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  Chapter One


   


  THE sacred and profane, facing off across a nearly empty street in a big small town.


  I stood on the sidewalk before St. Jerome’s Church, which put me closer to the good guys. Snow thinly coated its tier of steps like diamond dust. Not a single footprint darkened the sparkle; not a sound came from within. Light bloomed softly through the stained glass windows.


  Purity.


  Kitty-corner across the road, Jim’s Harmony Bar glowed a neon welcome through the bitter-fresh air. The snow before its humble door looked scarred. Jukebox tunes and raised voices seeped through its walls.


  Sins of the flesh.


  Blinking against drifting flakes, I glanced at the sky. Where should I go first? Stars pricked through a darkness that was skin-lapping close yet fading-memory far… like Frank himself.


  He didn’t answer, but I could imagine what he would’ve said: Go where you want, Steven. You’ll figure out once you get there if it’s the right place to be.


  Considering I was on a pilgrimage, or something like a pilgrimage, I knew I should start at St. Jerome’s. It was evening, but Catholic churches were never locked… were they? For some reason, I had that impression.


  Sanctuary!


  As I mounted the steps, a minor squall kicked up in my stomach. This was a visit I’d put off for eight months. I still didn’t feel at ease with it.


  One of the sturdy double doors did open when I pulled its bronze handle. No turning back now. A shiver sank into me as I crossed the dim, quiet vestibule and approached a set of inner doors. Through their small windows, I saw figures moving about and heard a muffled, mechanical drone.


  Three people were working. Two older, pear-shaped women lightly polished the golden oak pews and occasionally put red-covered books into racks attached to the pews’ backsides. Missals or hymnals, I supposed. A man ran some kind of cleaning machine fixed with a large circular brush over the stone tiles of the floor. One woman and then the other glanced at me as I eased into a pew at the rear of the space.


  The nave, I thought, trying to remember all the terms for the building’s various sections. It only seemed right that I at least try to remember.


  A crossing area separated the pews from the altar rail. The rail separated the nave from the sanctuary. There sat the altar, draped in a linen cloth with deeply scalloped, crocheted edges. A multifaceted amber fixture suspended from the ceiling illuminated the Tabernacle, front and center, where the Blessed Sacrament was housed. A pulpit to the left, where the Gospel was read; a lectern to the right, where the Epistles were read. Since this was an older church, the altar’s backdrop was rather elaborate: a large, ornate crucifix surrounded by painted panels and pale statuary.


  Set off by pillars, broad aisles ran along either side of the nave. There was a name for these, too, but I couldn’t remember it. Near the head of each, a nook formed a protective embrace around a statue. One appeared to be the Virgin Mary. I couldn’t see the other from where I sat. Votive candles in tiered racks flanked the kneeling rails in front of the statues. Tiny flames swathed some of the cups in red. They flickered occasionally, stirred by stray drafts I couldn’t feel… or by a ghost I could.


  Suddenly Frank was here. Not with me but everywhere else in St. Jerome’s. He was in the intertwined scents of warm beeswax and lingering traces of incense, of lemon-oiled wood and scrubbed stone. He was in the marble drapery of the statues and the velvet curtains of the confessionals. He was at the altar, lifting a gold chalice, serene and dignified in his vestments, and he was at the altar rail, delicately placing pristine white wafers in people’s hands or on their tongues.


  My throat knotted. I blinked and looked down at my cool, bleached-knuckle hands. I couldn’t have explained what I was feeling if my life had depended on it.


  Come on. It’s not like you just found out. You’ve known for four years. You’ve envisioned this scene countless times.


  I hadn’t shed any tears over Frank in the past several months, and the only time I’d wept publicly had been at his memorial service. So why this upswell of emotion now, in a place I’d never been with him?


  Only one answer came to me: being here was my catharsis. I had to wring myself dry, purge myself of every last drop of grief before I could really move on.


  I swiped both hands over my face and looked up. One of the women was watching me. I again lowered my gaze.


  To secure some composure, I guess, I fixed on the most innocuous sight in my line of vision—the tall man cleaning the floor. Soon, his simple movements arrested me. He gripped the machine with such easy mastery, swayed it over the tiles so gracefully, he seemed to be dancing with it.


  I smiled at the image.


  At just that moment, as if he sensed my attention, he glanced at me. He had a weatherworn face but not an old one—mid to late thirties, most likely—and his long-lashed eyes were dark and warm. Rosy swatches abruptly colored his cheekbones. After an initial second of surprise, he tried politely to return my smile. The effort wasn’t entirely successful and didn’t last long. He soon refocused on his work.


  Poor guy, I thought. He’s volunteering his time to help out his local parish, and he catches some citified stranger giving him the eye. That wasn’t actually the case, of course. My mind was vacant and my heart was heavy, and my smile had felt detached and wan. I wasn’t in the mood to ogle anybody. But I could understand how a provincial man might see things differently.


  Staring again at the muted color and glimmer of the sanctuary, I realized nothing was ever askew here. Not openly, anyway. Everything had its place and every place had a name, and all the people ever contained within these solid walls knew exactly what was expected of them. Any misalignment was artful and intentional, like the marble folds of each statue’s raiment or the droop of Jesus on the cross. Frank had certainly known what was expected of him and had known he was out of alignment. He’d once told me the ongoing tussle between his vocation and his sexuality had made his spirit feel permanently disheveled.


  I hadn’t fully understood that statement until now. Frank was one of the loveliest men I’d met in my thirty-two years on earth, and it hadn’t seemed possible someone so full of rightness could feel so wrong inside, even temporarily.


  More tears threatened to well just as one of the cleaning women hobbled down the center aisle. She sent her kind gaze and smile in my direction. I didn’t know where to look. I couldn’t decipher her intentions. With some difficulty, she slid into the pew I occupied, but she did so from the opposite end. As she inched her way toward me, I got up and met her halfway. Some affliction seemed to impair her movements. Arthritis, maybe.


  “Hi. My name is Peg,” she said. Her voice was as quiet and gentle as that of a mother singing her child to sleep.


  I tried to match the volume, if not the tone. “Hi. I’m Steven.”


  “Oh, I like that name.”


  Peg seemed like the genuine article: a sweet, matronly woman who actually gave a shit about people, strangers included. I immediately trusted her face. Like an irregular pearl resting on a fraying woven mat, it seemed cushioned by her gray-threaded perm. The upper lids of her eyes were in a state of slow collapse, but a twinkle of blue still managed to escape.


  “You’re not a member of St. Jerry’s,” she said, without making the parish sound like an elite club.


  I appreciated that. “I’m not even a resident of Prism Falls. I drove here from Minneapolis… in memory of a friend.” I couldn’t bring myself to name Frank. I didn’t know how he was remembered by these people, what public propaganda or rumors had surrounded his departure.


  “I hope we haven’t disturbed you.”


  “No,” I said quickly, shaking my head. “No, not at all.”


  Peg touched my arm. “Why don’t you light a vigil candle? That’s a good way to honor a loved one. You say a prayer, and the flame represents your prayer.” She didn’t bother asking if I was Catholic. I appreciated that, too, her instant acceptance.


  I looked from one bank of votives to the other. “I wouldn’t know which side to pick.” It was a dopey reply, but I didn’t know what else to say.


  Peg didn’t seem to care. “Most people go to the Blessed Mother,” she said, leaning closer, “but I go to Jerome.” She discreetly flipped a forefinger to the niche on the right side of the nave. “I figure Mary’s spread kind of thin, considering how many churches she’s in, but Jerry is ours. Well, not just ours, but his name’s on this place.” Her smile was a little playful, a lot encouraging.


  “I guess I’ll do that. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. I hope you feel better when you leave.”


  She must’ve seen my earlier distress.


  More fluttering filled my stomach as I eased out of the pew and headed for St. Jerome’s cubby. I tried to lighten my footfalls after the first two echoed through the gloom. Peg called softly to somebody named Evan, who was likely the man buffing the floor. Out of curiosity, or maybe because I needed a small diversion, I glanced over my shoulder. Yup, Evan was the buff buffer. He bent at the waist as Peg murmured to him. I turned away.


  St. Jerome loomed ahead. He had a full beard, a patriarchal demeanor. I found him intimidating.


  I’ll bet he hated homosexuals.


  Oh Christ, just keep me from bawling.


  A small, locked box secured to each candle rack made it obvious donations were expected. I didn’t mind. Hell, the church must go through scores of candles in a year. I pushed aside half of my coat, felt in my trouser pocket for money, and pulled out some bills. A ten was the first I extracted, so into the box it went.


  I lifted a bamboo stick from a tall jar, borrowed a piece of flame from a lit candle, and asked Frank if he had a preference. My hand descended to a dark cup on the left. The wick immediately caught. I interpreted that as a good sign, but a sign of what, I had no idea. Taking a deep breath, I sank to the hard kneeling rail and rested the wrists of my folded hands against the equally hard prayer rail. Maybe supplicants had to sacrifice comfort in addition to money if they expected something in return.


  At least, I thought, I won’t have to flagellate myself.


  I turned up my eyes to address Jerome. Actually, I first looked at his statue’s pedestal. A plaque affixed to it read:


   


  Be at peace with your own soul,


  then heaven and earth will be at peace with you.


  ~ St. Jerome


  (Eusebius Sophronius Hieronymus, 340-420)


   


   


  My gaze crept up to his face. Please don’t look at me. You might be the patron saint of orphans and abandoned children, but you are one scary fella.


  After that, my mind pretty much went blank. I realized for the second time in my life that I didn’t know how to pray. The first time had been after Frank’s accident. Now, I didn’t know how many or what kinds of requests my ten dollars and sore knees had secured me or what words would give them wings. Although my father was Jewish and my mother was Catholic, they were old hippies and hadn’t put too much stock in organized religion. I’d been exposed to it but never steered down a particular path.


  Miserably, I mouthed Frank’s name. Then, I miss you.


  A yammering began in my mind, a rattling, falling, bouncing, and scattering string of words, like poorly matched beads sliding off a broken necklace.


  Steven Brandwein here. Please oh please bless the soul and anything else that’s left of Frank Connor and grant him eternal joy and peace, he was once your loyal servant and I know he was a damned good one, but he wasn’t created according to most men’s interpretation of the rules of creation, hell, you know that, so he was forced to stop serving, he didn’t want to but he couldn’t deny his nature, I don’t know why any good man should feel pressured to deny his nature, what the fuck is wrong with people, please fix them, douse them with enlightenment or give them a kick in the ass or something, this shit has got to stop, there are too many Franks out there, but thank you for the gift he was, only why did you let him get ripped up so much before you sent him my way, oh just please let him know how much he meant to me and give him a pat on the back for a good job well done and stuff him with happiness even if it’s in the form of hard dick because he’s earned it, pardon my crudeness… oh, and assure him I don’t mind.


  As the syllables tumbled, I’d unwittingly made a basin with my hands and dropped my face into it. My breath and shoulders hitched lightly. The skin of my fingers felt damp.


  I’m all right, Steve. I’m home now. It’s perfect. You must go be happy.


  I lifted my face, wishing I could tell the difference between words from beyond the veil and words from within the well of wishful thinking. Fuck.


  My knees cracked faintly as I rose.


  Peg and her coworker were conversing quietly at the opposite side of the nave. It seemed their tasks were completed. Manly Evan and his dance partner were nowhere to be seen. I strode as quietly as possible down the ambulatory—yes, that’s what the far aisle was called—and decided Jim’s Harmony Bar was where I now needed to be.


  Chapter Two


   


  AS SOON as I opened the Harmony’s door, music and voices ballooned out like escaping pressure. Only a few people nearest the entrance noticed me as somebody who didn’t belong. It was an attitude I easily read in the sudden, momentary blankness of their expressions, the sudden sharpness of their stares.


  A woman slipped me a demure yet suggestive smile. A guy hovering near her shot me the stink eye. Why did dumbasses get so territorial when they’d been drinking? Nearly every time I entered a straight bar at night, I wished I had a sign to hang around my neck that read, I have no interest in your women.


  So far, Gomer’s glare was the only sign of hostility I got from anybody, and I figured the hostility would wane as soon as I put some distance and a big, impenetrable glob of indifference between myself and the flirty redhead.


  Ignoring the couple, I searched for a gap in the fence of bodies around the horseshoe-shaped bar. The Harmony was an intimate, unpretentious, nicotine-stained place, no different from thousands of other neighborhood taverns. There was a pool table at the far end of the room, beer signs and evidence of Green Bay Packers fandom all over the walls, and a mirrored backbar where jars of beef jerky and pickled eggs, cheap trophies, and bottles of top-shelf booze flanked an electronic cash register.


  As I threaded through the crowd toward an open space between two occupied stools, I caught a man watching me. I was good at that, the result of years of experience. My glance was cursory at first—I didn’t want to lock eyes with the wrong person—but I quickly realized with a start that I recognized him.


  Evan, standing at the bar, lifted a hand and then motioned for me to join him. I couldn’t read his expression, but I could sure as hell read my reaction to him.


  He’d just registered as a blip on my radar—a faint one, but a blip nonetheless. My libido might’ve finally been returning to normal.


  Putting on a pleasant smile, I approached him.


  “Hi,” he said. “You look a little lost.”


  “Yeah, I suppose I do.”


  “Didn’t help any to get the Lex Hex.” Smirking, Evan lifted the bottle before him and took a drink.


  I made a concentrated effort not to look at his mouth. “What, you mean that guy near the door?”


  Evan set down the beer bottle and wiped his upper lip with his lower. “Yeah, Lex. He thinks he has dibs on every available female in town. The ones under sixty, anyway.”


  The smile that punctuated this revelation was more relaxed and genial than Evan’s church smile. And pretty damned appealing. He had a distinct dimple in his chin. On men, it was probably called a cleft, but Evan’s sure looked like a dimple to me.


  “I didn’t even notice that woman he had ‘dibs’ on,” I said, “until she smiled at me.”


  “Heidi. Doesn’t matter if you notice the women. What matters is the women noticing you. You’re too good looking for this place.”


  Although Evan had turned toward me, one elbow resting on the bar, his observation didn’t seem like a compliment or a come-on. It was too offhanded. I tried not to read anything into it. “What about you?” I said, since he was a damned fine-looking man. “Or are you already taken?”


  Evan shrugged. “Has nothing to do with being taken or not. Everybody’s used to me. I’m not a threat.”


  “I’m not either. I didn’t come to Prism Falls to get laid.”


  His smile wavered. Before I had a chance to give that reaction much thought, a middle-aged couple immediately to my left got off their stools and donned their coats.


  “Go ahead, have a seat,” Evan said.


  Without taking off my coat, I hiked myself onto the farther stool so my new companion would also have a place to sit. He slid his beer to the left, holding the coaster in place with his little finger, and wedged himself in beside me. We were both taller than average, and that fact combined with the press of bodies around us made for tight quarters. I didn’t mind. Maybe I’d get a good fantasy out of this, something provocative enough to help me beat off once I got back to my room at the Edelweiss Inn. I needed the release.


  Suddenly, I wondered what Frank had thought of this parishioner.


  I ordered a beer just as a young man appeared behind Evan. He was African-American, which kind of surprised me. I must’ve had a notion that small northern towns were as white as bags of processed rice.


  “Evan, you doing firewood this year?” he asked.


  The man was younger than I, which probably put him in his twenties, and quite beautiful. Maybe that was why he’d shaved his head—to give himself a more mature, masculine air.


  “Nope,” said Evan. “Too much of a hassle. I’m running all the cut timber straight to the mill.”


  The young man took a swallow of his mixed drink. “Fuck.”


  “Try Petersen.”


  “He’s a rip-off.”


  “Have you looked in the paper?”


  “Not yet.”


  Evan swiveled his stool. I couldn’t help but notice how broad his shoulders and back were, how tight his waist. I already knew he had a superior ass. Now I wanted to run my hands over him. The bartender delivered me from temptation by bringing my beer. Gratefully, I downed a third of it.


  “If you’re in a bind,” Evan said to the wood buyer, “I could sell you a cord or two from my own stockpile. Aged oak, mostly. About eighteen-inch lengths.”


  The young man brightened. “You sure you want to give it up?”


  “I can always make more. Call me tomorrow.”


  Smiling, the young guy clapped Evan on the shoulder. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”


  “No problem, Aaron.”


