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Chapter 1
Michael tensed when the jet began the descent into Boston.
This time the tension had nothing to do with being in the air, streaking across the heavens in a heavy airplane, somehow not falling from the sky. It had nothing to do with the high altitude turbulence the last few hundred miles that had jostled the plane like a paper kite. No, this time a fifteen-year-old boy had caused the stiff muscles in his neck. He was about to meet his son, John, for the first time, the boy he didn’t know existed until a few weeks earlier.
Justin sat next to him by the window, their legs touching in the confined seats as he silently stared down at the clouds, silently pondering their destiny with a teenage boy, buffeted from time to time on air currents. Now and then he looked at the woebegone father-to-be, occasionally reaching over to squeeze his knee.
Shannon, Michael’s nurse when they both worked together in San Diego, and now involved with him in building a clinic in Big Bend, sat next to the aisle on his left. Like Michael, she may have been nervous, though it hardly showed. Most than anything she looked excited; not completely settled on what her role might be in the boy’s life, but hatching ideas. If the cards fell just right, she would be Michael’s partner in raising the boy, picking up where John’s mother had left off. She had died in an auto accident back during the summer.
From the moment the jet left the El Paso airport, Michael sat quietly, a nervous bundle of prospective fatherhood. As the airliner streaked through the Texas sky, perhaps to control his frayed nerves, perhaps to hang onto his courage, he took deep breaths and let his mind wander. He contemplated the day he met Justin, the fourth of four days of solitude at a small campsite next to the Rio Grande in Big Bend National Park. On duty as a park ranger, Justin had spotted his amateur campsite during a routine patrol of the River Road. He remembered sitting on a rock formation, gazing out over the river when he first heard Justin’s voice. He turned and his eyes settled on a rather stoic looking park ranger, accompanied by a little dog. Thinking back, he knew it had been during that brief silent moment that something occurred inside him, something vague, a small voice whispering something that took the next few days to comprehend.
How quickly their friendship had formed, though both of them, during those awkward first few moments, didn’t quite recognize what was happening. As the plane swayed and the muted roar of jet engines settled vaguely in his ears, he let his mind drift through those first few days he and Justin had spent together, how Justin had found himself grappling with his sexuality, finally giving himself over to the destiny imprinted on his genes. Michael smiled inwardly, thinking about Justin’s first tentative steps on his path of self-discovery, that first reticent kiss, those hands aching to explore what his eyes already had. Nor would Michael ever forget his own giddy emotions, after an empty life of one-night-stands, of bathhouses and faceless men, of loneliness and doubt, having met such a beautiful, interesting man.
As his thoughts shifted to Shannon, he could feel her presence beside him and smell her subtle feminine scent. He still cringed remembering how he broke her heart when they were working together at General Hospital in San Diego. At the time he didn’t know she wasn’t aware of his sexuality, though they were colleagues and fast friends. He didn’t know that when they went to dinner together or to see a play, she was falling in love with him; yet she stood by him when his career at the hospital came to a tragic end. And she stood by him when she learned he was gay, joyfully moving to Big Bend country to help found the new clinic. Now she was excited about meeting his son, to be part of this anxious experience, to play a role in John’s life. As the plane dropped another few thousand feet, she took Michael’s hand and squeezed it.
Moments before the plane began its descent, before his emotions bordered on panic, Michael had been staring at the seat-back in front of him thinking about Jennifer, the boy’s mother. He still couldn’t believe she had died in a car crash just a few weeks before. More than fifteen years had passed since he had seen her. He recalled all the time they had spent together, studying, jogging together after their last class, sharing their secrets and youthful philosophies. Of the long string of boys he had dated in college, and forgotten, he had never had a boyfriend that had listened as thoughtfully as did Jennifer.
So why didn’t she tell him she was pregnant? She knew he was in San Diego. She knew he would want to be a part of his son’s life. His best friend in college all those years ago, his confidant. Why didn’t she let him know he had a son? Now he feared the boy would reject him.
He remembered the day it happened. They had run three miles that afternoon after a beautiful snowfall. Back at her apartment, he showered while she made sandwiches. When her turn came to shower, he lit a fire in the fireplace and listened to the water running as he sat with the bath towel wrapped around his waist, staring at the flickering blue flames. He remembered looking up when she walked out of her bedroom, thinking how lovely she looked in the short nightgown. She sat on the floor facing him while they ate the sandwiches. Maybe it was simple curiosity. Maybe it was a sudden urge to express his feelings for her physically; he had never quite figured that out. But when her eyes dropped, he followed her gaze and saw the towel around his waist was gaping. He still remembered the sudden rush of emotion, the silent communication that neither of them had experienced with each other before, the urge that came into his hand to reach over and touch her face. Why did she keep it from him and the boy all this time?
“Jeez, that’s a big city down there,” said Justin.
“God, I hate this,” said Michael, staring toward the front of the cabin, fidgeting with his hands.
Justin looked at him and gave his knee another squeeze. “Everything’ll work out as it should.”
“His aunt said he hates the idea of military school,” Shannon offered. “I think he’ll be glad we wanna take him home.”
“He’ll wonder why his mother didn’t tell him about me.” Michael lowered his head and rubbed his brow with his fingertips. “He’ll think she was ashamed because his father is gay. He must know she didn’t want him to find out about me.”
“That’s not the way I see it, Michael,” said Justin. “Who knows why she didn’t tell him. My guess is she figured it would be best for you.”
“Me! No. There’s some other reason.” Michael’s morale seemed to be dropping faster than the plane. “I don’t understand it. She didn’t give me a chance. I didn’t get to do anything, help her in some way.”
“How could you help her? You lived a continent away. You were startin’ your career. What could you do, send her a check each month? Sounds to me she didn’t need the money.”
“Oh, God. My stomach’s boiling.”
Justin rested his head against the seatback and stared straight ahead. Shannon looked down at Michael’s clasped hands. It reminded her of his last day in San Diego, when he lost the little girl on the operating table to a ruptured vein.
The 767 touched down. Moments later people were standing and reaching for bags in the overhead compartment. Shannon stood and stepped into the aisle. Justin scooted forward and looked at Michael, who seemed frozen in his seat as he rubbed the knuckles of his tight fist.
“Glad we packed light,” said Shannon, reaching up for her overnight case. She handed the second one to Michael, who stared at it, lost. Justin took the bag and his own and waited until Michael began shifting his weight to stand. He stood, crouching under the overhang, staring nervously at the people inching their way past Shannon. Impatience was heavy in the air.
“Let’s go, buddy,” said Justin. “Let’s get it over with.”
Pressed like sardines, they moved with the throng, down the aisle and through the portable tunnel that led into the airport. Michael looked around, remembering friends and relatives could no longer meet passengers at the gate.
“Didn’t Loraine say they’d meet us at the baggage claim area?” Justin asked Shannon.
“That’s what Jody said.”
Jody, Michael’s sister, was at Michael’s and Justin’s house in Big Bend. She and her husband, Brian, stayed behind to look after the new puppy, the cocker spaniel she bought when they lost Perk, the little dog everyone sorely missed.
“Maybe we should get hotel rooms,” said Michael, worried the boy’s reaction could very well make everyone uncomfortable, especially him.
“Loraine invited us to stay at her place,” Shannon replied.
“What if …”
Justin wrapped his arm around Michael’s shoulder. “Calm down, Michael. Everything’s gonna be okay.”
Approaching the baggage claim area a few minutes later, all three travelers paused, recognizing Loraine and John from the pictures Loraine had emailed. For Michael it was like the sound had been turned off, and the lights, leaving the boy standing in the glow of a Hollywood spotlight. For a second or two his breath stopped. In front of him, separated by a mere fifty feet and passengers grappling with their luggage, stood his son, hands in his back pockets, staring at the floor as if his thoughts were a million miles away.
John’s eyes lifted, scanned the throngs around him, then paused on the threesome staring his way. He recognized them—he had seen pictures, too. No smile. No emotion of any kind, other than a dark gray light of recognition.
Shannon advanced first, followed by Michael and Justin. She wrapped her arms around Loraine’s shoulders and pulled her into a hug, two men and a boy watching awkwardly. “We’ve looked forward to meeting you,” she said, now holding Loraine’s shoulders at arms-length. Her eyes shifted to John, filled with a disarming smile. “Both of you.” She extended her hand. “I’m Shannon.”
The boy looked at her hand, then took it. A quick, inconsequential handshake.
“John, this is your father, Michael Anderson.”
Michael stepped closer and offered his hand, wanting to hug him, thinking that might not be appropriate, wanting for all of the world to be accepted by this magnificent boy.
A weak handshake before John shoved both his hands into his pockets.
“And this is Justin, your father’s friend,” said Shannon, who, at first glance, could see the situation wasn’t going well. Loraine seemed polite, but disinterested, as if there might be other things she could be doing. Justin had planned all along to stay on the sideline. Michael looked faint, as if his knees might buckle any second. Obviously this group needed direction, which was exactly why she was here.
“We don’t have luggage, Loraine, but why don’t we stop for a snack and coffee before leaving the airport?” Shannon suggested, thinking their first few moments together might be more comfortable on neutral ground.
Sitting around a table in the nearest coffee shop, the awkward party awaited a server with furtive glances and nerve-racking silence. Then Michael looked directly at John.
“I was sorry to hear about your mother. She and I were best friends.”
John stared at him a moment, then: “She never said anything about you.”
“I know,” said Michael, “but I don’t know why. Wish I could ask her.”
“You can’t.” The boy looked angrily away; angry that fate took his mother away, or angry he had grown up without a father, Michael couldn’t determine—he knew only how much his heart ached.
Michael released a sigh as he leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table. His eyes settled on the boy. He could see the confusion, the disappointment, the unsettling questions John’s youth wouldn’t permit him to ask. “I’d feel the same way if it were me.”
The boy glanced at him, looked away, then looked back. Was he daring Michael to attempt to make things right, to resolve the looming issue that took fifteen years to create?
“My father hated me,” Michael continued. “He hated me because I wasn’t like him, for who I am, the way I was born. Maybe this is worse. At least I knew he was alive. He fed me, made sure I had clothes, whipped me when I got caught playing with matches. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll never be able to explain why this happened.”
While the others quietly stared at the table, John stared at the man that called himself his father. In his eyes simmered contempt, and anger, and all the other dichotomies of a fifteen year old mind. Yet behind the contempt and anger, a small light, a need, an unrecognized desire for something normal, something that made sense.
“Why didn’t she tell me?” the boy asked.
“No one knows why,” Shannon broke in. “She didn’t tell either one of you. We have to believe she had her reasons.”
“She thought it was best…” said Loraine, looking at Shannon, “considering the circumstances. My sister and Michael were close friends, but she knew they could never be more. She told me about Michael when she found out she was pregnant.” Loraine looked at John. “You have to decide. You can stay here and go to school in Connecticut, or go to Texas with your father.”
