
Kelden gathered the remains  of  lunch,  but Paige stopped
him with a light touch on his arm. “What happened?” she asked,
almost in a whisper.

“What do you mean?”
“I knew you had problems with relationships – I've known

that  almost  from  the  first.  I  know  you  can  be  crude  and
insensitive sometimes. And I understand that what I've seen is
just the surface; you have a lot buried inside. But what uncovered
it?”

Kelden sank back in his chair and looked at a corner of the
floor. “I . . . wish I could tell you. I really do. But I can't.”

“So you've said. But why? Are you having problems putting
it into words?”

“It's not that. I've just promised not to say anything.”
Paige studied him intently,  then nodded, as though she'd

reached a decision. “All right,  I'll  tell  you.” Kelden glanced up in
surprise. “About a month and a half ago,” she said slowly, “David
did  –  or  said  –  something  that  completely  shattered  your
perception of him.” Kelden's eyes widened. “I don't know what it
was,” she continued, “and I really don't need to know. But you
felt  disappointed  –  no,  disillusioned,  betrayed.  He  hurt  you,
intentionally  or  unintentionally,  something  deep  you  couldn't
work out with him. So you moved out. Since then, you've been
lashing out at everyone, including yourself. Oh, my – !” Her hand
went  to  her  mouth.  “You were  actually  ready  to  kill  yourself,
weren't you.  . . ?”
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“And do us both a favor - next time you get divorced, don't
come to me.”

Background: Beth Scott
Katharine Belmont

Foreground: Jerry Middendorf
Kelden (Kel) Scott
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Chapter 1

Kelden Scott was numb despite the warmth of the sun. He stood
at the foot of the courthouse steps, unable even to decide which way to
turn. Moments later, Jerry Middendorf appeared, called out “Kel!”, and
hurried down the stairs  behind him, his shoes sounding a tap-dance
flurry on the worn marble. “What's the rush? I though we might have
lunch.”

“With what money, Jerry?” Kelden snapped in his husky baritone.
At nearly six and a half feet tall, he was more than a head taller than
Jerry, a difference they had often laughed about in the past.  Neither
laughed now as he glared down at him. “Did you plan to negotiate me
into bankruptcy?”

“You're not quite broke, Kel -”
“No, you left me enough to pay your fee!”
“- and I doubt it'll take you that long to get back on your feet. You

did just fine two years ago.”
“I  don't  have  any  more  rich,  dying  relatives.  What  the  hell

possessed you to offer Beth the same deal Vicki got? We never even
discussed that!”

“We didn't have time! Belmont had you by the balls as soon as
you  admitted  to  that  affair.  You  can  be  grateful  she  was  just  as
surprised as you were and that Beth grabbed my offer before she could
advise against it.”

“But,  damn it,  Jerry,  I  only  slept  with the  woman a  couple  of
times! Beth was screwing half her office regularly even before we were
married!”

“Maybe, but -”
“Maybe? Jerry, you know damned well she was!”
“ - but you had no concrete evidence of that, and she was smart

enough not to admit to anything in court. You, on the other hand, lost
your cool. Again. Just like last time. Hell, I'm the one should be pissed at
you! I don't like losing, and especially not to Katherine Belmont. Damn
it, Kel, you're helping her build her own career at my expense! It's just
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a good thing you didn't have children. With either of them.” He glanced
at  his  watch.  “Look,  I've  got  to  be  going,  anyway.  Just  mail  me  my
check, okay? And do us both a favor – next time you get divorced, don't
come to me.”

Kelden scowled  as  Jerry  walked  away,  then  sighed  and looked
around the courthouse square as if seeing it for the first time. A gentle
breeze toyed with bits of paper on the ground while pigeons dozed in
soft, gray balls on the ledges or strutted around the pavement, begging
handouts.  May had finally come to Chicago, and in the concrete and
asphalt absence of flowers, the reds and pinks and yellows and blues of
the  women's  dresses  and  the  men's  ties  burst  from  within  their
topcoats. Heads were bared, frowns thawed, and lovers threw caution
aside  with  their  gloves  and  actually  strolled  hand-in-hand  without
destination.

Kelden was untouched by the vernal glow. His eyes glittered like
dark ice behind his black-rimmed glasses as he spotted his new ex-wife
and her lawyer at the far curb. He started toward them, wanting to say
something vicious,  but  a  quick glare  from Ms.  Belmont warned him
away. Just as well. He and Beth had said sufficient to each other in the
past weeks loudly enough to entertain their entire neighborhood. No
need to give downtown a free show as well. He thrust his hands deep in
the pockets of his own black topcoat and watched with an outwardly
dispassionate expression as the woman for whom he'd once declared
undying passion vanished across the street. Then he went to check out
from the hotel he suddenly could no longer afford.

She wasn't there when he showed up later, moderately drunk, at
their brownstone – no, it was  her  brownstone now;  her furniture,  her
money,  her  bed. Especially her bed. She'd claimed that  long ago in her
own special way. He tried to bury his rising anger with action, flinging
what clothes and other random items he hadn't already salvaged into
paper  bags.  Of  the  flotsam  left  to  him,  his  bassoon  was  the  most
precious; that had gone with him to the hotel the very first night, and
now was cradled tenderly in the passenger's seat of the used Mitsubishi
Eclipse Spyder that had been in his name only. When he finished, he
went  one  more  time  to  the  bedroom  and  stared  at  the  rumpled
bedclothes. His hands began to tremble.

Unable to contain himself any longer, he reeled to the kitchen
where he probed the cabinets for just the right expression of his rage.
He quickly found half a bottle of tequila,  one of the few liquors she
loved but he couldn't tolerate. He took a deep breath, gulped it down,
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then  returned  to  the  bedroom.  The  reaction  took  longer  than  he
expected, and the eruption was so sudden he almost missed his target.
But after he'd rinsed his mouth, he returned and examined the newly
soiled sheets with a certain artistic satisfaction.

His triumph had its price. The tequila had stayed with him long
enough for his system to have absorbed some of it, and he stumbled on
his way to the car. He was also hit with dry heaves and had to sit on the
curb  until  they  passed.  Then,  against  whatever  better  judgment  he
might have left, he crawled into his Spyder and started the engine.

The  journey  through  the  northern  suburbs  to  Winnetka  took
twice as long as usual. He'd already earned one DUI; another would be
the capstone to an already glorious day. He had a bad scare just before
Evanston, when he spotted the rear end of a patrol car just one block
ahead  of  him.  He  pulled  over  and  waited  for  the  car  and  his  own
trembling  to  both  disappear,  then  suffered  another  bout  of  dry
vomiting. But he finally arrived without incident at his parents' stately,
immaculate English Tudor.

The digital clock on the dashboard read 2:03 a.  m. by the time
Kelden  stepped  out  onto  the  long,  curved  driveway.  He  was  sober
enough to slip into the house with a minimum of noise, but his efforts
were futile. His father was standing, book in hand, in the library door.
They stared at each other in silence. Then Dr. Scott nodded to his son,
crossed the foyer,  and climbed the stairs  with military carriage and
precision. Kelden watched, swaying slightly, then followed, turning the
opposite way down the long hall to his former room.

He slept late the next morning, and the house was empty when he
finally came down to the kitchen.  He slowly drank his  coffee in the
silent, sun-washed breakfast nook; he read the morning Tribune in the
silent, cool-shadowed library; he showered and dressed and brought his
belongings  from the car into the silent,  silent house.  He could have
filled it with music from the many stereo speakers hidden throughout
the rooms, but the silence was too pleasant. He called his parents' part-
time housekeeper/cook and told  her  not  to  come in  that  day,  then
basked  in  solitude  until  his  older  sister,  Colleen,  breezed  in  on  her
lunch hour.

He  remained  as  stubbornly  silent  as  the  house,  resenting  her
intrusion, while she talked about the remodeling and expansion at her
boutique.  But  then  she  glanced  sharply  at  him,  mashed  out  her
cigarette, and commented, “So. You've quit your job.”

Kelden was startled. “How'd you know?”
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“I  called  your  desk  yesterday  afternoon  when  you  wouldn't
answer your own phone to see how it went, and they said you no longer
worked there. Why?”

He shrugged. “It seemed the right thing to do.”
“Try again.”
Kelden  glared  at  her.  “All  right.  Because  Beth  works  there.

Satisfied?”
“No.  Beth's  a  claims  adjuster  in  home  and  auto.  You're  a

programmer-analyst in life and health. Completely different buildings
on opposite sides of the campus. It was pure luck you two ever met to
begin with. Did you do something to her?”

Kelden thought of the bed and grimaced. “Nothing serious.”
“Why, then? Mother and Father will want to know.”
“I'm a big boy now, Colleen. I don't have to explain to them every

time I wipe my nose.”
“If you insist. I just don't think it makes a lot of sense to quit a

good position because your wife works nearby in a place you'll never
see. Hell, I see Robert nearly every day, but he's not about to run me off
from  my  boutique.”  The  hall  clock  chimed  the  last  quarter-hour.
Colleen shoved her teacup and salad bowl aside. “Gotta run. Come to
my place for dinner tomorrow. No, Saturday.” She grabbed her purse
and dashed from the dining room before Kelden could either accept or
decline.

“Give my love to Robert,” he called as the front door clicked shut.
He washed up, then stepped out the back door. The pool hadn't

been cleaned yet for the season, so he simply stripped and lay down on
the deck. His oncologist father had lectured him several times about the
dangers of skin cancer, but Kelden preferred to take his chances. The
pool  was  carefully  screened  and the  house  would remain empty  for
some hours yet, so he had no qualms about sunbathing in the nude, but
he did set the alarm on his phone. It woke him out of a sound sleep in
time  to  dress,  start  dinner,  and  practice  nearly  an  hour  in  the
conservatory before his mother came in, a little past five.

He  finished  the  Hindemith  sonata  he  was  working  on,  then
packed  his  bassoon away.  His  mother  shared  Beth's  aversion  to  the
instrument;  her  support  for  it  when he  was  first  exploring  possible
instruments to pursue was based solely on her conviction that he would
have more options for future success than with other, more popular
choices. They met in the foyer outside the library, he with his case in
his  hand,  she with a  Manhattan,  where they exchanged brief,  ritual
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cheek kisses.  She was  an arresting woman,  tall  and regal  with coal-
black hair and ice-blue eyes, the former aided by a hairdresser and the
latter  by  contact  lenses.  Kelden  had  inherited  her  delicate,  sharply
chiseled features and willowy frame; his brown-black eyes, the curl in
his hair, and his dark, ruddy complexion had come from his father; his
height and hair color had come from both. Colleen, too, shared their
height and hair color, but the only things she had received from Jonelle
Scott  were  her  generous  figure  and  porcelain  skin.  Everything  else,
including her large bones and strong features, were legacies from Dr.
Alistair Scott. Throughout their lives Kelden had been considered the
more  beautiful  of  the  two,  an  assessment  they  had  both,  at  times,
resented.

“How did it go today, Mother?” asked Kelden.
“Quite successful, dear, thank you.” Although Jonelle Scott was a

half-century  away  from  Edinburgh,  she  had  carefully  retained  and
cultivated a light, soft, musical burr. “I closed on the Mehlenberg estate
for nearly three million, which convinced the Honeggers to list with us.
Ernst insisted I handle their property personally.”

“Congratulations, Mother. I'm sure the agency is proud of you.”
He started up the stairs.

“Thank you, dear. Was Delia in today?”
“No, I gave her the day off. I'm fixing beef brisket, twice-baked

potatoes, and creamed peas.”
“How nice. By the way, how's your job going?”
Something in her tone stopped his climb. He turned and studied

the knowledge in his mother's eyes. Then he said, “I quit yesterday. As
I'm sure you're already aware.”

She inclined her head. “Colleen called here when she couldn't get
you. She was worried.”

“My phone was off. Anyway, I saw her today and set her mind at
ease.”

“Then set mine at ease, Kelden.” She stepped forward and laid
her free hand on the end of the banister. “Tell me you have something
just as good lined up.”

“I have something just as good lined up.” He turned and walked
away  from  his  lie,  suddenly  understanding  that  the  holiday  he  had
hoped to take was over, and that he couldn't stay beyond tonight.

Dr. Scott had returned home by the time Kelden had mastered his
anger and frustration and descended once more. The elder Scott met
the younger in the center of the library with a powerful handshake that
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belied the delicate surgeon's touch. His curly black hair had long since
gone silver-white, and deep creases and fine lines slashed his square,
violently handsome face, but he made no other concession to age. He
was an inch shorter than his son, but so erect did he carry himself that
he was occasionally mistaken for the taller of the two. He was a fanatic
devotee of the racquetball courts and morning calisthenics, tolerating
no trace of flab. His voice was deep and resonant, as smooth as his son's
was rough, equally effective for soothing the family of a patient all but
consumed by cancer or overwhelming an opponent in an argument. He
had married Jonelle  Hamilton  on  one  of  her  frequent  visits  back to
Scotland,  but,  unlike  his  wife,  he  had  ruthlessly  buried  his  Glasgow
accent within three years of arriving in America.

He  offered  Kelden  a  drink.  Kelden,  looking  steadily  at  him,
politely refused. Dr. Scott nodded, allowing one corner of his mouth a
tiny, sardonic twitch, then resumed his chair, his vodka and tonic, and
his pipe, the one flaw in his meticulously forged armor. Once, during a
lecture on skin cancer, Kelden had dared to remind his father of mouth
cancer. The error was never repeated.

“So,  Kelden,” murmured the doctor,  “sit  down. Tell  me how it
went.”

Kelden remained standing. “Thank you, sir, but I have dinner to
fix.”

“Nonsense. Your mother can handle that. Jonelle,” he called, and
the cut-glass decanters on the sideboard rang in pained sympathy.

“Yes?” She appeared in the doorway between the library and the
dining room.

“I believe Kelden has begun something in the kitchen -”
“You really don't -” protested Kelden.
“It's under control.  Thank you for your help, dear.” Mrs. Scott

vanished,  her  manner  barricading  the  doorway  with  a  finality  that
would permit none to pass until she willed otherwise. Kelden had no
choice but to seat himself across from his father.

“I believe,” resumed Dr. Scott”, “we were discussing yesterday's
events?”

“Yes,  well,  there's  not a lot to say,  really.  I  came, I  saw, I  was
conquered. Actually, 'raped' might be a better term.”

“It went poorly, then?”
“My entire worldly possessions now fit in the trunk of my car. Oh,

and the rear seat.”
“That hardly seems a fair settlement.”
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“She got everything in exchange for no alimony.”
“Ah. I see.”
“Meaning?”
“Well, I seem to recall the same thing happening with Victoria.

You  had  made  several  foolish  blunders,  I  believe  –  no  prenuptial
agreement, no separate property, and an affair you blurted out in court.
May I assume history repeated itself?”

“Not quite. The cars were separate property this time.”
Dr. Scott sighed. “Kelden, once is inexperience. Twice is stupidity.

Didn't Jerry Middendorf give you any advice after that first fiasco?”
“Of course. He said the same as you.”
Dr. Scott's lips thinned in a mirthless smile. “You've made a habit

of ignoring my advice. I've come to expect that. But your lawyer?”
“Prenups and separate property are fine for Colleen. I don't do

things that way.”
“You don't  do things that way.”  Dr.  Scott  steepled his  fingers,

touching his chin with their tips.
“There's something wrong with that?”
“Oh, not at all. Very romantic. Too bad we live in a real world.”
Kelden spread his hands, knowing any answer he made would be

useless. His father allowed himself another anemic smile in honor of his
victory, sipped from his glass, drew on his pipe, and renewed the attack
–  Zeus  launching  his  thunderbolts  from  a  cherry-scented  cloud.
“Correct me if I'm mistaken, but isn't the pursuance of a career also
part of the real world?”

“People switch careers all the time in the real world, Father.”
“Usually not so abruptly, without a plan. You do have a plan?”
Kelden briefly considered an affirmative answer, but that would

only delay the inevitable. “No, sir.”
Dr. Scott was momentarily disarmed by Kelden's bluntness, then

asked simply, “Why?”
“I doubt, Father, that you would understand.”
“Try me. I'm not as naive as all that.”
Kelden shrugged. “I need a change. To get away, to start life again

somewhere where my past is my past and as untouchable as yesterday.”
“Perhaps you should be a poet.”
“Thank you, sir. Perhaps I will.”
“I take it you are leaving not only Summit, but this area?”
“Yes.” Until this moment, he hadn't even thought of that, but it

suddenly became very attractive.
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“Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
“For God's  sake,  Kelden!  You're  28 years  old!  Isn't  this  a  little

early for a mid-life crisis?”
“Is that all you think it is, Father?”
“That's certainly what it looks like!”
“Then call it an early mid-life crisis, if it makes you feel better.”
“What would make me feel better is knowing you had some hint

of an intelligent plan in all this. For instance, where are you going?”
“I have no idea. I understand New Zealand is very nice this time

of year.”
“Be serious for just one moment, if that won't  put too great a

strain on you!”
“All right, then. I have no plan.”
“I thought not.” Dr. Scott examined his son through swirling veils

of  fragrant blue.  Kelden stared back,  feeling surprisingly calm.  They
locked eyes, neither realizing how much each looked like the other in
that  moment.  Then  Dr.  Scott  released  one  last  sigh  of  smoke  and
knocked his pipe out in the ashtray. “What will you live on?” he asked
quietly.

“I have some cash to tide me over for a bit. Then, Jerry got them
to agree that my unused vacation time would be wholly mine, along
with  my  last  paycheck,  although  I  earned  both  while  we  were  still
married. And that paycheck will include a nice bonus Beth didn't know
about. And I'll have a check from the orchestra for the rehearsals and
this last concert coming up.”

“What about the orchestra?”
“I'll probably have to quit, depending on where I move. I'll try to

stick it out until after the concert.”
“That  rather  sinks  your  chances  with  the  Chicago  Symphony,

doesn't it?”
“As I recall, that was more your dream than mine.”
“So  it  was.”  He  drained  his  glass.  “And  your  dreams,  Kelden?

What about yours?”
Kelden was startled. My dreams? Since when have you given a rat's

ass about my dreams? But aloud he said only, “That's what I'm leaving to
find out, Father.”

They  stared  at  one  another  again.  Then Dr.  Scott  nodded and
asked, “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow. Before noon.”
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“With no destination in mind?” He shook his head. “I wish you
luck, Kelden.”

“I have surgery tomorrow.”
“I understand.”
“Dinner is ready,” announced a soft burr from the dining room

door.
Kelden's  farewell dinner was delicious – potato skin appetizers

with cheese and bacon, steak Dianne with duchess potatoes, and lightly
buttered  and  seasoned  snow  peas,  mushrooms,  and  pearl  onions.
Kelden ate in silence, ignoring the murmured conversation at the other
end of the table. Despite the careless attitude he had affected with his
father, he was nervous and a little frightened by his immediate future.
His original menu had not included dessert, so there had been nothing
for his mother to change. She offered a little French vanilla ice cream
with blackberries,  which he politely declined, excusing himself while
his parents sipped their coffee and cognac and smoked, the doctor his
pipe and Mrs.  Scott a long,  slim, European cigarette.  He borrowed a
selection of maps from the library and retired to his room.

He  spent  the  evening  mulling  over  the  maps.  The  family  had
taken two vacations a year when he and Colleen were young, each at
least two weeks long. One was always the annual pilgrimage to remind
their myriad relatives in Edinburgh and Glasgow and the tiny villages
scattered  among the  braes  and  glens  of  how successful  Alistair  and
Jonelle had become. The other was to further spread the Scott wealth
and glory over an enormous and varied territory in Europe, Africa, and
North America. Kelden had extensive memories on which to draw, and
spent a long time motionless on his bed, mentally projecting on the
ceiling  every  detail  he  could  recall.  And  when  his  memories  grew
vague,  he  burrowed  under  his  bed  and  in  his  closet  for  his  old
scrapbooks and photo albums.