  As I listened to this exchange, I realized a number of discomfiting things. First, not only did I like the way Evan looked, I liked the way he smelled—faintly smoky and piney, with a hint of St. Jerome’s thrown in. Second, his left knee was just a breath away from my right knee, or at least so close I could feel its warmth. Third, he was almost a Village People stereotype come to life—not a bad thing, in his case. Fourth, I was strongly drawn to both him and Aaron, and I was already weaving a voyeuristic fantasy about watching the two of them get it on… just before, of course, they invited me to join in.


  My mind was becoming incorrigible. I really needed to get laid. For at least a week prior to my trip here, I couldn’t even think about dick. Not my own, not anybody else’s, not even phallic symbols. And that was after four months of celibacy following Frank’s death. All told, I’d had three hookups in the past eight months. They’d been come-and-go encounters that had lightened my balls but weighted my conscience. Not very satisfying.


  “So, what brought you to St. Jerry’s?” Evan asked, jarring me out of my daze. He laughed quietly. “Sorry. That was a bad question. It’s a church, for crying out loud.”


  I forced my gaze away from his broad mouth, framed by dark stubble and curved creases. He was handsome, ruggedly handsome. The realization made me want to smile. Never before had a ruggedly handsome man been one of my acquaintances, except maybe for Malcolm, a swaggering Dom. But calling him handsome was giving him an oversized benefit of the doubt.


  “No,” I said. “It’s a logical thing to ask, since I’m not a parishioner. I doubt many people wander into a church at night unless there’s something going on.”


  “You know, Peg kind of suggested I invite you over here for a drink.” Those flattering pink patches surfaced again on Evan’s cheekbones. He probably felt guilty for not following through. “But you’d just lit a candle, and I couldn’t tell if—”


  “I understand. It might’ve seemed inappropriate. You don’t know me from Adam.” I smiled to reassure him. It was a moment before I noticed he hadn’t averted his gaze. We were looking into each other’s eyes. I was more at ease with it than Evan was.


  Blinking as if that simple movement could break a spell, he grabbed his beer and took a long swallow. For whatever it was worth, he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Then I realized he never had addressed that “taken” issue.


  “Anyway, it’s nice to meet you,” I said, offering my hand. “My name’s Steven Brandwein. I’m visiting from Minneapolis.”


  “Evan McAllister. Homegrown.”


  His hand was large and callused. Although he’d relaxed a little, he still seemed easily flustered. I was tempted to tell him I didn’t need to be babysat. As a good Christian, Evan probably felt obligated to make me, a stranger in a strange land, feel welcomed. Peg had obviously thought so. I saw it as a hell of an onus for anybody.


  I decided not to reject his fellowship. It would’ve been rude. Besides, that fantasy of mine needed more fleshing out. “Are you a lumberjack or something?”


  Evan coughed out a laugh. “Lumberjack? Hardly. I own a small tree-harvesting business. It’s been in the family for three generations. But we don’t swing axes or do the old push ’n’ pull with two-man crosscut saws.” He laughed more softly, shook his head, and ordered another beer.


  I suddenly felt like the pluperfect metrosexual, although I was a few consonants and vowels away from that stereotype. Served me right for casting Evan as a lewd Paul Bunyan. Damn the Village People.


  “So why are you in Prism Falls?” he asked. “It’s none of my business why you came to St. Jerry’s. Of course, it’s none of my business why you’re in town, either.”


  “Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Same reason for both.”


  Evan frowned slightly, pulling his straight black eyebrows closer together. They were just thick enough and perfectly complemented his long lashes. I imagined he had silky swaths of hair on his chest and a neat, dark path creeping down to his groin. Fuck, he had a nice body, a perfect body, lean and strong and tapered. His thighs looked granite-hard, as if I’d split a nail or two if I tried digging my fingers into them.


  Yup, I was definitely horny and definitely catching a buzz. Whenever I started cataloging the assets of hetero guys, those two factors were invariably the catalysts.


  “I’m not sure I know what you mean,” he said.


  I finished my beer and ordered another. The bed-and-breakfast was only three blocks away. “Frank Connor,” I said. “That’s what I mean.”


  Even the widening of Evan’s eyes couldn’t smooth out the crow’s feet at their corners. “Father Frank?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, that one.”


  “Is he in town too?”


  I circled the base of my beer glass with my thumbs and forefingers and stared at it. Finally, I managed to shake my head. “No.” My delicious horniness had already begun to dissipate like melted chocolate in water.


  “So… is he your pastor now?”


  “No.”


  “A relative of yours?”


  “No.”


  “Do I get one more guess? Are you friends?”


  “We used to be friends,” I said, forcing myself to acknowledge Evan with at least a fleeting glance. He still looked dumbfounded. I turned my attention back to my beer and emptied the glass.


  “Did something happen to him?”


  Shit, I didn’t want to go over it all again. Why hadn’t I anticipated this? Parading out the ugly details, inviting other people’s shock and sadness to reopen my wounds. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut and made something up.


  “He died eight months ago.”


  Evan audibly expelled a breath. When I ventured another look at him, his lips were still parted and his glazed eyes were trained on nothing in particular just below the backbar.


  “Accident, murder, or suicide?” he asked in a stunned voice.


  My first thought was, how strange he hadn’t mentioned natural causes. Then all the old, sickening questions regathered and rammed my gut like a cannonball.


  “I don’t know,” I murmured.


  Chapter Three


   


  I DIDN’T know a lot of things. Mourning had pushed the realization of my ignorance out of my mind, but my period of mourning had drawn to a close. I couldn’t keep pretending Frank and I had been oh-so-very close. I’d certainly loved him, but the old suspicion that I really didn’t know him was barreling at me again.


  Since the Harmony Bar wasn’t exactly conducive to discussing Frank Connor’s passing and Evan wasn’t finished asking questions, I invited him to my room at the Edelweiss Inn. And I damned myself for doing so.


  With a six-pack of Beck’s Dark on the seat beside me, I followed Evan’s pickup to the B&B. He was thoroughly familiar with Prism Falls—not much of a feat, probably, in a town of 26,000 people. The streets were deserted. Tire tracks from a lone vehicle marked our way, their rippled indentations already filling in. I felt as if I were heading toward a secret conclave.


  Why am I doing this? I kept asking myself. Why am I closing myself up in a hotel room with a straight guy I find attractive to discuss a lover who’s dead? At the moment, I couldn’t imagine a situation more stressful. Already I’d begun to question my motives. Was I being predatory without realizing it?


  I couldn’t help questioning Evan’s motives, as well. He’d accepted my invitation with little more than a heartbeat of hesitation.


  Evan turned into the small, tree-shrouded parking lot beside the Edelweiss. I followed, since I’d left myself no choice.


  Why the fuck am I doing this?


  What I needed most on this sad and snowy night was to settle in and let the room’s coziness calm me. I really didn’t want to talk about Frank. And I sure didn’t need to deal with an internal wrestling match featuring Desire and Frustration, Grief and Guilt.


  Snow continued to fall as Evan and I got out of our vehicles. I wondered vaguely where he lived. I wondered more keenly why he was so interested in Frank Connor’s fate.


  The insectile buzz of distant snowmobiles cut through the white silence that enveloped us.


  “How long do you plan on being in town?” Evan asked as we shuffled through the inch or two of new powder.


  “I don’t know yet.”


  I hadn’t told him I’d been thinking of writing a book about Frank. I wasn’t even sure I could do it. Write, yeah—I’d been doing television scripts for docudramas as well as some historical and biographical programs for the past decade. But those were entirely different animals from a memoir about an enigmatic lover.


  “Don’t you have a job to get back to?” Evan asked.


  “I’m self-employed.”


  We entered the dimly lit lobby and quietly mounted the stairs to my room. Its door had to be opened with an actual key, not a card, and the rattle-rattle-click echoed throughout the short corridor. I didn’t know exactly how many other guests were staying at the inn, although there were three other vehicles in the lot and I’d earlier seen a young man and woman carrying cross-country skis through the lobby as I’d left for St. Jerome’s.


  The rooms were clean, spacious quarters decorated primarily in white with touches of blue or rose or green. Each had a gas fireplace. At least the owners had had enough good taste not to cheapen their hostelry with faux Alpine kitsch, although choice antiques and mementoes suggested an Austrian connection.


  I hung my coat in a small closet with bi-fold louvered doors, then took Evan’s hooded Carhartt jacket and hung that as well. It was saturated with his scent, but I didn’t respond to it the way I had earlier. Frank’s specter looming between us had quelled my churning hormones.


  “Shit,” I muttered. “I don’t have a bottle opener.”


  Evan dug in his jeans pocket and produced a fat Swiss Army knife. “Be prepared,” he said with a smile.


  I smiled back. “I admire guys like you.”


  The fireplace was about eight feet from the foot of the bed. Two Columbia-blue wingchairs were angled in front of it, with a small, bleached pine table in between. As soon as I set the six-pack on the table, Evan pried the caps off two bottles and handed me one. I thanked him and took a seat.


  “It must be kind of tough,” I said, “helping out at St. Jerome’s in the evening after cutting trees all day.”


  Evan settled in. “Not too. I’m mostly a desk jockey now. Besides….”


  Waiting for the rest of the sentence, I watched him. He was looking down at the bottle he cradled in both hands, running his forefingers over the mist of frost on the glass.


  “I do it for my son,” he said in a muted voice, “or in honor of my son. I do it for myself too, I guess.” He glanced at me, a self-conscious look accompanied by a subdued, self-conscious smile. “Working there has kind of become my thoughtful time. And maybe my way of praying. I don’t much like going to Mass.” He breathed out a laugh. “Hell, I’m not even a proper Catholic. I was raised Presbyterian.”


  “Your son,” I repeated, trying to cobble together some comprehensible explanation from these scraps.


  “Yeah, Scott. I called him Mogie. He was killed in a car crash just over a year ago.” Evan stared vacantly at the Beck’s bottle he held. “Seventeen. He was only seventeen.”


  A residue of grief had altered his expression. Not fresh, heavy grief but the ghost it had left behind. Now I felt like a heel for lusting after this man. “I’m so sorry, Evan.”


  “It’s all right. We had a pretty good relationship while it lasted. That’s what I hold to.” He took a long swallow of beer.


  “I didn’t know you were married.”


  “I’m not. I knocked up Scott’s mother when I was eighteen. He was born when I was nineteen. I got shared custody a year later, then full custody when Scott was five. Lisa couldn’t have cared less.”


  The mathematics of the timeline told me Evan was thirty-six when his son died, which now made him thirty-seven. That still left a whole lot of questions unanswered, but I didn’t think it was seemly for me to keep probing. We hardly knew each other, and I wasn’t qualified enough to discuss much less understand the domestic politics of hetero couples. It was already clear Evan’s former squeeze hadn’t been much of a mother.


  Evan rose from the chair, and I felt a nip of fear that he was going to leave. I don’t know why I didn’t want him to leave, but I didn’t.


  “Excuse me,” he said quietly. “I need to use the bathroom.”


  I watched him walk to the open door to the left of the sitting area and disappear behind it. Turning back to the fire, I poured some beer down my throat. This was becoming one very strange meeting. I didn’t know what to make of it—or of Evan McAllister.


  When he returned, I didn’t wait for him to resume the conversation. “What made you start going to St. Jerome’s if you’re not even Catholic?”


  Evan ran both hands through his thick black hair, grabbed his beer off the table, sat, and took a drink. I got the impression he was buying some time—either trying to determine how to answer my question or considering not answering at all.


  He slipped me a glance, then looked away. “Frank Connor.”


  “Oh.”


  Oh boy.


  Seconds ticked by. Five… ten…


  “What happened to him?” Evan’s voice had a fragile, distant quality that bespoke some feeling other than idle curiosity.


  The question didn’t exactly catch me off guard, but the sound of it did. A prickling spread between my shoulder blades. “He, uh… he’d gone to a cabin in the Boundary Waters—a mini-retreat, he called it—and was apparently cleaning some antique firearm.” My throat was getting tight. When I spoke, it felt like I was punching the words through a membrane. “It discharged. Into his heart.” Through peripheral vision, I could tell Evan was staring at me. I could almost feel his stare.


  “Was he alone?”


  “That’s the point of a retreat, isn’t it?”


  “I wouldn’t know.” Evan shifted in the chair.


  I still couldn’t face him. Hoping to pull myself together, I drank more beer. The clog in my throat dissolved. My distress passed. Some months ago, I wouldn’t have recovered nearly as quickly. Time was doing its healing thing.


  “Who found him?” Evan asked softly.


  “The person who cleaned the cabins. At least Frank wasn’t… lying there for long. Coroner figured the incident happened right around dawn.”


  “Was there any kind of inquiry, any investigation?”


  I shook my head. “No, nothing formal. Not that I’m aware of. It was considered a freak accident.”


  That was the extent of my knowledge. I didn’t know with absolute certainty why Frank had gone to the Boundary Waters, only that he went off on these mini-retreats every few months or so. I didn’t know whether or not he’d been alone. How could I? Hell, I didn’t even know if he’d been seeing other people while we were together; we kept separate residences. And I didn’t think he was a collector—of anything—so I couldn’t explain the presence of a gun, antique or otherwise.


  In the eight months since Frank’s death, the only firm realizations I’d come to were that I missed his presence in my life, and what I knew about him was far outweighed by what I didn’t know.


  “Pardon me for asking,” Evan said, “but how did you come by all this information?”


  I cleared my throat. Maybe I should tell him I got the story through a network of mutual friends or Frank’s relatives or the parish to which he’d been assigned. If I told Evan the truth, the jig would be up. But I just couldn’t bring myself to lie.


  “My name was on a card in his wallet, one of those ‘contact in case of an emergency’ things. Actually, the cops ended up sending me his wallet.”


  I remembered the look and feel of it—a slightly scuffed, black leather slab, curved to conform to the shape of Frank’s butt. I’d cried as I held it to my chest, to the side of my face. But I’d given its contents only a cursory look. Men’s wallets, like women’s purses, were sacrosanct. Poking through Frank’s would’ve seemed like a violation. All I’d glimpsed were his driver’s license, a credit card, and some folded pieces of paper. After keeping it for a couple of months, letting it rest beside his picture on my nightstand, I’d pulled out its contents, burned them, and put the wallet in the same box where I’d assembled all my other Frank mementoes.


  “What about his parents?” Evan asked.


  “Frank didn’t have much communication with them. When he died, I think they were in the process of buying property in Baja California. That’s where they were going to spend the rest of their retirement.” I didn’t tell Evan why there was little communication—that Frank’s relationship with his parents, tenuous at best, had all but disintegrated when he left the priesthood. I had no clue where exactly they now lived.


  “Well… who contacted them?” Evan asked. “Did they arrange his funeral?”


  I paused and took a drink. The nature of Evan’s questions had begun to pique my own curiosity. He’d asked nothing about the parish to which Frank had allegedly been assigned. A logical assumption would’ve been that the Church had handled everything: disposition of the body and of personal effects, notification of family, arrangement of funeral services and burial. Everything. A priest would’ve been taken care of by his diocese.


  Only, Evan wasn’t making those assumptions.


  I rubbed my forehead. Just thinking about that whole postmortem clusterfuck wore me out, but now I had to wonder how much Evan McAllister knew and didn’t know… and why. If I didn’t put the brakes on my candor, it would become real clear real fast that the Catholic Church hadn’t orchestrated Frank Connor’s finale. I just didn’t have enough energy to convincingly alter the truth.


  “I told the authorities to contact Mr. and Mrs. Connor,” I said. “I arranged for a funeral Mass. Friends and colleagues set up a modest memorial service and wake. I had St. Vincent de Paul take away his belongings. None of his family made an appearance.”


  Evan’s eyes narrowed as he watched me. “You, with help from his friends and colleagues.”


  “Yes. Our friends, his colleagues.”


  “You’re obviously not a priest.”


  I coughed out a tired laugh. “Obviously.”


  “And his family didn’t show up for any of it.”


  “No.”


  “Jesus….”


  “Yeah.”


  Hell, I barely showed up for any of it. The inner me, anyway. I went through the better part of that month on autopilot, my mind programmed like a robot to methodically perform tasks, my heart a chunk of stone. At night, alone, I fell apart. As I slept, the pieces somehow reassembled themselves. By morning, I was once again an efficient mechanism.


  “Where’s he buried?” Evan asked.


  “He isn’t. He was cremated. Now he’s in a niche in an outdoor columbarium in a very pretty cemetery.”


  I’d wanted to keep his ashes, but the Church barely tolerated cremation, much less any “disrespectful” handling of the remains. So I’d done it their way. Regardless of the turns his life had taken, Frank had remained true to his faith.


  Evan, brows drawn, lightly nibbled his upper lip.


  I awaited the inevitable.


  “I’m not sure how to ask you this,” he finally said.


  “How about without mincing words?”


  Evan’s followed his initial, uncertain glance with a bolder look. “Okay. How close were the two of you, anyway?”


  “Very close,” I said.


  Evan blew out a lungful of air and scratched at his eyebrow. “Did he tell you why he left St. Jerry’s?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did he tell you?”


  I balked. “Evan, it really isn’t my place to—”


  “Are you gay?” he asked abruptly as color again painted his cheekbones. They looked even more chiseled in the play of light and shadow from the fire.


  I held his gaze. “Yes.”


  Evan lowered his head. “The congregation was told—”


  “I know what they were told. That he was transferred to another parish.”


  After a confirming nod, Evan propped an elbow on the armrest and pulled his thumb and forefinger over his closed eyes.


  “Evan? Did you know more than the rest of the congregation?”


  He answered without lifting his head. “I didn’t know. I suspected.”


  “What, exactly?”


  Wearily, he turned his eyes up to my face. “That he didn’t just leave St. Jerome’s. That he left the priesthood. Or got the boot.”


  “He left willingly. And that’s pretty extreme speculation for a person who hardly ever went to Mass,” I said dryly. The truth was creeping up on me now, and my last, thin line of defense was sarcasm. “Why did you ask me if I’m gay? Did you think Frank was gay? Is that something else you ‘suspected’?”


  “I didn’t just suspect it,” he said in a monotone.


  I swallowed hard, because it felt as if my stomach wanted to crawl up my throat.


  There were two ways to go with this. I followed the less daunting route, the one that would lead to ire, the one that would keep my feelings from being hurt.


  I swung my chair around to confront Evan and nearly knocked over the table. “Did you blow the whistle on him? Did you go to the monsignor or the bishop or whoever the fuck and say, ‘Hey, I have good reason to believe Frank Connor is a faggot, so you’d better—’”


  “Christ, no!” he shouted, his face contorted with anguish.


  I closed my eyes as my breath went shallow. After a few seconds, I swallowed to moisten my dry throat and wilted against the back of the chair. “What made you privy to Frank’s secret?” I asked, sliding a look at Evan.


  “I think you know the answer to that.” His eyes gleamed in the firelight.


  I leaned forward, elbows set on thighs, and dropped my forehead to my hands. “Oh fuck. Why the hell did I invite you here?” As I shoved my fingers into my hair, I heard the other chair creak.


  Chapter Four


   


  EVAN dropped to his haunches in front of me. “Did you love him?”


  “Yes.” I couldn’t seem to lift my head. It felt like dead weight in my hands.


  “I’m sorry. What happened between us… I didn’t want it to happen.”


  I chuckled heavily. “The fuck. What’d he do? Rape you?”


  “No, of course not.” Evan sounded appalled by the notion.


  “Then you obviously wanted it.”


  “I meant I never wanted… to be like this.”


  Frowning, I let one of my hands fall to my lap. “Like what?”


  He shook his head in a spasmodic way. “I didn’t want… to want him. But it wasn’t a choice.”


  Incredulous, I stared at him. “No shit, Evan.” Wanting men. Wanting a clergyman in particular. No, those weren’t choices. But he could’ve walked away from Father Frank Connor.


  Evan’s eyelids lowered beneath my flip scrutiny. I softened into sympathy as I studied his face. I was struck by how beautiful his black lashes were against the rose-tinctured ivory of his skin, how vulnerable he looked. And how much he resembled, at that moment, all the statues I’d ever seen in all the churches I’d ever been in. A perfection of sorrow.


  Maybe he hadn’t been able to walk away from this priest. There’d always been something passive-aggressive about Frank. I’d noticed that when we got involved. I wouldn’t have gone so far as to call him manipulative, but he had a distinct knack for getting his way without ever being pushy or obvious about it. Maybe it had to do with a natural, unassuming charm or an aura of goodness that seemed clean of ulterior motives. He was self-effacing, unfailingly gracious and soft-spoken, quick to smile, generous with understanding, compassion, forgiveness. People melted to his will without ever realizing he had a will.


  “Did you love him?” I asked Evan.


  The question seemed to pain him. “I don’t know. Maybe, in a way. Sometimes I hated him. I know I hated myself.”


  Ah. It wasn’t a lacerated heart resting in his loosely cupped hands; it was his soul, and he likely thought it was irredeemably soiled.


  His floor-cleaning ritual at St. Jerome’s had just taken on a whole new meaning.


  “You would’ve been way better off hooking up with Aaron,” I said.


  Evan laughed through his nose. After a moment he got up and went back to the chair. He slumped into it, hands resting on his flat belly and taut thighs spread wide. “Believe me, it’s crossed my mind. But he’s straight as a plumb line. Has a beautiful girlfriend and a new baby.”


  “You haven’t come out, have you.” I didn’t make it a question, because I was pretty sure I knew the answer.


  “I don’t know what any of that shit means,” he said to the fire. “I guess I’m like some redneck who has a craving for gourmet food but is too ashamed to admit it. He has no clue how it’s made or what to call it or what kind of lifestyle goes along with it. All he knows is that he likes it.”


  I was right. Evan hadn’t come out. “You need it,” I said. “And you sure as hell know what to call it.”


  One side of his mouth lifted, but he didn’t look amused. “Yeah, I guess I do.” He snatched his beer off the table and drained the bottle.


  I had a million questions, some of which Evan couldn’t possibly answer. I just plucked one of them from my mind. “How did you and Frank become lovers?” Maybe I was imagining it, but Evan seemed to wince a little when I spoke that final word.


  “We weren’t… you know….” He wasn’t just wincing now, he was borderline squirming. “I mean, it wasn’t like it probably was for the two of you. It was just… an occasional thing.”


  “That must’ve been hard to pull off.”


  “Or too easy,” Evan murmured. “And to think it started with something as innocent as my kid playing softball….”


   


   


  MOGIE had just executed a pretty damned gutsy dive at third to steal the base. Problem was, he’d caused a major collision between himself, the third baseman, and the plucky little shortstop who’d fielded, then fumbled, then scooped up the liner. Evan couldn’t even think of it as a line drive. The ball had kind of stuttered along, half on the ground and half in the air, which was why Mogie had immediately sensed opportunity in the hit. The kid had damned good instincts that way.


  The baseman and shortstop bounced off one another like big-bellied, belligerent drunks, then tripped over and tumbled onto the helpless, sliding runner. Instant chaos. Evan rushed onto the field along with somebody’s mother and a pair of coaches. Other players jogged over. Voices rose, carrying frantic questions and instructions, loud words Evan didn’t bother trying to make out. As he knelt beside his son, another adult’s body slid against the side of his, nearly knocking him over.


  “Look out!” he snapped at the nice-looking man. One of the coaches, he dimly realized.


  “I’m sorry,” the man said sincerely. He laid a hand on Evan’s shoulder.


  Nothing else registered after that. Because Christ, something was wrong with Mogie. He wasn’t sitting up fast enough, wasn’t looking alert enough. Amid all the stridency and turmoil, he was alarmingly lumpish.


  The modest playing field at Coldspring Park became a blur of anxious hustle. Aside from his shimmering fear, Evan remembered little of what happened between the moment he felt that hand on his shoulder and the moment a doctor announced, “It’s just a mild concussion.” He must have functioned well, though. He was complimented about his composure afterward. The divorced mom of the third baseman, who’d come out of the crash with a dislocated shoulder, had even suggested they “get together sometime.”


  It never happened.


  Instead, Frank Connor breezed into his life.


  He appeared at Evan’s door two days later, bearing balloons and candy and handmade cards from the kids at St. Jerome’s Elementary, the school that had been Glenwood’s opponent that fateful afternoon. He appeared in faded jeans and a Bob Marley T-shirt, appeared with the kindest gray-green eyes and sweetest smile and most delectable body—well, nearly—Evan had ever seen on a man outside the Internet, and somewhere in the cellar beneath Evan’s soul, desire stirred. Again.


  It was the beginning of the end.


  “Mr. McAllister?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m Frank Connor, the softball coach at St. Jerome’s. We’re wondering how Scott’s doing and wanted to let him know we’re thinking about him.”


  “That’s nice of you,” Evan said, which wasn’t too lame. “Come on in. I’m Evan.” An awkward handshake followed—awkward because Frank’s hands were pretty full—and within very short order, Evan’s not-too-lame greeting began to degenerate into full-blown babble. He knew what that meant. He found Frank Connor appealing.


  Frank stayed two hours longer than courtesy required. He spent about fifteen minutes of that time with Mogie, whose nickname, Evan explained, originated with their beloved mutt Smokey, the canine equivalent of the boy’s twin. Scott couldn’t pronounce the dog’s name properly when he was a toddler.


  The men then moved out to the backyard patio as Mogie slept. They had a couple of beers and more conversation, a lot more. Toward the end of the visit, their weightier messages were exchanged through lingering looks, not words….


   


   


  EVAN was sunk in thought. Light from the controlled gas fire danced in his eyes. I enjoyed looking at him. I enjoyed it more with every passing moment and every swallow of beer. The stubble on his jaw and throat seemed darker. I fancied he had more than the average man’s share of testosterone—he certainly looked like he did—and it fueled whisker growth as it charged through his bloodstream.


  Oh, brother. Torrents of testosterone. I didn’t have to wonder Shit, what is with me? The answer was obvious.


  “Where did you meet when you spent time alone together?” I asked, keeping my voice soft. I wanted to tap gently at the door of Evan’s reverie, not come bursting through it. “How did you even manage to get from wanting to doing?” It was difficult for me to imagine these accomplishments. When I’d met Frank, he was no longer a priest and no longer in Prism Falls, so we’d had no major hurdles to clear, no reason for secrecy.


  Evan sighed, sat up straighter, and took a drink. I hoped he understood my euphemistic questions. I really didn’t want to get crude and ask how they’d gone from talking to fucking and where they’d gone to fuck. I was none too comfortable already, torn as I was between guilt-stained desire and a kind of post facto jealousy. In fact, I was on the verge of feeling ill. But maybe I kept bulldogging along because I was tired of being in the dark.


  “It started with a kiss,” Evan said.


  “He was a good kisser.”


  “Yes, he was.”


  Our voices seemed to drift out the windows and merge with the falling snow….


   


   


  TWO weeks after Mogie’s accident. The upstairs deck of Ron and Shelley Dougherty’s secluded chalet. Evan showed up to feed the couple’s birds and tropical fish, and Frank was already there. He’d come to bless the animals as well as the house. Ron and Shelley were on a weekend anniversary getaway. Ron had told his caretaking friend where he hid the house key. Shelley had told their parish priest the same thing.


  It was a strange, accidental meeting, fraught with strange, prickling tension and barely restrained excitement.


  “Did you know I was going to be here?” Frank asked with a curious, bemused expression.


  “No.”


  “Oh.”


  “Does it matter?”


  “Not at all. I’m finished. I won’t get in your way.”


  You’re already in my way. You’ve been in my way for two weeks. And I kind of like it.


  The birds squawked and chirped around them, a demanding racket. Even the fish were agitated. These creatures knew that human beings were their waiters. Evan felt sorry for them, having to depend on an unreliable species for their survival. He wanted to get them fed. He felt responsible.


  But Frank Connor was there.


  “What’s in the bag?” Evan nodded toward the satchel on the floor.


  “My clerical garb, a crucifix, an aspergillum.”


  “Aspergum?” Evan asked, brows drawn in confusion.


  “No,” Frank said with a light chuckle that carried no ridicule. “Aspergillum. It’s a holy water sprinkler.”


  By this time, Evan had of course learned that Frank wasn’t just a coach; he was also a priest at St. Jerome’s. Evan never thought of him in that context because Frank never dressed or acted the part. He wasn’t starchy or sanctimonious. They’d seen a lot of each other since Mogie’s misfortune on the baseball diamond, but always with at least one other person present and always when Frank was in his civvies and in casual mode. Besides, Evan had never been a religious person beyond believing wholeheartedly in the Golden Rule, so he’d never developed either reverence or contempt for ministerial types. Only televangelists and other hardcore thumpers made any kind of impression on him, and it wasn’t a good one.


  As far as he was concerned, Frank Connor was an ordinary guy with a slightly unusual job. A really nice guy, actually.


  And there was something about him….


  “I’m thinking of hiking around the property,” Frank said. “That’s why I brought a change of clothes. I was just about to go upstairs and scope out the lay of the land.”


  A change of clothes. It took Evan a few seconds to remember Frank had said something about “clerical garb” being in his bag. He was starting to feel distracted, edgy.


  “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”


  They looked at each other longer than they needed to. Then Frank headed up the spiral staircase while Evan tried to keep his wits about him and remember exactly what and how to feed the Dougherty pets.


  When he was finished, and he finished quickly, he went upstairs and opened the sliding glass doors leading from the loft to the deck. His gaze didn’t take in the lay of the land but rather the landscape of Frank Connor’s physique. Frank was shorter than Evan, his body as tough and slender and graceful as a white birch.


  “I’m not sure which way to go,” Frank said as Evan stood beside him. His hand lit on the small of Evan’s back.


  “I’m afraid I can’t help you out. I’m not too familiar with this acreage.”


  They seemed sandwiched between the flat blue of the sky and the frothy green of the surrounding trees. At first, Evan tried to ignore the hand on his back. Frank was a touchy-feely kind of guy—not in a suggestive way, but in a caring, appreciative way, as if people were precious to him. Evan didn’t want to misinterpret that kind of contact.


  Then Frank’s hand slid a little lower.


  Since he and Evan were becoming friends, Evan figured he could do some touching too. He laid a hand on Frank’s upper back, then gave it a light, fraternal rub.


  Frank’s arm crept around Evan’s waist, his hand conforming to its contours.


  Evan slid his fingers up to Frank’s nape and began massaging the tendons, stroking the ends of his fine, fawn-colored hair.


  They continued to stare silently into the bright, bi-colored distance. Evan hoped Frank couldn’t hear his shallow breathing or feel the accompanying rise and fall of his ribs. He parted his lips. Had to, because he couldn’t seem to draw enough air through his nose. The mild breeze was ferny sweet, as much a taste as a smell.


  Sensing the approach of something unavoidable, Evan licked his lips and swallowed, the movement of muscles sluggish in his throat. One side of his body was against Frank’s now. Their skin, separated by two layers of cotton, exchanged heat. A maddening, tight fullness gradually packed Evan’s groin.


  Their turn toward each other was simultaneous, a mutual acceptance of their fate. Evan didn’t even realize they were face-to-face until his head lowered and his lips brushed Frank’s. They were smooth and soft, like his hair, like his freshly laundered T-shirt. Evan cupped Frank’s head. He felt the back of his shirt bunch and tighten in Frank’s fist….


   


   


  “WAS the rest of it good for you?” I asked hesitantly.


  Evan nodded. “Kind of. Until I started going to St. Jerry’s. I wanted to see what he did, meet the people he did it for. Then it stopped being so good, no matter where we met—my house, a job site. And then Bobby Bruckner came along.”


  I sat up and angled to face him. “Who?”


  Evan rolled his head on the back of the chair to meet my gaze. “I’m pretty sure I wasn’t the only guy in the county Frank fooled around with.” He turned back toward the fire. “I just hope and pray he kept his hands off my boy.”


  Chapter Five


   


  Hi Buddy.


  I worked at St Jerrys again last evening and sent out some prayers for you, mostly that you get to laugh alot, fly around with angels, play ball (every position), win all your games, eat all your favorite food, have all kinds of fun farting around with Smokey, and make the best friends you ever had anywhere. No more school either. You good with that? Whisper to me when I’m asleep if theres something else you want. (Sorry no video games buddy, I won’t pray for those).


  Have you run into Frank where you are? I met a guy this evening who knew Frank after he left the Falls and he said Frank passed on too.


  Mogie I need to ask you about some stuff that came up before and after you got taken away. I hope it don’t bother you but its been eating at me. I also need to tell you some things. OK?


  Remember when I asked you about girlfriends and proms and such, and why you always liked hanging out with your possee instead of going on dates and the like? You said Dad I don’t go out on dates because I can’t date the people I want to. Then after you were gone I found some stuff in your room and on your computer.


  Buddy did you like boys more than girls? You know what I mean. I think you probly did based on what I found, I just wish you’d talked to me about it. I wouldn’t of been upset. Trust me on this. It hurts to think you were afraid or ashamed or whatever to tell me. All I ever wanted was you to be happy, do you know that? I hope you know that Mogie. I never cared if you got married and all that crap. Just happy and contented. How you got there didn’t matter to me as long as drugs or crime didn’t do it for you.


  I got more to ask and tell you but I should wrap this up as I’m not at home. Will write again soon tho.


  Love you and think of you every day.


  Dad


   


   


  I HEARD the closet doors creak open and snick shut as I lifted my eyelids. A tall, dark, handsome man seemed to be slipping something into the pocket of a jacket. Brilliant sunlight whitewashed the room.


  Heaven?


  No. Prism Falls. The Edelweiss Inn. Evan McAllister.


  We obviously hadn’t had sex. I would’ve remembered if something had happened. Four or five beers with a break in between were hardly enough to blot out my memory. Besides, I was still dressed.


  It was 8:03.


  “Evan?”


  Startled, he jerked his head to the left. “Oh, hi.”


  “Good morning. Are you filling your pockets with little soaps and shampoos?”


  He took me seriously enough to get jittery. “No! No, just a notebook. I carry it around with me, jot things down….”


  “What the fuck are you doing here?” The last thing I’d told him last night was that I was bushed and had a headache and couldn’t think anymore. I needed some sleep. That was right after I’d tried to reassure him that Frank would never have made a pass at his adolescent son.


  But what did I know?


  “Look outside,” Evan said.


  Squinting against the glare, I threw aside the covers that barely covered me, got up, and padded to one of the room’s two windows. My eyes got squintier.


  “Holy shit.”


  “That’s what I’m doing here. It’s called being stranded.”


  The town was blanketed with snow. Not a pretty dusting, but enough to swallow a person’s legs nearly up to the knees. I turned back to the room’s interior. It took several seconds for my retinas to return to normal.


  “But you left last night,” I reminded him.


  “And I came back. Once I got down to the parking lot and weighed my odds of getting home, considering the beer I’d consumed and the snow, I figured I’d be better off staying put. Guess you didn’t think to lock your door before you crawled into the sack.”


  I couldn’t remember, but Evan had no reason to lie. “Well, I can’t argue with your reasoning.” Yawning, I dropped to a sit on the edge of the bed. “So where’d you sleep?”


  “I pulled together the wingchairs.”


  “That couldn’t have been too comfortable.”


  “I’ve slept in worse places.” Evan finally moved away from the closet and took a seat in a chair near the bed.


  I half-assedly wished he’d crawled into the sack with me. It was queen size. Waking up to some deft fondling would’ve been a nice surprise… or maybe not. My body needed it; my mind didn’t.


  I glanced down at my shirtfront. God, I must’ve looked like shit—rumpled clothes, messed-up hair, a day’s worth of whisker growth. I smoothed my hands over my head and imagined every wild strand sneering at me: Fuck you. It’s more fun doing what we want to do.


  I did a double take when I glanced at Evan. “What’re you smiling at?”


  “You looked so put-together when I saw you in church yesterday.”


  “Yeah, well, two hours in the bathroom giveth and eight hours of sleep taketh away.” And shit happens in between. Like finding out your dead lover kept a whole lot of secrets.


  Evan’s smile widened. “Too bad. You used to be a hot-looking man.”


  Now I squinted again, but for a different reason. “Are you flirting with me? Because I can’t stand anybody flirting with me before I’ve dropped my deuce and brushed my teeth.”


  “Boy, you are one romantic guy, Steve.”


  “Actually, I am. But I just woke up, and I still have yesterday’s clothes on, and no coffee has yet passed my lips. So I have a right to be grumpy and vulgar for a while.”


  Without a word, Evan got up and circled the bed. He lifted a small tray off the far nightstand, retraced his steps, and set the tray on my lap.


  “There,” he said. “Now knock it off.”


  I looked down. Coffee in a stoneware mug. Teaspoon. Small pitcher of cream. Bowl of sugar and a fan of Splenda packets. I probably hadn’t seen the tray earlier because I’d been so shocked to see Evan.


  “You brought me this?” Grateful, I lifted the mug and drank.


  Evan had resumed his seat. “Yeah, your fairy godmother.”


  In spite of the fact I hadn’t brushed my teeth, I grinned.


  “And FYI, I don’t know how to flirt.”


  “Then how do you get laid?”


  Evan blushed. “I don’t. Much.”


  Another two swigs of coffee, and it was time to get off the bed. Evan had apparently showered as I slept, and the sight and smell of him were beginning to make me profoundly restless in the crotch. He was more than a blip now.


  Still, it seemed too weird to get involved with a guy who lived in another state, cleaned church floors as a hobby, and, worse yet, was my late lover’s ex-lover. Way too weird.


  “I gotta get cleaned up.” After setting the tray on the bed, I shuffled over to the closet, where my luggage was stashed. “I feel bad you can’t have breakfast here, Evan, but you’re not a guest.”


  “That’s not a problem. I know the Hofstadters. In fact, I’ve already talked to Connie. How do you think I scored the coffee?”


  “What did you tell her?”


  Evan shrugged one shoulder. “Just that you’re an out-of-town friend and we got to talking last night, didn’t realize how fast the snow was piling up.”


  Half in the closet (an image that wasn’t lost on me where Evan was concerned), I gathered up some fresh clothes and my shaving kit. “Hope you didn’t use up all the damned towels,” I muttered.


  “I wouldn’t do that,” Evan said.


  The mix of mild hurt and indignation in his voice made me smile. “I’m sorry. I was thinking of John Candy in Planes, Trains, and Automobiles.”


  “That’s okay,” he said humbly. “You don’t really know me.” And then, without transition, “I like that movie. It’s funny as hell.”


  Christ, he was so refreshingly ingenuous. I was actually beginning to crush on him a little.


  The shower I took was one of the strangest I’d ever taken, aside from the time Deron Washington ran a loofah up my butt crack at the health club where we worked out at the time. The loofah move was strange enough; the fact we didn’t know each other was even stranger. But we made friends very fast. Late nights at the Renaissance Fitness Center’s locker room and sauna were never boring after that. Of course, that was pre-Frank.


  As I soaped and scrubbed, I was keenly aware of Evan on the other side of the door. I imagined his reaction to watching me. I imagined him soaping and scrubbing his body. The thoughts coaxed my dick out of its snooze, and pretty soon I was on my knees, breathlessly pumping something other than suds and water down the drain.


  The orgasm felt so damned good it made me shiver all over. I wilted forward as it waned, idly cupping my balls, my thumb still curled around the base of my cock. I suddenly wished I could go on a three-day sexual bender.


  When I finally left the bathroom, all put-together again and considerably more at ease than I’d been yesterday, Evan was standing at one of the curtained windows and talking on his cell. The conversation seemed related to his business, some kind of equipment problem. As soon as he saw I was ready to face the world, he signed off.


  We went downstairs to the small dining room, its tables set with crisp, white, eyelet-edged linens and demure crystal budvases holding blue and white hyacinths. The skiers I’d seen the day before weren’t there, but another couple was, and they chatted quietly over tea as Evan and I took a seat.


  Connie Hofstadter, an energetic, forty-something woman with a thick blonde braid and a shiny, makeup-free face, came breezing in through the swinging door that led to the kitchen. She checked on the tea drinkers, then headed to our table with the full carafe she carried.


  “Good morning, gentlemen.” Her left hand briefly lighted on Evan’s shoulder. “Sorry you got stuck here, hon. Plows should be coming through soon.”


  She gave us the rundown of today’s three breakfast choices and hustled back into the kitchen. I was glad she and Evan had had a chance to catch up earlier. There was nothing more tedious than listening to a conversation about people, places, and things one knew nothing about. The other couple cast us curious looks as they got up and left.


  “Excuse me a minute,” Evan said to me. He rose and donned his jacket, which he’d brought down with him. “I want to see how things are going out there.”


  I assumed he was referring to the snow-removal situation and, specifically, just how buried his truck was. He seemed the kind of man who was used to taking charge, being in control. As he strode through the dining room to the lobby, his wide, Carhartt-covered shoulders filling each room he was in, I had to remind myself he was every bit as gay as I was.


  I didn’t have to remind myself that my desire level was on the rise. Naked, he must’ve looked like a freakin’ god.


  Two newspapers sat on a Scandinavian-style sideboard, and I went to get one. The content didn’t hold my attention. My mind kept drifting over the events of last night. Connie delivered our breakfasts—biscuits and gravy for Evan, something she called an apple dumpling crepe for me—and I was again struck by the difference between country queer and city queer. We did have one thing in common, though: Frank Connor.


  Evan returned, quickly took his seat, and downed half his glass of cranberry-and-something juice. His wealth of jet hair was tousled, his cheeks were rouged from the cold, and he looked even more like a freakin’ god. After giving me a brief status report, he began eating.


  “Doesn’t it bother you to be having breakfast with me?” I asked.


  He glanced up. “No. Why should it? It’s not like you’re dribbling or anything.”


  “But we’re in a bed-and-breakfast, not a diner.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Think about the term ‘bed-and-breakfast’. Only guests eat here. They slide their asses out of bed and then come downstairs to have breakfast. Get it?”


  The gully between Evan’s brows deepened. “So?”


  “People probably assume we’re a couple.”


  “The Hofstadters know we’re not a couple.”


  “I’m not talking about the Hofstadters. I’m talking about the other lodgers.”


  “They don’t know us and we don’t know them. Why should it matter what they think?”


  I studied his face, the web of shallow creases, the strong nose and charcoal-shadowed chin with its handsome divot, the severe yet somehow sensuous mouth. “You know, I like you.”


  The declaration didn’t fluster him. “I kind of like you too, Steve.”


  “Kind of?”


  Evan’s fork stilled for a moment. “Kind of is the best I can do until I know you better.”


  Until. The word choice made me smile. Evan almost met the smile—his mouth did a small, quick stretch, the way it had done at the church—then his eyelids fluttered down, and he concentrated on his food.


  Had Frank been this disarmed by him? Or had it been the other way around? I began to think it was the other way around, that Evan had been beguiled by Frank, and Frank had simply weakened under the force of the lumberjack’s physical assets.


  “Evan, what made you think Frank didn’t die of natural causes?” I asked.


  His gaze shifted from the lobby area to the kitchen door.


  “It’s safe,” I said. “I already looked.” A snow blower growled outside, which accounted for Pete Hofstadter’s whereabouts, and Connie was visible at the reception desk, where she’d gone after delivering our meals. The French doors between dining room and lobby were closed.


  We still kept our voices down.


  “I don’t know,” Evan said. He sounded bemused. “I just had a feeling he wouldn’t live to be an old man, regardless of his jogging and vegetarian diet and good works and all the other shit. He was a good-natured guy on the surface, in a mellow kind of way, but beneath that he seemed all wrapped up in—”


  Sackcloth and ashes. I didn’t say it. I was surprised I’d thought it.


  “A very personal trip,” Evan concluded.


  “He was a priest,” I said. “He was naturally contemplative. At that time, he was probably feeling pretty guilty too.”


  The “contemplative” part was poetic license. Frank was a complex man. Yes, he did have his periods of thoughtful silence. But he was also quite sociable, had a wicked sense of humor, and sometimes had a sharp tongue. I’d seen and heard him laugh plenty. I’d witnessed his anger and heard his verbal scourges far less often, but they too were an undeniable part of his nature. The one time he lashed out at me, he was tearfully repentant and literally got on his knees to beg my forgiveness. He was that terrified of losing me.


  “Maybe,” Evan said, considering my explanation for Frank’s perceived melancholy. “But there were other things I noticed.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like… smelling alcohol on his breath, and seeing marks on his body.”


  My hand froze as I reached for my coffee mug. “Marks? What kinds of marks?” The alcohol was easily enough explained. Priests drank wine during Mass. A lot of them enjoyed cocktails too. No big deal. But marks?


  Evan’s face had gathered. He looked distressed. “Like… bruises on his arms and legs, scratches or welts or something on his back.”


  “How did he explain them?” I could feel my expression mirroring Evan’s as I tried to recall if I’d seen anything like that.


  “Oh, he said the bruises were from a carnival ride or from bumping into a piece of furniture or from an accident during ball practice. The red marks were from the rectory cat getting spooked and jumping out of his arms. He always had an explanation. He called himself a klutz.”


  I knew that part was bullshit. Frank was a nimble man with perfect vision and quick reflexes. It was possible I’d spotted a bruise on him now and then, but I couldn’t remember. I wouldn’t have even noticed a bruise unless it was really horrific, so I’d obviously put Frank’s occasional minor injuries out of my mind.


  “Stuff like that happens to people all the time,” I said.


  “Frank was no klutz, Steve. And remember, this all took place in a pretty short period. It wasn’t spread out over a bunch of years.”


  Thinking, I tapped on the table. There’d been times when Frank and I went two or three weeks without seeing each other. Of course, we talked on the phone almost daily, but that didn’t mean….


  That didn’t mean I knew what was going on with him and whether he was waiting for certain “marks” to go away.


  “Well,” I said, “he was a bottom. Maybe that has something to do with it. Maybe—”


  Evan was all hunched over. His eyes shifted around like slippery ball bearings. “Shhh.”


  “Nobody can hear us. Didn’t he bottom for you?”


  Blushing furiously, Evan paused before he jerked out a nod. “If I understand you right,” he mumbled.


  “You understand me just fine. Unless I suddenly started speaking Mandarin without realizing it.”


  “I was never that rough,” he said in the same rusty-mouthed Tin Man way.


  “That’s not what I meant. Maybe he took it a step further. Maybe he was a sub, too, with somebody somewhere you didn’t know about.”


  “I really don’t like talking about this.” He sipped some coffee.


  I sighed and slumped against the chair back. Outside, a plow truck rumbled past the inn and sent a flurry of sparkles into the air.


  “I’m sorry, Evan. I don’t know what to say. It looks like I didn’t know him nearly as well as I thought.” That seemed more and more like an understatement. I didn’t feel resentful, but I did feel troubled and disillusioned and bewildered.


  “You’re not alone.” Evan touched his napkin to his mouth and dropped it beside his plate. “I gotta go. I got a driveway to plow and a business to run and a wood burner that needs filling.”


  “Could we get together again tomorrow?” I asked. “I need”—I lifted and dropped a hand—“I need more insights.”


  Evan nervously licked his lips and glanced out the window, glanced into my eyes, looked down at his plate. “Uh… yeah, I guess so. How about if I stop by after work? Say around four.”


  “That would be great. Thanks for understanding.”


  He still seemed a bit unsettled by the prospect of seeing me again, regardless of “kind of” liking me.


  “What’re you going to do with your time here?” he asked.


  “Pull my material together, maybe talk to other people who knew Frank.”


  Judging by Evan’s frown, he didn’t have a clue what I meant.


  “I didn’t tell you,” I said. “I’m trying to write a book about Frank.”


  A good deal of color drained out of Evan’s face. He leaned toward me. “Are you crazy? You can’t go broadcasting—”


  “I’m not going to use real names. For people or places. I don’t even know if I’ll get the damned thing published. Or finished, for that matter.” A distinct possibility occurred to me then, and it was one I hadn’t considered before. “Hell, maybe I’m just doing it for myself.”


  He kept staring at me in a zoned-out kind of way.


  “Evan? You okay with that?”


  “You have really beautiful eyes,” he murmured, then abruptly pushed up from the table.


  Chapter Six


   


  “FATHER FELSICKER, my name is Steven Brandwein. I’m visiting here from Minneapolis, and I have a rather unusual request. If I could see you today, in private, I’ll explain it to you.”


  “May I ask what it’s in relation to?”


  I felt half-hypnotized by the priest’s deep, sonorous voice. “Frank Connor.”


  My answer was met with a lengthy silence. Then, “Frank’s no longer—”


  “With St. Jerome’s.” I’d almost said alive. “Yes, I know. Were you acquainted with him?”


  “I was. We served together for a number of years.”


  “Then please, may I speak to you about him? It’s important. To me, anyway.”


  Oh boy, I could just about hear his mental flywheel whirring away.


  “I don’t think it would be appropriate, Steven.”


  “Please. He passed away eight months ago.”


  A moment of stunned silence. “What happened? He was still a young man!”


  I gave him a sanitized version of the story, saying only that Frank had been the victim of a freak accident and it was a subject I still found difficult to discuss. “We were good friends,” I concluded. “I’d really appreciate talking to somebody familiar with his past.”


  “Yes, all right.” Felsicker sounded less self-contained. My news had obviously hit him hard. “I have to be at Immaculate Conception for a funeral Mass today. I doubt you’re aware of this, but I’m not assigned strictly to St. Jerome’s. These days, pastoring duties are often handled by clerical teams.”


  “Oh, I see.” I couldn’t recall if Frank had ever mentioned that. Probably not.


  “Why don’t you meet me at the rectory office at two?”


  “I’ll be there. Thank you, Father.”


  “Dear God, that’s shocking news. But maybe it’s for the best.”


   


   


  I SPENT the intervening hours doing pretty much what I’d done the day before: sitting cross-legged on my bed, laptop before me, recording my visit thus far and trying to spin some impressions from it. But today, Felsicker’s phrase, “maybe it’s for the best,” kept echoing in my head and breaking my concentration.


  The day before, I’d also started making a list of people I could possibly talk to, but the list soon became an exercise in futility. A thorough approach would be like following links on the Internet. I’d have to be a serious investigative journalist with a guaranteed income from this project to chase down each and every lead. Frank had lived for nearly forty years, after all, and come into contact with countless people in all kinds of places.


  I’d taken a nap, dreamed about Frank and Evan, had a pizza delivered, and jotted down more notes as I watched TV. About a month before coming to Prism Falls, I’d started chronicling my own relationship with Frank. I read over what I’d written, and a realization jolted me: the more I found out about my late lover, the more extensively I’d have to revise those dozens of pages.


  Just before I turned in, the sound of my ringtone startled me. I’d spread the word among friends and family and professional associates that I’d be gone for a while and didn’t want to be bothered. I’d told them either to send a text or leave a message on my answering machine.


  “Hi. We still on for tomorrow?”


  “Hey, Evan.” The sound of his voice made my head and stomach feel airy. “Yeah. Four o’clock, right?”


  “Thereabouts. Okay, just double-checking.”


  “How’d your day go?”


  “It was kind of a bitch, actually.”


  He went on to grumble a little about the snow making life difficult for him and some problem with a truck that had an onboard loading crane and some fucked-up delivery schedules to a paper mill. I was lucky I’d picked up that much. Because all I could think about was the sight of him in my room and over the breakfast table and how alluring that sight had been.


  Today, as I headed for St. Jerome’s rectory, my mind was more on seeing Evan than on what I would say to Father Felsicker.


  As Frank might’ve put it, fate was on the pitcher’s mound and it was sending some slurves, curveballs, splitters, cutters, forkballs, sliders, and/or change-ups my way. In his mind, there were nuanced differences between these throws, but damned if I knew what they were.


   


   


  LEO FELSICKER was a surprisingly large, hale man, even taller than Evan, and looked to be in his sixties. His gray mane didn’t seem to have thinned by a single hair. Maybe in deference to the reason for my visit, he didn’t make me face him across a desk. I sat on a loveseat; he, in a chair on my right. He drank tea. I had ice water, just to keep my throat lubricated.


  “I hope you realize,” he said after we’d introduced ourselves, “I can’t divulge the content of any official records or private conversations. That’s all confidential information.”


  “Yes, I understand.” And I’m beginning to see this was a wasted trip. “But you do know Frank left the priesthood.”


  Felsicker blinked at me. His neatly folded hands rested on his lap above his neatly folded legs. He was wearing a black suit and Roman collar—not “civvies,” as Evan called a priest’s street clothes. “I’m not at liberty to discuss the circumstances surrounding Frank Connor’s departure from St. Jerome’s,” he said conclusively, but in a gracious way.


  “Oh, that’s right.” Fuck. So much for trying to sneak in the backdoor. “Well, in case you’re wondering, I do know. We were quite close. There isn’t much you could say, confidential or not, that would startle me.”


  Felsicker stiffened almost imperceptibly. His gaze got a bit chillier. “Nevertheless….”


  “Yes, all right. Can you tell me this: do you know if Frank had an interest in antique guns, if he was a collector?”


  “Priests aren’t generally too fond of firearms,” he said dryly, as if I were a dumb shit for asking. “And most of us aren’t inclined to collect things. We try to lead simple lives and spend our leisure time, what little there is of it, in social situations with the people we serve.”


  He elaborated. When I asked him to, he gave me a précis of Frank’s daily life at St. Jerome’s, sprinkling it with wholesome personal anecdotes. Father Leo seemed fond of his younger associate, in a regretful kind of way, but he skirted the central issue: Frank’s struggle, which had largely defined his tenure at the church.


  The picture he painted made me wistful. I compared it with the Frank Connor I knew and found surprisingly few discrepancies—except for The One That Could Not Be Named.


  When he finished speaking, I lowered my head. I felt heartsick. Frank Connor’s homosexuality, an essential part of his birthright and his being, was being treated as a dirty little secret.


  Felsicker’s fingers curled over my wrist. “I’m really, truly sorry for your loss,” he said with quiet sincerity.


  I lifted my head and felt the defiance in my face. “Are you? Then why did you say it was for the best?”


  The reminder rocked his equilibrium a little. Implying someone’s death was a positive turn didn’t reflect too well on a priest. “He was a troubled man, Steven. It grieved me. I hope and pray he took the right steps to secure his everlasting peace.”


  I didn’t bother asking what the “right steps” were—repentance and celibacy, probably—and Felsicker didn’t bother explaining. At that point, it was obvious neither one of us wanted to dig any deeper into the other’s thoughts. We were a universe apart. Détente was impossible.


  I thanked him for his time and left.


   


   


  WHEN Evan called from the inn’s parking lot to let me know he’d arrived, I scampered down the stairs like Ann-Margret embarking on a date with Bobby Rydell in Bye Bye Birdie. But Christ, it felt good, knowing exactly what had put propellers on my heels.


  I came wheeling out the door as Evan approached it, and we almost slammed into each other.


  Damned if he wasn’t wearing cologne.


  “Why were you coming in?” I asked, just as he grabbed my arms and asked, “Why’re you in such a hurry?”


  “I’m not,” I said.


  “I didn’t know if you wanted to talk in your room or elsewhere,” he said.


  “Elsewhere. I’m sick of being in my room. Besides, I’m hungry.” I hadn’t eaten anything except some grapes since breakfast. Connie put out a tray of cheese, fruit, whole-grain crackers, and venison sausage every day at noon.


  “You like fat, sloppy burgers?”


  “Love ’em.”


  Evan grinned. “Then I’ve got just the place for you. You can ride along with me. The truck has four-wheel drive.”


  Don’t spin in your urn, Frank. It’s only a hamburger. For shit’s sake, I’ve already had grapes today.


  We went to a place called Ruby Dew’s Café. I loved it, from the spiffy, red vinyl upholstery on counter stools and booth seats to the bright melamine dinnerware to the pictures of old television stars on the walls. Evan and I sat at the counter, shoulder to shoulder, and ordered from menus encased in metal-rimmed plastic sleeves. Behind the counter, a large grill sizzled with greasy exuberance and a vintage three-head milkshake machine churned through malted ice cream.


  I felt so good I wanted to sing.


  We both had obscenely thick, juicy burgers, and Evan shared his mountain of fries. I told him about my visit with Felsicker.


  “Oh, Leo the Lion,” he said. “He’s actually an okay guy. Just walks and talks the party line. And you know what the party line is, don’t you?”


  I assumed he meant when it came to being queer. “Yeah, Frank told me. Desire isn’t a sin, but acting on it is.”


  “Meaning,” Evan said, “our friend could’ve hung on to his job if he’d just… you know….” He turned up his hands. A flush suffused his face.


  “Kept it in his pants,” I said.


  Evan scowled at me and bumped me with his arm.


  Smiling, I bumped him back. “Your dimple is glistening.”


  He’d just filled his mouth with fries so had to chew and swallow quickly in order to speak. “What?”


  “The dimple in your chin—there’s a little spot of grease in it.” Oh, how I wanted to lick it clean!


  Evan immediately grabbed up his napkin and began swabbing the lower half of his face. If he knew what I was thinking, his skin would soon match the upholstery beneath his gorgeous ass.


   


   


  BELLIES full, we toured Prism Falls in Evan’s truck and talked about our own lives for a change. Where and how we’d grown up, our parents and siblings, when and how we’d figured out we were gay. We explained what we did for a living. We made each other laugh.


  When I told Evan I wasn’t ready to return to the inn just yet, he took me to another neighborhood joint called Tap-Tap Tap, a name that amused me. It had a large, L-shaped parking lot, and Evan parked in a corner of the empty shorter section. He tried to keep his truck isolated in bar lots, he explained, because it had twice been damaged by drunks pulling in or out.


  We continued talking over drinks. There weren’t many customers in the bar, which meant there wasn’t enough noise to camouflage our conversation. We kept our subject matter light. At some point—it was inevitable, I guess—Frank’s name came up. The context was innocuous. We’d been talking about our interests and Evan had mentioned sports. Baseball, in particular.


  Some scruffy-looking guy a few stools away peered at us. “You talkin’ about that priest at St. Jerry’s who left town?”


  “Yeah,” Evan said. “Frank Connor. He passed away.”


  The other man chuffed and took a swig of beer. “Good riddance to bad rubbish. Son of a bitch was queer as a three-dollar bill. Fuckin’ pedophile.”


  I felt my face twist. I was off the barstool as if it had just delivered a shock to my ass. The local gave me a stupid look and then lunged at me. Two other patrons made a grab for him. My right arm cocked with a vicious, lightning-swiftness that was uncharacteristic of me, unless I was eager to get out of my clothes, but just as swiftly Evan was on me like the Jaws of Life. His hand locked around my forearm and pulled it down; his other arm twined around my waist and held me tight.


  “Let it go,” he said in a growly voice near my ear.


  At that point, I had no choice. He was strong. The most movement I could’ve managed was pushing my ass against his crotch, but I was too enraged to be amorous.


  “You need to learn some respect, Mueller,” Evan snarled as he hustled me toward the door. Then he sort of flung me out of his grip and charged up to the homophobe, his arm and forefinger extended. “Frank Connor was a priest. And a damned fine man. You don’t know squat about him, you brain-dead lizard. He had more character in one earlobe than you have in your whole worthless body. If you ever start talkin’ shit again and defaming good people, I’ll decorate your fuckin’ boots with your teeth.”


  Evan wheeled past me and flat-handedly slammed the door open. “Let’s go. The air is bad in here.” He grabbed my coat sleeve and ushered me outside.


  I still wanted a piece of that cretin, so I yanked my arm away. “Don’t order me around like a kid. I can handle myself.”


  “I’m telling you to let it go, Steve, before I either have to scrape you off the ground with a goddamn shovel or bail your ass out of jail.”


  Grudgingly, I took his advice. We walked the length of the parking lot and turned left. Evan’s truck still sat by itself, its grill leering at a pile of snow.


  Fury and despair had balled into something painful in my throat—a knot of sobs, probably. But it was a dud, a grenade with a broken pin. It wouldn’t disintegrate into tears; it wouldn’t explode into roars. Each emotion had a stifling effect on the other.


  “Queer as a three-dollar bill … fuckin’ pedophile … faggot ….” Mueller hadn’t spoken the last word, but he’d been thinking it, was on the verge of spewing it.


  And then I realized Evan himself had all but branded Frank a child molester, or at least had entertained the notion.


  As soon as my butt hit the cold upholstery of the truck seat, I curled forward. My throat was so constricted that the most I could manage were strained groaning noises. I tried to muffle them but couldn’t still them. Then a word sounded—“Why?”—and sounded again. I didn’t know what the question meant. I just kept grating it out.


  Evan’s arms came around me. He pulled me toward him and held me against his broad, warm chest. He rested his chin on my head. “It’s all right. Don’t pay any attention to what he said.” He held me closer and soothingly threaded his fingers through my hair, making my scalp tingle. It must’ve been what I needed, because my breathing as well as my feelings began to calm. I managed to fit my arms around his torso.


  I could’ve fallen asleep right there, contentedly miserable in his embrace. Damn, he felt good. I lifted my head, pulled back a little, and looked up at him.


  “Don’t be upset,” he murmured helplessly, his gaze and fingers caressing my face. “I know you’ve had a tough time of it with Frank passing away, but that kind of bullcrap, coming from someone like Dale Dumbass—”


  “It came from you too,” I whispered hoarsely.


  “What?”


  “Your boy. You’re worried Frank might’ve….” I couldn’t even say it. I didn’t want to think about the possibility. “You son of a bitch.”


  I wondered vaguely why it was just hitting me now, why I’d been so reasonable about his concern two nights ago and hadn’t challenged or castigated him. But I’d been catching a buzz then, and I’d been bone-weary, and my mind had been whirling with confusion. Besides, it wasn’t possible for me to resent Evan. I’d believed in his essential goodness from the moment I’d laid eyes on him.


  His face blanched as he remembered. He looked stricken. “Christ, Steve, I’m sorry. I didn’t really mean it. That whole evening fucked with my head. Being involved with Frank fucked with my head. There are even more questions now than there were then, and I just started feeling that I’d been… used and chucked aside.”


  I stared up at him. Used. You were an innocent, regardless of your age, and you ended up feeling used. So you worried Frank might’ve carelessly used other innocents as well. I doubted this man had a vicious bone in his body. In his own way, he too was hurting.


  Evan was still trying to apologize and explain. I put a hand to his face, and his voice went quiet. Suddenly I felt like a kid again, reaching toward the sky, pretending I could tilt the moon just by running a finger around its outline or touching the tips of its horn. Now, finally, I made it happen.


  “I understand,” I said. “And I’m sorry.”


  My heart beat twice before Evan’s head lowered. The first thing I felt was the cold spot at the end of his nose. The second was a scratch of stubble and the tickly brush of his hair against my forehead. And then I felt his lips on mine.


  “It started with a kiss….”


  The contact was tender and tentative at first—sweet, soft flexions that tested my willingness. I sensed Frank’s influence in the kisses but immediately pushed the intrusion aside. This was for us, Steve and Evan. This was for the men he’d left behind.


  I kissed him back hungrily, and soon our tongues were thrusting and our lips were sliding and crushing and I felt more purely alive than I’d felt in eight dismal months.


  “Does this seem wrong to you?” Evan asked, his breath hot against my mouth.


  “No. It seems perfectly right. Now shut up.”


  We kissed again, deeper and wetter. Evan’s jacket was open, and I fondled his chest. I could feel his nipples, even through his sweater and the undershirt that likely stretched beneath it. Our quavering moans rose and mingled.


  The truck windows steamed to opacity. I was certainly steamed up. My cock twitched, dense and stiff and sullen in that restrictive groove between pelvis and thigh. If I touched Evan below the waist, I’d probably leave a mess in my new Hanes boxer briefs.


  “We have to stop,” Evan managed to say, the words clipped and breathy.


  “Why? You have a nice truck, very well maintained. The heater even works.” Yeah, like we needed a heater. And yeah, like I knew shit about motor vehicles, except how to drive some of them. I just wanted to keep going.


  Evan did a rapid eye-roll and seamed his reddened lips. “I don’t care how nice it is. We’re not in high school. I don’t want another hand job in a truck cab.”


  I grinned. “Who said you were going to get a hand job?”


  Shaking his head, Evan reached forward and turned on the ignition. “We should go. Seriously. We need to take care of some business.”


  “What business?” At the moment, I was sick of talking and thinking. I needed a respite from talking and thinking. This was what I wanted.


  “The business we started when I saw you smiling at me from that church pew.”


  I smiled again.


  Evan fell back against the seat and looked at me. He put a hand on the side of my face and gently ran a thumb over my lips. “Come home with me, Steve. Please.”


  “Do you more-than-kind-of like me yet?”


  “I’m getting there.” His eyes were smiling.


  “Then let’s go.”


  Chapter Seven


   


  WE DIDN’T talk much on the way to Evan’s house, just languidly rubbed each other’s thigh and used our fingertips to tease more sensitive areas.


  Evan’s crotch was a pocket of concentrated heat. Mine was certainly the same. Every time we grazed each other’s cock—and a light brush was all we allowed ourselves—desire filled the cab like a pyroclastic cloud.


  I didn’t notice much of anything as we pulled up to Evan’s place, except that it was a log structure, he didn’t bother parking in the garage, and we were walking funny.


  He whipped me around as soon as we were inside, and we came together like two strips of Velcro. Our kisses were wild, almost desperate. I even kissed Evan’s chin, sanding my lips and tongue on his stubble as I sought out the dimple. We gripped each other’s ass and pushed our rigid pricks together.


  “You’re gonna make me come,” I said tightly.


  “Damn right I’m gonna make you come.” He kissed me again.


  I didn’t notice much of anything as we tore at each other’s clothes and Evan steered me through the living room and down a hallway. The house was neat. I glimpsed logging memorabilia. We could barely walk.


  Our trail of shed clothing and breathless grunts ended at a large bed. Still intertwined, we tumbled on top of the covers. Evan had hit a switch somewhere that turned on the nightstand lamps. I rolled on top of him; he rolled on top of me. Even though I was naked, I was feverishly warm, and the feel of Evan’s skin pressing and sliding against mine made me dizzy with lust.


  “You’re gorgeous,” he murmured, one hand running over my turgid cock as the other forked through my hair. “You and those big goddamn blue eyes. I want to suck you. I want to fuck you. I want to do everything to you.”


  “Ditto.”


  We changed positions again, and I scrabbled over the bunching, shifting muscles of Evan’s sweat-misted body. His chest surpassed my porniest fantasies—pronounced pecs, taut nipples, hair exactly as I’d imagined it to be. I began lapping at it, preening the silky fur with my tongue, using my mouth and fingers to stimulate those coppery-rose peaks. Evan caressed my head and neck and back as he groaned and writhed beneath me. His precum slicked my thigh.


  Suddenly he barked “Stop!” and grasped my head to still it. “I’ll jizz all over myself.” He looked into my eyes. “Let me be inside of you. Please.”


  Although I’d topped with Frank, I was more than willing to take in dick when I was excited enough. And I was probably more excited that evening than I’d been in my life.


  “Do it.”


  Evan scrambled to one of the nightstands. I lay with my head on a plump pillow, waiting, holding the base of my prick to keep it pointing at the ceiling. During this short break, I admired the lines of Evan’s body, the smoothly interlocked swells of muscle, flexing delicately as he went through his preparations. He had a spray of freckles across his shoulders, and I found them more adorable than the dimple in his chin. His thick cock twitched as he sheathed it and bobbed when he moved.


  He was eager. I saw it, felt it. Another current of arousal shimmied through my groin. I’d never been fucked by such a powerful-looking man. And damn, did I want it.


  Evan knelt between my legs. “This way?”


  “Yes. I want to look at you.”


  “I want to look at you too. You wanna mount me?”


  “No,” I said. “I want you in control.”


  I let my spread, bent legs rest on his thighs. Lips parted and chest pumping, he slowly slid one thumb beneath the head of my cock and down the dense ridge on its underside.


  “Perfect,” he murmured. “Like the rest of you.”


  Tremulous sounds drifted from my throat as the caress continued—around the crown, down the shaft.


  “Not too much,” I forced out. “Not until you’re ready.” I was at the hair-trigger point.


  Evan pulled me a bit farther up his lap and lubed me with gentle, massaging fingers. My hole responded with spasmodic contractions. He swirled some of the oil over my sac, his fingers following the contours of my nuts. Then, slowly, he rocked his dick into me.


  I shivered, tensed for a split second, and relaxed. The goodness of the fuck began to build. Evan held my ass and worked deeper, his thrusts smooth and firm. I stroked myself with one hand, flung the other carelessly over my head.


  “You look so fucking inviting,” Evan said, pushing harder on the last word.


  I knew I was making faces, but I couldn’t stop doing it any more than I could stop adding vowels to the alphabet. Evan didn’t look or sound too sane himself. I raised my legs and pulled them back, inviting deeper penetration. Evan lifted himself to match the movement. Soon he was gripping my ankles. Up my legs went.


  “I am so being fucked!” I shouted, mindlessly pulling at my dick.


  Evan’s hips swung forward. The sudden fullness was exquisite.


  “Pack me, Evan!”


  “Steve, for chrissake, don’t make me laugh.”


  I whimpered as he found the perfect rhythm. “I love cock.”


  Evan snarled something that ended in “honey” or “funny.” Then the masked invader found the weak spot in my tunnel wall.


  “Uhhh….” I pushed my pelvis forward. My eyes rolled up.


  And it hit—a walloping explosion of pleasure deep in my abdomen, its waves radiating in every direction. My cock pulsed; my ass seemed to quiver inside. I vaguely felt the bed shuddering beneath me.


  “Take it,” Evan said in a distant, animal voice. His body stiffened as his face went slack.


  For some blissful, blinding moments we were frozen in time, the only movement from either of us the distinct throbbing of our cocks and faint quaking of our limbs. Then my legs lowered. I let them fall bonelessly on either side of Evan’s hips. He wilted forward.


  “Why does it have to end?” I whispered. My hand was streaked with cum. I felt more of it chilling on my belly, somewhere in the vicinity of my pubic hair.


  Panting, Evan lazily touched the small puddles of cream. “Ask Mother Nature.”


  “Did you call me ‘honey’?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “I’ll pretend you did.”


  Evan smiled. I imagined a spot of spunk in his chin dimple. Some day…


  He peeled off his condom, bumbled off the bed, and briefly disappeared into another room. I heard a toilet flush, heard water running. When he returned, he tossed a damp washcloth at me, turned off the lamps, and crawled beneath the covers.


  “Just drop it on the floor after you wipe,” he said. “Then get under here. I want to hold you.”


  Done.


  We folded together, warm and spent and content.


  “Do you have any extra toothbrushes?” I asked.


  “Why? You got chest hair in your teeth?”


  “I only licked your chest,” I said.


  “Think again, Hot Stuff. You were biting at it.”


  Frowning, I lifted my head. “Was I?”


  “Mm-hm. When you weren’t hollering like a lunatic.”


  Evan cupped the back of my head and urged it downward. He kissed me with a hint of passion, giving me some tongue. The spangle of excitement in my groin surprised me. It was still muted enough to ignore, but I didn’t usually respond that way to a kiss so soon after a major orgasm.


  “Did you mind?” I asked, brushing a hand from one of his nipples to the other.


  Evan squirmed a little, pushing into my touch. “No.”


  “I’ll still have to brush my teeth,” I said, loving how we responded to each other. “Tomorrow morning I’ll have to. If you invite me to spend the night.”


  “I didn’t think an invitation was necessary.” He laid a hand over my hand, trapping it against his chest. He grew more serious. “That was fantastic, Steven. Thank you.”


  Thank you? What a guy. “You’re welcome. It goes both ways, you know.”


  Evan craned his neck to kiss my forehead. He dropped his head to the pillow and was silent for a moment. “What did the ‘why’ mean when we got in the truck earlier? You kept asking, ‘Why? Why?’”


  As I wondered about this, I ran my fingertips through the coarse silk of his chest hair—gently this time. “All kinds of things, I guess. Why do people despise us—I’ve never understood that one—and why did I come to Prism Falls, why was Frank forced to choose between his calling and his cock, why did I ever get involved with him, why did he keep so much from me and make me start doubting him.”


  “How do you know he kept things from you?” Evan asked curiously. “How exactly did you doubt him?”


  The subject wasn’t easy for me to talk about. Although I was out of mourning, the tremors left by Frank’s life and death continued to rumble through my psyche. “I never knew exactly what he did when we weren’t together,” I said. “I knew he taught at a community college. I knew he always had an answer when I asked what he’d been up to, but….”


  “You didn’t know if he was telling the truth?”


  “Not the whole truth. We were together for just under four years, but it always seemed like a big part of Frank and his life were closed off to me. I’m not even sure he truly loved me.”


  “Are you serious?”


  Although the notion had crossed my mind before now, this was the first time I’d given it any credence. “Yeah, I am,” I said with some wonder. “I think he believed he loved me whenever he said it, but I’m not sure he carried that love around with him, day in and day out.” I lifted my head to look into Evan’s face. “Know what I mean?”


  He touched my cheek. “I think I do. It was hard to get a fix on him. Frank treated me like gold when we were together, but there were plenty of other times he just sort of… looked through me. Like he was miles away.”


  I knew that look. I knew it well. Whenever I saw it on Frank and asked if he had something on his mind, he’d just smile and give me some vague reply.


  “Where did you meet, anyway?” Evan asked.


  “At a comedy club. I was between boyfriends, so I went there with a girl pal, Andrea. The place was crowded. A couple dozen people were standing. Andi met Frank at the bar, found out his date had stood him up, and invited him to sit at our table. Halfway through the show, our legs got friendly beneath the table. Done deal. How long were you seeing him?”


  Evan ran a fingertip along my left eyebrow and down my cheek. “About eight months. Then he lost interest for some reason. And three months later he left Prism Falls.”


  “You never got an explanation for his loss of interest?”


  “No. He just started acting like nothing had ever happened between us. I didn’t force the issue. I wasn’t feeling real good about the whole thing anyway.”


  “Could be he sensed that.”


  “Could be.”


  I dropped my head to the pillow but kept facing Evan, my hand resting on the solid curve of his biceps. “I’m beginning to realize how much of a mystery he was to me. But I was never a mystery to him. I was a goddamn open book. Isn’t that pathetic?”


  Evan regarded me. His smile was reflective. “No. Opening your heart is never pathetic.”


  The assertion touched me. I lifted my head far enough to kiss his shoulder. “I think you’re a big sap, Evan.”


  “Maybe I’ve cut down too many pine trees.”


  I grimaced. “Oh God, that was bad.”


  He chuckled. “I know.”


  “Then why’d you say it?”


  “Because I didn’t want to say fuck you.”


  “Why? Do you like me now?”


  Evan answered by cupping my dozy cock. “Duh.”


  I laughed.


  “I’m a sucker for a man who licks my chest. Just keep doing it. Maybe more hair will grow.”


  “Shit, Evan. I’d suffocate.”


  He rolled me into his arms. I think we fell asleep snickering.


  There was no room for Frank between us.


  Chapter Eight


   


  Hey Mogie.


  Guess what? I met somebody I really like, more than as a friend. Can you believe it?


  Now here’s where your old dad has to tell you something, and I wish I’d done it sooner because maybe it would of helped you out some if I had been honest with you.


  I’ve always liked guys too Mogie. Did you ever suspect that? I think maybe you did, just never said anything because you were waiting for me to say something. So its a man I’m talking about, not a girl. That’s one of the reasons I couldn’t make it work with your mom, but there were many other reasons also, which I’m sure your aware of.


  Moge it kind of scares me to like this guy so much. I know you know what I mean. For one thing he isn’t from P. Falls, just visiting, and for another thing nobody around here knows what I’m about and it kind of freaks me out to think how they’d react if they knew. I bet you felt the same way.


  Can we still help each other out you think? We used to lean on each other all the time Buddy, it meant the world to me, and now I don’t know how we can do that. I try to help you with my prayers and such even tho I don’t understand the heaven or religion thing, and I know your around me in some way, which is why I write to you. But is it doing any good? I don’t know. We’ll keep working on it tho.


  Say hi to Frank for me. Tell him I’ll mention him in my prayers. And please tell him not to be mad. He’ll know what I mean.


  Love you and miss you, give Smokey some pets for me.


  Dad


   


   


  I FINALLY noticed the bedroom when I awoke. It was simple and masculine, with sturdy cherrywood furniture, brass lamps on the nightstands, and a brown comforter over plaid flannel sheets on the bed. I also noticed Evan wasn’t in the bed.


  Peering at the bathroom door, I called out his name.


  No response.


  I felt let down. It would’ve been a singular treat to have him there, greeting my wake-up wood. I consolingly ran a hand over it.


  “Don’t be selfish,” I chided, dragging my naked ass out of bed. I hadn’t exactly been neglected.


  Evan had already roused me in the middle of the night with his mouth, which had hijacked my cock. I recalled having done more vocal exercises, weak and drowsy ones, as he soft-sucked me back into peaceful oblivion. Not even a rocking chair and a lullaby could beat a blowjob.


  Yawning, I ambled toward the master bath. Framed photos on the higher of the room’s two dressers caught my attention. I detoured over to them.


  Most featured a boy at different stages of his life. Evan’s son, of course. The display transfixed me.


  Pictures of Scott alone, with an older couple, with his dad, with friends, with teammates. I smiled when I noticed the resemblance between him and Evan. Yeah, he’d been a handsome kid. In one photo, Scott and another lean-limbed boy stood with their arms around each other’s waist, beaming into the camera. They were wearing swim shorts. Scott held a volleyball. I put their ages at around fifteen.


  Something about the photo struck me. Here were two teenage boys, just growing into their looks, solidifying their tastes and affinities, identifying their needs… and immeasurably content to be with each other.


  The familiarity of the scene—that’s what struck me.


  I had a similar photo of myself at that age. Summer camp. Jeff Colter and I grinning side-by-side. By the time we were sixteen, we were having awkward, ecstatic sex together. Our bond had an intensity that made us think we’d never part.


  Just as I was about to turn away, I noticed a picture at the rear of the group. My wistful smile faded. An adolescent Scott stood between his father and another father: Frank Connor.


  A sickish feeling drizzled through my stomach. I wasn’t sure what prompted it, but I had a vague idea. Evan and Frank were both good-looking men, although each man’s appeal was distinctly different from the other’s, and I was… jealous. That was the only way I could describe my reaction. I’d loved one man and now cared about the other, and I’d been intimate with both. But they’d had each other before I had either of them. Their relationship was off-limits to me, another mystery I could never penetrate, another secret of the heart I felt I should’ve shared but didn’t share. And never would.


  I turned away from this truth, telling myself how silly it was to be affected by it, then excusing myself for being affected by it because the human mind works in some pretty strange ways. Not too many people were indifferent to the past or never wished to change it.


  Walking into the bathroom yanked me back to the present, and in a way I really needed at that moment. On the vanity, in spaces not taken up by Evan’s few grooming aids, sat two piles of things he’d set out specifically for me: my neatly folded clothing, freshly laundered, and a stack of bath items, including a thick gray towel, matching washcloth, wrapped bar of soap, and new toothbrush in a cellophane package. That wasn’t all. To the left of my clothing, a thermal mug full of coffee. To the right of the towel, an aerosol can of air freshener.


  I burst out laughing.


  After showering, I went in search of my host and found him in the kitchen, standing over a center island with a cook-top. A small dining table in front of a window was already set for two.


  “Good morning.”


  Evan looked up from the eggs he was scrambling. “Good morning.”


  I stood behind him, ran my hands up his back, and let them rest on his shoulders. I kissed his nape. He leaned his head to one side, and I kissed his neck.


  “Thank you for making my bathroom ritual so pleasant,” I said in a purring voice. I hadn’t intended to sound seductive, but that’s how I suddenly felt.


  Smiling, he glanced over his shoulder. “You’re welcome. I was just repaying you for my night at the inn.”


  “That was totally unnecessary, you know.”


  “I know. But I enjoyed doing it.” He’d stalled in his food preparation, his movements becoming uncertain and directionless.


  “I missed waking up with you, Evan.”


  “Sorry. I can’t seem to sleep past five or six.”


  I slid my hands down to his hips. “Wish we could’ve showered together.”


  “I kind of do too.”


  “We’re back to ‘kind of’ again?”


  “No. But you’re distracting me.”


  “Good.” I caressed his butt. “Don’t I get a good-morning kiss?”


  Evan turned around, whisk in one hand and a shaker of something in the other, and corralled me with his arms. Our kiss was light at first, then took on more fervor, then lapsed back into sweet. We ended it by letting the tips of our tongues meet with a playful, affectionate flick.


  “I didn’t want you to think I was being a sap again,” he said, looking into my eyes. His head moved forward, and his lips briefly touched mine.


  “Be as sappy as you want. I’m starting to like it. I might even start getting sappy too.”


  His cheeks got pink before he turned back to his cooking.


  Damned if I wasn’t falling for him.


  Whether it was serious infatuation or that temporary, delusional high you can get from great sex, I had no idea. Only time and circumstance could sort it out. But I was definitely on a cloud, and Evan was definitely the man who had put me there.


  “Why don’t you go sit down?” he said. “You’re making my dick hard.”


  That was the wrong thing to say. I pulled the whisk out of his hand and tossed it on the granite counter. I grabbed his wrist, forcing him to face me, and undid the button and zipper of his jeans. I undid the closures on mine.


  “Steve,” he whispered, his breath already coming strong and shallow through his parted lips.


  I shoved my hands under his sweatshirt, felt up his chest, pinched his nipples, then yanked his jeans and briefs past his plumping, lengthening cock. I shoved my own clothing past mine and dropped to my knees.


  In a kind of fellatio-plus-masturbation frenzy, I grabbed his rigid prick and mine and made love to both. I tried to exercise some care with Evan—he certainly deserved it—so I concentrated on teasing his cockhead before I began a slow, firm pump and suck. I worked the underside of his shaft with my tongue. His hands stirred through my hair.


  “Oh baby,” he said thickly, “you’re really getting to me.”


  I started shooting like there was no tomorrow, the contractions sharp and deep. Thank goodness Evan came as soon as he saw me come, because my mind was hazy and my limbs felt numb.


  He eased backward and I fell forward, still holding onto my weakly pulsing dick. Evan joined me on the floor. A small dollop of cum crept down my swollen cockhead. The rest was on my hand and pants leg and the floor tiles. Evan leaned over and lightly drew his lips and tongue over the dick residue. Post-climax sensitivity caused me and my man to jerk reflexively, but we nevertheless liked what he’d done. We liked it a lot.


  Evan and I leaned together, our hands cradling each other’s head.


  “Did you mean it?” I asked.


  “Yeah, I meant it.” He sounded more resigned than euphoric.


  “I don’t know if that’s good or bad,” I said, “because you’re getting to me too.”


  We just stayed that way for a little while. I guess we were letting it sink in, wondering where we’d go from here.


  “Maybe it’ll pass.” Evan got up. “Come on, let’s have breakfast.”


  After swabbing and washing my deposit off hands, jeans, and floor, I poured the orange juice and buttered the toast. Evan fried up the scrambled eggs to go with the hash browns he'd already made. He said he had to check on a job site today and asked if he should come by the Edelweiss afterward. I immediately told him yes, but I preferred we stay out of bars for a while.


  As we neared the end of our diner-worthy breakfast, Evan pushed his plate aside and folded his forearms on the table. I could tell he was about to say something important. Before he started speaking, I grabbed a banana from the bowl of fruit in the center of the table, just to have something to do with my hands. And maybe to tease him a little.


  “Steve, something’s been eating at me, and I want to clear it up once and for all because I know it’s important to you.”


  Now I felt stupid holding that banana. “Go ahead.” I began to peel it as I watched Evan.


  “In my heart, I do not believe Frank was interested in boys. Young men, maybe, but not boys.”


  I’d just taken a bite, so I shifted the pulpy lump to one cheek. “Why exactly do you believe that?” I really did want to know. I needed to dig that toxic seed out of my mind.


  “Because he was basically a good man,” Evan said. “And he sure as hell was a smart man. He knew shit would’ve hit the fan if he tried anything, but I honestly don’t think he was inclined to. There was never a hint of it, from him or anybody else. Never so much as a rumor in the grapevine.”


  With difficulty, I swallowed. “Thanks for the reassurance. I mean it.”


  “I owed it to you.”


  “So… what do you mean by ‘young’ men?”


  “Early twenties. I’m guessing Bobby Bruckner was the youngest guy Frank had around here, or maybe had, and he was about twenty-two at the time.”


  “How old were you?” Fuck. I’d promised myself at some point last night that I owed it to myself to put a moratorium on talking to Evan about Frank. But once he got the ball rolling again, I couldn’t seem to stop it.


  “Just a year younger than Frank. Thirty-one or thirty-two when the whole thing kicked off. So that’s more evidence in his favor.”


  I sighed, surrendering to my inquiring mind. “Evan, why did you even mention your son in that context? I mean, why did the notion even flit through your head? And you can’t deny it did, or you wouldn’t have said something.”


  Evan ran his fingers through his hair and stared at the tabletop. Then he got up and lifted the dishes and silverware.


  “Aren’t you going to answer me?” I took another bite of banana and slowly chewed, keeping my eyes trained on him.


  “Yeah, I just have to think about this a minute.” He carried our breakfast things to the dishwasher, arranged them inside, dawdled a little, and returned to his chair.


  I swallowed. “If it’s really that difficult for you—”


  “I’m pretty sure Scott was gay,” he blurted out.


  Immediately, I thought of that photo on his dresser, the one of Scott and his cute blond friend with the slight overbite. He was the one. I knew it. He was Scott’s first, crazy love, his only love.


  “I don’t know if he realized it while Frank was still around,” Evan said. “He was just an adolescent when we started going to St. Jerry’s. But they did sort of take a shine to each other. And he was a handsome, athletic kid.”


  “Yes, he was.” When I saw Evan’s look of surprise, I added, “I saw the pictures on your dresser.”


  He nodded. “Oh. Yeah, they’re kind of hard to miss. I guess it just threw me for a loop to find out after he died that he liked boys. Really liked boys.”


  That drew a wan smile from me. “Nothing wrong with that. Maybe it threw you for a loop because you haven’t fully accepted it for yourself yet.”


  “Oh, I’ve accepted it,” Evan said. Our hands were resting on the table, and he extended his fingers toward mine. I did the same until our fingertips touched. “I just never went public with it. What I haven’t accepted is the grief people dish out to anybody who isn’t like them. Dale Mueller isn’t an army of one, you know.”


  “I’m well aware.” Living in a progressive city didn’t keep me from wondering, however subconsciously, where the next arrow of ridicule or scorn or virulent hatred would come from. It must’ve been a lot more stressful in the great American outback.


  Evan got up and began clearing the table. I rose to help.


  “You know, Evan, maybe Scott’s attraction to boys was beginning to stir at the time he knew Frank. Maybe he confided in Frank, and Frank listened patiently and compassionately and managed to smooth his way. Because Frank, of all people, would’ve understood. Maybe that’s why they took a shine to each other. And don’t forget they both had a love of baseball, too. They were kindred spirits. Even if Scott was too young to fully grasp the concept, he might’ve sensed it.”


  Standing over the dishwasher, Evan stared at me as if my head had just turned into a big, bright lightbulb. “That could be it.”


  I kept going, because I needed to believe. Evan did too, I think. “It makes sense Frank wouldn’t have said anything to you. Priests are even better at keeping secrets than doctors and lawyers and Freemasons.”


  Evan nodded. But after he’d closed the dishwasher, his eyebrows began pulling together—a sure sign that something was bothering him. He went to the sink, where he wetted and wrung out the dishcloth. “I wish I’d been a better father to him. I wish I’d been more open about myself and not such a damn coward. Then he would’ve come to me and talked to me. It might’ve made a big difference in… in the quality of his life.”


  I curled a hand over his forearm. “Evan, look at me.”


  When he did, my heart ached for him.


  “Who’s that blond boy in the beach picture?”


  He continued to frown, as if he were trying to figure out which one I meant. “Oh, that’s Travis Burton. He was Scott’s best friend after Smokey. They were really….” The nature of his frown changed as the obvious finally became, well, obvious to him. “Tight,” he said vacantly, then gave me an incredulous look. “He fainted at the funeral.”


  “You might want to talk to him.”


  “He’s away at college.”


  “Then write to him. I don’t think a phone call would be kosher.”


  Evan wasn’t exactly thrilled by the suggestion. “I can’t write worth a shit.”


  “Evan, you have to get this—”


  “Will you help me?”


  One look into those imploring eyes, and I couldn’t have denied him anything. In fact, his humble request made me feel honored. “Of course I will. We can take care of this before we leave. Do you have his e-mail address?”


  “I think he might’ve given it to me when he was in town over the holidays. If I can’t find it, I can always ask his parents.”


  I rubbed Evan’s back and smiled encouragement at him. “Then we’re good to go.”


   


   


  Dear Travis,


   


  I’m sorry we didn’t get to talk more when you were in the Falls over winter break. There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. I can’t keep putting it off.


  Please excuse me if this letter seems out of line. My question comes with no implications. I’m just looking for some answers. Parents don’t always know their children as well as they’d like to or would like to believe they do. All the love in the world can’t guarantee perfect communication. That seems to have been the case with Scott and me.


  Following his death, I found some things in his room and on his computer that showed a side of Scott I hadn’t been aware of. They led me to an inescapable conclusion: my son was gay.


  You and he were best friends. If you can shed more light, I’d be deeply grateful. I can’t stand being in the dark about such a significant part of Scott’s life. Can you at least tell me if he’d accepted himself? If he was happy? This is really, really important to me, Trav. It’s been eating at me for the past year that he never confided in me. I would’ve loved him and been supportive of him no matter what.


   


  Thanks so much,


  Evan McAllister


  Chapter Nine


   


  ON OUR way back through town to the Edelweiss, snow sifted out of the sky like fairy dust. Evan assured me it wouldn’t be another “dump,” not with the sun shining. I was glad. I didn’t want anything to keep him from meeting me later in the day.


  Maybe the fairy dust would actually work some magic for us.


  “Ever handle a chainsaw?” he asked out of the blue.


  The curious question would’ve made me spit something out of my mouth if my mouth had had anything in it. I gaped at him. “Are you kidding?”


  “No, I’m not kidding. Just because you’re gay and live in a city doesn’t mean you have to be a pussy.”


  “Yes it does.”


  He chuckled and shook his head.


  “Didn’t you know that? It’s in a rulebook somewhere.”


  “I take it the answer is ‘no’, then.”


  “You take it right. Why did you ask? More to the point, do I really want to know why you asked?” I feared for a moment that he’d drive right past the Edelweiss, take me to his job site, and press me into service. If he did, the only detached limbs would be my own.


  “I just thought I might be able to teach you something,” Evan said. “Like the right bar-angle, the correct pressure, how to set a wedge—”


  “Thanks, but you’ve already taught me plenty.” Like what a nice ride bottoming can be.


  I’d all but forgotten just how nice. Evan’s reminder had made me delirious with pleasure. Relishing the memory, I let my hand slither around his crotch.


  Evan squirmed. “Quit that.” Smiling out the windshield, he grasped my roaming hand. “Or save it for later. And as long as I’m telling you what to do, you really need to stop yelling while we’re getting it on.”


  “Why? Nobody can hear me.”


  “I can hear you. If I start laughing, Steve, it’s over.”


  “Then I’ll try to make my outbursts less amusing.” I tossed out a few quotes from famous historical figures. Not that I made a habit of memorizing quotes, but I’d used these in some of the scripts I’d worked on.


  Evan started snickering.


  “How can you possibly find those funny?” I asked, since they were all pretty heavy. I mean, come on… Karl Marx?


  “’Cause I’m imagining you spouting that stuff while my dick’s up your ass. Or yours is in my mouth.”


  I laughed so hard I cried.


  By the time Evan dropped me off at the inn, I was willing to give woodcutting a try. I don’t know how he did it.


  “You and Evan having a good visit?” Connie Hofstadter called out cheerily as I headed for the stairs.


  “Great visit,” I answered with a grin.


  When I got to my room, I decided to employ a skill I’d learned in fifth grade. I needed to organize the issues that had arisen around Frank’s life as well as his passing. No working on the bed today. I sat at the room’s desk, probably because I felt I was back in Mrs. Klein’s classroom. The windows’ lace curtains cast faint, webby shadows over every surface. They made an appropriate backdrop for what I was trying to do: unravel the mysteries surrounding a ghost.


   


  A.       Other Men


  1.       Frank was conscientiously monogamous


  2.       Frank occasionally had more than one lover at a time


  3.       Frank was a bona fide ho-dog or sex addict


  4.       I’m sick of thinking about it; what’s more, it doesn’t matter (see E)


  B.       The “Marks”


  1.       Frank was a practicing sub and masochist


  2.       He occasionally and inadvertently hooked up with abusive guys


  3.       He had accidents like everybody else


  4.       Dicked if I know


  C.       The Gun


  1.       Frank taught history; he bought it as a “show and tell” piece for a particular lesson plan.


  2.       He was a collector; I just didn’t know it.


  3.       He bought it for someone else


  4.       It actually belonged to someone else, who brought it to the cabin


  5.       Dicked if I know


  D.       His Death


  1.       Murder


  a.       By another lover—jealous, possessive, violent—who was with him at the cabin


  b.       By a homophobe like Dumbass Dale


  2.       Suicide


  3.       Accident


  4.       Dicked if I know


  E.       Love (ditto these for Evan, maybe)


  1.       Frank didn’t really love me/us


  2.       Frank loved me/us fully and truly


  3.       Frank wasn’t capable of romantic love; he still loved the Church, even though it had rejected him


  4.       Frank loved me/us the best he knew how


   


  “All truth is simple—is that not doubly a lie?”


   


  I’d underlined the only conclusions I could draw based on what I knew and added a quote by Nietzsche. There was nothing simple about the truth… or about the process of unearthing it. I doubted I’d find further closure unless I provided my own. And it would have to come from within.


   


   


  WHEN Evan picked me up late that afternoon, he informed me we’d be going to St. Jerry’s after stopping at his house. He had to shower, put on clean clothes, and check his e-mail.


  We had to shower. Evan said he wanted to make up for neglecting me that morning.


  From the moment his hand wrapped around my wrist and he drew me, not pulled me, into the stall, I knew this coupling would be different. I knew we’d be making love.


  We stood beneath the streaming water without saying a word and simply gazed at each other. How earnest he looked as he studied my face, his fingers inching over my eyebrows and cheekbones and lips. I slowly caressed his chest, the tight curve of ribs and muscle that led to his back, the smooth slope of his loins. We moved in closer as our excitement mounted. But we wouldn’t rush this.


  I knew I would forever remember our gentle, darting kisses and the slick hardness of our bodies as we fit them together, pressing close, sliding a little against each other. We let the water become a partner in our lovemaking.


  Evan worked down the length of me, kissing and stroking, and I did the same to him. Then we came together again, holding each other tightly and kissing deeply and conveying messages that didn’t require words.


  Without realizing it, I was like a kid filling his pockets with things he found special—broken toys and pencil stubs, rocks and candy wrappers. Things other people wouldn’t even notice, much less save and cherish. Only it was bits of Evan that became my treasures: the smooth gleam of his shoulders, the sensual drip of water from the tip of his nose and cock, the glisten of droplets within his coal-black pubic hair. And all those careful movements of his large, rough hands and broad, tender mouth.


  Time slid around us like a slipstream, as if we were fixed points. Each of us knelt and sucked the other to climax. I would always treasure that, too, how exquisitely at home my cock felt on the soft-firm bed of his tongue.


  When it was over—and it was over quickly once we got to our hard-ons—we stood and again drew together. Arms at sides and fingers loosely interlinked, heads bowed into the crook of each other’s neck, we let the water wash over us. Finally, after days of talking, it hadn’t been necessary to speak.


  That eloquent silence would become a cherished part of my relationship with Evan. I knew it beyond a doubt. And that meant I knew we’d have a relationship… if we had the courage to follow through.


  Maybe it’ll pass.


  Uh-uh, not anytime soon. And I think Evan knew it.


  He became more preoccupied as we toweled off and got dressed.


  “Are you going to check your e-mail now?” I asked gently.


  “Yeah.” His brow was furrowed.


  “Do you want me there with you?”


  He turned up his eyes to my face as he pulled the hem of his sweatshirt over his hips. “Yes.”


  We crossed over to the other side of the house, where a large room served as Evan’s office. A high-end exercise machine stood in one corner.


  “You’ve been cheating,” I said.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  I motioned toward the apparatus. “Here I thought you got that physique from felling timber.”


  That prompted a faint but typical, and increasingly endearing, Evan-blush. “Hey, I’m thirty-seven. I need all the help I can get.”


  I rolled a chair up to the computer desk as Evan brought up his Gmail account. There it was, third from the top: a message from Travis Burton.


  Evan was trembling enough to have trouble clicking. But he managed, and the message popped onto the screen.  


   


  Hi, Mr. McAllister!


   


  It was really nice to hear from you. You don’t need to be excused for anything.


  I won’t beat around the bush.


  Yes, Scott was gay.


  He didn’t tell you because he felt you had plenty of other issues to deal with, and he didn’t want to burden you by giving you more to worry about. That’s all there was to it. He worshipped you. Don’t doubt that for a minute. I know he would’ve told you sooner than later but he never got the chance.


  Trust me, he was happy. I know because I shared his happiness. You can’t believe how much I miss him. Well, you probably can. It’s like a dull ache that won’t go away. I even feel it in my stomach sometimes.


  My only comfort is that the last words we spoke to each other were “I love you.” He took that with him. And I have it with me. We knew joy.


  Let’s get together the next time I’m home, OK? In the meantime, write whenever you feel like it.


   


  Take care,


  Travis Burton


   


  Evan pulled his lips between his teeth as he stared at the monitor.


  My eyes felt misty.


  “He was in love,” Evan finally whispered.


  “There’s nothing better,” I said. “Except having a son who worships you.”


  Now it was my turn to hold him while he cried. Another honor. And one more treasure to add to my filling pockets.


  Chapter Ten


   


  “YOU still don’t know how long you’ll be staying in Prism Falls?” Evan asked as we drove back to town.


  “Well, I did set a budget for myself, so I can’t be at the inn for more than a week. It isn’t super-expensive, but it ain’t cheap either. Especially when you throw in the cost of eating out.”


  Evan slowly nodded. “You also have a life to get back to.”


  I pulled down my mouth to minimize this point. “Superficial socializing. That’s about it. I told you, my family is scattered all over the country, so they’re not in the Twin Cities. And I can work anywhere.” I gave him a pointed glance. “I obviously don’t have a boyfriend waiting for me.”


  “Nobody who’s even, you know, sort of becoming one?” he asked with strenuous nonchalance.


  I held in a smile. “Nope. Nobody.”


  Evan cleared his throat.


  Please let him say it.


  “If you wanted to hang around for a while, to write or whatever, you could always stay at my place. I have plenty of room. No strings attached, of course.”


  I held my bliss in check, because I didn’t want Evan thinking I was either a freeloader or a sex hound. “That’s very generous of you,” I said sincerely, “but I don’t want to impose.” I truly didn’t.


  Evan shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind. We get along pretty well.”


  “Like a round peg in a round hole, right?”


  He blushed. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “No?”


  Although he was still embarrassed, he smiled grudgingly. “Well, maybe a little. It isn’t just about the sex, though. And don’t make me tell you again that I like you.”


  As I regarded him, I got the weirdest feeling inside. It seemed as if my organs were rearranging themselves. I knew damned well what that meant. He wasn’t just getting to me, he’d gotten to me. I’d passed the point of no return.


  “Minneapolis is only three hours away,” I said. “You realize that, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, I realize that.” Warily, Evan glanced at me. “What’s your point?”


  “Just that… if we’d like to keep seeing each other, even after I go back, I wouldn’t mind driving in for a long weekend once or twice a month.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Evan was quiet for a couple of seconds. “I think I’d like that.”


  What I didn’t tell him, because it was far too soon, was that I’d been feeling disenchanted with life in the city. I’d been weighing the advantages and disadvantages of moving to a small town or rural area. The only thing that had given me pause was the likely dearth of single gay men. I was more than willing to give up the bar and party scene, but I sure as hell didn’t want to forgo sex.


  We parked in the large lot behind St. Jerome’s and entered through a side door for which Evan had a key. Lights burned in the rectory next door and quilted the surrounding snow with golden patches. They made the white clapboard house look cozy and inviting.


  I imagined Leo Felsicker sitting in an overstuffed chair in a small library, a halo of light from an old, bridge-arm floor lamp illuminating the open book he held in his lap. I imagined him slipping off his reading glasses and gazing into the room’s dark middle distance as he thought about Frank. If only, my friend, your vocation had come first…. And I imagined Frank hovering behind the chair, a bemused, benign presence. My vocation and my private life shouldn’t have been mutually exclusive, Lee. I never harmed anybody. Don’t you think the Creator has more important things to be concerned about than what men do with their penises?


  Evan stopped inside the door and turned to me. The vestibule of the side entry was small, cool, and dim. “Seems to me,” he said, “you shouldn’t commit to regular visits until we spend more time together.”


  I read his subtext as until you stay with me for a while. “True. And vice versa.”


  “When do you want to bring over your things? Or do you want to discuss it later?”


  “Later,” I said, trying to make out his face. I could easily see the wide span of his shoulders. “Do you think we’ll go to hell if we kiss each other here?”


  “No.”


  Since we were in agreement, we kissed. It certainly helped kill the chill.


  Standing there in the church-scented stillness, we seemed swaddled in our own nervous excitement and tentative hope. Maybe we were really onto something here. Maybe it would work out better than either of us could have imagined.


  We deserved at least a thread of hope.


  “Well, come on,” Evan said. “We have a floor to clean.”


  “We?”


  I thought I saw him smile. “I won’t tolerate slackers.”


  We entered the church proper and walked down the ambulatory that ran past St. Jerome. The old fart didn’t look quite so dour this evening. I glanced at the left bank of votives and noticed my candle was still burning. Its small flame flickered when we passed, as if Frank were greeting us.


  A blessing would be nice, if you can manage it.


  “Steven! Welcome back!”


  Startled, I pulled up short and looked to the right. Peg stood with her hands on her hips, beaming at me. Her coworker, whose name, Evan had told me, was Jocelyn, waved. I waved back.


  “Mind if I go talk to her?” I asked Evan.


  “No, not at all.” He clapped me on the shoulder and lowered his voice. “Every girl’s crazy ’bout a sharp-dressed man. Especially one with a nice ass.” He gave me an encouraging pat, then a wink. “Watch your back, Hot Stuff.”


  Well, I thought, isn’t he in a good mood? It put me in an even better mood. I was almost willing to help him clean the floor.


  Hands in pockets, I sauntered to the middle of the church and met Peg at the center aisle. Jocelyn disappeared into the far reaches of the Virgin Mary ambulatory. Maybe she’d gone into the sacristy, the room behind the altar area. Peg and I took a seat.


  “I’m so glad to see you and Evan striking up a friendship,” she said with genuine pleasure. Her blue gaze twinkled over my face.


  My spirits rose higher. “Yeah, we really hit it off.”


  “Are you single too?”


  “Yup.”


  Peg cast a quick glance toward the back of the church. Curious, I did the same. Evan, who seemed to have been surreptitiously watching us, flashed us a self-conscious smile and immediately headed toward a door just inside the front vestibule, behind the last row of pews.


  “Have you known him long?” I asked.


  Peg flapped a hand. “Oh, God, since he was born! I used to powder his butt when he was a baby.”


  I coughed, felt my face heat up. I took way more time than was necessary to put my left arm over the back of the pew, cross my legs, and find a place on my thigh to rest my right hand. In the distance at my back, I heard muffled thuds.


  “Steven?”


  “Hm?”


  “I truly hope the two of you spend more time together. He’s a wonderful man, and he deserves a special friend.”


  It seemed there was subtext to Peg’s words. Since I couldn’t be sure, I didn’t respond.


  She kept watching me in a very unnerving way, as if she had access to my thoughts. “I’m not going to ask what brought you here,” she said quietly, “but I had a good idea as soon as you said you’d come from Minneapolis. When Father Felsicker told me Frank Connor had died—he’s planning a memorial Mass, by the way—I had more than just an idea.”


  Nodding, I looked down at my lap and licked my lips. What exactly was she getting at?


  “Please don’t think I’m trying to butt into your business. I just want you to know….”


  When Peg paused, I looked up at her. I could feel the pulse in my neck.


  Her voice softened to a murmur. “It would be great if you and Evan became close. He’s my nephew, you know. Through marriage.”


  My eyes widened.


  “I adore that boy,” Peg said. “You’ll not find a person with a bigger heart anywhere. He deserves some happiness in his life.”


  I found my voice, because I had to. “I think you might be right.” Now I knew what all her delicacy had been about. Damned if she wasn’t playing matchmaker! I could hardly believe it, but there was no other explanation.


  “If you’ll be in town for a while, I’d love to have the two of you over for dinner.”


  “I’d like that.”


  “Good. We’ll set something up before you leave tonight.”


  The drone of the floor machine echoed through the church. Reflexively, I turned. Evan moved up the far aisle. A black curl had fallen over his forehead. The thick waves he’d so carefully combed back had softened and begun to shade the tops of his ears. His rolled-up sleeves exposed his forearms, their muscles and tendons flexing into prominence as he guided his oversized lady across their dance floor. Even from where I sat, the sight of him tugged at me.


  I don’t know what kind of look I had on my face, but I caught Peg watching me with the faintest smile of pleasure. She definitely knew what was going on between Evan and me. And she heartily approved.


  Peg took my hand, startling me yet again. She looked into my eyes. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am about what happened to Frank. And I don’t just mean that horrible accident.”


  Another shock. “You knew about…?”


  She nodded. “We got to be pals maybe two years before he left. That’s how I knew he was moving to the Twin Cities.”


  “And why he was moving?”


  “Yes,” she said gently. “And why. He didn’t come out and actually tell me the reason—he was too classy to blab about his personal business, a very discreet man—but I knew the score. I figured it out based on the conversations we’d had.”


  “Did you tell anybody else?” I was thinking of Evan, of course. He’d told me he hadn’t known anything for sure. He’d only guessed Frank had left the priesthood.


  “No,” Peg said. “Not a soul. Not even my husband. It wasn’t my place to spread it around.”


  I didn’t get why Frank would confide in her. “What kind of conversations did you have, exactly?”


  “Well, they started when I went to see him about a dear friend’s daughter. She wanted very much to marry her partner and adopt a child, but it was tearing the family apart. I talked to Frank about it.”


  “Uh… what was different about the daughter’s partner?” I asked, trying to keep up. I didn’t want to misinterpret anything.


  “She was female,” Peg said.


  “Oh. Yeah, that would upset some people.”


  “Anyway, since my friend’s family was pretty religious, I went to Frank with their problem. I just wanted to get a clergyman’s take on it. He spoke some of the wisest words I’ve ever heard. I’ll tell you, it took real guts and integrity for a priest to say those things. Even a gay priest—which, by the way, I didn’t know he was at the time.”


  It jarred me a little to hear her speak the phrase gay priest, but I lowered my eyes this time instead of widening them. “What was it he said?”


  “Basically, that love is never wrong, no matter who it’s between. Then he said that people keep losing sight of the fact we’re members of but one species on one small planet, and God has bigger things to worry about than what human beings are doing with certain parts of their anatomies.”


  I snorted out a laugh. Yeah, I’d heard the mantra, except in a slightly cruder form. In fact, it had just come to me as I’d walked past the rectory.


  Although I had a strong urge to look at Evan—I wasn’t sure why—I refrained. I didn’t mind Peg knowing I liked her nephew, but I didn’t want her thinking I was balls-out lecherous and only interested in one thing.


  “So,” I said, “about Evan….” He’d never told me Peg was his aunt, much less that she knew about his orientation. “When did you know?”


  “Oh, I’ve suspected for nearly twenty years,” Peg said offhandedly. “I finally just asked him.”


  “No kidding.” I grinned. “How’d he respond?”


  “By turning beet red and telling me I didn’t know my ass from a hole in the ground.”


  We both got a good laugh out of that. Well, I thought, he sure knows my ass from a hole in the ground.


  “He knows I figured it out,” Peg said fondly. “And he knows I’d never make an issue of it—not with him and sure as hell not with anybody else. It’s his life.”


  Evan was swinging down the center aisle now. He’d soon be within earshot.


  “Thank you,” I said to Peg. “From my heart.”


  She leaned over, put a hand on the side of my face, and gave me a big old sloppy kiss on the cheek. “I’m sure Frank is happy for you,” she said in my ear, then got up and hitched her way to Evan. She pointed at a spot in front of the altar rail, which he’d apparently missed. He looked disgruntled but went over it anyway. I got up to join him as Peg headed in the same direction Jocelyn had gone.


  I couldn’t deduce if Peg knew about Evan and Frank, but I hoped not. It was a touchy and intensely private matter. Strange as it seemed, I wanted Frank and Evan and me to keep it forever among ourselves.


  Smiling, Evan turned off his machine. “You here to relieve me?” He kept his voice low, as Peg and I had done. The church could set up some ringing echoes when it was empty of people.


  “I didn’t know Peg was your aunt.”


  He shrugged. “Guess I didn’t get around to mentioning it.”


  “She’d like us to come over for dinner sometime.”


  Evan rolled his eyes. “Maybe I should just tell her we’re already at the ‘friendly’ stage, if you know what I mean, and she can quit trying so hard.”


  “Evan, she can tell we’re already at the ‘friendly’ stage.” I think he was using “friendly” as a euphemism for “fucking,” which would not have been a nice word to use in church. “That is one astute old woman.”


  “Tell me. I’m just glad she knows how to keep her mouth shut.” He sat at the end of the nearest pew and swept a hand from me to the floor cleaner. “Care to take Betty for a spin?”


  “Oh, man,” I groaned, “I’ll probably smash something.”


  “You won’t smash anything. It’s not that powerful and you don’t exactly have spaghetti arms.”


  I gave Betty the once-over.


  “Listen,” Evan said, “it’s essentially an oversized, battery-powered vacuum cleaner with an oversized, soft brush on the bottom for scraping up the dust and dirt on the tiles. You’re lucky we’re not doing a complete floor-wash tonight. That’s way more of a pain in the ass.”


  I really hated saying no to him. “So doing this helps you think?”


  “Yeah. And pray. Sort of.”


  “What do you ask for?”


  “Only things that seem worth asking for. Not fame and fortune and that kind of crap.”


  “What then? For yourself, I mean, not for other people.”


  Evan stared at his dance partner for a moment and then, blowing out a sigh, got up and stood beside me. He rested his fingers on one of the handles. “To make sound decisions, good and wise choices. And not to be alone all my life. When I lost Mogie, I lost my anchor. I feel like I’ve been adrift for the past year.”


  “What about love?”


  “That’s part of the not being alone.” Evan flicked me a glance and then his gaze became distant. He smiled faintly. I had a feeling he was thinking about his son, how Scott had found love. I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions beyond that one.


  He pulled himself back to the here-and-now. “Come on, Steve, have pity on me. I put in a full day’s work. Run this thing for a while, would you?”


  I nudged him aside. Gripping the handles, I tested their feel and then shoved the machine to test its weight and resistance. “All right. Just give me some instruction. And show me how to turn it off in case it starts going rogue on me.”


  Evan chuckled. “Boy, you really are mechanically challenged.”


  “I tried to tell you.”


  After a mini-course in handling Betty—which controls did what; how I was to move the big, round brush in intersecting spirals, keeping up a steady, even motion—I was as ready as I’d ever be.


  I switched her on. Evan stood with his arms crossed over his chest, watching me with obvious amusement. Betty sent a vibratory hum through my muscles, which strained as I tried to maneuver her. It wasn’t easy at first. She was no featherweight and none too light on her foot. I bumped into a couple of pews, winced, struggled to get the mechanical heifer back on track. But soon I fell into a swaying rhythm. Dancing with Betty felt like doing an upper-body workout while ice-skating in slow motion.


  As I turned left at the last row of pews and gradually headed for the side aisle, I glanced at Evan.


  He was sitting again, his body skewed sideways so he could follow my progress. Right arm propped on the back of the pew, he rested his head in his hand. He was smiling at me in a way that made my heart melt, a way that told me how profoundly glad he was I’d come into his life. I smiled back because I felt the same way about him.


  When I gave him a thumbs-up, Betty wickedly veered toward the base of a pillar. She could be one headstrong and unpredictable bitch if her partner didn’t keep her wayward impulses in check. Evan tilted his head back and laughed as I clumsily scrambled to regain control. I couldn’t hear him, but it was a beautiful sight.


  And I’m happy tonight, waltzing in a winter wonderland.


  My thoughts didn’t tumble like they’d done when I’d knelt in front of St. Jerome. They rolled along nice and easy, like the gentle swells on Lake Mille Lacs when a mild summer breeze skated across its surface. It was the strangest thing….


  Well, Frank, I left here after I lit that candle and I got happy like you told me to. The happiness was waiting right across the street. Did you direct me there? I’ll let myself believe you did.


  As for all the things I don’t understand, they’re mostly immaterial now. Do you agree? Still, I remember your belief that everything happens for a reason, even if some reasons are more obscure and convoluted than others, and every reason is a gift if one looks into it deeply enough. With that in mind, I can’t help but wonder why you and I got involved with each other.


  So I could bring some joy and satisfaction into your life? I hope I did. So you could pry open my heart and start shaping all the formless, frivolous stuff within it and give me my first taste of love? I know you did. Was our relationship a stepping-stone on a much longer path—yours, toward self-acceptance; mine, toward the shedding of self that results from a grand passion? We’ll see.


  Right now, I know this: there’s a good chance I could thoroughly fall in love with Evan McAllister, and I wouldn’t have had that chance if I’d never known you. And this: I’m through mourning, and finished shedding thorny tears. And this: I’m not in the least bit embarrassed about waltzing with a cleaning machine while I talk to a man who’s dead.


  Now those are gifts.
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