John’s gaze had settled on Justin, who was leaning against the back of the chair, toying with a napkin, wondering if Michael would ever be able to break the ice. John’s analytical gaze seem to suggest more questions, as if he were trying to fathom a father partnered with another man, a black man that had not yet said the first word.
“I don’t wanna go to military school.”
“Then you’ve decided to go with your father?” said Loraine.
“I don’t know. What would I do in Texas?” He said the word Texas as if talking about some foreign country.
Beginning to feel a few fatherly instincts, Michael spoke: “You have to finish high school.”
“In some hick town? Lajitas? Never heard of it.”
“We live on a ranch,” said Michael. “Lajitas is the nearest town. You’d go to school in Alpine and come home on weekends. Justin has a friend in Alpine. You’d room at her house.”
“I think you’d like it, John,” said Justin, quietly perturbed by the boy’s attitude. “if you could adjust to perfect weather, beautiful sunsets and vistas that go on for miles. Lot of pretty girls to look at in Alpine.”
“Why didn’t you marry my mother?” said John, shifting his focus to Michael.
Stunned by the question and the boy’s attitude in asking it, Michael looked at him for a moment to gather his thoughts. “You already know the answer to that.”
The waitress came with glasses of water, took orders for coffee and sandwiches, then left the somber group to their ongoing conversation.
“John,” said Shannon, wanting to find the right words, “your father is a good man. He cares about you and regrets he didn’t have a chance to be there for you. You can give him a chance now.”
Loraine added: “John, Jennifer never told me why she kept silent about your father. She didn’t tell him about you. He couldn’t have known. You can’t blame him for that.”
John looked at his aunt with defiance. He should have known, the boy thought. He had sex with her. He should have stayed in Boston.
“You might like Texas,” Justin offered. “You don’t have to decide to move there. Call it a visit. Just give it a try and see if you like it.”
At Loraine’s house, after dinner, Michael and Justin went out and sat on the front step. Boston’s evening air chilled their skin and the sound of a freeway could be heard two or three blocks away. John had gone to his room. Shannon and Loraine were at the kitchen table, visiting.
“Least we know what we’re up against,” said Justin, scanning the row houses across the street, their facades shadowy in the faded glow of a nearby streetlight. “We have a challenge to face.”
“I knew he would reject me.”
“He’s a teenager. Just lost his mother. Maybe you were right, but what else could we expect?”
“I guess anything else would be an unrealistic fantasy,” Michael said wistfully. He turned to look at Justin with a pained smile. “We need something less emotional in our lives.”
“It’s more interesting this way,” Justin said, pulling a leaf from a potted plant, shredding it.
“Did you notice how quickly he went to his room? Disappeared without a word.”
“He’ll sleep on it tonight. Have a better perspective in the mornin’. Shannon’s softening him up pretty good. I caught him starin’ at her chest.”
Michael blew a laugh through his nose. “That helps answer one question, doesn’t it?”
“My guess is he don’t have a gay bone in his body. That’s probably you’re biggest hurdle, him accepting a gay father.”
“Funny, growing up I worried about what my dad would think. Now I’m worried about what my son thinks. Sometimes you just can’t fucking win.” Michael craned his neck and looked up at the house looming behind him. “What do you think of these townhouses?”
“I don’t know. Never seen houses built this close together right on the street before. Take some gettin’ used to after being surrounded by ten thousand square miles of desert.”
“Are you getting cold?”
“Let’s go in.”
After a two hour visit with Loraine and Shannon, they turned in. Getting in bed beside Michael, pulling the sheet over his legs, he leaned over his companion and said: “Guess we shouldn’t get any suspicious stains on these sheets, huh.”
Michael smiled and kissed him, then reached for his novel.
By two o’clock the following afternoon they were in the air on their way back to west Texas, Michael and Justin near the back of the plane, Shannon and John sitting together over the wing. Due to the capacity flight, four seats together were unavailable.
“All things considered, I think things went well,” said Justin over the drone of the engines.
“I can’t get a good read on him. Will he ever accept me?”
“Sure he will. Like you told him yourself, in his place you’d be angry, too.”
“We’ll get him enrolled in school. He’ll make a few friends.” Michael turned his head and stared out the window. Passing over a layer of clouds, the sky was an endless blue eternity. “He’ll probably be worried they’ll find out his father is gay.”
“You gonna start inventing things to worry about?” Justin asked. “Let it lay. He’ll come around. Before long he won’t even think about it.”
“Were you surprised he decided to come with us?”
“No. After that walk he took with Shannon this mornin’, I figured she’d convince him. Plus you could tell he hated the idea of military school.”
“And that was a good thing you said last night, telling him to consider this a visit.”
“He’ll stay once we get him there.”
“He stares at me a lot. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, can you?” Michael asked.
“He stares at me, too. Who knows what he’s thinking.” Justin reached down to scratch his ankle. “Know what I’m gonna miss? Walkin’ around the house naked.”
“Why?”
Justin looked at him. “Why would I miss it?”
“No, why would you stop?”
“We can’t do that with John there.”
“He’ll be in Alpine five days a week. And besides, if I teach him anything, it’ll be to accept and appreciate his body, his and everyone else’s. I don’t want to start changing things around the house.”
Sitting next to Shannon, John played games on his cell phone, She thought he was a beautiful boy, tall and lanky, broad shoulders like Michael’s, long sandy brown hair, and brown eyes that could melt any female.
“You and your mother were close, weren’t you?” Shannon asked.
“Yeah,” he said without looking up from his phone. “She took me and my friends on camping trips. Things like that. She was cool.”
“Does it bother you she didn’t tell you about your father?”
“Yeah. All she said was she had a boyfriend in college. She wouldn’t tell me what happened to him. I didn’t think about it much.”
“But it bothered you when you did.”
“Sorta.” He looked at her. “I couldn’t understand why he disappeared.”
Shannon nodded. “Mind if I see your hand?”
He looked at her quizzically as she took his hand and examined it, running her fingertips over the back of his fingers. “You have strong, sensitive hands, like your father’s.”
He looked at his hand when she released it, then looked at her.
“He went to California after he and your mother graduated. Both of them started busy careers. They lost touch. No one agrees with her not telling you about Michael, but no one holds it against her, either. People do what they think is best.”
“Probably because he’s gay.”
Shannon nodded thoughtfully. “Could have something to do with it. Whatever her reason, she knew there could be no future for herself with him. Maybe it was just too painful to explain.”
“At least I would’ve known.”
“If he’d known about you, everything would be different. He would’ve been part of your life from the day you were born. He’s a good man, John. You really should give him a chance. I’m sure you’ll like him.”
Holding the cell phone in one hand, John let it rest on his thigh. “Why does he have to be gay?”
“No one knows the answer to things like that. I personally believe people are born the way they are. Being gay isn’t a choice.” She looked at his troubled expression for a moment. “Think that’s gonna stand in the way?”
“I don’t know.”
“You haven’t had time to think about it. Wait until you get to know him before you decide.”
Shannon looked at him for a moment, unable to determine if her plea had touched his heart. As he stared absently at his iPhone, she brushed her fingers through his hair. “I haven’t asked you if you have a girlfriend.”
“I don’t.”
“Ever had one?”
“No.” He looked at her, quickly adding: “I like girls, though. I think you’re pretty.”
“Thank-you, John. You’re a dashing young man yourself.”
“Are you glad you moved to Texas?” he asked.
“Oh yes. I love Big Bend. Some of the towns down there are a little scraggly, but it’s beautiful country. You can see for miles. Mountains in every direction. The sun always shines. It’s usually warm in the winter, too.”
“I’m used to snow.”
“Well, if you decide to stay, that’s something you might miss.”
“I miss my mother,” he said softly.
Shannon’s heart bled for him as she watched his thumbs trace over the iPhone, thinking about how difficult it must be at his age to have life change so dramatically. She wrapped an arm around his shoulder, something he automatically accepted, allowing his weight to lean closer. The picture ahead was still a little vague, but she had a good feeling about it.
At the El Paso airport, they loaded John’s luggage in Michael’s Cherokee. John looked around the parking area and then up at the sky. “Sure is hot here.”
Michael sat down on the back bumper. “You and your mother travel very much, John?”
“She liked going to Florida. We went nearly every summer.”
“Things are a lot different here. Nothing at all like Boston. This is high country. Mountains and desert. It’s warm most of the year, but no humidity.”
“How far is your house?”
“Little over three hours drive,” Michael said, wondering how long it would be before he referred to it as our house. “You’ll see a lot of west Texas before we get home.”
John let out a sigh of exasperation and looked around again. Moments later they were driving through El Paso.
“It looks like a foreign country,” John mentioned as he gazed out the window. He and Shannon shared the back seat.
“We’re not far from Mexico,” said Justin. “You’ve heard the horror stories about Juarez. That’s it over there goin’ up the hillside, just the other side of the Rio Grande.”
“Is it dangerous down here?”
“It is in Juarez, not here, or where we’re going.”
“Never seen so many Mexicans,” the boy observed.
“Well, this is their part of the world as much as anyone else’s,” Justin said. “Most people around here don’t care about who you are one way or another.”
Driving through the desert they told him about west Texas history, about the early settlers and cattle ranches, the Comanche raids and the old San Antonio/El Paso Road, how the government built Fort Davis to protect westbound travelers.
“Things don’t move so quickly out here,” Michael told him. “The days are long, the nights cool. You’ll see more stars in the sky than you ever have. You have time and room to think, figure out what you wanna do with your life. You’ll see vistas you never imagined.”
“How long am I visiting for?”
Michael glanced at him in the rearview mirror. “Long as you want. You get ready to go back, just say so.”
Shannon added: “He’s planning to give it a chance.” She looked at the boy and smiled. “I heard you right, didn’t I, when we were talking about that?”
“I guess.”
“Within the next few days we’ll drive you up to see Alpine. Give you a chance to see where you’ll be going to school if you decide to stay.”
“I already told him about the girls up there,” Justin teased.
“You know, that surprised me the first time I saw Alpine,” Michael said. “Wasn’t expecting to see so many good looking girls.”
“Bear with them, John,” said Shannon, “they just want you to think they’re cool.”
“We are cool, Shannon,” Justin said. “Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
Without a hint of change in his downcast expression, John turned his head and looked out the window.
“Where’s the door?” John asked as they pulled off the gravel road in front of the house.
“Never really figured that out,” said Justin. “This house was built before they put the road in, so I guess that’s actually the back of the house. We call it the front. The door’s on the other side.”
“They built a house with no road to it?” John said, incredulous.
“It was a ranch hand’s house, an outpost on a big ranch. Cowboys stayed here so they could look after the cattle.”
They took their bags from the back of the Cherokee and started for the back of the house. Rounding the corner, they saw Jody walking Chip some fifty yards out in the desert. On the veranda, Brian sat with his feet up on the railing, reading a magazine. They could hear the little dog yapping as he chased around sniffing out agave plants.
Jody turned as they approached the veranda, bags in hand. She started in their direction, closely followed by the puppy. “Where’s Shannon?” she called out.
“That’s my sister,” Michael said to John. “Your aunt.”