He had begun, during dinner, by seriously considering Scotland.
He loved both the land and the people and was certain, with the help of
a great-uncle or a cousin, to find a very nice job. But then he'd looked
down the table and remembered that great-uncles and cousins would
be in  communication with the States  and that  he  had actually  been
more removed from his immediate family in the Chicago brownstone
than he would be across the Atlantic. Besides, he would have to sell his
Spyder and maybe his bassoon to afford passage. So he reluctantly set
aside the transatlantic scrapbooks.

California was next, followed by New York and parts of Canada.
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But each of them had something that lowered its desirability, and the
same could be  said  for  New Mexico,  and Alaska,  and Louisiana,  and
Vermont, and everywhere in between. Each was superficially different,
but as he rejected first one and then another, Kelden began to see the
one common thread that did, after all, tie them all together: his parents
had been there with him.

He  was  beginning  to  feel  twinges  of  real  panic.  Much  as  he
wanted to leave this life and these painful memories, he had no desire
to suddenly descend upon a city or town he had never before seen, run
out of money before discovering there were no jobs for him, and return
in  humiliation  to  his  parents'  condescending  sympathy.  But  what
alternative did he have? Every place with which he was even slightly
familiar would be haunted by his mother's imposing presence and his
father's commanding voice. Where in all the country – in all the world –
had he ever made his own, except that lost brownstone?

And suddenly, he had an answer. There was, after all, one place
where he'd established himself alone; where Alistair and Jonelle Scott
had been but occasional visitors; where Beth and Vicki had not even
been names; where he was certain to find an excellent job in his field;
and where he could even pursue his music. He put away the maps and
scrapbooks  and  photo  albums,  then  repacked  his  suitcases  and  his
brown paper sacks and quietly set them and his bassoon outside his
bedroom door.

It took some time to fall asleep, and then he dreamed of Beth. It
was a dream of the early months of their marriage, while they were still
acting like teenagers, before he learned of her marathon of infidelity.
He struggled, fighting a part of him that wanted to cling to the dream.
When  he  finally  clawed  his  way  to  wakefulness,  he  was  exhausted,
disoriented, hungry for her, and altogether miserable.

He sat on the edge of his bed for some time before stumbling to
the shower. He had chosen not to shave the day before, mostly from
laziness, and the stubble was already heavy and dark. But he couldn't
face a razor this morning and decided he could live with the blossoming
beard  for  one  more  day.  Then  he  dressed  and  began  carrying  his
belongings out to his car.

He was alone again in the house, but not forgotten. He found the
note on the kitchen counter as he gulped his coffee and microwaved
croissant. “Kelden,” he read aloud, “best of luck. Write us ASAP, please.
Love.”  It  was  unsigned,  but  he  knew  his  mother's  handwriting.  He
carefully wiped up the crumbs and washed his cup, then, on the back of
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her note, he scrawled, “Will send address within the week. Apologies to
Colleen for missing dinner. K.” and left it under one of the decanters in
the library. Then he closed and locked the front door, folded himself
into his Spyder, slipped Leòš Janácek's “Sinfonietta” into the CD player,
and roared away in a cloud of brass, south into Chicago and beyond.
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Their  lead  guitarist  and  singer  was  a  pale,  cadaverous,
intense young man with hypnotic eyes, a voice that flashed
from a purr to a scream, and fingers that ripped out crippling
runs  yet  gave  each  note  a  crackling  clarity.  And  their
keyboardist, a small, muscular Hispanic with eyes of fire and
a gleaming lion's mane, attacked his keyboards with just the
right touch of showmanship as he created incredible masses
of  sound  and  single  crystal  lines  that  snaked  unerringly
around even the most complex guitar runs.

Mark Hellstrom
Antonio (Tony, “Gar”) Garza
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Chapter 2

By the time Kelden entered the southern Chicago suburbs on I-
57, Janácek had given way to John Adams. Before he left the suburbs,
Adams had  been replaced  by vintage  Emerson,  Lake  and Palmer.  At
Kankakee,  ELP  had  switched  to  Dream  Theater,  and  they'd  carried
Kelden off I-57 and west on U.S. 24. He was 100 miles and a little less
than 2½ hours from Alistair,  Jonelle,  Colleen,  and Beth Scott,  having
made  excellent  time  despite  taking  care  to  blend  with  the  general
traffic flow and, in any case, going no faster than five miles an hour
above the posted limit.  His  little  Spyder attracted state  police  radar
guns the way ducks  attract  hunting rifles;  he  was  still  grateful  he'd
chosen  black  over  red  when  he  bought  it  a  year  ago.  Red  Spyders
begged for speeding tickets just standing still.

When Kelden lived there, Fell Park had had a population of about
40,000 permanent residents and about 15,000 students at Lincoln State
University. It had three radio stations (one rock, one country, and one
public with an emphasis on classical and jazz); six cinemas (including
one that specialized in “art”  films);  one community theater;  one art
gallery; a university/community orchestra; a daily newspaper; a small
cable television studio; the headquarters of one of the largest and most
successful  savings  and  loans  in  the  Midwest;  and  the  usual  mix  of
excellent, competent, and mediocre schools, churches and businesses.
Situated in  Livingston County,  just  above the southeast  nook,  it  had
long ago swallowed the tiny Bloomer Line whistle stop of Charlotte to
the northeast and was poised to engulf Forrest to the southwest. Wing
was being crowded by every new subdivision that  inched northwest
toward the North Fork of the Vermilion River, but Chatsworth, to the
southeast,  was  maintaining  its  identity  against  its  ever-expanding
neighbor,  prospering  in  spite  of  –  or  perhaps  even  because  of  –  its
proximity.

Kelden hadn't been back to Fell Park for six years. He'd been too
busy establishing a career and screwing up two marriages to even think
of it or Lincoln State, except when the Alumni Association sent pleas for
donations  or  invitations  to  concerts,  plays,  sporting  events,  or
Homecoming.  And  then  he  just  wrote  out  a  moderate  check  and
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recycled the invitations. Now as he approached his past, each familiar
landmark  caused  a  little  flutter  of  pleasure,  and  a  Greek  chorus  of
memories began commenting in the background. Most spoke of a time
when his most taxing problems were acing the next test and scoring
with  the  girl  two  seats  over,  but  even  the  memories  of  failure  and
embarrassment and loneliness were softened by the mists of nostalgia.
Dream Theater ended,  but  instead  of  putting  in  another  CD,  Kelden
switched  to  the  radio.  Dormant  habits  reawakened  and  his  fingers
quickly found WCJN, Lincoln State's public station. They were playing
Howard  Hanson's  “Romantic”  Symphony,  a  composition  he'd
discovered  down  here,  and  tears  stung  his  eyes.  He  killed  the  air
conditioner. It wasn't a hot day, but he hadn't wanted the wind to play
with – and possibly steal – his belongings. Now he abandoned caution to
that same wind and rolled down the windows.

The fresh breeze elicited a single, explosive sneeze, but then he
was free to suck in lungfuls of air packed with the rich scents of damp
earth,  spring  flowers,  new  grain,  and  even  a  touch  of  manure.  He
grinned, something he hadn't done in months. As U.S. 24 crossed the
two-lane La Hogue blacktop, he shouted “Eeeyaaah!”, and stomped down
on the accelerator. The Spyder leapt forward with a roar. After about
five  tingling  seconds,  though,  he  dropped  back  to  the  speed  limit.
County  sheriff's  police  were  usually  more  sympathetic  than  state
troopers, buy why test them just yet?

U.S. 24 became a divided highway just past Piper City. This was
something  Kelden  didn't  remember,  and  the  smooth,  new  asphalt
assured him that his  memory wasn't  faulty. However,  one thing still
remained  the  same.  In  the  Chicago area,  downtown flowed into  the
fringe  neighborhoods,  which  were  indistinguishable  from  the  near
suburbs, which were exactly the same as the far suburbs except for the
increase in trees and open spaces, and then you were in the country,
and  there  was  no  way  you  could  identify  where  the  change  had
occurred.  But  down  here,  you  knew.  Even  in  the  larger  towns,  a
neighborhood of split-levels and ranches and immaculate lawns dotted
with  swing  sets  and  patio  barbecues  and  bordered  with  pristine
sidewalks might be separated merely by the width of a highway from
unbroken acres of corns or soybeans. True, some municipalities were
beginning to follow the urban pattern. Peoria had long ago sprawled
amoeba-like past its own individuality,  and Bloomington-Normal was
definitely blurring at the edges. But Fell Park retained its breathtaking
abruptness. One moment, Kelden was flashing past furrowed fields; the
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next, he'd crossed that dividing line via a bridge over a new hiking and
biking trail reclaimed from an abandoned railroad right-of-way, and he
was suddenly among convenience stores and subdivisions.

Kelden  found  Washburn  Avenue,  turned  right,  crossed  the
Toledo, Peoria, and Western railroad tracks, and entered the older, less
fashionable  section  of  town,  a  little  east  of  where  founder  Isaac
Washburn had built his first cabins. This was where Kelden planned to
start  looking  for  an  apartment.  Right  away.  Much  as  he  loved  the
Spyder,  it  was a little  cramped for sleeping, as he'd discovered once
after getting hammered at a party and spending the night in a parking
lot. But that was a part of his newly non-existent past. He stopped at an
old  drugstore  that  prided  itself  in  a  fully-stocked  newsstand  and
weighed out enough cash for a city map, a copy of the Fell Park Register,
and a pair of candy bars for lunch. He scoured the rentals and consulted
the map, looking – briefly – at furnished two-bedroom apartments. But
he couldn't justify that expense, even in the older neighborhoods. Two
bedrooms unfurnished were better, but still too steep. He decided the
only  reason  he  wanted  two  bedrooms  was  because  he  enjoyed  the
space, but when all his belongings could be stuffed into one tiny sports
car, he would be far from cramped in a single bedroom. He marked the
most likely listings, turned on his cell phone, and started calling.

After twenty minutes and five calls he redirected his search from
single  bedroom  furnished  apartments  to  unfurnished  apartments  to
furnished  efficiencies  to  unfurnished  efficiencies,  at  which  point  he
finally hit his rental range, especially with those in the basements of
125-year-old  houses.  He made appointments  every half  hour for  the
remainder of the afternoon and then climbed into his car with joy in his
heart and a whistle on his lips.

By  the  time  he  left  the  last  apartment,  the  joy  had  become
frustration and the whistle  a  snarl.  Six  months  earlier,  when it  had
become  obvious  he  was  headed  for  another  divorce,  he  had  begun
building a secret cash reserve. He'd been forced to keep his “deposits”
small to avoid attracting Beth's attention, and the recent switch from
the family plan with their cell phone carrier to individual plans hadn't
helped.  Still,  he  had  been  confident  of  his  solvency  until  that
unexpected  financial  smackdown in  court.  Now he had  no checking
account and less than $600 cash. And while that was plenty for the first
month's  rent  and  a  little  to  live  on,  every  owner  wanted  a  second
month's rent as a security deposit.  He tried both the charm and the
imposing  hauteur  he'd  inherited  from  his  parents,  but  charm  and
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hauteur were less than legal tender. He tried paying with a check from
his now-fictitious joint account, but no one would take it anyway. Of
course, he had that final paycheck and bonus coming – in fact, it would
have been issued today – but it couldn't be forwarded until he had an
address, and he wouldn't have an address until he had the money. He
cursed himself for not stopping at Summit Mutual on his way out this
morning, as well as having opted out of direct deposit on some random
whim. He couldn't even drive back up to get the check, as it would have
been in the mail to his parents' house by noon today. Which meant he
would have to drive back up tomorrow, Saturday,  when the chances
were excellent one of them would be there.  The thought left  a sour
taste in his  mouth, and he went to wash it  out before hunting up a
cheap motel room for the night.

He  chose  Bricker's,  a  bar  three  blocks  north  of  campus.  He
remembered it as a small place with high quality live entertainment.
Bricker had since bought the adjoining building and expanded the floor
area and stage, upgraded the lighting and sound systems, and added a
kitchen with a menu featuring burgers and pseudo-Mexican appetizers.
But  the  music  was  as  good  as  he  remembered.  A  six-piece  band
identified on the drums as “Glass Comet” was rocking loud and hard
under the lights, and although it was still early, the floor was crowded.
Kelden dodged and feinted his way to the bar, scored a large draft beer,
then scouted out a corner where he could do some serious listening
without side-stepping every thirty seconds.

Kelden was  immediately  impressed.  He assumed the band had
pages on Soundcloud, Facebook, and MySpace, at the least; if they could
get  the  right  people  to  listen,  their  chances  of  taking  off  would  be
excellent. Central Illinois was hardly the mecca of the music world, but
REO Speedwagon, Head East, Dan Fogelberg, and Mudvayne had made
it. And Glass Comet could easily be next. Their lead guitarist and singer
was a pale, cadaverous, intense young man with hypnotic eyes, a voice
that  flashed  from  a  purr  to  a  scream,  and  fingers  that  ripped  out
crippling  runs  yet  gave  each  note  a  crackling  clarity.  And  their
keyboardist, a small, muscular Hispanic with eyes of fire and a gleaming
lion's  mane,  attacked  his  keyboards  with  just  the  right  touch  of
showmanship  as  he  created  incredible  masses  of  sound  and  single
crystal  lines  that  snaked  unerringly  around even the  most  complex
guitar runs. It soon became clear that, good as they were, the rhythm
and bass guitars, drums, and sax were primarily support for these two.

Kelden had intended to stay only a short while, but he was soon
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engulfed in the music. He had another beer, then, feeling light-headed,
ordered a burger during the break. He found a small table to one side
and was able to hang on to it through the second set and another beer,
which he sipped slowly.  The second set  came to a  roaring end,  and
Kelden glanced at the clock on his phone. He wanted to stay, but it was
doubtful Bricker would be interested in putting him up for the night.
He stood.

“Kel? Kel Scott? Is that you?”
He'd  suddenly  materialized  by  the  table.  Kelden  studied  him

blankly.  He was  half  a  head shorter than Kelden,  with short,  straw-
blond hair,  brilliant blue eyes that sparkled over a wide grin,  and a
bodybuilder's  physique.  Something  stirred  in  the  back  of  Kelden's
memory. He imagined hair halfway down the back, round wire-rimmed
glasses, a spotty beard, a pudgy build. . . .

“David!” he exclaimed. “David Cervenka!”
“Got it!” cried David. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“I -” began Kelden, but David wasn't listening.
“Hey,  Gar!”  David shouted.  “C'mere!  Keep Kelly here company

while I get us a couple pitchers!”
“I  can't  stay,”  Kelden  tried  to  protest,  but  David  was  already

vanishing in the crowd.
“Forget  it,  man,”  a  pleasantly  accented  voice  said  at  Kelden's

elbow. “When he gets started on something, you cannot talk to him.”
Kelden  turned  and  stared  down  at  Glass  Comet's  keyboardist,

who grinned and stuck out his hand. “Antonio Garza,” he announced.
“Some people, they call me 'Gar', but me, I just prefer 'Tony'.”

“Ah  –  Kelden  Scott.”  Kelden's  hand  was  clasped  in  a  grip  as
strong as his father's. He gestured vaguely at the table. “I guess we'd
better sit down.”

“You go by 'Kelly'?” asked Tony as they sat.
Kelden snorted. “The last person who seriously called me 'Kelly'

was in third grade. I flattened him. I go by either 'Kelden' or 'Kel'.”
Tony laughed. “I do not think you could flatten me, but I do not

want to prove it. Besides, I like 'Kelden'. Are you from around here?”
Kelden shook his head. “Winnetka. That's just north of -”
“- of Chicago.” Tony nodded. “Me, I am a Chicago Chicano, lower

west side, around 19th and Damen. Pilsen. My family, they came from
Mexico.”

Kelden smiled. “I wondered. My parents are full-blooded Scots. I
love accents.”
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Tony laughed again.  “There  are  times,  mi  amigo,”  he  said,  his
accent suddenly very thick, “when I can be muy Mexicano. But there are
many more times -” and his accent reverted to its original strength “-
when too much Mexican is not a very good thing to be.” He shrugged.
“But then, in this land of freedom, there are many things it is not wise
to be too much. So, what do you do?”

“At the moment, nothing. I was a programmer/analyst with an
insurance company until about two days ago, but I quit and came down
here. What about you? Full time musician?”

“¡Librame señor! A man could starve! I am studying architecture at
LSU. This, it is just for the pocket money.”

“You're kidding! You guys are terrific!  And your technique – I
swear I hear Rick Wakeman in there!”

“Gracias. Si.  And Keith Emerson and Keith Jarrett. You talk like a
musician yourself.”

“I am, but -”
“¡Bueno! You gotta sit in with us some time!”
Kelden  grinned.  “Thanks,  but  I'm  not  that  kind  of  musician,

though I sometimes wish I was. I'm a concert bassoonist.”
“Ha! That is even better, man! I can run it through my MIDI and

get from it sounds you have never even dreamed of!”
Kelden laughed.  “All  right.  Once I'm settled,  and if  the rest of

Glass Comet will let me.”
“No problem, man. Where you staying?”
“I  don't  have  a  place  yet,”  Kelden  admitted.  “I  tried  several

apartments today, but I don't have enough cash for both the security
deposit and the first month's rent. And they won't take a check. I was
about to look for a motel room when David showed up. Which reminds
me -” He started to rise again.

“No, no!” protested Tony. “Sit down, man. I think your problems,
they will be solved by the end of the night without even leaving your
chair. David! I thought you got lost or maybe passed out on your way
back!”

David carefully set a tray with two pitchers of beer and two more
mugs  on  the  table,  then  seized  another  chair  just  as  it  was  being
abandoned. “I may not drink like I used to, but this body -” he slapped
his chest “- still has a damned good capacity when it has to.”

“It is his birthday,” explained Tony.
“I got two more years,” said David as he filled the three mugs,

spilling only a little, “two more years 'til I say 'bye-bye' to my second
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decade forever.”
“Third”, Tony corrected him.
“Second,” David insisted.
“Your first ended when you were ten. Your second ended when

you were twenty.  And there  is  no way,  mi amigo,  that  you  are  only
eighteen.”

David  frowned  and  drew  himself  up.  “Don't  contradict  your
elders. He's just into his second decade,” he confided to Kelden.

“Third!” cried Tony. “I am not eleven!”
“Whatever.” David waved the whole argument away. “So, what

the hell are you doing here, Kel?”
“Celebrating your birthday,” Kelden grinned.
“Do not get him started again!” groaned Tony.
“You came all the way to Fell Park just for my birthday?”
“Well, no,” admitted Kelden. “I came down here to find a job.”
“He needs a place to stay.” Tony finished his beer, shaking his

head as David picked up the pitcher. “I gotta keep my fingers loose. The
Penthouse, she is empty for a couple weeks, si?”

David snapped his fingers. “Yeah! That's right!” He turned back
to Kelden. “I own a place right downtown. Real nice. The gal who was
living there, she's paid to the end of the month, when another guy's
supposed to move in, but she had to leave early. So I got a place sitting
empty almost a full month, you can live in it and keep an eye on it for
me, all you gotta pay is utilities. What do you say?”

Kelden looked at Tony. “Is he serious?”
David stood and dug in his jeans pocket. “Here,” he said, tossing a

trio of keys on the table. “Serious enough for you?”
“Take 'em, man,” hissed Tony as Kelden stared at the key ring,

“before he sobers up! Anyway, you will not get a better offer!”
Kelden shook his head, grinned, and grabbed the keys. “David,

you were always crazy, but I'd forgotten just how crazy. Thanks!”
“Don't mention it!” David grabbed his mug and the full pitcher,

leaving the other,  half  empty,  on the table.  “Gotta  run.  Got  a  party
waiting for me. Oh, and Kel – keep the beard. Looks good.”

Kelden  rubbed  his  chin  as  David  vanished.  “Actually,”  he
admitted, “I was just too lazy to shave the last couple days, and today I
didn't have time. I was going to get rid of it tomorrow.”

“No  lo  hagas.”  Tony  shook  his  head.  “He's  right.  It  does  look
good.” He glanced up at the stage where the drummer was already back
on her stool. “The last set, she is starting.” He pushed his chair back.

