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Shattered spirit
Shattered heart
A shattered life torn apart.
From SHATTERED
—Agnes Snyder-Cousino
 



Prologue

 
 
“SAN DIEGO’S
Most Accurate Weatherman,” or so he had been dubbed by the Union Tribune in the previous week’s Sunday op-ed page, was a little under the weather at the moment. Actually, he was shit-faced.
He tooled down Broadway in his brand-new Beamer, which still smelled deliciously of freshly minted Dakota leather. Not only did the car smell great, but it drove like a dream—even with one finger, which was pretty much how it was being driven at the moment.
He was just coming from a formal dinner with his boss, the head of Channel 10 News, and representatives from the Pacific Southwest Chapter of the National Television Academy, where he had been tipped to the fact he just might be seeing a local Emmy nomination coming his way in a few weeks.
The formal dinner might have been a bit light on sustenance, but it was certainly awash in liquor. Damn, those Academy boys could drink. But what better reason to celebrate, right? As he drove, a tad excited by the possibility of snagging his very own Emmy, “San Diego’s Most Accurate Weatherman” was now chattering on his cell phone with everyone he knew. Between conversations, he was texting everyone else he knew, because he was too damned excited to let them wait and hear about his good fortune on their own slow-ass timetable.
He had been in the game for less than two years, and this already! If he played his cards right, he might be on his way to snagging a prize even greater than a measly local Emmy nomination. He might find himself a slot as top meteorologist on a national affiliate. And wouldn’t that be a coup! Standing in a New York City studio in a two-thousand-dollar suit, giving a heads-up to the whole damn country about what to expect on the weather front, and doing it behind Brian Williams or Diane Sawyer. And even better than that, doing it at a salary that made his current pay look like peanuts.
Steering with one elbow now, he squirmed around and shrugged out of his tuxedo jacket, simultaneously unknotting the bow tie at his throat and tossing it in the back seat. Once he had accomplished that Herculean feat without mowing down any pedestrians, he went back to texting. This time he sent a happy little missive to his mother, who would be thrilled to death at his good fortune. Anything that even remotely reeked of snootiness appealed to her. And since he didn’t really feel like talking to the woman at the moment, a text message would have to do.
Fog had been rolling in off the bay for about an hour now, and the tops of the surrounding San Diego skyscrapers were lost in haze from about six floors up.
If he hadn’t been so drunk, and if he hadn’t been so preoccupied with his cell phone, typey-typing the braggy-ass text message to his mother, who probably wouldn’t read it until tomorrow anyway, he might have noticed the car pulling out of the parking structure up ahead.
He might also have noticed he had veered over the centerline.
By the time he did notice these things, it was too late.
Only when the approaching vehicle was less than ten feet away from his shiny new Beamer’s front bumper did “San Diego’s Most Accurate Weatherman” see the danger. And only then did he spot the two horrified faces in the windshield, illuminated by his own searing headlights stabbing through the fog. Two men. One light haired, one dark. Their mouths agape in silent horror.
But the silence didn’t last. Just as he hit the brakes with every ounce of power he could muster, hurling himself into the steering wheel and knocking the wind from his lungs, jarring him down to his spit-shined Pradas—don’t think it didn’t—a scream pierced the night. Whether from himself or from one of the two men in the other car, he couldn’t distinguish.
The night exploded around him with the ear-splitting sound of metal tearing into metal. His windshield erupted into a supernova of sparkling shards, prisming through the air in slow motion. His cell phone, torn from his grasp by the force of the collision, spun free amid the splinters. And as our weatherman watched that midair ballet of ruin with wonder and awe, and no small amount of horror, the Beamer cartwheeled around him, landing on its roof with a solid whump.
It was then, at the precise moment all the remaining windows exploded out around him, that he knew his world had ended.
As light and sound and consciousness abandoned him, he heard again a piercing scream of terror coming from somewhere in the wreckage. Somewhere close.
After an unguessable stretch of time—minutes, seconds, hours—he shook himself awake long enough to break free of the seat belt and crawl from the car on his hands and knees. Cold asphalt and slivers of window glass tore at his palms. The reek of hot metal and gasoline filled his nostrils. He staggered to his feet, still reeling from the booze he’d drunk at dinner. The first thing he saw was the young driver of the other vehicle, already lifeless, draped over a bent car door, eyes wide and startled as if amazed by his own demise. 
And at that moment, another scream tore through the night from the totaled car in front of him.
This scream seemed to echo forever along the foggy street, ricocheting off the buildings, stunning the very city with its anguish.
Our weatherman swayed on his feet. And just before the darkness took him again, he realized—he knew—he would hear the echoes of that scream for the rest of his life.



Chapter 1

 
 
GORDON STAFFORD
awoke to yet another morning.
Blinking back the California sunshine streaming through his bedroom window, he waited, as he always did, for the sadness to come sweeping through him. He held his breath in anticipation as he waited for that sense of sorrow, that rolling wave of weary defeat, that heart-numbing infusion of regret to come thundering in. Every morning when he opened his eyes, every single morning, that familiar avalanche of misery buried him alive. This morning would be no different.
Before he could lift his hand to rub the sleep from his eyes, there they were. The horrors. The shame. Piling on, one atop the other. Misery after misery. Digging into him. Eating away at whatever happiness he suspected still might lie hidden, fallow, barely surviving somewhere deep inside the man he once was.
Every morning he fought the same battle. Every morning he tried to reach in and find the happiness before sadness swept it away—simply touch it for one brief moment to prove to himself it was still there.
But every morning, he lost the battle. With each sunrise the sorrow, the defeat, the soul-killing regret, poured into Gordon’s heart, sometimes before the dreams the night brought had even left his head. Once again, any potential for joy that might still lie hidden inside him was buried, suffocated beneath the appalling crush of memory.
Buried in the guilt of his past. His fucking past.
Gordon heaved a sigh, blinked back the morning light again, and propped himself up on one elbow. Triggered by movement, the jagged stabs of a hangover ripped into his skull. Oh God. How many beers had he drunk last night? He tried to think back, but it was hopeless. He couldn’t even remember coming home.
Another blackout. Great. He wondered if it was time for AA yet.
He flung the sheet aside and looked down at himself, naked on the bed. His cock was hard. It always was after a night of drinking. The hangover hots, he called them. He reached down and laid his hand over his dick. Then he reached down a little farther and rearranged his balls, not because they needed rearranging, but because it felt good. With his other hand, he stroked the meager scattering of hair across his chest. Just because that felt good too.
When a third hand came out of nowhere and slid across his stomach, Gordon damn near flew off the bed.
Only then did he realize he was not alone.
Heart thumping like crazy, he gazed down at the man beside him, who was even now rolling over, waking up, his face level with Gordon’s hipbone. The man planted a gentle kiss on Gordon’s hip, then scooted closer. Gordon felt the man’s fuzzy leg drape over his. The guy’s dick, just as hard as Gordon’s, pressed against Gordon’s shinbone.
Gordon dropped his head onto his pillow and closed his eyes, torn between the bliss of the man’s lips on his fevered skin and the daggers of his hangover still stabbing him in the head, trying to draw blood.
When the man skimmed his warm tongue along the shaft of Gordon’s stiff cock, then slid his hungry mouth over the head of it, taking it in, taking it all in, Gordon pretty much forgot about his hangover and gave himself up to his bedmate’s considerable talents.
The guy was good. He sucked dick like he meant it. Gordon’s ass kept coming off the bed to meet the man’s mouth strokes. He opened his eyes and peeked toward his crotch to see if the guy looked familiar. He didn’t. He was a redhead. Gordon didn’t really know that many redheads. But apparently this redhead knew him. Considering the way he was going to town on Gordon’s dick as if he’d been there before and was really digging the hell out of a second tour, he seemed to know Gordon very well indeed. At least the lower half of Gordon, from his belly button down.
The trick was good-looking enough, Gordon supposed. He wondered if he should pull his dick out of the guy’s mouth long enough to introduce himself. Seemed the polite thing to do. But Jesus, that hot mouth felt so good slobbering all over his cock. Almost as good as that agile tongue fervently probing his glans. And now that the man’s free hand had taken over the job of gently rearranging Gordon’s balls so Gordon didn’t have to do it himself, Gordon lost all inclination to interrupt the process.
Jesus God, the guy was good.
The man freed Gordon’s balls and burrowed his hand toward the foot of the bed so he could wrap it around his own cock. Gordon could feel him stroking himself, rubbing the hair on Gordon’s shin while humping his own fist and Gordon’s leg in tandem.
Gordon used to have a terrier who humped his leg just like that. What was that dog’s name? Oh yeah. Spike.
Gordon forgot about Spike when the guy whose face was in his crotch suddenly sucked his cock all the way down his throat, making Gordon arch his back and lift his ass about two feet off the bed.
Two seconds later, Gordon gasped, trembled from head to foot, bit down on his own forearm, and shot a shitload of come into the guy’s mouth. One thundering jet of heavy cream after another. Come after come after come.
Boy, those hangover hots ejaculations were the best!
When Gordon was spent and his ass had collapsed back onto the bed, the redhead freed Gordon’s dick from his mouth, happily licking his lips as he did it. He knee-walked up the bed and sat his warm ass on Gordon’s chest. Stroking his cock all the while, the man stared down at Gordon with a really sexy smile on his face. There was a big glob of Gordon’s come on the guy’s chin.
Gordon reached up with a fingertip and pushed the glob of come into the guy’s mouth, sort of like Amy Vanderbilt snagging an errant drop of custard. Waste not, want not.
The guy smiled his thanks and continued to stroke his cock, inching a little farther up the bed until his nuts were perched on Gordon’s chin.
Because he felt he should do something to reciprocate for the excellent blowjob, Gordon pushed his lips into the guy’s balls and nibbled on them half-heartedly while the guy whacked off.
Apparently, the ball nibbling was a good idea. The guy’s thighs suddenly caught Gordon’s head in a leg lock, and with a cry of exaltation, the redhead poured come out in a thick, fat stream that soared straight over Gordon’s nose and hit the wall behind him with an audible splat. The guy came with such force, Gordon half expected to see an organ or two come shooting out with it. Maybe a spleen. Or a kidney.
The total stranger loomed over him and bonked Gordon in the face a couple of times with his still-hard dick just to shake loose the last few drops of come that hadn’t soared off into the stratosphere. Gordon graciously let the man rub his plump, dribbling glans back and forth over Gordon’s lips, all the while still milking it dry, apparently for Gordon’s benefit.
Now that the excitement was over, Gordon’s hangover did a reprise. He felt like he had a herd of deranged woodpeckers pecking away inside his brainpan trying to dig out termites.
“You finished?” Gordon asked the redhead, who was still rubbing his dick all over Gordon’s face.
The man smiled down at him and seemed a bit surprised when Gordon didn’t smile back.
“Something wrong?” the redhead asked, his voice still husky with passion.
“Yes,” Gordon said, turning his head away from the still-dripping cock being slathered across his face. “I have to go to work. You have to leave.”
The redhead’s eyes narrowed. His dick stopped slathering. The huskiness in his voice vanished in a heartbeat. “Well, aren’t you the born romantic.”
Gordon met that comment with stoic silence.
The guy emitted a rather petulant “Harrumph!” and climbed off Gordon’s chest to stand at the side of the bed, looking down. “Mind if I pee before I go?” he asked, obviously not too happy with the way things were turning out.
“Sure,” Gordon said. “But make it fast.”
If the redhead’s eyes narrowed any further, he’d be blind as a bat. “Oh, I will, Fuckface. You can count on it. I might even try to hit the toilet while I’m at it.”
And with that he spun on his heels, huffy as hell. Gathering up his clothes from various parts of Gordon’s bedroom, the redhead stomped off down the hall.
Gordon just had time to notice the guy had freckled shoulders and a pretty nice ass before he disappeared into the bathroom and slammed the door behind him.
Gordon counted to ten, slowly. Then he kept going. When he hit twenty-three, he heard the door open and footsteps go thumping down the hall in the opposite direction. A moment later his front door slammed shut. Loudly.
Gordon heaved a sigh of relief. He was alone.
He groaned his way to the edge of the bed, took a moment to cradle his aching head in his hands, then teetered up onto unsteady feet to patter naked to the bathroom himself.
Before he got there, the memories engulfed him. A flash of headlights, a glimpse of surprised faces in a windshield. Two men—one blond, one darker haired. As always he remembered a scream but still didn’t know if the scream came from him, from the men careening toward him, or from his fevered imagination.
He stood in the hallway, blinded and paralyzed by the slideshow of shadow and light strobing in his head. A chill shimmered through him. His heart grew instantly heavy as that old familiar sadness came rolling in.
He wondered what time the bar opened.
 
 
GORDON
SCRUBBED
himself down in the shower, twice, then brushed his teeth for about twenty minutes since he had no idea what his mouth might have been doing with the redhead the night before. God, he was a slut when he drank.
He flossed, gargled, reflossed, then began brushing his teeth all over again. OCD? Oh, no, he thought, not me.
While he brushed his tongue and gagged like he was going to heave up his socks, he studied his reflection in the bathroom mirror, which, by the way, could use a good cleaning. Then he remembered the morning’s antics and decided his bedroom wall could use a spermicidal scrubdown as well.
Frankly, staring at his reflection, he was a bit surprised he had managed to snag a trick last night at all. He wasn’t looking too good, what with the dark circles under his eyes. He was also in need of a haircut and had a cut on his chin from the last time he’d shaved with unsteady hands, which was yesterday. Even now, standing in his bathroom alone, he was wearing that same hangdog expression that never seemed to leave his face these days. God, he was pathetic. Gordon’s life was spiraling downward at an alarming clip, and he knew it. Unfortunately, simply knowing you have a problem doesn’t do much to correct that problem, now, does it?
He spit in the sink, gagging again. And while he was spitting and gagging, he continued to stare at himself in the dirty mirror, trying to blink the red out of his eyes. It didn’t work. They stayed red. He had Visine somewhere but didn’t feel like searching for it.
He pulled open the left-hand drawer beside the sink and stared at the loaded revolver that had been lying there for three months now, half-ass hidden beneath a stack of washcloths. Gordon stared at the gun for about twenty seconds, then he sucked in a long, shuddering breath and slammed the drawer closed. Not today, he thought.
Just as he did every morning.
Gordon Stafford turned his red eyes back to the mirror. He considered shaving the stubble from his face but thought the danger of slicing his throat if he put a razor in his trembling hands too great a risk to take. Besides, he wasn’t really going to work, despite what he had told the redheaded trick. He couldn’t. He didn’t have a job. Well, not a real job. Nor did he want one. He had some money in the bank from back in the days when he had a career. It wasn’t much money, but it should be enough to last him a few more months. Maybe when the money ran out, he’d take a closer look at the revolver in his bathroom drawer. Maybe then he’d get to know it a little better.
Maybe then he’d let it speak to him. Finally.
Gordon sucked up more mouthwash and gargled until the lining of his mouth felt like it was on fire. He continued to stare at his reflection with those bloodshot eyes and tried to ignore the hangover still eating away inside him.
His face might look like crap, but at twenty-six, Gordon was relieved to see his body hadn’t gone to pot yet. A little too thin, maybe, since he didn’t eat right, but still erect, broad-shouldered, trim-hipped, long-legged. His curly brown hair, too long at the moment, waved all over his head and hung annoyingly in his eyes. He was forever pushing it off his face. But he also kind of liked it there. That curtain of hair came in handy sometimes, giving him a convenient place to hide.
These days Gordon needed a place to hide. Frequently.
As clean as he could get without resorting to a fish scaler, Gordon dressed in jeans and a white T-shirt, tucked his feet in a pair of tennis shoes, and stuffed some money in his pocket. Out of habit he reached for the cell phone lying on the dresser, then remembered he wasn’t using it anymore. In fact, the thing hadn’t been charged in weeks. Sort of like his life, Gordon had just let the cell phone wind down like an old clock, not bothering to recharge it, not caring that it no longer connected him to the rest of the world.
Just as Gordon no longer connected with the rest of the world either.
Outside, the San Diego street that Gordon called home baked in the summer sun on this Saturday morning, somnolent and drowsy. Even the neighborhood kids were inside, playing video games and tormenting their mothers rather than tearing up and down the street on bikes and skateboards and screaming their heads off in the heat. It was going to be a scorcher, and everybody knew it.
A couple of die-hard joggers thundered past him as he wended his way toward the bus stop, but Gordon didn’t look at them. Even the men in their shorty shorts with their sexy, muscled legs and tight asses didn’t draw his interest. Not much, anyway.
Gordon could feel last night’s alcohol oozing through his pores under the burning sun. As hot as it was, he let his hair hang in his eyes as he walked so he wouldn’t have to nod or say hello to the few people he passed on the sidewalk. One thing Gordon had learned since he turned his back on the world: if you give it half an opportunity, the world is more than willing to turn its back on you too.
And that was just fine with Gordon.
He waited in the hot sun at the corner of Juniper and 30th for thirteen minutes before the downtown bus came trundling along. Felt like an hour. When he climbed wearily on board with his poor hungover head still thumping from the heat, every seat was occupied. All Gordon could do was hang on to a strap about three quarters of the way back and continue to sweat because the air conditioning wasn’t working. Someone nearby needed a bath, but he wasn’t sure who it was.
Gordon’s crotch was at face level with a young guy in the aisle seat next to him. Looked like a college student. Oriental, cute, young. Gordon had his arm above his head, clutching the strap so he wouldn’t fall on his face every time the bus took a corner. Since Gordon was only inches away, the guy was happily eyeing Gordon’s blue-jeaned package and the two or three inches of bare skin between belly button and belt buckle that Gordon’s position left exposed.
The student let his eyes wander up to Gordon’s face a couple of times, making eye contact, but then those Oriental eyes would slide back to Gordon’s crotch a moment later. The guy had a stack of schoolbooks on his lap, and his hand was underneath the stack. Gordon suspected he was playing with himself.
That was a turn-on. Weird, but a turn-on. Gordon could feel his cock lengthening inside his trousers, so just for the hell of it, Gordon took the opportunity to thrust his crotch a little closer to the college student’s face as the bus careened around a corner. Gordon gave an inward chuckle as a smile of intrigue crossed the student’s face. He thought he might even have heard a pleasant little gasp of surprise from the guy when Gordon’s junk came swinging in his direction.
The bus brakes squealed and the bus bumped to a stop in front of San Diego High. The Oriental kid gathered up his books and smiled an “excuse me” up at Gordon, as if to say “this is my stop.”
Gordon stepped back. Jesus, the kid wasn’t a college student at all. He was in high school!
He felt the blood rush to his head as the kid made a point of brushing his forearm across Gordon’s fly while exiting his seat. “Bye,” the high school student said softly, voice filled with regret.
“Little twerp” Gordon wanted to say but didn’t. He merely turned his back on the boy and laid claim to the vacated seat.
Jesus, they’re growing up fast these days. It’s bad enough I’m breaking a court order by drinking every night of the week. Wouldn’t the judge love to hear about me fooling around with a minor.
Gordon shuddered at the thought.
Now that he was seated, Gordon realized the old woman with a paper bag in her lap, sitting next to him in the window seat, was the person stinking up the bus. She smelled of urine and rank tobacco. Risking a glance in her direction, he noticed greasy hair, dandruff, and a boil on the woman’s neck. She was humming tunelessly as she stared out the window at the blocks rolling by. Her eyes were vacant.
Holding his breath, Gordon immediately pulled himself to his feet and headed for the back of the bus. There were no more seats, so he simply stood by the back steps and clutched another strap, waiting for his stop to come along.
When it finally did, he escaped through the back door, trading the heat of the bus for the heat of the city, and headed south.
Downtown San Diego was a goulash of odd humanity and sometimes odder architecture. The lower end of Broadway down by the bay was modern, clean, the high-rises sparkling. Even the pedestrians were nicely dressed.
The upper end of Broadway, where Gordon alighted from the bus, was a fucking mess. Homeless people sleeping under tarps on the street, doorways puddled with urine, dirty storefront windows smeared with handprints and grime, buildings gone to ruin, pleading for a wrecking ball to put them out of their misery. This end of Broadway exuded little promise, little hope, and little chance for improvement. Sort of like Gordon’s life.
He supposed that’s why he felt he fit right in every time he climbed off the downtown bus. He needed a wrecking ball to put him out of his misery too.
Three blocks south, in an even seedier part of the city, Gordon passed a long line of homeless citizens standing and sitting, bitching loudly or mumbling insanely to no one or everyone. A couple of homeless souls, pockmarked with meth addiction and looking even worse than Gordon did, reached out as he passed to ask for a nickel, a dime, money for food, money for drink, money for drugs.
Gordon did his own mumbling, muttering apologies. He hid behind his curtain of hair and kept walking. Someone cursed him as he strode away.
Heaving a sigh of either relief or dread, Gordon ducked into an alleyway and tugged open a metal door. He turned his back on the misery outside and faced a whole new world of misery splayed out before his eyes inside.
Mama’s Soup Kitchen.
“You’re late!” Mama Davis screamed out the moment he walked in the door. Then she grinned a blinding grin and scooped Gordon into her arms. Her face was the color of road tar, her eyes so bright they could stop traffic, her brittle, thinning hair augmented by three hundred dollars’ worth of braids, which her daughter sewed onto her mother’s head monthly. This month Mama Davis’s braids were streaked with gold and had silver beads twinkling at the end. Sometimes when she laughed and threw her head back, you could hear the beads clatter and tinkle around her.
Mama Davis was somewhere between forty and ninety years old. Her braids weren’t the only golden thing about her. Her giving heart was golden as well. Golden through and through.
She gripped Gordon’s shoulders and pushed him far enough away that her old eyes could focus on his face. “Honey, you ain’t lookin’ good. You sure you want to work today?”
Gordon dredged up a smile. He wasn’t sure where from. He had to work whether he wanted to or not. She knew it as well as he did. “I’m fine. Just didn’t sleep good is all.”
Mama nodded, her eyes caring and wise. Too wise. She didn’t believe a word he said, and Gordon wasn’t surprised. She had seen far too many hungover denizens of the street in her day. Hell, there was a time when she had even been one. So Gordon wasn’t dumb enough to believe she couldn’t see the hangover in him.
Mama Davis gently clutched his arm and led him through the bustling kitchen, which was about a thousand degrees inside what with all the cooking going on. She led Gordon into the dining area, where she plopped him down at one of the tables all by himself. He was the only person in the whole establishment sitting down, and that embarrassed him.
“I’m gonna feed you first. Then we’ll feed all the poor sheep standing outside my door.”
“I’m not hungry,” Gordon said.
“Yes, you are,” Mama grunted, not taking no for an answer. “Stay here.”
Two minutes later she returned with a metal tray stacked with sausage patties, fake scrambled eggs, and three little cartons of milk.
Mama Davis patted Gordon’s shoulder and said, “Eat that, then come into the kitchen.” She hustled off to see to some disaster or other in the making where all the cooks were preparing the food. There was always a disaster brewing back there somewhere.
After one bite of sausage, Gordon realized how hungry he was. He gobbled down the rest of his breakfast in no time flat. As soon as the food was gone, he guzzled all three cartons of milk, one right after the other.
When he was finished, he fought back a sob at the kindness of one old black lady with three hundred dollars’ worth of beaded braids glued to her head. Blinking away a sudden spate of tears, Gordon gathered up his empty tray, utensils, and trash and headed into the kitchen to go to work.
Another day of atonement began.



Chapter 2

 
 
AS
ALWAYS, the breakfast service in Mama’s Soup Kitchen for San Diego’s homeless was well attended. The air was so thick with body odor it was about the same consistency as the powdered scrambled eggs, which, by the way, were delicious, and that was more than could be said for the body odor. Only Mama knew how to turn a forty-gallon pot of powdered scrambled eggs into a culinary delight for four hundred indigent people. Unfortunately, only a bar of soap and a good bath could fix a reeking human, and most of the people present weren’t exactly on speaking terms with soap and water.
On this Friday morning, as on every other morning of the week, it wasn’t just the homeless who partook of Mama’s largesse. There was also a good showing of senior citizens from the retirement high-rises scattered around the downtown area, and just to confuse the atmosphere, some of them smelled pretty good. One might spot a regal old lady with blue hair, crisply coiffed and smelling of White Shoulders perfume, tittering in laughter as she stood in line waiting to be served, all the while chatting up the man behind her, a pathetic specimen of humanity who looked like he had slept in a pig sty the night before and was so rattled with delirium tremens he could barely stand upright, let alone carry on a respectable conversation.
Insanity made a fair showing in the mob of waiting diners as well. People mumbling to themselves; people swatting at imaginary flies or leading imaginary dogs; people laughing at unspoken jokes or grumbling at imagined slights; people cursing under their breath at nothing, no one, or everything. Gordon wondered if someday he would be out there standing among them, beaten down, aching from drink, slowly dying from either an exploded liver or some horrific sexually transmitted disease or other. And wasn’t that a cheery thought. No, he quickly decided. The revolver in his apartment would see that this fate did not await him. Yes indeedy. Gordon would make sure of it.
On this particular morning, Gordon’s job was to serve up the sausages. Every time a stainless steel tray slid down the line in front of him in dirty, palsied hands, he dredged up a smile and forked over two patties. Inevitably, the person holding the tray said thank you. There was a big sign on the wall by the front door that demanded it. Never one to mince words, Mama Davis had coined the quote herself.
 
**Say thank you when God grants a blessing. Otherwise He may stop granting them.**
 
In this neighborhood, Mama was God, and the poor souls dining here knew it. Every single one of them. Two inches short of suffering delirium tremens himself, and still sick as a dog from last night’s drinking, Gordon nevertheless had to retch up an occasional chuckle at the sometimes insincere displays of gratitude tossed in his direction as he doled out the sausage patties. More than once, “thank you” sounded remarkably similar to “fuck you.” 
As the line of diners rolled past, the tables began to fill. The old warehouse Mama Davis rented at the wrong end of Eighth Avenue began to swell with noise—the roaring hum of hundreds of voices mixed with the clatter of cheap flatware on stainless steel trays bought wholesale from the military. If you wanted ambience, that was the ambience Mama’s Soup Kitchen offered. Noise. If you wanted nice peaceful ambience for your dining pleasure, you went somewhere else to eat. Of course, then you would have to pay for it.
Along about the time Gordon could stand on tiptoe and look through the propped-open front door and see the tail end of the chow line approaching about half a block away, Mama Davis came up behind him and plunked a fresh pan of sausage patties into the steam table in front of him. Then she gave his rump a friendly pat.
“Honey, I was just doing my paperwork, and you’ve honored exactly half of your court-ordered hours of community service. Ain’t that grand? A few more months and you’ll be all done. I’m happy for you. I’ll miss your handsome face when you go, I surely will. But maybe you’ve learned a thing or two, huh?”
She made that last comment as if she didn’t quite believe it, considering the hangover Gordon had been suffering when he showed up for work that morning. Mama Davis and Gordon both knew booze was the reason he got in trouble to begin with. Well—booze and poor judgment. The fact he was still drinking showed a less than stellar amount of intelligence on his part, and he kept waiting for Mama to come right out and tell him so. But apparently, she was feeling charitable this morning. He suspected if he did it again, however, she would have him scrubbing pots and pans in the scullery, a job she always reserved for those who displeased her in some fashion or other. Working the serving line and working the scullery were as far from each other on enjoyment levels as rearranging books in a prison library and busting rocks for thirty years with a sledgehammer.
Scullery work sucked. Big time. Nothing could complicate a hangover like scullery work. Gordon decided if he ever did come to work at the soup kitchen with another hangover, Mama Davis would be the last person he’d let know about it.
Gordon gave Mama a reassuring smile, thinking that might display a modicum of good intentions to improve his habits. He doubted she would buy it, but he flashed it at her anyway.
Before she could respond, some sort of kerfuffle broke out near the front door—raised voices, one or two waving hands signaling for help above the crowd, a startled yip from one of the blue-haired old ladies.
Mama took the tongs from Gordon’s hand and said, “Go see what that’s all about, honey. My arthritis is acting up this morning. I don’t feel like getting into a knock-down, drag-out brawl.”
Neither did Gordon. But it wouldn’t be the first time he had been drafted by Mama Davis into quelling a mini riot or overseeing a truce between combative diners. He supposed he had his youth and his six-foot frame to thank for that, since most of the other people who worked at Mama’s Soup Kitchen were about one step away from being as pitiful and downtrodden as the clientele.
Mama plucked a humongous spatula from her apron pocket and pressed it into Gordon’s hand. “Take this for protection. Bop ’em on the head if you have to.”
Gordon gave a resigned nod and peeled off his rubber gloves before grabbing the damn spatula and stepping out from behind the steam table. He set off toward the mysterious commotion by the front door, dragging the stupid spatula and his stupid hangover along with him.
He had a horrible feeling of impending doom. But then, he usually did.
 
 
AND
TO
think, Gordon thought, I used to be somebody. I used to get forty-dollar haircuts and wear a suit to work every day. Total strangers knew my face and said hello to me on the street. I dealt with people who bathed on a regular basis and weren’t crazy. Now here I am, drowning in guilt, jobless for all intents and purposes, wading into a melee of indigents wielding nothing but a spatula to protect myself, and doing it all on the whim of an old black lady whose braids rattle when she laughs and whose respect I want more than anyone else on the planet.
Well, shit.
While his own life might be a bit of a clusterfucked mystery, even to himself, Gordon had the rest of the world figured out completely. At least the homeless world. After six months in Mama’s Soup Kitchen, it was a lesson one could hardly avoid learning.
Even here, where the people were barely surviving on a day-to-day basis, there was a caste system. The dregs of the population, Gordon had quickly come to realize, have their elite tier and their bottom rung, just like decent people. The downtrodden masses are comprised of both the kind and the cruel, the givers and the takers, the good and the bad. And yes, even here, in the anus of civilization, the saints were at the mercy of the shitheels. Just as they were everywhere else.
Pushing his way through the crowd, occasionally sucking in his breath to block the stench of one of the filthier residents of the street, Gordon came face to face with both elements. The good and the bad. And once again, it looked like the bad were winning hands down.
The three youths Gordon had seen before and knew to be trouble were tormenting a fourth youth whom Gordon had not seen before. On closer inspection, Gordon realized the fourth youth wasn’t quite as young as he originally thought. In fact, he looked to be about Gordon’s age. Midtwenties, maybe. He only appeared younger because of his small stature. The other boys, the ones doing the bullying, were truly teenagers. The only commonality the one on the receiving end shared with his tormentors was the fact that all four of the young men looked like they at least tried to keep themselves clean. Not an easy task when one lives on the street.
The poor young man at the center of the fracas was dressed in baggy jeans and a white dress shirt with blue pinstripes he had probably bought or begged from the Goodwill store up the street. He wore a Chargers baseball cap pulled low on his forehead; it all but covered the upper half of his face. He couldn’t have been more than five foot five, Gordon decided, slight of frame, with a sprinkle of blond hair on the backs of his hands below his tightly buttoned shirt cuffs. The young man’s hands drew Gordon’s attention immediately. They were beautiful hands. Elegant, graceful, pale. At the moment, he was shielding his face with them.
The three tormentors were gay. They were also hustlers, perhaps pushed out onto the streets after proclaiming their homosexuality to their moronic, homophobic parents. There were a lot of young men and women like them on the street—trying to fuck their way into enough money to buy a meal, rent a bed, stay alive. Gordon knew these three already. He had seen them off and on over the past few months, unimpressed by the way they interacted with him as he served up their daily breakfast or afternoon meal. Yes, Gordon worked both shifts. And twice a day they raucously cruised him, this trio of gay misfits: made sexual comments, tried to get a rise out of Gordon, once even went so far as to request his attendance in the back alley, where they promised the best three-on-one blowjob he’d ever get in his life in exchange for a couple of bucks.
But Gordon wasn’t a fool. While the three hustlers weren’t bad looking, Gordon wouldn’t have set his dick loose within twenty feet of any one of them.
Nor, apparently, would the young man they were tormenting.
He lay flat on his back on the floor in his baggy jeans and wrinkled dress shirt. On his feet he wore weathered tennis shoes with no socks. One of the three boys, apparently the meanest of the bunch, sat on his chest, holding him down. The other two bullies looked on, laughing.
Their victim was outmatched, but he was mad enough not to care. “Leave me alone! Get off me! I just want some breakfast!”
The teen perched on his chest gave a smirk. “Here, Squirt, I’ll give you something to chew on.” And he reached for his zipper.
An old lady gasped somewhere behind Gordon, and a couple of veteran homeless gave tsks of sympathy but didn’t try to intervene.
There was a streak of blood on the victim’s chin, probably from a split lip. Somebody must have already swung a punch, and that was one of Mama’s big rules. No fighting.
Gordon grabbed a handful of the teenager’s collar and yanked him off the guy. While the kid tried to wiggle out of Gordon’s grasp, the other two bullies started cursing at him to let their friend go.
That was Mama’s other big rule. No cursing.
Gordon pushed the kid away from him, trying not to throw up the breakfast he had eaten earlier. His hangover was killing him, but now wasn’t the time to give in to it. He suspected if he showed weakness around these creeps, they would go for him next.
He pointed to the door. “You three, out! If you can’t be civil, you don’t eat. Period.”
One of the bullies spit up a nasty chuckle and aimed a kick at the young man still lying on the floor, going for his ribcage. The young man groaned and rolled into the kick, clutching his chest. Another bully started spouting obscenities, which caused the old lady somewhere behind Gordon to gasp again. The final bully, the one Gordon had peeled off his victim’s chest, straightened his ragged clothes and snarled at Gordon like a mad dog.
“You’ll pay for that, fucker.” Then he spat on the young man at their feet. “And you haven’t seen the last of us either, faggot.”
The man looked away, ignoring the taunt as best he could, still cradling his bruised ribs. Gordon felt such a surge of sympathy for the guy it surprised him. He extended a hand and helped the man to his feet.
One of the lifelong homeless, an older man Gordon knew as Pistol Pete, finally decided to get involved and started herding the three bullies out the front door. “Pipe down, you three hoodlums, and stop cussing before Mama comes after your skinny asses. She’ll take the starch out of your pants, don’t think she won’t. Get out now. Shoo. You’ve caused enough trouble.”
“Fuck you, old man,” one of the teens spat, and old Pete pulled a revolver from his pocket and aimed it at the teenager’s head. The teen’s eyes grew as big as silver dollars, and when Pete knew he had the guy’s undivided attention—he pulled the trigger.
A stream of water shot out of the gun and soaked the kid’s face. Then a few more streams of water nailed the other two creeps while Pete pumped away with a vicious grin on his sunbaked face like he was having a real good time.
The people standing around watching were having a good time too, laughing at the three fools who Pete was watering down like a trio of petunias. They had known the old man’s gun was fake all along, of course. That’s why he was known as Pistol Pete. Every time Pete got mad, he pulled out his squirt gun and let loose. He shot at everything that annoyed him: passing cars, sidewalk-hogging pedestrians, noisy kids. Once, even the mayor found herself in his sights after she voted against funding a homeless shelter through the winter months as Pete figured it was her duty to do. For that little escapade, he spent a week in the city jail, had a spread on the front page of the San Diego Union, and voilà, his name became legend. When he wasn’t mad and hosing down his enemies, Pistol Pete sometimes squirted the water down his own throat just to stay hydrated. Pete was big on staying hydrated.
It was the laughter of the crowd more than their fear of Pete or Gordon that drove the three bullies through the front door. But at least they were gone.
Amid a round of applause from the onlookers, Gordon grinned at Pete. “Put that thing away before you hurt someone.”
Pete gave him a wink, blew on the barrel of his squirt gun, and stuffed it back into the pocket of his tattered overcoat. Gordon knew he would reload later at the fountain on Fourth and Broadway like he always did.
The young man Gordon had rescued made a move toward the front door.
Gordon touched his arm. “Where do you think you’re going? What’s your name? Squirt?”
The man pulled his hat lower and refused to look at Gordon’s face. “Yeah. You mean I can stay?”
There was something childlike about him. Gordon was surprised to find his nurturing side taking over. Surprising, since he didn’t know he still had one. He snatched a napkin from one of the diners eating nearby and ducked down under the brim of the guy’s hat to dab the blood from his chin. There was a scatter of blond stubble he had to work through and Gordon felt the oddest sensation when he brushed his fingertips across it—almost a sexual tremor. Gordon wondered where the hell that had come from.
“You hurt, Squirt?” he gently asked.
Gordon was surprised to see a soft smile light the young man’s unshaven face. “That rhymed,” he said. “You’re a poet.”
“And don’t I know it,” Gordon heard himself say like a fool, and the young man smiled even wider. He tilted his head a little higher, and Gordon caught a glint of lively blue eyes beneath the brim of the Chargers hat. The eyes were crystal clear and shone like sapphires behind a curtain of white-blond hair. Gordon blinked in surprise. The guy was a towhead.
“Come on,” Gordon said after a brief struggle to find his voice. He took the man’s pale hand and led him along the waiting line to one of the tables toward the back of the hall. “You sit here. I’ll get you some breakfast. Okay?”
Squirt nodded. “Thank you,” he said, looking shy and breathless and a little astounded, as if he couldn’t believe what was happening.
Squirt seemed so surprised by his good fortune, Gordon wondered if anyone had ever been nice to him before. And that thought broke his heart a little. Astounded by the sympathy welling up inside him, Gordon felt a blush rise to his cheeks. To hide it, he said, “Stay there,” and hurried away to get the guy some food.
He wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, but Gordon found himself psyched up about something for the first time in months. He snatched a tray out from under some poor old lady’s paw and went down the serving line on the wrong side of the steam tables, gathering up this and that and everything he thought the guy might enjoy. Eggs, sausage, biscuits with extra butter and extra jam, a couple of donuts, and a healthy dollop of bread pudding.
When the tray was full, he glommed on to two cartons of milk and two of orange juice and headed back to the guy’s table.
Squirt was sitting by himself, hunched into a protective shell, not looking either left or right but straight down into his lap, where his hands were resting, clenched together. Gordon wondered if he was asleep.
But he wasn’t. The young man gazed up as Gordon slid the tray in front of him. He was still periodically blotting the blood from his chin with the napkin Gordon had given him earlier. He gawked at the laden tray of food as if he had never seen anything so beautiful in his life.
Casting his benefactor a sheepish glance, he said, “Wow. Thanks.” But he made no move for the cutlery until Gordon practically placed the fork in his hand. That act of kindness elicited another “Thank you.”
“Okay, Squirt. You eat now. I’ll come back later and see if you need anything. Did your lip stop bleeding?” Gordon had to ask because once again he couldn’t see under the brim of the guy’s low-slung baseball cap.
“It stopped,” Squirt said, his voice barely audible, as if he was embarrassed. Or ashamed. “Thanks for asking.”
Gordon laughed and laid a hand on the guy’s shoulder. “You don’t have to thank me for everything all the time. Just eat your food and that’ll be thanks enough for me. Okay?”
“Okay,” the guy mumbled. And to Gordon’s amazement, he watched Squirt shake out a fresh paper napkin and spread it neatly across his lap. Only when he had it the way he wanted it did he scoop up a forkful of scrambled eggs and begin eating.
Seeing that everything was the way it should be, and his charge was finally sucking up some nourishment, Gordon headed back to the steam table, where Mama Davis was still doling out sausage patties and blessings to everyone who passed. Her old face had a smile beaming all the way across it as she watched Gordon approach.
“That was a fine thing you did, feeding that poor boy. You might just go to heaven for that one day.”
Gordon felt himself blush again. Jesus, what a morning. He was blushing every time he turned around.
“They were picking on him,” Gordon explained. “The gay crowd. You know the ones I mean. They’re always causing trouble.”
Mama gave a wise nod of her old head, causing her beaded braids to rattle. Gordon was reminded of a rattlesnake. Only Mama Davis was a whole lot nicer. Although she still had a venomous strike or two lying hidden inside her if the occasion called for it.
“If they do it again,” she said, “they’ll be out of here forever. I give everybody one more chance. The next one’ll be theirs. If they don’t toe the line, they can eat someplace else. I won’t have them tormenting my customers. These poor people are tormented enough.”
She handed over the tongs and watched Gordon settle back into serving mode. When she was satisfied everything was as it should be, she gazed back at the lone figure in the dress shirt and baseball cap sitting huddled by himself along the back wall.
“What’s that boy’s name, Gordon? Did you get it?”
Gordon shook his head. “Nope. Not his real name. They just called him ‘Squirt.’”
Mama’s face cracked into a broad smile, showing a big-ass pair of dentures lurking behind it. Those dentures were big and white and square and looked like they would be perfectly capable of gnawing down a tree. “He is a Squirt, too, ain’t he? No bigger than a minute. Poor little guy.” She shook her head and harrumphed a couple of times, like she always did when faced with the madness of the world around her. Mama Davis went from crisis to crisis, day after day, but somehow seemed to enjoy the drama. Gordon supposed her all-consuming generosity and faith in God saw her through it all. Or maybe she just thrived on chaos.
She gave Gordon a gentle pat on the head like she might a poodle. With a chuckle, she muttered for his ears alone, “You did good, white boy.” Then she walked away, heading back to the kitchen to make sure things were going smoothly there.
Mama’s words made Gordon smile. And as he smiled, his eyes, too, were drawn to the lone figure by the back wall, hunkered over his tray of food. As the young man ate, his knees were bouncing up and down like a kid’s. Gordon thought that was about the cutest thing he had ever seen.
Squirt was gobbling up his breakfast at a really good clip, and that realization made Gordon smile again. But there was sadness in the smile too. He wondered how long it had been since the man had eaten a hot meal.
Forty minutes later, after the last rush of diners had wended their way down the serving line and the outer doors were finally pulled shut against any further drop-ins, Gordon cast his eyes to the back wall one more time to see how his charge was getting along.
The table was empty. Squirt was gone.
Gordon stared at the table for the longest time. He finally looked away and went back to work, but he did it with a heavy heart.
When Mama Davis came and told him he had a phone call, he felt his heart sink even deeper inside his chest. Only one person would call him here.
He didn’t smile again for the rest of his shift.



Chapter 3

 
 
THE GRANT
Grill was elegant and stuffy and had been that way for well over half a century. A bastion of male snootiness, it had survived all those decades in downtown San Diego, never once changing location or decor. During most of those years, it reigned as a poster child to sexism, since not until the early 1970s were women allowed on the premises during daylight hours. Buried in the heart of the U.S. Grant Hotel on Broadway and Fourth (just across the street from the fountain where Pistol Pete periodically reloaded his fabled squirt gun), the Grant Grill offered a magnificent menu for the palate but, in Gordon’s view, very little nourishment for the soul.
That’s probably why his mother insisted they meet there. As far as Gordon had been able to ascertain in the twenty-six years he’d known her, his mother offered very little nourishment for the soul either.
He could see her ensconced at a table in the center of the room, sipping her iced tea and holding court, as it were, speaking in genteel tones to the waiter who appeared rather nervous in the woman’s presence. As well he should, Gordon thought. His mother had ended the career of more than one waiter in the popular establishment.
When she looked up and spotted Gordon standing at the door leading in from the street in his T-shirt and jeans, he saw the disappointment on her face immediately. The maître d’, whose name escaped Gordon at the moment, apparently saw it too. The man came bustling in to be of assistance.
He whispered in Gordon’s ear as he held out a complimentary jacket and clip-on tie for Gordon to slip into so as to meet the dress code. “Don’t worry, sir. She looks at me that way too.”
Only then did Gordon remember the maitre d’s name. Edward. His name was Edward.
“Thanks, Edward,” Gordon said with a smile. “How are you today?”
“I’m fine, sir. And you?”
Since Gordon’s hangover was still at Def Con 4, his trembling hands couldn’t quite handle the clip-on tie. So once again Edward came to his rescue. He stood before Gordon and carefully clipped the tie to the neck of Gordon’s T-shirt. When it was in place, the maitre d’ buttoned the complimentary sports coat closed to hide the T-shirt and gave Gordon a gentle pat on each shoulder. “There you go, sir. Enjoy your meal. The special today is halibut. It’s very good.”
Gordon tried to ignore the sympathy on the man’s face, but there was no getting away from it. Edward knew Gordon’s story as well as Gordon did. There was even a time when Edward might have asked Gordon jokingly about the weather, but those days were long gone, and they both knew it.
“Thank you, Edward,” Gordon said again. “I’ll join my mother now.”
“Of course,” Edward cooed. He tucked two menus under his arm and led Gordon to the table in the center of the room, where Gordon’s mother sat waiting like a shark. Circling. Circling.
“Here he is, madam,” Edward cooed again, this time to Mrs. Stafford. “Good as new.”
While his mother ignored the friendly overture, Edward pulled out a chair for Gordon. After tucking him neatly under the table, the maitre d’ passed out menus and made himself scarce.
Gordon took in a deep gulp of air and waited for his mother to start bitching. He didn’t have to wait long. In fact, he didn’t have to wait at all.
“Why must you always embarrass me, Gordon? Where’s your jacket? And you look like you’ve lost weight. You’re starting to look sickly.”
“Thanks. And my suits are home hanging in the closet. I’m between shifts as you darn well know. I didn’t have time to run home on the bus and dress, then hop another bus and get back in time to meet your schedule.”
There was a teeny smudge of lipstick at the corner of his mother’s mouth. Somehow she knew. A perfectly manicured pinky came up and dabbed it away. “If you would go back to driving your car like a normal person, you would have plenty of time to dress properly.”
Gordon felt his heart sink inside his chest like a fucking anchor settling slowly into the frigid depths of an arctic sea. “You know I don’t drive now. I haven’t driven since the accident. Why must you always bring it up?”
His mother emitted an exasperated huff and took a dainty sip from her iced tea, apparently just to cool herself off. “Excuse me for living,” she said, eyeing the other diners scattered about the room, making sure no one was listening in. He saw her give a curt shake of the head to the waiter, indicating she wasn’t ready to order yet.
Gordon couldn’t stop himself. He had to get a dig in. “Instead of calling me at the soup kitchen, why didn’t you just stop in for breakfast?” He gazed around at the rococo trimmings of the Grant Grill. “You could’ve saved some money and got a free meal to boot.”
His mother adjusted her earring. “Very funny. What happened to your cell phone?”
Evasively, Gordon shrugged. “Forgot to recharge it.” Intentionally. Hoping to avoid more headbutting, Gordon endeavored to lighten the mood. “You look nice today, Mother.”
And she did. For a woman in her upper fifties she was trim, petite, and without a line in her face. The truth was if she had one more facelift, her eyes would be in the back of her head and her nose would be stretched flat like Lord Voldemort’s, but Gordon decided not to mention that. He wasn’t a complete fool.
She was wearing a peach business suit and peach shoes with sensible heels. A string of petite pearls circled her taut neck, and tiny pearl earrings decorated her lobes. Her ash blonde hair, as always, was smooth and elegant, cut in a shoulder-length bob that somehow managed never to look unkempt. It made Gordon conscious that his own hair was probably all over the place, but he didn’t really care. He simply pushed it out of his eyes as he perused the menu and waited for his mother to get to the reason for this little tryst. Whatever the reason, he knew it couldn’t be anything good.
She seemed to have snagged a thought right out of his head. “You need a haircut. You look like a hippie.”
Gordon chuckled. “Sorry, Mother, but the last of the hippies are now sitting in nursing homes sipping Metamucil and praying for a decent dump and an LSD flashback to brighten their day.”
If his mother found his comment amusing, she didn’t show it. “That complimentary coat and tie are atrocious. Do you need money?” she asked.
“No,” Gordon snapped, and his mother flinched. “I’m fine. And my outfit’s a freebie. What do you expect?” He tacked that last bit on with a bit more diplomacy, hoping to placate, but he wasn’t sure he succeeded. There was hurt in her eyes. Hurt and impatience. She didn’t understand what he was going through, and he didn’t expect her to. How could anyone know what he was going through? All he knew for sure was that her attempts to buy him out of his misery pissed him off. Did she really think money would make everything all right? Could she honestly be that shallow?
He tried to placate her further, hoping to avoid for a little while longer the subject he most assuredly did not want to talk about. That subject being himself. “How are your orchids doing?”
Gordon’s mother grew orchids. Aside from selling real estate—and making a fortune at it—orchids were her only passion. He had always thought it a strange pastime for a woman with so little softness about her. Orchids were delicate, his mother ironclad. From stem to stern. Like a warship.
Still, her face softened a bit at the question. She showed a flash of enthusiasm that he always found disconcerting when it made a rare appearance on his mother’s face. She was usually too controlled to show enthusiasm. For anything. Except money. “You should see the array of Phalaenopsis, all in bloom. So lovely. I thought I had lost them for a while, but now they’ve come back more stunning than ever.”
Silence settled over the table, and Gordon could see her pushing herself away from the memory of her beloved orchids. With a dimming of her perfectly mascaraed eyes, she coolly centered her attention back to him. “How are things going with your parole officer?”
The year Gordon had spent in county jail because of the accident was something he tried never to think about. His mother’s shame because of it was another thing he tried never to think about. She, apparently, thought of little else. Gordon suspected her shame was now ingrown, like a festering toenail. She could never seem to take a step without it giving her a jolt. It was an inescapable ache inside her every waking moment. Just as it was for him. Only he had accepted it. His mother was still fighting the acceptance of it like a mongoose battling a tenacious cobra.
Gordon’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve talked with him again, haven’t you? I told you to stay out of it, Mother. I’m an adult. Whatever shit my life has turned into is my making, no one else’s. It doesn’t have to wreck your life too. Just stay out of it. Pretend I don’t exist, if that’s what it takes.”
She cast him a dismayed look. “You’ve obviously never been a mother.”
Gordon fiddled with his napkin, his fork, a drop of condensation sliding down his water glass. “And isn’t that a brilliant observation.”
“Gordon—”
He leaned over the table and brought his face as close to hers as he could get it without actually standing up and climbing over the table. He couldn’t decide if the way she pulled away to escape his glare was satisfying or appalling.
“No,” he said. “Stop interfering. Time will pass. Everything will work itself out in the end. What I’m going through is no less than I deserve. I killed a man, Mother. Did you think the judge would simply slap my wrist and send me to bed without dinner? Please, don’t contact my parole officer again. We can’t buy our way out of this. And I don’t want to.”
At that, his mother’s hand fluttered atop her breast, her diamond rings glittering. She immediately gazed around the bustling restaurant to assure herself no one had seen her do it. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I didn’t contact the man. He contacted me. He’s worried about you.”
“Oh, please—”
“He says it isn’t healthy the way you’ve withdrawn from the world, not tried to find work. He says you seem satisfied with your community service. You need to find a real job, Gordon. Maybe enough time has passed that you can get your old position back. That weatherman they have now is annoying and inept. Everyone misses you. I’m sure they do. And you must be running out of money. You haven’t worked in a year and a half. I don’t know why you won’t let me help you with that, at least. I could write you a check right now, Gordon. It would only take a second.”
Gordon fought the urge to just stand up and walk away. That would solve nothing.
“Mother, the station will never take me back. I wouldn’t expect them to.” He took in a great gulp of air, trying to calm himself. “And my money is holding out just fine. I have plenty. As for my future, don’t worry about it. I have it all figured out.”
An image of the revolver in his bathroom drawer suddenly filled his mind. And wouldn’t his mother be thrilled shitless if she could read that thought.
She reached out and laid a hand on Gordon’s forearm. Her fingers were cool to the touch. Cool and unfamiliar. He honestly couldn’t remember the last time they had touched him.
“I want you to see my therapist. Maybe she can help you work through this guilt you’re feeling. Will you at least think about doing that much? I’ll pay for the sessions. She’s wonderful, Gordon, she truly is. I think she could help you if you gave her a chance.”
In reply, Gordon lifted his hand and signaled to the waiter standing by the bar. Gordon made a circling motion over the table with his fingertip to indicate they were ready to order.
“Gordon,” his mother said softly, her lips thin, a glint of either hurt or anger sparking her eyes. She clammed up when the waiter approached. Lifting her hand from Gordon’s arm, she scooped her menu off the table and smiled her phony Realtor smile at the expectant waiter like maybe he was making an offer on a house she had long wanted to unload.
“The usual,” she said, handing over the menu. “Thank you, Ronald.”
Gordon sighed, and perused his own menu. “Soup,” he finally said. “I’ll just have soup.”
An onlooker might have seen the mother’s sigh perfectly mirror the son’s. Genetics in action.
 
 
GORDON
STEPPED
off the bus in one of the poorest parts of town. The houses were run-down, the fences dilapidated. Weeds grew out of the sidewalks. The kids running up and down the street screamed happily in Spanish, many of them born Americans who couldn’t speak the language of their own mother country. He smiled as they flew past, those kids. On foot, on skateboards, on bicycles ready to fall apart. Poverty be damned, they were enjoying the hell out of their young lives, taking full advantage of their summer away from school, not caring about the squalor they lived in, knowing only the blind exuberance of youth.
Ducking away from their raucous company and their unbearable happiness, Gordon crossed the street. There he came upon a rusty hurricane fence all but buried in a tangle of ivy. The weeds sprouting through the sidewalk on this side of the street were even more overgrown than they were on the other side. Probably because fewer people walked this side, since it led to the last place anyone in their right mind would ever want to go.
He followed the fence for a quarter of a mile, then ducked through a gateway beneath an arch with the words “Holy Cross Cemetery” rendered in rusty wrought iron high above his head. The macadam driveway that looped through the grounds was recently laid and reeked of fresh tar. Softening under the hot sun, it felt sticky beneath his feet. He quickly stepped off the road and onto the grass as a black hearse and a long line of mourners’ cars entered the gate behind him, headlights gleaming dimly in the afternoon sun.
Feeling somewhat silly doing so, Gordon stood in reverence until the funeral procession passed. As he waited, he avoided the stunned gazes and somber faces of the bereaved, tucked away in their air-conditioned town cars, following along behind the flower-strewn hearse, looking out at the new home of their father, or brother, or mom, or nana. Many of them probably wondered when they would be making the same trip. And wasn’t that a shitty thing to ponder on this steaming August afternoon, when thoughts should have been centered on a barefoot run at the beach or lunch somewhere beneath a big fat umbrella, with the sound of tinkling ice and laughter filling the air instead of the cloying stench of carnations and formaldehyde and the stifled sobs of mourning?
One would think death would be the last thing on people’s minds as they went about living their lives beneath that gorgeous cobalt sky overhead. But Gordon knew better. Gordon knew better than anyone.
Death was always there—waiting. Just waiting. To jerk you out of existence or to ruin the existence you had. If not your death, then someone else’s. Someone close to you. Or maybe a total stranger.
Oh yes. Gordon knew all about death. Knew everything there was to know about it.
He watched as the funeral procession rolled past. The trail of cars topped a tombstone-studded rise and disappeared from view beneath a stand of pepper trees. The silence rolled back in around him as if resentful of the momentary disturbance and jealously reclaiming its turf. Silence seemed to hold such sway over this place that even the birds in the treetops were voiceless. The overriding presence of death had muted even them.
Around him, Holy Cross Cemetery lay sweltering in the heat, moldering in the summer sun like roadkill at the side of a bubbling highway. Gordon set out across the tussocky grass, imagining he could smell the dead bodies simmering in their own juices, stashed in hot little concrete boxes beneath his feet. Jesus, he hoped that smell was only in his imagination.
Just to be sure, he sucked in a great gulp of hot air and dissected its fragrances while standing at the top of a rise. Sweat (his own), freshly mown grass, exhaust fumes from the freeway over the distant hill. No rank odor of corrupting flesh. Just another summer day and the detritus of death left over from his past. Gordon forced himself forward. His expression was grim and his jaws were clenched against the memories trying to fight their way in. He headed toward a spot he could already see in the distance. A place called Guadalupe Circle, one of the cemetery “neighborhoods,” named to give the living a sense of camaraderie among the dead. There was a grave there he had come to see. A grave he came to see almost every day.
A grave that he himself had filled.
Gordon kept his mind purposely blank because that was the only way he could deal with the emotions this place evoked. Weighed down with muted grief, he wove his way through a forest of tombstones, most of which had been standing since before he was born, each one marking a life he had never known and would never know. He brushed a fingertip over each monument that came within his reach, as if imparting a brief hello to the soul lying beneath. Just a gentle commiseration, a simple moment of respect. An apology of sorts. Yes, even in the death of these poor unknown souls, Gordon could dredge up guilt.
Sweat burned his eyes as he climbed the hillock, which stood in the center of Guadalupe Circle. He could see his destination in the distance—a rectangle of pale, young grass, not yet as green as the acres around it. But it was getting there. Already the rectangular patch of newly seeded grass was less noticeable than the last time Gordon had come here, harder to spot from a distance. In another month he might find himself standing at the very edge of it before recognizing it for what it was.
For what it covered.
Gordon was breathing heavily now, his eyes burning, not from sweat or the scent of cut grass, but from his own emotions. His own weary sadness. He could no longer hold his thoughts at bay. They bombarded him from every angle.
He climbed the last few yards up the hillside like an old man, putting a hand to each knee as he climbed, wearily boosting himself higher, step by suffering step. He left the standing tombstones behind, for this was a new area of the cemetery. Much of the ground was unturned. Unmarked.
Unfilled.
Jeremy Aldritch Booth had been only the second person interred here. And even now there were only a scattering of others. Someday, years away, this area of Holy Cross would be as weathered and timeless as the rest of the cemetery. But for now, the hillside of Guadalupe Circle was like a new wound, still bleeding. Still absorbing pain.
Still hungry.
Gordon stopped with his toes at the very edge of the rectangle of new grass. The headstone was flat to the ground. All the tombstones here were flat to accommodate mowing. It seemed a sad concession to make, to limit the marker for one’s existence to a flat piece of rock that lies flush to the earth and cannot be seen from a distance. Gordon ached that Jeremy Aldritch Booth should be inflicted with that final humiliation, that final monument to defeat. After all the young man had lost, this seemed one loss too many to bear.
Gordon wiped the sweat from his forehead with trembling fingers and pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes, hoping to clear the tears from his vision. When he opened them, blinking back the sunlight, he stared down at the flat little tombstone before him.
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Gordon closed his eyes and, for the millionth time, remembered it all. The screech of tires, the strobing headlights suddenly splitting the night, the flash of two young faces caught in a shard of light and terror. The thunderous boom of the collision clearing Gordon’s drunken head in an instant. The dizzying moment of vertigo as Gordon’s car spun around him, tipping his world upside down. His cell phone, the cell phone he never should have been texting with as drunk as he was, spinning out of his hand never to be seen again. And finally, that last horrific scream.
As he remembered, he wept.
Gordon sat in the grass at the edge of the grave and reached out to brush a scattering of mown grass from the stone marker. In the distance, off in the direction the funeral procession had gone, he heard a trumpet playing taps. The mournful notes of the horn echoed through the trees and hollows, sliding across the graves as if seeking a way out. When the notes finally ended and silence reclaimed the hill on which he sat, Gordon again reached out to trace with his fingertips the name carved on the stone beneath him.
“I’m sorry, Jeremy,” he muttered into the empty air. “I’m so sorry.” But as always, only silence answered.
Hours later, with a crescent moon perched high above his head, etched into a blanket of darkness that stretched from one horizon to the other, pierced by a million pinpricks of light, Gordon wended his weary way home along the same weed-grown sidewalk he had trod earlier. He was too tired to block his thoughts now. Too heartsick. He let them come. And they overwhelmed him.
Where there had been children earlier on the dusty sunlit streets, now there were sullen young men, leaning against the side of dilapidated buildings, drawn like moths to the circles of light beneath the few unbroken streetlamps, less impervious to their poverty than the children had been. You could see the angry press of it in the tilt of their heads, the almost desperately regal line of their shoulders as they tried to bear the weight of all they did not own—all they would never own. As Gordon passed they watched with leery eyes, while always in the background, Tejano music played from thumping car stereos or dirty boom boxes, filling the night air with the sounds of want and hopelessness. The lonely twang of steel guitars was like the plucking of heartstrings, playing the music of loss and need and never-ending sorrow. A melody Gordon knew all too well.
Not once did the sullen young men huddled beneath the streetlamps in the alleys and on the corners threaten Gordon. Perhaps they saw in him even greater hopelessness than they saw in themselves. Every night they let him pass.
And every night Gordon wished they wouldn’t.
He stopped at a liquor store four blocks from his apartment and bought a fifth of the cheapest vodka they had. Mixers cost too much money. He would drink the vodka with water when he got back home.
Gordon carried the liquor home in a paper bag, sipping it along the way because he suddenly decided he couldn’t wait. He was drunk by the time he stumbled through his own front door.
There was nothing in his mind but the memory of the revolver in his bathroom drawer. The way it felt in his hand. The heaviness of it. The comfort. But still he pushed the thought away.
He slept drunk another night. And in the morning he again found himself alive.
Would this be the day? he asked himself as the first thuds of pain started hammering through his head. He stumbled to the bathroom. And for the first time ever, he was afraid to open the drawer to look in at the revolver lying there.
On this day, he was afraid he would pick it up. And finally let it speak.



Chapter 4

 
 
SATURDAY
AND
Sunday were Gordon’s days off from the court-ordered stint at Mama Davis’s Soup Kitchen. On Saturday he slept through the daylight hours and did not wake until the sun was just beginning to duck behind the stand of cypress trees overlooking the canyon beside his apartment building. Unknown to him, his bedroom began to darken with evening shadow around him as he dreamed. A welcome breath of night air cooled his naked skin as he lay sprawled across the crumpled bedclothes.
It was the eerie cry of a coyote from down in the canyon, perhaps just beginning its nightly prowl, that first made Gordon stir.
The coyote entered his dream like a madman slipping through an unlocked door. In his dream, it was not a coyote at all, but a wolf. Rabid, insane. The creature stalked him through abandoned city streets where every door he came across was locked against him. Gordon wept in fear as he stumbled naked from block to block, the wolf snapping and snarling at his heels, vile liquid dripping from its slavering jaws. It reeked of sickness and mindless hate. As it trailed behind him down the empty streets, trembling in madness, its gray, insane eyes never wavered. Its fury was centered on him and him alone.
As Gordon ran stumbling, his strength almost gone, the city silence was suddenly fractured by the screech of car tires, the scream and roar of an overworked engine. From the intersection ahead, a black limousine tilted into the turn and came barreling directly toward him, its chrome grille glittering in the sunlight like gnashing teeth. A hubcap rolled away in the midst of the turn and clanged against a parked car. The limo was like a maddened creature itself, with blacked-out windows and black, funereal plumes protruding from the front fenders. It took Gordon a moment to realize it was a hearse. A fucking hearse.
Gordon saw his chance to escape the wolf, and still running toward the approaching hearse, he spread his arms wide and begged it to take him, to end his fear, to set him free from the pursuing beast at his heels. To kill him if that’s what it took. Run him flat. Just end his misery and fear and flight right here, right now.
The hearse accelerated toward him with a roar and Gordon smiled. Then the smile froze on his face, as in a momentary flash of windshield glass and reflected light—or was it a shard of memory?—he glimpsed two faces staring out at him from inside the speeding vehicle. Insane faces. Laughing madly. Cackling. Their claw-like fingers were clutching the dashboard before them as they peered eagerly through the windshield, waiting, waiting. Their teeth were bared, their horrible feral laughter rang out over the roar of the racing engine.
Behind him the wolf howled in a jealous frenzy, seeing this other creature bearing down on its prey. About to take Gordon. About to snatch him away.
At the eerie sound of the wolf’s howl of frustration, Gordon stopped running. He knew he had lost. He stumbled to a halt in the center of the street and waited for fate to deal its hand—waited for whichever creature would take him first. Not caring which it would be. Both the hearse and the wolf would ease his suffering, end his fear. Death was all he wanted. He didn’t care who doled it out. Who blessed him with its comfort.
As a scream of terror and helplessness and relief tore from his lips, Gordon’s eyes popped open, and his scream echoed futilely through his dim, silent room.
Still weeping in fear, he struggled to a sitting position and looked around with panicked eyes. His heart pounded in his ears. His body was slick with cold sweat. He could smell the liquor on his breath, the acrid sweat on his skin, the stale, unwashed bedclothes beneath him.
He fought his way to the edge of the bed and, jarred by the movement, clutched his head in agony. When the real coyote once again howled from the canyon below, Gordon’s heart thundered with terror in his chest.
Then he began to focus. It had been a dream.
He lurched to his feet and staggered from room to room, not sure what he was looking for. Just making sure he was alone. That the wolf was gone.
Clutching the kitchen doorjamb, he stared morosely at the half-empty bottle of vodka sitting on the counter. It was still tucked inside the crumpled paper bag it came in. He was pretty sure he remembered buying the vodka on his way home from the cemetery last night, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember drinking it. That he did drink it was a no-brainer, of course. His thumping head told him that much.
Gordon stood naked in his dark apartment and felt his entire body tremble in agony. He was so hungover even his morning hard-on was nowhere in evidence, and that almost never failed him.
With a shaking hand, he reached out and plucked the bottle from the bag. He twisted off the cap after a couple of tries because his fingers didn’t seem to be working properly, and then he brought the bottle to his lips. The first taste of fire burned his throat and made him gasp. His stomach churned. He leaned over the kitchen sink and vomited bile onto a pile of dirty dishes.
Lifting his head, Gordon stared out the kitchen window through a haze of tears and wondered how this would all end. It couldn’t go on much longer, he knew that much. His body wouldn’t tolerate the liquor forever.
And with that thought, he tipped the bottle up and took another sip.
Eat something, he told himself. Stop drinking and eat something.
He almost gagged at the mere thought of food. A third sip of vodka burned the sickness away. A fourth sip eased the shaking in his hands.
The walls of his apartment were closing in on him. He could actually feel them pressing inward. He needed air. He needed light.
He stumbled into the bedroom and snatched his clothes off the floor. They were the same clothes he had worn the day before, but Gordon didn’t care. He tugged them on, the same dirty T-shirt and jeans, reeking of sausage grease. He almost wept in desperation as he struggled from one room to another searching for his shoes, mumbling curses beneath his breath, still clutching the vodka bottle and sipping at it now and then because he didn’t know what else to do.
He finally found his shoes behind the sofa, where he must have thrown them. The reeking socks he had worn the day before were tucked neatly inside them, so he pulled them over his feet, then slipped into the shoes and tied them snug with fingers that were a little steadier now.
He found a twenty-dollar bill lying on the floor in the hallway. God knew how long it had been there. Gordon crammed it into his pants pocket, rummaged through a dresser drawer until he found another, then grabbed his apartment keys off the foot of the bed, where they were almost lost in a tangle of sheets.
As he crossed the living room and headed for the front door, he averted his eyes from his own reflection in the mirror hanging over the gas fireplace. Gordon didn’t need to see how bad he looked. He could imagine. He hadn’t bathed or changed clothes in two days. His hair was a mess. His breath smelled like a backed-up toilet. Who cared?
Still unnerved by the nightmare, the wolf, the fucking black hearse, he stepped through the front door into the hallway. He took one final, long swallow of vodka and tossed the empty bottle back into the apartment, where it hit the floor with a thud and rolled under the coffee table, before closing his door behind him.
As he stepped from his apartment building into the San Diego gloaming, Gordon squinted against the glaring orange sunset, tugged his baseball cap low over his face, and headed down the steps to the street on shaky legs.
He had no idea in the world where he was going. He only knew he had to go.
Every few steps he looked behind to see if he was being followed. Twice he stopped and listened hard for the sound of a snarling wolf.
His vision blurred by tears, his heart an aching lump inside his chest, he walked. And as he walked, he wept for all he had lost. And what little he still had left to lose.
 
 
THE
NIGHT
was as black as pitch. Not one light showed anywhere.
Gordon sat in the dirt under a freeway overpass, not quite sure how he’d gotten there. He had no idea where the freeway was located either, but he knew he was under one because of the traffic continually rumbling over his head. A round concrete stanchion, retrofitted against earthquakes with heavy metal bands, pressed hard against his back. It vibrated when the cars passed by above him. The ground beneath his ass was bare earth and scattered scree, as dry as bone dust. He sat perched on a slope, his feet lower than his head.
A cool breeze caressed his face. The breeze smelled of salt water and fish, so he knew he was somewhere close to the beach. It felt good, that breeze, but the darkness was beginning to worry him. He could hear water lapping at the rocks somewhere off to his left.
It took him a moment to realize it wasn’t pitch dark at all. He only thought it was dark because his eyes were closed.
Jesus, that was stupid of him.
With a little concentrated effort, he managed to peel one eye open, then after a minute of exertion, the other. He gave a little gasp of pleasure at what he saw. It was the bay. San Diego Bay. It spread out before him in splashes of color and light, like a canvas rendered in sparkling acrylics—dots of yellows and mauves and pinks and startling whites danced across the still water and over the sky as if executed by Seurat. The night in pointillism. Black water cast shattered reflections of the moon overhead. The twinkling shards of moonlight on the water were interspersed with reflected green lights from the Coronado Bridge. The bridge, blue in the daylight but darkly shadowed at night in long ebony brushstrokes, swept over the water from the city proper to Coronado Island in the distance. Gordon began to understand then that he wasn’t under a freeway at all. He was under the Coronado Bridge. In fact, he was at the very beginning of the bridge on the city side of the bay.
It took him a moment to orient himself. The Barrio was nearby. Chicano Park. Great. He wondered why he hadn’t been beaten and robbed or shot from a passing car or stabbed by a roving band of twelve-year-old Latino schoolkids who were in training mode to launch themselves into a life of crime—if they managed to live long enough to actually embark upon it.
The Barrio was not the best part of town for a white man to find himself in. In fact, it was the worst. Especially at night. Especially late at night. And especially late at night when you’re drunk as a skunk and weak as a newborn and hungry as hell and you don’t even know how the fuck you got there to begin with.
In the darkness under the bridge, Gordon squinted down at himself. The reflected lights on the water were enough to illuminate the area pretty well in a trembly, fluttery sort of way. What he saw wasn’t encouraging. His trouser knees were shredded. He must have fallen and torn them. As soon as he realized that, he reached down and touched the bloody scabs on his knees. He hissed with pain and jerked his hands away. Both knees were thrumming like toothaches now. Just what he needed.
His clothes were filthy. And not just with dirt either. His T-shirt appeared to have been vomited on, maybe more than once. His pant legs were wet and cold, his hat and shoes and socks missing completely. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he seemed to remember wading. Wading in the bay. Wading and laughing.
Christ, what the hell did he have to laugh about?
Taking stock of his inner workings, he realized he didn’t actually feel too bad. He didn’t seem to be suffering from a hangover, at any rate, as he had when he left the apartment. And when was that exactly? Just a few hours ago? A day ago? A week? How long had he been under this bridge? Still analyzing how he felt, he realized the overriding need his body registered was for food. He was starving. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. Was it the soup at the Grant Grill when he sat down with his mother for another strafing of guilt? Had it been that long? That was—what? Almost two days ago? Yesterday? Last year?
He pushed the hunger from his mind and tried to focus on more pressing matters. Like what the hell was he doing here?
He remembered reading about a homeless man who had died under an overpass after being bitten in the face by a rattlesnake while he slept. Gordon nervously gazed around but didn’t see any snakes. He did see another human, though. He blinked in surprise.
Who the hell was that?
The other human seemed to be asleep. He was curled in a fetal position with his back to Gordon maybe ten feet away on the same hillside. He was wearing a ratty sweater and a knit watch cap, half unraveled, pulled low over his face. He had his shoes under his head, using them for a pillow. The toes and heels were out of his socks, which prompted Gordon to wonder why he bothered with them at all. Then Gordon realized the man was better off than he was. At least he had socks and shoes.
Gordon jumped at the sound of footsteps. They scraped across the slope behind him, setting off a tiny avalanche of stones and loose scree that bounced and slid down the hill toward the water. To his left, Gordon saw legs beneath a flowing overcoat climbing down the hillside beside the place where the ground met the bridge. The legs tripped and slid farther down the hill until the upper body of whoever was approaching suddenly ducked into the deeper darkness under the bridge’s rumbling metal and concrete undercarriage.
The figure came quickly to Gordon’s side and laid a hand on his shoulder. Gordon almost had a heart attack.
In the dim light, he couldn’t make out the man’s face. He could only distinguish a brown trench coat, battered tennis shoes, and a baseball cap pulled low. The man was holding something in his hand, but Gordon couldn’t see what it was.
“Don’t!” Gordon spat in fear, shaking off the hand. “What do you want? What are you doing?”
The man leaned in close and pushed his face in front of Gordon’s. In the dim light, Gordon still couldn’t see the man’s features, but he did have enough light to realize the man was holding his finger up to his mouth, signaling for Gordon to be quiet.
“Don’t talk,” the man whispered. The objects he held in his other hand, he suddenly laid in Gordon’s lap. They were Gordon’s shoes. His shoes and socks. The man hissed again, barely loud enough for Gordon to make out the words. “Put these back on. Hurry. We have to get out of here. They’re coming.”
“Who’s coming?” Gordon asked, but the man pressed his hand to Gordon’s mouth, silencing him.
“Hurry,” the man said again.
Something in his voice, in the tense tilt of his head, relayed the urgency of his words to Gordon’s sluggish thought processes. Gordon began to realize maybe there really was a danger approaching and that the man was trying to help him. For lack of a better plan, Gordon began pulling on his shoes. He didn’t bother with the socks. He was too scared, now. Just the shoes would have to do.
“Good,” the man said, seeing that Gordon was finally following orders. And with a last shushing sound, the man in the trench coat crab walked on his hands and feet across the hillside in front of Gordon and approached the man sleeping there.
While Gordon tried to cram his feet into his cold, wet shoes—he must have had them on when he waded in the bay earlier—the man in the trench coat tried to rouse the homeless guy curled up asleep.
The sleeping man shook him off, just as Gordon had done, but he didn’t stop there. He cursed and gave the trench-coated guy a shove down the hill. “Get the fuck away from me!” he spat.
Gordon, in the process of tying his laces with trembling fingers, heard the coated guy whisper, “Fool!” Then he turned his attention back to Gordon.
Once again pressing a finger to his lips to urge silence, he took Gordon’s hand and led him away down the slope to the rocks below. They slid and tripped and finally came out on level ground at the edge of the bay. They were separated from the water by a jumble of huge, perfectly square blocks of concrete, dumped haphazardly along the beach to thwart erosion, Gordon supposed. He couldn’t think of any other reason for the city to go to the trouble of putting them there.
The man in the trench coat continued to clutch Gordon’s hand and pull him away from the bridge. As he did, he ducked down, and in his own fear, Gordon followed suit, still not sure what they were running from, but somehow sensing it was the prudent thing to do.
Gordon still could not see the man’s face, but he could see he was short, slight, and had a fringe of blond hair that stuck out from the back of his baseball cap. The blond hair hung over the collar of the trench coat, whipped occasionally by the damp wind coming off the bay. Gordon couldn’t help noticing the man’s attire was in considerably better shape than his own, and since the guy was apparently one of the city’s homeless, that was a disturbing realization. If Gordon hadn’t been so hungry and scared, he might have blushed at the truth of it.
Hearing voices behind them, the trench-coated man pulled Gordon down into the jumble of concrete blocks, some as big as Volkswagens. When Gordon tried to speak, the man once again shushed him to silence. As they cowered among the stones, the man kept an arm over Gordon’s shoulder. Oddly, Gordon was comforted to feel it there. The man was protecting him. Gordon didn’t know why, but he sensed whatever was about to happen wasn’t going to be good. If this man hadn’t pulled him from beneath the bridge, whatever was about to happen would have been happening to Gordon. Somehow Gordon knew this, and he was grateful.
He tried to whisper a soft “thank you,” but the man desperately hissed him to silence.
With the chilly bay water lapping at his toes and once again slipping into his shoes, Gordon hunkered down among the rocks, trembling with cold and weakness. He listened to the voices approach. Male voices. Hispanic.
They were laughing now, and it sounded like there were several. Three or four perhaps. The timbre of the voices changed when they ducked beneath the bridge at the very spot where Gordon had been not more than two minutes earlier. They spoke more softly, their words echoing beneath the bridge, almost lost sometimes among the rumble of automobiles passing overhead.
Gordon peered over the stone in front of him, still glad to feel his rescuer’s arm protectively draped across his shoulder. He saw the momentary beam of a flashlight stab through the darkness on the dusty slope, then as quickly go out.
It was too dark to see under the bridge where the voices were, but he suddenly heard a bark of laughter and a curse. The laughter was from one of the Hispanics. The curse was from the homeless man who had shaken away the warning to escape.
Suddenly, within another flurry of laughter, Gordon heard the splashing of liquid and another long, sputtering string of curses from the homeless man. He was not cursing in anger now; he was cursing in fear. A tiny spark of light erupted beneath the bridge. It was the striking of a match. The homeless man cried out, “No!” and before the echo of that cry ricocheted over the rocks to Gordon’s ears, there was an explosion of light and flame.
Gordon gasped as the homeless man, engulfed in flames, rose to his feet screaming, and just as quickly sank back to the ground in silence. A group of four or five youths stood a few feet away, their backs to Gordon, watching the man’s death throes. One of them was tittering with an eerily feminine laugh. Gordon’s attention was drawn to the pathetic, silent corpse huddled on the hillside, burning merrily like a bonfire. There was no movement among the flames now, and Gordon knew the man was dead.
The trench-coated man turned away from the spectacle and pressed his face into Gordon’s chest. Surprised by the intimacy of the act from the man who had just saved his life, Gordon found himself draping a comforting arm around his savior and holding him close, giving back a little of what the man had given him. He rested his chin against the blond hair at the man’s nape and continued to watch as the flames beneath the bridge slowly burned lower.
When the flames were about to sputter out completely, Gordon heard another burst of laughter coming from the killers beneath the bridge. Anger swelled in Gordon at the sound.
Fighting against the anger because he knew he was in no position to do anything about it, he closed his eyes and buried his whole face in the blond man’s nape. The man, seeming to understand Gordon’s empathy, pulled Gordon closer, still pressing his face to Gordon’s chest.
Gordon thought he felt a shudder in the man’s body, and then he realized the man was crying in his arms.
Gordon held him tight, and together they listened as a flurry of footsteps receded. Silence returned, and the final crackle of flame blinked into darkness beneath the bridge. In a matter of one or two heartbeats, it was suddenly as if nothing had happened there in the shadows at all. Least of all murder. Once again, only the gentle sound of water lapping at rocks filled the night around him.
When the reek of charred flesh reached him, Gordon closed his eyes against it, but it didn’t help. He pushed his rescuer gently to arm’s length and pleaded, “Take me away from here. Please.”
The blond man nodded, sniffed, and wiped the tears from his face. “Come on, then,” he whispered. “I’ll take you home.”
Surprised, Gordon asked, “My home?”
“No,” the man said. “Mine.”
“Oh,” Gordon said. “I thought—”
“Hush.”
They waited in silence for five more minutes, and as soon as they were certain they were alone, that the youths were truly gone, the blond man once again took Gordon’s hand and led him from their hiding place amid the jumbled blocks of concrete.
“Thank you,” Gordon mumbled, and the blond man nodded.
They walked for almost an hour.
Once, when Gordon’s strength was about to give out, the blond man stopped beneath a streetlight, causing Gordon to stumble to a halt beside him. The man clutched Gordon’s forearms and said, “They killed him.”
Gordon nodded. “I know. I’m sorry.” He tilted the blond man’s baseball cap back off his face and was surprised to see tears in the man’s eyes. And with his first good look at his savior’s face, he also saw something else.
“I know you,” Gordon said as the young man in the oversized trench coat and the ragged tennis shoes with the longish blond hair straggling over his coat collar stared sadly back. “You’re the guy from the soup kitchen. The guy those three jerks were picking on. They called you Squirt.”
The tiniest smile twisted Squirt’s mouth. A tear slid into the corner of it, and Gordon watched in fascination as Squirt licked it away.
“You fed me,” he said. “You treated me like I was real.”
Gordon was confused by the words. He thought perhaps he had misunderstood. Before he could think of a reply, Squirt spoke again.
“Are you?” he asked.
Gordon was more confused than ever. “Am I what?”
“Real.”
Gordon stared at the young and innocent face, at the crystal blue eyes gleaming through the fringe of blond hair. They stood in silence under the glow of the streetlight, alone in the night, as if they were the only two souls alive in the city. It was late. Really late. So late it was almost early. The sun would be up soon. On the silent street, there was no traffic, no ambient noise except for a distant siren splitting the night somewhere far behind them. The only nearby sound Gordon could hear at all, other than the beating of his own heart, was the crackle and creak of palm fronds on a tree across the street as it gently swayed in the wind.
Then he turned his head to better hear the far-off siren. Had they found the burnt body? Did the police know a murder had been committed? Were Gordon and the blond man witnesses?
He couldn’t think about that now. It was too complicated. Too—unbelievable. He turned back to the gentle man before him.
“Yes,” Gordon said. “I’m real. And you saved my life. That means you’re real too.”
Squirt tilted his head. Now it was his turn to look confused. “Is that what it means?” he asked.
Gordon laid a hand on the blond man’s cheek. At the soothing touch, Squirt closed his eyes and leaned his face into Gordon’s hand.
“Yes,” Gordon said, touched by the tenderness of Squirt’s reaction. “Thank you. You’re my hero.”
Squirt turned away and looked down the street behind them. “I tried to save the other one, but he wouldn’t listen.” There was a crack in his voice. When he turned back, Gordon saw a renewed spate of tears in his eyes.
“Did you see what the killers looked like?” Gordon asked. “Could you identify them for the police?”
“No,” Squirt said. “Could you?”
“No. They were always in shadow or turned away.”
Squirt stared at him with wide, hurt-filled eyes. Gordon thought he had never seen a kinder face in his life. Nor one so sad.
“Don’t worry,” Gordon said, “It wasn’t your fault. You tried to help the guy. You did all you could.” After a pause, he added, “You did save my life, though. You saved my life and I don’t even know your name. Please. Tell me your name.”
The man circled Gordon’s hands in his own and gave them a squeeze. Releasing one, but maintaining a grip on the other, he continued up the street, pulling Gordon along behind.
“Squirt,” he said, straightening his ball cap. “My name is Squirt. You know that.”
Gordon followed along, a head taller, probably thirty pounds heavier, and awed by the simple strength in the man who’d saved him. “I know that’s what they called you at the kitchen, but I still don’t know your real name.”
The man didn’t look back. “Squirt is my real name. Come on. It’ll be light soon. We need to get off the street before the sun comes up. People aren’t nice in the daylight.”
“They aren’t?”
“Not to me,” Squirt said, and Gordon pressed his lips together, his heart aching for the loneliness he sensed in the man before him.
“Then take me home, Squirt,” Gordon said softly.
And Squirt pulled him along, never releasing Gordon’s hand.
As they walked, Gordon slid his thumb over the back of Squirt’s hand and felt the blond hairs there bend beneath his touch. He liked the sensation of it so he didn’t stop stroking.
Once, two blocks farther on, Squirt giggled. “That tickles,” he said.
And Gordon smiled.
 
 
IN
A
section of the city called Mission Hills, Gordon followed Squirt along a dark alley to the back of an electrical shop. Squirt led the way down a flight of concrete steps that sank beneath the edge of the alleyway and opened up in a covered underground hallway between buildings. After rummaging around beneath his coat for a moment, Squirt pulled out a key on the end of a long rawhide cord. It must have been attached to his belt.
While Gordon leaned against the brick wall, ready to weep with hunger and exhaustion, Squirt stuck the key in a heavy metal door and gave it a twist. The door opened wide on squeaky hinges. Squirt reached inside and flipped a switch, turning on an interior light.
Gordon heaved himself off the wall and looked over Squirt’s shoulder. “You live here?” he asked. “This is your home?”
Squirt grunted “Yes” and stepped inside. Once again he reached behind to grab Gordon’s hand and drag him through the door.
The place looked like a warehouse. There was electrical equipment everywhere. Ladders, fat coils of insulated wire, rolls of soldering copper, shelves and shelves of tools, countless bins filled with sockets and screws and light bulbs and a hundred things Gordon couldn’t identify—everything, in fact, the business above their heads would need to operate.
“This is the storage place for the people upstairs,” Gordon said.
“Yes. They are my friends.” Squirt once again reached out and took Gordon’s hand. Like a child dragging his father through a candy store, he led Gordon between long aisles of electrical equipment stacked head high on either side.
While Gordon was too weary to argue, he was also looking around for a phone. All he wanted to do was call a cab and go home. He had no money on him—he had checked on the way—but he did have money at his apartment. At least, he was pretty sure he did. If he could get a cab to take him home, he could pay the driver there. There was food at home too, and dammit, he was starving. He would walk, but he was pretty sure he didn’t have two more steps left in him.
Gordon followed Squirt down one last long aisle with electrical crap piled high on either side, and at the end they turned left. There, in a sort of alcove, was a makeshift bed. Beside it a table lamp sat atop a wooden crate with a flashlight and a splayed-open book beneath it. A couple of movie posters were thumbtacked to the wall behind the bed, and an old dresser stood there that looked as if it had been glommed from someone’s trash.
As poor as the living arrangements were, they were neat and clean and precisely arranged. Far neater and cleaner than Gordon’s apartment, in fact, and once again Gordon felt a blush creep into his cheeks.
Squirt removed his hat and hung it on a nail beside the bed. He shook out his pale blond hair and shrugged out of his trench coat. Underneath, he wore a long-sleeved dress shirt with red pinstriping that looked to be about three sizes too big. The sleeves were buttoned neatly at the wrists. Unlike Gordon’s shirt, Squirt’s was clean. At this point in the evening Gordon was too exhausted to care.
Gordon toed the cold wet shoes off his feet.
“Sit,” Squirt said.
Since there were no chairs, Gordon opted to sit on the edge of the bed. As quickly as he did, he cried, “Ouch!” and jumped back up.
“Watch out for the doorknob,” Squirt said with a grin.
Gordon pulled the bedclothes away from the edge of the bed and looked underneath. Not only was there no mattress, there was no bed either. It was a discarded door resting on four concrete blocks, with six or seven heavy blankets spread out over it to serve as a mattress.
Gordon rubbed his butt and gave Squirt a sheepish grin. “You have every tool known to man in this place. Why don’t you remove the doorknob?”
Squirt shrugged. “I like it there.”
“Oh.”
“Sit,” Squirt said again, and this time Gordon did it with a little more care. As soon as he was comfortable, Squirt sat down beside him.
They sat quietly like that for a scattering of heartbeats, thighs and elbows touching. Both were weary from their long walk and their experiences of the evening. With his tired bare feet flat on the floor and his rear end not so enthralled by Squirt’s hard-ass bed, Gordon turned to his host.
“Thank you again,” Gordon said.
Squirt merely nodded, then his face brightened. “You hungry? I’ve got crackers.”
Gordon couldn’t think of anything he’d rather have, except maybe a shitload of Quarter Pounders with Cheese, but since hamburgers weren’t an option, he said, “That would be great.”
Squirt reached under the bed and dragged out a black trash bag. He carefully untied the string holding it closed and reached into the bag like Santa about to bestow a gift. He hauled out a simple box of Saltines. Unopened. Then he pulled out a gigantic jar of peanut butter, and Gordon almost passed out in bliss.
“Thank God,” he breathed, making Squirt giggle again.
Squirt pulled out a couple of paper plates, two plastic knives, and warm sodas. When it was all laid out before them, Gordon thought he had never seen such a wonderful feast in his life.
“I fed you, now you’re feeding me,” Gordon said. “Makes us even.”
“Does it?” Squirt asked.
Gordon grinned. “Well—as soon as I save your life like you saved mine tonight. Then it will.”
Squirt’s eyes took on a distant cast. He was remembering. Gordon could see it on his face.
“Poor man,” Squirt said. “To die like that.”
Gordon nodded. He was remembering now too. The mocking laughter, the crackle of flames, the screams. The smell of burnt flesh.
Still with a faraway look on his face, Squirt softly said, “I think those guys will go to hell for what they did.”
Gordon was struck by the simplicity and innocence in the statement. He could also think of no earthly reason to deny the truth of Squirt’s words.
“Yes,” he said. “I’m sure they will.”
“Then they’ll burn too. That’s called karma.” Squirt spoke the word awkwardly, as if he had just learned it and this was the first time it had crossed his lips.
“Karma indeed,” Gordon whispered, staring down at Squirt’s hand, which the man had just rested on his knee. Gordon laid his own hand over it. “We’re safe now, Squirt. You don’t have to be afraid anymore.”
Squirt nodded. “I know. I’m home. I’m safe.”
Gordon looked around the tiny space. “Yes. You’re home.”
Gazing back at Squirt, Gordon finally spoke the words he had been thinking ever since they left the bridge. “We’ll have to tell the police, you know. We have to report the murder.”
Squirt turned his stunning blue eyes to Gordon’s face, and Gordon found himself lost in their depths.
The stubble of blond beard on Squirt’s chin looked as soft as down. Gordon longed to reach out and touch it. So he did. Squirt smiled, obviously enjoying the feel of Gordon’s fingertips trailing down his jaw. He did not pull away.
Instead, he said, “Why? I didn’t see the killers’ faces. Did you?”
“No,” Gordon admitted. “But that man. Somebody has to tell the authorities where he is.”
Squirt seemed to find that an odd thing for Gordon to say. “He isn’t there anymore. He’s in heaven. Don’t you think he’s in heaven?”
“Well—I certainly hope so. After the terrible way he died.”
They both sat in silence while the horror of what they had witnessed once again raged through them. But even horror is no match for hunger.
Gordon focused his attention on the food. Right now that was all he could think about. He would consider the police problem later.
He slathered peanut butter over a cracker, slapped another cracker on top of it, and shoved the whole thing into his mouth. Squirt laughed, watching him, then he did the same. They sat there like that for the longest time, eating, crunching crackers, slurping at their warm sodas. Gordon was surprised how comfortable he was in Squirt’s presence, as if their friendship had started years ago rather than hours. Squirt seemed to feel the same way. 
When the crackers were gone, Gordon asked about a bathroom. Squirt pointed him back the way they had come. Gordon once again weaved his way down the long aisle between shelves of tools. The bathroom was on the opposite side of the door they had entered through.
It was a business bathroom. Tiny. There was no shower or tub, but Gordon found everything else he needed there. Soap, water, paper towels. He stripped down to nothing and bathed himself with a paper towel dripping with soapy water. He dabbed carefully around his skinned knees, blotting up the crusted blood, then dried himself off with another fistful of paper towels. He wished he had a toothbrush, but he didn’t, so he made do with rinsing his mouth repeatedly with cold water from the tap.
When he was as clean as he was going to get, he redonned his filthy trousers. The T-shirt he couldn’t bear to pull over his head, so he threw it in the wastebasket. With a final wad of paper towels, he wiped down the sink and mirror and cleaned up the mess he had made. Shoes in hand, he wound his way through the aisles again, returning to Squirt’s humble abode.
Squirt was still sitting on the edge of his makeshift bed, waiting for him. When Gordon approached, Squirt patted the bed beside him, then stretched himself out on top of the covers that doubled as a mattress. In his wrinkled jeans and too-large dress shirt, Gordon realized Squirt was dressed just as he had been the first time Gordon had seen him at Mama’s Soup Kitchen. While Gordon was in the bathroom, Squirt had removed his shoes and socks. His feet were lean with long, sturdy toes. They looked strong and competent and somehow elegant. A forest of leg hair peeked out above Squirt’s ankles beneath the hem of his pants, as pale as the hair on his head.
With a gentle smile, Squirt patted the bed again, inviting Gordon to join him. He didn’t seem surprised Gordon had returned to him half-naked. “Sleep,” he said. “Stay with me.”
So in only his filthy jeans, Gordon lay on the narrow bed beside his new friend, pressed up close because there was no room to do anything else. And as soon as his head was on the bed, he relaxed completely. His exhaustion took over from that moment on. Even the hardness of the bed wasn’t enough to interrupt how good it felt to finally get off his feet.
He closed his eyes, and when he did, Squirt laid a pale, beautiful hand atop Gordon’s midriff. He snuggled close to Gordon’s body and rested his head on Gordon’s chest.
Surprised, Gordon looked down at him. He felt the stirring of Squirt’s breath brush the hair on his chest. Felt the weight of Squirt’s warm hand pressing gently on his stomach. With his hat off, Gordon could see how long Squirt’s pale blond hair really was. It was straight as string, without a wave in it, sort of like Kevin Bacon’s, only blonder.
Gordon gently pushed the hair back from Squirt’s face to better see him. When he did, those crystal blue eyes opened wide and gazed innocently up at him. Gordon gave him a wink, and Squirt smiled a pleasant smile.
“What?” he asked.
“Nothing,” Gordon said. “Go to sleep.”
Squirt closed his eyes once again and burrowed his face even closer to Gordon’s naked chest. He did it as a child might have done it—in innocence and apparently without a shred of ulterior motive. He did not seem sexually curious, nor particularly interested in Gordon’s body. He merely clutched Gordon as a child might do.
And soon he slept. Gordon could tell by the way Squirt’s breathing deepened, the way his long blond lashes stopped trembling. A stillness settled over the man that Gordon found astonishing. It was almost as if the horrors of the night had not occurred at all.
Gently, so as not to disturb him, Gordon lifted his head from the bed and pressed his lips to Squirt’s hair. He bestowed a kiss on the man for saving his life, although Squirt did not open his eyes to accept it.
When he bestowed a second kiss, the faintest of smiles graced Squirt’s mouth. Even in sleep he seemed to enjoy Gordon’s touch.
Gordon dropped his head back and tried to relax. He was startled by a surge of desire that passed through his body, settling in his groin. The desire was centered on the man draped against him. But even that surprising rush of sexual hunger was not enough to keep Gordon awake.
Wearied beyond belief, he was asleep in less than fifteen seconds.
 
 
WHEN GORDON
awoke, he was alone. He looked around for Squirt, but the man was nowhere to be found. Beside the makeshift bed on an upturned bucket lay a fresh T-shirt, neatly folded. Atop the T-shirt sat two crisp one-dollar bills and two quarters.
Gordon gratefully pulled the T-shirt over his head. It was a little tight, but it fit. He stared dumbly at the money, wondering what he was supposed to do with it. Then it dawned on him.
Bus fare is two-fifty. Squirt left me bus fare to get home.
After quickly gathering up his shoes and slipping them over his feet, Gordon made his way to the door leading out to the alley. He was surprised to find another day darkening to twilight around him as he exited. He had slept all day.
Once again he was starving, but now he could go home. He cast a prayer of thanks skyward, hoping somehow Squirt would know it was really meant for him. He carefully locked the alley door behind him and set off for the nearest bus stop.
As he waited there, avoiding the eyes of the people around him because he knew how bad he looked, Gordon still could not completely erase the smile from his face.
The smile came from the memory of the time he had spent with Squirt.
It would not dawn on Gordon until later that this was the first time he had been pulled from his own misery since the night of the accident.
From one night of death to another—from one mangled body twisted in wreckage to another silent body smoking in the dirt, and with a year and a half of heartbreak between them, Gordon suddenly felt an urge to move on. Maybe to reclaim his life.
And it was all because of Squirt.
Standing at the bus stop, Gordon closed his eyes and focused his thoughts away from the fact that he looked like hell and probably smelled like a goat, fully justifying the leery looks being thrown his way. When he did, the first memory to claw its way to the surface was the feel of Squirt’s warm breath against his naked chest.
The second realization that came to Gordon was that this was the first day in a year and a half when he hadn’t tasted a drop of alcohol. He supposed he had Squirt to thank for that as well.
But more than anything, if not for Squirt, Gordon knew he too would be lying dead under that bridge—a smoldering, gay charcoal briquette.
And a debt like that must be repaid.
He stood at the bus stop wondering how to go about doing that. How could he show Squirt his gratitude? What could Gordon do for the young man? After a while, an idea struck him. Then another. His face gradually brightened. Surprised by his own sudden burst of enthusiasm, he thought he felt a grin creep across his face. He turned to a storefront window to get a glimpse of it and make sure it was really there. Wow. It really, really was.
When the bus finally rumbled to a stop in front of him, Gordon climbed the steps humming. It had been so long since he had heard himself hum the sound was alien to his ears.



Chapter 5

 
 
BACK
AT
his apartment, Gordon first brushed his teeth, then he stripped off his filthy jeans and collapsed naked on the bed. Again, he was asleep in seconds. He awoke at dawn the following morning, refreshed but a little groggy from so much sleep.
Gordon’s first waking thought was of the horrible event that transpired beneath the bridge. Not knowing exactly what he should do about it, he called Mama to tell her he wasn’t well and needed the day off. She sounded suspicious, but really had no alternative but to agree.
With that weight lifted, Gordon took a long hot shower, shaved, brushed his teeth until he thought maybe they were going to fall out if he didn’t stop, then dressed in clean clothes for the first time in three days. He ate a big breakfast with everything he could find in the cupboard that was edible, and then, after opening all the windows to let in the fresh air, Gordon set about cleaning his neglected apartment. Finding a pint of gin under a sofa cushion, he threw it in the trash before giving himself a chance to think about it.
In his bedroom, he stripped the bed and applied clean sheets. While he was doing that, he plugged in his cell phone to recharge it for the first time in weeks.
As he washed up the disgusting pile of vomit-covered dishes in the kitchen sink, he played the TV in the background, wondering if there would be news of the killing under the bridge. He knew he would have to call the police soon, at least to inform them a murder had been committed, in case they didn’t already know. But he was hesitant. There would be a lot of questions about why he was under the bridge at that hour. Why he ran instead of trying to help the victim. How he could watch a man set on fire without trying to intervene.
And questions about who he was with at the time.
That last possibility frightened him the most. He didn’t want to drag Squirt into this. The man was too fragile, too shy. And really, what could Squirt tell the police Gordon couldn’t? Neither of them had seen the faces of the killers. Neither of them knew the assailants’ identities. Neither of them could make an identification or pull a face out of a lineup.
But most importantly, how would Squirt cope with the attention? Gordon wasn’t sure why Squirt lived the life he lived, what damage had been done to him that brought him down so low in the world, but whatever it was, Gordon felt the need to protect him from any further damage.
Squirt was perhaps the sweetest person Gordon had ever met. Sweet and childlike. And he had saved Gordon’s life, for Christ’s sake. How would it be to repay him by dragging him into the news and scaring the hell out of him, making him the center of attention?
Three times Gordon snatched up his now fully charged cell phone to call the cops, and three times he changed his mind. What had he really seen in the shadows under the bridge? What could he really tell the police? When he analyzed the question, the inescapable answer was always—nothing. He could tell them nothing. Except the location of the body.
Gordon finally admitted the truth to himself. Even if the location of the body was all he knew, he still had to make the call.
For the fourth and final time, he reached for the phone.
And as if God really was up there lending a hand now and then, Gordon’s problem was suddenly solved when he saw a report pop up on the noon news. With the Coronado Bridge as a backdrop, one of the local newsmen told of the murder near Chicano Park of a homeless man who was as yet unidentified.
Gordon stopped what he was doing and stared at the TV, soaking in every word. As the reporter told of the arrest of four Chicano youths on suspicion of the slaying, Gordon breathed a sigh of relief for the first time since the murder took place.
They had the killers in custody! They not only knew about the body, they had also caught the killers! Thank God. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do anything after all. Justice was being served without him.
The news flattened Gordon with relief. He collapsed onto the couch still wearing his Playtex rubber gloves, a dish towel draped across his shoulder. He buried his face in his hands and almost wept. Until that moment, Gordon had not known how torn up he was about the situation he and Squirt had somehow landed themselves in.
Then his thoughts settled again on Squirt. He lifted his eyes and stared through the living room window at the blazing daylight outside. Squirt was out there right now. Gordon wondered what he was doing. He wondered if he should take a run back into Mission Hills and knock on that alleyway door. And if he did, he wondered if Squirt would answer.
 Gordon would like to see him again. Make sure Squirt was all right after the shitty night they had shared. Pay him back the bus fare. Return his shirt. Perhaps try to build an actual friendship.
And at that thought Gordon smiled a wry smile. Wouldn’t his mother be thrilled to know her son was broadening his social horizons to include the homeless? Yeah. She’d be chuckling for days over that.
But then Gordon remembered the feel of Squirt’s hand encompassing his. The soft, erotic thrill of Squirt’s gentle breath stirring the hair on Gordon’s chest as they lay on that god-awful hardass bed while trying to unwind after their horrific adventure.
Gordon remembered the cool blue of Squirt’s innocent eyes, the soft blond down on the back of his hands, the smell of his hair when Gordon pressed his lips to Squirt’s scalp as they lay in each other’s arms. The surprise he had felt at the cleanliness of the man. In fact, he had smelled about a bazillion times better than Gordon. And even now he was ashamed to think about it.
Gordon glanced at the clock. It was midafternoon. He tried to imagine what Squirt would be feeling now, what he was thinking. Was he hungry? Was he searching for food? After all, he and Gordon had inhaled all the peanut butter and crackers, and Gordon hadn’t seen any other food lying around Squirt’s tiny cubicle.
And what about money? While Squirt might have a place to sleep, he was still, for all intents and purposes, homeless. How much money could he have? Hell, maybe the two and a half bucks he gave Gordon for bus fare was all the money he had in the world. It would be like Squirt to offer his last dollar to help someone else. Somehow Gordon knew that for a fact, even if he didn’t know Squirt very well.
Squirt was not only physically beautiful, but he had a beautiful heart.
And speaking of hearts, Gordon’s own heart suddenly began to race. He had to see him! He had to see Squirt! Today? No. Tomorrow. Maybe Squirt would come to the soup kitchen for breakfast. Maybe Gordon would see him there. And seeing Squirt, Gordon could ask to meet him later, when Gordon’s shift was over. Maybe spend some time with him. He could thank Squirt yet again for saving his life. And maybe he could even try to figure out how to help Squirt get his life back in order.
And maybe by doing that, Gordon could take a step toward getting his own life in order.
If he and Squirt could wade through all those maybes, maybe they really could lend each other a hand. Aside from becoming friends, maybe they could go all the way and actually turn their lives around. And wouldn’t that be a fucking miracle!
And if they couldn’t go so far as to resurrect their ruined lives, maybe they could at least find comfort in each other’s company. Gordon would like that. Gordon would like that very much. He felt an attraction to Squirt that was kind of weird in its intensity. Even he was willing to admit that. And he thought he understood why.
While he and Squirt were both wounded souls, Squirt had somehow managed to cure his wounds. Those wounds may have damaged Squirt’s exterior life, but inside, inside his heart and mind where a person’s true character lies, his wounds were healed. Squirt had come to grips with the damage done to him, whatever it was. He had risen above it and still managed to hold onto his inner goodness—his inner well of decency and compassion and kindness.
Gordon’s wounds, on the other hand, had not healed at all. Even Gordon’s year in county jail had not eased him of guilt as he thought it would. Sometimes, it seems, even punishment and atonement are not enough. In that horrible place, with the endless, silent days plodding along one after the other, guilt simply festered. It ate away at your soul until it strangled the very life out of you. Gordon’s guilt had been incarcerated with him. Inside those walls and behind those bars, Gordon’s guilt had been inescapable. Just as inescapable as it was now.
No. Just as it was until now. Until Squirt stumbled into his life.
Squirt had somehow made peace with his wounds. He had learned to heal. He had found the secret. Maybe he could teach Gordon the secret too.
There was an instinctual truth to Gordon’s—well, let’s call it what it is, he told himself—with Gordon’s infatuation with Squirt. That instinctual truth was this: with Squirt nearby, Gordon was a better person. A happier person. Squirt’s goodness and sense of peace radiated outward, encompassing and overshadowing even Gordon’s heartache. And now, with Squirt no longer nearby, Gordon felt lost again. He felt empty. Like a doper in desperate need of a fix.
Gordon could feel his guilt moving in to reclaim him. His guilt at taking a human life. Jeremy. Jeremy Aldritch Booth. Twenty-four years old. His life lost because of Gordon’s stupidity. Gordon squeezed his eyes shut, pushing the young man’s tombstone from his mind, trying not to remember. Trying not to recall the smell of cut grass. The ivy on the cemetery fence. The weeds in the sidewalk. The corpses rotting to ruin underground.
It was the other memories, the other sensations, that were not so easily swept aside. Trying not to hear the screams on that long-ago night, the screams he still could not identify as his own or someone else’s. Trying not to listen yet again to that mind-jarring clash of metal. That shattering of glass. That awful feeling of vertigo as the world spun in upheaval at the moment his car flipped around him, turning the universe upside down. The sight of his cell phone tumbling through the air, the unfinished text message still gleaming on the screen, never to be completed. The smell of gas and hot metal as Gordon crawled from the wreckage, miraculously unscathed. The rough asphalt beneath his hands, the uncaring moon still beaming overhead. Approaching the other car with the two men inside on wobbly legs. One man weeping in fear and confusion on the opposite side of the car where Gordon couldn’t see him. The other man nearby, lifeless in the driver’s seat. Jeremy Aldritch Booth. Dead on impact. His handsome young face dripping blood as it rested on the window ledge. His brown eyes staring out at the night, at Gordon, in sightless accusation. 
Because of Gordon. All because of Gordon.
Gordon gave himself a shake to clear the images from his head. Impatiently wiping hot tears from his cheeks, he desperately pushed back the memories and tried to refocus his mind on Squirt. Gentle Squirt with the white-blond hair and the expressive hands. The simple way he lived his life. The kindness. The sweet smile and heart-stopping beauty. The childlike innocence.
Gordon gave a deep, shuddering sigh, expending all his effort to center his thought on Squirt’s face. On Squirt’s goodness. And it was as if Squirt helped him do it, pulling Gordon’s thoughts toward him. Bringing Gordon closer to Squirt’s heat, letting Gordon gather strength and comfort from it.
A moment later, Gordon felt a smile twist his face. If he had harbored any doubts before about the wisdom of what he was about to do, that unexpected smile on his own countenance knocked it into next week.
So. It was settled, then. Tomorrow for sure. Gordon would make the first overture toward friendship tomorrow. One way or another, he would worm his way into Squirt’s life. Because somehow, that was very important. Somehow, Gordon thought his very survival might hinge on it.
Unbidden, his mind travelled to the gun in the bathroom drawer. He squeezed his eyes shut tight, trying to push the thought away. He forced himself to focus on anything but that.
So. At breakfast. Gordon would talk to Squirt at breakfast. At the soup kitchen.
And it would be that small ray of hope for tomorrow that would carry Gordon through the rest of the day.
That night he went to bed early on clean sheets, and for the first time in months, he went to bed sober. The last thought that touched his mind before sleep overtook him was Squirt’s easy smile and crystal clear eyes, as innocent and blue as a California sky. Both exhibited such innocence, such clarity of goodness, it was almost heartbreaking to contemplate them.
And Squirt’s warm breath. Caressing Gordon’s chest. That was hard to contemplate too. Such hunger welled up inside Gordon’s heart when he remembered it, hunger and desire, that he pressed his hands to his eyes until the memory passed.
Gordon’s sleep was bottomless and deep that night. Once, in a dream, he called Squirt’s name. It was long past midnight. He heard his own voice and briefly awoke, but soon drifted off again.
By morning Gordon’s dream was forgotten. But Squirt was not.
Squirt filled his mind yet again the moment Gordon opened his eyes.
 
 
GORDON
WASN’T
inside the soup kitchen more than two minutes that morning when Mama Davis descended on him like a great bird of prey, wings outstretched, braids clacking. She grabbed him by the shoulders and gripped them tight as she bored her eyes into his. A smile played at her lips, offering him a glimpse of those boxy, white teeth that looked capable of gnawing down a tree. She emitted a tut of happiness, gave him a gentle shake, then released his shoulders. Laying one cool, papery hand to each of his cheeks, she leaned in and gave him a hug. He caught a whiff of Juicy Fruit gum.
“Honey, I thought you were sick?” she asked, pulling back but still holding on, not letting Gordon escape. “But you don’t look sick. You didn’t drink last night either. I can tell. And you’re smiling. This is the first morning in all the months you’ve worked here that you walked through that door smiling. And without a hangover too. And don’t look so surprised. I’ve been around alcoholics my whole life. I know one when I see him.”
Gordon almost gasped. “I’m not an alcoholic.”
And Mama gave her smile free rein. “No, honey. For the first time since I’ve known you, I have to say maybe you’re not. What happened? Did you find God, honey? Is He the one who wrought this change in you? Is He the one who made you smile again? He can, you know. He’s got it in Him to do that. Oh, yes indeed He does. Tell me, honey, please. Did you find God?”
People were watching the two of them. Gordon could see them trying not to stare, but staring nevertheless. Oddly, Gordon didn’t care. He felt a familiar blush rise to his face, but he didn’t care about that either. While Mama stood before him with her papery soft hands pressed to his cheeks, Gordon laid his own hands over hers. To his own amazement, he felt tears burning his eyes.
“Maybe I did find God,” Gordon said. “Or the next best thing.”
Mama Davis tilted her head, her own eyes misting up now. “What’s the next best thing to God, honey? Tell me. I wanna know.”
“A friend,” Gordon said. “The next best thing to God is a friend.”
Mama stared at him in silence for a good ten seconds before slipping her hands out from under his. She yanked a handkerchief from her sleeve and blew her nose with a honk. When she was finished and the handkerchief had once again mysteriously disappeared up her sleeve, she reached out and brushed a tear from Gordon’s cheek with her spidery fingertips.
“Keep your new friend close, honey. Don’t let him get away. If he can make this change in you then he’s got some goodness in him, and that’s a fact. Bring him to me sometime. Will you do that? I’d dearly love to meet a powerful soul like that.”
“I promise,” Gordon said. “I will.”
She chucked him gently under the chin. “Good,” she said in a fervent whisper. “Now go to work, Gordon. You’ve got the eggs this morning. And don’t overserve. We may not have enough.”
Not sure he had a voice left with which to speak, Gordon simply nodded and headed for the steam table, his eyes already fixed on the front door. Looking for a short blond man wearing a trench coat and baseball cap.
It never occurred to him Squirt might not show up at all.
When that turned out to be the case, rather than let it plummet Gordon into depression, it reaffirmed his commitment to get to know Squirt better. And to help the man if he could.
 
 
GORDON
HAD
a free hour between his morning and afternoon shift. He spent the hour roaming the downtown streets and wishing he had time to race up to Mission Hills and rap on a certain alleyway door. He wasn’t particularly worried that Squirt hadn’t shown up for breakfast at the soup kitchen, although he was disappointed. On the other hand, it gave Gordon time to run a couple of errands that needed to be done before he saw Squirt again, hopefully at the afternoon meal.
His first stop was at the bank, where he pulled three hundred dollars from his savings account. His second stop was Macy’s, where he spent the rest of his lunch hour buying shirts and socks and underwear and a couple of pairs of jeans that he thought Squirt might fit into. When he returned to the soup kitchen for the second meal, Gordon stashed his Macy’s bags out of the way and went about doing his job, certain this time he would see Squirt come walking through the door.
But as the long serving line snailed its way past and the voices and racket of metal utensils on tin trays swelled around him, Gordon’s hopes gradually sank. When Mama locked the outside doors and declared dinner hour over, Gordon knew his worst fear had been realized. Squirt hadn’t shown up again.
As Gordon filled the trays of the last straggling diners that Mama had let in before locking the doors behind them, he made plans for what he would do next. He would hop a bus to Mission Hills and deliver the clothes to Squirt personally. That was better than giving them to him here in front of everyone anyway.
A blast of snide laughter caught his attention as the serving line dwindled down to nothing. Gordon looked up at the last bodies wending their way toward him, partially filled trays in hand. His heart sank even deeper than it had been already. This was the last thing he needed.
The three gays who had tormented Squirt the week before were horsing around and complaining about the look of the food and making a general nuisance of themselves, just as they always did. They suddenly seemed to brighten up when they saw Gordon ladling up potatoes au gratin just a few feet down the line.
They snickered among themselves, then centered all their attention on Gordon as they dawdled in front of him.
The three youths were handsome young men, or would have been had they not been so worn down by living on the streets. Still, Gordon could see how certain men would find them attractive enough to pay for their services. And truthfully, their services didn’t cost that much. Gay hustlers were a dime a dozen on the streets of San Diego. All you had to do was know where to find them.
While, like Squirt, these three also looked as if they tried to keep themselves clean, there was none of the innocence on their faces that Gordon had seen on Squirt’s face. There was none of the kindness in these eyes that Gordon had seen in Squirt’s. In fact, there was a coldness on their faces that Gordon could not quite put a finger on, yet could feel the moment they centered their attention on him. Perhaps it was just the worn-down look all prostitutes gradually acquire. The jaded, weary sense of defeat and the slow realization that the world around them is not much better than they are, and that one pretty much deserves the other.
It saddened Gordon to think boys this young could have already come to live their lives in the presence of desperation and not even realize it had taken control of them. But it was there. It was there in the bark of mirthless laughter, the flinty gleam of a cruel eye, the resigned acceptance of whatever life was about to deal out.
When they reached Gordon’s place in the line, Gordon almost winced at the chilly, merciless way they scrutinized him. But it was the words they spoke that truly tore at his heart.
The leader was a redhead with freckles and a shirt unbuttoned to his belly button, exposing pale flesh, obviously for sale to the highest bidder. Or maybe even the lowest.
“Well, here he is,” Redhead smirked. “Batman. Protector of the downtrodden. Squirt’s number one fan. Where’s your little blond friend? Home in bed, waiting for Daddy to come home and plow him a new furrow?”
Gordon narrowed his eyes and said, “Just keep the line moving, tough guys. There are others behind you waiting to eat.”
One of the other hustlers, a boy who looked about fifteen and who was obviously in the middle of an appalling acne outbreak, but whose body was still beautiful and lithe, prodded Redhead with an elbow. “You know better than that. Squirt’s not wallowing in this guy’s bed. He’s down at the police station getting the shit grilled out of him.” He grinned an evil grin when he saw Gordon snap to attention. The kid lowered his voice, one conspirator to another. “I heard it’s somethin’ serious too. Like murder maybe.” Then he howled with laughter.
Gordon’s heart leaped into his throat. He dropped his ladle in the potatoes and leaned over the sneeze guard, grabbing Pizza Face’s shirtfront and dragging him close. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Pizza Face might have been no more than fifteen, but he had been on the streets long enough to know not to show fear. He gazed coolly at Gordon even while Gordon was dragging him over the sneeze guard and practically into the vat of steaming potatoes.
He looked down at Gordon’s fist clutching his shirtfront. “You’re wrinkling the merchandise. If you want to manhandle me, you have to pay for the privilege.”
Gordon pulled him even closer. “Tell me again what you just said or you’ll be digging potatoes out of your ears for the next three weeks.”
Redhead and Pizza Face’s other friend, a skinny hustler with greenish-blond streaks in his hair that looked like they had been applied with Clorox, were chuckling at Pizza Face’s discomfort. They also looked properly impressed with Gordon’s butchness. Redhead even reached out and stroked Gordon’s bicep. He looked like he enjoyed what he was feeling.
Gordon released Pizza Face and shook off Redhead’s hand, repelled by his touch. Redhead snickered and reassumed his role as leader of the pack.
“Your buddy’s down at police headquarters, dipshit. Saw him escorted in by two detectives. Word on the street is he had something to do with the old guy who went up like a Roman candle a couple of nights ago down by the bay. You should pick your friends more carefully.”
“And you should shut the fuck up,” Gordon barked, causing all three of the teens to burst into laughter.
Gordon turned away from the steam table and headed for the door. Mama Davis watched him go. He turned back at the last moment and shot her an inquisitive look across the hall. She smiled a worried smile and waved him on, mouthing the words, “See you tomorrow. Don’t worry, honey. I’ll lock your bags in the office.”
Gordon tapped his heart in thank you. In his desperation, he had almost forgotten about the clothes he had bought for Squirt. With everything under control behind him, he turned and raced through the door, his mind filled with dread.
Shit. What the hell did the police want with Squirt?



Chapter 6

 
 
SAN DIEGO Police Headquarters was only a few blocks from the soup kitchen, just up Broadway on 16th Street. Gordon was there in ten minutes. He stood outside the front door for a minute, sweating from the run, trying to ignore the rush of terror building behind his eyes.
The terror came from remembering. Remembering the last time he was here. In handcuffs. Confused, frightened, knowing he had just fucked up his life forever. And if all that wasn’t bad enough—knowing he had just killed a man.
Simply thinking those last five words brought the old familiar shame and regret thundering through Gordon again. His hands began to shake. His pulse hammered inside his head. He sucked in a great gulp of hot afternoon air, pushed the hair from his face, and tried to block the memories from his mind. It wasn’t easy. Those feelings, those memories, had controlled him so long, they were a part of him now. He felt almost empty when they weren’t inside his head.
Gordon braced himself and lunged forward.
He stormed through the front door and realized immediately he didn’t remember the place at all. Then he knew why. The arresting officer almost two years earlier had brought Gordon in through the basement after taking him into custody at the accident site. Gordon had never seen this part of the building before. Even when he left, hours later, again in cuffs, he had exited the building through the basement, where a squad car waited to haul him down to the county jail compound on Front Street, where he would await the filing of charges, and where he would ultimately spend the next year of his life.
He gave himself a final shake in yet another attempt to shed his thoughts and gazed around. He spotted an information desk manned by a female police officer with a bandaged hand. There was no one else in the lobby, and the officer looked bored out of her mind. Since there was nothing else to look at, she centered her attention on Gordon and watched as he approached.
Gordon cringed beneath her stare because he knew, he just knew, what was coming. He knew because he had been living with it ever since his release from jail over a year ago. So when the old familiar light of recognition registered in the officer’s eyes, he wasn’t surprised. He wasn’t surprised by the first words out of her mouth either.
“You used to be the weatherman. Channel 10.”
She spoke the words without a smile. She remembered. She remembered everything. Gordon could see that in her eyes too. After all, his trial had been slathered all over the local news shows. He had been a celebrity of sorts once. People love to see celebrities have the rug yanked out from under them.
The officer’s eyes were icy. There was no warmth in her voice when she asked, “What can I do for you?”
She spoke to him as if he were dirt beneath her feet. But Gordon was used to that too. That’s how cops always talk to felons. In a cop’s eyes, once a felon, always a felon. If you had a police record, cops rated you just below pond scum. And you retained that rating until you were six feet underground.
He girded himself against the woman’s spiteful indifference as he had learned to do time and time again, and concentrated on the words coming out of his mouth.
He again pushed the hair from his eyes—a nervous gesture more than anything. “A friend of mine has been arrested, but it’s all a misunderstanding. He didn’t do what you guys think he did.”
The officer fiddled with the bandage on her hand, seeming to concentrate more on it than on Gordon. She still looked bored shitless. “And what is it we think he did?”
God, Gordon hated cops. He was pretty sure anyone who ever had the misfortune to come under their thumb hated cops. He also wasn’t dumb enough to blurt out the fact he and Squirt might know something about the killing under the bridge. Hell, for all he knew, the three twits at the soup kitchen might have got it all wrong and Squirt was actually here for an entirely different matter. If he was here at all.
When Gordon ignored her question, the officer gave him a suspicious look, went through the motions of stifling a yawn like she was speaking to an idiot, and asked, “What’s your friend’s name?” She painstakingly tapped a few keys on the keyboard in front of her and momentarily turned her eyes to the computer monitor, waiting for Gordon’s response.
Gordon blinked. He could feel the blood rushing to his face. My God, he didn’t know Squirt’s real name! He had no idea what it was.
Exasperated, the officer tore her eyes from the monitor and leveled them coolly at Gordon. “Well? Does he have a name? I can’t look him up in the system without a name. I’m not cleared for clairvoyance. I have to do stuff the hard way.”
Gordon stammered some nonsensical response. Later he wouldn’t be able to remember what it was. He finally mumbled, “I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”
He stepped away from the desk just as an elevator beeped somewhere off to the right. He turned to see who it was, really for no other reason than simply to avoid the gaze of the cop on the desk. He watched the elevator door slide open even while he walked on shaky legs toward the exit, hoping for a dignified retreat and probably failing miserably. Halfway there, he stopped as if someone had nailed his feet to the floor.
The man stepping off the elevator was Squirt, dressed in khaki slacks that had seen better days, and a black, long-sleeved T-shirt that appeared brand new. It still bore the horizontal wrinkles from the packaging it came in. On his feet, Squirt wore the same disintegrating tennis shoes he had worn the other night. As usual, a Chargers baseball cap perched atop his head, the brim pulled low over his face.
Squirt was accompanied by another man. A cop in a business suit. Gordon instinctively knew the cop was a detective. And if Gordon had to make a guess, probably with Homicide.
Amazingly, the detective had his hand resting on Squirt’s shoulder, not in an apprehension sort of way, but more friendly-like. He was smiling, while Squirt’s expression was hidden by his ever-present baseball cap.
Gordon halted a few feet from the main entrance and waited for Squirt to see him there. While he waited, Squirt and the detective stopped only a few feet away. The detective held out his hand and Squirt shyly took it into his own.
“Thanks for coming in, Jerry. You did the right thing.” With his other hand, the detective patted Squirt’s shoulder and said, “Take care of yourself, okay? If I need you, I know where to find you. And if you think of anything else, ask for Detective Browning. That’s me.”
Squirt nodded but didn’t say anything. The detective released his hand and turned to reenter the elevator. A moment later the elevator door beeped again, and the cop was gone. Only then did Squirt look up and see Gordon standing by the door.
Squirt’s face lit up with a surprised smile. “Gordon,” he said, so softly Gordon could barely make out the word.
The smile on Squirt’s face eased Gordon’s fears considerably. In fact, it caused another rush of blood to suffuse Gordon’s cheeks. He stepped quickly to Squirt’s side and gave him a hug.
From the corner of his eye, Gordon saw the female officer at the desk shake her head in disgust, but Gordon didn’t care. Fuck her. He took Squirt’s hand and gently led him toward the exit.
Only when they were standing outside, did Gordon drag Squirt to a halt and duck down to look under the brim of his cap.
“You okay?” Gordon asked. “Why were you here?”
Squirt spoke softly, as he always did. He wore a slight smile on his face, still astounded, perhaps, that Gordon was there waiting for him. “I came because of the man under the bridge. The police needed to know what I saw. It wasn’t much, but I still thought they needed to know. Did I do wrong?”
“N-no. Of course not. It was the right thing to do. So what did they say?”
Squirt gave a tiny shrug. “They just said thanks.”
“That was it?”
Squirt nodded. “Uh-huh.”
“They didn’t try to arrest you?”
Squirt ran his fingers over the stubble on his chin as if contemplating the question. “Why would they do that?”
“I don’t know.”
“Did you tell them I was with you?”
Squirt shook his head. “Didn’t figure they needed to know.”
Before Gordon could respond to that, Squirt reached out and almost absentmindedly ran his hand along Gordon’s bare forearm. Gordon tingled at the touch. “Did you get home all right the other day, Gordon?”
Gordon smiled, laying his hand over Squirt’s while it still rested on his wrist. “Yes, thanks to you.” Now that they were together, Gordon didn’t want to let Squirt go. Not yet. In fact, he suddenly knew exactly what he wanted to do.
“I have something for you.”
Squirt’s blue eyes twinkled happily. “You mean like a Christmas present?”
“Yeah,” Gordon smiled back. “Several of them. Let’s go pick them up, and then I want you to come to my apartment for dinner. Will you do that?”
Squirt shrugged again. “Sure,” he said. “Why wouldn’t I? I’m really, really hungry.”
Gordon grinned. “Good.”
Gordon was again taken by the way Squirt simplified everything right down to the bare bones, just as a child might do. He equated gifts to Christmas presents. He felt no compunction about reaching out to touch Gordon’s skin as if he was mesmerized by the texture of it and totally unashamed of the fact.
And he thought nothing of going to the police to tell what he had seen the night the poor homeless man was set on fire.
Gordon had hemmed and hawed and managed to talk himself out of it easily enough. But Squirt hadn’t. Squirt had decided it was his duty to tell the police what he’d seen.
And that, Gordon knew, made Squirt the better person. Once again Gordon found himself humbled by this simple homeless man with the big, generous heart and the straightforward way of dealing with what had to be a rough existence without the histrionics with which Gordon dealt with his. Of course, Squirt hadn’t killed anyone. That made a difference, now, didn’t it?
“We have to go by the soup kitchen first. That okay?”
Squirt removed his hat and beat it against his leg a couple of times as if to dislodge the dust it had accumulated. While he did, Gordon watched Squirt’s pale, pale hair glisten in the sunshine as if it too had been set ablaze. God forbid. Gordon was about to reach out and run his fingers through Squirt’s hair, just to experience the fineness of it once again, but by the time he built up the courage to do so, Squirt had redonned his hat.
They set off walking up Broadway. The sun was low in the sky now. They walked slowly, enjoyed the cooler evening air on their faces, breathing it in like perfume. When dusk was in full flower and shadows were finally beginning to deepen around them, the streetlights blinked on. More and more, Gordon saw cars with their headlights gleaming. Night was coming, and the whole wide world was getting ready for it.
Gordon couldn’t help wondering what the night held in store. For them.
“Will the people at the electric shop miss you if you come home late?” he asked. “Do they keep an eye on you?”
Squirt seemed surprised by the question. “Why would they? I only sleep there. It isn’t my home.”
“Where is your home, then?” Gordon asked.
Squirt tapped the side of his head with a lean, elegant finger. “In here,” he said. “My home’s in here.”
Gordon was a little stunned by the naive beauty of those words.
As they walked, Squirt took Gordon’s hand yet again. More than one passerby gave them an odd glance, but Squirt didn’t seem to mind. And truthfully neither did Gordon. Squirt was clean, he was young and trim, he was beautiful. He didn’t look homeless. And even if he had, Gordon liked to think he wouldn’t be ashamed to be seen walking down the street hand in hand with him. Gordon liked to think he was better than that.
But he knew he probably wasn’t.
As they walked, Squirt tapped each passing parking meter as if saying hello. Just as Gordon had tapped the tombstones as he walked through Holy Cross. Gordon smiled watching him. Then he remembered something the detective had said to Squirt.
“The policeman called you Jerry. Like he knew you. Is that your real name? Jerry?”
Squirt lowered his head and stopped tapping the parking meters. He instantly buried the hand not holding Gordon’s in his trouser pocket and left it there. Instead of eyeing the pink sunset overhead as he had been doing, Squirt suddenly watched his feet instead.
“I don’t know why he called me that,” Squirt said. “He must have mixed me up with somebody else. I don’t like it when people call me Jerry. It makes me sad.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It just does.” Squirt tore his gaze from his shoe tops and studied Gordon’s face. Slowly a smile creased his eyes. He stepped a little closer so that now their shoulders rubbed as they walked. “You came looking for me,” he said. “You were worried about me. I could see it on your face when you were standing back there in the lobby.”
It was Gordon’s turn to shrug. “I thought they’d arrested you. Since I knew you were innocent, I was there to try and get you back. I know what it’s like to spend a night in jail. It isn’t a nice experience. I would have hated to see you go through it.”
“But that didn’t happen,” Squirt said.
And Gordon smiled. “No, it didn’t.”
Squirt pointed up ahead. “There’s the soup kitchen. Is that where my presents are?”
Gordon laughed. “Yeah. But we can’t open them until we get home, okay? They’re all bagged up.”
“Shoot,” Squirt said, obviously disappointed. Then he giggled at the look on Gordon’s face. “I was kidding, Gordon. I don’t mind waiting. As long as I’m with you, I don’t mind much of anything.”
And that simple statement tore into Gordon’s heart, ricocheted around for a minute, and finally settled into a thrumming sensation that brought another grin to Gordon’s face.
“Thanks, Squirt,” he said, his voice deep with sincerity. “When I’m with you, I don’t mind much of anything either.”
Squirt’s fingers tightened around his hand, and Gordon smiled to feel them there.
 
 
GORDON
AND
Squirt reached Mama Davis’s Soup Kitchen just as the last worker was heading out the door. Gordon grabbed the door before it closed and pulled Squirt inside.
The dining hall was clean and smelled of pine cleaner. Mama Davis was a firm believer in cleanliness. If she hadn’t been, the city would have closed her up long ago.
Gordon couldn’t see anyone, but he could hear a soft humming coming from the kitchen behind the steam tables in the back of the hall. It was Mama Davis, and she was humming her favorite hymn, “Standing on the Promises.”
Gordon had heard her hum it a thousand times. When she was happy, when she was mad, when she just didn’t have anything else to do, which was rarely, she hummed that song. Never singing the words, just humming. The hymn seemed to be almost a part of the woman. And while Mama Davis was stout and nonsensical and fearless, her humming came out like the most delicate notes of a coloratura—fine, reedy and thin, but always precisely on key. An old woman’s voice.
An old woman nobody in their right mind would ever want to mess with.
At the sound of their footsteps, Mama Davis poked her head through the kitchen doorway to see who it was. When she saw Gordon, she flashed her boxy teeth.
“Thank God it’s you, honey. I thought the boogeyman was coming to get me.”
She stepped forward to meet them, wiping her hands on an apron that looped around her neck and covered her from the bustline to the knees. As always, the wide pockets were weighted down with a variety of objects, making the apron hang funny. She trailed her eyes from Gordon’s face and focused on Squirt’s. Her features softened.
“I’ve come for my bags,” Gordon said, and Mama nodded, although she didn’t take her eyes from Squirt’s face.
Gordon glanced at Squirt to see how he was accepting the ogling and was surprised to find a huge smile beaming across Squirt’s face.
“Ain’t you the pretty one,” Mama said, walking straight up to Squirt and folding him into her arms. Squirt hugged her back, all the while grinning at Gordon because he didn’t know where else to train his eyes.
When Mama pushed him to arm’s length and gave Squirt’s ball cap a tilt backward to better see his face, she almost gasped at the sight of his pale blond hair tucked underneath the cap.
“Honey, you’re a towhead!” And then she laughed when Squirt ran a hand through his own hair as if wondering exactly what all the fuss was about.
Mama turned to Gordon. “This is your friend, ain’t it?”
Gordon nodded. “Mama, meet Squirt. Squirt, this is Mama Davis. She’s the lady I work for.”
Mama gave Gordon a good-natured slap on the chest. “And a friend too! Don’t forget that!”
“And a friend,” Gordon humbly added.
Mama studied Squirt’s face with a tilt of her head and something warm and knowing in her eyes, as if she was seeing a lot more than his bottomless blue eyes, his gentleness, and the way he had slid his hand into Gordon’s as they stood before her.
“I’m pleased to meet you, Squirt.”
Squirt blushed, still smiling. “Me too.”
Mama studied each of their faces in turn. “Have you boys eaten? I got some food left over. You can heat it in the microwave if it’s cold.”
Squirt cleared his throat, speaking softly. “Gordon’s taking me to his house for dinner. We’re going to eat there.”
Mama Davis beamed. “Ain’t that grand!” She gave Gordon a wily glance. “Bet you’ve come for your shopping bags.” She gave Squirt a pat on the cheek and pointed to a seat. “Honey, you sit there and I’ll show Gordon where I stashed his bags. Only take a minute.”
Squirt obediently did as she asked, and Gordon followed her into the kitchen.
As soon as they were out of sight of Squirt, Mama turned and pulled Gordon into her arms.
“I won’t embarrass you or your friend any more than I already have. I promise. I just want you to listen to me for a minute. That boy’s got an angel in him, Gordon. I can feel it. And he’s fragile. I don’t know what he’s been through in his life, but whatever it was, I think it left him pure, if you understand what I’m saying. He’s a good but damaged soul, Gordon. Treat him with care. Will you promise me you’ll do that?”
“Mama, I—”
The old black woman took a step backward and studied Gordon’s face while a smile gradually squeezed the skin of her cheeks and dug trenches around her eyes. “Why, honey, I don’t have to tell you any of this, do I? You’re smitten by that boy.” She placed one hand over her heart and the other over Gordon’s heart, as if creating a conduit between the two.
Gordon didn’t quite understand what was happening. “No, ma’am, I just—”
Mama laughed a merry laugh, patting Gordon’s chest now, just as she was patting her own. “Don’t no ma’am me, Gordon Stafford. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes. And don’t pull it over your own eyes either. I got a feeling you two would be good for each other. Give your feelings some room, Gordon. Let ’em go. Set ’em free. I might be an overly religious old woman, but I ain’t so overly religious that I can’t see the good in two people coming together, no matter who they are or what body parts they got.” She craned her neck around the doorway to study Squirt, who was sitting patiently at one of the tables, spinning his baseball cap in his hands. When Mama Davis turned her attention back to Gordon, there were tears in her eyes. The tears surprised Gordon more than anything.
She stepped forward and pulled Gordon into her arms yet again, just as she had done with Squirt earlier. While she held him in an iron grip, almost squeezing the air out of Gordon’s lungs, she whispered cooing words into his ear.
“You treat that boy like gold, Gordon. I got a feeling he’s just what you need. He’ll bring you back to the world if you let him. I know he will. And I think maybe you can bring him back too. I surely do. Ain’t no misery in the world that can’t be overcome, honey. Remember that.”
She pressed her cool lips to Gordon’s cheek, kissed him there, and gave him a gentle push away. Gordon couldn’t speak. Not for a moment anyway. Then he found his voice.
“He’s already changed my life, and I don’t even know how. I just know I want to be with him.”
Mama grinned, flashing those big strong teeth. “Then you be with him, honey. You do what you can for that boy, and I’ll just bet he repays you a millionfold.”
Suddenly, Gordon felt a stinging behind his eyes. His own tears were on the way now. He should have been embarrassed, but he wasn’t.
“He’s already repaid me, Mama. Somehow he repaid me the first time I laid eyes on him.”
Mama laughed. “Ain’t love grand, honey? Ain’t it just grander than shit?”
Gordon stared at her, shocked she had said “shit,” and even more shocked she had uttered the L-word. Is that what she thought? That Gordon was in love with Squirt? Was that what this was all about?
Mama saw the surprise on his face and chuckled. “You’re thinking it’s too soon, right? You’re thinking you haven’t known him long enough.”
Gordon could only nod. That was exactly what he was thinking.
Mama grinned. “Love ain’t got nothing to do with time, honey. Not a blessed thing. So don’t worry. You’ll figure it out when you’re ready to figure it out.” She cackled merrily. “In the meantime, I know what I know. And one of these days, you’ll know it too. Just be gentle with him, okay? He already has feelings for you. Don’t break his heart again.”
Gordon stared across the dining hall. Squirt was sticking his foot straight out in front of him, studying the sorry state of his tennis shoe. When he was finished perusing the left one, he lifted the other leg and studied the right shoe.
“Maybe I should buy him new tennies,” Gordon said, more to himself than to Mama.
When she heard the words, she laughed. “Yeah, you do that, Gordon. But there ain’t no love involved, right?”
She gave her old head a shake as if wondering why men are always so stupid. When she was finished shaking her head, she dragged Gordon to the back of the kitchen where she unlocked her office door and stepped inside. She pointed to Gordon’s Macy’s bags piled in the corner.
When Gordon had them in his hands, she gave him a final kiss on the cheek. “As soon as you have it figured out for yourself and you feel the moment’s right, you let that boy know how you feel about him. Will you do that for me?”
Gordon gave her a mute nod, still a little stunned by what Mama was implying. When he found his voice, he said, “If what you say is true, I guess I’d be doing it more for me than for you.”
“Of course you will,” Mama chirped happily, as if Gordon was finally showing a little sense. “Now go. The two of you. Go.”
She pulled the ever-present hanky from her sleeve and blew her nose. “Good luck, honey,” she whispered as Gordon walked away juggling his armload of shopping bags.



Chapter 7

 
 
SQUIRT
WAS
polishing off his fourth slice of pizza when he looked across the table at Gordon and cleared his throat to speak. “I like your apartment.”
“Thanks,” Gordon said, wondering how Squirt would feel about the place if he had been here two days earlier when there was crap flung everywhere, dust an inch thick, and a putrid layer of vomit coating the dirty dishes in the sink. “I try to keep it clean,” he added, lying through his teeth. He almost never tried to keep it clean. Squirt’s basement hole-in-the-wall where he used an old door for a bed was ten times cleaner than Gordon’s apartment, and Gordon would be the first to admit it.
Squirt looked good in his new shirt and jeans. Gordon, it turned out, was a pretty good shopper. All the clothes fit Squirt perfectly. In fact, the clothes effected such a transformation on Squirt that Gordon began to imagine how he must have looked before he ended up on the street. Gordon still had no idea what drove Squirt to the life he lived, but it was a safe bet it was neither drugs nor alcohol. Squirt had the clear, healthy eyes of a person who has never overindulged in anything. With his pale hair he looked—pristine.
Not to mention beautiful.
In a quiet moment when the eating frenzy was winding down, Squirt sat across from Gordon at the dining room table, staring through the window at the city skyline shimmering in the distance. His hair framed his face like ice framed an eave in winter. The shade of blue of his eyes was the color you see in pictures of the Mediterranean. Azure. Bottomless. Calm.
His voice, when he spoke, was soft. Unhurried. And always unerringly kind. “Gordon?” he ventured.
“Yeah?”
“I like you.”
Gordon smiled. “I like you too, Squirt.”
Gordon watched as Squirt swung his focus away from the window. Their eyes came together for the hundredth time that day. And every time it happened, Gordon’s heart gave a quiet thud inside his chest.
“Thank you for the clothes.”
“Squirt, you don’t have to keep thanking me. You’ve thanked me ten times already. You’re welcome. And that’s the end of it.”
“Okay.” Squirt fiddled with his fork, then leaned in toward Gordon and asked, “Can I leave the clothes here?”
Gordon didn’t understand. “Why would you want to do that? Take them home with you and wear them. That’s why I got them for you.”
Squirt was beginning to look uncomfortable. Gordon didn’t understand that either.
“Do you think we’ll see each other again?” Squirt asked.
“Well, sure,” Gordon said. “I hope so.”
“Here?”
“Sure. I like having you here.”
“Then I’d rather keep the clothes here. I can wear them when I come to visit.”
Gordon leaned in and laid his hand over Squirt’s. He gave Squirt’s hand a little shake to get his full attention. “What’s going on? What is it you’re trying so hard not to say?”
Squirt blushed. He gazed everywhere about the room except directly at Gordon’s face. Finally, that was the only place left for his eyes to go. “If I take them to my place, someone will steal them. People are always stealing stuff from me. Customers in the store. They go downstairs to use the bathroom, and sometimes they help themselves to my things. I don’t want to lose the clothes you bought me. I don’t want to make you mad.”
Gordon stroked the hair on the back of Squirt’s hand with his thumb. He loved the way Squirt’s skin felt. Loved it a little too much, maybe. Mama Davis was way too smart for her own good.
“I don’t think you have it in you to make me mad, Squirt. But if you’re that worried about the clothes, sure, you can leave them here. Or maybe just wear an outfit now and then when you go home. They don’t steal your clothes when you’re wearing them, do they?”
Squirt laughed. “Not yet.”
Gordon grinned to see him laugh. It didn’t happen often, so when it did, it was an occasion. “Then that’s what we’ll do. The clothes you aren’t wearing, you can leave here.”
Squirt smiled wide. “Good. Thanks.”
“And one more thing.”
“Yeah?”
“What size shoes do you wear?”
“Size eight. Why?”
“Never mind.”
Squirt seemed a little confused by that last round of questioning, but when it was over, he also seemed content to have it settled. His eyes trailed from Gordon’s face, down to the hand holding his. He wrapped his slim fingers around Gordon’s thumb and held onto it.
“Are you gay, Gordon?”
Gordon was taken aback by the question, but he was relieved to finally hear it asked. It would be nice to get a few things out in the open. It would be nice to know for sure where he stood. And where Squirt stood.
He nodded, hoping he wasn’t about to scare the man away. “Yes. I’m gay. Are you?”
“Yes. I always have been.”
Gordon smiled. “Me too. I was gay when I was four.”
Squirt chuckled. “That’s nothing. I was gay when I was three.”
“Two,” Gordon countered.
Squirt leaned in close and glowered as if trying to be butch as hell. “One,” he growled. Then he dissolved in a spate of embarrassed giggles. Squirt wasn’t exactly built for butch, and apparently he knew it.
Gordon threw his head back and howled with laughter. “Well shit, then, I guess you’ve got me beat.”
At that, they both howled. Squirt’s laugh was a raucous, rolling baritone that filled the air like party balloons, all friendly and colorful and warm to the touch. Gordon’s own laughter was an ungodly series of snorts and gasps that embarrassed him even while it made them both laugh even louder. For one moment, Gordon’s laughter subsided long enough for him to realize it had been months since he had laughed so hard. Through happy tears Gordon watched Squirt’s perfect white teeth flash and sparkle in the light of the cheap, apartment-issue chandelier hanging over their heads. Gordon was pretty sure he had never seen a smile so beautiful in his life.
And all the time they laughed, Squirt clung to Gordon’s thumb, just like one of those party balloons, afraid to drift away, afraid to catch the currents and rise higher and higher until he disappeared in the distance where he would never see Gordon again.
Watching Squirt, Gordon blinked back a sudden rush of longing. It took every ounce of willpower he had not to throw himself across the table and kiss those laughing lips. But he didn’t dare. There was still an aura of fragility around Squirt. Even in the midst of laughter, there was an air of—frailty. As if Squirt could be easily broken. The damage done to Squirt, whatever it had been, had left his life ethereal. Tenuous. It seemed sometimes he barely clung to life at all. Or at least to happiness.
Just the thought of causing Squirt more injury scared the hell out of Gordon. He understood injury. He understood barely hanging on to life. He understood taking about all you can take and having nothing left with which to fight. If he ever thought he was the one who pushed Squirt over the edge to a place where he could never claw his way back, Gordon would never forgive himself. Never.
Pushing those thoughts away, Gordon held out the pizza box and waved it under Squirt’s nose. “One piece left. Eat it. I’m stuffed.”
“You sure?”
“Yeah.”
Squirt snatched up the slice without further comment, causing Gordon to grin. For a little guy, Squirt sure could eat.
While Gordon sat watching Squirt polish off the pizza, still comfortably content in his company, Gordon had one more surprising thought pop up during the course of an evening that had already offered several.
His car. It was still parked twenty feet below his ass in the underground parking lot beneath the building. It had been sitting there since he bought it upon his release from jail. Gordon had driven it from the dealer’s lot on that first day of his renewed freedom since his last car had been totaled in the accident, and two miles down the road, he had suffered such a severe panic attack, he barely made it the rest of the way home. The car had been sitting in his parking space ever since. Occasionally, Gordon would go downstairs and crank her up, letting the engine idle for a while because he felt he should, but he hadn’t actually driven the car since that day. Something his mother didn’t understand at all. Unfortunately, it wasn’t something he could explain to her either. The fear. The cold sweat. The horror he would do something wrong, something stupid. Cause another accident.
Take another life.
Gordon turned away from Squirt to stare at the old rolltop desk in the corner. His car keys were in the top drawer. He knew somehow that now was the time to let that fear go. It was time to start driving again.
Later in the evening, when the pizza was long gone and Squirt’s luscious eyes were looking sleepy after he and Gordon spent a quiet hour sitting on the sofa holding hands, Gordon finally spoke the words that probably meant very little to Squirt, but meant the world to him.
He leaned in to give Squirt a hug. They did not kiss, although Gordon wanted to. Gordon swept the hair from Squirt’s forehead and ran a gentle thumb across Squirt’s brow, causing the young man to close his tired eyes as if he enjoyed the touch.
“It’s been a long day, and you’re about to conk out,” Gordon said. “When you’re ready I’ll drive you home.”
Squirt nodded. Both men stood, and Gordon was surprised when Squirt walked directly into his arms. “Thank you,” he whispered against Gordon’s shoulder.
“No,” Gordon whispered back. “Thank you.”
He pulled Squirt close as his head filled with the sound of his own thudding heart. Gordon could never remember a man who fit so perfectly in his arms.
Ever.
“I can hear your heart,” Squirt said.
And Gordon smiled.
“Good.”
 
 
GORDON
DROPPED
Squirt in the alleyway at the back of the electrical shop. With a bashful last wave, Squirt dug into the pocket of his new jeans for the key and let himself in. Gordon waited until Squirt was safely inside before driving off.
The car felt good beneath him. He hadn’t realized until tonight how much he missed driving. He rolled down all the windows and let the wind whip through his hair as he maneuvered along the city streets. When he found a freeway ramp, he goosed the accelerator and merged into swiftly moving traffic headed south.
The night was balmy and the car responsive in his hands. It seemed to be as relieved as Gordon to be back on the road again, almost anticipating his every move, knowing where it wanted to go even before Gordon did.
As the miles rolled by, Gordon relived every second of the evening, every snippet of conversation. His heart still soared from the hours he had spent with Squirt. A soaring heart was a new revelation for Gordon. But although the feeling was new, Gordon wasn’t dumb enough not to know what it meant. He remembered what Mama Davis had said to him back in the soup kitchen and wondered how the woman got to be so smart.
When the speed of the freeway traffic began to bother him and he felt that old familiar panic beginning to settle in his gut, Gordon exited and prowled the city streets instead, trying all the while to think of only the present, not the past. And he succeeded in keeping the memories at bay by remembering Squirt: how he spoke, how he ate, how he reached out so often just to touch. The kindness in his eyes, the softness of his voice, the warmth of his hand. As the night grew later and the miles on the odometer increased, Gordon slowly wound a roundabout path back to his apartment building, where he eased into his parking space, glad to be home safe and sound. As he switched off the engine, he leaned forward and rested his head on the steering wheel, closing his eyes. His body was tired, but his mind was going a mile a minute.
“Thank you, God,” he whispered into the darkness behind his eyes. “Thank you for what you’ve done.” Squirt, he thought soundlessly. Thank you for sending me Squirt.
Gordon opened his eyes and stared through the windshield into the unknown years that lay ahead. What did he need to fill those years? What was the most important thing he required to live a decent, productive life?
A job, he supposed. Sooner or later he would have to find a fucking job. But in meteorology? The only field he knew anything about? Doubtful. Unless it was a position in the background, away from the cameras. His days of being a local celebrity weatherman were over and he knew it. No one would hire him now for on-camera work. Not when the whole city knew his story.
So as far as looking for work, maybe he wasn’t quite ready yet. Not until he thought it through. Not until he mapped out a plan. He had enough money to last a while longer. So for now maybe he should concentrate on the second thing he needed to lead a decent, productive life. And that second thing was a whole lot easier to figure out.
He needed someone to share the life he was about to carve out for himself. Someone he wanted to be with, and someone who might want to be with him. And for this
immediate goal, there was no hedging. No wishy-washy hemming and hawing. No putting it off. He knew exactly what he wanted. He knew exactly who he wanted. And tomorrow he would start to make it happen. Full court press.
Climbing from the car and pocketing his car keys, Gordon grinned a sleepy, mischievous grin as he whistled his way up the stairs to his apartment.
Poor Squirt. The guy wouldn’t know what hit him.



Chapter 8

 
 
THUS
BEGAN
an odd courtship.
While Gordon rediscovered the joy of being sober—grateful to have survived all the alcohol he had poured into his body over the past year with a minimum of lasting physical damage, or so he sincerely hoped—he also rediscovered contentment. His nightmares vanished. He began eating properly. He gained a few pounds, which made him happy. He looked better, felt better, and Gordon even found a smidgeon of religion in the way he looked to the heavens to thank whoever was up there for giving him this second chance, and to a kind providence for passing on to him a set of genes strong enough to bypass alcohol dependency with a minimum of trauma. 
While the memories of his past still tore at him, he learned to sidestep the pain by concentrating on other things, other people. Mama Davis, for instance. Or Pistol Pete. Even thoughts of his mother could be used to push his sins to the back burner for a while. If those thoughts failed to steer his attention away from himself, he had the Mount Everest of distractions to fall back on.
Squirt. Squirt could snag his attention every time. Squirt’s face became the greatest weapon in Gordon’s arsenal of tricks for self-preservation. The memory of Squirt’s sapphire eyes, or towheaded locks, or the way their hands fit so perfectly together, invariably eased Gordon’s shame, his heartache, his guilt, at least for a while. When his head was completely filled with memories of Squirt, he would oftentimes simply stop whatever he was doing and close his eyes to lock the memories inside. When he did, he would always feel a lightness settle through him where before there had been that old familiar crush of shame. And when that lightness settled in, deep inside, he would feel a smile begin. Every time.
It was during one of those smiling moments of remembering Squirt’s goodness, Squirt’s sweetness, Squirt’s sexiness, that the gun in Gordon’s bathroom drawer was banished to a shoebox, and the shoebox was stuffed all the way to the back of the top shelf in his bedroom closet. He breathed easier with the gun out of sight. Often he went hours without thinking about it at all.
Just as Gordon noticed a change in himself, others began to see a change too. Mama Davis particularly. When around Gordon, she invariably had a merry twinkle in her eye for she understood the change in him, even if he didn’t. If Gordon thought he was fooling anyone, he was sorely mistaken when it came to Mama Davis. She saw everything.
Aside from all these overt changes in his life, there was one more change he experienced, and this one was not so overt. The change was this: Gordon’s heart was once again beating with a purpose. Oftentimes, it didn’t just beat, it thrummed. It might be buried deep inside his body where it couldn’t be seen, but it could sure as hell be felt.
And Gordon had Squirt to thank for that thrumming heart, which brings us back to the odd courtship he now embarked upon—the odd courtship, in fact, the young men simultaneously embarked upon. For if one was smitten, so was the other. Yet they edged carefully toward each other in a strange sidling dance, each irresistibly drawn to the other, but each gun shy, afraid of rejection, leery of being hurt. Gordon had experienced how happiness could be so swiftly snatched away in life. He was fairly certain Squirt must have an understanding of loss too, although Squirt was not one to speak of his pain. In fact, he rarely spoke of himself at all.
So Gordon took things slowly.
Gordon was drawn to Squirt in such a way, and with such intensity, that even he couldn’t explain it. It wasn’t just sexual attraction, although that was certainly a part of it. But it had more to do with Squirt’s aura of innocence. His simplicity. The fact that he always seemed to be teetering on the edge of either great happiness or great distress, but never really fell into either. There was a calmness to Squirt. It soothed Gordon’s mind and eased his fears. That tranquility was like a drug, and as time went by, Gordon found himself craving it more and more.
Aside from the embarrassing high school crush Gordon had on Squirt, which was exactly what it felt like, Gordon had another incentive for wanting to spend time with his new friend. His life had been aimless for so long, now he thought he might actually have a chance to help someone. To help Squirt. To lift Squirt up from the life he was leading. A chance for Gordon to finally do some good in the world after all the harm he had caused.
It seemed to Gordon that Squirt’s motives for wanting to spend time with him were far simpler. He liked Gordon. Gordon knew this because Squirt told him so. Often.
Every day now Squirt came to the soup kitchen for breakfast, and every day, well fed and smiling, he waved good-bye to Gordon and waited outside the alley door for Gordon’s shift to end. Then the two would walk, simply walk, up and down the city streets until Gordon’s afternoon shift began. Sometimes they hardly spoke. Sometimes they never shut up. Sometimes they laughed a lot and sometimes they didn’t laugh at all. But always, always, Gordon felt content to be in Squirt’s company, and he was pretty sure Squirt felt the same.
On quieter streets, when fewer pedestrians crowded the sidewalks, they would step closer together and let their shoulders brush as they ambled along. At other times, when there was no one around at all, their hands would migrate toward each other and clasp together, swinging idly as they walked. Those were the times Gordon liked the best.
In the evenings, when Gordon lay alone in bed in his apartment overlooking the canyon, he would pick vignettes from the day and relive them in his mind:
Gordon playfully pulling the ever-present baseball cap from Squirt’s head and plopping it on his own, just so he could see Squirt’s pale, pale hair glisten in the sunlight….
Squirt’s careful capture of a tiny dog who had slipped his collar and run out into traffic, scaring his old lady owner half to death. The tears of thank you in the old woman’s eyes as Squirt cradled the dog in his arms, then handed it back to her after giving it a gentle kiss on the head….
Although Gordon loved the silences they sometimes shared, it was the words they exchanged that he remembered the most.
Once, on a day that threatened rain, Squirt smiled at Gordon and said for the hundredth time, “I like being with you.”
Gordon smiled back and stepped closer, letting their shoulders touch. “I like being with you too.”
“Don’t your other friends miss you?” Squirt asked.
“What do you mean?”
Squirt gave an uncomfortable shrug. A worried shrug. “I mean, they must miss you since you spend so much time with me.”
Now it was Gordon’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Squirt, I don’t have that many friends. And even if I did, I would rather be with you.”
“Really?”
“Yes.”
And Squirt never mentioned Gordon’s other friends again.
Another time, when the sidewalks were so hot it was like walking on coals, Squirt ducked into a convenience store as they passed and bought two sodas, handing one to Gordon.
“I wish I had known what you were going to do,” Gordon said. “I would have bought the drinks myself.”
Squirt took a long pull of his Coke and sighed happily. Then he rolled the cold can across his sweaty forehead. “I like doing things for you.”
“I know,” Gordon said. “But you don’t have much money. Next time let me buy.”
Squirt seemed to find that funny. “I have money. I work.”
This was news to Gordon. “Where do you work?”
“At the electrical shop. I clean up the place and sweep the floors and rearrange the shelves when people come along and put stuff back in the wrong place. They pay me and give me a place to sleep. So there. See? I have money.”
This was the first glimpse Gordon had into the mystery of Squirt’s survival on the streets. And once again it caused Gordon no small amount of embarrassment. Squirt was working. Gordon wasn’t. Squirt really was a better person. Kinder, more giving, and trustworthy. He held down a job while Gordon didn’t, unless you wanted to call a court-ordered stint at Mama’s Soup Kitchen a job. Squirt had even shown the common sense to go to the police about the murder under the bridge when Gordon kept putting it off and hoping he wouldn’t have to get involved at all.
“I stand corrected,” Gordon finally said, conjuring up a smile. “So thanks for the Coke.”
And in answer, Squirt rolled his ice cold can over Gordon’s forehead for a change, laughing happily when Gordon sighed in bliss because it felt so good.
Gordon bought Squirt a bus pass, although Squirt didn’t want him to, and on weekends, Squirt would visit Gordon in his apartment. They watched movies on TV, played Monopoly at the kitchen table, tested Gordon’s cooking skills, which were meager, and sometimes simply sat and spoke softly of inconsequential things until it was time for Squirt to go home.
One evening they took a crack at Trivial Pursuit, and Squirt beat Gordon three games in a row. This was the first time Gordon realized how intelligent Squirt really was. While his social skills were minimal, his thinking processes were a hell of a lot less muddied than Gordon’s. And the guy was smart. Really smart.
This discovery thrilled Gordon no end, and his high school crush revved up a notch. He began to look at Squirt in a different way. He looked at him more as an equal than a community project. He was less intent on improving Squirt’s life, and more intent on simply getting to know him better.
And getting closer.
Every day Gordon longed to take their friendship to the next level, and every day he sheared away. His hunger for Squirt had not lessened one iota, but Gordon did not want to push himself onto Squirt. He wanted Squirt to make the first move. That was the only way Gordon could be sure Squirt was really ready and truly wanted a relationship with Gordon that went beyond the boundaries of friendship.
Many nights, rather than look back on the things they had said or done that day, Gordon would let his mind travel all the way back to the beginning. To the first, and only, complete night they had spent together. Lying together on Squirt’s god-awful, rock-hard bed in the basement beneath the electrical shop, both of them exhausted to the core after the horrors they had seen under the bridge.
But it wasn’t the horrors Gordon remembered. It was the feel of Squirt’s cheek resting atop Gordon’s bare nipple. It was the feel of Squirt’s sleeping breath stirring the hair on Gordon’s chest. The memory of Gordon’s hard cock wanting more that night. The urges he experienced imagining what it would be like to strip Squirt of everything he wore and savor the true man beneath. The heat, the softness, the hunger flowing both ways. The sexiness of the man’s kindness. The humble smile that made Gordon long to taste his lips.
The need Gordon felt to take Squirt all the way to whatever sexual awakenings they chose to explore.
And as time passed, Gordon’s hunger for Squirt grew. And not just the sexual hunger. His feelings grew as well.
The day Gordon learned Squirt shared the way he felt was the happiest day of his life. And it changed them both forever.
It all came to a head the evening Gordon’s microwave oven exploded.
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Squirt stood in Gordon’s kitchen breathing in the heavenly aroma of buttery popcorn popping away in the microwave. In the living room, a DVD of the director’s cut of The Exorcist, which Squirt had never seen, was waiting to scare the shit out of them. It was Halloween night, and they both thought a spooky movie would be perfect for the night’s entertainment.
“Is it gory?” Squirt asked, referring to the film.
Gordon grinned. “Gory as hell.”
A sly look dimmed Squirt’s incredible blue eyes. Just the hint of a sneaky smile twisted the corners of his mouth. “Will you hold my hand if I get scared?”
Gordon tilted his head and felt a rush of excitement stir his body.
They had been seeing each other daily for over a month now. Gordon had taken care to keep the relationship on a strictly friendship basis, never going farther than holding hands, and lately that decision was irking the hell out of him. He wanted to move things forward. He knew someday he would, but he was just waiting for the perfect time to do it. However, the last thing he wanted to do was scare Squirt away.
Now, with the bag of microwave popcorn banging and clattering in the background and Gordon’s heart suddenly banging and clattering in the foreground, and that sneaky little grin making Squirt’s face even cuter than it already was, Gordon didn’t hesitate to finally make his move. Apparently, the fates had convinced him the time was right, and who the hell was he to argue with the fates?
He took two steps forward without a beat of warning and folded Squirt in his arms. Their bodies came together just as Gordon witnessed Squirt’s eyes open wide in surprise.
Standing almost a head taller, Gordon tucked Squirt’s head under his chin and kissed his snowy hair. He smiled to feel Squirt’s hands hesitate only a moment before sliding up Gordon’s back and hugging him in return. Gordon smiled and closed his eyes when he felt Squirt’s lips press against his throat.
“You don’t have to be scared of a stupid movie,” Gordon whispered, shooting for playful but not quite carrying it off. His voice was far huskier than he intended. God, he was turned on. “I’ll protect you.”
“And I’ll protect you,” Squirt whispered back, teasingly, but not so teasingly either, tilting his head up to gaze into Gordon’s face.
Squirt’s breath was sweet. They had been eating Halloween candy earlier. M&M’s, Baby Ruths, Kit Kats, Rolos. While they tore into the candy bowl, they had turned out the porch light to discourage trick-or-treaters, and their ruse seemed to work. Not once did the doorbell ring. After they had made a pretty horrific dent in the candy bowl, they were craving salt. Thus the popcorn popping in the microwave.
Gordon bent his head and took a gentle taste of Squirt’s smile, rather like a wine connoisseur testing a new vintage with the daintiest of sips. The moment their lips came together, Squirt’s warm hand moved up to caress the side of Gordon’s neck. Gordon closed his eyes and lost himself in the kiss. His heart was pounding like crazy, and he could hear Squirt’s heart hammering too. Gordon could feel someone’s knees begin to shake, but they were standing so close together and holding each other so tightly, he couldn’t tell if it was him or Squirt doing the shaking.
When Gordon felt Squirt’s tongue worm its way into the kiss, gently asking to be let in, Gordon parted his lips enough to let Squirt go where he wished to go. The taste and heat of Squirt’s tongue on his own made Gordon’s heart hammer louder.
They were both hard now and Gordon felt Squirt press himself closer. Confined in fabric, their two cocks did an intimate little dance of their own. Squirt’s hand slid under Gordon’s shirt and laid its warmth across his ribcage. Gordon shuddered at the touch.
And just as Gordon thought of reciprocating, of reaching beneath Squirt’s shirt to explore the wonders hidden there—the microwave exploded!
BOOM.
Squirt and Gordon jumped two feet into the air, hard-ons and all. Their kiss died a bone-crushing death when their heads banged together in midair. Gordon cast an immediate prayer skyward, thanking God he hadn’t bitten off his tongue. Or Squirt’s.
Squirt apparently had a different set of priorities. He quickly shoved the microwave aside and yanked the cord out of the wall, while Gordon simply stood there like a goon trying not to poop in his pants. That BOOM had startled the bejesus out of him.
“Holy crap!” Gordon barked.
Squirt turned to Gordon, and his eyes crinkled up, first in laughter, then in something else. Not laughter, was the closest Gordon could get to nailing it down.
“Did my heart blow up?” Squirt asked. He didn’t seem to be completely joking.
“No,” Gordon said, pulling Squirt back into his arms. “But I think my nuker just nuked itself out of existence. We may have to forego the popcorn. You okay?”
A sudden stench filled the room. Gordon and Squirt swiveled their heads to see a puff of black smoke billow from the vent in the side of the machine. Then the microwave spat up a cough that sounded eerily human, along with a couple of clicks and a teeny series of thumps, as if a stuttering, dying heart were winding down to silence. They could hear a sizzling noise that sounded like bacon frying in a skillet.
Gordon grimaced. “Death rattle.”
At that, Squirt did laugh. He did it with his mouth pressed to Gordon’s throat again. Gordon could feel Squirt’s smile against his skin, and Jesus, he had to close his eyes to fully experience the sensation. By the time he was finished experiencing, Gordon was smiling too.
“Got a screwdriver?” Squirt asked, his hands once again sliding beneath Gordon’s shirt and caressing his back. Gordon had to close his eyes again. This time he felt a tremor rattle his body from head to toe at the feel of Squirt’s fingers on his skin.
Then Squirt’s words sank in. He opened his eyes and gazed down into Squirt’s sweet face. “What do you want a screwdriver for?”
“To fix your microwave.”
“Surely you jest. We’ll fix it with a credit card.”
“How can you do that?”
“We’ll buy a new one.”
Squirt giggled. “Gee. And you look so butch. Where’s the screwdriver?”
“You’re serious.”
“Well, yeah.”
Without stepping from Squirt’s arms, Gordon freed one hand and pulled open a kitchen drawer less than two feet away. Still staring fondly, and a little daringly, into Squirt’s incredible eyes, he rummaged around by feel until he pulled a screwdriver from the mess.
“Junk drawer?” Squirt asked.
“You bet. You didn’t think I had an actual tool box, did you?”
Squirt dragged his lips over Gordon’s chin. “Uh, no. Probably not. Do you have pliers?”
“No, but I have tweezers. Will that do?”
“No. And I’m not even going to ask why you have tweezers.”
Gordon grunted. “That’s probably wise.”
Squirt pulled himself from Gordon’s arms. “This won’t take long. Can you remember where we were? You know, kissing and hugging and all.”
“Fuck, yeah,” Gordon said. “I’ll never forget it.”
And at that Squirt’s face softened, his eyes delved deeper into Gordon’s. He slid his fingers along Gordon’s jawline, and when he spoke, his voice was as soft as his eyes. “Right answer,” he said.
Then, all business, he turned to the microwave oven, which was still sitting there on Gordon’s countertop sizzling and spitting out smoke. Squirt released the oven door and, using the tail of his shirt for a potholder, pulled the blackened bag of microwave popcorn out of the machine and tossed it into the sink.
Gordon watched as Squirt, using real potholders Gordon handed him this time, extracted the revolving plate from inside and laid it carefully in the sink as well. Squirt then picked up the microwave and carried it to the kitchen table, where he plopped it down face first, exposing the back.
Squirt’s eyes opened wide. “Dust much?”
Gordon hastily grabbed a fistful of paper towels and wiped the back of the microwave clean. “Don’t be a wise ass.”
Squirt bit back a grin. “Sorry.”
In fifteen seconds or less, Squirt had the back off the machine and was looking at what lay underneath, his brow furrowed in concentration. Then he flipped the machine over onto its newly exposed back and pried off the front panel that held the window and keypad.
Gordon leaned over Squirt’s shoulder, more to feel Squirt’s heat than to really see what was going on. Still, he thought he should at least act interested. He pointed to a mass of wires and teeny tiny knobs. “What’s that?”
“Circuit board. Hooks to the keypad on the outside.”
“What’s it do?”
“Everything.”
Gordon pointed to something else. “What’s that?”
Squirt grinned. “Fan. Sucks the air in through the vents to cool the circuit board while the cavity is heating.”
“Cavity?”
“The inside of the oven. Where you put stuff to cook.”
“Oh.” Again he pointed. “What’s that?”
“That’s another fan. Sucks the heat out of the cavity and blows it through the opposite vent to the outside to keep the rest of the machine cool.”
Gordon pointed to something else. “Oh. And what the fuck is that bizarre looking contraption?”
“That’s the magnetron. The big Kahuna.”
“Important, huh?”
“Well, yeah. It’s the generating device for the microwaves that do the cooking. Since microwaves won’t penetrate steel, it shoots them through this little mica window into the cavity, and voila´, popcorn, or pizza, or coffee, or whatever the heck you’re cooking.” Squirt gave a little sigh. “Do you want me to fix this thing or do you want to continue the tour?”
“Cranky,” Gordon smirked, running an imaginary zipper across his lips.
Since Gordon was still standing close behind him peering over his shoulder, Squirt scooted his ass across Gordon’s crotch by way of apology. “Sorry.”
Gordon wasn’t sorry. Gordon almost fainted. He pressed his lips to the back of Squirt’s head, and Squirt giggled when Gordon slid his tongue over the nape of his neck.
“You’re not helping,” Squirt tittered.
“Not you maybe, but it’s doing wonders for me.” His finger came out again and pointed at the guts of his poor dismantled microwave. “What are those?”
“Capacitor and diode. Work together as an electrical pump to send some serious volts of electricity through the magnetron.”
“And that’s what makes it cook?”
Squirt nodded. “That’s what makes it cook. Basically.”
“How the heck do you know this stuff?”
Squirt shrugged. “Not sure. Just do. Born knowing, I guess.”
“That’s impossible, Squirt. Nobody is born knowing how to dismantle a microwave oven. It’s not like—you know—a fucking genetic memory.”
Squirt was piddling with the diode, or the magnetron, or whatever the hell it was. Gordon wasn’t sure. He didn’t much care either.
Gordon had two questions he wanted to ask. One was a hell of a lot more important than the other. He decided to get the silly question out of the way first.
“So, can you fix it?”
“Yes, but not today.” He pointed to a tiny glob of melted rubber in the circuit board. “See that? The circuitry shorted out. I need a soldering gun to fix it. I’ll bring it with me next time I come over.”
Gordon was impressed. He had never seen a soldering gun in his life. Wasn’t even entirely sure what a soldering gun was. “You mean you have one of those?”
“Actually, I have two.”
Gordon slapped his own chest as if a sudden palpitation made him giddy. “My God, that’s sexy.” And Squirt burst out laughing.
While Squirt was laughing, Gordon thought it might be a good time to ask the second question. The important question. He reached around and cupped Squirt’s chin in his fist, dragging Squirt’s eyes to his.
“Baby, I can’t do this anymore. My circuit board is melting too. Will you come to bed with me? Tonight? Right now? Can I—can I please make love to you?”
Pinned as he was between Gordon’s chest and the kitchen table, Squirt squirmed around in Gordon’s arms to face him. His eyes narrowed in concentration as he studied Gordon’s face, only inches from his own. The tip of Squirt’s tongue came out and licked at his own burgeoning smile. He reached up to push the long hair from Gordon’s eyes. His thumb stroked Gordon’s temple, while he cupped Gordon’s cheek in his other palm. His hands were warm to the touch. Gordon could feel them branding his skin.
Squirt dropped his head to Gordon’s chest. “So you do want me that way,” he whispered into Gordon’s shirtfront.
“God, yes,” Gordon answered, gathering him close. “Baby, I want you every way there is.”
“I wasn’t sure.”
Gordon pressed his lips to Squirt’s hair, inhaling the scent of it, relishing the softness against his face. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ve wanted you since that very first night. But I was afraid I’d scare you away. I’m nuts about you, Squirt. I want to be with you. I want you to—like me.”
Squirt lifted his face and gazed into Gordon’s eyes. “Is that really what you want? For me to like you?”
And Gordon faltered. But the faltering only lasted a second. The kindness, the hope, the excitement he saw in Squirt’s eyes gave him the courage he needed to take one further step forward. To open his heart just a little bit more. “No,” Gordon said. “That isn’t what I want at all. But it’s all I have the courage to ask for tonight. Will you let that be my answer for now? Will you?” Gordon closed his eyes, unable to look at Squirt’s face another second. Afraid of what he would say. Afraid of what he would do.
Squirt stood on tiptoe and touched his lips to each of Gordon’s eyelids. He slid his lips down Gordon’s cheek to Gordon’s slightly parted mouth. He pressed his own mouth there, and while their lips were together, Squirt whispered, “It’s been a long day. Shower with me first. If you still want me, then we’ll go to bed. Will you do that?”
“What do you mean, if I still want you?”
“You’ll see.”
Confused, but elated, Gordon nodded.
And immediately, Squirt took his hand and led him through the apartment. At the bathroom door, they both kicked off their shoes. Again, Squirt stood on tiptoe and with his mouth brushing Gordon’s lips, his pale fingers began unbuttoning Gordon’s shirt.
Gordon reached out with trembling hands to do the same for Squirt.
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this memory would never leave him—this memory of the two of them standing in the hallway of Gordon’s tiny apartment, each reaching out to undress the other. But what should have been a wonderful moment for Gordon was tempered by the somber expression on Squirt’s elfin face. He would not meet Gordon’s eyes, nor would he smile. He concentrated solely on unbuttoning Gordon’s shirt.
Gordon tugged at the last button on Squirt’s oversized dress shirt and sucked in a tiny breath when it fell open for the first time, giving Gordon a glimpse of what lay beneath.
Squirt was beautiful. His chest hairless and pale but more trimly muscled than Gordon had expected. Gordon rested his fingertips on Squirt’s smooth, warm stomach. He slid them upward, and as they glided over Squirt’s white-hot flesh, Gordon swept Squirt’s shirt back, opening it wide.
“You’re beautiful, baby,” Gordon muttered, but still Squirt would not meet his eyes. Gordon bent to press his lips to first one, then the other, of Squirt’s small brown nipples.
Squirt tensed at the first sensation of Gordon’s mouth on his skin, then seemed to relax into the kiss. He tipped his head back until the tendons on his neck stood out. His lips parted slightly. Then he opened his eyes and pushed Gordon’s shirt off his shoulders, watching it slip down Gordon’s back with the merest rustle of fabric and fall in a heap at Gordon’s feet. Gordon’s shoulders were strong and unblemished. A brush of dark hair lay scattered across his chest. Squirt leaned forward and breathed in the heated scent of Gordon’s skin, his eyes open wide, taking in everything.
Squirt trembled as Gordon pushed his shirt away from his pale, beautiful chest. It slid down Squirt’s back but did not hit the floor. The buttons at the cuffs held it in place. Gordon tore his eyes from the alabaster skin of Squirt’s torso and dropped to his knees to take each cuff in his hand, awkwardly undoing the button that was holding up progress. When both sleeves were unbuttoned, Squirt’s shirt slid away.
On his knees before Squirt, Gordon gazed up at Squirt’s face while Squirt looked down at him and buried his hands in Gordon’s long hair.
It was then Gordon saw the scars. On the inside of Squirt’s arms. Both arms. Countless white ripples of flesh, whiter than the flesh around them. Squirt’s forearms were scored, crosswise, from elbow to wrist, countless times. Gordon turned Squirt’s arm in his hand to get a better look. Then he did the same to the other arm. He ran his fingers gently over Squirt’s ruined flesh. The ridges of scar tissue felt bumpy beneath his fingertips.
Gordon gazed up into Squirt’s face, his eyes sad. Wounded. “Baby, what happened?”
Squirt could only shake his head, his face red. He was embarrassed, which wounded Gordon even more.
“I don’t know,” Squirt sighed. “I don’t remember. I—I don’t remember a lot of things.”
Gordon draped his arms around Squirt’s hips and pulled him close, pressing his face into the heat of Squirt’s belly. He kissed Squirt there, just above the navel. A tremor ran through both of them when he did.
Gordon dragged a smile from somewhere deep inside and looked up into Squirt’s face. His smile was an offering. “Do you remember you like me, Squirt? Do you remember that much?”
And Squirt answered Gordon’s smile with one of his own. His eyes crinkled happily. “Yes, Gordon. I remember it every time I turn around. I—I remember it every time I breathe. Every time my heart pumps a beat. I remember it every time I touch myself thinking about you.”
Gordon’s breath caught. Again, Gordon pulled Squirt closer, burying his face in the pale, lean stomach, inhaling the scent of Squirt’s skin. Longing for more. Longing for everything. He slid his hands up the wales of Squirt’s ribcage until his thumbs brushed the tiny nipples, causing Squirt to shiver at the touch.
Gordon’s voice was a husk of sound. He was so turned on he could barely vocalize his thoughts. “Do you do that, Squirt? Do you lie on your little bed and really touch yourself when you think about me?”
Squirt nodded, his hand cupping the back of Gordon’s head, holding him tight against him. He didn’t speak; he simply gazed down into Gordon’s eyes and nodded.
Gordon was hard in his trousers. He could feel his cock straining against the fabric, begging for release. Gordon almost gasped out the words he wanted to say.
“Do you come when you think of me? Do you touch yourself until you come?”
Squirt swallowed. Again he nodded. “Sometimes,” he said. Then he stopped himself. “No. Always.”
Gordon smiled. He pressed his lips to the scars on Squirt’s forearms. First one arm, then the other. Squirt tried to pull away, but Gordon wouldn’t let him. Finally, Squirt gave in to Gordon’s kisses, offering his injuries up completely. Gordon could sense him trying not to be ashamed. Trying to allow Gordon free rein to go where he wanted to go, do what he wanted to do.
“Are they ugly?” Squirt asked softly. “Are my scars ugly?”
Gordon reached high to lay his fingers over Squirt’s lips, not to silence, but to feel. To caress the words. “No,” he whispered. “The scars are part of you. That makes them beautiful.” After a beat of hesitation, Gordon said, “I have scars too, Squirt. It’s just that mine are way inside where people can’t see them.”
To Gordon’s surprise, Squirt kissed his fingertips and gave his head a sad little shake. “You’re wrong. People can see them. I did. I saw them the first day I met you.” Squirt took a long shuddering breath. “We can shower now if you like.”
Still smiling, and aching with hunger, Gordon reached for Squirt’s belt buckle and tugged it open. Squirt’s baggy trousers immediately slid to the floor.
Squirt stood naked and hard before him.
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close in the tiny shower cubicle, each soaping his own body because he was too shy to attend to the other. At least at first. Only when Gordon felt the heaviness of Squirt’s erect cock brush against his leg did he free himself from all restraint and dive right in to the moment.
He slipped his soapy hand around Squirt’s hardness and bent again to press his lips to Squirt’s chest. Squirt rose on tiptoe and pushed his dick into Gordon’s fist, and Gordon thought it was the sexiest thing anyone had ever done to him. Squirt’s slight body and big dick created a perfect storm of beauty in Gordon’s eyes. Gordon wanted Squirt in every way he could imagine. He wanted all of the man.
When Squirt’s fingers gently circled Gordon’s own cock, just as Gordon was touching him, Gordon closed his eyes and damn near melted.
Gordon reached overhead and grabbed the shower nozzle, aiming the spray directly at them.
“We’re clean enough, dammit. Rinse off. I want you in my bed. Now.”
Squirt emitted a bubbling giggle since the water was aimed directly at his face. “I won’t be much good to you drowned.”
So Gordon moved the spray to let him breathe. Seemed the least he could do. He wasn’t in the mood for chitchat or niceties. At that particular moment, he had never wanted anyone as much as he wanted Squirt.
When both were soap free, Gordon pushed open the shower door and grabbed a towel off the back of the bathroom door. With his hair dripping everywhere, and while Squirt stood obediently before him, hard and beautiful, Gordon ran the towel over Squirt’s body, drying him off. He briskly toweled Squirt’s hair until it stood up all over his head. Then, more gently, he lovingly dried Squirt’s genitals, enthralled by the weight and heft of Squirt’s erect cock. Squirt was uncut, and Gordon thought he had never seen anything as scrumptious in all his life. Like a supplicant come to worship, he lowered himself to his knees. With the deftest of movements, he carefully eased Squirt’s foreskin back to dry him completely. It took every ounce of willpower Gordon possessed not to take that perfect cock into his mouth right then and there.
When Squirt was as dry as he would ever get, and Gordon was so turned on he thought he might spontaneously combust in another minute or two, Gordon perfunctorily dragged the same towel over his own body and through his own hair.
When he was finished, Gordon flung the towel over his shoulder and tugged Squirt through the bathroom door and into the bedroom to the sound of Squirt’s laughter. At the foot of the bed, he turned to gently pull Squirt into his arms. Their mouths came together as each body pressed hard against the other. The kiss was sweet. Gordon didn’t open his eyes even once through the long tasting. The sensation of their two cocks, hard and eager, bumping heads down below, made Gordon a little weak at the knees. When Squirt’s leg came up to hook around Gordon’s calf, and Squirt’s cock pushed even harder into Gordon’s flesh, Gordon took him by the shoulders and eased him around until his back was to the bed. Then Gordon lowered Squirt gently down onto the mattress.
And it was at that moment, with Squirt perched on the edge of the bed and Gordon standing naked before him, that Squirt proceeded to make every one of Gordon’s dreams come true.
Squirt cupped Gordon’s heavy balls in his hand and, leaning forward, slipped his mouth over Gordon’s straining cock. Gordon closed his eyes at the sensations coursing through him. Every muscle in his body tensed. Unable to stop himself, he pushed himself deeper into that velvet mouth. Squirt dragged him closer, Squirt’s fingers pulling at Gordon’s ass, fingertips brushing Gordon’s sphincter when he did.
When Gordon gave a shudder that almost knocked him over, Squirt laughed around his cock and pulled him completely down onto the bed on top of him.
Gordon straddled Squirt’s chest, his cock eagerly plumbing the heated depths of Squirt’s hungry mouth. Reaching around behind him, Gordon scooped up a fistful of Squirt’s magnificent cock. When Squirt gasped at the touch, Gordon freed his cock from Squirt’s mouth long enough to position himself beside Squirt on the bed in the 69 position. Once there, he pulled Squirt close. Squirt echoed the movement and then took Gordon’s cock into his mouth again. Gordon found it was his turn now to worship the cock before him.
Squirt’s dick was beautiful, as hard as stone and heavily veined. Despite his erection, the foreskin still buried Squirt’s glans in its satiny folds. Fascinated, Gordon gently placed his fingertips near the head of Squirt’s cock and slowly eased the foreskin down, exposing the plump and eager glans beneath.
The glans was perfectly formed, bulbous and pink. A shining crystal dewdrop of precome shivered at the tip of it. With his heart thundering in his chest, Gordon carefully lapped the precome away, closing his eyes as he relished the sweet taste of it. He watched wide-eyed as Squirt’s hips rose off the bed to meet him, as he gave himself up completely to Gordon’s need.
Gordon smiled at Squirt’s reaction. With his free hand, he stroked Squirt’s lean flanks, his strong legs bristling with pale hair. Gordon’s own body shook with the ministrations of Squirt’s hot mouth surrounding his dick. With his eyes wide open and his hunger for the man beside him growing into a living, pulsing creature inside him, Gordon slipped his lips around Squirt’s glans and slid that long, fat cock as deep into his mouth as he could get it.
Squirt pulled Gordon closer as he engulfed Gordon’s iron cock all the way down to the root. His mouth played a melody of desire that stirred Gordon to new heights.
When Squirt’s fingers tore into Gordon’s hair and Squirt’s cock pushed ever deeper into Gordon’s throat, his whole body trembling with need and urgency, Gordon gave himself up to nothing but meeting Squirt’s desires. He pulled him in, as deep as he could take him, and with touch and the movements of his mouth and tongue, Gordon let Squirt know that he wanted Squirt’s release as much as Squirt did.
And finally it came.
As Squirt’s back arched wildly into him and Squirt cried out Gordon’s name, his fat cock erupted inside Gordon’s mouth, releasing jet upon jet of hot, sweet cream. The torrent poured out so thick and fast Gordon could barely keep up. Ropes of steaming come leaked from his lips and poured down his chin. When the torrent lessened a bit, but the surge of come had still not stopped, Gordon pulled Squirt as close as he could and drew that long heaving cock deep into his mouth, extracting every last drop of sweet elixir, not willing to waste another drop—not letting Squirt collapse back onto the bed replete until Gordon knew for sure the man had nothing left to give.
When Squirt’s body finally collapsed, Squirt reached down with a trembling hand and caressed Gordon’s cheek for a moment, thanking him. And with his heart still pounding so loud that Gordon could hear it and feel the percussion against his skin, Squirt once again turned his attention to Gordon’s cock, which had slipped from him, almost forgotten, at the moment of his own ejaculation.
With his face still pressed to Squirt’s groin, still inhaling the scent of Squirt’s balls and tasting Squirt’s sweet, thick come on his lips, it took Gordon only a very few minutes to reach his own point of no return.
Squirt seemed to relish the game. He hunched into Gordon’s body, his legs pinning Gordon down, his hands moving in a constant motion over Gordon’s heated skin. Squirt’s tongue dragged a hungry dance around Gordon’s cock as his hot mouth circled, and caressed, and stirred the juices in Gordon’s body, forever coaxing, taunting, begging Gordon to let himself go. Just as Gordon had craved the rush of Squirt’s come down his throat, had ached to experience Squirt’s orgasm filling his mouth, marking him for his own, Gordon could now sense Squirt’s desire to taste Gordon’s juices. To control him. Savor him. Laying his own claim on Gordon, just as Gordon had done to him.
Gordon closed his eyes and felt the churning inside his groin that heralded release. His body was a mass of live wires, trembling now and shuddering at Squirt’s slightest touch, Squirt’s tiniest urgings. Every flick of Squirt’s tongue made him gasp, every finger stroke on his skin made Gordon plead for more.
Because he couldn’t bear not to, Gordon arched his back into Squirt, just as Squirt had done to him, and the moment he did, he felt the come surging upward. Surging out.
“Yes, baby, yes,” Squirt mumbled around his cock, and Gordon felt his own release explode from him.
Squirt gasped and laughed as the buckshot load of hot come tore from Gordon’s cock and splattered the back of his throat. Squirt sucked and urged and pleaded, while Gordon trembled and lunged beneath him. The come filled Squirt’s hungry mouth, and Gordon could almost sense Squirt’s stubborn refusal to lose a single drop of the precious cream.
Squirt pulled Gordon into him as his lips drew everything from Gordon’s body they could extract. Every taste. Every drop. Every tremor of excitement and every shuddering lunge of passion his mouth could stir. If there was one driving need in Squirt at that moment, and Gordon could sense it with every fiber of his being, it was to make Gordon happy. To give Gordon a moment he would never forget, and in doing so, do the same for Squirt. For Gordon understood inherently that Squirt was enjoying his orgasm even more than Gordon was. And that was a hell of a thing to realize.
As the last drops of come were reverently drawn from him like water from a blessed well, Gordon relaxed his body against Squirt’s incessant urgings. And the moment Squirt released him from his mouth, Gordon pulled Squirt into his arms, shifting him around in the bed, dragging him down atop him, tucking Squirt’s face into the crook of his neck and burying his own face in Squirt’s shower-damp hair.
Squirt burrowed into Gordon’s arms with a soft sigh, and Gordon closed his eyes and simply—held on.
They awoke sometime in the middle of the night. After Gordon tried to make sense of the tangled bedclothes, and finally succeeded, Squirt slipped back into his arms as if he were exactly where he wanted to be. And exactly where Gordon wanted him to be.
As Gordon lay there peacefully, enveloped in Squirt’s scent, held protectively in Squirt’s slight, pale arms, he knew he had found love for the very first time in his life. He knew if he was ever to be a happy, complete man, he would have to make Squirt his own.
He watched the stars through his bedroom window until he had drifted beyond awareness of the night around him, but not beyond the sensation of Squirt’s gentle breath stirring the hair on his chest, the feeling of Squirt’s heavenly pale arms holding him close, clutching him tight.
Gordon buried his lips in Squirt’s wintry blond hair, Squirt’s smell filling his head. He could feel their two hearts pumping more calmly now, one against the other. Squirt reached up to rest his cool fingers softly against the side of Gordon’s neck, and Gordon turned his head and pressed his lips to the scars on Squirt’s forearm.
“I’m sorry about the scars,” Squirt mumbled.
“Don’t be,” Gordon whispered back, draping his arms more securely around Squirt’s warm back, holding him close, holding him safe. “Never be sorry with me. You have nothing to be sorry about. Okay?”
“Okay, Gordon,” Squirt sighed against him, his eyelashes brushing Gordon’s chest like butterfly wings. “I’ll try.”
Just before sleep finally took him completely, a smile found its way to Gordon’s mouth, and he knew it would remain there through the whole long night.
When the rays of the rising sun plucked Gordon into morning, stirring him awake with a gentle rush of excitement to discover Squirt was still in his arms, smiling at him drowsily, Gordon knew his life had changed.
It was the very first thought that entered his head.
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at his kitchen window and gazed out onto the street, waiting—waiting. Then it happened. Half a block away, Squirt turned to see if Gordon was watching, and when Squirt saw Gordon at the apartment window, his face lit up. He smiled and waved and touched his fingers to his lips as if to send a kiss Gordon’s way. Gordon grinned and waved back. He tapped his heart for Squirt to see, and Squirt’s smile widened. His teeth flashed in the sun. Then Squirt turned away. Head high, he jauntily strolled toward the bus stop down the street, wearing one of the outfits Gordon had bought him. Going home. Gordon couldn’t hear it, of course, but he somehow felt certain Squirt was whistling a merry tune as he strode along. At least he hoped he was.
Gordon missed him already.
Even after Squirt could no longer be seen, Gordon found it impossible to wipe the grin from his face. What a night.
He stared at the corner Squirt had disappeared around, waiting to see if maybe Squirt would reappear for some reason or other. When he didn’t, Gordon finally turned from the window and began straightening the apartment. He grabbed up some dirty clothes and threw them in the hamper. Then he wended his way toward the bedroom and began making the bed. As he did, he suddenly found himself standing like a statue in the middle of the room, clutching Squirt’s pillow to his face, inhaling Squirt’s scent. Then he lay down on the bed and buried his face in Squirt’s side of the bed. The sheets still carried the musky, heady smell of the man. Gordon lay there and breathed in the mixed aromas of soap and sex and heated, sleeping flesh until he began to feel like a perv. Then he hopped up and finished straightening the bed.
Sweet Jesus, what a night.
Gordon’s only regret was that Squirt hadn’t allowed Gordon to drive him home. He said he could just as easily take the bus—after all he had a bus pass now—and that would give Gordon some time to himself before he had to begin his day. Gordon didn’t care about having time to himself. He would rather have had the few extra minutes with Squirt that driving him home would have given him. But Gordon didn’t want to seem cloying either. He didn’t want to smother the guy. He still had a pretty horrific fear of scaring Squirt away, and that wouldn’t do at all.
Gordon was already making plans in his head. And scaring Squirt out of his life would have dropped a bomb on every one of those plans.
Bed made, head still filled with memories of the night, Gordon jumped when his cell phone rang. It had lain on his dresser uncharged for so long, Gordon had almost forgotten the sound of its ring.
He snatched it up knowing full well who was on the other end. And he was right. Oddly enough, he was almost glad to hear the familiar voice harping, “Hello? Hello? Answer me dammit. Hello?”
“Hello back, Mom,” Gordon chirped.
There were a couple of beats of silence. Obviously, his mother hadn’t expected the phone to be answered. Hadn’t expected the damn thing to work at all. Gordon wondered how many other times, on how many other mornings, she had stood across town listening to a recorded voice saying “That number is not available. Please try again later.”
When she finally did speak, Gordon’s mother sounded fairly amazed. “My God, Gordon, you charged your phone. You charged it and you actually answered it when it rang.”
Gordon grinned. His mother couldn’t see the grin, but that was probably a good thing. “It’s true. I did.”
His mother sounded equally amazed, or maybe even more amazed, when she said, “And you sound happy. Good grief, Gordon, the last time you sounded happy, I think you were six, and your front tooth had fallen out, and you thought you’d make a killing from the tooth fairy. I remember I stuck a five-dollar bill under your pillow, and you still thought you were gypped.”
Gordon tried to think of himself at six, but nothing came, so instead he thought of Squirt in the throes of a mighty ejaculation. And boy wasn’t that a pip of a thought. He couldn’t stop the words from escaping his lips. “If you had had the night I just had, you’d sound happy too. And five dollars for an actual body part is a gyp.”
All this good cheer seemed to have taken his mother aback considerably. On one of the rare moments Gordon could remember, she was almost at a loss for words. “Well, that’s good, honey.” She stumbled a bit around the sentence, still sounding a little thunderstruck. “I mean, about your wonderful night. I don’t suppose in all this euphoric bliss and rapture, you’ve actually started driving again. That would be too much to hope, right?”
Gordon couldn’t remember the last time his mother called him honey. “As a matter of fact, I started driving yesterday.”
“Holy shit,” his mother said. “Maybe you’d better tell me about this miracle night you just experienced. And I don’t believe I just said holy shit.”
Gordon laughed. It wasn’t often he caught his mother off guard, and he was enjoying the hell out of it. Then he laughed even harder when he realized he had just caught himself off guard enjoying this moment with his mother. He tried to ratchet down the happiness before she had his ass committed. “Was there something you wanted?”
Gordon could hear the smile in his mother’s voice when she answered. “There must have been something, but I’ll be darned if I can remember what it was.”
“Maybe it’s time to drop another few hundred bucks on your therapist.” Gordon grinned.
He couldn’t see it, of course, but he could feel the woman grinning back. “Maybe it is.”
Suddenly Squirt began filling up the corners of Gordon’s mind again, and with a smile splitting his face from ear to ear, Gordon, said, “I have to run, Mom. I’ll meet you for dinner one of these nights. Maybe I’ll bring a friend for you to meet.”
His mother’s voice dropped an octave, but still she sounded pleased. “Oh, so that’s what this is all about. Well then, good, darling. Anybody who can knock you off the Morbid Train and make you smile again is one of my favorite people already. I’ll look forward to dinner.”
“Love you,” Gordon said before he could stop himself.
His mother took a long moment to let that soak in. When she responded with a stuttering “I—I love you too,” Gordon could hear the emotion in her voice.
He decided he’d better disconnect before he killed her completely. When the cell phone was silent in his hand, he carefully laid it on the dresser and collapsed onto the bed like someone had just shot his legs out from under him.
Squirt did that, Gordon told himself. He’s not even here in the room, and he made two people happy.
Gordon closed his eyes and pondered the wonder of it all, ignoring the fact his cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling so hard. He reached out in the darkness behind his eyes and pulled the memory of Squirt into his arms.
The memory was nowhere near as good as the real thing.
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officer sat across the desk shuffling papers. Gordon perched on a straight-backed chair in front of him, patiently waiting for the guy to stop piddling around. They were in the county administration building at the foot of Broadway, not more than a hundred feet from the bay. The Coronado Bridge, where Gordon and Squirt had witnessed the murder of the unfortunate homeless man, was a couple of miles away on the other side of downtown.
Gordon’s parole officer didn’t know anything about Gordon witnessing a murder, and Gordon planned to keep it that way.
Through the office window, propped open with a fat law book of some sort, Gordon could hear a ship’s horn blaring from the channel, perhaps prodding a sailboat out of its path. There wasn’t much of a breeze wafting through the window, but what breeze there was smelled of seawater and warm churros from a vender down on the street. There was always a party atmosphere on the waterfront during the summer in San Diego, what with all the cruise ships and tour boats taking on and dropping off vacationers every five minutes. The festive air even occasionally penetrated the staid and dusty probation office, where Gordon’s parole officer, and countless other county minions, plied their assorted trades.
Tom Rhiner was in his midfifties. He had a shockingly gorgeous head of steel gray hair, looked fit and trim in his tie and shirtsleeves, and to Gordon’s amazement, he also seemed a bit disconcerted at the moment. Gordon couldn’t imagine why since he had just told Mr. Rhiner he was now ready to start looking for work, which was what the man had been urging Gordon to do for the past six months.
The paper shuffling was obviously a ruse to cover Mr. Rhiner’s discomfort, although Gordon still didn’t know what his parole officer had to be uncomfortable about.
Finally, Gordon thought he should come right out and ask. “Is something wrong? They’re not going to throw me back in the slammer, are they?”
Mr. Rhiner jumped like someone had poked him with a pin. Then he laughed at himself. “No, Gordon. You’re doing great. And I’m glad to hear you’ve decided to start looking for work. It’s past time for you to rejoin the human race.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Gordon asked.
Mr. Rhiner stared at him for a few heartbeats while his face slowly reddened under Gordon’s gaze. He ran a hand over his five o’clock shadow (the day was almost over), then turned his eyes to the window to look outside. Seeing no means of escape in that direction, Mr. Rhiner turned his eyes back to Gordon with all the enthusiasm of a man about to suffer his first root canal.
“Gordon, I was wondering…. Well, it’s come to my attention that—no, wait. I um, well um, I’d like to ask a favor….Well, no, it’s not a favor…. Oh, crap!” Mr. Rhiner’s face was so red now Gordon began to wonder if he was about to have a stroke.
Gordon leaned forward and rested his hands on the desk. “Geez, Mr. Rhiner, just spit it out. Since the worst thing I can imagine is them sending me back to jail, and since you tell me that’s not the problem, then I’m pretty sure I can handle whatever it is you’re trying to wiggle out of telling me.”
“Of course, son,” Mr. Rhiner said, shocking Gordon down to his toes. The last thing he expected Mr. Rhiner to do was call him “son.”
Mr. Rhiner sucked in a great breath of air, like he had been swimming underwater for the past ten minutes, and then he ran a hand through his hair. When he pulled his hand away, his steel gray hair was sticking straight up off the top of his head like a dead hedge.
Gordon was holding his breath now, wondering what the hell the man was trying to get at.
He didn’t have to wonder long.
Still as red as a stop sign, Mr. Rhiner finally got the courage to say what he was trying to say.
“Gordon, I wonder if you would consider it a breach of ethics for me to ask your mother out to dinner?”
As soon as the words were spoken, Mr. Rhiner collapsed back in his chair like someone had just pulled his plug.
Gordon sat there blinking. Once. Twice. Then a grin spread across his face from ear to ear, and Mr. Rhiner, seeing it, became even redder.
Finally, Gordon found his voice. “She told me the two of you had spoken. I just assumed it was about me.”
If Mr. Rhiner got any redder, he was going to go up like a Roman candle. “It was about you, Gordon. She’s concerned for your welfare. We both are.”
Gordon studied his parole officer’s face just long enough to make him a little more uncomfortable than he already was, then decided to cut the man some slack. “Hell, Mr. Rhiner, go for it! I’m not sure you know what you’re getting yourself into, but if that’s what you want, hell, yes. Give it a shot. My mother needs a man in her life. Maybe then she’d leave me alone.” And after a moment of consideration, he added, “Joke. That was a joke.”
Mr. Rhiner tugged his tie loose. Maybe he was trying to drain some of the blood out of his face before it started seeping out of his ears. “Really, son?”
“Yep,” Gordon said. “It really was a joke.”
Mr. Rhiner was chewing on a pencil now. The guy was a wreck. “No, Gordon, I mean is it really okay if I ask your mother out?”
Gordon laughed. “As long as you aren’t already married, or suffer from some horrible STD, or are hiding the fact that you’re actually an alien from another planet come to take over humanity and boil us down to bouillabaisse, shit yeah. You have my blessing.”
Mr. Rhiner stammered, wide-eyed, “I’m a widower.”
Gordon clucked in sympathy, then decided it was stupid to cluck so he nodded instead. “Well, good. All the better. My mom’s a widow. You have something in common already.”
With that out of the way, Mr. Rhiner tried to pull himself back into probation officer mode. He was still pink, and he looked like he knew it, but he no longer appeared to be on the verge of going up in flames. He slid a slip of paper across the desk.
“Take this, Gordon. It may be your best shot. I wish you all the luck in the world. I really do.”
Gordon stared at the paper, almost afraid to pick it up. “Why? What is it?”
Mr. Rhiner smiled a warm smile. The warm smile was almost as surprising to Gordon as the fact that his parole office wanted to date his mother.
Mr. Rhiner tapped the paper with a fingertip, then slid it a little closer to Gordon’s side of the desk. “This might just be your best opportunity to become a weatherman again. It’s not at your old station, but it’s still local, and I know the man personally. He promised me he would give you every consideration just as soon as you got your head out of your ass and—I mean, as soon as you made up your mind to go back to work and stop texting while you’re driving drunk.”
Gordon’s eyes popped open wide. He must have looked startled and hurt because Mr. Rhiner backtracked.
“I’m sorry, Gordon. That was meant to be a joke. Guess it wasn’t funny.”
“Not funny at all.”
“I’m sorry, son. I’m still a little rattled about the mother thing.”
Gordon nodded absentmindedly, but he still did not take the piece of paper. “Did my mother set this up?”
“No, Gordon. I did. What happened to you two years ago might have happened to any of us. You did nothing malicious. You simply practiced bad judgment. Driving drunk and texting on top of it was a boneheaded thing to do, and I’m sure you know that now. In fact, I doubt if anyone knows it better
than you do. I shouldn’t tell you this, but I’ve done the very same thing myself on occasion. At least, I used to. Since meeting you, I certainly don’t do it anymore.”
“Why didn’t you tell me about this job before?”
Mr. Rhiner leaned forward. Some of the blood had drained from his face. He had even patted down his mop of gray hair so he didn’t look so insane. Of course, Gordon figured after a few dates with his mother, Mr. Rhiner would probably start looking insane all over again. Poor bastard. But he would let the man figure that out for himself.
“I’m sorry, Gordon. I didn’t tell you about the job earlier because I knew you had to want it. You had to be ready to get back in the saddle, so to speak. Ready to climb back up on the horse.”
Gordon gave a good-natured grimace. “Clichés always help.”
Mr. Rhiner’s face softened into a grin. Some of the blood shot back into his cheeks. “Sorry.”
Gordon nodded. “Me too.”
Gordon struggled to push away all thoughts of what happened to him on that night two years ago when his life fell apart, and the moment he did, he began to feel a rush of excitement building in his stomach. Then that tiny rush of excitement clawed its way upward and spread his lips apart into a smile. He still refused to touch the slip of paper. He still couldn’t bear to let himself hope that what Mr. Rhiner said was true. That he actually had a chance of going back to his old profession.
“I don’t know what to say,” Gordon stammered. “I don’t know… how to thank you.”
Mr. Rhiner beamed back at him. “Just claim the job as your own, and I’ll be happy. And maybe put in a good word for me with your mom.”
Gordon laughed. “I’ll praise you to high heaven. She’ll think you’re Jesus Christ himself by the time I get done with her.”
Mr. Rhiner blushed again. “Well, don’t get carried away.” But he looked happy when he said it.
He stood and stuck out his hand. “Good luck, Gordon. If you get the job, we’ll find another way for you to satisfy your community service. I’ll arrange it with Mama Davis at the mission. Is that all right with you?”
Gordon nodded, still not quite believing his good fortune. Of course, he didn’t have the job yet, but at least he had a chance. And that was good enough for the moment.
“Sure,” Gordon said, clasping Mr. Reiner’s hand. “But if I do get the job, I’d like to tell Mama Davis myself. She’s been wonderful to me.”
Mr. Rhiner gave him a sly smile. “According to your mother, whom I spoke to this morning, you also have someone else you might like to talk to about all this.”
Now it was Gordon’s turn to blush. “She told you?”
Mr. Rhiner nodded. “I think it’s great, Gordon. Everybody needs a little love in their life.” Then he blushed again.
Gordon was too thrilled to notice. With his free hand, he slid the paper off the desk with a fingertip and stuffed it in his pocket. With his other hand he continued to shake Mr. Rhiner’s paw.
“Thank you,” Gordon said, and Mr. Rhiner nodded.
“You can go now, Gordon. Keep me posted. And your next appointment with me is on the 15th. Don’t be late.”
“I will. I mean, I won’t. And—”
Mr. Rhiner held up his hand. “No more thanks. Just wish me luck too. I think maybe we’re both going to need a little help from the fates.”
Gordon laughed, and because he couldn’t seem to stop himself from doing it, he leaned over the desk and pulled Mr. Rhiner into a hug.
Then, before the surprise departed his parole officer’s face, Gordon spun on his heel and left the office, gently pulling the office door closed behind him.
As prearranged, he found Squirt sitting on a piling at the edge of the bay, feeding potato chips to a gathering of sea gulls, who were squawking up a storm and trying to snatch the chips right out of Squirt’s hands. Squirt was laughing at their antics.
When Squirt looked up and saw Gordon approaching, his smile hit high beams.
Not caring what anybody thought, Gordon pulled Squirt into his arms. “Hi, Baby.”
Squirt tilted his ball cap back out of the way and peered under Gordon’s curtain of hair. “Take me home,” he said softly. “I want to make love.”
Gordon nodded, his heart so big in his chest there was barely room for anything else.
“Home it is,” he whispered back.
 
 
GORDON
STROKED
Squirt’s bare back as the smaller man squatted over him on the bed. Squirt was hard and his cock lay hot against Gordon’s stomach. Both men were naked, their bodies slashed by planks of light as the rays of the setting sun blasted through the bedroom window, spilling out across the bed.
Squirt’s lips were pressed to Gordon’s mouth, tasting, exploring. Gordon closed his eyes as Squirt foraged over him. Gordon was so excited his hands were trembling at the touch of Squirt’s skin, so hot and smooth and welcoming. Squirt’s pale legs clasped him tight as Squirt slid his cock over Gordon’s flesh. While Gordon’s hands were trembling, Squirt was trembling all over. Gordon could feel the raggedness of his breath in their kiss.
Squirt pulled his lips away and scooted down on the bed, dragging his mouth over Gordon’s chest while Gordon buried his fingers in Squirt’s hair. Gordon arched his back as Squirt’s lips travelled farther south, brushing his stomach. Squirt tugged playfully at Gordon’s pubic hair with his teeth.
When Squirt pressed his mouth to Gordon’s balls, sucking first one testicle, then the other, into that moist, hungry cavern, Gordon breathed, “Oh, God,” and arched his back higher.
Squirt released his balls and slid his lips along Gordon’s shaft. Gordon was so hard he thought maybe his dick was going to explode, and if Squirt kept doing what he was doing, he knew it would.
Squirt gently surrounded Gordon’s glans with his silken lips, and ever so slowly, he slid his mouth further down Gordon’s shaft until Gordon’s entire cock was buried in that heavenly moist heat. As Squirt worked his magic on Gordon, his hands played along Gordon’s chest, testing and teasing every ripple of flesh, every underlying rib, every sizzling speck of heat.
Gordon was never quite sure where it came from, but when Squirt released him from his mouth, he immediately began rolling a condom down over the length of Gordon’s iron cock. Gordon opened his eyes and gazed along the length of his body to watch. Squirt saw him watching and smiled a sexy smile, once again pressing his lips to Gordon’s balls as he finished rolling the condom all the way down to the base of Gordon’s dick.
Satisfied, he squeezed Gordon’s glans gently with his fingertips and smiled all the broader when Gordon’s hips again came off the bed to meet his touch.
“Close your eyes, baby,” Squirt cooed, and Gordon did, relishing the feel of his condom-wrapped cock being stroked and squeezed by Squirt’s talented fingers.
The sudden scent of lotion filled the room, and the next thing Gordon knew, Squirt was once again ranging up his torso, tasting Gordon’s skin along the way, until he pressed his mouth to Gordon’s lips, his tongue begging to be let in. His body now trembled so violently that Gordon began shaking too. Just knowing how excited Squirt was, was a turn-on of the very first magnitude.
Even with his eyes closed while they kissed, Gordon could tell by Squirt’s motion he was doing something down below. Something to himself. When Squirt gasped, Gordon understood. Squirt was entering himself with a fingertip.
“Let me,” Gordon mumbled around their kiss, and easing Squirt to the side, he laid him gently on the bed, face down.
Gordon threw his leg over Squirt’s pale, perfect body, and now it was his turn to take control. He kneaded Squirt’s lean back and flanks as Squirt buried his face in a pillow. Gordon smiled as he touched the silken skin of Squirt’s buttocks and oh so gently spread the cheeks apart. There was lotion there Squirt had applied moments before, and with his heart beating like crazy because he was so damn turned on, Gordon traced a fingertip around Squirt’s pink opening, grinning when Squirt spread his legs wider to give Gordon better access.
Applying pressure, Gordon slid a fingertip through the tightness and heat and slowly buried it in Squirt’s opening. Squirt lifted his ass to meet Gordon’s gentle piercing and his legs opened even wider. The muscles of Squirt’s calves and the back of his thighs were knotted and quivering.
Gordon pressed a kiss into either inner thigh, and then, with his finger still buried deep and moving in and out gradually, he positioned himself over Squirt’s body, pushing his lips across Squirt’s ear.
“Tell me what you want, baby,” Gordon whispered. “Tell me what you want.”
And Squirt reached around to pull Gordon close. His ass rose higher to meet the pressure of Gordon’s hard cock against the small of his back. Squirt was gasping now in anticipation. Gordon could hear it, could sense Squirt’s need for him. His hunger.
“Fuck me, Gordon. Please. I can’t wait anymore.”
Squirt twisted his head around and found Gordon’s mouth with his lips, and as they kissed, Gordon slipped his finger free. Circling Squirt with his arms, he felt Squirt reach below and lead him home.
Squirt positioned Gordon’s glans against his sphincter, and as Squirt forced himself to relax completely, Gordon helped by pushing gently forward. With a gasp from both of them, Gordon found himself entering the well of heat. His cock slid, ever so slowly, deeper and deeper into the depths of Squirt’s core, and as he lost himself in the sensation, he pressed his mouth to the back of Squirt’s neck and tried not to cry out his pleasure.
“Oh God,” Squirt mumbled with his lips buried in the hair on Gordon’s forearm. He nipped Gordon there as he arched his back higher and accepted Gordon all the way inside. As Gordon began to move his hips, gently at first, afraid of causing pain, he opened his mouth wide and sucked at the nape of Squirt’s neck. He was so turned on by the taste of the man and by the eroticism of the penetration that the pounding of his frantic heart filled his head as if nothing else existed.
“Oh God,” Squirt repeated as Gordon pulled his cock almost free before slowly burying it again, then again.
Long minutes of gentle pounding passed. When they were both crying out, clinging hard, happily taking and being taken, Gordon knew he could not go on. His come was roiling in his balls, begging for release. His heart was hammering so hard he thought it might tear loose from its moorings and go bouncing across the floor like a fucking basketball.
Squirt rolled his head from side to side, signaling how lost he was in the sensation of Gordon’s cock buried deep inside him. He continued to arch his back into Gordon’s thrusts, groaning with pleasure at each new penetration.
As Gordon came closer to orgasm, Squirt seemed to know. “Yes,” Squirt gasped. “Finish it. Come for me. Please, Gordon. Use me. Come inside me.”
And in reply, Gordon drove his cock harder into Squirt’s eager ass. Time and time again. And as he did, he saw Squirt slide a hand under himself and felt the rhythm of Squirt stroking his own cock to completion. When Gordon finally cried out, filling the condom with his seed, Squirt’s ass rose high into the air to meet Gordon’s thrusts yet again, and then it was Squirt’s turn to cry out. Gordon slid his hand under Squirt’s belly just in time to feel Squirt’s hot come spill out into the palm of his hand.
Gordon pulled Squirt more tightly into his arms, and as the last drops of his own come oozed from him, filling the condom, Squirt once again craned his neck around and sought out Gordon’s mouth. Their lips came together as their bodies spilled the last of their passion. The passion Gordon knew they shared. The passion they shared for each other.
“Thank you,” Squirt mumbled into the kiss, his body trembling yet again. He seemed to relish the feel of Gordon’s arms holding him close, the sensation of Gordon’s cock softening inside him, as much as Gordon did. Squirt shuddered a final tremor that spoke to Gordon of overpowered nerve endings rippling over Squirt’s skin like waves of electricity. 
“Thank you,” Squirt said again, but so softly Gordon could barely hear the words. He could feel Squirt’s lips roam over his, lingering, savoring.
Gordon pulled back just enough to study Squirt’s face. Amazed, he watched a tear slide down Squirt’s flushed cheek. Touched, Gordon pressed his forehead to Squirt’s as he scooped the man even tighter into his arms.
“Stay with me,” Gordon whispered. “Stay with me forever.”
Squirt struggled unsuccessfully to find his voice. Instead, he pressed his face into the crook of Gordon’s neck and nodded.
Gordon felt Squirt’s hot tears on his skin. Only then did he realize they were mixed with his own.



Chapter 11

 
 
WHILE SQUIRT, freshly showered, went to rummage through the fridge for something to eat, Gordon grabbed a quick shower himself—to cool off as much as anything. While he showered, he pondered.
Sex with Squirt was like a road trip to heaven. Gordon stuck his face in the cool spray and smiled at the memories of the hour he and Squirt had just spent together.
And at the words they had spoken at the end of it.
Gordon couldn’t quite believe he had done what he did. He had practically asked Squirt to move in with him. Hadn’t he? And Squirt had said yes. Hadn’t he?
But that wasn’t the most bizarre aspect of it. The most bizarre part of the whole episode was the fact that Gordon was head over heels in love with a man whose name he didn’t even know!
Now that was a fucking wonderment. Wouldn’t Gordon’s mother be thrilled about that!
Christ.
Well, Gordon would have to set this straight right away. He cranked off the shower, gave his head a massive shake to disperse the water from his too-long hair, and stepped out of the shower stall to dry off. That done, he donned a pair of boxer shorts and padded through the apartment to find Squirt sitting at the kitchen table eating a bologna sandwich.
Squirt jumped up when Gordon entered the room. “You want a sandwich? I’ll fix it for you.”
“No, Squirt,” Gordon said around a smile. “You sit down and eat. I want to talk to you.”
Squirt was naked. The only thing he wore was a rubber bracelet in the colors of gay pride he had found on Gordon’s dresser. Gordon thought he had never seen a more beautiful human in his life—the pale clean lines of his slight body standing perfectly erect, muscled just enough to be stunning; the brush of blond hair on his sexy legs, matching the pale thatch of hair on his head; his heavy cock, even in repose, swinging delectably in the air. Gordon watched in some sort of lovesick awe as Squirt flung himself back into the kitchen chair and resumed eating his sandwich. Gordon wasn’t sure, but he thought he detected a hint of trepidation in Squirt’s countenance. Just a glimmer of unease.
Gordon suspected he knew what the unease was all about. Squirt was wondering exactly what it was Gordon wanted to talk about. Maybe he thought Gordon was going to backtrack on the words he’d uttered as they lay in each other’s arms just a few minutes earlier. Determined not to let Squirt feel apprehensive another second, Gordon dove right in. Best to get everything out in the open right now. Then they could both relax and enjoy each other’s company.
“Babe, I meant it when I asked you to stay with me. I didn’t just throw the words out in the middle of sex because it seemed like the right thing to say. I want you here with me. I’m nuts about you. I want us to be a unit. A family. Lovers. I want us to be lovers.” Gordon swallowed hard. “I love you, Squirt.”
Squirt set his sandwich aside and reached across the table to lay his hand atop Gordon’s. His fingers intertwined with Gordon’s and Gordon brought Squirt’s hand up to his face and pressed it to his lips.
“Tell me you feel the same way, Squirt. Please.”
Again, a film of tears blurred Squirt’s eyes. He stared into Gordon’s waiting face for a long, long moment from the depth of his floating sapphire eyes, and when he finally spoke, he squeezed Gordon’s fingers between his own.
“I do,” Squirt said. “I want to be with you every minute. And—and I know you love me, Gordon. I knew it before you spoke the words just now. I can sense your love for me every time we’re together. You said you want us to be lovers, but I think we already are. I think in my heart we were lovers the first time we saw each other. That day back at Mama’s. Remember? That day you rode in on your white horse and rescued me from those bullies. I think we were lovers then. I think every day since then I’ve grown to love you more.”
Gordon realized Squirt was right. Squirt had held a place in Gordon’s heart ever since that very first meeting. 
And wonder of wonders, Squirt felt the same way he did! Squirt cared for him too!
“I need to tell you some things first, Squirt. There are things you need to know about me. And… and….”
“And what, Gordon?”
“And there are things I need to know about you.”
Squirt slipped his hand from Gordon’s grasp and rose to his feet. He carried his plate and the knife with a smear of mustard on it to the kitchen sink. He stood there, nude and unashamed, his back to Gordon, and washed and rinsed the plate and knife before carefully placing them in the strainer by the sink. When he was finished, his back still to Gordon, he stared through the kitchen window. The day was waning. It would be dark soon. Gordon realized if they were going to turn the lights on, they would either have to get dressed or he would need to close the curtains. Those were Gordon’s mundane thoughts.
Squirt’s thoughts seemed to be more serious.
Quietly, Squirt spoke to the window as if addressing the setting sun. “There are a lot of things I can’t tell you, Gordon. I can’t tell you, because I don’t remember them. Something happened to me. Something… bad. But I don’t know what it was. I—I’ve been living like this for a while now. Someday maybe I’ll remember. The doctors tell me I will, anyway. Someday maybe I can tell you all the things you want to know. But you’ll have to be patient with me.” Squirt finally turned from the window in all his naked beauty and stared at Gordon sitting at the table watching him. “Can you do that, Gordon? Can you wait for me to remember?”
Gordon didn’t understand, but he believed what Squirt said. He had read of such things in college. If something in Squirt’s past had been so horrible that he felt he needed to block it from his mind, then Gordon would be patient, just as Squirt had asked him to be. He loved Squirt enough to do that. Didn’t he?
Gordon’s smile was meant to reassure. To understand and reassure. “Yes,” he said. “I can wait. I can wait forever if I have to.”
Squirt crossed the room to where Gordon sat at the kitchen table in his boxer shorts. He eased himself down onto Gordon’s lap and draped his arms around Gordon’s shoulders, laying his cheek to Gordon’s stubble—they both needed a shave—and as Gordon draped his arms around Squirt to drag him close, Squirt pressed his lips to Gordon’s shoulder.
“I don’t think I’ve ever loved anybody like I love you, Gordon. I don’t think I want to. It’s been too hard loving you and not having you completely. It’s been too hard thinking I knew how you felt but not really knowing for sure because you never actually said the words.”
Gordon pressed his face into Squirt’s neck, inhaling the luscious scent of the man, loving the heat of him, the softness, the life he offered of himself. “I’ve said the words now,” Gordon whispered. “You don’t have to wonder anymore. Okay?”
Squirt nodded. “Okay.”
“And I don’t have to wonder either. Right?”
Squirt pulled back enough to gaze into Gordon’s eyes. “No. I love you too, Gordon. I love you more than anything.”
Squirt’s face blossomed into a rosy hue and Gordon grinned at him. “Not used to saying those words, are you?”
Squirt grinned back. “Nuh-uh.”
Gordon swept his fingers through Squirt’s pale hair as he stroked the fluff on Squirt’s thigh with his other hand. He was getting aroused, and since Squirt was sitting on his dick, he was pretty sure Squirt was aware of the fact.
“Now that you’ve said the words out loud, it’s not so bad, is it?” Gordon gently asked.
Squirt gave his head a tiny shake. “I’m glad we said them. I feel like we’re—I don’t know—complete now. As if we’ve sealed a deal or something.”
“We have sealed a deal. We’re together now. I’m yours. You’re mine. I want you to move in right away. All right? I’ll help you get your stuff from the shop. Everything but the fucking door you use for a bed. That stays. Doorknob and all.”
Apparently, Squirt had more common sense that Gordon did. He didn’t even bother giggling about the bed. “What are we going to live on? Neither one of us has much of a job.”
Squirt scooted back in Gordon’s lap and slipped his hand between his legs to take hold of Gordon’s erection. He did it seemingly without ulterior motive. He simply wanted to hold it in his hand. When he did, Gordon closed his eyes for a second because it felt so good, then he laid his own hand in Squirt’s lap, where lo and behold, another erection had popped up. Gordon slid his cool fingers around it, sliding back the foreskin as he did so. He brushed a gentle thumb over Squirt’s slit and was repaid for his action by Squirt quivering in his arms.
Gordon smiled. “I have a lead on a job, and if it pans out, we’ll be set. You’re no dummy. I think we can find a better job for you than cleaning up the damn electric shop and sweeping up other people’s messes. Even the wonderful world of fast food would be better than that. Whatever happens on the job front, I have enough money to get us through for a while. So don’t worry about it, okay? Let’s just concentrate on each other for a while. And let’s concentrate on getting you well. My mother has a therapist that might be able to help. We can see her if you—”
Squirt tensed in his arms. “I’ve done all that. I still do it, Gordon. It hasn’t helped.”
Gordon cooed him to silence. “Then we’ll figure out something else. Just don’t worry. We both seem to be a little damaged. But put us together and we make a really spectacular whole. Don’t you think?”
The apprehension in Squirt’s eyes faded. While his lips turned in a tiny grin, his fingers moved with a bit more urgency as they stroked Gordon’s cock, so Gordon did the same.
Gordon laughed. “We’re going back to bed, aren’t we?”
“I certainly hope so,” Squirt said, looking down, watching Gordon’s thumb redistribute the first drop of precome to seep its way free across the head of his dick.
With wide eyes, they focused on each other’s faces. Their lips came together, sweetly but urgently.
“My legs are going to sleep,” Gordon muttered through the kiss.
Squirt giggled. He leapt to his feet and pulled Gordon from his chair, hard-on and all.
“Then come to bed, old man. I’ll do what I can to get your circulation going again.”
Gordon looked down at their two erections and grinned. “I think you already did.” 
As the darkness at the end of the day began to claim the apartment, their two bodies once again molded themselves to one, and for the first time in his life, Gordon made love to a man he had declared love for. Not a stranger, not a trick, not a one-night stand. A man he loved with all his heart. And a man who loved him back.
Gordon knew he would never be the same again.
Later, as they lay sated, blanketed in darkness, Gordon asked the question he had long wanted to ask.
“Please, Squirt. Tell me your name. Just once. Tell me that much. Let me hear it from your lips.”
Squirt lay cuddled next to Gordon, his cheek on Gordon’s chest. Silence filled the darkened room. The silence went on and on. Squirt was pretending to be asleep. Gordon knew he wasn’t really sleeping by the brushing of Squirt’s eyelashes against his skin.
He pressed his lips to Squirt’s hair, glorying in the scent and softness of it. As a few heartbeats thudded past, Gordon allowed the silence to claim the room. Letting the question remain unanswered.
For now.
Later, in the wee hours of the morning, both men found themselves awake. Restless.
“Let’s go get my stuff,” Squirt said. “There won’t be anyone at the shop to ask me questions. We can be in and out of there in twenty minutes. I’ll explain it to the boss when I go to work tomorrow to clean the place up. Can we do that, Gordon? I don’t want to have to explain myself to anybody tonight.”
“Are you ashamed to tell your boss you’re gay?” Gordon asked. “Is that what it is?”
“N-no,” Squirt stammered. “He already knows that. But, well, he’s real protective of me. He’s not going to like it that I’m leaving. I want to talk to him about it after my stuff is gone. It’ll just be easier that way. So can we do that? Can we go now while there’s no one there?”
Gordon could think of no reason not to. “Sure,” he said. “Let’s get dressed.”
As they pulled on their clothes, Gordon suddenly stopped with one leg in the air, the other inside his trousers, frozen in place like a half-dressed statue. “I love you, Squirt.”
Squirt blinked back happy surprise. Then a melancholy tenderness softened his beaming face. “I love you, too,” he echoed, reaching out to stroke Gordon’s cheek. “I honestly do.”
Gordon closed his eyes to better relish the touch.
 
 
SINCE SQUIRT
owned almost nothing, his belongings didn’t even fill Gordon’s trunk. He and Gordon were in and out of the basement storeroom in half of Squirt’s twenty-minute estimate.
“How can you live like this?” Gordon asked, bewildered, packing the third and last box in the rear of the car.
“Sometimes we have to do what we have to do,” Squirt answered, his voice a somber monotone.
They were standing in the alley behind the electrical shop, the street lamp casting an eerie yellow light down on them through the fog that had rolled in off the bay. Gordon looked up at the sad inflection in Squirt’s voice. Only then did he realize he shouldn’t have said what he said.
“I’m sorry, Squirt. I didn’t mean that the way it came out.”
Squirt nodded. If embarrassed, he was trying to hide it. “I know.”
Gordon took the last bunch of clothes from Squirt’s arms and tossed them on top of the boxes in the car, slamming the trunk lid down on the lot. He immediately turned and pulled Squirt into his arms.
“I never want you to live like this again. I’m going to take care of you now, Squirt.”
Squirt relaxed in Gordon’s arms. “We’re going to take care of each other,” he said softly. “You won’t be ashamed of me, Gordon. I’ll get a proper job. I promise. I’ll make you proud to be with me. I will.”
Gordon pressed his lips to Squirt’s forehead. “I’m proud to be with you already.”
Squirt tensed in Gordon’s arms.
Gordon stepped back to look into his eyes. “What is it, baby? What’s wrong?”
Squirt mumbled something unintelligible, then made a visible effort to make himself understood. “It’s my boss. He worries about me. Just for a while, if it’s okay, I’d like to keep getting my mail here at the shop. All right? Then my moving away won’t seem so permanent to him.”
“He must like you a lot,” Gordon said.
And Squirt nodded. “He’s been like a father to me. I don’t want to hurt his feelings.”
“Then do whatever you think is right, Squirt. It doesn’t matter to me. It’s you I want, not your mail.”
Squirt sighed, obviously relieved.
A pigeon cooed somewhere in the eaves above their heads. Then it cooed again. They both looked up but couldn’t spot the bird.
“We’re disturbing the wildlife,” Gordon said. “Did you lock the shop door?”
“Yep. All locked up.”
“Then let’s go home.”
“Home,” Squirt echoed. “I like the sound of that.”
Gordon ushered Squirt around the car, opening the passenger door like a proper gent.
“So do I, baby,” he said. “So do I.”



Chapter 12

 
 
GORDON
AND
Squirt settled in as live-in lovers without a lot of fuss and with even fewer doubts. They both knew living under the same roof was the right thing to do. After all, they were crazy about each other. Why shouldn’t they live together?
It didn’t take long for Gordon to realize Squirt was a loving and generous partner. The umbrella of uncertainty and shyness under which they had begun their relationship was quickly lost in the shuffle of moving in together, never to be seen again. The quiet hours they spent, softly talking, sharing, planning their future, were only topped by the hours they spent naked in each other’s arms. Sex became more to Gordon than just sex. It became a five-star experience. One he never tired of. Just the thought of Squirt’s hands on him made Gordon ache. The memory of Squirt’s mouth, tasting, drawing, coaxing him into orgasm, made him tremble in his boots, no matter where he happened to be—on the street, in the car, doling out bacon to a string of homeless vagabonds. Recalling the many times his hardness slipped into Squirt, and the many times Squirt cried out in pleasure at the piercing, his pale body shivering beneath him, was a never-ending wonder to Gordon. Those were his favorite moments, to be captured and held in his thoughts to drag out whenever he pleased. And he pleased a lot.
To say they never tired of each other would have been an understatement. They were addicted. Happily, unquestionably addicted. They couldn’t get enough.
“Ain’t love grand?” Gordon asked one night as they lay in each other’s arms, hearts hammering down, bodies languid, the sheen of come still shimmering on their lips.
Squirt nodded, seeking his voice. “Yes,” he finally mumbled, his mouth on Gordon’s throat. His favorite spot. “Oh, yes.”
For a while, Gordon continued to work at Mama’s Soup Kitchen. Even he knew what he was doing, of course. He was vamping to the music of the desultory life he had been living the past two years, afraid to really crawl from the protective shell he had made for himself. He had opened himself up enough to let Squirt in, but he was still afraid to give the world another shot at him. As the days rolled by, however, his happiness with Squirt and Squirt’s happiness with him, began to take a toll on Gordon. It changed him. For the better. He began to be a little less afraid of the world—a little less afraid of himself. His self-confidence grew.
While Gordon remained at the soup kitchen, Squirt continued to work as a janitor at the electrical shop. They did not speak of changing jobs, but in Gordon’s mind, that fact seemed to always be there in the background just waiting for them both to resurrect it and finally set about making it happen. Still, there seemed to be no rush. It was funny how life’s uncomfortable truths could be camouflaged by love. Yet even love could not hide all truths. For instance, Gordon’s money was running low, and he knew it. Something would have to be done soon, or both men would find themselves out on the street.
Still, they had a little time, and Gordon let the gradual gathering of courage take him forward at its own pace. When the time was right to act, he would know it. When he was ready to face the world again, he would know that too. He didn’t doubt it for a minute.
Squirt was nervous about meeting Gordon’s mother, so Gordon promised him some time to get used to the idea before he paraded Squirt out for his mother’s approval. Happily, his mother was preoccupied with a certain Mr. Rhiner, whom she found to be interesting and a pleasant change from her real estate cronies.
She spoke of him occasionally on the phone, and that was enough to set Gordon’s alarm bells clanging. His mother was the most secretive person he knew. If she liked Gordon’s parole officer well enough to actually mention him on the phone, Gordon figured she must be smitten.
Gordon was rather surprised to find himself happy for her. And for Mr. Rhiner too. Although he still wasn’t sure the poor man knew what he was biting off, getting into a one-on-one with Gordon’s mother.
But Gordon was a little too wrapped up in his own earth-shattering love affair to worry too much about his mother’s. Put simply, he was far too happy with his own life to really give a shit about hers.
There was still guilt eating at Gordon, and it took him a while to realize exactly why. The truth came to him one morning at the very moment when he opened his eyes to a new day with Squirt nestled snugly in his arms, their bodies satiny and warm from sleep.
Gordon slipped quietly from bed, letting Squirt sleep on. He stood at the bedroom window and gazed out on the canyon below through sleepy eyes. He remembered the wailing coyote months before that had prompted the nightmare about the wolf. All his past mistakes suddenly slid back into place in Gordon’s mind as he stood naked at the window with Squirt snoring softly in the bed behind him. That old familiar pain settled into Gordon’s heart just as it had before Squirt had come along to fill his heart with love instead. Even with Squirt’s heavenly scent still on his skin, Gordon knew immediately where the guilt came from.
It came from that tiny patch of new grass, shimmering in the distance on the hillside in Holy Cross cemetery. The place that never completely left Gordon’s mind. Ever.
That day, between his morning and afternoon shift at the soup kitchen, Gordon drove his car to Holy Cross and trudged along the tussocky grass to Guadalupe Circle, where Jeremy Aldritch Booth lay moldering in the hot ground, baked by the California sun burning overhead.
By the time Gordon reached the flat stone with Jeremy’s name carved into it, the tears were flowing down his cheeks. Too weak and too heartsore to care if anyone was watching or not, Gordon dropped to his knees at the foot of the grave and buried his face in his hands.
When he had a semblance of control over his emotions, he took his hands away and thumbed the tears from his eyes. He rested his hands in the sun-warmed grass and spoke in a whisper to the young man asleep below.
“I have no right to ask this—” Gordon began. But his voice gave out, lost in a sob.
He cleared his throat, wiped a new spate of tears from his face, and tried again.
“Jeremy, I’ve come to ask your permission to—to finally let you go. I have to move on with my life now. If I don’t, I never will. I found love where I never thought I would. I discovered happiness, which I know I don’t deserve. But—but—I need your permission to give myself up to it. I know I can never pay the price for what I’ve taken from you, but please, my pain won’t bring you back. It never could. I know that now. Please be the bigger man here and let me try to make something of my life again. I will never forget you. I know that. And I will never forgive myself for what I did to you. But please. Please, Jeremy. Let me have this. Let me have Squirt. Let me have—love.”
Gordon’s voice broke yet again, and with a final “Please,” he once again buried his face in his hands. He wept softly until he managed one more time to pull himself together.
And at that moment, a wonderful thing happened.
A cooling breeze stirred against his skin. He opened his eyes. He lifted his head and let the air soothe his fevered face. Looking down, he watched a tiny ladybug crawl across the carved stone in front of him. Jeremy’s stone. The clean scent of newly cut grass suddenly filled his nostrils.
Staring up at the azure sky, he blinked back drying tears and pulled himself to his feet. He stepped forward and, leaning down, brushed his fingertips over Jeremy’s tombstone—the tombstone of a man he had never met in life but knew intimately in death. The moment his fingers touched the stone, the ladybug unfurled her wings and flew away.
“Good-bye,” Gordon whispered. And turning from that tiny patch of pale grass on the hillside where his soul was also buried, Gordon headed back to his car on wobbly legs.
The emptiness he felt was new. It wasn’t the emptiness of not caring. It was different somehow. But did it mean what he hoped it meant? Had he been forgiven?
One day he supposed he might know. But not today. And hell, perhaps never.
Days passed. Peaceful days. Gordon’s life continued. His happiness with Squirt went on. Somehow his inner turmoil had been quelled. At least for a while. For whatever reason, either wishful thinking or actual forgiveness from the man lying dead in the ground, Gordon took up the reins of his life with a lighter heart, a clearer purpose.
Three weeks later, Gordon finally dredged up the courage to do what his parole officer suggested. He picked up the phone and punched in the number on the little slip of paper Mr. Rhiner had given him. The call was answered on the second ring.
A meeting was set.
Too unsure of himself to boast of all the possibilities that might result from this one simple meeting, Gordon told no one. Not Squirt. Not his mother. No one. He barely dared to think of it himself.
Finally, the day came. Gordon wore his best suit and tried to stay calm. The job interview lasted two hours. When it was over,
Gordon stood on the sidewalk outside Channel 9 Studios and closed his eyes, inhaling a huge gulp of hot summer air that was redolent with the scent of honeysuckle. Squinting into the sunlight, he looked around, finally spotting the source of the smell. There was a hurricane fence at the back of the parking lot awash with blooming honeysuckle vines, and Gordon thought he had never seen anything so pretty in his life. Or anything that smelled as sweet.
Of course, even Gordon believed he should be forgiven his effusive frame of mind. After what had just happened, who wouldn’t be effusing like crazy?
The truth was, Gordon couldn’t quite believe it. The job interview had gone exceedingly well. That fact was brought clearly home when Gordon looked down at the sheaf of papers in his hand. A contract. Unsigned as yet, but still a contract. The offer was on the table. Gordon simply had to accept it.
Jackson Price, the KTSI station manager, a chain-smoking middle-aged guy with a paunch and a receding hairline that was just on the verge of poofing out like a spent candle to leave him as bald as a bowling ball, had been friendly, open, and enthusiastic about Gordon’s prospects. The offered pay was reasonable, although nowhere near the salary Gordon had earned at Channel 10. The time slots offered him for his weather reports were primetime all the way, and while it was still up in the air, he might even be offered a short weather spot on the channel’s morning show, A.M. San Diego, with an accompanying boost in salary.
While all this was great news for a guy who had spent the last six months of his life ladling out instant scrambled eggs and sausage patties to a bunch of derelicts and senior citizens, even Gordon had to admit there was a time in his life when he would have been appalled by the prospect of working at this particular San Diego news affiliate.
The truth was, had Gordon been offered a job as meteorologist at Channel 9 before his own life self-destructed, he would have laughed at the very idea. Channel 9 was the poor kid on the block as far as local San Diego news stations went. For the most part, their anchors were people like Gordon, people who couldn’t find a news job anywhere else—people who had either had their shot at fame and blown it, or people who had stayed too long at the fair and perhaps had sprung for a few too many facelifts trying to stay viable. It was common knowledge in the business that John Q. Public wasn’t too hot on the idea of having news or weather reports thrown in his face at dinnertime by a bunch of old fucks. John Q. Public preferred to get his news from folks who were at least halfway pleasing to look at.
Channel 9 San Diego was the only station in town to buck that trend.
In other words, Channel 9 News was almost entirely staffed by people on their way out of the business for one reason or another. Age, personal problems, ineptitude. And oddly, in spite of all that, they still put out a pretty good news show, if you weren’t too aesthetically snooty to watch it. They had even garnered a couple of local Emmys along the way to prove it.
But to show how humbled Gordon had become after all the horrible crap he had put himself through during the past two years, what with a heart-wrenching vehicular manslaughter trial culminating in a year of jail time and all of it topped off with months and months of guilt and shame and innumerable visits to the cemetery to mourn the man he killed, not to mention the untold hours he had spent staring at that goddamn revolver in his bathroom drawer just before toddling off to the soup kitchen to dole out food to the downtrodden—phew!—in spite of all this, Gordon found himself feeling only gratitude that Channel 9 was willing to take him on at all.
Now, with the job securely his if he chose to accept it, at least for a year, his would be the youngest and best-looking face on the Channel 9 news team, or so Mr. Price had informed him. Gordon’s youth and good looks would be enough to get his foot in the door of public opinion. Then it would remain to be seen if the news-watching public could be cajoled into overlooking his past.
And that really was a big if.
While Jackson Price didn’t say it in so many words, Gordon understood that any extension of his first one-year contract with the station would hinge entirely on whether the viewing public could be persuaded to take the high road and forgive Gordon his past transgressions. After all, San Diegans knew Gordon’s story hands-down. The news-watching public had been bombarded with daily updates during the course of his trial, and later bombarded again at the time of his release from jail. Any television celebrity, even a small-time celebrity like a local weatherman, is always at the mercy of the people on the other side of the TV screen. Gordon knew that better than anyone.
“Frankly,” Mr. Price didn’t actually come right out and say, although he might as well have, “it will be entirely up to you, Gordon, to charm the public enough to pull off your own resurrection.”
“If you can get people on your side,” Mr. Price did say, “you might very well have a home with Channel 9 for as long as you want.”
Remembering those words, a silly grin stretched Gordon’s lips. That’s right ladies and germs—as long as he wanted! That’s what the guy said!
Such a burst of adrenaline suddenly shot through Gordon, he gave a whoop and raced for the car. He had to tell Squirt the good news.
On his way home, even as excited as he was, Gordon kept the car well under the speed limit, on both the freeway and city streets. He wouldn’t have touched his cell phone for a thousand-dollar bill, no matter how many times it chirped and buzzed and vibrated in his trouser pocket. It could have crawled out of his pants and slapped him in the face with a wet fish and he still wouldn’t have answered it. And texting? Forget it. He hadn’t endured the past two years without learning something.
His overabundance of caution went straight out the window once he pulled into his parking space under the apartment building. He flung himself from the car, hurled himself up the stairs, contract in hand, and threw himself through the front door.
“Squirt! Baby! Where the fuck are you? I’ve got news!”
But Squirt wasn’t there. Gordon checked every room.
He grabbed the phone from the kitchen wall. Maybe Squirt was working at the shop. Gordon figured he’d just give him a call and tell him the news over the phone. He had to tell somebody. He had to.
While Gordon dialed the number, an open newspaper on the kitchen table caught his attention. Gordon’s eyes burned into two pictures on the front page.
They were pictures of Gordon. Side by side. Mug shots. Both front and side views. Grainy, as newsprint photos often are, taken on the night of the accident two years earlier. There he stood, unkempt, bleary-eyed, in a total state of shock, his ninety-dollar tuxedo shirt torn at the collar, his hair a fucking mess. He held a placard under his chin with a booking number on it. There was a cut on his right cheek, which had been covered with a Band-Aid by a paramedic moments earlier.
The pictures had been taken less than an hour after the accident—the accident that killed Jeremy Aldritch Booth and turned Gordon’s life into a walking shipwreck.
Staring at the photo now with wide, horrified eyes, he felt the phone slip from his hand and clatter to the floor. The contract in his other hand drifted from his grasp, forgotten. Only then did Gordon see the smear of food on the wall. The shattered plate on the floor in the corner.
His excitement morphed to fear in a heartbeat. Gordon tore his eyes from the mess and grabbed the newspaper off the table.



Chapter 13

 
 
GORDON
STARED
at the paper, his mind so packed with conflicting emotions whirling around, he didn’t know where to begin to sort them out. In the maelstrom raging between his ears, not one coherent thought seemed capable of rising to the surface.
Finally, one thought did make itself known. And it was horrible.
“Oh, no.”
Crumpling the paper in his fist, Gordon raced through the apartment to the bedroom and flung open the closet door. Squirt’s clothes were still there, neatly hung among his own. He yanked open the dresser drawers. Squirt’s underwear was where it always was, still neatly folded, unlike Gordon’s stuff that was jammed in any old way with no sense of order whatsoever.
Atop the dresser, Squirt’s money, a few crumpled bills and a smattering of change, lay in a ceramic dish, right where it always lay when Squirt was home.
Gordon breathed a sigh of relief but it was short-lived.
He spotted Squirt’s tennis shoes, a newer pair Gordon had bought a few weeks earlier, sitting under the bed. It was the only pair of shoes Squirt owned. Gordon had tossed the others in the trash when he bought the new ones.
Confused even more, Gordon tried to think. What had just happened here? He stared at the shoes. Why would Squirt leave without his shoes? Gordon’s spark of concern blossomed into a flame of fear.
Where the hell was Squirt?
And then his mind wandered back to the crumpled newspaper in his hand. He looked down at it, trying to ignore the dawning terror stuttering through him.
The newspaper was two years old. Gordon had a stack of old newspapers buried deep in the back of the closet, stuffed in a pillowcase. They were newspapers chronicling the trial. Gordon’s trial. The paper in his hand was one of them. The booking photos that had snagged his attention in the kitchen still made him sick to his stomach every time he looked at them.
Gordon hated those pictures. And everything they brought to mind.
He strode back to the closet and slid the clothes aside. Sure enough, the pillowcase was there on the floor, but the papers were spilled out. Scattered. Rifled through. Everything bad that had ever happened to Gordon was chronicled in those damn newspapers. Everything about the accident. Everything about the aftermath of the accident. His public shaming. The loss of Gordon’s job at Channel 10. The retraction of his upcoming Emmy nomination. Jail time. Stories about the man Gordon had killed. Everything.
And Squirt had seen it all! My God, would it be enough to destroy Squirt’s love for Gordon? But that was stupid, wasn’t it? Their love wasn’t that fragile, was it? Gordon had meant to tell Squirt everything long before this, of course, but somehow time had passed and Gordon’s past had remained buried from the eyes of the man he loved. Conveniently? Maybe. Gordon hadn’t wanted to tell Squirt about the horrible thing he had done. Who would? But he should have told him. Gordon should have sat Squirt down and made him listen. But he hadn’t. And now maybe it was too late.
But they had both had secrets they didn’t want to share, hadn’t they? Gordon’s past. Squirt’s own past. Even Squirt’s real name. Squirt had avoided that topic just as assuredly as Gordon had sidestepped his own humiliating truths. And Gordon had let him do it.
Only now did Gordon begin to wonder about a few things. Why did Squirt insist on still getting his mail at the electrical shop where he worked? Why did he turn away at the least mention of his real name? If Squirt had a shameful past that he was hiding, Gordon would have understood. Hell, how could he not understand? If they were both living lies, how could one blame the other for what Gordon himself was also guilty of?
Gordon glanced over the scattered headlines at his feet, each one of them causing an ache in his heart. Local Weatherman Charged With Vehicular Manslaughter. Local Weatherman’s Trial The Hottest Ticket In Town. Stafford’s Victim In Third Year Of Law School—Top Of The Class. Weatherman Found Guilty—Justice Served. Stafford Sentenced To One Year In Jail. Prosecuting Attorney Says Weatherman Got Off Easy.
Gordon squeezed his eyes shut, blocking out the words. He could feel the blood rushing to his face. Even now the shame of all that had happened was almost too much to bear. The only thing that had made it bearable the past few months was Squirt. The love they had discovered for each other had given Gordon his life back.
Was that over now? Was this too much for even Squirt to deal with?
Was he gone for good?
For the first time in weeks, Gordon raised his eyes to the shelf above his head—the shelf where he had stashed the gun.
The fucking gun.
His pulse hammered in his ears. He raised his hand, not toward the shelf, but to grab the closet door. He slammed it shut, locking the gun—and his past—inside.
Gordon pressed the heels of his hands to either side of his head and tried to think. He couldn’t give up this easily. He had to find Squirt. That was his first priority. He’d worry about this other shit later.
First he had to find Squirt.
Gordon grabbed the car keys off the kitchen table and headed out the door. On the way to his car he poked his head in the laundry room to make sure Squirt wasn’t there. He wasn’t, dammit.
Gordon began a slow drive through the neighborhood, peering around corners, down alleys, checking the sidewalks and storefronts. No Squirt. The day was winding down. It would be dark in a couple of hours. Gordon drove, gnawing his lower lip, heartsick to think he had kept his life a secret from Squirt. Even if Squirt had done the same to him.
How could two people love each other as much as he and Squirt and still not open up about everything? It’s as if they had spent every waking moment together living only for the present, shunting their pasts into a corner, leaving their histories out of the relationship completely. Why would they do that? Their histories made them who they were. If you profess to love someone, you need to know everything about them. Don’t you? Otherwise you’re living—and loving—a lie.
Gordon knew Squirt had emotional problems in his life. There were a lot of things he didn’t remember, Squirt had said. Gordon wasn’t sure if Squirt meant things from his childhood or things that had happened later. And Gordon had never pressed Squirt to find out. Why was that? Was Gordon so terrified that delving into Squirt’s past would open up his own?
Then there was the matter of the horrific scars on Squirt’s arms. Obviously self-inflicted. Squirt had spoken of them with shame when their relationship began but then never mentioned them again. There was a doctor somewhere helping Squirt deal with his memory loss—Gordon knew that much—but he didn’t know how to get hold of her. He only knew Squirt visited her in an office downtown twice a month. Gordon didn’t know the doctor’s name. He never saw the bills. He had no idea where the office was.
Jesus! How could Gordon be so stupid? How could he tell Squirt he loved him in one breath, then turn away from the problems Squirt battled as if they meant nothing? What kind of lover would do that?
But getting back to more pressing matters, how far could Squirt go without shoes and without money? But even more importantly than that, where would he go? Gordon could think of only one answer.
The electrical shop. The place he had once called home. Apparently, he had friends there. And once again, they were friends Gordon had never met. Had never tried to meet.
Even if Squirt hadn’t offered, Gordon should have done something about that.
He steered the car toward Mission Hills, checking the clock as he drove, wondering what time the place closed. Hell, he didn’t even know that.
Gordon banged the heel of his hand on the steering wheel. Shit shit shit.
He drove faster. Getting worried now. Getting really worried.
When he spotted the shop, crammed between a deli and a tiny bookstore, its neon sign burning bright in the evening light, Gordon breathed a sigh of relief. At least they were still open. Squeezing into the first parking space he could find, he raced to the shop, car keys jangling in his hand. He was so on edge, he jumped when the little bell over the door announced his entrance.
He had never been in this part of the business before. Only in the basement. It was another part of Squirt’s life he hadn’t bothered trying to share.
An older man behind the counter looked up when Gordon came through the door.
Gordon felt the man’s disapproval before he took two steps into the store.
And it stopped him in his tracks.
 
 
IT
WASN’T
the first time Gordon had seen dislike on the faces of strangers. He remembered the female cop at the police station that day when he was searching for Squirt. This guy had the same look, same expression. Leery. Suspicious. Cold. Like he knew Gordon’s past and didn’t approve of it. One. Little. Bit. And Gordon accepted that. He had seen it too many times before to let it throw him now.
On the clerk behind the counter, however, the look of cold suspicion had already twisted itself into one of pure hatred. And it happened before Gordon had taken three steps into the building. The intensity of it lay on the air like the stench of rancid meat. Gordon could almost see the newsreels playing inside the guy’s head recalling the whole sordid story of Gordon’s downfall. He could even see the imagined headline being fabricated on the spur of the moment by the overactive interchange of synapses sparking through the man’s brain cells. Conceited Overpaid TV Celebrity Acts Like An Ass And Kills Somebody Doing It.
Good headline, Gordon thought. Covered the facts nicely.
He braced himself against the man’s glaring eyes and resumed his approach toward the counter.
The clerk threw his hand in the air like a traffic cop. “I’ve got nothing for you here. Best just turn around and go out the same way you came in. We’re closed.”
Gordon saw two customers speaking to another clerk in the back of the store. Closed my ass, he thought.
But he decided to shoot for honey. Vinegar never did get him anywhere.
“I’m not here for your services. I’m looking for someone.”
The man cocked his head to the side, his dislike peppered now with a little confusion. “Who the hell could you be looking for in here?”
“Squirt,” Gordon answered, still not understanding the intensity of the man’s suspicions. “I’m looking for Squirt.”
The reaction he got was so over the top, it was almost funny. Gordon didn’t think the clerk could have jumped much higher if Gordon had dropped a cattle prod down his pants.
Mightily confused now, since the man’s reactions were so far beyond anything Gordon had seen from anyone else, he actually took a step back when the clerk came rushing from around the counter.
The clerk stomped across the store on long legs. He was a big guy. In his fifties, maybe, but there didn’t seem to be much fat on him. If things deteriorated into a fight, Gordon knew he would have his hands full. But before Gordon could really do anything about it, his arm was clasped in an iron grip and he was being propelled toward the front door. Apparently the guy actually intended to toss him out on his ear, like some cheesy-ass movie villain.
That pissed him off.
Gordon jerked his arm away and shoved the man to get some space between them. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
If the man was surprised to find Gordon fighting back, he didn’t show it. He took a fistful of Gordon’s shirtfront and yanked him close. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough to that boy? Now get the fuck out of here. And if I ever see you around this place again, I’ll rip your fucking head off. Do you understand me? You’re not welcome here. You’ll never be welcome here, Mr. Stafford. Now get the fuck out!”
Again, Gordon tore himself from the man’s grasp.
Confused even more than he was before, he tried to understand. “I get it. I’m not your favorite person. Believe me, I get that a lot, so don’t think you’re hurting my feelings or anything. But goddammit, I need to find Squirt. It’s important. I think something may be wrong. All you have to do is tell me if he’s here. Maybe he’s downstairs on his shitty-ass bed. If he is, I’d like to see him. Squirt and I need to talk.”
All the while Gordon spoke, the man’s eyes grew bigger and bigger, like he couldn’t believe the words coming out of Gordon’s mouth.
“How do you know about Squirt’s bed? And how do you know he used to live in the basement? And what the hell is any of it to you, anyway?”
Gordon didn’t want to get Squirt in any trouble or anything, but this was getting ridiculous. This pit bull motherfucker was protecting Squirt like Gordon was out to kill him or something.
“I probably know more about Squirt than you do. Sir. We share an apartment together, if it’s any business of yours. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you. Now something has happened, and—”
Now it was the clerk’s turn to take a step backward. “You’re the man Squirt’s taken up with? You?”
Gordon still didn’t understand what was going on. “Yes. He and I—”
But that’s as far as he got.
The color drained from the man’s face. He looked like he was about to topple over. Gordon flashed on the words the man had spoken earlier: “Don’t
you think you’ve done enough to that boy?”
What the hell did he mean by that?
The store clerk seemed to have worn himself out. He looked around for a place to sit and finally rested his ass on the edge of a barrel filled with sale items. There seemed to be a little of everything in that barrel: light bulbs, sprockets, penlights, screwdrivers, rolls of electrical tape. Dusty odds and ends that had been sitting on the shelves too long, maybe, and were now reduced to collecting even more dust in a dollar barrel by the front door.
Gordon pushed his hair out of his face. His hand came away wet. He was sweating.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” he asked. “What the hell did I ever do to you? Or to Squirt, since you seem to be so appalled that we know each other.”
The man gaped at Gordon. Just gaped. Then he rubbed the palms of his hands on the knees of his work pants. Maybe he was sweating too.
His face took on a look of amazement. When he spoke, his voice was just as amazed. “My God, you don’t know, do you? You don’t know who Squirt is.”
“No, I—”
“Shut up, Mr. Stafford. Let me think.” The man scrubbed at the bristles on his chin. He needed a shave.
Now a little rambling monologue took place with the clerk talking more to himself than to Gordon.
“And Squirt doesn’t know who you are either. How could he? He’s blocked everything out. He doesn’t remember any of it.”
“Remember what?” Gordon asked. “What is it Squirt doesn’t remember?”
The man settled his eyes on Gordon and breathed a deep sigh, as if forcing himself to calm down. “It’s not that he doesn’t remember, Mr. Stafford. It’s that he chooses not
to remember. The doctors call it selective amnesia. But you don’t know about any of that, do you?”
Gordon shook his head. “No. He told me he had problems with memory. He told me about his doctor. But that’s as much as I know. He never told me—why.”
“Why,” the man echoed, shaking his head in disbelief. There was less anger and hate in his eyes now. He looked merely weary. “No, I don’t suppose he did tell you. That’s because the why of it all is exactly what Squirt has selectively blocked from his mind. I’m a little less sure about the other why.”
“The other why?”
“Yes, Mr. Stafford. Why you would choose not to tell Squirt the truth about you.”
“But—”
“You should have told him. Even if he didn’t understand it.”
“Understand what, for Christ’s sake?”
The man merely stared at him.
“Look,” Gordon said. “If you want to explain it all to me, great. But before you do, please, tell me if Squirt is downstairs. He left without money or shoes or—”
“No,” the man said. “He isn’t here. I’d know if he was. I guess we’d better go find him, then.”
Gordon was confused even more by that statement. “We?” he asked.
“Yes, Mr. Stafford. We. And while we search I’ll fill you in.” As if an afterthought had struck him right between the eyes, he gave Gordon a befuddled perusal. He spoke to himself more than to Gordon, and Gordon knew it. “How the fuck did you two ever come together?”
The question sounded rhetorical so Gordon didn’t even try to answer it. His priorities were elsewhere. “If we’re going to look for him, let’s do it now. It’s getting dark.”
The clerk nodded. “Yes. All right.”
He heaved himself off the edge of the barrel and called out to the other clerk still rattling off information to the two customers in the back of the store while pointing to a selection of porch lights hanging on the wall. “Dan! I have to leave. If I’m not back by closing time, lock up for me.”
Gordon watched Dan nod and go right back to schmoozing the customers. Porch lights don’t sell themselves, after all.
“Come on,” the clerk said more softly, eyeing Gordon anew with a little less suspicion now, but not by much. “Let’s go find Squirt. My van is out on a call. We’ll have to take your car if you have one.”
“I do,” Gordon said, heading for the door.
The little bell over the shop door heralded their leaving. This time Gordon didn’t jump when it jangled about his head. In fact, he didn’t even hear it. He had too many other things on his mind.
The clerk followed Gordon onto the street, lighting a cigarette as he went. He still looked none too friendly.



Chapter 14

 
 
GORDON
EASED
into rush hour traffic. “Where’re we going?”
“I don’t know,” the man said. “Let me think. Just drive.”
So Gordon drove.
The man slid his side window down to let the smoke from his cigarette escape. He didn’t bother asking if Gordon minded if he smoked. And Gordon didn’t much give a shit. He was still trying to figure out the answers to more important questions.
“What’s your name?” Gordon asked. “And what’s your relationship to Squirt?”
The man cast a cool glance in Gordon’s direction, then took a long pull on his cigarette while he apparently decided whether he was going to answer or not. Finally, he did.
“Jerry worked for me.”
“Jerry?” Gordon remembered the cop at the police station calling Squirt Jerry. He had suspected that was Squirt’s name, but when he broached the subject at the apartment, Squirt had turned away, changing the subject.
“Yes,” the man said. “His name is Jerry. I’m Sam.”
He didn’t offer to shake hands, and neither did Gordon.
Gordon eased around a stalled car just as the streetlights up and down the boulevard blinked on, heralding the approach of night. “And you hired Squirt to clean up your place of business and gave him a place to sleep. That was a good thing to do. Thank you.”
Sam impatiently flipped his cigarette stub through the window. “I didn’t hire Squirt to clean up the shop, Mr. Stafford. He just fell into that when his other skills—left him.”
“His other skills?”
“Yes. His other skills. The skills he plied until you came along and ruined his life.”
It was Gordon’s turn to do the cattle prod jump. “I didn’t ruin his life! We love each other. We’re lovers. I’m sorry if you didn’t know he was gay like Squirt said you did, but—”
“I knew he was gay,” Sam softly said. “But you still ruined his life, whether you know it or not.”
Gordon could feel the back of his neck heat up. He was getting mad. It was also getting dark, which seriously lessened any chance they would have of spotting Squirt on the street. That made Gordon even madder. He flicked on the headlights. “Squirt and I have been nothing but good for each other. I don’t care if you believe that or not. But I would like to know how it is you think I ruined his life. Fill me in. Give me the full brunt of your insight on the subject, Sam. I’d love to hear your version of events.”
Sam twisted around in the seat, unbuckling his seat belt to do it, so he could stare at Gordon directly.
“Fasten your seat belt,” Gordon said. “I don’t want a ticket.”
Sam gave a snicker and left his seat belt unhooked. “No, I don’t suppose you do. You’ve had enough problems with the law, I guess.”
Gordon saw no reason to deny it. He knew the man had recognized him the moment he walked into the shop. If he recognized him, then like every other newspaper reader and TV junkie in San Diego, he knew Gordon’s story as well. “Yes,” he snapped. “More than enough.”
Sam’s voice was lower now. Almost disbelieving. “You really don’t know who Jerry is, do you?”
“No, goddammit, I don’t. And I don’t know what skills you’re talking about either. I don’t know anything apparently, except that I love him and I’m worried about him and if you have any ideas on where to look for him then I wish you’d tell me! It was your idea for us to look. So let’s fucking look instead of arguing this bullshit back and forth.”
“Jerry is an electrician, Mr. Stafford. He’s worked for me for four years. Two years as an electrician and two years as… as you see him now.”
Gordon remembered that day in the kitchen. He mentally slapped himself in the forehead. Of course. “He fixed my microwave,” Gordon said, recalling how sure of himself Squirt had been that day. How knowledgeable. “He brought his tools to the apartment and fixed my microwave. I should have known.”
“There are other things you should have known, Mr. Stafford. For one, you should have known to leave Jerry alone. Not to get your life mixed up with his. You’ve inflicted enough damage on the boy. He is what he is today because of you.”
“Yes. He’s a good person. A kind man. Notice I said man, not boy. And above all that, he’s my lover. That’s what he is. I don’t care if you believe it or not, Sam, but Squirt and I are happy together. We love each other very much. We’re trying to get back on our feet and move forward with our li—”
“Jerry can’t move forward because his mind won’t let him. And you’re not helping!”
Gordon slammed his fist into the roof of the car. “But why, goddammit?”
No answer. Gordon turned to see what Sam was doing. He was staring through the windshield, apparently lost in thought.
“What is it?” Gordon asked. “Do you think maybe you know where Squirt might be?”
Sam slowly turned his eyes to Gordon. There was no longer anger on the man’s face. Merely weary concern. “Yes. Turn right. It’s a couple of miles up this street.”
Gordon turned as he was directed. Once he was headed east he realized this was the same street he always took to Holy Cross Cemetery. Fear bit into him that he couldn’t explain. He gripped the steering wheel tightly and drove. Teeth clenched. A dribble of sweat suddenly skittered down his ribcage beneath his shirt.
“You know where we’re going now, don’t you.” Sam said. It wasn’t a question.
“Y-yes. I think so. But I don’t know why.”
Sam lit another cigarette, flipping the spent match through the window. Gordon saw its little trail of sparks scatter in the darkness in his rearview mirror like a tiny fireworks display.
“I’ll explain when we get there,” Sam intoned.
Gordon only nodded. Suddenly he wasn’t mad anymore. He was scared.
 
 
IT
WAS
dark in the massive cemetery. There were no lights to show the way. But it didn’t matter. Gordon had traveled the weaving pathways so many times, he knew them by rote. He also knew the custodian would lock the gates soon. They couldn’t linger long. He and Sam needed to hurry.
But Sam didn’t seem to have any hurry in him.
Gordon crept along the winding lanes between the tombstones, the darkened landscape around them echoing an eerie, plaintive silence. Gordon couldn’t bring himself to head directly for the stone on the hillside he knew so well. That required too much thinking. Too much… dread… to contemplate. He simply drove. Aimlessly. Down one winding lane, slipping onto another, turning on a whim, heading off in the opposite direction. Never stopping. Just moving forward. Like a bird afraid to light. Hoping against hope that Sam had another destination in mind altogether, other than that same pale patch of sod Gordon had been watering with his tears for what seemed like forever. And surely Sam did have another destination in mind. He had to.
What could Jeremy Aldritch Booth possibly have to do with all this?
And all the while Gordon asked himself that question, he felt the old misery settling into his soul. He tried to ignore it, but it just kept getting worse, like a bitter taste that simply won’t go away.
The moon was huge. It sat like a spotlight on the horizon, beaming down, causing the tombstones to gleam as if carved from ivory. Those stones glimmered over the rolling fields like a mob of angels come to life, awakened, perhaps, by the crunch of car tires easing over the macadam paths. They lifted their heads and seemed to wave out a warning as the car’s headlights stabbed through the shadows, illuminating them one by one by one.
Sam didn’t seem particularly interested in pointing Gordon in the right direction. He simply used the cocoon of sound and dark inside the car as a backdrop to tell his story as Gordon silently listened.
When he spoke, Sam’s voice was sad: a heartache thumping out a quiet, endless pain in this wasteland of finished lives. Gordon might not understand what the man was driving at, but he understood pain. He had lived it long enough to recognize it for what it was.
“Let me tell you about a young man I used to know,” Sam droned from the shadows beside him. “Let me tell you about Jerry.”
“All right.” Gordon breathed the words while his own heart pounded in his chest. In his ears, his heartbeat seemed impossibly loud, as if it echoed over the forest of tombstones surrounding them. The night was cool, a blessing after the long hot day. It was scented with the cloying smell of old, forgotten flowers—the flowers left to wither on the graves just as the corpses were left to rot beneath the ground. A tribute to the dead, perhaps, those flowers, or just a sop to the living to let them know they were still alive and magnanimous in their manufactured grief.
Gordon closed his eyes against that thought, pushing it away.
“Tell me,” he said quietly. “Tell me about… Jerry.”
Sam lit another cigarette, the match illuminating his doleful eyes as he stared out at the fields of dead.
“He came to me four years ago,” Sam began. “And I liked him right away. He was a good electrician. Learned it in the Navy, he said.” Sam smiled. Gordon could sense it in his voice. “He was such a little runt, but my God that guy could eat.”
Now it was Gordon’s turn to smile. “Still can.”
“He was a good worker too. One of the best electricians I’ve ever seen. And I’ve been in the business my whole life, Mr. Stafford. I’ve seen a lot.”
Sam took a breath. Gordon could smell the stale smoke on his breath from across the car. The older man settled himself more comfortably in the car seat, as if readying himself for a long tale. “I never dreamed he was gay until he took it into his head to tell me one day. Casually. Over lunch in the backroom. Said he had found someone he loved and they were moving in together right away, so if I called his new number and someone else answered, I would understand.”
Gordon watched silently as Sam started rummaging through the dash, touching it here and there, prodding with a fingertip. It took Gordon a minute to realize he was looking for the ashtray. By the time Gordon figured it out, Sam had located the damn thing and smashed out his cigarette butt in it. Maybe he didn’t want to defile the graves by tossing it out the window like he had done all the others.
“Go on,” Gordon said softly.
Sam rattled out a cough and spit through the window. Gordon guessed he didn’t think he was defiling anything by spitting on the graves instead.
“Jerry had some rough waters ahead because of his gayness. Not from me, mind you. I’m used to gay people. Got me a brother that’s queer as a three-tailed cat. Other relatives too. Some alive, some… gone. Nicest people in the world, gays. Like I said, I’m used to ’em. But Jerry made the mistake of telling his folks he was batting for the other team, and they immediately showed their true colors by disowning him completely. So at the ripe old age of twenty-four, or thereabouts, Jerry suddenly found himself without a family. It’s a good thing he had his new partner to see him through it. I knew him, you know. I knew him well. He was a good man, Jerry’s lover. Crazy about Jerry he was too. They were good for each other. They were… happy.”
Sam pointed to the side of the macadam lane. “Stop here,” he said. “Turn off the engine.”
With a rush of new fear mingled with the old, Gordon pulled the car to a stop at the base of the hill leading up to Guadalupe Circle. The same place he always parked when he came to Holy Cross in the car. He switched off the headlights and let the darkness roll in, swallowing them whole but for a red spot of still-burning tobacco smoldering in the ashtray between them. When Sam saw it, he used the twisted cigarette butt to tap the ember out properly.
Gordon tried to set his fear aside and concentrate on what Sam had told him. “So that’s what he meant when he said he had no family,” Gordon muttered, more to himself than to Sam.
“What’s that?” Sam barked. “What did you say?”
Gordon sighed. “Squirt told me he has no family.”
“And he was right,” Sam snapped. “He doesn’t. Not really. He has a bunch of homophobic fuckhead relatives who dropped him like a hot potato the minute they learned he was gay, but that’s not what I’d call a family. Would you?”
Poor Squirt. “Uh, no. I guess not.”
“Heartless bastards,” Sam mumbled through the window, staring out at the stones in the moonlight.
To Gordon’s surprise, Sam popped the door handle and stepped out of the car. Gordon squinted against the sudden glare of the interior light.
“I need some air,” Sam said. “Come with me, Mr. Stafford.”
Gordon yanked the car keys and meekly followed.
Sam kept his eyes to the ground as they walked. While the moon was bright overhead, it was still a treacherous place to stroll, with the soft tussocky earth and the stones and the many items of condolence left behind to honor the dead: real and plastic flowers in legged vases stabbed into the ground, figurines of the Virgin Mary here and there, and on one dark patch of granite sitting atop the grave of a child, a phalanx of toy cars neatly arranged as a border around the stone.
The atmosphere seemed to soften Sam’s voice. It would have softened anyone’s. “You know, Mr. Stafford, all the time Jerry’s family was tossing him from their lives, they spouted Bible verses at him. I’m sure you’ve met a few people like that. Religion is their sole purpose for living. Worshiping a God that nobody can prove exists mattered more to them than protecting the son they had borne into this world and could see with their very own eyes.”
“I’m sorry,” Gordon said, stepping carefully around a stone vase filled with what looked in the dark to be plastic lilies. He bent to touch one and realized it was real. “It must have been hard for Squirt to be suddenly alone like that.”
“Yes. Well, like I said, he wasn’t entirely alone. He had friends at the shop. And he had his lover.” Again, Sam’s voice relayed the presence of a smile. It was an odd accoutrement to wear in a place such as this, Gordon thought.
A question entered Gordon’s head and he immediately tried to push it away. He wouldn’t ask that question of Sam. He couldn’t. His heart was sinking fast enough as he saw where Sam was leading him. They were already climbing the hill toward the center of Guadalupe Circle. Gordon had walked through these same stones not more than a week ago. He knew many of the carved names by heart. Jacobs. Styles. Mendoza. Blaine.
Gordon’s pulse was pounding in his head as they drew ever closer to the summit. The armpits of his shirt were cold and clammy with sweat. Off in the haze of distance, he spotted the San Diego skyline, glimmering like a desert mirage. Behind it, he knew, the vast Pacific Ocean sprawled out endlessly, following the very curvature of the earth until it reached its opposite shores, worlds and worlds away.
Gordon tore his eyes from the beauty of that sparkling horizon. He pointed to a patch of shrubbery surrounding an area of the cemetery filled with the tiny graves of infants. “Let’s go that way,” Gordon said.
Sam shook his head. “No, Mr. Stafford. Let’s go this way.” And he gripped Gordon’s arm to propel him forward. Gently, but not so gently either.
With his heart a cold lump of steel in his chest, Gordon followed the man up the grassy hill. Already, in the moonlight ahead, he could see where the familiar grave lay. The grave of the man he had killed. Sam was walking straight for it.
“Why are we here?” Gordon quietly asked. “I thought we were looking for Squirt.”
Sam didn’t answer. He merely plodded on, his fingers a vise on Gordon’s arm. Gordon let himself be drawn forward, trying not to think. Trying not to think at all. Of Squirt. Of himself. Of what lay ahead among these stones of the dead that he knew so well.
Trying not to ask himself why Sam was bringing him here.
That question, Gordon most certainly did not try to comprehend.
Two stones away from the patch of pale grass, which in the moonlight, looked as green and lush as the grass around it, Gordon stumbled. He tripped forward, landing on one knee. Immediately the wet grass soaked through his pant leg. The caretakers must have just watered. Gordon shuddered at the clammy moisture on his skin.
Sam stood over Gordon, hand extended to help him up. “We’re not quite there yet. Don’t stop now.”
Gordon took the hand and pulled himself upright. When Sam turned to walk on, he did not release Gordon’s hand, but kept it firmly clasped in his own great weathered paw.
Sam stopped at the edge of the grave Gordon knew so well, the very place he knew Sam was leading him all along. There was no point blocking the truth from his mind any longer. He felt a sob rise in his throat, clawing its way to the surface. His eyes burned with surfacing tears.
Once again Gordon stumbled to one knee, this time in grief. In shame. “No,” he muttered, his hand coming to rest on the grave’s wet grass. This time the grass felt cool and comforting against his skin. As cool and comforting as death might feel.
Sam said nothing. He stood beside Gordon. Stoic. Mute. He did not reach out to comfort Gordon. Nor did he seem surprised to hear Gordon weeping in the darkness beside him.
Gordon tried again to staunch the rising sobs. He squinted through the tears that rippled his vision.
The moon gazed down at the two men by the graveside. If it held any interest in what was happening below, it showed no sign. A gust of wind blew through the surrounding stones, rattling the leaves in the tall eucalyptus tree on the crest of the hill. And as soon as the wind freshened, a wisp of dark cloud slid in place to dim the moon.
In the sudden darkness, the tombstone was unreadable. But Gordon knew what it said. He had memorized its words long ago.
 
JEREMY ALDRITCH BOOTH
1988—2012
Asleep in God’s Arms
 
Gordon fell forward, sinking both hands into the wet grass. He closed his eyes against the darkness, even while he was grateful for its presence. He didn’t want to weep in front of this man. He didn’t want to weep in front of God, if God was watching. Not again.
But the weeping came. It tore out of him like lava from a rent in the earth. Hot, gushing, furious.
“Oh, God,” he stammered. “I—I understand now. It was Squirt I heard screaming inside the car that night. Squirt was the passenger I couldn’t see. It was his… his lover I killed.”
He looked up at Sam standing stone still beside him. “Wasn’t it?”
And beyond all expectation, beyond all imagining of sympathy coming from the man standing beside him, Gordon felt Sam’s hand come down gently on his shoulder.
“Yes, Mr. Stafford,” Sam said, the words clipped and businesslike, his voice as cool and emotionless as the wet grass at Gordon’s fingertips.
“And the other man in the car was my son.”



Chapter 15

 
 
GORDON’S
HEART
stuttered in his chest. The old shame came rolling in. But this time the shame was so profound he thought it would sweep him away completely.
“Your son—”
Sam turned his back to Gordon and slowly knelt to his knees at the side of the grave. He brushed at the damp grave marker with his fingertips, sweeping away a dusting of mown grass. “Yes, Mr. Stafford. Jeremy Aldritch Booth was my son. Aldritch was his mother’s maiden name.”
Almost blinded by tears now, Gordon groped outward with his hand until it rested on the heel of Sam’s shoe. The shoe was damp from the grass. He clutched Sam’s heel and tried to get his voice under control.
When he wiped away his tears, he saw Sam staring back at him, his tired face doleful and sad in the moonlight.
“I’m so s-sorry,” Gordon stammered. And his pleading seemed in his own ears such weak words to speak, his weeping began again. Uncontrollable this time. Still clutching Sam’s heel like a man clinging to a cliff, Gordon buried his face in his other hand and fell forward. He pressed his forehead into the earth at the foot of the grave.
The grave holding this man’s son. The man Gordon had killed in an act of stupid drunken recklessness almost two years earlier.
Gordon sucked in a shuddering gasp of air and opened his burning eyes to see the hatred he deserved.
What he saw instead was pity. And it took his breath away.
Gordon breathed out the only words he could find. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I’m… sorry.”
Sam’s voice was husky with emotion, but still he did not shed a tear. Perhaps his tears had been spilled already. Perhaps he had none left. “I know you are, Mr. Stafford. You said it at the trial too. Do you remember? You wept on the stand and said you were sorry. I sat in the back of the courtroom because I couldn’t allow myself to get near you for fear of what I would do. After that day, after you accepted what you’d done and pleaded forgiveness for it in front of that courtroom full of strangers, I still spent a lot of time hating you. A natural reaction, I guess. But slowly, as I watched your grand life turn to crap, I realized you had paid an awful toll for your actions that night. Not as great a toll as my son, but a toll nevertheless.”
“You watched my life?” Gordon sighed. “I don’t understand.”
Sam groaned his way to his feet, pulling his heel from Gordon’s grasp and rubbing his knees from bending too long. “Can’t squat like I used to. I have to stand up. Arthritis. Crawled around under too many houses in the course of my career.”
“C-certainly,” Gordon stammered.
Sam gazed down to where Gordon still cowered on the ground, and he seemed to be doing it with sympathy. But how could that be?
“Mr. Stafford, everybody in this city knows your story. I watched the news every time your name was mentioned, as you can imagine. I’m afraid you were a bit of an obsession with me for a while. I know everything you went through. I know how difficult it was for you in jail. I know how you lost your career, how you’ve spent the last few months working in a homeless shelter, tending to the poor, how you drank too much, maybe still do for all I know. I know how you lost your fine house and had to take a tiny apartment instead. It’s all chronicled in the news stories. All of it. You only have to know where to look to find it. And since I had more reason than most to look, I did.”
Gordon opened his mouth to speak, but Sam waved him to silence.
“Let me finish.” Sam looked out at the same city skyline glimmering in the distance that Gordon had gazed at earlier. While his voice was gruff, his face was pensive. Weary. “I was finally beginning to let the hate I felt for you dissipate, Mr. Stafford. I saw that you were paying a continuous price for the horrible thing you did, and I knew I would have to be satisfied with that. It was small revenge, but it was better than nothing.
“Then you walked through my door today and suddenly I knew I still hated your guts. Maybe even more than I had before. Seeing you healthy and strong, while my boy’s bones are lying under this fucking hill, cold and still and lifeless forever, would be enough, I guess, to make any father hate you. But now that I’ve had some time to think, I’m beginning to realize maybe I was being… unfair.”
“You weren’t!” Gordon cried. “I deserved your hate. Oh, God, I’m—”
Sam held up a hand. “Don’t say you’re sorry again, sir. It doesn’t help. Let me finish what I’m trying to say. With no wife still living and my boy now gone, I’ve sort of focused all my attention, well, all my love, on Jerry. After all, my son was crazy about him. And I’ve come to be a little crazy about him too. I’m not blind, you know. I saw the change in the boy over the last few months. I knew he had found someone he cared about, and I thought it was a good thing. I even hoped maybe it would be enough to get his life back on track. To break through the brick wall he’s constructed inside his head regarding that night. That night you killed my son.”
Gordon flinched at the words, and once again buried his face in his hands. But he listened. He listened to every word Sam said. Hungry to hear it all. Hungry for words of forgiveness. Or hatred. Or condemnation. Whatever words this man wished to throw at him, Gordon was willing to accept. If they were words of hatred, Gordon most certainly deserved them. As for forgiveness, he could not yet believe that was being offered. How could it be?
Sam cleared his throat as if not used to speaking so long. “After the accident Jerry tried to commit suicide. You saw the scars, I guess. I don’t suppose he told you where he got them.”
“No,” Gordon said, awash in grief all over again. “He couldn’t remember. At least that’s—”
“And it’s true,” Sam interrupted. “He doesn’t remember. Losing my son was hard on the boy. It almost stole his mind away completely.” Sam settled his eyes on Gordon. “And now—with you—Jerry has been happy again for the first time since I don’t know when. When he moved out of the shop, I was worried, but I thought it still might be the best thing for him. I didn’t try to stop him. I thought he deserved a little happiness. He deserved to have love in his life again. And love can cure a lot of ills, Mr. Stafford.”
“Yes,” Gordon breathed, his spent tears cold on his cheeks. “Squirt cured me. He made me want to live again.”
Sam tapped a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket, and Gordon watched his face suddenly flare into existence in the light of the match he snapped to life with a flick of his thumbnail. He shook the flame out and took a long draw on the cigarette. When he spoke, his words were mixed with smoke.
Sam’s voice grew stern, but not unkind. “Why did Jerry leave you, Mr. Stafford? Today. What made him run?”
Gordon was finally calming down. Now suddenly he fought the urge to weep again. “I think he found out who I am. I think he found out the truth. The truth even I didn’t know until you just told me. There were clippings. I had hidden them in the closet. Hidden them from myself, actually, not from Squirt. He saw them. I think he’s finally beginning to understand that I’m the one who killed his—his lover.”
Sam stared down at Gordon, his cigarette dangling from his lips. He plucked it out and flicked the ash away. “I was afraid of that.”
“Please,” Gordon rasped, his voice hoarse, his throat raw. “Tell me why Squirt doesn’t remember. His name, his job, anything. How can that be? And now that he’s seen those news stories, does his running away mean his memory’s returned? Is he out there somewhere now, hating me?”
Sam stared down at him, silent. Then he gazed back at the sparkling skyline in the distance. “I can’t answer your last question, Mr. Stafford, because I just don’t know. But as for the rest of it—as for how it can be—it’s called selective amnesia. It’s caused by mental or physical trauma. Jerry loved my son very much. To see him die in front of his eyes made Jerry lose his grip on reality just enough to block that night from his memory completely. Unfortunately, when he blocked that night, he also blocked a lot of his own past with it. He didn’t do it on purpose. He didn’t plan it out. When the doctors brought him around after his failed suicide attempt, his memory was just gone. All of it. Kaput. He had lost a lot of blood. Maybe that had something to do with it. I don’t know. Or maybe it’s just the way the human mind sometimes deals with tragedy. With grief. And sometimes the cure is worse than the problem.”
“Wh-what do you mean?”
“I mean it can get worse, Mr. Stafford. If Jerry is forced to face the truth before he’s ready, it could steal his mind away completely. He could become either completely disconnected from reality, or he could shut down altogether.”
“How do you know this? His doctor?”
“Yes,” Sam said. “I speak to his doctor often. We’ve become… friends, of a sort. Actually more like war buddies, I guess, fighting the battle together. Trying to keep Jerry safe.” Sam took another long draw on the cigarette and blew the smoke at the moon. “I wonder if Jerry told her about the new love in his life. And if he did, I wonder why she didn’t tell me. Afraid to, probably. Afraid I’d go ballistic.”
“Maybe,” Gordon said. “But whatever you think about it, you have to believe me when I tell you it isn’t wrong. It’s not a bad thing. Squirt loves me. I know that much. And I love him.”
“Yes. I suppose you do. But sometimes love isn’t enough to cure the world. Sometimes it takes a little strength. When Jerry lost my son, it seems to have taken most of his strength away. And so far it hasn’t returned.”
“Why did you bring me here?” Gordon asked, gazing around at the forest of gravestones surrounding them. “Did you think he’d be here?”
“Yes. He comes here sometimes. I suspect so do you. Or am I wrong?”
Gordon’s shame returned with a rush. “No. You’re not wrong. I came here almost every day before I found Squirt. Now I come… less.”
Sam stared down at him. “If I had known you were the one Jerry had taken up with, I would have stopped it, you know.”
Gordon nodded, and when he did he felt a tear skid down his cheek. “I suppose you would have. But you’d have been wrong to do it. Squirt and I can still save each other. I know we can.”
After a beat of silence, Sam tilted his head to the sky as if seeking out the words he wanted to say from among the stars above his head. It took Gordon a moment to realize that wasn’t what he was doing at all. He was trying to keep the tears inside his eyes, trying not to let them fall.
For Gordon, Sam then uttered the most surprising words of the night.
“I think you’re right, Mr. Stafford. I would have been wrong to keep you two apart. And I think you’re right about something else. If there’s any hope for Jerry at all, I think it will come from you. And the love he feels for you.”
“Sometimes maybe love is enough,” Gordon ventured, hoping against hope. Longing for the warmth of Squirt’s arms around him even now. Even with everything that was happening. His mind suddenly bloomed with visions of Squirt’s pale hair, pale eyes, pale skin. His strong hands. The scars on his arms. The gentle way he made love. The easy, contented smile that lit his face when he spoke of love, of life. Of Gordon.
“Maybe.” Sam ceded the word like it was the last he had to give. “Maybe it is enough.”
A night bird chortled in the eucalyptus tree over their heads. Sam stared up into the dark treetop, following the sound. “It’s my fault, you know. My fault you didn’t recognize Squirt.”
“What do you mean?”
Sam turned to gaze at him. “You never saw a photograph of the other man in the car, did you? It was never in the papers. That’s because I kept it out. When Jerry’s mind snapped I had him confined for a while.”
“Confined?”
“Yes, Mr. Stafford. Confined in a place where they were trained to handle patients like that. They did a good job too. They took care of him until he was capable of making it on the outside. With a little help at least.”
“A little help from you,” Gordon said.
“Yes. But the facility served another purpose too. It kept him out of the public eye. Away from the press. I didn’t want his picture slathered all over the papers like yours and my son’s were. At least I managed that much. I kept Jerry safe.” Here Sam gave a quiet, disbelieving chuckle. “I also set it up for the two of you to get together. There must have been a lot of coincidence involved in it, but the fact that you didn’t recognize Jerry certainly didn’t hurt either. So here we are, with you in love with the lover of the man you killed. And the lover of the man you killed loving you back.” He spat up another wry laugh. “The world’s a funny place. No two ways around that.”
“I think I would have loved him anyway, Sam. Even if I’d known who he was.”
Sam gave a shrug. “Maybe you would. Who the hell knows?” He seemed to have used up his last ounce of energy. He brushed a hand across his face as if he could wipe the weariness away like a layer of dust.
Gordon watched him. When Gordon spoke, the words sounded torn from his throat, even to his own ears. “Where is he, Sam? He isn’t here. Where could he have gone?”
Sam shook his head. Lost for an answer.
And in the midst of a growing silence between the two men as each of them contemplated their own thoughts, their own miseries, Sam’s cell phone rang out loud and clear from his trouser pocket. Atonal. Blaring. Strident.
Above their heads, the night bird in the eucalyptus tree complained about the racket.
Fishing for the phone, Sam muttered to himself, “I hope this is who I think it is. Maybe he went to her. He might have, you know. It’s possible.”
“Her?” Gordon asked.
But Sam had turned away, hunched inward, his ear pressed to the phone. “Yes?” he said softly. “Yes. It’s me.”
Let him be found, Gordon silently pleaded to whoever might be listening. God, maybe. If God existed. Please God, let Squirt be safe.
Gordon held his breath. Waiting.
Finally, Sam said into the phone, “Yes. I can be there in twenty minutes.” And after a pause, Sam said, “We don’t have to contact him, Doctor. He’s here with me.”
He turned and gazed at Gordon. When he did, Gordon struggled to his feet, his trouser legs soaked from the wet grass, clammy against his skin.
Sam spoke into the phone one last time. “Don’t worry,” he said, his voice an empty chuckle. “I haven’t killed him yet.”
With that, he tucked the phone into his pocket.
“Let’s go,” he said. “Jerry’s at Mercy Hospital.”
“Is he all right?”
“That’s what we’re about to find out.”
Sam set off down the hill toward the car. With a final glance at the gravestone at his feet, Gordon anxiously followed.
 
 
THE
HOSPITAL
was a hive of activity. The woman rushing toward them through the crowded entryway was dressed in slacks and a suede vest, her shirt-sleeves white and billowing around her. Everything about her screamed lesbian. Everything about her also screamed smart and caring.
Gordon liked her immediately.
She was calling out to them while still ten feet away, her voice tense but businesslike. Her eyes were focused on Gordon as she strode toward them. “The police found him by the bay. Lying under the bridge. He had my card in his pocket, thank God, so they called me. I instructed them to bring him here. I think they would have anyway.”
Upon reaching them, she nodded to Sam and held her hand out to Gordon. “We meet at last,” she said. “Jerry told me you were his new love. He didn’t make the connection, of course, but I thought one day he might. I guess that day has come.”
“Yes,” Gordon said, stunned by her bluntness and still not sure what was going on. “Where… how is he?”
She gave him a weak smile. “Two questions at once. Economical. I like that.” She turned her attention to Sam, taking his hand. “Hello, Mr. Booth. Don’t look at me like that. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you who Jerry had taken up with, but frankly I figured nothing good would come of it if I had.”
“You were probably right,” Sam muttered.
She gave him a lazy smile. “I know I was right.”
And somehow, hearing Sam’s last name, the same last name as the man Gordon had killed two years earlier, all but broke Gordon’s heart all over again. He felt himself swaying on his feet. Before he knew what was happening, both Sam and the doctor were steering him toward a bank of chairs in the reception room off to the right.
When Gordon was seated, the doctor leaned in to look at his eyes. “Feeling better? I guess this has all been a pretty big shock for you.”
Gordon was embarrassed to be mollycoddled like this. After all, he was the bad guy here. No point trying to deny that.
“I’m fine. I just… got dizzy.”
The doctor smiled. “Yes. Well. That’s understandable, under the circumstances.”
“C-circumstances?”
She ignored him. “Jerry is on the fifth floor. The psychiatric wing. He’s safe and comfortable.” She straightened, giving Gordon a last reassuring pat on the shoulder, and turned her attention to Sam. “What happened?” she asked. “He’s in the state I warned you about a year ago. Something must have happened to push him into it.”
Sam rested his eyes on Gordon. They were neither kind nor unkind. They were simply eyes. “Ask him,” Sam said. “He can explain it better than I can.”
The doctor turned her eyes to Gordon once again. “Well, Mr. Stafford? Can you tell me what happened?”
But Gordon had a question of his own. “What state? What state did you warn him about a year ago?”
The doctor’s cell phone beeped. She dug it from her vest pocket, looked at it, then pressed a button before stuffing it back in her pocket. She sat in the chair beside Gordon and rested her hand on his arm. “There have always been three possible outcomes of Jerry’s mental illness, Mr. Stafford.”
“Call me Gordon.”
She smiled politely. “Gordon. I’m Dr. Stark.” She gave Sam a brief glance before continuing. “Those three possible outcomes are these: He could go on being the same way he is now, with the memories blocked forever. He could suddenly reacquire his lost memories with almost no residual effects at all and just get on with his life like a normal human being. Or he could reacquire the memories, find they were too much to deal with, and shut himself down completely as a way to protect himself from them.”
Gordon nodded, trying to think. Trying to ignore the fear rising through him. “You mean like a catatonic state where he doesn’t know anything?”
“Yes, Gordon. Exactly. A catatonic coma.”
Gordon tried to stammer out a question but the words would barely come. Besides, he knew the answer already. He knew it. “And which of those three possibilities has happened?” he finally uttered, bracing himself for the truth.
Dr. Stark twisted a wedding ring on her finger. She looked down at her hand while she did it. Then she raised her eyes to Sam before focusing her attention back to Gordon.
“Jerry has done the last, I’m afraid. He is unresponsive. They found him that way, lying under the bridge by the bay. He isn’t hurt in any other way. No one… bothered him. But I’m afraid he has shut himself off completely. He flipped the switch, Mr. Stafford. Well, he didn’t. His brain did. I was always afraid it would.”
Gordon watched a man wheel a young boy across the crowded lobby. The boy had a brand-new cast on his leg, and the man was bitching loudly about a goddamn skateboard that was on its way to the trash and what a pain in the ass it was to raise a kid. Father of the year.
“The switch,” Gordon mumbled. When he looked into the doctor’s eyes, then up at Sam’s, Gordon felt himself deflate like an old balloon. Every ounce of life just seemed to leak right out of him. He fought back tears because he finally understood that tears wouldn’t help. They wouldn’t help anybody. Least of all Squirt.
With an effort, he found his voice. “He discovered my newspapers, Doctor. The ones about me. About the accident. The trial. All of it. I found them scattered in the—in the closet. He read them all, I think. That’s why he’s the way he is. It’s my fault. I ruin everything I touch. I should have known I didn’t deserve happiness, and I should have known I couldn’t atone for what I did to Sam’s son without hurting someone else. I thought Squirt and I could help each other. I thought we loved each other enough to do that. But he’s just another one of my victims now. Another life I fucking ruined. I just keep racking them up, don’t I? Victims? They just keep piling up at my feet.”
Dr. Stark gave him a petulant glower. “Your feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to help Jerry. This doesn’t have to be a permanent state, you know. A few are, but not most. He can awaken tomorrow, for all we know. Or next year if we’re not so lucky.” She looked up at Sam standing over them. “Sam, sit down. You’re making me nervous.”
With a surprised look, Sam dropped into the chair on the opposite side of Gordon. Only then did Dr. Stark take a firm grip on Gordon’s chin and drag his face around until they were staring into each other’s eyes.
“Just because Jerry’s mind has suffered a setback, it doesn’t mean he loves you less, Gordon. It doesn’t mean he’s given up on you. And you shouldn’t give up on him either. And stop this self-flagellation. It’s not going to bring Sam’s son back and it’s not going to help Jerry either.”
She took Gordon’s hand. “Now, then. If you’re through feeling sorry for yourself, let’s go visit my patient.”
For the hundredth time that day, Gordon fought back tears. “He won’t even know I’m here.”
The doctor smiled. “We don’t really know that, Gordon. Some experts argue that patients with catatonia know everything that goes on around them. Others claim they are impervious to all outside stimuli.”
“And which do you believe?” Sam asked, before Gordon had a chance to.
Dr. Stark used a businesslike finger to adjust a tiny pearl earring in her lobe. “I believe it depends on the patient. With Jerry, we won’t know until we try. But we can be absolutely certain of one thing.”
“What’s that?” Gordon asked.
She gave him a sly smile. “If we don’t try, we’ll accomplish jack shit.”
Dr. Stark rose and beckoned them to follow. “Now, let’s go see Jerry. And for Christ’s sake, try not to be so morose. Both of you. That certainly isn’t going to help him.”
Sam and Gordon meekly followed her to the elevators. As they waited for one to arrive, she again gently patted Gordon’s arm.
“Love can do wonderful things, Gordon. Don’t ever let that truth escape you. Be strong for Jerry now, just as I’m sure he would have been strong for you. Wouldn’t he?”
With that one simple question, Gordon knew she was right. If the tables were turned, Squirt would have been there for him.
“Yes,” Gordon whispered, more to himself than to her. “Absolutely.” Gordon doubted many things in his life. But not that. That he believed completely.
The doctor smiled a benign smile when she saw the truth register on his face. As the elevator bonged and the doors slid open, she ushered both Gordon and Sam inside.
“Let’s go see Squirt,” she said, pushing the button for the fifth floor. “Isn’t that what you call him, Gordon? Squirt?”
She was humming softly as the elevator rose.



Chapter 16

 
 
IT
WAS
a sobering walk through the Mercy psych ward, with its heavily meshed windows and air of melancholy hopelessness. The drab green walls were chipped at face level from the clawing nails of frantic inmates, which Gordon only realized when he saw one of the patients doing exactly that. The mindless stares on the faces from the beds on either side of the center corridor that traversed the huge barracks-like room made Gordon look away. As vacantly desperate as those gaping looks were, they were somehow accusatory too. Not of Gordon, but of Gordon’s health, of Gordon’s functioning mind. Walking among these damaged people made Gordon feel shame at being whole. And he could see his own shame mirrored back in the empty eyes around him.
The mournful weeping of the afflicted, the barely disguised stench of waste and urine and soiled bedclothes, the occasional cackle of laughter bombarding him continually from one direction or another, all brought the truth smashing down on Gordon.
Squirt was a patient in this horrible place. And it was Gordon’s fault he was here.
Gordon, and an equally appalled Sam, followed Dr. Stark’s businesslike steps as she clacked over the faded linoleum floor of speckled green and tan on her sensible two-inch heels. The ward seemed to go on forever. After a while Gordon found it easier to just watch his own feet rather than look around. It was easier on the heart that way. Easier on the… guilt.
The windows looking out onto the world of the sane, if one wanted to call it that, were heavily fortified with steel mesh and bars. The mesh was so thick and had such tiny holes, one could barely see through them to the night outside. The bars were wrapped in rubber to protect the occasional confused head that came into contact with them, either purposely or otherwise, from cracking itself wide open and letting the insanity spill out all over the floor.
Twice during the trek down the long ward, they were forced to wait while locked doors surrounded by heavy wire that stretched from one wall to the other and all the way up to the ceiling, were unlocked by attendants to allow them access to continue on. Gordon supposed the partitions separating the long tunnel-like ward gave the staff a better chance of keeping things orderly if, God forbid, some sort of uprising occurred. Or perhaps it was for the safety of the patients themselves, since this way they had fewer insane peers to contend with.
Squirt lay in the last bed on the left-hand side, abutting the back wall. Gordon saw him from a distance, and the second he did, he felt a chill creep into his heart. He involuntarily stopped, just for a moment, before he could find the courage to go forward. Squirt looked so small and helpless and still, lying there surrounded by such mindless mayhem, that Gordon didn’t quite know how to process it all.
For some reason, Gordon had expected to find Squirt strapped in with leather restraints on his wrists and legs, but he was not. Squirt lay peacefully with his head on a faded hospital-blue pillowcase. A wool blanket was pulled neatly to his chest and tucked under the mattress all the way around. The first thing Gordon did was touch Squirt’s chest through the blanket to see if there were restraints underneath the covering. There were not.
“He’s not tied down, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Dr. Stark said softly.
Not caring what anyone thought, Gordon leaned over the bed and pressed his lips to Squirt’s forehead, brushing Squirt’s pale hair aside to do it. No one was surprised when Squirt did not react to his lover’s kiss, least of all Gordon.
“How will they feed him?” Gordon asked. “A stomach tube?”
“Hopefully not,” the doctor said. “For now we can get by with an IV of nutrients. If the coma goes on too long, however, we may have to resort to a tube. I’m hoping that won’t be necessary.”
Gordon slipped his fingers under Squirt’s still hand, which rested atop the blanket. His skin was warm to the touch, his hand as light and airy as a feather. And as still as death.
To Gordon’s surprise, Sam dragged a chair from against the wall and positioned it beside the bed. “Sit,” Sam commanded him. “You still look like you’re going to fall over.”
Gordon sat. Squirt’s face was pale and calm. Gordon could faintly hear him breathing. His white hair was a bit damp, as if perhaps he had been bathed when he was brought in to the hospital, and his fine, pale hair had not yet completely dried.
Dr. Stark pulled up a chair on the opposite side of the bed facing Gordon while Sam propped his back against the wall by the headboard, arms folded over his chest. Sam had a worried expression on his face. His eyes skittered continually from Gordon to Jerry to the doctor. He fiddled with the cigarette pack in his shirt pocket but never pulled it out. The toes of his shoes were still sprinkled with grass cuttings from the cemetery lawn.
Dr. Stark leaned forward, resting her elbows on the edge of the bed like she might have leaned them on a desk. She studied Gordon’s face.
“You still don’t fully understand, do you?”
“No,” Gordon sighed. “I…. How can his mind completely shut him down like this? How can the brain do that?”
Dr. Stark sighed in return. “Excellent question, Gordon. Unfortunately, I don’t know anyone who can satisfactorily answer it. The brain is probably the least understood part of the human body, but still we know some things. Memories are stored in two separate parts of the brain.” She tapped her skull as if testing a melon. “Those two parts are the hippocampus,
the normal seat of memory,
and the amygdala,
one of the brain’s emotional centers.
Gordon, some scientists now believe human memories are rewritten in the brain every time they are activated. Like a rat in a lab test learns to relate pulling a lever with receiving food. But if you block a certain chemical process during the execution of pulling the lever, the memory can be forgotten as quickly as it’s learned. Do you understand?”
“No.”
She grinned. “In medical parlance, it’s called lacunar amnesia. In Latin, lacuna means gap. In other words, when the chemical process is interrupted, a hole in the memory is left behind.”
Gordon longed to feel Squirt’s fingers tighten around his hand, but they remained motionless. If there was life in them, he couldn’t feel it.
He gazed at the doctor. “And Squirt’s body somehow interrupted that chemical process to block out the night… Sam’s son was killed?”
“Yes. The trauma of seeing his lover die before his eyes—” Dr. Stark glanced up at Sam standing behind her. “I’m sorry, Mr. Booth. If you don’t want to listen to this—”
“I’m fine,” Sam said, his voice determinedly bland. “Go ahead.”
Dr. Stark nodded curtly and turned back to Gordon. “The shock of seeing his lover die before his eyes caused Jerry to block the image, the whole episode, from his mind. In Jerry’s case, he seemed to have blocked almost everything that came before it too. He has not only blocked Jeremy’s death, he has also blocked Jeremy. Completely. He doesn’t remember him at all. Not yet anyway. I tried repeatedly to introduce Sam’s son into our sessions, but Jerry fought me every step of the way. At least, his mind did. But there’s still hope. Like I told you earlier, the memory loss could end at any time, and the memories could quite easily come flooding back in all at once.”
“And then he’d wake up?” Gordon asked.
She too reached over to brush Squirt’s hair from his forehead, smiling down at his sleeping face with gentle eyes. “Presumably. Or the memories may remain lost forever. We won’t know until he is able to speak to us again.”
“If he ever can,” Gordon said, so softly that the words were barely tangible.
But the doctor heard them. “Yes,” she said. “If he ever can.”
She reached over Squirt and rested her hand atop Gordon’s. “Gordon, you have to remember something. Jerry has more than one battle ahead of him. He has the battle he’s fighting now with his mind, but he also has an entirely different battle to fight when he wakes up.”
“What do you mean?”
The doctor gave Gordon’s hand a gentle squeeze. “If he wakes with his memory restored, he’ll then have to decide what his new knowledge requires of him. He’ll know who you are, Gordon. He’ll know you’re the reason for everything that has happened to him. And for what happened to Jeremy. Do you understand? He may not be able to cope with it. He may leave you. God forbid, he may even hate you, Gordon.” She pulled her hand away and readjusted her pearl earring. Gordon realized it was a nervous gesture. She didn’t like what she was having to say. “You may lose him over this, Gordon. You have to be ready for that possibility. I’d be remiss if I didn’t warn you. All right?”
Gordon nodded. He had thought of it himself, but somehow hearing the words come from the doctor’s mouth made the possibility all the more terrifying.
He forced himself to speak, to sound matter-of-fact, to nod his head. “I understand,” he said.
She bestowed a gentle wink on his worried face. “It’s only a possibility, Gordon. It hasn’t happened yet. Probably, it never will. Don’t despair.”
Gordon cradled Squirt’s fingers in his hand. “He loves me,” he said. “He’ll understand. He won’t leave me over this. I know he won’t.”
The doctor gave him a hearty smile, but it never quite reached her eyes, as if maybe she didn’t fully believe the words Gordon had just told her, or what she was about to tell him. “In that case we have nothing to worry about,” she said, dragging a smile into play.
Immediately, she molded her face into a more businesslike expression. “Getting down to brass tacks”
she seemed to be saying as she sat up, straightened her vest, and gazed around the wing. “I’m going to arrange with the staff for you to have visitation privileges any time you like. You are, in my eyes at any rate, Jerry’s spouse. If a human presence can make any difference to him at all, I would think yours could do the most good.”
Dr. Stark craned her head around to look at Sam. “You too, Mr. Booth. You can visit Jerry any time you like. I guess we all know his family isn’t likely to come around, and I’m glad they aren’t. The only people I want next to my patient right now are the people who love him. And that means the two of you. All right?”
Sam nodded. Mute.
Gordon muttered, “Yes.”
The doctor studied each of their faces in turn. “Are you two all right with each other? If there are animosities between you, and I’m sure there are, can you keep them under wraps around Jerry? Like I told you both earlier, we don’t really know how much outside stimuli gets through. But if there’s a lot of anger and quarreling going on, I don’t want it seeping into his head. Do you understand me? If I get wind of it, I’ll throw you both out on your ears and have you barred completely from this wing. Got it?”
This time Sam and Gordon both nodded.
And the doctor nodded in reply. “Good.” She pulled herself to her feet. “I’m going to grab some coffee in the cafeteria. Would anyone care to join me?”
“I will,” Sam said. “Coffee sounds good.”
“I’d rather stay here,” Gordon said. “If it’s all right.”
“Of course,” Dr. Stark said, smiling down at him. “Take care of him, Gordon. You may just get him back before this is all over. I hope you do anyway.”
Tears filled Gordon’s eyes yet again. “So do I,” he said softly, trying desperately to keep his voice on an even keel.
Without saying another word, Sam and the doctor set out on the long trek back the way they had come, through the Mercy Hospital Psychiatric Ward, where all manner of misery thrived, to the hospital cafeteria somewhere in the bowels of the building where they could sit around and sip a cup of coffee in peace without seeing some maniac trying to claw down the wall around them.
Gordon watched them walk away, and when they had gone through the first locked partition, and that first door was relocked securely behind them by a nurse in white, Gordon turned his eyes to Squirt, lying in the bed before him.
“I’m sorry, baby,” Gordon whispered.
He laid his head on Squirt’s chest and closed his eyes.
Squirt’s heart thumped faintly in Gordon’s ear. Squirt’s fingers lay still and distant in the palm of Gordon’s hand. If there was any love for Gordon still beating inside the man, Gordon couldn’t feel it.
He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block the fear rising up inside him. Gordon had the horrible sensation that though he had found Squirt at last, Squirt was lost to him anyway.
Gordon rested his forehead on Squirt’s arm, closing his eyes against the pain, against his own imaginings. He quietly wept until Squirt’s blanket was damp to the touch.
The next time he opened his eyes, a tall male nurse with a gigantic ring of keys jangling on his belt, was gently shaking him awake. The ward was closing to visitors for the night.
Gordon struggled to sit up, wiping the sleep and dried tears from his eyes.
“I’ll go, then,” he muttered to the nurse.
The nurse smiled kindly. “Visiting hours begin at nine in the morning. I imagine we’ll see you then. If you need anything, ask for me. Nate. My shift starts at six.”
“All right. Thank you, Nate.”
Gordon looked around. From what he could see, he was the only visitor still on the premises. He didn’t see Sam or Dr. Stark again that night. He wasn’t sure how Sam made it home.
Forlorn and heartbroken, he went to his own empty apartment and tried not to think about having a drink. He succeeded, but barely.
He spent the night tossing and turning on the sofa, unable to lie in the bed because he could smell Squirt’s sweet scent still on the sheets.
 
 
GORDON
CONTINUED
to work at the soup kitchen in the afternoons. Mama Davis gave him the mornings off to visit Squirt. That went on for a week, until Gordon realized it would just postpone the day when his court-ordered community service could end. The next morning he showed up at the soup kitchen for his regular morning and noon shift and limited his hospital visits to the afternoon and evenings, where he stayed until the end of visiting hours every day.
The unsigned contract from Channel 9 News lay on Gordon’s kitchen table, a never-ending reminder of the life he had to reclaim if he ever wanted to make anything of himself again.
But he couldn’t face that now. He hadn’t the heart for it. Until Squirt’s sickness was resolved, he knew he would never have the heart for it. He phoned Jackson Price, the KTSI station manager, and told him he needed more time to think about the offer. Mr. Price seemed surprised but didn’t push Gordon into a decision. Gordon knew then and there that if he failed to call Mr. Price again, Mr. Price would not follow up on the job offer. The ball was in Gordon’s court, and Gordon knew it. He also knew his time was running out. Mr. Price would no doubt rescind the offer unless Gordon came back with a definite answer soon.
Still, he could focus only on Squirt. Until Squirt was well, the job would have to wait.
One day, as Gordon returned from his late morning walk between shifts at the soup kitchen, he spotted a mannequin in a downtown store window dressed in the gaudiest pajamas he had ever seen in his life. With a broad smile lighting his face for the first time in days, Gordon rushed inside and bought three pair, all in different Day-Glo colors. Each set of pajamas had a different Looney Tunes character on the shirt pocket: Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, and Marvin the Martian.
While in the store, he also bought bright colorful bedding for Squirt’s bed so he wouldn’t look so pale and forlorn lying there in the clean but faded hospital sheets and blankets they supplied him with. Gordon bought two sets of sheets for Squirt. One with teddy bears all over it and one with fruit. Tons of fruit. Melons, apples, bananas, pineapples. For a blanket, Gordon found a bright yellow throw with butter-yellow sunrises sprinkled across it and a host of SpongeBob SquarePantses, traipsing through fields of black-eyed Susans, strewing petals and rainbows.
How gay was that?
Now when Gordon began his long trek down through the psych ward, he could spot Squirt immediately. Squirt’s bed, with Squirt gaily attired in it, stood out like an exploding fireworks factory shimmering in the distance.
Two more weeks passed. And while his pajamas and bedding changed daily, Squirt remained the same. He had yet to open his eyes. He had not moved. His skin looked even paler than it had before.
Gordon tried desperately to remain hopeful. He began reading to Squirt as he lay in the bed. He read softly at first, so as not to annoy the other patients. Then one day he spotted three patients edging closer to hear what Gordon was reading, and when he realized what they were doing, Gordon read a little louder so they could hear. In a few days, Gordon found he had acquired a loyal audience whenever he read to Squirt (he was reading Tom Sawyer)—six or seven lost souls who apparently looked upon Gordon’s reading time as the highlight of their day.
Those six or seven lost souls never once had a visitor that Gordon could see, which was sad, so they began to look at Gordon as their very own.
Gordon didn’t mind at all.
Time passed. Gordon began to know the hospital staff by name: Lucy, the head nurse; Jill, the RN who worked weekends; a couple of candy stripers who brought books and magazines around for the patients who had the wherewithal to read or look at pictures; and the physical therapist, Miss Dennis, who sometimes gave Squirt massages to keep the blood flowing to his unused limbs as he lay in bed unmoving. All were friendly and generous with their time, and Gordon thanked them more than once for taking such good care of the man under the SpongeBob SquarePants blanket.
Gordon also struck up a quiet friendship with Nate, the only male nurse on the ward and also gay. Being a gay man himself, Gordon came to know Nate better than all the rest. Nate seemed a bit in awe of Gordon’s devotion to Squirt. Gordon suspected Nate had no love in his own life, although he should have. He was certainly good-looking enough.
In the third week of Squirt’s hospital stay, as Gordon sat beside him reading aloud, still from the same book, he heard footsteps approaching. Gordon marked his page and closed the book. (Tom and Becky Thatcher were lost in the cave and their candle had just gone out!)
“Oh, don’t stop now,” one of the patients muttered, but they all fell silent when a man and woman entered their midst. When they realized the couple had come to visit the man in the colorful bed, the other patients politely scurried away to return to their own drab, colorless reveries, worrying, perhaps, in their mindless way, about Tom and Becky still lost in that horrible cave and wondering how it would all turn out.
Gordon was stunned to see who the visitors were. “Mom! Mr. Rhiner!”
Perhaps he was even more stunned when his mother leaned over him and kissed the top of his head as Mr. Rhiner looked proudly on. When his mother straightened and studied the patient in the bed for the very first time, she slipped her hand in Mr. Rhiner’s. The action was not lost on Gordon. He may have even smiled a little to see it.
Both Gordon and Mr. Rhiner followed his mother’s eyes to the man in the bed.
“So this is him,” his mother said, smiling as she spoke. “My goodness, he’s a towhead. His hair is beautiful.”
Gordon leaned in to brush an eyelash from Squirt’s motionless cheek. When he was finished, his fingers lingered long enough to stroke a strand of Squirt’s hair where it lay splayed out on the pillow. “Yes,” he said, “it is.”
Mr. Rhiner stepped forward and presented his free hand to Gordon. Gordon took it and gave it a friendly shake. As they released their grip, Mr. Rhiner, Gordon’s parole officer, and apparently now his mother’s main squeeze, trailed his eyes back to the man in the bed.
“I recognize him from the photos at the accident scene, Gordon. He was hardly scratched that night. Neither were you. It seemed Mr. Booth took the full brunt of the collision. I’ve never fully understood that.”
“He was the only one not wearing a seatbelt,” Gordon said. “But still….” Both his mother and Mr. Rhiner knew what he had chosen not to say. 
“But still it was your fault anyway,” Mr. Rhiner said, gently easing the words into the open.
Gordon nodded. “Yes. Still it was entirely my fault.”
Mr. Rhiner stepped back just as Gordon’s mother reached out a hand to caress Gordon’s cheek.
“Thank you for leaving me a message, Gordon. For letting me know what’s going on. I’ve been worried about you. You’re never home.”
“I’ve been here,” Gordon said simply.
His mother’s eyes were swimming with tears. She didn’t seem to mind that they were about to wreak havoc on her perfectly applied mascara. “Has there been… any improvement?”
“No.” It almost wore Gordon out just to speak that one simple word. He didn’t embellish it with excuses or explanations. He let it hang in the air like a dusty, battered flag on a windless day.
His mother’s eyes skimmed the surrounding beds, the hideous linoleum, the puke green walls. They finally came to rest on the book in Gordon’s lap.
“You’re reading to him,” she said gently.
“Yes.”
She sidled a little closer to Mr. Rhiner, as if for support. He rested a possessive hand against the small of her back, which seemed to give her strength.
“You’re looking haggard, Gordon. Come to dinner with us. Please. You look like you haven’t had a decent meal in weeks.”
“I’m sorry,” Gordon said. “I just ate downstairs in the cafeteria.” It was a lie. He hadn’t eaten since noon. “You guys go ahead without me.”
His mother tilted her head and studied his face. “You’re afraid to leave him. You’re afraid he’ll wake up while you’re gone. Aren’t you?”
“Yes.” It was Gordon’s greatest fear. He had to be here to explain things the minute Squirt opened his eyes. He had to plead his case before Squirt’s heart closed against him when he realized who Gordon really was.
“Can we sit with you a while?” his mother asked kindly.
Gordon nodded, surprised by the gratitude he felt that his mother would offer to do such a thing.
Mr. Rhiner toddled obediently off to scavenge two plastic chairs from various parts of the ward and carried them silently back to Squirt’s bed. He placed one chair next to Gordon’s for his mother, and placed the chair for himself against the wall on the opposite side of the bed.
“No, Tom,” Gordon’s mother told Mr. Rhiner. “Sit by me.”
And so Mr. Rhiner did, dragging his chair close beside her and once again, when he was settled, taking Gordon’s mother’s hand. It was the first time Gordon had heard the man’s first name. It somehow made him more human in Gordon’s eyes.
Gordon knew then and there his mother and Tom Rhiner loved each other, and he was glad to see it. Gordon had learned a lot about love since Squirt came into his life. He had learned even more about love on the day Squirt closed his eyes against the world, leaving Gordon behind.
They stayed until closing, keeping Gordon company, much to the chagrin of the six or seven patients who were dying to find out how Tom and Becky were getting along in that cold dark cave.
At nine o’clock, they left the ward with Gordon. At the front steps of the hospital, before they parted to retrieve their separate cars, Gordon said the words he had wanted to say all night.
“I’m glad you two found each other.”
His mother blushed.
Mr. Rhiner beamed. “Thank you, Gordon.”
With a gentle kiss on his cheek, Gordon’s mother said good night. “Stay strong,” she whispered in his ear. “And I like your man. He’s beautiful.”
“Thank you,” Gordon said.
Gordon watched them walk away, hand in hand, shoulders brushing. When they rounded the building to where their car must be parked, Gordon turned to find his own. It was parked on the street two blocks over, somewhere in that direction. He set off in search of it. He grinned in the light of a streetlamp as he thought of his mom and Mr. Rhiner. Well, good. He was happy for them both.
Gordon never suspected that the very next day his world would change again.
And this time it would change forever.



Chapter 17

 
 
THE
CALL
came at 7:00 a.m. Gordon wrestled with a tangle of sheets before he could manage to reach the phone and answer it.
He didn’t recognize the voice on the line.
“Gordon? Mr. Stafford? Is that you?”
Gordon squinted at a beam of sunlight slanting through the bedroom window. It was too early for sunlight. Wasn’t it? “Yes,” he said. “That’s me. Uh, who the hell is this?”
“It’s Nate. The nurse at Mercy. Are you awake? I need to know you’re awake.”
Gordon sat up, his heart plummeting in his chest. Nate. The psych ward nurse. What the hell did he want?
“I’m awake, Nate. What is it? What’s wrong?”
“I think you’d better get down here right away.”
“You mean now? Visiting hours don’t start for a couple of hours. I’ll call in to cancel work and I’ll be there promptly at nine. That okay?”
“No, Gordon. Come now. I really think you should come right this minute. Don’t worry about visiting hours. I’ll let you in. The duty doc is asleep in her office and won’t start her rounds until later. I’ll watch for you and let you in when you get here. All right? Will you come?”
“Uh, yeah. I guess so. I’ll be right down. Is Squirt—I mean Jerry—is he okay? Nothing’s happened, has it? It’s not time for the feeding tube to be put in, is it? They aren’t prepping him for surgery or anything, are they? I think we ought to talk about that goddamn feeding tube before—”
“Just come, Mr. Stafford. Come now.”
“All right, Nate. I will. I’m on my way.” And Nate disconnected.
Gordon blinked himself awake. He wondered if he should call his mother to meet him at the hospital. If something bad had happened, he wasn’t sure he was ready to handle it alone. If he did call her, would Mr. Rhiner be chewing on her neck in bed, slurping and grunting? God, Gordon wasn’t ready for that. And what could he tell her anyway? He didn’t have a clue what was going on!
Nope. He was an adult. He didn’t need his mother. He’d handle this alone.
He threw the bedclothes aside and started yanking on clothes. Once he was dressed, he took two precious minutes to brush his teeth and pee (simultaneously) before crashing through the front door and down the stairs to his parking space. Once in the car, he glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror and almost screamed. His hair, long overdue for a cut, was sticking up everywhere. He spit in his hand and tried to press the unruly clumps flat to his head, then decided fuck it and started the engine.
Craving coffee, but in too big a rush to stop, he was at the hospital in less than ten minutes. By a stroke of good fortune, he found a parking space less than fifty feet from the front door. He jogged through the entryway, discovered an open elevator, slammed the heel of his hand on 5, and about the time he realized he hadn’t zipped his pants and quickly did, he was standing at the entrance to the psych ward.
Nate was there waiting for him. He was grinning. “You look like shit.”
“Thanks. Why did you call? What’s wrong?”
Nate’s eyes drifted down the long ward with the mesh partitions separating it into three sections. From the main entrance one could see all the way to the back wall, where Squirt’s bed stood.
Gordon followed Nate’s glance and his eyes popped open wide. He took a step closer to get a better view.
Squirt’s bed was empty.
“Oh, God,” Gordon said. “Where is he? They haven’t taken him to surgery, have they? It’s too soon for that damn tube. Sam and I told them yesterday not to—”
Nate gripped his shoulder. “Calm down, Gordon. Calm down and follow me.”
Instead of heading toward the first locked partition into the fifth-floor ward, Nate did an about-face and led Gordon back into the hall.
“Where are we going?” Gordon asked. “Can you leave the ward like this? Aren’t you on duty?”
“I’m on my break. Come on.”
Gordon followed Nate’s long strides back to the elevator where Nate pressed the button for the first floor.
“Where’s Squirt, Nate? Answer me.”
Nate smiled. “Hang on a minute and you’ll be knowing everything you need to know.”
A cold chill settled in Gordon’s spine. “Oh, God, Nate, we aren’t going to the morgue, are we?”
Nate burst out laughing. “Jesus, you’ve got a morbid streak.”
They stepped from the elevator and Nate pointed to an arrow on the wall. The arrow led to the hospital cafeteria.
“No, Nate. I’m not hungry, dammit. You do know you’re pissing me off, right?”
Gordon had never seen Nate so happy. He seemed to be enjoying a private joke that he wasn’t quite yet ready to share with the man trailing along in his wake.
“It’s not all about you, Gordon. Other people might be hungry too.”
“I’m sure, but—”
Just before they reached the cafeteria doorway, Nate stopped and faced Gordon in the middle of the hall.
“Good thing I have my comb with me,” he said. And with that Nate pulled a comb from his back pocket and proceeded to wrestle the tangles out of Gordon’s hair.
“Ouch,” Gordon said. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Sprucing you up. And tuck in your shirt.”
“My shirt?”
“Yes. Tuck the fucker in.”
Gordon tucked. Heaving a massively discontented sigh, he said, “Nate, please, just tell me what’s going on. I’m about to clock you.”
“Testy,” Nate cooed, giving one final yank to a really nasty snarl on the top of Gordon’s head, after which he gazed at the comb and said, “Oops. Pulled that one right out.”
Gordon didn’t notice. He had spotted someone through the door of the cafeteria. The someone was sitting at a booth in the back by the windows, through which the morning sun was only now cresting over the trees in the distance. The table where the someone sat was piled high with food on half a dozen separate plates. From where Gordon stood, he could see a breakfast plate with eggs and bacon and a stack of pancakes, a plastic basket piled high with fried chicken, a platter of fries with a hamburger perched on the side of it, and at least six cartons of chocolate milk scattered around, some unopened, some crumpled up and empty.
The someone sitting at the booth was Squirt, and he was going from one plate to the other, tasting this and tasting that. He wore wrinkled green pajamas, the ones with Daffy Duck on the pocket, and his hair looked even worse than Gordon’s. Under the table, Squirt’s feet were bare. He was enjoying the food so much his toes were curled.
Gordon had never seen anything more beautiful in his life. His face split into a broad grin, and just as quickly as it popped up, the grin disappeared.
Had Squirt’s memory returned?
Gordon gripped Nate’s arm. “Is he… well? Is his mind okay?”
Nate still wore a smile, although he looked a little confused by the sudden fear that scarred Gordon’s face.
He prodded Gordon toward the door. “Go see for yourself,” he said. “I told him you were coming.”
“Did you?”
“Yes,” Nate snapped. “That’s your lover sitting over there, isn’t it? Go say hello to him for Christ’s sake. What are you waiting for?”
Gordon chewed his cheek, watching Squirt shovel down food. The restaurant was bustling. Squirt hadn’t noticed him yet.
A lump as big as a chicken egg formed in Gordon’s throat. He was scared to death. He clutched Nate’s arm like a drowning man grabbing a tree limb. “What did he say when you told him I was coming?”
Nate cocked his head to the side and studied Gordon with no small amount of sympathy. “He asked if you’d been to see him.”
“And what did you tell him, Nate?”
Nate stuck a fist on his hip and rolled his eyes. “I told him the truth. That you’d been here every day. Every. Single. Fucking. Day.”
“What did he say to that?”
Nate grunted. “You’re stalling. Go see your lover right now, or I swear to God, I’ll throw you over my shoulder and cart you to him like a sack of potatoes.”
“All right!” Gordon snapped. “I’ll go!”
And like a man headed for the gallows, Gordon crossed the cafeteria on wobbly legs until he stood before the table where Squirt sat shoving french fries in his mouth.
Squirt looked up, saw Gordon standing there, and blinked. With considerable effort, Squirt swallowed the mouthful of food he was chewing, and as soon as his voice box was open for business, he said, “You’ve come.”
Gordon nodded.
Squirt gazed around at the other diners for a moment before focusing his attention again on Gordon. “You can sit if you want,” he said quietly.
Gordon nodded and eased himself into the booth beside Squirt. The food smelled delicious, and Gordon was starving, but he couldn’t take his eyes from Squirt’s face, striving to see an emotion there. Happiness? Hatred? Uncertainty? But there was nothing. If Squirt had come to any epiphanies concerning the two of them during the month he had been in a coma, he was keeping those epiphanies to himself.
Gordon sat mute, not sure what to say since he didn’t know where he stood in Squirt’s eyes.
The silence lasted so long, Squirt finally shoved the basket of chicken in Gordon’s direction. “You want some chicken?”
“Sure,” Gordon said. “Thanks.” He snagged a drumstick with trembling fingers.
Squirt cleared his throat. He seemed to have accepted the fact that if there was going to be conversation, it would be up to him to get it jump-started, since Gordon was apparently stuck on mute. “They tell me I’ve been asleep for weeks.”
“Yes,” Gordon said.
Squirt’s eyes softened, but he didn’t smile. “And I still look better than you do. How long was I out exactly?”
“Thirty-one days. And thanks. I just woke up.”
“Me too. You counted?”
“Counted what?”
“The days.”
“Yes. Continually.”
“I missed you,” Squirt said.
And this brought the teeniest smile to Gordon’s lips. “No, you didn’t. You were asleep.”
“I mean I’ve missed you since I woke up.”
“Oh.” Then the meaning of the words sank in. “Did you? I mean are you? I mean have you? Missed me, I mean?” Gordon asked in a rush.
“Yes. The doctor just left. Did you see her?”
“No. You mean Dr. Stark?”
“Susan. Yes. She’s been with me since four o’clock. I guess one of the nurses called her when I came to. She drove right down.”
“You look good,” Gordon said. But in truth he thought Squirt looked drawn and bleary. Understandable, he supposed. There were dark circles under Squirt’s eyes, and his lips, when they weren’t wrapped around something to eat, looked tight and thin. He also appeared rather stiff in his movements. Gordon was always as stiff as a poker after a good night’s sleep. He couldn’t imagine how stiff he’d be after sleeping for a month. Even so, Gordon had to admit Squirt looked better than he did.
“You must be starved,” Gordon said, staring with wonder at the massive array of food before them—very little of which seemed to have actually been eaten, however. Maybe Squirt’s eyes were bigger than his stomach. “Did the doc say it was a good idea to eat yourself right back into the coma you just climbed the fuck out of?”
“I didn’t ask. And why are you swearing?”
“I’m nervous.”
“Oh.” Squirt eyed the food on the table, as if wondering what he’d been thinking when he ordered it. “The doc told me I could order what I wanted, but I wouldn’t be able to eat much. I thought she was crazier than me.”
“Was she?”
“No.” Squirt looked sad when he said it. “She was absolutely right. I guess my stomach shrank while I was out. And I’m still kind of weak.”
“And your memory?” Gordon ventured, fearing to know but needing to ask anyway. “What about—”
Squirt didn’t wait for Gordon to finish the question.
“I remember everything. Almost. What hasn’t come back, some day will, or so the doctor tells me.”
“So the accident is… well, you know what happened on that night when… well, I mean you know about…. Oh, crap.” Gordon stumbled to a halt, too afraid to continue.
Squirt carefully laid his fork on his plate and tucked his hands under the table. He turned his head to look through the window at the morning unfolding outside. He seemed to enjoy the view. Gordon supposed mornings were pretty cool if you hadn’t seen one in a while. “I remember, Gordon. Most of it, anyway.”
Gordon’s heart was pounding so hard he thought he could feel it in his feet. “And the papers in the closet back at the apartment? Do you remember finding those?”
“Y-yes. I was confused at first. Then I thought I understood what it all meant. After that I don’t remember what happened. They say they found me under the bridge. The same bridge where those boys set fire to that man. Do you remember, Gordon? We were there that night he was killed.”
“Yes. I remember. I’ll never forget it. Sometimes at night I still hear him screaming.”
Then the memory of another scream filled Gordon’s head. The screech of tires on asphalt. The clash of metal on metal as that other scream filled the air around him. Squirt’s scream. Squirt’s scream as his lover’s body crashed through the car window, tearing his life away in an instant.
Leaving Squirt behind.
Gordon remembered the gnashing of a wolf’s teeth as it snapped at his heels, trying to reach him, trying to pull him down to feed. No. Wait. That was a dream. That wasn’t real. Or was it?
Gordon wiped the exhaustion from his eyes and tried to focus. Squirt looked so beautiful sitting there. His pale hair glistening in the sunlight streaming through the window. A tiny smudge of ketchup on his lower lip. His blue eyes glimmering like crystal, finally open again, taking in the light after long weeks of darkness.
Gordon tentatively stretched out his hand beneath the table and rested it on Squirt’s leg. Squirt looked down at it, eyes appraising, as if he wasn’t sure what Gordon was doing, or why he had done what he did. When he lifted his head to study Gordon’s face there were tears blurring his blue eyes. A tiny tremor jarred his chin.
At that moment, Gordon knew he was wrong. Squirt understood why the hand was there. He understood it perfectly. Squirt understood what was happening better than Gordon did.
And his next words proved it.
“Do you still love me, then?” Squirt asked. “You and me together, that wasn’t a dream, was it, Gordon? You still love me. Right? You never left me?”
Gordon clutched Squirt’s hand beneath the table. “No, baby. I never left you. You left me. You got sick and you left. It wasn’t your fault. You weren’t well.” Gordon tried to order his thoughts. He coughed up a pitiful laugh at his own expense. “I love you so much I can’t think straight.”
Their eyes held each other for a heartbeat, then Gordon said, “It was never my love for you that was in question, Squirt. It’s your love for me I’ve been worried about. After all I’ve done to you, I need to know. Can you still love me like you said you did before? Before… you went to sleep. Before you found out who I really am. You do know now, don’t you, Squirt? You know who I am, don’t you?”
Squirt’s hand lay unmoving in Gordon’s. It felt as it had when Squirt lay sleeping on his gaudy bedclothes back in the ward. Still. Unresponsive. Lifeless. Squirt’s hand felt the same as it had when Squirt’s mind was a million miles away. When the coma had taken him. Was he now leaving Gordon again? Would Gordon ever be able to get him back? Or would Squirt find his own way back? Did he even want to?
Squirt studied Gordon’s face. He looked solemn doing it. “You tell me who you are, Gordon. I think I need to hear it from you.”
A fire began in the back of Gordon’s eyes, and in moments the heat brought tears to blur his vision. He knew the feeling well, that burning heat. It was the heat of shame. But there was another ember bursting into flame there too, searing his mind, dredging up the tears, causing his throat to tighten.
It was the flame of fear. Fear for what he was in jeopardy of losing.
“Tell me,” Squirt said again, prodding gently. He spoke as if addressing a child. Simply. Beseechingly. “Who are you, Gordon? Make me understand who you are. Who you are and what you want. Tell me what I mean to you, Gordon.”
The voices in the cafeteria were lost to Gordon’s mind. Every particle of his attention was focused on Squirt sitting there beside him looking so innocent. Looking so… patient. And so wounded.
“I’m the guy who loves you, Squirt. I’ve loved you since the first time I laid eyes on you. I didn’t know who you were then. You have to believe that. I would never have had the nerve to approach you if I’d known.”
“Known what? Who I am? So tell me. Tell me who you think I am. Tell me who you want me to be. Can you do that?” Squirt asked, the food before him seemingly forgotten. His eyes as blurred with tears as Gordon’s. Asking Gordon to say things he was afraid to say. But he had to, didn’t he? Gordon had to get things out in the open sooner or later or there was no hope for them at all.
So Gordon began, his heart thundering anew.
“I was in the other car that night. You know that, don’t you? It was me, Squirt. I’m the one who killed your lover. Every bad thing that has happened to you since that night is because of me. But I’m so stupid, Squirt. I never knew. I never knew you were there that night at all. I never found out until you left the apartment the day you found the papers in the closet. That day you learned the truth, I learned it too. I-I went to the electrical shop looking for you. I met Sam. Jeremy’s father. He told me everything. We looked for you, Squirt. We went to the cemetery where Jeremy is buried. We talked for hours. Just as I didn’t know who you really were, Sam didn’t know who you had moved in with. The whole lot of us were skirting the truth all over the place, Squirt. But now it’s time to lay out the truth once and for all.”
Gordon’s tears finally broke free. They slid an unhurried path down his cheeks while Squirt stared at their flight. He sat so still he seemed to be unbreathing. Unalive. But Gordon could see a pulse tapping in Squirt’s throat beneath the skin. When he swallowed, Squirt’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his pale throat.
Silently, Squirt waited. Waited for Gordon to speak the words he needed to hear.
“Squirt. I’m sorry for what I did that night. I was a fool. I was careless and drunk and stupid. I’ve hated myself ever since. I hated myself right up until the moment I met you. At the soup kitchen. Remember? Then suddenly, I felt like I had a reason to live again. To be with you, Squirt. That’s my reason to live. It’s the only reason I need. Please don’t take that away from me. Please don’t… hate me.” His voice gave out. He swallowed hard.
Squirt took a shuddering breath. It rose from that place he had gone to while listening to Gordon’s words. To Gordon’s pleas.
“I’ve never hated you,” Squirt said. “I don’t think I’d know how.”
“Good.” Gordon sighed, closing his eyes, trying to settle back to earth. Trying to understand exactly what was being ironed out here.
Squirt stared across the cafeteria to Nate, who still stood by the door, watching.
“I asked the nurse to call you, Gordon. I don’t know his name. Did you know I asked him to call you?”
“No,” Gordon said. “He didn’t tell me that. And his name is Nate.”
“Is it?”
“Yes.”
Gordon edged closer, his hands still clutching Squirt’s hand beneath the table. A man a few tables away watched them, then turned away as if realizing he was intruding on something that did not concern him. 
Squirt’s voice was as soft as cotton on the air. “What happened that night was an accident, wasn’t it, Gordon? You didn’t mean for any of it to happen? Did you?”
Gordon paled. “Of course not.”
“The doctor told me you spent time in jail over it.”
“When did she tell you that?”
“Tonight. Is it true?”
“Yes. I spent a year in jail. It should have been more. I got off easy. I know that now.”
“But it ruined your life. She told me so. Is that true too?”
Squirt pulled from Gordon’s grasp and wiped the tears from Gordon’s cheeks with the cuff of his pajama shirt. Afterward, he tucked his hand back in Gordon’s grasp.
That small reassuring movement gave Gordon more hope than anything else that had happened. Still, he could feel how close he was to losing Squirt. It was as if he were balanced on the edge of a knife and could fall either way—into happiness or back to hell where he was before Squirt came along to save him.
“Yes,” Gordon said. “After the accident my life was ruined. I didn’t want to live anymore. I couldn’t see any reason to. That lasted until the day I saw you. Believe it or not. It’s the truth. Meeting you gave me my life back. Loving you gave me a reason for living it.”
“I believe you,” Squirt said quietly.
“Do you, baby? Why?”
Squirt smiled a sad little smile. “Because my life was the same. You changed it. You gave it back to me.”
“But I was also the one who took it away.”
And Squirt looked down—at the food on the table, at the mess in front of them. But none of it seemed to register. He gazed out at the people in the cafeteria, milling around, scarfing down food, paying their bills to the girl at the counter. None of that seemed to register either.
“It’s funny, Gordon. I was never able to face the truth. Then seeing those papers in your closet, reading about everything that happened, it sort of cleared my head. Erased the fear. I can’t explain it, but I think it all happened for the best. If it wasn’t for our past, yours and mine, we wouldn’t have a future. We would never have met. And even if we had, we would not be the people we are today. I might not have loved you, then, at first sight. You might not have loved me. We might not have fit so well together.”
“No,” Gordon said. “I suppose that’s true.”
“I loved Jeremy,” Squirt said, biting back a fresh surge of tears. “But he’s gone now. I’ll never forget him again. But I can never forget you either. I can never let myself… lose you. What happened back on that street corner that night so long ago wasn’t planned. You didn’t do it on purpose. You didn’t set out to ruin our lives, mine and Jeremy’s. And you also didn’t set out to lay the groundwork so the two of us could be happy for the rest of our lives either. It just happened. All of it. Everything in our lives today, the good and the bad, came about from that one moment in time when you looked away. When you were careless. Jeremy died because of it. But we didn’t. We’re still here. And we found each other because of it.”
Gordon squeezed Squirt’s hand. “Oh God, Squirt, does that mean you can forgive me? Does it mean you still love me?”
Squirt blushed. “I guess it does.” Then his shy smile broadened. “I know it does.”
Suddenly Squirt’s face turned ashen.
Seeing it, Gordon gasped. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Squirt clutched his stomach. “I think I ate too much.”
Gordon was so relieved he almost fell out of the booth. He laughed, then thought maybe he really shouldn’t. He motioned Nate over and together they led Squirt from the cafeteria and back to the ward. There, Squirt crawled under his SpongeBob SquarePants throw and was sound asleep before either Gordon or Nate could tuck him in.
Satisfied his patient was safe, Nate said his good-byes, and before he left the ward to go home from his shift, Gordon pulled him into his arms.
“Thank you, Nate. Thank you for calling me.”
“It was Jerry’s idea.”
“I know. But thank you anyway.” Squirt still loves me, Gordon wanted to scream to the heavens. He almost said the words. If it wasn’t for a bellyache, he would have.
Nate gazed down at Squirt on the bed. Squirt’s pale, pale hair was tossed about his face like a scattering of snow. With his eyes closed, Gordon thought, one would never know the beauty of Squirt’s crystal blue irises. The way they caught the light. The way they looked at Gordon whenever a rush of love came into his heart. Or a rush of hunger for Gordon’s body. But Gordon knew.
Gordon always knew.
“Are you two going to be all right?” Nate asked. “The two of you, I mean. I know you’ve had… problems.”
Gordon blessed the man with a lopsided smile. “All the problems we had were of my own making. But yes, now I think we’re going to be all right. Maybe the past is finally buried. No. Not buried. Out in the open. I hope so anyway. Squirt has forgiven me, I think. And he still loves me. That makes me the happiest guy in the world.”
Nate’s expression was sober and sweet as he gazed first at Gordon, then down at Squirt’s peacefully sleeping face. “I’ve admired the way you cared for him, Gordon. If I ever find a lover of my own someday, I hope it will be someone like you. Squirt’s lucky to have you.”
“No,” Gordon sighed, touched by Nate’s sincerity. “I’m lucky to have him.”
“Then never take him for granted,” Nate said, looking uncomfortable all of a sudden, as if wondering if he had said too much.
Gordon saw the look and knew exactly what it meant. He pulled Nate into his arms to ease his embarrassment. “Thanks again, Nate. I owe you one. And don’t worry that it will get you in any trouble, calling me like you did and all that. I won’t tell anyone. Your secret’s safe with me.”
Nate nodded. And just before he walked away, he hugged Gordon back.
“Good-bye,” he said softly.
With that, he hurried off on his long legs. Gordon raised a hand to wish him well and thank him yet again, but Nate didn’t turn to see it.
A little sadly, Gordon watched him go, wishing him the best. And when he and Squirt were finally alone, Gordon tugged the battered copy of Tom Sawyer out from beneath Squirt’s mattress where he had hidden it the evening before.
Immediately, a handful of patients began edging toward him, coming from everywhere, eyeing the book, eyeing Gordon. Excited. Eager.
Gordon glanced at Squirt, once again sound asleep in his bed, just as he had been for the past thirty-one days. Only this time Gordon knew he would wake.
And better yet, when he did wake, Gordon knew Squirt would still love him. Just as he always had. Just as he always would.
That thought brought a smile to his face, and as the patients crept persistently closer, Gordon laughed quietly at the hopeful expressions on their faces. He pressed a finger to his lips, imploring silence, and they each did the same, shushing themselves and shushing each other like a bevy of mad librarians.
Gordon perched on the edge of the bed and opened Tom Sawyer to a dog-eared page deep inside the book. In the faintest of whispers, so as not to disturb Squirt, he read, “Chapter thirty-one. Found and lost again.”
In the mellow hush of his voice, his audience of the insane settled contentedly around him. Drifting to the floor like autumn leaves, they harked to every word Gordon uttered as he led Tom and Becky safely from the cave.
And all the while he read aloud, Squirt snored softly in the bed beside him, his hand resting gently at Gordon’s back.



Epilogue

 
 
“YOU
BUSY
tomorrow?” Gordon asked. It was an offhand question. His mind was really on other things. Like balancing three poinsettias and an umbrella in his arms while plodding up the hill to Guadalupe Circle to decorate Jeremy Aldritch Booth’s grave.
Squirt was balancing poinsettias too, but he somehow managed to look a little more graceful doing it. And he hadn’t bothered with an umbrella. That helped. “Rewiring a house in Kensington. Sam says it’s an all-day job. I’ll probably be home late.”
Gordon grinned. “I’ll keep the sheets warm.”
“Slut.”
“Oh, wait,” Gordon said. “I have to check the numbers on this storm for the evening weather report. Sally’s great on camera, but she can’t read the Doppler for shit. I’ll probably be late myself.”
It was Squirt’s turn to grin. “Then I’ll keep the sheets warm for you.”
“Goody.”
“Since you’ll probably be later than me,” Squirt said, “I’ll pick up the suits from the dry cleaner for the wedding. Your mom will kill us both if we aren’t dressed at our best. And the boutonnieres too. I’ll pick those up at the florist.”
Gordon rolled his eyes. He had forgotten the boutonnieres entirely. “Thanks. Maybe marriage will mellow the woman out.”
“I doubt it.”
“Me too. Poor Mr. Rhiner.”
“No shit.”
The air was cold for San Diego. Squirt’s hair was tucked under a wool watch cap, which made the clean architecture of his face stand out as if etched in marble. No two ways around it, Gordon thought. The man’s a looker.
Squirt shot Gordon a sidelong glance. There was a smirk on his face as he did. “You’re cruising me,” he said.
“You betcha,” Gordon answered.
As the crest of the hill approached, Squirt said, “I’m sorry I went overboard on the flowers, but Jeremy really loved poinsettias. Covering his grave in them seemed like a good idea at the time. Didn’t think about lugging them up the hill on the coldest, rainiest day in recorded history.”
Gordon cocked his head and snickered. “It’s forty-five degrees and barely sprinkling. Hardly the coldest, rainiest day in history. I’m a weatherman. I know. God, San Diegans are wimps.”
“Thank you, Mr. Sweater-Coat-Gloves-Two-Scarves-Earmuffs-Galoshes-and-Umbrella.”
“Well, you need to be prepared.”
“Oy,” Squirt said, although he wasn’t Jewish.
Without really thinking about it, Gordon edged closer to Squirt as they trudged up the final slope to the grave. He had been surprised when he realized he did that under all kinds of circumstances, the sidling close, and Squirt did the same, seemingly unconsciously. Gordon thought they just functioned better at touching distance. Then again, they loved each other like crazy. Maybe it wasn’t so surprising after all.
It had rained for days and the ground was soggy beneath their feet. Jeremy’s tombstone had been washed clean and looked sparkly new nestled in the wet green grass. Squirt and Gordon looked down at it, still cradling their poinsettias, their heads filled with their own private thoughts.
The melancholy this place had always infused in Gordon had lessened of late, although it still stirred a tear now and then, often when he least expected it. At the moment, however, he was feeling good about being here. It was, after all, a nice thing they were doing. Although certainly not enough to right wrongs. Nothing would ever be enough for that.
“I still miss him,” Squirt said softly, his face peeking out from a tangle of red poinsettia leaves. “Sometimes when we make love, I imagine you’re him.” His eyes popped open wide as he turned to study Gordon’s reaction. “I probably shouldn’t have told you that, huh?”
“It’s all right,” Gordon said. “Sometimes when we’re making love, I imagine you’re tall.”
Squirt blinked, then barked out a laugh. “Tit for tat, then.”
They first arranged the poinsettias over the grave from tombstone to foot, burying the entirety of it in red plumage. When that didn’t look right, they clumped the poinsettias in a scattered mass around the stone marker. They both liked that arrangement better.
“Jeremy says thank you,” Squirt softly said, making a final adjustment to the pots.
And Gordon smiled, reaching out to take Squirt’s hand. Unsatisfied, he released Squirt’s hand, tugged off his glove, then clasped Squirt’s hand again, skin on skin. That was better.
“I wish I could have known the man,” Gordon said.
Squirt gazed at him. His nose was red from the biting wind slipping over the hilltop, burrowing under scarves and jackets, making a general nuisance of itself. Squirt’s hand tightened in Gordon’s grasp as he said, “Jeremy has filled your mind for almost three years, Gordon. I doubt there has been a single day he wasn’t there. I don’t think anyone knows him better than you do.”
“Three years,” Gordon mused, amazed by the passage of time, as mortals always are. “That means we’ve been together almost a year. Our anniversary’s coming up.”
“I know.”
“It’s funny, but every day I wake up in your arms, I love you more.”
Squirt offered a sweet smile. “I know that too.”
Connected by hands and hearts, they gazed down at the grave together, satisfied. It was a happy grave now, alive with color and life and beauty and Christmas, which was just around the corner.
“Final touch,” Squirt said, pulling a fistful of silver tinsel from his coat pocket. He bent and carefully weaved the tinsel over and through the poinsettias. When he was finished, the grave was gleaming, the tinsel shooting out sparks of light as it stirred in the wind.
Gordon grinned. “I take it Jeremy liked glitz and glitter and sparklies galore.”
“What gay man doesn’t?”
When the rain began to pepper down a little harder, Gordon opened his umbrella and Squirt ducked under it with him. They stood at the grave a moment longer, Squirt’s hand tucked into Gordon’s coat pocket. Shivering a little now in the cold, they finally turned to make their way back down the hill to the car.
Gordon pointed to the Coronado Bridge on the horizon. Both men stood in the drizzle for a scattering of heartbeats and stared at it through the curtain of falling rain.
“We spent our first night together under that bridge,” Gordon said.
Squirt nestled closer. “The night the man was burned.”
“Yes.” Gordon considered that long ago night, the good of it and the bad. Squirt looked surprised when Gordon said, “I want to drive over it. Now. Maybe we’ll have lunch in Coronado. I’m hungry for seafood.”
“All right,” Squirt smiled. “Whatever you want.”
Because of the weather, the traffic was light. The cars on the bridge were scattered and far apart.
As Gordon reached the highest point at which the bridge arched over the bay, Gordon slowed the car and took the lane to the right nearest the edge. He fumbled under his seat and extracted a black parcel, wrapped in plastic and tightly taped.
He handed it to Squirt. “Hold this a second.”
Squirt took it, hefting it in his hands, fingering the shape of it under the plastic while Gordon lowered the car window at Squirt’s side, letting in the cold air and rain.
“What is this?” Squirt asked, leaning away from the open window to avoid the wind. “It almost feels like a gun.”
“It is a gun,” Gordon said. And taking the package from Squirt’s hand, he flung it through the passenger window, where it arched out over the concrete rail of the bridge and disappeared into the mist.
Casually, Gordon rolled the window up to once again seal out the rain and cold, and then he settled himself behind the wheel as if nothing odd had just happened.
“Want to tell me what that was all about?” Squirt asked, twisting in his seat to look back at the spot in their wake where the mysterious package had sailed off into oblivion.
Driving down the far slope of the bridge into the City of Coronado, Gordon eased the car toward the first off-ramp.
“I’d rather not,” he said, a feeling of freedom burning behind his eyes. “Not today at any rate. Let’s just go eat instead.”
Squirt stared at him for a moment, then finally nodded and let it go. “All right, Gordon. If that’s what you want.” He reached out to brush his fingertips over Gordon’s coat sleeve. “Prawns would be nice, don’t you think?”
“Then prawns it is,” Gordon said, reaching out to stroke Squirt’s cheek.
The wipers beat a rhythm against the rain, and the car heater threw out a delicious blast of warm air as Squirt pressed his lips to Gordon’s gloved hand. As content in Squirt’s company as Gordon had been since the first day they met, and as sure of Squirt’s equal contentment, he guided their talk to little things as the San Diego skyline bleared in the distance across the bay.
Squirt leaned across the seat and playfully lifted the earmuff from Gordon’s ear. “I love you, you know,” he said.
“Thank you, Squirt. And I love you.” Gordon smiled when he spoke the words because they tasted delicious on his lips.
And later, the prawns were delicious too.
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