“What’s that?” John asked, looking at the jug tied between two poles.
“That’s where we take showers, at least until the plumbing’s finished.”
“Outside?” said the boy with a tone of protest.
“You can use it or stink. Either way, we’ll have the bathroom in before long.”
They set the bags on the edge of the veranda and Michael introduced the nephew and aunt. Jody extended her hand, observing the boy with a cautious eye as his hand came into contact with hers. Over the phone, John’s aunt in Boston had told her he had entered a rebellious stage shortly after his mother had died.
“You were quite a surprise for us,” Jody said, releasing his hand.
“And we were quite a surprise for him,” Michael added.
John realized intuitively that Jody was nothing like Shannon, but more like his aunt in Boston, somewhat impersonal, instinctually suspicious. He didn’t care much for her at all and was glad she didn’t live around here.
“How was the flight?” Jody asked Michael.
“Miserable.”
Jody looked at John. “Your father always says that. Give him a smooth, flawless flight and he’ll still call it miserable.” She stepped closer to Michael to hug his neck, her eye on John all the while. She looked past her brother’s shoulder and saw Justin sitting on the edge of the veranda, observing. “Hello, Justin. Glad you guys are home.”
“Hello Jody. Glad you could be here to look after Chip.”
Brian had stepped closer, giving John a warm, gracious smile when Michael introduced them. John liked him better than his wife.
“I was hoping to see Shannon again before we leave,” said Jody.
“She’s coming for breakfast. You’ll have plenty of time to visit before you have to leave.”
As they started for the house, Jody looked over her shoulder and saw John sitting on the ground playing with the puppy. She looked at her brother with a question in her eyes. “Is he coming?”
“He’ll be all right out here for a while,” Michael said, draping his arm around her lower back to ease her along. Justin started a pot coffee and they sat at the table and told Jody about how things went in Boston.
“He looks a little sour to me,” said Jody, taking a sip of coffee.
“What do you expect, Sis? He just lost his mother. He’s been thrown into another world. Big Bend’s not much like Boston. It’ll take him a while to feel at home here.”
She looked at Justin. “Now you know why I don’t want any kids.”
He looked at Brian. “What about you?”
Brian shrugged. “Haven’t thought about it much. I don’t have a burning desire, I know that.”
“We’re talking about going to Italy next year,” said Jody. “How could we do that if we had a kid?”
“Perfectly understandable,” Justin replied, doubting John would ever have a cousin.
“Besides, I’m an aunt. That’s good enough for me.”
Thirty minutes later, Jody noticed John had still not come in. She pushed out her chair and stood up. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
Michael watched her walk out the door, wary of her tact. He looked at Justin, who raised an eyebrow and then glanced at the door.
She paused on the porch. Still sitting on the ground, Chip in his lap, John rubbed the dog’s neck while he stared at the western horizon.
“Quite a panorama, isn’t it?” she said on her approach.
John glanced at her as she sat down beside him. “It’s okay.”
“When I first came out here I couldn’t believe how beautiful this country is. Don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t anything like this. Wait ‘til you see the sun go down over there.”
“I’m just here for a visit,” the boy said.
“Your father told me.” She looked at him for a moment, then asked: “John … have you figured out what you want?”
He glanced at her as if she were an intrusion. “I want my mother back.”
“I can understand that. I know you were close. You’ll have wonderful memories for the rest of your life. I meant what you want from your father.”
“He don’t seem like my father.”
“Why?”
“He wasn’t around. I didn’t even know he was alive.”
“That’s what I don’t understand, why your mother didn’t contact him.”
“Because he’s gay. She knew he wouldn’t be interested.”
“But he came to get you as soon as he found out.”
“No, he didn’t. He found out last summer.”
“Your father had to adjust too, just like you’re trying to now.”
“Quit calling him my father.”
“Listen to me: I’m very close to Michael. We lived next door to each other a long time in San Diego. I know him as well as Justin does, maybe better in some ways. He fell in love with you the moment he saw your picture. He didn’t come right away because he thought you’d hate him. Looks like he was right.”
“I don’t hate him.”
“You act like it.” Jody hesitated to check her resentment for the boy’s attitude. “He won’t give up, John. He does love you. A man has clear instincts when it comes to his children. You’ll see that for yourself one day. You can resent him for not being there, and break his heart in the process, but you owe it to yourself to help make this work out. Won’t be much longer before you can go out on your own. You’ll be a young man. Independent. You’ll be able to do anything you want.”
“When? Years from now?”
“Think about when you were twelve. Doesn’t seem that long ago, does it? These next few years will pass just as quickly. Let my brother help you get started.” Jody stood up and brushed off the seat of her jeans, looking down at him. “And do yourself a favor: tone down some of this attitude crap.” She turned and walked back to the house.
Their first three days together passed. John had spent endless hours on the Internet, seemingly oblivious to the comings and goings around him. And a similar amount of time walking Chip in the desert. They had suffered through long, painful silences during meals, both Justin and Michael glancing at the boy from time to time. Hardly bolstered by Justin’s encouragement, Michael often caught himself staring at John, wondering if things would ever change.
Except for the time Justin had to spend patrolling the River Road, and the time Michael had to invest in planning the new clinic, they worked on top of the house finishing out the rafters. Justin’s heart ached every time he noticed Michael standing on the veranda, solemnly staring at the boy and the dog in the desert.
By Friday night they finished the rafters. The sun had turned orange over the western mountains. John, his skin now sun-bronzed above the waist, sat with his legs folded behind the house, playing with Chip. Some twenty feet away, pondering the day’s work, stood Michael and Justin.
“At least he’s taken to the dog,” said Michael.
“Yeah, I think Chip has a new favorite. They slept together last night.”
“I noticed that when I got up to pee.”
“I can’t tell if he’s warmin’ up to us or not,” said Justin, watching the boy and the dog, his thumbs hooked in the waistband of his jeans. “He’s so quiet all the time.”
“Wish I knew what he was thinking.”
“Confusion is what I see,” said Justin. “Confusion masked with regret and anger. I saw him watchin’ us today while we were finishing up the rafters. The expression on his face. It was like he was fascinated by what we were doin’.”
“I think you’re right about that. Every now and then he drops the façade, as if he’s forgotten he’s angry. He responds like he’s interested, like he cares. It’s like we’re getting an involuntary snapshot of what he’s really like underneath. Then sometimes that sadness comes over him. You know he’s thinking about his mother. I wanna take him into my arms and hug him.”
“Yeah, might be a little early for that. But I see it, too.”
“You never know what you’re gonna get. I’m up one minute and down the next.”
Justin looked at John and the dog. “Let’s take him swimmin’ tomorrow.”
Michael glanced at Justin and back at the boy.
“That might loosen him up some. Maybe he’ll have fun.”
Michael nodded, agreeing with the idea, just not overly optimistic a day on the river would work its magic spell on his son. He approached the boy, knelt beside him and rubbed the puppy’s head.
“Wish you’d had a chance to know Perk,” he said. “He was with us when we got kidnapped last summer. The kidnapper shot him. Chip’s a lot like him, though. Same personality.”
The puppy rolled onto its back, all four legs in the air. “Musta’ been scary getting kidnapped like that?” John said, a subject he seemed to be curious about.
“Once was enough,” Michael replied, his mind still scorched with the dreadful memory of four endless days of captivity. “I got a taste of evil and the endless capacity of the human mind.”
“Why would he shoot a dog?”
“Perk was barking at him, and that irritated him. The guy was living on the edge. Just a crazy son-of-a-bitch.”
“He was an escaped convict?”
“Yeah. A child predator. Caused quite an ordeal for this part of the country. Justin and I were in the wrong place that day. We’d just about given up by the time they found us.”
Michael watched the boy for a moment. He had gone back into an unresponsive mood. Michael turned to see what had distracted his son. Justin had taken off his clothes and stood naked under the jug, which he tilted just enough to let water pour over his head. The boy was staring as if something weighed on his mind. Then his attention returned to the dog.
“Does our casual lifestyle bother you?” Michael asked, mindful his son had yet to take a shower.
“No.”
Unconvinced, Michael changed the subject. “We’re thinking about spending the day on the river tomorrow. You like to swim?”
John shrugged, then nodded.
“You haven’t seen that part of the property yet. The southern section goes all the way to the Rio Grande, right where the river starts cutting through the mountains. Real scenic. Perfect place to swim.”
“Sure,” said John. “Can Shannon go, too?”
“Good idea. I’ll call her after dinner.”
Grateful for the relationship developing between John and Shannon, Michael had recognized early on that John looked to her as a trusted friend, or perhaps an older sister. Certainly not a mother figure, for as close as John had been to his mother, no one would ever fill those shoes. He liked Shannon and obviously felt comfortable around her; which seemed logical since he had spent his entire life in the sole company of a woman. Because the boy believed his father had abandoned his mother, Michael thought he might be confused about men, found it hard to trust them, to understand them, to relate to them. Shannon was the bridge between him and his son, and he believed she would find a way to coax him across.
“Guess I’ll get cleaned up before dinner,” Michael said, rising, turning just as Justin tilted the jug to rinse his body of soap, blotting his chest with a towel as Michael approached.
“He wanna go?” Justin asked.
“I think so. He agreed to it anyway.”
“You were hopin’ he’d be excited about the idea.”
“Well…”
“We can’t expect too much, Michael. It’s still too soon. We’ll keep workin’ on it. We’ll wear him down before long.”
Michael leaned forward and unbuckled his sandals, tilting his head upward toward the man standing in front of him. “You look exceptionally tempting tonight,” he said, rising, unfastening his jeans.
“Everything you see is yours for the taking,” Justin replied, watching the jeans slide down Michael’s legs, reminded of thoughts that had crept into his mind during the day as they nailed in the rafters, when they worked close and the smell of a man’s underarms teased his nostrils. He felt the tingles of a beginning erection, then glanced at the boy and the lift abated. “Have you adjusted to havin’ the three of us living here? That’s a lot of testosterone in that small house.”
Michael, stepping out of his jeans, looked over at John; he was too far away to hear their words. “Different, isn’t it? Even if he didn’t have the attitude, it’d be an adjustment. So much for keeping everything the same.” Michael glanced at the boy again. “You taking any bets on when he’ll finally break down and take a shower?”
“I saw him over here lookin’ at the jug yesterday. He’s thinkin’ about it.”
“Is he rebelling or what?”
“I figure it’s culture shock, and maybe a little modesty. Think about his life in Boston. No tellin’ what he thought when he first saw how we take a shower.”
“Probably the same thing I did.”
“I remember.” Justin dried his legs and wrapped the towel around his waist. “I’ll go in and start dinner.” He nodded at the jug dangling over Michael’s head. “Is that enough water for your shower?”
Michael looked at the jug. “I’ll make do.”
Chapter 2
Shannon, wearing a sleeveless t-shirt and shorts, blond hair tucked under a baseball cap, arrived the next morning while Justin stood at the kitchen counter mixing pancake batter. Michael was frying bacon on the stove. John got up from the table to let her in, Chip prancing around her ankles as soon as she stepped in, yapping with excitement, tail wagging. She greeted the three men with a hug, then poured a cup of coffee and joined John at the table.
“You’re gonna like our swimming hole,” she said with her delightful, disarming smile. “Have you ever swam in a river before.”
“Just a swimming pool and the ocean,” John replied.
“I think you’ll like it. It’s the most beautiful spot on this ranch, the canyon walls, the sun sparkling on the rapids. I like sitting in the shallow part of the river and feel the water rushing past.”
Shannon studied the boy’s neutral expression a moment before turning her attention to Justin. “Looks like you guys finished the rafters.”
“The roof’s next. Then the electrical. We’ll hook everything up and then finish out the walls. I’d say about three more weeks.”
“It’s amazing how much you know about carpenter work?” she said.
“As opposed to what I know,” Michael put in, “…nothing.”
“I couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Or some other low-skilled laborer,” Michael replied.
“Three weeks,” said Shannon, turning her attention back to John, “About the time school starts. Made any decisions about that?”
“Not really.”
“I met Christie a few weeks ago, Justin’s friend in Alpine,” said Shannon, referring to the woman John would be staying with during the school week. “She went out with us one night when we drove up there for dinner. I bet you’d like her.”
The boy shrugged.
“She’s a live and let live type,” Shannon added, ignoring the boy’s dour expression.
Listening to the conversation, Michael gave Justin a hapless glance. He looked down at the griddle, disheartened, realizing once again that any hope for a sign of enthusiasm was unrealistic, at least for now.
The breakfast dishes washed and put away, towels in hand, they filed out of the house and started for Justin’s Jeep. Shannon, carrying a basket that held a picnic lunch, pulled Michael aside before they reached the Jeep.
“My swimsuit’s in the car. I figured it’d be appropriate.”
Michael looked at John, now sitting in the back seat behind Justin, Chipper in his lap. “Justin and I talked about that last night. Who knows what’s right or wrong. We don’t wear swimsuits down there. Why put up a front? He has to accept the way things are. So if you’re feeling self-conscious, it’s up to you.”
Shannon’s gaze drifted to the ground as she pondered the circumstances. “I spent most of my life smothered by hang-ups. Maybe we shouldn’t nurture John’s.” Her eyes met Michael’s. “I’ll leave it in the car.”
Michael nodded. “Fine with me. If he has qualms about nudity, he’ll just have to deal with it today.”
Justin pulled the Jeep off the gravel road where it dead-ended near the base of a large rock outcropping. A few yards ahead, rising like limestone skyscrapers, a two-hundred-foot high wall of rock. He turned the Jeep off the road and drove across the desert parallel to the base of the mountain, steering around yuccas and creosote bushes and then parked in a wide wash that cut through the mountain and formed a narrow canyon. The warm desert air bathed their skin as they collected at the back of the Jeep, gathered their totes and started through the rock-strewn wash. They hiked into the narrow canyon, flanked by sheer rock walls towering toward the heavens, Chip stepping cautiously behind them, struggling to keep up, seemingly mesmerized by his paws sinking into the loose gravel. Justin remembered the day Michael first walked through the canyon and, craning his head skyward, had said: It’s like looking at the sky from the bowels of the earth.
The canyon floor dipped sharply near the end, where a pool of water stood, stagnant and green, wall-to-wall and fifteen feet to the other side. Here they could hear the sound of rapids from the river.
“We had to wade through this the first time Justin brought me here,” Michael told John. “That water’s knee deep. When we got to the other side, he told me to check my legs for leeches.”
John’s head turned to Justin’s grinning face.
“We rigged this bridge before we started building your room,” Justin told him.
John’s eyes shifted to the makeshift plank bridge.
“All that rock we used to built the room came off the river bottom. We had to lug it through here in backpacks. Too bad you weren’t here then.”
“You got all those rocks out of the river!”
“Sure did. Took three days,” Michael said, charmed by the boy’s fascination with the murky green water. “That’s why we built the bridge. Can you imagine wading through that with a hundred pounds of rock on your back?”
“We figured the river’s where the stone for the original house came from,” Justin added. “Haven’t seen it around here anywhere else.”
John shook his head. His gaze lifted skyward, lit with a vague enchantment. Michael’s eyes narrowed on the boy with interest, cautious about being too hopeful the ice might be beginning to melt.
Single file, they crossed the bridge, then climbed over the rockslide that had dammed the pool eons ago, emerging from the canyon on a grassy sand bar that provided their first glimpse of the Rio Grande. They paused, standing in a group, three pairs of apprehensive eyes on a boy.
“What do you think?” Michael asked.
“Pretty neat,” said John, taking a few steps into the clearing, gazing upstream where the land leveled out and the river broadened with a glassy calm surface; then downstream, where the land continued its gradual incline to the Gulf of Mexico hundreds of miles away, where the water flowed with its noisy song, cutting through the towering rock which formed a wide, shadowy canyon. A dry breeze tingled across the hairs on their arms, wispy and silent, filled with the smells of the river. Here and there a feathery white cloud hung motionless in the pastel blue sky. Near the edge of the river, the grass gave way to a sandy beach, formed and ever-changing by countless flashfloods.
“Is it deep?” John asked as he took a few more steps forward, looking downstream where the river disappeared around a bend.
“Up there it is,” said Justin, nodding at the placid water upstream. “Not quite knee-deep in the rapids. That’s where we got all the rock.”
They walked to the beach and began to disrobe, John standing off to the side.
“We gonna change right out here?” the boy asked with a hint incredulity.
Unbuckling his sandals, Michael looked up and then straightened his back. “John, we don’t bother with swimsuits. We just swim naked.”
Shifting out over the river, the boy’s eyes filled with disquiet and disbelief. He stood for a moment, as if to let his scattered sensibilities revert back to rational thought As Shannon pulled the sleeveless t-shirt over her head, his eyes settled on her.
She leaned forward to take off her sandals, her heavy breasts swaying downward from her small chest. Hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her shorts, she caught sight of the boy from the corner of her eye, suddenly very conscious of her body and his furtive gaze. She wondered if this would be the first time he has seen a nude woman, her thumbs still hesitant at the waist. Would he think differently of her? Would their budding friendship change course, or would he join in, be part of the group and unmindful of their collective nudity?
But Shannon had never been inside the mind of a fifteen-year-old boy. Aware of his innocent, though obvious curiosity, she didn’t quite grasp the workings of such a young man’s mind; that her body already owned every thought his brain could produce. With a sideways glance, she noticed Michael and Justin wading into the rapids, already nude, and down her legs went the shorts. Stepping out of them, a glance John’s way accompanied by her disarming smile, as if to say nothing extraordinary had just taken place, she followed the men, who were now sitting midstream on the river bottom with the rapids rushing against their backs.
John stood on the sand, staring with eyes fixed with wonder and astonishment, a gaze fixed on lush sun-browned hips, swaying and jiggling with each feminine step across the rocky, unpredictable river bottom. He had in fact not seen a nude woman before, other than pictures and on the Internet, an image his gaze could not resist, an image as compelling to a boy as any of life’s nutrients. It had been no more than a downward glimpse before she turned toward the river, a glimpse below her belly at the apex of her legs, shaved and smooth, plump and divided by protruding labia, a glimpse destined to revitalize his memory forever.
Shannon joined the men, taking her place between them. She drew up her knees and wrapped her arms around them.
“I never get tired of how good this feels,” said Justin, leaning back and bracing his hands on the river bottom. “Mother Nature’s Jacuzzi.”
“You two aren’t concerned?” Shannon asked. “He’s just standing there, holding Chip.”
“You’re surprised,” said Justin. “He’s fifteen. Probably never did anything like this before. Give him a minute.”
“I could feel his eyes all the way out here.”
“You expected him to not notice that gorgeous body?”
“Thanks, Justin, but that doesn’t make this any easier.”
“Is your modesty comin’ back to the surface?” Justin teased.
“This is different and you know it.”
“He’s pouting,” Michael said with dismay.
“He’s not pouting!” said Shannon, looking at him, exasperated. “Maybe Justin’s right. He’s probably never done this before and we just sprang it on him.”
“He’ll come around,” said Justin. “Let’s go upstream and do a little swimmin’.”
They came to their feet, standing fast against the strong current, water roiling around their shins.
“Hey John,” Michael called out over the noisy rapids. “Water’s great. We’re going up there to swim. Come on in.” Though wary of imposing circumstances that might further alienate the boy, he wanted John to see things for what they were in this family, desperately wanting him to become part of it.
Walking upstream against the current, Michael glanced at John every few feet. The boy, having put the puppy on the sand, finally got his shirt unbuttoned. Michael watched him lift it off his shoulders and let it drop on the sand. John reached for his belt, unbuckled it, unfastened his jeans, then stood fidgeting, staring absently as if he were nervously calling upon his courage. By the time the others reached calm water, the jeans were down around his feet. Standing in water belly deep, Justin took Shannon by the waist, lifted her and threw her forward. Her scream resonated off the canyon walls and she came up laughing, the brim of her cap dripping, her blonde hair plastered to her neck. Under she went, swimming down to Justin’s ankles. She grabbed them and pulled him off his feet.
Just before Michael suffered the same fate, he looked back toward the beach and saw John approaching the water in his white cotton briefs. Michael surfaced and stood with the others, watching his approach. “Guess he is a little modest.”
“Girls are at his age,” said Shannon. “Why not boys?”
“Wonder how long he’ll keep his underwear on,” Justin mused.
Michael watched him for a moment, then set out across the smooth surface, hands dipping into the water just beyond his head, propelling him forward, his body a shimmering male form some few inches beneath the glinting surface. Justin and Shannon followed him. Treading the deep water by the time John caught up, he fell in when they resumed the swim. Back and forth they swam, from the high rock on the Mexican side to the scrub-lined bank on the American side, eventually ending up back in the waist-deep water. Chipper stared longingly from the beach, yapping now and then as he trotted back and forth, unwilling to get more than his front paws in the water.
“Get on my back,” Justin said to Shannon, turning his back to her. “Let’s see if those two can hold their own in a friendly match.”
Shannon climbed onto Justin’s back and they looked at their prospective opponents with a dare in their eyes. Michael turned his back to John and said: “Hop on. Let’s show ‘um how it’s done.”
John climbed onto his father’s back and the two-man teams tentatively approached each other, Shannon grabbing for John’s arms as the pair neared. Slowly circling each other, eyes fixed and determined, arms and hands flailing, Shannon finally got a hold of John’s forearm and pulled with all her strength. While Michael struggled for balance, John got hold of her free wrist and the battle intensified. They laughed and pulled at each other. Wobbly on their feet, Michael and Justin moved forward and back, trying to tip the other off balance. Each man held tight their partners legs, trying to prevent the forearm around their necks from choking them. A firm jerk, a squeal from Shannon, and Justin lurched awkwardly forward. They both disappeared under the surface.
“You got ‘um. Good show, John.”
The boy slid from his father’s back and watched two heads reappear. All around them, small waves rolled in concentric circles and broke gently against the nearby rock, disappearing on the other side of the river in the overhanging scrub. Michael looked at John, thinking about how much fun that had been, feeling a sense of contentment. For a little while anyway, their relationship had been typical of a father and son. Justin’s idea to take the boy swimming had been a good one.
Panting, Justin turned and waded toward the outcropping of rock on the Mexican side, saying: “That winded me. Think I’ll sit down for a minute.”
The others followed. They crawled up on the rocks and found a place to sit, each listening to the river, taking in the colors and hues around them, letting the sun warm their wet skin.
“That wasn’t fair,” said Shannon. “Two men against a man and a woman.”
“You held your own pretty good,” Michael replied.
“Thought she was gonna choke me there for a minute,” said Justin, turning toward her. “You had your arm around my neck.”
“Sorry about that.”
“Oh shit!” Michael cried, looking upstream. “A raft.”
“Everyone in the water!” Justin said urgently, splashing into the river, quickly followed by three more splashes.
Standing in chest deep water as the boat neared, they watched the approach of a large rubber raft carrying a half dozen tourists. Toward the back on his knees, an oar in each hand, the operator deftly guided the craft toward the rapids. Apprehension filled the eyes of the hapless passengers as they glanced between the rapids ahead and the four heads protruding from the water some twenty feet away.
“Howdy,” called out the guide as the boat passed. “Good day for a swim.”
Smiles and nods from the foursome, bare shoulders beaded with water glinting with sun. They watched the boat pass, confident they hit the water before the passengers saw anything.
“The guides wouldn’t give a shit,” said Justin. “They all skinny dip around here. Never know about the tourists. Coulda’ been a church group.”
Back on the rocks, Michael sat behind John, looking at the back of his head as the boy dangled his feet in the river, smiling inwardly at the image of the boy climbing out of the river, the seat of his underwear wet and drooping, the waistband riding low on one hip. He contemplated their relationship, their lack of history, wondering if John would ever be able to reconcile the reasons behind it. Was he searching for a way to forgive? Was he, on some level, wanting to know his father, to love him, to share a father/son relationship? It didn’t seem too much to ask, even if it were too soon. Even if a boy’s natural admiration for his father was, just now, nothing more than a subconscious glimmer that would incubate in time, he could sleep tonight with a warm feeling of contentment.
Shannon moved closer to John and combed his wet hair with her fingers. Obviously discomfited by her close proximity, he stared straight ahead, noticeably tense, inadvertently snatching glimpses. “When we planned to go swimming today, you didn’t expect skinny-dipping, did you?”
“No.” He turned and looked into her eyes.
“Does it bother you?”
One shoulder shrugged. “Not really.”
“Ever done it before?”
“Once. With some other guys at a friends house. They had a swimming pool.”
“Kinda fun, isn’t it?”
“I guess.”
“But we’re not a bunch of guys, are we?”
“No.”
“You’ll get used to us, John. We’re just a little weird. And when you do, I think you’ll enjoy being part of our family.”
He looked her in the eyes again with the glimmer of a smile. Then his eyes dropped to her breasts and he quickly averted them from her unabashed nudity, conscious of the fact that he wouldn’t mind staring at her all day.
“Anyone for a dive or two?” Justin asked, coming to his feet. Behind them, a wall of rock, crags and crevasses reaching for the sky. A few feet away, twenty-five feet above the river, a small landing that protruded slightly over the water, accessible by a challenging climb. “Maybe we should work on your swan dive,” Justin said, stepping up behind as Michael began the ascent.
Heads craned, John and Shannon watched the two men inch their way up the precarious cliff. With her eyes shadowed by the brim of the cap, Shannon watched the man she still loved make the challenging climb. Now that her romantic notions were locked away in her memory, her love had evolved into a wonderful friendship, which also included Justin. They had all become family, like brothers and sisters, or perhaps even closer than that. Still, sometimes she thought about it at night, picturing him as the strapping young surgeon in San Diego, holding her pillow to her chest, imagining what might have been. How beautiful he looked making the climb, muscle straining across his back, buttocks and thighs flexing. At least they were close friends. At least their days would be spent together building the clinic, then operating it. And now she shared John with him, a relationship off to a good start. She believed the boy trusted her, that he would come to her when he wanted to talk—somewhere between a mother, a sister, a friend.
It didn’t bother her when he looked at her body. Part of becoming a man, after all, was coming to know the nuances of a woman’s body, the softer textures and form, the differences between a female body and his own. She sensed he was beginning to feel more comfortable with the circumstances, and as a result, perhaps they would become even closer friends.
“I dated your father when we lived in San Diego,” she said impulsively. She had contemplated this issue with mixed emotions, thinking now that John should know these things, and certainly finding nothing sinister or shameful about it.
John looked at her with surprise.
“I fell in love with him. Didn’t know he was gay at the time.” She looked at the boy and smiled. “To him we were just friends. It broke his heart when he had to tell me. Mine, too. I wasn’t planning to tell you about this, but changed my mind when something occurred to me. I know why your mother handled it the way she did.”
Stunned, John listened with interest.
“I would’ve done the same thing if I had been your mother.”
“Why?” the boy asked.
“For his benefit and hers. Your mother knew he was gay, and she probably loved him in her own way. But she knew his plans for the future and her own. She knew her plans could never include your father. Telling him would have made it very hard on both of them.” She placed her arm around his shoulder and pulled him close for a quick hug. “I know it sounds complicated. It must’ve been a very emotional time in your mother’s life. It’s a crossroads in her life. Sometimes we don’t know which direction to take. We can only go with what our instincts tell us is best. I just wish you could understand.”
“John’s gaze shifted out over the river as he tried to fathom what he had just heard. He, too, had reached a crossroads in his life when his mother died. His instincts had told him to run away. But what would he do, not even old enough to get a job?
The two men reached the landing. Standing side-by-side, Justin looked at his lover and smiled. Particles of sand clung to the blond hair on his chest, and a place on his shoulder had reddened where he had scraped it on the climb. “Try not to land on your belly this time,” he said as Michael stared down at the river.
“Why does it always look so much higher up here?”
“That’s part of the problem. You look down and tense up. You let it intimidate you. Just point your hands over your head and go in head first.”
Michael positioned himself, determined, crouching slightly, a deep breath with arms held straight up, fingers straight and pointing skyward; and into the air he flew, overwhelmed immediately by the sensation of falling. Then the splash, the plunge into that murky, watery, soundless world of turtles and fish. He surfaced grinning, certain it had been a rather good dive.
Shannon applauded with a grin. “When we first started swimming here, your father wouldn’t dive. He’d cannonball in. That’s the best one I’ve seen him do.” She glanced at John as he stared at his father, pleased the boy seemed more relaxed. A dark circle of moisture had bled into the sandstone he sat on, dripping from his wet underwear.
Justin hit the water a couple yards beside him, splashed his eyes. The unlikely pair swam to shallower water, where Justin gave Michael a pat on the back. “Good dive, buddy. I’m proud of you.”
Michael nodded at Shannon and John. “They’re going up.”
Feeling buoyant in the deep water, Justin turned and watched them begin the climb, Shannon first, John looking up at her.
“Look at him stare,” said Justin.
“That’s what I do when you go ahead of me,” Michael confessed. “Provides an interesting view.”
“Then we’re guilty of the same thing.” Justin watched the boy for a moment, then said: “Looks like he’s gonna keep his underwear on and I think I know why.”
“I noticed it, too. He’d be pointing at the clouds if he took it off.”
“Sorta’ confirms things, doesn’t it?”
“About his sexuality?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ve assumed he’s straight all along,” Michael said. “The odds favor that. If we could only get him to accept a gay father.”
“That’s probably your biggest obstacle.” Justin continued to watch. “She’s half way up and John still hasn’t moved.”
“He’s not even aware we’re watching him. Like he’s mesmerized.”
“Shannon’s probably wishin’ she had let him go first,” said Justin.
“Fifteen years old. Can you imagine what’s going through his mind?”
“I figure this’ll be a day he’ll never forget.”
John finally started the climb. Shannon waited for him at the top. When he stepped onto the landing, she noticed his problem. He discreetly tried to adjust himself, but the attempt was useless and all but comical. The underwear was wet and sagging and clinging gloriously. It embarrassed her, not on her part but his, certain this is what had made him so self-conscious. Though she thoughtfully pretended to not notice, mindful of his fifteen-year-old sensibilities, she wanted to tell him there is nothing shameful about the human body, that erections are normal and happen randomly to all men.
“I swam here three times before getting the nerve to climb up here,” she told him. “Seems awfully high, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah.”
“Who goes first?”
“You go,” said John, then fixed his eyes on her as she faced the river, arched her back and launched herself off the cliff. From above, his eyes followed, along with another futile attempt to adjust himself, to hide the obvious. When Shannon surfaced, he was still standing on the ledge, staring, as if his mind had wondered a million miles away. Then, apparently realizing it was his turn, he made a nearly perfect dive, hitting the water with hardly a splash.
Justin looked at Michael. “Well, that’s one more thing you two don’t have in common.”
The day passed. They had body-surfed in the rapids, swam a couple of races across the widest part of the river, and ate ham sandwiches in a shady area on the thin grass. John’s erections had become less frequent by mid-afternoon. Though at times he seemed to be having fun, there were several occasions he seemed distant, apart from those around him, staring into the canyon or into the glare of the river as if his mind were back in Boston during happier times.
Justin let him drive the Jeep back to the house. He ground the gears a couple of times, lurched a bit releasing the clutch, but all-in-all he displayed genuine mastery over the cantankerous machine. The seat and crotch of his jeans were wet, having put them on over his wet underwear.
Back at the house, sitting on the veranda in one of the deck-chairs he and Justin had made, Michael invited his son to join him when the boy returned from the outhouse. John stared out across the desert as Michael spoke.
“What’re they doing inside.”
“Washing dishes.”
“Figured we could talk for a minute or two.”
“Okay.”
“You handled that Jeep pretty good. Your mother teach you how to drive?”
“She let me drive to the grocery store a couple of times.”
Michael’s thoughts traveled back to his long friendship with Jennifer. How many evenings had they spent together—too many to count. He never had many true friends. Other than Jody and Shannon, he never felt as comfortable being around someone as he did John’s mother. “Wish we hadn’t lost touch,” he said, staring at the horizon. A moment passed before he remembered what he had been thinking. “Well, anyway,” he said, looking back at John. “Have you thought about starting school here?”
The boy’s weight shifted uncomfortably, implying this subject didn’t much appeal to him.
“I’d rather you go close by, but I’m more comfortable with the school in Alpine.”
“Guess it doesn’t matter,” said the boy.
“You’ll like Christie. She’s good natured like Shannon. Plus it’ll give you a few days a week away from me; your own space you might say. Sound okay?”
“Sure.”
“I figure you’ll need a car.”
John looked at him, surprised. His gaze shifted to the ground just beyond his feet, reflecting thought. Then he looked back at Michael. “Am I old enough to get a license here?”
“I don’t know. If not, we’ll get you a hardship license. If that doesn’t work, we’ll get you a car anyway. Things aren’t as formal here as they are in the city.”
As the prospect of having his own car began to soak in, John could hardly contain his excitement. “You’re serious about this?”
“Sure. It’ll get you to school. You can use it to come home on weekends. You might even end up meeting a girl you wanna date. You’ll have a car.”
“Mom said I couldn’t have a car until I’m seventeen.”
Looking at him, Michael nodded thoughtfully. “Well, I can understand that, but you and me are making the decisions now. I’ll buy a new one and give you my Cherokee.”
As John leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees, his gaze shifted back to the desert. Michael felt a sense of elation. This looked like a step in the right direction. The boy was excited about getting a car and his father was getting him one, something his mother wouldn’t have done for two more years. His mind shifted to their day on the river and he smiled inwardly picturing the tall lanky boy in his saggy wet underwear. He had struggled to keep it up all day, seemingly unaware of how ridiculous he looked, which had endeared Michael all the more. And he would never forget the lost expression on his face every time he looked at Shannon, whom had been a good sport, as if her plight had been that of someone on display.
“Seems like you and Shannon are getting along pretty good. She was glad you wanted her to come today.”
“I like her. She’s nice.”
“She planned to wear her swimsuit today,” Michael told him.
John’s head turned. “Why didn’t she?”
“I asked her not to.”
John’s brow furled. “Why?”
“Because we always swim nude. Shannon, too. Would you prefer we do things differently when you’re around?”
After thinking a moment, John replied: “No.”
“She’s pretty, isn’t she?”
“Yeah.”
“She’s a Midwestern girl. Used to be real shy and kinda uptight. One day, when my sister and bother-in-law were here, we teased her into taking a shower over there, right out in the open with all of us watching, just to get her to loosen up a little. It worked. It was like another part of her inside broke free and she hasn’t been the same since.” Michael watched the boy take all of this in. “Anyway, that’s the way things are around here. We don’t have issues with who we are or our bodies.”
“You saying I should’ve taken my underwear off today?”
“No. Wasn’t even thinking that. Actually, if I was fifteen in those circumstances, I would’ve left my underwear on, too.” Michael thrust his feet forward, reached into his pocket and pulled out the car keys, offering them to the boy. “Go check it out. Take it for a spin if you want; just stay on the gravel road.”
John looked at the keys with an expression not unlike the one Michael had witnessed all day when his eyes were glued on Shannon. He took the keys with fleeting reserve and hurried off the veranda. Michael watched him disappear around the corner of the house, feeling a sense of relief they had settled the issue of enrolling in school.
He didn’t like the idea of his son being away all week, but had little confidence in the local school’s curriculum. Plus he knew John would be well supervised. Christie would keep an eye on him without being intrusive. A few minutes later, he heard John start the Cherokee, then the sound of tires crunching on the gravel road. He smiled as he stared at the horizon, thinking everything was going to turn out okay.
Shannon came out, handed him a cup of coffee and sat down beside him. “Did I hear a car drive away?”
“John’s trying out his new ride.”
“You gave him your car?”
“Not just yet. When I get a new one, that one’s his. We have time before school starts.”
“He agreed to go to school here?”
“Yep.”
“Sounds like you had a productive conversation,” she said, sipping her coffee.
“A good day all around.” Michael looked at her and grinned.
“What’s so funny,” she asked.
“Know what my favorite part of the day was? The first time you climbed up to make a dive.”
“Why was that?” she asked quizzically.
“John was behind you. You put him in a trance.”
Shannon slapped his arm and her face flushed. “I wasn’t thinking. I should’ve let him go up first. That’s embarrassing.”
“Think of it as sex-ed 101,” he said, still grinning. “So what’s Justin doing?”
“He’s fooling with the radio. Looks like it went out.”
Michael shook his head. “That old Zenith must be fifty years old. Hope it’s not a tube. They probably don’t make ‘um anymore.”
“What a shame,” she teased. “You guys might have to break down and buy a new radio.”
Chapter 3
Michael awoke the next day when the morning sun began to warm the room. After stopping in the living room to look at his sleeping son on the sofa, wearing a pair of boxer shorts, a cup of coffee in hand, he joined Justin on the veranda.
“Mornin’,” said Justin, stroking Chip’s head as Michael sat down.
“You shoulda’ woke me.”
“It’s Sunday. You looked too peaceful.”
“John’s still asleep.”
“He had an eventful day. All-in-all, I’d say things went well.”
Michael took a sip of coffee, staring out across the desert. “He’ll start school soon. Hope things thaw out a little before then. It’ll be harder with him being away five days a week.”
Justin leaned back against the chair and thrust his feet out. Moments later the sound of a car disturbed the morning silence. Justin sat up and looked at Michael when the car pulled in front of the house.
“I wasn’t expectin’ anyone, were you?”
“No. Maybe it’s Shannon or Collin Gordon.”
Justin set the puppy on the clay tiles as they listened to the footfall crunching across the hard earth on the north side of the house. Chip cocked his head in that direction when a man rounded the side of the house. The country sheriff, Clifford Peterman appeared with a clipboard under his arm.
“Mornin’, Justin,” he said, stepping up on the veranda, nodding at Michael.
“What brings you out this way, Clifford?”
“Some legal business, for Mr. Anderson here.” He took the clipboard from under his arm and handed Michael a folded document. Michael glanced at it and back at the sheriff.
“Legal business?” said Justin.
“’Fraid so. Mr. Anderson’s gettin’ sued.”
Again Michael looked at the document, unfolding it this time. A brief silence as he read and then looked back up.
“If you’ll just sign that bottom line,” said the sheriff, handing Michael the clipboard, “I’ll be on my way.”
Staring at the document, Justin couldn’t make out what it was. Why would anyone be suing Michael?
As the sheriff walked away, Michael read a little further, Justin anxiously awaiting the news. “It’s come back to haunt me.”
“What’re you talkin’ about?”
“The little girl’s parents,” he said, referring to the girl that died during his last operation in San Diego. “They’re going after my medical license.”
“They won a settlement. Why would they want more?”
“They’ve heard I’m starting a practice here in Texas. They want it stopped.”
Jaw gaping with incredulity, Justin’s perplexed gaze shifted westward. “I can’t fuckin’ believe it,” he muttered.
Michael shoved the document between two chair slats, stood and walked to the edge of the porch, where he leaned against a support pole.
“So what?” Justin said angrily. “What does it matter? No one around here cares about things like that. We’ll just open the clinic anyway.”
“It doesn’t work that way. If the court says I can’t practice medicine, that’s it, I can’t.”
John appeared at the doorway and stepped out, glancing between the two somber men. “Something wrong.”
Justin snatched the document off the chair and handed it to him. “This.”
John looked at it for a moment, then looked up. “What is it?”
Michael turned. “The little girl I told you about, the one that died. Her parents want me out of the medical profession.”
John looked at the document and then handed it back to Justin, who tossed it on the chair.
“Can they do that?” John asked.
“If a judge agrees with them, they can.”
“You’re gonna fight it, aren’t you, Michael?” Justin asked.
Michael looked down at the tiles in front of his feet, contemplating the clinic, Shannon’s dreams, the Mexicans that had fanned out across the desert when he and Justin were kidnapped, his desire to pay them back, all of that jeopardized by a pair of tormented, over-zealous parents. A lawsuit. He couldn’t believe it. He looked up at the two staring at him. “Yeah, I’m gonna fight it. I’m gonna fight it and win.” He drew a breath and nodded his head as the fight in him steeled his determination. “Let’s just eat some toast for breakfast. I’m ready to get started on the roof.”
At the table, spreading jam on his warm toast, Justin smiled when John handed Chip a piece of bacon. Michael, now wearing jeans, came to the table with a cell phone in his hand.
“Who you callin’?” Justin asked.
“Kurt Thompson, my lawyer.”
Justin took a bite of toast as Michael pressed in the number. He and John ate quietly, listening to Michael’s side of the conversation.
“Well?” said Justin when Michael set the phone aside, absently staring at his glass of orange juice.
“He’s been waiting for me to call. Got the papers yesterday.”
“Did he sound optimistic?” Justin wanted to know.
“You know how they are, noncommittal. Said he’s trying to decide if we’d be better off letting a judge decide or a jury. They plan to schedule a deposition sometime next month. I’ll have to go out there for that.”
“We’ll have to go out there,” Justin replied.
Michael’s smile hardly disguised the angst that had already begun to build up inside.
“What’re you gonna do if you lose?” John asked.
“He won’t lose,” Justin said quickly. “This whole thing is nonsense.”
John looked down at his plate. Michael wondered if the look on his face was an expression of concern. He said: “Wish you could go to San Diego with us, but you’ll be in school.”
John rolled his eyes and got up to take his plate to the sink.
Michael looked at his uneaten toast and pushed it aside. “I’m not hungry. You ready to get started.”
“Yeah,” said Justin. “The decking first, then we put down the galvanized.”
Outside, still deep in thought, Michael let out a sigh, went for the ladder and leaned it up against the side of the house. Justin dug a pair of gloves out of the toolbox and then he strapped on his utility belt and climbed the ladder to the roof, where he stood on the edge and waited for Michael to hand up the first piece of decking. The four by eight foot panel was heavier than Michael anticipated. It felt awkward lifting it over his head. Justin grabbed on as soon as the corner of it was close enough to reach.
With a hammer fastened to his belt and roofing nails filling the pouch that hung beneath his belly, Michael climbed the ladder to help Justin nail down the panel.
“Figure if we start here, there’ll be less cuttin’ to do,” said Justin, positioning the panel atop the rafters where the old roof joined the new.
Shortly after they started nailing, John came back out of the house with Chip. He sat on the ground near the stack of decking, shielding his eyes from the sun when he looked up to watch the two men working.
Michael came back down the ladder a short while later, lifted another piece of decking and handed it up to Justin while John played with the dog, repeating the same process with the third piece of decking. Just before he came down for the fourth piece, John stood and told him to wait, that he would hand it up. Fighting an impulse to tell the boy the panel might be too heavy for him, he watched John lift the next piece off the pile, obviously surprised by its awkward weight.
The boy struggled to get the right hold before hoisting it over his head, Michael leaning precariously over the edge of the roof, pretending to not notice the boy’s difficulty. He grabbed the piece as soon as he could and pulled it the rest of the way up.
“Thanks, John,” he said and handed the panel to Justin.
“These are too heavy for him,” Justin whispered before he started nailing.
“I know. I’ll go down on the next one and send him up here to help nail.”
When Michael appeared at the roof’s edge for the next piece, he saw John waiting, seemingly determined to help. Just as the boy turned to get the next piece, Michael called out: “Hold on. I’m coming down.” Down the ladder and facing his son, he said: “Go on up and help Justin nail. I’ll hand ‘um up.”
Chip watched the boy climb the ladder with a perplexed look, as if he were wondering how humans do that. Justin stood ready for the next piece as Michael lifted it over his head. He showed John where to nail and they were soon at work, Michael below, standing ready to hand up the next panel.
As the day passed and the rafters disappeared beneath the ever-expanding skin of decking, the three worked as a team as if John had been part of it all along. Michael liked the way his son showed interest in learning everything he could about carpentry. Justin showed him how to measure smaller gaps so that they could cut the panels to fit; then showed him how to use the circular saw to make the cut. By the end of the afternoon, the roof, fully paneled, glared in the sun.
Collin Gordon drove up just as Justin stepped down the ladder. The three of them had been making sure all the panels were properly nailed down.
“How’s it goin’, young man,” the old rancher said as he scanned the day’s work. “Looks like you boys’re about ready to put on the tin.”
“That we are Collin. You come by for dinner?”
“What’re ya havin’?”
“We’ve had some beef stew simmerin’ all day. Just goin’ in to check on it.”
From the roof, John watched Justin and the old man disappear under the veranda awning. “Who’s that?”
“You’ve heard us talking about him. He owns the ranch down the road,” said Michael, sitting on the edge, his feet dangling below, “one of the richest men in Texas. He’s the one funding the new clinic. He’s been in Dallas this week or you would’ve already met him. He’s also dying from lung cancer. That’s why he’s building the clinic and donating his ranch to the state. I told you about the state park Justin’s gonna run. It’s all happening because of Collin.”
Michael looked at his son for a moment. “John, glad you pitched in and helped. We wouldn’t have finished the decking today without you.”
John shrugged.
“I never thought I’d have a son, but since I do, I’m glad it’s you.”
John stared into Michael’s eyes, briefly, before stepping onto the ladder, followed by his father. They walked into the house and saw Collin and Justin standing near the stove. Collin looked at Michael, angry.
“What’s this about a lawsuit?” he wanted to know, instantaneously changing his tone of voice and focus. “Is this your son?”
Michael put his arm around the boy’s shoulder and they stepped forward. “This is John. He’s decided to live with us and go to school in Alpine.”
Collin reached for the boys hand, grasped it firmly, taking stock of what looked to him to be a fine young man. “Collin Gordon, son. Good to meet you.”
John nodded.
“You as hard-headed as your father?”
John shrugged and looked at Michael, as did Collin. “So what’s goin’ on with this lawsuit?”
Justin took some cold beer from the refrigerator and the four of them took a place at the table. Collin listened attentively as Michael related what the documents contained.
“I’ll be damned,” said the old man, frustrated.
“You can’t blame ‘um, Collin. They think I’m incompetent. So did I when that happened. They don’t know I’m not the same man.”
“I don’t know any lawyers in San Diego,” said Collin, ignoring what Michael said.
“I already have one.”
“You’ll have more than one before this thing gets to first base. I’ll have a team of ‘um out there from Dallas by the end of the week.”
Michael pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek, conflicted by both Collin’s certain intervention and the simple fact that, since Collin obviously planned to intervene, the odds of winning were vastly increased. The old rancher had long since gotten used to winning and he was determined to see the clinic open exactly the way he planned it.
Collin’s attention shifted to Michael’s son. “You old enough to drink beer?”
John didn’t know how to respond.
“We’ve decided he’s old enough to drink one,” said Michael.
“Started school yet?”
John shook his head, studying the old man. To him Collin didn’t look like a dying man—he simply looked like an old grouch.
“He’ll be going in Alpine,” Michael reminded him. “He’ll stay with a friend of Justin’s during the week.”
Collin Gordon squinted at the boy. “You’re lucky this man is your father,” he said, nodding sideways at Michael. “I know him. He cares. He knows what’s important. You best listen to what he says.”
John glanced at Michael and Justin, then his eyes dropped.
After the dinner dishes were put away and Collin had gone home, after the three of them spent an hour on the veranda contemplating the lawsuit, they decided to turn in for the night. In the bedroom, as Justin sat on the edge of the bed taking off his sandals, he watched Michael quietly get undressed.
“Were you surprised today when John pitched in to help?”
“Yeah, I was.”
“Thought he was gonna fall over backward wrestling with that panel.”
“That got to me. He didn’t give up.”
“I was glad you went down. He was about to lift another one.”
“I know.” Michael stared at the floor a moment before he said: “I think you were right. He’s been watching us work. I think he wanted to join in all along.”
“Maybe he was waiting to be asked.”
“Probably.”
“He sure caught on quick,” Justin said.
“He’s more intelligent than his attitude reflects.”
Justin sensed Michael’s thoughts were elsewhere. A hint of disquiet had drawn the lines of his face, and he knew exactly what bothered him. “You can’t catch a break,” he said, lifting his weight to push down his jeans. “Think they have a chance?”
“I don’t know.” He had thought about losing his medical license all day. He unbuttoned his shirt and let it slip to the floor. Usually he took care to hang it. “My lawyer said they hired a big gun. I might end up working for you.”
Justin scooted to his side of the bed as Michael approached, conscious of the bobble and sway, not really surprised that his lover’s body still enchanted him. “Can’t believe a judge would go along with something like that,” he said as Michael lay back beside him. “It’s not like we have doctors to throw away in this country.”
“I’ll tell you what … I’m not gonna worry about it. The last ten years of my life disappeared like a puff of smoke. Wasted. Everyday worrying about one thing or another. That’s not gonna happen to the next ten.”
Justin turned his head and rested his eyes on the ceiling.
“I had a lot of patients fifty, sixty years old. They’d come in and I’d listen to them talk about their symptoms. Asthma, impotence, arthritis, high blood pressure, diabetes. Things happen to you as you get older. Part of you gets taken away. I plan to live these next ten years and enjoy every minute of it.”
Justin looked at him. He didn’t believe Michael wasn’t worried about the lawsuit—he was too dedicated to the medical profession, too enthusiastic about the new clinic. This looked like denial to him. Turning onto his side and resting his hand on Michael’s chest, he feared the threat would eat at him. Then the warmth of Michael’s body registered in his mind. His thoughts shifted.
He thought about the first day they met, at that makeshift campsite by the river. He smiled inwardly, recalling how Michael had set up the small tent in a wide ravine, how he could have washed into the Rio Grande had a rain storm brewed in the mountains that night.
He could still picture the man he saw when he walked into the small camp, sitting on the rock embankment, staring out across the river, reflecting on his past and future, loneliness riding his shoulders like a backpack full of mud and sorrow. Justin figured it must have happened that moment, that very moment he stood staring at the man’s back: the unruly sandy brown hair, the brown shoulders, the rift that ran down his back and disappeared into his jeans; a man lost in his own mind surrounded by countless miles of desert wilderness. Something inside came alive, something hard to explain; whatever it is inside that gives a man the vision to recognize his destiny, that guides him and moves him forward in unexpected new directions; for that moment set them both on a new path.
His eyes trailed down Michael’s chest and settled on his nipples, the size of a quarter and nearly hidden by sun-golden hair, down the narrow trail over his belly that widened into a thick swath of light brown pubic hair; the parts of a man that sets a mind sailing, the masculine shadows and creases; parts that beckon one’s hands and eyes, darker in certain places and irresistibly tempting. Justin thought about the first time he saw him take off his clothes, how it affected his body chemistry, defined him, how it had put those urges in his hands. He thought about the first time he touched him, there where his eyes had now settled, how it had felt in his hand, firm and warm, more intimate than anything he had ever known. He thought about their first kiss, tentative, fleeting; how it had tingled so at the back of his neck.
As he stared the penis drew in on itself and sat pointing upward among the blond curls like a turtle’s head lifting out of the grass. The testicles slowly relaxed and dropped between slightly parted legs, only to rise again as the penis regained some length and laid over on its side. Justin reached down and took hold of his own and his eyes scanned upward. “Funny how we get wired the way we do. If you were a woman, at least these thoughts I’m havin’ would be practical—we’d be making babies.”
“I’m glad your thoughts aren’t practical. One teenager is enough.”
“Every time I look at you, I still get the same ideas?”
“What ideas?” Michael asked, his tone calm and mellow.
“I’ve been lookin’ at you since you got in bed. What ideas do you think?”
“So with me, it’s not practical?”
“Is it practical or is it just how things are?”
“If you ask me, we went to the right electrician.”
Justin smiled, sitting up beside him. “No regrets on my part, either. But I think about it sometimes. It’s fascinating. Two guys look at the same apple; one sees red, the other sees green.”
“I remember when I first met you. I was afraid you were seeing red.”
Justin brushed his hand over Michael’s belly. “You ever think about it?”
“We all think about it. We all wonder why we aren’t wired like ‘normal’ guys. But who gives a damn if our thoughts aren’t practical? They make you feel good and they express your feelings for someone, even if it’s me you’re thinking about.”
His hand moved down and rested on Michael’s leg. “That next ten years you’re talkin’ about … do they start tonight?”
Michael folded his hands behind his head. A smile, complaisant, benign, unperturbed. “They started when you put your hand on me.”
With an urge as compelling as the pull of gravity, Justin lowered his head and his lips engulfed a familiar shape. A familiar fullness filled his mouth, a familiar taste. His tongue explored as the taste took hold of him, as the act of doing such a thing with another man grabbed away notions of yesterday or tomorrow. His hand moved in between Michael’s legs, a pair of testicles within his fingers, firm and fleshy, squishing here and there within their warm fleshy sac as he caressed and squeezed them. Fragrances both subtle and tart haunted his nostrils, the soft curly hair tickling his nose as his lips slid down the firm length. Increasingly sweeter urges ached in his loins as he stroked the soft flesh behind Michael’s testicles with his fingertips.
As if to offer himself, Michael rolled over and came up on his elbows and knees.
Justin got behind him and sat back on his calves. A moment’s pause to take stock of the gift before him, a special man on his hands and knees, naked, submissive, a sheen of moonlight on his skin, offering his body to the whims of his lover. He inched closer and felt the heat of masculine haunches against his thighs. He smelled the bitters from within damp underarms and the spice locked within the shadows of a gluteal crease, an invisible mist that worked its magic like a witch’s brew singeing the soft tissues of his nostrils. What songs do these smells sing to the fibers of the human body, that set minds with a single-minded purpose, but a silent kind of poetic harmony that bathes the private parts of the soul and robs the brain of reasoned thought? A long stretch over a lover’s back to the nightstand, a daub of lubricant, a finger.
“Mmm … this is what I needed tonight,” Michael whispered, reaching back to pull the right cheek aside, his eyes closed, his face lost to sensations searing through his body.
Two fleshy mounds, scattered with curls of blond hair, closed on Justin’s finger as Michael’s hand slid to the back of his thigh. Justin stroked and caressed and then pushed his finger deeper. Out and back in, warm and moist and seemingly infinite, the hollows behind the small hole warm and intimate. The anus locked on his finger, a groan and then the anus relaxed. Justin inched closer as Michael’s hips arched, then aimed and nudged the head of his cock through. A groan of protest followed by a reflective sigh, and a moment later the angry muscle calmed and relaxed.
Born in the codes etched on his genes, Justin’s hips instinctively moved forward, slowly at first, out and back in. He looked down at his lover, a man in the pale moonlight, his head turned aside on the pillow, humming calmly into the sheet, grasping his own genitals and mellowing with the rhythmic thrusts … none of which was lost on Justin. Sensations electrified him, sensations from the pressing warmth inside a man’s body, sensations that sped him much too quickly to the edge. And it came, those seemingly endless waves of pleasure, tensing his buttocks and shoulders, overwhelming him as his semen spurted inside the man he loved. This was the reason why, this mystical connection, this intimate expression of a thousand heart-felt emotions. This was the reason he thought of this man so many times a day, the one and only individual in all his thirty-three years that caused his heart to flutter.
Michael rolled onto his back. Straddling his legs, spent, Justin took his cock and slowly pumped it, watching the loose skin gather over the end and then retreat back over the moist glans, watching him squirm, watching him breathe harder and harder. A little faster as a pair of legs tensed beneath him. A firmer grip and faster rhythm as his lover’s head arched back on the pillow. A long groan resonated from Michael’s throat and his fingers clutched at the sheet. One after another, long shiny ropes squirted from the tiny hole and rained down on Michael’s chest, the first near his left nipple, two more near his navel, then a final dribble down the gripping knuckles.
Justin grabbed a tissue and blotted away the little white puddles on Michael’s chest and belly. Then he pulled Michael’s hip over and swathed it through his crack. He tossed the tissue toward the nightstand and lay on his side next to him.
“You’re my escape from things that bother me,” Michael said, gazing at the shadowy ceiling.
Justin stared at him with a smile. He scooted closer and draped his arm over Michael’s chest, snuggling up close as his drifting consciousness carried him toward a night’s dreams.
Michael’s lawyer called Monday morning during breakfast. He had arranged for a flight to El Paso the coming Wednesday. Justin looked at him with anticipation when Michael closed the phone and stared at his scrambled eggs. “Bad news?” he asked.
Michael looked up. Both Justin and John were staring at him. “No. He’s coming here Wednesday.”
“Nice that you don’t have to go out there,” Justin said, blotting his lips.
“He didn’t say, but I have a feeling it’s because Collin’s involved. Otherwise I would have to go out there.”
Justin’s head jerked with an ironic laugh.
Kurt Thompson arrived at three o’clock Wednesday afternoon. After Michael introduced everyone, they took their coffee out on the veranda. Michael and the lawyer sat next to each other in the deck chairs, Justin on the edge of the veranda, John a few feet away leaning against a support column.
Kurt Thompson rubbed his jaw, glancing between the boy and Justin as if he thought the meeting best take place in private. “I suppose you know you’re also being represented by a firm in Dallas.”
“I didn’t know, but I was expecting it.”
“Collin Gordon must be a good friend.”
“About as good a friend you can have.”
“Then that explains it. I’ve been informed by his lawyers in Dallas that Mr. Gordon is bankrolling your entire defense, which includes me. He paid for this trip here.”
“Not something I asked him to do, but I’ve long since given up trying to argue with him.”
Kurt Thompson smiled. “Personally, I’ve never had a guardian angel. Must be nice.”
“So where do I stand?” Michael asked.
“This is one of those unpredictable situations. I participated in a conference call with the Dallas team yesterday. Since I’m your personal attorney, I’ll be the lead lawyer in your case. They’ll act as backup and advisors, do some of the legwork. During the call we decided you’d be better served with a jury instead of a judge. All we need is ten out of twelve to win. With your professional history and your agreeable personality, I think we have a good shot at getting at least ten.
“Yesterday I outlined your defense. It’ll include bringing in a variety of witnesses; your past colleagues, patients and expert testimony from the medical field. Experts on sleep deprivation for example. I understand Mr. Gordon himself has insisted on testifying.”
“What should I expect until then?” Michael asked.
“As soon as it can be arranged by all parties, you’ll have to go to San Diego to give a deposition. After that you’ll wait for the trial. I expect that’ll come after the Christmas holidays. Since the Blanchard family is taking their endeavor so seriously, I imagine the trial could go on a week. They’re spending a lot of money on their legal offense.”
“What happens at the trial?”
Kurt Thompson glanced at the boy. “We can talk openly about this?”
“We keep no secrets around here,” Michael replied.
“What’s going to hurt you is your past, the lifestyle you led when you lived in San Diego. They’ll hit us hard on that. They’ll try to make you look like a degenerate that shouldn’t have been a doctor in the first place, and they’ll link that to Jessica Blanchard’s premature death. If you’re out until four in the morning, you shouldn’t be operating on someone by seven. They’ll seek out any enemies you had on the hospital staff, find out everything they can to hurt you, then subpoena those people to testify against you. During their deposition, they’ll ask what clubs you used to frequent and they’ll look for anyone you came into contact with there. We’ll probably see a sampling of those on the witness stand. They’ll bring in experts to talk about sex addictions and make them sound all but incurable—like child predators are never really cured. When all is said and done, they’ll surmise you can’t change the stripes on a zebra, that you’d be a danger to any future patients if you’re allowed to keep your practice. And you’ll have to sit there and listen to all of this before we’re allowed to present our defense.”
Michael sat staring at the deck feeling despondent.
Kurt Thompson slapped him gently on the knee. “Our defense. That’s what you’ll have to focus on. The opposition will wear out the jury with all this crap, but most of them will see through it. Those that don’t, they’re the ones we’ll work on when our turn comes. Just remember you have a strong case.”
“I don’t know,” Michael said doubtfully, rubbing his forehead.
“You know damn well how good your medical record is. That’ll go a long way to negate what our opponents try to feed the jury. As far as your past is concerned, we’re going to make that look like a long period of depression. You were lonely, overworked. Before the holidays, I’ll have you interviewed by a mental health professional. You might be able to do that over the phone. If there was some kind of trauma in your childhood, that’ll help. The jury will forgive your past discretions.” Kurt Thompson looked at him for a moment. “Do you have anymore questions?”
“No. I’m tired of talking about it.”
“Then I’m ready to get some rest. It’s been a long day. Did I see a couple of motels when I drove through that last little town?”
“That was Lajitas. Try the Badlands Hotel.”
Kurt Thompson reached for his briefcase and stood. Michael walked him to his rental car, where Thompson extended his hand.
“Good seeing you, Michael. I wish we would’ve done this when they brought suit against you for malpractice. Might’ve been a tougher case, but I think we would’ve had a pretty good shot.”
“That’s history.”
Thompson smiled and nodded. “That it is. That it is.” He got into the car and put the window down. “Jesus, it gets warm here this time of year.”
“Try summer sometime.”
“Listen, you’ve got a good case. Call me anytime something comes to mind.”
Michael nodded, watched him put the car into gear and drive out onto the gravel road.
Back on the veranda, Justin still sat on the veranda. John had moved into a chair. Michael sat down beside him.
“What was that all about?” the boy asked his father.
“You mean about the trial?”
“About your past?”
Michael looked at Justin before his weary gaze drifted out across the desert. Sooner or later the boy would find out. “I guess you heard him say I was depressed.”
“Yeah.”
“I didn’t know it then, but I was. Your mother knew. That’s how far back it goes.” Michael leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees with a western gaze, as if his mind were scanning a painful history. “It’s not that I didn’t have direction; I did, my medical career. It was my personal life that had no direction. I dated all through college. Never could connect. Never a sense of fulfillment. Never a simple evening at the apartment just having a conversation.” He turned his head and looked at his son. “Your mother knew all of that.” He glanced at Justin, who sat listening, leaning back against a column, staring absently at the deck. “She was the only meaningful friend I had. She listened to my tales of woe with her beautiful sympathetic eyes.”
“You dated men?” John asked.
“Of course they were men. There was no other choice for me. They were just the wrong men.” Michael released a thoughtful breath and clasped his hands together. “She knew,” he said, almost as if he were talking to himself. “Your mother sensed a rollercoaster destiny for me. That’s why she didn’t call me … why she didn’t tell you about me. She trusted me but couldn’t trust my judgment. She didn’t want you exposed to the emotional shifts in my life.
“I had already left for San Diego, too busy at the hospital to fret over my personal life. Over time it began to wear me down. I hated the bureaucracy. I hated the demand hospital politics made on my time. I realized how lonely I was. I tried dating off and on, always feeling even lonelier when an empty relationship ended. Couldn’t sleep at night thinking about the next day. Eventually I started going to the bathhouses. I hated that, too, but never really admitted it because it kept my mind off hospital politics and my loneliness. It became a habit. It got me through the night.”
The three men sat quietly for a moment, Justin staring up at a pastel blue autumn sky, John’s eyes narrowed with thought. Michael looked down at the deck between his feet. “Think I’ll take a walk.”
They watched him step off the veranda and start off into the desert, sitting in silence as he grew smaller in the distance.
“What’s a bathhouse?” John suddenly asked.
Justin looked at him for a moment before answering. “That’s where men go to be together.”
“For sex?”
“Pretty much. That’s what they’ll use against him at the trial. They’ll try to make it look like something it’s not. It wasn’t that for your father, anyway. It was just an escape.”
“You’re not going out there with him?”
Justin turned and looked at a man that had grown small in the shimmers of the desert. “I think he wants to be alone.” He scanned the area around the back of the house. While he had been in the park during the first part of the day, patrolling the River Road, Michael had finished nailing down the tin on the roof before Kurt Thompson arrived. There were still tools and materials scattered about the yard.
Justin got up, stepped out into the yard and looked up at the new roof. A sense of accomplishment came over him, a feeling that reduced the weight of an unwanted conflict. The corrugated tin’s silvery color sparkled with sun, contrasting with that on the original house. While they were at it, maybe they should have replaced the old tin, he thought, leaning his head sideways in judgment. But they could do that later, when the new bedroom and bathroom were finished. He scanned the ground, then began gathering the tools and materials, glancing from time to time at the boy on the veranda.
John continued to gaze toward his father, perplexed. Everything he had just heard seemed like coins rolling around a flat surface, rolling here and there, trying to find the right hole to drop into. To the exclusion of his father’s emotions, bits and pieces reverberated in his fifteen-year-old mind: dating men, his mother’s lack of trust, bathhouses. An ache had developed in his chest, something he couldn’t quite understand. He picked up Chip, walked into the house and sat on the sofa staring at the repetitive movements of the screen-saver on his laptop, the little dog curled in his lap.
Chapter 4
Noon the next day, Michael returned from the clinic construction site and opened a can of oyster stew, which sat simmering on the stove when Justin pulled in after his patrol in the park. Sitting on the veranda, playing games on his computer, John looked up when Justin stepped up beside him and ruffled his hair.
“Something sure smells good.”
“He made oyster stew,” said the boy.
“You gonna have some?”
“I ate some cereal a while ago.”
Stepping around the puppy, Justin went into the house, glad to see Michael’s lighter expression. “Been home long?”
“Long enough to make that stew.”
“Good. I’m starvin’.”
After lunch, with the roof finally finished, they went to work on the plumbing.
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