26



“Wait a minute! What's the address on the apartment?”
“207 North Washburn. The Van Duyn Building. But I will tell you

what – if you will  stick around to the end of the gig, I will take you
there  myself.  There  are  some  special  tricks  to  living  there,  and  I
promise you David will not be in any shape to tell them to you.”

He  was  right.  By  the  time  Glass  Comet  was  finished,  Kelden
spotted David at a large table across the room, laughing and gesturing
in the expansive, exaggerated manner of one who was very drunk. One
arm was encircling a busty redhead, that hand casually resting on her
breast. Almost immediately, the crowd closed the gap, leaving Kelden to
speculate on the outcome of David's birthday. He remembered a time in
college when Bricker would personally deliver a warning to “clean it up
or take it elsewhere”; Kelden wondered if he had relaxed his standards,
or just hadn't noticed yet.

“You ready?”
Kelden jumped slightly at Tony's hand on his shoulder. He hadn't

realized  he  was  so  deep  in  thought.  He  also  hadn't  realized  he'd
finished the pitcher until he stumbled a bit in standing.

“Where is your car, man?” asked Tony. “I will drive.”
“I'm fine,” Kelden protested.
“I  am  sure  you  are,”  Tony  shrugged,  “but  I  am  terrible  with

directions.  If  I  do  not  drive,  I  will  have  you  lost  in  a  cornfield
somewhere between Wing and Pontiac. Or maybe I will send us down a
bluff into Lake Pontell. And that will ruin your whole night.”

“All right.” Kelden surrendered his keys with a grin. “That's one
of the best excuses I've heard in a long time. But I warn you, my stuff is
filling almost my whole car.”

They pushed past a crowd of Glass Comet fans who wanted Tony
to party with them. The most persistent followed them into the parking
lot, where Tony dismissed the last with a slap on the back and a “maybe
later,  man”.  Then  he  turned  to  where  Kelden  waited  and  whistled.
“Nice wheels, man.” He peered in as he unlocked the passenger's side
door.  “I  see  what  you  mean.  This  is  your  bassoon?  Can  you  hold  it
between your knees? The rest we will just have to pile on top of you.”
He got Kelden reasonably comfortable, then went around, unlocked the
driver's side, and slipped in. “Bueno,” he said as he settled into the black
leather seat. “Now, how do you work this thing?”

Kelden squirmed under his load and started to protest, but Tony
laughed. “Relax, man, I am joking.” He adjusted the seat and fastened
his belt. “My brother stole something like this when I was sixteen and
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taught me to drive it before he split for Mexico. Some things you just
never forget.” The Spyder roared to life, jockeying smoothly out of the
parking space, then swung into the street, tires chirping gently.

“Did they ever pick him up?” Kelden tried to sound nonchalant.
“Pick who up?”
“Your brother.”
“¿Estás loco, hombre? I got no brother, just sisters.”
“You mean you didn't learn in a stolen one?”
“What?!”  Tony  yelped  indignantly.  “Oh,  madre  de  Dios,  they

spreadin' stories 'bout me!” Then he grinned at Kelden and said, “Okay,
the truth. I  lied about my age and got a job parking cars at  a fancy
restaurant in Pilsen when I was fifteen. I been going back every summer
since. Now I can drive just about anything anyone wants to throw at
me.”

“What restaurant?”
“Casa del Oro. You hear of it?”
“Seriously? I used to take my second wife – my second ex-wife –

whatever – to Casa del Oro all the time.”
“¿Déberas?” Tony exclaimed in delight.  “I  thought I  recognized

ésta pequeña belleza!”  He patted the steering wheel, then pulled into a
parking space. “This is it.”

Kelden had to wait for Tony to pile several of his belongings on
the sidewalk before he could drag himself out and look around. It was
not quite midnight, but the street was deserted. All the bars were either
several  blocks  north,  near  the  campus,  or  south,  near  the  older
neighborhoods;  here  were  only  businesses  and  offices  and  the
occasional apartment. The sidewalks and buildings gleamed blue-white
in the moonlight and the light of the mercury vapor lamps set in their
quaint, old-fashioned carriage lantern fixtures atop wrought iron posts.
The  effect  would  have  been  more  successful  had  the  lanterns  been
fitted with soft, warm bulbs – or, better still, gas jets – but they still had
a slightly skewed charm. Two blocks away, the emerald beacons of a
traffic signal changed silently to gold and then ruby, adding a surreal
cast to the shadows.

“Can we park here?” Kelden glanced up and down a street on
which his was the only car visible.

“Seguro. The police,  they know there is  an apartment here,  so
they will usually overlook someone parking here overnight. It is best to
not make a habit of it, so there is a small carport just off the alley. Now
grab a load, give to me the keys, and I will show to you the Penthouse.”
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Tony  unlocked  the  street  door  and  led  Kelden  past  a  pair  of
frosted glass doors marked Cervenka Const. and up a broad set of marble
stairs.  Other  doors,  labeled  Rothstein  and  Simmons,  CPAs,  Fell  Park
Historical  Society,  Michael  Bachman,  PC,  and  Use  Other  Door, as  well  as
several unlabeled ones, surrounded each of the next three full landings.
At the last, Tony used a second key on a nondescript, windowless door
tucked in a corner and turned on an inner light. What could easily have
been a janitor's closet turned out to be another flight of stairs, this one
half as wide and made of dark polished wood with a broad strip of wine-
colored carpet running up the center. The left side wall was brick; the
right side was covered with lustrous paneling that matched the steps. A
narrow, beveled glass window was set into the brick wall at the upper
landing, overlooking a short, paneled hallway to the right, decorated
with wrought iron lighting fixtures and a row of brass hooks with a
strip of thick, clear plastic on the floor below and ending in a single,
dark, carved oak door that immediately reminded Kelden of Tolkien.

“Whoof!” he gasped as Tony used the last of the keys. “I'm glad I
didn't take up the tuba!” Then he caught his breath as the heavy door
swung open and Tony ushered him inside. “My God!” he whispered. “No
wonder you call this place a 'penthouse'!”

They  emerged  into  a  large,  airy  space,  into  which  pale,  cool
moonlight  spilled from several  skylights.  More  moonlight  poured in
through the opposite wall, which was almost totally glass from floor to
ceiling, curving inward, greenhouse style, for about two feet at the top.
Beyond, Kelden could see moon-spattered greenery.

“The  kitchen  is  over  here.”  Tony  gestured  to  the  left  of  the
enclosed hallway. In the wide bay on that side was an island counter
with a range, microwave and oven under a copper-encased exhaust fan
and overhead racks and hooks. A double sink was against the brick wall
facing the street, under the center of three arched windows with their
shutters folded back. A marble counter and backsplash went from the
sink  to  the  side  wall.  Along  that  wall,  upper  and  lower  cabinets
alternated with a refrigerator and two pantries. A table and four chairs
was set partially under one of the skylights.

“On this side -” Tony drew Kelden's attention to the other side of
the hallway “- is the living room.” This section, nearly twice the width
of the kitchen, was divided by three brick columns that belled near the
top. In the nook formed by the L-shaped hall and stairwell, and set in a
square pit two steps below the rest of the floor, a couch, a love seat, two
comfortable armchairs, and an end table were grouped together. The
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empty space beyond the columns was lit by more skylights and a large
arched window overlooking the street. Shelves of varying lengths and
heights and a large flat-screen television were set into the side brick
wall. “There is plenty of space there for whatever you want,” explained
Tony. “David had his weight set here, I had my keyboards and drawing
board there when I lived here, and the light, it is excellent if you are a
painter. There is a half  bath there.” He pointed to a door in the far
corner of the living room, next to the glass back wall. “And up over
here is the bedroom.”

He led Kelden across the floor to the left end of the glass wall,
where  four  steps  led  up  to  an  alcove  overlooking  the  kitchen,  the
precipice guarded by brass rails. The glass wall continued into the bed
loft, where it was covered by curtains from the floor to just below the
bend at the ceiling. Yet another skylight was set just above the large
bed with its head against the side of a wide, deep walk-in closet with its
doors overlooking the kitchen. A dresser was set next to the bed and
against the back wall,  near a door that led to the master bath.  This
featured a large whirlpool tub at one end and, to Kelden's surprise, a
back wall made almost entirely of glass privacy blocks that extended
even into the separate water closet. But before he could question how
truly private – or how well insulated – that could be, Tony was leading
him back down onto the main floor of the Penthouse.

 “And here is my favorite part,” he grinned, pulling open a pair of
French doors in the middle of the glass wall.

“A garden?” exclaimed Kelden. “Four stories up?”
“¡Ven hombre!  You are from Chicago! You have never heard of a

roof garden?”
“In Chicago, yes! But Fell Park?”
Tony laughed. “¡Vamanos!” And he led him out between two tall,

thin evergreens set in deep wooden planters and down three steps into
the garden.

They walked on a concrete aggregate path that flowed in graceful
curves around a center island of artificial turf, with small shrubs and
tall  ornamental grasses in cleverly concealed tubs. To the left of the
island, the path formed a bay set with a round glass-topped wrought
iron table and four chairs; to the right, another bay featured a double-
tiered fountain. Past the fountain, behind where the half-bath jutted
into the garden, was a built-in brick barbecue pit. More concealed tubs
around the perimeter of the garden and against the Penthouse walls
were  filled  with  hedges,  ornamental  grasses,  flowers,  ferns,  and
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evergreen  shrubs.  And  a  waist-high  wall  topped  with  flowers  and
bonsai trees stretched the width of the roof, ending discreetly in a fire
escape in  a  corner  by  the barbecue pit.  As  Kelden  gazed  out  at  the
moonlit  town,  he  realized  that  few  other  buildings  this  tall  were
nearby,  and  those  that  were  had  no  windows  facing  this  direction,
ensuring privacy.

Tony must have read his thoughts, because he grinned and softly
remarked, “It it a great place to make love under the stars.”

Kelden nodded.  “It's  incredible.  But,”  he  frowned,  “doesn't  all
this stuff weigh a ton?”

Tony laughed and shook his head. “The soul of a true romantic,”
he mocked gently. “You are sure you are an artist,  amigo? Si,   it is all
quite heavy. But this whole building, it was once a furniture store, so
the floors were built to hold much weight, and David, he reinforced this
one to be sure. Now we got to get the rest of your stuff up here before
someone's big brother steals it all.”

They stepped back in, and Tony paused to switch on the lights.
Mostly indirect and track lighting, they gave the large space a glow as
warm as  the moonlight  was  cool.  Kelden looked  around once more,
knowing he'd found his home, and at the same time knowing he'd be
here  less  than  a  month.  He  followed  Tony  downstairs  with  mixed
emotions.

It  took  them only  two more  trips  to  empty  the  Spyder.  Then
Kelden parked it in the carport off the alley and rejoined Tony, who had
collapsed at one end of the couch. “Man,” he groaned, “I did not think I
could be this tired. I got half a mind to crash right here.”

Kelden shrugged. “You're welcome. Hell, you got me this place.
You take the bed, I'll take the couch.”

Tony gave another of his easy grins. “Gracias, man. It is tempting,
and some time when you get your own place I will take you up on it. But
I left my 'boards with Mark, our lead singer. He owes me a couple, so he
will not mind taking care of them for me, but he sometimes gets wasted
after a gig, and then anything can happen. But what do you think of the
place?”

Kelden looked around again.  “It's  home,” he answered simply.
“It's spectacular, and I should be intimidated by it, but I'm not. I belong
here.”

“Gracias,  man.” Tony's grin was wider than ever. “It is my first
design to be realized.”

“No lie? You designed this? But who built it?”
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“David, of course.”
“Wait a minute.” Kelden held up his hand. “Back when I knew

him, David was studying microbiology. Since when do microbiologists
build apartments?”

“Since he took a summer job working construction a few years
ago and found out he was better at it and liked it more that looking at
diminuto bugs. I was not down here yet, but I hear his parents crapped
bricks when he decided to go into construction full time. His father, he
still will not talk to him.”

Something suddenly registered in Kelden's memory. “That door
downstairs – 'Cervenka Construction' – that's him?”

Tony nodded. “He has been in business for himself about three
years now, and he is  already the best in Central  Illinois.  This  whole
building belongs to him. He wants to buy the whole damn' block, and I
will bet he does it within five years, a la mayor parte.”

“And you designed the Penthouse for him?”
“Si. I walk into his office one day 'bout a year and a half ago and

drop some of my drawings on his desk. I figure since he is new in the
business,  he  would,  aún,  listen  to some  rufián  arrogante. He  had  just
bought this building and wanted an apartment on the top floor. He said
if I could impress him, I could live in it rent free for six months and he
would give me more jobs. I impressed him, I lived here for six months, I
have  designed about  half  the  offices  below us  here,  and I  have  just
started designing houses for him. When I graduate, I have a partnership
with him, if I want it.”

“Do you?”
“Hell,  yes,  man!  I  will  someday  make  for  myself  a  name

nationally, maybe even internationally,  esperando en Dios. But I have to
start  someplace,  and  David's  company  looks  to  me  like  the  perfect
place. He is going to be big, too. I feel it. He, too, has talent.”

Kelden nodded. “I agree. About both of you. And I wish you the
best of luck.”

“Gracias.” Tony stretched and pulled out his phone to check the
time. “¡O Dios mio! Mark will be passed out on the floor by now, and my
keys will be sitting in his van crying, 'Come steal me'!”

“Can I drive you?”
Tony  scowled  at  him.  “Walk  a  straight  line.”  When  Kelden

succeeded,  he  grinned  and  said,  “Well,  you  seem  reasonably  sober.
Deberé ser mas agradecido.”

Tony's  worst  fears proved unfounded;  his  keyboards had been
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carefully put away. Kelden dropped him at the house where the last fan
had said they'd be partying, declining an invitation to join them. He
was exhausted, and wanted only to try out the bed in the loft. But when
he'd locked himself in the Penthouse and looked around one more time,
his bassoon met his glance. He'd practiced every day for the past fifteen
years,  even  putting  in  an  hour  before  court.  To  go  to  bed  without
practicing was unthinkable. And tomorrow was Saturday, so he didn't
have to get up early. Still, he was tired, and why should he be bound by
force  of  habit?  Did  some unwritten  law promise  him an  eternity  in
symphonic hell, listening to accordion polkas, if he skipped just once?

He  turned  his  back  on  his  bassoon  and  dug  around  for  his
toothbrush. But when he returned to the main room, the bassoon case
looked accusingly at him. He glared back, and for some seconds the two
wills clashed. Then, “Damn it!” he sighed, and knelt and opened the
case.

“What the hell?”
Kelden stared at  the envelope mashed against  the instrument.

Someone  –  one  of  his  parents,  probably  –  had  been  in  his  case.
Frowning, he inspected the bassoon. It was unharmed, so he turned his
attention to the plain, white, sealed envelope. It was rather too thick to
contain a simple note and was unmarked, but it was clearly meant for
him. He ripped it open.

Moments later, he was on his feet, swearing and kicking at his
belongings.  They have no right!  He seized a coffee mug that Beth had
bought him for his birthday and flung it to shatter against the brick
living room side wall.  No right! I'm not a damned child! He kicked at his
bassoon case, sending it spinning across the polished wood floor. A box
of reeds spun off  at  an angle.  How dare they? Do they think I'm totally
incapable of anything? He sent his foot through the side of a paper sack,
momentarily filling the air with a flurry of underwear, socks, and t-
shirts. Well, I'll show them, by God!

He grabbed the envelope and turned it upside-down. $100 bills,
twenty of them, fluttered to the floor. He scooped them all up in one
fist,  strode to the garden door,  banged it  open so that  the windows
rattled all the way into the alcove, and flung the bills into the still night
air. By the time they all came to rest, he'd slammed the door shut. Five
minutes later he'd extinguished the lights and was lying on the naked
bed. Satisfaction and exhaustion finally overcame his anger and sent
him restlessly to sleep.
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For  the next  forty-five  minutes  he sat  naked in  a  patch of
sunlight  .  .  .  and  played  softly,  improvising  with  his  eyes
closed,  allowing  the  combined  warmth  of  the  sun  and  the
music to . . . carry him away from himself and the pain. . . .

“Man, that was beautiful.”
Kelden . . . stared at Tony. . . .”What-? How-?”
“I  buzzed and knocked,”  Tony shrugged.  “I  guess  you

could not hear me. . . .”

Tony Garza
Kelden Scott

(NOTE: illustration reflects an earlier version of the Penthouse)
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Chapter 3

Kelden woke to gray skies and a cold drizzle outside and a chill in
the Penthouse. He'd forgotten to ask Tony where the thermostat was.
He  dressed  quickly,  then,  before  he  started  looking  around,  he
remembered throwing $2000 into the roof garden. Insulted or not, he'd
done something abysmally stupid.  He found his  raincoat.  Then,  with
high hopes and low expectations, he stepped out into the rain.

He was lucky. A dozen of the bills lay in plain view, too sodden to
stir in the light breeze. He poked around under ferns, under bushes,
and in planters, and found three more. They were soaked and muddy,
and he was beginning to look the same. Another was floating calmly in
the fountain, two were lying in the corner by the barbecue, and one
rested precariously in a bonsai tree on the ledge. However, he couldn't
find the last one, though he scoured the garden twice.

“Kel?”
He  jumped  and  whirled.  David  Cervenka  was  standing  in  the

doorway. “Good god, David!” Kelden spluttered. “You about scared the
shit out of me! What are you doing here?”

“Gar reminded me I had a new tenant, so I came up here to see
how you were doing. I let myself in when there was no answer. Wait a
minute. Stay there. I'll be right back.”

Kelden  sighed  as  he  watched  David  vanish,  then  went  to  the
fountain to wash off the muddy bills and as much of his arms as he
could  reach.  He  made  a  mental  note  to  ask  how  to  clean  out  the
fountain, then folded the bills and shoved them in his pocket. He was
returning to the door when David reappeared.

“Here,”  he  said,  spreading  drop  cloths  on  the  floor.  “Step  on
these. I put a hell of a lot into this oak floor. I should've put something
down here, but I didn't expect anyone to go out and dance in the rain.”

Kelden closed the door behind him and carefully peeled off his
raincoat.

“By  the  way,”  added  David.  “Are  you  normally  this  kind  of
housekeeper?”
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Kelden winced. “No. I was – ah – under some stress last night.”
“Good. I try not to be a stereotype landlord, but this is my baby,

and I don't want to have to put a bunch of repairs into it yet. Besides, it
would break Gar's heart. He designed it.”

Kelden nodded. “He told me.”
“Really? I didn't think you guys had all that much time to talk at

Bricker's.”
“We didn't. Tony helped me move in.”
David raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Well, I just don't want

anything to happen to this place. I'm not saying you'd do anything, I
just -”

“No, I understand. Tell you what – come up for dinner tomorrow
and you can see what kind of housekeeper I normally am. Bring Tony.
Wait a minute. You married?”

“Not any more.”
“Dating?”
“Not currently.”
“What about Tony?”
“No to both.”
“Okay. Just the two of you then. About six?” 
“You got a deal.” David glanced at his watch. “I gotta get back to

work. I'm remodeling a place over on the east side. I keep extra linens
under the bed loft. Did Gar show you where that was? Good. Just wash
'em  and  put  'em  away  when  you  leave.”  He  headed  for  the  door.
“There's  kitchen  stuff  under  there,  too.  Probably  pretty  dusty.  You
need a landline? Okay, no problem there. Oh,  and don't  be afraid to
crank up the heat – you're paying for it. I'll bill you when you leave.”

“Wait a minute! Where's the thermostat?”
David stuck his head back in. “Side wall, living room, just to the

left of the shelves. About six inches from where I figure your cup hit.”
He  vanished  and  the  door  clicked  softly  shut.  It  reopened  almost
immediately. “Sorry – almost forgot. I found a bill in the alley by your
car. I figure it's yours, if you can tell me the denomination.”

