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            The Willmore Pizza

          

          By AC Benus

        

      

    

    
      The shelves were glass, and on top stood the lords – the masters of the lowly rest. The Scotches and Whiskies offered varying levels of oblivion and price, and held their labels high for view. Above their shoulders small downlights bathed them incandescently and they in turn sent that ambered light to the neutral gins and vodkas below. While far on the bottom, that light would finally reach the ever-waiting glasses, ranked in file and categories, their impatience never finding full release before their numbers were replenished.

      Nick looked up from these. From his seat at the bar by himself, the swirl of the club slowed down to a distant buzzing in his ears and over his shoulders. The breeze of conversation and of people in movement paled before his vision locked on the colored liquor, and in perfect stillness, he wondered if he was getting old. Scanning the brandies near the top, he mentally counted the colors of the labels; the 'fruit brandies,' he thought, 'for us fruits.' Tired of that, he looked down at the bar. Without wanting to, the face of his last boyfriend came before his sight. 'Three months,' he recalled, half tormenting himself. 'Three months and the jerk sleeps with some random guy "because he's bored" – fuck em.' The beer Nick was nursing sat dead in front of him, his hands resting on either side. Suddenly he smiled at it, hands moving around the cinched base of the tall pilsner glass. Nick hated the club scene, hated this club, Blossom's, though confident within its falsely sparkling light, he hated it. For him a night spent before the TV with the one he loved was worth a thousand nights like this; among many, yet utterly alone. Nick glided his fingers over the sweaty surface. His thumbs met in the front and like windshield wipers swept back in matching arcs, transferring moisture from flank to flesh. Bringing them back, nail overlaid nail and Nick felt the wet with some relief. 'At least,' he thought. 'I can feel something.' His thumbs pushed from near the base, and the glass threatened to tip out of control. Nick's open palm caught it.

      "That cutie over there is really givin' you the eye!"

      Nick bungled, and the glass rolled before he again just barely caught it. He looked up into the eyes of the man standing behind the bar who had broken his spell. The bartender was of good size, clean-shaven of face and head, and very camp drying his glass with a cloth.

      This man came up and leaned on the bar a bit. To him, Nick with his fair hair and slightly droopy eyes, was being uncharacteristically quiet. He liked this kid every time he saw him. He scanned his white tee-shirt hidden beneath an open leather jacket, knowing the linebacker muscles contained underneath. The bartender glanced over to the windows and spoke confidentially, "That guy over there's been lookin' you over pretty bad!"

      Nick smiled. "Oh Yeah?"

      The bartender shot a flustered hand, standing upright. "What, are you jokin', he's Hot for you Honey – and look at him!" He made a falsely high kind of grunt. "He's gorgeous!"

      Nick glanced over to where the shaven man had looked and saw a pair of eyes look away from him. Feigning apathy, Nick said with pursed lips, "Yeah, not bad."

      "Well Honey…" the man's hands gripped his hips "…if he looked at me like that, I can tell you, I wouldn't – " the bartender paused, a shadow moved over his bright countenance. "Who am I foolin'? He'd never look at me the way he does you." Then earnestly added, "So, go get him, Tiger!"

      Nick laughed, and the entire second-floor bar heard him, for he had a big laugh. "OK, mom. I'll see what I can do to get you a son-in-law." He laughed again, and infectiously, people turned their heads to catch a sight of the mouth that made it.

      At the open window, the overly warm October breeze wafted in and exchanged itself for the more stagnant and expectant bar air. Looking down, the sidewalk below was crowded. People milled, waiting for admittance to the disco, or smoked, or just hung out there because they were too young to sneak into the club. Their merry voices and peals of laughter wafted in too, so full of promise and the hope for a life lived in the open, on the sidewalks of life. A crowd like life, it was mixed with diversity. Straight teenage guys hung like rag dolls off the back shoulders of their girlfriends, occasionally rocking and kissing their girl's neck. They smiled, smoked and hobnobbed with the drag queens from the club next to Blossom's. Lesbians from their bar two doors down slummed in Rebel-Without-a-Cause coolness, leaning against the wall. And all the while, boyfriends stood face-to-face and hip-to-hip, pushing out with hands locked around waists, then leaning in, talking quietly and finding the heavy weight of love made it most comfortable of all for them to prop heads on receptive shoulders.

      "How's the popcorn?" Nick stood there, delighted to have completely surprised the stranger. Nick had left the bar to talk to this guy, but had taken his time. First he went to stand by a pool table, feigning interest in a game, but really getting a differing vantage on the guy by the window. Then, he took a tour of the downstairs, only afterwards casually coming up unseen to stand next to the bartender's pick.

      The stranger turned away from looking out the window and was surprised. Here stood the guy he'd wanted to meet for weeks. This guy who favored wearing white, had ashen hair, sad eyes and a nervous energy that always made him look on-the-go; though he never looked relaxed, he was in fact, never ill-at-ease. This guy appealed because he had confidence in his manners, a bearing that warned people he was going to be forward with them.

      From Nick's point of view, the stranger was a little younger, had darker hair and lighter eyes than he did, and skirted the edges of being Nick's 'type.' Usually he went for jocks, and this guy wasn't that, except for maybe his looks.

      "The popcorn?" the stranger asked, a bit of a laugh creeping into his tone. "Well, it could be fresher, and a lot less salty."

      Nick leaned in, knowing the scent of his leather jacket passing near the stranger's nose was bound to thrill. "No surprise there." His hand plunged in, withdrawing a moderate grip. He smiled and with the other hand popped three kernels in his mouth. Crewing he added, "No salt, no booze sales – the place would close in a week."

      Nick's room-sized laughter roared over the stranger's head, causing him to grin helplessly. The stranger wondered if that was a genuine laugh, or some kind of act. He decided to risk pissing the guy off. "Was it that funny?"

      Nick reassured him, "Of course." His lips smiled, his eyes drawn down a little in the corners. "If I don't laugh at my own jokes, who the hell will?" He laughed again.

      The stranger admired: "You've got one hell of a laugh."

      "Hi – I'm Nick. Nice to meet you." He held out his hand, moving around the table and sitting at the same time.

      "I'm Josh. Nice to meet you too." He felt Nick's hand take his. It was a little larger, a little softer, but definitely firm and a fine counterpoint to Josh's.

      Nick's hand released and went back to the popcorn bowl. "You come here a lot?"

      "Pretty much." There was hesitation in Josh's voice.

      Nick ignored the unease. His hand again dove in the bowl and pulled up kernels he guided to his mouth. Unconcerned about the white glints on his teeth, he mouthed the stranger's name. "So, Joshua…that's a biblical name, right? Kinda weird, but I like it."

      "Yeah. When I was born, my father got out the Bible, held it in his hands above the kitchen table. He told me he had it between his palms, and you know, said a kind of prayer, like, 'Help us know what our son will be like; what he's destined to be.' And then, just as he let it fall on the table, it opened flat. The first name he saw was Joshua."

      "No, it's a good name." Nick made a sour face. "You're lucky it's not 'Caleb.'" And then he leaned in. "As I remember, Joshua is mentioned several times as being Moses' 'Special Friend'…" he leaned in even closer, forcing Josh to follow suit "…and I heard he could blow one mean horn." An eruption of molten laughter pushed both away with equal force. Nick gathered himself, adding, "See, I remember my Sunday School."

      Josh sat back, feeling the room suddenly alive with his new friend's mirth, and this time he glanced around the room to witness the envious looks coming his way: one guy shooting pool scanned across the green felt, another cigarette-holding blond puffed with squinted eyes in their direction, and the bartender wiping a glass, smiled warmly over to them. There was something wonderful about Nick, and he felt he was almost never alone in laughing at his own jokes. He shook his head. "You really killed yourself on that one, didn't you?"

      Nick nodded agreement.

      "You know, I've seen you around before."

      "Yeah. Where?"

      "At Diagonal's, and one time a few weeks ago here."

      "You saw me around before tonight?" Nick double-checked, making Josh a little nervous.

      "Yeah…"

      "Then, can I ask you a question?" He didn't wait for permission. "If I didn't come over here and talk to you, you think you would have gone up to me?"

      "I don't know…"

      "You don't know, but probably not." Nick supplied what the other couldn't.

      Josh was very uncomfortable. He debated telling this guy he was so very attracted to how fresh Joshua was to this scene, to being Gay at all. He squirmed a little on his stool. "Why do you ask that; what do you want to know?"

      Nick's mouth relaxed, his expression, always smiling, looked lost when not doing that. "I want to know why you're here. Did you come here to drink? Because, if you're not here to talk to anybody, that's all you're doing. Right?"

      "Just a moment." Josh was grinning, but he could feel the wave of heat rise off his chest. "That's not the sort of bar talk I was prepared for. I was ready to talk about this warm autumn we're having, what music I like – so I don't know how to suddenly switch to soul-searching." He glanced around as if showing his grin to the room: "But I didn't come here to drink."

      "I know that, and I know why you came here tonight. You came to meet someone, ain't that right? Looking for Mr. Right!"

      "Yes, I guess so."

      "Then how you gonna find him, without talking to people?"

      There was a pause in which Nick watched the other young man's grin grow rigid. He slowly felt Josh's nervous energy turn into anger.

      "Well, if you think I came here to be lectured to – or badgered – by some guy I don't even know, you're wrong."

      In an instant, Nick's curiosity about this guy he was sharing a popcorn bowl with, deepened unaccountably. He felt for him; maybe felt something for him that he was totally unprepared for. Nevertheless, Nick relented, looking suddenly like a little boy who just realized he was hurting a puppy.

      "Take it easy." He threw up his hands to show he was harmless, and sorry. "I didn't mean anything by that – nothin' bad at least – don't go cold on me. I'm already sorry I said it, 'cause, like you said, it's not bar talk." Nick saw his old boyfriend's face flash before his memory; the moment they met. For Nick it had been love at first sight. But, he wondered, why was he thinking about that?

      Josh sat back on his stool. He didn't realize how tense he was until he relaxed. He didn't know why he got angry, over what in reflection seemed nothing. Maybe he should tell Nick what a novice he was to the whole scene.

      Nick smacked his lips a couple of times and spun on his stool to look at the crowd below. The silence between them seemed to only widen. Nick turned around one-hundred-eighty degrees. He propped his elbows on the high windowsill, and leaned with his legs kicked and crossed out in front of him.

      Josh followed the lines of Nick's angle from his expensive sneakers and white socks, over the well-built calves and thighs under his jeans, over the leather that smelled so good, over the hints of pure white barely hiding a built chest and shoulders. He studied the profile he had first seen only a few weeks ago. Why did it have such power both in his memory/imagination and here now before him? Why did it make him sad? Why couldn't he communicate to Nick what Nick was doing to him; they were so close, yet Joshua had no hope of contact. "I didn't come here for sex." Josh's voice was almost a whisper.

      Nick turned to him. "Then for what?"

      "If you make me say it out loud, I'll get embarrassed, and it'll sound stupid and corny. But, you know." He hoped he did.

      "No. What?" Nick too whispered in a tender, reaching tone.

      "For love."

      "You think you're going to find it in this room…" his sad eyes turned on the scope of the setting "…this place is full of people who don't care about nothing but themselves, all a little lonely, none of them very happy with the way they've grown up." Time stood still with just the two locked on one another. "Josh," he said so suddenly, the familiarity started both of them. "No one's going to send you a letter saying 'here I am,' you've got to go get him yourself. There," he announced. "End of lesson." His right hand reached across the space beneath the table and grabbed Joshua's thigh, squeezing it for reassurance.

      "You know," Nick went on in a new light, a happier one. "You're really different from the boys I usually have to talk to around here."

      Josh said, "I know, I've heard that before, and somehow I think people tell me things they'd never tell another person."

      "That's not exactly what I mean. I mean, most guys say…" he mimicked a dimwitted caveman, with a lisp "…Dah…Let's fuck!"

      Josh chuckled. He looked into the popcorn bowl, at the kernel he had been holding for the last few minutes, stymied to set it down, or to do something with it. It seemed so far away, yet so near.

      Nick reached out to place his large hand around Josh's forearm as it rested on the table. He so wished Josh would speak to him; say something real, just one real goddamn real thing to him. He whispered: "What's up?"

      Josh took the hand resting on his arm, and pulled Nick halfway across the table. With his other hand he tugged on the leather-clad shoulder and bent Nick's ear to his lips. Josh spoke as if to himself, "God, you're so beautiful – can we just get out of here?"
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      The white sports coupe moved along well, which was fortunate, for Nick drove fast. Heading south through city streets sparse of traffic and dry in the warm autumn night, Josh felt better to be out of the bar.

      "Pizza, eh?" Nick intoned. "Is Imo's OK?"

      "Where're we headed?"

      "Southtown, kid – "

      "Somehow I didn't peg you as a Southtown boy. You're too…"

      "Watch it…"

      "…Too, sweet."

      "Damn. That's about the worst thing you could've said. You're a real County brat, ain't ya?"

      "Guilty and convicted – boring as charged."

      "But which pizza, cuz I have to turn soon. Imo's or Domino's?"

      "Imo's." Josh was getting adamant in which one he preferred. "In fact the last time I had Domino's it was kinda traumatic. Remember that big snowstorm we had back right before Christmas? Well my friend, who's a girl, and I were practically alone in the dorm and we suddenly had to have pizza. But it was already 9:40, and they were probably getting ready to close, but we called anyway and got the last guy still working there. He said he was on his way home, but he'd bring us a pie. It's weird, but now I can still see and feel and smell everything: the way his car pulled up and we dashed out. The snow was falling so quietly and so peaceful, it seemed like the stars were falling on us. I can still feel it hit my cheeks and instantly melt like some frozen tears, and then my friend and I bumbled our money together and found out we had just enough to cover the pizza – no tip. I see the guy standing there, by his rear fender, his emergency lights flashing, his khaki pants loose and dusted with flour and his face haggard and exhausted. We told him sorry, next time, but we got his name. That was the sourest pizza I ever ate."

      "That sucks."

      "I know. So the next day I call up and order again. They acted kinda suspicious, 'cause I requested a driver by name, and you should've seen how pissed he was to lay eyes on me again. Anyway, I paid him twice as much as he needed and told him not to hold a grudge. We all make mistakes."

      "So you believe in Karma, eh?

      "Car-who?"

      "Karma. You've never heard of Karma? That's a belief in balance: you

      do something bad, you do something good. You do more good than bad, and presto, even better comes to you."

      "Karma, huh? Yeah. I guess I believe in that, because that's the kind of stuff I need to sleep well."

      "Sweet…" Nick rubbed Josh's word in Josh's face.

      "Speaking of sweet, I hear in Japan they've got some pretty weird

      ideas about pizza. I heard they put pineapple and squid and tuna on the same pie. Can you believe it? Man, I'm so hungry, even those sound good." Josh slumped back in his seat, he felt good. He was at ease with Nick, and if he pressed himself, he might not have been able to say he had had a happier moment in his life; it teetered on the edge of expectation and hope. He surveyed the means of this sudden contentment, studying the profile of Nick as it came in and out of the passing streetlights.

      Nick glanced at him. His smile became broad and sincere. "Damn boy! We better get you to a pizza, fast!"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nick's car pulled forward into a spot, then glided backwards until it perfectly fit in the space available. In his head, Nick dampened any kind of exhilaration that might tip his hand. He was potentially falling for this odd duck of a boy in the passenger seat. He had no idea what this guy thought about him, and that was the root of the possible thrill, thinking that something mutual was occurring right then and there, before all the world to see. For now, he'd play it cool; look for opportunities to impress in suitable ways this Joshua he'd only just met.

      The glass-fronted pizza shop on Hampton Avenue was pick-up/delivery only; no tables. The whole operation was open to the street via continuous, floor-to-ceiling, side-to-side windows. On their side, the sidewalk; on the other were the ovens, kitchen, counter and waiting area. As Nick opened the door with a broad smile, and a grand hand gesture, he caught sight of Josh's eyes scanning the several teenage boys in the waiting area. Nick puzzled a moment why their presence seemed to instantly put his companion on guard.

      Inside the shop, Nick rubbed his hands together and surveyed the surroundings and the five boys who eyed him and Josh with hostile apathy. Some were sitting, a couple leaning; all the conversation stopped the moment they saw Josh. One boy, a bit more suave than his buddies, leaned against the wall with a foot propped behind his back. He had long dark hair, half hidden by a knit cap on his head, dark soul-searching eyes, and a puckered mouth that made little indiscreet noises as he shifted a plastic straw from side to side. Nick could instantly tell, the other boys looked up to this one. In some way he was the leader, and the example to their image of how a seventeen-year-old sophisticate should model himself. 'Yes,' Nick thought to himself 'a teenage idol, ripe for the picking.' He smiled and nodded at the leader, who shifted his straw and nodded back, much to the surprise of the other boys.

      "OK," Nick's commanding voice rang out. "What do you want?"

      Josh first looked at the man behind the counter, a twenty-something who looked in Josh's eyes to be Iranian, then up the illuminated menu over this man's head. "Let's go with pepperoni, mushrooms, black olives and extra cheese; provel – of course."

      Nick spoke generally to the assembled teenage audience, "Too bad he doesn't know what he wants…" The boys raised suspicious and mirth-turned mouth corners, their eyes darting one to the other. The leader chuckled.

      Josh wondered what Nick was doing, exactly. He got a passing look at the boy leaning and mouthing a straw. 'That,' he thought. 'Looks like a Southtown boy.'

      Nick pretended to scan the ingredient list. His voice boomed back to the ends of the closed ovens, "I was really hoping for some squid and pineapple."

      Now the boys did laugh, knees came up to chests of those sitting. The leader stood, and adjusted back into a new lean.

      "What?!" the order-taker said with no humor.

      Nick stared him down, striding right up the counter. "So, that was pepperoni, extra provel, mushrooms and…what?"

      "Black olives," the straw boy suggested.

      "…Black olives!" Confirmed Nick with a devilish smile.

      "Size?"

      Nick turned to Josh. "What size?"

      "How about a large."

      "Damn kid, you that hungry?"

      "Pretty hungry."

      "A large, and two Cokes." Nick's smile ripped again. "To go."

      The order-taker continued to scrawl on the order pad, but sneered in Nick's face. "It's gonna take a while. We've got quite a few call-in orders ahead of you."

      "No prob." And Nick turned with a hand going to Josh's arm, then over his shoulder. They stood by the widow and Nick gestured with his head. "And what do you think they are?" Nick delighted in Josh's eyes growing round.

      "What do you mean?" Josh blinked.

      Nick spoke directly to the boys in a kind of singsong, "What are you guys doing? Waitin' for pizzas to deliver? – What are you, delivery boys, or something?"

      The leader in his jeans and tee-shirt shifted weight, removed his straw, and exuded that half-baked confidence only seventeen-year-olds could muster. "Yeah, that's right."

      Josh swallowed hard, expecting the next few words out the young tough's mouth would include 'What are you, faggots?' Instead the leader simply looked to his companions with a silly smile. Josh had a wild image. What if he did say that? What would the man gripping his shoulder do? Josh imagined Nick's grin spreading after the intended slur was in the air; maybe he'd say 'Yeah. So?;' maybe he'd simply draw Josh by his grip around the neck and kiss him with a loud smack on the lips. He half wanted to see it now. Whatever Nick would do, Josh knew for sure it would involve no denial.

      "How about the rest of you guys?" Nick badgered on, squeezing Josh's shoulder, which he had not let go of. Agreement was expressed by the other teenagers with nods, and faint but audible voices.

      A bell rang out sharply. The boy at the far end sprang up and strolled to the counter. He picked up a pair of pizza boxes and a bag with some drinks. As he exited the front door, he nodded to his buddies. They shifted down, offering the leader a seat, but he refused.

      Nick let go of Josh, and sauntered over to stand next to the straw boy. He leaned on the wall and modeled his stance on the seventeen-year-old. Nick knew only Josh could see that. Relaxed, he addressed them generally, "You guys get big tips?" He shot a quick wink to Joshua, who had to look down to his shoes to control his smile.

      "Sometimes…" the straw boy ventured "…but it always depends on the guy we deliver it to." The leader's voice sounded unnaturally mellow, but there was an effervescence in his eyes for Nick. "Some guys tip big, and some guys, not at all."

      "How do the ladies tip?"

      The counter bell rang again. The boy in the lead got up and checked his order.

      The leader locked onto Nick's eye, then darted it to Josh a second. A smile warmed his coolness. "The ladies, huh? Oh, they tip pretty good…"

      The exiting boy waved a jocular hand at his buddies as he went out the front door.

      The leader continued, "Depends on what they look like. You know what I mean?"

      Nick pursed his lips. "Nah, not really. I've never – delivered a pizza before." Nick winked at the boy, and a blushing smile spread over the teen's face.

      The bell rang again. Again, the boys shifted; again, the leader refused to sit next by his one remaining buddy.

      Nick went on, "I live around here, so if I call – you could be the delivery boy?"

      "Possibly."

      "Probably...?"

      "Possibly – ask for Kyle, ok?"

      "Kyle, I'm Nick. That's Josh." Warm smiles and nods were exchanged.

      The bell sounded; the last sitting boy sprang up.

      Nick pressed it. "How old are you?"

      "Old enough."

      "Eighteen?"

      "Soon enough."

      The man behind the counter shouted: "Your order's up." He stared Nick down, before him was a box and two loose Coke cups.

      When Nick and Josh were striding and ready to leave the shop, with box and drinks in hand, the leader was standing by the door to open it for them. The straw dangled in his fingers like a dejected love token. He leaned over at a rakish angle, pushing the door outwards for them. Josh went out first. Nick lingered. "See you around, Kyle."

      The leader looked suddenly awash in profound sorrow, but he said in a hushed tone, "Good luck with him, Nick," and he winked at the ashen-haired man, faintly, casually; the ideal wink of seventeen-year-olds everywhere.

      As the door closed behind them, Nick grabbed Josh's shoulder again, walking him to the car. "How's your Gaydar?"

      Josh was astounded. "You think that kid's Gay?"

      Now Nick was astounded. "Think? Man, you've got a lot to learn. There are going to be Gay people everywhere you go, you've just got to be open to receive them – We're nowhere near as rare as society taught you to believe!" His laughter erupted and rattled the floor-to-ceiling, side-to-side windows of the pizza shop.
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      The top of Josh's thighs burned. He inserted his hands between them and the bottom of the pizza box. Again Nick's car was rolling fast under the city streetlights. Hoping for an answer of 'My place,' he asked Nick, "So, where are we going to eat this?"

      "Willmore Park."

      "We're going to eat in a park?"

      "Yeah, why not? It's nice there. They've got a lake or pond or whatever, and nobody goes there this time of night. And, they've got ducks."

      Willmore Park is a little over a hundred acres, spreading itself along a curving riverbank, and topographically diverse. A hollow meanders along its eastern side housing a lake. Across the narrow part of the lake is a modernist footbridge in a low concrete arch and stylish handrails. Rising to the west of the water is a hill crowned with a red-roofed picnic pavilion. Here barbeque grills await the ever-elusive perfect summer's day.

      Nick parked under a bright streetlight. Josh fumbled with the door and pizza box. Nick came to close the door, and both watched two figures cross the street and disappear down the slope in front of them. Something long and barely casting a shadow bobbed in their hands. "You ever been here?" Nick asked.

      "Nope."

      "Some people like to do a bit of fishing, 'off-the-books.'"

      Nick led the way. Down the slope, they were soon out of sight of the road and sidewalk. Below them loomed a dark plate of glassy water. Nick took Josh up the center of the footbridge, and stopped. He leaned his elbows against the railing. Josh came up to him and looked up the hill to the faintly lit picnic pavilion.

      "It's beautiful," Josh said.

      Suddenly Nick stood. "Are you chilled? You don’t have a jacket."

      "I'm fine."

      "Let me know, you can have mine."

      Josh was so touched he thought he'd drop the pizza in the water. "No. I'm fine," Josh said, but thought, 'So that's what men could be like if they drop all the bullshit?'

      "Come on, we'll leave the fishermen to it. I know a spot."

      Nick led the way down the other end of the bridge and around the water to a gentle slope. Nick folded his legs under him and sat deftly in one controlled motion onto his heels. He set the Cokes down and reached for the pizza box. Josh sat and the lid flew open. Nick said, "Let's eat."

      As both went at the pie, the ensuing silence was broken only by chewing and slurps of Coke. Unconcerned by the cheese on his teeth, Nick said: "Did you see the ducks?"

      Josh shook his head.

      "They're around here somewhere. I guess at night they don't 'walk-on-water.'"

      "Ducks don't walk on water."

      "You believe what you want, but if you look at them, it looks to me just like they walk on water. I wish I could."

      Josh laughed. "You're a funny one, Nick, and I love it."

      "Imagine it – to be able to metaphorically walk above all the stuff that's supposed to pull us down. Wouldn't that be great?"

      "It seems to me you pretty much already know how to do that."

      "You think so?"

      "From where I sit – where I'd sink like a stone, you'd stroll like a landlord."

      Eventually the pace of eating slowed. The greasy-bottomed box contained only a few random slices. Nick closed it officiously and wiped his fingers and mouth on a paper napkin before taking off his jacket. He rolled it up into a long pillow and propped it behind his head while falling back onto the grass. His back rested on the incline, his eyes looking straight up. "I almost crashed a glass tonight."

      "A glass?"

      "Yeah. I was playing with balancing a glass on the bar. I almost lost it. We all need balance, out of whack, and the tipping point comes up on us real fast." In Nick's head, an almost painful hope clouded his vision of the stars above. He thought he saw for an instant a time in the future when Josh and he were together, and happy and settled. Far above him the nearly full harvest moon looked pure and round, and loomed larger than normal. Dramatically transparent clouds slowly inched their way across her face, while points of lights formed a background. Nick wondered if this was really all he needed to be happy, and how much the near-by young man had to do with it.

      Joshua touched Nick. He touched the curling ashen hair growing from Nick's forearm and gently rubbed down to the top of his hand. Nick's hand turned and grasped onto his. Their fingers interlaced in gentle exploration. Josh spoke in hushed tones, patting Nick's tee-shirt over his belly, "Is it all right?"

      Nick half looked; he saw Josh wanted to rest his head on his tummy, and Nick thought there could be nothing in life he would want more. So, with his free hand, he guided Josh's head in place and lingered there, to feel his hair.

      Josh turned his gaze a moment to see Nick's droopy eyes smile at him, and through his ear pressed on his abdomen, he could hear Nick's strong heartbeat, and the movement of the former pizza.

      Four eyes looked to the event of the night happening over them; two hands sought each other out, taking for granted how much one wanted to hold the other.

      "Do you ever wonder about other places out there?"

      "What do you mean?" Nick asked.

      "Like here and now, this kind of place? Do you think it exists somewhere else out there? Like, think about all the places those tiny lights represent. Every one could stand for a million times and events we'll never see." The night filled the newly created void instantly. He continued more softly, "Can you imagine, there might be two people out there looking at us and wondering if we exist too – thinking about what the places they can't even imagine about might be like, maybe it's a place as peaceful and beautiful as this."

      Nick's fingers skimmed quietly through Joshua's hair. As softly as he could, so Josh would know he was not joking, he said, "Two people, enjoying their own Willmore pizza."

      "Yeah. Their own perfect instance, with someone who understands." Josh's eyes had to close from the weight of the moment. Nick's touch, through his hair, the squeeze of his hand in his own, these seemed more real than anything he had ever thought in his whole life. There was nothing 'gay' about this – this was life, pure and simple. Why had he ever wasted time with anything but this, with anything but trying to keep this feeling going, making it bigger than themselves, as the old prayer goes, 'to magnify' the soul? Opening his eyes fully, his lips slowly formed a verse he had heard once long ago, now suddenly he felt he could understand it.

      

      "Here we sit on Summer's end,

      the advantageous side of despair,

      And wonder what price future days will spend,

      to know what we do, of love's own sweet air."

      

      "What's that from?" Nick asked.

      "You know, I can't remember who said it, but I don’t think it matters anymore. I've come to believe that the only sin possible is to waste a day without coming closer to something more than yourself, something you can't see or buy. Like this; this time with you, this place, the sky. How can I ever forget what it feels like this very minute." Inside, Josh felt like the glass in Nick's hand. He teetered on his own personal tipping point. He'd fall on the side of truth, and maybe Nick would catch him.

      Josh sat up. He scootched and folded his legs under him to sit at Nick's side. Nick leaned up on an elbow. They retook each other's hand. Josh started with a strain of nerves, "I guess I gotta tell you – I haven't been out long. Haven't been with many guys, and none of them I really felt much of a connection to."

      "That's all right, Josh. I figured as much."

      "With the couple of guys I've been with, there was always something holding me back. I don't have any self-confidence – I guess I used their opinions of me to boost my opinion of myself." He gripped Nick's hand hard, shook it a bit. "You know why I'm attracted to you?"

      Nick shook his head, his other hand coming down on top of Josh's.

      "Not only because you're so goddamn handsome, but more because of your easygoing ways; your self-possession and poise. I bet you could walk on water, if you really made up your mind to do it." Joshua laughed. "I was fuckin' jealous of the way that pizza kid looked at you, who wouldn't be? But, then I remembered the important thing: the way you looked at me."

      Nick sat straight up. "That's about the sweetest thing anyone's ever said to me; said about me. Is that what you really think?"

      "If you could see yourself through my eyes, you'd know."

      Nick blinked a few sad times. He leaned back and pulled on Josh's arm. Nick laid his arm flat and pulled Josh to recline next to him. Josh rotated and lay his head on Nick's armpit and chest, and Nick leaned down and kissed his forehead.

      Josh was about to wreck himself on the truth; the truth he dare not say before, even to himself. "I hate being Gay – I feel everyone's always looking like they know, and like they're judging me negatively."

      Nick's hand returned to stoking Joshua's hair. "Maybe they're just jealous. You ever think of that? And why not? You're young, good looking, brains to beat the band, and you're able to get what you want out of life – you're free, baby. Free. Think about them: tied to a job, maybe a mortgage, probably a wife, when all they dream about is Interstate cock in the rest stop – disgusting; living a lie. In their eyes, your life is promise, is hope, and worst of all to them, your life is the one they squandered to the pressure to conform. So, next time you think they're judging you, fuck em. You're the one on the moral high ground, you're the one who can judge them."

      Josh had to turn away. He didn't want Nick to see the moisture collecting in the corners of his eyes. He chanted softly, playing with Nick's hand:

      "And wonder what price future days will spend,

      to know what we do, of love's own sweet air."

      

      Josh turned upwards, happier, to look at the sky. "I don't want to ever forget what it feels like this very minute, 'cause of all the times up there, or down here, future or past – I wouldn't trade this moment to live or be in any of them. And you know why? Cuz, all in all, today was a pretty good day to be alive."

      Nick blinked. He raised a hand and felt the head on his arm, he felt Josh's ear linger over his heart, listening to him in the most intimate way possible. His eyes wandered over the stars, his fingers moved through his hair, and his mouth began to tighten and his eyes became tense slits. He was about to lose his cool to the tough notion of love; possible love for this man he had only met a few hours ago. His free hand reached down and slipped between Josh's shirt and his skin at the collar. Josh stirred a bit, but Nick shushed him. All he wanted was to feel Josh's heartbeat too. He felt it, and Nick's lungs brought the dull beating drum of lasting love into his chest as their beats linked up in unison. Over their heads, Nick's eyes told him of the endless night, where void is not void, if only seen from the vantage of love.

      Overwhelmed, Nick patted Josh's chest. He belted out a sigh. "Come on. I want to show you something."
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      Josh stood at the edge of the picnic pavilion. He looked out over the rise that fronted the lake, and to the side, the gentle bend in the River Des Peres. He called back to Nick, who was sitting on top of a table in the center of the structure, "This river goes through Forest Park, doesn't it?"

      "Joshua. Come over here."

      As he walked towards the guy‘s smiling face, Josh further kvetched: "Maybe we shouldn't have left the pizza box. There were a couple of slices left."

      "They'll be there when we get back."

      Josh walked into Nick's open arms and legs. He turned and propped his arms on top of his thighs. Slowly he leaned his head back to look up into Nick's eyes. Nick responded by leaning down and putting a peck on Josh's lips. Josh laughed once or twice for sheer joy.

      Nick asked, "Nice view, isn't it? This is why I wanted to bring you here."

      Josh looked out over the lake. "Couldn't be better."

      Within Nick, a nagging and too familiar doubt began to surface. Somewhere he had heard and remembered that passions born too quickly are the ones that burn out the fastest, like with his past boyfriend, a guy he loved at first sight. Maybe he better start testing Josh with some of Nick's less than admirable traits. Nick chuckled. "How old do you think I am? And you better get it right."

      "About twenty three I guess. You don't look older."

      "Really, you're not just being a good guy, and saying that, are you?"

      "No. I mean, how old are you? You look twenty-three to me…"

      "Twenty-eight."

      Josh turned again within the grasp of Nick's legs. He really didn't care. "Oh."

      "My birthday was last month…"

      "Happy birthday."

      "You know what my mom gave me?"

      "No."

      "Collagen."

      Josh's look was blank.

      "You know, the wrinkle cream to put around your eyes and mouth."

      "Why'd she give you that?"

      "'Cause I asked her." Nick flared, "That stuff costs a hundred bucks a jar…" he pinched about two inches out of the air "…a little jar too." Suddenly Nick's smile was gone. "You didn't know I was that vain, did you?"

      Josh didn't know what to say. Nick's face looked perfect to him as is, but whatever makes a person happy. He shrugged.

      "There's a lot you don't know about me." Nick pressed it.

      "Ditto. There's time."

      "I mean, bad stuff."

      Josh laughed a little. "Like what?"

      "That my dad's an asshole."

      "Well, get in line… Doesn't he like you?"

      "No, not much."

      "How about your mom?"

      "She's OK, I guess, at least now anyways. When I was in high school, I couldn't stand either one of them."

      "They know...?"

      "Yeah. I came out right after graduation. The day I moved out." The night crept back into the pause. Nick found it difficult to admit, "I used to think of ways to do them in. You know, like – leave the gas on one night and sneak away – and kid-shit like that. But then, I finally came up with a way I thought would work. It was perfect. The way to get rid of both of them at the same time. It was so simple. All I'd have to do is, one night sneak into the garage, get under the car and snip the break lines. Of course, not all the way through, then they'd notice the puddle of brake fluid, but just kind of fray them till they were almost gone. Then, they'd be driving, and presto snappo; No breaks! I could see them going down a huge hill, screaming…" Nick's hand flew above his head and shook "…through an intersection till, KaPlOW- KaBlOOM, they'd get smacked by a bus. Problem solved."

      Josh swallowed hard. "But, it was only thinking. I mean, it's not like you actually cut the lines."

      Nick studied the impact that this true information had already had on Josh. He upset him. And this upset Nick. He felt the notion that Josh was too good for him might be right. Nick elaborated on the story with falsehood; a mercy lie to drive the boy he liked away. "Well…one. I guess it wasn't enough though." Nick was devastated to see it work. Josh was confused, the rocking of his world was written across his face. Nick stood up abruptly. He hopped down on the concrete and walked to the edge of the picnic area. He thought he might be sick; but not for long.

      Josh walked up behind Nick and placed his right arm over Nick's right shoulder, while his left slid beneath the young man's other arm. He brought his hands together on Nick's chest and rested his chin on the collar of his leather jacket. He rocked gently.

      Nick looked down on the arms about him. Now he was going to lose it; lose it if he didn't do something right then and there. He forced himself around within Joshua's embrace, and grabbed the back of the young man's head. He drew him into the most heartfelt kiss he'd ever given in his life. The level of reciprocated passion rose degree-by-degree as Nick's hand continued to drive Josh ever closer. Soon he felt Josh's lower body press against his; their mutual excitement touched and responded to one another through several layers of clothes. Josh's right hand began to stoke Nick's cheek and was startled to find some moisture there, but then Josh, the wild churning of the stars in his head, slowly reached with his other hand and caressed Nick's cock yearning for freedom through the denim. Nick's hands in response pulled up Josh's shirttails and caressed the bare skin of his back, from shoulder tops to below the waistband of his jeans. Josh reeled in unpent passion; he couldn't get enough of the kisses of this boy he was so overwhelmingly attracted to. Nick's touch moved him down to his soul. It was like the end of a movie, and how was he to believe this was part of his story?

      Suddenly Nick's hands came around under Josh's shit to his chest. He pushed him back. Josh blinked. The droopy eyes before him had never seemed as lovely, the lips that Nick licked, so appealing. Nick's visage grew oddly determined. He looked to the right, then to the left. Holding Josh's gaze, his hands reached down to Josh's fly. As soon as he grabbed onto the zipper, Josh stepped back, out of his reach. Josh tried to control his voice. "No. Not here…"

      Nick looked stricken, like he'd made some unforgivable mistake. His surprise raised his brows into question marks, then returned them to relax into sadness. Nick threw his arms over Josh's shoulders, and he felt Josh hold on to him.

      Onto Josh's neck, Nick's breaths became choppy. Josh heard and felt the heavy voice come from the face he could not watch, "Oh God, I'll never see you again in my life…"

      Josh pushed on Nick's chest so he could see him. "What made you say that?"

      Nick sighed, a lighter look fell over him, the ends of his mouth flickered. "You're so beautiful – you don’t even know…"

      "It's OK." Josh took him in his arms again; rocked him. "We have all the time in the world."

      Nick pushed back just enough. He touched Josh's ears, drawing him back into a kiss. Afterwards, still holding on, Nick rested his head on Josh's shoulder. An odd shadow of movement caught Nick's bent attention. He asked softly, "What was that light?"

      The rim of the hill in front of them was suddenly illuminated, just the rim, and just for a second.

      Nick lifted his head. "There! Did you see it?!"

      "Yeah…"

      "Oh shit!" Nick started dancing around, tucking his shirttail into his jeans. Josh stood there, not knowing what was happening.

      Again the hill was lit, this time more brightly, and the open structure of the pavilion's ceiling cast wild and dancing shadows everywhere. It was like an instant case of seasickness.

      Nick jumped around looking at where he had sat. Joshua turned to the light when it reappeared, and realized it was a patrol car, one driving over the hills and coming right for them. He turned from the light to Nick who was jogging around from foot to foot, saying, "They can’t do this. They ain't got nothing…"

      The searchlight was trained on them now, the car coming to a stop by the side of the pavilion.

      They listened to the car door open; they couldn't see it, or anybody behind it, because the light was blinding them. Nick finally stood still, and at that moment they heard, "What you boys doing out here?"

      Josh heard Nick from behind him, "It’s OK officer, we were just leaving."

      Josh scrutinized Nick, utterly surprised at his comment, and he almost started laughing. This time, the smile Nick rained down on him was genuine and full of sincere humor. He might start laughing too.

      During the process of being asked lame questions, turning over their ID's, and being lectured at by the city's finest, a heat began to rise in Joshua. The fishermen were left alone, so why not Nick and he? One flame rose at the thought of injustice. Josh looked at the officer, then at the man he had just been kissing a few minutes before; another flame was relief that they hadn't started to do more than kiss. But other sparks gathered behind these two, small ones accumulating like the countless points in the sky, kindling up a sense of hope.

      The colored lights flashed, another patrol car came, and Josh glanced between these men, and especially at Nick. He felt his nervous energy transforming into some sense of a stable confidence; some kind of pride born of shared experience. And yes, he was glad to be there, glad to be alive, even in this light.
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      In front of Blossom's, the diverse crowd lingered. Straights, and drag queens, and boyfriends and girlfriends all took in the warm autumn air and the shared company of each other.

      Across the street, a white sports car pulled up and parked. The lights went off and Josh and Nick stayed silent a moment. Joshua sat with an empty pizza box on his lap, and Nick's jacket on his shoulders and hugging his chest. His eyes scanned the troubled looking profile of the ashen-haired boy by his side, while the noise and hilarity of the sidewalk drifted in from the open windows.

      Nick still gripped the steering wheel, rocking his head slightly. "Now you'll really never want to see me again. I'm so sorry."

      "It's not your fault!" Josh coursed with life.

      "Those cops, they're just looking for the big one." Nick adjusted himself. He didn't notice what Josh was doing. "They'll all just looking for some cock. That prick was just mad he didn't get any!" Nick looked over. The warmth of Josh's smile startled him. "What?"

      "I wonder what happened to the rest of the pizza? The box was empty when we got back."

      "Oh. Yeah, I guess the ducks got it."

      "Ducks eat pizza?"

      For a moment Nick was himself again. "After they're done walking on water, yeah, they love provel!" then the seriousness retook him. He sighed. "I hope that ticket's no problem for you. That's another thing, they ain't got nothing on us, so the jerk writes us…" he mimicked a condescending child "…breaking curfew tickets. Give me a break! You think those fishermen dudes got tickets for stealing city fish? Hell no. And why? 'Cause they weren’t suspected of 'Queering up' Willmore Park, were they? Fuckin' pigs."

      "Yeah, and they were breaking the law – not us."

      Nick looked again like he was about to lose it. Thoughts of being old, and not holding the interest of those he found attractive, crowded his vision. He had to ask: "Are you sure you like me?"

      Josh touched Nick's cheek; again, he was startled to find it moist. "That's one thing you don’t have to worry about."

      Josh got out of the car. He carefully placed the box on his seat and went around to lean on Nick's front fender. He began to scan the crowd, several people noticing him and the way he confidently grinned and folded his arms. Nick joined him. Josh said, "That ticket is a badge of honor to me." He turned a radiant beam on Nick. "It proves where we were, and what we were doing – it leads us to here and now. It's our token of having lived today, and lived it with each other, and pretty out loud too."

      Nick was a bit amazed. "Joshua, what's happened to you?"

      "Nick, see all those people there; see this great guy standing by my side? So, tell me I'm not lucky to be counted among them, because I'm not mad anymore. Fuck it, I'm glad to be Gay – and you know why?"

      Nick shook his head.

      "Because if I weren’t Gay, I never would have met you, and had that stupid Willmore pizza, and what would I be then?"

      "You're saying, today was a pretty good day to be alive."

      "More than good. I left my phone number on that pizza box – don’t throw it away, I’ll be needing more of you, Nick – a lot more of you, and I don’t care who knows it."

      Josh stood, and by doing so caught the attention of most of the crowd. He picked up Nick's hand and drew him to a standing position, then he put his hand behind Nick's head and kissed him like he meant it, and Nick kissed back. The scent of linebacker and leather rose in the diminishing space between them – Nick's pleasant manly scent rising directly from Josh's chest as if straight from his own heart. Combined with the rest, it collapsed all of his senses, and he tasted Nick's provocative kiss like it was the first time all over again.

      As their hands explored waistlines and shoulders and backs, and the kissing drew out ever longer and more passionate returns, the cheers of the crowd lifted to roars of encouragement. In Josh's brain thoughts merged and divided again; sights of sunshine and the feel of green grass against his palm, the aroma of Nick's arm reaching for popcorn, the taste of pepperoni and toasted cheese, and yes, even visions of ducks walking on placid lake water. Together they easily dispelled all the weakling attempts of doubt to reassert itself. There was no going back.

      Joshua let go of Nick. Their lips parted, their eyes staying closed for a moment, opened to see contentment in the other, and finally allowed their ears to perceive the jubilance of the audience they didn't quite know they had. Nick took his thumb and wiped a bit of slobber off of Josh's lower lip, and Josh responded by kissing the boy's finger.

      Josh smiled, and said softly, "I think we should take a bow."

      Nick slowly shook his head. "You first."

      

      
        
        The End
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      Darragh sat quietly and attentively. Every so often, his absent expression conjured up into a radiant smile. I had ceased cracking jokes; his undivided attention needed to be with the face painter. There was still that giddy, flutter like energy roaming in the air. It's not entirely because it was St. Patrick's Day, but perhaps it's because at 14 he's getting his face painted. Nothing too fancy just a couple of shamrocks nestled across his plump red cheeks accompanied by an odd flag. When he asked, could he get his face painted, I didn't take him seriously.

      Though when I said, "you're not serious?" He just gave me a deadpan expression, and I guess that was all I needed to answer my messy thoughts.

      Darragh has always been that sort of boy. He may be soft in his approach; however, once you get to know him, he's crazy. Not bad crazy, it's a good type of mad. If his personality is not enough to make you smile, then I don't know what is. He's funny, caring, thoughtful, and cute. I never thought that I'd actually fall for a boy with red hair, blue eyes and a small offering of freckles dashed across his nose. It just adds to his overall beauty; it's weird when I phrase it like that but yeah… I love it when his hair is naturally curly; it's not obsessive or bizarre, it's light. The turn of events that has happened today has just added to my admiration for him. I think I'm falling in love.

      Nobody knows that I'm gay, well except for Darragh. I came out to him about two or three months ago, although the reality at the moment is that I'm gay for him. I've never felt this way for any other boy, but there is something about Darragh that makes me weak in the knees. My heart begins to palpitate in my chest every time I see him walking the corridor in school. My hands become clammy anytime he unloads his house keys, phone, wallet, whenever he's climbing a high wall or fence. Though that's not enough; even the thought of him climbing up such a colossal structure is enough to make me worry. I'm not sure if that feeling is mutual: I mean the anxious feeling I get in the pit of my stomach just watching him scale the side of a building is immense. I know it's common decency to panic when you love someone, and I don't mean love as in appreciating someone. What I really mean: is shit… I have no idea what I mean. All I know is that I'm afraid that he'll fall. Every time he's done it though I'm grateful to hear the chirpy raspy voice when he reaches solid ground.

      Prior to Darragh's face painting session, we had only gotten something to eat before the parade. Now that the march is actually over I wonder what the evening has in store for us. Maybe I can ask him to throw an all-nighter at my house, munching on junk food, playing some Xbox and listening to some tunes. Having an evening alone with him is something that I'd appreciate very much, not in a weird way. Then in some odd, precarious, most undoubtedly ridiculous notion I'll tell him that I love him. But then again when I think of it logically like that, that will never come true. This is real life, not a Disney movie. It's been so long since I first set my eyes on him that I forget the actual day we first met. Although if I was to take an educated guess, I think it was the first Monday we started school in first class. Vaguely from what I remember Darragh had been standing at the top of the classroom, bashful and nervous. Since I knew a couple of the kids from my previous school years, I had never encountered Darragh before. And since I was in need of new friends, I decided to march up the aisle and introduce myself. The first thing that I remember about him was when he smiled. His lips parted, his teeth showed; well, what was left accordingly at the time. I recall that he had no front teeth in his mouth. His approach to my introduction was coy and innocence. It seemed playful, full of life and animated. Still to this day nothing has changed. Well, his teeth did grow back of course, and the addition of braces. I find that ultimately attractive about him. What's not to like, he's cute; he has red hair: blue eyes and his face is not smothered in freckles, they're just a light dusting. And anytime he rolls up his sleeves…. god…. He is the perfect example of male beauty. Just about anything seems to make him cute these days and his little deed now where he's getting his face painted is somehow adorable.

      As I stand, blending in with the crowd, I can't help but notice that some girls over by the large iron statue are looking at him. I guess he does have that aura about him. It's like one of those moments where you walk down the street, and you see a handsome boy or pretty girl, and you just know that they are beautiful. Well yeah, that explains everything about Darragh, he's attractive to everybody around him. That worries me I guess, I mean I'll never get a shot at actually telling him how I feel. Before I know it, he'll be taken away by a girl, and all of these stupid congested feelings will have been for nothing.

      The petite pictogram of the Irish flag and the loose assortment of green shamrocks make him wonderfully hypnotic.

      It makes me so nervous every time Darragh strays his dreamy eyes from the woman whose painting his face to me; it's almost as if he's searching for some moral understanding, that this is funny or at least to him it is. Then he averts his eyes back to the woman, and then that tingly feeling in the bottom, my stomach just disappears. I feel like an idiot for standing here waiting for him to finish, can't the woman go any faster. But then again if it makes him look cute then take all the time that is needed. I guess art takes time to master, and if it's rushed, it will probably look crappy.

      All at once, my breathing is shallow, I feel a little ditzy and anxious at the same time. The young woman lowered her paintbrush after adding the final stroke upon his left cheek before plopping it into a dirty cup of water. Darragh rose from the seat, glanced at me and gave a grin. The young woman who had been painting him just glanced up at him smiling at Darragh before averting her attention to the next child who wanted their face painted.

      "What do you think?" Darragh asked.

      Giving him a thorough look over, I signal a thumbs up and say, "looks great."

      If I wasn't bashful at the moment, I sure as hell am now. Since we still had a bit of time to kill, I thought that going into the shopping centre would be a good idea, considering it is a little cold outside, and after all, we have nothing better to do.

      The two of us began walking down the length of O'Connell Street until I finally asked, "hey do you want to go to the Ilac…"

      Darragh seemed to have drifted off into a different alternative universe as we strolled along.

      He contemplated for a moment before saying, "do you have shopping to get."

      I just shrugged my shoulders and said, "no, it's just… it's cold, and I guess... We can hang out there for a bit."

      With a nod from Darragh, the two of us just navigated down one of the side streets in Dublin, the name of which escapes me. Eventually, we came out beside the Ilac. Before too long, we stepped foot through the automatic door. The heater above warmed our cold ears and exposed heads. We dawdled around for a little bit, unsure of what to actually do. Although, I guess it's better than being outside in the cold. Eventually, Darragh stopped at a two-euro shop, we both went inside.

      Upon exiting Darragh had bought four cans of silly string. You know that stuff when you actually spray it, and it comes out like a string. He got green, white and two oranges. The moment we reached the door, the war had begun. The two of us worked against each other to get the better of the other. Darragh had the green canister; I had a white and orange. His second canister never seemed to work, so he just dropped it in the street, and the two of us still fought as hard as we could. Though again, I had the advantage over him. By the time we had finished we had ended back up on O'Connell Street, his hair is littered with white and orange ropes of string. I don't know what it was about it, but it was cute, and something about it made me feel proud that I had done it. After a while, we took a turn off, a shortcut down a side street with not much foot traffic.

      Unsure of why we took this optimum route, I just followed along with all the same. After a moment, Darragh stopped in the middle of the alley, hunched over and started ruffling his fingers through his hair. His exuberant laugh was still in place, and everything about him at this moment was exactly perfect. As I watch himself brush off the stragglers of multi-coloured string, I have a sudden urge to want to kiss him. I want to help somehow though I know that is not going to happen.

      When he turned back around, he asked, "is all of it gone?"

      Glancing high and low, I reached up and brushed a couple of specs away that were still nestled in his hair, and then I lightly brushed over his shoulders. Though something had changed, he was just staring at me as I did it. When I noticed that he was staring intently at me, that same familiar feeling of anxiety worked its way up from the pit of my stomach to my chest. I felt a little bit uncomfortable, so I decided to stop; everything is quiet. I could feel the warmth radiating from his mouth, gracing my face. The way his freckles danced lazily across his nose, his vibrant blue eyes peering at me, and his fiery amber hair so perfect. I felt my heart swoop to his level. He really is beautiful, and I guess if I don't snap out of it, he'll think that something is wrong with me.

      The two of us didn't move. I still stood fixed in place. Darragh glanced from left to right; he had become a little nervous. Darragh slowly extended his arm out, pinched small flays of artificial string from my head and dropped it. A tingle rose up from my tummy and forced its way all the way up to my throat.

      It feels like bubbles or something; my heart is beginning to hammer my chest, my breathing shallow, then Darragh spoke, "Jack, are you frigid?"

      The question took me off course completely. I wasn't expecting Darragh to ask me something like that. And of all things, why is he asking me that. Unsure of how to appear as if I'm not one when I most certainly am one since I had never kissed anyone before I stuttered on my words.

      "No… I'm not…"

      I guess my persuasion attempt was useless. Darragh crinkled one side of his mouth and drew it up into a grin. I wasn't sure where this was going, but my heart stopped when he spoke.

      "Well, what are you waiting for... Kiss me then," Darragh said.

      Did he see through my lie?

      Unsure if I understood him correctly, I waited for a moment until he widened his eyes and gave me a nod. Perhaps he is genuine, and with that, I cautiously, being petrified leaned in closer, so close that I could feel his breath caressing my lips. Then our lips met, the seismic action set off shock waves coursing through my body, it was electric. I got all jittery and nervous, and happy all at the same time. Darragh held his same stupid smirk as he broke the kiss and stepped away from me. He walked away from me a little, stumbling forward before pivoting his head over his shoulder.

      Darragh asked, "well… you' coming."

      I smiled bashfully and ambled forward after him. Awh… my first kiss and it was wonderful.
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      Caoimhe was running late. I'll never get how that girl can always manage to be both on time, yet leave home at the very last minute. If she possessed some magic superpower that I did not know she owned, then I want in on some of that awesomeness. It's St. Patrick's Day, and us two girls are going to the parade. Possibly somewhere along the way into the centre of town, I'll be able to tell Caoimhe that she is a dote.

      God, I can't remember how long it's been since I first met her. It occurred at college during a lecture, and she looked haplessly lost… right? Yet, the silly girl succeeded in finding the right homeroom.

      Today ought to be good. Once I get a couple of drinks into me, for Dutch courage precisely, I'll be able to tell my maiden I have an immense crush on her.

      Standing outside the back-entrance gate leading onto Stephen's Green, I await her arrival, like always. Leaning upon the concrete pillar for the entry, I glance at people going by, and I find myself wondering if any other folks like me have an insanely, overdramatic, adorable, melodramatic, cutie of a best friend. Still, nonetheless, the girl is perfect in every essence of the word for me.

      I watch as the Irish all flood toward O'Connell Street in preparation for the parade. This year should be good, I read some things in the newspaper about the sort of attractions we'll have this year, and to be honest, at 22 I am super hyped.

      Meeting at Stephen's Green makes the most logical sense, considering Caoimhe lives about 15 minutes to the left, and me to the right. It has grown into a tradition for both of us to attend the festivities. In a way, we have looked out for one another, and it gives me a sentiment of proudness to be able to watch over my friend.

      Except, I wish I had brought a jacket; it is a little cooler than I initially thought. I don't believe it is as chilly as last year, or for the week gone by, but at least it's not raining.

      Caoimhe's personality has forever been one to admire. The girl is insanely wild, incredibly sweet, humorous and carefree. She picks me up when I'm down with inappropriate banter.

      Although the girl of my dreams is slightly large in stature, I could care less because her personality is the winning prize. Only, I never thought I'd fall helplessly in love with a ginger girl, with hazel eyes and an adorable smile. Caoimhe takes great pride in her appearance, on any given day, her hair is let to drape past her shoulders. At University anytime I see her, I can't help but stare in awe at the cascading locks of red hair.

      I often worry when she drives home to her parents in the countryside. Any time Caoimhe

      leaves the capital; I standby waiting to receive a message mentioning that she made it safely to her destination. Knowing what I know always fills me with warmth, comprehending she is safe.

      Okay, focus Sophie… How am I going to tell Caoimhe that she is beautiful today? Perhaps I shouldn't say that; she might take offence and assume I am stating she is not gorgeous on every given day.

      Could I just say it ever so casually while we're getting hot food at the deli? Yes, it could work; I can say I love you to her when picking out sausages from the deli when we get hungry… No wait that won't work either.

      Somehow, there is a sexual innuendo to that concept floating around my head now.

      Sensing an anxious presence rupture in my stomach, I decided to skip the pondering and observe people passing by. I hope I'm not overdressed for the parade. Everyone else is wearing gimmicky costume wear, while I am dressed as if I'm going out on a date.

      "Sophie… Sophie," someone called from the left side of the pillar.

      Pivoting to the source of the racket; running toward me, Caoimhe came bounding over with a smirk bestowed among her face and donned in gimmicky clothing. The Irish flag draped from her neck and swayed like it were in high winds. The closer Caoimhe

      drew the more detail I attune to. Her face had already been painted with variations of the flag, shamrocks, and also a leprechaun. I couldn't help but laugh. Some deep part of me let loose, and I snickered hard at my friend's randomness. To top her outfit off Caoimhe

      wore a leprechaun hat. Caoimhes' regular clothes lay hidden beneath all the added attire. My chest virtually welcomes tingly electricity. One which made my cavity seem like it was ripped open from the astonishing surprise of seeing her like this. Placing my hands on my knees, I keel over and go from a giggle to full-on bellyaching.

      "What?" Caoimhe asked sceptically.

      "What are you wearing," I stated, pointing at her ridiculous get up.

      "Paddy's' day stuff."

      Both of us laughed it off for a moment until I caught on that my heart is racing, my mind swimming and I'm getting the shakes knowing what I know now that I am standing in front of her.

      Exchanging pleasantries, we set off rambling on about our mornings and how the day had been hectic. However, in an odd rise of events, I somehow forget entirely of what is on my mind and ease into a conversation rather than being pent up on having to tell my best friend how I feel.

      We merged with the growing population converging on O'Connell Street. Everywhere I look, it is incredibly crowded. A vendor on the side of the street is selling flags; people press together like an accordion against steel barriers. The distant muttering increases and the noise produced from the mass gathering of people results in me having to raise the pitch of my voice slightly to be able to talk to Caoimhe.

      Observing what everyone else is wearing, I conclude, I am overdressed. Peering to the vendor selling fairy hats, green, white and orange flags and a handful of other assortments, I wander over.

      "Where are you going," Caoimhe questioned.

      Spinning around, I grinned meekly, "to get Paddy's day stuff."

      Twirling around I go to walk, only two boys dart out in front of me, and I jump. I peep after the pair and grin at how alike they were to Caoimhe and me when we were younger. I'm not sure if I should be calling someone eighteen, but I felt as alive as I could be back then. So free and full of life. Not that we are solemn when it comes to our friendship of today. Just, when we were fresh out of school, the world was our oyster.

      A blond-headed boy raced after the kid leading, an adorable ginger, shouting, "wait, Darragh, I can't catch my breath."

      I followed as the lads disappeared, and continued with my mission.

      Given such information; Caoimhe accompanied me to the stand where I bought a flag and a leprechaun cap. The vendor smiled warmly, and in return, I beamed back. Plopping the hat on my head, dawning the Irish flag around my neck, I turn to Caoimhe and ask for assurance.

      She reached out, tilting the leprechaun hat additionally forward on my head and said, "perfect."

      Strolling from the merchant, Caoimhe and I pushed our way through a handful of people until we found a rift in the bystanders leaning against the metal barriers. Elbowing our way into the centre of the break, I steady my arm on the grating and look up and down the street. On the road, a handful of Garda and news personalities runabout. Caoimhe followed suit and braced herself with both elbows, and the conversation between us quietened down.

      Having a moment to contemplate is not always an option when Caoimhe is around. Except, when she is, I can't do any other activity that reflects deeply about how I feel toward her. Clandestinely, I sneak a peek. From the corner of my eye, I can see her limbs resting on the barricade. I can sense she is smiling as Caoimhe naturally does. I'm not sure what I am more nervous about, me telling her, or the parade. Well, the march is not worrying, it is more nervous excitement. Do I wait until after the show or explain to her how I feel now.

      A camera crew pushes in on our side of the fence and films people standing, waiting for the show to begin. I smile as the rig passes by and then return to my reflection.

      I'll wait, I'll play it smoothly until the thing is easier and much louder. Possibly Caoimhe will think she misheard me when I say the wrong word that will get her all mad and hate me for having these feelings toward her.

      Since I first met her, I knew something was inherently different about this girl. Caoimhe was cute, she still is, but nothing made sense as to why I respond the way I do. Even after all these years, I believe sometimes I am drowning here, and a small part of me wants to tell her because it seems like I am going crazy with all the noise happening inside my head. The voices never stop, they are so self-critical. Sometimes it's hard to crawl out of bed in the morning, I hate most things I do. Hell, I don't even have nice handwriting, although Caoimhe makes all my struggles appear like a calm breeze on the mediterranean sea.

      Out of earshot, growing in volume, the thumping and thudding of drums and carnival alert to the waiting crowd the festivities are underway. I peer over at the beautiful young woman beside me and smile apprehensively at what is to come. Soon a motorcade of bikes snail's by with men and women waving to either side of the divide. I glance around in exhilaration at the surrounding people. Many kids are happy and having a good time. Oh, I wonder what it would be like to grow up in this time and place. Things have really changed since I was a kid and well, I suppose there is the presumption that you must excel.

      Watching a flotilla being pushed from behind, a group of young adults about our age sprawled flexible bodies from the top of a contraption shaped like a boat. The group are dressed like mimes, some hangover the bow, one is spinning the wheel frantically, and the rudder is guiding the ship across the tarmac, and high above in the crow's nest a man is dangling and is frantically wiggling. I chuckle, and turn to Caoimhe, she is beaming back at me, and I sense my tummy whoosh with increased awareness.

      "Do you see him," I said, pointing at the guy on the mast.

      Caoimhe giggles, and states, "that would be you up there," she teases while prodding her elbow with mine.

      "Stop! That's more like you up there; even the complexation is uncanny," I jib back.

      Both of us snicker and watch as the float passes. Soon a set of drummers are in front of us on the road; hammering their rhythm like a death squad… No small-time timpanist here. Another float comes and goes; where a giant inflatable snake with an abundance of colours rolls in. Caoimhe and I discuss the stunning vividness, we laugh and somehow time seems to slow drastically for me every time she laughs. Her teeth are perfect, her grace, even the soft shade of shy when she plays coy.

      My legs ache from standing so long, I set both hands on the fence and try to take the pressure off my knees. I am enjoying the company, I can tell Caoimhe is feeling the same. It's one of those things you just understand, there is no need for comprehending. A magic surge soaks my insides with bliss, and I ponder how lucky I am to have her here with me. I can't think of a better place for me, and neither would I dare.

      Thump… Thump… TUM… TUM… TUM… Thump... The bangs carry over the assemblage. Another marching band is on the way I conclude. I look at Caoimhe sheepishly, the sun is warming the crown of my head. The smell of sweet syrup in the air, with the cold on my back and my fingers, clasped firmly to the barrier in front, I peak at Caoimhe's right hand, only centimetres from my own.

      The booms from the band turn to sharp ringing in my ears, and my heart rate rapidly increases. In a bold and daring move, I find the willpower to ease my fingers loose from a clasped position on the bar and slide it across the steel girder, and gently I stroke her pinky. I look forward into the street out of fear, I don't want to hear the words, get away from me. Instead, a returning stroke on my little finger gives me the goosebumps.

      I twist my head to Caoimhe, I lay my eyes on hers, she stares back. There is a friendly presence to her expression. I swipe nervously again at her pinky, she imitates the action.

      The marching band is in front of us now, my heart is pounding like their drumsticks. A seriousness falls on Caoimhe's face, and for all the courage I have, I lean forward and plant a peck on Caoimhe's cheek. I lean back gauging her reaction, yet, when she smiles, I smile, and all I know is that my ears hurt tremendously, as my heart sings with the drums.

      In time, my heartbeat goes Thump… Thump… TUM… TUM… TUM.
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      Dark clouds came from the direction of Athlone. Hidden beneath the shrouded cover, the gloom blocked out what little sunlight was cascading on the surrounding hillsides. The farmstead lay in the shadow, and I second-guessed why I am out here in the overcast coolness hosing down manure off of Dad's tractor.

      You see, Dad is a board member on the town festivities. He has always been that type of guy; one who likes to flaunt his persona in front of people for the sake of it. Dad was like, "for St. Patrick's Day, the guys on the committee thought it would be a great idea to have a tractor in the mix seeing that we are in the countryside. What is a Parade without some farming machines?"

      So, to keep my Mam happy and my Dad off my back, I agreed to drive the tractor through the centre of town. I'm not saying the duty is bad or cringy. I have never let my origins strand me for what I wish to do. However, I'd have preferred to be with Eánna for the day, rather than having to set aside time to toil on my father's contraption because a track through a neighbours' field covered the rig in shit. So, drudgingly, after washing the entire cab and the wheels yesterday, it has returned to a yucky mess this morning.

      One thing I am regretting is having rode through the swamped-out pasture. Take a shortcut, I said… it'll be quicker… but noooo… Instead, I got bogged down with a sinking rear wheel. Now of all the things that can happen to me on a day like today… getting lodged in a hole was not one I'd even be able to come up with for the sake of mockery. I still need to shower, and I have to pick up Eánna. He said he'd accompany me to the showcase if I picked him up before I left. Therefore, all in all, I am running around like a headless chicken trying to get ready.

      Yet, now as I hose the mud and crap away, I can't be bothered to rush any further. I'll get there when I am good and ready I affirm. Except, I know Dad will have a hissy-fit if I don't arrive on time. Just I'd prefer to make it to the destination in one piece. The year which has gone by has been a tough time for many families and farmers in the area. In the winter, our neighbour four doors down lost his wife and daughter to a car accident. I used to go to school with the daughter, she was a nice girl. Not that I took much notice in her beauty, sure I could tell she was pretty, but she never did anything for me.

      The car had skidded on a patch of black ice and slid along the road before toppled into a drainage ditch. Both drowned before they could be helped as the car lay on its roof and since the gully was not wide enough, they couldn't open the doors. Ten minutes after the accident occurred, the first tractor driving by had been the father, but in the confusion and panic to get the car out of the trench, the man did not notice it was his wife's car until he pulled it over the embankment. They were a lovely family before, however, now, the guy keeps mainly to himself.

      In the summer, we lost some crops, and before summertime, we had a huge freeze and snowstorm. My horse had a foal, but it died, it wasn't strong enough. The ground was too solid to bury the animal, so we had to burn it. I still wish I hadn't done that. I guess farm life is my life. I have zero hobbies, other than hanging out with Eánna. Zilch crushes, no history of girlfriends or boyfriends. Just a single kiss from a dead girl who I seemed sexually unresponsive toward. I wouldn't class what we shared as my first kiss, because I didn't feel anything. At first, when she was alive, I thought it was due to me not having any interest in her, but soon girls, in general, didn't seem appealing. Sometimes it's like I don't care about sex and all that stuff. It's not that it makes me sick, or feel horrible, it's just… I don't feel as strongly about having to be intimately close to people. Sure, I hug, kiss goodbye when the need arises, however, when I am alone with my thoughts, I just reflect… that's it.

      Sighing, I point the nozzle of the tube higher to get under the mudguard. The plume of water shot out of the pipe and sprayed under the guard. A concoction of mud and foamy water gurgled and fizzed as the caked layer of sludge dropped to the rubber below and tracked down the slanted grooves of the tire to the ground.

      The accumulation slopped on the gravel and now marshy ground.

      Some distance off, a crunching on grit alerted me of someone's arrival. Without having a chance to step out to see who it was, my questions are answered when the voice carries out.

      "Cian, that you?"

      Grinning, I step out acting as if I am surprised that he is here. I knew Eánna would not have the patience to wait for me to come to collect him.

      "Yeah," I boasted as I shot out from behind the tractor.

      Forgetting how high I had the hose aimed the continuous surge travelled through space and time, landing short of Eánna runners. Realizing how dangerously close to wetting him I am, I lower the stream to the ground where it purled and rammed into the ground at a jagged angle.

      Eánna chuckled, "every time you get a little bit closer to wetting me."

      "Almost," I laugh.

      With a flick of the wrist, an army of translucent beads speed through the air and drench the front of his sweatshirt. The look of betrayal and utter horror spread across his face from the cold contact. It wasn't my intention to wet him, I was only playing.

      "Give me that hose," Eánna rebuked.

      I took off around the rear of the tractor with Eánna hot on my tail. The lead slithered behind me. I ran for my life… but not in fear, more in light-hearted concession. I began to giggle, unable to control my urge to hold-in my amusement concerning the predicament.

      I dislodge pebbles; the water trickles and wafts with the flurry wind, and splashes me in the process as I absently retract my hand into my body to run. Except I clench tightly to the tube in preoccupation and just run. I don't think of the pipe in my hand, that is until I feel the cold swell and burn against my warm skin.

      Getting ready to fling the hose it is violently ripped from my arm. I pivot over my shoulder, to see Eánna, whose foot had stomped down on the rubber. The garden line gave off a small thwack as it grazed the surface. I apply the brakes, I abruptly stop, slant backward, rotate my legs, and I am spiriting for the weapon between the both of us. Eánna is not stupid either, he hurls himself forward at an equal measure, to the point I am debating twisting around. I think he is going to get the water soaker before me.

      Reaching, seizing, I pluck it up, and the two of us bash into each other in scrummage fashion. I tilt the flow of cold water over Eánna; the cold soaks my arm and hand. Yet, equally, it saturates Eánna's mousy brown hair. Mashed together, we both toppled down to the ground, Eánna's sweatshirt hoody flopped over his head, obscuring his vision. With his squirming and shrieks, Eánna manages to find a weak spot as we cling to one another on the ground. Shifting leverage; weight is pressed down on me. I scrunch up my abdominals to try to force all my body mass against the friction so that I don't touch off the earth. Except, after some shoving and pushing, Eánna applies stress to my right hand with the hose, resulting in the stream dousing my face. A couple of frantic screams and my jacket and sweatshirt ride up, and I can feel the grit sticking to my back. Eánna has overpowered me, and the outflow valve is mashed between us. The systemic shock from the glacier water makes me scream. If anybody were walking by, they'd probably assume someone is getting murdered. However, this is an average day between two friends who can't take appointments seriously.

      Only, my friend started pinning all his body force on me. I groan at the load applied. I try to tear myself away, but all I can do is kick around my legs. I didn't think something like this would be as tiring, but it is actually a lot more effort than I thought it could possibly be.

      I wiggle all my limbs, Eánna is devilishly beaming, I know that expression. Overexerting my body, I pry loose my mangled right hand with the hose and spray him. With his left hand, he cuts off the tactic and pins my only source of escape above my head. Distracted, I tear out my left arm and stretch up. I swipe at his chin, shoving his head up, he begins to screech in pain as I press up to get him off of me. Although, with his skin slippery, the wet smoothness gave away and my hand brushes up his cheek, leaving a smudge of dirt behind. Eánna came crumbling down on me like a ton of bricks. The knock winded me, and I gasped out of recoil.

      Not wasting time, Eánna fixes both arms above my head, and it is now I accept the defeat. I cease my wriggling about and take a breath. Eánna lets his body go limp on top of me, and he rhythmically pants to catch himself. I have always found certain things about Eánna to be peculiar. On occasion, I have witnessed him stare at me funny, although currently, he is looking at me with that weird look of softness.

      Peering up at his delightful azure eyes, I lay victim to a falling sensation as I lose myself to his mesmerizing delights. Particles of granular sand and chipping stuck to his wet face. The grit clung to the cheek I had swiped at, and shyly in the crevice under his eye socket. His chin shared the same faith. The trickling of the water in the background carried on, and I find myself asking, 'why am I still laying here?'

      My best friend shivers, and with his display, I do too.

      Eánna stared with a lustful gaze, his radiance faded like the sun gloating behind cloud cover. His eyes closed and he drew his head downward, bringing his lips to mine. In an odd sense of desire and appreciation, I closed my eyes and kissed back. His lips are incredibly soft, his approach gentle. The most vitalizing moment of my young life is happening. The interaction passed in a flash, the intimate moment was over and behold, I just had my first kiss, and with a boy for all the confusing morals.

      Eánna placed his hand either side of my head and boosted himself up to his hunkers. He waited for me to say something, to mention anything about what we had just shared, but confused, I didn't share my insight. With great jubilance, I deem the kiss to be the single, most endearing moment of my entire life. Yet, somewhere deep down, I didn't enjoy it, but in a profound sense of wisdom, I am glad that of all the people to share my first real kiss with, it was Eánna. At least, I felt something this time around, except as quick as it came it vanished. Even if the smooch was over and done within the blink of an eye, I appreciate the sentiment.

      Nervously, Eánna added while bowing his head, "you won't tell anyone, will you?"

      The words float around in my mind in the vague nothingness of my confusion. Yet, I smile, to signal I won't tell anybody anything. My best friend breathed a sigh of relief.

      How is it, I have not gotten mad at the display. Should I have gotten angry at Eánna for doing what he did? Should Eánna have asked for permission to do what he did, or am I just being peevish now?

      Shifting attention to my partner in crime, I haul myself up off the ground, leaving the hose behind. Taking a second to get my bearings on the situation, I focus on his eyes. His azure beauties, they tell me, I am sorry, in part worry.

      I grin, "not bad," I joke.

      Eánna smirks, and my heart swims upward in my chest.

      "Not bad yourself," Eánna cut in.

      I smile, and stand up, brushing myself off, only to stop mid-act and offer a hand out for my friend. Peering down at Eánna, he glances up to me. His eyes are as if he has welled up, and this comforts me. I extend an arm; a second later Eánna grips my hand, and I pull him up off the ground. Before long everything has been said, I turn the valve off for the hose, put it away and we both head inside, dripping and cold.

      I have no idea where the moment of soaking each other came from, but this is what I want more of, the realism, the emotions. Even if it is not what happened today, something about sharing something vulnerable is empowering.

      In the kitchen, Dad left the TV on after he went out. On RTE One, the parade in Dublin is getting ready to start. Since we are in the countryside, the marches commence a little later. Next on the agenda is to find dry clothes for both of us and hightail it to the parade. Scouring the counters for a TV remote, I go to switch the television off. Before I do, I see two girls standing at a metal barrier, and I find myself wondering if they share secrets like Eánna and I do.
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      The dull beating of a bodhrán and a chirpy melody on a fiddle carried throughout the crowded pub. The music had finally seeped into my body after being unfashionably dour most of the evening. I can't recall how many pints I've drunk. Though, whatever it is I am feeling, I don't want it to stop now.

      The stress load today was incredible, all I desired to do was go to the parade. Except, I had to work behind the counter of Dooley's €2 Giant interacting with folks who waltzed in off the street in high spirits covered in green, white and orange paint and accessories.

      Oh, to be young again. The power of being able to live your life free from obligation and worry resembled a wonderful notion now that I am almost thirty-five. How is it, when we grow up, all of us wish for our teenagerhood to come back. Whereas when we are fifteen, all you can think about is growing up. It makes me miss the mixed, anxious crossed feelings of becoming a young adult.

      Before I left work, these two boys wandered into the shop, all giddy and overflowing with life. It reminded me of my adolescence, how I surfed the streets of Dublin with my mates, looking for girls, looking for cans and in general getting up to no good.

      When the lads came to the counter to buy silly string, I grinned at them. A ginger with a shamrock painted on his face was rattling with excitement. They were having a good time, and just for a moment instead of working my dead-end job, a surge of joy flooded back. I miss those memories. If I could turn back the clock to be younger again, I would, to where I'd get dressed up and go to the disco.

      Alternately, I sit modestly dressed at a bar anticipating an arrival, and if I understood what that anything is, I'd be long gone by now. Only, I am still here after all this time aren't I, I have yet to move from the stool. Mind you, the band playing tonight is okay. I reckon a couple of pints is not a poor plan certainly.

      Plucking up my glass of Guinness, I tilt the tumbler and take a gulp. The strong, frothy taste floods my mouth, followed by a foamy aftertaste of creamy milk and the bitter aftertaste. The good old black stuff never disappoints, and when circumstances look gloomy all day, then it makes for the perfect supper.

      Plopping the glass on the Bar, I lean back on the stool and fish out my phone from my skinny jeans pocket. I swab at the screen, as I draw the careful line from memory for my password using a pattern authentication to unlock my device. I swipe down on the notifications, I sigh. Has it been long enough, I ponder? If I don't wait for longer, does it look like I did not hang around long enough? Or do I just go? The signs are ugly, I've been stood up by the girl I met on Tinder.

      Peering over my shoulder, I look to the door. I can go if I really wish to, I propose to myself. I tally the concept of leaving for the night and just going home to my empty flat, although the drink is nice, and rightly so, remains a full glass of paid beer.

      Affirming my decision, I shove my iPhone back into my jeans and face the band playing in a cramped style in the corner of the crowded room. Daly's Bar is hopping tonight; there are many sights and sounds to behold, but none of it is what I turned up for.

      Glumly I lift my drink off the counter and take another swallow, ensued by a larger mouthful. Placing the Guinness on the Bar, some shuffling happens to my right. Subconscious, I clandestinely peek at who is taking a seat next to me. Yet, as my eyes wander to a white floral dress of some kind with bluebirds printed all over the circumference, I shyly bring my eyes to a pair of breasts and then lock eyes with a raven-haired beauty.

      She smiles; I sense my face growing beetroot red. Shifting my head ahead at the bartender on the other side of the counter, I can already hear the voice in my head, scolding me like a 13-year-old getting caught looking at boobies.

      The girl returns her attention to ordering her drink, and not being able to help myself, I take another peek. The girl passes a side glance in my direction and smirks.

      "What…? Haven't you seen a girl before?" she said.

      A flush of anxiety surges through my body, and I look down at the pint in front of me. I reflect a moment, and my inner thoughts come with clarity. I'll offer her a drink; the idea looms and just then do I peer across at her with a hint of confidence. The bartender places the glass down in front of the woman, and I begin to pull at the pocket of my jeans.

      "Please let me get the drink," I murmur.

      "It's okay, I can handle it myself," the woman said.

      A second of silence ensues; the bartender eyes' the both of us in a curious manner.

      "I'd like to all the same," I add.

      The lady looks from the server to me sceptically. Seemingly the lady allows me to purchase the alcohol for her. I figured she was alone since nobody came in tow by her company. No group of girlfriends waiting impatiently or another guy.

      The girl sat down by me, pulling her stool under herself and resting her forearms on the ledge in front of us. In ease, I tilt ahead with the company I had not expected to have. The bartender carried on tending to new customers, leaving us be, but keeping a watchful eye on the girl. Every so often he'd find a reason to saunter back to our side of the Bar and make small chit-chat with us. I think the guy is looking out for her, since I am showing a little interest in her, considering she is here alone.

      Another song ended, this time the singer talked to the crowd. His voice appeared oddly warm and charming. The guy injected humour into his speech, and people chuckled at the small hometown stories he shared with the audience about his exploits with the band members, then introduced his next song. Strumming the guitar, he held in front of him, which slung from a suede guitar strap, the guy sang indie.

      The girl side glimpsed at me as she took a sip of her cocktail. I subconsciously scrunched up my neck in order to smell my armpit, just to make sure I don't stink. I am assuming a girl like her is single. Being here alone anyway might prove the point. Except, I can't bring myself to ask a question or flirt. What if I am not her type. Do I even have a variety? Hard to know since I haven't precisely kissed anyone. I know, 35 and I have never had my first kiss. In a way, I guess I have been saving myself for the right person if that is even a thing. Perhaps, I just let work get ahead of me and forgot about love. Over the indie tempo, I hear the lady speak.

      "Stood up?" She asked.

      Now here I am thinking wow… I probably do look pathetic sitting here all alone and dressed up nicely. After all, I did arrive with the intention of having a date with a girl, but she was a no-show. I believe the ship has sailed, and I can't deny that I have been duped.

      "What gave it away?" I question, with a titter.

      "It looks like you were rejected for a dance at a school disco."

      I chuckle, scuffling feet, I nervously grind the undersole of my shoe to the footrest beneath the seat.

      Seeing as she is friendly enough, I offer out my hand for a handshake, "I'm Paul."

      The woman had inadvertently plucked up her cocktail and took a mouthful. In haste, she plopped the alcohol down on the surface and gave out a hand. She almost chokes from swallowing the contents of her mouth before granting a reappreciation.

      "Jenifer," she declared.

      I shake Jenifer's hand gently and smile, having accepted the company. I happen to notice the bracelets and other jewellery jingling around on her wrist, and how her nails are painted a coffee colour. We retract our arms, and each takes a sip of our drinks at the same time.

      "So, Paul, how come you waited for a no-show."

      I grin, "Oh well… I…, I don't really know to be honest. I guess I said fuck it, why not."

      Jenifer chuckled nodding her head, "I get you. You thought; well I am already out, might as well have a drink or two."

      "Or six," I add.

      We both laugh, I glance at the barman and smile knowingly to myself how the guy appeared to back off a little now that Jenifer and I are getting along now. Mind you, the pub has gotten a little busier in the last fifteen minutes. There is a pause between my previous statement. It is at this point, I second guess if I had said something wrong, indicating that I might be a drunk, alcoholic or worse… a one beverage kind of chap.

      "Well, what brings you here," I ask to keep the spark going.

      "Girls night out, just the girls have gotten a little carried away and went dancing. I don't boogie; not in these heels anyway," Jenifer laughs.

      I smirk, peering down to her shoes where she had kicked her right leg out from under the stool for me to take a closer look. I understand where she is coming from. I have held a few of those nights out with the boys. A session, darts or pool, dancing and then a shag in a back alleyway with some girl from a nightclub. Well, the boys would end up getting off with some woman, but not me.

      "Jesus those are huge," I state, in connection with the size of the stud coming away from the stiletto.

      "Well my feet ain't hurting yet," Jenifer chuckles.

      I look at the dance floor and contemplate. Drawing a mouthful from the Guinness, I put the glass down on the surface. I set about kicking off my shoes and turning to her with a strike of confidence.

      After some time, I gained courage.

      "How about a dance," I ask.

      Jenifer and I danced on the floor in front of an invisible audience after a couple more drinks. She just accepted my offer. She didn't decline.

      Surely, I would be lying if the moment didn't give me a buzz. Plus, a boost in my self-confidence. By the time the enjoyment ended, my socks were black with dirt, and I hadn't taken account of how she was partying barefoot.

      In the last couple of interactions, I can't help notice, I have gradually drawn closer to her in order for us to hear one another over the music. I have amassed an abundance of overly privileged questions to unquestionably unassorted advances, and as time tarried, our conversation grew attentive, and answers of varied particulars were spoken for in full.

      Time progressed, and as the night grew on us, I learned that Jenifer is not only an attractive woman but undeniably intelligent, humorous and rebellious. Not that she searches for trouble, but rather sow a seed for fun and from that seed an incident can be born.

      At the end of the evening, I take her phone number, kiss her goodbye, hail a taxi and gift her the money to get home. And as I watch the vehicle ferry off from the curb, a sense of complacency overcomes me. I am happy with my score and that in the coming days I'll talk to her again. Might I add that kissing her was wondrous, and rightly so I am a thirty-five-year-old virgin, and I just had my first wonderful kiss.

      Extending an arm, I wait for a taxi. I reflect on the evening and decide to walk on a bit toward home, lacking the luck to get a car to pick me up.

      Approaching the Heineken building the dial at the top of the structure illuminated in purple said 11:52 PM. In a sheer second of luck, I see a taxi parked close to the curb. With great effort, I rush across the pavement toward the white vehicle, with bright blue and yellow decals. I pluck open the rear door of the taxi, pile into the centre of the seat and gaze through the safety guard at two gentlemen in the front.

      "Home, please," I slur.

      "What the hell," the driver snorted.

      The two looked to one another and laughed. I gave a hearty display as we pulled away from the pathway. I may be drunk, but I don't remember taxi's having a protector divide in the car.

      "I'll give die… directions," I hiccup.

      "Home it is," the passenger murmured.

      The car drove down The Quay's and merged with traffic. I advised the driver to turn at the Samuel Beckett Bridge. Except, we drove by the traverse, and a series of flashing blue lights twinkled above the car. A sense of panic; followed by humiliation floods my intoxicated body. I know now what sort of taxi, I inadvertently stepped foot into.
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      A storm is coming, I can tell you that. I can distinguish the peculiar sensation as it grazes my head, skims my cheeks and tangles my hair. Well, it typically does, and that can only be spoken for with continuous gusts of chilled Atlantic air.

      As quiet as a whisper, the rush of the ocean in the distance roars its power, slamming waves into the cliffs. The breeze laments, and somewhere up there in the sky, where I crank my head up, the glow of the sun warms my face, regularly disappearing behind rain clouds.

      I don't get to do this often, except when I do, it makes me breathe easier, relax and feel at peace with nature. I'd sit there on the bench all day if I could, listening to the birds hovering above, the tides drawing in and out, people sauntering by on the boardwalk, children riding bicycles. It must be some forty years since I rode one of those, and how I can tell it is a bike is from the ticking sound from the wheels. How I affirm the rider is a child; the clunking noise reverberating from the chain and pedals every time a kid back-pedals and then drives onward. It would be nice every so often to be able to observe these comings and goings, only I lost the power of my eyesight at the start of my twenties.

      Today has been swell; on the contrary, my husband brought me out for the day. Happily married 50 years, we both have returned to the spot we first kissed some 53-years prior to making the arrangements to be wed. Unconditionally, neither of us foresaw that we both shared our first smooch on Paddy's Day, and for the first time, back then I felt complete since many folks skipped over me in the form of love due to my disability. Though not John… John came onto me, and it surprised me, not only was I thrilled to have a male companion, however, to have someone to hold me that way and after weeks of flirtation, we gave into the idea.

      I reckon meeting someone for the first time and requesting permission to touch their face is unusual compared to other folks previous dating arrangements. Except, for me anyway, John was my first, at twenty-two it was, and after all these years the love is still burning, and my husband is still a deep desire in my chest. There is something profoundly beautiful recognising that after fifty years, five children and twelve grandkids, and a roof over our heads, all I needed was the nurturing and affectionate respect of someone who didn't care that I was blind.

      On this day 53 years previously, we had come from the St Patrick's Day parade in Galway city centre and decided to drive down south toward Clare. John stated he was getting a little stiff from driving and in our muddles, we chose to stop beside an old phone booth with a bench, by a town that overlooked some rolling greenway, and then after some feet a hillock, where the world dropped off into the crashing Atlantic below. Well, that's what John always said. Even if I couldn't see it, by god, I can hear it! It's the sound I fell in love with, and this little piece of heaven has become an escape away from reality. Years have gone by, and the spot is still a blip on the map compared to other tourist destinations on the west coast. It almost feels as if it is our own.

      It was here we shared our first kiss, and on the same seat, I am sitting on. Fumbling around the stone chair, I brush my fingertips along the gritty surface, searching for what was left 53-years beforehand. Then I found it, a sudden dip in the façade, my fingernails scratched the stone, and in a small hallow, I felt for it. Still, the etching remained after all these years, and rightly, every year of our return it has remained a hidden piece of history that transpired many years ago and relieves its purpose every year upon our return.

      When we were young, John filed down a portion of the surface to carve a picture of a heart into the seat, and from there my husband engraved our initials into the stonework. I stroke the dusty exterior, tracing the worn letters under my fingertips; it's all still here, the J for John and C for Collins. On the other side of a small space between the names, A for Abigail remained and F for Fitzgerald. Who would have known a puppy love could turn to a real and higher love?

      Both of us were incredibly nervous when we sat in this spot. I for one surmised it was time to kiss, and after four months of dating, I finally let him kiss me, right here, in the very spot I am seated. Though, yes, he made a move.

      Peering across in the direction of John, I tried to envision how he looked all those years ago.

      I hear myself asking, "can I feel your face?"

      John gave a nervous chuckle after all these years, his devotion still comes through when I ask that question. I guess it's not as easy to ask one so you can remember what they look like, you naturally grow attuned to observing a persons' features. Only, since I can't witness it, I have to experience it.

      As if kids again, I stretched out, carefully bringing my hands down on his face.

      My hands contact his skin.

      "That's my eye, honey," John says.

      We chuckle, I lower my hands until my palms sweep over his cheeks, my palms chafing his now stubble beard and weather-beaten skin. I can recall a time, John was clean-shaven, and his skin, smooth and velvety. His nose appeared to be a little more unblemished with age than in prior years, and his wrinkles are now more prone than they ever were.

      John relaxed in my grasp, and like it were new again, I traced the outline of his swollen eyebrows, his closed eyes, his nose and mouth. John returned the mutual respect and reached out to my face, he to show his compassion, only as my hands dropped from his face, he cupped my chin and leaned in closer, placing his chapped, but endearing lips on my mouth. Those lips were once plump forms of life, but the power of his affections never died. As if for a moment, I recall my youth, embracing the moment, for time is all that it is.

      I find myself slouching toward my support, placing my head into the crook of his shoulder and sighing. I recall what he had said to me all those years ago, though, nonetheless I desired to hear it again. As with words, I'll only listen to them for so long in my life, before the power of his embrace is snatched when either of us dies. So for now, I lean forward, happy at what we have achieved and brave for what is to come.

      I find myself asking, "tell me… tell me what you see?"

      To where John says, "birds, I see many gulls. There is a golden mirage on the ocean, and a pretty lady cuddling into my side," he chuckled.

      John's head tilted toward mine, I laughed at that one.

      "Tell me what you see?" John asks.

      "The question is not what I see, but what I can smell, and if I didn't think otherwise that cows were in the area, I'd assume you shit yourself."

      I chuckle at my boldness, John laughs at the frankness. We sit here a while longer until I feel the sun beginning to set, and that's when John says, "happy 50th anniversary."

      I grin, drawing in the last of the sun rays, breathe in the fresh air and relieve a lifetime of happy memories as I lean against my handsome man.
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      Early the next morning, we'd receive a call, requesting bail from our son in Dublin, after he inadvertently mistook a police car for a taxi. So far, life is good, life is comical.

      

      
        
        The End
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      My website & social media can be found by clicking here.
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      Daylight struggled to break through the mid-morning fog, but it had been enough to wake Shawn. He smiled against his chosen nightly partner’s warm neck. “Good morning.” He wriggled his pelvis, pressing into the shapely ass that had already performed so admirably the night before.

      The man patted Shawn’s hip. “Good morning, Shawn.”

      Rolling him onto his back, Shawn kissed him while reaching for his lube and a condom.

      Shawn worked a slippery finger inside and the guy grunted. “Ah, wait.”

      Irritation made Shawn sigh. “For what?”

      Those green eyes Shawn had first noticed from behind the bar gazed up at him. “I already broke my rule once, but I don’t usually do this on the first date.” He wet his lips. “I thought we could go for breakfast or something?”

      Shawn laughed. Pulling out his finger, he sat back on his haunches. “Sorry. I don’t date, that’s not what this is.” He made a show of opening the condom, maintaining eye-contact the whole time. “So, no. I don’t want breakfast.” He rolled the condom over his cock, then lifted and pulled until his turgid member was right where he wanted.

      The fellow laughed a little uncomfortably. “Really?” He shook his head once. “This is just a fuck, then?”

      “Bingo.” Shawn inched forward until the head of his dick was only a moment from entering. “You’re still hard. I know you want it.” He shrugged. “But if this is all too torrid for you, I’ll let you up, and you can go.”

      Twenty minutes later, Shawn sauntered naked into the living room as his newly-dressed, freshly-fucked guest opened the door.

      The man looked over his shoulder. “Well, guess I’ll see you later.”

      Shawn nodded. “Yup. I'll be behind the bar.”

      “Right.” His guest stepped outside and shut the door behind him.

      Shawn scratched his sticky pubes, then stretched. Walking into the bathroom, he started the water.

      “God. This is gonna eat at me until I remember.” Shawn got under the warm stream, his skin prickling with goosebumps as it sucked up the heat.

      Though not all that important, the puzzle made for a pleasant distraction. “What the fuck was his name again?”

      

      "Mmm." The last of Shawn's eggs benedict disappeared as Ian smirked across the table. Shawn snorted and wiped his mouth. "Oh, so sorry I'm audibly enjoying my meal, mister dignified."

      "You're really not." Sipping his mimosa, Ian still somehow managed to retain his judgmental smile. "Mm. Sorry, that is. However, I will affirm the assertion that I remain dignified."

      Rolling his eyes, Shawn gently kicked Ian under the table. The reward of a little surprised yelp and the narrowing of Ian's eyes made the minor bit of assault particularly satisfying. He leaned forward. "You just like to prove how much smarter you are than everybody else with that vocabulary of yours."

      Ian inhaled as if to reply, then cocked his head and that damnable smirk returned. "I see you inherited your grandfather's head of hair."

      Flushing with the heat of embarrassment, Shawn sat back, away from his jerk of a best friend. "Fuck you, man." He ran a hand through his blond hair. "I'm not going bald, you dick."

      “Ah, I’m sorry.” Ian’s smile slipped. Pushing aside the remnants of his brunch, he sighed and looked around at the planters lining the small patio area of the restaurant. “I love what they’ve done; it’s so pretty out here.”

      Since Ian hadn’t commented further about his hair, that meant he was trying to change the subject. Which further meant that Ian really thought he was going bald. “I’m only twenty-four. I’m not balding.” Shawn reached across the table, snagging Ian’s half-filled mimosa. “Guys won’t be into a bald bartender, so I’d better not be.”

      Ian made a face of disapproval as Shawn downed his drink. “Anybody who’s that worried about hair really isn’t worth knowing.”

      Laughing, Shawn eyed his naive friend and set the fluted glass on the table. “Really? How many bald men have you taken to bed?”

      It was Shawn's turn to smirk as Ian squirmed. Bingo.

      "Well, none." Ian shrugged. "That's not the reason, though. I find fit, bald guys pretty attractive. I've just never had the opportunity with one." Ian frowned. "Wipe that shitty grin off your face; you've not proven anything."

      "That's yet to be seen. Speaking of which, if I shaved my head I'd have a shot with you?" Shawn raked his flip-flopped foot gently down Ian's leg.

      "I've already told you," Ian scooted just out of reach of Shawn's lecherous foot, "I'm not interested. We're friends, and that'd fuck things up."

      "Nah, it wouldn't." A romp with Ian had run on repeat in Shawn's mind for years, and his penis shifted as he spoke. "What makes you think things would change?"

      "Let's see." Ian looked around the outdoor patio space. There were five tables, three had patrons, and Ian motioned subtly at a pair of young guys eating together. "Small town. I know for a fact one of those guys is gay. Andrew's the guy in the striped shirt. I'm betting you've had one or both of them."

      Of course they were gay. Shawn had slept with them at different times in the past. "Yeah, both."

      Ian continued, "Thought so. Take either one. I bet once you did bed them you never talked to them again."

      Shawn made to reply when Ian wiped his mouth. "Hang on."

      Standing, Ian walked over to their table. Stripes stood up and hugged Ian in greeting.

      What's he trying to prove?

      Ian was introduced to Stripes' denim-shirted friend, and they shook hands. Ian smiled, said something, then gently patted Stripes' back.

      They've fucked. The weird sensation that came with the realization caused Shawn to frown.

      After a few exchanged words, Ian grinned. "You know it. I'll be there." His voice carried across the patio as he stepped away from the table. "Thanks for the invitation."

      Ian returned to their table, sighed in satisfaction, and folded his hands in front of him on the tabletop. The expectant expression on his face was irritating.

      "Fine. You're friendly with your tricks."

      "Yes, but you are not." Ian sipped his water and motioned at the server, then his eyes returned to Shawn. "Despite your ignoble ways, I remain friends with you—and I want to continue to do so."

      Their server appeared to collect plates and to drop off the check.

      Shawn reached for his wallet. "Since I'm such an imposition for your moral code of conduct, I'll pay," he said in jest.

      That elicited a smile. "Well, honestly, that's appreciated." Ian stood, shouldering into his light jacket. "I'm still not earning enough with my column work to do much other than pay the bills."

      "No problem." Shawn pulled out cash and dropped it next to the tab. The pair walked past the table with Stripes and his breakfast date.

      "See you, Ian!" Stripes grinned at Ian, then pointedly avoided acknowledging Shawn at all. Denim smiled too, his mouth busy with a bite of food, though he waved—again at Ian.

      "See you guys. Nice to meet you, Erik!" Ian replied.

      Shawn hurried out of the place with Ian in tow. Out on the sidewalk in front, Shawn shot a dark glance at Ian. "Well, I'm glad you guys are all chummy. You gonna let them make a sandwich out of you?"

      Ian shrugged. "Maybe? It's not important."

      "Oh yeah." Shawn waved a hand as they walked down the sidewalk. "Sex is so boring. Never a motivator for mister Ian."

      Sighing, Ian looked sideways at him. "I didn't say that. I'm saying sex isn't the only reason I hang out with people." The bastard looked him up and down. "Obviously."

      Despite the dig, Shawn laughed. "Whatever, man!" He pointed. "Your loss!" I'd wreck you in the sack, you smug shit.

      They stopped at the bike rack and each unlocked their rides. Blessed with a mellow, sunny day, Shawn had jumped at the chance to take the bicycle. Besides, biking meant skipping cardio at the gym. "You're just mad because," Shawn happily swung his hips from side to side as he clipped on his helmet, "I'm gonna get laid tonight." His words ended in a sing-song taunt.

      Ian rolled his eyes and put a lean leg over the center bar of his bike. "Already got one on the hook, eh?"

      "Nope." Shawn got on his bicycle too. "But I'm working the bar, and that's a sure bet."

      Frowning, Ian shook his head as he donned his helmet. "Leave it to you—a gay dude working at a straight bar in a small town—to always get laid."

      "Well, it's not very straight," Shawn admitted. "The Answer is pretty damn mixed."

      "Still." Ian turned his bike around. "Maybe I'll come by later, get a shot with ya."

      Grinning, Shawn nodded. "Yeah, that'd be great." He stood on the pedals and pumped them, propelling himself down the sunny, tree-lined street away from his friend. "See you tonight!"
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      Time marches on, and frankly, she is an unfair bitch. Sighing unhappily, Shawn rubbed the exposed skin on his head where his hairline had retreated. Now thirty-three years old, he was undeniably going bald.

      Shawn finished with most of the morning rituals in the bathroom of his home, then moved to the closet. He dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, then examined his growing collection of headgear. Selecting a battered, masculine ballcap made of faded denim, he pulled it on.

      He slung his gym bag over a shoulder. On his way out, he stopped in the living room in front of the mirror hanging over the gas-insert fireplace. He turned his head this way and that. Satisfied that he looked like a dude who simply preferred to wear a cap, Shawn left.

      Shawn welcomed his workout routine. That time had become precious, in that he got to live in the moment, worry less about the future. Though even that had begun to change.

      Gotta look at the numbers when I get to the bar. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he turned into the parking lot outside of the gym. The piece of shit accountant he'd hired two months ago had turned out to be, well, a piece of shit. That meant Shawn now kept the books himself. It had turned out to be far more of an endeavor than he ever could have imagined, and he struggled with managing the bar and keeping tabs on expenses. Thank God Ian gave me that Quickbooks program.

      Regret was atypical for him, yet there were days when the emotion reared its head. Being just a bartender had been oh so much simpler.

      "Fuck this. Think about it when you have to—not before." With a growl at himself, Shawn parked and headed to the glass doors.

      He strode into the gym, stopping at the front desk.

      "Hey, Shawn." Dale, the somewhat confused yet handsome guy behind the counter, almost  smiled at him.

      "Hi, Dale." Shawn handed over his membership card, which Dale scanned into their guest tracker system.

      Shawn took his card when Dale finished. "Thanks." He turned to head to the locker room.

      "Hey." Dale's uncertain voice brought Shawn's head around. Wetting his lips, Dale covered his wide, gold wedding band with his other hand. "So … you working the bar tonight?"

      "That's every night now. I own it. Don't really get nights off anymore."

      "Oh. Right." Dale fidgeted. "Well, maybe I'll come by after work."

      "Sure." He gave the nervous man a smile. "I'm sure I'll have time to," Shawn leaned over the counter, "talk."

      Dale's neck flushed red and his Adam's apple bobbed. "Cool. Yeah, it'd be good to, ah, to chat."

      "Chatting with you is always fun." Shawn turned and threw up a hand as he walked away. "See ya tonight."

      Gym therapy was intense, long, and necessary. Finished with a grueling lower body and cardio session, Shawn entered the locker room to grab his bag.

      He didn’t linger. Opening his locker, he pulled out his bag and put it over a shoulder. He then navigated past half-dressed men on the way out.

      As Shawn walked by the front desk, Dale nodded his way. Shawn gave him a little salute. Still sweaty and in dire need of a shower, he left the gym.

      Out in the parking lot, he unlocked his vehicle. “Should just shower in the gym.” Shawn groused at himself, knowing he wouldn’t do it. With a sigh, he got in his truck, started it, and drove home.

      A couple of hours later saw Shawn entering his bar. The spot was old, one of the oldest in the town, and had a storied history of debauchery. That suited him perfectly.

      "Hey, boss!" Althea waved from behind the counter. It was only just past one p.m. on a Tuesday, but there was a cadre of regulars there already.

      "Heya, 'Thea. How's my job treating you today?" Shawn patted a couple of guys he recognized on their backs as he walked past and they bobbed their heads in greeting.

      His bartender put her fists on her hips and cocked her head. "Hey, now. How long do I gotta work here for it to be my job?"

      Laughing, Shawn automatically eyed the stock in the racks, noting what needed replenishing. "I'll have to think about that one." He gave her a wink. "I'll be in the back. If a guy named Dale comes in, send 'im to me."

      "Will do. Oh, that reminds me, Ian came by."

      Shawn stopped. "Really?" He'd not seen his best friend in almost a week. Ian had been busy with some sort of class he'd started taking at The College of the Redwoods, the local community college in town. "Did he say he'd be back?"

      "Yeah." Althea shifted the string of new LED lights hanging behind the otherwise mostly-dark bar. "He said he'd be back later, after his class."

      "Okay. Thanks, 'Thea."

      Retreating into the back, Shawn sat at an old, scarred wooden desk. He sighed as he started the computer. He might as well get the worst part of the day done and over.

      Quickbooks loaded and Shawn sighed again. "God, I hate this shit." With a dejected set to his shoulders, he began making sure his four employees would be paid, his suppliers' contracts funded, and that he was accounting correctly for taxes and a myriad of other financial bullshit required of a business owner.

      Three agonizing hours passed as Shawn slowly worked through the long list of tasks he had to accomplish. He had almost finished when 'Thea's voice came over the speaker on his desk phone. "Hey. Your dude, Dale, is here."

      Shawn grinned. "Good, send him back."

      He stood up just as the well-built, dark-haired man entered his office. "Hey." Nervously wetting his lips, Dale closed the door behind him.

      Stepping around the desk, Shawn fearlessly entered Dale's space, pressing the man against the door with his body. "Hey, Dale." Dale was already breathing hard, and Shawn ran a hand down his front to grip his groin.

      "Ah." Dale awkwardly put his hands on Shawn's waist as Shawn rubbed his erection through his jeans. "I … I don't have long."

      "It never takes long." Shawn unbuttoned Dale's pants. Soon he had the closeted man bent over his desk, hammering like a piston and stroking him in time to his pelvis.

      Dale gripped Shawn's hip. "Fuck. Ungh." His shaky voice was as quiet as he could manage.

      Shawn grinned as Dale unloaded on the desk. "Mmm. You like this cock, don't you? Don't get this at home, huh?" Throwing his head back, Shawn groaned and plunged deep into the man under him. He held there as his body rhythmically shot into the condom.

      Panting, Shawn finished with a grin and pulled out. Dale took a moment to recover, his perfect ass exposed over the desk, then he straightened.

      "Nice visit." Shawn pulled off the condom and tossed it into the wastebasket. He checked the ballcap he still wore, then bent to pull up his underwear and pants. "Anytime you wanna chat, just come on by."

      Dale nodded, hurriedly putting himself together. "Yeah. See you."

      He left the office. Not wanting to give the bar a show, Shawn waited a few minutes for his dick to soften to a less embarrassing lump in his pants, then headed into his slowly filling establishment.

      "Well, that didn't take long." Ian's tone and the smirk on his face greeted Shawn from the end of the bar. "I watched your rather flustered ... associate enter and leave. I wondered how long your 'meeting' would take."

      Laughing, Shawn slid onto the stool beside his buddy. "Yeah, he was in a rush, and I aim to please."

      Ian's expression dissolved into contemplation. "I've seen this guy leaving here a few times now." He cocked an eyebrow as he sipped his signature mocktail—a tonic with lime and cherries. He stirred the drink with a finger. "This gonna be a thing for you?"

      Shawn leaned back. "A 'thing'? Ah, no. The dude is closeted, married. It's perfect. No strings. He comes by, gets what he needs, and I let off some steam. It's just convenient."

      "Ah." Ian looked down at his drink. "Of course."

      "What? You jealous?" Shawn leaned playfully into him. "I bet you'd love a turn over the desk."

      "I really wouldn't." Ian's tone and face expressed a sureness that unexpectedly stung.

      "Well, you're … you're missing out."

      They sat in awkward silence. Jeez, what's his problem? Shawn motioned at Althea. "A couple of drinks—our regular." His bartender nodded. She dropped a large cube of ice each into a pair of tumblers, then poured Maker's 46, Shawn's favorite whiskey. She delivered them to the guys.

      Ian stared at the alcohol. "So, how's the program working? Quickbooks?"

      "The program is great, though the user could use some upgrading," Shawn quipped as he picked up his glass. "Seriously, thanks for giving it to me. It helps." Taking a sip, he sighed as the warmth of the amber liquid heated his throat. "I'd not be able to do this without it."

      A real smile bloomed on Ian's face, and he, too, lifted his glass. "I'm glad it helps." Ian took a dainty drink, grimaced, and shook his head. "Whew."

      "Why do you drink it if you don't like it?" Shawn laughed and took another slug of his own beverage.

      The look from Ian was something Shawn had never seen from him. Then, just as quickly as it had arrived, it was gone, and Shawn struggled to assign an emotion to the expression that lingered only in his memory.

      Disappointment? Surprise?

      "I drink it because it's free." Ian's smile didn't reach his eyes. He shrugged. "Anyway, if you need help with the program, I can do that. Actually, my classes are over, so I could do some bookkeeping if you needed."

      "What? Your schedule allows for that?"

      Ian considered his glass. "Yeah."

      "Hell, man. Can you really do the books?"

      "I already am for a couple of other places."

      That was news to Shawn. "Well, okay." Wheels were turning now. "So, you're serious? It won't get in the way of your column work?"

      "Oh." Ian swallowed. "Ah, I gave that up. Wasn't paying the bills, so I went to school for some financial classes." This time, he took a real drink of the whiskey.

      Shawn blinked. "Really? But, didn't you buy your place? I thought you were doing all right?" He put an arm over Ian's shoulders. "Dude, you should have come to me. If you're having trouble, you come to me."

      That trademark smirk reappeared. "I thought I just did."

      "Smartass." With a snicker, Shawn gripped his buddy. "Well, I'm sorry about the newspaper stuff. I know that was your dream."

      Shrugging, Ian swirled his glass. "It's really hard for papers with the internet. Some dreams have to die so others have a chance."

      "Yeah. I guess so." Shawn sighed. "Well, in that case, yes—if you can and want to do the books for the bar, let's talk about compensation and shit." His stress decreased just thinking about not having to do the financials himself.

      Ian nodded and picked up his whiskey. "Sounds good." He held out the glass. "To new partnerships."

      Shawn grinned. "Yeah." He gently tapped his glass to Ian's. "To new partnerships!"

      As it went down, the liquor burned in a satisfying blend of pleasure and pain.
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      At some point, a man simply has to accept how things are. Running the razor over his head, Shawn cut off the wispy remnants of what had been his thick, blond hair. He knocked the head of the razor under the water in his bathroom sink, then ran a hand over the slick skin of his skull.

      While he was now bald, his beard was coming in strong. A thick but short and well-trimmed beard graced his face. Luckily, it was a light brown color so the few gray bastards spouting faded into the background hair.

      "Guess I've got the daddy thing going for me." Shawn sighed at his reflection. "Well, at least Dale likes it."

      He finished up in the bathroom, then snagged his bag. The one thing he could still control was on the agenda, and he looked forward to his time in the gym.

      Shawn got to the gym, immediately laying a big smile on Dale. "Hey!"

      Dale grinned back. "Hey, man." As he checked Shawn into the gym, Dale waggled his eyebrows. "So. You, me. Your place? My kids are at the ex's, so I'm free tonight."

      The last ten years had seen Dale's life utterly change. The divorce had been the best thing he could have done, and coming out to himself had worked wonders for his confidence and mental health.

      "Yeah, that sounds great." Shawn hesitated. "Ah. So, did you wanna stay over?"

      Freezing in place, Dale cocked his head. "Really?" His eyes flicked to another member as she approached the desk. "Hang on."

      Pretending interest in a flyer on the desk while Dale checked in the guest, Shawn fought an uneasy sensation in his belly and impatience at how long the process took. Finally, the woman walked away.

      "Okay," Dale began, his hands out. "I thought … well, maybe I misunderstood."

      "What?" Shawn swallowed. "Misunderstood what?"

      "Well, I mean these hook-ups have been a lot of fun, but you were pretty clear. That's all you wanted. To help me stick with that, I don't stay over." Dale tried a smile on him. "Besides, I have a date tomorrow anyway. Cute, young customer here. Hot number, you'd like him."

      Well, fuck him. Who needs him? "Oh, cool. My bad." Shawn shuffled his feet. "Uh, you know … I can't hang out tonight. I forgot, Ian can't cover the bar. So, I'll have to go in."

      Dale's expression spoke volumes—it said that he didn't believe Shawn. "Well, you do what you gotta do, man." He sighed. "I guess I'll see ya tomorrow for your workout."

      "Yep, see ya."

      Stalking through the gym, Shawn tossed his bag into a locker. Then he threw himself at his workout, trying to forget the feeling that he'd just lost something important.

      

      "Why are you here?" Ian came into the main room of the bar from the back, and Althea guiltily watched from her place behind the counter.

      Growling, Shawn shook his head. "Damn it, 'Thea. I told you not to call him."

      She threw up her hands. "Well! He's my boss too, and he told me to let him know whenever you dropped by."

      Shawn irritably took another drink of whiskey as Ian sat on the end stool next to him. Althea moved away to handle some customers, leaving the two alone.

      Spearing Ian with a glare, Shawn said, "It's my bar. I'll come here if I want to."

      "We're partners now, if you've not forgotten, so it's our bar. And that's not what I asked. I asked why you're here on what is supposed to be your day off." Ian put an arm around his shoulders and Shawn's neck stiffened under it. "Hey. What's going on with you?"

      "Nothing." He glanced at Ian. His best friend expectantly looked back, patient brown eyes simply waiting. Shawn grimaced. "Ah. Fuck." Staring down into his iced whiskey, Shawn shook his head. "I just had this moment earlier today. This … this crazy idea that me and Dale could be something more." He closed his eyes. "No. I know better. Well, I do now."

      After a long silence, Ian squeezed him. "Hey. It's okay to want something more." A remarkable amount of empathy and understanding permeated his tone. "You deserve more, you know."

      "I don't think that's true. I realize now, that I'm exactly where I am now because I put myself here." Laughing bitterly, Shawn leaned into Ian.

      "Yeah, but you're allowed to change."

      It had been years since Shawn had gotten really emotional. The drink, Ian's warm body beside him, and the interaction with Dale had pushed him to his limit, and he tried to control it all. "Tell that to this fucked-up world I made."

      Pulling Shawn close, Ian held him. And for the first time in almost a decade, Shawn cried.

      

      "Look, you don't have to do this." It was a bit after noon the next day, and Shawn lay back on his couch, his phone to his ear. "I know you've gotta be tired after the shift at the bar last night, and I gotta work tonight anyhow. And I really am fine!"

      "Hey, I'm offering to cook you dinner—and not bar food!" Ian laughed over the connection and Shawn smiled at the sound. "Just come over. Althea said she can handle the bar tonight—it's not the weekend, so it should be slow. If she needs us, she can call."

      In truth, Shawn needed some social time with his friend. "Fine. What do I bring?"

      "Bring wine."

      "Wine, okay. Red or white?"

      A few hours later, Shawn knocked on Ian's door while awkwardly holding his bottles of wine. The cute little cottage was set back from the street, with old fruit trees dotting the front yard. It gave the whole place an isolated, peaceful feeling.

      Ian opened the door.

      Whoa.

      Ian wore black slacks, a button-up sky blue shirt, and a dark navy blue tie. Polished brown leather shoes and a belt completed his attire. Ian's dark eyes contrasted against his shirt, and it made them appear a warm, chocolate color. He looked great.

      "Hey, Shawn." Ian smiled, though there was a hint of something there that Shawn couldn't place.

      "Uh, hi!" Chuckling, Shawn followed Ian inside. "So, did I miss a memo or something? What's the deal with the clothes?" The savory smell of red meat and spices hit his nose, causing his mouth to water.

      "There's no memo; I thought I'd dress up."

      They entered the kitchen and dining area, and there was another surprise for Shawn. Long, unlit, cream-colored tapered candles in crystal holders graced the center of the table, while two perfect place-settings with folded cloth napkins awaited them.

      Shawn stopped in his tracks to stare.

      Ian gently took the two bottles of wine from him. "I'll take these to the kitchen. Have a seat."

      Struggling to understand, Shawn did as he was told. He recovered some of his wits and cleared his throat. "Uh, did … do you need help in there?"

      "Nope. Stay there."

      Barely noticing the sounds of cookware sliding about in the kitchen, Shawn's brain spun. "Ian?"

      "Yeah?" His friend delivered a side of steaming scalloped potatoes, then disappeared back around the half-wall between the dining area and kitchen.

      "What's going on?"

      "I'm serving our dinner?" Ian next brought broiled vegetables. They looked to have been drizzled in some sort of oil and some darker stuff. Maybe balsamic.

      A weird flutter went through Shawn. Am I on a date? With Ian?

      Ian returned with two perfect t-bones on a single plate. They smelled of coffee, smoked peppers, and their own meaty aroma. The charring on the fat looked delectable.

      "Sorry. No salad." Ian put his hands on his hips as he looked over the food. "The store didn't have the lemon-poppyseed dressing I wanted, and I didn't have time to try and make my own, so we're stuck without."

      What if we are? On a date? Shawn gulped. "That's … that's fine." Fuck. Calm down. His heart hammered against his sternum. No. Fucking stop it. Ian isn't interested in you and never has been. Why would he be?

      Pulling out the chair across from Shawn, Ian sat. His eyes flicked up. "I hope you like it all."

      Shawn opened his mouth to reply and his thoughts spilled from him. "What are you doing? Why …" He looked around at the impressive meal, and then finally back to Ian. "Why spend this effort on me?"

      Ian stared at him. Finally, he leaned back in the chair. "You really don't know."

      Shawn shook his head. "What? Tell me."

      Slumping in his seat, Ian blinked in what Shawn had to assume was shock.

      "Ian, what are …"

      His friend stood, a look of determination on his face. "I never wanted to show this to you, but … but I think I have to."

      Ian walked away from the table to his bedroom, leaving Shawn alone. What the fuck is happening?

      It wasn't long before Ian returned. He held in his hand an old, folded piece of paper. It looked as if it had been handled repeatedly, read and reread. A little paper treasure. Ian gently set it in front of Shawn.

      "Open it, Shawn."

      Unsure what he would see, he did. The first thing he noticed was the letterhead was from the San Francisco Chronicle.

      Dear Mister Ian Peters,

      We at the Chronicle are incredibly delighted to offer you a daily column in our paper. We have over one hundred and fifty thousand subscribers to our newsprint, while our online presence is growing all the while. Times are changing for our industry, and be assured we're changing with them—your talents will find a place with us here, be it in newsprint or on the web.

      We'd be honored if you'd accept this offering. You'll find pay information attached. Please call us with your answer, and if you should you have any questions, or concerns. We hope to hear from you soon.

      Thank you.

      Danielle Sherman

      Hiring Manager

      S.F. Chronicle

      Reading it again, Shawn noticed the date at the top. "Wait." He turned, looking up at Ian where he still stood behind him. "Eleven years ago?" As Ian pulled out the chair beside him, Shawn looked back to the paper in his trembling hands. "But … a long time ago, you said … you said you had to give up the writing. The column work. It's … it's why you started the finance …" The realization hit him, so profound and crushing that it made Shawn gasp.

      Ian quietly reached and stilled Shawn's quaking hand by laying his own over it. "Shawn." He pulled until Shawn's hand lay clasped in his own. He smiled at his shocked friend. "I learned the finance stuff for you. I stayed for you. I gave up the job at the paper, for you." Ian's gaze was unguarded, deep and consuming.

      Panic burned through Shawn and he shot to his feet, startling Ian. "No!" Shawn's hands gripped his own smooth head. "No! Why?! You never … you were never interested! Why do this?"

      Standing, Ian put his hands on Shawn's shoulders. "Hey. I've always been interested. But you weren't ready. Not … not for what I need from you. And I didn't want to fuck it up by jumping in too early."

      Blinking, Shawn felt dizzy. It was good Ian was holding onto him. "But, I'm shit. Ian, I'm shit. You know I am! You gave up your dream. You waited twenty years? Oh, oh fuck. Oh, fuck."

      "Hey, you're not shit. Calm down."

      Shawn staggered. "Why?"

      Ian now looked worried. "Shawn, hey, it's okay. Calm down, all right?"

      Taking deep breaths, Shawn steadied somewhat on his feet. He blinked and freed tears that streaked down his face. "Why? I'm nothing. Why did you let me ruin your life?"

      The most brilliant, wonderful smile lit Ian's face. "I'm in love with you. I have been almost from the start. You didn't ruin my life, Shawn." Ian rubbed a thumb across Shawn's cheek to wipe away a tear. "You were my choice. One that I have made over and over." Ian pulled him close and Shawn returned his embrace.

      They stayed that way for a while, and slowly Shawn calmed. So much fell into place in those quiet minutes.

      "Will you let me love you?" For twenty years, Ian had waited to whisper that reverent, wavering question in Shawn's ear. For twenty years, he had watched while Shawn had frolicked about before his eyes, ever-hopeful that this very moment would come.

      Shawn responded with a whisper of his own. "Yes. I think you're the only one who can."

      Ian leaned back so he could focus on him, his own eyes brimming with unshed tears. He smiled. "Probably."

      Both men laughed. It was so good to laugh and to finally know where he belonged.

      Ian sighed, then leaned in to kiss him.

      Later that night, Shawn made love for the first time in his life.

      

      
        
        The End
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        The Answer

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There was a man who never shed a tear,

        from love his heart was safely walled away.

        "I cannot be hurt since I never fear,

        the loss of something that's only for play."

      

        

      
        It seemed so genius this secret he'd found,

        this fundamental, oft unspoken truth.

        I watched him joyfully frolic around,

        still strong, handsome, in the picture of youth.

      

        

      
        We aged a bit, as we are wont to do,

        and things were starting to change for my friend.

        His partners found for his nights became few,

        I saw in his eyes the start of the end.

      

        

      
        "Who will want me now that I've spent my time?"

        We sat together as closest friends will.

        "Who could desire me out of my prime?"

        He struggled so hard to swallow this pill.

      

        

      
        I sighed and wondered if he was ready.

        I wondered if he could possibly see.

        I reached for his hand, my voice unsteady,

        "My friend, the answer has always been me."

      

        

      

      

      
        
        The End
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            11:50 From Seattle

          

          By Thorn Wilde

        

      

    

    
      Andi fumbles with his keys, trying to get the door open. He nearly drops them, but finally he manages to let himself into his flat. Not even bothering to take his coat off, he runs to the bathroom. He only just makes it. Taking a piss has never felt more wonderful.

      He still doesn’t feel quite comfortable using the men’s room. He looks like a guy, but he feels like if he goes into the men’s room someone will call his bluff. They’ll see right through him. It’s even worse at work, where people know. No one has ever said anything, but he feels like everyone is staring. People glare if you go in a handicap toilet with no visible disability, too. As a result, he tends to hold it until he gets home.

      It’s better than it was, of course. In a pinch he can easily use the men’s, really, but when his transition was in its infancy, figuring out where to pee was terrifying. No matter where he went, he felt like an impostor. Would be nice to have one of those super realistic packers you can pee through, he thinks as he flushes the toilet. Like an actual prosthetic penis. Those things are expensive, though.

      After washing his hands, Andi checks his phone. No texts. Ronan doesn’t seem to be online. Small wonder, as it’s seven o’clock. Fucking timezones. Where Ronan lives, it’s only eleven in the morning.

      Andi can hardly even think of the guy without getting himself worked up. Even pre-T, he already had a high libido. Testosterone has shot it through the roof, and Andi groans and begins to undress, purposefully looking away from the mirror as he removes his chest binder. Clothes gone, he detaches the packer again and places it on the side of the sink. He still sometimes laughs at the absurdity of it, his detachable dick. Getting in the shower, he sees Ronan’s handsome face in his mind. This isn’t going to take long.

      He gets off quickly a couple of times, imagining Ronan pressed up against his back, lips on his neck and hands touching every part of him, before washing his hair and scrubbing his body clean of the day’s sweat. You’d think he worked hard manual labour, not tech support, but that’s the hormones too. Everything’s out of whack. Worth it, though.

      Andi steps out of the shower to find a text from Ronan, and he smiles. He wipes the steam off his black-rimmed glasses and puts them on to read it.

      

      Ronan: Hey.

      

      Andi writes back:

      

      Andi: Hey. What are you up to?

      

      Ronan: On my lunch break. How about you?

      

      Andi: Just got home a little while ago. Fresh out of the shower.

      

      Ronan: Mm, naked Andi.

      

      Andi blushes where he stands, towel wrapped around his waist. Ronan always teases him like this.

      Being a guy online was easier than being one in real life, for obvious reasons, and it was how Andi started to explore his gender identity. There were . . . mishaps. Guys he started chatting and subsequently flirting with, where he got in too deep and didn’t have the guts to tell them that he was really a girl. He thought of it that way, back then, but of course he’s never really been a girl.

      Ronan was the first person he came out to. Not just the first person online, but the first person, period. Andi was starting to feel very drawn to him and decided that if he wanted to have even a chance of at least staying friends, he had to tell the truth. So he did. He told Ronan that he’d been assigned female at birth, but that he was pretty sure he was really a guy, and that he would understand if Ronan didn’t want to be his friend anymore.

      And Ronan wrote in response, What’s changed? You’re still the same guy you were five minutes ago.

      Through everything—social transition, shrink appointments to determine whether he should receive hormone treatment, starting on T—Ronan has been his rock. And at some point they started sexting occasionally. But Ronan is gay, and halfway around the world, and Andi is very lacking in the thing that tends to be kind of paramount for gay guys, namely dick.

      Not for nothing, Andi’s bio-dick has grown to more than an inch since he started T. It’s really not the same, though. For one, it doesn’t hang free the way a penis would.

      Now Ronan writes:

      

      Ronan: Good shower?

      

      Andi smiles.

      

      Andi: Very. Thought about you.

      

      Ronan: Did you now? Were they naughty thoughts?

      

      Andi: Wouldn’t you like to know?

      

      Andi follows the text with a winking emoji. If their flirting goes any further, he may have to get back in the shower. God, it’s like being a teenager . . . Which, he supposes, isn’t so strange as he is basically going through his second puberty. The reply from Ronan comes a few moments later.

      

      Ronan: Wanna talk for a bit? I’d like to hear your voice.

      

      Andi licks his lips, then leaves the bathroom and goes to sit down on his purple sofa. He stares at his phone for a minute, then types, Okay.

      It only takes a few seconds before the phone rings. They have spoken before, most memorably a couple of weeks ago, when Andi was in bed, tipsy and horny after another night out with no action. He’s still nervous when he answers, though. ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hey there, boy.’

      A tingly feeling goes through Andi’s body. It’s not a kink thing, or a dom/sub thing. They don’t have that kind of relationship, but being called ‘boy’ just feels so affirming and validating. He clears his throat. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Not much. In the car. Decided to go home to eat, so on my way there.’

      ‘Were you texting and driving?’ Andi asks, chastising.

      ‘Only on red lights.’ Ronan speaks in a calm, melodious baritone. Just his voice serves to turn Andi on. Having that voice whispering in his ear while he got off last time was the most amazing feeling. He only just manages to refrain from touching himself again.

      ‘You know, I’ve been thinking,’ Ronan continues. ‘I’ve never been to the UK. Might be fun to come visit some time, and I’ve got vacation time saved up.’ The background noise grows quieter, and then Andi hears the slam of a car door. It takes him a moment to answer, during which he hears the sound of footsteps on gravel.

      ‘Well, if you want to see England, you should.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’d like to see you too.’ Ronan is walking up a flight of stairs now, and his voice echoes slightly. ‘Actually, I mostly wanna see you. What do you say? Wanna hang out?’

      ‘Er . . .’ Andi swallows. ‘Yeah. I mean, if you want, that’d be great, yeah.’

      Ronan laughs. A key turns in a lock. ‘You sound terrified. You’re allowed to say no, you know.’

      ‘I don’t want to say no,’ says Andi quickly. ‘I want to say yes.’

      ‘Then say that.’

      Andi takes a breath. ‘Yes.’

      There’s a short pause before Ronan speaks again. ‘And maybe play?’

      Biting his lip, Andi hesitates. There are few things he’d like more than sex with Ronan, but now his stomach churns with anxiety. ‘I’d love that,’ he murmurs. ‘But, Ronan . . .’

      ‘Hm?’

      ‘You’re gay.’ Andi hears the quaver in his own voice and clears his throat again.

      ‘Yeah,’ Ronan says slowly. ‘And you’re a guy.’

      The words make Andi’s heart beat faster, but still he wants to cry as he says, ‘Yeah, but . . . I don’t . . . I mean, I have a . . .’ He doesn’t even know how to say it. ‘I mean, I haven’t even had top surgery.’

      ‘I know. I don’t care. Andi, I think about you all the time.’ It’s Ronan’s turn to sound a little bit nervous. ‘Seriously. I gotta see you, or I think I’ll go nuts.’ His voice softens. ‘It’s not like I don’t know what you look like. You’re a good-looking guy.’

      Andi laughs incredulously. ‘You’ll be disappointed.’

      ‘I won’t!’ Ronan utters a frustrated sound. ‘Andi, I promise I won’t. I just, I need to see you. For real.’

      And even though Andi knows—he knows it’ll end in misery because no matter how much of a man he becomes, his body will never fully get there—he can’t possibly say no. Not to Ronan. So he says, ‘Okay. Yeah. I . . . I want to see you too.’

      Ronan utters an audible sigh of relief. ‘Okay. Good. Man, I’m not sure what I’d have done if you’d said no . . .’

      Andi can’t help his smile, or his soft chuckle. ‘I could never have said no.’

      Ronan laughs as well. ‘So . . . what were you thinking about in the shower?’
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      ‘You seem quiet today.’ Natalie takes a sip of her coffee and examines Andi with a quizzical expression. ‘Something happen?’

      Andi shrugs. ‘No, not really. Just had a chat with an online friend the other day. He, er . . . he wants to come visit.’

      ‘Oh! Well, that’s nice. Where from?’

      ‘Seattle.’

      Natalie freezes mid-sip, before lowering her coffee cup. ‘Wow. Must be a good friend.’

      ‘Yeah . . . yeah, he is.’ Andi’s gaze slides to the large front window of the coffee shop, looking out onto a busy street. His cappuccino sits untouched before him on the table separating him from Natalie.

      ‘More than a friend?’ she asks, and Andi turns his eyes back on her again.

      ‘Maybe?’ He runs his fingers through his auburn hair. ‘I dunno. We sext sometimes. Er, phone stuff too.’ He feels himself blush. ‘He . . . he’s nice. But . . . I mean, he’s gay.’

      Natalie frowns. ‘Is that a problem?’

      ‘He says it isn’t.’

      ‘I’m assuming you’re out to him?’

      Andi laughs. ‘Yeah. I was out to him before I was out to you.’

      ‘How dare you? I’m your best friend!’ says Natalie in mock offence, but she’s smiling.

      ‘He was the first person I came out to, ever. He’s been there for me. He says he doesn’t care that my body . . . I mean, he says it doesn’t matter to him at all. I’m just not sure I believe that. I mean, phone sex is one thing. He wants to . . . But—’ Andi cuts himself off.

      Natalie studies his face for a moment. When she speaks, her voice is soft. ‘You have feelings for him.’

      Andi swallows, then nods. ‘He’s always been there, Nat. I was so afraid, when I told him I was assigned female, but he just said . . . He said nothing had changed. And that was it. He just . . . accepted me. Without him, I’m not sure I’d have had the courage to come out to anyone else. Not even you.’

      ‘Sounds like he’s important to you. Tell me about him.’

      ‘Well, his name’s Ronan. He’s thirty-two, works in IT, so we’ve always had a lot to talk about. Dark hair, brown eyes. Just the right side of scruffy. And he’s kind. He listens. You know? Bit like you, really, but a guy.’ He laughs.

      ‘I’m flattered,’ says Natalie and sips her coffee again. ‘Does he feel the same way about you?’

      Andi shakes his head. ‘I dunno. I mean, he’s coming here all the way from the American west coast, to see me. He said that’s why he wanted to come. For me.’

      ‘If he said so, it’s probably true.’

      ‘Yeah. Never known him to lie.’

      ‘And you’re sure he’s not catfishing you, right?’ Natalie cocks an eyebrow but is still smiling.

      ‘Yeah.’ Andi laughs. ‘He’s who he says he is. We’ve known each other for like four years. We’ve Skyped. The pics are definitely of him.’ He feels fidgety and looks down at his hands. ‘He’s coming in April.’

      ‘Wow, that’s only two months.’

      Andi nods again. ‘I’m really nervous. Barely eaten since we talked about it. I just . . . what if he sees me and he doesn’t want me anymore? What if, when we talk face to face, he just thinks I’m annoying?’

      Natalie reaches across the table and takes Andi’s hand. ‘He won’t. He’ll love you. I mean, you said he was like me. So he’ll love you, like I do.’ She pauses and laughs. ‘Well, not like I do. ’Cause I don’t want to have sex with you.’

      Andi laughs too and squeezes her hand. ‘I don’t know if he really does, either, but . . . Thanks, Nat. That actually makes me feel a bit better.’

      ‘Well, good. Now drink your coffee before it gets cold.’
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      Andi stands in Arrivals at Terminal Five. It’s just gone noon. Ronan’s plane landed fifteen minutes ago, but he has to go through baggage reclaim and customs and passport control, so it will probably be a while still. In Andi’s hand is a barely touched paper cup of coffee. He fidgets nervously where he stands. What’s he going to say? Will they recognise each other? That’s a stupid thought, they’ve seen each other’s pictures loads of times, they’ve talked on Skype. Andi knows exactly what Ronan looks like.

      A while later, he catches a glimpse in the crowd. Andi steps closer to the barrier where chauffeurs stand holding signs, and there. That face. Ronan sees him too and his smile is so wide. When at last they reach one another, Andi knows he’s grinning like an idiot but he can’t help it.

      For a moment they just stand there, face to face, staring at each other. Ronan is broad-shouldered and taller than Andi imagined, but then almost every guy he’s ever met is taller than Andi is. Ronan’s brown eyes are sparkling. Then he reaches for Andi and envelops him in strong arms.

      Andi utters a short laugh, slipping his arms around Ronan in turn, and has to hold back tears because this embrace is just as he imagined it would be.

      They stand like that for a long time, before they finally pull apart and Ronan says, ‘Hey, boy.’

      Andi laughs again, looking up into Ronan’s face. ‘Hey!’ He finds that he has to wipe away a tear. It’s embarrassing, but if he’s honest with himself, he doesn’t really care just then. ‘Fuck me, sorry. It’s just . . . It’s really good to see you.’

      Ronan laughs as well and ruffles Andi’s hair. Andi leans into the touch. ‘It’s good to see you too. God, I’m exhausted, though . . .’

      ‘Long flight? Let me help you with your suitcase.’ Andi grabs the handle. It’s a big, red suitcase on wheels. Ronan has a laptop bag slung over his shoulder, and they start toward the exit. ‘I got you an Oyster card. It’s, er, it’s for travelling on the tube. Topped it up, so we can get home. I live in Hounslow, so it’s just a couple of stops, really.’

      Ronan laughs again. ‘Hey, slow down,’ he says. ‘My brain hasn’t even caught up with my feet yet.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Andi feels himself flush. ‘Just . . . I guess I’m kind of excited.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Ronan yawns. ‘If I wasn’t so jet-lagged I’d be too. I mean, I am. Just too tired to show it.’

      Andi glances sideways at him and smiles. ‘That’s okay.’

      They reach the lifts down to the tube and wait. Andi almost jumps when he feels Ronan take his hand, lacing their fingers together. ‘This okay too?’ he murmurs, and Andi nods.

      ‘It’s, er . . . It’s very okay.’

      A lift arrives and they get in it, standing in companionable silence, holding hands. Andi wants to say something, but he’s not sure what. And this is fine. They don’t have to speak. Ronan’s hand is warm in his. When they get to the barriers, Andi hands Ronan his Oyster card and shows him where to tap it.

      The journey home is silent. Four stops, and they get off. Andi’s flat isn’t far and there’s no need to hurry. Ronan does look tired. Flying east is always worse than flying west, or so Andi has been told. The furthest east he’s been is France, where he went with his parents when he was fifteen. He’s barely been out of the country, he realises, and immediately feels extremely boring. Twenty-eight years old, and he hasn’t really been anywhere.

      When they get inside, Ronan takes off his coat and looks around the small sitting room. ‘Nice place.’

      Andi is fairly happy with his home. One wall in the sitting room is dark teal, contrasting with the purple sofa that stands against it and the other walls, which are white. The kitchenette is compact, but the space is well utilised. And his bedroom has space for a fairly wide bed, which he loves. Still, he scratches the back of his head. ‘It’s kind of small. Sorry.’

      ‘Hey, don’t be sorry. It’s not much smaller than mine, I think.’ Ronan turns to face Andi, and fuck, his smile is beautiful. ‘Andi . . .’ It’s the first time he’s spoken Andi’s name since he got here, and Andi feels his heart pound. ‘Do you think it’d be okay if I kissed you?’

      Andi swallows and nods. ‘Yes,’ he breathes.

      Ronan steps closer. He reaches out, cupping Andi’s cheek, and gently presses their lips together. Ronan’s lips are supple, his mouth slightly open, and Andi’s hands are shaking, so he grasps Ronan’s shirt and kisses him back. It remains chaste, no tongue, but Andi’s heart is hammering in his chest and when they part, his breaths have grown heavy and laboured. Ronan presses his forehead to Andi’s. ‘I’ve wanted to do that for a long time.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Andi licks his lips, where the taste of Ronan lingers. ‘Me too.’

      ‘There’s a lot of other stuff I’d like to do, but . . .’ Ronan yawns again, wider this time. ‘So tired.’

      ‘Well,’ Andi hesitantly reaches out and strokes Ronan’s stubbled cheek with the backs of his fingers, letting his thumb trace his cheekbone, ‘you could take a nap and I could fix us some lunch. You hungry?’

      ‘Honestly, I’m not even sure.’ Ronan laughs. ‘I’m too tired to be hungry. But if I get some sleep I can probably eat after.’

      Andi turns away. ‘I’ll show you the bedroom. Er . . . I don’t know if . . . I mean, if you want I can make up the sofa later if—’

      ‘I wanna sleep in the same bed as you,’ Ronan interrupts. ‘If that’s okay.’

      Andi bites his lip and glances at Ronan over his shoulder. ‘I’d like that.’
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      For lunch, Andi prepares a chicken salad. Simple and light, but filling. Garlic bread on the side. Ronan has been sleeping for about an hour when Andi goes to wake him up. He’s sleeping heavily, but stirs when Andi smoothes back his dark hair. Blinking, he looks up at Andi and smiles. ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hey. Want some food?’

      Ronan sits up. He’s shirtless and Andi looks away. Ronan has a nice chest. He really is well built. He’s told Andi he works out, and it shows. ‘Can I have a kiss first?’

      Andi licks his lips and looks at him. Then he leans in and they kiss. Soon, he’s being pulled down onto the bed by Ronan’s strong arms, and this time the kiss doesn’t stay chaste. As Ronan pulls him close, he can feel the man’s erection against his thigh, and he shivers.

      ‘Can lunch wait?’ Ronan murmurs against Andi’s neck, leaving a gentle kiss there. ‘I just . . .’

      ‘It . . .’ Andi draws a deep breath. It’s hard to think all of a sudden. ‘It’s just salad. It can wait.’

      ‘Can I—?’ Ronan licks his lips. ‘Would you take your clothes off?’

      Andi hesitates. He sits up and looks down at his hands.

      ‘You okay?’ Ronan sits up as well, sounding concerned. ‘What’s wrong? You don’t have to. We don’t have to—’

      ‘No, I want to. It’s just . . . I’m scared. That you won’t, you know, like what you see. And, well, I don’t like my body, either.’

      Ronan takes his hand. ‘Andi. I promise you’re not gonna turn me off.’

      ‘Well, have you ever found a woman sexually attractive?’

      ‘Andi, you’re not a woman. You’re a man. And I find you really attractive. Please, can’t you just believe that?’

      Andi licks his lips again. Then, slowly, he pulls his t-shirt off. He gets off the bed and removes his jeans and his socks. Now he’s in his binder and boxer briefs. He’s got his packer underneath, creating a bulge, and he blurts, ‘It’s not real.’

      Ronan smiles. ‘I know. Come here.’

      Andi gets back on the bed, lying down next to Ronan, who kisses him again, stroking his hand up and down Andi’s thigh, his hip, and his bare waist. Andi was surprised at how hairy he got when he started on T. He’s not been able to grow much facial hair, but he has a good trail down his stomach and quite a bit on his chest. That part’s still obscured by his binder, though.

      Ronan pulls back, looking into his eyes. He runs his fingers through Andi’s hair. ‘What don’t you want me to do?’

      The question takes Andi by surprise. It’s not something anyone’s asked him before. He clears his throat. ‘I, er . . . I don’t want anything in my . . .’ He doesn’t like saying it out loud, because he doesn’t like thinking about the fact that he has one, but he lets out a sigh and says, ‘I don’t want anything in my vagina. And I don’t want you to call my dick a clit. I . . . don’t like those words . . .’

      Ronan nods. ‘Okay. You wanna keep this on?’ He strokes Andi’s shoulder, fingering the fabric of the binder.

      Andi runs his tongue along his bottom lip. ‘Yeah. For now.’

      Ronan nods again. ‘Okay.’ He slides his hand down Andi’s back and grabs a handful of his arse. He grins. ‘You have a really great ass.’ Andi feels himself blush. Ronan nuzzles Andi’s neck with a stubbled cheek. ‘You’re gorgeous, Andi,’ he whispers, and Andi shivers in his arms.

      ‘You, er . . . You’re just about the hottest person I’ve ever known,’ he replies. Tentatively, he brings his hand to Ronan’s front, running his fingers over his sculpted, dark haired chest. Everything is slow, so slow, and Andi feels a bit like a teenager again. ‘I haven’t been with anyone in a long time . . . Not since—I mean, I haven’t felt comfortable.’

      ‘Do you feel comfortable now?’ Ronan pulls back to meet Andi’s gaze and holds it.

      Andi considers this for a moment. Then he nods. ‘Yeah. You . . . make me feel at ease, I suppose. So, yeah. I feel comfortable.’

      ‘Good.’ Ronan licks his lips. ‘If you stop feeling comfortable, you’ll tell me, right?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Andi kisses him. He feels bolder now and lets his hand wander down Ronan’s front until he’s cupping him through his underwear. Ronan hisses against his lips. He’s hard. Andi traces his shape through the fabric. He’s big. Not massive, but definitely on the bigger side of guys Andi’s been with before. Which, admittedly, aren’t that many.

      He slips his hand inside the waistband of Ronan’s pants and reaches in, wrapping his hand around the shaft. Ronan’s reaction is immediate, as he throws back his head. Andi kisses his neck, his chest, then his stomach, and works his way down, pulling Ronan’s boxers off him. His cock is hard and leaking, and Andi longs to taste it, so he does.

      ‘Oh, fuck . . .’ Ronan slides his fingers into Andi’s hair and pulls just a little bit. Andi’s always liked having his hair pulled and makes a soft sound in response. ‘Andi, that—’ Ronan’s speech is cut off by a grunt as Andi swirls his tongue around the head of his cock. Ronan is circumcised, which is not something Andi is used to, but his partner’s reaction makes him bolder still and he gets to work.

      Ronan’s response to his ministrations is making Andi desperately turned on, and every time Ronan makes a sound, Andi moans in empathy. He lets the taste of Ronan fill his mouth, breathes in the musky scent of him.

      ‘Hey . . .’ Ronan sounds breathless, but he grabs the back of Andi’s neck and pulls his pelvis away so his cock slips out of Andi’s mouth. ‘Hey, wait.’ Andi meets his brown-eyed gaze. ‘I wanna touch you too.’

      Andi bites his lip and looks away again. He’s not sure he’s ready for that. Not sure he’s ready for Ronan to see what is—or rather, isn’t—in his pants. But at the same time, he’s dying to be touched. He hasn’t felt another human being’s hands on him in such a long time. (The last time he tried did not go well. His dysphoria got in the way and his partner, though he respected Andi’s wishes, was not best pleased.) So after a few seconds’ deliberation he finally nods. ‘Okay.’

      He takes off his underwear and grins in embarrassment as the packer and its harness appear.

      ‘Huh. So that’s how that works.’ Ronan looks at it in apparent fascination.

      ‘Yeah, it’s kind of weird, I know.’

      ‘Can I touch it?’ Ronan asks, and Andi nods. Ronan takes it in his hand the way he might have if it were really a penis. Andi wishes he could feel it. ‘Doesn’t quite feel like the real thing, but it’s pretty natural.’

      Andi shrugs. ‘It does the job.’

      ‘So, that harness . . . I mean, you could fit something else in there instead, right? Something a little . . . harder?’ Ronan gives him a mischievous grin. It’s disarming and Andi laughs.

      ‘I probably could.’

      ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ Ronan looks into his eyes and smiles. ‘Take it off?’

      Andi licks his lips again, then does as he’s asked. The harness comes off and he places the whole thing on the bedside table.

      ‘Heh, mine doesn’t do that,’ says Ronan.

      ‘Bet yours doesn’t ride up when you go running either,’ says Andi, but then he hesitates again. Ronan is still looking at the packer on the nightstand and Andi feels so exposed where he sits, dreading Ronan’s gaze moving to his groin. But then Ronan turns to look at his face again instad and he pulls him down onto the bed next to him once more, kissing him. Slowly, Ronan moves his hands down Andi’s body. He stops, fingertips in Andi’s pubic hair, and swallows.

      ‘I’ve never done this before.’

      ‘Not once?’

      Ronan shakes his head. ‘Gold star gay.’

      Andi casts his eyes down. ‘Sorry to ruin your track record. If you can’t go through with it—’

      But then Ronan touches him and Andi’s brain turns to mush.

      ‘Let me know if I’m doing it wrong.’

      Andi gasps. ‘No, you’re . . . You’re definitely doing it right. Fuck . . .’

      Ronan’s touch feels good, and soon Andi is trembling and whimpering, his thighs quivering, and Ronan gazes into his eyes with this look on his face, like he can’t quite believe the effect this is having on his partner. ‘You’re so hot like this,’ he murmurs, and though Andi’s face is already flushed he can feel his neck grow hotter. Then he comes with a loud groan and a moaned profanity, back arching and body growing rigid.

      Andi reaches for Ronan’s cock and jerks him off until he shoots all over his belly with a grunt. Then they lie there for several long moments, sated. Andi glances at Ronan and finds him looking back, smiling. ‘See?’ he says softly. ‘Told you you wouldn’t turn me off.’

      Andi laughs. ‘Well, you haven’t seen my tits yet.’

      Ronan rolls his eyes. ‘When I do, I won’t care about that either.’

      On reflex, Andi wants to protest, but instead he turns over on his side and kisses Ronan’s gorgeous lips. ‘We should eat that salad,’ he murmurs. ‘You know, before the thing wilts on us.’

      Ronan laughs. ‘All right. Let’s get our clothes back on.’

      Andi gets out of bed, goes over to the closet, and gets out two blue terrycloth dressing gowns. He tosses one onto the bed. ‘It may be a little bit small, but should fit you well enough. While you’re here, clothing is optional.’

      Ronan grins. ‘I can get on board with that.’
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      They talk over lunch. About everything. Andi would have thought that after four years and a bit of friendship, talking practically every day, they would have covered every topic, but they still have so much to talk about. After they’ve eaten, they get dressed again and go out for a bit, walking around the neighbourhood. When they get back in, they try to watch some TV for a bit, but it doesn’t last. Before long, Ronan is lying on top of Andi, kissing him and sucking on his earlobe, and Andi doesn’t think he’s ever been more turned on in his life.

      Ronan grinds his hips down against Andi’s. ‘Fuck,’ he murmurs, ‘I really want to fuck you.’

      Andi’s breath catches in his throat and, grasping the back of Ronan’s neck, he pulls him down into a searing kiss. ‘Yes,’ he breathes against his lover’s lips. ‘Yes, please . . .’

      Ronan pulls back a bit, studying his face. ‘Do you . . . I mean, do you like anal?’

      Andi almost laughs. ‘Fuck yeah,’ he says. ‘Anal is awesome.’ It’s true. He’s always enjoyed it, ever since he figured out how to do it properly, and he grins.

      ‘Shower first?’ says Ronan. ‘I’d like to . . .’ He seems to flush a bit, suddenly embarrassed.

      The hesitation only lasts for a second, and Andi nods. They get up and head toward the bathroom, where they undress. Once again, Andi stops when he’s down to his underwear, uncertain. Ronan reaches for him, tugs at the hem of his chest binder. ‘May I?’

      Andi nods slowly, and Ronan helps him get the thing over his head (which isn’t exactly easy as, for obvious reasons, it’s very tight). Then he looks at him, at his hairy chest, and he smiles, shaking his head. ‘This is what you were afraid of?’ Andi looks away in embarrassment. ‘Dude. I’ve seen moobs bigger than these.’

      In spite of himself, Andi laughs at that. ‘Yeah. I guess I always was pretty flat . . .’

      ‘Andi, you’re gorgeous,’ says Ronan and kisses him.

      They get in the shower, and after Andi’s washed himself thoroughly, Ronan gets to his knees behind him, tongue seeking out his hole. Andi utters a groaned profanity. No one’s ever eaten him out before. Not this part of him, anyway. This is better. So much better. Reaching down his front, he begins to stroke himself, and it’s not long before he comes, knees quivering while he supports himself on the wall with one hand.

      Ronan stands up again, rinses his mouth a bit in the water of the shower, and begins to attack Andi’s neck and shoulder with his teeth. Andi moans.

      ‘Need to be inside you,’ Ronan whispers in his ear and Andi shivers.

      They get out of the shower, barely even taking the time to dry off, and go to the bedroom. Andi finds condoms and lube in the drawer of his nightstand and hands them to Ronan. ‘How do you want me?’ Andi asks, voice trembling slightly.

      ‘On your back,’ Ronan tells him. ‘I want to be able to see you.’

      Andi does as he’s asked and lies down on his back. He watches as Ronan squeezes some lube out onto his finger and shuts his eyes when that finger enters him, making him slick and ready.

      Ronan goes slowly, pressing in a little bit at a time, checking in all the while. ‘You okay? Tell me if it hurts, okay?’

      Andi nods, eyes still squeezed shut. ‘It’s . . . gah! It’s good . . . Fuck . . .’ He reaches down between them to touch himself, stroking his dick slowly and teasingly.

      When Ronan bottoms out he pauses, leans down, and kisses Andi. It’s soft at first, but then it grows more intense. ‘God, you’re tight.’ His voice is barely more than a whisper, his breath hot against Andi’s mouth. He raises himself up on his arms. ‘Look at me, Andi.’ And Andi opens his hazel eyes, meeting Ronan’s intense gaze. ‘Fuck . . . you’re so beautiful.’

      Those words send a shiver through Andi’s whole body and he whimpers helplessly as Ronan begins to move inside him. He drops his head, rests his forehead on Andi’s.

      ‘You feel so good . . .’

      ‘So—’ Andi lets out a moan. ‘So do you, Ronan, fuck.’

      After a few minutes, Ronan picks up the pace, and Andi matches him by stroking himself faster and more firmly. He knows this causes him to tighten around Ronan’s cock, and Ronan groans. ‘Shit, I’m not gonna be able to hold out much longer.’

      ‘That’s,’ Andi gasps, ‘that’s okay. I’m close too.’ He is, and he comes, body shaking, thighs quivering.

      ‘Oh, fuck!’ Ronan’s hips stutter to a halt, and Andi feels his cock pulsing inside him as he comes. Andi’s orgasm is still ongoing. It seems to go on forever, and Ronan looks down at him in something akin to wonder. Andi’s hips buck involuntarily, his back arches, and the way his body tightens practically expels Ronan’s softening member from inside him. Then he colapses back onto the mattress, and Ronan lets himself down on trembling elbows, covering Andi’s body with his own and kissing him deeply.

      ‘What the fuck was that?’ he says incredulously, but Andi can feel his smile, and he laughs softly.

      ‘That,’ he says, ‘was multiple orgasms. It’s what happens when you have eight-thousand nerve endings in a single spot and you don’t ejaculate. It’s, er . . . it’s the up-side to my anatomy.’ He blushes. It’s just about the only thing he likes about his body.

      Ronan pulls back a bit and looks down at him, shaking his head. ‘That was intense.’ With obvious effort, he rolls off Andi and lies on his back next to him. Then he removes the condom and disposes of it in the bin next to the bed. He gives Andi a sidelong glance and suddenly his expression looks a bit pained.

      Andi turns over on his side and reaches out to stroke his cheek. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘I . . .’ Ronan licks his lips. Turns his head a bit to kiss Andi’s palm. ‘I thought maybe if we did this, we’d get it out of our systems. I mean, that’s not why I came here, but . . . I kind of hoped, you know? ’Cause this is really fucking inconvenient.’ He laughs.

      Andi casts his eyes down. ‘You sure this isn’t just the post-coital hormones talking?’

      ‘It isn’t. I’ve felt this way for a long time. I don’t know if you do, and it’s okay if you don’t, but . . . I have some very strong feelings for you, Andi.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Andi bites his lip. ‘I do too. For you.’ He sighs and meets Ronan’s brown-eyed gaze again. ‘I fell for you a long time ago. I never thought you’d—’ He takes a breath. ‘I mean, I’m not a real man.’

      Ronan smiles softly at that. ‘Yeah, you are. Your body doesn’t change that.’

      ‘I’m getting surgery,’ Andi says quickly. ‘I’m on the waiting list, both top and bottom.’

      ‘Even if you weren’t,’ says Ronan, ‘I’d still be in love with you.’

      Andi sighs. This feels so bittersweet. The fact that Ronan is in love with him should make him immeasurably happy, but as Ronan himself put it, it’s really fucking inconvenient. ‘So, what do we do now, then?’ Andi asks.

      Ronan utters a sigh of his own. ‘I don’t know. But . . . maybe we can worry about that part later? For now, I just wanna be with you.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Andi leans forward and kisses him. ‘We . . . we’ll figure it out.’

      It’s unrealistic. He knows that. The chances of them actually finding some way to be together are next to none. Ronan has his life, his job, everything in Seattle, and Andi is here, reliant on the NHS for his hormones and the surgery he’s still waiting for. But he can’t bring himself to care right now. Not when Ronan puts his arms around him, pulling him into a tight embrace and a fierce kiss. Not when this moment is so beautiful. Not when he’s finally found somebody to love, who is in love with him too.

      Not when he’s finally got Ronan.

      Andi’s stomach rumbles. ‘Let’s order in,’ he says. ‘Pizza? Chinese?’

      Ronan smiles. ‘I could go for Chinese.’

      ‘All right, then. Just give me a minute. I’d like to stay here for a little while.’

      Pulling Andi closer, Ronan says, ‘You can stay for as long as you want.’

      Andi wishes Ronan could stay too. Stay here with him, after this week is up. But his lover is right. They’ll worry about that later. For now, they’ll just be together.

      

      
        
        The End
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          By Comicality

        

      

    

    
      I try not to think about it too much...but it's impossible for me to block it out sometimes.

      Especially, when he's sitting right behind me in the family mini-van. See...here's the thing...my family doesn't know that I like boys yet. 

      Not that I've really wrestled with my attractions in any significant way, nor have I suffered through any long bouts of shame or depression...I just never got around to telling them. I'm only seventeen years old, and it's not like I have a steady boyfriend or anything, so why bother? The extent of my sexual experience comes from a guy I used to trade nude pics with online, and a one time mutual jack off session with another boy at Summer camp. So the idea of me making some big public announcement about my secret desires for the same sex just never felt necessary to me. At least not yet.

      

      But then...there was Sascha.

      

      My little brother, Alex, recently turned thirteen and he had a bunch of  friends that he used to hang out with, but ever since he met Sascha about three or four months back...I noticed his other friends dwindling down, more and more, until it was just the two of them. I haven't even heard him mention his other friends in weeks. It was just...strange.

      I may be older than the two of them, but I know a dynamite beauty when I see one. I know the boys that turn heads at first glance, and Sascha was 

      definitely 'that kid'. Also thirteen years old, with an androgynous beauty that had just enough of a balance on the 'boy' side that you could tell his gender if you were looking closely enough. Longish, 

      light blond, hair that shimmered like polished gold in the sunlight. A pair of 'Disney character' sized hazel eyes that were much more green than light brown, and pink lips that seemed to draw you in with lush temptation. Everything about him was provocative in ways that would force me to turn away from staring at him. Just out of the fear that I'd feel like a creep for the increasingly erotic thoughts he inspired within me. He was...a perfect ten. The first that I had ever seen.

      Every year, at the end of Spring Break, our whole family gets together for a day in this big park by the lake. It's a bit of a trek, but it was the one place that was equidistant from all of the different parts of 

      the state that my family lived in. Plus, a road trip can be fun. We can barbecue and play frisbee and swim and catch up with what's going on in each other's lives...it just makes for a great weekend. Usually, Alex would bring his typical brat pack of playground pals and they'd be bouncing around in the backseat, making a ton of noise, until my mother and I had exhausted all of our warnings to turn the car back around and go home. It was just a headache that we had gotten used to.

      But this year, he only brought Sascha. And they're whole dynamic was 

      different.

      

      To be honest...I almost missed the noise, now that it was gone.

      I kept looking in the rear-view mirror. Sascha was sitting right behind me, so I didn't have a great angle to really marvel over his good looks the way I wanted to from there. But when my mom and I would trade places and she'd let me drive for a bit...I had Sascha in full view in that mirror. The problem was, now I had to keep my eyes on the road. Which was difficult to do when his distracting radiance kept pulling my gaze back to him like a magnet. The way the sun poured in through the 

      mini-van window...he looked like an angel. I swore that he was, literally, glowing. How can he be so nonchalant about being so undeniably gorgeous? Seriously. He's stunning.

      And that brings me to the one thing that I try to keep out of my head. At first, i just figured that it was a figment of my imagination. There was no way that it could be anywhere close to true. But the evidence is building. And as I stared at Sascha's reflection in that rear-view mirror, I began to realize that boys that pretty often attract more than 

      just random 'buddies' to hang out with.

      

      Let me explain...

      

      I never even considered the idea that my brother might like boys the way that I do. In fact, I'm pretty sure that he's straight as an arrow. But compared to everything that I've known about Alex since he was old enough to walk, there has been a significant change in his behavior these past few months. The first time Sascha walked through our back door, I immediately tripped into a state of utter shock. He's young, sure...but DAMN! That boy is about as drool worthy as you can be and still be considered human. But...I'm gay. I'm supposed to be able to notice things like that. I just figured that Alex had found himself a really good friend that just so happened to be hot as hell.

      They laughed, they wrestled, they goofed around together...they were friends. That's what boys do. It was perfectly natural. They had sleepovers almost every weekend, and played video games while shouting playfully at one another over who was the biggest loser. Then...as time went on...things changed.

      It's hard to put my finger on when it started, but they started becoming a bit more private with their activities. More exclusive. I used to see Alex and Sascha watching TV in the living room, or playing in the backyard. They used to go to the park, or hang out in the kitchen with a table full of junk food and snacks. But now? They come in the house and it's straight to Alex's room. Door shut. n/o visitors allowed. 

      The change was gradual, but quickly achieved. They stopped talking about what they were doing when they were in there. Stopped talking about what 

      they did when they were outside too. By the time I had really become aware of the strangeness of their behavior, I had already become accustomed to it. It was normal. Like I said, I didn't see any need to be suspicious.

      But the 'hints' just kept building up as the two of them got closer.

      As I was driving, I looked in the rear-view mirror again, just to watch him for a few seconds. Wow. He lightly brushed some of his blond locks out of his eyes for a moment, and I could have sworn that it had happened in slow motion. His luxurious lips seemed to pout slightly as he was looking down at his cell phone. It was a sight to behold. What would it be like to kiss those graceful, rose colored, cushions and taste his breath for the first time. Ugh! See? This is why I try to keep from looking at him for too long. What am I doing?

      

      I don't think my mom was really taking any notice of the boys in the back, probably grateful for the peace and quiet...but I did. Alex was looking down at his cell phone too. And while we were used to the public outbursts of boyish banter between him and his friends, the rapid tapping of their fingers let me know that they were texting. And from the rhythm of their back and forth, one boy typing while the other one waited...I could tell that they were texting each other. 

      Occasionally, Alex would giggle out loud, and then he'd text something back...causing Sascha to snicker to himself as well. Again...what could have been a normal conversation, spoken out loud in the back seat of a mini-van during an extended road trip, had suddenly become a secret. 

      Private digital whispers that no one else was able to listen in on.

      

      What were they talking about? What was so funny? And...why was Sascha suddenly blushing like that?

      At our house, my bedroom is practically across the hall from my brother's room. So, even when they go in there and close the door, I can't help but to feel their presence in the house and notice what's going on to a certain degree. I'm sort of a homebody, so when they're in the house, I'm in the house. And that's what I'm talking about. Things got increasingly weird as time went on. They used to play video games with the door wide open. I even remember telling him to close it, from time to time, so I could concentrate on my homework. Shortly after that, the door was closed all the time. Same games, same comments, same laughter...just with the door closed. For a while, I thought my brother 

      was just being considerate. Or, at the very least, was sick of hearing me bitch about it. But again...things changed.

      There were a couple of times when the door was closed, but the volume on his TV was turned up louder than normal. And a few times, I'd walk past 

      his door...and the video game was technically on...but it sounded like it was just the opening intro screen, playing over and over again on repeat. Like...nobody was actually playing the game, they just had it on for background noise.

      

      And the utter 'silence' that accompanied it...

      

      Where were the playful pushes and shoves and random giggles that used to be so constant in my brother's bedroom? Now, it was like, I almost never 

      heard anything. There were a couple of times that I got curious about it, but didn't approach him because I thought it would be more embarrassing for me than it would be for him. But I did wonder. Quite often.

      I checked the rear-view mirror again, and Sascha and Alex seemed to be exchanging a friendly grin with one another, but they didn't really say  anything. And yet, there was a wordless message that seemed to be sent and received. One that I couldn't decipher, personally...but they shared 

      it like an inside joke between them. So strange.

      He is really beautiful. Sascha is the kind of boy that I would have fallen all over myself for when I was his age. From his flat chest and stomach, to his splayed legs, to the sensual curve of his neck. I would have picked him out of line up of the hottest boys in school, and chosen him to be mine all mine if I had the chance. The sight of him was 

      mesmerizing. It would be impossible for me to think that my little brother didn't notice. I mean, he's GOT to look at him every now and think...Jesus, he's cute!

      As I kept glancing back a few times, Sascha's greenish gold specs glanced back at me through the reflection, and I was forced to look away before his extravagant beauty took a hold of my heart.

      Alex has GOT to know how amazing this boy is. The question is...whether or not his beauty is what attracted him to Sascha in the first place. I don't think he's gay. Hell, neither one of them might be interested in other boys for all I know. But at an age when hormones are constantly bubbling out of control for the very first time...I imagine that it's 

      pretty normal for boys to 'experiment'. Right?

      I mean...is that what's going on here? Has my baby brother just found himself a special friend?

      I heard Sascha laugh behind me, my brother joining him a second later, and I checked the mirror to see what they were doing. Nothing out of the ordinary, I don't think. But whatever it was, as always, it was a game built for two. No intruders allowed.

      Their relationship isn't what I would call intimate or romantic. It could easily be dismissed as two boys enjoying each other's company. But there have been times when I've heard them go completely silent when I entered the room. Times when they whisper to one another, cupping their hands over their mouths so I couldn't even read their lips if I wanted to. And once, I remember seeing them rubbing their sock feet together from opposite ends of the couch. An activity that they stopped abruptly 

      the moment they saw me watching it.

      I wonder...do they fool around when they think no one's looking?

      Is that why none of Alex's other friends matter anymore? Is that why Alex closes his bedroom door and play the TV loud to mask the sounds coming from his room? How far have they gone with each other?

      Do they kiss? Oh wow, if I was in Alex's shoes...kissing Sascha would be the very FIRST thing on my list of things to do to him. Do they just 

      stand up and smooch each other? Or maybe they sit down and really make out, tongues and all. Or maybe...they actually lay down on the bed and 

      really go for it. Dry humping and all. Hard shafts aching for release, being rhythmically grinded into each other while both boys were left breathless from the erotic contact. Hearts beating rapidly. Eyes closed. An exploration of youthful sexual tension and the many blissful sensations that come along with it. I can't even imagine a gorgeous boy like Sascha even being a part of that. But then again...the hottest boys you've ever seen in your life...they have passions too.

      

      God bless you if you're the one to discover that first.

      

      Is it possible that they might have even gone further than that? Maybe shirtless kissing? Maybe in nothing but their underwear, during one of their sleepovers? Whispers and quiet attempts to control their involuntary whimpers in the dark as they tried to get as much enjoyment out of their sensual pleasures as the fear of getting caught would allow. What goes on behind that closed door when they think the rest of us are asleep?

      Maybe even further than that? Naked? Oh wow...is it possible that my brother has been given the green light to be enchanted by the mercilessly smooth and silky skin of this beautiful boy? Arms and legs 

      intertwined. Legs tangled in a sensual embrace of their own. A full body experience that would send shivers shooting through even the most 

      experienced sexual partner. And if they were naked...has Alex tasted him? Has he scooted down low enough to maybe give Sascha's intimate treasures a few long licks, and a slow sucking? Has Sascha returned the favor? Was it temporary? Experimental? Or was it a mutual servicing of their carnal desires until they both exploded with the 

      sweet offering of release? Leaving them shivering helplessly and gasping for air while they wiggled their hips and tried to keep quiet at the same time?

      

      I can only imagine...

      

      I could imagine them going even further, but I choose not to. It would be a difficult message to get out of my mind once that line has been crossed. Especially is it was pretty pretty Sascha who was on the bottom.

      I'll just leave those thoughts unformed for now. I don't want to find myself masturbating to images of my little brother thrusting his hard shaft into the tight hole of his best friend. That may be going a mile too far.

      But as I looked back into that rear-view mirror between my necessary glances back at the road and limited traffic in front of me...I saw my kid brother and his best friend sharing a few sweet moments that suggested that their interaction went way beyond giggles, video games, and playing 'footsie' on the living room couch. And maybe that's a good 

      thing. I wish I could have been so lucky.

      Will Alex turn out to be gay? I don't know. I doubt it. But he seems to be having a whole lot of fun for now. And I'm cool with that. Maybe even a bit jealous. Because Sascha really is...he's...a total WOW! I can't get over how beautiful he is.

      I suspect they'll go searching for opportunities to be alone once we get to the park, and I'm sure that they'll find quite a few. I don't mind making myself scarce for a little bit so they can have some fun. It 

      happens. It's a 'boy thing', you know?

      I just kept driving. Kept fighting the urge to look back to see what they were doing. And tried to restricted my infatuated stares to a minimum. Maybe they're boyfriends. Maybe they're just fooling around. Or maybe it's just wishful thinking on my part. Either way, it's none of my business.

      Let them have their fun, you know? You only get to be young once...and then it's gone. The fleeting nature of those first few sexual experiences is what makes them special. Even if it's just sharing a 

      mutual stroke with a boy at Summer Camp. Heh...it's crazy how I took that for granted when it actually happened to me. Ahhh, memories.

      I wish Alex and Sascha the best. I don't know where things will go from here...but I'm sure they'll figure it out somehow.

      Like I said...I try not to think about it too much...but it's impossible for me to block it out sometimes.

      So cute...

      

      
        
        The End
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            One Little Snowflake

          

          By Brayon

        

      

    

    
      In the year 2213 of the old calendar, Earth had been attacked. Though it wasn’t clear at the time, it had been. A gamma-ray burst struck the planet at an odd angle, through what were the nations of Russia and China. It killed a quarter of the planet's total population in that one strike and set off an apocalyptic, extinction level event. Survivors from around the world flooded into fallout shelters that the World Government and its military arm the High Command set up in case of a worldwide catastrophic event from an outside alien source. At least the lucky ones did.

      During the chaos, the Xenoni aliens invaded the Earth. It was an easy conquest in the beginning. They captured a lot of land easily, as they were immune to gamma-based radiation they used against the Earth. After the High Command learned of the attack, the military was put into action as a defense. With the military having their numbers severely depleted, a policy of conscription was put into place that all able-body men and women eighteen years of age and older, were to be trained as part of a militia reserve.

      The Fallout Shelters weren't designed for long-term use and needed to be restocked regularly. A lottery was used to select members who would make the dangerous supply runs.

      
        
        ~.~

      

      

      Fall, the 25th year Post Extinction—P.E.

      Militia Officer Major Simon Dahl stepped out the blast-doors and spotted the dangerous radioactive dust storm headed his way. He wasn’t leaving the safety of the Rocky Mountain fallout shelter because he wanted to but because he had to. The food supplies were dwindling to low reserves, and radiation treatment kits were getting hard to find. Having drawn the short straw again, he now had to venture out to the nearest Survivor Aid Station, with his partner Captain Fredrick ‘Fred’ Hunter, in hopes of getting more supplies.

      Using the radiation shielded poncho, Simon turned to face the incoming dust storm. He pulled Fred close to him, under the protection, and ran for the radiation shielded vehicle. They were near the assault transport when the dust storm hit them. “Don’t breathe it in!”

      Holding their breath, the two entered the airlock. Fred hit the blue button to start the decontamination process. The pair let the chemical neutralizers wash the radiated dust from their bodies and the poncho.

      “Are you good Fred?” Simon asked of his partner.

      “Yeah, I am. Just wish I knew why we got chosen, again.” Fred let out a frustrated breath. “I think the lottery is rigged.”

      “Yeah, I agree, but we are the Shelter’s only two gay men.” Simon clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Our DNA samples are frozen on ice, but we’re not breeding. Therefore, we’re expendable.”

      “That statement is wrong on so many levels. Are you driving or handling the guns this time?” Fred’s tone suggested he was not amused.

      “I’ll drive. You’re the better shot, and frankly, you can let out some of that anger on hijackers.”

      Fred grunted. Soon the five-ton transport roared to life, and Simon set a course to the nearest supply base.
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      Summer, the 40th year, P.E.

      “All it takes is one spark to start a forest fire, or one little snowflake to land the right way to start an avalanche.” General Simon Dahl paused as he took a drink of water. “My grandmother would say that often. She was right.”

      The conference room was at capacity as the sixteen senior officers made plans, and the junior officers stood to get the briefing. A sizeable octagonal teak table sat in the middle of the room, with sixteen executive office chairs surrounding it. The holographic display in the table’s center showed the globe of Earth with lots of blue and red dots. A single green dot stood for their location encircled by a dozen of the not-so-friendly red ones.

      “As you can see, we’re surrounded.” He let his gaze wander around the room. “But we shouldn’t lose hope. According to recon, these twelve are light infantry with two platoons, about eighty individuals, and one light armor each. What we really should worry about is this one.”

      Simon used the controls to highlight the thirteenth dot; it sat 200 kilometers to the west. “They are moving this way, at a rate of twenty kilometers a day. Initial scout reports say that it is a mixed brigade of light and heavy infantry, over four thousand five hundred individuals and escorted by twenty mechas.” He paused as he sat down in the chair, sipped some water, and let out a long calming breath. “Gentlemen… if they make it here, we’re all dead. We have ten days to stop them.”

      The room was silent. Not even the normal murmurs one would hear at the mention of unwelcome news were uttered.

      Colonel Fredrick ‘Fred' Hunter, his first officer, spoke. “So, what are we going to do about it, Simon?”

      Simon smiled at his second in command. “In this war with the Xenoni aliens, we have learned that being unconventional is the main way for us to win. They’ve analyzed our tactics and think they know us. We still maintain air superiority. However, our closest reinforcements are outside the range for a strike op. Which means we’re going to have to do it ourselves.”

      “Sir, we only have one plane, and it’s a Condor-XJB transatmospheric bomber.” Lt. Colonel Collin Edwards, the second officer, shook his head. “We also don’t have a pilot qualified to operate it.”

      “We do have one… me. I was certified on the Condor series a week before I arrived on station. I’ve been using the sims to keep my skills up. Now you all know how I spend my downtime.”

      Murmurs of hope started amongst the assembled officers.

      “Sir. What are we going to use? I think we have two massive ordnance air blast—M.O.A.B.—bombs in storage that would take out the infantry.” The arms-master Major Gregory Parson’s hands flew across a tablet to verify ordinance. “But I don’t see anything in stock that can take out a mecha.”

      “We do have something, Greg. Known only to me, Fred, and Collin, HQ supplied us with armaments that will fit the bomber and can be equipped onto cruise missiles.”

      Simon input a code into the computer terminal at his seat. The globe stopped spinning and rearranged itself into a four-sided holographic screen. A file was displayed showing the top-secret inventory. Simon highlighted one and presented the image and its specifications.

      "Four types have the capability of pulling this off. High Command has given the authorization to use the Thorium-based Reflex-Multiwarheads.”

      A sharp collective intake of air sounded in the room.

      “Nuclear weapons? We’re going to use them on Earth?” Gregory shook his head in disbelief. “Isn’t the world destroyed enough? I thought the World Senate put in a prohibition on the use of those?”

      “Yes, we are using them, and the Senate has authorized this. It’s either we use the nukes, or we lose every person in this base. I don't know about you, but a little bit of scorched earth isn’t going to keep me up at night. These bombs are low-yield tactical nukes. We have too many civilians to worry over. We’re running low on everything: food, fuel, and medical supplies. Most of our soldiers aren’t even the regular military. They’re militia like me. Hell, I’m only sitting in this chair because I was in the right place at the wrong time.”

      He paused to sip his water. “High Command is going to send a squadron of evac transport to clear us all out… both the military and civilian. Our orders are to abandon the base, and once the last transport is in the air, the failsafe protocol will initiate. However, they need a clear path. Collin, we need you to break the siege by whatever means necessary. Be creative. This operation will serve two purposes, clear the way for the transports, and a distraction for my take-off. You’re also going to be in charge until I get back. If we can’t break the siege, we’ll be stuck here for another month and going into emergency rationing.”

      “Simon, what about me?” Fred looked puzzled.

      “I need a payload specialist, and you’re qualified.” As he turned from Fred, Simon looked to the rest of the room. "Put the word out. I need three volunteers for the communications station and two gunnery spots. To be clear, this is strictly volunteered, not voluntold. There’s a possibility that whoever goes on the flight, won’t be coming back.”

      Simon asked if anyone had questions. There was none.

      “Wheels up in thirty-six hours. Collin, the evac flight, will be here in seventy-two. Dismissed.”

      The junior officers left the room first, followed by most of their seniors. Gregory stayed behind to find out where the special munitions were located in the base’s storage and then left the room shortly after that, leaving behind Simon and Fred.
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      Fred walked over to the door, input his code into the terminal next to it and secured the room in SCIF—Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility—mode. Sound dampening fields activated around the perimeter of the room, along with shielding that blocked intrusion devices from working in the space and turned off the internal cameras and recording devices.

      Fred sat down in Simon’s lap and embraced his husband around the shoulders.

      “Are you sure we’re secure?” Simon ran the back of his hand across Fred’s cheek.

      “I am.”

      They shared a passionate kiss that lingered for several minutes. The couple pressed their foreheads together and relaxed in each other’s embrace.

      “It’s been a long fifteen years, Simon. I love you and will stay with you till the end, but I am getting tired of hiding our relationship.”

      “You’re not the only one.” Simon kissed Fred again. “It’s been too long since I got to hold you while we slept, with us in separate rooms.”

      They paused as they shared a quiet moment.

      “Hun, you should have told me about the flight op before this meeting started. I feel like we're back at the bunker pulling the short straws."

      “I wish I could have. I didn’t find out till half an hour before we started our normal briefing, and you were on the other side the base headed back here.” He squeezed his partner in a hug. “I checked the personnel files. We’re the only two on the base qualified to fly the bomber.”

      “I wish this fucking war would end.”

      “Yeah. I still don’t understand, if this spacefaring race can travel hundreds of lightyears in days, why is it they suck so much at aerial combat?”

      “Look how they handled their ground forces. They’re not inventive. They’re an imitative species and have copied our ground tactics, but in the air, our pilots are too unpredictable. They’re only winning because of sheer numbers and those damn mecha.”

      He paused and caught Simon’s eyes. “What’s the real reason we’re taking the bomber? ‘Cause if that brigade is taking ten days to get here, and we’re evacking in less than seventy-two hours, we don’t have to worry about them. Unless Collins fails with his task.”

      “There’s that, plus High Command suspects a Xenoni Command and Control—C.A.C.—unit is embedded with them. With all the chatter going to and from it, and their escort of twenty mechas, they see it as a target of priority.” Simon laid his head on Fred’s chest.

      They were silent for a moment, as they held each other.

      “I miss our quiet times. Just the two of us, sitting on the catwalks of the shelter, talking about nothing, watching the sunsets.”

      “Me too… I’m getting tired, Fred. Tired of handling the lives of over two-thousand people, most of them civilians. Tired of ordering troops to die so that others can live. I never wanted this. I wasn’t trained for it.” Simon let out a soft breath, as he lifted his head to kiss Fred’s lips.

      “As much as I want to stay with you, my love, your first officer has some paperwork and disciplinary actions to take care of.” Fred stood up and pulled Simon up with him. He embraced his beloved warmly. Fred pushed some of Simon’s unruly hair off his face and placed a kiss on his forehead.

      “I’ll walk you to your office.”

      They both left the conference room, locking down the computer terminal, and securing the place, once again, in SCIF mode.
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      Thirty-six hours passed quickly as Simon, Fred, Collin, and Greg readied the Condor-XJB and put together a plan of attack. Troops were taking up positions and getting ready to fight the Xenoni light infantry. Collin was directing the battle from the base's War room.

      Two-hundred volunteers came forward to be part of the mission. The three most qualified were chosen: Technical Sergeant Shelly McCain, Gunnery Sergeant Mark Deforest, and Gunnery Sergeant Rand Nelson.

      The Condor-XJB was designed for combat in an atmosphere or in space. It had a sleek organic appearance that resembled a teardrop with wings. The cockpit sat in the point, while the engines were in the bulbous back, and was 365 meters from bow to stern. Piloted by a crew of five, it had a small measure of comfort with interior bunks for three, a small galley, and a head with shower for extended spaceflights.

      Multi-directional lasers, rail-cannons, a small complement of missiles, and the bomb bay made up its offensive and defensive weaponry. There were two types of engines, a reactionless gravimetric drive, and a high capacity plasma-based ion drive as the primary ship propulsion. The Condor-class of ships were made exclusively with Vertical Take-Off and Landing—VTOL—capabilities; with internal artificial gravity and inertia dampening systems powered by the ship’s gravimetric drive.

      Simon ran through the final checklist with Fred as the copilot and weapons officer. They secured the airlock system and pressurized the interior.

      “Ok. Let’s get this show started.” Simon toggled the radio control on his armored flight suit. “Flight, this is Condor-XJB-213, ready for VTOL launch.”

      “Rainbow, this is Flight. VTOL launch is granted once the fireworks start. Your designation for Operation Payback is a Bitch is Snowflake One. Good hunting, Rainbow.”

      “Roger, Flight. Designation Snowflake One for Operation Payback is a Bitch.” Simon sighed. “One more thing, Flight. Who the hell came up with these names, and how did you find out about my training callsign?”

      “You may want to talk with your first officer about both, sir.”

      “Thanks, Flight… for the heads up.” His eyes shot Fred with daggers. “You had to tell them?”

      “Yes, and the story on how you got it.” Fred sniggered at Simon. “Consider it payback for not warning me about the flight op.”

      “Whatever, Skippy.”

      “Oh no, you didn’t go there.”

      “All’s fair in love and war.”

      They shared a laugh and waited for Collin to start the diversionary attack on the lead Xenonian elements.

      “General, Sir… I’m getting confirmation that the ground assault has started.” Technical Sergeant Shelly McCain was running the Communications Station.

      “Thank you, Sergeant… Gunnery, be ready to return fire if we are fired upon. Colonel Skippy, get ready to bring the rain on objective one.”

      “Aye, General,” came from both Gunnery Sergeants.

      “Aye, General Rainbow.” Fred activated the bombing sequence.

      Simon engaged the VTOL system and punched the thrusters into full power for a combat launch. The Condor rocketed into the sky, with enough g-force that would squash any human, not in an inertial damping field. The crew were still rocked back into their seats but were able to move shortly after the dampeners compensated.

      As Simon came to a hover two kilometers above the base, the Gunnery Sergeants used the laser guidance system to pinpoint targets on the ground.

      Fred activated the targeting systems for the bomb bay. “Targets are locked. Ready to bring the rain.”

      “Aye, Colonel.” Shelly toggled to an all-net frequency. “Ground forces, today’s forecast is for rain. Keep your powder dry, and your aim true.”

      On the ground, the human troops broke and secured cover, and fired from defensive positions keeping the Xenoni forces held.

      Fred activated the bomb bay doors on the port and starboard side of the Condor. “Rain Away, Rain Away, Rain Away!”

      Shelly relayed the warning.

      Twelve guided missile-bombs shot out of the bomb bays, six to a side, and flew true to their targets. Each of the twelve Xenoni light armor assault vehicles was obliterated by the plasma warheads, along with any infantry that had the misfortune to have stood too close. The human forces quickly moved in to mop up the rest of the besieging aliens.

      “Flight, this is Snowflake One, en route to objective two. Over.”

      Simon throttled the engines. He banked left, and onto a vector that would take them to the alien brigade; Fred retracted the bomb bay doors. Once the doors were shut, Simon pushed them faster, and then activated the Condor’s auto-pilot.
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      “Alright everyone, we can relax a bit.” Simon took off his flight suit helmet. “We have about an hour and a half to two hours of flight time. I’m very informal. I was an officer in the militia, not the regular military. High Command gave me the rank of General and put me in charge of the base here after the saboteur killed the other base commander and most of her staff. Call me Simon and him Fred.”

      “I'm getting coffee. Would anyone else like some?" Fred got up from his seat and headed to the galley. “I know you do, Simon.” Shelly, Mark, and Rand accepted the offer.

      “Simon, if I may ask, how did you get the callsign Rainbow?” Shelly continued to watch the com-system.

      “You called Fred ‘Skippy.’ Is that his callsign?” Rand checked a diagnostic on the weapon systems.

      “Alright… In training, your callsign is chosen by your wingmates, and it’s usually for something embarrassing. It was a night time flight with a simulated dogfight. The tailing fighter got me in a missile lock, and I released the chaff countermeasures. Little did I know, the ground crew as a prank had loaded my plane with the festival chaff, so as I’m doing this evasive maneuver, all these fireworks come shooting out of my plane. By the time I landed, I was already branded Rainbow.” They all shared a laugh.

      Simon paused, as Fred walked back with everyone’s coffee in secured tumblers. “Fred got the name, Skippy, because on his first live flight when he landed, he skipped down the runway like how you’d skip a stone across water.”

      “Landing for real in the trainer planes is not like the sims nor the Condor class.” He finished passing out the coffee, handed Simon his, and sat down. “I was scared shitless but managed to get it down in one piece.”

      “How long have you two been a couple?” Mark turned to face up front.

      Simon almost spewed his coffee but kept it in check. “Um, what do you mean, a couple?”

      “No offense, sir. The whole base knows about your relationship. Major Edwards, your second officer, made it clear High Command ordered you—over your protests—to name Colonel Hunter your first officer. I’m sorry to say this, sir, but you’re not that discreet.” Mark smiled. “My husband and I are betting it was at least before the war started.”

      Simon and Fred shared a look.

      “I thought we hid it well.” Fred turned to face the back. “We first met at the fallout shelter, the only two young boys, ages 10 and 12 there. I’m the older one. We became friends. By the time Simon turned eighteen, we both knew each other were gay, and it was listed in our records we were a couple. It wasn’t anything official at first, but best friends make the best lovers. We got married after training for the militia before the war started.”

      Simon glanced back for a moment. “Who’s your husband, Mark? And did you have the same stigma we did back at the shelter? That gays were expendables?”

      “We got that too. But my husband, Richard, is one of the civilian contractors in the mess hall.”

      “That’s horrible. I didn’t know gays were treated like that." Shelly was shocked.

      "Not just gays. Anyone with the queer gene that doesn't breed is treated like second-class citizens." Rand sighed. “It’s bullshit. Yes, our population is low, but we’re not going to repopulate the Earth just yet. We need to set up a colony somewhere until we can get the crap down here fixed.”

      “You’re not wrong. Scuttlebutt from Prime is that High Command has a plan for that. We first need to clear the Xenoni from the system.” Simon sipped his coffee, as he looked over the navigation system.

      “General, we have two incoming priority messages, marked your eyes only.” Shelly was back in business mode. Everyone went silent.

      Simon opened the messages on his com screen. He read both in silence, two times each.

      “Okay, we have an update on the Xenoni brigade. The C.A.C. has been confirmed, and it’s their primary station. Also, their Chancellor is currently there. High Command is guessing it’s a review of the troops.”

      “What you’re saying is this may end the war?” Rand said, barely holding his excitement.

      “Yes, it’s possible. Well, at least that is what High Command is hoping.”

      “Was that all, or did the second message have something else?” Fred asked over his shoulder.

      “Remember you asked, and you don't like to wait when it's news about you or us. There’s no uncomplicated way to say this, Fred. We’re going to be Fathers.”

      “WHAT?”

      “Our DNA samples from the shelter have been used in the cloning and rejuvenation initiative. If we survive our current mission, we’re being reassigned once the base is evacuated. We’ll be working out of the main headquarters, but they also want us to take care of our son as part of the program. They’ll observe his progress for any abnormalities.”

      Fred sat stunned at the revelation. He finally let out the breath he was holding. “You could have waited this time! Now, I’m going to be even more nervous this whole trip.”

      “Aren’t you two upset about this?” Shelly glanced at Simon and Fred. “It sounds like they did it without your consent.”

      Fred let out a calming breath, as he ran his hand down his face. "I should be, but I always wanted a kid. I didn't know mixing DNA from two males was possible."

      “Likewise. I would love to have kids. I’ll be looking into this more when we get back to base… it was without our consent and was ordered by the World Senate and High Command. But when you’re in the military, orders are orders.”

      After a few congratulations from the rest of the crew, they settled down to work. More than once, Simon and Fred’s nervousness showed when they had to reread sections of the pre-combat checklist.
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      They were closing in on objective two, every system checked and doubled checked.

      “We are not doing a standard bombing run. I’m going to hug the treetops coming in from the mountains, and then buzz them at near Mach speed at two kilometers. Colonel Hunter, drop two of the multiwarheads as soon we’re over them. That should give them enough time to spread out among the Xenoni.”

      “Aye, General.”

      “Technical Sergeant McCain, relay to command we’re starting our run, and that we’ll contact them again when it’s over.”

      The Condor flew in over the mountain range towards the enemy brigade from the north. The central bomb bay doors were retracted into the fuselage, and they flew at three-quarters Mach-speed. Two of the Xenoni mecha—large heavily armored weapon platforms that resembled oversized tanks with spider legs—opened fire at the Condor with missiles and lasers. Simon initiated evasive maneuvers, using the VTOL system to do pinpoint tilt-dodges, barrel-rolls, and a sidewinder action to avoid the incoming fire; the limited defensive shielding was at full strength, while Mark and Rand used directional lasers to take out the incoming missiles. As they drew near the target, Fred armed the ordinance. Once they were in the center of the brigade, he released the two Thorium-based, Reflex-Multiwarheads, and shut the bay doors.

      At Fred’s signal, Simon gunned the throttle, sending the Condor straight up at Mach-7. The sonic boom could be heard for 100 kilometers.

      The bombs fell gracefully from the Condor to the ground. At 1500 meters, the casing’s explosive bolts triggered, breaking open both weapons, and they launched their warheads in a scattered pattern. It was too late for the Xenoni troops and their Chancellor. In less than five minutes from start to finish, everything in the forest valley was vaporized.

      The mushroom cloud rose from the ground, as Simon leveled the Condor and banked around the site at a safe distance. Using the optics system, they surveyed the destruction. After confirmation that all was destroyed, Simon turned towards home base.

      
        
        ~.~

      

      

      In the days following the death of their Chancellor, the Xenoni forces surrendered unconditionally. A binding peace treaty was established, with a neutral alien race acting as a mediator.

      The base was successfully evacuated to Prime Headquarters, where survivors the world over were being resettled too. Out of the eight billion humans, less than nine-hundred million remained. With help from Earth’s alien allies, the Earth was slowly being cleansed of the gamma radiation. With cloning and rejuvenation technology, human lives were being extended to over two-hundred years. Animals that were severely impacted were being replaced.

      
        
        ~.~

      

      

      Summer, the 45th year P.E.

      Five years passed, and life started to return to its pre-gamma burst state. Fred and Simon’s apartment, along with most of the contents, were given to them by the military. They kept their rank with pay and continued to perform duties within the command structure of headquarters. The cloning and rejuvenation initiative had used their DNA samples to test splice two male sources and implant it inside of a human egg stripped of its DNA profile. Once done, the now fertilized egg was then gestated to fruition within an artificial womb.

      The couple sat on the sofa along with their five-year-old son. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, they watched the streets turn into rivers of bright red and luxurious gold. The sky was streaked with shades of purple to black.

      The longtime lovers kissed, while their son sat on Simon’s lap with his legs draped over Fred’s. Heads resting together, the watched the sunset, their gaze drawn down to the coffee table. On it sat a bassinet which held their second son, another genetic marvel. The baby boy slept cuddled up with his teddy bear.

      On the wall, several photographs were on display. Friends they met at their old base, pictures of their boys, and one unique picture hung in the center of them all. Fred, Simon, Shelly, Mark, and Rand stood in front of the Condor-XJB-213. In the caption underneath was a sentence. “All it takes is one spark to start a forest fire, or one little snowflake to land the right way to start an avalanche.”

      
        
        The End
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            The Promise

          

          By Mikiesboy

        

      

    

    
      The glass-topped coffee table held a mound of white powder and a razor blade to cut lines. Over on the antique sideboard were over fifty bottles of liquor, of different types and brands. Another table to the right offered clear plastic cups, paper plates, and an obligatory bowl each, of potato chips and popcorn. On the floor were two huge coolers filled with ice; one held beer and the other mixers. A sweet, cloying, smoky cloud hung over the living room.

      Music thumped from the four speakers, and guests yelled at each other to be heard over the lead singer of We the People.

      "There's a guy at the door looking for you." A guest leaned on the sofa, and tapped the party's host on the shoulder.

      The host turned and peered into the face of the guest who he didn’t recognize. "Is there? Thanks." He pulled himself to his feet, lurching slightly as he stepped over the laps and feet of guests who sat beside him on the sofa. "Excuse please. Oh, sorry, Martha!"

      He walked down the hall, his left hand held out to steady his progress. He was relishing the quiet as he moved farther from the overcrowded living room.

      "Why do I have these parties if I like quiet?" he wondered, and not for the first time. He had noticed people only seemed to be around when the weed, coke and booze were plentiful.

      There was movement in the vestibule; someone really was at the door.

      "Hi, I'm F—"

      "Hello, Finn." The man turned towards the host. He wasn't smiling. "Long time, no see."

      Finn was confused. "Um, do we know each other? If we do, I'm sorry, I don't recall."

      Wracking his brain, Finn stared at the slim man in a baseball cap. The face was rather flat, but oddly attractive. "I have no idea who this guy is," he thought, but yet, there was something.

      The new guy was talking, "… so I think you should ask everyone to go home, Finn."

      "What? Look, you're welcome to stay and party but this thing just got rolling. And well I have my eye on a pretty boy who is mine for the rest of the night."

      The new arrival glared at Finn, who blinked and backed up. "You made a promise. Now I am here to collect on that obligation. Tell your guests there is an issue."

      The stranger stepped forward, forcing Finn against the door. He moved forward until Finn could feel the man's sharp hip bones pressed against his own. The newcomer smelled mildly of freshly caught fish; the breath on Finn's neck was cool as the man whispered, "Now, tell them to go home."

      Finn nodded. Part of him, deep down, knew the newcomer was not a stranger. There was something, an old memory. There was an obligation to fulfill—a promise to be kept.

      "Yes, of course. I'll tell them now." Finn indicated the door to his tiny den, which doubled as his office. "Please go in and have a seat. I'll get everyone to leave so we can talk."

      His uninvited guest opened the door and went it, but not before giving Finn a last, pointed glance.

      Finn watched the door close. "Shit!"

      He was sober now and wished he wasn't. Finn walked back to the loud living room and turned off the music. This action resulted in a lot of swearing and complaint.

      "I'm sorry. Something important—personal—has come up. I need to attend to it. I'm really sorry but I have to ask you all please, to go home."

      There was a lot of grumbling and some anger as people's evenings were spoiled. Other guests offered thanks and asked:" Anything we can do?"

      "Thank you, but no. I'll sort it all out and we'll do this again very soon."

      Trevor, the boy Finn had planned on spending some hot and heavy time with hung back, as Finn herded out his high and drunk guests. Once the door closed he approached Finn.

      "Hey … I can, like wait." Trevor pushed a finger through a belt loop near Finn's left hip. His ruby lips were moist and he pressed himself against Finn suggestively. "I don't want to leave you, Finn."

      Finn snaked his arms around the boy and pulled him even closer. His whispered reply was husky. "I don't want you to go, baby. Dammit, but I have to take care of this. I don't know how long I'll be … so … it's best you go."

      Trevor clung to Finn and moved his head closer, begging silently for a kiss. Finn answered and gave the boy his mouth. They kissed passionately, for several minutes.

      "He needs to go, Finn. Now!" The stranger stood in the living room doorway.

      Finn tore his lips away. "God damn it. I am coming!"

      Trevor, who had been silent, watched as the strange looking man turned and walked back to the den.

      Finn sighed deeply. "I'm sorry, Trev. You better go. Here …" He rummaged in his front right pocket and pulled out some cash. "Call an Uber or a cab okay? I'm sorry about this. Sorry I can't drive you home."

      Trevor accepted the cash. "S'okay, Finny. Look, will you be okay? I don't like that guy."

      "I'll be fine. I know him. Now scram and we'll get together soon, okay?" Finn walked the boy to the front door. He kissed the soft lips once more before pulling the door open and gently pushing Trevor through it.

      "Yeah, see you," the younger man said.

      Finn smiled once more. "You better believe it. Night."

      "Night."

      After watching Trevor walk out the front gate, Finn closed and locked the front entrance. He pulled his shoulders back, walked to the den and pushed open the door.

      His guest was seated on the brown leather sofa, looking at a copy of Psychology Today. He replaced the magazine on the coffee table when Finn entered the room. The paper stuck slightly to the man's long fingers.

      Finn closed the door and stood gazing at his guest. "Look, a promise, I remember a promise. I was eight years old. I remember it, but I do not remember you."

      "You have aged. Well so have I, Finn." The man sat back. "And I appeared less human as a youngster."

      Finn nodded. "Yeah, I remember …"

      
        
        _____

         

      

      

      Summer vacation was almost over and Finn Green's father was due back from the wars any day. Finn was eight and knew what a soldier was and that a war meant fighting, but he didn't understand about the war his father was involved in.

      He'd asked his teachers if there was a war, but they had told him no. So, he then asked his mother one morning as they sat outside on the grand patio, paved with dark gray slabs of stone. Breakfasting, his mother called it.

      "Sweetheart, when I say the war, I don’t mean war as in countries fighting. People can fight their own wars. Inside their own heads."

      "Can they, Mother? Do they do it on purpose? Why would you do that? "Finn scraped the remainder of his corn flakes out of the bowl and dropped the spoon. It clanked in a very satisfactory manner. "Does it mean Daddy doesn’t have a gun? Will he want to play baseball with me?"

      "I'm sure he will want to, Finn. But he will need some time to get used to us again, darling. After all, he's been away for two years." Cynthia Green sipped her Earl Grey tea, and replaced the white cup in the delicate saucer. "Now, I have to go into town this morning for a meeting of the Church Auxiliary. I need you to stay here and be good for Miss Hanson. Is that clear, Finn?"

      Finn picked up a fresh homemade doughnut and nibbled the sweet crispy outer crust. "Yes, Mother. I will obey Miss Hanson. When is Daddy coming home, Mommy?"

      "In a few days. Mrs. Charleston is getting a room ready for him." Mrs. Green rose and bent to kiss Finn. "Be good!"

      The boy kissed her proffered cheek with sugary lips. "I will, Mommy."

      "Very good." She smiled, and didn't wipe away the crumbs from her cheek until she'd taken at least two steps.

      Finn watched his mother leave, and then he got up and carried the remainder of his doughnut to the goldfish pond. It was a round cement pond surrounded by a little wall. After brushing off the area where he intended to sit, Finn broke of tiny pieces of the sweet dough and watched the bright carp rise to eat the crumbs he offered.

      Once the fish were fed, he dangled his fingers in the water and giggled as the fish came up to vacuum them. He looked up at the bright blue sky.

      "What should I do today?" Finn wiped his wet fingers across his thigh to dry them. He decided to head up to his bedroom. He ran indoors, narrowly avoiding Mrs. Charleston as she walked down the curving staircase.

      "Land's boy! Slow down!"

      Finn did has he was told, for a moment. "Yes, ma'am." He climbed the remaining stairs slowly. At the top he wandered to the end of the hall where his parents' bedroom was; but his daddy would be staying in the small room next to it when he came back.

      Mrs. Charleston and his mommy had moved Daddy's things in there. Finn looked at the cozy room and wandered over to look at the jewelry case. He liked to look at his daddy's cufflinks and rings. He slipped on the graduation ring his father had earned by finishing university.

      Finn liked the oval blue centre stone. He stood staring at it when he heard his nanny, Miss Hanson, calling.

      "Finn! Finn! Where are you?"

      Not yet ready to part with the ring, Finn slipped it into his pocket. "I'll put it back in a few minutes."

      Mandy Hanson stood in the doorway. "Finn! Why are you in here? Get outside and play, you'll just be in the way here."

      Finn frowned. They always said stuff like that; it made him feel like a baby. "I can help."

      "No. Now Mrs. Charleston and I need to finish this room before your daddy arrives home. Go out and play by the swings and be careful!"

      "Yes, ma'am." Finn walked for a moment and then ran down the hall.

      "Do not run!"

      He was halfway down the stairs when he replied, "Yes, ma'am!"

      "I'll go out the back to the well," he decided silently. Telling the housekeeper and nanny this was not a good idea. They would have stopped him from going saying it was dangerous or some other girly thing.

      The well was no longer used and sat in a copse of large oak trees. To Finn it was a secret and magical place. The canopy was large and thick, and grass no longer grew here. It was quiet but for the leaves moving in the breeze. Shady and cool, Finn liked how slips of sunlight made it through the thick mass of leaves and branches.

      The well itself was capped with a large a wire grate.

      "Too bad I'm not more skinny. Then I could fit down there."

      So far, in his animated and expressive imagination, the well had been a cave, a home for a lost dragon, and this morning, a place where riches beyond measure lay hidden.

      The little boy pulled the University Ring from his pocket. "Ah ha! So this came from the secret treasure cave? Excellent! We must go there and find out what more is hidden. Jackson, bring the car around!"

      As he played Finn leaned over the well, his smooth-soled leather shoes slipped, the ring bobbled in his fingers; he reached for it and missed. His daddy's special and most favourite ring fell into the water below. The subsequent plop was not at all satisfying today. "Oh … no."

      Finn sat on the ground next to the well and cried hot tears. "I am going to be in so much trouble. I wish I didn't take that stupid ring! I wonder if a frog on a string could help me?"

      He sat there and wiped his eyes. It was midday and warm, and after his tears, Finn Green fell asleep with his forehead on his knees.

      Something poked his arm once, and then again, and several more times before he awoke. "What?"

      "I heard you crying."

      Finn looked at the … little boy? "Who are you?"

      "I can help you. I can go down and get your treasure."

      The boy was odd looking. A bit pasty and his features were flattened, making his face seem rounder and smooth. Big, globe-shaped golden eyes looked back at him, and Finn noticed the boy, if that's what he was, smelled a bit like freshly caught fish. He wore only a tunic, not proper clothes.

      "I don't have a string to pull you out, and how can you fit through the wire?"

      "I can climb. See." The boy held out hands with long slim fingers. "I can climb up. I'll go get it for you."

      No sooner had he said it than the boy pulled off his tunic, slipped through the wire and climbed down the well. Finn, now on his feet, leaned over to watch.

      Once at the bottom, his new friend slipped into the water and disappeared for several long minutes.

      When he popped up again, Finn realized he'd been holding his breath. "Did you find it?"

      "Yes, I'm coming back up." He easily climbed the inner bricks of the well.

      Finn helped the boy back through the wire. The tiny fellow was dripping wet, as he handed the ring over.

      "Oh, thank you so much. I need to give you a present. Thank you."

      The small boy pulled his tunic back on. "You can't tell anyone about me, because my parents will be angry."

      "Okay, but what can I do to say thank you properly?"

      The little thing smiled. "Just a promise."

      "Promise? Promise for what?"

      "Just a promise, if I need help one day, you'll help me, like I did you."

      Finn nodded and answered simply, "Yes, of course, I promise."

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      The creature on the sofa smiled. "Do you remember fully now?"

      "Yes, I do. Right, well whatever, so what do you want? I know to keep a promise, but how; what do you want?"

      "It is a long story. I have travelled a long way. May I have food and drink?"

      "Jesus, fine. Let's go to the kitchen."

      Finn served his guest some fresh fruit as he refused anything cooked and didn't want canned fish.

      "So what do you want from me? Oh, look, do you have a name? You know mine, but I am at a loss here." Finn asked as he watched the creature drink some Perrier and eat all the fresh fruit he had.

      "Oh, this water is bubbly!" The creature-man grinned. "Name? Nothing you humans can pronounce easily. It is D'Saimquatimaquatee.

      Finn stared for a moment, and then smiled. "May I call you Sam for short?"

      His mouth full of dripping peaches, the newly named Sam nodded. He swallowed and said, "Do you have worms?"

      "Worms? Do you really eat worms?"

      "Yes, they are very tasty."

      Finn shook his head. "Sorry, no worms right now. I can likely buy some for you, later. If you want them."

      "I'd appreciate it."

      "Look, it's getting late. Are you going to tell me what it is you want, or should we sleep and talk tomorrow?"

      Sam eyed Finn closely. "Your mother is selling the house and land. You must know what it means, Finn. To us … all of us."

      "Why would it mean anything to you?" Finn sat on a kitchen stool next to Sam.

      "You cannot let her. You promised to help me and we have done our part, like always."

      Finn looked in earnest at his guest. "Part? I don't understand what you're talking about."

      "Come on, your father didn't tell you? You're saying you don't know?"

      Frustrated, Finn slapped the breakfast-bar top. "Know what? I have no clue what you are talking about! Maybe you should just tell me. And as to my father, he killed himself after being home from the wars … the mental institution, more like it! The bastard killed himself when I was nine. So he told me dick!"

      "I see, it makes sense now."

      "Does it? Well it doesn’t to me, Sam. Who are you? What are you, because you're not human, right?"

      Sam's face softened. "No, I'm not human. My people never left sub-terra. We are closer to amphibians than apes."

      "Christ. I need a bloody drink."

      "Do you want to rest, Finn? We can talk in the morning."

      "Not yet. I wouldn't be able to sleep anyway." Finn slipped off his stool and walked to the fridge. "You want something? Do you drink?"

      "No, well not alcohol. Water, the bubbly one if you have some. Thanks."

      Finn chuckled. "Perrier is what that bubbly water is called. Very French!"

      A bottle of beer and Perrier in his hand he shoved the fridge door closed with his hip. He placed the water in front of Sam.

      Sam opened the bottle, sipped, grinned and said, "Thanks."

      "Sure. You're welcome." After sitting once more, Finn spoke in a whisper. "So, tell me then. What is going on?"

      "I'll tell you." Sam got down from his stool. "Let's sit somewhere more comfortable. It's not a short story."

      "Fine, we can go to the living room." Finn led the way out of the kitchen, with Sam close behind.

      They settled on the sofa together. Finn wished for a moment he was sitting with Trevor. With a sigh he sipped his beer and stared at Sam. "So?"

      Sam blinked his large, golden eyes. "So how many generations of Greens have lived at Sanctuary?"

      "Christ I don't know. At least five, I think."

      Sam nodded. "How did they survive? What did they do for work? What did your father do?"

      Finn opened his mouth and closed it again.

      "Did you ever consider the name?"

      "Sanctuary? No, I mean I grew up there, it's a beautiful place. Safe … it's sa—”

      "Yes, it's safe."

      "Geezus … you?" Finn swallowed a mouthful of beer.

      Sam was nodding. "Yes, do you want to know the whole story?"

      "Yes. Yes, please."

      "Good, because I just love to tell this story."

      

      2. Going Home

      Finn and Sam sat on the private jet for the empty-leg journey with several other passengers. Collectively they took advantage of sharing the plane at lower costs. It was a good deal all around, as Eagle Air made some money on a plane that would otherwise be flying empty to its home base in Vancouver.

      Sam sat quietly in the window seat looking a shade greener than usual.

      "Are you okay?" Finn asked.

      After sipping his bottle of sparkling water, Sam replied, "Mostly, but we are not birds! Only birds should fly!" He grimaced at the water. "This is not P… Pierier!"

      "It's not? Let me see what I can do." Finn laughed. "Man has been flying for years now. It's safe."

      "Yeah, well, maybe man flies, but I'm a salamander, remember? No wings!"

      Finn looked around. "Can you keep it down about your amphibious self? We don't need others to know."

      "Yes, you're right." Sam grinned broadly.

      Sam looked out the window. "Switch places with me? It makes me queasy looking out there."

      "Sure, no problem." Finn stood to let Sam pass.

      While he was up he decided to use the toilet. "I'll be right back."

      "Okay, Finn."

      Finn walked back toward the tail of the plane. He had to go by the small galley.

      "Oh, excuse me."

      The blonde steward looked up from his work; he smiled. "Yes, Sir?"

      Finn's heart bounced in his chest. The handsome Eagle Air employee was perfect! Finn hadn't seen him before. He used the private hire service a couple of times a year, but maybe this steward was new.

      "Um … I um. Sorry!" Finn grinned. "I didn't expect—"

      Smiling, Christian Waldner eyed up the grinning passenger. He'd had men fall over themselves around him before. This one seemed a bit different however. "A man?"

      "No, well, I mean I'd seen you earlier. But well, you're very good looking."

      Christian smiled. "Thank you, that's nice of you to say. Was there something I can get for you, sir?"

      "Do you have Perrier?" Finn blurted out.

      "Yes, I think so."

      "That's great. My friend prefers it."

      "I'll be happy to bring it forward to you."

      "Thanks, I can stop on my way back." Finn hadn't stopped smiling. "I am just on my way to the … um …."

      "Facilities?"

      "Yes, thanks. Yes." Finn started on his way. "I'll be right back."

      "I'll be here, sir."

      Finn moved away, sure that his face was the colour of the red seats. Inside the small toilet, he took care of his needs and then washed his hands carefully. After, he bent slightly over the tiny sink to scrub his face with cold water. He pressed the paper towel dispenser and dabbed his face dry, followed by his hands.

      He thought about the handsome steward. "Just be bloody brave. Ask him out for a drink. What can it hurt? All he can do is say no."

      Finn struggled out of the cramped toilet and closed the door. He stopped in the galley. "I'm back."

      Christian smiled. "Yes, sir. Here is your Perrier."

      Finn took the proffered bottle. "Listen. I don't normally do this. And well, shit, you only live once … but would you … I mean … I wonder if you'd let me buy you a drink?"

      Christian watched the passenger stumble over rarely walked territory, in amused silence.

      "I don't mean here … I could buy you a drink … here, but I mean on the ground really." Finn finally stopped for breath. "No, right? I mean you are likely married. Shit …. Oh, my god. Look, I'm sorry no offense. Thanks for the water."

      Christian held up his hand and smiled sweetly. "Please … sir. It's fine. We are not supposed to date passengers, but if we ran into each other say at 6:00pm. Here …" Christian pulled a card from his pocket. "Then it's not really a date, right?"

      Staring blankly, Finn took the card. He blinked as what Christian was saying dawned on him. The card read: The H2 Rotisserie & Bar at the Westin Bayshore, Vancouver. "Yes, no … yes, okay. Thanks … a lot. I'll … well okay, 6:00pm."

      After a final smile, Finn took the water and returned to his seat. "Sam, look what I found you."

      Sam took the bottle and twisted the cap off. "Oh, thank you very much!" He sipped, releasing a sort of wet purr of pleasure. "Perfect!"

      Finn pulled out his laptop and set it on the fold-down table.

      Sam watched. "What are you doing Finn?"

      "Well, this is a laptop and I'm going to—"

      "I know what that is. We do have them, you know!"

      "Sorry." Finn offered Sam a sheepish grin. "I'm just checking on our hotel reservations, sending my mother an e-mail to remind her I am on my way, and I have a question for you."

      Sam looked up from his National Geographic Magazine. "Okay."

      "Well, will you be okay tonight for a few hours on your own in the hotel? I promised to meet someone."

      "Oh, a lover?"

      "Shhh, no."

      Sam crossed his arms. "Of course I'll be all right! I'm not a newt who needs watching all the time!"

      "I'm sorry, Sam. I didn't mean it that way … but thanks for understanding."

      "Are we there yet, Finn?" Sam simply grinned.

       

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Their hotel was a block over from the Westin Bayshore. Sam was sprawled on his double bed and he watched as Finn spoke on his phone, and set up his laptop.

      "Right, Mother. I'm in Vancouver for tonight … Yes, I'll pick up the rental tomorrow morning and drive home then … Look forward to seeing you, too. Bye, Mom."

      Finn disconnected and shoved the phone back into his pocket.

      "Um, Finn."

      "Yes, Sam?"

      "I really need some protein. Fruit is great but … well I need some worms or something."

      Finn stopped what he was doing. "Shit, of course you do. Look let's walk to the wharf. I bet we'll find a bait shop down there. They'll sell night crawlers or something."

      With Sam in his baseball cap, they left the hotel and walked in the sunshine down the bright and busy street to the waterfront.

      They bought a pound of fresh sardines from the fish market and there was a bait shop where they purchased some mealworms and a box of earthworms.

      Sam grabbed a sardine from the bag he carried, popped it into his mouth and swallowed.

      Horrified, Finn grabbed the bag. "What are you doing?"

      "What? I'm hungry, Finn."

      Sighing, Finn pulled a confused Sam off to the side. "I'm sorry, but people don't slurp down raw sardines like they are noodles!"

      "Sorry. I'm just so hungry."

      "Shit, I'm sorry too. Come on let's get back to the hotel so you can eat. I'll shower and get ready for my appointment."

      "Okay."

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      With Sam settled and eating at the round table in their room, Finn pulled his shaving kit from his suitcase and walked to the bathroom. He stopped and turned back to watch his new friend dropping tan-coloured mealworms into his mouth.

      Shuddering silently, Finn said, "Make sure you keep all of those in the box."

      "Okay. There won't be much left!"

      Finn showered, shaved, and dressed casually.

      Sam watched as Finn tucked in the soft looking white shirt he'd chosen to wear. "Is he your new boyfriend? That man from the airplane?"

      "How did you know I'm seeing him?"

      "I'm not blind."

      "No, I guess you're not."

      "Will you marry him?"

      Finn looked up. "What? No … I don't know."

      Sam nodded and smiled. "You will."

      Flustered, Finn sat on the bed to pull on his shoes. Marriage? He hadn't thought beyond the first date.

      Sam cocked his head. "Will we go to Sanctuary tomorrow, Finn?"

      "Yeah, tomorrow." Finn pulled on a jacket. "Okay, I'm ready. Are you sure you'll be all right?"

      "I may not be a man, but I am full grown! Of course I'll be all right!" Sam closed the boxes of bait, put them in a plastic bag and placed them into the tiny bar fridge. "I managed to find you didn't I? All by myself!"

      Finn grinned. "Yes, I know. I'm overprotective of my … we are friends?"

      "Yes, we are. I guess I wasn't too friendly at first."

      "No, you were a bit scary."

      "I had to make sure you heard me." Sam moved across the room and patted Finn's shoulder. "I'd rather do this with you, than force you to."

      "Sam, we will get it sorted out. I promise. I'll make Mother hear me." Finn checked his smartwatch. "I have to go. I won't be too late back."

      Sam sprawled on his bed with the TV remote in his hand. "Have a good time, Finny."

      
        
        _____

      

      

      Finn sat in the hotel bar—H2 Rotisserie & Bar—which Christian had suggested. He nursed a rye and ginger ale, poking the ice cubes with a yellow stir stick. Every few minutes he checked his smartwatch. He'd been early but Christian was now several minutes late.

      "Not everyone is like you, Finn," he chastised himself. He glanced again at the digital timepiece. "He's only ten minutes late. Just sip your drink and relax."

      "Do you want another?"

      "Damn waiters," Finn thought, "Let me finish this one."

      Blinking away his daydream, Finn peered up into bright hazel eyes. Christian! "Oh, hey, it's you. Hi! Um, yes, please … rye and ginger."

      "Sorry I'm a bit late. Back in a tick with the drinks."

      Finn watched as Christian walked away. A very shapely backside filled the worn blue jeans his date wore.

      Christian returned with a cocktail in either hand. After placing them on the table, he slid into the seat to Finn's right. "It's good to see you. I'm so sorry I'm a bit late."

      "Not a problem. I hope everything is okay."

      "Oh, yeah, nothing wrong really. Hotel mixed up my reservation, but it's fine now."

      The pair stirred and sipped their drinks. Silence was starting to thicken the atmosphere when Christian next spoke. "So, are you on holiday?"

      "No. I'm going home to visit my mother."

      "Oh, I see. That guy with you, your … friend. Is he really just a friend?"

      Finn smiled. "Yeah, just a friend. I'm not into games like that."

      "Good." Christian reached over to lay his hand on Finn's. "I'm glad. Guys seem to think I just want to jump into bed with them."

      "And you don't?"

      Christian looked up from his drink. He'd withdrawn his hand. "Is that what you expect tonight?"

      "No … no, Christian." Finn shook his head. "I don't expect that."

      "Sorry. I've nearly given up dating. I mean, I can't help what I look like, but it doesn't mean I'm into that."

      After swallowing another sip of his drink, Finn replied, "So, you're looking for a relationship."

      "Yeah, I am now. Listen, I'm no good boy, I've had my fun, but I'm ready for something more." Christian ran a finger around the lip of his glass.

      Finn sighed. He reached out and took Christian' hand. "You're attractive … really attractive, but I don't expect you'll hop into bed with me. My plan tonight was to meet with you, maybe buy you some dinner. You know, just see how it goes. The only way I could was to ask you out."

      Christian grinned. "You were cute."

      "I was an ass. Stumbling over myself."

      "Unless you're a really good actor, it made me feel like you were the real thing."

      "I am." Finn slurped up the last of his drink. "How about if we get a bite to eat?"

      "Finn, I'd like that. But just so you know, I need an early night."

      "Hey, no problem." Finn's voice betrayed his disappointment.

      "I'm enjoying myself." Christian smiled. "Come on, let's eat."

      They left the bar, walked a block south, and chose to eat at a cozy Italian bistro.

      After being seated, their young waiter arrived.

      "I'm Renny. I'll be looking after you gentlemen this evening." The waiter's smile was warm. "May get drinks for you? Perhaps wine? We have a nice red from Valle Reale, a Montepulciano d'Abruzzo, it's full of fruit, nice texture and very satisfying finish."

      Christian glanced at Finn who nodded. Christian smiled and said, "Sounds great. A bottle of that and some antipasto for two, please."

      "Right away." Renny flashed a whiter-than-white smile. "Thank you."

      Both Finn and Christian watched the waiter walk away. Finn leaned closer to Christian. "Do you think he is?"

      Christian grinned. "No clue. My so-called gaydar simply isn't!"

      Laughing, Finn sat back and smiled at his date. He found he was enjoying himself. At the same time Renny was returning with a bottle of wine, and two glasses. He opened the wine, wiped the top of the bottle and placed it on the table.

      "I would just let this breath for a few minutes. I will return with your food in just a moment, and I'll be happy to pour for you."

      "Sounds great, thanks," said Finn.

      "Mmm, I'm looking forward to this."

      "Me, too." Finn gazed at Christian. "So, why the early night?"

      "Oh, God, have to be back at the airport at 6am to get ready for the 7am to Toronto. This flight is full." Christian picked at a thin bread stick. He snapped it in half and handed part to Finn. A dusting of crumbs landed on the red and white checked tablecloth. He nibbled his half. "I need to sleep, otherwise, I'm not at my best."

      Nodding, Finn chewed the offering. "I get that. It is your work."

      "So, Finn, what do you do?"

      "Me? Well, I'm sort of a writer."

      "Really? Wow."

      "Hard to believe?" Finn giggled. "Yeah, well sometimes I don't believe it either."

      "What kind of writer?"

      "Fiction. I know that sounds crazy. But I've sold a few things." Finn smoothed the tablecloth.

      "Not crazy. I hope you find some success."

      Finn was about to speak, when Renny returned with a plate of food. "Here we are. I'll pour the wine."

      The young waiter picked up the bottle and poured a glass for each of his customers. "Would you like to order your main courses now, gentlemen?"

      Finn indicated they would. "Christian will have the Bolognese and I'll have the mushroom lasagna."

      "Wonderful choices … a salad to share?" Renny noted the order on his pad.

      "Yes, please, salad would be awesome," Christian said.

      Renny wrote with a flourish and smiled. "No rush. Enjoy!"

      Christian picked up his glass. The wine was deep red. "To our first date!"

      "The first of … more?" Finn said quietly.

      "I hope so." Christian pulled out his phone. "Can I give you my number?"

      "Oh, yes. For definitely!" Finn pulled out his device and they traded information. "Do you mind texts?"

      "Nope, texts are great." Christian popped an olive into his mouth. He gazed at the new man in his life. "I'm really enjoying myself, Finn."

      "I feel the same way, Christian." Finn smiled at his handsome date.

      
        
        _____

      

      

      Sam flipped around on the bed in front of the TV. "Too hot."

      He got up, and turned off the TV. He went into the bathroom, figured out how to use the built-in plug in the bath, and turned on the cold water. After slipping off his clothes he slid gratefully into the cold water. He fell asleep promptly.

       

      Finn walked Christian to his hotel and saw him up to his room. They stood together in front of the room. Finn ran a hand down his date's forearm and found his hand. "You know, this is the last thing I expected to find on this trip … someone like you, I mean."

      "Me, too, Finn. Christian squeezed the other man's hand, and smiled at him. "I should get going. I'll hear from you, right?"

      "Yeah, of course you will." Finn gazed down. "Look, this is crazy. If you feel like talking or texting just do it. I promise, if I'm not able to grab my phone right away, I will call back or reply. I don't want to play stupid games."

      "I feel the same. Sometimes if I'm working, it could hours before I can reply, but I will. Finn … you'll tell me straight out if you've changed your mind? Like about me?"

      Finn slid his arms around the new man in his life. "I promise. You promise the same, yeah? I know we need to spend more time together, but this feels good."

      "I do promise." Christian rested his cheek on Finn's shoulder. "Oh, I should go …."

      "Right, yeah, of course."

      Christian put his hands on Finn's shoulders and stepped back. His eyes rested on Finn's. He didn't move as Finn's lips touched his. It was a sweet kiss, one that held only affirmation and hope. They rested their foreheads together.

      "I should go, Finn."

      "Yeah, me too. We'll talk soon."

      "Thanks for a great time. I really enjoyed myself."

      Finn was the first to move. "Me, too. Goodnight, Christian."

      Christian' voice was a whisper as he said good night. He slid the keycard into the slot on the door. The lock released with what Finn thought was a satisfying thunk. Flashing a final smile, Christian went inside.

      Until the door closed, Finn didn't move. Once it had, he smiled, and raised a fist. "Yesss!"

      He returned to his hotel with wings on his feet. The entrance was bright, and Finn had just walked through the revolving door when his phone vibrated. He pulled it from his pocket and opened the text.

      Had a brilliant time. Thanks and I'm just checking to see if you gave me the right number! C xo

      Laughing, Finn stopped to reply. He took a moment to think about what to say.

      It's right. I had a great time too. We'll do it again, and soon. F xo

      Grinning, Finn pressed the button for the elevator.

       

      The room was pitch black when Finn entered. "Sam must be asleep. I need to pee and then get to bed myself," he thought.

      He walked into the bathroom, closed the door before turning on the light. He unzipped, hauled out his penis, aimed and let go. Finn groaned aloud with relief.

      "Is that you, Finn?"

      He'd just finished shaking off when he heard the voice. Forgetting his dick, Finn jumped and turned around. "What the fuck! Sam?"

      "Yes, I'm in here."

      Finn looked at the only place Sam could be, which was the bathtub. He pulled back the shower curtain and noticed the clothes in the corner. Sam looked up at him and started to giggle.

      "What the fuck, Sam! Why are you in here and what's so damn funny?"

      Sam pointed at Finn's crotch.

      "Christ." Finn quickly shoved his waving penis back into his pants and zipped up. After a sigh he continued. "Why are you in here?"

      Sam got to his feet and reached for a towel. "I was too hot, I needed some water. Humans are funny with their … their parts."

      Finn looked at Sam who stood there with no clothes. For the most part he looked human, but there was nothing between his legs; no hair anywhere, and no belly button or nipples.

      Sam took the proffered towel and dried himself. He stepped out of the tub, picked up his discarded clothes, and walked in front of Finn back to the main room.

      "He does have a nice ass though … but I think that's a tiny tail." Finn's silent musing continued and he chuckled as he thought, "Can salamanders only bottom?"

      "I know you're looking at my backside. I know you're gay," Sam said. "I am not."

      "Well how do you … do you—?"

      "Reproduce? We don't have sex like humans. My sexual organs are internal. Males deposit … um … a package of sperm in a cone shaped gelatinous mass and the female we mate with can pick it up with a special vent in her body, then she will lay eggs a few weeks later." Sam sat on his bed. "Did you have sex tonight?"

      "Geez, Sam."

      "Is that a wrong question?" Sam blinked at Finn, who sat on his own bed.

      "Well, it's a bit personal for us, but maybe you're more open."

      Sam crawled up his bed and lay down. "Sorry, but did you?"

      "No, we didn't. This was our first date and … well, I really like him."

      "So, will you get married?"

      Finn laughed. "Too soon to tell."

      "How many dates do you need to have before you can tell?"

      Finn pulled off his shirt and trousers, and hung them up. He climbed into bed. "I don't know for sure. I think you just sort of know when it's right."

      "It's very complicated, your world."

      "I suppose so." After plumping up the pillows Finn rested against them. "So, you don't have to do all this stuff to find a wife or mate. How do you live? I mean do you live in houses? What's it like where you come from?"

      "The females let us males know when they are ready to mate. We are longer lived than the other branches of our species that humans know as salamanders. Our evolutionary path was much different, but in many aspects we are the same as they."

      "I guess you are. But I was wondering—"

      "Finn, it is late and we must rest. I will show you all, like my father did for yours, but the trip is long, isn't it? So, we should sleep."

      "Yeah, okay. I'm curious."

      Sam flopped over onto his right side facing away from Finn. "I know and I will answer all your questions in the morning. Until the dawn, Finn."

      "Yeah, good night."

       

      After showers in the morning—hot for Finn, cold for Sam—they walked to the front desk, and Finn checked them out. They used the complimentary guest computer to rent a car and then decided to go for breakfast.

      "Did you eat the rest of your food, Sam?"

      "Yes, while you were in the shower, but you need to eat. I will just have a glass of water."

      They waited in a short line for a table at the restaurant. The hostess smiled at them and led them to a table, wished them a good day and departed.

      "Hello, I'm Miranda, your server this morning. Can I get you anything while you look at the menu?" The young woman placed a basket which held three muffins and a tub of butter on the table.

      "Thanks. Can we just order now?" Finn looked up from his menu.

      "Yes, of course. What can I get for you?"

      "I'll have the bacon and eggs, please. Over easy, brown toast, and coffee."

      Miranda scribbled in her little pad. "Great, thank you. And for you, Sir?"

      Sam smiled. "Just water for me and bacon, please. Can I have that Pierre water, please?"

      Miranda looked up from her pad. "Pierre?"

      Finn smiled. "He means Perrier."

      "Yes, we have Perrier. Thank you. There is a basket of fresh muffins and butter here. I'll be back with your drinks."

      "Bacon? I thought you didn't like cooked food." Finn sat back in the booth.

      Sam giggled. "Well, everyone has a guilty pleasure." He reached for a muffin and broke it apart.

      "Yeah, I suppose they do."

      "I prefer raw food, but I have learned to like a few things. It's easier when I am out in your world." He nibbled on a Morning Glory muffin.

      "Yesterday then? The business about needing worms?"

      Sam made a face. "I'm sorry, but I did need them."

      "Maybe so, but you were acting like you'd never been out of your cave, except to come for me? Now you're telling me that you've obviously spent time among us before? Why lie?"

      "Not so much a lie …" Sam sighed and gazed at Finn. "I didn't have long to figure you out, Finn. My life … our world is at stake. I needed to know if you cared, and if I could trust you."

      After a short pause to consider things, Finn sipped his coffee, and said, "Yeah, okay. I can understand where you're coming from."

      "Here we are gentlemen." Miranda had returned with a plate in each hand. "Bacon for you, and the full-monty for you!"

      Finn smiled. "Thanks very much.

      "Thank you!" Sam gazed at his plate of bacon. He rolled a slice up and popped it in his mouth. "Mmmm … yummy."

      They ate with determination, wanting to get on the road.

      Miranda arrived back at the table just as Sam ate his final bite of bacon and muffin.

      "May I get anything more for you?"

      Finn looked up and said, "No, thank you. Just the bill, please." In his hand was a credit card.

      "No thanks, the muffins were really nice!"

      "Thank you, Sir." Miranda took the mobile payment machine from her apron. She tapped a few keys and handed it Finn, who slid in his card and finished the transaction. He gave the machine back.

      "Thanks again. Hope we'll see you again soon." Miranda smiled as she walked away.

      Finn glanced at Sam. "Ready to go?"

      "Yes."

      They got up and walked out past the lengthening line for the restaurant, and out the front of the hotel. They turned north.

      "Is the car place far, Finny?"

      "No. Just a couple of blocks."

      They walked together in silence. Finn went inside once they reached the rental agency.

      "I would like to sit in the sun for a few minutes. Is that okay?" Sam said. He settled on small retaining wall. Finn left their bags with him.

      "Sure, I won't be long."

      Finn returned, and the agency man brought the car around. Sam watched as they walked around the car together.

      Finn signed something on a clipboard and handed it back to the man, who gave him keys and a folder.

      "Thanks very much."

      "No problem. Have a nice trip."

      Finn walked to where Sam sat with their bags. "You doing okay?"

      Sam smiled broadly from under his baseball cap. "Yes, Finn. Are we ready now to go?"

      "Yeah we are. Let's get on the road." Finn retrieved his bag and pulled Sam to his feet. They walked to the Jeep and put the bags in the back. Sam climbed into the passenger seat and waited for Finn to get in and put on his own seat belt.

      He started the car and turn north into traffic. "Here we go, Sam! Hopefully it won't be too busy. Let me know if you need to stop."

      "Okay, Finn." He grinned. "Road trip!"

      Finn laughed. "Yeah, it certainly is. But once we get out of Vancouver, it's still another five or six hours to home.

      "Yes, it will be nice to be home again."

      Finn hoped the same thing.

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Sanctuary sat on five hundred acres of mostly untouched land that backed onto Wells Gray Provincial Park.

      Finn drove over the rutted drive which led to an iron gate. It was the boundary of the estate. The old black paint had rubbed off the vertical bars, and was peeling away along the top of the large letters which were the name of the place. On the left side of the gate: Sanc; and on the right: tuary.

      He stopped the Jeep and got out. He unlocked the gate with a large old key and pushed the right side of the entrance open. Once he'd driven through, Finn got out again, closed and locked the barrier.

      Sam was silent until the last turn in the rough track. "Stop here, please, Finn."

      "Why?"

      "This is where I will get out and go home. Remember, your mother knows nothing of us."

      "Why is that, I'd like to know? In any case okay. How do I get in touch with you, Sam?"

      Sam blinked his golden eyes and smiled. "Truthfully, I don't really know why. It's just how it has always been. That doesn't mean it is right, just that it has been always that way. Maybe it is time to change?"

      "Maybe, but I don’t think I'll start with my mother. I just need her to let me take over the place."

      "Yes." Sam retrieved his bag, and got out of the vehicle. "Come and I'll show you how to let me know you are in need of me."

      Leaving the Jeep running Finn walked to a small pile of stone that held up a reflector indicating the turn. It would be needed in the dark.

      "Here Finn, just put this white rock on top of this black one. I will know then."

      Finn looked down. It was a simple solution. "Okay. I don't suppose you have a cell phone?"

      "No, and there is little service out here in any case."

      "Yeah." Finn paused and looked at his friend. "I guess I'll go and see Mother. We'll talk soon, okay?"

      Sam smiled. "Yes. I will go and see my family now. See you, Finn."

      "Later." Finn walked back to the car and climbed in. He looked ahead. He could see the house, and inside would be his mother. He put the Jeep into drive and went forward.

      

      3. You Can Go Home Again

       

      Finn stopped the Jeep in the curving driveway in front of the large house. He'd grown up here, but after his father's suicide, he'd never liked the place. "Full of ghosts."

      After grabbing his bag, he walked over the flagstones, up the shallow stairs and rang the doorbell. The door was opened by a uniformed maid.

      "Typical, Mother," he thought.

      "Good evening, sir." The girl curtsied!

      Finn grimaced, and then smiled. "Hello. I'm here to see Mrs. Green. I'm her son."

      "Yes, sir. Please come in." The girl stood to one side as Finn entered. "I'll take you to Mrs. Green and if you like, sir, I can take your bag upstairs."

      "Thanks, just I'll just leave it by the stairs and take it up later."

      "Yes, sir. Please follow me then, to the parlour."

      Finn dropped his bag by the wide wooden staircase. He looked at it for the thousandth time, it was ornate, with thick and heavily carved balusters and newel post capped with a large, ebony pineapple.

      He reached out to touch it. "Still sharp, never did want to slide down into that thing!"

      Turning, he found the maid waiting for him. He smiled at her. "Sorry. Memories."

      "Yes, sir. Please come this way."

      The young woman knocked on the door to the living room. His mother had always called it the parlour.

      "But then Mother thought she was the Duchess of Sanctuary," Finn mused as he waited with the maid.

      "Come."

      The maid opened the door. "Ma'am, your son is here."

      "Thank you, Nora. Show him in." Cynthia Green rose to greet her only child. "You may bring in the tea now, Nora."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Finn entered the room and Nora backed out, closing the door behind her.

      "Finn!"

      "Mother." Finn reached out to grasp his mother's hands.

      "How are you, dear? It's good to have you home." Cynthia pulled her son toward the grouping of chairs, where she'd been sitting. "Sit, darling. How long can you stay?"

      "I'm fine. How long?" Finn sat and gazed at his mother. "I hope permanently … at least soon."

      Cynthia sat back, eyes wide, mouth agape. "Perm … I … you'd said …."

      After a small sigh, Finn continued. "I know. I made a mistake."

      Cynthia sat for a moment, staring at her son. He knew inside she was running all the scenarios and computations.

      "Has it been sold?" he asked.

      "No, not yet. I had it valued however."

      "Oh, yeah?"

      "Close to a million, mainly for the land." Cynthia sat straight in the chair and eyed her son. "What's made you change your mind?"

      "Time to think. History. Family. All those things are important. Keeping this place seems to be part of it." Finn met his mother's eyes. "Did Father ever tell you why we kept it, why we live here?"

      There was a knock on the door, and Nora came in with the tea cart. On it was a china service—simple white china with gold accents. In addition to the teapot, cups and saucers, creamer, and sugar bowl, the cart carried several types of biscuits and petit fours.

      "Thank you, Nora. This looks lovely." Finn's mother got to her feet. "I'll pour."

      "Yes, ma'am. Will there be anything else?"

      "No, thank you. Not until dinner."

      "Thank you, ma'am." Nora left them alone, closing the door behind her.

      Finn watched his mother pouring the tea. "Mother, why do you insist they, yes ma'am? And Nora curtsied—curtsied—when I arrived. I'm not royalty!"

      "The help need to understand their roles." Cynthia held the creamer. "Milk, or have you gone off that?"

      "Yes, please. No, I haven't. I think they likely realize they work here, Mother."

      Mrs. Green handed her son his tea, and then offered the plate of treats to him. He selected a Bourbon crème and a white petit-four.

      "Thank you."

      After pouring her own tea, Cynthia retook her seat. "Well, now, you asked me if your father ever told me about this place. He didn't, no."

      "Well, he didn't tell me either, but, I mean, there must be a reason it's been in the family for so long. Why the family stayed here."

      After replacing her cup quietly onto its saucer, Mrs. Green said, "Must there be a reason? It's just what families do, dear. They have the family home and stay in it. Frankly, I've had enough."

      "So, you have no problem if I want to carry on the tradition."

      Cynthia smiled at her son. "Finn, this house and the land is yours. I live here because I'm your mother, but it is yours. It has been yours since your father died. The land and house passes to the son, not to the wife. You're expected to take care of me, of course."

      "I know but …"

      "That's a bit of an issue for you, since you're single. You have no partner and no children, at least right now. There must be an heir … a male."

      "Well, I've met someone actually, Mom."

      "Really? Oh, that's wonderful. Will I meet him?"

      Finn laughed. "I've only just met him myself. He's a steward at Eagle Air, the service I use. And speaking of that … I should text him. Oh, God. Can I? I mean is there cell service up here?"

      "They put a new tower up somewhere nearby, much to the residents' consternation."

      "No, I'm sure they didn't like that." Finn pulled his phone from his pocket and gazed at the screen. "Oh, good. There are a couple of bars anyway. Just a sec, Mom, I'm just going to text Christian."

      "Christian? That's a nice name. Strong."

      Finn smiled as he used the phone's keypad. "There. We said we'd stay in touch, until we could get together."

      "I'm glad. He can't be the heir though, you'd need a child."

      "No, I understand that." Finn sighed. "So many rules."

      Cynthia replaced her teacup and saucer on the cart. "Finn, while I'll always keep this as my home base, if you are living here, my plan is to travel."

      Finn tore his eyes from the phone. "Travel?"

      "Yes, travel. Your father left me very well provided for and I can afford to do so in style."

      "But alone? I don’t like that, Mother."

      Cynthia crossed her arms. "Well, you're not the only one who has met someone."

      What? Finn was surprised. When had all this happened? "Who is he? Some gold digger?"

      "Dear, I believe that term is used mainly for women, the male equivalent is gigolo. In any case, no, Stephen isn't one. He has his own money. He's retired, my age and is paying his own way."

      "I see."

      "No, dear I don't think you do. Stephen is a friend. We get on and enjoy each other's company. We are not planning to marry or anything like that. We both love travel and want to do some before we kick the bucket."

      "You could marry, why not? Dad's been gone for twenty years." Finn reached for a couple more petit-fours.

      "No, as you say, there are a lot of rules. One of them is that I cannot remarry and keep the money your father left."

      Finn squinted. "Seriously? That's crazy, Mom. Has anyone tested these so-called rules? Who made them up?"

      Cynthia regarded her son. "Those are good questions. I don't know. The rules just always were. We just knew them and followed them."

      "Well Mom, that begs the question, what will happen if I marry a man? Will I be allowed here?" Finn wiped his mouth with a paper napkin plucked from the cart. "Who would say I couldn't? Are these rules kept somewhere?"

      "Honestly, I don't know. I think they were always passed from father to son." Cynthia rose and poured more tea for herself. "Your father never said, but there is something going on here at Sanctuary. Some kind of secret. I've always just known it. Felt it. I've walked all over, checked all the books and things I could find. But I've come up with nothing."

      Finn swallowed the last mouthful of his tea. "What could be going on?"

      "I don't know, but as we've said there are lots of rules and secrecy."

      "Yeah, you're right, Mom. It's too damn bad that dad never told me what, before he killed himself."

      "Yes … but here we are. It's all yours now, Finn. I shall call Stephen and tell him I'm free anytime he is ready to go. I'll make an appointment with the bank, and you and I will go and do the necessary so you have access to the funds to run this place." Cynthia smiled. "All I ask is that you keep some rooms for me, because I will come to visit."

      "Yes, of course, Mom. Of course I will."

      "Good. Now, you go up to your rooms and well, do what you feel like. I have a few things to do." Cynthia rang for Nora. "I'll see you for dinner, yes?"

      "Okay, Mom."

      His mother bent and kissed his cheek, and Finn watched her sweep out of the room. There were a few things to think about, but more, look for.

      Finn nearly ran into Nora as he left the parlour. "I'm sorry, Nora."

      "No, not at all, sir. I should be more careful."

      "Nora, are you aware my mother is leaving?"

      "I wasn’t, sir. Does that mean you'll not need me any longer?"

      "No, it doesn't mean that. I'll still need help—"

      "Oh, you're staying?" She flinched, her hands flying to mouth. "I'm sorry, sir."

      "Please, I'm Finn. I'd like it if you called me that rather than sir. And also, yes, I will stay on here. Seems the right thing to do." Finn smiled at the young woman. "I'm sure my mother will go over things with me, but it would be helpful if you can give me a list of your usual duties and other things you do that you feel are important. Also, I'd appreciate you letting me know if you've seen anything that needs changing or repairing for example. Please take some time over the next couple of weeks to make some notes we can go over together. Things won't be changing much, and if you like the idea, I'd be happy if you choose to stay."

      Nora smiled. She had no desire to leave. "Yes, I'll certainly do that, Mr. Finn. Thank you very much for letting me know. I appreciate it."

      "Of course." Finn took two steps and stopped. "Nora, do you have a set of keys?"

      "Yes, Mr. Finn."

      "I'd like all the keys for my father's study please. I'll be using it as my office and won't want anyone in there but me. I'll clean it myself."

      "Oh, yes sir. I didn't go in there often as the room has always been closed." Nora pulled a heavy keyring from her pocket, looked through it and pulled off a key and handed it to Finn. "That's the only one I have, sir. Your mother may possess another, as she holds all the master keys."

      "Excellent. Thank you very much." Finn started on his way down the hall toward his father's study, but stopped when Nora spoke again.

      "Mr. Finn, what about food."

      Finn turned. "What about it?"

      "Well, sir, your mother only ordered certain things. I can cook quite well, sir, however I need to know what things you like."

      "Thank you, Nora. I'm not fussy and like fairly plain things. I do not like to eat huge meals at night; I'd prefer a bigger lunch. Breakfast, I enjoy oatmeal or muesli, sometimes toast and now and again pancakes or French toast, oh, and breakfast for dinner is fine with me. Desserts, unless I'm having a party, keep it simple; fruit, jello, things like that. Simple food, healthy, and low in sugar."

      Nora smiled. "Thank you, Mr. Finn. That's very helpful."

      Finn returned the smile. "Things will be great, Nora. I feel it. Thanks again."

      With the final dip of a curtsey, Nora trotted away.

      Finn watched her go. "I need to stop her from doing that!"

      The door to his father's study was impressive; solid oak with eight intricately carved panels had darkened with age. Finn stared at the panels, each a different woodland scene with trees and leaves, and each contained a small carved salamander.

      "Huh. That's interesting. I do not remember seeing those." Finn ran his fingers over the smooth-carved panels, before he unlocked the door. It was very heavy, but moved silently on well-machined brass hinges. He stepped inside and pushed the door closed. The click and thunk of the latch was a very satisfying sound to Finn. He leaned back against the door.

      It was his father's, no, his ancestors' study. It still smelled like his father's tobacco. Currently all the furniture was covered in white sheeting, and the heavy brocade drapes were closed. Beneath his feet was the oaken floor, which was partially covered by a beautiful and colourful Persian rug. Smiling, he remembered being in here as a child, using the patterns in the rug as roads for his toy cars.

      Finn pulled open the draperies, filling the room with natural light. Carefully he pulled off and folded the sheets from the leather sofa and chair, then from the great cherry wood desk, and chair. He climbed the rolling library ladder to remove the hanging covers that protected the books.

      With the pile of dusty folded sheets in hand, Finn went to the kitchen where he found Nora. "Hi, these need to be washed, and I'm looking for the vacuum cleaner."

      Smiling, Nora wiped her hands and took the pile of dirty laundry and dropped it down the chute. "I'll get the machine for you." She walked into the utility room and returned with a vacuum cleaner.

      "And I hope you don’t mind, because I'll be happy to clean your study, Mr. Finn, but since you said I shouldn't, I've put this little cleaning kit together for you. On the table she'd put a plastic caddy which contained a spray bottle of cleaner, can of polish and some clean cloths for dusting. "You can keep it in your office or in the utility room, there, sir … Mr. Finn."

      "Thanks Nora. This is perfect. I appreciate it." Finn rolled the vacuum back to the study with the new caddy in his spare hand. "No, not, the study … my study."

      The rest of the afternoon was spent cleaning and then going through all the paperwork he could find.

      Finn sat back in the chair. "Damn. Nothing about Sam and friends. Shit! Maybe I'll take a walk."

      He left his study and popped into the kitchen. "Nora, I'm just going for a short walk."

      "Yes, of course. Dinner will be ready in an hour, Mr. Finn."

      "Great, thanks. It smells wonderful."

      Pausing in the doorway, Finn turned back. "Nora, tell me, are there other employees? A gardener?"

      Nora put down the spoon she'd been stirring with. "No, sir. There is just me. In the summer your mother hires a service to plant the gardens. They came in every couple of weeks, and they do the snow removal, if it's needed. Well, that is in winter, of course."

      "I see. Thank you. I'll be back before dinner."

      "Yes, sir."

      Finn walked back to the front door, grabbed his jacket and left the house. He walked up the road to the cairn and moved the pebble as Sam had shown him. Finn hadn’t really seen which way Sam had taken but he decided to walk in the woods. He'd gotten only a few feet in when his text notification rang.

      "Oh, maybe it's Christian!" He pulled his phone from this pocket and opened the message. "Yes, from Christian!"

      Hiya. Just a quickie! Ha, I wish. So busy but thinking about you. I'll be in BC next weekend. I have a couple of days coming. Can we meet?

      Finn grinned and replied. Yes! Tell me when/where. I will pick you up.

      After a moment, another text appeared. I'll call you later with all details. Back to work. Xo

      This was exciting. Finn typed a quick reply. Looking forward. Later! xo

      After putting his phone away, Finn pushed on a bit farther through the undergrowth. "This is crazy without knowing where you're going."

      "Yes, it is, Finn. Are you looking for me?"

      Finn jumped at the voice. Sam stood in front of him. "Oh, hi. Where did you come from?"

      "I wasn't far, and heard your phone. Why are you out here, Finn? You shouldn't come looking for me. You don't know the forest."

      "Well, I used to, mostly. I know there's a cave out here."

      "Is everything okay? Do you need me?"

      "I wanted to tell you that everything is fine, that the land won't be sold. I've decided to move back here permanently. Mother is good with all of that and is going to travel the world." Finn stared at Sam. "Um, no clothes?"

      "Not when I'm here, Finn. Only when I'm out in your world." Sam rolled a hefty fallen branch over, picked up a nice fat worm and popped it into his mouth. He chewed quietly.

      Finn watched and his stomach churned. "Oh … geez. Okay."

      "Thank you, for coming though, Finn. That is good news for all of us." Sam cocked his head and blinked. "Please don't look for us. You will not find our home. That was part of your forefather's promise. We keep our side of the bargain. You keep yours. If you need me please leave the pebble. If there is an emergency, come here and just yell hello several times. I will come."

      Finn felt Sam's rebuff. "I thought we were friends. I enjoy your company."

      Sam looked sad. "I enjoy yours also. But we are from different worlds. I can only live in yours for brief periods. We cannot be more than what we are."

      "Yes, I'm sorry. I was just missing you." Finn turned away. "Take care, Sam."

      "And you, Finny."

      Finn didn't look back. He returned to the cairn and returned the rock to its original position. After a final glance back, and a deep sigh, he walked back to the house.

       

      Back inside, Finn hung up his jacket and decided to take his bag up to his room. He picked up his luggage and climbed the stairs. He gazed down the hall to the master bedroom. "I guess I'll move in there eventually. Right now though I'll …."

      "Finn!" His mother came from master bedroom. "Your rooms are here …."

      She smiled as she stepped by Finn, and opened a door on the right side of the hall. "They've been redone. I had several of the rooms on this floor renovated, so they make more of a suite. I hope you'll be comfortable."

      Finn stepped in. "Wow, Mom this is great."

      "I'm glad you like it. There are three suites on this floor now, each with its own bathroom. Come down after and have a look at the master bedroom suite. You should move into that, as you are Master of the Sanctuary now."

      "Yes, sure but you don't …."

      Cynthia touched her son's face. "Finn, it's where you should be. When you have a husband, it's where you both should be. The rooms at the end of the hall will be just fine. These you can use yours for your child, when you have one."

      Finn pulled his mother into his arms. "Mom, I'll miss you. I love you, I don't tell you enough."

      "I love you too, Finn." She stepped back and smiled at her son. "Now, go, freshen up and let's have dinner."

      "Okay. I'll be down shortly."

      "Will you have some wine?"

      "Yes, please." Finn stood in the doorway to his room. "Be down soon."

      Finn looked around the spacious room as he shut the door. He walked through to the other side and dropped his bag on the bed. After unzipping it, he removed the few clothes he'd brought and put them in the dresser. His shaving kit he placed in the ensuite bathroom.

      "I'll have a wash and then go join Mom for a glass of wine."

      He dried his face and went downstairs to the parlour.

      "There you are." Cynthia handed Finn a glass of red wine. "I've made an appointment with my banking officer for Thursday morning. I've also called the real estate agent and cancelled the listing agreement."

      "That's great Mom. I bet they weren't happy about that."

      "Indeed they were not. However, they will get over it."

      "Cheers." Finn clinked his glass with his mother's and sipped.

      "We'll get all the money things sorted out. Stephen would like to leave in three weeks. Then you and Christian can get on with things. Redecorate to your heart's content."

      "Mom, well we'll see what happens with Christian." He paused for a moment. "Mom, did Father have a safety deposit box?"

      Cynthia sat on the sofa and gazed up at her son. "I've never found anything or received a bill for one. We can speak with the bank and the lawyer, Mr. Gotlieb."

      There was a tap on the door, and Nora announced dinner was ready.

      "Thank you, Nora," Finn said. Then to his mother, "Shall we?"

      "Yes, dear. Let's."

      

      4. You’ll Never Want to Leave

      The next day Finn and his mother met with the banker and resolved all the issues for the household accounts and his private ones as well. The following day he drove back into town to meet with the lawyer.

      "Mr. Gotlieb will see you now, Mr. Green. Please follow me." The receptionist who wore sensible heels rather than the usual stilettos, waited for Finn to rise from his chair in the waiting room.

      He followed her down the carpeted hall. She stopped and indicated he should enter at the open door on the right. "Please go right in."

      "Thank you." Finn smiled as he moved by her.

      "You're welcome." She pulled the door closed behind him.

      "Good morning. I'm David Gotlieb. I've heard of you, but we've not met I don't believe."

      The lawyer was on his feet.

      Finn noticed the beautifully cut black wool suit the man wore. He smiled and stepped forward to shake the lawyer's hand. "No, we haven’t met before."

      "Please, sit down." Gotlieb returned to his own seat while Finn sat in one of the two vintage tub chairs. "How can I help today? We have been your family's lawyers for a very long time."

      "You have and that's why I'm here. There are a lot of things I don't know. Such as rules about marriage, heirs and our home and land that I have inherited." Finn sat forward. "I understand this information is usually passed from father to son; however, my father died before he could do that. I've looked around, and discussed this with my mother, but there is nothing she could tell me. I'm hoping you may have some information."

      The lawyer pursed his lips and tugged on the left side of his salt and pepper mustache. “I’d heard from your mother about you not planning to return to Sanctuary. We’d gone so far as to have all the documents prepared for your signature, so we could complete the sale on your behalf. The sale could not proceed without us doing that, of course, but she seemed to think you’d decided to move away.”

      “I was ready to until I was reminded of a few things … so I’ve changed my mind. Now I’m trying to get up to speed with all the rules and requirements.”

      “That’s understandable and desirable.” Gotlieb sat back and crossed his arms. "I very likely do have some of the information, or we would in our files. What is it you'd like to know?"

      "I guess the first thing would be marriage. I'm gay, so while I will likely marry it wouldn't be to a woman."

      "I see. Well, the issue isn't who you marry, the issue is you require an heir."

      "An heir?" Finn sat forward. "I thought it had to be a male heir"

      "Not as far as I'm aware." The solicitor logged on to his computer. "I'll just confirm. Sorry, it will be just a moment as I cross reference the notes we have."

      "I suppose that could just be the old male privilege thing …." Finn mused aloud.

      "Very likely. Women could not handle riding in a car, let alone manage an estate, or such was the old way women were looked upon. That kind of thinking went on much longer than is generally thought." The lawyer continued typing for another moment. "Ah, here. No, it says that the reasons for keeping Sanctuary will be passed verbally from parent to child. There is nothing stating it must be father to son."

      "Okay, that’s interesting. What about the reason for Sanctuary? Why it was built, that sort of thing?"

      "Nothing in my online files about a specific purpose. There are old documents somewhere." Gotlieb wrote notes on a paper tablet. "I'll have my assistant head down into the basement and see what we can find. It could be a few days."

      "That's fine, thank you."

      "Anything else I can help with?"

      "No, thank you. Not at the moment." Finn got to his feet.

      Gotlieb rose and walked to the door. The two men shook hands, and the lawyer said, "I'll be in touch. Here's my card, and don't hesitate to call."

      "I won't, thanks again."

      Finn left the office, thanking the receptionist as he passed her desk.

       

      Back at Sanctuary, Finn found his mother and Nora cleaning. He hung up his jacket, and side stepped around a bucket and vacuum cleaner.

      "Mother, what is going on?"

      Cynthia stood at the round oak table that sat in the centre of the entranceway. She was arranging generous pink cabbage roses and white peonies, in a large crystal vase. She put down the flower snips.

      "Hello, Finn. We are preparing for Christian's visit tomorrow."

      Finn gazed at his mother. "Oh, Mom! There's no need for all of this!"

      "Of course, there is. Christian deserves to see the house at its best. I've some wine brought up from the cellar, and we'll do a nice prime rib tomorrow. Christian isn't a vegetarian or vegan is he?"

      "No, Mom, he isn't." Finn put his arm around his mother. "Thank you. I appreciate you doing all of this."

      "Nonsense. It's just what we do." Cynthia tucked in the last of the flowers.

      "Gosh, they are beautiful, Mom."

      "Thank you, dear. Now, why don't you leave us to this? Didn't you mention you had to make arrangements about your house, and other things?"

      "Yeah, I have a lot to do actually."

      “Well, no time like the present. It’s best to get on with things, Finn.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      After kissing his mother, Finn went into the study. He called his literary agent, Thomas Grant, to tell him about the move. Thomas said he'd find movers and could get the documents out to him for his signature.

      "Great! Thank you. Yeah, other than the few pieces of furniture I'll indicate in my e-mail, it can all be donated. The rest of the stuff can be boxed and shipped here … no, money isn't an issue; just donate it all … you can have the TV … yes I'm serious."

      Finn listened for a few minutes. "Tom, I don't want to end our business relationship … unless that's what you want … no, good I'm glad. I hope I can get more work done out here … it wouldn’t be for lack of inspiration! You'll have to come out and visit … great I understand … I have to buy a car and get rid of the rental, buy a computer. Yeah mine has to be shipped here … so if you can get all that going, I'll get on with things here … I really appreciate you doing all of this. There'll be a nice bonus for you … beyond the TV I mean!" Finn had to laugh. "Okay great, you know where I am. I’ve got my laptop so I can get to my email … okay, bye for now."

      Finn did some more hunting and tidying in the study. Slowly he made his way through all the papers in it, much of it useless, but lots that should be kept and filed. He had several piles of organized chaos.

      "I need a filing cabinet and a scanner. The list is getting longer." Finn pinned the stacks of papers together with some large paper clips and placed them in a desk drawer. He sat back for a moment to breathe and use his Keep app to write down things he had to do and purchase.

      Done with organizing for the moment, he went in search of his mother or Nora. He found the housekeeper first. "Hi Nora. Sorry when is dinner? I just thought I'd take a walk."

      Nora wrapped the electrical cord around the vacuum. "Oh, Mr. Finn, in about an hour, if that is okay?"

      "That's perfect." Finn smiled at the young woman. "The house looks wonderful. Thank you for everything."

      "You're welcome, Mr. Finn." Nora bobbed a curtsey.

      "Nora, please, there is no need to do that. Honestly, please try and stop."

      She smiled. "Yes, Mr. Finn."

       

      As he stepped out of the house Finn felt his spirits lift while he filled his lungs with the cool fresh air. He stood for a moment taking in the forests beyond the house and behind those were mountains. It was beautiful here.

      "I'd forgotten."

      Finn walked up the drive toward the small cairn of stone. He stopped and touched the cool rocks. "This is crazy. I miss Sam."

      He retraced his steps into the forest going in as far as he had previously. Carefully climbing over fallen trees and large roots, the farther he walked the stonier it was becoming. He went on another few minutes, and stopped to listen.

      "I'm sure that's water."

      "It is water."

      Surprised, Finn looked up to his right.

      Sam sat on a boulder. He smiled. "Are you all right, Finn?"

      "Yes, just out for a walk."

      "This isn't a walk, this is a hike."

      Finn had climbed up and settled beside his friend. "Yes, okay, it's a hike."

      He continued speaking with Sam, who sat quietly. "Look, I miss you. I don't know why."

      "You cannot be in love with me, Finn."

      "It's not like that. I just enjoyed you, talking with you, you know?"

      Sam was quiet for a few minutes. They both listened to the breeze, the bird song and the water that ran somewhere close by.

      "Finn, I miss you too. We have both lives we need to get on with."

      Finn felt his hopes falling. "So, we can't meet anymore?"

      "We can, just not so often maybe. But you're having withdrawal, so I understand." Sam grinned.

      Finn laughed. "Okay, I'll try and keep away, but it's hard."

      "Your life will have its routines. Christian will come; you will have him and a child one day. You will be busy. I will not be so important."

      A sound came from behind them, and Sam got to his feet. "I must go. Take care of yourself, Finn."

      "You too, Sam." Finn watched as his friend disappeared behind the rocks. He looked at his watch. "Oh, shit. Okay, I better get back."

      He climbed down but turned to look behind him for a moment. With a nod, he turned toward the road, and home.

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Finn stopped at the rental agency to extend his agreement another week, before driving to Kamloops to pick up Christian.

      He leaned on the railing inside Kamloops Airport near the Eagle Air check-in desk, when a hand on his lower back made him jump.

      "Hey, handsome, looking for a good time?"

      Finn smiled but stared ahead. "Well, I am waiting for a guy, but you're cuter."

      While he laughed, Christian pulled Finn into his embrace. "I'm sure I can rock your world, babe."

      Finn hugged the good-looking steward back. "I bet you can too."

      They stepped apart, but their eyes remained locked on each other. "It's really good to see you, Finn. I am looking forward to this weekend off with you. I hope it's okay, but a wrangled a fourth day out of them."

      "Yes, sure, that's great. Are you ready?"

      Christian indicted his suitcase. "I am, but, well … can we just grab a coffee and talk a bit before we go?"

      Finn swallowed. "Sure, is everything okay? You're not dumping me right now, are you?"

      "Oh no, no everything is great." Christian picked up his bag and took Finn's hand with his right. "I thought I'd enjoy the weekend and then dump you!"

      Finn laughed. "Phew, okay. I'll remember to serve the cheap wine."

      Christian laughed and squeezed Finn's hand. "Good idea."

      They walked a few steps before Christian continued. "I'm teasing. Honestly, it was a rough flight weather wise and I'd like to sit and talk to my new fella before travelling any farther today."

      Finn looked over at the man next to him. Suddenly, he had a feeling that this was how his life would be. This handsome, sweet and funny man would be next to him, hand-in-hand for the rest of their lives.

      He stopped Christian in the centre of the concourse, just across from the coffee shop. Stopped him and looked into the blue eyes. Christian gazed back, saying nothing, sensing something. They stood there together as people walked around them, wordless, for a moment.

      Finn smiled and said, "I'm so happy you're here."

      "I don't want to be anywhere else."

      "Come on, let's get some coffee."

      The pair found a quiet corner and ordered their drinks. Once the order arrived and they added milk and sugar, the two men started to talk.

      "Just so you know, my mother is home for a couple more weeks and there is a housekeeper, Nora," Finn said.

      "Oh, your mom will be home? Oh, that's great, I'll be happy to meet her." Christian smiled and sipped his drink. "Housekeeper? Are you rich?"

      "Um…I suppose we are, sort of. I mean we have Sanctuary and the land, I suppose it's worth a lot, but it's been in the family forever. It won't be sold."

      Christian's eyebrows rose. "Sanctuary? Your house has a name?"

      "I grew up there, that's what it's called."

      "I think we need to talk, a lot."

      Finn felt a bit nauseous. "Are you upset? I mean, does this bother you?"

      "No, I'm just surprised, that's all." He reached over and took Finn's hand. "We don't know much about each other yet. It was just a surprise. The last thing you told me was you were living in Toronto coming here to visit … now you're moving out here."

      Squeezing Christian's warm hand, Finn said, "I know. I'm surprised that I want to come back here. Shit, I couldn't wait to get away. Now my agent is selling my house and having a moving company pack my stuff. I need to go buy a car too."

      Christian smiled. "There's a lot going on. I hope I'm not in the way."

      "No! I want to spend some time with you. Everything is under control. My mother and Nora have been cleaning like mad, the place is spotless. Your rooms have been aired out. It's all good."

      "Rooms?"

      "My mother did some renovating; it was a six-bedroom house, now it's a three-suite house. I'm an only child so no siblings to fight about the changes to the place." Finn put his empty cup on the saucer.

      "I was going to ask about sleeping arrangements."

      "You have your own rooms. I'm not expecting or presuming, Christian. We've just met and …."

      "Thanks, Finn. It means a lot you're willing to go slow, let us get to know each other."

      "I am."

      Christian grinned. "It won't be too long."

      "No?"

      "No, can't see it being too long." Pushing his cup away, Christian said, "So, thanks for letting me sit a bit. I'm ready when you are."

      "Okay. It's about eighty miles to the house." Finn stood up and picked up Christian's bag.

      "I can take that."

      "I know." They left the café and Finn held out his left hand, and Christian slipped his right one into it. Finn smiled at him. "I plan to spoil you so much, you fall madly in love with me."

      "That's your evil plan, is it?"

      "Yes, it is." They began to walk toward the parking lot. "So, last chance. Do you want to run away now, or you taking your chances?"

      "You know, I'm feeling brave. I'll take my chances …."

      "Bwa-ha-ha-ha! The car is right this way."

       

      The ride back to Sanctuary was a bit of a tour with Finn showing and explaining sights to Christian. Finally Finn turned off the road onto the long drive. After a few bone jarring minutes, they stopped in front of the old black gate.

      "Finn, I'll get out to open it." Christian unfastened his seat belt and reached to open the car door.

      "Okay, thanks. If you just open the left side, that would be good."

      Christian pushed the old gate open, noting its reluctance. He then stood back out of the way as Finn drove the car through. Carefully closing the gate, he replaced the latch. He then turned around, ready to return to the Jeep, but took a moment to look at the old forest, tumbling rocks and the majestic mountains beyond. The air he drew into his lungs was sweet and fresh and the quiet made him close his eyes.

      "Hey, are you okay?" Finn approached Christian's side.

      Christian opened his eyes and stepped toward Finn, who opened his arms. Finn started, when he saw the tears. "Hey … what is it?" He held Christian close.

      "I … there is something here. I can just feel it … something …."

      As he held Christian, Finn closed his eyes and let himself feel it as well. There was something, and always had been. "Yes," he whispered into Christian's neck. "There is. It's a very special place and it's why I can't let it go."

      Stepping away, Finn used his thumbs to wipe Christian's eyes. He smiled. "You belong here, most people never feel it."

      Holding hands, they walked back toward the car. Christian spoke first. "Will you tell me?"

      "When I can, but there are rules to follow. So when I can, yes I'll tell you everything."

      The pair stopped at the back of the car. They faced each other and held hands.

      "You ready to go, Christian? This is a special place, but you still have to meet my mother." Finn grinned.

      "She can't be that bad."

      "Come on, get in." Finn spun Christian around and gave him a gentle push. "You can tell me later what you think."

      Finn drove past the house to the small eight-car parking lot, which was around the side of the house, where he parked beside his mother's green Peugeot. It was nestled between the house and the forest.

      They walked back up to the front door along the flagstone walkway. Christian noted there was no lawn; just the gravel road and then the forest.

      "I feel like this place wasn't built to be an estate."

      "No, it wasn't. There is a bit of a lawn at the rear of the house, the and a nice patio, there's a pond back there too." They stopped before the front door. "In the back, beyond the lawns, is an old well. I used to play there as a kid. Maybe you'd like to see it."

      Christian smiled. "I'd love to see it. This is a beautiful place, Finn. I don't think I'd want to leave it either."

      "I'm glad to hear that, I really am, but you can't get out of your first official duty, which is meeting my mother."

      Laughing, Christian followed Finn inside. "You know you'll have to meet my family."

      Finn kissed Christian's cheek. "Can't wait!"

       

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Cynthia heard the front door and the two laughing male voices and went to greet her son. "Finn! You two are back just in time for dinner. Nora has everything ready."

      Finn's mother quickly took note of the man he'd brought home. Trim, blonde, and smiling and he was stepping forward with his hand out—perfect.

      "I'm Christian Waldner."

      They shook hands. "Cynthia Green. It's lovely to meet you. Welcome to Sanctuary."

      "Thank you."

      Finn watched quietly, hanging up his jacket and then taking Christian's. He put Christian's bag at the foot of the stairs.

      His mother took Christian's arm. "May I get you a drink, or a glass of wine?"

      "Oh, I could murder a drink, thank you."

      "Come into the parlour." Cynthia turned back. "Are you coming, Finn?"

      "Yes, Mother. I can't let you steal my boyfriend."

       

      Nora had come for them, and the trio went into the dining room. They sat clustered at one end of the large formal table.

      The first course was a light vegetable soup. Finn was ready for his second spoonful when his mother spoke.

      "You can have the wedding here."

      Finn dropped his spoon, splashing soup onto the white linen tablecloth. Christian sputtered. They both looked at her.

      "What? I'm not blind, nor am I that hardened to this place." Cynthia dabbed her lips with a white napkin. "I can see it in Christian's eyes. He knows. Not yet what, but he knows."

      Finn wiped soup off his hand. "Mother, please. Christian and I are getting to know each other—”

      "You can spend your lives doing that. You've both wasted enough time. Get on with it." Cynthia picked up and rang the small bell. "Where is that girl with the main course?"

       

      After dinner, his mother excused herself, leaving Christian and Finn alone.

      "That was delicious. Thank you, Nora," Christian told the young maid, who smiled.

      "Yes, it was. Thanks." Finn waited until Nora had taken the dishes away. "I'm sorry about my mother."

      Christian chuckled. "She's great; outspoken, but I like her."

      "Do you want another drink?"

      "You trying to get me drunk?"

      "Not at all. Just relaxed. Well, maybe before that I should show you to your rooms." Finn got up. "Come on."

      They walked up the staircase and turned left at the carpeted hall.

      "You're down here." Finn carried the bag. Christian followed.

      Finn opened the door and allowed Christian to enter first. "Wow, this is really nice."

      "Glad you like it. This is like a little sitting room and through there is the bedroom and the en suite. There's a TV, and little stereo there, small fridge there. Knowing my mother there may be some snacks as well."

      Finn walked through with Christian in tow to put the bag on the bed.

      Christian was impressed. "It's great. Thanks for having me here."

      "I'm glad you like it. Mom did a good job with these rooms."

      Christian slipped his arms around Finn, who responded in kind. "Soo…?"

      "Shhh." Christian pressed his lips to Finn's. It was a sweet kiss. "I've been waiting all day for this."

      Finn sighed and held Christian close. He was warm and felt good in his arms. "This feels so good."

      "Yeah, it does." Christian placed his hands on Finn's shoulders. "Can we sit?"

      "Sure. I'll make us a drink and we'll talk."

      

       5. It Feels All Right

       

      On the last day of Christian's long weekend, which was Tuesday, Finn awoke in his bed, alone. Adding a pillow behind his head, he pulled himself up slightly and looked out the window. "Sun's coming up. Another lovely day I hope."

      There was a knock at the door. Finn heard it open. It was Christian, who called softly, "You awake? Can I come in?"

      Finn smiled. "Yeah, come on in."

      Christian was scrubbed and dressed already. "Oh, still in bed! That looks inviting."

      "Well, strip then, because you're invited!"

      Christian settled himself on the side of the bed. "Am I?" He leaned over to kiss Finn.

      "Yeah, always." Finn ran his hand down Christian's back. "You're forgetting the strip part."

      "Don't think I don’t want that, Finn." He reached for Finn's hand. "I know what would happen."

      "What? Well, other than hot kissing and—"

      "Yeah, exactly. Then I'd be in your arms, and I'd never want to leave here. Leave you."

      "I don't want you to leave." Finn pulled Christian onto his chest and kissed him. Slowly, softly and then with a rising urgency, and Christian held on and responded. After several minutes, Finn slowed things down.

      "I'll get dressed. Grab a coffee downstairs and I'll be right there."

      "Are you upset … that we haven't—"

      Finn ran his hand through the thick blond hair and down Christian's cheek. "No, I'm not upset. It's not time yet. Let's have a coffee and take a walk."

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      They walked in silence to the little cairn. There Finn turned to face Christian. He pushed his fingers through the belt loops of the other man's jeans and pulled him close. "Tell me what you feel about this place."

      Christian felt Finn's hips against his own. He felt the warmth from the rising sun, it felt as if the trees were bending forward to keep them close, and to catch his words in their leaves. Words he knew, were very important right now. Closing his eyes, he answered.

      "I know this is a special place. I can feel the energy here. I know being with you is part of it. I know it's right, Finn."

      "Say you'll marry me then. Say you'll come back. Say you don't want to go."

      Christian opened his eyes. "Yes. As crazy as it all is, yes to all of it. Especially marrying you."

      "Come with me." Finn led Christian through the forest, to the boulders where he'd sat a few days before.

      "Is that water I can hear?"

      "Yes, let's sit for a few minutes."

      They settled on the cold stone, close, and hand-in-hand. They were quiet, just listening, just being.

      "I heard from the lawyer yesterday, Christian."

      "Okay?"

      "He said there is nothing stopping me, preventing me from telling you about this place if I was sure. I want to, so badly."

      Christian nodded. "But you're not ready yet."

      "I can't." Finn looked at Christian. "You understand why."

      "Yeah, I do. I'm very curious, but this place needs protection doesn’t it? It needs me to understand but it, and you, need my total commitment."

      "Yeah. I think that's why the husbands here never told their wives. They never trusted them enough." Finn stroked Christian's hand with his thumb. "That all sounds very sexist, I suppose. But I think it should be shared. In the past though, it passed only from father to son."

      "What? Son?"

      "Yes, that's another thing. We need to marry and have a child."

      "Have a child?" Christian stood up. "Jesus, we've not talked about that."

      "No." Finn got to his feet. "You're upset."

      Christian laughed a little. "Not upset. I guess it's this place, but important things seem to be dulled. Lulled."

      "I suppose it feels that way."

      "So, when had you planned to mention kids?" Christian took a few steps away and then turned.

      "I am telling you now. Is this a deal breaker?"

      "No…no, I don’t think so. I'm just surprised is all." Christian sat back down. "I just have never really considered them. How would we?"

      "Adopt. I think it's the best way."

      "Okay. Well there's a lot to consider."

      Finn felt a little let down, but continued, "Yeah, there is. How long is your next shift at work?"

      "On for six then off for four." Christian reached out for Finn's hand, who sat next to Christian. "I just need to think a bit."

      "I know this is all too fast."

      Christian sucked in a deep breath. "We barely know each other. Geez, Finn we haven't even had sex, and we're talking about kids and marriage."

      "You said you wanted a commitment, a relationship."

      "Yes." Christian moved closer to Finn. "Yes, I did, and you are offering me all that I wanted."

      "But?"

      Christian was quiet for a moment. "I still want it, and you. Tell me something, when we marry and come to live here … the kid thing, is that immediate or can we take a couple of years?"

      Finn smiled and put his hands on Christian's waist. "There's no big rush. It can wait; it just needs to be done."

      "Okay. I just want some time with you."

      "I like that idea." Finn pulled Christian closer and kissed him gently. "Come on, let's get some breakfast. What time do you need to go?"

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Sam watched the two men walk away. It felt all right to him. The one called Christian felt all right. "Finn chose well."

      "Soon I must start to teach another the ways and words of humans. To keep us safe and hidden." The job of learning the ways of humans and walking among them fell to his line.

      Sam moved from his hiding place when Finn and Christian were out of earshot, and walked back to the hidden entrance to his home.

      Once he'd slipped through the slim crack in the rock, the cave began to open up, and he walked downward until he came to a large pool. He climbed into the cool water and dove down under the rocks. He swam for several minutes before coming up into his home.

      Their world was just inside the border of the National Park, so they were protected from prying eyes. But Wells Gray wasn't established until November of 1939, so before that, it had been the Greens who watched over them.

      His people lived as they always had, but Sam accepted some of the humans’ ways. He learned about them as he made trips out of their home and Sanctuary. The farthest he'd ever been was to find Finn and to remind him of his promise from long ago. Sam was pleased how all his plans had gone, at least so far.

      The other thing he enjoyed from the outside was a tablet. He had to sneak it out to recharge the battery pack, but he could listen to audio books, which he found delightful. Sam had also learned how to pinch some bandwidth from the house; granted he had to download things outside the cave because they had no electricity or internet there. But he had learned a few things on his own. He thought perhaps Finn would help him a little bit with the technology.

      He had used the money that was given to them by the Greens. Sam had received it from his father, who had been given it some time ago, when Finn's father had still been alive. However, with some persuasion it was accepted by the little store. The store owner actually seemed quite happy with some of the old money.

      Sam settled onto his seat and looked at the recharger. "I'll have to go out to charge this tonight. As well as I will need to speak with Finn about replenishing our funds."

      The cave was cool and dark, and like most of his distant relatives, he preferred the cool and dark of night, so Sam curled up and slept the daylight hours away.

      Sam woke when he heard others moving around and going off in search of food in the series of tunnels. Some of them swam out to forage outside, under the cover of darkness.

      His electronics were well-wrapped to keep the water out as he swam, so Sam left the safety of the caves and made his way to the house. As he walked the short distance, he listened to the night and the creatures that sang their songs. He stopped when he got close to the house; he was always careful.

      This night it seemed only the light in the study was on, and Sam made his way quietly to the window. He peered through the glass and saw Finn at the heavy wooden desk, writing. Sam tapped on the pane.

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Finn heard a sound and looked up from his laptop. "What's that?"

      He rose and moved to the windows. As he pulled back the curtains farther, he smiled and opened the sash. "Sam! Come in."

      Sam thrust his package into Finn's hand. "Hold this please."

      "Sure." Finn held the still dripping package away from himself. "What's in here?"

      Finally inside, Sam pushed the window closed. "It's my tablet and charger."

      Finn opened and closed his mouth. "Um, do you have electricity?"

      "No, Finn." Sam moved the curtains back and dripped a little on the wool rug. "That's why I am here."

      "Oh." Finn sighed.

      Sam read Finn's reaction. "I am here to see you too. If I just wanted electricity, I'd use the plugs outside, like usual."

      Finn smiled, and knelt down. "You can visit anytime; you know that, I hope." He started to unwrap the electronics. "I'll order you a better case for these. Why are they all wet? "

      Sam kneeled down next to Finn. "To get to our home, we must dive and swim for several minutes."

      "Wow, I see." Finn plugged in the charger and the tablet. "What do you use these for?"

      "Well, I can listen to readings of books, which I like. Sometimes I can come close to the house and I can use the house internet." Sam grinned broadly. "I took me some time to learn how …."

      "Yeah, I guess it would if you had no one to help. I'll help you with this stuff anytime you need it."

      "Thank you. That will be great because I like to listen to books."

      "Do the others?" Finn plugged in the tablet and the charger.

      "Not really. They are not interested in humans."

      Finn got to his feet and laid the damp wrappings over the back of a chair. "Come on. Let's sit over here and talk. Do you want a drink or anything to eat?"

      "No, thank you, Finn." Sam settled on the sofa, his legs drawn up under him. "I saw you yesterday, when you came out to the rocks, with Christian."

      "Did you?"

      "Yes, it all feels all right. Christian feels all right to me."

      Finn smiled at his companion. "Does he? I'm glad. He's a good person."

      "I will look forward to meeting him." Sam held on to his knees. "I did not like the first boy I saw you with at your party."

      "You mean Trevor? You didn't like him? To be honest, I didn't really know him well."

      Sam's eyes widened. "You seemed to know him."

      Chuckling, Finn said, "Um, well, I really just wanted to sleep with him. Or I thought I did. All that seems so long ago now."

      "Oh, yes. Humans and sex. They seem to like it yet pretend to hate it. Your race is difficult to understand."

      "Yes, we are. I have to agree."

      "Um, Finn? There is more reason for why I am here. I spent all the money on the charger and tablet, and lots on getting to come to you. I like to keep some money, in case. Do you think you could give me more? I made it last, the last money."

      Finn sat up. He'd never heard about payments, but it made sense. "Sure, I can, how much and when did you last get some?"

      "Oh, the last came from your father, many of your years ago, but it's all finished now. The man in the store didn't really want to take the older money, but he did seem very interested in some of it."

      "My father? That was … wow … I'm sure he did like some of it. Yes, of course I'll make sure you have some."

      "We don't need it often." Sam smiled. "I needed it mostly to go and find you."

      "Well, from now on, you won't need to go far to do that. I'm selling my house in Toronto, and Christian and I will live here."

      Sam grinned. "This is such good news. I hope you will be happy here."

      "I was always happy here. I just needed to be out on my own." Finn leaned back and looked up at the plaster ceiling. "I wonder if I'd have left if my father had told me about you."

      "Wondering about what is past is a waste of time, Finn. I never think much about the before times, just now. It's better for your brain and your life."

      Finn smiled at his friend. "You're right, of course."

      The pair talked another hour, and then Sam packed up his recharged tech, ready to return home. "I will see you again soon, Finn."

      Sam insisted on climbing out the window he'd come through. Finn stood by and passed him the watertight package. "I'll look forward to it and I'll have some money for you as well."

      "Good night, Finn." With this, Sam turned and walked back to the safety of the forest, and then home.

      Finn watched his friend. He wondered what would happen to Sam's people if news of them got out. "I just have to make sure that doesn't happen."

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      "That soon, Mother?" Finn buttered a slice of cold toast—his favourite—then topped it with homemade blueberry jam.

      "Slice of heaven," he thought, as he chewed.

      "I didn’t think next week to be overly soon." Cynthia sipped her coffee. "We are ready to go, and you need to run this place. You need to make it your own."

      Finn looked at his mom. He wanted to ask a question. "Mom, the money … in the household account. There's a lot in there."

      "Yes, dear. Well, it is for the upkeep of this place, believe me this place costs a lot to run."

      Finn put down his toast and wiped his fingers and mouth with a linen napkin. "Mother, I mean where does it all come from?"

      Cynthia looked at her son like she was seeing him for the first time. "Come from? Well, that information was never shared with the wives. You can speak with Mr. Gotlieb, and he can likely tell you. He would just tell me the deposits were made as they always had been. Just like your father and grandfather did."

      "Okay, Mom." Finn sat back and picked up his coffee. He pondered the question he'd asked of his mom, and her response. It seemed to rile her up, but he understood why. "Time to break the cycle I think. I'll call Mr. Gotlieb." He wondered if he'd receive a reply.

      Later when he was in his office, Finn called the lawyer and asked for a return call.

      An hour passed, and Finn was writing when the landline rang.

      "Finn Green …."

      "Hello Finn, David Gotlieb here."

      Finn sat up straighter. "Hello, thank for returning my call."

      "Not a problem. How can I help?"

      "I wanted some information if you have it. You know nothing was ever passed on to me."

      "Yes, I understand. What do you need to know?"

      "Well, it's about the source of the money in our household accounts. Where does it come from?"

      There was silence on the line. Finn pulled the phone away and looked at it a moment before moving it back and saying, "Mr. Gotlieb, are you there?"

      "Um, yes … sorry. You really don't know anything … okay. Well, your great, great, great and maybe more grandfather was a successful gold miner and investor. There is a lot of physical gold, and the funds that are transferred to your account is interest on investments. We haven't touched the physical gold for years. We haven't had to thankfully. Since your father is deceased, and well, you just didn't know about it."

      Finn's breath was shallow. "How much … are we talking about?"

      "I don’t have the figures right here, but millions, Finn. But there are caveats on the use of the funds. They are not to be used for anything but the care and running of the estate. They are not for the betterment of the family beyond that. That's why you have always had to work, have jobs or careers."

      Finn reached for a nearby glass of water and sipped it. "I understand. Wow, I'm just surprised."

      "I can understand."

      "So, is there anything recorded that tells me what the funds should be and not be used for?"

      "I believe so. Let me look for it, and I'll get a copy to you. Anything more, other than these questions?"

      After releasing the breath he'd been holding, Finn said, "Thanks… um, no. Not right now. Thank you very much."

      "My pleasure," the lawyer said. "Let me know if you have concerns. Frankly, there is no way we can stop you from using your money, but other than one incident I can recall, the funds have been used only for the upkeep of Sanctuary."

      "They still will be … I'm not going to go crazy and buy a boat or a castle. I came back here to look after this place, that's all. My own private funds are mine and this other money isn't."

      "Good to know, but I'm not surprised. I'll get someone on looking for that document you want and we will get it to you as soon as possible."

      Finn thanked the lawyer, and they hung up. After a few moments, Finn replaced the receiver. "Holy shit."

      
        
        _____

      

      

       

      Sam sat in his small part of the cave and listened to a new book. He was soon joined by Tequkwan.

      "What is this?" asked the youngster. He reached out a long slim finger and gingerly touched the warm tablet. He sat but shuffled around beside Sam, who offered the little newt the slim computer.

      "It is a human thing, but I can hear their words … books they are called." Sam said the word book in English. He pulled out the headphone jack.

      Tequkwan jumped at the sound, and Sam lowered the volume. The little newt looked up at his relative. "What does it mean? Can you understand it?"

      "Yes, I understand it. It is English; I learned because our family talks to the humans who protect our land."

      "Our family? But not all know this … English."

      "No, but someone must learn the ways of them."

      "Is that why some dig the yellow metal, uncle?" Tequkwan passed the tablet back.

      "Yes, we give it to them, and they help keep the land and us protected here. Not all humans are nice."

      The younger one shuffled around to look at his uncle. "No? I've not been out to see them. You were gone for so long, Uncle, did you go to see them?"

      Sam smiled. "I did go. Things needed to be right again, so I left to make it so."

      They sat for a few moments in silence before the newt spoke very quietly. "Uncle, can you teach me the English?"

      "Do you want to learn it?"

      "Yes, Uncle I think I do. I'd like to be like you."

      "Then I will teach you."

      "Can I go out to see humans? With you?"

      "Yes, once you've learned some words and understand. I will take you to meet Finn, it is he who protects us now." Sam smiled at the younger one beside him.

      From a dish nearby, he picked up a fat worm and held it up. Tequkwan reached for it but Sam held it away.

      "In English this is worm. Say it."

      Nodding, Tequkwan tried to form the word. "Weorm. Werm, it is funny sounding this English, Uncle."

      Sam's eyes widened. "Oh, yes, it is a funny language. They are funny animals." He handed the wriggling creature to the newt, who popped it into his mouth. "Wait until you see one without their coverings."

      

      6. The Story

      

      Nora curtsied as Finn sat eating his breakfast. "I've cleaned Mr. Christian's room. Will you be home for lunch, Mr. Finn?"

      "Nora, please, you have to stop curtsying."

      "I'll try, sir."

      Finn closed his eyes for a moment. "Nora, Christian will return this week for a few days. I'm driving into town to pick up my car, and then him. I won't be back for lunch but I can pick up anything you think you may need. Just make a list for me."

      "Oh, Mr. Finn, that would be wonderful. Thank you. I'll do that." The young maid tarried. "Sir, may I ask about your mother? I … well, if she's to be gone a while, then I could just cover the furniture in her room, rather than clean it weekly."

      Finn chewed his eggs, and nodded as he swallowed. "I think it will likely be a good stretch before she returns. Yes, cover things. I'll text her to ask her to make sure she gives us fair notice before she comes home. How's that?"

      Nora smiled, she liked her young boss. "Thank you, that's great. I … I hope … well I hope I don't sound lazy, sir—”

      "Not at all. Practical I'd say. No sense in cleaning everything in there weekly while the room will be unused. I'd say it would need vacuuming monthly though. What do you think?"

      "Yes, Mr. Finn. That seems very sensible. I'm making up my schedule, so now I can finish it properly."

      "That's a great idea." Finn considered the young woman. "I know this house is big and you have a lot to do. Nora, if you need help, or things seem too much, you will come and tell me. This isn't Upstairs, Downstairs, okay? I mean you can come and talk to me; that's what I want you to know."

      "I will, Mr. Finn. Thank you. It's why I'm doing the schedule, so I don’t get overwhelmed and can keep on top of things."

      "Nora, bring your schedule out here and get some coffee for yourself. Let's do this together. It will help me understand things, and make sure I'm being fair."

      "Yes, sir."

      Nora and Finn sat together for an hour going over the household duties; Finn made a few changes to help his employee.

      "I do not want you dragging that vacuum cleaner up and down the stairs. Tell me the type you want and I'll buy one we can leave upstairs."

      Together they made a list.

      "Nora, this is great. I feel much better." Finn finished his coffee and replaced the cup. "I think we should meet regularly to talk about things, and I want you to know, if you ever need to just talk, or need anything, you must come to me, okay?"

      "I like that idea, Mr. Finn." Nora smiled at her boss. "And thank you for that, I will."

      "Excellent. Right, well I better get moving." Finn stood up. "Add anything else you can think of to that list, while I get ready to drive to town and pick up the new car, and then Christian."

      "I will, right away."  

       

      Two hours later, Finn was at the dealership, signing documents and waiting for his new Hyundai Kona. He'd returned the rental and then taken an Uber to the car lot. Now he sat on a hard chair near the salesman's desk.

      "Here we are, sir." Mel, the salesman strode toward Finn holding out some keys. "There are instructions for the smart phone app as well."

      Finn stood up and shook hands with Mel. "Excellent. Thanks very much. I appreciate the service."

      "My pleasure; nice to meet you, Mr. Green." Mel walked toward the door with Finn and they walked out to the new gray vehicle together.

      Finn opened the door and climbed in. Mel gave him a few more pointers and reminders about the dashboard and its buttons and features.

      Mel held the door for a moment. "It's full. First tank is on us. Enjoy it; call us if you have any questions."

      "Thanks. That's great." Finn started the SUV, as Mel pushed the driver's side door closed. He stepped back and waved.

      Finn, waved back and drove out of the lot slowly, turned right and headed to the airport to pick up Christian.

      He parked and walked in, knowing where flight crew exited. He stood watching the planes take off. "They're still amazing to watch."

      Finn jumped a little when he felt the hand on his lower back. He turned slightly to find Christian beside him.

      "Hey."

      Finn stood up and smiled. "Hey. Welcome home."

      Christian kissed his boyfriend lightly. "You okay? You were daydreaming."

      "Yeah, I'm good. Just watching the planes, and waiting for you."

      "Have I told you how nice it is that you do that. Pick me up, I mean?"

      Finn turned around fully, and Christian stepped closer. "Not in so many words, no, but I'm glad you like it."

      "I'm beat. How about we go home?"

      "I like that."

      "What?"

      "That you call it home." Finn grinned, and picked up Christian's bag.

      They began walking to the exit and parking. Christian slipped his hand into Finn's.

      "Know what else, Finn?"

      "What?"

      "I want to know when I can say you're my husband." Christian glanced at Finn. "And I really think we should redecorate the Master bedroom, and move in there, sooner rather than later."

      "I guess we need to firm up our plans."

      "Yeah, I guess we do."

      They walked quietly for a few minutes. "I have the new car out here. And I have to make a short stop to pick up something for Nora."

      "Where do we have to go?"

      "Canadian Tire. I'm buying her a vacuum to keep up on the second floor." Finn stopped in front of his new car. "Here we are."

      Christian glanced at Flynn. "That's one of those new Hyundai Kona. It's really a nice looking thing. Love this colour." He walked around the vehicle.

      "It's called Lake Silver." Finn leaned against the car. "Personally I really liked the Acid Yellow … but I chickened out."

      Christian stood at the front of the SUV with his right hand on his hip. "You chickened … if you liked it you should have gotten it."

      "To me it screamed gay … I hate to draw that kind of attention."

      "Seriously?" Christian eyes widened. "You hold my hand in public, you've hugged and kissed me in the middle of an airport and you're suddenly afraid to draw attention to the fact you are gay because you liked a car in a shade of yellow?"

      Finn unlocked the doors. "Okay … maybe I'm not afraid of that, but a man driving a yellow car. What will people think?"

      "Who cares? Do they have to drive a yellow car? I've seen that colour on TV, and we are not talking sunshine or daffodil yellow."

      "The point is moot now, isn't it?" Finn pulled open the driver's-side door.

      "Yes, I suppose it is, or maybe not."

      "Are we going to argue about this?"

      "No, Finn, but you have to see why I'm concerned." Christian opened the passenger-side door, and shoved his bag into the rear seat. He slid into the front seat.

      Finn sat in the driver's seat and stared at the man beside him. "Is it such a huge concern? I felt weird in a car that colour. If I was straight I'd have felt weird in a car that colour. I felt much more at home in the gray, but I do like the other one."

      "Okay." Christian pulled on his seat belt.

      "What?" Finn turned again. "What? Let's start as we mean to go on, Christian. If you think I'm wrong, or have something to say. Don't bottle it up. I don't want this kind of relationship, that kind I mean."

      Christian faced his boyfriend. "Look, this is silly. I'm reading way too much into this. You like the colour but don't want drive around in it. It's like me being okay wearing pink and while you like me in it, you'd never wear it."

      "Yes, like that." Finn started the Kona. "I'm not ashamed of who I am, or us, Christian. If straight guys can hold hands with their wives, I can hold hands with you."

      "Are you saying I'm the girl?"

      Finn laughed. "You're lucky we're in this car or else I'd kiss that smirk off your face."

      Christian joined in the laughter. "You can just turn your head, you know."

      Smiling, Finn leaned toward Christian, whose lips met his halfway.  

       

      They drove home, enjoying the new car after stopping to pick-up the vacuum cleaner.

      Once they'd returned to Sanctuary, Finn took the vacuum upstairs, with Christian following. As each suite had its own bathroom, the previous bathroom on the second floor had been turned into a storage/utility closet, and this was where Finn stored the new vacuum cleaner.

      "That's better. Nora should not have to haul that thing up and down stairs." Finn closed the storage room door.

      He eyed Christian, who stood beside him with this bag in hand. Finn grinned. "What?"

      "Just wondering what room to go into?"

      "Oh, yes." Finn chuckled. "You did say something about the Master Bedroom as soon as possible…."

      "After redecorating!"

      "Mmmm, you have something against pink walls and rose wallpaper?" Finn put his hands on Christian waist. "As soon as possible, you said." Finn kissed his boyfriend, pulling him closer.

      Christian groaned softly as he let himself be moved. Dropping his bag, he slipped his arms around Finn and pressed against him. They broke the kiss and just stood together hugging.

      "So, Finn, your room or mine, until we fix up ours?" Christian whispered.

      The soft breath on his neck made Finn shiver. "Your room. Are you sure about this?"

      "Mmm, yeah, I am. Even though there's no ring."

      "Oh, I see. So that's what this is all about, eh?"

      "I'm so transparent."

      Finn kissed Christian’s cheek. "Your room is good, as long as you're sure you're ready."

      "I am. Can we look at the Master bedroom, Finn? I mean is that okay?"

      "Of course it's okay. Mom was serious about us taking it." Finn took Christian hand. "No time like the present."

      Together they walked down the hall and entered the large Master bedroom. Christian went in before Finn.

      "Wow, this is really nice."

      "Yeah, I think we'd want new wallpaper and paint."

      Christian turned to face Finn. "Yeah, the pink is a bit overwhelming. What about the furniture?"

      "Well, I think we should get furniture we both like. We can take the stuff out of your room and then put Mom's stuff in there. I think we need to shop."

      "We have some work to do. So, if your mom is moving in my room, then we can put her stuff in your room for now and get started on our room, while I'm here … home."

      Finn nodded. "Okay, if you want to. What colours are you thinking of? I'll tell you now, I'm not good at design."

      "Lucky for you then, because I am." Christian walked through the space. "Look at the windows in here. There will be a lot of light, once those draperies go. We could go for something in browns and forest green on that wall."

      "Two colours I'm fond of. So, yeah, okay." Finn grinned. "Let's do it."

      Finn held Christian close from behind. They looked out of the window to a view of the mountains and miles of pine forest.

      "After we do this … then we'll sort out our wedding?"

      "Yes … the sooner the better." Finn kissed Christian’s neck. "You know … let's just hire someone to paint this for us."

      "Are you sure?" Christian turned around to face Finn.

      "We have a lot to do. I think it's better. I'll find out who my mother used when she redid the bedrooms."

      "Okay."

      "Good, then we can start to work on the wedding. Any date you'd prefer?"

      "We could just elope, Finn."

      Finn smiled, but the look on Christian face made him pause. "You're not serious?"

      "No, but it doesn't need to be some huge affair, does it?"

      "No, it can be what we want it to be."

      "Does it need to be here?"

      "Christian, no it doesn't. Let's go downstairs, get some coffee and a notepad. Settle in the office and work this out, okay?"

      Christian reached for Finn's hand. "Yeah, good."  

       

      After a pot of coffee, a long call to Christian’s parents, and an email to Finn's mother, it was decided. Their wedding would be in Christian’s hometown of Lumsden, Saskatchewan, so his family could attend.

      "Okay, Mom … Yes, sure get that organized for us … Perfect … We will fly out to see you before that, yes … Okay, love to Dad. Love you too … Bye, Mom."

      Christian smiled at Finn, who had been watching as his boyfriend called home. "All okay?"

      "Yes, she's happy to arrange that. Thanks for doing it there, Finn."

      Leaning over, Finn kissed Christian on the cheek. "It's better this way, and I want to see your family. See you where you lived."

      "We're doing the right thing, aren’t we? I mean it's not too fast?"

      Finn drew Christian into an embrace. "You know, I've just known, since that first day I came to meet you in the airport, that it's right. I simply feel it."

      Christian relaxed into his boyfriend's warmth. "Okay."

      They sat quietly together for several minutes before Christian got to his feet.

      "I'm just going to get some air. I just would like to have a bit of time on my own. Is that okay?"

      Finn rose also. "Yes of course. Are you okay? I mean, if you're concerned or worried, you'd say so?"

      "I would." Christian caught Finn's hands in his. "Just want to think, that's all babe. Nothing to worry about."

      "Okay. I've got to look for the decorator Mom used and get that ball rolling."

      "Good, back in a bit."

      Finn smiled and caught Christian in his arms. "Don't forget, we are making our own dinner tonight. Nora's night off."

      "Right. I won't be long. Just gonna get some fresh air."

      They kissed, and Christian left the office and headed to the vestibule. He put on his jacket, opened the front door and stepped outside. Christian checked his watch; it was close to 4pm. Christian walked up the drive, but remembered that Finn had mentioned something about a well.

      "I'll go around the back and see if I can find it."

      He picked his way around the side of the house. It was rather overgrown. Christian made it through the thick copse of trees and overgrown bushes to what was the back garden.

      Christian took in the now-dry pond. "Be nice to bring that back again." He walked around it. "Fill it with koi and water lilies." Leaving the lifeless water feature, Christian made his way to the old patio. Beyond it was a flower garden, which was obviously well looked after.

      "That's very nice stone, or would be when we get the moss off of it." Christian slowly turned around. "It would be wonderful to make this garden ours, livable again, useable again. Some nice furniture, we could have coffee here. Spend more time out here."

      Christian dug at some moss with the toe of his running shoe. He looked farther back and walked toward the trees at the back. "Let's find this well, then."

      After several minutes, Christian saw what looked like it could be a well. He reached it and pulled away the deadly nightshade that was growing over it. "So pretty …."

      "Yes, pretty, but it can kill you."

      "Huh?" Christian whirled around. In front of him was a naked …."Naked, what?"

      "Naked?" Sam looked down at himself. "I guess to you I am."

      Christian stood still. He blinked. He drew in, held and released a deep breath. The thing—creature—stared back at him. Realization slowly came to Christian.

      "I know you, well, I've seen you before. You were with Finn, but ... what are you?"

      "Sam. I am Sam. I am Finn's friend."

      Christian stared. He was rooted to the spot and his heart pounded in his chest. He spoke to the creature softly. "You may be, but you are not human."

      "No, I am not, Christian."

      "You know my name?"

      "Yes, Finn told me." Sam cocked his head. "You will be his mate."

      "I … yes."

      "You are confused. Finn told me about you, because he has to. Finn's family protects us—"

      "What? Protects who? Who are you?"

      Sam smiled. "Please don't worry. Finn doesn't want secrets from you. So, I came to tell you. Would you like to hear a story, Christian?"

      "Sam!"

      Both Sam and Christian turned.

      "Sam, what are you doing?" Finn stepped closer, and stopped next to Christian.

      "Finn! I am going to tell Christian our story."

      Finn knew he was caught. He looked at Christian and smiled weakly. He had to trust that the right thing was about to happen. Finn drew in a deep breath, and nodded. "Okay, but let's go inside so we can be comfortable and talk properly."

      Christian reached for Finn's hand. "Good idea, let's go."

      Sam nodded and followed the couple.

      They settled in the office. Sam held a bottle of Perrier.

      "I'm right? You're not human?" Christian sat forward. He was beside Finn on the leather chesterfield.

      Across from them, Sam perched on the matching brown chair. "No, we are not human. We are related to salamanders, in your language."

      Christian eyes widened. "But you can talk, think, so humans are not the only intelligent species. That’s great, but why don't we know about you?"

      Sam smiled. "What would happen to us if your kind knew? What has your kind done to strangers, or even within your own species just because they were different?"

      Christian’s smile faded as Sam spoke; as he realized the truth.

      Sam saw Christian’s expression change, and continued to speak. "The first Green also realized what would happen. The first Green was a good man. He did not ask for our help, we gave it, as we have since that time. The Greens have protected us, and we help them."

      "But things have changed—"

      "No!" Sam was on his feet. "NO, they have not. Your kind kills each other, because of religion, because of skin colour, even you! You two, Gay you call yourselves, people hate you, because of who you mate with."

      Sam walked around the room as he spoke. "I have read many of your books, your history. It is horrible what your kind can do. Zoos, marine parks—did you know dolphins speak? Think?—apes your closest relatives, what you do to them … wars filled with untold, hard to imagine horrors, yet you seem not to care for the most part. Can you see why now, Christian? Why we do not want to be known about?"

      Christian gazed up at Sam. He eyes glistened. His reply was a whisper. "Yes."

      "Sam …." Finn spoke softly. "That's enough."

      Sam sighed softly and retook his seat. "I have to make you understand. That is my role, my family's role to protect my home and my people."

      "I know." Finn glanced over to Christian and smiled at him. "We know."

      "Good. I am sorry I was blunt."

      "Well, as you say, humans aren't the best at a lot of things. Listening is one of them."

      Sam looked to Christian. "Do you still with to hear the story?"

      "Yes. I'd still like to, Sam."

      Sam grinned. "Excellent. I love to tell this story."  

      
        
        _____  

      

      

       

      “It was many years ago now. Many generations of Greens have come and gone. The first Green was a kind man. Quiet and determined though. I was not yet even an egg when my ancestors met him and decided to help him ….

      Jedidiah Green came here to search for yellow metal, you call it gold. We watched him digging, but he filled in places where he'd been. He left the world as it was, and he did not hurt small animals or the trees. He did not leave many traces of himself behind.

      My ancestors watched Jedidiah Green as he came back over several of your years, but he never found much of the yellow metal. So, the ancestors decided to help him.

      So, because he was so careful, our people dug up the yellow metal for him, we left it where he would find it.

      My oldest ancestor would stay close by; he listened to the sounds the human made. He learned the word for the yellow metal was gold. The old one listened often to the man as he spoke to himself. After they began leaving the gold for him, the man often spoke, it seemed, to the air and trees.

      "Please tell me who you are? Why do you leave this for me? I am only grateful and wish to thank you. I do not wish to hurt you."

      After much time and talking, the oldest and closest to death, an elder, said he would go and talk to the human. He would die soon anyway and this could be his last sacrifice for his people, if the human turned mad and killed him.

      The elder approached Jedidiah's small camp one day when he'd learned a few words. "I come. Speak you."

      The man stumbled back. "What are you? Who?"

      "We dig for you gold."

      "You dig?" Jedidiah squatted down. "Thank you. I am so grateful … but why?"

      "You want. You good. No hurt world." The elder smiled as best as he was able.

      "It's not my work, but the kindness of others. It should be used to better something."

      "You help keep you away."

      "Me? You mean others like me?"

      "Yes, o...thers." The elder nodded. "They hurt world. Hurt us."

      "Yes. Can you show me where you get the gold? Maybe I can use the gold to buy the land here, and keep others away."

      The elder heard the words and nodded. "I show."

      Sam looked to each of the men with him. "So Jedidiah bought all the land here. My people dug some gold for him, and in return he made Sanctuary."

      Christian looked at Finn. "My God, is it true?"

      "Yes, it's true. All those years of gold are banked, or in bars now. We do not spend it, except to run Sanctuary. My clothes, food, car, vacations, and wedding, are from my own funds."

      "That's pretty incredible."

      Finn nodded. "It is and so you see why this place is special. Why we cannot tell anyone. Why we need to work and have our own careers."

      "I understand, Finn. You and Sam have my word. I won't discuss Sanctuary outside of us, of here."

      Finn sighed as did Sam. They glanced at each other, all smiling now. Finn spoke first.

      "So, Sam, can you stay? I'm cooking breakfast for dinner, which means bacon."

      "Mmm. Thank you, Finn, but no, I cannot. You and Christian likely want to talk, and I have some responsibilities to complete." Sam got to his feet and went to the window and pushed it open.

      "Sam! We do have doors here."

      "I know, but the window is so satisfying." He grinned, his yellow eyes flashed. "I will see you soon Finn, and Christian."

      Both men were on their feet and said goodbye to Sam.

      Finn walked over and closed the window once his friend was safely through it. He watched for a moment as Sam slipped into the safety of the forest. Then he returned to sit beside Christian.

      "Are you okay?"

      Christian smiled. "Yes … oddly, yes, I think I am. Knowing explains a lot."

      "Good. I'm glad. Glad it's out now as well. I don't like to keep secrets."

      Finn leaned over and kissed Christian’s cheek. "I'll go start dinner."

      "No."

      "No?"

      Christian took Finn's hand. "Dinner can wait."

      "Can it?"

      "Yes." Christian got to his feet. "Let's go upstairs."

      "Okay." Finn stood beside his boyfriend.

      "We can eat later. Right now, I want you."

      Finn grinned, accepted his boyfriend's hand; and followed his lead.

      
        
        _____

      

        

      
        The wedding, the merging of families was a happy time. The honeymoon on a small, quaint, tropical island had been peaceful and fun. Returning home to Sanctuary was like breathing again. The place and its secrets meant a lot to both men.

        Finn's writing had become more popular. Christian still worked for Eagle Air, though he'd moved to an office position close by.

        They made a habit of walking together each evening in the warm months. This night was no different. They walked hand in hand.

        "What about an heir to all of this?" Christian asked.

        "Guess that depends. Adopt or find a surrogate?"

        "Girl or boy, or a baby? Who's the dad though?"

        Finn squeezed his husband's hand. "You are the girl remember."

        Christian laughed. "You didn't say that last night!"

        They stopped while still in the forest, but in sight of the house, and held on to each other, Finn said, "You know, I'd love to write this story … about my family looking after Sam and his world."

        "So, why don't you?"

        "There will be questions about where I got the idea … assuming people like the story."

        "I'm sure you'll think of an answer to that question." Christian waved his hand. "After all, the scenery is very inspiring."

        "Yeah, it is. I guess I could just say it was a writing prompt I found online. Like it was Prompt Number 603 … The Promise."

        "That works for me, babe."

        Finn laughed, slipped his arms around his husband and gazed into his eyes.

        Around them the trees bent closer to catch his words. "I love you."

        “I love you too.”

        To Finn, they were a very satisfying sound indeed.

         

         

      

      

      
        
        The End
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      The magnificent promise of spring was broken before the May-blossom was fully out. All through the beloved month the wind rushed in upon us from the north and north-east, bringing the rain fierce and heavy. The tender-budded trees shuddered and moaned; when the wind was dry, the young leaves flapped limp. The grass and corn grew lush, but the light of the dandelions was quite extinguished, and it seemed that only a long time back had we made merry before the broad glare of these flowers. The bluebells lingered and lingered; they fringed the fields for weeks like purple fringe of mourning. The pink campions came out only to hang heavy with rain; hawthorn buds remained tight and hard as pearls, shrinking into the brilliant green foliage; the forget-me-nots, the poor pleiades of the wood, were ragged weeds. Often at the end of the day the sky opened, and stately clouds hung over the horizon infinitely far away, glowing, through the yellow distance, with an amber lustre. They never came any nearer, always they remained far off, looking calmly and majestically over the shivering earth, then saddened, fearing their radiance might be dimmed, they drew away, and sank out of sight. Sometimes, towards sunset, a great shield stretched dark from the west to the zenith, tangling the light along its edges. As the canopy rose higher, it broke, dispersed, and the sky was primrose coloured, high and pale above the crystal moon. Then the cattle crouched among the gorse, distressed by the cold, while the long-billed snipe flickered round high overhead, round and round in great circles, seeming to carry a serpent from its throat, and crying a tragedy, more painful than the poignant lamentations and protests of the peewits. Following these evenings came mornings cold and grey.

      Such a morning I went up to George, on the top fallow. His father was out with the milk—he was alone; as I came up the hill I could see him standing in the cart, scattering manure over the bare red fields; I could hear his voice calling now and then to the mare, and the creak and clank of the cart as it moved on. Starlings and smart wagtails were running briskly over the clods, and many little birds flashed, fluttered, hopped here and there. The lapwings wheeled and cried as ever between the low clouds and the earth, and some ran beautifully among the furrows, too graceful and glistening for the rough field.

      I took a fork and scattered the manure along the hollows, and thus we worked, with a wide field between us, yet very near in the sense of intimacy. I watched him through the wheeling peewits, as the low clouds went stealthily overhead. Beneath us, the spires of the poplars in the spinney were warm gold, as if the blood shone through. Further gleamed the grey water, and below it the red roofs. Nethermere was half hidden and far away. There was nothing in this grey, lonely world but the peewits swinging and crying, and George swinging silently at his work. The movement of active life held all my attention, and when I looked up, it was to see the motion of his limbs and his head, the rise and fall of his rhythmic body, and the rise and fall of the slow waving peewits. After a while, when the cart was empty, he took a fork and came towards me, working at my task.

      It began to rain, so he brought a sack from the cart, and we crushed ourselves under the thick hedge. We sat close together and watched the rain fall like a grey striped curtain before us, hiding the valley; we watched it trickle in dark streams off the mare's back, as she stood dejectedly; we listened to the swish of the drops falling all about; we felt the chill of the rain, and drew ourselves together in silence. He smoked his pipe, and I lit a cigarette. The rain continued; all the little pebbles and the red earth glistened in the grey gloom. We sat together, speaking occasionally. It was at these times we formed the almost passionate attachment which later years slowly wore away.

      When the rain was over, we filled our buckets with potatoes, and went along the wet furrows, sticking the spritted tubers in the cold ground. Being sandy, the field dried quickly. About twelve o'clock, when nearly all the potatoes were set, he left me, and fetching up Bob from the far hedge-side, harnessed the mare and him to the ridger, to cover the potatoes. The sharp light plough turned the soil in a fine furrow over the potatoes; hosts of little birds fluttered, settled, bounded off again after the plough. He called to the horses, and they came downhill, the white stars on the two brown noses nodding up and down, George striding firm and heavy behind. They came down upon me; at a call the horses turned, shifting awkwardly sideways; he flung himself against the plough, and leaning well in, brought it round with a sweep: a click, and they are off uphill again. There is a great rustle as the birds sweep round after him and follow up the new turned furrow. Untackling the horses when the rows were all covered, we tramped behind them down the wet hillside to dinner.

      I kicked through the drenched grass, crushing the withered cowslips under my clogs, avoiding the purple orchids that were stunted with harsh upbringing, but magnificent in their powerful colouring, crushing the pallid lady smocks, the washed-out wild gillivers. I became conscious of something near my feet, something little and dark, moving indefinitely. I had found again the larkie's nest. I perceived the yellow beaks, the bulging eyelids of two tiny larks, and the blue lines of their wing quills. The indefinite movement was the swift rise and fall of the brown fledged backs, over which waved long strands of fine down. The two little specks of birds lay side by side, beak to beak, their tiny bodies rising and falling in quick unison. I gently put down my fingers to touch them; they were warm; gratifying to find them warm, in the midst of so much cold and wet. I became curiously absorbed in them, as an eddy of wind stirred the strands of down. When one fledgling moved uneasily, shifting his soft ball, I was quite excited; but he nestled down again, with his head close to his brother's. In my heart of hearts, I longed for someone to nestle against, someone who would come between me and the coldness and wetness of the surroundings. I envied the two little miracles exposed to any tread, yet so serene. It seemed as if I were always wandering, looking for something which they had found even before the light broke into their shell. I was cold; the lilacs in the Mill garden looked blue and perished. I ran with my heavy clogs and my heart heavy with vague longing, down to the Mill, while the wind blanched the sycamores, and pushed the sullen pines rudely, for the pines were sulking because their million creamy sprites could not fly wet-winged. The horse-chestnuts bravely kept their white candles erect in the socket of every bough, though no sun came to light them. Drearily a cold swan swept up the water, trailing its black feet, clacking its great hollow wings, rocking the frightened water hens, and insulting the staid black-necked geese. What did I want that I turned thus from one thing to another?

      At the end of June the weather became fine again. Hay harvest was to begin as soon as it settled. There were only two fields to be mown this year, to provide just enough stuff to last until the spring. As my vacation had begun I decided I would help, and that we three, the father, George and I, would get in the hay without hired assistance.

      I rose the first morning very early, before the sun was well up. The clear sound of challenging cocks could be heard along the valley. In the bottoms, over the water and over the lush wet grass, the night mist still stood white and substantial. As I passed along the edge of the meadow the cow-parsnip was as tall as I, frothing up to the top of the hedge, putting the faded hawthorn to a wan blush. Little, early birds—I had not heard the lark—fluttered in and out of the foamy meadow-sea, plunging under the surf of flowers washed high in one corner, swinging out again, dashing past the crimson sorrel cresset. Under the froth of flowers were the purple vetch-clumps, yellow milk vetches, and the scattered pink of the wood-betony, and the floating stars of marguerites. There was a weight of honeysuckle on the hedges, where pink roses were waking up for their broad-spread flight through the day.

      Morning silvered the swaths of the far meadow, and swept in smooth, brilliant curves round the stones of the brook; morning ran in my veins; morning chased the silver, darting fish out of the depth, and I, who saw them, snapped my fingers at them, driving them back.

      I heard Trip barking, so I ran towards the pond. The punt was at the island, where from behind the bushes I could hear George whistling. I called to him, and he came to the water's edge half dressed.

      "Fetch a towel," he called, "and come on."

      I was back in a few moments, and there stood my Charon fluttering in the cool air. One good push sent us to the islet I made haste to undress, for he was ready for the water, Trip dancing round, barking with excitement at his new appearance.

      "He wonders what's happened to me," he said, laughing, pushing the dog playfully away with his bare foot. Trip bounded back, and came leaping up, licking him with little caressing licks. He began to play with the dog, and directly they were rolling on the fine turf, the laughing, expostulating, naked man, and the excited dog, who thrust his great head on to the man's face, licking, and, when flung away, rushed forward again, snapping playfully at the naked arms and breasts. At last George lay back, laughing and panting, holding Trip by the two fore feet which were planted on his breast, while the dog, also panting, reached forward his head for a flickering lick at the throat pressed back on the grass, and the mouth thrown back out of reach. When the man had thus lain still for a few moments, and the dog was just laying his head against his master's neck to rest too, I called, and George jumped up, and plunged into the pond with me, Trip after us.

      The water was icily cold, and for a moment deprived me of my senses. When I began to swim, soon the water was buoyant, and I was sensible of nothing but the vigorous poetry of action. I saw George swimming on his back laughing at me, and in an instant I had flung myself like an impulse after him. The laughing face vanished as he swung over and fled, and I pursued the dark head and the ruddy neck. Trip, the wretch, came paddling towards me, interrupting me; then all bewildered with excitement, he scudded to the bank. I chuckled to myself as I saw him run along, then plunge in and go plodding to George. I was gaining. He tried to drive off the dog, and I gained rapidly. As I came up to him and caught him, with my hand on his shoulder, there came a laughter from the bank. It was Emily.

      I trod the water, and threw handfuls of spray at her. She laughed and blushed. Then Trip waded out to her and she fled swiftly from his shower-bath. George was floating just beside me, looking up and laughing.

      We stood and looked at each other as we rubbed ourselves dry. He was well proportioned, and naturally of handsome physique, heavily limbed. He laughed at me, telling me I was like one of Aubrey Beardsley's long, lean ugly fellows. I referred him to many classic examples of slenderness, declaring myself more exquisite than his grossness, which amused him.

      But I had to give in, and bow to him, and he took on an indulgent, gentle manner. I laughed and submitted. For he knew how I admired the noble, white fruitfulness of his form. As I watched him, he stood in white relief against the mass of green. He polished his arm, holding it out straight and solid; he rubbed his hair into curls, while I watched the deep muscles of his shoulders, and the bands stand out in his neck as he held it firm; I remembered the story of Annable.

      He saw I had forgotten to continue my rubbing, and laughing he took hold of me and began to rub me briskly, as if I were a child, or rather, a woman he loved and did not fear. I left myself quite limply in his hands, and, to get a better grip of me, he put his arm round me and pressed me against him, and the sweetness of the touch of our naked bodies one against the other was superb. It satisfied in some measure the vague, indecipherable yearning of my soul; and it was the same with him. When he had rubbed me all warm, he let me go, and we looked at each other with eyes of still laughter, and our love was perfect for a moment, more perfect than any love I have known since, either for man or woman.

      We went together down to the fields, he to mow the island of grass he had left standing the previous evening, I to sharpen the machine knife, to mow out the hedge-bottoms with the scythe, and to rake the swaths from the way of the machine when the unmown grass was reduced to a triangle. The cool, moist fragrance of the morning, the intentional stillness of everything, of the tall bluish trees, of the wet, frank flowers, of the trustful moths folded and unfolded in the fallen swaths, was a perfect medium of sympathy. The horses moved with a still dignity, obeying his commands. When they were harnessed, and the machine oiled, still he was loth to mar the perfect morning, but stood looking down the valley.

      "I shan't mow these fields any more," he said, and the fallen, silvered swaths flickered back his regret, and the faint scent of the limes was wistful. So much of the field was cut, so much remained to cut; then it was ended. This year the elder flowers were widespread over the corner bushes, and the pink roses fluttered high above the hedge. There were the same flowers in the grass as we had known many years; we should not know them any more.

      "But merely to have mown them is worth having lived for," he said, looking at me.

      We felt the warmth of the sun trickling through the morning's mist of coolness.

      "You see that sycamore," he said, "that bushy one beyond the big willow? I remember when father broke off the leading shoot because he wanted a fine straight stick, I can remember I felt sorry. It was running up so straight, with such a fine balance of leaves—you know how a young strong sycamore looks about nine feet high—it seemed a cruelty. When you are gone, and we are left from here, I shall feel like that, as if my leading shoot were broken off. You see, the tree is spoiled. Yet how it went on growing. I believe I shall grow faster. I can remember the bright red stalks of the leaves as he broke them off from the bough."

      He smiled at me, half proud of his speech. Then he swung into the seat of the machine, having attended to the horses' heads. He lifted the knife.

      "Good-bye," he said, smiling whimsically back at me. The machine started. The bed of the knife fell, and the grass shivered and dropped over. I watched the heads of the daisies and the splendid lines of the cocksfool grass quiver, shake against the crimson burnet, and drop-over. The machine went singing down the field, leaving a track of smooth, velvet green in the way of the swath-board. The flowers in the wall of uncut grass waited unmoved, as the days wait for us. The sun caught in the uplicking scarlet sorrel flames, the butterflies woke, and I could hear the fine ring of his "Whoa!" from the far corner. Then he turned, and I could see only the tossing ears of the horses, and the white of his shoulder as they moved along the wall of high grass on the hill slope. I sat down under the elm to file the sections of the knife. Always as he rode he watched the falling swath, only occasionally calling the horses into line. It was his voice which rang the morning awake. When we were at work we hardly noticed one another. Yet his mother had said:

      "George is so glad when you're in the field—he doesn't care how long the day is."

      Later, when the morning was hot, and the honeysuckle had ceased to breathe, and all the other scents were moving in the air about us, when all the field was down, when I had seen the last trembling ecstasy of the harebells, trembling to fall; when the thick clump of purple vetch had sunk; when the green swaths were settling, and the silver swaths were glistening and glittering as the sun came along them, in the hot ripe morning we worked together turning the hay, tipping over the yesterday's swaths with our forks, and bringing yesterday's fresh, hidden flowers into the death of sunlight.

      It was then that we talked of the past, and speculated on the future. As the day grew older and less wistful, we forgot everything, and worked on, singing, and sometimes I would recite him verses as we went, and sometimes I would tell him about books. Life was full of glamour for us both.

      

      
        
        The End
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      In a little district west of Washington Square the streets have run crazy and broken themselves into small strips called "places." These "places" make strange angles and curves. One Street crosses itself a time or two. An artist once discovered a valuable possibility in this street. Suppose a collector with a bill for paints, paper and canvas should, in traversing this route, suddenly meet himself coming back, without a cent having been paid on account!

           So, to quaint old Greenwich Village the art people soon came prowling, hunting for north windows and eighteenth-century gables and Dutch attics and low rents. Then they imported some pewter mugs and a chafing dish or two from Sixth Avenue, and became a "colony."

           At the top of a squatty, three-story brick Sue and Johnsy had their studio. "Johnsy" was familiar for Joanna. One was from Maine; the other from California. They had met at the table d'hôte of an Eighth Street "Delmonico's," and found their tastes in art, chicory salad and bishop sleeves so congenial that the joint studio resulted.

           That was in May. In November a cold, unseen stranger, whom the doctors called Pneumonia, stalked about the colony, touching one here and there with his icy fingers. Over on the east side this ravager strode boldly, smiting his victims by scores, but his feet trod slowly through the maze of the narrow and moss-grown "places."

           Mr. Pneumonia was not what you would call a chivalric old gentleman. A mite of a little woman with blood thinned by California zephyrs was hardly fair game for the red-fisted, short-breathed old duffer. But Johnsy he smote; and she lay, scarcely moving, on her painted iron bedstead, looking through the small Dutch window-panes at the blank side of the next brick house.

           One morning the busy doctor invited Sue into the hallway with a shaggy, grey eyebrow.

           "She has one chance in - let us say, ten," he said, as he shook down the mercury in his clinical thermometer. " And that chance is for her to want to live. This way people have of lining-u on the side of the undertaker makes the entire pharmacopoeia look silly. Your little lady has made up her mind that she's not going to get well. Has she anything on her mind?"

           "She - she wanted to paint the Bay of Naples some day." said Sue.

           "Paint? - bosh! Has she anything on her mind worth thinking twice - a man for instance?"

           "A man?" said Sue, with a jew's-harp twang in her voice. "Is a man worth - but, no, doctor; there is nothing of the kind."

           "Well, it is the weakness, then," said the doctor. "I will do all that science, so far as it may filter through my efforts, can accomplish. But whenever my patient begins to count the carriages in her funeral procession I subtract 50 per cent from the curative power of medicines. If you will get her to ask one question about the new winter styles in cloak sleeves I will promise you a one-in-five chance for her, instead of one in ten."

           After the doctor had gone Sue went into the workroom and cried a Japanese napkin to a pulp. Then she swaggered into Johnsy's room with her drawing board, whistling ragtime.

           Johnsy lay, scarcely making a ripple under the bedclothes, with her face toward the window. Sue stopped whistling, thinking she was asleep.

           She arranged her board and began a pen-and-ink drawing to illustrate a magazine story. Young artists must pave their way to Art by drawing pictures for magazine stories that young authors write to pave their way to Literature.

           As Sue was sketching a pair of elegant horseshow riding trousers and a monocle of the figure of the hero, an Idaho cowboy, she heard a low sound, several times repeated. She went quickly to the bedside.

           Johnsy's eyes were open wide. She was looking out the window and counting - counting backward.

           "Twelve," she said, and little later "eleven"; and then "ten," and "nine"; and then "eight" and "seven", almost together.

           Sue look solicitously out of the window. What was there to count? There was only a bare, dreary yard to be seen, and the blank side of the brick house twenty feet away. An old, old ivy vine, gnarled and decayed at the roots, climbed half way up the brick wall. The cold breath of autumn had stricken its leaves from the vine until its skeleton branches clung, almost bare, to the crumbling bricks.

           "What is it, dear?" asked Sue.

           "Six," said Johnsy, in almost a whisper. "They're falling faster now. Three days ago there were almost a hundred. It made my head ache to count them. But now it's easy. There goes another one. There are only five left now."

           "Five what, dear? Tell your Sudie."

           "Leaves. On the ivy vine. When the last one falls I must go, too. I've known that for three days. Didn't the doctor tell you?"

           "Oh, I never heard of such nonsense," complained Sue, with magnificent scorn. "What have old ivy leaves to do with your getting well? And you used to love that vine so, you naughty girl. Don't be a goosey. Why, the doctor told me this morning that your chances for getting well real soon were - let's see exactly what he said - he said the chances were ten to one! Why, that's almost as good a chance as we have in New York when we ride on the street cars or walk past a new building. Try to take some broth now, and let Sudie go back to her drawing, so she can sell the editor man with it, and buy port wine for her sick child, and pork chops for her greedy self."

           "You needn't get any more wine," said Johnsy, keeping her eyes fixed out the window. "There goes another. No, I don't want any broth. That leaves just four. I want to see the last one fall before it gets dark. Then I'll go, too."

           "Johnsy, dear," said Sue, bending over her, "will you promise me to keep your eyes closed, and not look out the window until I am done working? I must hand those drawings in by to-morrow. I need the light, or I would draw the shade down."

           "Couldn't you draw in the other room?" asked Johnsy, coldly.

           "I'd rather be here by you," said Sue. "Beside, I don't want you to keep looking at those silly ivy leaves."

           "Tell me as soon as you have finished," said Johnsy, closing her eyes, and lying white and still as fallen statue, "because I want to see the last one fall. I'm tired of waiting. I'm tired of thinking. I want to turn loose my hold on everything, and go sailing down, down, just like one of those poor, tired leaves."

           "Try to sleep," said Sue. "I must call Behrman up to be my model for the old hermit miner. I'll not be gone a minute. Don't try to move 'til I come back."

           Old Behrman was a painter who lived on the ground floor beneath them. He was past sixty and had a Michael Angelo's Moses beard curling down from the head of a satyr along with the body of an imp. Behrman was a failure in art. Forty years he had wielded the brush without getting near enough to touch the hem of his Mistress's robe. He had been always about to paint a masterpiece, but had never yet begun it. For several years he had painted nothing except now and then a daub in the line of commerce or advertising. He earned a little by serving as a model to those young artists in the colony who could not pay the price of a professional. He drank gin to excess, and still talked of his coming masterpiece. For the rest he was a fierce little old man, who scoffed terribly at softness in any one, and who regarded himself as especial mastiff-in-waiting to protect the two young artists in the studio above.

           Sue found Behrman smelling strongly of juniper berries in his dimly lighted den below. In one corner was a blank canvas on an easel that had been waiting there for twenty-five years to receive the first line of the masterpiece. She told him of Johnsy's fancy, and how she feared she would, indeed, light and fragile as a leaf herself, float away, when her slight hold upon the world grew weaker.

           Old Behrman, with his red eyes plainly streaming, shouted his contempt and derision for such idiotic imaginings.

           "Vass!" he cried. "Is dere people in de world mit der foolishness to die because leafs dey drop off from a confounded vine? I haf not heard of such a thing. No, I will not bose as a model for your fool hermit-dunderhead. Vy do you allow dot silly pusiness to come in der brain of her? Ach, dot poor leetle Miss Yohnsy."

           "She is very ill and weak," said Sue, "and the fever has left her mind morbid and full of strange fancies. Very well, Mr. Behrman, if you do not care to pose for me, you needn't. But I think you are a horrid old - old flibbertigibbet."

           "You are just like a woman!" yelled Behrman. "Who said I will not bose? Go on. I come mit you. For half an hour I haf peen trying to say dot I am ready to bose. Gott! dis is not any blace in which one so goot as Miss Yohnsy shall lie sick. Some day I vill baint a masterpiece, and ve shall all go away. Gott! yes."

           Johnsy was sleeping when they went upstairs. Sue pulled the shade down to the window-sill, and motioned Behrman into the other room. In there they peered out the window fearfully at the ivy vine. Then they looked at each other for a moment without speaking. A persistent, cold rain was falling, mingled with snow. Behrman, in his old blue shirt, took his seat as the hermit miner on an upturned kettle for a rock.

           When Sue awoke from an hour's sleep the next morning she found Johnsy with dull, wide-open eyes staring at the drawn green shade.

           "Pull it up; I want to see," she ordered, in a whisper.

           Wearily Sue obeyed.

           But, lo! after the beating rain and fierce gusts of wind that had endured through the livelong night, there yet stood out against the brick wall one ivy leaf. It was the last one on the vine. Still dark green near its stem, with its serrated edges tinted with the yellow of dissolution and decay, it hung bravely from the branch some twenty feet above the ground.

           "It is the last one," said Johnsy. "I thought it would surely fall during the night. I heard the wind. It will fall to-day, and I shall die at the same time."

           "Dear, dear!" said Sue, leaning her worn face down to the pillow, "think of me, if you won't think of yourself. What would I do?"

           But Johnsy did not answer. The lonesomest thing in all the world is a soul when it is making ready to go on its mysterious, far journey. The fancy seemed to possess her more strongly as one by one the ties that bound her to friendship and to earth were loosed.

           The day wore away, and even through the twilight they could see the lone ivy leaf clinging to its stem against the wall. And then, with the coming of the night the north wind was again loosed, while the rain still beat against the windows and pattered down from the low Dutch eaves.

           When it was light enough Johnsy, the merciless, commanded that the shade be raised.

           The ivy leaf was still there.

           Johnsy lay for a long time looking at it. And then she called to Sue, who was stirring her chicken broth over the gas stove.

           "I've been a bad girl, Sudie," said Johnsy. "Something has made that last leaf stay there to show me how wicked I was. It is a sin to want to die. You may bring a me a little broth now, and some milk with a little port in it, and - no; bring me a hand-mirror first, and then pack some pillows about me, and I will sit up and watch you cook."

           And hour later she said:

           "Sudie, some day I hope to paint the Bay of Naples."

           The doctor came in the afternoon, and Sue had an excuse to go into the hallway as he left.

           "Even chances," said the doctor, taking Sue's thin, shaking hand in his. "With good nursing you'll win." And now I must see another case I have downstairs. Behrman, his name is - some kind of an artist, I believe. Pneumonia, too. He is an old, weak man, and the attack is acute. There is no hope for him; but he goes to the hospital to-day to be made more comfortable."

           The next day the doctor said to Sue: "She's out of danger. You won. Nutrition and care now - that's all."

           And that afternoon Sue came to the bed where Johnsy lay, contentedly knitting a very blue and very useless woollen shoulder scarf, and put one arm around her, pillows and all.

           "I have something to tell you, white mouse," she said. "Mr. Behrman died of pneumonia to-day in the hospital. He was ill only two days. The janitor found him the morning of the first day in his room downstairs helpless with pain. His shoes and clothing were wet through and icy cold. They couldn't imagine where he had been on such a dreadful night. And then they found a lantern, still lighted, and a ladder that had been dragged from its place, and some scattered brushes, and a palette with green and yellow colours mixed on it, and - look out the window, dear, at the last ivy leaf on the wall. Didn't you wonder why it never fluttered or moved when the wind blew? Ah, darling, it's Behrman's masterpiece - he painted it there the night that the last leaf fell.”
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