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Prologue
On Saturday, February 22, 1997, a group known as the “Army of God” took responsibility for an act of terrorism that had happened on the night before at a bar known as The Otherside. This particular bar, located in Atlanta, Georgia, was owned by a lesbian and was frequented by many lesbians and gay men. The reason the “Army of God” had for bombing the bar was not just who went there but who owned it as well.
The owner’s brother owned an abortion clinic that had been bombed a month before by the same group. Even though the act of terrorism was mainly towards the bar and its owner, the additional injury suffered by the gay and lesbian clientele was an added bonus for the group.
The thought of bombing gay and lesbian establishments had never been an issue until now. With the number of hate crimes on the rise, one wonders what the next step in terror will be and who will take that step. In addition to hatred towards the gay community, the World Wide Web has created a new source for those opposed to that lifestyle to preach their hatred and to spread it across the land in various ways. They encourage others to hurt, cripple and murder those they have determined to be freaks of nature.
Chapter 1
The Atlanta street was bustling with activity as cars drove by and people walked up and down the sidewalks on either side. Many were going in and out of the local lesbian club, The Otherside. With the holidays left behind, and people beginning the ritual of thawing out, this particular Friday evening was busier than usual.
A dark haired man in his mid-20s, looking nervous and anxious, walked to the front door of the club. He hesitated before entering, looking back down both sides of the street to see if anyone was watching him. He only saw a white car parked across the street, his companion sitting in the driver’s seat, waiting for him. The young man knew that while the chances of his being watched did exist; the odds were very low and highly doubtful this one evening. He also knew that, after tonight, he would become a part of history, the type of history generally listed as a footnote to the larger, more important events of the time. For him though, he was the big picture of history at the moment so, caution was the word for the night; nothing was to stop him.
The man had never been in a gay or lesbian bar before. When he was finally inside, he found it made him sick, nauseated but strangely, at the same time, he was fascinated by what he saw. Men were kissing men, and women were kissing women. It was so abnormal, so disgusting to him, he couldn’t help watch. He did too, as he moved around trying to find a discrete place to put down his package, tucked inside his backpack. It was his little gift to these repulsive, disgusting freaks of nature.
Finally, he saw a glass door leading out to a patio where there were tables with stools around them. As he walked out onto it, he saw a table in the corner with one stool, and it was empty. It was perfect for him to sit at while killing time, waiting for the magic moment when he could give his gift properly.
He placed his knapsack under the stool and sat down to watch the men and women talk to and fondle each other. Actually, the bar itself didn’t seem to be any different from the straight ones he’d been to. Only the people in this one were different.
He looked at his watch. It read 12:55 am, almost 1:00, the time determined, after weeks of surveillance, to be the best time for what he, and the other members of his group, had decided would be the best way to send a message to two separate groups: the abortionists and the queers.
Sweat began to run down the young man’s face, a clear sign he was very nervous about what he was going to do. The patio crowd thinned out due to a cold wind picking up and yet, the man sweated like it was summer and the sun was beating down on him alone. Looking around, he slowly and carefully slid off his stool and bent down to the backpack. He opened the top just enough to slide a hand in and flip a switch to activate a timer. It began ticking down the one minute he had to leave the bar safely before everyone else noticed his present. Satisfied that the timer was working, and with fifty-five seconds to go, he pushed the knapsack further under the stool. Casually, he stood and then, he headed out of the place.
Just as he stepped out the front door, he heard the gift opening up.
“BOOOOOOM!!!” One large, pulsating sound then, a brief second of silence before the screaming and the panic began.
The man who’d delivered the bomb gift got into the waiting car and was driven away from the scene quickly and without a care. Within minutes, the bar was emptied. People helped the injured with first aid as they waited for the ambulances and fire trucks to arrive. One by one, the police, the fire department, EMS and even the red bomb squad, arrived, followed by several news vans that simply pulled in around the emergency vehicles. The lights flashing from the multi-colored strobes on these vehicles and the white lights of the camera crews blinded everyone in front of them.
The terrorist was gone, but his companion had left another package for the emergency crews to find at just the right moment to cause more panic and confusion. Luckily, the rescue team had found it; they were in time to clear the area before they dealt with it.
Before the terrorists left Georgia, heading west on Interstate 20, they switched vehicles four times to make sure the police couldn’t catch them. They had been prepared, and they were confident their job had been successful. It would actually be several days before they found out just how well they’d done.
Chapter 2
Sitting in his study later that same morning was a wealthy, well-connected Republican who hid his personal life from his co-workers, friends and even his wife. Simply put, Charles MacDougale was gay.
Charles always found comfort and privacy from his wife of thirty-five years in his study. Alone in this stale, wood-lined room of manhood, he would work on his next business purchase or his next political move - never for himself but always for those he controlled. Most importantly, Charles could close his eyes and remember that sweet youth in his mid to late 20s or 30s he’d tasted a night or two ago, or the week before when he was on a business trip and with another young man.
Charles was by no means an ugly old man who had to buy boys to keep him happy and satisfied. He was actually considered to be quite average in looks with his solid gray hair, his hazel eyes, which had undergone laser surgery only months before to correct his near-sightedness, and his pale, ghostly white skin that hadn’t seen the sun in years. He also stood 5’8” tall and weighed in at 225 pounds, a lot for his size. He knew though that he was big boned so he could carry what fat he had in the form of a small potbelly.
No, Charles chose to pay for the boys to avoid a love relationship that could, and probably would, ruin his life - the life he’d been working on since he’d left college. The life that gave him the ability to play God with other people’s lives, to ruin them or to help them as they, and his needs for them, dictated.
Take the gay community for instance. Charles didn’t need them, but he secretly donated money to various causes that would, in turn, help them, and him, in some form. The one group he donated to the most was the Log Cabin Republicans, a gay political organization. He had a certain understanding with the group even though they didn’t know about his true sexual preference. All they knew about him was that he controlled the various Republican leaders in his hometown of Houston, Texas.
LCR would call him every year, asking for help in improving homosexual rights within the party and every year, he would turn them away without meeting or talking to any of them. He never gave a reason either. If they knew half their donations came from him, in various forms, they would be thankful, but they would also be curious about all the secrecy. They might “out” him by accident, or on purpose, if they thought it would help their cause. No, it was better they thought him a monster, a homophobic jerk who wouldn’t help them even if it were to his advantage. It was the only way to keep his secret safe.
Other groups, such as AIDS organizations and other national political groups, also received money from him without knowing whom the donor was. Usually, it was in the form of money orders with someone else’s name on it; a trick, a friend or his favorite - a foe he wanted destroyed. Giving money to a homosexual political group would destroy the political career of any Republican. With today’s God-fearing religious right controlling the Republican Party, anyone who supported the gay cause would be ridiculed and banished from the party for life. In their minds, there was no room for queer lovers and pro-abortionists.
Charles knew this all too well. After all, he was considered the main man in Houston for the Republican Party. No one did anything without his knowledge, and most likely, without his approval. On this morning, however, just after the bombing, he knew nothing about, something stirred within him. It was a feeling he was not comfortable with, and it was even a bit scary.
Charles sat in his cherry red, leather bound, executive chair, watching the CNN morning news to see what was happening in the world around him, and he heard the reporter begin their report on an event that had happened only a couple of miles away from the reporter’s safe, quiet newsroom.
“A lesbian bar in Atlanta was bombed early this morning. Ten were injured, but none were reported to be serious. The bombing occurred...,” the reporter said.
The headline was designed to catch people’s attention, and it did its job well. Charles grabbed his remote control and turned up the sound so he could better hear what the reporter was saying.
“… at one o’clock this morning at a lesbian bar called The Otherside located in Atlanta, Georgia when an unknown terrorist planted the bomb on the patio sometime during the evening. Witnesses state people go in and out with bags, knapsacks and briefcases all of the time, so no one appeared to be out of place,” the reporter went on. “Even though the bomb was reported to be identical to the one which exploded at Centennial Park during the Olympics, local FBI and ATF officials state they are unable to connect the bombs with any previous incidents. It is also reported that the bomb is identical, not only in make but in usage as well, to the one that blew up an abortion clinic last month. Just like in that incident, a second bomb was waiting for officials in the parking lot. The bomb squad found the second bomb in time to evacuate the area and to disarm it safely. Officials are pleased to have recovered the second one in time as it will give them some insight as to the make of the bomb and hopefully, tell them where the parts were purchased.”
A wrenching feeling tore at Charles’ gut. He knew there was a militant group bombing abortion clinics but to bomb a lesbian bar, to him, that was going too far. He didn’t approve of any of the bombings, and he decided, right then, to do everything he could to stop any attacks from happening in his town.
Turning off the television with the remote he’d been clutching tightly in his hand during the report, Charles put it down and leaned back in his chair to mull over his next move. He wondered how he could put a stop to the senseless attacks. Ten to fifteen minutes went by before he finally had a plan. Hurriedly, he grabbed the phone and dialed a number he knew by heart.
“Hello?” a male voice said on the other end of the line.
“Brent?” Charles demanded, needing to make sure.
Brent Walsh frowned at the phone in his hand and put it back to his ear again.
“Yeah?” he said, sounding hesitant and puzzled, which he was.
“This is Charles. Are you awake?” Charles was brusque with impatience.
“I am now. What’s up?” Brent asked.
“Have you seen the news this morning?” Charles said.
“Charles, you just woke me up, remember. What are you talking about?” Brent demanded, his voice cool.
“I’m talking about the bombing in Atlanta. It was at a lesbian bar,” Charles said.
“Oh, that. I know about that. I heard about it this morning while I was out on a stakeout,” Brent told him. “What about it?”
“I want you to come to my house this afternoon,” Charles countered.
“Your house?” Brent was more alert now.
Indeed, he was too and not because of what Charles wanted to discuss either. It was because in the ten years they’d known each other, Brent had never been invited to Charles’ house, not even once.
“Yes, my house,” Charles said. “You know where it is?”
“Yeah,” Brent replied.
“Good. Be here by one o’clock this afternoon,” Charles ordered. “I have a new job for you that requires your immediate attention.”
“See you at one then,” Brent told him, wondering why he was meeting Charles at his house and not at the usual spot, and they rang off.
Without skipping a beat, Charles pushed a small button on the phone. He got a dial tone followed by a series of beeps as the phone dialed the pre-programmed number.
“Good morning,” said a cheerful female voice.
“Good morning, Nicole,” Charles said, smiling in spite of himself as he recognized the voice.
“Charles?” Nicole McCormick was surprised to hear from her boss so early in the morning.
“Yes,” he said.
“To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?” she asked.
“Have you seen the news this morning?” Charles said, hating to ruin her day with his news but knew he had to anyway.
“No. I’ve been too busy with my son to do anything else. Why?” Nicole said.
“A lesbian bar was bombed,” he told her.
“What?” Nicole was shocked.
“It was in Atlanta, early this morning,” he said.
“Do you know who did it?” she asked.
“I believe so, but I need to check on a few things first. Look, I don’t have a lot of time to explain everything to you right now,” he said. “Can you come by the house at one o’clock today? I have a job that requires your immediate attention.”
“Not really. I have to find someone to baby-sit Alan when he gets home from school first,” she said.
“I’ll have somebody come by and take him to the zoo to make up for this. How’s that sound?” he offered.
“Well...sure, fine,” she said, sounding reluctant. “I’ll explain it to him when I pick him up from school early.”
“Good. I’ll see you at one then,” Charles said.
“One then...” Nicole said.
Not giving her a chance to finish and maybe ask more questions as well, Charles hung up on her and started making more phone calls, one after another. Finally, after spending several long hours making phone calls to confirm who was responsible for the bombings, Charles emerged from his private little hole to greet his wife and servants.
His wife, Mary, was sitting in the dining room, two doors down from the study, and she was the first to see Charles as he passed by the open doorway. He was clearly headed for the stairs to go up to his room.
“Charles, you look horrible,” Mary observed, her voice causing him to pause and look into the room. “Have you been up all night again?”
“No, I’ve just had a rough morning, that’s all,” he said.
“Well, go upstairs and clean up,” she told him, frowning at his rumpled clothing and unkempt hair. “You’ll scare the maid the way you look now.”
“Yes, dear,” he told her, turning to go.
“Oh, and Charles?” Mary said, stopping him again. “Is your dinner suit back from the cleaners?”
Charles frowned, thinking.
“Which one?” he asked.
“The black Laurent,” she said.
“Oh. Yes, Mary, it is,” he said, remembering. “Why do you ask?”
“Remember, you promised to go to the club tonight for the Opera Fundraiser?” she said, a frown decorating her lips now.
“I’m sorry. I forgot all about the party. Is it tonight?” he asked, hoping he really didn’t have to go.
“Yes, it is Charles and don’t even try to get out of it,” she said in a firm voice. “There are a few parties this year that you did promise to attend, and this is one of them.”
“Yes, Mary, you’re right,” he said, not really remembering as he rarely listened to what she had to say, and he dreaded the event already. Suddenly, he got an idea that was beneficial to his project involving Brent and Nicole. “Mary, how many tickets do we have for tonight?”
“Two. Why?” Mary replied.
“Can you get two more?” he asked, ignoring her question.
“Yes, but why, Charles? What’s going on?” she insisted, arching a brow at him.
“Nothing important. I’m just going to ask a couple of my employees to join us, that’s all,” he said, growing impatient with her questions.
“Anybody I know?” she asked now.
Charles let the question go unanswered as he turned away, resuming his walk to his room. He didn’t want to give Mary any more information than he had. Not until he’d completely figured out how everything was going to work with this new twist. It was normal for him to withhold information from her, so he was sure Mary wouldn’t badger him to find out more.
Chapter 3
Brent pulled into the quarter mile long driveway of the MacDougale’s house for the first time. Oh, he’d driven past it several times, just out of curiosity. After all, if it weren’t for the influential Charles, he might’ve been out of business a long time ago. Charles was a ruthless man, and there wasn’t an item of information he didn’t know when it came to his enemies, thanks to Brent’s excellent detective work. The work, it appeared, he was being called upon to do once again.
Slowly, Brent started up the drive, looking at and admiring, the huge three-story house that looked like a small White House with its Greek columns out front. There were many rose bushes, kept trimmed and blooming most of the year by a score of gardeners. Shrubs lined the driveway, and they separated the bright green grass of the inner yard from the wonderfully colorful flowers of the middle yard.
Brent enjoyed the view of green, red and yellow from the wide variety of plants. He was early and thus, was in no rush to ring the doorbell. Suddenly a car horn blared behind him, startling him. Annoyed someone was honking at him in a private driveway, a place most likely the final destination for that person as well, Brent simply stopped his van a good hundred feet from the front entrance. He got out, locked the door and slammed it shut. Giving the driver of what ended up being a red sports car a hard stare he started walking to the front door of the house. He was determined to make a point even if he was the only one who knew or cared about it.
“Hey you! Move your van, you’re blocking the driveway!” the driver yelled.
Brent looked back to see a young lady sticking her head out the window of the red Miata.
“Since you’re in such a hurry, why don’t you just park the car and walk?’ he shot back.
“Damn you! Just who do you think you are?” she demanded.
Brent ignored her and continued his walk up to the front door. Even though he was still the only one who knew it, he had made his point. He simply detested people who were pushy and rude, and he would force this one to walk the extra distance since she was such a person.
Nicole was equally determined, determined not to let him get away with leaving his van where it was. She parked her car and ran after him.
“You are a rude, pushy and inconsiderate jerk!” she yelled at him.
That was the final straw for Brent. He wasn’t about to let her get the best of him.
Meanwhile, Charles heard the honk of Nicole’s car, and he looked out to see what was going on. When he spotted her and Brent facing off on the front walk, he decided to greet them at the front door himself, to forego a scene in front of the servants. As he headed for the door, John, his butler, was preparing to open the door himself.
“John, I’ll get it,” Charles said, halting the man in mid-motion. “Why don’t you get lunch and bring it to the study?”
Without a word, John left Charles to get lunch for him and his guests as instructed. Outside, Brent, opening his mouth to say his piece, turned to look at the woman he believed to still be a ways from him, and was surprised to find her right behind him instead.
“How dare you call me rude, pushy and inconsiderate when I’m the one with the one o’clock appointment, which I’m early for by the way. Just because I’m the one who chose to enjoy the scenery instead of rushing through life like you do, judging by the car you drive,” he said, not missing a beat as he glared down at her.
“Look here, mister,” Nicole said in a very hot-tempered voice as she edged up to the man, trying to intimidate him. “I have a one o’clock appointment too, and I, for one, not only prefer to be on time, which I won’t since you are in my way, but early as well.”
“Well fine, we agree, and you are early. That doesn’t excuse your honking your horn at me so rudely,” Brent said, ignoring the snide remark.
“Well, you looked like you were a delivery person with that van of yours and for all I know…,” Nicole began.
The front door opened just then, catching them both off guard, and she was stopped in mid-sentence. Charles gazed at both of them as they stared back, mouths hanging open.
“I see you two have met,” he said, his voice low and calm as he arched a brow at them.
“Charles!” they both said, equally embarrassed at being caught bickering.
“You’re meeting with Charles?” Brent asked, making the connection.
“Yes, and who are you meeting with, the cook?” Nicole responded, still trying to intimidate the larger male.
“Brent, Nicole, I suggest you save your energy for another, more important fight,” Charles broke in. “Now, would you care to step inside or shall I have lunch served on my front step?”
The pair had the sense to blush, but they were far from done fighting.
“After you, since you seem to be in such a hurry,” Brent said, bowing his head to Nicole in a mocking manner.
“Chauvinist,” Nicole hissed, her voice low enough for his ears only.
No other words were spoken as the two of them followed Charles into his study for their joint meeting. Charles held the door open so they both had to go in before him. Nicole, taking full advantage of Brent’s seeming chauvinism, boldly stepped in front of him and walked into the study first. Eyeing the chair closest to the desk, she walked over and sat down on it, determined to show him up by taking full advantage of the situation. Brent just grinned at her childish behavior, enraging her further.
“Before you two get into another fight, let me explain why you are both here,” Charles spoke up as he closed the door behind him and faced his guests.
Nicole nodded as Brent took the seat next to hers, facing the desk.
“As you both know, a lesbian bar was bombed this morning,” Charles said as he took his own seat behind the desk. “You are both also aware that I’m gay.”
The couple before him was the only two people he’d confided his secret to. He trusted both of them implicitly, but neither of them had been told about the other because he’d had a discreet business arrangement with both of them. He’d only allowed this one personal item to exist between him and them.
“That is something I haven’t told anyone, not even my wife,” he said now, and he took a deep breath before continuing. “However, I know I can trust both of you to take it to the grave should something happen.”
Both Nicole and Brent nodded, wondering what he was getting at.
“What happened early this morning bothered me a lot; even though I don’t approve of abortions, neither do I approve of bombing the abortion clinics. I especially don’t approve of bombing gay and lesbian bars,” he told them. “I am now quite aware of the group who’s involved in these acts of terrorism.”
“The ‘Army of Go’”?” Brent spoke up.
“Yes and no,” Charles said, pleased, but a bit puzzled, to see Brent was so up on things as usual. “How did you know?”
“I was on surveillance when a mutual friend of ours got a call about the bombing. The conversation was short and to the point with the caller mentioning the group by name,” Brent explained.
“Actually, it’s a faction known as ‘God’s Army to Purge Homosexuality’ or GAPH for short, and they were formed out of a larger but less well-known group called BIRTH or ‘Baby’s Inherited Rights to Happiness.’ Both of these organizations are hell bent on destroying pro-abortionists, their clinics and, in GAPH’s case, all homosexuals,” Charles told them.
“You seem to have a handle on this so, just where do I come in?” Brent asked.
Just then, John knocked on the closed study door, twice, before he entered with a cart loaded with three plates covered with silver domes.
“Oh, good, lunch is served.” Charles observed. “I trust the two of you are hungry?”
“Sure,” Nicole said.
“Always,” Brent said, never refusing a good meal, especially when it was free.
“Excellent. Why don’t you two sit on the sofa where there’s more room?” he suggested, and he waved vaguely at the couch behind them.
Nicole got up and headed for the couch. Brent did the same, making sure he let her go first. Nicole, deciding to be the better person in lieu of the fact Charles’ secret was a common bond between them now, indicated he go before her. Graciously, Brent accepted the olive branch and sat down first. She sat down close to him.
“Now that’s much better for the esteemed Mr. and Mrs. Walsh,” Charles said, smiling as he admired how they looked together.
“What?” they exclaimed in unison.
Before they could say more, Charles held up a hand and motioned them to remain silent, casting a meaningful glance at John’s back. They subsided after giving him looks that could stop a charging hippo in its tracks. Oblivious to the exchange, John finished serving lunch, and he left, closing the door behind him.
“Now, let me go on with what I have in mind before you say a word,” Charles said, and he smiled. “Brent, you’re great at understanding the human persona, finding out what makes a person tick and so forth, and you’re able to use that to your advantage. Nicole, you’ve served as my bodyguard for two years now, posing as my travel companion and assistant. You’re also an expert with explosives, something you haven’t had a chance to show yet. Combining your talents, I’m sure we can bring GAPH down before they hurt anyone else.”
“And just how do you propose we do that?” Nicole asked, her tone snide even as she thought she knew the answer before Charles could tell her.
“Since these groups are anti-abortion, anti-gay and pro-God, the only way this plan will work is if you two go in as husband and wife,” Charles said, confirming her fears.
“You’ve got to be joking!” Brent exclaimed before Nicole could speak, and he waved an arm in the direction of the front door. “You saw us fighting out there!”
“Yes, and you two looked just like a married couple,” Charles agreed, nodding.
“What about our past? This is the first time we’ve met, remember?” Nicole challenged.
“Not a problem. I doubt anyone is fully aware Brent exists and as for you, you’ve always passed yourself off at the office as being married so,” Charles came back, and he grinned slyly. “I’ve kept your secret well, haven’t I?”
Nicole, knowing what he meant, could only blush and nod in agreement.
“Uh, excuse me over here, I don’t mean to be rude, Charles, but if I’m to be her husband, shouldn’t I know what the secret is too?” Brent spoke up, always curious about such things.
Hell, it was his job to make sure nothing ever got by him, even if he, personally, had no use for it. Nicole glared at him, and he just shrugged.
“Like you, Brent, Nicole is gay,” Charles said, taking the wind out of Brent’s plan to have something to hold over Nicole, and he worded the statement carefully enough so that Nicole would also be able to understand her future partner a little better.
“And here I thought you were just a male chauvinist pig,” Nicole said to Brent, reacting just as Charles had hoped she would, and there was a small smile on her face as she looked at the younger man.
“Funny, I thought you were just a pushy, liberated broad,” Brent responded, and he smiled too.
Charles couldn’t resist the humor in the situation, and he sat back to laugh, quietly pleased at how quickly the pair had picked up on each other’s faults and used them to get at the other.
“The two of you will do just fine,” he chuckled.
“Really now, Charles, you’ve got to be joking about this, right?” Nicole asked, a concerned look on her pretty face.
“You know me better than that, Nicole. I never joke about business and believe me; I’m treating this just like a business deal. I’ve already set in motion several things, which will help you both succeed in this assignment,” he told her, his laughter fading.
“I have to admit, I’m a bit concerned by what happened too, and I do value your judgment, Charles,” Brent said, giving in.
“For that matter, I am too,” Nicole said, looking beaten. “I had a friend there last night, and after you called this morning, she called me too. She told me how horrible it’d been for her and her friends there. Besides, it could just as easily happen here.”
“Indeed, it can,” Charles agreed, his eyes on his food. “For too long, I, and other Republicans, have allowed the Christian Right to control the Republican Party, and they have now gotten out of hand with this kind of behavior. I’m truly sorry to admit to you that I am just as guilty as they are.”
“What for? You didn’t plant the bombs,” Nicole protested. “You weren’t in on the plan to bomb the club.”
“True, but I didn’t do anything to stop it either,” he said.
“You’re being too hard on yourself, Charles,” Brent said, trying to be soothing. “I know you’re tough and shrewd, but I also know you wouldn’t hurt people on purpose, not innocent people like those in the club.”
After he’d spoken, Brent thought back on his past dealings with Charles, sure he was right. Even though he respected Charles for what he was able to do, he knew that Charles could easily hurt people through the information he, Brent, gave to him. Those people, more often than not, deserved what they got; they weren’t innocent like those at the bar - something he knew Charles never meant to happen.
“Let’s get back to what I want you two to do,” Charles said, looking up from his plate of barely touched rare roast beef and salad. “Nicole, both you and Brent, will be paid ten thousand dollars a month, plus expenses. In addition, I’ll give both of you a one hundred thousand dollar bonus if the leaders of GAPH are either convicted or disappear altogether.” He gave them both a meaningful look at this. “Also, Nicole, I’ll set up a special trust fund of one million dollars for Alan. should anything happen to you during this assignment.”
The thought of something happening to her brought Nicole up short. She sat back on the couch and thought about it. She’d served in the Army for five years, right out of high school, learning all about explosives, getting a black belt in Tai Quon Do, a rigorous martial arts program, along the way. She’d even trained to get on the list of women to be chosen as the first assigned a position with the Green Berets. It was something she’d wanted but chose not to pursue when she got pregnant with Alan. She’d found out later that the Army had decided women on the team wouldn’t be good for the men’s morale, not to mention their concentration, and they’d decided against giving any woman a position.
Despite the major changes in her life, realizing she was a lesbian, back before the “don’t ask, don’t tell” rule came into effect and then getting pregnant later on, Nicole had never worried about anything happening to her. The Army, though no longer holding any interest for her personally, had given her some skills, which Charles had put to good use while giving her the opportunity to stay close at hand with her son, the main joy of her life.
Lovers were few and far in between but raising her son offered her much more than anyone, or anything, ever could. The possibility of losing him was something she’d never anticipated either. Granted, she knew her present job with Charles could get her into a position where she could get injured, or even killed, but she’d settled into such a comfortable routine with him, the chances had seemed remote before now. An act of terrorism now could mean a very real threat to Charles’ life, and she was going to have to readjust her thinking, and quickly, if she was going to be of any value to him and Brent during this new assignment.
Shaking off the disturbing thoughts, Nicole turned her attention back to what Charles had in mind for her and her new “husband”.
“I’ve already arranged for a marriage license for you two, dating back seven years. Also, you, Brent, are now a sales representative in one of my departments while you, Nicole, will continue in your role as my personal bodyguard and assistant. This will not only tie you two together, it’ll also explain why Brent hasn’t been seen with you before,” Charles said, and he looked fully at Brent now. “I’m going to need some background information on you, which I haven’t asked for before, and I’ll get it from you later. Now, to get you two started, there’s a fundraiser...”
“Tonight?” Nicole anticipated, tensing.
“Yes, tonight,” he agreed, and she shook her head.
“I can’t,” she told him. “I have Alan to worry about.”
“Don’t. I’ve already told Elena to watch Alan tonight too. I’ll give you her address before you leave and that way, you can go by with a change of clothing and anything else he might need for the evening,” he told her. Now, back to what I was saying. Tonight is a fundraiser at the River Oaks Country Club for the Houston Opera. All of the usual bigwigs will be there. I’ll expect both of you to arrive, together of course, at my house at six o’clock. I suggest you both dress formally.”
“What’s the point of us attending this party?” Brent asked.
“Simple, there’s no better way for you to be accepted by the group than to be seen with me at one of these events. Also, I can introduce you to Mark Hammer, the president of the local chapter of BIRTH. I know you and Nicole can work your way into their hearts and hopefully, into their meetings, from there,” Charles paused now to eat some salad. “In turn, this will get you to David Stephens, the leader of the GAPH faction. After tonight, I also expect you two to spend more time with each other so you can pass yourselves off as a married couple better. In fact, I want a full background story on how you met, etc., etc., when you get here later tonight.”
“Well then, Nicole, shall I be the male chauvinist pig and pick you up?” Brent asked, looking over at his new partner with a smile on his face.
“No, I’ll be the pushy, liberated broad and pick you up,” Nicole told him, laughing.
“It sounds like we’re on the right track. Now, I’ll have more information for you in the next couple of days but meanwhile, Brent, why don’t you start working on what you can find out about David,” Charles suggested. “Nicole, you want to brush up on your bomb making skills.”
The meeting was clearly over and with no more to be said by anyone, Nicole and Brent got to their feet. Charles went to the door to show them out.
“Oh, one more thing, Brent,” he said, reaching into a pocket to draw out some money. “I’ve only seen you in jeans and casual shirts, so here’s a thousand dollars, go out and get yourself a dinner jacket and whatever else you need for tonight.”
“Gee, thanks Dad,” Brent said as he took the money, and he chuckled as he pocketed it without counting it. “What about my wife, doesn’t she get any money?”
“I’m quite sure she’s well prepared for tonight especially since I’ve seen her in formal gowns before. One in particular could easily melt a man, or a woman for that matter,” Charles said, smiling warmly at Nicole.
Nicole smiled back and headed out the door in front of Brent. The two of them went down the front walk and out to their cars. Brent gave Nicole his address and phone number when they were blocked from view by his van. Nicole took the slip of paper he’d written them down on.
“What time should I pick you up tonight?” she asked.
“How’s five sound?” Brent said.
“That’s fine. I’ll see you then,” she said, and she headed for her car.
Chapter 4
“Mary!” Charles yelled from the bottom of the staircase. “Are you ready yet? It’s six o’clock, and I don’t want to be late!”
“What’s the rush, Charles? You’d think the President was going to be there the way you’re carrying on,” she called back. “I haven’t seen you so eager to get to one of these things since the Bush’s were in town.”
“I just want you to be ready when our guests arrive,” he said.
“I’ll be down in a minute,” she promised.
Bells began to ring like they were in a cathedral after High Mass.
“They’re here!” Charles bellowed, trying to be heard over the noise. John, being on top of things like any good butler would be, was at the door and opening it before the last bell fell silent, making Charles’ voice echo within the front hall.
Nicole entered first wearing a long, black, silk dress that hugged the front of her body like a second skin. Spaghetti thin straps began just above the exposed tops of her breasts and continued over her shapely shoulders, accentuating them. The back of the dress began just below her shoulder blades, and it draped, thinly and lightly, over her backside. The dress hung in such a way it allowed the middle of her body, from the shoulders to the small of her back, to be exposed. From the small of her back, down and around her buttocks, the black silk material hugged her briefly before falling away, flowing and carefree, down to the floor. Her hair was worn up and away from her face, exposing the slender column of her neck. Only two small curls hung loose, one on each side of her face, framing her lovely features. Since she wore little make-up, her natural beauty was able to shine through.
Nicole looked like a model out of a magazine, primped and perfect. The only difference was her weight, worn to be in perfect proportion to her body size. She wasn’t afraid of showing her size because she knew it would benefit her, and the cause, by showcasing it in a snug but loosely fitted gown, especially her breasts. Her own personal preference was more relaxed and not so showy. However, men will be men, and what better way to make a statement than to use what will get their attention best. The women tonight, she could care less about, especially those women.
Brent followed Nicole in and stood beside her. He wore a dark blue, silk suit with a light blue shirt underneath the jacket. A bright, multi-colored tie that had no set pattern, only yellow, red, green and shades of blue on it, highlighted the shirt. A pair of plain, black, cowboy boots completed the outfit, something of a signature statement for him even though he was raised in the city, and a black leather belt was snuggled around his waist.
The major difference in Brent, Charles noticed but didn’t get it registered in his brain at first, was that Brent was wearing glasses. Even after if finally clicked and all was said and done, the pair still looked, with their poise and casual indifference, like they’d attended a thousand of these events and were ready for yet one more.
Charles was pleased and satisfied that the couple, fighting only scant hours before, not only looked like a married couple, they were also well groomed and looked attractive together. His admiration for Nicole went up another notch while his fondness for Brent deepened a bit further towards sexual attraction.
“Well, who’s this lovely couple, Charles?” Mary asked as she came down the winding staircase at the far end of the front hall.
“Mary, this is my personal assistant, Nicole, and her husband, Brent,” Charles told her.
“My, my, so this is the famous Nicole I’ve heard so much about,” Mary said with a surprise, her tone cool as she looked from Charles to Nicole before focusing on Brent. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”
She offered Brent her hand, pointedly ignoring Nicole’s own offered hand. Brent took Mary’s hand with a polite smile and quickly released it again. Charles, seeing the cold shoulder jealous Mary was giving the insulted Nicole, decided it would be best for the group to leave. He wanted to get the younger couple to the fundraiser where other people would be sure to give them fair and equal treatment, far away from Mary.
“Fine. Since everyone’s met, let’s go,” he said, holding out his arm to the still open door so he could escort them out.
The next problem Charles foresaw was keeping Mary from asking too many questions on the way to the party. The problem ended up taking care of itself however.
Both Brent and Charles opened the passenger side doors of the car for their respective wives. Nicole got in the back, and Mary got in the front. Then, the men got into the black ‘96 Lincoln Town Car themselves with Brent in the back and Charles driving. Before they’d pulled out of the driveway, curious Brent was asking Mary questions.
“So, Mary, I understand you and Charles have been married for quite some time now,” he said. “When did you two meet?”
“Oh, let’s see now. When was it, Charles? Our sophomore or junior year in college?” Mary said, more than eager to talk to the handsome young man.
The questions continued over the short, mile long drive to the country club where not only would the fundraiser be starting, but Nicole and Brent’s new assignment would begin as well. A great deal hinged on how well the two of them appeared as a couple and how the BIRTH people present at the event would accept them. Charles was going to do his best to talk politics as usual while keeping an eye on Brent and Nicole, just in case any problems came up.
Once inside the country club, things went smoothly. Brent and Nicole were indeed asked several questions about whom they were, where they’d been hiding, and the couple had ready answers for them all. Charles then introduced the pair to a nice looking young man.
“Mark, this is my personal assistant, Nicole, and her husband, Brent,” Charles said to him. “They’re very interested in BIRTH.”
“Oh, really?” Mark said, looking pleased, and the couple smiled at him.
Charles pretended to spot someone and waved at them.
“I need to go speak to someone real quick. You kids have fun,” he lied, and he hurried away to let the trio talk alone.
The evening test went off without a hitch. The men found Nicole to be alluring and sexy while the women found Brent to be warm, witty and also very sexy. It appeared they were a hit and were off to a good start as a result.
Chapter 5
The sound of someone’s knuckles knocking on Nicole’s front door the very next evening could be heard all the way to the kitchen where Nicole was making dinner.
“Who is it?” she yelled to the door.
“It’s your husband,” came a voice from behind the door, followed by masculine laughter.
Knowing full well who it was by just that simple statement, Nicole opened the door.
“Glad you’re here,” she said. “I want a divorce.”
“So soon?” Brent asked. “I haven’t even gotten to consummate the marriage yet.”
“Yet?” Nicole responded, her tone cool. “You better find yourself a man to consummate anything with because you’re not getting that close to me.”
Satisfied she’d put Brent in his place, she turned from the door and let him close it behind him while she headed back to the kitchen. Realizing Nicole was quite serious, Brent tried to lighten things up with a laugh.
“I was joking,” he told her. “Ease up, will you?”
“Sorry. It’s been a rough day,” Nicole said as she led Brent further into the house.
“Well then, this should brighten your day a bit. Charles called me and invited us to a dinner on Thursday night, to meet the rest of the BIRTH members,” he told her. “Seems they’re going to have a powwow to decide what move the group should take next.”
“Great,” Nicole said. “Where’s it going to be?”
“They’re meeting at Ruggles around seven. Charles said he’d meet us there,” Brent said.
The sounds of a child playing with his toys and watching television at the same time could be heard coming from the living room. Nicole guided Brent to the doorway of the room to introduce him to her seven-year-old son.
“This is Alan,” she told Brent. “He’s supposed to be doing his homework.”
She said this last part loud enough that the little boy was sure to have heard her. Alan looked up from his toys and smiled at the two of them as innocently as only a child his age could.
“Are you done with your homework?” Nicole asked, using the tone every parent uses when they think they already know the answer.
“Yes,” Alan replied, his head bouncing up and down.
“I want you to meet Brent,” Nicole said, changing the subject. “He works with me now.”
“Hi,” the boy said to Brent, gazing at the man in a mix of curiosity and caution.
“Hi. What are you playing?” Brent asked, trying to break the ice.
“Cars,” Alan said, looking down at his toys.
Brent moved to squat down in front of the boy, and he examined the set up on the floor.
“Who’s winning?” he asked finally.
“This one,” Alan said, shoving a little red Mustang in Brent’s face.
“Wow, that’s a nice one,” Brent observed, tilting his head back a little, and he took the toy from Alan. “Is this one your favorite?”
“Yep,” came the reply.
“I don’t blame you. It’s a beautiful car,” the big man said, handing it back to the little boy.
Alan took it and began making car engine sounds while he raced the Mustang through the air. Brent stood up and rejoined Nicole at the doorway. Nicole, in turn, turned away and led him on to the kitchen where she was fixing dinner.
“So, what did you think about the party last night?” Brent asked.
“It was fine. Nothing special,” she said, shrugging her shoulders as she stood in front of the stove.
“You seemed to be doing rather well with the men,” he teased her, his tone colored with envy.
“Men are men, show them some cleavage, and they’re all over you. Get a tad dumb too, and they melt,” she observed, shrugging nonchalantly again.
“Gee, thanks a lot,” Brent said, hanging his head and acting like he was just as guilty as the other men.
Nicole glanced over her shoulder at his words, saw this and grinned.
“Well, except you, of course,” she said, turning back around. “For you, it’s the same as if a cute, dumb guy shows you his biceps or something. Men are still men, even gay men, they’re all eager to lay the first thing that comes their way.”
“On another subject,” Brent said, sensing that Nicole wasn’t in that friendly a mood after all. “Let’s talk about Alan.”
“What’s there to say? He’s seven, he’s in the second grade and as you saw, he loves cars,” she said, her tone guarded.
“No, I mean, did you call your mother?” he said, trying to keep her calm. “Is she going to take him until the job is done?”
Nicole stopped cooking dinner and lowering her head, she started to cry. Brent sat stock still for a full minute, not quite sure what to do or why she was crying. He’d obviously hit a nerve, but he knew he was going to have to let Nicole make the next move. All he could do was sit there, nervous and unsure how to get her to stop crying. With tears shimmering in her eyes, Nicole finally turned to him.
“Making that call scared the hell out of me, Brent,” she confessed. “I told my mother I was going to be travelling around the country with my boss for a while because I couldn’t bear to tell her the truth. What’s worse is when I hung up, I realized I might never see Alan again.”
Brent stood up and went to the stricken woman, taking her in his arms. He held her, letting her lay her head on his shoulder while she cried some more, and he tried his best to give her some kind of emotional support.
“It’s safer for him to be away, for you and me to be the only ones who know he even exists. If anything were to happen, they would try to use him as a pawn if they knew, as a weapon against you,” he reasoned, his voice gentle.
“I know it’s for the best, but what if something really were to happen? I...,” Nicole choked back a sob as tears ran down her face, wetting his shirt.
“Nothing’s going to happen,” Brent promised. “As long as we keep our minds on the job, nothing can happen.”
“But what if something does?” she insisted, pulling back to search his face as she clung to him.
“What if we didn’t do this?” he countered, his tone still gentle but firmer. “You could be out one night in one of those bars they’re planning on bombing. Worse yet, with the laws they want to pass, what if the courts or social services decide you’re unfit because of who you are, what your lifestyle is? Either way, you and Alan will both lose. Could you live with that?”
“Oh God, no,” Nicole moaned, burying her face in his shoulder again, and she realized having her child taken away from her for good would be so much worse than being parted from him for a short while.
Brent pulled away to cup her face in his hands, making her look at him.
“Then, we’re doing the right thing,” he pushed. “We’ve got to stop these freaks from hurting anyone else, including us.”
Nicole nodded in agreement. They both knew that these people, claiming to do God’s will, could hurt more people and soon, if they didn’t put a stop to it. Pulling away, Nicole wiped her face with a dishtowel and took two deep, steadying breaths to calm her nerves.
“Thanks, Brent,” she said. “I needed that.”
“No problem. I can only guess at what you’re feeling. I mean, I know how I felt when I lost my mother but to lose your son must be way worse,” he said.
“When I’ve talked to mothers who’ve lost their sons to AIDS, they’ve almost always told me that mothers should never have to outlive their children. That a void is created when they go, that no one and nothing could ever fill. They say the child is a part of the mother, the part that’s missing and will never be found,” Nicole told him. “Knowing I could lose Alan, in any way, makes me realize just how right they are.”
“Well, just remember your Army training while we’re on this assignment and remember too, we’re doing this for everyone, including your son,” Brent advised her, taking her by the forearms.
“I know,” she said, nodding.
“Now, is your mom all set to take Alan next week?” he asked.
“Yeah. I told her I’d be driving up this weekend to drop him off,” she said.
“Have you told Alan yet?” Brent asked next, forcing her to make eye contact so he could see if she was going to lie or not.
Nicole sighed and shook her head.
“No, he doesn’t know anything about it yet,” she admitted.
“Know about what, Mommy?” asked an inquisitive child’s voice from the doorway.
Brent and Nicole both turned and saw Alan standing in the doorway watching the two of them. They could see by the look on his face he knew something was going on. Brent released Nicole so she could go to her son.
“How long have you been standing there?” Nicole asked Alan as she crossed the small floor to squat down in front of him so they could be face to face.
“Not long,” Alan told her, shrugging. “What don’t I know, Mommy?”
Brent decided to interrupt them at this point. He didn’t want Nicole to break down in front of Alan, who was already looking nervous, and have her scare him. He moved up behind Nicole and smiled down at the little boy.
“Your mommy and I are going away on some business for a little while, and you’re going to stay with your grandma while we’re gone,” he said as Alan looked up at him with a concerned look on his face.
Wondering what he was up to, Nicole stood and moved to Alan’s side, allowing Brent to take her place in front of her son.
“And when we get back, you know what?” Brent continued as he bent to meet Alan’s gaze.
“What?” Alan asked, cocking his head to one side.
“We’re all going to go to Astroworld. How does that sound?” Brent said, trying to put a positive spin on the coming separation.
“Nah, I don’t like Astroworld,” Alan told him, making the adults laugh at his honesty and his look of disdain at the mention of the theme park.
“Fine then,” Brent said, “where’d you like to go?”
“Disney World,” came the prompt reply, and Brent groaned, rolling his eyes up towards Nicole.
“I should have guessed he’d say that,” he told her, standing, and he picked Alan up in his arms, glad the boy’s overall mood had changed for the better, the laughter they’d shared being much better than the tears he’d been expecting, from mother and son. He carried Alan over to the kitchen table and took a seat. “Tell you what. If your grandma says you’ve been a good boy, and your mom says its okay too, I’ll take you and your mom to Disney World. How’s that?”
Alan nodded in agreement so hard and with such enthusiasm, Brent had a hard time holding him on his lap. Nicole, having returned to the stove and the interrupted dinner, was quite annoyed with what Brent had just done, and she frowned over her shoulder at him.
“Thanks, Brent,” she said. “Do you have any idea what kind of monster you’ve just created?”
“What?!” Brent was all innocence. “I think Alan’s going to be just fine. Besides, I’ve never been to Disney World. Have you?”
“No,” Nicole admitted with a sigh of defeat.
Brent gave Alan a wink behind her back when she turned back to the stove again.
“What’s the problem then? Other than the fact you’ll need a break from me once we’re done with the job, of course,” he said with a big grin, and he looked like he’d eaten the proverbial canary.
Nicole could only shake her head and continue with dinner. There was no way out of the promise he’d made, for now. She would just have to deal with it later, she decided. Brent and Alan played with the red Mustang on the table while she went on with her work. It was clear to all Brent had found a new friend in the boy, and Alan had found a new playmate in the man.
If someone were to walk into Nicole’s home around dinner that same night, they’d have found an almost ideal 50’s style family. There was a mother done with the cooking and now cleaning as she bustled about the kitchen. And there was a father busy playing with their only child, both of them having lots of fun.
Realizing he was there to learn more about Nicole for their assignment, Brent decided he’d played with Alan enough for the moment. Of course, Alan didn’t see it quite the same way, evident from the protests and clinging he did when Brent tried to put him down. Brent decided to try a different tactic after that.
“Look, Alan, your mom and I need to go over some boring travel arrangements,” he told the frowning boy as he led him to the living room. “When we’re done, time permitting, I’ll play with you some more. Okay?”
Alan seemed to consider this.
“Okay,” he said, and he let go of Brent’s hand to sit amongst his toys.
Knowing that at any moment Alan might change his mind, Brent left quickly before anything else was said. He found Nicole still in the kitchen, finishing up cleaning the cookware and dishes from dinner.
“Anything I can do to help?” Brent asked, hoping there wouldn’t be because he hated doing the dishes.
“No. I’m just about done loading the dishwasher,” Nicole said after shooting him a quick glance to see if he was serious. “Why don’t you have a glass of wine and sit down? I think it’s time you told me something about yourself since you know so much about me.”
“I’ll pass on the wine,” he said, heading for the icebox. “But I’ll have some juice, if you don’t mind.”
“Sure, help yourself. I didn’t know you don’t drink,” she said. Seeing he was already looking around in the icebox, she handed him a glass. “Here, make yourself at home.”
Hearing the tone in her voice, he offered her a sheepish grin as he took the glass.
“Sorry. I forgot we’re not friends yet,” he said. “I just felt like I was a part of your family tonight.”
“No, I’m sorry. I’m just not used to having a man in the house,” she said, turning away.
“I understand,” Brent said, going back to rummaging around in the refrigerator for some type of juice. Finding the apple juice, he continued to talk while he filled his glass. “To be honest, Nicole, tonight was the first time I’ve ever held a woman to comfort her like I did you.”
“Are you serious?” Nicole asked, surprised.
“Well, yeah. Other than the one time I had sex with a woman, I usually just hug a woman friend “hello”. There’s nothing there and it’s all non-committal. Just a quick hello or goodbye, as the case may be. It was a giving of myself I usually save for a man, not for any woman.”
“In that case, thank you again,” Nicole said as she closed the dishwasher and turned it on. Turning to Brent, she went on, “ I know what you mean though, about giving of yourself to another sex. It’s difficult and always awkward. If I hadn’t needed your support just then, I would have kept a long way away from you.”
She walked over to the table and sat down. He joined her, closing the icebox door.
“Now, I’ll be honest with you,” she said, looking over at him. “Up to, and during, my Army years, I tried to keep the straight act going. God, was it hard?”
She groaned and rolled her eyes. Brent grinned in sympathy.
“When did you know you were gay?” he asked.
“I think it was back in high school, when I was on the girl’s softball team,” she said.
“What happened?” he asked, intrigued.
“Nothing much. Only, when I was in the showers, I remember constantly looking at the girls way beyond the normal checking things out to see who had the bigger tits thing. I was actually checking out to see who was more attractive to me,” she said. “We were all growing up and changing during our early years in high school and by my senior year, most of us had stopped. Many of us had changed for the better too. Then, I found the female body to be way more attractive and stimulating to me. How about you?”
“I was just out of high school when I began to notice the boys at the beach. I enjoyed looking at them even more than the girls, especially my girl friend at the time. We’d had sex when we were both sixteen, that wasn’t a big deal for us. She’d even claimed to have gotten pregnant and lost the baby when she fell down a month later,” he said. “That’s what she said anyway. Me, I was too young and stupid to know any better. I stayed with her for my own selfish needs and, I guess, for protection too. I wasn’t pretty during my early years, and I was considered different even then so, I thought having a girlfriend made me normal. What a mistake that was.”
He sounded bitter, and Nicole felt sorry for him.
“Why?” - she asked, silently urging him to go on for both of them.
“Because I missed out on understanding a great deal about myself and about others that way. See, I met this guy from Venezuela who was a year older than me, and I liked him a lot. I thought he was cute, friendly and a man of the world, especially with all the girls hanging around him all of the time. I realized later that I liked him, his body, his smile, his sense of humor,” Brent explained, smiling softly, and Nicole could see the remembered fondness for the boy in his eyes. “In short, I’d had a major crush on him.”
“You never told him?” she asked.
“Actually, I did. I ran into him a year later, when I was going through some major changes in my life, and I told him I was bi,” Brent said.
“Bi?” Nicole asked, not sure she’d heard right; she was under the impression he was completely gay.
“Yeah, bi. Like I said, I was going through some major changes, and I still wasn’t sure whether I was really gay like I am now,” he replied, and he went on with his story. “Now, as I was saying, I told him I was bi, and he didn’t handle it very well. I never saw him again. Now it’s your turn. Tell me about the Army.”
Nicole smiled and shrugged.
“There’s nothing really to tell. I played the straight game in the Army like I said earlier, and this meant having to sleep around with some of the men to keep from being outed as a lesbian. I think that was the hardest thing to do - sleeping around. I knew one girl who refused to have sex with anyone, male or female, and when the queer squad came around asking questions, no one could honestly defend her,” she told him.
“That’s a bit unfair, isn’t it?” he said.
“Tell me about it. I hated having sex with men, but I couldn’t let on. Most of the time, I could drink the guys under the table so I’d look for one who was very drunk and fairly cute. I’d take him back to his place and fake having sex with him,” she said. “Sometimes though, they weren’t as drunk as I thought, and I’d end up having to do it, acting like I was enjoying it the whole time.”
“God! How could you stand that?” he asked, hurting for her.
“I had to. I couldn’t be outed, and I wanted, more than anything else, to be the first woman assigned to the Green Berets,” she explained. “I had to play the game.”
“I can understand that much, but weren’t you afraid of being labeled a slut instead?” he asked, with concern in his voice.
“I didn’t sleep around enough for that to be a concern. Each time I was transferred to a new base, I just made sure the guys knew I’d had sex with one of them from their base, that’s all,” she said. “That tended to keep things quiet as far as my being a lesbian was concerned.”
“Then what happened? I mean, you’re here now so, something changed all of that,” he said.
“Simple,” she said. “I got pregnant.”
“That must have been hell for you,” he said, and he wished he’d bitten his tongue instead when he realized she was talking about Alan.
Nicole wasn’t offended.
“Yes and no. I was heartbroken when I knew I wasn’t going to make the Green Berets, sure, but when Alan when born, everything changed. For one thing, my career in the Army was over as far as we both were concerned,” she told him. “I went home to live with my mom while I got back on my feet and figured out what I was going to do with a newborn child - something I hadn’t really thought about before. After a few months of watching Alan grow, I was finally okay with everything. Alan became the most precious thing in the world to me. No matter where I lived or where I went, I would always have my son.”
“What about your coming out?” Brent asked, curious. “How did you manage that?”
“Oh, that part was easier than I’d thought it’d be. Once Alan was born, I just decided playing the game wasn’t worth it anymore,” Nicole said. “I told my mother and some of my friends right after that.”
“How did your mom handle it?” he asked.
“Oh man, she was great. Turns out, she’d already figured out I was, what with all the athletics and the toughness I had shown as a young girl so, it wasn’t a big surprise for her when I did tell her. The way she handled it was what surprised me,” she said, sitting back in her chair with a smile dancing on her lips. “I’d actually expected this horrible scene to take place, and all she did was say, “Good for you, dear. I’m glad you finally came out.” Then, she gave me a kiss on the forehead and made dinner.”
“That was it?” Brent chuckled, a bit surprised by the softness on Nicole’s face.
“Yep, that’s it. From that point on, we talked as freely as could be about the girls I dated, about the gay community and lots of other stuff too. She’s been very supportive of me in everything,” she said.
“I wish mine had done half so well when I told her,” Brent said, leaning forward to rest his head in one hand, and he sighed.
“What happened when you did?” Nicole asked.
“At first, it was pure hell. I have to be honest though and say I could’ve told my mom at a better time and in a better place than I did. However, I was so happy with what I was going through I had to tell her. I’d been close to her then, and I never thought of not having her share in my happiness,” he said.
“What did you do?” Nicole asked gently, seeing the pain darkening his eyes.
“After I graduated from high school, I went to work for the same company she worked for and had for many years. After I’d been there a year, she became my boss,” he said. “Well anyway, I came in one morning, and I decided, on the spur of the moment, to tell her I was going to marry a man. After I told her, she went into the bathroom and stayed in there for the rest of the workday. Someone told me, an hour later; she was in there crying. It wasn’t until it was almost time for me to leave to go home that she returned to her desk. At that moment, I was called into the personnel office, and I was fired.”
Brent sat back in his chair a bit, drank some juice and reflected on the memory of what had happened those many years ago. Nicole was surprised someone would be so mean and hateful to her child.
“I can’t believe that!” she breathed, eyes wide.
“Well, it happened. We didn’t talk for six months after that, and it finally took my aunt stepping in to get us back together. I didn’t know it at the time, but mom had gone to PFLAG for some help too. Once she read their material and talked to some of the other parents, she realized a couple of things, which she told me later. She said she finally knew it wasn’t her fault, and she knew she hadn’t done anything wrong in raising me,” Brent said. “When we met, for the first time after I got fired, she even admitted to not understanding what being gay was really about or how it happened. Her main concern was for me to be happy. I guess she was like any parent; they only want their child to be happy. After that, we were the best of friends again. She would even go country dancing with me at the gay club, and my friends loved her.”
“So that worked out for the best then,” Nicole said, pleased with the happy ending.
“Yeah, it did,” he agreed, and he sighed again. “I’m just sorry she’s gone.”
“How did you lose her?” she asked, her tone gentle again so she wouldn’t sound cruel.
“It was cancer, about ten years ago,” he said.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said, and she was sincere.
“Thanks. She just couldn’t quit smoking those damned cigarettes,” Brent said, and he realized that the conversation was taking a morbid turn so he decided to find out more about the rest of Nicole’s family. “Tell me about your dad.”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Nicole said, shrugging her shoulders. “He and Mom divorced when I was ten, and my sister and I haven’t seen him since. You?”
“Same here, but I was six months old when they split,” he sad.
“We seem to have some things in common after all,” she observed.
“Seems so. What’s this deal with the military though? I mean, why did you join at all, knowing how they were about gays?” Brent asked, knowing he’d never join any of the military branches because it could mean killing someone.
With the visual memories of what he’d seen on television about Vietnam, he honestly believed he wouldn’t ever be able to take another person’s life, even if it meant losing his.
“Oh, I was always a tomboy, and typical girl things didn’t suit me. Besides, I also wanted to get out of Texas and see the world,” she said, her tone flippant. “What better way to get out and do that than to join the Army?”
Brent could hear the lingering bitterness in her voice.
“What made you decide to try out for the Green Berets?” he asked.
Even though he, personally, didn’t care for the military, Brent was fascinated by Nicole’s wanting to be in the special unit, and he also knew he’d get a good story out of asking. After all, the Green Berets, from what he’d always heard, were an elite team of men, and more recently, women of the Army.
“Well, after Boot Camp, the Army was so impressed with my scores and my proven abilities, they came to me with the offer of going to school and trying out for the unit. There were fifty women trying out for the two spots that had become available due to promotions,” she said. “I was doing very well when Alan came along. They disqualified me from the Special Forces class based on the emotional problems a child could cause, but they did say I was welcome to stay in the Army, maybe get an officer’s rank. I said no thanks.”
“That’s where you learned about explosives then, right?” he asked.
“Among other things, yeah, and I was the top of my class too. Don’t worry though, I’m also highly qualified in hand to hand combat so I can hold my own in a fight,” she said, brandishing her hands, and she grinned.
“I feel so much safer now,” Brent laughed. “So, how did you end up working for Charles?”
Before Nicole could answer, Alan walked into the room looking tired and clearly, ready for bed.
“There’s my boy,” Nicole crooned to him, noticing he wasn’t bouncing around as usual. “What’s wrong?”
“Tired,” Alan said, and he yawned.
Looking at his watch, Brent was surprised to see it was nearly ten o’clock, certainly way past Alan’s bedtime he was sure. The evening had gone by so quickly, everyone had lost track of time.
“Ready for bed then, are we?” Nicole asked, standing up and going to her son. “Would you like me to read you a bedtime story?”
“Bed, but Brent reads me a story,” Alan said, walking past her to go to Brent.
He tried to get into Brent’s lap, but the big man, not knowing what he wanted, stood up. Surprised by the request, Brent looked at Nicole for guidance while Alan gazed up at him. Nicole, however, was just as surprised, and she could only shake her head. Realizing it would be for the best to agree, Brent decided to escort Alan to bed and read him the bedtime story, as he wanted. Nicole beat him to the punch when he opened his mouth to say so.
“Get ready for bed first, Alan, and Brent will be there in a minute. Okay?” she said.
“Okay, Mommy,” Alan said, and he walked out of the kitchen to go to his room.
“Well, that was a first,” Nicole said. “Alan doesn’t usually ask anyone else to read to him.”
“Must be a guy thing,” Brent quipped, grinning.
“Yeah, right,” she said, giving him a look of annoyance and some disgust before walking to Alan’s room.
Wondering what he’d just said that was so wrong, Brent followed behind her as she led him into her son’s room. There, in the bed, curled up under the sheets, was Alan, and he was just barely awake. In his hand, he held a storybook entitled “Winnie the Pooh”. Brent walked over to the right side of the bed, sat down and took the book from him. Opening the book, he began to read:
“Once upon a time, in the Hundred Acre Woods...”
Before Brent finished reading those few words, Alan was fast asleep and cautiously, the big man got up from the bed, looking over at Nicole.
“Boy, I’ve never had anyone fall asleep on me like that before,” he said, almost whispering.
“He must have been very tired,” she replied, her voice low too. “It’s from all that playing you did with him earlier.”
Brent noticed Nicole was headed for the other side of the bed so, he decided to leave the two of them alone. He paused at the doorway to watch his new partner. She was bending over the bed, adjusting Alan’s Spiderman blanket so it covered everything but his small head. Satisfied he was covered up and safe, she bent down further and kissed his cheek.
Before she could stand up and catch him watching, Brent left the room. He’d seen Nicole as the vulnerable, loving mother tonight, and he didn’t think he’d have pictured her that way when they’d first met. He would have to do his best to help her out during the next few months while they worked on bringing David and his organization down.
He thought about all the horror stories he’d heard about gays and lesbians not being good parents. It wasn’t that they weren’t per se; it was that people with narrow minds couldn’t accept the fact that gays and lesbians deserved to live their lives fully and completely - including having children. Tonight was a clear reinforcement of the truth that a lesbian could love a child just as much as a straight woman could, even one of the opposite sex. As far as he now was concerned, no one had the right to take this away from Nicole.
Brent left Alan’s room more convinced than ever he and Nicole were doing the right thing following Charles’ plan. Even though he had a desire to have a child of his own someday, he knew that his current lifestyle wouldn’t accommodate one, not with all the late hours and irregular income he put up with. When he was ready though, he wanted to know it’d be just as okay for him as it was for any straight man.
He was standing at the front door, doorknob in hand, when Nicole came out of Alan’s room. She saw him there, and she figured he was ready to leave even as he looked back at her.
“Heading out?” she said, just to make sure.
“Yeah. It’s been a long day, and I’ve been here longer than I’d planned. Besides, you’ve got some things to care of before Thursday, and the weekend so I thought it was best to leave now,” Brent told her.
“Okay,” Nicole said. “I’ll see you on Thursday then.”
“This time though, I’ll pick you up. Say, around six-thirty?” He said, opening the front door.
“Why, are you afraid someone will say something about my driving?” Nicole asked, trying to look heartbroken and spoiling it by laughing.
“Actually, I’d just feel safer if I drove,” he said. “You get a little daring at times.”
“Poor little boy. I’d take some macho pills when I got home if I were you,” she teased.
“Ha, ha, very funny,” he grinned at her joke. “I’m the man on this job and don’t you forget it.”
He walked out the door while Nicole thought about a proper rejoinder to this.
“Yes sir, Boss!” - she called after him, saluting him when he turned to look at her. “I’ll see you Thursday.”
“See you then,” Brent called back as she closed the door, and he wondered bemusedly what he’d gotten himself into taking her on as a partner.
Chapter 6
Dressed in his gray business suit, white shirt and current power tie, which matched the handkerchief tucked into his breast pocket, Charles stood in the doorway of Ruggles, a lovely, upscale restaurant. He checked his watch every five minutes, wondering where Brent and Nicole were. Despite the fact it was only 6:45 on Thursday night, he was too much of a punctual person to understand why other people weren’t the same way. Five more minutes went by, and Charles raised his arm to check his watch again. Then, he heard Brent calling his name.
“About time you two got here,” he said, lowering his arm and turning to see the couple coming towards him.
“Hello, Charles,” Nicole said, knowing full well they were early and, as usual, he’d been even earlier. “Waiting long?”
“Long enough,” he said, refusing to be teased. “The group’s upstairs already, having before dinner drinks, the drunkards.”
“Were you able to get a picture of David?” Brent spoke up.
“Yes, but we’ll discuss that later,” Charles said, his tone sharp with warning.
Nicole and Brent could both tell Charles didn’t want to be at this little meeting, let alone talk about David where other people might overhear them. They’d have to act like the happily married couple they were supposed to be until the meeting was over, and they could go someplace more private.
They all went inside, and Charles led them upstairs. Here, they found some men, all in business suits, and ladies dressed also in simple business attire seated in a private dining room. Most of them had a drink in one hand and a cigar or cigarette in the other. They were all acting like fat cats living the good life and trying to control something they really had no control over.
“I truly hate these people,” Charles growled in a low voice as he allowed Nicole to enter the room first.
Nicole could only smile at the comment, and she nodded greetings to all of the men and to the two women who’d been sitting out of sight behind the door when they walked in. Brent followed her in, and Charles brought up the rear as a waiter closed the door.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I believe you’ve all met the Walsh’s, Nicole and Brent,” Charles then announced very loudly, making sure everyone knew he was present, even as he escorted the couple to the chairs left open for them.
He pulled out the middle chair for Nicole amidst murmurs of assents and nods from those already seated. Charles wanted her in the middle to protect her from the lascivious wolves on either side that would make her punch them with their sly pawing of her legs. He took the seat on her right, and Brent took the seat on her left, ignoring the look of disappointment on his neighbor’s face when he saw he wouldn’t be sitting next to Nicole as he’d hoped. Since the table was rectangular, measuring ten feet long by six feet wide, the other twelve people, along with the trio were able to sit comfortably around it.
“Has everyone ordered?” Charles demanded, raising his voice again and sounding very commanding.
He wanted it clear that even though he wasn’t officially in charge of the meeting as such, he was still in charge nonetheless, no ifs, ands, or buts about it.
A splattering of assents came back from around the table. Nicole and Brent grabbed their menus for a quick glance. It was widely known in the gay community that Ruggles didn’t like having gays and lesbians in their restaurant. Ruggles would put up with them sure; paying customers were always welcome after all, provided, of course, they behaved themselves in a discreet manner. Hiring them was out of the question though, and the owner flat out refused to support any cause that would help the gay community.
In response, there was an unspoken rule in the gay community that asked its members not to eat at Ruggles if they didn’t have to. They knew there were plenty of “gay friendly” restaurants of high quality in town that would better benefit from their patronage. With that in mind, Brent and Nicole had agreed to eat a big meal after the meeting, preferably with Charles, so they could discuss David and GAPH in more detail.
A waitress came in now, and she stood over Nicole as she waited for their order.
“I’ll have a small dinner salad with vinaigrette dressing and some iced tea,” Nicole told her.
“For you, Sir?” the waitress said, smiling winningly at Charles.
“I’ll have the fruit plate with yogurt on the side and a glass of water,” he said.
Not waiting for her to ask him, Brent turned to her.
“I’ll have the same, but I want iced tea instead of water,” he told her.
“Is that all?” the waitress asked, clearly annoyed by the small order.
All three of them shook their heads and turned their attention to the meeting, clearly dismissing her. She walked off in a huff, while those around the table looked at Charles now, waiting for see what would happen next. Seeing this, Charles began laying out the law for the Houston chapter of BIRTH.
“I want to be very clear on this: at no time will I ever approve of actions that cause bodily harm or property damage,” he announced, looking and sounding very stern. “What happened in Atlanta can’t, and won’t, happen here. Is that understood?”
Everyone except Nicole and Brent nodded in agreement. It was very clear to the pair that those present were scared of Charles. They were awed, and a bit disbelieving, that one man could control so much or even that he could be treated in such a way that he believed he had that much control.
“I introduced Mr. and Mrs. Walsh to you last Saturday, and now, I want it understood that I’ve chosen them to represent me at the national BIRTH meeting next Sunday in Atlanta,” Charles went on.
“Next Sunday?” Nicole whispered to Brent.
Brent could only shrug his shoulders. He wasn’t any more sure as to what was going on than she was.
“I know many of you will be attending the meeting on your own as well, and I also know you’ll help the Walsh’s become familiar with everyone from the other chapters as much as you can. They are eager to become involved in our cause,” Charles said. “Now that I’ve said my piece, let’s get this meeting going.”
Charles sat back in his chair and nodded at the gentleman sitting at the head of the table. The man nodded and got to his feet. He started the meeting in a formal manner but after two hours of bickering, eating and drinking, it became a free for all. The members drank heavily, pre-dinner drinks as well as wine with their dinner for starters. Then they had after dinner drinks, and most ordered special drinks to go with their deserts. All of this served to bore the hell out of the three conspirators who drank no alcohol at all, and all too soon, they were eager to leave the smoke filled room before they went crazy.
Nicole, at one point, tried to get information out of Charles about the Sunday meeting, despite those around them, and she was told they’d discuss it later. Charles wasn’t taking any chances, and she knew it was for the best that conversation be held at a time when they could all talk freely. However, it was becoming a strain to remain there.
Charles finally stood up, just after the check was placed on the table. Picking it up, he slipped a fifty-dollar bill inside it and laid it back down. This was his way of not only paying just for the three small meals he and his companions had, but for reinforcing his strength within the group. He was a wealthy man who paid his bills and refused to cater to panderers.
Getting the cue to leave, Nicole and Brent stood up too. The customary farewells and other niceties were exchanged, and the trio were finally free to leave. No one said a word as they walked downstairs and out the front door.
“Now you see why I hate that group in there. They’re nothing but a bunch of drunks who hardly get anything done on their own. If it wasn’t for me, they’d have fallen flat on their collective ass a long time ago,” Charles sneered once they were outside and out of earshot of the others.
“Why do you deal with them at all then, if you feel that?” Brent asked, curious as usual.
“Because it keeps me in the know of what’s going on in this town regarding the abortion issue, that’s why. Most them also interact with other groups in town, and I’ve found the more they drink, the freer their tongues are. I’ve learned a lot about what the other groups are planning to do by exploiting that weakness,” Charles told him. “Now, we need to talk but unfortunately, I don’t have the time to eat something with you like we’d planned. Instead, I want the two of you to drive around with me while I fill you in on what I’ve learned.”
Just then a valet pulled up with Charles’ car. A second valet held a door open for Nicole while the first got out and held the driver’s side door open for Charles. Brent got in the backseat while Nicole settled into place beside Charles. When everyone’s seatbelts were fastened, Charles pulled out of the drive and turned right onto Westheimer Boulevard. Heading towards downtown, they passed the restaurants, businesses and empty lots that made up most of the Montrose District, an area dramatically changed in the past fifteen years by the AIDS epidemic.
Charles didn’t waste any time getting down to business. On the seat next to him was a plain, ten by thirteen inch manila envelope, and he now handed it to Nicole to open. Inside, she found pictures and biographies on David Stephens, the leader of GAPH, and his two cronies, Thomas Duke and Mark Spiller.
“This is the latest information from your friend in Georgia, Brent. He’s quite helpful,” Charles said.
“Talk about your hunk of the decade,” Nicole remarked, pulling David’s picture out to see it better.
Hearing this from his lesbian partner, Brent’s curiosity got the best of him. He leaned forward so he could look at the photo too.
“Wow, he’s beautiful!” he breathed. “Are you sure this guy is the right one? He looks like he should be on a New York runway modeling, not leading a terrorist group that blows things up.”
“I thought the same thing when I first saw the picture, and I called Georgia to confirm,” Charles agreed. “They were positive he’s the one, and they also sent a military photo to prove it. It’s no wonder then he’s able to win people over so easily. We all know what happens when a pretty face bats an eye in the right direction. Hell, even straight men prefer good looking men to ugly ones when it comes to their leaders.”
Nicole passed the picture of David back to Brent so he could look at it some more. Pulling out the bio on the GAPH leader, she glanced over it to see if anything important stood out.
“What does it say?” Brent asked, glancing up from the photo he was memorizing so he’d be able to spot David without any help later.
“Nothing really important. He was born in ‘69 to a single mother, and there’s no mention of his having a father. He was an average kid in school, graduating in ‘86 with a 3.0 grade point average,” she condensed for him. “He signed up for the Navy right out of school, and he served during the Persian Gulf War. Wait, here’s something interesting,” She read it over quickly before going on. “It says here, he was discharged from the Navy two years after the war, but it doesn’t say why.”
“I saw that too, and I had it checked out by my military sources,” Charles said, pleased she’d spotted it too. “It seems David was discharged for alleged homosexual activities. The report, a copy of which is in there too, goes on to say David denied everything that supposedly happened. Despite the lack of hard evidence to support the claims, merely rumors from some of his fellow shipmates, the Navy still discharged him, effectively ending his military career, in 1993. Since then, if you read that report further, you’ll see he’s gotten married and fathered a child as well as joining BIRTH and starting GAPH a year later.”
“Was anyone ever able to get any corroborating information on the incident?” Brent asked.
“No,” Charles told him. “I’m hoping you’ll be able to put your skills to use and find out what really happened.”
“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Brent said, his eyes on the photo again.
“I figured you’d say that,” Charles chuckled. “Just remember, you only have until Sunday to do so.”
“Speaking of which, what about Sunday and a meeting?” Nicole snapped, her tone making it clear to the men she was in no way happy about the sudden change in plans. “What happened to having a couple of weeks before starting full operations?”
“I called the various chapters of BIRTH in the surrounding states, and got them to agree to a meeting on Sunday, to be held in Atlanta, to discuss what’s been happening,” Charles explained, not looking at her.
“Why did you make it so soon?” she demanded.
“Timing is everything, Nicole. You know that,” he chided her, the look he gave her now stern. “It’s only appropriate a meeting be called in response to what’s been happening. Not to do so would mean I condone this behavior. Besides, I also put out the word that David must be there to explain his future plans of action, allowing us to either distance ourselves from him and his faction or join him.”
“So, we’ll have a chance to actually meet David at this meeting?” Nicole asked.
“If all goes well, yes, you will,” Charles said. He took a deep breath before adding. “I understand they’ve relocated their training camp to West Texas, El Paso way, with plans to move it to New Mexico when the heat from the Feds cools off. Knowing this, we don’t have as much time to get in with him before he heads off and orders another bombing on the way, as we’d originally thought.”
“Have you heard anything to suggest that?” Nicole said, looking over at Charles with concern in her eyes.
“Nothing definite, for now, but it’s only a matter of time. You know how fanatics are, they can strike at any time,” he told her. “Now, Nicole, you’re supposed to take Alan to your mother’s this weekend, correct?”
“Yes,” she said reluctantly.
“I think you should do it tomorrow,” he said.
Nicole started and stared at him.
“Brent, I want you to drive up with her and then the two of you can go on to Atlanta from there,” Charles went on, studiously not looking in Nicole’s direction and thus, not seeing her stricken look. “I’ve made reservations for both of you at the Westin Peachtree, it’s downtown, from Saturday to Wednesday night - just in case you need a couple more days there. I suggest packing only your best clothes because you’ll be rubbing shoulders with the wanna-bes, and I want you to outshine all of them. You must appear to be a rich, sophisticated couple who are eager to help David’s cause.”
He waited a few moments for comments, eyeing Nicole who was still looking a little upset. When none were forthcoming, he pulled a small envelope out of his pocket and held it up so they could both see it.
“In here is a company gold Visa card for you to use. It has Nicole’s maiden name on it, so be sure no one sees it. Nicole, if anyone asks about it, you’re to say you’re a modern woman who likes to keep her own identity. There’s a second one in here for you to use, Brent, should you two get separated. Don’t worry about the spending limit; it’s set at a generous one hundred thousand dollars, for each card. Flash the money as much as possible to give everyone you meet the impression you’re wealthy and are willing to spend it. This will definitely get David’s attention as he’s always looking for money to keep his faction going. If need be, you could simply buy your way in,” Charles told the couple and then, putting the envelope down, he put a reassuring hand on Nicole’s knee. “Nicole, I especially want you to know that I’ve rewritten my will to make sure you and Alan, Brent too, are taken care of should anything happen to me while you two are away on this job.”
This snapped Nicole out of her shock, and she looked at Charles in surprise.
“Are you okay?” she asked him, concern coloring her eyes. “Have you been to the doctor and found something out you’re not telling us?”
“I’m fine, thanks. You just never know what’s going to happen these days what with all the maniacs running loose, and you two are putting your lives on the line so, I feel it’s the least I can do to protect your income just in case something does happen to me. Now, where can I drop you two off?”
“We parked on the side street, across from Ruggles,” Brent told him, leaning forward and picking up the envelope when Nicole didn’t.
“Okay, one last thing, it’s best you two disappear as far as your friends and family are concerned. The fewer people that know what you’re doing and where you’re going the better, for you as well as for them. We all know how this town likes to talk,” Charles advised them. “Nicole, that should go for your mother too, to keep her from worrying and from saying the wrong thing to the wrong person. Read up on David’s henchmen. You’ll see they’re hired killers, trained by David’s group to be loyal only to him. Nicole, they will be your biggest problems should you fail to win David over.”
Charles turned a corner now, and he pulled up alongside Brent’s van.
“Also,” he said, and he paused long enough to give each of them a penetrating look. “I’m praying for your success and a quick end to this madness. I ask that neither of you be heroes by taking unnecessary risks or doing anything remotely stupid that could get you killed. I want you both back in one piece. Understood?”
Touched, they both nodded, not knowing what to say. Nicole certainly wanted to return in one piece too. Brent, of course, had to be the clown.
“Yes, Daddy,” he said in a little boy’s voice, and he looked quite innocent. “I promise.”
“Oh, get out,” Charles ordered, the smile on his face softening his gruff words.
The couple got out of the car and watched Charles drive away without saying a word. They stood together in silence, digesting what was going to happen to them, so much sooner than either had ever suspected.
Brent then drove Nicole home in uncustomary silence. As the moments passed, the job ahead was becoming more and more relevant for each of them than anything else in the past week. Each had expected two weeks in which to do their homework and make plans, preparing themselves for what lay ahead. Now, in a matter of an hour, all of that had drastically changed.
Brent pulled the van up in front of Nicole’s house and letting the engine idle, he looked over at her, meaning to say something. The look on her face made him hesitate a moment before deciding there wasn’t going to be a better time for what he had to say.
“Nicole,” he said, his tone gentle, “remember what we talked about Tuesday?”
Nicole only nodded in silence, her head only moving slightly.
“If we don’t do this and do it now, we’re not going to get another chance, and someone else will die,” he pressed. “You heard what Charles said about them moving their camp soon.”
“I know,” she said, “but I’d planned on making this weekend special for Alan, just in case. And now...”
“We can still make the drive up fun and special for Alan,” he insisted. “I promise you that.”
“Thanks but...” she said, shaking her head.
“No buts,” he ordered. “Besides, I like the kid, and he deserves this.”
“Well, he’s kind of fond of you too,” she confessed, smiling a little.
“Well then, I’ll pick you up around noon,” he said, smiling triumphantly.
“No,” Nicole said, her perspective back in place. “I’ll pick you up. Don’t forget, we’re supposed to put on a show for these people, and your van, no offence, just doesn’t cut it.”
“Actually, I hadn’t planned on using my van,” he told her, slightly miffed about the insult to his vehicle.
“Oh, what were you planning to drive then?” she asked.
“I was going to rent a car. That way, if they tried to check us out, they’d only get as far as the rental agency and the gold card Charles gave us,” he told her.
“Okay, that sounds like a good idea,” Nicole said.
“So, I’ll pick you up,” Brent told her. “Now, get inside and spend some time with that great son of yours.”
She didn’t say anything as she got out of the van. Standing on her lawn, she raised a hand in farewell as he pulled away and then she headed for the house at a slow pace. It was not a night she’d prepared for.
After saying good night to the baby-sitter, Nicole walked into Alan’s room and just watched him sleep. So much was riding on how well she and Brent would be able to infiltrate GAPH and put a stop to David’s crazy plans. Not only was the safety and welfare of the gay community at risk from more of his bombs, but also his proposed laws, which she’d read in the bio on him, threatened to eat away gay civil rights. No, David Stephens has to be stopped, not just for her and her community, but for Alan and children everywhere as well.
Right now, the little boy was too young to know, or even care, about the differences between people. Sure, he was being exposed to different ethnic groups in school, but like most children, he didn’t care. To him and his friends, the only differences they barely saw were the colors of their skin or, at times, how they looked, and these didn’t matter. What mattered was that they were friends.
Hitler had been one of those men with the charisma and brains to push his thoughts and ideas onto other people, getting them to follow him, but he also had a warped mind that envisioned only evil. It had taken many brave people to stand up to him and stop him, a great many having been parents like her. Even then, men and women, gay and straight, had seen the wrong he was doing, and they’d done their part to put an end to his madness.
Nicole knew David represented her generation’s Hitler, on a smaller but no less important scale, and he needed to be stopped just the same. This time though, it was only up to her, Brent and Charles to do what they could to stop him - no one else could. She walked away from Alan’s room with tears running down her face. She loved her son more than he would ever know, or understand, as he gave her a life full of fun and happiness she’d never had with anyone else before. Walking into her own room, she opened her closet and started getting out what she needed to pack, filled with a renewed sense of purpose.
* * *
After leaving Nicole, Brent decided to drive by the gay bars on his way home, just one last time. Since he only drank on special occasions or when an assignment required it, there was no need for him to stop and have one now. He did enjoy going to the bars with friends though, because cruising, dancing and socializing with the few he knew was fun.
Turning down Pacific Street where most of the gay bars were, he slowed down to look at each one as he passed them. He knew that they were what it was all about for him; the right of gay men and women to be able to walk into a place they could claim as their own simply because the rest of the world didn’t, or wouldn’t, accept them for who they were.
There were times when those like David tried to force their own views onto society as a whole. They got the attention of the press by doing their worst - killing people. Brent knew it was a messed up world when the press reported negative stories 99% of the time simply because it sold papers and airtime. All it really did was feed the sick people’s need and desire for hatred and death. If the press would do the opposite then maybe, just maybe, those who needed the public’s attention would do something good, something positive instead of something bad, something destructive.
Sure, he’d heard the intellectuals argue that very point many times. He’d also heard, numerous times, the argument that death and destruction had been around since the beginning of history so the modern press was only doing their job. But were they really? He could easily argue that if that were truly the case, why didn’t they report the good things that happened just as often as they reported the bad? It was all news, the good and the bad so it was part of their job too. What they were really doing was following the rules of their own greed and personal agents.
Brent drove by Heaven, a young people’s dance club and then he passed by The Mining Co., a leather and Levi’s bar for men before coming up on JR’s, an S and M bar for stuffed shirts and wanna-bes. Lastly, he passed Miss Kitty’s, a leather and Levi’s dance club for both genders. He’d been to each of these places at least once, met people in them and even had good times within their walls. There were others along the road too, but he wasn’t as familiar with them. Despite this, it wasn’t the bars themselves he wanted to protect; it was the people who frequented them, no matter which ones they went to. Their lives were very valuable to him. AIDS had taken so many of his friends and associates over the years he refused to allow a madman to take more of them when he had the opportunity to try to stop him.
Brent had heard the stories of gangs roaming the streets in the area, trying to attack people as they left the bars or simply walked around their neighborhoods with their pets, but that was small stuff compared to the bombs, the coldest and most cowardly way to hurt gays, to hurt him. No matter what David thought was acceptable, he was a killer who was warped and who had to be stopped. Brent pushed down on the gas pedal and sped away, determined more than ever to do his best to bring David down, no matter how long it took and how hard it was.
Chapter 7
The drive to Huntsville to drop Alan off at his grandma’s was as fun and special as Brent and Nicole could make it, for all of them. Brent played a variety of travel games with Alan, including the ones where you try to spot the most out of state license plates and finding all the letters of the alphabet using traffic signs, billboards and every license plate they saw.
Since the two guys were so preoccupied most of the time, the time, for them, seemed to fly by. For Nicole, who was driving, the ride seemed to last forever. She tried to join in the games as much as possible, to keep her mind off of having to leave Alan, but at times, her mind would inevitably go back to what lay ahead, making her teary eyed. Whenever she felt the tears burning her eyes, she would turn away from the two guys to focus on her driving. She usually ended up cursing at some other driver for no apparent reason or driving a bit erratically.
They arrived at Nicole’s mother’s house, and Nicole needed to say good-bye to her son all too soon. Nicole showed Alan to his new room at his grandmother’s and helped him unpack, alone. As they closed the suitcases, she sat down on the bed and started crying.
“What’s wrong, Mommy?” Alan asked, looking concerned as he gazed up at her.
“I’m going to miss you, that’s all,” she said, sniffing.
“When are you coming back?” he asked, used to her leaving on trips with Charles.
“Hopefully, in just a few days, but Mommy has a lot of travelling to do so I’m not so sure when I’ll be home again like before,” she told him, pulling him to her and putting him on her lap so she could hug him. “I want you to know that no matter what happens, I love you.”
“I know that,” he told her.
Nicole had to smile at that, and she gave him another gentle squeeze.
“Well, I just wanted to make sure you knew that,” she said, trying to stop crying.
She knew if she said anything else, she was going to break down further and change her mind about leaving. It would be best if she and Brent just left quickly. She had to stop dragging her feet and just get going.
“Now, I want you to be a good boy for Grandma, okay?” Nicole said, putting her son down and getting to her feet, she wiped away the last tear, sniffing.
“Okay, Mommy,” he said to her. “I will.”
They left his room and held hands on the way to the front door. For Alan, it was just like any other trip she took, nothing to be worried about. For Nicole, it was a death march, slow and unwanted. Waiting at the door were Brent and Nicole’s mother, quietly chatting. They stopped when they saw the pair, and Nicole put Alan’s hand in her mother’s waiting palm before she bent down to him one last time. She tried not to cry, but the tears slid down her cheeks anyway.
“Don’t cry, Mommy,” Alan said, using a finger to wipe a tear from one of her cheeks. “I’ll be good.”
“Oh, I know you will baby. I know you will,” she said, grabbing his hand and giving it a kiss. “Just remember to do what Grandma says, and I’ll be back just as soon as I can.”
“I will,” he promised.
Brent couldn’t really understand what Nicole was going through, but he was fully aware that it was a real possibility something could go wrong that would keep them from coming back. To counter the fear he figured Nicole was feeling, he decided to step in and lighten things up a bit.
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