“A hundred,” Kelden replied, promptly and emphatically.
“Damn.” David shook his head. “I was hoping I could keep it.”
Kelden  kicked  off  his  sandals  and  walked  over  to  accept  the

missing bill. With a “See you tomorrow!”, David plunged down the steps
two at a time. Kelden closed the door on the fading echoes, then stared
at the money in his hand. He went slowly back to his raincoat, retrieved
the rest of the wad from the pocket,  then took them to the kitchen
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table to dry. As he spread them out, he was forced to admit he would
need at least some of it after all. But he would repay whatever he spent,
with interest.

It  was near noon,  and he was hungry now as well  as  cold.  He
turned up the heat and poked hopefully through the refrigerator and
pantry for any food left behind. There was none. He did, however, find a
whisk broom and dustpan, with which he cleaned up the remains of the
mug. He had to empty one of his paper bags to use for garbage, which
added a pile of shirts to the mess on the floor.  He glared at it,  then
pulled his raincoat and shoes back on and left.

He returned an hour and a half later with various odds and ends,
three days' groceries, and a Pizza Express deluxe pizza. He deposited
his load and returned to the hall, where he dutifully hung his raincoat
on one of the hooks and left his shoes on the strip of plastic below.

After storing the perishables, he wolfed down three quarters of
the pizza and a beer. His stomach tamed, he tucked the leftovers into
the  refrigerator  and  turned  to  the  clutter  with  new  confidence.  He
wished  he  could  have  some  music.  But  at  least  he  wasn't  left  in
complete silence; the rain had begun to fall in earnest, and the hiss and
rattle  of  water  spattering  on  glass,  spiced  with  growing  growls  of
thunder, played a soothing, stimulating symphony.

He took longer than he really needed, exploring every corner and
delighting in Tony's attention to detail – the recessed lighting around
the mirrors in the bathrooms; the cubbyholes in the living room brick
wall  among  the  shelves  where  candles  or  small  sculptures  could
demurely  sit;  the  built-in  herb  garden  in  the  kitchen  windows;  the
compact washer and dryer hidden behind one of the sets of doors on
the  side  of  the  kitchen;  and  a  dozen  other  touches  that  spoke
eloquently of Tony's passion for design. He hadn't been boasting – he
was talented.

He  also  discovered,  to  his  relief,  not  only  clean  linens  and  a
complete set of cookware in the generous storage area beneath the bed
loft,  but  also  four  complete  stoneware  place  settings,  an  array  of
stoneware  accessories  from  cream  pitcher  to  serving  platter,  and
enough flatware to handle any assignment. He wouldn't have to serve
dinner with paper plates and plastic utensils after all.

As  Kelden  dried  and  put  away  the  final  fork,  the  sun  broke
through the clouds and spilled through the glass wall and skylights. A
pair of crystal mobiles, hung high above the garden doors, shattered
the sunlight  into rainbow shards  that  slid  and spun and turned the
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Penthouse into a giant kaleidoscope. Kelden was startled and enchanted
and laughed out  loud,  suddenly convinced that  he'd  made the right
decision  and  that  everything  was  going  to  work  out  perfectly.  He
looked  at  the  dancing  rainbows  inside  and  the  shimmering  garden
outside and wished that Beth could see it. The fragile magic stumbled
and crumbled in confusion and resentment. He felt a rush of anger, but
this  time,  instead  of  lashing  out,  he  swept  the  long-dry  $100  bills
together, hid them in a pocket of his suitcase, and tucked the case in
the farthest corner of the walk-in closet.  Then he gathered the drop
cloths and thundered down the stairs to Cervenka Construction. David
was  still  out  and  the  door  was  locked,  but  he'd  left  a  note.  Kelden
followed the instructions to drop the cloths in a corner of the hall, then
left the building.

He felt like walking, although he had no idea where he wanted to
go.  Gradually,  unconsciously,  he  found  his  way  across  town  to  the
campus. Here he wandered for some time, studying the buildings and
the  co-eds.  The  former  remained  impassive;  the  latter,  when
confronted  with  his  cool,  appraising,  unblinking  gaze,  reacted  with
everything  from  embarrassment  to  anger  to  open  invitation.  He
responded  to  none  of  them,  choosing  to  stroll  and  look  and  re-
familiarize himself with the feel of a college campus. But later, when
he'd bought his dinner in a deli at the Koenig Student Center and was
eating  in  a  quiet  corner  of  a  lounge,  he  caught  the  eye  of  an
exceptionally beautiful and exotic African-American student who'd just
walked in with her own salad and bagel. He smiled an invitation, and
she accepted without hesitation. Later they wandered from bar to bar,
stopping briefly at Bricker's, where Glass Comet was again playing. She
didn't  like  hard  rock  or  metal,  so  they  left  without  getting  Tony's
attention  and  continued  to  wander  until  they  ended  up  in  her
apartment listening to blues. It wasn't until Kelden slipped out in the
predawn, physically sated but emotionally empty, that he realized he'd
chosen a girl as dark as Beth was fair. He decided he hated them both.

He  fell  asleep  as  soon  as  he  got  home  and  slept  until  mid-
afternoon, waking with a raging headache. And David and Tony were
due in about four hours.

He set chicken breasts out to thaw, then showered slowly. The
warm  water  eased  the  pounding.  He  toweled  off,  swallowed  some
acetaminophen,  and  pulled  out  his  bassoon.  For  the  next  forty-five
minutes he sat naked in a patch of sunlight that tumbled from one of
the  skylights  and  played  softly,  improvising  with  his  eyes  closed,
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allowing the combined warmth of the sun and the music to sink deep
within and soothe and carry him away from himself and the pain. When
the last phrase whispered into silence, the headache was gone.

“Man, that was beautiful!”
Kelden  turned  his  head  slowly  and  stared  at  Tony,  who  was

leaning against the door frame, holding a bag. “What-? How-?”
“I buzzed and knocked,” Tony shrugged. “I guess you could not

hear me. Since the doors, they were open, I came in.”
“What time is it?” Kelden blinked, dazzled by the sunlight and

still half lost in the music.
“'Bout ten 'til five. We were supposed to be here at five, si?
Kelden shook his head. “I told him six.”
“Damn. I thought he said five. Well, that explains why you are

playing sun worshiper instead of setting the table.”
Kelden glanced down, jarred back to the moment. “Oh, shit!” He

hunched over, frantically disassembling his bassoon. “I didn't mean for
anyone to - !”

“¡Tranquilo,  hombre!” laughed Tony.  “It  does  not  bother me!  In
fact,  I  have a friend,  she is  an artist,  she would love to put that on
canvas. I think I will tell her about you. Do not be surprised if she wants
you to sit for her. Get dressed and I will give you a hand in the kitchen.”

“You don't have to - “
“I want to. Anyway, since I am an hour early, I may as well do

something.”
“All right.” Kelden conceded with a smile. “ See if the chicken's

defrosted, and if it's not, nuke it.”
“Está bien. By the way, I brought some wine, mind if I put it in the

'fridge?”
“Be  my guest.  Which  you  are  already.”  Kelden  dashed  up the

stairs to the loft, then called from the closet, “Actually, I'm glad you're
here.  I  really  shouldn't  have  taken  the  time  to  play,  and  now  I'm
running behind.”

“It  is  my  pleasure,  man.  And  do  not  panic.  David,  he  almost
always runs late. If you told him six, he will get here no earlier than
6:15, maybe 6:30. He has no concept of time. Do not tell him, but if I
need him somewhere, I always tell him a time at least fifteen minutes
earlier. What I do not understand is that he can give you a firm date on
a project and then usually finishes early. You want me to set the table?”

“Yeah.” Kelden emerged in black acid-washed jeans and a blood-
red silk  shirt  with long,  loose  sleeves  that  belled slightly  over tight
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cuffs.  “Dishes are in the cabinet between the pantry and the 'fridge,
silverware's in that drawer by the sink. We're using the garden table.
Oh, hang on. Here.” He ducked into the storage space and pulled out a
large, rolled-up, absorbent mat. “Here. Put this by the garden door.”

“Ah, David told you about his oak floor. You will be his friend for
life.”

“I'll be happy if I can stay on his good side while I'm here.” The
microwave chimed. Kelden ignored it while he got out a baking dish, a
can of cream of celery soup, a carton of fresh mushrooms, and a bottle
of cooking sherry.

“You do not have to worry about that,” Tony replied. “David, he
is pretty easy-going. As long as you pay your bills and keep the place
reasonably clean, you will not have a problem.”

Kelden transferred the thawed chicken breasts to the dish and
sprinkled them with a bit of sea salt. “I hope not. Back when I knew
him, he could have a quick temper, but the only damage he ever really
did was to the Sunday night all-you-can-eat pasta bar at Villa DeLuca.
Now  he  looks  like  he  could  take  on  the  entire  LSU  defensive  line
without working up a sweat.”

Tony  barked  laughter  as  he  began  gathering  plates  and
silverware. “What was he like back then? He does not talk much about
those days.”

Kelden thought a moment, and then replied, “Well, most of the
time, he was pretty laid back. He got along with 'most everyone, and
everyone seemed to like him. He was about average in looks, but he
never had any problems getting dates.”

“You said he was fat?”
“Nah, just kind of chubby. He was really pale, so we called him

the Pillsbury Dough Boy. I  know – not nice, but he never seemed to
mind. His hair was halfway down his back, but when he tried to grow a
beard, it came in all thin and spotty, so he gave it up. Oh, and he had
these round, wire-rim glasses, just like John Lennon.”

Tony laughed again. “I have seen them. He still  gets them out
when his contacts act up. You were good friends, then?”

“Not  really,”  Kelden  admitted.  “We  roomed  together  first
semester freshman year up on fifth floor Kaeb Hall. Kind of potluck –
neither of us had specified a roommate. Second semester I got a single
on the same floor, but he wasn't any easier to get to know before than
after.”

“It does not sound like he has changed much there.” Tony shook
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his head with a wry smile. “Why did you move out? Not a fight?”
“Oh, no. I just like to live alone, if I can.”
Tony  nodded.  “Yo  comprendo.”  He  carried  his  load  out  to  the

garden. When he returned, he asked, “You got something we can listen
to?”

Kelden shook his head. “I got three bags of CDs, a bunch of vinyl,
and a couple of gigs on my phone, but my ex-wife got custody of the
sound system. I wanted visitation rights, but my lawyer didn't think the
judge would be amused.”

“Si, they are a pretty grim bunch.” Tony took another load out,
then, upon reentering, announced, “The table, se terminó. You need help
with the food?”

“I've got it under control, thanks.”
“Está bien. I will be back in about half an hour. If David shows up,

do not tell him I was here. Let him think for once he beat me.”
David, however, did not show up in the next half hour. Kelden

was putting the dessert in the freezer when he was startled by a buzz
from somewhere near the kitchen windows. When it sounded again, he
traced it  to  an intercom tucked into  the corner where the enclosed
hallway met the front wall.  He pressed a button and said, “Yes?”

“So yo, hombre,” Tony's voice answered. “I am at the street door. I
could use a hand.”

Kelden opened a window and applauded loudly. Tony looked up
and shouted, “¡No es divertido, hombre! You want music, you get down
here and do your part! ¡Aprisa!”

Tony bore a complete stereo system and a box of CDs of his own.
Kelden grabbed half the equipment, then commented, “I didn't know I
had an intercom system.”

Tony nodded.  “There is  a speaker down here and there is  one
outside the door to your stairs. Everyone in the building has a key to
this door, and David, he has keys to all, but since you are the one living
here, you get the responsibility to make sure the building, she is locked
after hours. You fail, you get shot.”

“Jeez! No wonder he can't keep a tenant!”
Tony  laughed.  “You  would  be  surprised,  man,  how  many  are

buried in your garden!”
Tony said no more about security, but Kelden was careful to see

that all doors were firmly locked behind them. He realized now that
Tony's unexpected appearance should never have happened.

As they deposited the equipment on the living room floor, Kelden
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suddenly missed something. “Hey! Where are the speakers?”
“No  problem,  man.  Look.”  Tony  showed  him  a  small  drawer

under the lowest shelf on the side wall. Inside were several loose wires,
each up to two feet long. All had flat, two-pronged contacts on one end;
the other ends  had two-pronged contacts,  single pole plugs,  or  bare
wire. He selected two and plugged them into the speaker jacks on the
amp, then took a wire with two-pronged contacts on both ends and
attached it to the antenna lead on the tuner. He and Kelden placed the
tuner, amp, turntable, and CD player on appropriate shelves, and wired
them all together. Then he screwed the speaker and antenna wires to a
small plate set in the wall. When he was satisfied, he exclaimed, “¡Lo
terminé!” and plugged the system in. “Now we see what we got!” He
flipped on the FM band and punched in a frequency, and the Penthouse
was suddenly filled with music.

Kelden looked around. “Built in speakers!”
“I got two in the ceiling here, the kitchen cabinets, the bedroom

closet over the bed, and both bathrooms. And I got two more in the
garden wall. Wiring this place was a bitch, and nothing has gone wrong
with it yet, gracias a Dios.”

Kelden shook his head with a grin. “What other surprises you got
in here?”

“Well, let me see.” Tony frowned. “You found the hot tub and the
private helipad yet?”

“No! Where -?” Kelden shook his head again. “Okay. You got me.”
At  that  moment there was a  knock at  the upper door.  Kelden

opened it.  David was just kicking his  shoes off  next to Kelden's  and
Tony's. “Sorry I'm late,” he said. “Everything okay?”

“Fine,” nodded Kelden.
Tony added, “We fixed the burned spot in the floor so you almost

cannot tell it is there.”
“Burned spot!” Panic touched David's voice. “Where?!”
“I  believe  it's  between  the  hot  tub  and  the  helipad,”  Kelden

replied dryly.
David sighed. “You son of a bitch,” he accosted Tony cheerfully.

He  added  to  Kelden,  “After  almost  two  years,  you'd  think  I'd  know
when he's bullshitting me.” He looked around, taking a deep breath.
“The place looks great, and smells terrific. Here.” He handed Kelden a
bag. “We got time for a beer before dinner? The Lites are mine.”

They drank their beers in the conversation pit, wrangling over
music. Tony and Kelden wanted heavy metal, which horrified David. He
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wanted country, which Tony didn't mind, but at which Kelden cringed.
Kelden  suggested  '50s  and  '60s  rock,  which  David  enthusiastically
supported, but which Tony vetoed. Then they went a bit crazy. Tony
touted  the  virtues  of  hip-hop;  Kelden  pushed  for  an  entire  Wagner
opera; and David insisted they fetch out the Balinese fertility chants.
Finally, Kelden grabbed Shadowfax out of his own collection and filled
the Penthouse with jazz-rock. David and Tony agreed it was perfect.

When he had finished his  beer,  Kelden announced dinner was
ready. Tony poured the wine and David ran down to his office for a
hurricane lamp. When he got back, Kelden had dished out the chicken
breasts on beds of wild rice with the mushroom sauce and a dash of
paprika  and  accompanied  it  with  steamed  broccoli  and  side  salads.
Then, before they sat, Tony raised his glass. The lamp added a flickering
glow to his pale brown face and sparkled in his dark eyes, and a light
breeze, warm for early May, played gently with his hair. Behind him,
the sky blazed gold and scarlet, shading above him to a deep indigo in
which a few stars were beginning to twinkle.

“I give to you,” he said softly, “an old family blessing I just made
up.” The others chuckled gently. Then he murmured, “A nuestra salud,
por nuestra buena fortuna, y el amor de nuestros amigos.”

They touched glasses and all drank deeply. Then they took their
places, and serious conversation gave way to serious chewing.

They ate long and well, and full darkness had fallen before the
last of Kelden's cranberry parfaits had disappeared. Tony helped clear
the  table  while  David  ran  down  to  his  office  again  for  an  ashtray,
explaining  apologetically  that  he  was  trying  to  quit.  When  they
returned to the garden, the humidity had begun to build, so they moved
their chairs closer to the wall to catch the breeze. They settled in that
twilit area where the light from the Penthouse and the lamp were just
enough  to  illuminate  them  like  ghosts,  but  the  glow  from  David's
cigarette was stronger, touching his face with fiery red whenever he
inhaled. Michael Hedges played quietly behind them, woven into the
trickling of the fountain, as they continued, in comfortable low tones,
the  light  conversation  of  dinner.  Then  David  asked  Kelden,  “You
mentioned ex-wives, didn't you? How many? A dozen?”

Kelden smiled. “Two.”
“Two dozen?!”
“No,  no,  just  two!”  Kelden exclaimed,  as  Tony threw back  his

head and laughed.
“Why'd you split?”
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Kelden shrugged. “Adultery was the official line, but mostly we
just didn't get along.”

“Adultery? On whose part?”
“David!” Tony protested. “You do not question your host about

his sex life, unless you get him drunk first!”
David looked startled. “Sorry! Didn't mean to pry!”
“No, it's all right,” Kelden reassured him. “With Vicki, my first, it

was my fault. She was a nice girl, but she wasn't really what I wanted.
So  I  started  an  affair  with  Beth,  who  I  thought  was  exactly  what  I
wanted. Vicki divorced me, and I married Beth about a month later.”

“So when you were bringing Beth to Casa del Oro,” Tony asked,
“was that when you were...?”

“Still married to Vicki? Yeah.”
Tony shook his head. “Estupido, man. Muy estupido.”
“So what happened?” prompted David. “I thought Beth was just

what you wanted.”
“So'd I. But it seems she was also what every man in Cook County

and most of northern Illinois wanted.”
David grinned. “And they each got a piece of her?”
Kelden winced. “You could say that. Although I wish you hadn't.”
“Hell, it was just a joke.”
“I know. It's just kind of a sore point.”
“You still care for her?”
Kelden sighed. “Yeah. Sometimes. Mostly, though, thinking about

her just gets me angry.”
“Si. Yo comprendo,” Tony said softly.
After  a  moment,  David stubbed out  his  cigarette,  took  a  deep

breath, and said, “I did sort of the same thing with Jackie. She was the
sweetest, gentlest girl I'd ever known, but I was wrong for her.”

“Jackie Pippin?” asked Kelden. “I thought the two of you were
perfect together.

“You knew Jackie?”
“You'd started dating her before I moved off campus.”
“Yeah, well, we thought we were perfect together, too. But after

we'd been married six months, I had a one-night thing with – someone
else. Just out of curiosity, you know? It made me sick, and I swore to
myself  I  would never do it again,  but I  did,  about five months later,
right after Jackie had our son. We started an affair.  Jackie found out
about it about four months after that, and it tore her apart. She was
already  postpartum.  She  tried  to  kill  herself,  but  I  think  she  really
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wanted to kill me. I stuck with her through the worst of it and promised
I would end the affair and do right by her, but she just wanted me out of
her life. She got custody of our son and moved to Oregon. She never
writes and made it clear long ago I was never to try to find her or little
Davy. She agreed not to tell  anyone why she divorced me, though. I
think she was grateful at least that I'd stuck with her through the worst
of it.”

“You never told me any of that.” Tony sounded resentful. Kelden
had heard nothing but warmth and good humor from him since they'd
met, and was taken a bit aback.

“You never asked.”
“Not true, man. I  gave you every opportunity to tell  me about

your marriage and your divorce. I was lucky to find out you even were
married.”

“Well, it was a really personal part of my life.” David was clearly
on the defensive. “I have trouble telling it to just anyone.”

“¡No lo creo! You tell it to someone you never were really close to
and have not seen for - ¿qué? - six years? But you will not tell me? I did
not think I was 'just anyone'!”

“Kel's been through the same kind of thing, he'd understand - ”
“Bullshit! It is not the same kind of thing at all, David, and it is

not a matter of understanding, it is a matter of trust. It was always a
matter of trust. You never trusted me. That is why we - “

“It's  over  now!”  David  snapped.  “I  didn't  tell  you  before,  you
know now, can we just drop it?”

Tony didn't answer right away. Kelden felt as though he were the
guest and had been caught eavesdropping. Then, “Si,” said Tony, and
the smile was back in his voice. “Tú tienes la razón. I am sorry, Kelden,
for my outburst.”

“That's  okay.  I'd  just  as  soon  drop  the  whole  thing  myself.
Memories  of  failed  loves  don't  make  very  good  after-dinner
conversations.”

“They  are  not  good  for  the  digestion,”  Tony agreed.  “Anyone
want more wine?”

Kelden and David both accepted. While Tony was gone, Kelden
asked, “How many projects do you have going right now?”

“More than I should,” admitted David. “I try not to overwork my
crews, but I usually end up working ten, twelve hours a day, six days a
week, myself. I've got about eight remodeling jobs going, including five
of the offices downstairs, and three houses under construction. One of
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them's in the exclusive Blackberry Creek subdivision north of town.”
Tony  reappeared  and  poured  a  little  more  wine  in  David's  glass.
“Thanks. Tony designed that one, you know. His first house design.”

Tony smiled as he topped Kelden's glass. “The owner, he says to
go wild, so I did.”

David laughed. “The guys paying two and a half mil for it, not
including the landscaping. This should really boost both our reps and
give me enough to buy the building next to this one.”

“What about you, man?” Tony resumed his seat. “What kind of
job you gonna be looking for?”

“I was an AgriState teller when I was at LSU,” Kelden replied. “I'll
apply for programmer-analyst with them. Up at Summit Mutual, where
I used to work, I heard AgriState was going to expand, so I can probably
get a position with no problem, although it probably won't be open for
a while. It all depends on when they make their move.”

“AgriState's  expanding  again?”  David  exclaimed.  “I  deal  with
them regularly – hell, I'm on a first-name basis with most of the loan
officers – but I haven't heard a thing about it!”

“Well, it's still in negotiations, so I probably shouldn't have said
anything. You guys have to keep it quiet. We – Summit – handles all the
insurance for Vermilion Savings and Loan, and the word up there was
AgriState is looking to buy out Vermilion by the end of June.”

“If that is true,” said Tony, “what are your chances?”
“Pretty good. I'll  go in tomorrow with my resumé 'just in case

something opens up', which should put me at the top of the pile.”
“So long as they don't have a 'just in case' waiting list already,”

cautioned David.
Kelden  shrugged.  “Oh,  I'm  sure  they  do.  But  with  any  luck,  I

should at least get an interview. Then I should have it made, especially
if my old boss is still working there.”

“I hope you are right,” said Tony from his darkened corner. “I
would hate to see you move away. You promised to sit in with Glass
Comet.”

Kelden stared at Tony's silhouette, at David's face tinged red by a
second cigarette, and at the quiet town under its blanket of stars. “I
hope so, too,” he murmured.

“Come  by  if  you  need  something  in  the  interim,”  David  said
quietly. “I can give you a place on one of my crews, at least part time.”

“Thanks, but I know absolutely nothing about construction!”
“I didn't know a whole lot when I started. Just what my old man
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was willing to teach me.” David pulled out his cell phone and checked
the time.  “Damn! I  didn't know it  was this late!  I  gotta be onsite by
seven tomorrow!”

“And I have an eight o'clock history lecture to sleep through,”
added Tony as they all stood.

“Thanks for coming,” said Kelden as he clasped their hands.
“Thanks for the invite, Kel,” grinned David.
“It was maravilloso,” agreed Tony.
Kelden walked them to the door where David startled him by

suddenly and impulsively embracing him. “Welcome back to Fell Park,”
he cried, then stepped out to grab his shoes.

“The sound system, it is yours until you leave the Penthouse.”
Tony added  his  hug  to  David's.  Moments  later,  the  stairwell  echoed
with the click of the lower entrance door locking behind them.

Kelden listened to their voices fade, then slowly returned to the
garden to gather the wine glasses.
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. . . he was able to relax afterward as they sat and talked in
her living room.

Kelden Scott
Colleen Scott Jaeger
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Chapter 4

When the Farmer's Bank and Trust of Fell Park was founded in
1854, five years after the town itself, it was just another tiny bank in
one more frontier town. It struggled at first, then began to prosper as
central  Illinois  grew  in  agricultural  importance  to  the  rest  of  the
nation. Within seventy-five years it had become the strongest financial
institution in the southern two-thirds of the state. And within another
seventy-five it had grown to be the most powerful force in the Midwest,
outside of Chicago, swallowing more than a dozen smaller companies,
and changing its name to AgriState Savings and Loan.

The  directors  of  AgriState  had  recognized  early  on  the
importance of the intimate, personal atmosphere of a small town bank
in  even  the  largest  of  conglomerates,  and  had  carefully  kept  each
branch office comfortably small with personnel trained to know each
individual customer as well as they did the latest market rates. This was
difficult at times, and they often had to hide much of their staff and
offices behind or below their cozy lobbies. But with the advent of the
computer  age,  they  were  able  to  concentrate  on  customer  service,
encouraging  long-term  employment,  slow  turnover,  and  a  family
atmosphere among employees and customers alike.

Thus, on Monday morning, when Kelden walked into AgriState's
mid-town corporate headquarters where he'd spent three college years
as a teller, he was immediately recognized in spite of his new beard and
warmly greeted by people he hadn't seen in six years. Nicolette Bahan,
his former supervisor and now Personnel Manager, welcomed Kelden's
application.  Kelden  probed  without  revealing  his  own  knowledge,
learning that AgriState was planning to expand its own services, and
that at least one good computer position could be opening up in about a
month. The position, Nicolette apologized, would have less challenge
and responsibility  –  and,  consequently,  lower  pay  –  than  what  he'd
achieved at Summit, but if he was willing to take the cut now, she could
virtually promise on the strength of his Summit record that he could
easily equal it within six months and surpass it within a year. He was, of
course,  willing,  and she told him with a warm smile that,  while she

49



couldn't officially commit herself or AgriState for three to five weeks,
as far as she was concerned right now, the job was his. He shook her
hand with enthusiastic gratitude.

He stopped at a drinking fountain on his way back through the
lobby. As he bent to the water, he heard a soft, flute-like voice exclaim,
“Kelden! I heard you were here! Welcome back!”

He  straightened  and  turned,  wiping  a  droplet  from  his  new
mustache with one finger. “Laurie,” he grinned, “I was hoping you were
still  around!”  He'd  always  been  fascinated  by  Laurie  Pachis,  partly
because she was totally unlike any other woman to whom he'd been
attracted. She was very quiet; he'd originally thought her shy, but it
was more a simple lack of interest in developing many relationships.
He'd also thought of her as average looking, until one day he'd taken a
closer look and saw a delicate, understated beauty. He, the AgriState
playboy, had startled her by asking her out. She'd refused, explaining
that she just didn't go out much. From anyone else, he would've taken
this as an intentionally insulting brush-off;  from Laurie,  he sensed it
was the simple truth. They'd remained friendly, if not warm, until he
graduated and left for greater things up north.

He studied her. That delicate beauty had grown more pronounced
and had  become cool  and  almost  passionless,  the  kind  that  seemed
better suited to worship from afar,  and he thought of Kim Novak in
Hitchcock's  Vertigo.  She  carried  her  wispy,  little-girl  figure  without
apology,  and  her  suit  pronounced  her  decidedly  feminine  yet  a
businesswoman  not  to  be  underestimated.  Her  smile  had  lost  its
timidity and she took his hand without hesitation and accepted a light,
impulsive  kiss  on  the  cheek  from  him.  But  much  of  the  old  Laurie
remained; after the kiss, she smoothly withdrew her hand and raised
her  professional  barriers.  Kelden  was  more  fascinated  than  ever,
wondering  what  she  would  be  like  once  her  porcelain  shell  was
penetrated.  He silently  bet himself  that she would be a firestorm of
passion, and vowed to test that theory firsthand.

“So, what are you doing now?” he asked. “You don't look like a
teller.”

“I'm not. I handle personal and auto loans.”
“Well, congratulations!”
“Thank you. Are you here as a customer now?”
“Coming back to work, I hope. I just finished talking to Nicolette

about a position in the computer room. I should know in a few weeks.”
Laurie smiled. “I hope you get it. It would be nice to have you
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back.” She glanced at her watch. “I'm sorry; I have an appointment in
about five minutes.”

“Maybe we can have dinner? Catch up?”
“I'll check my schedule.” She walked quickly away, calling “Best

of luck!” over her shoulder. Kelden wondered if she meant in getting
the job, or the date.

He  returned  to  the  Penthouse  to  change  and  get  his  bassoon.
Although he still  needed something to carry him until  the AgriState
position came through (as he was certain it would), right now he had a
more pressing engagement.

He arrived at his parents' house by mid-afternoon. As he'd hoped,
neither was there. His last paycheck from Summit waited patiently on
the  hall  table  for  a  forwarding  address.  He  found  notepaper  in  the
library desk and wrote, “Dear Father and Mother – Thanks for holding
my check.  I  don't  have  a  permanent  address  yet  –  I'm staying  in  a
friend's apartment. I should have a good position within a month. I'll
let you know the details.” He inspected the note and decided he'd said
all he wanted to say, forgetting the envelope in his bassoon case. He
was just about to sign it when he heard the front door open.

“Kelden?”
He exhaled and relaxed. “In here, Colleen.”
She walked in, carrying a large bag emblazoned with the logo of

her boutique. “I brought something by for Mother, and saw your car
parked out front. Giving up?”

“Not a chance!” he snorted. “I just came to get my last paycheck
and attend rehearsal.”

“Good for you.”
Kelden stared at her.
“I mean it,” she said. “What time's rehearsal over?”
“About nine, nine-thirty.”
“Can you come over for a late dinner then? You owe me one.”
“Sure!”
“Good. And don't run out on me this time.” And she was gone,

leaving only the bag and the click of the front door.
Kelden shook his head, feeling slightly breathless, then finished

signing the note, left it in place of the check, and hurried out of the
house himself. He ran to the bank, then swung by Jerry Middendorf's
office. Jerry was in court, so Kelden simply handed the remainder of his
fee to the secretary and left.  He then drove to the Elmhurst College
auditorium where the Elmhurst Symphony Orchestra was rehearsing.

51



Rehearsal went well. Their spring “pops” concert was to be the
following Saturday, and Kelden was glad he hadn't moved so far away
that they would have to replace their principle bassoonist on such short
notice.  Besides,  they  were  playing  some  fine  pieces:  Stravinsky's
“Firebird” Suite,  Revueltas'  Sensemayá, Stokowski's transcription of the
Bach  D  Minor  Toccata  and  Fugue,  Gershwin's  Piano  Concerto,
arrangements of three Joplin rags, and a medley of themes from John
Williams' film scores, and all of them had important bassoon parts. By
nine o'clock he was pleasantly exhausted.

Kelden's  euphoria  was  diminished  slightly  when  he  asked  the
conductor (himself a cellist with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra) to
remove his name from the list of CSO candidates – the trip from Fell
Park to Chicago wasn't unthinkable, but it was more than he cared to
do on a weekly basis. But it received a serious blow when he spotted
Beth as he left the auditorium. In no way was that a coincidence. She
acted  as  though  he  were  a  complete  stranger  while  greeting  the
principle percussionist in a manner that made it clear to Kelden – and
anyone else watching – how they planned on spending the night. Then
she glanced at Kelden and he suddenly knew she was repaying him for
his own farewell message. He turned away; the pain that blinded and
deafened  him  to  the  other  departing  orchestra  members  was  made
worse  by  the  realization  of  how  much  he  desired  her  even  as  he
despised her, and how she knew this and was using it to rip him apart.

After that, the last thing he wanted was dinner with Colleen. But
he had no excuse this time for standing her up. So he drove back to
Winnetka,  where  he  spent  several  minutes  in  the  car  composing
himself. She greeted him at her townhouse door with a big-sister kiss
very similar to the ones their  mother used,  then eyed him at  arm's
length and nodded.

“You ran into Beth.” It wasn't a question.
Kelden didn't bother arguing. “How'd you know?”
“You have that same raw look Robert used to have at first when

he ran into me.”
“I didn't know your divorce was that painful, for either of you.”
“You  don't  know  a  lot  about  me,  little  brother,”  Colleen  said

quietly. Then she pulled him inside by his elbow. “Get in here, before
the cats get out. You've never seen my place, have you? Come on, I'll
give you the tour.”

Dinner  was  simple.  Kelden  was  the  near-gourmet  chef,  while
Colleen preferred something she could throw in the microwave at the
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last minute, if necessary. And, more often than not, it was necessary.
She sat him down to a tuna casserole that would have scandalized their
mother,  but  Kelden  thought  quite  good,  and  peppered  him  with
questions. She seemed satisfied with his answers, and he was able to
relax afterward as they sat and talked in her living room.

“Say,”  he  suddenly  asked,  “what  did  you  mean this  afternoon
when I said I wasn't giving up, and you said, 'Good for you'?”

“I  meant,”  smiled  Colleen,  as  she  lit  her  third  cigarette  since
dinner, “that it's about time you cut the umbilical cord.”

“This from the girl that's over there constantly?”
“Because I want to, not because they insist on it, or because I have

some bizarre sense of guilt, or nowhere else to go.”
“As opposed, I take it, to me?”
Colleen  crushed  out  her  half-smoked  cigarette  and  leaned

forward to tap his  knee with an earnest forefinger.  “Maybe it's  only
obvious  from  the  outside,  little  brother,  but  I've  watched  them
dominate the hell out of you all my life. Remember in the third grade
when you wanted to play saxophone? Father didn't  like  the sax.  He
liked  bassoons.  And  it  was  Mother  who insisted  you  take  computer
courses,  remember? When you wanted to be a filmmaker? And your
home  videos  were  always  damned  good.  When  you  graduated,  you
moved back home until you married Vicki, who, by the way, Mother
found  infinitely  superior  to  the  girl  you  were  dating  before  her.
Between Vicki and Beth you went home. After Beth you went home,
even if it was just for a day.”

“All right, but there are plenty of things I've done against their
wishes, including marrying Beth.”

“Sure. But most of those things were self-destructive. Including
Beth. Leaving like this has got to be one of the few positive things you've
done on your own. And, let me tell you, they were pissed!”

“They were?”
“Sure!  I  was  there  Friday  morning,  early.  You  were  still  dead

upstairs. Father refused to talk about the night before. In fact, he didn't
want to talk about you at all. I had to get it from Mother. She predicted
you'd be back within a week, and was enjoying the prospect. You look
puzzled.”

“I  am,” Kelden admitted.  “If  they were looking forward to my
ultimate failure, why'd they stick $2000 in my bassoon case?”

Colleen threw back her head and laughed. “They didn't. I did. I'm
sorry; I had to slip it in quickly and didn't have time to leave a note. I
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figured  you'd  need  it,  but  you  wouldn't  ask,  and  they  sure  as  hell
wouldn't offer. And you needn't scowl like that. That's a loan. I expect it
to be paid back within, oh, say, six months. I want you to make it on
your own, Kelden, away from here.”

“Giving me two grand is helping me make it on my own?”
“Loaning, little brother, loaning. And yes, it is. That's all you're

getting  from  me,  and  it  comes  without  strings.  I  can  damned  well
guarantee  you  won't  get  anything  from  them without  a  price.  I'm
offering you a way to survive 'til you get your feet under you. You're a
fool  if you let your pride get in the way of that,  and you're no fool.
Browbeaten, maybe, but no fool.”

Kelden looked steadily at her, then nodded. “What kind of rate
are you giving me?”

Colleen leaned back in her chair and laughed again.  “Good for
you! As far as I'm concerned, seeing you succeed without them is all I
need. However -” she raised her hand against his protests “- however,
rather than insult you, let's say five percent, flat. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” He shook her hand.
“And now, little brother,” she said, “I'm going to have to throw

you out.  I've  got  a  consignment  coming  in  tomorrow I  still  haven't
figured out how to make room for. You're not driving all the way back
down tonight, are you?”

“I  hadn't  made  other  arrangements,”  smiled  Kelden.  “I  didn't
plan on getting hijacked for dinner.”

“Well, it's up to you, but I've got that second bedroom.”
“Thanks, but I didn't bring anything with me.”
“And since when is the guy who sunbathes in the nude so worried

about what he sleeps in?”
“How'd you find out about that?!”
Colleen  grinned.  “The  deck  wasn't  as  well  screened  as  you

thought. I won't say who discovered it, but one window in one house
not too far away has a perfect view between two branches, as long as
you use binoculars or a telephoto lens. Naturally,  I  never attended a
'showing' myself, but I understand it was 'Standing Room Only' more
than once. There was even a snapshot that went around briefly until it
was suggested that it wasn't, legally speaking, a good idea.”

“Damn! Why the hell didn't you warn me?”
Colleen shrugged. “At first, I thought you knew and were doing it

on purpose. And I was away at college, and didn't get to talk to you a
lot. And then later, you were on your way to sleeping with all of them
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anyway, which made it all rather moot.”
“You knew about that, too?!”
“Hey, some of the girls had older sisters who were my friends.”
“Damn!”  Kelden  sat  back,  staring  at  the  opposite  wall,

remembering. He slowly shook his head. “They were all so – willing. The
other  guys  were  having  trouble  getting  a  quick  feel;  they  couldn't
figure out why it was so easy for me. And I couldn't either. Damn!”

“It sure wasn't your charm and sparkling wit. As I recall, they had
a contest going – who could be the first, the most frequent, whatever.”

“You mean they were  using me? Damn! How long was  that going
on?”

“I have no idea. I didn't ask for details. But I bet you can work it
out yourself.” Colleen stood and collected their coffee cups. “Now, are
you staying, or not?”

“Ah . . . yeah. What the hell, why not?”
“You know where the bathroom is. Sleep as late as you want; I'll

be gone early.” She vanished into the kitchen, still talking. “When you
leave, just pull the door behind you. It'll lock automatically. And mind
you don't let the cats out.”

“Got it. Thanks. You want me to pay you for this?”
“You do and I'll kill you.”
“All right.  But when I get my own place, I  expect you to come

down for one of my dinners.”
“Agreed. Now, good night.”
“Good night. Oh – by the way. . . .”
“Yes?”
“That bedroom – it is properly screened, isn't it?”
Her chuckle floated back over the sound of the dishwasher being

loaded. “Let's just say ticket sales were brisk.”
“Fine. I'll try not to disappoint them. Good night.”
Kelden went straight to bed, but he wasn't really tired. His mind

raced. He was reluctant to admit that his parents had such a hold over
him; surely he couldn't have been that malleable?And yet . . . and yet . . .
what he he really done that he hadn't done to make them happy, or at
least to keep them satisfied? His career? No, they'd suggested computer
programming. His friends? All of them had been “acceptable” - except
for one or two before he was ten, whose families hadn't been wealthy or
socially exalted. But it had always seemed that when he wanted to play
with them his parents had a task or project for him or a rare family
outing,  and  those  friendships  had  died  early.  He  thought  he
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remembered, vaguely, crying over one of them, but it had been so long
since he'd cried over anything – at least while sober – that he couldn't
be certain. Schooling? Maybe they'd only visited Fell Park a couple of
times,  but  hadn't  they  been  the  ones  to  point  out  the  strengths  of
Lincoln State University's business school and computer department,
after it became clear he wasn't going to be Ivy League material?

And  what  of  his  girlfriends?  He  was  sure  his  parents  hadn't
known about his high school conquests – or what he'd thought were his
conquests – damn it, why did Colleen have to tell him about that? - so
they only had his “official” girlfriends to judge. And of them, only Beth
had expressly  received their  stamp of  disapproval.  At  least,  she had
been the only one he'd known about, until tonight. Of course, they had
never said anything against the others, and they'd always been cordial,
if formal, with all of his and Colleen's friends, but now that he thought
of it, there had been a little extra chill around some of them.

Come to think of  it,  hadn't  there been that  chill  with a lot of
Colleen's friends, of both sexes, especially Robert? And hadn't she and
they always been at odds about something? He remembered thinking
she and his parents would be fighting forever, but here she was, coming
and going in their lives and their house as she pleased, being treated
almost as an equal, while he – he was still a child, childishly rebelling,
receiving childish rebukes. Was he really so firmly under their thumbs?
All right, then. So be it. Maybe Colleen was right. But now it would be
different.  He  was  Kelden  Scott  –  not  Alistair,  not  Jonelle,  not  even
Colleen. He was the one and only Kel Scott, and he would live as he saw
fit, and damn them all!

He  shut  his  eyes  with  fierce  determination,  and,  after  much
tossing and turning, finally slept.

He saw little of his new friends the rest of that week. Tuesday
afternoon after he returned from Winnetka David took him into one of
the offices he was renovating below the Penthouse to try his hand at
construction. They determined that he could read a blueprint easily,
measure accurately, and handle a hammer without killing anyone. He
was uncertain at sawing angles in boards, but as long as he made only
straight  cuts,  he  should  do  well  enough.  He  started  as  a  part-time
carpenter's helper in the Van Duyn Building Wednesday morning. The
rest of the week he saw David only once or twice when his new boss
dropped by to check on a project.

Wednesday afternoon, Kelden found another part-time job as a
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delivery  driver  for  Pizza  Express.  Getting  a  stack  of  pizzas  into  the
Spyder was a little tricky sometimes, and the car tended to lower his
tips slightly from the men, but since it seemed to increase them from
young women, he was content. He enjoyed the work, especially when he
delivered to coeds around midnight and they answered their doors in
their lingerie. He was surprised Friday night when Tony answered the
door in one of the women's dorm rooms, but only half as surprised as
Tony was to find Kelden in the hallway with a green nylon windbreaker,
a green visor, and a pizza.

He came close to losing both jobs that same day by refusing to
work Saturday, but he convinced both David and his Pizza Express boss
that  he  had  a  responsibility  to  the  Elmhurst  orchestra,  that  their
concert would be ruined if they had to replace him at the last minute,
and  that  he  wouldn't  be  continuing  with  the  orchestra  after  that
concert. The last had been a slight stretch of the truth; he didn't make
the final decision himself until after the concert. That in itself was a
success; Kelden's performance was flawless and the music buoyed his
spirits.  But  afterwards  he  ran  into  Beth  and  his  parents  in  rapid
succession, and although the conversations were brief and civil, they
left him shaking and knowing he couldn't go through that again. He
drove straight back to Fell Park, where he got thoroughly drunk and
spent the night with a girl he met at the bar and whose name he had
already forgotten when he left her bed early Sunday morning.

He  spent  that  afternoon  sunbathing  in  the  garden,  nursing  a
bleak depression, listening to Wagner and Shostakovich and Stravinsky,
and ignoring the phone and door buzzer. It was Mother's Day, a day he
hadn't  observed since high school;  for some reason it disturbed him
more today than it had in nearly a decade. Tony had invited him and
David to his apartment for dinner, but when it came time to drive over,
Kelden  kept  driving  –  past  the  campus  and  through the  north  side
neighborhoods;  past  the  Blackberry  Creek  and  Laurelwood
subdivisions; past David's and Tony's new masterpiece, glimmering in
the setting sun on the bank of a fountain-flecked pond; and out on the
county blacktop to Lake Pontell.

Midway  between  Pontiac  and  Fell  Park,  this  reservoir  created
from the north branch of the Vermilion River was the source of both
cities'  drinking water.  Surrounded by man-made bluffs,  deep woods,
and carefully preserved stretches of open prairie, it was a favorite place
for  canoeing,  sailing,  fishing,  camping,  hiking,  partying,  and
lovemaking.  Kelden  stopped  at  the  top  of  one  of  the  highest  bluffs
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where the road pulled abruptly away from the lake and swept around a
broad stand of oak and ash and maple. He got out of the car and stood,
hands jammed in pockets, staring down at the darkening water. Then
he locked the car and plunged into the tangled undergrowth.

He was gone for nearly three hours. Part of that time he spent flat
on his back, inhaling the damp, rich odor of last year's leaves; part of
the time he spent perched on a boulder, shattering the star-shine on
the water with hollow-plunking pebbles; but most of the time he spent
walking,  unseeing  and unseen,  arguing  with himself  and his  private
demons,  crying  out  against  whatever  cruel  and  capricious  gods  had
made of his life a plaything for their whims. He fought in bitter silence,
and when he finally returned to his dew-encrusted car, he'd drawn up
an uneasy pact with his gods and his demons, a pact in which he would
give them his past and not look back, they would give him total control
over his present, and the future could care for itself. He knew it was a
pact  that  would  be  broken many times,  but  for  the  moment  it  was
inviolate and a source of comfort and strength, and he was content.
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Kelden . . . blinked at the chaos and asked, “Isn't it hell living
in this mess?”
“The  family's  on  a  month-long vacation,”  explained David.
“And it's ticking away even as we speak. Give me a hand with
this drywall. . . .”

David Cervenka
Kelden Scott
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Chapter 5

“So,  where  were  you  last  night?”  David  frowned  at  Kelden
through the skeleton of an office wall.

Kelden finished mounting the wall switch utility box, then looked
steadily at David. “I needed to be alone.”

“Why?”
“I had my reasons.”
David  glanced  at  the  rest  of  the  crew who were  industriously

working and trying hard to listen without seeming to. “Okay. But at
least  call  next time you're  a no-show, all  right? Here.” He wrote  an
address an a piece of cardboard torn from a nail box. “One of my guys
quit, I need you over there. You working at Pizza Express tonight? No?
Great. Get there ASAP.”

“What is this?” Kelden waved the address at him.
“Remodeling job. I'll meet you there.”
1903  Brisbane  was  a  split-level  ranch on  a  quiet  street  in  the

northeast part of town. The neighborhood had once been a place for the
comfortable new middle class of the late '50s and early '60s to plant
their grain of the American Dream and watch it grow into 2.4 kids, a
dog, and a station wagon. The Dream had aged and gone to seed, as it
had in so many other corners of a violently changing nation, and the
seeds  had  grown  into  latchkey  kids  and  single  parent  families  and
Yuppies  and  underemployment  and  a  dozen other  variants  that  the
original Dreamers had never envisioned. The trees grew a little taller,
the houses grew a little shabbier, and the original owners grew a little
grayer,  until  they  died  or  moved  to  Florida  condos  or  Arizona
retirement  villages.  But  the  neighborhoods  remained,  as  a  younger
generation moved in and launched their own attack against Time and
slowly struggled to claim them as their own.

Kelden was already familiar with the 1900 block of Brisbane; the
Morgansons in 1908 practically lived on Pizza Express large, thick-crust
deluxes with extra cheese. This was, however, the first time he'd seen it
by full daylight. It was a street of large, sunny yards and neat, straight
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sidewalks designed for hordes of children to play tag and catch and to
roller  skate  and ride bikes  and,  while  they were in  school,  for  their
mothers to dig in their gardens and hang their wash and visit with their
neighbors  over coffee or iced tea.  The children were in  school  now;
Kelden could hear the playground squeals as he passed. But the yards
were empty, the gardens left for the weekend, the laundry waiting in
electric dryers, the mothers chatting over coffee on ten-minute breaks
at their offices or factories or other workplaces. And when the children
came home – those who didn't go to daycare or sitters – they would
rush indoors to play with their video games or watch cartoons,  safe
from strangers and disasters and one another.

Kelden pulled in the driveway just as the front door opened. “Hi!
Kel!” David waved to him. “Come around back!” And he vanished again.

Kelden  carried  his  borrowed  toolbox  full  of  borrowed  tools
around the garage and stepped onto the lower level of a new, split-level
deck. The upper level ringed an older, above-ground pool. He slipped
inside the house through a partially open sliding glass door, pulled it
shut behind him, and called, “David?”

“Up here!”
Kelden passed through the kitchen and found stairs just before

the  living  room,  one  flight  going  up  and  another  going  down.  He
followed the sound of hammering up to where David and another crew
member were converting five small bedrooms and one bath into three
larger  bedrooms and two baths.  He blinked at  the  chaos  and asked,
“Isn't it hell living in this mess?”

“The family's on a month-long vacation,” explained David, “and
it's ticking away even as we speak. Give me a hand with this drywall.
How'd your concert go?”

“Well, the concert itself was a smash. It was after that was the
problem.”

“Oh?”
Kelden hammered a few nails, then said, “I ran into Beth.”
“Ah. And you didn't feel like socializing the rest of the weekend.”
Kel thought of the girl from the bar – what he could remember of

her – and shook his  head.  “I was no good to anyone the last couple
days.”

“How you doing today?”
“I'll survive.”
“Well, now you're out of the orchestra, there's no reason to go

back up to Chicago, right?”
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Kelden nodded. “I guess that'll help. Listen, I am sorry about last
night. Was Tony upset?”

“Well,  he  had  a  few  words  for  you,  some  of  which  I  even
understood, but that's the way he is. He gets mad, screams a bit, then
five  minutes  later,  he'll  do  anything  for  you.  I  think  you  had  him
worried. He tried calling you a couple times, even stopped by, but you
never answered.”

“He didn't have to worry.”
“Yeah, well, that's the way he is, too. He jokes around and abuses

his friends, but he really cares.”
“He  seemed  pretty  hurt  that  you  didn't  tell  him  about  your

divorce.”
“Well, that was something else. Here, hold this. Right here. You

ever consider working out? You could use some bulk.”
Kelden was taken off guard by the abrupt subject change. “Ah –

no, not really.”
“You ought to. A couple more years, and you could get a nice gut.

I don't think you'll ever get really fat – you're probably an ectomorph.
Naturally  skinny.  An  endomorph has  to  work  to  keep the  fat  off.  A
mesomorph can go either way, but when he works out, it goes straight
to muscle. I'm more of a mesomorph.”

“Which means I'll never look like you, either, right?”
“Probably not. Which is just as well. One incredibly good-looking

guy on this crew is about all we can take.”
Kelden grinned at the loud snort from the next room. “Have you

got  your  own  weights?  Tony  mentioned  you  had  a  set  at  the
Penthouse.”

“Yeah. They're in my office right now. No room in my apartment.
I'll let you have a key if you want.”

“Thanks, but I'm not sure I can fit it in between here and Pizza
Express and orchestra rehearsals.”

“Whoa! I thought you were through with the orchestra!”
“That was the Elmhurst orchestra. I'm joining the one down here.”
“Well, now you're picking nits. Anyway, I know you're going full-

time with AgriState  in a few weeks,  but until  then,  I  need you,  and
that's gonna include some Saturday work if I'm gonna finish stuff like
this on schedule. And what about Pizza Express?”

“I know. Staying in the Elmhurst orchestra would have meant a
four  hour  round  trip,  minimum,  if  I  didn't  stay  over.  The  Fell
Park/Lincoln State orchestra means a few minutes' travel. I can work
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late and still make rehearsal, and there's no question whether I'll be at
work the next day. And their next concert's not 'til  fall.  And if,  God
forbid, AgriState hasn't hired me by then and I'm still working for you
and Pizza Express, that still shouldn't be a problem.”

“You're sure?”
“Well, we'll find out – tonight's my first rehearsal with them.”
Kelden didn't actually rehearse with  them that night. He listened

while  conductor  Julian  Amherst  ran the Fell  Park  and  Lincoln State
University  Orchestra  through  a  Haydn  symphony,  a  Chopin  piano
concerto  (minus  the  soloist),  and a  set  of  Romanian  Folk  Dances  by
Bartók, all scheduled for September's opening concert. They weren't as
strong as the Elmhurst group – a Chicago Symphony “feeder” orchestra
– but Lincoln State had an excellent music department and many of its
graduates had stayed within an hour's drive. As a regional orchestra, it
was well enough respected that such artists  as Awadagin Pratt  (who
would be performing the Chopin) were pleased to appear with them.
Kelden  noted  with  interest  only  one  bassoonist,  however,  who  was
struggling bravely but desperately with his part.

After rehearsal, Kelden introduced himself to Amherst, who was
happy to audition him on the spot. Kelden played a flawless portion of
the Hindemith sonata he'd been working on, then sight-read bits of all
three of the orchestra's selections with only one or two minor errors.
Amherst  called  over  the  orchestra's  concertmaster  and  its  current
bassoonist,  Ben  Reinthaler,  and  the  three  consulted  quietly.  Their
principal bassoonist had quit after the last concert in preparation for
graduation and a move to Texas, and Ben, a high school senior,  was
painfully aware that, good as he was, he wasn't ready to take her place.
To his obvious relief, Kelden was offered, and accepted, the position.

He rose early the next few days, worked at 1903 Brisbane until
about  four,  and  then  went  to  Pizza  Express.  He  got  in  a  little  past
midnight every night, practiced for about an hour, then collapsed into
bed. Thursday he had the night off, so he practiced early, picked up a
co-ed  to  whom  he'd  delivered  a  pizza  Tuesday  night,  and  drove  to
Pontiac to see Glass Comet at Signals Bar. It was a mild night, so they
stopped at Lake Pontell  on the way back with a blanket and a large
thermos  of  Irish  coffee.  Saturday  he  spent  working  with  David  and
running pizzas, and Sunday afternoon he worked at Pizza Express as
penance for missing the previous weekend.

Sunday evening, Kelden and David met at Tony's for the dinner
that  had  failed  the  previous  week.  Tony,  who  considered  himself
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something of an expert with true Mexican food, served them paella with
chicken, shrimp, clams and artichoke hearts, and sopapillas for dessert.
Afterwards,  he  asked  about  the  woman  he'd  seen  with  Kelden  at
Signals,  and  about  an  African-American  girl  a  friend's  friend  had
mentioned to him, and Kelden admitted to having been rather busy in
the  past  two  weeks.  His  companions  shook  their  heads;  whether  in
admiration or dismay, he couldn't tell. Then Tony asked, “So, you find
another apartment, yet?”

Kelden blinked. “Another apartment?”
“Do not tell me he forgot to tell you, man!”
“Tell me what? David?”
“Oh, shit!” David struck his forehead with his palm. “Sorry, Kel, it

completely slipped my mind! My next tenant needs to get in a week
early, and I said I didn't think it would be a problem.”

“What day does he want to move in?”
“Um . . . Friday?”
“This Friday?  Damn!  Can't  you  stall  him  'til  the  end  of  the

month?”
“No way!” David was emphatic. “You don't go back on a promise

to a lawyer, especially one who works in your building.”
Kelden rubbed his beard. “Then I hate to do this to you, David,

but I have to take tomorrow morning off so I can look.”
“You can't look over lunch? Or after work? We're running tight

on Brisbane.”
“Lunch, maybe, although there's not a hell of a lot I can do in an

hour. Look at the listings, maybe make a couple of calls. But I've got
rehearsal  tomorrow night,  and it's  bad form to miss  the week after
you're  hired.  And  before  you  ask,  I'm  sure  I  can't  get  Tuesday  or
Wednesday off from Pizza Express, especially since I'm going to have to
ask for Friday night off to move, and nobody asks for Friday or Saturday
off twice in three weeks! Anyway, you're the one who forgot to tell me I
had to get out a week early.”

David ran his hand through his hair, leaving it to stand on end, as
he scowled at the problem. “Well, I suppose I could lose you for three or
four hours without getting too far behind. Let's see. . . . tomorrow I was
planning. . . .” His voice trailed off and his eyes became distant.

Tony  leaned  over  and  smacked  David  on  the  knee.  “¡Oye!
¡Déspierta! Remember me, man? I can swing a hammer, too!”

David looked uncertain. “Don't you have other plans tomorrow?”
“Nothing I cannot abandon. Classes are out and summer session
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has not started yet. Mark, he wanted to rehearse all afternoon, but me, I
could use a break.”

“Wait  a  minute!”  Kelden  exclaimed.  “You're  volunteering  all
day?”

“Sure, man!”
“I can't let you do that!”
“No té preocupes, man. You need to find a new apartment, David

needs someone who knows what he is doing, I need a day off – it is a
perfect arrangement for all of us.”

So Kelden spent  all  day  Monday chasing down and looking  at
apartments.  He  already  knew  that  his  finances  were  more  oriented
toward unfurnished efficiencies, but living in the Penthouse had spoiled
him, and he wasn't sure he could face a barren cracker box. So after
looking at three depressing properties, he sat down to do some serious
figuring.

His last Summit and Elmhurst Orchestra paychecks had gone into
replenishing  Colleen's  loan  with  a  comfortable  sum  left  over.  And
without rent to worry about, he'd actually been able to save some of his
construction and pizza money. That and the remainder of the Summit
and  Elmhurst  cash  should  cover  utilities  in  the  Penthouse  and  a
security deposit and first month's rent on a furnished efficiency, so that
if he had to exist with just barely enough room to take a deep breath, at
least he wouldn't have to do it while sleeping, eating and sitting on the
floor.  With  a  little  more hope,  he  made an impassioned and tightly
focused  effort  after  lunch  to  find  a  place  that  was  reasonably  well
maintained and clean, that was not too deeply buried on the south side
of town, that had utilities paid, and that he could afford on his part-
time jobs without dipping again into Colleen's loan until AgriState came
through. 

And he found it, in the basement of an old, Victorian home in a
sleepy neighborhood on the near south side.  It  wasn't  elegant  – the
floors were concrete; the two windows were tiny, set high in the wall,
and gave a beautiful view of three garbage cans and the underside of his
car; the kitchen appliances looked like they'd been bought used from
the set of “The Honeymooners”; and the bathroom was so tiny it had no
sink and he could probably stand in the shower stall and piss in the
toilet without missing a drop – but it was dry and cheerfully decorated;
the woman who owned it  and lived upstairs  was  the essence of  the
grandmother everyone wished they'd had; the ceilings and walls were
thick enough that he could practice his bassoon at any hour of the day
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or night for as long as he wished without disturbing a soul; the price
was right; and it had just been vacated and was ready for him to move
in  that  day.  He  immediately  payed  his  new  landlady  the  security
deposit and first month's rent and took possession of the key.

That  night,  before  and  after  rehearsal,  he  began  the  heart-
rending  process  of  repacking  his  belongings.  He  would  be  leaving
behind the private garden, the microwave and even the stereo system.
And he realized, to his frustration, that he would have to use a sizable
chunk of the loan he'd just that day resolved not to touch again, since
he would also be leaving behind pots and pans and dishes and utensils
and bed and bath linens. But Tony dropped by to see how the hunt had
gone and to fill him in on the remodeling, and his optimistic presence
helped raise Kelden's spirits.

He  began moving  a  little  at  a  time  over  the  next  three  days,
whenever he could spare an hour, so he was able to take the bulk in one
trip Friday evening. As he carried the last pile down, he met David and
the  new tenant  carrying  his  first  load  up.  David  introduced  him to
Michael Bachman, whose name Kelden remembered seeing on an office
below. He passed the keys over to Michael, who promised to give David
anything Kelden had left behind. Then David and Michael continued the
climb to the Penthouse,  and Kelden descended to his  car and drove
away from the Van Duyn Building one last time. It would be quite a
while before he returned.
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Laurie  admitted  she  was  sorry  she  hadn't  accepted  his
invitations  years  ago,  and said she  was looking forward to
another  evening  with  him.  Kelden  was  so  pleased  that  he
settled for a careful kiss on her front step. He still intended to
get her into bed, just not so quickly.

Laurie Pachis
Kelden Scott

67



Chapter 6

The Brisbane project was completed the day before the owners
returned.  The  following  Monday,  David  sent  Kelden  to  a  house  for
which  he'd  just  poured  the  foundation.  Kelden  was  beginning  to
understand  David's  passion  for  construction  and  was  actually  a  bit
disappointed  when,  near  the  end  of  the  same  day,  Nicolette  Bahan
called to tell him that AgriState had just announced the acquisition of
Vermilion Savings and Loan and to officially offer him a job. He was
not, however, so disappointed as to turn her down.

When he gave his two-week notice at Cervenka Construction and
Pizza Express,  both his  bosses  expressed regret,  although David was
more effusive. Word had begun trickling back to Pizza Express that one
of  their  drivers  was  sleeping  with  customers,  and  suspicion  was
beginning to get around to Kelden. For his own part, Kelden was glad to
see the end of that job. He was using his Spyder more than he really
wanted, the hours were wearing him down, and he'd been looking for a
way to end his involvement with the women he'd met on the job. For
while the rumors were exaggerated, he was sexually entangled with two
customers and one of the other drivers on a regular basis and had had
one  night  stands  with  maybe  half  a  dozen  other  customers.  Only
Deborah, the driver, knew his last name or phone number, and she was
no less eager to end their affair, since her fiance was transferring up
from Southern Illinois University beginning with the summer session.

He expressed his relief to Tony and David the night before he was
to start at AgriState. Sunday dinner had become a tradition, and Kelden
hadn't missed another. To their surprise, he'd even managed to make
the  Sunday  after  his  move.  Their  conversations  on  those  occasions
often  became  intense,  so  he  felt  free  to  describe  his  sex  life  to  his
friends. They, in turn, felt equally free to express their opinions.

“You are loco, man!” sputtered Tony. “No, you are more than loco,
you are . . . are . . . !” He threw his hands in the air, trapped helplessly
between Spanish and English.

“Are you trying to alienate every woman in town?” exclaimed
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David.
“Of  course  not!”  protested Kelden.  “Anyway,  what  am I  doing

different from any other man these days? Or are you suggesting I'm
oversexed?”

“Don Juan was oversexed!” snapped Tony. “You – you are -”
“Look. You can't tell me either of you are virgins. David, you were

divorced because you couldn't have more than one woman at a time.”
“It wasn't -” David stopped, momentarily confused.
“All  right,  maybe it  wasn't  exactly the same thing.  But I'll  bet

you've had plenty since then.”
“No.” David shook his head. “I've only had a couple of partners.

Right now, I just don't have the time.”
“And if you did have the time?”
“I doubt it.”
“Hah. Fine. What about you, Tony? You can't tell me you've only

had 'a couple'. I've seen them all over you after a gig.”
“No,  actually,  I  have had only three partners,  and never more

than one at a time.”
“And  what  about  kids?”  asked  David.  “I  mean,  I  hope  you're

smart enough to use protection, but it's not foolproof!”
“Maybe not, but I've only had to pay for one abortion, and that

was back in college.”
“¡Diablo! How long have you been doing this?”
“What, I have to account for every girl I've ever slept with? Fine,

let's start with high school.”
“Look,” began David, “you don't have to -”
“No, apparently I do.” Kelden's voice was taut and icy. “All right, I

did nothing but a little kissing and 'petting' until senior year, when ten
different  girls  suddenly  wanted  me.  I  thought  I'd  suddenly  become
mysteriously irresistible. I recently found out it was all a contest. I was
lucky with them; I never thought about condoms, and I have no clue if
any of them were on the Pill. When I came down here, I decided the
high school girls were just easy. I guess I wasn't too far wrong. Anyway,
I only had three freshman year, and only one of them got pregnant. I
wrote my father to send $500. I didn't say why; he didn't ask; but he
sent a box of condoms with the check.

“After that, I had a couple different girls every semester, and one
or two each summer, until I met Vicki. She was it until I met Beth, and I
didn't cheat on her until I found out what she was up to, and then I only
had one affair. Which brings you pretty much up to date. Satisfied?”
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“Look, Kel, it's not -” David tried again, but this time it was Tony
who interrupted.

“Are  we satisfied? Man, the question is,  are  you satisfied? How
many you had since Beth, eh? Two, three a week?”

“Gar-!” protested David, but Tony continued without pause.
“Man, what are you trying to prove? That you are just as good at

it as her? That you can service as many as she did?”
Kelden gaped at him, then exploded. “What the hell business is it

of  yours  what  I  do,  or  how  often,  or  why?  Are  you  some  damned
psychologist now, just 'cause you took some class? And who the hell
rattled your cage, anyway? I'm having a little fun, not hurting anybody,
so just get the hell off my ass!”

“Not hurting anybody? ¿Dios mio, are you sin ojos?” Tony pushed
himself to his feet. He stalked across the room, muttering, then came
back and leaned on the table, glaring at Kelden. “I got a good friend, I
go over to her place last night, she is crying her eyes out. I ask her what
is wrong, she tells me she finally found someone to give herself to, and
after she does, he dumps her. I say I did not know she was serious about
anyone, she says it happened como un relámpago, like the lightning. He
delivered a pizza to her a couple of weeks ago. I get a bad feeling. I ask
her the name of this hombre. She tells me, 'Kelden'. Now I do not know
too many Keldens, especially those who deliver the pizzas and drive los
cuchillos into los corazones de mis amigos. You have not hurt anyone? Have
you bothered to ask? Pah!” Tony dismissed Kelden with a sweep of his
arm. “David, gracias. Dinner was muy bueno. I wish I could stay, but I do
not  want  to  further  ruin  the  evening.  Buenos  noches.”  And  he  left
without further words or glances for Kelden.

The  two  remaining  friends  sat  for  some  time  before  Kelden
finally said, quietly, “I didn't know.”

David stirred. “Would it have made any difference if you had?” he
asked, not looking up.

Kelden stared at  him.  “Not  you,  too!  Look,  I'm sorry for what
happened, but I thought she understood we were just having fun!”

David looked at him quizzically. “Do you even know which one
he's talking about?”

“Of course I – I mean -”
David spread his hands. “They're all the same to you, aren't they?

The girl you slept with the night you got back from Chicago – what was
her name?”

Kelden was silent.
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David sighed. “I rest my case.”
“They're not all like that, you know,” Kelden said, quietly.
“How  do  they  differ?  Except  that  some  of  them,  you  actually

know their names. But other than that – do any of them really mean
anything to you? That Pizza Express driver – Deborah? – what's her
favorite food? What was the most significant experience in her life?
What does she fear the most? Or the last girl you slept with – what's her
greatest desire? What does she really hate? - besides you, that is. What
was the last book she read?”

“Jean Auel's The Plains of Passage.”
“Great. One out of, what, six? You must've really cared for her. Or

did you just happen to see it on her nightstand?”
“All  right.  You've  made  your  point.”  Kelden  leaned  back  and

rubbed a hand over his face. “I see a girl I like, I want to go to bed with
her. Isn't that natural?”

“Yeah,  to  a  certain extent.  But  you're  taking it  to  extremes!  I
mean, just because you want something doesn't give you the right to
grab it. When Iraq did that to Kuwait, how many friends did that make
them?”

“So what am I supposed to do? Go celibate?”
“That wouldn't be a bad idea.”
Kelden snorted. “Get real!”
“What? It's not that difficult. I've been celibate the better part of

a year.”
“Oh? What about that redhead at your birthday party?”
“Believe it or not, that didn't actually go anywhere.”
“Could've fooled me. So, are you suggesting I shun women?”
“Of course not. I'm not even suggesting you don't date. Just take

the emphasis off the sexual. Stop looking at them as entertainment, and
start getting to know them as people. I mean, for God's sake, at least
find out their names!”

“You're  asking  something  pretty  radical,  you  know.”  Kelden
allowed a bleak smile to touch his lips.

“Hey, nothing you can't handle!” David relaxed, clearly relieved
that the discussion was at an end.

Kelden  left  about  ten  minutes  later.  He  wanted  to  get  to  bed
early, although he doubted he would sleep very well.  Not,  he had to
admit, that his chewing-out hadn't been justified. Sex had become an
inordinately large part of his life, and he wasn't enjoying it as much as
he thought he would. He often felt less satisfied after it was over, and he
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was beginning to dislike his partners even in the midst of the act. So,
maybe  they  had  a  point.  Not  about  his  reasons,  of  course;  the
suggestion that he was trying to prove something to Beth or to himself
in relation to her was absurd - “pop” psychology at its finest. Anyway,
what difference did that make? He was overdoing it, and he had to cut
back. Fine. He just wouldn't go out as often. He fell asleep far sooner
than he expected, confident that he'd found an easy solution.

The AgriState job was challenging for the first fifteen minutes or
so, but he'd long ago left such basic programming and problem-solving
behind.  Still,  he knew better than to be impatient.  Nicolette warned
him he'd be starting below his abilities, but she'd also promised him all
the challenge he could possibly want if he would stick it out for a few
months. Besides, the pay was better than Cervenka Construction and
Pizza  Express  combined,  the  benefits  were  excellent,  and  the
atmosphere was all he could possible want. He dressed in a jacket and
tie  his  first  morning,  only  to find that  the computer  room was less
formal than the more public portions of AgriState or the equivalent
department at Summit. Over lunch he hurried home and changed into
stone-washed jeans and a sport shirt that made his status of “new kid
on the block” much less obvious.

Laurie  Pachis  surprised  him  at  the  end  of  his  first  day  by
reminding him of  and accepting  his  dinner  invitation,  setting it  for
Friday. He felt a surge of triumph until, as she was walking away, he
remembered his resolve of only the night before. He suddenly realized
that this was going to be harder than he'd anticipated. He then thought
of  Tony's  friend.  She  haunted  him  all  day  and  through  orchestra
rehearsal. That any of the women might have taken him seriously had
never occurred to him. As soon as rehearsal ended, he called Tony and
asked him just who he had been referring to. Tony was no longer angry,
but he did warn Kelden not to hurt her worse than he already had.

Kelden  showed  up  at  her  apartment  the  following  night,
unannounced,  with a  conciliatory pizza.  She graciously accepted the
pizza and his apology, but declined his request to come in and talk. He
halfheartedly suggested retaining the friendship, but she quietly and
firmly vetoed that. He left with a promise not to see her again. Tony,
who'd been expecting her call, spent the rest of the night comforting
her while the pizza cooled in the trash. He said nothing afterward to
Kelden.

The remainder of the week passed quietly as Kelden fell into the
rhythm of the AgriState computer room. The job became a little livelier
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as they began absorbing the Vermilion records, and he even attracted
some favorable attention when he found himself in the right place at
the right time to resolve a potentially disastrous glitch.

Wednesday  evening  he  attended  a  workshop  performance  of
Chekov's  Three  Sisters at  Lincoln State;  he'd  forgotten how much he
enjoyed good theater. Thursday evening he spent rereading Plato's Last
Days of Socrates. He wasn't sure he wanted constant solitude, but he had
to admit it was a nice break.

Friday crept up on him. He'd forgotten about his date with Laurie
Pachis until, late that afternoon, she asked him what time she should be
ready.  He  apologized,  covering  smoothly  by  saying  he  thought  he'd
already told her, and made deft arrangements for seven, telling her to
wear something “casually formal”. He then spent about twenty minutes
on the phone, finally claiming an 8:00 cancellation at Epiphany Farms
Restaurant in Bloomington. As he showered later, after his usual hour
of practice, he realized that for the first time in years he was actually
nervous.

Laurie  was  ready  and  waiting  when  he  pulled  up  outside  her
small house. He was impressed by how lovely she was in softer makeup
and a more feminine outfit. When she revealed that she lived alone, he
was  suddenly  aware  of  how difficult  this  date  would  be.  He  was  so
intent on not coming on to her that he hardly knew what either of
them  said  for  the  majority  of  the  drive  into  Bloomington.  But  he
relaxed over  drinks  upstairs  at  Anju Above as  they waited for  their
table, and by the time their salads arrived, and they moved down to the
main room, he was enjoying this new approach. They carried on a witty
conversation, and later, as they drove back to Fell Park, Laurie admitted
she was sorry she hadn't accepted his invitations years ago, and said
she was looking forward to another evening with him. Kelden was so
pleased that  he  settled for  a  careful  kiss  on  her front  step.  He  still
intended to get her into bed, just not so quickly.

He almost fell  over the weekend.  Saturday night he started to
prowl  the  nightspots,  but  his  first  stop  was  Bricker's,  where  Glass
Comet was playing again. Tony had mentioned that they were trying
some original material, so he stayed. They talked on breaks, then Tony
went home with him at the end of the evening, and they successfully
restored their friendship.

On Sunday he did a little shopping, attended a recital on campus,
and  hosted  dinner.  A  week  had  passed,  and  Kelden  had  remained
proudly celibate. He decided the challenge wasn't so great after all.
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Then came the last  full  orchestra rehearsal  of the season,  and
Paige Santori.

Kelden had seen her every Monday since he'd auditioned. Even if
she  hadn't  been  the  assistant  concertmistress  she  would  have  been
hard to miss. For one thing, she played the violin the way great lovers
made  love –  with  tenderness  and passion,  giving  it  mind and body,
drawing from it the best it had to give. She would have been principal,
except  she  was  too passionate,  and  occasionally  had  problems  with
control.  Then there  was her physical  presence.  He had tried several
times to approach her, but, for the first time since high school, found
himself too shy. He was disgusted with himself until he noticed that he
wasn't alone – although nearly every man in the orchestra watched her,
few seemed to have the courage to speak to her.

On this night, however, Kelden had packed up his bassoon and
was turning to leave when he nearly ran into her. He stumbled slightly,
and she smiled.

“Kelden Scott?  I'm Paige.  Paige  Santori.  I'm sorry  if  I  startled
you.” Her voice was dark, low, and velvety, the voice of a cello. She was
only a few inches shorter than Kelden. Her body had too many dramatic
curves to be considered truly slender, but her high, sharp cheekbones
and firm muscles wouldn't permit her to be considered voluptuous. Her
features were nearly as strong as Colleen's, but Paige had the artist's
eye that his sister lacked, for she knew how to use color and shading to
soften them and make them exotic. Her hair spilled down her shoulders
and arms straight to her waist. It was the same deep, lustrous color of
her violin,  with hints  and flashes  of  russet  and mahogany and dark
crimson and even strawberry blonde that rippled and shimmered on its
surface and in its depths every time she turned her head. Her skin was
honey-gold, and her eyes were a rich, glistening, liquid emerald. She
was  stunningly  beautiful,  as  a  thunderstorm.  Kelden  caught  himself
holding his breath and staring. He recovered and smiled.

“Ah . . . yes – hello. Uh – not a problem, really. I've been wanting
to meet you.” He took her hand. It was soft, cool, and firm.

“Really? Me, too. I'm glad we finally have a reason.”
“Oh?”
She  nodded.  “We  have  a  chamber  group  that  meets  over  the

summer  and  works  up  an  early  September  concert.  We  need  a
bassoonist, and Ben says he's not quite ready, yet. Interested?”

“Well, yeah – sure!”
“Great! Rehearsals are Mondays, just like the full orchestra, and
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we start next week. We'll be doing Milhaud's  La Création du Monde and
Copland's  original  instrumentation of  Appalachian  Spring for sure,  so
you'll already have a lot to do. But if you've got something for a smaller
group you want us to do, we'll see if we can fit it in. We usually have
quite a full program, and the audience loves it – we draw from all over
central Illinois, and there are more of them each year.”

“Sounds like fun!”
“Oh, it is! I know some who are in the full orchestra just so they

can be in the summer group.”
“I'll be looking forward to it.”
“So will I. I'll see you next week.” She took his hand again with a

warm smile, then walked off.
Kelden swallowed his desire as he watched her go. He'd tried, he

really had, but the old habits were just too strong. He knew what would
happen – if  not  tonight,  then tomorrow or the next  night  –  and he
resigned  himself  to  the  inevitable.  He  tried  to  rationalize  by  telling
himself that if he just went to a bar and just picked someone up, he
could at least avoid alienating someone he knew, like Laurie or now
Paige. But that didn't make him feel any better. He picked up his case
and slowly  walked  from the  auditorium.  Of  course,  Tony and David
would be upset when they found out. He would try to put it off as long
as possible, but he knew that the battle was already hopelessly lost.

75



He thought he heard her say something about wanting to be
one-on-one  in  private.  He  murmured,  “So  do  I,”  leaned
forward, and kissed her.

Kel Scott
Paige Santori
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Chapter 7

“You're what?” David yelped.
“Going on the road with Glass Comet,” Tony repeated calmly.
“You can't do that, Gar! I need you here!”
“No, man. You approved my plans for that house in Chatsworth,

your other projects, they do not need any changes, and you said you
cannot possibly take on anything else for at least three months.”

“I  changed  my  mind!  I'm  starting  a  new  office  complex,  the
Chatsworth plans stink - !”

Tony laughed. “No way, man!”
“Kel,” pleaded David, “talk to him!”
Kelden  studied  Tony  over  the  remains  of  Sunday  dinner  at

David's.  He  was  secretly  pleased  with  Tony's  bombshell;  the
conversation had been edging perilously close to his social life. Since
being  so  violently  overwhelmed by  Paige  Santori  six  days  ago,  he'd
taken five different women to his bed, and he didn't want David and
Tony knowing about it, or about how completely out of control he felt.
“You told me once,” he said slowly, “you had no intention of making
music your life. Did you change your mind?”

Tony  shook  his  head.  “No.  Architecture,  it  is  my  dream.  But
music, it is theirs. They have a chance to make it, especially Mark. I owe
it to them to help.”

“Can't they find another keyboardist?” asked David.
“Hombre,  you do not  understand.”  Tony frowned.  “When Alter

Bridge wants a Midwest bar band to open for them, it is because they
heard something from that group – that group – that they like. You do
not tell them 'yes' and then say, 'oh, by the way, we have changed the
group'. Lo siento, no lo puedo hacer.”

“Dammit, Kel,” David sputtered. “Say something!”
Kelden shrugged. “What can I say? Tony,  I'd hoped you would

accompany me on a piece for our chamber concert. Ben Reinthaler, our
other bassoonist, turns out to be a natural composer; when I told him
that  I  knew  Glass  Comet  and  that  you  and  I  had  run  my  bassoon
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through your equipment and gotten some fascinating sounds,  he sat
down and wrote  a  'Concertino For Manipulated Bassoon,  Keyboards,
Electric Guitar and Strings' that looks absolutely incredible.”

Tony winced. “Ah! You have found the one thing that pierces my
heart and could almost change my mind. But no, I have promised the
band they would have the keyboard player that was on the CD that Val
sent  to  her  brother's  cousin's  boyfriend,  or  cousin's  boyfriend's
brother, or whoever the hell it was. Lo siento, Kelden.”

“Aargh!” David dropped back in his chair, defeated.
Kelden stared at Tony, who met his gaze without flinching. Then

he smiled. “You're not doing this just for Glass Comet, are you?”
Tony grinned and murmured,  “Tu sientes  exáctamente  lo  que  yo

quiero. Si. You are right. I am more than a little weary of this place and
classes and,  si,  even designing houses. I do not want to see the same
people and do the same things every day, at least not for a little while.”

“Well, forgive us for boring you!” snapped David.
Tony sighed and shook his head.
“It's  not  us,  David,”  Kelden  assured  him.  “It's  Tony.  He's  just

getting burned out, and needs a break. A little time away from here,
and he'll be back, ready to go again. Right, Tony?”

“Si. Gracias, mi amigo.”
David rubbed the back of his neck. “I'm sorry. It's just – hell, Gar,

I'm gonna miss you!”
Tony nodded. “I will miss you, too. And you, Kelden. I will think

of you often.”
“Wait a minute! You're not leaving tonight?”
“No, no!” laughed Tony. “We will have one more dinner together,

next week, at my place.”
“How  long  will  you  be  gone?”  asked  David,  who  was,  if  not

enthusiastic, at least becoming resigned to the idea.
“No  lo  sé,”  shrugged  Tony.  “They  say  the  tour,  it  is  for  three

months. We will be looking for a new keyboard player all that time, but
if Glass Comet catches on, and we cannot find anyone right away, I may
have to stick with them a little longer. Todo depende como me vaya.”

Kelden  shook  his  head.  “One  thing  I'll  really  miss  –  almost
knowing what the hell  you're saying sometimes.” They laughed,  and
the evening brightened.

Kelden escaped without a celibacy update. He resolved privately
to renew his war on the flesh, and was surprised to find himself much
more  at  ease  with  Paige  Santori  at  rehearsal  the  next  night.  He
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approached her during the break to explain that they would be unable
to do Ben's “Concertino”, and lingered to chat. She was carrying a copy
of Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment, which he'd read for the first time
only a few months before. This launched a literary discussion, and he
discovered that they both had cosmopolitan tastes. She read more on
comparative religion, and he read more edgy novels, but they shared a
broad common ground that included Jane Austen, Leo Tolstoy, Honoré
de Balzac, Dorothy Sayers, Nelson Algren, Ursula LeGuin, and a dozen
dozen others. The concertmaster, who conducted the chamber group,
had to hunt them down after the break.

After rehearsal, they went for coffee at Java Joe's, a coffeehouse
near  the  campus  that  had  become  Kelden's  favorite.  Here,  their
conversation  drifted  into  theater  and  the  cinema,  with  the  same
results. Kelden was even more fascinated by her and asked to see her
again, but Paige had to turn down any immediate offers. She admitted
that she had a project she really should have been working on instead
of discussing the influence of Norse Eddic myths on J.R.R. Tolkien and
arguing the merits of Federico Fellini over Martin Scorsese. She did,
however, agree to join him for coffee again after the next rehearsal.

The  week  passed  quickly.  Kelden  only  fell  once.  He  and  the
orchestra's second-chair flutist, Kathy Baylor, were performing Heitor
Villa-Lobos's  Bachianas  Brasileiras  #6 for  the  chamber  concert.  She'd
become attracted to him during the regular orchestra rehearsals and
joined him for the Fourth of July, which they celebrated by coupling on
a blanket in the woods, daringly close to the Independence Day crowds,
in the light of the fireworks over Lake Pontell. He felt guilty afterward
but forced it from his mind.

David gave Tony a going-away party the following night, Friday.
He'd stopped by AgriState Tuesday to consult Kelden on the guest list,
but Kelden recognized none of the names except the woman Tony had
berated him over, and he couldn't think of any to add. “You're no help,”
David  complained  cheerfully,  then  hurried  off  to  do  some  more
brainstorming, telling him to bring a friend, if he wanted.

Kelden invited Laurie, but she caught a “bug” at the last minute,
and he wasn't ready to face Kathy again, so he ended up going alone.
David's  apartment  was  already  jammed  when  he  got  there;  David
cheerfully  acknowledged  that  some Glass  Comet  fans  were  probably
there by their own invitation. He sent Kelden to get a drink and went
back to greeting both guests and gatecrashers.

Kelden downed a quick beer, then carried another as he wormed
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his  way  back  through  the  crowd.  He  talked  with  Glass  Comet's  sax
player, Blade, for a while, then found Mark, their lead guitarist, already
half wasted on the balcony. Mark insisted on sharing a joint. Kelden had
never made the jump to drugs and, as a non-smoker, found it difficult
at  first.  But  Mark  had some good quality  weed and subsequent  hits
came easier, so that Kelden returned to the party with a mild high. He
drained another beer, spotted Tony's friend that he'd hurt, headed the
opposite way, wound up on the balcony again, accepted a few more hits,
floated back into the apartment, and ran into Tony.

“Tony!” he exclaimed, then caught sight of long, auburn hair, and
forgot what he was going to say.

“Hey, man,” cried Tony, not noticing Kelden's sudden attack of
speechlessness, “you remember when I caught you practicing nude at
the Penthouse, I said I had a friend who was a fantastic painter and that
you would have to sit for her? Well, this is her! Kel, this is Paige Santori.
Paige, this is Kelden Scott, the one I told you about.”

Kelden's  ears  were  buzzing,  and  Paige's  voice  came  from  an
echoing distance. “Actually, Tony, we've already met.”

“You  kiddin'?  Damn!  ¡Esta  bién!  I  forgot,  you  are  both  in  the
orchestra! Well, I will let you talk while I find David.”

Paige stepped a little closer to Kelden as Tony disappeared. “Are
you okay, Kel?”

“Mm?” Kelden blinked,  which was  a  mistake,  as  it  started the
room flickering and jumping like an old silent movie. “Yeah. Fine. I just
– I'm fine.  How are  you?” He tried to concentrate,  but  kept  getting
distracted by how good she smelled.

“I'm fine, but I think I'd like to get away from the middle of this
mob.  Come on.”  She took his  elbow and led him deftly  through the
milling guests to a shadowed corner. The noise was still overwhelming,
and they had to stand close and lean toward each other to be heard
without shouting. Kelden steadied himself with a hand on the wall.

“What -?” Kelden focused on a fleeting thought. “How are you
coming on that project?”

“I'm done,” grinned Paige. “I was painting a portrait for a friend,
and it went faster than anticipated. So I don't have to feel guilty coming
to Tony's party.” Kelden wanted to ask how she knew Tony, but by the
time he remembered the words,  she'd  already gone on.  “You know,
when he told me about this guy he knew who would be a perfect subject
for me, he never mentioned a name, so I didn't know it was you. And we
got talking about light and shadow and I forgot to ask more about this
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guy. And I never connected you with his bassoon-playing friend, and he
never mentioned him again, and I got caught up with this other thing
and completely forgot what he'd – I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm talking way
too much. I'm just not comfortable in crowds. I wouldn't have come if
Tony hadn't insisted. I prefer private, one-on-one things, and – what's
wrong?”

Kelden had been staring at her. He saw the subtle play of light in
her hair and eyes, heard the shivering purr of her voice, smelled her
dark, musky fragrance, could even feel the crackling heat of her skin
reaching out to his own. He suddenly wanted, desperately, to taste her
as well.  He thought he heard he say something about wanting to be
one-on-one in private. He murmured, “So do I,” leaned forward, and
kissed her.

She was taken by surprise and offered no initial resistance. He
gave himself completely to the rush of passion. Time shifted, slipped;
his  mouth  crushed  hers  for  a  brief  eternity.  Some detached,  serene
splinter of consciousness watched in fascination as his hand slipped off
her shoulder and began to work its way downward.

Her surprise was only momentary.  Even as he began to caress
her, she pushed him away. He reeled against the wall, eyes unfocused.
Then he shoved himself upright and reached for her. She sidestepped.
“No,” she said firmly. He tried again; again, she dodged. “Look, Kelden,
you're – you're not thinking clearly.”

He leaned heavily on the back of an armchair. He tried to answer,
but his tongue was thick and unresponsive.

She shook her head. “I can't stay. I'll see you Monday night.” She
vanished in the crowd.

It was some seconds before Kelden realized the space before him
was empty. He looked around. The room was filled with a glowing haze
that was almost too bright. Voices burbled as through water and echoed
as in a cave. Someone said something about “could've warned you”, and
someone else said, “Useless to try with  her”, but he'd just discovered
that  his  teeth were numb and was  too distracted to really  hear.  He
understood belatedly that she'd left the party; he tried to follow, either
to apologize or to convince her to sleep with him, but ended up on the
balcony again, where Mark thrust another joint at him. He took one
more hit,  immediately forgot  he'd done so and took another two or
three, then decided he wanted to sit down for a bit.

Sunrise woke him, stabbing mercilessly at his eyes. He groaned
and rolled over. Nearly every muscle was chilled and stiff. He wanted to
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go back to sleep, but his mattress was too hard and he'd left the air
conditioning on too high. So he pushed himself up and suffered intense
vertigo as he looked through a wrought iron fence four stories down to
the sidewalk.  He clung to the bars until  the world settled into more
familiar patterns. Then he turned away from the railing and tried the
sliding  glass  doors.  They  refused  to  budge  and  he  feared  he'd  been
locked out,  but  they were merely stuck and yielded to a little  more
pressure. He entered the apartment just as David stepped, naked and
toweling his hair, from the bathroom.

They stared at  each other for  a  moment,  then David resumed
using  the  towel,  his  muffled  voice  emerging  through  several
thicknesses of cotton. “Where the hell did you come from?”

“Out on the balcony. Anyone else here?”
“Well, let's see. There was no one in the bedroom but me, no one

in the closet, no one behind the couch or under the tables, no one in the
bathtub; was anyone else on the balcony?”

“No.”
“Then it's just you and me, kid.” He tossed the towel back into

the bathroom, then picked up a pair of jeans from the floor and slipped
them on without underwear, his muscles bunching with every move.

Kelden realized he was staring and looked away. “What are you
doing up at this hour?” he asked.

“Have to go to work. What about you?”
“Your balcony was getting uncomfortable. I'm going home and

sleeping the rest of the day.”
“I don't blame you. You ever been stoned before?”
“No. Believe it or not, that's the one thing I never got into. Was I

stoned last night?”
“Out of your mind.” He peered closely at Kelden. “I'm not sure

you're all the way down yet. You know, I had a hell of a time figuring
out where you were getting the stuff. I thought Mark had left early. I
didn't  realize  till  later  he'd  parked  himself  out  on the  balcony.”  He
pulled on a t-shirt.

Kelden frowned. “You don't do drugs? I always saw you as sort of
the hippie type in college.”

“That was mostly an act. A good, solid drunk is all I need.”
“Well,  you must  not  have been drinking much last  night.  You

seem abominably cheerful.”
“Really? I feel like shit. I'm not sure, but I think they had to pour

me into bed.”
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Kelden snorted. “Well, you may be able to keep up a brave front,
but  I  can't.  If  you  don't  hear  from  me  by  tomorrow,  I  want  to  be
cremated and buried in my bassoon case.”

David shook his head. “You'll never make it home. You'll get the
sun in your eyes and plow into a tree. Go use my bed.”

“I can't -”
“The  hell  you  can't!  Get  in  there,  and  I'll  see  you  later!”  He

grabbed his keys and left.
“All right,” murmured Kelden, “maybe I can.” He used the toilet

and found something for his headache, then collapsed on David's bed,
not bothering to undress.  A sudden, blurry memory popped into his
mind. Had he really tried to hit on Paige? He carefully replayed what he
could remember, and winced. God, how could he be so stupid? Sure,
he'd know women with whom that approach had worked as well as any
– and some with whom it worked better – but he'd sensed from the first
that Paige wasn't one of them. She would have to be seduced in an old-
fashioned way; carefully, artfully, over time, so that the rewards would
be that much greater for both of them. But he, in a moment of drug-
heightened lust, had ruined the whole thing. He'd be lucky if she even
spoke to him at rehearsal Monday.

He fell asleep cursing himself and slept until mid-afternoon. He
felt almost normal when he awoke, except for a raging hunger. He had,
for the moment, forgotten Paige. He stumbled out to the kitchen, still
partly  asleep,  and opened the refrigerator.  A  half-empty beer bottle
tumbled out, waking him thoroughly. He caught it before it shattered,
then grabbed a sponge and wiped up the spillage. Only then did he take
in the magnitude of the disaster in the apartment. He rubbed his beard
thoughtfully.  He  popped  a  couple  of  leftover  hamburgers  into  the
microwave and found enough eggs, vegetables and cheese to make a
decent  omelet.  He zipped through this  late  lunch,  not  certain when
David  would  be  back,  then  tackled  the  stacks  of  glasses,  mounds  of
plastic cups, herds of empty beer and liquor bottles,  and remains of
tacos, pizzas, and buffalo wings, mixed with cigarette butts and – was
that actually a used condom? He disposed of it with a slight shudder
and waded on through the quagmire. He was used to housework – he
liked  things  clean  and  orderly,  and  Beth  had  been  an  indifferent
housekeeper. When he finished and looked on a kitchen cleaner than
David usually kept it, he felt good enough to take on the rest of the
apartment.

It was only a little less littered than the kitchen had been, and he
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kept  finding  intriguing  bits  of  forgotten  property:  a  cell  phone,  a
switchblade knife, a bra, a set of keys, a partial upper dental plate (he
wondered how the owner could have missed that), and, in the corner of
the balcony, three virgin joints and a disposable lighter. He hesitated
before sticking the joints and the lighter in his pocket. The rest of the
treasures he piled on a table for David to deal with.

He worked until nearly dusk, but when he'd dragged two large
trash bags down the back stairs to the dumpster, he was content. He
remounted the four flights in weary triumph and found that in the few
minutes  he'd  been  out,  someone  had  come  up  the  front  steps  and
propped a large envelope against David's front door. It was addressed
to both David and him, in Tony's small, precise hand. He dashed to a
window one landing down in that stairwell  just  in time to see a red
Firebird he didn't recognize pull away from the curb. He returned to
the  apartment,  reluctantly  opening  the  envelope.  Inside  were  two
smaller envelopes, one for each of them. He stared at his own name.
Then he took the envelope out onto the balcony, ripped the flap with
his thumb, slid out a folded sheet of pale brown rice paper, crackled it
open, and began to read.

My dear Kelden,
It is early Saturday morning, I have not slept, and the

news, I am afraid, is not good. Alter Bridge have added a couple
of shows – we open tonight in Milwaukee. I will give this to a
friend to deliver;  I  hope she does  not  fall  asleep and forget.
Glass Comet will catch a nap on the plane, but we will have to
play tonight  on caffeine  and adrenaline.  (I  will  hide  Mark's
pills. He will hate me, but he will thank me later, if he allows
me to live!) God willing, our first performance will not be too
shameful. I am sorry about tomorrow – we will have dinner at
my place the moment I  return.  I  hope that will  not be long
away. I will miss you both, and I will try to call when I can.
Keep on fighting – perhaps you have fooled David, but I have
my sources and they say you are losing ground. Do not give up!
And be careful with Paige – I do not think she would easily give
in to you, but I would not see you hurt her.

Adiós amigo, que dios vele por ti, y piensa en mi
como yo pienso en ti siempre.

There. That should keep you busy until I return!
Tony
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Kelden stared out at the darkening sky.  Sorry, Tony,  he thought,
but you're much too late.  I've already blown it  with Paige. He rubbed his
hand over his face. Down below, he saw David's pickup come around
the curve of the street, and he suddenly didn't want to hang around. He
propped Tony's other note where David would see it, locked the door,
and hurried down the front steps. Once outside, he circled the building
and lurked at the corner where he could watch David cross the parking
lot and enter the building. Then he darted to his Spyder and whirled
out of the lot. He couldn't bear the thought of being alone in his own
tiny apartment, but he shied equally away from the thought of bars or
beds. In the end, he turned to the solitude of Lake Pontell, where he
spent half the night hating himself and the other half smoking himself
into a stupor on the shore.
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Only a few can spend one night stoned on a concrete balcony
and the next on a rocky beach and suffer no ill effects. Kelden
wasn't among them.

Kelden Scott at Lake Pontell
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Chapter 8

Few can spend one night stoned on a concrete balcony and the
next on a rocky beach and suffer no ill effects. Kelden wasn't among
them. Dawn brought cramps to nearly every muscle from his calves to
his  neck.  But  he  had  to  move,  as  he  was  lying  in  water  up  to  his
shoulder blades. He must have started to go swimming; his shirt lay in a
heap  well  above  the  water  line.  Unfortunately,  that  was  all  he'd
removed. He gingerly dragged himself from the water and into a sitting
position on a boulder, then stared in dismay at his pants and sandals,
all sodden and smeared with mud and trailing strands and clumps of
lake weed and algae. He wondered if enough people were on their way
to church at this hour to notice him driving home naked; he had no
desire to see Lake Pontell  clinging to his upholstery. But he had less
desire  to  see  the  inside  of  the  Livingston  County  Jail.  Then  he
remembered the blanket he and Kathy had used on the Fourth. It was
still in the trunk. He cautiously stretched. His lower back still ached,
but  most  of  his  muscles  were  loosening  up.  He  stood  carefully,
squelched  up  the  hill,  found  the  blanket,  and  disappeared  into  the
woods.

When he emerged, he was wrapped in the blanket and mincing
on bare feet. He spread his clothes on the boulder to dry, then returned
to the Spyder, where he dozed off in the front seat, waking about two
hours later to a stuffy head, a bout of sneezing, and a tapping on the
glass.  He  rolled  down  the  window  and  explained  to  the  solicitous
county police officer that he'd fallen in while doing some early morning
photography and was waiting for his clothes to dry. The explanation
was  apparently  just  crazy  enough  to  be  believable.  The  officer
encouraged him to get dressed, go home, take some aspirin, and go to
bed, all while trying to hide a grin.

As  soon  as  the  patrol  car  vanished  around  the  bend,  Kelden
scurried down to the beach. He tried to scrape and shake his clothes in
spite of his aching back muscles, knocking off the worst of the dried
crust but dislodging the blanket.  He recovered himself,  wrapped the
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dirty clothes in his shirt, and retreated to the car, certain he'd heard
giggling from the woods.

It was a quick dash from the Spyder to his apartment steps. He
started, caught the corner of the blanket in the car door, and had it
yanked completely off. He darted back, released the blanket, resettled it
about him, and gathered the clothes that had gone flying. He gave up
the idea of the dash and descended the steps with the remaining shreds
of his dignity. He found a note tucked into the outer screen door and
read  through  a  pounding  headache  that  his  landlady  had  received
complaints  from  her  neighbors  (all  of  her  generation)  about  the
propriety of having a tenant who brought so many different women
home overnight. She regretfully had to ask him to move by the end of
next  week.  He remounted the steps,  turned his  back on the nearest
houses, bent as far forward as his screaming back would permit, and
dropped the blanket. Then he went inside and crawled into bed.

He slept most of the day, never hearing the ringing phone or the
knocking on the door. David was perplexed, since the Spyder was there,
but he assumed Kelden was in one of his moods and didn't pursue it.
When Kelden finally did crawl out of bed, it was only to take a couple of
cold tablets and go to the bathroom. He was too miserable to eat, and
went back and slept through the night.

He had to admit he wasn't  going to make it  to work the next
morning after nearly passing out in the shower. He called in sick and
returned to bed. By this time, a fever had set in, and he slipped in and
out of a mild delirium for the next few hours.

At about 9:30, he finally heard the soft,  insistent knocking. He
thought it was part of a fever dream. But it persisted, so he dragged
himself out of bed, remembering at the last minute to wrap himself in
the sheet. He stumbled to the door. Paige was there.

He stared at her. She looked back with a puzzled smile. He shook
his  head  wordlessly  and  stumbled  back  to  collapse  on  the  bed,
momentarily blacking out. He regained consciousness to a vision by his
bedside.  He  squeezed  his  eyes  shut,  then  felt  a  cool  hand  on  his
forehead and realized it wasn't a dream.

“How long have you been sick?” asked Paige.
Kelden licked his lips, to little effect. “Yesterday,” he muttered.
“Have you eaten anything?”
He frowned, trying to concentrate. “No.”
“What about drinking?”
He closed his eyes. “I don't . . . remember.”
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“Well, you probably finally got that bug that was going around.
Problem is, you've let yourself dehydrate and you're intent on starving
yourself. If you're trying to kill yourself, I can think of several quicker,
more effective ways. I'll be right back.”

“Paige . . . ?” he called weakly.
“What?”
“I'm . . . sorry.”
“Wait till you're rational,” she replied in tones nearly as dry as

his lips. “Then we'll talk about it.” She vanished, returning with a glass
of water. “Sip it,” she commanded, helping to support the glass and his
head as he did. The water tasted wonderful, but she forced him to go
slowly,  remaining  firm  as  he  grew  peevish.  When  he  finished,  she
announced, “Now, let's see if we can get anything into your stomach.”

Kelden dozed while she was gone, waking to Paige sitting in a
kitchen chair by his bed. “Hello again,” she smiled, picking up a bowl.
“Can you sit up?” He propped himself against the wall as she began to
feed him some broth. He tried to protest that he could feed himself, but
she was adamant, and he was too tired to fight.

His  stuffy  nose  and  headache  kept  Kelden  from  enjoying  the
broth and attention at first, but then his sinuses drained a little and the
pressure eased and he suddenly realized how good it  all  was.  Again,
Paige forced him to go slowly, but this time he was content to follow
her lead, having regained enough of his senses to notice and be grateful
that she apparently didn't hate him.

“Do you enjoy cooking?” Paige asked after he had eaten half the
bowl.  He  nodded.  “I  thought  so,”  she  continued.  “You  have  a  well-
stocked kitchen. Usually a man living alone as a couple of six-packs and
a few moldy pizza crusts. Slow down – you'll just make yourself sicker.
Your apartment, too – it's nicely kept. A girlfriend do it for you? