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Chapter 1
Michael Anderson’s tormented gaze shifted from his bloody hands to the small lifeless body on the operating table. The doctors and nurses standing around the operating table looked on in disbelief. Gloom fell quietly over the room that felt like foul oil on their skin. Dr. Anderson had repaired her heart valve with his well known, some say incredible skill. This time he had overlooked a small ruptured vein. A little girl. Eight years old. Her breath stopped a few moments after he had closed her small chest.
During the frenzied half-hour they fought to repair the damage, Michael suffered anxiety he had not known in his entire ten-year career. He had tried desperately. He could not bring her back. Now, as he stared at his dead patient, laboring for reason, his mind reeled with blind thought. He felt empty, used up. Inside him there was nothing left.
While the assisting staff milled about, the reality of this tragedy accepted, Shannon Mason, the head nurse, still had not taken her eyes off of him. She watched him with heart-wrenching concern. He had pushed back his surgeon’s cap with the back of his hand. Sweat plastered his sandy blond hair to his forehead. She ached for him, his face twisted in angst, his blue eyes, always warm and disarming, now distant with fear. His shoulders were drawn and small.
Shannon didn’t know what to say or do. She had been a nurse at the hospital for nearly a year and had worked with Michael much of that time. Though she had not shared her feelings with anyone, least of all Michael, she had fallen in love with him.
A twenty-nine-year-old transplant from the Midwest, she had found a small apartment in San Diego and waited, it seemed forever, to be accepted for her current position. Having worked side-by-side with Michael for several months, she had finally gathered the courage to ask him to dinner. When he accepted, he didn’t realize it had set her heart sailing. She had taken off early that day, got a sharp new haircut that gave her that carefree California look. She had bought a sexy, short black skirt. As radiant as she had ever been when he picked her up, she wondered if her efforts might prompt a suggestive invitation. It never happened. He had been charming and attentive; and how time flied that night as they sipped coffee and talked until three o’clock in the morning.
There had been a few more dinners and a couple of evenings at the theater since then. He was her anchor. If it weren’t for her friendship with Michael, she knew she would eventually leave San Diego. After learning she wasn’t meant to be a city girl, her feelings for Michael kept her in Southern California. She had debated the daring idea for weeks, but still had not found the courage to invite him to her apartment, nor did it appear he planned to suggest it.
Now this. She had never seen such grief possess a man’s face. She stepped forward, quietly, and stood beside him. He glanced at her as if he didn’t know her, lost in the responsibility of ending a young life. She wanted to take his arm, comfort him in some way, though nothing she might say seemed appropriate. Her voice soft and filled with compassion, she finally said: “Michael, we can take care of things here. Why don’t you wash up?”
“I killed her. I killed a little girl,” he muttered, wanting to take hold of the body and shake her back to life.
“Michael,” Shannon pleaded, “it was a mistake we all made together. Just go and wash up. Let me finish up here and then I’ll join you. We can sort it out. We can ...” She averted her eyes when a tear run down his cheek.
He turned and walked aimlessly out of the operating room. Then Shannon watched an intern wheel the gurney through the bleak stainless steel doors. The small body had been covered with a sheet.
Doctor Jacobs approached. “Anderson’s gonna have a hard time with this,” he said. “First time I’ve seen him leave an operating room without everyone slapping him on the back.”
Shannon looked at the doctor, concern etched on her face.
“I’ll do the report,” he said. “He won’t be worth a damn any time soon. Let’s hope his malpractice premiums are current.”
Shannon’s expression took on an edge of contempt. “That’s an awful thing to say.”
“A fact of life, my dear. You think that girl’s parents will sit still for this? Not with every discriminating detail recorded.”
“What are you talking about?” Shannon asked.
“You know what I’m talking about. You saw him yawning. He hasn’t had enough sleep, and there’s no way I’m taking part in a cover-up.”
“No one said anything about a cover-up,” she said hotly. “It was an innocent mistake. An oversight. The kind of thing that can happen in any procedure. That doesn’t mean it has to lead to a lawsuit!”
Jacobs laughed mockingly. “Maybe not in Kansas, honey, but consider it a foregone conclusion in California.”
Shannon turned her head in exasperation. She didn’t like Doctor Jacobs from the moment she met him. In fact she didn’t care for most of the hospital staff. It seemed like a world of back stabbing and unbridled ambition, and long tedious hours spent with self-possessed complainers.
Shannon found Michael in his office staring out the window, unaware he had already drawn a conclusion as to why the mistake had been made. Instead of a good night’s rest the night before, he had recklessly stayed out most of the night, responding again to the call of those never-ending escapades found in the local bathhouses. He had not gotten enough rest. The shock of losing the little girl had already turned into self-loathing.
Shannon took a few tentative steps into the office. He had changed into his street clothes, jeans and a pullover shirt. Though Michael had a wonderful sense of style—he wore Armani when they went to dinner—he had acquired a rather eccentric reputation with his affinity for casual dress. She was looking at him from behind, the fairly long sandy hair, the shoulders of a man that lifted weights. At five-eleven, he stood an inch or two taller than her. Every time she looked at him, she thought about how proud she was to be seen with him: his sense of style, his perpetual optimism, his wonderful blend of casual sophistication and boyish charm. And she loved to look at his face: his sensual lips, thin and straight across, his nose rather narrow, his eyes crystal blue.
He stood trance-like, staring out a window. He had rolled up his sleeve and had tied a rubber tube around his arm. It looked like he had just drawn a sample of his own blood. It seemed odd to her that he would do this just now, noting the vile on his desk when she stepped up behind him.
“Michael ...”
He seemed on the verge of panic. “I’ve gotta get away from here,” he interrupted.
“Michael ...”
He turned suddenly, his blue eyes red and puffy.
She swallowed hard, groping for the right words. “You shouldn’t be alone. We both need a little fresh air. Maybe you should eat something. Let me drive you to the beach. We could go to Sonny’s Grill.”
“You could eat?” he said angrily.
“Well, maybe a cup of coffee then. We could talk for a while. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”
He looked at the floor in thought. Why am I snapping at her? It wasn’t her fault. …God! I need help! He looked back up. “Forgive me, Shannon.” He closed his eyes, drew a breath and nodded.
* * *
When Shannon returned to the picnic table with two cups of coffee, Michael was staring across the beach. A cool breeze came off the Pacific and fluttered his fine sandy brown hair. His anger had melted back into a state of despair. Placing the coffee on the table, she sat down opposite him, her back to the ocean, and watched his eyes fix on the coffee.
She took a deep breath and said: “We were all there. None of us saw the ruptured vein. You can’t take all the responsibility yourself.”
His forearms rested on the table, his hands knotted in tight fists. “Why do you think they call me the head surgeon? That title doesn’t come with the luxury of blaming others for your own mistakes.” He looked at her for a long moment before adding: “Shannon, if you wanted to be with me to help invent excuses, forget it. I killed that little girl and nothing will change that.”
“She was dying before we put her on the table,” Shannon said in his defense.
“She was dying because she needed a routine operation. Any competent surgeon could have saved her.”
“Competent surgeon! Who’s more competent than you? You’ve worked miracles with your beautiful hands. I don’t deny it was tragic, but no one operates on as many people as you do without eventually making a mistake.”
“She was a child. There was no excuse. It’s hard enough to lose an older patient—at least then you have the consolation of knowing perhaps no one could have saved them. Not this time. Not an otherwise healthy eight-year-old girl.”
“Michael, perhaps ...”
“It was my fault, Shannon,” he insisted, closing his eyes, swamped with an overwhelming sense of guilt. The pain of confessing roiled in his stomach, yet he felt compelled to get it out. “I got maybe two hours sleep last night,” he whispered, then opened his eyes, glancing at her attentive brown eyes. “Two hours sleep the night before a heart surgery!” He saw a look of bewilderment. “You heard me. I stayed out all night before a complicated heart surgery. Guess I’ve gotten just that damned cocky.”
She was perplexed by his confession. It had indeed been bad judgment to stay out all night. And though she couldn’t presume the right to know the private aspects of his social life, she did wonder what had kept him out all night. Dr. Jacobs’ words echoed in her mind. She sat for a moment in a fog of confusion, now concerned on a different level. “Michael, don’t ever tell anyone else you only had two hours sleep before that operation,” she said with the tone of a conspirator.
“Why not? It’s the truth.”
“Doctor Jacobs said you’re facing a malpractice lawsuit.”
He looked down at the table, then back up. “Of course I am. Wouldn’t you sue the incompetent sonofabitch that killed your daughter?”
“Oh, Michael. I’m worried. If that happens, they’ll make me testify against you.” A nervous tension came into her hands. There had been more than a few nights she had lain awake, allowing herself to imagine a number of paths their lives might take if Michael ever fell in love with her; but testifying against him in court was surely not one of them.
Michael stared at her, her short blonde hair sparkling from the glare off the ocean behind her. They had become very good friends during the last few weeks, but the concern he saw in her eyes went beyond what might be considered a simple friendship. Suddenly he feared he may have misled her somehow—this on top of his wretched failure as a doctor. His sister had warned him. Her words rang in his ears.
Jody, his sister, his confidant and best friend, lived in the apartment next door to his on the sixth floor of a high-rise. Jody had accompanied Michael and Shannon one night for dinner the week before. She had stopped by his apartment that night, after he had taken Shannon home. Though he simply discounted the possibility, Jody had tried to convince him that Shannon was falling in love with him. “Women know these things,” she had said, and he laughed it off. In his thirty-six years, he never imagined any woman could fall in love with him, until now. The concern and emotion in Shannon’s eyes felt like a slap.
“Shannon, I ...”
As she watched him, his demeanor changed. He seemed as vulnerable as he made her feel. She interrupted him. “You figured it out, didn’t you? You know how I feel about you, that I’ve fallen in love.”
“Oh, God!” he moaned. Overwhelmed with grief, he couldn’t bear the weight of more guilt on this most tragic day of his life. The responsibility of breaking this delightful woman’s heart swelled in his chest like a physical ache. Throughout his life, he had suffered occasional depression, but he had never felt so utterly worthless; made worse by her staring at him, waiting for his response. Why must his existence come at the expense of others? Yes, Jody had been right about Shannon, this lovely lady, so warm-hearted, so sensitive—he felt like a man about to punch her in the chest. If suicide at that moment had been a viable alternative to facing her, he would have chosen it.
Shannon had wondered for many years if she would ever meet the right man; what it would be like to tell him that she loved him, certain the moment would sit on top of a lifetime of joyous memories. This wasn’t the reaction she had hoped for. Now, beyond vulnerable, she also felt embarrassed. She sat fidgeting, unable to find the right words to ease the sudden tension.
Michael had no idea of how to undo the damage he had caused, but the burden was upon him now to hurt her. She had become a true friend, he loved her, only in a different way. Oblivious to the sea breeze, the endless stream of joggers and skateboarders, the volleyball game nearby, he said: “Shannon … guess I’ve always assumed my colleagues knew about my private life. I’ve heard the rumors. But I never talked about it openly; I suppose to avoid complications.” He paused, looking at her soberly. “Obviously you don’t know.”
He cringed at the sudden turmoil in Shannon’s eyes. Years before, he had resolved to talk to no one in his profession about his sexual orientation. Now he had no choice. He had been secretive because it would have caused gossip and concern; but today the effect would be heartbreak. He loathed himself all the more.
“I’m gay.” He said it quickly, to get it out, when instead he felt like getting up and walking away. The confession continued to pour out as if the words might poison him if they stayed inside a moment longer. “That’s what I was doing last night ... all night. I went to a bathhouse. Had sex with three men I never saw before.” His eyes shifted away from her. “I suppose a man who lives like I do doesn’t realize a woman could fall in love with him.”
Finding it difficult to face her, he fixed his eyes on the table as he continued and spoke as if he were talking to himself. “I love you, too, Shannon. Your friendship has been one of the few normal things in my life. Our conversations, our time together—you’ve been a source of nourishment for me.” He glanced at her sadly. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t know. I’m not fit to be a doctor, and I don’t deserve your friendship.”
She hardly knew how to respond. Her first instinct had been to get up and leave and think this through, but something kept her from standing. He might have told her sooner, but evidently he had assumed she knew. Beyond that she understood his reason for secrecy. She had fallen in love with him by her own accord; she couldn’t justify holding him responsible for a broken heart. Sex with three men he didn’t know? Her mind couldn’t go there, but his confession did eliminate further misunderstanding.
“Wow,” she simply said.
He looked at her. “Do you to hate me.”
“You’re not the kind of man that’s easy to hate, no matter how stupid you are.”
A pained smile formed on his lips.
“At least it explains why you never kissed me good night.”
“I suppose it does. While you were puzzled about that, I saw myself as your guardian angel; a big brother intent on keeping you from getting mixed up with the wrong guy. But then I let you to get mixed up with the worst guy imaginable ... me.”
She wiped away a tear. “I wanted to spend the night with you. I was plotting a way to suggest it.”
He let out a sigh, momentarily possessed by a need to soothe her emotions. “That’s flattering, especially from such a beautiful lady. But you’ll eventually meet the man who deserves to spend the night with you. He won’t be patient enough to wait for you to suggest it.”
She tried to smile. “Can we still be friends?”
“I’m quitting.” Saying it brought Michael an unexpected sense of relief; though the guilt remained, tempered only by the fact that no one’s life would ever be in his hands again.
“What do you mean, quitting? Quitting what?”
“The medical profession. It’s the only way to keep my sanity. I’ll never kill anyone again.”
Shannon stared at him, dumbfounded.
“I’m leaving San Diego ... for a while anyway.”
“But, Michael, why?”
“Look at the way I live. You have to have character to be a surgeon and I don’t. My whole life is dysfunctional. I need to get away for a while, figure out what’s wrong with me.”
Just like that, Shannon’s life had changed again. Everything she had hoped for was nothing more than a dream. Not only was Michael out of reach, he intended to leave her alone in a world she despised. Distraught, she looked down at the table, rubbing her temple with her fingertips. The conviction in his voice rang in her ears with alarming clarity, and there seemed nothing she could say to change it.
Chapter 2
Jody looked over the railing and saw her brother’s Cherokee pulling into the parking garage. She looked at her watch. Just past noon. Michael rarely came home this time of day. She stood and slipped into her housecoat. She had come out on the balcony to enjoy the sun on this uncommonly warm day for late February.
She stepped into the hallway to find out why he came home. Watching the light above the elevator door, it popped on and the door opened. Michael stepped out and she could see at once he was in an unpleasant mood. He didn’t make eye contact until he stopped in front of her. Now pressed for time since she had stayed on the balcony longer than she intended, she wasn’t sure about getting into a long conversation about whatever might be bothering him.
“Why did you come home in the middle of the day?” she asked, her curiosity heightened by his solemn expression.
“To pack a few things,” he stated flatly. “I’m leaving for a few days.”
His colleagues knew Michael as a slightly eccentric, but brilliant surgeon. The gay community knew him as fun loving and hot. Jody knew him as the older brother that often needed to be looked after. He would never have a wife to do that job, and apparently not even a permanent male companion that might console him in an hour of need. And since he had shown up in the middle of the day to pack and go off for some reason, this clearly appeared to be an hour of need.
She watched him pull his keys from his pocket, aware he was distraught, thinking she had never seen this level of sadness in his eyes. With his life a series of emotional highs and lows, she often found him sullen, but it had been a long time since she had seen a tear roll down his cheek. Jody’s need to hurry evolved into concern for her brother. “What’s wrong, Michael?”
“I killed a little girl today.” He turned toward the door and pushed the key into the lock.
She stared at the back of his head as the door swung open. Then he disappeared inside, leaving the door open behind him. Jody reached for her cell phone and dialed her associate’s number to cancel their afternoon appointment. Concern for her brother superseded a meeting to discuss graphic designs for a department store promotion, even if it meant a disgruntled client. She then trailed into his apartment and heard him rummaging in the bedroom closet. From the bedroom doorframe, she saw a canvas duffel bag fly out of the closet and land on the bed, followed by a suitcase. She waited for her brother to re-emerge. He looked lost in thought, and determined.
“Michael, would you please calm down and explain what you’re talking about?”
“It’s simple. I hung out in a bathhouse until four o’clock last night, knowing I had a surgery scheduled for seven this morning. I cut open an eight year old girl with less than two hours sleep. She’s dead because of me.” He flopped on the edge of the bed and buried his face in his hands.
Jody closed her eyes, well aware this was the inevitable day she had dreaded from the moment he became a surgeon. She knew what something like this would do to him; and the bad judgment that apparently caused it made it even more unfortunate.
“I’m not sure what to say,” she said, staring dumbly across the room. Normally one of his moods would simply prompt a sisterly lecture. He might pout or carry-on for a while; but in the end, she always found the right words to redirect his perspective. This wasn’t the time for a lecture, even if he had been wrong, even if he deserved the consequences of such bad choices.
Jody approached the bed and sat down beside him, then put her arm around his waist.
“Eight years old. All she needed for a long life full of promise was a competent doctor. I wasn’t alert enough to head that procedure. Now she’s dead. She’s dead because her pathetic doctor wanted to get himself fucked one more fucking time.”
“Michael, please. You can’t let this destroy you. You’re far too good a surgeon to let one tragic mistake overshadow the hundreds of successes you’ve had. It was a learning experience. You won’t let it happen again.”
“That’s right, I won’t! I’m quitting.”
Jody’s jaw tightened. His statement came with the kind of conviction she knew to not take lightly. She had helped him suffer his problems in the past, but never anything like this. Now she was alarmed. In his present state, she feared he might easily lapse into a spiral of self-destruction. She would choose her words carefully, make him realize he could get past this; but before she could think of anything to say, she heard his voice again.
“You were right about Shannon. After the operation, she wanted to be helpful, to make me feel better. We went to the beach to talk. That’s when I realized what I’ve done. She told me she’s fallen in love with me. Can you imagine what it feels like to hurt someone like her?” He looked at her. “You have all the answers. How can I reconcile that?”
“Dear God!” Jody murmured. This alone would have upset him, but it came on top of the worst tragedy he had ever faced. “Michael, you have to give yourself time to deal with this. I’m so nervous right now I can’t stand it. Please don’t compound this problem by doing something irrational.”
“You don’t have to worry, Sis.” He took a small vial from his shirt pocket and handed it to her.
“What’s this?”
“My blood. I drew it in the office after the operation. I want you to take it to that clinic I use to get tested for HIV. I’ll contact you in a few days for the results.”
“What!” She looked at him, incredulous. “You’re scaring me, Michael. What do you mean contact me in a few days?”
“I’m quitting the medical profession and I’m quitting the insane lifestyle I’ve been living,” he stated matter-of-factly. “If I ever have sex with another man, he’ll be the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.”
At a loss, Jody looked down at her lap. If it weren’t for the little girl’s death, she would feel relieved he might actually be serious about quitting his insane lifestyle, even if that was hard to believe. Worried about the way he lived for so long, she had almost grown numb, resigned to the fact that she could lose her brother to AIDS or violence long before his time. But this delusion about quitting the medical profession; that frightened her. He was certainly capable of making irrational statements when facing this kind of stress, but could he actually follow through with something like this? Apparently so, judging by the tone of his voice and the fact that he seemed convinced his patients could no longer trust him. He was indeed hardheaded enough to quit.
Staring at the floor, despondent, he spoke absently. “I’ve known all along how shallow my life is. It makes me sick I couldn’t face it.” He closed his eyes and shook his head sadly. “A lifetime of wrong choices. The bad judgment and insane chances. Why’d I have to kill a little girl to realize it?”
“Would you stop saying that? You didn’t kill anyone.”
“I’m too incompetent to be a surgeon. And I’m so out of touch with real human emotion, look at what I did to Shannon. I’m incompetent and I’m a jerk.”
She stared at the side of his head for a moment, suffered a sinking feeling. “You’re not a jerk, Michael. And you can’t quit just because you made a mistake. Put your suitcase away. Take a few days off and think it through.”
“You know what it’s like realizing you’re incompetent, realizing you’re a jerk?” He looked at her. “I have to change, Sis. If I’m to go on, I have to figure out how to become someone I don’t loathe. I’m gonna travel for a while, be alone while I work it out.”
She sat gaping at him, at a complete loss. Then half a dozen questions formed in her mind, all with an urge to leap off her tongue at the same time. “Travel? Where to?”
“I don’t know.” He turned and looked at the duffel bag. “Might just drive around the country for a few weeks.”
“What makes you think you can just give up your lifestyle?”
“I’m revolted by it!” He lowered his head, then looked up with another tear in his eye. “It’s like an addiction. An endless cycle that always leaves you feeling empty. Maybe it keeps my mind off hospital politics, who knows? But that doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not going back. That little girl should be in a room eating ice cream. She should’ve lived. She’s dead because I’m addicted to men.”
“You can’t simply quit your practice at the hospital!”
“Yes, I can.”
“Michael, your office, your patients. Too many people depend on you.”
“I need your help, Sis. I honestly can’t walk back into that building. I want you to go over there and talk to Dr. Whitlow. Soon as possible. Explain it to him. He can transfer my patients to other doctors and terminate my relationship with the hospital. Clean out my office. Ask Shannon to help.” He looked at the floor for a moment in thought. “There’s one more thing. The girl’s parents will sue me. Contact my lawyer and explain what happened. Tell him I have no intention to testify in my own defense. Tell him I’ll state the truth if I’m put on the stand. That family deserves a settlement, but I don’t want my testimony to inflate the amount.” He studied her bewilderment for a moment. “Will you do these things for me, Sis?”
“I’ll talk to your lawyer. And I’ll go to the hospital, but not to tell them you’re quitting. I’ll tell Dr. Whitlow you need some time off. He’ll understand after this morning. I’ll arrange for a leave-of-absence. But you’re not quitting, at least until you’ve have time to think it through.”
“Fair enough,” he said.
“You’re breaking my heart.” Jody wasn’t the type that cried easily, but now she was fighting back tears. “I don’t know why you can’t deal with this right here. Watch a few movies. Catch up on your reading. Heal, Michael; all you need is time to heal.”
“Won’t work. I have to get away.”
“So when do you plan to leave?”
“Soon as I pack.”
“Shit!” She noted his odd demeanor; it had changed to sort of a tight state of calm. She feared the underlying turmoil behind it.
Michael stood and walked to his chest of drawers. He opened a drawer and slipped off his jeans, confirming his complete lack of modesty. She noticed the absence of tan-lines before directing her eyes to the floor, reminded of her many female acquaintances that have expressed regrets about his sexual orientation. She remembered what her friend Vikki once said: “Michael’s ass has set my standard by which all male asses are judged.” Another of her friends had spotted him at Black’s Beach, where he sometimes went to spend an afternoon in the sun. She mentioned later that he was one of the few men she had ever seen that actually looked as good naked as dressed. Such a waste.
Jody knew her brother was a beautiful man, his chest patterned with sun-bleached hair, his well-shaped arms and legs. She knew her friends doted over him, but his good looks were also the source of her deepest anxiety—he was just as attractive to men. It was hard enough to accept the fact that she would never be an aunt, and all but impossible to accept those sordid haunts that he couldn’t resist, though he almost always came home depressed.
“Sis, I also need you to pay my bills. There’s a checkbook in the desk drawer,” he said, inspecting a pair of wrinkled shorts he had taken from the drawer.
She looked up and watched him dig through the drawer. At least he doesn’t have to worry about money. He had invested most of his income in mutual funds, which could provide for him the rest of his life whenever he chose to quit working. “So you’re leaving immediately, and you don’t know where you’re going or how long you’ll be gone?”
“Yes, immediately, and no, I don’t know how long.”
“Then keep your cell phone turned on. I wanna hear your voice everyday.”
He strode back across the room, carrying the shorts, oblivious to the bobble and sway. Jody averted her eyes again. He sat on the bed beside her. “Sis ... I’m scared.”
“You’re also naked, big brother.”
“Oh ... sorry.” He pulled the shorts up his legs and lifted himself to get them over his hips.
She took his hand after he buttoned them. “I’m scared, too, Michael. I don’t want you to go, not in this state-of-mind. After what you went through today, I want you nearby so I can look after you.”
He ignored her plea, adding: “And I’m lonely.”
She stared across the room for a moment. This was something she understood. They had counted on each other all of their lives, quite alone in the world. “Guess we both are,” she muttered regretfully. “But we’ve always had each other.”
“And we will forever. But will we ever have the other? Someone to share dreams with? Someone to grow old with and hold while we sleep?”
“Michael, please wait a few days before you leave.”
“I’ll be fine. I’ll call everyday.” He paused before adding: “It’s like there’s another man inside me, waiting to get out, waiting to change my life to what it should be. I wanna set him free, but I can’t do that here in San Diego. Too much bad history.” He leaned forward and pulled on his sandals, then stood and zipped the fly, looking down at her. “I wanna see what’s out there. Be around regular people and see how they live. Just observe and think about what life should be. I want to free that guy inside me. I can’t keep living this way.”
An hour later, the Cherokee’s engine labored as he drove up the steep western slopes of the Rockies, heading east on Interstate eight. Though his heart still beat with the weight of lead, a calm began to settle in his hands as he steered through the winding mountain curves. Left behind—a life of stress, that relentless phantom whispering in his ear, reminding him of unending obligations, prodding inhuman performances and longer hours. Ahead—countless miles of highway and country he had never seen, giving rise to discovery that offered nothing short of a fresh new perspective.
Michael, after eating a half dozen fast-food tacos, spent the first night in a small motel room in Yuma. The room smelled musty with a hint of air freshener. He laid on the bed, contemplating how long it would take to drive all the way to Key West, Florida. But then, was that really a good idea? Key West? A city known for its gay population, crowded, and probably much like San Diego. Perhaps he should choose a destination that would provide therapeutic solitude, someplace where he could think, find inspiration for what he should do with his life.
He stared at the ceiling and smiled. Why not decide tomorrow?
Back behind the wheel by dawn, Michael had filled the gas tank and was turning onto an eastbound entrance ramp. He had planned linger in bed and have that second cup of coffee, but woke up anxious to see the desert sun and feel the warm breeze toss his hair.
He had driven through the desert before, but this time he was actually seeing it. The window down, the air-conditioner off, he drove with the wind on his face, the feel of dry air on his skin. Long miles melted away behind him like an endless stream of fading memories, as the wonders of timeless creation unfolded ahead. He drove on, through panoramas so vast his imagination could not comprehend their limits, a ribbon of highway stretching beyond what the eye could see, so few cars and trucks the solitude lay over the land like quiet, invisible weight. Miles turned into lost hours as the sun journeyed across the sky; and it was alright with Michael if this drive through the desert went on forever.
In the late afternoon, growing weary, he pulled onto the shoulder at an exit near Fort Stockton, Texas and got out to stretch. Staring back over the unending stretch of concrete that disappeared beyond the western horizon, he had never felt more alone or so utterly useless in his life.
It had come over him again. Why? Why had an intense and long career come down to this? He had won countless accolades for his accomplishments over the years—which now seemed to belong to someone else. Rewards with no real value, no more meaningful than that age-old quest for glory. Why had there never been a sense of simply helping someone, simply rejoicing in the ability to do so? Had politics and compromises and the clutter of rules led to his shallow choices: those countless, faceless men? Was he now paying the price? He wanted to live, to learn what it felt like to look forward to a new day. But to go on meant change. It meant finding a reason to exist, a meaning, but how? How does a man who has wasted half his life point himself in another direction?
He turned and found himself staring at a large brown sign. Big Bend National Park, 80 miles. A deep breath filled his lungs with warm dry air as he pondered leaving the Interstate for a drive on the back roads through this vast land. Back inside the car, he unfolded a Texas map and ran his finger over the western part of the state until it landed on Big Bend.
Jesus, looks big. He looked back at the sign, deep in thought. I know I’ve heard of it. He thought about the vast barren stretches of land he had driven through all day, the blissful solitude. Must be wilderness down there, too. He looked back at the map, wondering what it might be like to camp out in the open air, miles from anything or anyone, to lay back at night and count stars, and make coffee on the coals of a campfire.
Staring at the map, he rubbed his lower lip with his index finger. He had never done anything like that before, and it unfolded in his mind as a grand adventure. Camping in the wilderness, a challenge of self-reliance, something he had not experienced since college. He could exit here at Fort Stockton, stop and buy supplies and a small tent, and then head south toward Big Bend. Folding the map, he looked back at the brown sign.
Why not?
A few blocks from the exit, Michael spotted a Wal-Mart. He parked, went inside and began filling a cart: a small tent, a bedroll, a variety of utensils, a couple of paperback novels, snacks and dried fruit. He felt invigorated loading it all in the back of the Cherokee.
After another night in a motel room, he found himself on a lonely asphalt two lane road that led across the desert like a country song. He had never contemplated territory so vast, and he wondered about the pioneers that had settled such a barren landscape with its lonely horizon so many miles away. The effect, at least for the moment, erased his memory of the problems he had left behind and opened the door to adventures untold. He liked the solitary feel and the fact that time had no meaning; for here, it seemed, a man really could get in touch with his soul.
On he drove, up a long gradual incline which led into the park, and eventually came to a modern visitor’s center situated in the middle of nowhere. Inside, Michael looked over a few brochures, ignoring the half dozen tourists milling about.
A park ranger emerged from a hallway behind the counter. Michael looked up as he walked through the lobby, struck by the man’s stature and rugged beauty. A man of African descent, a confident stride, his skin a rich honey black. A gleam of boyish innocence shown from within his dark brown eyes, which happened to belong to the kind of man that often caught Michael’s attention. Despite his desire to be alone, Michael couldn’t deny the long lashes and full lips were most alluring, a thought lost to mental clutter because such men were so rarely like-minded. Michael watched him cross the room, his lean body well defined and masculine in the brown uniform, a small cocker spaniel trotting happily ahead of him.
The ranger glanced Michael’s way, his mind apparently elsewhere, and then he paused and turned once again at the door. He looked at Michael with a meaningless sweep of the eyes, and then nodded before walking out. Michael’s attention shifted back to the display of brochures. He picked up a map of the park and then used the men’s room before going back outside.
He stood staring at the vista he had just driven through, across endless miles of arroyos and the hues and thorny textures of sparse desert flora. He had never seen the sun’s glare so bright, or the sky quite that shade of pastel blue, and the moment lingered. A peaceful tranquility lay over the land like a silent poem heard only through one’s eyes. Clean dry air passed through his nostrils as he watched the broad circle of a soaring hawk, and all at once he couldn’t imagine anywhere else he would rather be. It all came together in one timeless image, vibrant by way of all five senses, soundlessly offering the promise of centuries past and a future without end, country so vast it had the power to make a man feel small, yet so alive.
Back in the Cherokee, Michael opened a bottle of water and took a few drinks as he studied the map of Big Bend. Tracing an errant line with his finger along the southern perimeter of the park sparked his imagination. Hmm ... the River Road. Looks like a good bet. He had chosen a primitive road to explore, one of the longest and most remote roads on the map.
Chapter 3
Justin Brooks woke up thinking about Christie—again. Though the early dawn filled his bedroom with crisp desert air, he was sweating. It had been more than three years since he lived through the worst day of his life, and it still haunted him with the certainty of another sunrise. The dream was the same every time. As always, he would awake thinking about her, that last image of her stunned face fixed in his mind, a memory that felt like something pricking at his skin.
He had never figured out what possessed him that day, their wedding day. He and Christie had been engaged for over a year. He remembered standing in that desperate trance at the alter, watching her proud father escort her down the aisle, how each step they took plunged him deeper into unexplained panic. It must have been written all over his face. She had approached with a broad grin that slowly melted as she took notice of his dire expression. Then he glanced at her father, who had also noticed and was watching him with incredulous concern. Gripped by unrecognizable fear, he took one last desperate look at her.
“I can’t do this!” he had muttered, lightheaded with panic. His first steps toward the door seemed like a world in slow motion, faces in the congregation looking on aghast, gasps and spontaneous murmurs of disbelief. Then he broke into a run. Now, even his own mother shunned him.
No wonder. Everyone that knew Christie loved her, including himself. A gorgeous prospective bride, she came from a prominent family in Jasper, respected by both the white and black community, her father a banker in their small east Texas community. That day, as far as his friends and relatives were concerned, he had become a pariah. A month later he was still wandering around Texas, living in his van, trying to figure out what was wrong with him.
Now on the federal payroll, he had been persistent with his application to the park service and he finally made it. It was a perfect job; a park ranger at Big Bend National Park. He patrolled a sixty mile stretch of primitive ruts and rocks known as the River Road, a road through desert so rugged and isolated, so mysteriously beautiful, he still found himself awed. And best of all, the job provided long days of solitude in terrain that fired his imagination and nourished his peace-of-mind. He sometimes wondered if it had something to do with his ancestral roots, if perhaps the generations before him had lived on land like this in Africa. He didn’t know if being black had helped him or hurt him, but when all was said and done, he was glad he got the position whether politics had helped or not.
The wind-up alarm clock ran out of steam, its annoying clatter sputtered to a stop. It was after six o’clock and the small stone house had warmed a bit with the sun’s first light. Justin threw back the sheet and sat up on the edge of the bed, stretching his arms with a broad yawn. Perk, his cocker spaniel, jumped up on the mattress beside him, looking at him with anticipation. Justin smiled and gave the dog a good head rub. “You’re right, boy. I dreamed about her again. I’m gettin’ pretty tired of runnin’ out of that church.” The dog’s front paws resting on his leg, he stretched his neck to lick Justin’s chin. “Well Perk, guess it’s time to get up. Seems like I just got to sleep.”
He stood and walked barefoot across the ancient tile floor, into the front room, where the squeaky hand pump was mounted on the counter next to the old porcelain sink. Part of the only room other than the bedroom, the kitchen wasn’t much more than a counter along the south wall. He plugged in the percolator and then pumped a glass of water, squinting into the bright new day through the dingy window over the sink. There wasn’t another house or structure for miles in any direction. Holding the glass up to the light, he inspected the water and then poured it down the drain.
“Perk, looks like we have a little sand in the water today.”
He pumped more water into the drain before filling the next glass. The water was clear this time. He gulped it down in two or three swallows, then filled Perk’s water bowl before pulling open the rough-hewn cabinet door under the counter. The little dog watched him take out a bag of dog food, their same comfortable routine that took place every morning.
Pushing open the heavy wooden back door, Justin walked some twenty paces into the desert, watching for rattlers. Warm enough for them to migrate from their dens, it wasn’t hot enough yet to keep them out of the sun. Lowering the waistband of his faded boxer shorts, he splattered the sand as he stared out toward the horizon. He never bothered to walk all the way up to the outhouse just to pee. Perk had followed him and was sniffing for the lizard that had scurried into a clump of dagger plants.
Justin had rigged a five-gallon water jug between two poles, an outdoor, makeshift shower. Mounted about seven feet off the ground, the jug tilted by way of a dangling rope, high enough to accommodate his six foot one inch frame. He preferred showering in the open air under the jug to pumping a cramped washtub full of water. Plus the runoff provided his pepper plants with plenty of water. In the winter it wasn’t often so cold as to make a quick shower unbearable, but when it was he usually postponed a bath.
He pulled off the boxer shorts and hung them on a creosote bush. Stepping under the jug, he pulled the rope. As he stood naked in the morning sun, the water cascaded over his head and he lathered up quickly before the soap dried on his skin. After rinsing off, he tilted the jug again to fill a small washbasin and then placed it on a weathered table next to the poles, where he brushed his teeth and shaved. He then pitched the water across the crusty earth and stepped back into the boxer shorts. The color of slightly lightened coffee, his skin had dried by the time he pulled his uniform off the clothesline. Perk eagerly watched him zip up the fly, then button the shirt. The little dog knew the uniform meant a long day in the Jeep.
Justin went back into the house, filled his coffee mug, then locked the rusty deadbolt when he stepped back outside. It was Friday. Another sunny day lay ahead, a long meandering patrol of the River Road. He got behind the wheel of his official Jeep and gazed across the barren land, always aware of his good fortune to live in paradise. The desert had become part of him, and he a part of it; but there were times, even with Perk’s companionship, when he would stare across the endless terrain and feel lonely.
By ten o’clock, he had bounced over the rutted road for nearly three hours. Earlier, he had stopped to give a couple of back-packers directions. Before that he had helped two middle-aged women change a flat tire. Like tourists often do, they had driven their SUV over a thorn. It had been the only vehicle he had seen all morning. Driving on, where the road veered close to the Rio Grande, from the corner of his eye, he caught a glint of sun on metal. Justin pulled off what amounted to little more than a goat path and switched off the ignition. Perk jumped out and followed him through the brush in the direction of a nearly hidden vehicle. A white Jeep Cherokee came into view.
He approached cautiously. Stepping around the Cherokee he came upon a small camp, nothing more than a two-man tent and a campfire, though here it was an illegal campfire. Beyond the camp, he saw a man sitting atop a rock formation, gazing out over the fast moving Rio Grande, seemingly lost in his own thoughts. Perhaps in his mid thirties, the man sat perfectly still, his sandy brown hair in disarray, his bare shoulders tanned and athletic. Apparently alone, it appeared he had chosen this spot for its peaceful solitude. Justin stepped forward, stopping some twenty feet away, the sound of his boots on the hard desert crust lost on the noisy swirl of fast water.
“Howdy, Mister,” Justin called out to announce his presence.
Michael turned with a start. Other than an occasional rafter, he hadn’t seen another human being for four days. His heart settled quickly when he saw the brown uniform. He got to his feet and took a few steps toward the ranger’s rather stoic presence, nodding as he approached.
“Guess you startled me,” said Michael. “Wasn’t expecting someone to walk up behind me out here.”
Justin studied him a moment. He remembered seeing him at the visitor’s center a few days before. Strikingly handsome, he stood bare-chested in a pair of faded blue jeans. Staring into the icy blue eyes, Justin sensed a city air about him. Wind blown sandy brown hair, a distinct jaw line peppered with three or four days of stubble, his disarming smile revealed perfectly straight white teeth. Justin’s eyes fell over a well-tanned torso, a muscular chest scattered with fine blond hairs, and a stomach uncommonly hard for a man this age. Then a subtle and fleeting glimpse of a distinctly masculine contour near the fly of the jeans before his eyes shifted back to the man’s face.
There seemed something distant behind the man’s smile, a weight of some kind, and Justin found himself regretting the responsibility of telling him move on.
“Didn’t I see you at the visitor’s center the other day?” he said.
“Believe you did. The day I got here. You walked through with your dog when I went in for a map.”
“Have you been camping here since then?” Justin asked straightforwardly.
Michael glanced at his motley campsite. “That’s what I’ve been calling it.”
“You get a camping permit while you were at the visitor’s center?”
“Didn’t know I was supposed to.”
“You should have. They would’ve told you where to camp. You’ve put this tent right in the middle of an arroyo. If there’d been a cloudburst last night, you and everything here would’ve ended up in the river.”
Michael glanced over the terrain, suddenly feeling a little stupid.
“That’s one of the reasons this isn’t a designated camp site.”
“Oh,” said Michael, “I didn’t know.” He fidgeted a bit and brushed his hand back over his hair. Dealing with the pain still stabbing his heart, he wasn’t prepared for a complication to crop up.
“I’m afraid that campfire is illegal,” Justin said matter-of-factly, pulling a citation book from his back pocket. “Sorry, it’s a hundred dollar fine.”
Michael’s eyes dropped to the small leather binder. His smile turned to a look of bewilderment. “You have to write me a ticket?” he muttered, drawn from the harmony of this dry paradise back to the nettlesome thorns of civilization. It drew his mind for the first time in four days to his pending lawsuit. Guess if I’m gonna get sued for a few million dollars, another hundred bucks doesn’t matter much.
Justin paused and glanced back over the camp. A perfect circle of stones ringed the small fire. A feather of steam rose from the spout of a coffee pot resting on the coals. Perk was sniffing out the area. This wasn’t a part of his job Justin relished; in fact he would have preferred a splinter under his fingernail to disturbing this man’s retreat. As one of the park’s caretakers, he now felt more like an intruder, aware the man before him had likely chosen this site for its proximity to the river. He wondered if he had compounded the sadness in those blue eyes.
Michael’s gaze shifted to the untold miles of desert beyond the tall ranger. His hair fluttered slightly with a fleeting breeze that came whispering out of the mountains. He had spent four days at this spot, soothed by the unending song of the rapids in a river that had the power to ignite dreams. He had breathed dry desert air, and he had lain awake at night gazing at a black sky filled with countless stars such as he had never seen, savoring every minute of quiet and solitude in such an inspiring land of wonders. It all came together right here: the river, the sky, the timeless mystery of the desert. And as the hours drifted away, he had begun to think of this ravine as his own.
His gaze remained locked on the distant mountains. “You know, I didn’t realize a place like this existed.”
Justin looked off in the direction of Michael’s gaze, and then he glanced at the citation book still unopened in his hand.
“That coffee’s fresh,” Michael said, nodding at the pot. “Got a few minutes to have a cup?”
Their eyes met for a moment, then Justin looked at the citation book before he pushed it back into his pocket. He sighed, his sense of benevolence at odds with his position of responsibility. “I’m afraid you can’t stay here. You can’t camp anywhere in the park without a permit, and then you have to use a designated area.”
“Can you give me a permit?”
“No. They’re issued at the tourist center. Hate to tell you this, but all the campsites are taken. Most people make reservations in advance.”
Watching the cocker spaniel, Michael sat down on a large rock near the small fire. A hint of melancholy washed over his face. His four days in the desert had brought him peace, the solitude had been a blissful therapy. He had not contemplated leaving the park anytime soon. He turned his head and stared at the river, his voice sounding distant: “I crossed this river coming through New Mexico. There wasn’t this much water in it back there.”
Justin looked at the river. “It gets a trickle from the Pecos upstream. Most of what you see here comes out of the Conchos in Mexico.” He looked back at Michael.
It wasn’t the first time Justin had come upon someone that had come to Big Bend to resolve private issues. Not at all comfortable with the intrusion he had imposed, he sensed the weight on this man’s shoulders and wished he not noticed the Cherokee.
Justin’s sense of responsibility was losing the battle with his heart. “I’m sorry about this,” he said. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
Michael’s eyes swept over him. He was instinctively attracted to his lean masculine beauty, but these were among the thoughts this sojourn was meant to dispel. Besides, as attractive as the ranger might be, his stoic face hardly displayed any signs of mutual thinking. But there was something. Michael detected a certain mystery behind the no nonsense lines of his expression, something behind those boyish but solemn dark eyes. And though he had stopped to instruct Michael to move on, he had done so with obvious regret. Michael had no desire to leave; yet, after four days of solitude, he would not have minded someone to talk to for a while.
“Is that your drug-sniffing dog?” he asked.
Justin finally allowed a hint of a smile to form on his full lips. “That’s Perk. Even if he knew how to sniff out drugs, it wouldn’t occur to him to do anything about it. He’s just my buddy.”
“I like his name,” said Michael, clapping his hands to draw the dog’s attention. “Here boy, come here.” The dog approached eagerly and Michael gave him a frisky head rub.
“I called him Perky when he was a pup, but that didn’t seem appropriate when he grew up.”
Michael glanced at the coffee pot. “How about that cup of coffee?”
Justin nodded. Michael got back to his feet and extended his hand. “I’m Michael Anderson.”
“Justin Brooks,” he said, taking a hold of his hand.
Michael kneeled near the pot, remembering he had bought just one tin coffee cup. He had not planned for visitors. “Afraid I only have one cup.”
“Mine’s in the Jeep. I’ll be right back.”
Michael watched Perk prance along behind the tall ranger as he stepped around a prickly pear cactus and on up through the creosote bushes. He sighed, wondering where he might go since there were no available campsites, feeling somewhat lost having to leave.
After Michael poured both cups full of coffee, they sat on the ground on opposite sides of the fire, folding their legs before them. “You didn’t write that citation,” he said. “I understand if you’re …”
“This isn’t like working in an office with hidden cameras watching everything I do. You’ll have to be satisfied with a verbal warning this time.” Justin studied him for a moment. Certainly personable enough. He noticed creases of tension at the corners of Michael’s eyes. “I hear an accent. Northeast?”
“California. Born and raised in San Diego. Lived there all my life.”
“You’re here alone?”
“Yeah.”
Justin nodded. “Lots of tourists come down here these days. A few come to get away from something they’ve left at home. Looks like that’s the category you’re in.”
Michael looked at him. The intuitive statement came with a hint of compassion. Unaware his tribulations were that obvious, he said: “I decided to leave my profession. Now I’m not sure what I’m gonna do.”
“Oh. I can understand that. I quit a job in my hometown before I came out here. Left me feeling empty.” Justin watched him take a sip of coffee, feeling an urge to indulge his curiosity. “What did you do?”
“I was a surgeon.”
Justin, surprised such a casual looking man was a doctor, glanced at Michael’s hands. He had wondered about a surgeon’s hands, their ability to perform such critically precise work. He wouldn’t have guessed this man held such a position; but now that he knew, he could see the sophistication under the stubble and unruly hair. “A surgeon. Impressive. Count me among those in awe of people like you.”
Michael knew the general population viewed doctors this way. He didn’t want the attention. He wondered if it might be a good idea to fabricate a different background.
“Mind if I look at your hands?”
Taken aback, Michael smiled vaguely and said: “No, uh, I wouldn’t mind.”
He watched the ranger set his cup on the ground, approach and kneel before him. Michael put his cup aside and lifted his hands. Justin took one of them, as if observing something delicate and invaluable, running his rough dark fingertips over the smooth white skin. Michael watched the enchantment in the ranger’s eyes, suddenly aware that he had never experienced a moment of such subtle, unwitting intimacy before. Justin turned his hand palm up and held his own beside it, the rough, calloused skin a remarkable contrast. “Quite a difference, isn’t there?”
“Yeah,” said Michael in silent wonder, “I suppose there is.”
Justin returned to his place and picked up his coffee. “It’s none of my business, but why’d you decide to quit. After all you go through to get there, seems odd you’d just throw it all away.”
Michael’s chest sank with a sigh. He had not heard himself say it in over four days. Nevertheless, it was not something he intended to hide. “I killed a little girl on the operating table.” Saying it again revived the painful emotion. He looked down at the small fire.
It was almost like a slap, the statement so direct, so blunt. So that’s it. Justin nodded and then sipped his coffee. He wasn’t sure what to say to a man that believed he had killed a little girl. Perk, having checked out the entire area, trotted over and sat on his haunches beside him. He decided it best not to pursue the subject, though he had a sudden urge to get to know this man, to find out what was so intriguing about him. Not only had his curiosity gotten the better of him, he couldn’t remember the last time he had had the luxury of a thoughtful exchange with someone. “Well, I can let you off the hook for the campfire, but I can’t let you stay here. You have an alternative plan?”
“How often do campsites become available around here?”
“If we get your name on the list, a few days maybe.”
“A few days?” Michael let out a breath of exasperation. “What about in the meantime? The last motel I saw was all the way up in Fort Stockton.”
“You could get a room at the Badlands Hotel over in Lajitas. It’s just a few miles west of the park. They have a place to eat right next door.”
Michael stared at the smoldering gray coals in thought. Now that he had gotten a taste of camping in the desert, he didn’t really want to spend time in a motel room.
Studying the wayward visitor from California, at odds with the disappointment he had caused, Justin considered walking away. This man just wanted peace and time to reflect. He could pretend he never saw him, just tell him to move the tent to higher ground and then leave him alone. Yet Justin had the strangest desire to get to know him, though nothing like this had ever come over him before. His thoughts a confusion of curiosity and contradictions, an uncharacteristic solution struck him.
“You could stay at my place,” he said impulsively, adding: “that is, if you don’t mind sleeping on a couch.” The invitation came out so suddenly, so spontaneously, it surprised even himself. But then, why not? He had taken a liking to this troubled Californian, and a curious interest in getting to know him. Though the promise of intelligent conversation for a few days seemed refreshing, he wasn’t certain the offer had been entirely appropriate. His tone reflected the uncertainty of his social prowess when he added: “Uh, guess I should warn you before you decide—my place is a little primitive.”
Michael had noticed Justin’s abrupt change in demeanor. The tall ranger suddenly seemed uneasy, apprehensive. His eyes inadvertently re-explored the contours of a masculine body, the striking black skin, then moved back up to the alluring dark eyes as he considered the ramifications of spending a few days in close proximity with such a beautiful man, a man whose appetites were opposite of his own. He, too, felt a little nervous, both wanting to accept the invitation and not wanting complications that might prove difficult to deal with. Momentarily caught off guard, he didn’t know what to say. “Primitive? Not sure I know what you mean.”
Justin relaxed as he broke into a full-blown grin. “You’ll find that out when you see it.”
Michael nodded, intrigued. The possibility of getting to know a straight-laced Texan, a personality unlike any he had ever encountered, suddenly seemed like a good way to spend a few days. This stoic park ranger struck him as someone with a sensitive intellect; and if Michael’s intuition was right, he might have come upon a neutral new friend that would be willing to lend a sympathetic ear, a chance to discuss his self-imposed challenges with someone not personally involved or affected. And it might also satisfy his curiosity about the mystery behind those dark eyes.
Michael smiled gratefully. “Appreciate the offer, and I accept.”
Justin helped him break camp. They folded the small tent and put out the fire, destroying the evidence that it ever existed. With all of the gear packed in the Cherokee, Justin stood with his hands on his hips and surveyed the abandoned campsite.
He nodded up the incline. “My Jeep’s up there. Pull out and follow me. It’ll take a couple hours to get there.”
It was slow going back over the River Road, bouncing over eroded ruts, driving into and out of rock-strewn creek beds and arroyos, climbing steep, near impassable inclines, a route all but impossible for anything short of the mulish determination of four-wheel drive. Michael followed, shifting the transmission into its lowest gear on the steepest hills, wondering what the next few days were to bring.
Chapter 4
Reaching the end of the River Road, they pulled out onto the asphalt two-lane that meandered toward the western parameter of Big Bend National Park. A few miles west of the park, Justin turned off onto a gravel road, where Michael followed in his dust another mile. He pulled off this road and parked near a rather small stone house. When Michael moved the shift lever into park and got out, Justin was standing beside the Jeep, his thumbs hooked on his belt. Perk pranced around yapping, excited to have a visitor.
Mesmerized by the dramatic panorama, Michael scanned the mountains in the far distance. They lay along the horizon in every direction except to the north, where the land stretched in endless miles of desert, the hues shimmering with warm rays of sun. The faded stone house stood like a solitary relic from the past, its tin roof rusting, its windowsills weathered from decades of exposure to sun and dry wind.
“What do you think?” asked Justin, reading the wonderment on Michael’s face.
“I’ve never imagined anything like this. Looks like something out of an old western movie.” He looked at Justin. “Don’t you ever get lonely living out here by yourself?”
“Sometimes.”
Though Michael had detected a remote dissonance in Justin’s eyes, he had also detected peace-of-mind. Now he knew why. He could not imagine a life like this and he hungered to know more. Contemplating a simpler, more meaningful life during his last four days on the river, he had wondered if such a existence was even possible. Obviously it was. Here, in the form of a house and a man with his dog was something most intriguing, and he was suddenly very glad that Justin had extended the invitation.
“Shit, it’s hard to find a vacant lot in San Diego,” he said, looking at the house. He looked back at Justin. “What do you do … I mean personally, when you’re not on duty?”
“Read mostly. I get the Wall Street Journal and a couple of news magazines to keep up with what’s going on in the world. Now and then I go up to the library in Alpine and pick up two or three novels I haven’t read. I’ll pick up supplies and sometimes take in a movie when I’m up there.”
Michael thought about his own fast paced life. By comparison, this was hard to fathom. “So you’ve lived here three years?”
“Most of that. There’s housing for the rangers, but I decided to live out here early on. It’s a ranch. The owner lives in Houston and let’s me have this place for a hundred a month. It’s worth more, but we’re friends and he likes the idea of a ranger livin’ on his property.” He paused as Michael’s gaze scanned to the western horizon. “Everything you see between here and the mountains was a workin’ ranch until the twenties. Goes all the way back to the days when Comanche warriors were raidin’ settlers out here. The house was for ranch hands, an outpost. I still find arrowheads from time to time.”
“This is incredible,” said Michael, thinking about the freeways, the sprawling suburbs and shopping centers, the endless commercial clutter of the city; where here, for as far as the eye could see, there was nothing, a barren land landscaped with sparse brush and sculpted in rock. “A hundred dollars a month rent! You must bank most of your income. Sure doesn’t look like there’s anything else to spend it on.”
Justin smiled. “Well, the electric bill runs about twenty a month.”
Michael shook his head.
Turning, Justin said over his shoulder: “Come on, I’ll show you what it looks like inside.”
Michael followed him around to the back of the house, where they ducked under a clothesline and stepped up onto a small porch. Justin unlocked the door and pushed it open. Michael walked in and stopped in the middle of the room. His gaze turned slowly as he took it all in: the Mexican tiled counter, the large porcelain sink chipped and rusting in spots, the old cast iron hand pump, a fifties era refrigerator, an ancient gas stove. On the rough hewn shelf over the counter were a few pots and pans and dishes. Under the counter were four cabinets and four drawers with porcelain knobs. There was a small, what appeared to be handmade table in front of the counter and three mismatched chairs.
The other half of the room, some fifteen feet square, was the living room, half its floor area covered with a threadbare rug. A leather sofa, dry and cracked with age, a handmade rocker, an overstuffed chair, a discount store floor lamp, one end-table with a lamp, a coffee table scattered with newspapers and magazines and a pot-belly stove made up the furnishings.
“No TV?” said Michael.
“Afraid not,” Justin shrugged. “The last time I watched a television my head started feelin’ soft.” He nodded at an old wooden door leaning half open. “That’s the bedroom.”
Michael stepped toward the door and noticed it wouldn’t close any further than half way. He pushed it open, stepped it and saw a rather solid looking metal-frame bed, unmade, a nightstand with a lamp, a chest of drawers, a rack of clothes attached to the wall, another pot-belly stove and a good size fan.
“I did indulge in a good mattress,” said Justin, coming up beside him.
Michael wondered what he looked like laying on the bed in his underwear, propped against the headboard with one of his novels, immediately chastising himself for the thought. “Where’s the bathroom?” he asked.
“Though I saw you looking at it before we came inside.”
“So that was an outhouse!”
“That’s right, part of the bathroom anyway, but a better local word would be shithouse.”
“Why’d you hang that water jug between two poles?”
“So I could take a shower.”
Michael stared at him a moment, not sure if he was being teased. “Outside! Don’t it get a little cold during the winter?”
“Sometimes. You learn to get it over with pretty quick. If it gets too cold, I just blow it off for a day or two.”
Michael looked doubtful. “What if the cold weather drags on more than a day or two?”
“If it gets to where you can’t live with yourself, you fill the wash tub and take a bath in the kitchen.”
Michael took another look around the room, utterly fascinated. “So the pump by the sink is where you get your water?”
“Yeah. Things are simple here. No runnin’ water, just electricity. I burn Mesquite wood in the stoves to heat the place in winter. This time of year I use the electric heater to cut the chill at night. I wash clothes by hand and hang ‘um outside. We get music at the mercy of the old Zenith radio in the other room. The nearest grocery stores is a hundred miles from here in Alpine. No air conditioner, but nights are cool even in summer.” He paused, amused by Michael’s spellbound expression. “What else do I need? I’m single. Livin’ out here suits me and Perk just fine.”
Staring at his new friend, Michael stood speechless. Laundry for him was something to be left at the front desk, a service that included someone returning it to his drawers, all neatly folded, while he was away from the apartment. He wasn’t quite sure what caused it, but the pleasant shiver at the back of his neck felt much like entering a warm room from the cold. Justin’s lifestyle had a simple, refreshing wholesomeness about it. Suddenly in no hurry to get back to the park, he sensed a quality of life that came with an overwhelming desire to experience it, if only for a few days.
He noticed Justin was staring at his left hand.
“What is it?” he asked, lifting his hand to see.
Their eyes met. “No wedding ring. Seems a guy like you would be married.”
Michael considered Justin’s observation for a moment. There was only one possible reply; he had firmly decided he would never hide his sexual orientation again. “Well, Justin, if you have a girlfriend, you don’t have to worry about me making a move on her. I’m gay.”
Justin’s eyes widened. He glanced down over Michael’s bare chest as his gaze shifted to the floor, as if his mind had been transported a million miles away. An awkward silence suddenly displaced their casual ambience. Michael couldn’t tell if Justin was put off or perhaps worse.
“If that bothers you, I’ll leave right now if you want me to.”
Justin looked up and stared at him, his gaze still distant.
Michael added: “If it’s a problem, I mean, if you’re worried someone might find out a gay man is staying at your ...”
“No ... uh, no. Sorry. I just didn’t anticipate it.” He laughed, adding: “I never heard that said so bluntly. Really ... sorry about that reaction.”
Relieved, Michael smiled. “No apology necessary. Had a feeling you’re not homophobic. But let me pose the same question. You’re not married either.”
Justin’s lips tightened as he glanced at the hand he would’ve worn the ring that Christie had picked out. Looking back at Michael in thought, he finally said: “Would you like a beer?”
“Sure.”
They went back into the other room. Michael sat down in the over-stuffed chair and watched him walk to the refrigerator. Imposing in his light brown uniform, his stride graceful on long legs, Michael’s eyes were drawn to his well-shaped ass, certain such provocative muscle would draw a lot of attention in certain circles. The uniform defined a lean body in a way civilian clothes never could: broad shoulders over the distinctive V of his back, a narrow waist that made his butt all the more enticing. As attractive as Justin happened to be, Michael felt a sense of relief that he wasn’t gay. It imposed circumstances that allowed him to relax, to focus on the purpose of his journey without being distracted by sex; though he could not deny Justin’s homespun charm or his physical beauty, enhanced by these uniquely masculine surroundings.
Michael watched him close the refrigerator, wondering what he was thinking now that he knew the man he had invited to his house was gay. Would the visit be awkward, or would the diversity of their race and background and sexuality make it more interesting? As he stared at the man across the dim room, he could see no reason their differences should jeopardize their opportunity to become friends. For now, he had asked Justin why he wasn’t married, and had watched a reaction that left him itching to find out.
Justin approached and handed Michael a can of beer, who couldn’t remember the last time he drank beer out of a can. “While you’re here, help yourself to anything you want,” he said, glancing at the window behind the over-stuffed chair. “A little warm, isn’t it.” He stepped behind the chair and pushed open the window. The old screen was all but rusted out. “It’s only about sixty degrees out there, but the sun beatin’ on this tin roof heats up the house.”
Michael watched him sit down in the rocker on the other side of the low table several feet his chair. Justin took a swallow of beer, leaned back in the rocker and looked at Michael. “So you’re gay?”
“Yeah.”
“No interest in women at all?”
“I like women, just not sexually.”
“I have to confess,” said Justin, “no man has ever looked me in the eyes and told me he’s gay. Kinda surprised me. I always thought you guys were more discreet.”
“Some are, but I’ve quit dragging around my baggage. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Plus secrecy narrows the opportunity to meet other gay men.”
“Well I’m not gay,” Justin stated flatly.
Michael thought the response was a little quick on the trigger, but he had seen the same kind of reaction many times before. Straight men were often quick to clarify their sexuality, especially guys, he imagined, from small towns. “The odds favored that,” he said with a knowing smile.
“Not sure I’ve ever known a gay man.”
“Bet you have. You just weren’t aware of it.”
Justin looked at him inquisitively. “Doesn’t bother you talkin’ about it?”
“No. Why should it?”
Justin shrugged. “Guess it shouldn’t. I mean … well, considering the way I was brought up. You know, a sin against God, unnatural, all of that.”
Michael adjusted his weight comfortably against the chair back and said: “Does it bother you to talk about it?”
Justin, pondering an unexpected conversation about male sexuality, took another swallow of beer. “No,” he said, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. “I’m not bothered by it at all. Guess I’m a little curious, you being so straight forward about it. It’s not like I’m worried you’re gonna attack me or anything.” He smiled and added: “You don’t look dangerous.”
Michael laughed. “You’re right, you don’t have to worry about that.” He paused in thought, then: “You’re talking about intellectual curiosity. It’s a common trait in straight men. After all, considering the physical aspect of sex, we’re all programmed for the same thing—a climax. It’s just that some of us go about it a little differently, and maybe have a few emotional differences.”
“A lot differently, you mean?”
“Yeah, a lot differently, I suppose.”
“But I would’ve never guessed you’re gay. You don’t act that way.”
Michael smiled inwardly. It wasn’t the first time a straight man had asked him questions, and this one was typical. “That’s a stereotype. Most gay men aren’t effeminate,” Michael said, studying him, aware of his attentiveness, not surprised a man living such an isolated life was eager for conversation. “I’m curious, too,” Michael added. “I’ve never met a park ranger before. I would’ve bet a man like you would be married.”
Justin’s head fell back against the chair as he gazed absently at the rough hewn ceiling for a moment. “I’ve never been married. Just close.”
“Close?”
“Back home, in Jasper. Her name was Christie. She was beautiful. Came from a wealthy family. We were engaged for a year. I got all the way to the altar, then got cold feet.” Justin paused, as if his mind traveled back to that day. “It all seems like a crazy blur, but I ran out of that church like it was full of vampires. That’s why I came out here three years ago. It’s why I wanted to live alone on this ranch. I never understood why I ran out.” He looked over at Michael. “There was something inside saying ‘no’, like I knew it would be a mistake to marry her.”
Michael sat quietly, a bit surprised Justin exposed such personal sentiments. He wanted to know more about the man that had rousted him out of the park, that had invited him to stay at his home, that still seemed haunted by three-year-old emotions. “So today we’ve both heard something we haven’t heard before. I’ve heard of cold feet, but that sounds pretty dramatic.”
Justin stretched out his legs, gazing across the room with a sigh. “Too bad you’re not a psychologist. Maybe some free therapy would help me figure it out.”
Michael laughed. “Perhaps we both need a little free therapy.” He thought the tragic ending to Justin’s engagement for a moment, then asked: “Did you love her?”
“Of course ... well, I thought I did. Sometimes I think I still do.”
“Were you sleeping with her?”
Justin looked at him stiffly. “Isn’t that supposed to be personal?”
“I suppose it is,” said Michael, recognizing small town propriety. “Didn’t mean to pry.”
“Listen to me,” said Justin, shaking his head with self-reproach. “Why am I getting so defensive about this?” A swallow of beer, then: “We slept together quite a bit,” he said, pondering the memory for a moment. “Things just didn’t …” he added before having seconds thoughts, having contemplated a thousand times those many nights with Christie—why had it been increasingly difficult to get an erection? Why, when she was blessed with such heavenly curves, would he find it difficult to perform? The humiliation still tormented him. “Things just didn’t work out.”
Moved by his troubled eyes, Michael looked at him before going on. “That was three years ago. Anyone since?”
“No. Why get involved with another woman until I figure out what went wrong the first time? I can’t go through that again, or put someone else through it. Besides, not many opportunities to meet women out here, especially if you’re the only black man within a hundred miles.”
“You might be surprised. Plenty of white girls would jump at the chance to go out with you.”
“Not interested. Black or white. Not right now, anyway.”
Michael studied him, wondering what lurked in his mind left unsaid. He couldn’t remember the last time he sat and talked to another man like this. He was beginning to feel comfortable, and beginning to like his new friend even more than he had anticipated.
Perk, curled on the floor near Justin’s feet, jumped up, suddenly alert, then bolted outside out the back door.
“He must have smelled a jack rabbit,” said Justin.
Michael smiled, staring after the dog. “I can see why he keeps you from feeling lonely.”
“Yeah. Usually he does. I still get lonely though. Just haven’t got to the point where I wanna make a change. Sometimes I wonder if I’m gonna live out my whole life alone, right here on this ranch.”
Michael couldn’t imagine that. He thought about his own life, the rat-race at the hospital, always surrounded by people, standing in line at restaurants, hours spent on gridlocked freeways. The contrast could not be more dramatic. He rested his hands on the arms of the chair, thinking about how everything around him seemed real and vibrant. Already he felt like a different man.
Was it being away these few days, taking the time to relax, to think? Was it the desert, the vistas and clean air and solitude? Was it the man he had stumbled upon, the man he was anxious to know, the man who was sitting a few feet away and staring at him? This was a first: to sit quietly and talk, to listen and actually care, to be charged with curiosity that he could feel. It occurred to him he wanted Justin to like him, at the moment more than he wanted anything else.
“So you know my story,” said Justin. “Part of it anyway. What about you? Don’t gay men get into long term relationships?”
“They do, but it’s easier said than done. At least in my case. I lived with a man a few years ago. Nothing close to a lifelong commitment. He needed a place to stay a few weeks. You might say I’ve been kind of a free-spirit. Lots of nightlife and …” Michael hesitated, not sure more detail would fall on sympathetic ears.
“Nightlife and what?” Justin asked attentively.
Michael looked at him a moment before he answered. He could see that Justin’s curiosity equaled his. “Well, lots of sex.”
Justin let out a half laugh. “Hope you got enough for both of us.”
“More like enough for ten of us,” Michael said without thinking.
Justin cocked his head.
“Not something I’m proud of.”
Justin noticed his reluctance. “I know I’m naïve, but bet I can handle it.”
“Well, okay.” He looked toward the low table with past encounters whirring through his mind, and sighed. “Frankly, I lived like a fool. Faceless men whose names I didn’t know. That’s why I left San Diego, to get away from that lifestyle. I finally realized it just makes you lonelier.”
Justin sat looking at him, dumbstruck, lost on the complexity of such a life. “Uh, how many are you talking about?”
Michael glanced at Justin’s astounded gaze and drew a long breath through his nose. “I wouldn’t know. Anyway, it’s not important. I thought about it a lot these last four days. It’s in the past.”
“Where do you meet these faceless men?”
“Bathhouses, gay bars, places men go looking for sex.”
“My God! You might have AIDS.”
“No, I don’t. I always made sure condoms were used. Just to be certain, I gave my sister a vial of blood for testing before I left San Diego and called her yesterday for the results. They were negative.”
Justin reached up and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. Perk came prancing back into the room with a small dead animal in his mouth. Justin leaned forward and looked at him. “So it was a chipmunk. Good boy.” The dog laid the small creature at Justin’s feet, wagging his tail with proud enthusiasm. Michael craned his neck to look at the small corpse, his nose wrinkled. Justin glanced at him and grinned. “He doesn’t catch many of these,” he assured his discomfited guest. “They’re too quick.” He leaned back in thought, then looked at Michael with heightened curiosity, intrigued by the aspects of city life unfamiliar to him. “Bathhouses. What are they exactly?”
Michael felt uncomfortable talking to him about this, fearing he could be put off by the more colorful side of gay life. Considering his eagerness to know, Michael decided to risk it. “They’re like private clubs. Saunas, showers, private rooms. Some have gyms. They’re usually located in secluded areas. You wouldn’t know what it was unless you knew. You can rent one of the rooms or just a locker. The men walk around naked or wear a towel, checking each other out.”
Justin listened with an open mouth. “Then what? You just pick out a guy you like?”
“More or less. They’re all there for the same thing. Say a guy likes taking it in the ass. He’ll rent a room and perch on his hands and knees with his ass pointing toward the door. Or you might sit down next to someone in the TV room and see if you can get something going. You see all shapes and sizes, all races and ages.” Michael shrugged, then added: “That’s about it, a typical bathhouse.”
Spellbound, Justin sat staring for a moment, not sure what to say. Then finally: “Wow … I can’t imagine it.”
“I expect you didn’t have one in Jasper.”
Justin laughed. “You ever hear of tar and feathers?”
“That’s what I figured.”
“So you never had a sexual encounter with a woman?”
Michael hesitated, still at odds and perplexed with an altogether different memory, deciding that if this was to be a friendship, it would be one of open admissions and honesty. “Once. In college. It just happened.”
“You wanted to see what it’s like to sleep with a woman?”
Michael’s lips pursed. He said: “I don’t know. She was a good friend. We spent a lot of time together, like buddies. I can’t explain it. I’ve known since I was a boy I’m gay. Freaked out when I woke up next to her the next morning.”
“Then women turn you off?”
“I think they’re interesting to look at, especially if they’re beautiful, kinda like fine art.”
“You said you called your sister to find out about your blood test?”
“Yeah. Jody. She’s also my best friend.”
“Your parents okay with a gay son?”
The question caught Michael unprepared. Like so much of his past, his childhood memories were not good. “Mom was fine with it. She died of breast cancer. Always thought that might have been a blessing for her. When she found out about the cancer, she refused treatment. I still believe it was her way to escape a thankless existence. My father was hard on her. He’s a commander at the Naval Shipyard in San Diego, a bastard.” Michael laughed ironically. “He wasn’t okay with it. Guess you could say he found out the hard way.”
Justin leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “The hard way?”
“During my second year in college. I was visiting a young lieutenant on base, an occasional lover. My father walked in and saw the guy’s dick in my mouth. Talk about traumatic. Any hope for a relationship with him ended that day.” He paused, looking at the can of beer in his hand. “Never found out how he knew I was in that apartment.”
“Tough situation to find yourself in,” Justin said tongue-in-cheek, glancing over Michael’s bare chest. He wondered what caused a man to be gay, thinking it might have something to do with the way he had been raised. “So your father was overbearing?”
“That’s an understatement.”
Justin nodded. “Think that has something to do with why you’re gay?”
Michael dismissed the notion with a cynical laugh. “Don’t kid yourself about things like that. Those theories are ridiculous, designed by people who want to believe homosexuality can be cured. Gays, men or women, are born gay. It’s no more complicated than that.”
“Your relationship with your father ended during your second year in college, but you managed to go on to become a surgeon.”
“Yeah. I had a couple of scholarships, but mainly I had to work my ass off to get through medical school. My sister helped out, too. What I’ve put her though since college is one more thing I regret.” Michael watched Justin drain the last of his beer and set the empty can on the low table. “What about your family in … Jasper, was it?” he asked. “You ever go back home to see them?”
“No. My father abandoned us when I was a baby. I don’t have anything in common with my older brother. My mother worked two jobs raising us, but I’m still on her shit-list because of that wedding. She won’t even accept the two hundred dollars I send at the end of the month. It goes to my brother. She thinks he’s giving it to her. She’s ashamed of what I did to Christie.”
“Another reason why you’re out here,” said Michael.
“Yeah.”
Justin glanced at his watch, then came to his feet. “Well, I’m still on duty.” He sniffed the air. “Smells like the pot roast is coming along.” He walked over to the stove, opened the oven door and leaned forward to look inside. The room filled with the delicious aroma of roasting meat. He looked back at Michael.
“I put it in last night, low heat. It’ll make a half dozen meals. Sound good for dinner tonight?”
“Sounds great. Smells delicious.”
Justin closed the oven. “I’ll be gone the rest of the afternoon. Just make yourself at home.”
Michael stood up. “Thought I’d drive over to the visitor’s center and get my name on the waiting list for a campsite.”
“You don’t have to. That’s where I’m going. I’ll take care of it.”
Michael smiled. “Okay. Then I’ll just take a hike out in the desert while you’re gone. How far are those mountains to the south?"
“That might be a little ambitious for an afternoon hike. They’re further than they look.” Justin nodded at the refrigerator. “There’s plenty of food in there if you want something to eat before you start.” He lifted a canteen off a nail on the wall. “Take this with you, and be careful, city boy. This terrain is tricky. You can get disoriented before you realize it. Spot a couple of landmarks before you start out, then keep an eye on ‘um to maintain your sense of direction.” Justin paused by the door. “One more thing. Keep in mind the rattlers start coming out this time of year, and they’re always in a foul mood.”
“Maybe I’m having seconds thoughts about a hike.”
“Don’t let me discourage you. Just use a little caution. It takes a while to get to know this terrain. You fall in love with it at first sight, but the more you get out there and get to know it, the more you’ll love it.”
“Believe I’ve learned that already.”
Michael followed him and Perk out to the Jeep, then watched the trail of dust as the Jeep grew small in the distance. He went back in and opened the refrigerator. It was well stocked with food and Tecate. He reached in for a hard boiled egg and a small can of tomato juice. Back outside, he took a bite out of the egg and walked over to take a look at the makeshift shower, wondering what Justin looked like lathered up standing under it.
Chapter 5
Justin pulled the Jeep to the side of the road where it intersected with the asphalt pavement. Perk jumped up on the front passenger seat and sat eagerly watching him, as if he were wondering if they were to get out of the Jeep. Justin let go the steering wheel and propped his arm on the door, leaning back into the seat. He stared out across the northern desert, thinking about Michael. An odd feeling lay over his skin, a feeling beyond the silky feel of the dry air and the warm sun. His shoulders and chest felt tight with a certain exhilaration. He reached over to pet his dog.
“Perk, we have a new friend stayin’ at our house. He’s gay. What’d you think about that?” He took a deep breath of warm air. “Well, he’s interesting and I like him. Seems you do, too.” Perk stepped over onto his lap and Justin rubbed his neck. “Wonder why I felt so nervous.” He paused, thinking about how restless he felt while they were talking. “Couldn’t stop lookin’ at him for some reason,” he added, picturing how Michael looked sprawled out in the over-stuffed chair. “Strange, huh? Kinda like looking at the mountains. You know, like you’re lookin’ at nature’s wonders. Not like I was gawking, but you feel awkward catching yourself staring at another man.” Justin rubbed his forearm. “Maybe it’s because we’re not used to having someone at the house.” He glanced down at the little dog. “Looks like he’ll be around these next few days.”
He looked up into the sky, thinking about those moments back in high school, in the showers after basketball practice. A sensation flashed across his skin and he rubbed his forearm again in response. He remembered the male bodies, lean and firm and interspersed with the steam; how his eyes were drawn to their genitals when they were looking the other way or washing their hair. He could still picture the variety of shapes and sizes; and he remembered being discreetly fascinated by how the white boy’s penises were various shades of dull red and the black boy’s were, like his own, usually the blackest part of their bodies.
“Odd that memory staying with me all these years,” he mused, rubbing the little dog’s head. “Was I different, or were the other boys doin’ the same thing?”
He had shared a few moments of conversation with a new friend, personal things, and it was like a breath of fresh air. It felt good to have a thoughtful guest; maybe he needed someone like Michael to talk to. So why the restlessness? Why these peculiar sensations on his arms? Michael had called it intellectual curiosity. Was that why his eyes were tempted by that muscular chest? Is that why he had noticed the contours in those tight-fitting jeans? So he’s a nice looking man. So he’s in good shape— wouldn’t anyone admire that, or be fascinated by such an exotic lifestyle.
Perk let loose a yap, which brought Justin back to the here and now. He remembered he was on his way to work. Perk jumped off his lap when he reached down to fire the ignition.
Justin turned into the parking lot of the visitor’s center thirty minutes later. Perk ran ahead of him as he walked along the garden-like display of native desert flora, stopping to sniff spots previously marked by visiting dogs. Justin entered the lobby and walked around the counter and on to the back office. From behind the desk, his boss looked up when he stepped into the room. The heavy-set man’s eyes shifted to Perk.
“That damn dog better not shit on my floor again,” he stated flatly.
Justin smiled inwardly. For some reason, Perk had relieved himself in this office the week before. “Dogs have certain instincts, Bernard. He might warm up to you yet.”
The man huffed and looked back down at his paperwork, saying: “Where’ve you been? I tried to get you on the radio an hour ago. No answer.”
“I turned it off a while. Had some personal business to take care of.”
Bernard looked up. “Personal business! You’re supposed to be on duty.”
The adversarial relationship with his boss began almost from the day Justin went to work for the park service. Justin detected Bernard’s bigotry early on, that he was a good ol’ boy from the old school, which had the two of them at odds ever since.
“How long’s it been since I’ve taken a day off?” Justin asked defensively. “You gonna make an issue over a couple of hours?”
“What kind of personal business would the lone ranger have all of a sudden?”
Good God! Why was I cursed with this guy? Justin looked at the ruffled, overweight man behind the desk, his uniform obviously a size too small, and said: “Personal business means it’s personal.”
“So why the hell are you here then? You’re supposed to be on patrol.”
“Ran out of maps.”
“Then get some damn maps and get back out there.”
“I take it there’s nothing goin’ on.”
“Not a damn thing,” said Bernard.
“Then why did you call me on the radio?”
“Oh, yeah. Almost forgot. A tourist called in on his cell phone. Damn fool tried to drive a mini van over the River Road. Got it stuck in a wash. If he didn’t get it out already, you’ll probably run across him. Said he was about three miles from the eastern entrance.”
Justin shook his head and held the door open for Perk. He grabbed a handful of maps from under the counter, then strolled over to the desk where the reservation log was kept. Running his finger down the list of names and dates, it appeared a campsite would become available in three days. He picked up a pencil, then paused before writing Michael’s name on the next blank line. He looked up and saw a retired couple looking at brochures on the wall rack, and his fingers tightened on the pencil. Terry, the young ranger attending the counter, looked over at him.
“Hey, Justin. How’s it goin’ today?”
“How do you think? Just spent three minutes in Bernard’s office.”
Terry laughed and looked at Justin’s hand on the reservation log. “Anything I can help you with there?”
Justin looked at the log and then set the pencil aside. “Uh, no. Some tourist asked if any campsites were opening up. Thought I’d check.”
Terry nodded and turned his attention to the elderly tourists. “You folks findin’ everything you need?”
Justin and Perk walked back out to the Jeep.
They turned off the blacktop onto the eastern end of the River Road. Justin, preoccupied, never so intrigued by a new acquaintance, kept thinking about the moment he first set eyes on him, sitting on the rocky river bank, gazing out over the rapids, a solitary man alone with his thoughts. Something about Michael had captured his imagination. He thought about his smooth white hands, how he had held one of them and wondered about the miracles he had performed with them in some distant operating room, how the feel of his hand had made him feel an unexpected kinship with a man he didn’t even know. Should it have embarrassed him the way it did upon realizing it was such an intimate thing to do with another man, a stranger? Already eager to get back to the house, he wanted to learn more about him, to look at him again, to get to know the man behind those blue eyes.
As he steered the Jeep mechanically over the dips and ruts of the familiar road, he thought about how Michael’s forlorn expression had touched his heart when he learned he couldn’t camp in the park. Why, when shutting down unauthorized campsites was a routine part of his job? What had compelled him to invite a stranger to stay at his house? Why, when he was at the tourist center, did he not write Michael’s name on the reservation log?
Maybe he realized he wanted more than three days to get to know an interesting man. Maybe he realized just how lonely he had been. Maybe Michael accepted his invitation for the same reason. Perhaps they both simply needed a new friend, a sympathetic ear, even if their friendship was temporary.
He bounced over the primitive road. The sun was warm and bright in the western sky. The air was fresh with the smells of spring as the vast desert panorama opened up ahead of him, the mountains rising through a translucent haze on the distant horizon. Perfect peace and quiet. Perfect weather to contemplate a private adventure. He wished he had taken the afternoon off. He could have taken that hike with Michael. They could have talked and gotten to know each other better. They could have listened to the sound of their feet crunching over the crusty earth and watched the mountains grow closer. They could have let the afternoon begin to reconcile their loneliness.
A stranded mini-van came into view. A man and his teenage son had foolishly tried to drive across a wide creek bed. Justin stopped the Jeep and grinned. The sign at the entrance to the River Road clearly stated Four Wheel Drive Vehicles Advisable. He wondered if their four hour wait in the sun had taught them a lesson, having lost count of how many tourists he pulled out of ruts since his duties on the River Road began.
He looked at his watch. By the time he finished up here, then made his way over to the western end of the road, three hours would pass before he got back to the house.
Chapter 6
Sound traveled for miles in the thin desert air, sounds like tires crunching over a gravel road. Michael, sitting on the ground behind the house, staring at the mountains on the horizon, listened to the sound as it came out of the distance and neared the house, wondered if it was Justin. All afternoon he had been preoccupied, caught in a fairytale of sorts, two men alone in a desert setting with all the time in the world. The irony made him smile—a few days in paradise with a beautiful but disinterested male.
That suited him. Never more in his life had he needed the discipline of self-imposed abstinence, though Justin’s image had fixed pleasantly in his mind from the moment he first saw him. Not that this mysterious park ranger was a typical California Adonis. Kind of average really, in a ruggedly handsome sort of way, precisely what made him undeniably attractive. That, combined with his independence, his apparent intelligence, his down-to-earth common sense.
Michael heard the vehicle stop in front of the house. He turned at the sound of Justin’s footfall, about the time Perk pranced over for a little attention. Justin stood at the corner of the house, staring.
“Hi,” Michael said as he rubbed the dog’s neck. “Thought I’d get a little of this late afternoon sun.” Perk stepped back and looked up at him when he shifted his weight and got to his feet.
With no more than an hour of daylight left, the sun’s rays looked golden on his skin. Michael had pulled off his jeans. Particles of sand clung to the seat of his form-fitting, white cotton briefs. His guest all but nude, Justin’s gaze scanned down over Michael’s chest, his belly, the thin path of hair that trailed down and disappeared into the underwear. Unmindful of the awkward stretch of time, it struck him how a man could look so masculine and vulnerable at the same time.
“Heard you drive up,” Michael said, feeling self-conscious in Justin’s prolonged gaze.
Justin nodded.
“Uh ... you’re quiet. Is something wrong?”
“Sorry,” said Justin. “I must be tired. My mind seems to be driftin’.”
“Hope you’re not having second thoughts.”
“About what?”
“Me staying here. You’ve had time to think it over.”
“No. I’m glad you’re here. I want you to feel right at home,” he said, glancing downward with a wry smile. “Looks like you do.”
Michael let out a breath, worried for a moment that he had offended his host by sitting out back in his underwear, which he usually didn’t wear, thinking it best that he did during this visit. He turned and reached for the jeans he had thrown over a creosote bush.
Aware his heart had quickened, Justin had not expected to see his house guest almost nude. He closed his eyes for a moment to gather his thoughts. As he watched Michael brush off the loose sand and shake out his jeans, he realized the visual affected him more than he would have imagined. Again the boys in the showers came to mind—this was much like those undefined sensations he still vividly remembered. It dawned on him, after all these years, that he had a certain appreciation for the male body, a healthy respect one might call it, for natural beauty, whether it be a distant mountain range, a beautiful woman, a man’s torso. Still, it was also a little unsettling.
“No tan lines?” Justin said, watching him step into the jeans.
Standing with his back to Justin, Michael reached back and lowered the waistband a few inches. “I live close to the best nude beach in California.”
“I’ve always been curious about those.”
“Not many around here, I suppose.”
“No, but I see nudists in the park from time to time.”
“I’m not surprised,” Michael said, buttoning jeans. “I took that hike today.” He nodded toward the south. “I see what you mean. You walk an hour and those mountains don’t look much closer.” He gazed at the southern horizon for a moment. “I know why you love this land. It grabs your heart. You can’t just drive through. You have to get out and feel it. Feel the dry air and desert beneath your feet. Climb down into the arroyos. Breath it in. That’s when it gets inside you.”
Justin nodded. “Not a bad observation for a city boy. A lot of people come out here. Most leave without knowin’ what they missed.”
“It’s gonna be hard to leave,” Michael said wistfully.
“No reason to think about that right now, is there?”
Michael smiled. “No, there’s not.” He looked at Justin for a moment. “I appreciate you inviting me to stay here.”
“Glad you accepted. You’ve made me realize how starved I am for a little conversation and company.” Justin stepped toward the back door, saying: “Let’s eat. Those bananas I had for lunch didn’t stay with me very long. I’m famished.”
Michael followed him into the house. “What can I do to help?”
Justin went to the counter and picked up the coffee pot. Dumping the old grounds into a plastic lined can, he said: “You can set the table. I’ll get some coffee goin’, then change. This uniform gets a little stifling by the end of the day.”
Justin pumped a little water into the coffee pot as Michael reached for a couple of plates on the shelf over the counter. Justin swished the water and poured it into the sink. “Forks and knives are in the left-hand drawer.”
“My God!” Michael gasped as he approached the table. “What on earth is that!” He held the plates to his chest, looking at an insect crawling over the oilcloth on the table, then nearly jumped out of his skin when an arm came smashing down from behind—Justin’s arm with a rolled newspaper.
“A scorpion,” he said, then reached over to massage Michael’s collar bone. “Sorry I startled you, but didn’t want to see that little critter in my bed tonight.” He removed his hand from Michael’s shoulder, amused by Michael’s reaction, whose eyes were fixed on the dead scorpion. “You can start breathin’ again, any time.”
“Are they common?” Michael asked anxiously, watching Justin pick it up with a waded paper towel.
“You see ‘um from time-to-time, but I wouldn’t say common. Just check your shoes before you put ‘um on in the morning.”
Rubbing his forearm, Michael looked over at the couch, a perfect haven for such creatures. He wondered if he would be able to fall asleep.
Justin put fresh grind in the coffee filter and plugged in the pot. “Give me a minute to change,” he said, starting toward the bedroom.
Michael took flatware from the drawer, pumped two glasses full of water, and then found some napkins. He sat down at the table to wait. Justin emerged from the bedroom a few moments later wearing blue jeans and a white cotton shirt, the long sleeves rolled half way up, the tails out, the front unbuttoned and gaping open. Michael could see he didn’t work out. There wasn’t a lot of bulk in his chest. His belly looked relaxed. He had added an inch or two over the years. There were tight curls of hair across his chest, like those on his forearms. When he leaned forward to take the pot roast out of the oven, the loose-fitting jeans tightened over the firm rounds of his buttocks. Michael eyes shifted to the table, accepting the fact that, for the duration of this visit, he would constantly be aware of Justin’s subtle allure.
Justin tossed a pot holder near the center of the table and sat the pot down on top of it, placing the lid in the sink before he sat down. Steam rose from the roast and its juices, carrying the mouth-watering aroma of spices and simmering beef. “Hand me your plate,” he said, extending his hand.
“The rest of your day go well?” Michael asked, watching him fill the plate with carrots, potatoes, and stringy, tender roast. “That’s plenty.”
“Yeah, except for a little run-in with my boss.”
“You don’t get along?”
“We’ve never had a very pleasant relationship and I think it got worse when Perk shit in his office the other day.” He handed Michael the plate, wearing the smile of a mischievous school boy.
Perk was sitting on the floor, tail wagging, looking up at the plate with mournful eyes. Justin glanced at the half eaten dog food in his bowl. He stood and went over to ladle some broth over the top of the dog food, which changed Perk’s attitude about his dinner. He began crunching it down as if there were a time limit.
“Those run-ins with him happen often?” Michael asked.
“Damn near every time I see him. Out of habit I suppose; but he knows I’m a good ranger. Have to admit he’s pretty good at his job, too. Just no people skills. I think he secretly likes me. I’m the only one who ever gives him a hard time.”
Michael took another bite of roast. “So you don’t hangout with the other rangers?”
“Almost never. One guy stayed with me last year for a few days when his wife kicked him out of the house. The longest week of my life. Don’t have much in common with those guys. I like to talk about Faulkner and Michelangelo. They talk football, rodeos and pussy. Mainly pussy.”
“Sounds like you might make a good city boy.”
“I tried it. Stayed in Dallas a couple weeks before comin’ out here. Couldn’t figure out what the hell all those people do. Big houses everywhere you look. Expensive cars. I can’t see busting your ass for a Mercedes Benz.”
“Going home wasn’t an option?”
‘No.”
“Because of your ex-fiancé,” said Michael.
“Well, that wasn’t the only reason. I didn’t fit in there, either. Guess I’ve always had an odd way of thinking.”
Michael leaned forward and rested his chin on his knuckles. He listened with interest, delighted to have someone to share a conversation.
“Too much racial tension,” Justin went on to say. “Didn’t wanna be part of it.” He looked down at Perk and shook his head. “It didn’t make sense to me. I got along with people. Politics, skin color, none of that matters. But it does to the people back home. They have rules you have to live by. All based on the color of your skin. I wasn’t supposed to trust whites.”
“Guess that’s common everywhere.”
“Not here. Not like it was in east Texas, anyway.”
Michael sat back and stretched his legs out under the table. “I know your engagement fell through. Something else must’ve happened when you lived there.”
“More like a turning-point,” Justin said, thinking back over his memories. “One year in high school, during Black History Month, it was all about slavery. What the whites did to us. Nothing but resentment and attitude. Nothing about Washington Carver. Nothing about Lincoln. None of the teachers mentioned the fact that most of the country was against slavery, or that thousands of white boys died tryin’ to end it. They called it Black History Month, but it was more like an indoctrination against whites, like we have to keep our hatred alive and etched on our faces. I wasn’t interested in that. I just didn’t fit in.”
“I know that feeling.”
Justin stared at him for a moment. “Funny, I never felt comfortable talking to anyone about this, about the way I see things.”
Michael smiled at him, equally enchanted, wondering why he had never met a man like this in San Diego.
“If I expressed an opinion back home, the brothas usually looked at me like I was a dumb fuck. I don’t like walking around like I’ve been served up a life of injustice.”
Michael sighed. “So you came out here.”
“Yeah. After bumming around the state first, and that two weeks in Dallas.” He laughed. “Didn’t have much money so I slept in the old van I had. Lots of fast food and days on end without a bath. That’s when I’d get a room, when I started to stink.”
“How’d you end up here?”
“I saw an article in a magazine. Lot’s of pictures. Didn’t know this part of Texas was so beautiful. Since I wanted to spend some time alone, Big Bend looked like a perfect place to do it. Thought I’d get a job, figure out what I want to do with my life, then realized how much I liked it.”
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