 

JT's voice answered, "Just me.  May I come in?"

 

Ahmed didn't think he had time to jump up and get dressed, and it didn't occur to him that he could have said no.

 

"Sure."

 

JT found him sitting up with the sheet around his waist, his knees slightly bent under the sheet. He stared at the bare upper body.  Shit. He's beautiful. JT didn't feel at all strange admiring male bodies even though he firmly knew he wasn't gay, but he didn't want to make Ahmed Mathew uncomfortable.  "Uhm, didn't mean to intrude. I can come back."

 

Ahmed Mathew thought the taller boy's awkwardness was amusing, but he noticed that JT didn't look away.  Besides, he didn’t mind; he thought all of the cousins were hot.  "No.  That's okay.  What's up?"

 

JT walked slowly to the foot of the bed where he sat. "While the mountain climbers are getting their act together, the saner among us are going to Stone's in The Dalles to pick up climbing shoes for you and Vince.  We'll leave after breakfast."

 

"How much do they cost?  I didn't bring much money."

 

"Oh, on the house.  Since we invited you, my dads are supplying the shoes – unless that bothers you."

 

"No.  That's very nice of them.  I'll get ready and be right down for breakfast."  JT didn't move.  "I'm, uh ... naked under here."

 

"Right.  Sorry."  JT stood and smiled at Ahmed Mathew and then was out the door.

 

When the door closed, Mathew kicked the sheet off and pulled on shorts and a T-shirt so that he could get to the bathroom and return to dress for the day.  As he washed up and brushed his teeth, he thought about the way JT had looked at him.  He thought JT very kind and wondered if he might want a boyfriend.

 

* * * * *

 

JT's grandmother was out in one of the barns talking livestock with Rodrigo, and JT found only Vincent, who had walked over from Turing House, in the breakfast nook, drinking coffee and staring out the window toward fields of alfalfa and spring wheat. "Morning."

 

When JT spoke to Vince, he started. "Sorry, I didn't hear you come down."

 

"Ahmed will be down in a bit.  We're going over to The Dalles to pick up climbing shoes for tomorrow."  Remembering Ahmed Mathew's concern, JT quickly added, "My dads are picking up the tab since we're pretty much forcing you to go."

 

"I don't feel forced; I'm looking forward to trying it out."  The statement contained a kernel of truth, but he also felt uncomfortable putting his safety in someone else's hands – in this case literally so.

 

As he looked at JT, he thought about the cousins he had met here. They were all younger than he, but although he wouldn't have told them, he thought them accomplished. What they did – play music, climb mountains or rocks, ride horses, work the fields – they did because they wanted to and not because their parents were pressuring them.  He thought about the difference between expectation and pressure and how one could cross over to become the other. He loved that here expectation was encouragement, not judgment.

 

He had watched the two sets of gay parents carefully during the short stay.  He was smart enough to understand that the men's behavior came from the models that their parents had provided. In comparison, he didn't have particularly good models.  Because they were acutely sensitive to what their friends thought, his lower-middle-class parents were barely okay with him being gay. Still, he had a decent home and could bring friends over, even gay friends.

 

Maybe the way he dressed and colored his hair were causes of his parents' concern.  As he grew into adolescence, he had developed a passion for throwing his differences in people's faces. When he became aware that he was gay, he learned that as long as he hid and acted straight, people treated him just as they did any other kid. When his older brother, whom he worshiped, had died, he concluded that he was going to force everyone including his parents to deal with his differences.  The black clothes and the dyed hair were ways to discomfit others, to try to make them feel a little of what kids like him felt most of the time.

 

JT had watched Vince subside into thought and waited to interrupt the reverie. "We won't let you fall."

 

In truth, Vince had enjoyed being here, where his particular differences, sexuality, hair color, or black clothing, didn't seem to matter.

 

Before he arrived, he had decided that he wasn't going to get involved with anyone while he visited. Ray had tried to change his mind, but although tempted, he hadn't let himself be persuaded.  He had learned years ago that sex was less important to him than feeling comfortable with people and being honest with them.  However, if JT or one of his cousins tried with me, I might change my mind.

 

"How come my clothes and hair don't seem to bother any of you?"

 

JT laughed. "We're too polite to comment.  No, we're used to hanging out with men who wear women's clothes and women who wear men's clothes. You don't even move the needle on the unusual-ometer.  Your style is pretty tame."

 

Vince started to say something but stopped.  JT answered the swallowed question, "Yes, I know how lucky I am.  My family is made up of really good people – not perfect, but really good.  Uncle Luke says that on the normal curve we're a few standard deviations away from the center.  We're outliers."

 

Vince nodded looking quizzical about standard deviations and then suggested to JT that The Outliers would be a good name for their band.

 

"I like it! Let's suggest it to the others."

 

* * * * *

 

The Js and Mathew joined JT and Vince for breakfast.  Most of the discussion was about the Blues Festival.  The visitors peppered JT with questions about his playing and talked about how good they thought Sam and Marshall were on guitar.  As they fixed ham and eggs and warmed up the cinnamon rolls that Vi had made earlier, Jonathan and Jason began to understand how much fun these two visiting boys were having making music and how much they looked forward to performing on what they thought would be a small stage in Goldendale.

 

North and Annie arrived for breakfast, and they guided a discussion of tomorrow's climb at Smith Rock. Of the adults, Annie and Jonathan were the strongest climbers.  Jon had eclipsed North's skills over the years, although North was still a very strong climber.  Jason had never developed a real passion for climbing but liked to go out with Jon when he had the chance.

 

"We're going to do a route on the Student Wall.  The wall is rimrock basalt and very firm – good for beginners.  We're going to top-rope, and you'll always have someone belaying you."

 

Mathew asked, "Belaying?"

 

"You'll always be attached to a simple rope system so that if you fall, your belayer can use the rope and a friction device to arrest the fall."  She looked around the table.  "Jon, North, or Jason will always belay each of the climbers.  Mathew and Vince, you'll go up one at a time, and JT will climb above and beside you so you can imitate what he does. Climbing is an amazing high, but your muscles will be sore the next day.  We won't let anyone get hurt."

 

Vince was trying to figure out the rope business.  "Wait, is the belayer above us?"

 

"No, the belayer is on the ground at the base of the route."

 

"What's the rope attached to at the top?"

 

"I'll go up early and rig an anchor system at the top and set the climbing ropes.  Some of the original anchor points in the rock are still there, but I prefer to use Juniper trees that are a ways back from the cliff face.  I always set the anchor systems."

 

Mathew wondered about clothes.  "What do we wear?  I know we're getting shoes today."

 

"The boys usually wear comfortable shorts.  You can wear a T-shirt or no shirt.  In the summer JT won't wear a shirt, but that's up to you."

 

At least the scenery will be pleasant, Mathew thought, looking at JT.

 

After the boys cleaned up the breakfast dishes, Jason and Jonathan herded them into the car and began the drive across the US-97 bridge and then west on I-84 to The Dalles.  Jason parked across from Stone's, briefly recalling the time he had brought Jon here to get him outfitted for their first hike on Mt. Adams.  He laughed inwardly at his now husband's reaction to the hiking shorts he had chosen then and at how the shorts with a built-in mesh supporter had allowed them easy access on the walk to the campground.

 

The street in front of Stone’s was lightly travelled as the group made its way into the store.  Jonathan thought that the store hadn't changed much since Jason had first brought him in during a break from sitting with Jason's father at the cancer center.  He watched an attractive young man walk over to greet them and remembered the hot guy who had waited on him when he was fifteen.  JT greeted the store worker with a hug and began chattering about the summer before remembering the purpose of the visit.  He called Mathew and Vince over and introduced them to Danny who was five years older than JT.

 

"These guys need approach shoes, Danny."

 

"Smith Rock?"

 

"Yeah. Tomorrow."

 

"You don't think climbing shoes?"

 

"We're top-roping, not bouldering."

 

"Approach it is.  Come over here, guys, and I'll show you a few models."

 

While the visitors consulted on shoes, Jonathan checked to see if they had enough sunscreen.  JT said they did and that he'd be sure pack it. "Annie will have extra, anyway.  Hey, what would you think of getting them some prAna shorts?  It's going to be hot out there."

 

The boys both decided on Scarpa Crux shoes, and while they were getting them fitted, JT picked up a couple of pairs of prAna Titans, medium for Vince and small for Ahmed.  As the boys were finishing their shoe fittings, JT dropped the shorts by them and suggested that they try them on.  He noticed that Vince seemed tired, or maybe something else was bothering him. Ahmed was full of energy and apparent enthusiasm.

 

JT touched Vincent's shoulder before he went to try on the shorts.  Mathew went into a dressing room, and JT took the seat he had vacated.  "Are you all right?"

 

Vincent looked at the younger boy.  He found that JT made him feel special. This made JT interesting in a way that his cousins weren't – simple and direct in the best way. "Sorry. When Marshall's friend died, it hit me hard. I was taken back to my brother's death two years ago. He was my protector and my best friend."

 

"Fuck. I've never had anyone close to me die, and Marshall only knew Armin for a week. Tell me about your brother."

 

"Theo was two years older.  When I told him that I was gay, he wasn't surprised or unaccepting; he was genuinely happy for me. He continued teaching me to cook, helping me with homework, encouraging me in everything I did. He became a sort of measure for the kind of person I wanted to be. When people gave me grief, he reminded me to consider the source, but he wouldn't tolerate people physically bullying me. I miss him every day.  I had some friends who hung out at SMYRC, and I met Dr. Gerard there.  He helped me find my way after Theo died."

 

JT saw the older boy's eyes wet with remembered loss.  "I have a much older friend whose son died when he was my age." He was careful not to mention Dr. Gerard’s name, because he was a family friend who had shared the experience of his son's death in confidence. JT touched Vincent's forearm with his hand. "He told me that he's never far from the loss, but that the pain has diminished over time, and the memories have become less sorrowful. I hope that happens for you. When my friend makes decisions, he asks himself if his son would have been proud of his choice. How are your parents doing?"

 

"Well, they were left with the gay son – not what or who they wanted."

 

"It must be hard not to able to share your grief with them."

 

Vincent smiled at JT.  "You should be a shrink like your father. I'm not miserable, but seeing Marshall's pain took me back to the weeks after Theo died."

 

"If Theo was your model, he must have been very special. I think you'll feel close to him when we're on the wall."

 

Vincent sniffled, and carrying the shorts toward the dressing rooms, said, "I'll try these on."

 

As Vincent disappeared behind a curtain, Mathew came out wearing the new shorts. He pulled his T-shirt up and asked JT, "What do you think?"

 

JT admired Ahmed Mathew's belly. Straight or not, he had no qualms about admiring a good body, as he had when he had talked with the boy in the bedroom in the morning. He walked over and slid two fingers between the waistband and the boy's belly. He felt the intake of Ahmed's breath and heard a small tickle-fed giggle. JT looked at the boy squarely. "You'll outgrow them in a year, but now they're perfect."

 

Ahmed Mathew felt his penis begin to harden.  Shit. I'm not going to get hung up on JT. He dropped the hem of his T-shirt as JT withdrew his fingers. Both boys started slightly as Vince came out of his dressing cubicle, wearing shorts.  Gone was the monochrome costume. Both Mathew and JT were amazed at the transformation that one article of clothing could produce.  In the shorts, Vince looked every part the stud.

 

"Don't they make anything in black with a waist that hangs around my hips?"  The boy's eyes were smiling.

 

Mathew replied, "No way. Nice!"

 

* * * * *

 

By the time the soon-to-be rock climbers returned, the soon-to-be mountain climbers were ready to leave. Jeff Chertov's van had been packed, and everyone said goodbyes with hugs as the crew set forth to the mountain where they would camp for a few hours before arising in the dark to begin the ascent.  The departing kids took a few good-natured jibes at the rock climbers, saying that they would try to look for them the next day from the summit.

 

Before he got in the van, Sam reminded the mountain climbers, "If you fall, you pick yourself up; if they fall, all that's between them and a sudden stop is their belayers."

 

Mathew yelled, "Don't fall off the mountain!"

 

After watching the van disappear down the drive, those remaining at the farm sat on the porch.  "Let's sleep in the loft tonight," JT suggested.

 

Jon said, "Well, thanks JT, but I think I'll use my bed tonight."

 

"Not you, Dad.  I know you two need your privacy."

 

Vince and Mathew piled on, saying that they knew what the men would get up to.  JT's fathers smiled at the remarks and said, "No comment.  You guys have fun, but remember that we need to get an early start for Smith Rock in the morning."

 

The boys cleaned themselves up before Vi’s outstanding dinner and afterward washed the dishes.  They finished their evening ablutions and secured their sleeping clothes and bags before heading to one of the outbuildings behind the house.  At the front of the barn, a ladder could be placed to a scuttle hole in the floor of the loft overhead. They dragged the bags up the ladder and turned on the Coleman propane lantern, placing it carefully in a corner.  The light from the lantern mantles was a gentle yellowish glow and cast their shadows boldly on the walls.  They threw open the shutters on the exterior door of the loft, and the twilight brought more light into the room. They spread their bags on the floor.

 

As the sun set, they lay on their bags and talked about the day ahead.  Then talk turned to what they would do with their lives if they could.  Vince talked about cooking for a living and maybe owning a restaurant. Mathew didn't know what he wanted to do.  "What about you, JT?"

 

"I wanna be a drummer in a rock 'n' roll band," he sang before dissolving into laughter.  "I might go into medicine.  It is the family business."

 

Vince opined, "You're a shoe-in for med school if your grades are good. Can't hurt to have two docs for parents."

 

"I'm more interested in research than in practicing, though. I'd like to do something for kids like Armin."

 

"I gotta say," Vince told JT, "you're not a spoiled kid; none of you are."

 

"Thanks, I think."

 

"No, I mean you're adopted and all."  Vince thought about how that sounded.  "I mean you don't act entitled.  I'll just be quiet before I get my foot farther into my mouth."

 

"If you want to feel real ordinary, hang out with my Grampa or Uncle Luke and Jerry or my dads."

 

"You and your cousins are as bright as any of them – well maybe not as much as your Uncle Luke."

 

"One of the best things about growing up in our family is that none of us feel competitive with our parents.  We know they want us to make whatever we want of ourselves.  I think they feel that way about you, too."

 

Mathew was confused.  "How could they feel that way about us?  They don't know us."

 

"They know what they need to about you."

 

The sun had set now, and the boys became quiet until Vince asked JT, "How long have you been rock climbing?"

 

"I first went when I was six.  Aunt Annie and Uncle North took Marsh and Sam and me.  They started us out bouldering on small problems.  We probably fell onto the mats a million times in the first couple of years.  Then we graduated to sport climbing on ropes and eventually free climbing."

 

Mathew asked, "You fell a million times?"

 

"Yeah – usually about ten or twelve feet onto bouldering mats.  We bounced like Silly Putty, but we became fearless without becoming reckless."

 

Vince added, "I hope we don't fall tomorrow."

 

"You probably will, but you won't have any fatal sudden stops at the ground.  The parents will keep you up.  Falling on belay is really a special kind of freedom.  You'll love it; it's Peter Pan flying."

 

Vince yawned, spreading yawning to the others almost as a contagion.

 

Mathew looked at the other boys and declared, "I'm sleeping in the raw."

 

As JT and Vince watched, Mathew began to strip.  Vince looked at JT who shrugged, and they both joined their smaller companion in disrobing. Before they lay atop their bags, they each took a good look at the others.  Mathew was just as JT had imagined: everything tight and in proportion.  Vince was a surprise.  When JT had seen the boy in shorts in The Dalles, he thought Vince had strong legs, usually hidden by the black jeans, and now he saw that Vince was beautiful, but not in an overly muscular way.  JT and his cousins had watched each other grow into adolescence and played their share of show and tell, and they were all about the same size – everywhere.  Vince had a larger dick than JT had seen on any boy close to his age; he was impressed as was Mathew in the way boys are impressed by such things.

 

Mathew laughed at JT.  "Take a picture ..."

 

JT asked the smallest member of the trio, "Are you embarrassed when you strip and people look at you?"

 

"No, but I don't do it very often – temptation, you know," he said, referring to his religious upbringing. "Besides, straight boys aren't supposed to notice other guys."

 

"My father says that straight boys who are ashamed of admiring other boys' bodies are insecure about their sexuality.  I'm not insecure about mine."

 

Vincent laughed now.  "All right, JT!  Good for you."

 

* * * * *

 

Vince was the first awake, shivering a bit in the morning chill.  He had slept atop his bag and now slipped inside to warm up a bit. When he was settled, he looked at his companions in the loft. For him, friendship was difficult. He thought about the time it took before he felt comfortable talking with any other new acquaintance about anything important to him. He had revealed more of himself to the relative strangers here in a few days than he had to kids he'd known for years.

 

Maybe, he thought, that's what's supposed to happen out here. JT and his cousins had been easy to talk to and willing to share things that boys didn't usually share with each other until they had known each other a long time. Then he thought about Armin and how Marshall had dealt with his death – how willing he had been to accept support from all of them.  He had talked with JT more than he had with anyone else about Theo's death and how it affected him.

 

He knew that the clothes he usually wore were a costume and that he had cultivated an attitude that kept people at a distance.  When he had arrived he began to project the same attitude here, but now he decided he didn’t want to.  He thought that his experience of people here was more interesting than the disconnection from people that he maintained in Portland.

 

Vince came out of his musing and looked over to see Mathew staring at him.

 

"Where were you?" the smaller boy whispered.

 

"Just thinking," Vince whispered back.

 

"I'm awake. You don't have to whisper on my account." JT added, "We should probably get up and see about breakfast." He got out of his bag and stood up naked with his morning wood quite evident.  When he saw Mathew staring, he joked, "Take a picture."

 

Mathew blushed, and Vincent laughed.  JT pulled on his sneakers and picked up his clothes before heading to the ladder. Vince thought JT full of surprises. "Let me guess. We're going to streak into the house. What about your grandmother?"

 

JT paused on the ladder with only his shoulders and head above the scuttle hole. "Of course – unless you guys are chicken. Who's going to see us this early in the morning, anyway? My grandma is out on the back forty by now, but she’s seen us naked at the hot springs, so four more balls wouldn’t bother her."

 

Mathew and Vince decided to go along and gathered their things before moving to the ladder. Waiting for Vince on the barn floor, Mathew looked down at his mid-section and remarked to JT, "It's cold. I think I've disappeared."

 

"Trust me. You haven't."

 

When Vince had scrambled down and joined them, Mathew said, "He doesn't have enough room inside of him to hide that."

 

Vince playfully scowled at Mathew, "Size isn't everything, you know."

 

As JT led them across the ground to the house, Rodrigo came around one of the other out buildings and began laughing.  Vince and Mathew had nowhere to hide, but tried to hold their clothing in front of them.

 

Rodrigo shouted, "Made my day!" before going about his work.

 

Vince said, "Apparently he's not insecure about his sexuality, either."

 

JT laughed because he could have predicted that they'd be seen by some of the hands and replied, "No, he's gay."

 

As they entered the house through the back door and went on through the mudroom, moving quietly in the early morning, they heard Jason say to Jonathan, who was cooking in the kitchen, "Now, this takes me back."

 

Jon said, "Remember when we couldn't keep clothes on any of them?"

 

Vince and Mathew ran to their rooms and threw on shorts and T-shirts before joining everyone in the dining room.  A few minutes later, North joined them, and they all ate as the Js filled North in on encountering naked boys a bit earlier.  By then, Vince and Mathew were over the embarrassment and could laugh along with the adults.

 

"Where's Annie?" Mathew asked.

 

JT swallowed a mouthful of cereal and replied, "She's already headed out to set up the anchoring system."

 

After the boys cleaned up the breakfast dishes, they changed into climbing gear and helped pack the Tribeca with a bewildering assortment of ropes, hardware, and strapping. Since they wouldn't have far to walk from the parking area, the boys wore their new approach shoes.

 

* * * * *

 

The drive took them down US-97 to Terrebonne and then to Smith Rock State Park. A bright summer Friday contributed to the nearly full, main parking area. North parked in the day-parking area.

 

They were out early in the morning because the crags faced west and would mostly be in shade until later in the morning. In August, the rock face is usually too hot to climb in the afternoon.

 

They grabbed the gear and hiked along a secondary trail from the Field Station, with the Crooked River to their right.  They waded across the shallow river and reached the columnar basalt of the Student Wall where they found two ends of each of three climbing ropes already at the base of the crag.  Vincent and Mathew looked up the sheer wall eighty-five feet to its top where Annie was waving. They looked at each other and shook their heads. "Don't worry, guys.  You'll be fine."  This reassurance from JT wasn't all that helpful.

 

North and Jonathan took the boys through the basics of how to use figure-eight knots and locking carabiners to attach the running end of the climbing ropes to their harnesses. The men knew that giving the boys too much time to think about the climb was a bad idea, and after fitting their helmets and checking the harnesses, Jon told his son, "Up you go just to show them the commands."

 

JT attached his climbing rope, and his father took a bite on the standing end of the rope, pulling it through an ATC belaying device before attaching the device to his own harness.  Then, his father took up all the slack in the rope until JT felt a tug and called "That's me."

 

JT then asked, "Belay on?"

 

Jon said, "Belay on."

 

JT replied, "Climbing?" to which Jon responded, "Climb."

 

JT began to scale the crag, finding foot and hand hold where he could. Jon took up slack in the standing end of the rope as JT climbed about fifteen feet where he stopped and called down to his father, "Tension!"

 

Jon tightened the slack even more and when JT made his next move, he called, "Falling!"

 

JT slipped away from the rock face and the rope stretched slightly, taking up his weight.  Jon locked the rope in the belaying device and then allowed his son's weight to take him off his feet slightly so that the fall wasn't so abrupt.  Vince's and Mathew's pulse rate shot up watching the fall. JT was now almost free in the air with his hands outstretched. "Peter Pan!" he screamed with a huge smile before regaining hand holds on the rock and telling his father, "Slack."

 

The boy almost glided down the rock as his father fed him slack from the standing end of the rope. Bouncing down beside his friends, JT told them, "Is that bitching, or what?  That's all there is to it."

 

"Okay," North asked, "who's up next?"

 

Mathew and Vince both answered at the same time.  Something in JT's comment had reassured them. North said, "Rock, paper, scissors."

 

Mathew won and was up next.  Vince tried not to look disappointed. Jason said, "How about we put JT in the middle and let both the others go at the same time?"

 

Vince brightened and looked full of hope at Jon. "Sure.  You okay with that, son?"

 

"No doubt."

 

They all got attached, and before JT started up again, Jon reminded the boys, "With three of you climbing, it's important to use names when you give commands. The belayers will use the climbers’ names and vice-versa.  All right?"

 

Everyone nodded, and JT took off his shirt before beginning. The other boys followed suit.  JT asked North for sunscreen and squirted the white, gooey stuff onto his and the other boys' hands. He slathered the stuff on where he could reach and then put more on his and the other boys' hands.  He turned so that Mathew could do his backside while he did Vince's and Vince did Mathew's.  He smiled as he felt Mathew's hands move over his back and the backs of his legs. They finished each other up, and JT couldn't help but notice the slight swelling in his companions' shorts.  He smiled at Mathew and raised his eyebrows.

 

Jon shouted, "JT, belay on." JT responded, "Climbing."  The others repeated the commands, and as JT climbed above the newbies, they scrambled to find hand and footholds. Vince and Mathew knew that JT was climbing slowly so that they could watch him.

 

Vince was surprised at the ease of finding crevices for his feet and hands. In no time, Vince and Mathew were thirty feet up, and JT stopped to let the others catch him.  When they were beside him, he told them, "Follow me.  Dad, Tension!"

 

The others gave the same call to their belayers. JT reminded them, "Keep your feet toward the rock and try not to twist."  Then before the others had too much time to think, JT shouted, "Dad, falling!"

 

Vince and Mathew watched JT fall to a little below them, and they both quickly gave the command and let go.  With skilled belayers, the arrest of the falls was fairly gentle, and all three boys were essentially abreast.

 

When he was sure that both new climbers had their toes on the rock, JT told them, "Lean back and look around."  For both the new climbers, the struggle between fear and exhilaration began, and finally exhilaration won the day. They all called as one, "Peter Pan!"  Vince added, "… and Theo!" to the exclamation.

 

As they climbed, several groups of hikers on the trail on the other side of the river stopped to look at them, and more than a couple of girls shouted their appreciation to the shirtless boys.  Vince and Mathew told JT, "They must be talking to you."  But when a couple of guys on their way to climb another formation screamed, "Looking good," both Vince and Mathew turned, released a hand and waved. JT said "See, everyone appreciates a nice bod."

 

Stopping occasionally to rest weary hands and legs and with two or three unintentional falls among them, they took another hour to reach the top. Just before they stepped onto the top of the basalt formation, they looked down at their belayers nearly a hundred feet below and then out to the surrounding landscape.  On other walls around the park, they saw other groups climbing.

 

Annie looked down at them and asked, "Come up or climb down on belay?"

 

JT waited until both of his friends said "Down on belay."

 

They practiced the "Slack!" command.  When they reached the bottom, Mathew had a skinned knee from a fall in which he couldn't keep his feet into the rock and Vince's fingers were a bit raw.  At the bottom each of the belayers called, "Belay off."

 

When they unfastened their climbing ropes, Vince and Mathew unselfconsciously hugged each other, JT, and their belayers.

 

Jon looked them over and told them, "You can climb in my party anytime."

 

Annie disassembled the anchor system, stowed its parts in the Forester and drove down a BLM road to Smith Rock Way and on to the Terrebonne Depot to meet everyone for lunch.  She'd gotten there before the others and managed a table for seven. She loved the sight of the others trooping in, the boys in T-shirts now and acting as if they'd scaled the Matterhorn.

 

Lunch passed with the boys recounting their joy and their falls.  They seemed to revel in having put their bodies to a new test and passing.  Annie was particularly pleased that Vincent seemed a different person, much less guarded. Mathew was as he had been since the beginning of the visit, sweet and transparent.  She knew that the rock climbers and the mountain climbers would get together, and she hoped that each group would appreciate the other's experience.

 

She looked at her husband. Damn, North, you’re still as beautiful as ever. Thanks, Jim and Tom even though you're not here. In the back of her mind, however, was a desperate need to see her son; she wondered if she would ever be forgiven – if the mountain had spoken to him and assuaged his resentment.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Stonehenge

 

 

As the two Subarus convoyed back from climbing at Smith Rock, Vincent and Mathew began to feel the ache of muscles never before used.  Fortunately, they were young and would throw off those aches and pains quickly.  They arrived in Goldendale just after the returning mountain climbers, who were still shaking out and stowing their gear. The Smith Rock contingent bailed out of their transports – JT and Ahmed Mathew out of the Tribeca and Vince out of the Forester driven by Annie.  The kids helped the adults unload the gear and stored it in Jim's farmhouse.

 

After an hour the kids took off for Turing House where they crashed in the family room with their fellows and filled each other in on their expeditions.  Jerry and Lucas looked on from their kitchen, and Jerry saw what he always saw at this point in the summer visits: kids bonded after difficult challenges, more like good friends now than strangers.

 

Sam's fathers were particularly pleased with the changes they saw in Jamie and Vince.  Jamie was wearing a tighter T-shirt and shorts – a butterfly out of chrysalis – and she and Markie looked a little like sisters.  The visitors shared with each other stories of glaciers and mountain sunrises and of sheer walls of rock.

 

Jerry and Lucas also saw that Ray's eyes were turned to Jeff, who sat with his eyes closed on the floor at the edge of the room with his back against a wall.  Lucas thought that Ray could do much worse in the mentor department.  As Lucas turned his gaze on Jeff, the man opened his eyes, and Lucas indicated with his head that he wanted to talk with Jeff in the kitchen.  Jeff sighed as if he knew what Lucas wanted to say, smiled at Ray, and rose to walk to the kitchen.

 

"I wanted to thank you for staying around and helping with the kids. You aren't getting to trouble for hanging around as long as you have?"

 

"Am I wearing out my welcome?" Jeff asked with a smile.

 

Luke smiled back. "Not at all. I think of you as family."

 

"I kind of feel like family. I'll be heading back soon, but I'm enjoying getting to know everyone and I'll hang around a bit."  He didn't tell Lucas that he was possessed of a sense that his work here wasn't complete yet.

 

"What are you going to do about Ray when you leave?" Lucas asked.

 

"I'm not sure what you mean."

 

"He obviously looks up to you.  Of all the kids he's the hardest nut to crack.  Anyway, will you try to keep in touch with him ... assuming you want to?"

 

"I'll figure something out.  I guess that's what gay adults should do."

 

Lucas smiled faintly and said, "Accepting even some responsibility for others has been my most difficult undertaking, but I know how the people who took responsibility for me changed my life.  You've been a real surprise, Jeff.  Don't keep in touch with Ray if you can't make it a long-term commitment."

 

Jeff frowned slightly and sighed.

 

* * * * *

 

After the kids had debriefed each other on their climbing experiences, they all wanted to rest a bit before dinner.  Annie and North pulled Marshall aside as the others went to lie down.  "You have a minute?" Annie asked her son.

 

Marshall could see the concern in his mother's face.  He hugged her and said, "Sure."

 

Seated in Lucas's office, Annie began to speak, but Marshall interrupted her.  "I've never been so angry in my life.  That's why I said what I said.  I hated what you did, but I didn't hate you.  I'm sorry."

 

Annie wasn't prone to crying, but tears coursed down her cheeks.  "Being your mother is the best thing in my life ... and the hardest."  Looking at North, she continued, "Sometimes we miss the mark, but we try our best for you."

 

"What made you change your minds?"

 

North said, "Your cousin Sam. That boy loves you, and so does JT.  You, JT, and Sam are special."

 

"Look, I know I'm not an adult, but you've taught me how to make choices and keep promises.  That's why I was so angry. I had promised Armin."

 

His mother reached out to touch his arm.  "I know.  That was a very adult thing to do.  We love you, and we'd hate to think we'd changed the way you feel about us."

 

Marshall smiled, thinking how lucky he was.  "Sam said I could borrow Uncle Lucas and Jerry, but I think you're better for me."

 

Annie wiped her face.  "By the way, we invited Adam and Eve to come out here after our visitors leave and three other people as well.  I work with the man married to the woman in the triad.  I think you'll enjoy talking with them."

 

"They're married?"

 

"For a long time.  Of course, state-sanctioned marriage of more than two people is impossible now, and if they had to define themselves, they'd say they were bisexual ... or omnisexual."  The last comment was delivered with a warm smile.

 

Marshall returned the smile.  "Thanks.  That's so cool of you.” He kissed them both. “I’ll go help with dinner," and he ran out to the kitchen, leaving his parents to sigh at a bullet dodged.

 

* * * * *

 

After dinner, Jamie and JT met in the studio barn to rehearse their Outlier parts.  Marshall and Sam had suggested that the two of them work out some bass riffs against the drums while the rest of The Outliers worked at Turing House using acoustic guitars.  When Jamie and JT had the fretless bass out and plugged in and JT had adjusted the drum kit, he sat on the throne and counted, "One, two, three, four ..."  He began the insistent beat he would play behind "Girls Just Want to Have Fun," and Jamie tried out the bass lines.  Marshall had given her sheet music with suggested lines.  She found the bass easier than she had thought.  She could hear the melody and rhythm guitar parts in her mind while she felt JT's beat and began to use her right index finger to pluck the strings. From time to time, JT stopped and reminded Jamie that he wanted her to have fun and not feel chained to a few rehearsed lines.

 

"You could approach the melodic line and support it without imitating it."

 

"Are we going to rehearse all together again before the festival?"

 

"Sure, probably tomorrow night.  During the day, I know Uncle Lucas wants to take each of you to Stonehenge."

 

After an hour of practice, JT stopped them and climbed from his seat behind the drum kit to sit at Jamie's feet.  She put the bass in its stand and sat facing him on the floor. They reviewed the sheet music, and Jamie told him that she felt very comfortable playing around his drumming.

 

She realized that she was having fun – really enjoying herself.  Since she had turned five years old, she had been more or less constantly explaining herself and justifying her place in the world, often to people who thought her perverse.  She had arrived in Goldendale weary and she wasn't sure when, but at some time she had been able to stop thinking about how the people here saw her.  Looking down from the mountaintop had changed her outlook, and now she was just a girl sitting with a boy in a barn talking about and playing music.

 

JT looked over at her, and they both stopped talking and laughing. She wanted to let him know how much she was enjoying being here with him and leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. The boy was both startled and pleased. Jamie, who thought she had frightened him, began to apologize when JT put his hand to her cheek and kissed her lightly on the mouth. When their lips parted, they went from awkwardness to confusion and to laughter in thirty seconds. Without discussion they both thought the kiss sisterly.

 

Blushing, Jamie tried to apologize.  "Oh, JT, I'm so sorry.  I didn't mean to embarrass you."

 

JT looked at her squarely.  "What's embarrassing about being kissed by a pretty girl?"

 

Jamie wasn't used to anyone other than her father saying she was pretty and joked, "Well, for one thing, there's the age difference."

 

They both laughed.  JT knew why she was concerned.  "Nothing wrong with liking slightly younger men."

 

JT stood and helped her up.  After putting the instruments away and turning out the lights, they walked back to Turing House to see what the others had been up to.  Halfway to the house, JT took Jamie's hand in his.

 

While the drummer and the bassist had been rehearsing in the barn, the other Outliers had changed the playlist for the festival – not that two songs was much of a playlist.  Marshall had calmed down a bit over Armin's death and asked Sam to think of a song to replace "He Was a Friend of Mine."  After a few suggestions, Sam had offered "Modern Boys" by The London Suede's Brett Anderson and Bernard Butler.  Marshall understood that the song had special meaning for Sam – the lyrics speaking to his greatest fear.  The cousins gave the others lyric sheets and played the song through a few times.  Then they practiced.  The song wasn't very challenging musically, nor was it bluesy.

 

After singing it through twice, Ray asked, "Is this the kind of thing they'll be expecting?"

 

Marshall laughed.  "No, probably not, but we're not doing this in order to be asked back. If they ask us back, fine. If they don’t, so be it."

 

Ahmed Mathew added a question.  "What should we wear?"

 

"Whatever you want as long as it's legal.  But, I think my dad is working on something for us," Sam answered.

 

Ray was frowning.  "You know this stuff is pretty gay.  You sure we're not going to be lynched?"

 

JT and Jamie wandered in to hear Marshall say, "The festival organizer knows who we are; he knows who our parents are, and he certainly knows we have a lot of gay people in our families.  He never put any restrictions on what we could play.  I think he's just trying to have some music that kids will like."  He nodded toward the girls.  "We might be the next big boy-band, except we have Jamie and Markie."

 

The visitors all had consternation on their faces. "Jeeze.  Lighten up, would you?  No one has to do the gig if it makes him or her uncomfortable.  The idea is to have fun, not to make a statement, but if we put ourselves in people's faces, maybe they'll see we're nothing to fear."

 

"Do your parents know the playlist?" Markie asked.

 

Marshall took this one. "No, and they don't have approval rights," he said with a smile.

 

JT asked, "Could Jamie and I work with you all for an hour on the new song?  I know it's late, but tomorrow is our last chance, and we'll be at the monument and museum most of the day."

 

Amid mild groans and some eye-rolling, everyone agreed, and The Outliers trooped back out to the barn.

 

* * * * *

 

Saturday morning after breakfast, Lucas and Jerry began another ritual for the visitors.  Jerry would take all but one of the visitors to the museum at Maryhill to let them wander, look at Rodin's work, and ask any questions they might have.  Lucas would take one of them to Stonehenge to impart a gift.  After talking with each visitor, Lucas would take him or her to the museum and pick up another of the visitors, repeating the process until the morning was done and all the visitors had been offered a secret gift.  One of the requirements laid down in the discussions at Stonehenge was that they couldn't talk about their secrets with anyone, not even the other visitors. Every gift Lucas had bestowed on these summer visitors was an experiment. Some had worked out brilliantly in the past, others less so.

 

Lucas had decided to start with Ray first.  Jeff and he had talked about Ray's experience on the mountain, and Lucas had observed Ray's dealings with the other kids and been told about his invitations to sex that had been numerous though not coercive.  Jeff had observed that Ray showed two faces: one was bluff and confidence, a face he presented to other kids and most adults; the second was unsureness about himself and others, a face he had shown to Jeff in their tent on the mountain.  The second face was what intrigued Lucas, who understood the boy better than anyone else in Goldendale.  Of all the kids he had invited over the years, Ray, bright as he was, was the one about whom he had the most doubts.  He wondered about the imagined audience Ray performed for and what the boy thought that audience's expectations of him were.  But, Lucas understood how difficult predicting the outcome of a life is, and he knew the low odds most adults would have given him when he was fourteen.

 

As Jerry took the others to the museum, Lucas walked with Ray under a concrete lintel and into the Stonehenge circle.  The sun was still low in the east, and the trilithons, acting as sundials, cast broad shadows to the west. The air was cool and dry, and only a slight breeze came through the gorge from the east.  The museum, four miles to the west of the monument, was just opening and already had visitors, but even later in the morning Stonehenge would remain uncrowded.  Few people from Portland or the Tri-cities made the long trip beyond the Maryhill Museum, but residents of Hood River and The Dalles came occasionally, usually when they had visitors.  Lucas walked to the altar stone with its bronze plaque, the gravel crunching quietly beneath his shoes, and eventually Ray wandered over to read the dedication.  Alone, looking out over the Columbia River with another state on its far bank, the two managed an uncomfortable silence for only a short while.

 

In the silence, Lucas again considered the exact moment when his own life of performing had ended, when he realized that he was beyond the reach of the audience for which he had been performing – the consumers of his flesh.  That moment wasn't when he had his talk with Samuel Marshall after the wild ride to Stonehenge.  Marshall had only primed the pump.  That moment was the one in which, after his diagnosis, his brother had stopped the bleeding from the cut on his hand with his own bare hand.  North's gesture had ended his performances.

 

"Why am I here?"

 

Lucas laughed at the unintended philosophical inquiry.  "Have you enjoyed the trip?"

 

"Yeah – especially the mountain."

 

"Who's the most interesting person you've met?"

 

The boy hesitated but a moment. "Jeff, I think."

 

"He's a pretty good guy."

 

"He's also a very hot guy, but I guess a little out of my league."

 

"Maybe he thinks he's a bit old for you."

 

Ray smiled a coy smile at Lucas, holding the older man's eyes.  He found no judgment in Lucas, only inquiry in the gaze.  He knew Lucas was famous, at least to a lot of geeks, and he glanced away toward the river.

 

His eyes were pulled back to Lucas when the older man spoke, "This is where I was figuratively born.  Sam's namesake, a famous poet named Samuel Marshall, performed a Caesarian here: he pulled my head out of my ass.  He could do that because he took me seriously.  I don't think many people take you seriously, but I do.  ‘That's why you're here,’ Sam said to me. That’s why you’re here, I say to you."

 

Ray couldn't think of any response, so he just waited.

 

Lucas held off a few beats before continuing, "With you, I've never been less certain that I’m making a good decision, but I've made the decision."

 

Being alone with someone as assured as Lucas unnerved Ray.  "This is kind of scary, Dr. Jansen."

 

Lucas was unable to decide whether or not the boy's statement was facetious.  "Do you know what the theory of cosmic inflation is?"

 

"I think so.  Some guy at MIT thought that the universe expanded suddenly just after the Big Bang, right?"

 

At least Portland schools aren't hopelessly backward.  "Alan Guth.  I've done some mathematics on hyperinflation with him. When Samuel Marshall pulled my head out of my ass here – at Stonehenge – what seems like a long time ago, my world suffered inflation.  I suddenly found the horizon around me more distant than I could ever before have imagined.  He produced that inflation when he buried deep the concept that I was responsible only for myself.  When I asked him just before he died why he had tried, he told me that I interested him but that he thought his effort was a lot better than a crap shoot, however he had no idea whether or not it would pay off."

 

"Okay.  So you're going to perform surgery on me?"

 

"Fuck, no. I'm no Sam Marshall. I'm going to give you the chance to prepare yourself in case you move beyond trying to lay every male in your path."

 

"So, is this like a twelve-step program for promiscuous boys, because I think I'm likely to relapse?"

 

Lucas came close to the boy and struck him very lightly with his fist on the chest.  "There will be no strings on my gift. There may have been a few worthwhile people who only think about getting laid. However, I think of responsibility as caring about the people you fuck as much as you care about your own needs."

 

"Some guys just want to get off."

 

"I suspect that most guys near your age both want to get off and also want more.  When I was younger than you, a fair number of adults had sex with me, and if they had considered what that did to me, I think many of them wouldn't have. Others, however, just wanted to 'get off'."

 

Although the conversation wasn't quite the lecture he might have expected from an adult, it made Ray uncomfortable.  Thinking about how his actions affected others was a pain.  "You said you'd made a decision about me.  What kind of decision are you talking about?"

 

"Before I tell you there are two conditions: first, you can't discuss what we talk about here with anyone, and if you accept my gift, you must have no criminal convictions except for traffic violations or non-violent civil actions.  The conditions are unqualified.  If you can't agree to them, we're finished now, and I'll take you back to the museum and wish you well."

 

"I can live with them."  Lucas waited until the boy finally said, "I agree. I promise."

 

Lucas nodded. "I'll fund any kind of program you want to do to prepare yourself for your future."

 

"I don't understand what that means."

 

"If you want to go to college or university and graduate school; if you want to go into apprenticeship for art or a trade; if you want to volunteer to help others, I'll pay for any and all of the expenses – the full ride."

 

Ray felt a little weak and sat on the gravel inside the circle as his head buzzed.  Lucas dropped to sit in front of him and waited.

 

Recovering a bit, Ray asked, "What's the catch, and where does the money come from?"

 

"No catch. I told you the paths Jerry and I will help you with.  If you have some other idea, we'll talk about it. As for the money, I'm just a caretaker of it for a while. I wouldn't tell you I would do this if I couldn't."

 

"Look, Dr. J, I don't want to get married.  I don't want a life that imitates breeders, and I don't want to be a poster boy for how normal gay people are supposed to be."

 

"Would being like Annie and North be so bad?  No strings, though. You can conduct your life any way you see fit as long as you abide by the conditions."  Lucas thought Ray didn't believe him.

 

"Why me?  What do you think I did to deserve this?"

 

"Do you think that Sam Marshall thought I deserved his – whatever he gave me?  Hell, no. Helping me wasn’t a sure thing, and I'm now taking a chance with you."

 

"Fuck.  Do you know what this means to me?"

 

"I think I might. We'll see.

 

“I have a couple of other meetings, Ray, so if you're okay, I'll get you back to the museum.  Remember your promise."

 

Ray wondered if the man he saw before him was a genius or a fool, but he decided that the small man wasn't a fool.  "Kids at SMYRC told me you were weird; they didn't lie.  How'd you end up with a straight son?"  The last was an honest question.

 

"We fell in love with a three-year-old; he didn't have a label."  Thinking of the violence that had almost touched him, Lucas mused,  "Anyway, my son's friends tell me we've moved into the post-gay age.  Maybe."

 

* * * * *

 

Sam was dragging Markie around the lower level of the museum by her hand, bubbling over the Rodin collection.  Jerry was tickled that his son was sharing his enthusiasm with the girl. After walking around the sculptures for a bit, the couple took the stairs up to the entrance level and saw Ray coming back from the meeting with OD.  Sam thought Ray seemed perplexed, or maybe distracted. The swagger was, at least temporarily, gone.  OD had had that effect on people more than occasionally.

 

OD walked in a few moments later, searching for Jamie.  Sam pointed to the next room, and Lucas disappeared in that direction.  Jamie came out, walking with JT, Lucas, and Jerry.  JT and Jerry walked the other two to the main door and watched them walk out together.  As he turned back to the interior, JT caught Sam's eye and gave him a sly smile.  Sam sighed, thinking of his life with his fathers and his extended family.  Sometimes his good fortune overwhelmed him.

 

Lucas had none of the doubts with Jamie that he’d had about Ray.  Equanimity seemed to be part of her fabric.  Equanimity and Lucas were strangers, and he thought about what a difference having a stable and loving home at an early age made.  He knew that after a struggle, her parents had been unstinting in their support.  He admired her quiet determination and wished at her age that he had been as clear about what he wanted as she was now about what she needed.

 

The shadows of the trilithons had shortened.  As far as he could tell, the girl had only one face to show him.  She walked with him to the altar stone and read the inscription.  She surprised him when she said softly, "Patriotic bullshit."

 

He smiled broadly at her, something he rarely did at anyone but family.  "I liked you from the moment I met you.  Have you enjoyed your stay here?"

 

"Idyllic.  I'll take a lot back with me."

 

"Who's the most interesting person you've met here?"

 

Without hesitation, she told him, "JT."  Then she blushed and added, "Of course, Vee has become almost a sister."

 

"He's remarkable, isn't he?  Sometimes he gets lost in the heat that his cousins generate."

 

"He's ..."  She cast about for a proper description.

 

Lucas laughed at her loss for words, and he took her off the hook.  "Your wardrobe's changed since you arrived."

 

"Out here, I don't feel as if I’m supposed to end up as a poster child for gender reassignment. JT told me I was pretty, and I feel pretty.  If I can climb a mountain, I can do anything."

 

"What do you see your self doing in a few years or a few decades?"

 

"I'd like to play cello," and then added slyly, "or maybe bass in a rock-and-roll band.  I don't see why I couldn't do both."

 

"Sam says you play the bass remarkably well for someone who's new to it."

 

"Playing with everyone here has been a real blast."

 

"How do you become a professional cellist?"  Lucas knew the process, but wondered what Jamie's take on it was.

 

"If I want to be a major-league soloist, I'll have to train at a good conservatory – assuming I have the talent.  I'd be happy to be able to make a living playing in a good orchestra, though, so any school with a good music department would do.  Curtis and Juilliard aren't cheap."

 

"Whose playing to you admire?" He expected her to name some modern player like Yo Yo Ma or Maria Kliegel.

 

"Janos Starker. I have to begin with restraint."

 

Lucas smiled in satisfaction. "Jerry and I will help you if you want to go to a good school." Jamie wasn’t sure she heard right, but Lucas nodded to confirm what he had said.

 

After a period of disbelief, tears, and the longest hug Lucas had ever endured even after hearing the conditions, Jamie was already charting her course to New York.  Lucas's and Jerry's gift would support a decent instrument and preparatory work with good teachers in Portland if she could find one willing to take her.  The Oregon Symphony had a number of fine players who had heard her play, but she hadn't pursued lessons with any of them because of the cost.  On the drive back to the Maryhill Museum, a world of possibilities opened before her.

 

* * * * *

 

Vincent had tried to talk with Ray about what his meeting with Lucas at Stonehenge was all about but got no answer except that they had talked about the future.  Vincent didn't think he'd have much to say about the future, because he thought it useless to think about what was improbable and impossible to think of the unimaginable.  He hadn't had many encounters with Lucas during his stay, but he did enjoy spending time with the boys, and he had tried to make himself useful by cooking whenever he could.  As he drove with Lucas to their meeting, he thought of the two events during his time in Goldendale that had impressed him deeply.  He considered himself athletic, but few others did, and he rarely had the opportunity to do what he had at Smith Rock.  Streaking in from the barn had been the most fun he'd ever had, and being naked with JT and Mathew in an other-than-sexual context was liberating.  He admired the straight cousins for their lack of fear about hanging out with gay kids; here he felt like just a kid, not a gay kid.

 

On the short drive with Vincent to Stonehenge, Lucas flashed back to the day so long ago in the house that Samuel Marshall and his partner, Eric, rented near the campus of Reed College.  Marshall had just died and had angered Lucas by dumping a lot of money on him.  He knew that for Sam Marshall, the money came without strings or any expectation that Lucas would use it in any particular way.  Sam Marshall seemed content to let Lucas set his own course; to him, the young Lucas's life was an experiment that was likely to succeed.  On Lucas's last walk beside Marshall in his wheelchair, when Lucas had asked if the old man might be ill, Marshall had left him with: “Everything is as it should be.”

 

Lucas glanced at Vincent in the passenger seat and hoped that these kids understood that he wasn't trying to place any burden on them.  He was reticent by nature and found the process of bestowing gifts a bit uncomfortable but not enough to stop him from doing so.  Sam Marshall had taught him about responsibility, and making these gifts was as it should be.

 

Two other cars were parked near the monument when Vincent and Lucas pulled into the lot.  After wandering inside the circle and reading the plaque on the altar stone, Lucas led Vincent south out of the circle and toward the edge of the bluff overlooking the river.  The sun was almost overhead now or as overhead as its course took it in the late summer.

 

"How have you enjoyed your stay out here in the wilderness?"

 

"It's been nothing like I expected.  Rock climbing with JT, Annie, and North was unbelievable.  I've never had another guy tell me I look good, and when those guys shouted at me from across the river, it felt really good."

 

"Who's the most interesting person you've met here?"

 

"I'd say Jim.  I haven't spent that much time with him, but I know that all of you were somehow formed by his care.  He spent an hour with me the day after I got here.  He's ... I don't know ... sad and content at the same time.  We talked about my brother.  I hope I can feel the same contentment someday."

 

"That's the best description of Jim I've heard recently."  Lucas had just developed a deeper fondness for this kid. "Where do you see yourself in ten years?"

 

"I don't think much about the future."  That sounded eerily familiar to Lucas.

 

"Okay. If you could be doing anything you wanted, what would it be?"

 

"I'd be cooking in a restaurant in Lombardy."

 

"You'd better be learning Italian, then."

 

"Right, sure.  The closest I'll get to Italy is a jar of Prego spaghetti sauce."

 

"Planning for the future is hard when you can't see very far ahead, isn't it?  I think I know just how you feel.  Maybe Jerry and I can move the horizon out a bit."

 

* * * * *

 

The last discussion would be with the youngest visitor.  The younger ones were always a bit difficult because they generally had no idea what they wanted to do with their lives other than get through adolescence in one piece.  Ahmed Mathew proved the most surprising of all of them.  He took Lucas's hand as they walked into the deserted circle, and Lucas felt much as he did when he held Sam's hand.  "So, have you enjoyed your stay with us?"

 

The boy smiled as the two of them stood before the altar stone.  "I didn't think families like yours existed.  I was jealous until I realized that you have made the family, not inherited it. I'm going to try to make something like this when I get a little older."

 

"You told me that your older brother is not very helpful."

 

"That's an understatement.  I think he'd just as soon see me dead, but unless my parents die, he won't act. I'm sorry about that, because he could be a good friend."

 

"Who's the most interesting person you've met here?"

 

"You'll think this is silly, but Vi.  I don't have much to do with my grandparents; they're in the old country.  She's what I imagine my grandmother would be."

 

"She's a hell of a horsewoman, and you can see a lot of her in Jason and Jon and in JT and the others. In four months after I arrived here years ago, I went from having no family to having an extended one instantaneously. I was blessed."

 

"But, you're some kind of genius."

 

Lucas frowned. "Jim and Vi are geniuses. Tom was.  Look what they put together out here. I guess I have a very narrow talent, but without them, my brothers, Jerry, and Sam Marshall, I'd be long dead and wouldn't have been able to spend some time getting to know you."

 

"I don't think you give yourself enough credit. My father says we are all gifts from God, even a gay son."

 

"I think we're the inevitable outcomes of one of many universes."

 

"My father says genius and wisdom are different."

 

"Your father sounds like a thoughtful man."

 

"I love him, and he, for all my faults, loves me."

 

"I hope you don't think being gay is a fault, Mathew."

 

"No, I don't think gifts from God are faulty."

 

After the discussion about the conditions and the gift, Mathew said, "I'll keep the conditions, but I don't need the gift. My father is a scholar, and he will see to my needs.  Please use the money for someone else."

 

"You are a remarkable young man, Mathew.  If you change your mind, you call me, all right?"

 

"Yes, I promise."

 

"Okay. Back to the others and Rodin.  I know you have a rehearsal tonight."

 

* * * * *

 

"Can you believe that kid?"

 

In their bedroom, Lucas had related his talk with Ahmed Mathew to Jerry.  As the kids rehearsed for the performance tomorrow, he and Jerry were in their bedroom at Turing House.  They were naked in bed, and Lucas's head was resting on his husband's chest, which he was idly stroking.

 

Jerry had felt protective of Lucas almost from their first meeting as young adolescents.  When he had learned the story of Lucas's life, he knew that if he committed to a life with Lucas, he would be committing to a life with a deeply wounded person.  He had never regretted making the commitment.  From adolescence to young adulthood, he had been amazed at Lucas's talent and his ability to concentrate and to exclude every distraction, including Jerry.  Jerry had had no idea about Lucas's fortune when he followed him to Stanford.  By the time they were in Pasadena, Jerry knew about the money.  He’d had no clue what Sam Marshall was going to leave Lucas after their meetings with the poet on those two brief occasions when he and Lucas had visited him, once in Goldendale and once in Portland.

 

Jerry had seen Lucas cry twice, once when the old poet had died and once after Tom had been killed on the highway.  Jerry’s own family had always supported and loved their son and eventually, by extension, loved Lucas. The Goldendale family, however, had adopted him from the start of his relationship with Lucas.  In the beginning, North, Jon, and Jason had made sure he understood what he was getting into with their smaller brother.

 

The marriage didn't originate in a romantic proposal.  One day, Lucas had said to Jerry, "I suppose we should get married."

 

Jerry had replied with a good-natured laugh, "I love you, too, and yes, I accept."

 

Lucas's proposal came out of their discussions about adopting and the family they wanted to start.  The young Sam had been the catalyst in a remarkable change in Lucas.  Although Sam thought his OD was difficult to reach, Jerry saw how having Sam in their lives had opened Lucas up.

 

Jerry replied to Lucas's question, "Mathew is something.  This whole group is interesting."

 

Lifting his head and biting Jerry's right nipple lightly, Lucas said, "I'm glad, you know."

 

Jerry asked, "Mmmmm. Glad about what?"

 

"That Annie kicked me in the ass that night at the club – to make me go after you."

 

"I love you, too."


Chapter 36

TROUBLE IN PARADISE

 

After a late lunch following the trips to the museum and the monument, the Outliers gathered in the studio for a last rehearsal.  The visitors each suspected what the others had learned at the monument, but none of them violated the conditions they had accepted.  Before they started to play, Sam opened a box he had carried to the barn from Turing House.  He began tossing folded black cloth to each of the Outliers.  The kids all shook the cloth out to find T-shirts.  On the upper half of the front of the black shirts was a silk-screened image of a curve in bright yellow representing the normal distribution, the bell curve, filled with ones and zeros in pale gray.  Toward the outside edges of the bell, two dashed vertical lines represented two standard deviations from the curve's mean, separating the 95 percent from the 2.5 percent at each extreme.  Spilling out on the far left and the far right were musical notes screened in bright rainbow hues.  Below the curve was the band's name, The Outliers.  The backs of the t-shirts were screened with what looked like a tour schedule for the year. Only one date was listed, the date of the concert on Sunday at the Backyard Blues Bash in Goldendale, Washington.

No one spoke until Ray said with a smile, "This is all right!  I'll wear it."

Sam told them that Jerry had a banner to put on the stage behind them with the same image and a skin with the logo for the drum kit.  The kids had been forming an identity as a band, and the logo helped complete the identity.  They knew they would probably never perform together again, but they were determined to have fun and to give a decent performance.  Only Marshall thought that the four principal musicians in the group might have a chance to play together again.

Ahmed Mathew asked, "How do we get the banner up and the instruments set up, and what about the sound system?"

"Some friends from Portland will set us up.  They're bringing a larger drum kit for JT, and they'll set the monitors and get us plugged into the sound system.  One of the guys will run the sound board for us."

Vince remarked, "You mean we'll have roadies?  How many people are coming to hear us?"

JT replied, "Well, we know at least nine from our families - plus Jeff."  The others didn't find that answer satisfactory.  He continued, "We're opening tomorrow afternoon, so I think maybe a couple of hundred.

They played through the songs they would do tomorrow with increasing assurance.  They were looser now and less worried about screwing up.  The instrumental and vocal parts were now balanced, and the three background vocalists were more relaxed about what to do with their bodies during the songs.  Three hours later they wrapped up and cased the instruments for transportation to the venue tomorrow.

Back at Turing House, Sam saw OD in deep conversation with a young man and woman he had seen at Caltech, graduate students in particle physics, he thought.  While the kids went to their rooms to clean up for dinner and Marshall and JT left for their houses to do the same, Sam wandered over to OD and his visitors.  Jerry, Vi, and Vee were working in the kitchen.

"We wanted to check with you before we released anything."  Pointing to a thick pile of paper, the woman asked, "Do you think this is the signal?"

Lucas slowly nodded his head. "The program suggests that you have identified a consistent signal. I think you've detected something very Higgs-like."  The two grad students beamed.

Before the students left, the young man said excitedly, "Thanks, Dr. Jansen.  Look for the paper in a few months."  For years afterward, Sam would remember hearing confirmation from his father of one of the great discoveries of modern particle physics.

The whole crowd, kids and adults, had a last communal dinner, mainly prepared by Vi with help from Vee. In past years this dinner had been loud and joyful; this year the mood was subdued, and the talk was muted.  Everyone around the table knew that this dinner was the beginning of the end of the summer visit, which had differed from any of those in the past. The whole tenor of this summer's visit was underlain by the violence that had touched the families at the beginning of their stay in Goldendale.  The adults were still looking over their shoulders more than occasionally, and, although Lucas liked him, he wondered why Jeff had hung around so long.  North, Jason, and Jonathan had commented to each other on how rushed the activities had seemed and wondered if their visitors had been shortchanged. The visiting kids were just now getting comfortable and weren't ready to end their stays. Then, unlike with other summer visits, a slight pall remained from Armin's death. Marshall seemed recovered from the loss, but his parents were unconvinced, and Jason was concerned that JT, Sam and Marshall hadn't cleared the air very much together about the death.

 

* * * * *

 

"No, no, no," Marshall carped.  "None of them is right for him."

"You're just opposed to the whole idea," JT quietly rejoined.

"And you just want this harebrained scheme to succeed so badly that you'll ignore the obvious."

"What's obviously wrong with this one?"

"Look at the background of his picture.  It had to be taken ten years ago, and 'John Smith' - really?"

"Shit, you're right. You really don't think any of them are worth meeting?"

"Most of them are looking for a hookup."

The three male cousins were in Sam's room at Turing House after everyone else was in bed.  The only illumination came from the iMac computer monitor. The tall windows were slanted open into the barely cooling Saturday night.

JT and Marshall noticed that Sam wasn't participating in the conversation. Marshall inclined his head in question toward Sam, and JT shrugged, silently mouthing Markie's name.  Marshall frowned, thinking that the melodrama was getting old.  Finally, he told Sam, "Piss or get off the pot."

"What?" Sam asked.

"Make a move, dummy."

Sam was confused and looked it.  Marshall continued, "If you want to be more than friends with Markie, you're going to have to risk telling her."

"I already have.  She said she wasn't interested in having a boyfriend."

JT said, "You need to press the issue."

"Sure. I want to take a chance on really pissing her off."

Marshall weighed in. "Girls change their minds sometimes. I can tell she really likes you by the way she looks at you."

Sam seemed to want to say more, to articulate a neat solution to his problem of human love and sex and of human friendship and sex, but he couldn't find the answer.  Marshall felt as if he were falling into the void of Sam's struggle.  He thought Sam's problem not a great one, but he sensed Sam's ache and its kinship with his own uncertainty about how he would manage love and sex.  He reached out and placed his hand on Sam's shoulder in acknowledgment that no simple solution was available to either of them.

JT kept up the pressure. "You'll be sorry if you don't make your feelings clear to her."

Sam was irritated at JT now, and he was rarely upset with JT. "How do you know what I should do? You're not in a relationship."

"How do you know?"

That remark along with JT's accompanying smile silenced both Sam and Marshall.  "Back to JG."

After looking through the replies to their ad, which ranged from raunch to philosophy, Marshall finally said, "I still don't like any of them, but if I had to choose, I'd take David Masters.  He's seems the right age, and he's a retired university professor."

"I don't know.  He seems boring," said Marshall.

"JG's boring. Look, this guy has traveled, and he has the same taste in films and reading as JG."  JT was trying to support Marshall's choice.

Sam finally agreed. "Okay.  Let's write back and set up a meeting."

"Where should we set up the meeting?"  The boys hadn't given a location much thought.

Marshall replied, "Portland would be a pain.  How would we get JG there?  If we do it out here, I suppose we'll have to set it up at Ayutla."

The cousins set about crafting an invitation to Dr. Masters, trying, on behalf of their grandfather, to be warm without being effusive.  The message suggested a meeting for lunch at Ayutla on Wednesday of the next week. JT said, "That way it won't seem like a date - more of a check-each-other-out meeting."

Before they hit the send button, Marshall almost whined, "This is the worst idea I've ever let you talk me into.  I've got to get some sleep or I won't be able to play for shit tomorrow."

 

* * * * *

 

Vince was surprised that the grass-covered field stretching toward the wooden stage structure was spacious. He had imagined a much smaller area.  The field was bounded by the parking area and bathrooms, shower buildings, and a small concession shack.  All very rustic, he thought. Through the windshield he could see roadies working on the stage and assumed they belonged to one of the professional bands.  He was about to ask Sam when their equipment would be set up, when he saw a huge banner with The Outlier logo unfurled at the back of the stage.

The Outliers piled out of Jeff's van after he parked in the lot.  Jeff was wearing a light jacket even in the heat of the midday.  Marshall had seen a glimpse of the agent's vest and sidearm when they were boarding the van but didn't say anything to the others.  The rest of the family would arrive closer to the performance time. People who were camping and attending the festival were up and about.  Smells from cooking lunches floated across the field.

Ray sensed that Jeff's mind was concentrated as he scanned the perimeter of the field and finally said, "Shouldn't you guys be doing a sound check onstage or something?"

Sam and Marshall led the band toward the stage. A group of kids throwing a Frisbee in the center of the field glanced at the band and, seeing their t-shirts and the banner onstage, smiled and waved at them.  Marshall walked over to chat with the kids as Sam moved in a loose collective with the rest of the band toward the stage.  After playing in the Frisbee game for a few minutes and talking with the kids, Marshall wandered toward the stage in a peregrination.

When Sam and The Outliers minus Marshall reached the stage, one of the two roadies walked over and hugged Sam.  The fellow was a very large man, thick but not fat and tall with long hair tied back; he was wearing black jeans and a sleeveless t-shirt that revealed colorful tattoos on both arms.  Sam called Jamie over and introduced her to Marcus, telling her that Marcus was a hell of a bass player and session musician.  Jamie began peppering Marcus with questions about his take on performing, and Sam walked back to the others including the newly arrived Marshall.  Ray asked, "Who's paying these guys?"

Sam told him that he, Marshall, and JT were, but not much and that mostly they helped out because Jim had treated Marcus's son when he developed bone cancer.  "Marcus will also run the sound board for us."  He took everyone except Jamie, who was still talking with Marcus, to the side of the stage where Marcus had set up the sound board, which had a bunch of sliders and knobs and even more LEDs.  "Digby," Sam said, indicating the other roadie, "will be out in front relaying suggestions for adjustments to Marcus by radio."

They were forty minutes out from the show, and the kids with whom Marshall had played Frisbee walked over to stand in front of the stage.  Families were beginning to leave their campers or tents and wander onto the field.  The Outliers gathered behind the stage, and the cousins tried to keep everyone loose.

Marcus had brought bottled water for them, and JT reminded them to hit the head if they needed to.  "No peeing onstage, please."  Vince and Mathew left for the bathrooms, and when they had returned, Marshall told them to go with the flow and reminded them not to be afraid of mistakes. Finally, twenty minutes before the start, Sam said, "Let's go out front and talk with people for a few minutes before we begin.  When you talk to them, tell them, 'I'm in the band,' and just BS with them."  Digby was finishing tuning Sam's and Marshall's Rics to open F.

When the band came around the stage structure, Sam was surprised to see a couple of hundred people on the field, some sitting on blankets but most milling around and talking.  Sam spotted his fathers about midway back in the crowd on the left side of the field.  Jeff was beside them and had taken off his jacket to reveal the Glock and his vest that had Homeland Security in big yellow letters imprinted on its back.  His badge hung from his neck on a chain.  A quick scan of the crowd revealed four sheriff's deputies wandering through the crowd. Sam found himself disquieted that Jeff was being so open about why he was here.  The rest of the family - the Js, Annie and North, Jim, Vee, and Vi - were in the middle of the crowd, and Sam pushed any concerns to the back of his mind.

Five minutes before the gig was to start, the festival organizer walked to a microphone and began the introduction. "Welcome to the last day of the Back Yard Blues Bash. We're trying something a little different this afternoon. We're happy to have a group of young players with us who are going to play a couple of songs for you and especially for the younger folks in the crowd before we finish up with our traditional lineup." He reviewed the main acts for the rest of the day and finished.  "Please give a kind welcome to Portland's The Outliers."

A few of the younger members of the audience gathered close to the front of the stage whooped and applauded enthusiastically while the remainder of the audience clapped politely.  The Outliers took their places on the stage with the three guitar players across the front, the backup singers stage left. Sam, Marshall, and Jamie had picked up their instruments, and JT was seated behind the drum kit. The Outliers looked one last time out at the audience.  Marshall looked to JT and nodded.  JT clacked his sticks together four times in that most traditional rock and roll lead-in, just as they had rehearsed. Sam's Ric began a slow introductory phrase, and the kids in front of the stage crowded in as the adults on the field turned to look.  The sound was that good.  The speakers for the crowd were on either side and in front of the stage.  Marcus and Digby had set up three JBL VXR915M stage monitor speakers, one each in front of the three guitarists, so that the musicians on stage could hear almost what the audience heard.  After a minute and a half lead guitar solo, Jamie joined on bass for a minute, until finally at a pause they all stomped on the compressor pedals and the twelve-string Ric joined with an F chord that rang as if from a shimmering organ.  They kept the tempo slow. The bluesy variation they were doing depended on phrasing and running the last word of every phrase to a minor chord.

 

I come home in the morning light

My mother says "When you gonna live your life right?"

Oh, mother dear, we're not the fortunate ones

And boys, they want to have fun

Oh, boys just want to have fun

 

As the song rolled, they gradually increased the tempo, and the kids at the front of the stage began to dance and sing along.  Most of the adults in the crowd were listening in silence, open-mouthed. Marshall and Sam were playing mainly to the kids in the audience, finding individuals with whom to lock eyes.

 

The phone rings in the middle of the night

My father yells, "What you gonna do with your life?"

Oh, father dear, you know you're still number one,

But boys, they want to have fun,

Oh, boys just want to have some fun ...

That's all they really want ...

Some fun ...

 

When the working day is done

 

Oh, boys they want to have fun

 

Oh, boys just want to have fun

 

When he sang the line about father being number one, Sam found OD's eyes and then noticed that Jeff had moved closer to the stage, leaving a deputy by his fathers.  After the chorus, Marshall and Sam stopped playing and Jamie and JT did a nice riff.  Sam saw that, as the two looked at each other while playing, something, maybe just deep friendship or maybe more, was apparent.  A number of adults who had been hanging back wondering what they were hearing moved toward the stage to listen to the bass and the drums. Marshall noticed a number of the bassists he recognized from other bands nodding approvingly.

They moved the tempo up, and by the end of the song, any bluesy vibe had disappeared and they were rocking. The kids in the crowd, especially at the front of the stage screamed and hooted as they danced.  Even some of the adults were applauding The Outliers.  Marshall spoke over the waning applause.  "One more for you.  This one is by one of my heroes, Brett Anderson, and it's for another of my heroes, my Uncle Lucas."  This one was an unapologetic rocker, and Sam was playing and singing for OD.

 

come unto me my winter son

we could lie on the rails

and when the morning comes

we'll be miles away, miles away

slipping away while the city sleeps

running away from this cruel disease

miles away, miles away

 

modern boys, modern boys

hand in hand

sick of the fear

chasing away all the hungry years

we're the modern boys

 

come unto me my sickly thing

we could lie on the rails

but to really win

we'll just drive away, drive away

yes the world calls my international

so let the decades die

let the parties fall

and we'll be miles away, miles away

 

As the group finished the stanza, Sam caught OD's eye and saw something on his father's face he had rarely before seen: the look the man had when a longstanding puzzle yielded itself to the ministrations of his mind.  Sam wondered if OD finally understood his son's fear.

 

'cos we'll be living like

modern boys, modern boys

hand in hand

sick of the fear

chasing away all the hungry years

we're the modern boys, modern boys

into the night, under the stars

jumping the lights in the silent cars

he's on your left

i'm on your right

it's so easy in the concrete night

 

As the screaming from the kids in the audience began toward the end of the song, Sam happily closed his eyes.  Suddenly, he felt as if someone had punched him on his right shoulder.  For the few moments that his brain was capable of thinking, he wondered if someone in the crowd had thrown something.  Then, as he fell, his vision darkened as the music stopped and all sound became muffled, turning to nothing.


 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Auntie Em

 

 

From his place near Lucas, Jeff had been scanning the crowd when he saw a young man near the stage who wasn't gyrating to the music as the others around him were.  The man was simply staring at the band onstage.  Chertov moved quickly toward the man, arriving at his side just as the man raised the pistol and pulled the trigger.  The shot went slightly errant because Jeff managed to push the shooter's arm upward and to the left at the last second.  The screaming and crying of the audience and the shouts of the shooter faded in Jeff's ear as he kept the shooter's arm pointed upward and acted quickly to end the threat.  Using his Glock in the crowd close to the stage wasn't an option, so he drew his fixed blade and sliced across the wrist of the arm holding the gun.  The flexor tendons at his wrist severed, the assailant couldn't hold the pistol, which fell to the ground. Before the man could cry out, Jeff had brought the bleeding arm down rotating it elbow up and destroying the joint.  Now the assailant screamed in pain as two deputies reached the struggle and took control of the man and his weapon while rendering first aid.  Jeff drew his Glock and immediately tried to locate Lucas in the crowd, finally seeing him on the stage next to Sam's supine form.  Sam's uncle, Jonathan, was also at the boy's side in full emergency-physician mode.

Chertov stepped around and over people, telling them to stay down before he leaped onto the stage.  By this time, Jonathan was using Marshall's shirt on the bleeding wound while using his right thumb in the supraclavicular fossa to compress the subclavian artery to control the bleeding from Sam's shoulder.  Jeff knelt at Sam's left side next to Lucas and felt for a pulse in Sam's left wrist.  Jon looked over at him and said, "Axillary artery. You don't have any Prolene handy?"

"No."  Jeff looked around and then holstered his Glock.  Lucas was obviously shaken and absolutely quiet.  Jerry was behind him with arms around his husband's shoulders, his tears dropping on Lucas's back.  The visitors were trying to comfort Marshall and JT, restraining them from moving closer to Sam.  Jamie held JT, and Jeff was heartened to see Ray comforting Markie while Vince and Mathew held Marshall.  When Jeff glanced to the space in front of the stage, he saw the other adults of the clan, with Vee leaning back on Annie.

Jason shouted to his husband.  "You need me?"

Jonathan answered, "Take over pressure on the wound."  Then to Jeff he said, "I'll need to keep digital pressure on the artery when we move him.  Jason will keep direct pressure on the GSW."

The sirens of more sheriff's cruisers and the ambulance were clear now.  Jeff forced recrimination from his mind as he saw the pallor in Sam's face and felt the boy's rapid pulse at his left wrist.  Jonathan saw the anguish in Jeff's face, and said gently, "He'll make it if we can get him to OHSU or Emanuel quickly.  You need to make sure that Life Flight is on the way now."

Sheriff's deputies were herding people from the field to an area where they could be interviewed.  In ten minutes, the field was clear, and the volunteer fire department was setting up a landing zone for the helicopter.  Paramedics had reached Sam's side, and Jonathan introduced himself, explaining that he was a pediatric emergency physician.  "Do you want Ringer's, Doc?"

"No, but get a large-bore IV, preferably a 14 in his left arm.  Infuse 300 milliliters of hetastarch if you have it followed by a KVO drip of normal saline, or start a KVO drip with normal saline if you don't have the hetastarch.  No more than 300 milliliters; are you clear on the order?"

As they started the IV, the lead medic said, "Yes on the order.  Life Flight's ten minutes out; SO requested them right after the shooting."

Jonathan would work with the flight nurse when they arrived.  He would fly with them.  Jason was still holding pressure on the wound, and Jim had taken Lucas and Jerry to the side.  "We should get on the road to Portland.  They'll be at OHSU long before we get there."  Jim felt their desire to stay at their son's side.  "You can't do anything here.  We need to get to the trauma center as soon as we can."  Before he spirited the fathers away to the car, Jim saw Lucas bend down to whisper in Sam's ear, "You're all I'm thinking about now."  Jeff accompanied Sam's fathers and grandfather.

* * * * *

Sam was looking up into an almost clear sky, and despite the bright sun, he felt cold.  He was lying in waist-high grass and could vaguely hear a helicopter in the distance coming closer.  He had no idea where he was. The pain in his right shoulder and arm was worse than any he had previously experienced.  Trying to lift his arm was impossible; he felt as if a claw was holding his right shoulder, and he couldn't sit up.  Somewhere in the distance he thought he heard OD say, "You're all I'm thinking about now."  He felt tears come, and then the noise of the helicopter overtook his attention.  As he turned his head, he saw one of the military helicopters he had seen in movies about fighting in Viet Nam.  The bird came in a tightening spiral then hovered momentarily slightly above the tops of the grass before settling on the ground, whipping the grass about.  He looked up again and saw a second helicopter circling overhead with a machine gun sticking out of the open side door.  Sam heard a shout and looked at the helicopter on the ground; he saw soldiers dropping into the grass and spreading out to form a circle around the copter and him.  The last man out was a strikingly handsome, slender soldier who came to his side.  The man had captain's bars on his collar and blood soaking through his shirt.  Sam was about to ask what was happening when he recognized the man.  "Mr. Marshall?"

"Quiet, young man.  Your grandfather asked me to get you."

Thinking of the concert, Sam said, "Grampa's here with us."

"No, the other one."

"Oh."  Sam suddenly thought that he must be dead. Reaching to touch his namesake's shirt he whispered, "You're hurt."

"We're all hurt in some way, but we have responsibilities."

Then Sam's shoulder screamed as he was placed in the helicopter, which lifted off as soon as it recovered the soldiers.  The last thing he saw before the scene faded to blackness was Sam Marshall on a stretcher beside him.  He was old now, as he was in the photographs young Sam had seen in his grandfather's study.  The old man looked at Sam and said, "Sometimes they …  we … bring the fight to children.  You'll survive."

* * * * *

Jonathan thought the fact that Sam winced slightly when he was lifted to the stretcher before being loaded in the chopper was a good sign, as were the tears he saw draining from the boy's eyes.  He had briefly explained the nature of the injury and how he was controlling the bleeding to the flight nurse.  He wasn't about to relinquish his hold on his nephew's shoulder.  The flight took only 35 minutes, and the boy's vital signs deteriorated only slowly during the journey.  Sam was clearly suffering severe blood loss, but his uncle's efforts had slowed the bleeding.  As they moved from the helipad into the ED, a resident trauma surgeon and an anesthesiologist met them. The resident recognized Jonathan from a seminar he had attended during his training at UW.

Jonathan began the report, "This is an almost fourteen year old boy with a single, large caliber GSW to the right shoulder from a handgun.  No exit wound.  I believe the bullet tore the proximal axillary artery.  I'm compressing the subclavian and think I've controlled but not stopped the bleeding.  His pulse is 150, resps are 30, capillary refill is two and a half seconds, I didn't bother with a BP.  He doesn't answer questions but reacts to pain.  Pupils are equal, round, and react to light. My husband couldn't find a radial pulse on the side of the injury.  No meds, no allergies, no significant medical history.  Blood type A-positive.  He's had 300 milliliters of hetastarch.  That was my call, not the medics'.  His grandfather is Jim Underhill."

The surgeon decided to take the boy directly to the operating theater.  A senior trauma surgeon and his team had already scrubbed and were ready.  Jonathan was careful not to contaminate any of the sterile fields set up around the table as the team moved Sam.  He told the surgeon, "When I let go, you'd better be ready for a fountain."

The surgery and blood replacement took almost two hours.  When he had completed them, the senior trauma surgeon let Jonathan review his surgical notes. Sam's Uncle read past the patient description and anesthesia notes to the Findings section.

 

The .45 caliber jacketed hollow-point bullet had torn proximal r. axillary a., passed through the apex of the r. lung, and lodged against the anterior r. scapula producing a non-displaced linear fracture.  Exploration of the wound channel revealed contusion and edema of the neurovascular bundle supplying the r. extremity. Some tearing of the r. pectoralis major was noted.

 

In the Procedure Details section the vascular and trauma surgeons detailed bleeding control, the debridement of the wound, and the repairs to the blood vessel and the muscle.  Sam was in the Recovery Room with a gram of the antibiotic Cefazolin dripping into a vein.

All in all, Sam came through the surgery well, discounting the myriad post-surgical complications that might develop after major surgery - among them infection, clotting disorders, and reactions to anesthesia.  The one thing the surgeons couldn't explain was the boy's prolonged loss of consciousness, although hemorrhagic shock could shut down a brain.

* * * * *

"Sit down, Sam."

The voice came from a man Sam immediately knew.  "Grampa Tom?"

"Bet you never thought you and I would get to talk again.  So, how are things going with Markie?"

"You know about Markie?"

"Think about what Frank told you."  The boy was confused.  "In the car … about dreams."

"Oh yeah.  All the characters in my dreams are parts of me.  Is this a dream?"

"Can't help you there."

Sam and his grandfather were in Tom's office at Grampa's house.  The boy took a seat at the side of the old desk.  "I saw Sam Marshall.  He told me you sent him."

"I don't remember doing that.  Sam's dead, you know."

"Maybe I am, too."

His grandfather reached out and ruffled his hair.  "I don't think dead people dream."

"What was it like when you died?"

"No idea."

"Aren't you supposed to tell me important stuff?"

"What do you need to know?"

"Is OD going to die?"

"Yes.  But we all die."

"I mean soon."

"Don't know.  Do you know what the most important part of Lucas's life is?"

"Math."

"Oh my, no.  You are - and Jerry."

"I don't think so."

"I'm telling you, and in some way you do know, and you're right.  The man uses his career to satisfy an obligation to Sam Marshall and his responsibility to his talents.  You and your father are the nourishment in his life.  I wish you could have known him when he was your age."

"Me, too."

"Obviously."

"I don't think I'll find my way if OD dies soon."

"Finding your way is like taking the next breath; it doesn't require a decision.  Lucas found his way after Sam Marshall died, and you'll find yours.  Now what's going on with Markie?"

"Love sucks."

"Tell me about it."  His grandfather gave him a warm smile. "You worry too much.  Go ahead and tell her.  She knows you're not a stalker, and she has the same fears you do.  Neither of you wants to lose yourself in the other.  Talk to your aunt about that."

"Did you really write my book?"

"Sure did.  Here," he said reaching on his shelf for a large volume with The Book of Samuel emblazoned in gold lettering on its front cover. "Sit on my lap and we'll read through it."

Sam moved over to sit in his grandfather's lap.  They read about the older generations of his family and then about his encounters with the five elements and about his cousins.  The story produced in him the best result of reading or hearing a story - the characters became real in his mind as if he were watching a performance.  Sam wanted to get to the end of the story, but before he could ask for the turn to the next page, Sam felt drops of water on his face.  He couldn't move his right arm and reached with his left hand to wipe the moisture away.  The book faded along with the room, and he opened his eyes to find OD leaning over the rails of a hospital bed, tears dropping from his father's face onto his.

* * * * *

Outside the Recovery Room, the trauma surgeon and the resident had spoken to Jonathan. "Dr. Sumner, I've never seen a more skillful non-surgical attempt at hemostasis. Your nephew would have exsanguinated if you hadn't done what you did.  He is one lucky kid."

Thirty minutes later in the Recovery Room, Sam had opened his eyes for the first time since the shooting. Lucas sniffled and said, "Welcome back.  You're in the Recovery Room; you've had surgery.  You'll be moving to a surgical ICU bed in a couple of hours.  I love you."  Jerry was on the other side of the bed and the Js and his grandfather were behind Jerry.  His father broke down, sobbing into Jim's shoulder.

Sam's throat was very sore and he had a bit of trouble swallowing.  The next sensation was the need to pee.  "Bathroom," he croaked.

Jonathan asked, "Pee or poop?"

"Pee."

"You may feel like you have to go, but you have a catheter in your bladder, and the pee will just come out."

Sam started to reach for his penis.  Jim laughed and said, "You'll have to wait a while to check that out."

Sam laughed, and his shoulder barked at him.  "Fuck, that hurts."  Then he was a little embarrassed at his language.  OD touched the side of his face and told him, "Anyone who's been shot gets to use that language without penalty."

Sam closed his eyes for a few minutes.  When he opened them again, he motioned for his fathers to draw closer.  They leaned over his slight body.  "I saw Grampa Tom and Sam Marshall.  Sam Marshall flew with me in a helicopter.  When Grampa read my book to me, Marshall and Vee and JT and you all were there, just like in a movie."  Then he had a terrible thought.  "Are the others okay?"

OD told him, "You were the only one hurt.  I think Jeff saved you, and I know that your uncles saved you."

"I want to go home."

"Soon, Sam," OD said.  "You get some rest. Your father and I will stay with you while you sleep.  I won't leave you.  I promise."

A promise from OD was platinum.

* * * * *

After the shooting, the condo high over the Pearl District in Portland had been transformed into a hostel for Sam's cousins, Markie, and the visitors.  The adults in the family had been surprised when their guests had asked if they could stay until Sam was out of the hospital.

On his second day post-surgery, Sam had been moved to a private room on the VIP floor as he healed and tried to fit together what had happened at the performance.  As Sam's recovery became more certain, the spirits of the kids became lighter.  Even Vee, who had subsided into a stony silence, seemed happier.

With Sam out of the ICU, visits were easier, and groups of uncles and aunts, cousins, and the Goldendale visitors all made short visits; Markie sat in his room almost constantly.  Sam had finally insisted that OD and Jerry confine their time at the hospital to visiting hours and that they take some time for themselves.

Late on the night before Sam's discharge, Jeff Chertov used his credentials to steal into the room after visiting hours.  Sam was awake and smiled at the sight of the young agent.

"First OD and now me.  You've been saving us all."

Jeff moved to the bedside and took Sam's left hand. "I came to apologize." Sam's face immediately betrayed confusion. "I wasn't quite fast enough. I didn't think we'd have any problems."

"I don't understand.  You stopped him."

"Just not quite soon enough.  It never occurred to me that someone would try to hurt children.  I was watching out for your father."

"Who was the guy?  Was he connected to the other guy you stopped?"

"No.  He was a lone wolf, a fundamentalist Christian zealot and not that much older than you.  He came from Idaho, and we believe he's the friend of a brother of the guy who tried to shoot your father.  He believes he was doing God's work, and he wasn't on our radar screens at all."

"So, he shot a straight kid to hurt my parents and aunt and uncles?"

"He shot a kid saying or singing things he didn't agree with.  I hope you won't let this change the way you all live your lives.  That's what these idiots want - for you to be frightened about speaking up for what you believe.  I have to say that the time I've been with you has been among the best I've spent anywhere. I really think this guy's attack was an aberration - unfortunately not from his convictions - but the fact that you were the target."

Sam smiled and said, "He was an outlier."

Jeff frowned; this kind of outlier was a problem he had a hard time dealing with.  "I'll bet you're ready to be out of here."

"Oh, yeah.  The catheter's been gone for three days and everything works, although I will have to learn to switch hands."  Jeff laughed at Sam's admission as Sam's face colored.

Jeff nodded his head with a grin and said as he left, "You rest now.  I'll see you for the trip back to Goldendale."

Before he dropped into a fitful sleep, Sam tried to figure out whether or not he was scared that someone else would come for him or his family.  He decided not to be concerned; OD had taught him not to fret about what he couldn't control.

* * * * *

At the end of the week, Sam was wheeled out of OHSU before he climbed out of the wheelchair to board the Tribeca bound for Goldendale.  His right arm was in a sling with an elastic swath to keep it close to his chest.  On the brief journey through the hospital corridors he thought of Sam Marshall and marveled that he had lived a long life confined to a chair like the one he was briefly occupying.  He wondered how much of the character he had encountered in the dream (or whatever it was) after he had been shot was a version of himself and how much might have been his namesake's shade.

In the corridor, nurses, rehab specialists, and his trauma surgeon wished him well.  At the entrance to the hospital, reporters had gathered; his family formed a phalanx with Jeff in front to get him into the car with a minimum of fuss.  From his seat in the middle row of the car, Sam saw his Uncle North talking to reporters, sort of drawing fire away from OD and his father, who jumped in on either side of him.  Behind the driver and passenger seats, the back row held Markie, Marshall and JT, and the front row held Vee, Annie and Vi.  Although Sam didn't know it, the Js and the visitors were waiting at the end of the journey to welcome him.

Sam found it difficult to concentrate on the conversations in the car as it sped east on I-84 through Gresham and Troutdale toward The Dalles.  He found himself absorbed by the Washington side of the Columbia when it was in view as the green of the Willamette Valley turned to the brownish hues of the east side of the Cascade Mountains.

He hadn't had time to talk with OD and Jerry alone much at the hospital, and he sensed that something in OD had changed.  He should have been happy at the thought, but he wasn't.  He wanted to talk to Frank about the dreams he had while he was unconscious.  He was pretty certain that the people he had encountered in the dreams, Sam Marshall and his Grampa Tom, were masks speaking his own hidden knowledge to him. He felt guilt at having thought that OD cared more about his work than him, and he was worried about the effect that the shooting would have on OD.

As the Tribeca approached the driveway leading to the compound, Sam was roused from reflection by JT's comment, "Holy shit! It's worse than Portland."

Goldendale neighbors and residents had erected a display of flowers and messages at the entrance to their drive.  Among the bouquets and messages of hope for Sam's recovery were a few rainbow flags and one large banner proclaiming, "Hate is not our value."  A few people, mostly teenagers around Sam's age were waiting to welcome him home.  As the car passed them, Sam waved in stunned appreciation.  Vee turned to Sam and remarked, "I can see you're going to need a media campaign to remind the good citizens of Goldendale that you're straight … " Vee looked at Markie in the back row, "… and taken."  Sam was about to tell his cousin to be quiet, but stopped when he saw that Markie was smiling at the comment.

The Tribeca stopped beside Turing House and the little band decamped.  As Sam entered his second home, he felt as though he were awakening from a larger dream.

* * * * *

Passing the familiar portrait of Alan Turing, Sam's eyes were drawn to the line forming the curve of the jaw, a string of symbols: q1S0S1Rq2;q2S0S0Rq3;q3S0S2Rq4;q4S0S0Rq1; .  He was familiar with this string because he had worked out its meaning two years ago after OD had given him a copy of Turing's original paper published in 1937 in Proceedings of the London Mathematical Society, "On computable numbers, with an application to the Entscheidungsproblem."  Sam had spent two months poring over the paper, discovering Turing's method of defining the concept of the algorithm as it related to computing machines.  His desire to understand OD had driven him to keep searching the paper, although the search frustrated him deeply.  When he reached an impasse, he would ask OD a question, and his father would ask one in return, pushing the boy to try another approach.  At the time, OD was refining the algorithm for mining the CERN data, and Sam had asked OD to show him the table of behavior for that algorithm.  The table could be shown on only three pages, and Sam came to understand its genius. OD had acted as if his algorithm was so obvious that anyone could have developed it, but only one mind had done so.

Sam marched up to his room followed by Markie.  He intended to change his clothes and rest for a bit, but Markie's presence in his room made changing his clothing awkward.  He sat on the side of his bed; Markie remained standing.  She looked as if she would break down crying.  "Markie?"

She walked over to him and then bent over to kiss him - and not at all in a sisterly way or in a way that a simply good friend might. Sam was entirely nonplussed and stared at her as she stood back up.  She saw the question on his face.

Smiling, she told him, "I think maybe I do need a boyfriend to complicate my life, and I think I can learn from you what I need to know about boys."

The smile in Sam's heart displaced his physical pain, and he stood to repeat the kiss.  Then he said, "I need to change."

She helped him remove the swath and the sling while he kept his arm in the correct position.  She unbuttoned his shirt and helped him carefully remove it, revealing the dressing over his right upper chest.  A tube ran from under the dressing leading to a small squeeze bulb.  She seemed confused by the tubing.  "It's a surgical drain.  Pretty gross, huh?"

"No.  I've just never seen anything like it."  Then she did begin to cry.  Between shuddering sobs, she said, "I was so worried, and I thought I'd never see you again."

Sam moved over to hold her with his left arm while being careful not to change the position of his right.  The pain he felt as he lightly hugged her was forgotten in the compensating joy.  "I'm sorry I frightened you."

She pulled away, and Sam saw anger in her eyes. "You didn't frighten me.  The asshole who shot you frightened me. I wish Jeff had killed him."

"He probably would have if he thought he needed to.  Jeff told me the guy was a religious nut."  He didn't know what else to say and added lamely, "I'm not worried . . . I feel safe now.  I'm going to lie down for a bit."

"You want me to stay?"

"Yeah, but I don't think that would help me rest, so maybe not."

* * * * *

Early in the evening, Markie went up to wake Sam from his nap.  With Markie's help, he had managed to get his pants off and a pair of shorts on before climbing into bed, and now she helped him into a clean shirt.  He grumbled because t-shirts weren't going to work for a while.  She held his left hand as they came downstairs, and as they took their seats at the large table, JT and Marshall both gave Sam an approving nod.  Everyone, visitors included (along with Jeff), was around the table. Sam's uncles, all of them, had prepared and cooked one of Sam's favorites, a loaf of finely grated sharp cheddar cheese, walnuts, onions, brown rice, rolled oats, and chopped mushrooms, all bound by eggs.  Markie especially approved.

Dinner proceeded noisily with lighthearted remembrances of the summer and, other than thanks that Sam was back with them, no mention of the two acts of violence that had intruded.  Jason had talked with each of the visitors and as far as he could observe, the teenagers seemed resilient; he couldn't detect signs of PTSD or obvious lingering mental trauma.  Their behavior at the table was typical of bright kids, full of harmless jibing at each other's expense.  The adults were quieter.

After the main meal was finished and the wild-huckleberry pies that Vi had baked were on the table, Lucas stepped into a silence. "Some of you will be leaving tomorrow, and I want to tell you that we appreciate everything you did under very trying circumstances.  Your concern for Sam and your support of Jerry and me means much to us. We're all impressed with your behavior under stress and the way you held things together at the concert."

The visitors seemed somewhat embarrassed by the praise and finally Ray said with a wry smile, "Thanks for having me in your homes. Being here was nothing like what I expected.  For one thing, I didn't get laid."  Remembering that Marshall's young sister was at the table, he quickly added,  "Sorry, Vee."

Vee said, "Don't apologize to me.  I have no stake in whether or not you get laid."

Jeff rolled his eyes and slowly shook his head, but Lucas actually laughed. Ray continued, "But, I learned a lot, even in the short time, and I have a lot to think about."  Jeff, seated near Lucas and Jerry, now smiled at the boy, thinking, Maybe there's hope for him.

After Ray, the others offered thanks, and Lucas who had heard a lot of pro forma expressions of thanks in his life thought that these expressions were heartfelt, particularly Jamie's.  Jerry told the visitors, "Most people think that we invite visitors because we have something special to teach them.  That's not it at all - anymore than people learn from everyone they meet.  We've learned from all of you, and, as Luke said before, he and I and our whole family want to thank you for supporting us when Sam was hurt. Since there's no such thing as a normal visit with us, I won't say that I wish yours had been more normal.  We hope that we'll all be resources for each other as we get through life."

During the dinner, Marshall had noticed the interaction between Jamie and JT, who were sitting next to each other.  He thought their eye contact more prolonged then would be usual for acquaintances, and he thought he saw in his cousin's eyes the kind of attraction he had felt for Armin.  Then, he wondered what his uncle had meant when he said that some of them would be leaving tomorrow.

* * * * *

The family room at Turing House was dark and quiet.  Markie was spending the night with Vee, and the visitors were preparing to go back to their families and lives.  On their pads and sleeping-bag liners, JT and Marshall were bringing Sam up to speed on their campaign to get JG connected to some kind of social life. JT looked at Sam with a deadpan expression. "You playing target threw a huge wrench into the works, you know."

"Well, very sorry for the inconvenience, Cousin.  Please tell me that you didn't let JG stand the guy up."

"No, we didn't.  I emailed the guy and told him there had been a family medical emergency and asked him if JG could postpone the meeting for two weeks. I figured you for a fast healer."

Sam had to sort through a timeline that was becoming clearer each day but was still a little hazy. "So we need to get JG to Ayutla this week, right?"

Marshall said, "That's right. Dr. Masters was very understanding considering we didn't tell him that a grandson had been shot."

"So when's the big date?"

"Day after tomorrow."

The boys were sitting close and facing each other.  JT touched Sam on his thigh and said, "You know, one benefit of your status as a wounded warrior is that JG will probably be willing to do stuff for you that he might normally not."

"Oh, I see.  I'm on the hook for getting him to the restaurant."

"See, your brain's beginning to work again."

Sam yawned; he got tired a lot more easily now than before the shooting. "Let's go to sleep," Marshall suggested.

"Yeah, I'm worn out."  Then before he forgot, he asked JT, "So what's with you and Jamie?" Marshall and JT were surprised; they didn't think that Sam had noticed anything unusual about JT and Jamie at the dinner table.

Marshall didn't say anything, waiting for JT to explain.  He was as anxious as Sam to find out what was going on. Finally, JT realized that his cousins weren't going to let it go. "Jamie's going to stay for a while longer."  His voice was quiet, as if he was expecting to take some crap from Marshall and Sam.

Marshall had his answer and Sam just said, "Good."

* * * * *

Sam wasn't sleeping well.  He woke before his cousins did.  The light from the east was dim yet, and he tried not to wake them.  In the bathroom, he attended to his aching bladder and, after taking off his sling and swath, looked at his upper body in the mirror.  He gingerly lifted the taped edges of his dressing, observing the blood-tinged yellowish fluid in the bulb of the surgical drain.  The livid surgical wound, knitted by staples, transected the bullet wound vertically.  I hope Markie finds scars attractive. His shoulder ached almost constantly, but he didn't like the way the oxycodone his surgeon had prescribed affected him and had limited himself to Tylenol.  The wound didn't look infected; his Uncle Jonathan had told him that part of the healing process was an inflammatory reaction.  He covered the wound up and quietly wandered out to lie back down when he saw light coming from OD's study.  He changed course and walked over to the little room with the omnipresent whiteboard.

OD was staring at the board, on which was written a series of formulae that were well beyond Sam.  His father didn't notice him until he made a slight noise.  "You're up early.  Not sleeping well?"

"Not too well, but all right."

"The guys still asleep?"

"Yeah."

OD moved a set of computer printouts from the only other chair in the room.  "Sit."

"I don't want to interrupt."

"You're more important than this."  He gestured to the board.

After a few minutes of silence, Sam looked at his father squarely.  "Don't do anything squirrelly."

"Have you ever known me to be squirrelly - what do you mean, squirrelly?"

"None of this was your fault OD, none of it."

Lucas thought for a moment, first that his son who had almost died was trying to comfort him and then that he should explain what he was contemplating.  "If you hold a hammer at shoulder height and drop it, the damage the hammer does when it hits the ground isn't the hammer's fault, but the hammer's part of a system that results in the damage."

"You're not a hammer."

"And you're not supposed to be a nail, but you were hit."

Now Sam was seriously worried.  "OD, what are you thinking of doing?"

Lucas had never temporized, a habit of discourse that his mentor, Sam Marshall, had also detested.  "I'm thinking of leaving Caltech and living here full time - maybe just paying attention to the horses and, of course, you."

Sam knew that his father wasn't given to histrionics and that this was simply a logical choice that he had formed. "What? You're fucking kidding, right? I really don't think we're any safer here than we would be in Pasadena."

"Fair point, but that's not why I'm thinking of leaving.  Do you understand why Jeff ended up here?"

"Because you're a genius."

"No.  Because people are using my applied work for military applications."

"Oh. I didn't think you did applied mathematics."

"Only one algorithm."

"So, go back to pure math."

"Well, that's one possibility, but I'm not getting any younger, and academic math is a young person's game."  This statement came with a smile that told Sam that his father wasn't serious, at least about this statement.

Finally, Sam tried to pin his father.  "Would you be happy not doing math in a university?  Isn't doing this your responsibility?  You know you don't have to do anything to convince me that you care about me."

OD stood and took a couple of steps so that he could gently hug Sam.  "Don't let anyone tell you that you're not a bright candle.  I haven't decided anything yet.  Now, what's going on with Markie?  You two seem a bit closer."

"My first girlfriend."  Sam was smiling and unembarrassed at the revelation, but he knew OD was plainly changing subjects.

"Pay attention.  Your father was my first real boyfriend and look what happened."  Then as an afterthought, OD said, "Play safe."


 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Births

 

 

"Would you go to Ayutla for dinner with me tomorrow, JG?"

Sam and his grandfather were alone in the living room of Jim's house.  Sam had come over from Turing House to collect Jim so that they could join everyone in saying a final goodbye to three of the four visitors.  Jim was at first suspicious - his grandson had never asked him to go out to dinner - and then was touched, thinking that perhaps the boy's brush with death had made him needy.  "Just you and me?  If it's a birthday dinner, we should ask your cousins."

Sam hesitated, a pause obvious to Jim.  Sam hadn't lied to his grandfather before, but he decided that this lie was necessary for the greater good.  "I forgot the birthdays.  I'd like it to be just us.  I have some questions for you."  He knew that would persuade JG.

"Okay.  What time?"

"We should be there by 6:30 ... I mean, I think that would be a good time."

Jim, his suspicions returning, said, "Six-thirty, then.  We should get going now; we don't want to miss the farewell."

Sam grabbed the older man's right hand with his left, and the two walked the ground between the Jim's place and Turing House.  As they walked silently, Sam, looking down at the grass and stubble, thought about what it would be like to live here fulltime if OD and Dad chose the silly option that OD had proposed during their early-morning discussion.  He didn't much like the idea.  For one thing, he'd have no cousins in residence most of the time, and although he had acquaintances who lived in Goldendale, he had no real friends as he did in Pasadena -- and then there was Markie.

Sam couldn't remember how he learned the story of his Uncle North's arrival here so many years ago, but he must have, because he had read it in his book in the dream (or whatever it was), and he knew that moving from Portland had been a struggle for North, having to leave Annie.  His Uncle Jason's journey of coming out had been dangerous if he had the story straight.  He had thought that the stupid prejudices that had occasioned his uncles' struggles were long evaporated, but the events of the summer had reminded the boy that they weren't.  He certainly didn't want to live in a place where perhaps many people saw his family as perverse.

As he and JG rounded the side of Turing House from the rear, the scene was almost identical to the one a few weeks ago when this group of visitors had arrived.  Jeff's van was ready to follow the Tribeca that would take Ahmed, Ray, and Vince back to the motel to join their parents for their trips home. The parents had joined them the previous evening for a Vi dinner. Everyone in the Goldendale family was milling around in front of the porch of Turing House, saying goodbyes.  All the visitors wore their Outliers t-shirts.

Before they joined the crowd, Sam whispered to JG, "I need to talk with you about what happened to me after I was shot."

Jim thought, Now that's a statement no thirteen-year-old should have to make.  "Sure, Sam.  At dinner, or before if you need to."

Ahmed Mathew was giving out a Taqiyah, the rounded cap worn by many Muslim men, to each of the hosts, including Vi, Annie, and Vee, even though women didn't normally wear them.  These were crocheted in white yarn and featured two thin bands of blood red encircling the hat.  As he offered the cap, he told each of them, "This is a gift from my father, a sign of respect and gratitude."  The last to receive the gifts were Sam and JG.  Sam teared up because he thought he knew why the red bands had been placed on the caps.

Sam tried as best he could to hug Ahmed.  "Thank you, and please thank your father.  Maybe I can see him again someday.  If your brother gives you too much shit, come and see us in California, okay?"

Ahmed smiled. "When he heard about the shooting, my father said that he prayed for your recovery and hoped that you wouldn't bend to persecution."  The boys finished as much of a hug as Sam's injury would permit.

Then Vince and Ray, who had spoken with the others, said goodbye to Jim and Sam.  Sam was surprised that he was as sad as he was at their departure.  He hadn't expected to have that reaction, particularly to Ray.  Although they promised to keep in touch, the usual pattern for visitors had been to email or call monthly for a few months and then less frequently until finally they lost touch altogether.  Some visitors were exceptions, though, and Sam hoped all of these would be. In the background, Jeff fully intended to make an effort to keep track of Ray.

At least Jamie's continuing presence made the leave-taking less sad, especially for Vee and JT.

Early on, when they had first begun to invite visitors, Lucas and Jerry had told Sam about the gifts they would give the visitors and impressed on him how impolite any mention of them would be.  He had never told OD and Jerry how proud he was that they used their wealth in this way.

Looking at the Tribeca and Jeff's government van turning up dust on the dry driveway as they departed, Sam wondered if Vince would become a great chef and if Ray would become anything at all.  He knew that Mathew Ahmed, if he lived, would become a bright star.

JT was holding Jamie's hand as they both waved to the departing cars.  Markie walked over to Sam and JG, and Jim promptly released his grandson's hand so that Markie could take it.  Marshall and Vee were the only cousins now without romantic partners, and Jim worried about Marshall.  Vee, just turned twelve, had no interest yet in a romantic partner.  After talking with her mother, she'd already decided that when she was ready, she'd find someone she liked and learn about sex. She knew she'd have to stumble upon the kind of love her parents knew in her own time.

* * * * *

Jamie had moved from Jim's place to Vi's but had separate quarters from JT.  Markie remained at Turing House, and although Vee missed their talks in her bedroom at Jim's, she was happy about the possibilities for Sam and Markie.

The evening after the departure of the summer's visitors found Marshall alone at his grandfather's place, lounging on a sofa in the living room and reading, for the second time, Shadow and Claw by Gene Wolfe.  He was deep in the story when a description of the long executioner's sword, Terminus Est, and its use brought the scene of the shooting to mind.  In the seconds after the shot, he clearly remembered seeing Agent Chertov standing tall and wielding his knife among the cowering spectators, slicing into the shooter's wrist.  Marshall wondered if the Department of Homeland Security was anything like the Seekers for Truth and Penitence, the Guild of Torturers, in the book he was reading.

His parents interrupted his musings as they plopped down on the sofa across from him.  He looked up and waited.  His father began, "Sam and JT otherwise occupied?"

"Suppose so.  I'm a little jealous."

His mother picked up the thread, "We thought you might be. Now that the excitement is over - at least we hope it is - we want to propose a small get-together."

Marshall put the book on the low table in front of his sofa and sat up.  "Okay.  Who's getting together?"

"You and the original humans."

"What?"

Annie smiled.  "Adam and Eve and three other people and you - maybe for dinner and an evening discussion."

Marshall leaned forward with more than normal animation and brushed his blond curls from his forehead.  "Is this what we talked about before?"

North and Annie nodded.  North explained, "We knew you wanted to talk with Brian and Cassie again, and we talked with two guys and a woman a little older than those two who have a stable if unconventional relationship."

North had almost forgotten his parents' promise to find some people who identified as bisexual to talk with him, but he knew that they didn't promise lightly.  "Where do you find these people?"

"Oh," North said, "we're the token straights in a lot of sexual-minority groups."

Now Marshall laughed.  "Thanks. Are you planning to be there?"

Annie looked to North and answered, "No.  You need to feel free to ask what you want to ask without censoring yourself because your parents are in the room.  We trust these people, and we trust you.  We can talk about what you learn afterward - but only if you want to."

Marshall walked over to the sofa his parents occupied and sat between them.  He sighed before saying, "How weird is it that you ended up with a biological kid who's not straight and the others ended up with adopted kids who are straight?"

North laughed.  "You're an outlier, I suppose, but you're also just such a great kid.  If it's all right with you, we'll set it up for this weekend.  We thought you all could talk here."

Marshall took his parents' hands in his and squeezed.  "Thanks."

* * * * *

JT made sure that the door to the bedroom remained open.  The room where Jamie was staying wasn't used very much.  Vi sewed there occasionally, and although as clean and free of dust as every other room in the house, this room didn't have the imprint of a regular occupant.  The rooms where his fathers and he stayed when visiting his grandmother in Goldendale had been personalized over the years to the point that anyone who knew JT would have known that his room here belonged to him.  He had been more than a little surprised when Jamie had agreed to ask her parents if she could extend her visit, but not as surprised as when her father, after hearing her out, had agreed.

Jamie's chosen room had twin beds aligned in a ninety-degree angle along two walls, with a square wood table at the vertex.  A coarse woven rug that left only a two-foot margin at the walls covered the hardwood floor.  Jamie had already placed her clothing in the closet and in a chest of drawers that had a freestanding mirror on its top.  Her earrings and a necklace rested in front of the mirror.  Jamie and JT were stretched out supine on the beds with their heads toward the table so that they couldn't see each other's faces.

"Why'd you agree to stay on?  Don't get me wrong, I'm happy that you did."

The girl thought a bit before answering and appreciated that JT didn't press her.  When JT had asked if she would stay after the others left, her initial reaction had been to say no, but then she realized that her heart was telling her to say yes.  "You're the first boy I've known who treated me like a girl.  Most boys my age can't get past my plumbing, as if my dick settles the question of my gender.  When we were practicing in the barn before the show and I kissed you, do you remember what you said?"

"Yes."

"Well, that was the moment when I finally felt like just a girl with a boy.  The plumbing didn't matter to either of us.  It's stupid, I know, but you made me feel I was just a girl with a boy, and I think I will always love you for doing that."

"Love me?"

"JT, I'm not asking you to return the feeling.  I'm saying that what you've done, how you've acted around me, is enough.  I didn't want to leave yet."

"So, would you be upset if I did return the feeling?  And if you aren't, what does that mean?"

"I honestly don't know, but I think I want a friend - a boyfriend.  How about a lot of hand-holding and maybe some making out?"

"That's good, if you'll tell me if something feels wrong."

"Promise."  She stood and smoothed her t-shirt over her torso.  JT watched her walk slowly over to the bed he was on.  He scooted over closer to the wall, and she lay down facing him.  "Should we close the door?"

"No one will bother us."  He wanted her to have a clear way out if she needed one.

After a few minutes, Jamie told him, "You're a good kisser."

He giggled and said, "I actually learned with Marshall."  When he saw the surprise on her face, he quickly added, "But, I've practiced with other girls, too."

* * * * *

At Turing House, the door to Markie's bedroom was closed.  Sam thought Markie would be more comfortable with it closed, and he was going to let her decide how far to go, knowing that he was limited by the injury.  When Jerry and Lucas saw them coming downstairs for dinner, they both noticed calm smiles on the kids' faces.  While Markie and Sam were setting the table, Jerry whispered to Luke, “I guess it's good that we gave Sam some condoms."

Lucas laughed quietly and pointing to his shoulder whispered back, "I'm not thinking they used them."  Jerry shrugged.

At the table as they ate, Lucas asked, "Are you up for a birthday celebration tomorrow?"

Sam scrambled mentally to find a way out.  "I forgot about our birthdays and asked JG to go with me to dinner at Ayutla tomorrow."

His fathers looked at one another.  Jerry, with a small frown, reminded his son how important the common celebration for the cousins was to the family.  "We could do it Sunday," Sam suggested with a smile, trying to be enthusiastic.

Lucas knew something was up, so he just agreed that Sunday would work.

* * * * *

Marshall and JT walked to the restaurant, arriving a little after six.  They looked through the crowd in the main room, trying to spot David Masters.  He wasn't there, and they worried that he might have gotten cold feet.  They needed some time to talk to him before Sam brought JG over at 6:30.  They talked briefly to the owner's son, Ramon, explaining that they were expecting Dr. Masters, and that when he asked for Dr. Underhill, they wanted Ramon to seat him in a booth away from the other diners.  Then they sat in a separate booth and munched on chips and salsa while waiting.

"What are we going to do if JG and Sam show up before he does?"

Marshall seemed rattled by the thought.  "I hadn't thought about that.  This is a very bad idea, and JG is going to kill us."

"You are so pessimistic.  This is going to be great. You'll see."

After a couple of minutes, Marshall felt the need to fill the silence.  "I'm going to see Adam and Eve again."

JT stopped chewing and swallowed his mouthful of chips with a gulp.  "Aren't they a little old for you?"

Marsh rolled his eyes. "We're having dinner, not doing the nasty, and Mom and Dad arranged it."

"That's great. Maybe you'll get some answers and have some fun."  The last he said with a mischievous smile.

"Speaking of which, what's with you and Jamie?"

JT decided to try not to answer the question.  "She thinks I'm a good kisser."  He watched his cousin blush. "I told her that I learned with you."

"You asshole!  I'm going to pound you."

"What?  It was a compliment.  She thinks you did a nice job."

Marshall was about to complain a bit more when he saw David Masters arrive and talk to Luis's son, but he was accompanied by a boy about their age who was, to Marshall's eyes, spectacularly beautiful.  It looked as if David Masters was a reluctant participant in the date.  The boy was almost pushing the older man along as Ramon seated him.  When he was seated, Dr. Masters scanned the restaurant looking for JG.

The boy spoke with Ramon briefly, and Ramon laughed, bringing the boy to the booth directly in front of the one occupied by JT and Marshall.  Marshall and JT looked at each other, thoroughly confused by the extra participant.  Then, a possible reason for the boy's presence dawned on Marshall, who leaned forward and whispered to JT.

"I think maybe he's doing what we are."

“What?" JT almost shouted.

The boy turned in his seat and looked at them for a moment.  Marshall caught his eye and held it briefly before the boy turned back around.  "Would you keep it down?" he huffed at his cousin.

"Sorry," JT said in a stage whisper.

Marshall glared at JT and said at normal conversational volume, "Why don't you just string a banner across the room?"

The boy turned again and said, "Mind if I join you?"  Neither JT nor Sam replied.  "I'll take that as a yes."  He left his booth and sat next to JT and across from Marshall in theirs.  "I'm David.  I have a feeling we're playing the same roles here."

Marshall swallowed and finally asked, "You're his grandson?"

"Guilty.  And, you're Dr. Underhill's grandsons?"

"Two-thirds of them.  I'm Marshall; he's JT.  The third should be here with Grampa any minute."

David looked at the other two in the booth carefully.  "You're not brothers."

Marshall found his tongue.  "No, cousins."  Oh, very eloquent, Marsh, he thought.

JT, glancing sideways at David, realized that, although he was used to Marshall being the most physically attractive boy in any room he occupied, David might edge his cousin out.  The stranger now sitting with them was as tall as Marsh, but in contrast to Marshall's relentless blondness, David was dark, darker than Ahmed, and possessed delicate Eurasian features.  His voice was startlingly rich and deep, and his dark, almost black, eyes were playfully alive.  Where he and Marshall were in standard cargo shorts and loose t-shirts, David was wearing tight jeans and a pale green t-shirt that clung tightly to his upper body.  When JT turned from admiring David, he found Marshall staring at the boy, seemingly unable to look away.  JT thought, Uh-oh.

Glancing at the older David Masters, JT asked, "Did you write his ad?"

"You wrote your grandfather's ad.  Did he see it before you posted it?"  The cousins shook their heads. "Oh, I can't wait to see this develop.  I just helped mine with his."  Looking at Marshall, David concluded, "You're my kind of people."

JT was laughing inwardly at Marshall's newly developed awkwardness when he saw Sam and JG walk into the restaurant.  He tried to gently nudge his cousin under the table, but David said, "Ow."  Marshall glared at JT, who gesticulated toward the newly arrived pair.

While talking with Ramon, Sam glanced over and was surprised by the sight of his cousins with a stranger sitting next to JT.  What the fuck's that about?

Meanwhile, JG seemed thoroughly confused by the delay.  The other party to the date had seen Jim walk in and moved off his seat, standing by his booth expectantly.  Sam spotted Dr. Masters and, pointing to the man, said to his grandfather, "I know that guy.  Let's say hello."

Jim looked across the room at a man close to his own age. "What's going on, Sam?"

"Nothing, JG.  Let's just say hello."  Sam grabbed JG's hand and began to drag him toward the booth where David Masters stood expectantly.

At the booth with the other cousins, young David said, "That's my cue," and walked toward his grandfather.

"JG, this is Professor Masters.  Mr. Masters, this is my grandfather, Jim."

Masters said, "I see you needed moral support, as well."

Shaking the man's hand, Jim was now thoroughly confused.  "Why don't we sit so I can figure out what's going on here?"

Once Jim and David took their seats, Sam tried to sit beside his grandfather.  Jim shook his head and directed, "You!  Go sit with your cousins.  I'll talk to you later."

As he turned around and somewhat sheepishly began the long walk to the other booth with his head down, Sam heard Mr. Masters say to his grandson in a way that brooked no discussion, "You, too."

When he and young David reached their booth, they both scooted onto the benches, and David put his hand on Sam's good shoulder to let him know that he wanted to sit opposite Marshall.  "This isn't going quite the way I thought it would," Sam said quietly.

"Gee," replied Marshall, "who would have thought there would be problems.  Oh, that's right - me."

JT took up for Sam. "Give us a break, Marsh.  We all agreed."

David interrupted the discussion among the cousins. Looking at Marshall, he said, "You guys have big, brass balls, I'll give you that."

JT replied, "You'd have to know JG to understand why we did it."

"Okay, give me the short course."

The three cousins managed in ten minutes an explanation of JG's life with Tom and their families and why they were concerned about their grandfather. David was quiet for a minute, then said, "Holy shit. How the fuck did you all end up in Goldendale?"

Separately, they each had been glancing over to their grandfathers' booth.  The two older guys seemed to bounce between serious conversation and laughter and head shaking, usually preceded by glances toward the young ones.  David told them that his grandfather had been married thirty years until his grandmother died.  Then, he came out.  His parents were still angry and resentful, but he thought his grandfather courageous.  He had told him, "Better late than never."

"So, the ad was a first step for your grandfather?"

"Pretty much.  After just keeping to himself for a year."

The boys noticed that their grandfathers had ordered and were being served.  As Ramon came by the booth, David said, "That's a good sign."

"You guys going to order?"

"Thanks, Ramon.  I'm going to check with Jim; we'll let you know."

Sam walked back to the other booth and stood while the men finished a bit of discussion. Finally, Mr. Masters acknowledged the boy.  "What's up, Sam?"

"We're just wondering if you're super-pissed or what."

"We're having a delightful talk.  Why don't you boys head to your house, Sam?  I know David would love to see it."

"Oh, sure.  We could eat over there. You sure you don't want us to stay, JG?"

"Go, Sam!"

* * * * *

As the boys walked across the highway and up toward Turing House, David asked many questions about how JT's and Sam's families worked.  He wasn't uninterested in Marshall's situation, but he had experience with straight parents.  When Sam mentioned that he lived in Pasadena most of the time, David observed, "Caltech.  Do you ever hang out on the campus?"

"Other Dad works there, so I'm there a lot."

"He works there?  What's he do?"

"Math."

"He's on the faculty?"

"Yeah."

"That is so cool.  He must be a genius."

Sam was now a little uncomfortable.  The answer to the question was, of course, yes, but for the whole picture of his father that Sam held in his heart, genius didn't quite do.  "He's smart in lot of ways, I guess.  He's just my dad, my Other Dad or OD, as I call him."

David pressed a bit. "I like math a lot. Is your dad going to be there when we get to your house?"

"In all probability."

"I'd really like to meet him."

For the first time since Marshall had seen David in the restaurant, the stranger's attention wasn't on him.  Marsh didn't quite know what to make of the change in the boy's focus.  He hadn't thought the attention David had paid him particularly subtle and assumed that David was gay, although he had never said so. Now, instead of the very cool and collected young man Marshall had first seen, there was a kid behaving as if we were going to meet some big-time athlete or musician. Marshall was definitely less enthralled.

Twenty minutes after they left their grandfathers at the restaurant, the boys walked past the plaque on the front door and into Turing House.  David immediately saw the portrait of Turing and looked at it closely, smiling.  "Who did this?"

"My dad.  He's a pretty good artist - mostly sculpture, but 2-D stuff as well."

"This is amazing."  David looked at Marshall.  "Turing's one of my heroes."

There it was again - the frank appraisal, flirting, really.  Marshall felt warm and replied, "He's pretty much a family hero."

Their conversation halted when Lucas came in from putting his work clothes in the washer and washing his hands thoroughly.  As always when returning from a solitary horseback ride, he was content. He stopped when he saw the little crowd near the front door. "A new face."

Sam introduced David to his father simply as Lucas Jansen, obliquely alluding to the date that Luke's father was on.  "That doesn't sound like something Jim would arrange on his own, Sam."

"Well, we sort of helped arrange it."

"I don't need to know any more.  I'm sure I'll hear the story from Jim. So, David, I take it that you're the matchmaker on the other side of the date."

"Yes, sir.  Although I wasn't behind the scenes as much as these three."

JT quickly added, "You know that JG would never see anyone without some prodding."

Sam tried to change the subject. "David's into math. He was interested in hearing about what you do at Caltech."

Lucas hesitated a moment before deciding to allow the change in subject.  "Mostly, number theory and topology.  My mentor was Lita Koresh, so I inherited an interest in the math of M-theory."  This was usually enough to numb the minds of most casual inquirers.

David was obviously excited by the news.  "I've read a couple of her papers.  I had thought you were all named Underhill.  You won a Millenium Prize, right?"

If the kid was truthful and had read Lita's papers, he must have at least some talent. "Well, that was a while ago."

Without understanding why, Sam blurted out, "He developed an algorithm they're using at CERN to search for the Higgs."  Lucas's eyes widened because Sam sounded as if he didn't want David to think that things went downhill for his father after the prize.  He had never heard Sam voice that kind of filial pride in his work.

"Just a little tool.  The physicists are carrying most of the water on that one."

Jerry came out of the hall leading to his studio.  He looked as he had when they started this trip to Goldendale: clay-spotted jeans and black t-shirt.  He was barefoot. Before he took notice of the extra boy in the room, he walked to Lucas and hugged and kissed him.  He turned toward the boys and said, "You guys must be hungry."  Then he saw David, and his first thought was I'd like him to model for me. "Oh, sorry, I'm Jerry, variously uncle and father."  He shook David's hand.

"Your drawing of Turing is unbelievable.  Excuse me, but if I told my friends that people like you were living in Goldendale, they'd have me put away."

Jerry frowned; he had no idea how David had appeared here. "Things are generally quiet here, and we get to see our whole extended family.  The place suits us."  No one intended to mention the attacks, and so far David hadn't asked about Sam's injury.  "Why don't I get cleaned up and we can go to Ayutla for dinner."

Lucas laughed and said, "Ayutla's off limits tonight.  Jim's on a date there."

Jerry was stunned. "A date?  Jim?"

Lucas smiled. "Long story, which I'm sure we'll hear eventually."

Marshall suggested, "We could go for mediocre pizza downtown."

Lucas didn't really want to go, but didn't want to disappoint Sam and his cousins. They wandered over to Jim's house to borrow the Tribeca for the trip.  On the walk to Jim's place, David hung back a bit to walk with Marshall. With some distance between the two boys and the others, David whispered to Marshall, "Please, tell me you're gay."

Marshall stopped in his tracks.  "Well, no.  I mean, I'm bisexual and not too comfortable with that label. I'm attracted to men and women, anyway."

David smiled and before moving ahead to catch up with the others said, "I'd love to talk more with you, alone.  You're very attractive."

Marshall watched the boy move ahead gracefully to catch the others and begin chatting with Lucas.  He was aware of a lovely blossoming in his chest and between his legs at the thought of spending time with David alone.

* * * * *

"You must feel as if you've been ambushed."

Jim remembered the conversation he'd had with Sam at the beginning of the boy's summer stay when Sam had brought Markie over to see him. "I think I may have primed the pump a bit. My grandsons can't possibly understand age and loss. Actually, although I won't let on to them, I'm not as outraged as I might have been."

David smiled broadly.  "I hid for so long.  I'm just trying to figure out how to negotiate a world where I'm honest.  I'm envious of your life and your marriage.  You obviously raised an exceptional family."

Jim and David traded stories not about their pasts but about the present.  Jim was still doing volunteer work in clinical oncology both at MCMC and at OHSU, and David, a scholar in Asian history and culture, was in semi-retirement but teaching part-time at Portland State.  David was surprised to discover that the other Dr. Underhill he knew, North Underhill, was Jim's son. Before he had accepted emeritus status, David had worked on a faculty committee with North and vaguely remembered North's wife, Annie.

He regularly travelled to China and Japan and occasionally to Southeast Asia. Jim found David's descriptions of his travels interesting and found the man neither too assertive nor too quiet.  He began to think that his grandsons' concerns might be founded and that he should develop a fuller social life.

After their dinner, Jim smiled and asked David, "So, what exactly are you looking for in someone who would answer your ad - other than unexpected thirteen-year-olds?"

David briefly laughed and seemed to struggle to formulate what he wanted to tell Jim.  He ended the short silence, "I feel as if I've just been born - that I've missed a proper adolescence.  I think my grandson describes what I want as a 'friend with benefits,' but I don't want a series of one-night stands.  At my age and after a long marriage, I don't know how to contemplate another relationship of that kind."

Jim wasn't surprised. "Thanks for being clear and honest. I'll be equally honest.  Sex can really fuck things up, and I'm not sure I want to start a friendship with sex.  I was fortunate to have a long time with a remarkable man. I have no desire to put that relationship behind me, but, as my grandsons suspect, I need to develop a few more social outlets.  You and I are starting from very different places."

"I like you. Whether we become more than friends or not, I'd like to see you again."

"Me, too. I have a condo in Portland, and it wouldn't hurt to spend a little more time there than I have recently."

"Good, then.  By the way, I couldn't help but notice that my grandson is taken with Marshall. I hope that's not a problem."

"Marshall is his father's son, though perhaps not entirely straight. I think they might enjoy each other."

* * * * *

When Vee, whose reading was interrupted by the appearance of the delegation from Turing House, saw David, she was speechless, a condition almost never afflicting her.  She was used to people reacting to Marshall the way she was reacting to David. Recovering before she was introduced to the new boy, she thought, Shit, Marsh, where did you pick that up?

"David, this is my sister, Vee.  We're going for pizza.  Do want to go?"

Vee replied, "I think I would."

David walked to Vee, who was in a chair in the living room, and held out his hand. "Very nice to meet you, Vee."

"You, too. You are spectacular.  How did you and this rabble find each other?"

"Vee!" Marshall almost squeaked.

"Why don't you find Mom and Dad so they can meet David?"

As Marshall walked upstairs, David's eyes widened at Vee's comment, which had thrown him off his game for a moment.  "I like you.  It seems we were playing matchmaker for our respective grandfathers."

Vee said to Sam and JT, "You idiots. How did it work out?"

JT beamed, "They're still over at Ayutla having dinner.  Mission accomplished."

"You'll be lucky if JG doesn't disinherit you.  Even for you three, this was bizarre."

Annie and North came downstairs to meet David. "What's bizarre?"  Annie asked.

Marshall and his male cousins were at a bit of a loss as to how to explain; Vee wasn't.  "They set JG up on a blind date he didn't know about."

Marshall's parents both tried to keep from laughing.  Vee was surprised when her father said, "I wish I'd thought of that."

JT and Sam looked at Vee with undisguised pleasure while the girl scowled.  Marshall introduced David to his parents and explained that his grandfather worked at PSU. Annie said, "I know your grandfather.  I think North was on a faculty committee with him a couple of years ago."

"I can see the source of Marshall's good looks," David said.  Annie tried to find something disingenuous in David's comment but couldn't.  She thought: Be careful, Marsh.

Marshall saw his father slowly shake his head and quickly told his parents, "We're off for pizza."

North just said, "Have fun, and watch your uncle's driving."  With a laugh, Lucas raised his middle finger to his brother at this long-time family joke.

The drive over to the pizza place was raucous, and Jerry was wistful as he saw Sam and his cousins paired up and charging hard into adolescence.  He knew that Lucas had cherished Sam's childhood, a treasure his husband had never known, but he also knew that Lucas didn't have much, if any, nostalgia in him.  This worried Jerry because nostalgia has its uses. Jerry looked at Lucas to his left in the driver's seat.  Lucas turned his head briefly as if he could feel Jerry's gaze and smiled.  Lucas was still, as Samuel Marshall had described him years earlier, 'interesting'.

Sometimes Lucas was so turned inward that Jerry had to reach in and pull him outward - a function that was an integral part of their relationship. Yet, Lucas didn't have the slightest selfish inclination.  Jerry knew that Lucas had learned to concentrate on math problems as a way of living through assaults on his childhood person. Now, he couldn't tell all that was going on with his husband, but he saw that the attack on their son had knocked him askew in a way he thought that Lucas probably couldn't yet define.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Falling Away

 

As Saturday began, Marshall was thinking about timing.  The previous evening at the pizza place had gone very well. He and David had almost ignored the others as they got to know one another, but they tried not to be obnoxious about it. David had asked his grandfather if he might come to the birthday celebration on Sunday.  Despite the length of the drive between Goldendale and Portland, the older David had agreed.  His grandson hadn't been smitten by many young men as he apparently was by Jim's grandson.

Tonight Marshall would have the other get-together his parents had arranged, but now he was less enthusiastic about the prospect. He thought he might be beginning something with David, although he knew he would have to talk with him about his complication.

During the day, Markie, Jamie, and Vee along with most of the parents and Jim were at Turing House preparing for the birthday dinner on Sunday.  The boys were told to stay out of the way, and they hung out at Jim's place.

"So, Cousin, are you taken by David?" JT had managed the question with enough innocence to avoid provoking Marshall's anger.

"I've only just met him."  His equivocation wasn't much of a denial. "I think he's interesting, and he's amazingly good looking."

Sam joined, "Oh yeah.  Markie thinks he's über-hot. Great body."

"Jeeze.  He's not a piece of meat."

Sam continued, "I'm just saying that if I was inclined that way ..."

"Yeah, Marsh," JT added, "and you are inclined that way.  You make an interesting couple - nice contrasts."

"Contrasts?"

"You know, dark and fair, blonde and mocha, confidence and awkwardness."

"You guys have lived with gay men too long, and I'm not awkward." Marshall laughed.  "We had a great talk last night, and he seems nice, too. He's not full of himself. If he's interested, I'll take a chance."

JT and Sam smiled at one another.  Sam said, "Interested?  Hell, he was drooling.  You still going through with the meeting tonight, or has he taken your mind off girls altogether?"

"Assholes. It's not a phase. It's who I am. By the way, JT, I'm still going to pound you for telling Jamie that I taught you how to kiss."

"Just checking," Sam finished. "Besides, we all taught each other."

* * * * *

North and Annie had put out some snacks including a sturgeon spread from a restaurant in Stevenson, the county seat of Skamania County west of Klickitat County, and prepared a couple of bottles of a dry Viognier, reminding Marshall that he wasn't to have any.  He wasn't fond of wine, so the warning wasn't really necessary.  Before Marshall's visitors arrived, his parents and his grandfather walked over to Turing House.

At 7:30, a knock on the door announced the first arrival.  Marshall took a deep breath and opened the door to see Adam and Eve.  "Come in, guys. I told you I'd find you if I had questions."

Cassie smiled broadly and gave Marshall a warm hug and a kiss on his cheek.  Marshall started to extend his hand to Brian, but was pulled into the same kind of embrace and kiss that Cassie had given him. No, not a phase at all. When he'd seated them, Marshall managed a little food and drinks for them - they turned down the wine.  Cassie asked, "How've you been? We still talk about dancing with you at Z."

"I'm okay. You look great. Dancing with you made me feel so at home. That's what I want to talk about when the others get here.  Mom and Dad told you about the other three, right?"

Brian answered, "Yes, I'm interested in meeting them, too. I think they've carved out a little different approach than Cass and I have."

Cass and Brian talked a bit about their studies until another knock heralded the other three advisors. Marshall started at the sound on the door and then took another deep breath before opening the door.  The three adults he saw were nothing like he had imagined.  The woman was stunningly beautiful: tall, lithe and as blond as his mother.  One of the men was short and thick with a receding line of black hair; the other was taller - but not as tall as the woman - slender and pleasant if ordinary.  The men looked a bit like schoolteachers and somewhat out of place with the woman.

The short, thick guy smiled, and Marshall understood how his partners would be attracted to him.  "I'm John and this is Amy and Gene.  We're part of your support system, I believe."

Amy brushed past him, nodding approvingly, followed by the men.  Twenty minutes passed in getting everyone situated and in getting acquainted chitchat.  Finally Marshall couldn't wait any longer.  "I think I have an idea about what Cassie's and Brian's relationship is like, but I'm clueless about you three."

John looked at his companions, who each nodded to him.  "Your mother and father told us to answer your questions honestly. Okay, Amy and I are married to each other.  Gene is married to another woman.  Gene and I are bisexual and Amy is basically straight, but she understands my basic erotic tug toward other men. Obviously, I'm out to Amy, and Gene's out to his wife as well. She's fine with him and me seeing each other.  Too much?"

Marshall was very interested in this arrangement. "No, no. How long have you been married, both of you?"

Gene took over.  "I've been married ten years. John and Amy have been married eight years. I think our model is unusual, but it's right for us. Neither John nor I have any interest in being married to each other or any man, but we do need what I'd call the special kind of intimacy that two men can develop over time ... and to be honest, the sex."

Amy continued the story. "If I wasn't okay with this arrangement, John wouldn't do it. I have to admit that I was worried in the beginning about being replaced by Gene, but experience taught me that I didn't need to worry. John's so much happier when he has the kind of relationship he has with Gene, and that's good for both of us.  John's not interested in cruising - you know the term?"  Marshall nodded. "He wants a stable relationship with another guy committed to his wife and who understands what that commitment means.  So, the guys have primary relationships with their wives, but take care of each other as well."

Marshall sat quietly for a few minutes.  "So, how did you tell Amy that you liked men, too?"

Amy took that one. "He told me when we were first seeing each other, I think about two months in. He was a little scared that I'd run, I think, but I loved his honesty, and I found the thought of him with another guy arousing. Then it was just a matter of getting the ground rules set."

Marshall asked John and Gene, "Weren't you afraid they'd leave you?"

Gene answered, "Sure, but I couldn't lie, and I couldn't do without sex with a man."

John nodded.  "I loved her; I hoped; I got lucky."

"So, do you guys do threesomes or what?"

Gene answered, "No."  And then laughing added, "I don't think John or I would object, but our wives aren't into that.  They just want John and me to have time together."

Amy asked Cassie about her take on Brian's situation.  Cassie thought for a moment and then, smiling, said, "We have the same taste in men, and, yes, Marshall, for us that means threesomes."

Brian took over.  "I have a few very grateful friends. We don't have others in our bed that often, and we don't want to lose each other.  It's kind of like we're the base and others have to accept that to be with us. We haven't tried to create a long-term thing with another guy as these three have, but maybe later.  I think we'd have to find a single bi guy who would want that kind of commitment, but we do like variety."

Cassie thought that maybe they had confused Marshall even more rather than helping him. "Marshall, has any of this helped?"

"Yeah. I don't know. What did you guys do when you were my age?"

They all laughed, and John told the boy, "Well, I'll tell you one thing: my parents, if I had been comfortable telling them I was bi, never would have put me in the same room with the likes of us. The research I read suggested that bisexuals were people who bounced back and forth between gay and straight.  When I finally made some gay friends, they told me I was gay and afraid to admit it."

"I mean, did you try to have relationships with boys and girls, and what did you tell people you were seeing?"

Brian said, "My friends actually thought I was cool, at least most of the girls. I went out with guys and girls, but until I met Cassie, I figured I'd have to toss a coin. When I was your age, almost everyone, boys and girls, was trying to find exclusive relationships, and I did a lot of coin tossing.  When I met Cassie, I told her right away, and, as I recall, she said, 'That's so cool.'"

Marshall turned to Cassie, "You weren't grossed out?"

"He was interesting enough that I wanted to give him a try.  If he hadn't been upfront about it, I probably would have ended it with him. It took me a week to figure out what I really felt, and that turned out to be turned on by it."

"My mom told me that some women find bisexual men attractive."

Amy jumped in, "She's right."

"When you and Brian are together with another guy, how does it work?"

Brian looked at Cassie for a moment and then told Marshall, "Full disclosure.  We agreed with your parents to some ground rules for the discussion and one of them was no graphic descriptions of bedroom fun."  He saw Marshall's frown. "But, I think it's okay to talk about how Cassie and I feel when we're with another guy. First, for some guys we've shared with, the experience is new, so we let the guy set the pace and control what he and I do together. Cassie, help me here."

"Without violating our agreement with your parents, I'll just say that sharing a guy with Brian is in the top two turn-ons of my life. So is holding his hand while he and the guy do their thing."

Marshall squinted as if trying to imagine what Cassie was describing. "So, you mean that you and Brian ... touch the guy together?"

"Indeed we do."

After a couple of hours of discussion, Marshall's deepest impression of the five visitors was that they cared deeply about their partners, even in Brian and Cassie's case; they obviously were the more casual ones. His next impression was that his parents were right: he'd have to find his own way and probably try to figure out what love and sex with one person meant before he tried with two others.  When he had mentioned the possibilities he saw with David, they had all told him to be honest but not be afraid to do what kids his age all had to do: get ready for anxiety, pain, and ecstasy.

After his new friends had shared contact information and unbounded admiration for his parents and left, Marsh, on the couch, was more settled about his situation.  He would try to see what a friendship, a relationship, would bring. He was sure that relationship would start with David.

* * * * *

Sunday morning, Sam, his eyes closed, heard his Uncle Jason's voice, "You're going to feel a little tugging when I take the sutures around the tube out. When the stitches are out, I'm going to pull the drain out. It might sting a bit."

Supine on his bed, Sam didn't open his eyes.  He smiled and said, "Can't be any worse than the Foley."

JG, who was assisting Jason, laughed. "I think you're right about that."

Sam felt the tugging at the sutures that secured the drain, and then as the tube was pulled, he felt as if his lung were being pulled out. "Shit!" He had a small spasm of coughing that caused his pain to flare.

"All done. Everything is nice and clean.  I'm going to put a dressing on the opening.  The staples will come out next week."

Sam opened his eyes.  He couldn't bend his neck enough to see the beginning of the scarring surgical wound just under his collarbone, but he could see its end.  He frowned, "I'm a regular Frankenstein's monster."

His grandfather tried to comfort the boy. "With a little work, the scar won't be that noticeable.  Besides, women love men who've been wounded."

Sam appreciated JG's attempt and asked, "And, how would you know that?"

As Jason finished the little procedure, JG admonished his grandson, "Gay men have women important in their lives, smartass."

"I guess."  But then, as Sam thought of his fathers, he knew that Vi and Annie were important to OD and Jerry and that his dad's sisters and mother were important to him.  "Yeah."

Sam sat up, his shoulder sharply reminding him of the injury.  He wore the sling less regularly now, and he was trying to regain normal range of motion.  Three times a day, Markie helped him with exercises prescribed by an occupational therapist.  After the first session, he had jokingly told Markie that if he was going shirtless, she should, too. He remembered her answer: "In your dreams."  True, but they had both by now seen each other without clothes, and Sam had been awestruck as much by Markie's enthusiasm as by her beauty.

Jerry wandered into the bedroom.  "You ready for the birthday celebration tonight?"

"I think we're all ready.  Is David coming?"

"Both Davids, I think."  He looked to Jim.

"Yep. Apparently, his grandson bugged him until he agreed.  Professor Masters was worried about horning in on our family tradition."  JG smiled as he added, "I'm not sure what the attraction of a birthday party in Goldendale is for his grandson."

Sam said, "You know it's a blond attraction.  Those two are basically unconscious around one another.  What happened to all that bisexual crap?"

* * * * *

Summer heat was hanging on relentlessly. The birthday dinner this year was convened at Turing House with the AC blasting away against temperatures in the upper 90s.

Turing House or not, Vi was definitely in charge of the preparations.  Markie and Jamie were chief assistants because the objects of the celebration, including Vee, had no jobs other than eating.  From the kitchen, Vi would occasionally see the cousins enjoying themselves, and when she saw Sam, she brimmed with gratitude that he was still with them.  Marshall's newfound friend, David, was deep, she thought, and strikingly beautiful.  What surprised her was that David, without being asked, came into the kitchen and worked alongside the girls, cleaning dishes and utensils after they were used.  He had nicked a finger while drying a sharp knife because he was paying more attention to Marshall than to the knife.  When he had reflexively put the finger in his mouth to suck away the small amount of blood, she had seen the boy and Marshall have a conversation with their eyes.  Laughing to herself, she thought that thanks to her son's course in life, she had met some very attractive men.

Every year when they celebrated as they did this year, the boys felt antsy sitting while Vi and often Annie and, in this case, the girls cooked. The males in their family took preparing and cooking food seriously, but they ceded control this time to Vi and her helpers.  Sam remembered his confusion at the sexual division of labor in her family when they visited Jerry's Mother.  His father had explained about traditional gender roles and told the boy that he thought Lucas's family had it right.

As the dinner progressed, North looked to the end of the large table where Jim sat.  David Masters was at his left.

North felt the loss of his father acutely. Tom and Jim, Jim and Tom - somehow the presence of another man, this intruder, in proximity to Dad Squared disturbed him.  He reminded himself of how childish that emotion was, but as Annie had reminded him when they had discussed Jim's date, he was still Jim's child.  He mentally swept his discomfort aside because he saw that Jim liked the professor and knew that his father deserved the opportunity for real friendship with someone his age, and he was happy that the older man and his grandson had agreed to come.

His son's infatuation was another matter.  Timing was indeed everything.  North had said nothing about his talk with the Adam and Eve and the bisexual advisory panel that he and Annie had assembled for their son.  Maybe Marshall was just taking their advice - trying to explore love and sex with one person at a time.

The family followed the tradition begun with North's and Lucas's generation of not giving big gifts, but giving a cake bereft of candles to which all the parents had given effort. The boys loved the notion of ticking off their years together.

All the cousins were fond of German chocolate cake.  No birthday songs rang out before Vee took charge of cutting the cake and the male cousins distributed pieces to everyone at the table.  Sam presented Jeff with his piece and hugged the man with his left arm.

After dinner, the kids agreed to wander out to one of the barns in the still warm but dry air. JT had been sure to invite Vee to go with them, but his young cousin smiled and replied, "You're kidding, right? I wouldn't go near the hormone stew you're cooking up. But, thanks for asking, JT."

The three birthday boys and Markie, David, and Jamie grabbed a couple of old blankets from the mudroom and walked out toward a small empty barn between Turing House and Vi's home.  Sam and Markie and JT and Jamie, ahead of the other two, held hands as they walked.  David looked to Marshall, his question clear, and Marshall reached for David's hand. As the other couples crossed into the barn, Marshall tugged on David's hand. "Let's stay out here for a while."

Marshall took David to the east side of the barn, the side facing away from the houses.  On the ground was an old tree trunk with its bark stripped and its surface smooth from the many field hands that had used it as a seat over the years.  The two boys sat still, holding hands, facing out to fields mostly at the end of the growing season. At nine, the sun behind the barn was just beginning to set and the shadow of the building covered them and cooled the air around them some. The silence was in a way protective because neither of them knew where to start.

Finally, David said quietly, "You were with Sam when he was shot."

"Oh yeah. This has been a scary summer."

"I guess you never figure a friend our age could die."

Marshall's growing feelings for David were mixed with what he remembered of his feelings toward Armin, feelings he had submerged as the summer went on.  He felt safe talking with David about Armin.  "A friend staying with us died at the beginning of our summer visit here. He had cancer, and I loved him.  I played guitar for him. He never got to have a boyfriend, except me, if I was that.  He was so sweet and had so much pain in his life."

Then what he had least wanted to happen did; tears came.  He hadn't really cried for Armin or for the lost possibilities, but crying with David seemed both an imposition and safe.  Marshall didn't mention his failure to keep his promise to Armin.  David got up, stepped over the log, and sat behind Marshall with his legs on either side of Marshall's.  He put his arms around Marshall, his palms over Marsh's heart because he wanted to quiet the pain.  He felt Marshall lean back into him, his head against David's shoulder, and weep.

When he was cried out, Marshall wiped his face with the hem of his t-shirt and sighed. "Welcome to Marshall's world. I wouldn't blame you if you didn't want to stay."

David leaned forward, putting his chin on Marshall's shoulder, and whispered in Marshall's left ear, "I want to know everything about you."

"Okay let's start with the fact that I'm bi, and I don't mean transitional. I will always be attracted to girls. I can't think that's something that you want to get involved with."

David reached around and turned Marshall's head.  He kissed Marshall. When their lips parted, David said, "I am so happy around you.  Let's talk about what you want. I know what I want."

"That's easy.  I want everything."

"How about if we see what just the two of us can be? I'm not looking for the great love of my life, but I won't intentionally hurt you, I promise, and I'll always tell you the truth even if it hurts.  Maybe we could both agree not to see anyone else for a while."

Marshall stood, turned, and pulled David to his feet, pulling him into an intimate embrace. He felt the rush of his reactions to their contact, physical and emotional. Now, he whispered into David's ear, "Okay."

* * * * *

Monday morning, North and his brother were riding their horses on the edge of a field just harvested for the third cut. They were on the same road where Jeremy had confronted North and his running partner many years ago.

"I talked to Dad Squared, and he's worried.  You need to talk to us."

They rode for a while longer in silence.

Lucas wasn't like his brother, and he wasn't like Jason or Jonathan.  He felt crippled.  Finally, he tried to do what Frank Gerard had urged him to do from their first meeting: to risk sharing himself.  Lucas spoke: “I tried to find a way to tell Sam how the shooting had unleashed my deepest fear - that I'm not up to being what Sam needs in a father and might never be.  But I wasn't up to saying so to him.”

A silence, except for the sounds of the horses, extended until North continued, "Luke, you're not thinking of running, are you?"

Lucas gave his brother a piercing look.

"Because if you are, I'll come after you again.

“And don't think about coming up here to Turing House and hiding out, leaving Jerry and Sam in Pasadena. That's the same thing as running.”


CHAPTER FORTY

See You in September

 

Lucas had had many wonderful sources of counsel in his life, but two he had valued were gone - Tom, his father, and Martin, Vi's farm manager.   Now, as North and he rested the horses and themselves at the roadside, drinking water from Sigg bottles, he sorely missed both of them, but especially Martin.  He wondered what Martin might have taught him as Sam joined the family and grew to adolescence, or more important, what he might have taught Sam about his father.

This sort of rumination wasn't common for Lucas, and he was uncomfortable that he was wasting time on speculation.  For one thing, his life seemed to him jumbled now. Usually, his contemplation of one of the mathematics problems that formed his professional life pulled him almost irresistibly away from all other aspects of his life.  Since the assault on his son, the rest of his life irresistibly pulled him away from his professional concerns.

North observed, "I haven't seen you this agitated in a long while."

"I haven't been this agitated in a long while. I remember the feeling, and I don't like it."

North thought a while about the great doubt his brother had revealed to him.  "You think Sam's a good kid?"

"Yeah, he's a great person."

"How do you think he got that way?"

"It's his nature."

"That's just horseshit, Luke.  Part of how he became what he is involves his genes, but a lot of it is growing up with Jerry and you. You may think you aren't influential in his life, but I can tell you that he looks to you two as the measure of what he should be.  Marshall and JT love you, too, and think you're a very cool uncle.  Why do you think Marsh wanted to sing 'Modern Boys'?  They all love you."

Lucas just sat across from his brother silently.

North finally exclaimed, "You're so fucking hard-headed, you know that? Do you remember what I told you when you asked if you and Jerry should adopt Sam?"

Lucas nodded.

"Did you think I was being polite, or worse, that I lied to you when I told you that Annie and I both thought you and Jerry would be great parents?"

"No.  You've never lied to me."

"Jesus, Luke. You're a good man, a good brother, and a good father. You can't let yourself be trapped by your past.  I thought you'd gotten over this crap."

"He thinks he's not important to me. I must have given him that message."

"More bullshit. You're wound pretty tight, but you're not unfeeling. Sam loves you and probably wishes that you were a bit more open, but he loves you just as you are.  We all do.  How do you think I felt when Dad would hole up in his office and write for hours on end or when Dad Squared was at OHSU doing rounds until after I was in bed?  It didn't make me happy, but you know what?  I always knew they loved me, and I could always talk to them if I needed to."

"Our fathers were special; I mean Jim still is. Everything I have - everything I am - is accident.  I don't think I've worked hard enough."

"And you're not special?  I've watched you with Sam for a long time now, and if you had been mistreating him, even emotionally, I'd have set you straight. You're a fucking genius.  Sam admires you and he loves you, but more than that, he feels loved by you, so get your head out of your ass. Work harder, if you think you need to, but don't think you can work hard enough to do the impossible."

For the first time during their ride, Lucas smiled.  "I'll try, paragon, but Jim and Tom never let us feel unsafe. I think Sam feels unsafe now."

"Apparently you've forgotten about Jason getting the shit kicked out of him for most of a football season. You think our fathers didn't sweat that?

“Sometimes I think Sam Marshall was a terrible influence on you, Luke.  You aren't responsible for doing what no one can do. No one can make another person completely safe. The fact that you think you should says more than anything what kind of father you are. And, by the way, Sam Marshall would have been a horrible parent.  He knew that, and that's why he never tried."

"Okay, okay.  Seeing Sam lying there bleeding - fuck, I don't think I've ever felt helpless before."

North realized that Lucas was visualizing the scene again as he talked about it.  "Well, Fry, welcome to being human.  You should talk to Frank if you're having flashbacks."

"Don't call me Fry."

Lucas and North stood. Luke felt less uncertain, and he reached up to hug North.  "Thanks, brother."

* * * * *

"Where's Jeff?" Sam asked his father.

"Up packing, I think."

Sam raced up the stairs and walked down the hall to Jeff's room. Through the doorway, he saw the agent packing his small bag. He was wondering if he should bother the man when Jeff, his back still turned to Sam, said, "Come in."

"You're leaving?"

"That shouldn't be a surprise."  Jeff sensed the boy's subtle anxiety. "I wouldn't leave if I thought I still had work to do here."

"I know.  I guess I just got used to you being here."

Chertov put his case on the floor and sat on the side of the bed, patting the bed beside him.  "Sit."

Sam sat beside the young agent and waited.

"I'm sorry you had to go through what you did. These assholes want to frighten people."

Sam interrupted, "I don't think you can frighten someone by killing him."

Jeff put his arm around Sam and sighed.  "You're right, of course. What I mean is that these people can't develop any real power by convincing ordinary people that what they want to do is acceptable, so they try to create power through fear.  If you give in to that fear, you've let them win."

Sam started to remind Jeff that he had been the one who was shot, but then thought that maybe Jeff had been, too. "Did you ever get shot?"

"Yes, but not as badly as you were.  But then, being in the line of fire is my job; it's not yours."

Now Sam sighed. "Do you think it's safe for us to go back to Pasadena?"

Turning to Sam, Jeff said, "Look at me, Sam."  When the boy had, Jeff continued, "No one is absolutely safe anywhere. If you're asking me if Pasadena is as safe as Goldendale, then yes.  If you're asking if I think people are still coming after you or your father, then no.  I wouldn't leave if I thought that."

"Have you talked with OD about this?"

"Yes."

After he had waited for a few seconds, Sam became frustrated. "Well?"

"You should talk to him about that. I'll miss you, young man. You are a steely-eyed hero, my friend."

"Hero?  I was just the target. You and Uncle Jon are the heroes."

Chertov frowned. "I didn't feel heroic.  Prevention is everything in my business; having to recover is failure."

"That's so much bullshit, Jeff."

"That's my world."

"Can I have your email address?"

"Easy — jeff.chertov@dhs.gov.  I'll always answer if I can."  He handed Sam a card.  "This has my personal email and cell phone in case you need to text me. I don't use it for voice calls.  Sometimes I may not be able to get back to you for a while."

Sam stood as the young agent did, surprised at how sad he was both that Jeff was leaving and that he would be in danger while he worked. He hugged the man and whispered, "Thank you for everything you did."  Then he walked out of the room with Chertov so that the agent could say goodbye to the others before he left for who-knew-where.

* * * * *

Before Sam talked with his parents about the trip to OHSU tomorrow to get the staples out of the now nearly healed surgical wound, he cornered them in the kitchen at Turing House.  He still worried about what was on OD's mind, and he was determined to get an answer.  "Do you know how Uncle North and Aunt Annie did with living so far apart just after you ended up in Goldendale?"

Lucas knew what his son was getting at: that he was thinking about living in Goldendale when Markie was in Pasadena.  "They managed, as I understand it, but I have to say they had a rough patch."

"I talked with Jeff before he left, and he said you and he had talked about whether or not Pasadena was safe for us."

Jerry asked, "He did?"

Lucas continued, "We asked him if he'd be willing to leave Homeland Security and work for us."

This revelation was so unexpected that Sam was truly speechless.  He stood in the kitchen open-mouthed.

OD continued, "He told us that he didn't think we needed him except maybe as an emotional crutch. He said he didn't think we were in any more danger now than anyone else, either in Goldendale or in California. I think I know how you feel about where we should live, but it would help to know for sure."

Sam said without hesitation, "Pasadena.  This is an okay place to visit, but living here would drive me crazy."  Then he thought about his fathers' needs, and he didn't want to make himself a problem, especially for OD.  "But, I'd give it a try if it's important to you."

OD thought, How like North, and told his son, "I know you would, but I also know how important Markie is to you. I wouldn't have been happy if your grandfathers had asked me to move a thousand miles away after I met your father. A hundred miles was hard enough."

"So, back to Pasadena?"

His fathers both nodded, and Sam smiled.  OD finished, "We're not staying just because of Markie.  Your father is more comfortable working in California, and I still have some work at Caltech I want to finish.  The horses I can visit; I don't have to live with them, but maybe we can spend a longer time here next summer - with Markie visiting, of course. You two.” His eyes embraced both the men in his family, “I need to live with."

Sam was clearly relieved and started to leave his fathers when Lucas, after looking at Jerry for support, asked the boy, "Take a walk with me?"  Sam nodded and Lucas grasped his son's hand and walked with him out the rear door of Turing House.  "Let's take a ride."

Sam tried to hoist his saddle onto his mount with his left arm, but the pain in his right shoulder stopped him.  His father started to glare at him but then understood and saddled both horses. They took off across the fallow field immediately to the east of the barn.  Both were skilled riders, and they raced across the familiar ground until the house and outbuildings appeared small in the distance.

Lucas remembered the tribal officer who had ridden in his place earlier in the summer - another hero.  Lucas took them out to the house where Martin had lived and where Rodrigo lived now.  After they dismounted and tied the horses to the post in front of the house, Lucas led them to the front porch where he and Martin had spent many hours talking.  As they sat on the rough porch steps, Sam leaned against his father.

Lucas looked at the old tree off to the side of the house, a tree that had a peculiar trunk.  North had told him of a conversation that he and Martin had about that tree.  "See that elm?"  A few feet above the ground, a large burl deformed the trunk that grew horizontally for a foot before bending back to grow upward.  Sam nodded, still leaning against his father.  "Martin told your Uncle North that the tree was like me - that something awful happened to it as it grew.  Then before it could take off toward the sky again, it grew sideways for a while.  Still, bend and all, it's a good tree."

Sam looked at his father.  "It's beautiful."

"Okay, now something terrible has happened to you. You're going to have to figure out how to start growing toward the sky again.  For me, your injury is another bend in my trunk, and I'm trying to get going skyward again, too. I intend to do just that."

Sam wiped his eyes with forearm. "You're pretty good at this father crap."

* * * * *

Before the expedition to OHSU left Goldendale, JT and Jamie appeared at Turing House, grins on their faces, snapping the jaws of staple removers they had borrowed from Jim's office, suggesting that they could save Sam a trip.  Sam politely declined.

Sam's uncles Jason and Jonathan were up front in the Tribeca.  He and Markie were in the second row, and Vee along with Marshall were in the back.  Marshall had been so transparent when he had asked his cousin if he wanted company on the trip to Portland.  Sam had reminded Marsh that Markie and Vee were going along but then after a few minutes suggested that if Marshall made the trip maybe he'd run into David. Marsh had shrugged and smiled.  Sam waited long enough with no response till Marshall felt uncomfortable and then put his cousin out of his misery by saying that he'd appreciate the company.

Markie asked the boys and Vee, "What would you think about going dancing tomorrow night? Vee, you're old enough now to get in, right?"

Marshall said, "Barely."  He thought taking his sister dancing would be good for her.

Vee replied, "I guess so."  She wasn't at all certain that she wanted to go. The alternative was to sit in her grandfather's office and read, something she loved.

Sam thought a moment and then asked his Uncle Jon, "Will I have any restrictions after the staples come out?"

Jon replied, "Not really, but you need to continue your OT until your range of motion improves."

"So, dancing tomorrow night is okay?"

Jonathan looked at his husband, who nodded, and told his nephew, "Don't see why not."

They were now driving west on the Banfield Expressway, the portion of I-84 between suburban Troutdale and Portland, headed to their grandfather's condo in the Pearl District.

Sam turned around and whispered to Marshall, "Ask them if David can spend the night tomorrow after we go to the club."

Marshall hesitated until his Uncle Jason turned and said, "That's a great idea, Marsh.  Then we won't have to worry about getting David home after you're finished at the club."

Marshall responded, "Thanks, Uncle Jason.  Are you sure there's room?"  He had no idea what sleeping arrangements they were contemplating.

"Well, I think Markie will bunk in with Sam, and we just assumed that David would do the same with you."

Markie didn't react to Jason's assumptions at all, and Marshall realized that the other five in the car had already discussed the issue. He'd have to see how David felt about that arrangement, but he thought he knew what his answer would be.  He took his phone out and began texting.  He and David had already planned to meet tomorrow sometime, and now he proposed dancing and David sleeping over.  He waited distractedly until his phone vibrated. He read David's reply and smiled. Markie nodded to Sam and gave him a little thumbs-up.

The apartment had been home to Marshall's and Sam's grandfathers since before North and Lucas had been adopted. Their grandfather Tom had written the Gyres Chronicles here mostly - stories that had always filled Sam's dreams.  Sam had listened to stories about Tom from both his father and Uncle North.

His father's adoption had placed Sam as well as his cousin Marshall in a family setting that seemed very normal to the boys but was actually just emerging from novelty. For the cousins, gay parents were not unusual; they had no idea how hard Jim and Tom had to work to found a family headed by two men.  Because OD had told Marshall and him about the lawyer, Julie Steiner, who had helped them, both with North and with Lucas, Sam knew that the adoptions required court approval.

The Tribeca crossed the Willamette River into Northwest Portland, pulling up to the condo high-rise where Jason parked it.  The sun was dropping behind the West Hills but was some time away from setting when the little troupe opened the condo up and got settled.  Vee commented with a little snark, "I guess I get the sofa. Unless I bunk with Markie, and Sam takes it."

Sam laughed and told his cousin, "No chance."  The boys and Markie put their bags in their rooms, and Vee went out onto the deck while the uncles tossed around plans for dinner.

While the kids were getting settled, Jon pulled his husband into an embrace, kissing him deeply.  After the kiss and the smiles, he told Jason, "Let's suggest Natural Selections — Markie will love it."

Jason nodded and, sliding his hand from Jon's waist to his ass, whispered, "You saved my life, Jon."

Jon laughed quietly. "I read you The King of the Golden River; you did the rest."

"You read to me and you taught me to be happy with myself.  But, you never jerked off to 'Casta Diva' next to me in bed."

"Unlike fucking North.  That boy never knew how he tortured us."

"I still get a boner when I hear Caballé."  Laughing, they broke apart as they heard the kids come back to the living room.

Marshall smiled, wondering what his uncles had been doing.  "We can't leave you two alone for even a little while."

"Smart ass," Jason answered. "Just for that, we're eating at Natural Selections tonight."  The boys groaned, and Vee smiled.

"What?" Markie asked.

Sam tried to recover.  "No, it's fine.  It's a vegetarian/vegan restaurant on the east side."  Markie stepped over and kissed Jason on the cheek.

Jon suggested, "Marsh, why don't you see if David wants to eat with us tonight.  He could stay over tonight as well as tomorrow."

Marshall smiled and stepped over to kiss Jon on the cheek.  The others cracked up.

At 6:30, David's father came up to meet Jon and Jason before dropping his son off.  Both Sam's uncles could see much of David in his father: a tall, slender man with rich, dark skin. He was obviously impressed with the condo and the location, but Jonathan realized that he was a little uncomfortable leaving his son with a group of men he thought gay.  Marshall had warned them that David's father's feelings were still raw over his father-in-law's coming out following his mother-in-law's death.  He was, nonetheless, civil and seemed satisfied that David wouldn't be in danger with the crew from Goldendale. David was barely patient, although not confrontational, at his father's behavior.

Marshall was showing David around the condo.  David saw Tom's old office and inclined his head toward the door with a question in his eyes.  Marsh nodded, and the boys walked in.  When David spotted volumes of Sam Marshall's poetry on the shelves, he pointed to them and looked at Marshall. "Your grandfather had a lot of his poetry."

"Yeah, I was named after him.  So was Sam.  Tom and he hung out a lot together."

"Wow, there's a really nice, full set of the Gyres Chronicles here?"

"That's because my grandfather wrote them."

That stopped David for a full minute, and then had an 'aha' moment as he spotted a picture of North as a teenager in his running gear.  "Your father is Kendall, then. He was hot - I mean he still is."  Trying to extricate himself but getting himself in deeper, he continued, "I mean Kendall was a major player in my jerkoff fantasies..." He stopped and if blushing could have shown in his dark face, Marshall would have seen deep red.

Marshall laughed at David's discomfort.  "Don't ever tell my father that he's Kendall, and don't ever tell my mom that you jerked off imagining Dad."

"I wasn't imagining your father; I was imagining Kendall. Besides, his son is the current resident of those fantasies."

Now Marshall blushed, and the reddening skin on his face was perfectly obvious.  "Glad I can help out."

David wanted desperately to change the subject. "I never connected the name Jansen with you, and I never would have connected Tom Jansen with Lucas."

"Just Google Uncle Lucas, and you'll see."

"I don't like to Google people I know.  It seems weird somehow."

"So, you haven't Googled me?"

"No!"

The more Marshall discovered about David, the more he liked him.  Physical attraction was a given.

The boys looked around Tom's office for a few more minutes.  David was treating the room as he would a museum exhibit. Finally, Marshall took his hand and, leading him out of the room, said, "Before you leave you can look around in here again, and you don't have to be afraid to touch anything. I think Grampa Tom would have liked people using the room.  Vee uses it a lot."

"Your sister is very cool and very smart. If I were straight and a little younger..."

"First my father and now my sister.  Down, boy!"

As they left the room, David shook his head from side to side slowly. "Goldendale?  How the fuck did your grandfathers end up in Goldendale?"

"I think they were hiding.  It didn't work. I don't think anyone can hide in Goldendale.  Let's get ready for dinner."

As they changed in their room, they watched each other with abundant curiosity. Neither of them was disappointed. "A couple of my friends are coming to the club."

Marshall wondered what that meant.  "Oh?"

"Well, I want to show you off, and they're curious."

"You mean I'm strictly an ornament?"

They had yet to find one another's acceptable limit of teasing. "I guess that sounded obnoxious."

Marshall walked to stand in front of David and put his hands on the boy's waist.  Looking into David's eyes, he said, "No.  It sounded like you were ragging on me. If I thought I was going to be a notch on a bedpost, you wouldn't be here."

"The reason my friends are curious is that I haven't really had a serious relationship, and they can tell that my feelings for you aren't exactly casual."

From the living room, Jonathan's voice called them, "How long does it take two guys to get ready?  The rest of us are hungry."

Markie was in her element at the restaurant.  If she had her way, this is the way she would eat every meal. She appreciated that Sam didn't grouch at the absence of beef.  She watched Marshall and David as they ate, and she thought they were as cute as any boy-girl couple she had seen falling in love.  She dearly hoped that she and Sam didn't act that way.  David, she thought, was very polite. He had remembered that her parents were divorced and that her mother was a businesswoman. He had asked about how Sam's and her relationship had begun, and his questions weren't perfunctory.  She hoped that Sam's cousin found what he was looking for.

Although a four-course prix-fixe menu was available, all the items were also available à la carte, allowing them to eat family style.  The group shared roasted peaches with chickpeas and chard and fava gnocchi as the main courses. After the meal, Markie glowed with satisfaction while the boys held their tongues.  On the way out, Jonathan told Marshall with a smile, "Serves you right, smart ass."

Later, while Vee camped on the pullout sofa in the living room, in the bedrooms, the three couples were in different stages of intimacy.  Jon and Jason followed a well-tended path to comfort and bliss. Markie helped Sam undress before removing her own clothes.  Before changing his dressing a last time, she knelt at the bedside and gently touched one of the staples.

"I'll miss these," she commented facetiously.

"I'll bring one back so you can make a staple pendant. I won't miss them a bit."

"I know. I think, in some way, I'll miss helping to take care of you."

"There are other ways for you to take care of me."

She looked down.  "Is that thing always hard?"

"Around you, most of the time."

In the third bedroom, Marshall and David, not bothering with sleeping clothes, were lying in twin beds.  "Are you going with Sam tomorrow when he gets the staples out?"

Marshall had already discussed that matter with Sam. "No. I thought we could hang out together. Markie and Vee will be with him. I'm pretty sure he invited me along so that I could see you."

"Remind me to thank him.  Would you play something for me tomorrow?"

"Sure.  Think about what you want to hear.  Warning though -  my repertoire is limited."

"I want you to choose."

Marshall thought he'd take a chance. "Want to push the beds together?"  David's silence worried Sam. "I didn't mean that we had to do anything.  I just like looking at you when we talk, and that would be easier if we were closer."

"I'd like that, too, but you know what I'd really like?"

Marshall's heart rate accelerated.  "What?"

"An autographed Outliers t-shirt. Groupies should be rewarded."  Even through the darkness, Marshall could hear the laughter in David's request.

"I'll see what I can do.  Get your fine ass out of bed so we can push them together."

Being naked with David in itself wasn't a big deal to Marshall because his family had a relaxed attitude about nudity.  Being naked with David, however, was in another way a big deal to Marshall because of the confusion of hormones attending his feelings for his new friend.  They worked as quietly as they could to get the beds together and smiled at one another.  They lay on their sides facing each other without sliding under the covers.

"You're the first boy I've ever been in bed naked with," Marshall commented.

David surprised Marshall when he said, "You're my first, too."

Marshall's face must have betrayed disbelief.

"What? You think I'm bullshitting you?" David asked.

"No. You're just so beautiful. I can't imagine you've made it this far without - you know."

"Well, I have.  I've played doctor with some of my friends; we've jerked off together but no being naked in bed.  How about you?"

Marshall decided to be honest.  "I've played around a bit with Sam and JT.  And, I've had sex with a couple of girls."

David's silence filled Marshall with anxiety. "David?"

"No, it's okay. I mean, you told me you're bi.  Our agreement still goes, right?"

"Oh, yes, absolutely.  No one else while we're seeing each other."

"What was it like?  No gory details, please."

"Spectacular."

"Enough of that. Tell me more about your family."

Marshall recounted everything he thought important about his family. David's interest in Marsh's Uncle Lucas was unabated, and Marshall entertained his friend with stories he had heard from his father about his eccentric uncle.

"Your turn.  You told me your father isn't happy with your grandfather coming out."

"That's a mild description of how he feels. See, I think my grandma knew. How could you hide something like that? And, she loved him until the day she died; I know that. My parents think he played her for forty years."

"I think you're right."

"Then, they'd already had to go through my coming out, which, let me tell you, was a little bumpy. They love me, and they're accepting, but they aren't exactly joyful."

"If it helps, I am."

"Thanks. That's really nice," David said with a catch in his voice.

As they lay on their backs waiting for sleep, David reached for Marshall's hand. Marshall thought that this sleepover was much different than the one he had shared with Armin - equally as intimate but without the portent of an abrupt end.

* * * * *

In his sleep, Marshall, now prone on the bed, had thrown his arm over David's midsection as David slept on his back.  As he awakened, his arm moved lower and bumped against his bedmate's hard-on. At first his sleepy brain only registered pleasure, and then he started, realizing what he was touching.  He quickly moved his arm up to David's chest.

"You won't break it."

Marshall laughed. "It feels like I might."

David moved his left arm so that his palm rested on Marshall's ass.  "This doesn't feel as if it will break.  You must run a lot."

"My father's a serious runner; my mom runs a lot, too, so I started early.  I'm glad you approve of the result. Maybe when we get back home to Portland, you could join me."

David looked at the clock on Marshall's dresser.  "I'd like that because it's you, but we should get up so we can wish Sam good luck.  Want to share a shower?"

Sam and Markie, along with Vee, were already in the dining room when Marsh and David drifted down the hall.  Vee looked at them and shook her head slowly, causing both of them to blush, a reaction apparent only on Marshall's face.  Jon and Jason joined them shortly, and everyone pitched in to make breakfast, which they ate at a leisurely pace.  Jason noted that David acted like another member of the family now, not a guest.

Vee asked her cousin, "Are you nervous?"

Sam looked up from the few bits of food remaining on his plate and answered, "No.  Uncle Jon says it won't really hurt, and then I can get back to normal."

Vee asked, "How's the feeling in your right hand?"

"Still not normal, but it's getting better. I guess I'll have to learn to play all over again."

Vee, with a deadpan expression, observed, "You needed more practice anyway."

After breakfast, the contingent going to OHSU readied itself and at 10:30 left for the hospital. Jason stayed behind, saying that too many physicians were never a good thing. "What are you two up to this morning?"

David answered for the couple, "We're going to the Japanese Garden for a while."

"Want some company?" Sam's uncle asked with a smile.

Marshall tried to think of a polite way to decline the offer; he couldn't.  "Sure, Uncle Jason."

"Marsh, you are too easy. I have some reading to do and a couple of calls to return. Have fun."

As they were almost out the door, the boys heard Jason ask, "You have your membership cards?"

Both the boys answered, "Yes," Marshall adding, "Mother" to his reply.  They took the number 20 bus from the Pearl District along Burnside to the Macleay Blvd. stop and then walked first east on Tichner Drive and then south on Kingston Avenue to the Garden.  Attendance was light on weekday mornings, and this Friday was no exception.  After climbing a hundred or so feet from the bus stop, the boys showed their membership cards at the entrance and walked in past the gift shop toward the pavilion. On the veranda of the pavilion, they sat on a bench holding hands and quietly looking out over a modest karesansui, a modern take on the traditional sand and stone garden. Occasionally, an employee of the garden would walk by and smile at the couple without disturbing their contemplation.

After walking through all five gardens, stopping occasionally for quiet conversation or a quick kiss, they left the garden a little before one and retraced their journey to the bus stop and back to the Pearl.  Before returning to the condo, they grabbed a quick lunch.  Sam and the rest of the crew were back from the hospital, and Marshall found his cousin on the balcony with Markie.  He sat across from Sam and silently asked the question with his eyes - how'd it go?

"No problem," Sam answered.  "Some of the staples adhered to the scar tissue a bit. They were the only ones that stung coming out. The surgeon was happy. Unless there's a problem, I don't have to see him again, and as soon as the staple holes stop oozing, no more dressings."

Sam was touched at the plain relief on Marshall's smiling face.  His cousin asked, "You still up for the club tonight?"

"Sure.  Markie wants to dance with girls again."  Markie lightly slapped Sam's left shoulder.

* * * * *

The club was by now familiar to everyone in their group except Vee, who had heard a lot of stories about the place but before her birthday had been too young to get in.  As it had been when Sam's and Marshall's uncles had met here and when Sam's fathers had also, the music was basically electro-pop and alternative music that was danceable. It was Vee's turn to keep her hand in her brother's as they flowed through the crowd. Vee had also heard stories about how people here reacted to her brother and now saw the reactions for herself: desire and wonder. If anything, the reaction to David and Marshall together was amplified.

Marshall spent most of his time dancing with David, sometimes with Vee as a third party in their dance. He didn't have to encourage Vee to find other dance partners and managed to keep an eye on her when she was with others.  She had a good time, but Vee decided that this would probably be her last visit. Sam and Markie were having a great time, and despite her earlier slap at her boyfriend, Markie did dance with a few girls, leaving Sam to dance with boys. David was no stranger to the place, and he wondered that he couldn't remember seeing Marsh here before. He certainly would have remembered that.

After a couple of hours, two of David's friends found the group drinking water near one of the club's walls. Marshall wondered whether or not he would pass inspection. "Marshall, Sam, Vee, Markie, these guys are Desi and Juan."

Juan was wonderfully flamboyant in dress and mannerism. He took Marshall's hand and kissed the back of it in a courtly fashion.  "I see why our David is captivated.  You are a golden boy." Marshall had no idea how to respond to that, but he didn't sense any dissatisfaction in Juan with his presence in David's life.

Desi was another story.  When introduced, Desi had barely nodded to Marshall.  Vee caught Marsh's eye and seemed to be warning him about this one.  Then, Desi grabbed David's hand and without a word pulled him back toward the middle of the dance floor.  Marshall didn't mind that the friends were going to dance, but he didn't like Desi's aggressive approach.  David looked over his shoulder at Marshall with a look both unhappy and apologetic.

Markie asked Marshall, "What the hell was that about?"

Juan answered, "Green, green, green monster, sister."

Sam touched Marshall's arm, and reminded him, "Think of how I felt when I thought Markie was interested in you."

Sam's comment quieted Marshall's anxiety a little.  He kept his eyes on Desi and David who instead of dancing were in animated discussion.  David did not look happy, and Desi looked angry and frustrated.  At first, Marsh wondered why David didn't just tell the guy off.  Then, he thought about Sam's comment. Friendships were hard to manage sometimes, and he couldn't blame David for trying to honor a friendship that meant a lot to him. He felt bad for David, who had wanted to show him off to his friends and who clearly hadn't expected this result.

"Should I go get him?" Marshall asked no one in particular.

Juan advised, "Oh, David can take care of himself. Desi has always hoped that David would fall for him even though David has told the boy that he wasn't interested in that way."

Shortly, David returned, almost pushing his friend ahead of him. Desi made some insincere apology but was clearly unhappy with the situation.  For the rest of the evening Desi almost made a point of not talking to Marshall or replying to anything he said.  Juan tactfully tried to get him to ease up, but Desi was having none of it. He finally said, "Golden boy?  Pasty white, more like it. He should find a nice, white girl."

David immediately grabbed Marshall and kissed him deeply, surprising everyone, but most of all Marshall.  The kiss was more than nice, and Marshall did enjoy seeing Desi fume when it ended. "Look, Des. This is the way it is. Marshall is my boyfriend, and if you can't find peace with that, then you need to hit the road.  I'm not going to listen to you badmouth him, and he's too polite to tell you where to stick it."


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The Final Dream

The orb was warm in his hand as Sam crossed a threshold.  His surroundings were entirely familiar - no colored air or magic carpets. He was again in his grandfather's office at the farm.  This time, JG, not Grampa Tom, was at the desk and looking up at him from the chair. His grandfather's face showed fear. "What's the matter, JG?"

The sound from his grandfather was garbled, unintelligible. He could, however, sense the urgency in JG's pleading attempts to talk to him.  Then, the man began to fade until, in his grandfather's place, OD sat in the chair.  "These things happen. Just do the best you can."

Sam came suddenly awake, startling Markie, beside him in bed. She saw that Sam, short of breath and shaking, was lathered in a sweat that soaked his T-shirt.  Sleepily, she asked, "Sam, what's the matter?"

"Something's very wrong."

Markie rose and tiptoed to the bathroom, returning with a towel. "Dry off. What's very wrong?"

"I don't know, but I think something's wrong with JG."

"Maybe it was just a bad dream like the others. Do you want to wake up Jonathan and Jason?"

He thought seriously of doing just that, but finally said, "No, but I'm going to call Uncle North." He reached for his iPhone, noting the time - 4:45. His uncle answered in a sleepy voice after a few rings.

"Sam, are you all right? Is Marsh okay?"

"We're fine. Sorry to call so early, but I had a weird dream about JG, and I think something might be wrong with him."

After a few minutes during which Sam could hear North talking with Annie, his uncle told the boy, "Annie's going to look in on him. You go back to sleep."

North ended the call.

* * * * *

David was awake before Marshall.  He hadn't slept well because of the altercation with his friend Desi at the club the night before. He was angry at Desi and at the same time unsure about what caused his friend to act as he had. Of one thing he was certain: if Desi pushed the issue and forced him to choose, he would choose Marshall.  Seeing Marshall sleeping beside him, his blond hair spread on the pillow, he felt desire and peace. Nothing about Marshall occasioned anxiety in him, even the knowledge that Marshall wasn't gay. The two of them could figure that puzzle out, one way or another.  He smiled as he thought of the small gift he had brought for his boyfriend; he had used the word last night, and Marshall hadn't objected to the word or the public kiss.

Marshall, still asleep, turned a little on his side toward David.  A loose maroon sheet, thrown over both twin beds, covered the boys from the hips down.  David couldn't resist and with his left index finger gently traced a line from Marshall's throat, down the center of his chest and belly, until it reached the edge of the sheet, which it drew down until the sheet rested just below the beginning of Marshall's hair and exposed the top of his penis.  David watched as Marshall's gentle, shallow breathing was interrupted by a long inhalation followed by a sigh and then eyelids fluttering open.

"Sorry, I just can't stop touching you when we're alone.  Go back to sleep; I'll stop."

Marshall stretched his arms over his head and sighed, "Don't. I'm glad you woke me."  He looked at the sheet and said, "It's better to be awake when you're molested, anyway."

"If I wanted to molest you, I'd do this."  David moved his hand under the sheet, and Marshall groaned.

"I need to pee."

"I could make it soft.  Then peeing would be easier."

Marshall put his hand behind David's head and drew him in for a kiss. "Let's pee, and then we can make each other soft."

David was pulled out of bed, and the two naked boys walked quietly to the door which Marshall opened only a little, looking out into the hallway toward the bathroom.  Seeing no one, Marsh led them into the hall, and they hurried to the bathroom.  Halfway there, Vee appeared at the hallway entrance from the living room.  The boys stopped and stood, unable to decide which way to go.  Vee gave them an appraising look and, pointing at their hard-ons, said, "Get in the bathroom before I throw a bucket of cold water on you."  That comment took care of their tumescence as the boys hurried into the bathroom.

In the bathroom, the boys peed at the same time.  Marshall asked, "You okay?"

"Oh, yeah, sure.  I'll just never be able to show my face in front of your sister again.  What if she tells your uncles?"

"She won't, but she'll sure as shit try to make things uncomfortable for us. Just don't make a big deal out of it, and she won't be able to. Ours aren't the first dicks she's seen."  David looked at Marshall as if he were crazy.  "You'd have to know our family."

"Okay, if you say so."  After they washed their hands, David said, "Let's see if we can make it back without Sam and Markie getting a look; I have something for you."

"Well, I did agree to making us soft, but I think Vee seeing us took care of that - I hope temporarily."

They made it back to Marshall's room unobserved, and after they made each other hard and soft again, they cleaned up.  Then, David went to his bag and came back with a small box.  "Happy birthday, Marsh."  He cut Marshall's protest short, "I know - no gifts. Sorry, I couldn't help myself."

Instead of objecting, Marshall embraced David, running a hand through the boy's hair.  They sat on the edge of the beds, and Marshall carefully opened the package, taking off the ribbon first and then seeing that David hadn't used tape. Something about the care with which the package had been wrapped spoke to Marshall about the kind of person David was.  Looking David in the eyes, Marsh removed the top of the box.  Under tissue paper, Marshall found a simple gold chain with a gold ornament hanging from it.  On the one side, the ornament had a male symbol intertwined with another male symbol and on the other side with a female symbol.  Looking at David through tears, Marshall saw the question in his boyfriend's eyes.

"It's beautiful."

"You don't frighten me. Nothing about you frightens me."

Marshall wanted to tell David that he loved him, but he thought it was too soon.  Then he thought about Armin and how quickly opportunity can vanish. "I love that you said that."

David understood what Marshall meant. He started to say that he loved Marshall, but said instead, "I mean it."  Then, seeking more reassurance about the end of the last night, he continued, "I hope you don't think all my friends are crazy."

"I don't think he's crazy.  He's in love with you, and I can't think of anything worse than being in love with someone who only wants to be a friend unless it's the person you love not seeing that you do. I hope you didn't lose a friend."

"That's up to him.  Let's go see what's doing. You owe me a performance."

On their way out to the living room, Marshall picked up the guitar that stayed in the room he used during visits to his grandfather's condo: an old but undistinguished Gibson.  No one but Vee was in the living room, and she regarded the boys without derision as they walked onto the balcony.  Marshall indicated a chair to David and then took one a few feet away.  After tuning the instrument, he played a piece he loved, one he had learned three years ago: the second movement of Vivaldi's Lute Concerto in D Major.  The movement was unhurried and to Marshall's mind contemplative. He had told Armin that his playing was workmanlike, but his playing for David was unstudied and fluid.  Unlike the performance for Armin, this one was without error, and David closed his eyes, imagining he and Marshall strolling in a quiet meadow filled with wild flowers hand in hand, until the final notes faded.  The playing transported him, and long after his and Marshall's lives went their separate ways, this music would move him to tears.

When he opened his eyes, Marshall was smiling at him.  David said, "Jesus ... that was ... I mean, you played so wonderfully ... I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything.  That was the best I've ever played it because I was playing for you."  As they rose to go in, they saw Vee sitting with her back against one of the glass doors to the balcony, where she had listened to the piece without watching the boys.  They tapped on the glass, and Vee rose, smiling at them.  As they passed her, she told her brother, "You'll do."

* * * * *

The clock on the mantle read 7:10.

Sam and Markie had just come out of their rooms when the phone rang.  Marshall started to answer it, but apparently one of his uncles beat him to it. Sam looked at Marshall and, frowning, shrugged.  He thought, I hope it's nothing. "Let's do breakfast."

Before they could get to the kitchen to begin preparations, Jason came out of his and Jonathan's bedroom. "Guys, come sit at the table for a minute."

The kids gathered around the table.  "The call was from your father, Marsh. Jim's apparently had a stroke. I don't know anything else about his condition. When they have him stabilized at MCMC, we'll move him from The Dalles to OHSU.  The others are coming in from Goldendale, and we're going to stay here until he's moved. Jon's on the phone with the hospital now."

Markie looked at Sam, horrified. "When did it happen?"

"A few hours ago.  After Sam's call, they looked in on him and found him unconscious."

Sam's first thought was of OD.  He walked deliberately out onto the balcony and called his father. "Dad, how's OD doing?"

"I don't know; he's gotten even more quiet than he usually is. He's with North at the hospital. How are you doing - and the others?"

"I'm scared, and I think Marsh is, too.  Are you coming over?"

"Yeah, I'm packing now, and I'll bring JT and Jamie.  Vi's coming as well. I'll let you know if I hear anything.  We'll see you in a couple of hours or so.  Sam, I think Lucas would like to hear from you. Just be prepared; he's overly quiet - first you and now Jim.  We're going to have to help him even if he resists. See you soon. I love you."

"You, too.  See you, Dad."

Just as Sam walked back into the living room, his Uncle Jonathan came out of his bedroom.  Every face in the room turned to him. "Okay, here's what we know. Jim had bleeding from a ruptured blood vessel deep in his brain. Fortunately, none of his vital functions - heart, breathing, nervous-system regulation - are affected.  He has problems with speech and short-term memory, and he has some weakness on his left side. The damage doesn't seem to be progressing, and his neurologist at MCMC thinks he'll make a substantial recovery, but the recovery will probably take time.  Lucas and North are traveling with Jim to OHSU where the Brain Institute will take over."

"When will they get to OHSU?" Marshall leaned into David, seated beside him.

"They're moving deliberately, so I think about three hours."

Sam asked, "When can we see him?"

"That depends on what his neurologists say.  He'll be in the neuroscience intensive-care unit for a short while. I promise we'll get you in to see him as soon as he's ready for you."

Reflective silence took everyone at the table, and Jonathan went back to talk with his husband. Sam rose and, pulling Markie with him, walked back out onto the balcony. She held his hand while he called OD. Lucas answered after a few seconds.

"Sam, I'm sorry I haven't called.  Your dad said he'd talked to you."

"OD, I'm so sad for you. Can I help you?"

Lucas heard more than the question. He heard the anxiety behind the question: Sam's concern about how he was doing on top of the boy's concern about his grandfather. "No, I'm fine."

Sam didn't believe his other dad but knew that digging around in OD's submerged feelings wasn't a good idea. "I need to talk with you alone when you get here."

"As soon as we get your grandfather settled, I'll come over to the condo."

"You promise?"

Lucas's answer was immediate. "I promise."

* * * * *

Markie put her arms around Sam as soon has he ended the call with Lucas. Sam seemed more composed than she thought he would be, almost as if he had made a decision or created a plan.  Sam smiled at Markie, "Thanks. Let's go in. I'm worried about Marsh."

When he and Markie had come in from the balcony, Sam walked over to the sofa where Marshall and David sat along with Vee.  Marshall looked up at him, and Sam leaned over to kiss his cousin on the cheek.  "They're on the way.  OD will come over when they have JG settled. I think this will be hard, but I also think JG will be okay." Then he looked at David. "Can you stay a while to look after this one?"

David put his arm around Marshall and replied, "I talked with my dad, and I'll hang around for a while - until you get tired of me."

Marshall produced a small smile and said, "I'm not yet."

Vee was normally so self-possessed that people hardly worried about her, but Markie knew she was distressed. She was unhappy that Sam apparently didn't see that.

She was about to ask Vee how she was doing when Sam beat her to it.

"I'm not happy," she answered, "but none of us is."

Markie told the girl, "If you want to talk, I'm here."  Vee smiled at her and nodded in thanks.

The five kids sat quietly as the time passed, talking occasionally about inconsequential things. After thirty minutes, Sam asked Marshall, "Can I fool with the Gibson?"

Marshall nodded and Sam picked up the guitar and began to practice scales. His dexterity was still impaired by nerve damage from his injury, but playing was getting easier, especially now that he didn't have to wear the sling. After ten minutes, Sam began to pick a song by Stephen Foster, "Hard Times Come Again No More," that he and Marshall loved and had played and sung together.  The two cousins smiled at one another as Sam played and Marshall nodded encouragement. When he finished, Sam put the guitar on its stand just as Jonathan came back into the room with his husband.

Marshall swallowed and said, "Yeah, hard times."

"I'm headed to the hospital; Jason's staying here. If anything changes, I'll call him." The two men hugged and kissed before Jon left. Because of his father's long friendship with Jason, Marshall knew a lot about Jason's relationship with his grandfathers.  Jim had taken care of Jason's father when he was dying of cancer, and both of the boys' grandfathers had helped Jason come out. JT had once told Marshall that Jim and Tom were as much fathers to Jason as Fred had been before his death. Marshall nodded to Sam and then looked at Jason, who was standing at the counter between the living room and the kitchen looking almost lost.

The boys both walked over to their uncle and took his hands. Jason smiled at them. "I'm okay," he said, hugging both his nephews. "How about if I take you all to lunch? They won't get to Portland for a while, and an early lunch won't hurt any of us, and getting a walk in won't, either."

At the beginning of a long wait, they all trooped down to the street where the late morning breezes and the sounds of the city reminded them that tragedy wasn't the whole of their lives.

* * * * *

In the late afternoon, Jason had told Sam and Marshall that their fathers were going to stay at OHSU until everybody had a chance to see JG.  "Sam, Lucas told me to be sure to tell you that you and he would have a talk after everyone leaves the hospital tonight."

Before the family left for OHSU that evening, Jason suggested that only the cousins should go because the waiting room for the seventeen-bed neuroscience intensive-care unit was so small. Sam, Marshall, and the newly arrived JT, rebelled a little because each wanted his particular friend at the hospital for support. Their uncle insisted otherwise, at least for the first visit. As they were headed to the elevators, Sam suddenly said, "I need to get something."

The others waited until Sam returned carrying a crystal sphere.  Jason and the cousins recognized the prop used in the films based on Tom's sci-fi/fantasy series, Gyres Chronicles. The director of two of the films had given the orb to the cousins' grandfather when he had visited the set. Jason was going to ask why his nephew was bringing the bauble, but the question was stillborn because its importance to Sam was obvious.

The waiting room held a small number of families facing worlds that had crumbled, blasted by trauma or weakened by disease or because a stroke, like Jim's, had taken away part of a life. The pervasive uncertainty in the room and the sense of life's fragility frightened the cousins. They were too young to have spent much time considering death, but this summer had changed things - with Sam's shooting and Armin's passing and now the threat to Jim.  Their uncle's reassurance about JG's condition seemed misplaced in this anteroom where brain-sick patients hovered somewhere between recovery and death. Sam, though, had been in a place very much like the one where JG lay now.

Clutching the orb, he was forming a notion as to the meaning of his strange dreams of the elements.

Uncle Jon came through the door from the intensive-care section accompanied by a middle-aged woman in a lab coat. When they spotted Jason and the kids, now sitting in a corner of the waiting room, they walked over.  Jon introduced the woman to the group, "This is Dr. Navrilov, one of the neurointensivists at the hospital. She's leading the team caring for Jim."

Sam recognized the same Eastern European accent as Lita Koresh, OD's mentor at Stanford. Dr. Navrilov was smaller than Koresh (or maybe seemed so since Sam had seen Lita Koresh when he was quite young), but, like Koresh, she exuded the confidence her training and experience conferred on her. "Your grandfather had what we call an intracerebral hemorrhage - that means bleeding deep in the brain. We don't know why the bleeding occurred. He may well have had a small aneurysm from birth.  Fortunately the bleed was small - he was discovered in time - and I think we'll get him out of the NICU tomorrow. I'm trying now to determine the extent of the brain damage he suffered."

She noticed the look of anxiety on the young faces when she used the term brain damage. She quickly added, "I don't think he'll have major deficits, but there are some motor and speech problems. With good rehabilitation, he may well recover most of what's now lost."  She looked at each of the cousins in turn and concluded, "You can help him."

Dr. Navrilov left, and Jon sat with them.  "Lucas and North are with him now.  He's a little confused and frustrated.  He's a doc, so I think he has some idea of what's happened to him, but I don't think he's ever been a patient before. North and Luke will be out shortly, and I've arranged for each of you to go back for a short while. He can't speak clearly, so don't worry if you can't understand him. You can tell him that you don't, and it's probably obvious, but it would help if you tell him that you love him and that you're sure he'll get better."

When Sam had been in the ICU earlier in the summer, he had looked at visitors over the bed rails, and he had heard the same thing from all of them except OD.  OD alone had told him the brutal truth. "I don't know what will happen, but I'll be here with you until we do know." And, after a few days, he and OD knew that he would live and that he would be the Sam he was before the violence. When Sam saw JG, he would tell his grandfather the truth, and he would try to give him something to hold onto while he tried to get back from the brink, as OD had done in extending Sam a lifeline when he said: “You are all I'm thinking about now."

Magic came in many forms - dreams, baubles, and sometimes the right words.  Sam would try to make magic for his grandfather.

* * * * *

JG was pale. Sam had never seen the man helpless, but he seemed helpless now. The other cousins had briefly attended their grandfather's bedside with Jason alongside them. Sam had waited for his visit until all the others had gone in and returned; even Marshall looking shaken. Sam leaned over and kissed JG on the forehead. He joked, "The date was too much for you, huh?"

The left side of Jim's mouth curled up slightly while the other side of his face remained slack.  He made a slurred reply that Sam couldn't understand. What he could understand was his grandfather's obvious frustration that he couldn't make himself understood. Sam said to his Uncle Jason, "Could I have a few minutes alone with JG?"

Jason wasn't sure that leaving the boy alone with his grandfather in this condition was a good idea, but he sensed the calm in his nephew.  "Okay, but just a few minutes.  Then we have to let Jim get some rest."

When his uncle was out of the little room with its glass doors and bright lights, Sam moved closer to JG's bed.  When he realized that turning his head was difficult for JG, he moved to the foot of the bed. Sam took a deep breath and began, "I don't know what will happen - whether or not you'll get better or how much better you'll get."  He saw the same half-smile appear again on his grandfather's face. "You know how Grampa Tom had Kendall cross over to the other Gyre - with this." He produced the glass sphere. "When he found himself in that strange place, all he wanted at first was to get home.  But, the orb was taken from him, and he learned a lot while he tried to find it. I know this is just a piece of glass, but I want you to hold it when you feel like you won't get back. I told you about my dreams, and in my dreams I crossed over and came back. I'll go over to be with you, and we'll come back together."

Sam walked to the bedside and placed the bauble in his grandfather's unparalyzed hand. He swore he saw blue light pulse from the depths of the sphere. JG's grip was weak, but he held the orb as a tear coursed down his left cheek, and he nodded as much as he could.

* * * * *

When they had all returned from the visits at OHSU, the condo became crowded with family and friends.  Jonathan had told them that Dr. Navrilov had decided to move Jim tomorrow morning to a regular bed on the neuro floor.  Visiting would be easier, although Jim would be busy with regular physical and speech therapy.

After dinner, North, Vee, Annie, and Marshall along with David went across Portland to stay at their home; everyone else was at JG's Pearl District place.

* * * * *

Lucas had been quieter than usual at dinner, as Jerry had noted, but after they all had finished and gone on their ways, he asked Sam to join him on the balcony. Sam became a little concerned when his dad followed OD and him outside. The only light shone from the moon and the interior lights.

The three stood in a rough triangle, close enough to touch one another. "North and I have talked about how to help Jim as he recovers," OD began. "I've decided to stay in Goldendale for a while. North and Annie have full teaching loads in the fall, and getting back and forth from Portland to Goldendale would be a problem for them. I can work any place there's a whiteboard."

Lucas was about to continue when his son almost shouted, "No! I'll stay. I need to be here, anyway. I promised JG. You and Dad need to get back to Pasadena. I'll get registered for school, and I'll stay at JG's. Grandma Vi and Rodrigo will help me."

Lucas and Jerry looked at one another for a few moments until Jerry asked, "What about Markie?"

"I talked to her, and she understands. I just know that I need to help JG now."

Sam hugged Jerry and then Lucas, whispering to him, "I promised him, OD."

"Sam, you have school and friends in Pasadena - a life - and your father has his studio, not to mention your being a target here. I'm not going to argue with you; you're going back."

"I won't do it, and if you try to make me, I'll just run and come back here."

Jerry broke into laughter.  "Listen to you both. Or, maybe I should ask: 'Would you listen to each other?'"

Lucas looked at his husband, and a communication passed between two people who understood and loved each other at a primal level.  Lucas nodded, and Jerry told the boy, "It's settled then.  We all stay."

"OD, what about your work? You need to be down there, where you can see the people you're working with."

"I need to be up north more. When I ran away to Goldendale from Portland, I didn't like the place much; I didn't like me much. But Jim, Tom, and North were there - and Martin and the horses, too.  It was my first real home, and I had to put up with a lot to live among my new family instead of run.  With Sam Marshall's help I finally stopped running.

“Although I want to be with you and your father, I would have understood if either of you felt you had to go back to Pasadena, and we would have made it work. But I guess my son somehow inherited my stubbornness.

“Well, I arrived in Goldendale with nothing. Now everyone I love most will be there. That is as it should be."

<<<<>>>>


EPILOGUE

Everything Is As It Should Be

 

In one of the green rooms of the Disney Concert Hall in downtown LA, Marshall, JT, and Sam listened to the end of the first half of a benefit and memorial concert.  The audience was about half older classical music fans and half younger alternative music fans.  The sounds of Mozart's String Quartet Number 15 in D minor carried into the room.  The Aberrantes String Quartet had been playing together since they had met at the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia when they were students almost ten years ago. The cello they heard was an instrument, the Duchess of Cleaveland, made by Domenico Montagnana in 1740.  The cellist had owned the instrument for five years, having played a Lawrence Wilke instrument based on the Montagnana from the time she began at Curtis. Both instruments were gifts from the same man, an uncle by marriage.

As the music ended, applause and shouts from the enthusiastic audience filled the large hall, and it took a few minutes for the players to leave the stage. As the players, two men and two women entered the green room, the cellist put the precious cello in its case and then rushed to hug and kiss JT.  He told her, "You sounded great."  Then, he held her at arm's length and commented, "You are one beautiful woman."

Jamie laughed and patted her husband on the ass. "You, too -- I mean the beautiful part, not the sounded great part."

The string players drank water and the three cousins peed away the water they had quaffed during the first half of the show as they all waited for intermission to end.  Vee came into the green room to tell her brother and cousins, "Three minutes."

Sam picked up his Falcón García guitar with the sixth string tuned down to D and the string players grabbed their instruments. They walked to the wings as the audience settled back into seats and began to quiet.  Aberrantes walked onstage first and was greeted by applause.  When Sam followed, the sound of the cheering increased. The quartet sat and prepared to play, and Sam settled onto the performance chair to their left.

"I know you're anxious to hear The Outliers, but we're going to play Antonio Vivaldi's Concerto for Guitar and Violin in D major, RV 93. This is dedicated to our dads who are out there somewhere. Thanks for choosing us."

As he always did, Sam teared up during the second movement, the Largo. The Peruvian guitar sounded rich and full in the acoustically perfect hall, and the piece was met with the same enthusiasm as the earlier quartet performances had been.  The stage darkened and stagehands rearranged the furniture on the stage.  Marcus, as he did at every Outliers performance brought the instruments out, placing them in stands. The two violinists and the violist took their seats at the right side of the stage, and the riser with JT's drum kit was pulled onstage.  The whole setup took three minutes.

Marshall and JT came from the wing and took their places. Marshall, Sam, and Jamie picked up their Rics, and as the light came up, Jamie shouted, "Let 'er go, Digby!"  The Outliers banner unfurled at the back of the stage from the fly system. One of the advantages of playing only two gigs a year even though the group could tour full-time, is that the mystery grows.  Over the years, word-of-mouth about the band and Lucas's foundation and Youtube had made the performances A-list events.

After the kids in the hall quieted a bit, Jamie said, "This may be the only time in your lives that you see three Rickenbackers played at once."

Marshall then said, "You all probably know that the three guys up here are adopted. You may also know that my cousins, JT and Sam, were raised by gay couples." A burst of applause interrupted Marshall. "The rest of the show is dedicated to our fathers, my mother, Jamie's mom and dad, and our grandfather, Jim, all of whom are here with us tonight. But the main reason we're here is to honor Sam's Other Dad, Lucas Jansen, whom we miss every day.  A lot of you out there have been direct beneficiaries of my Uncle Lucas's secret gifts over the years or the support of his foundation, work Sam carries on.  He was a great mathematician and a great horseman and really snarky.  We all loved him. The rest of the program is for him, although he'd be the first to tell us that he's dissolved into a collection of atoms and can't hear anything now."

The program spun out from The Outliers, starting with their first Youtube hit, "Boys Just Want To Have Fun" through "When my boy walks down the street" and "The Kindergarten Wall."

As the show ran down to the last song, Sam told the audience, "My other dad was a complicated guy who always treated me as an intelligent human. The last words he said to me were ones he had heard from his mentor, the poet Samuel Marshall, 'Everything is just as it should be.'  This song written by Virgin Forest is from me for him; it describes what I think he felt about me."

I remember when you were younger

Cuz I could hold you in my hands,

And I know you don't understand

But you do the best you can.

When I went walking in the darkness

You were lying on the floor.

Alone, were you dreaming in the empty room?

You're not alone any more.

When I told you that I loved you

I told you what you mean to me.

You would look up with your big brown eyes

But you never said anything.

And I don't know what it means.

And it's okay if I don't see you

Cuz I know you're happy just the same

But I could only bring it all back home

I would do anything.

Like I would wake you in the morning

And you would turn and look at me

I'd bend down just to pick you up

And you would reach up to kiss me.

 

And we'll know what it means.

And we'll know what it means.

And we'll know what it means.

And we'll know what it means.

And do you know what it means?
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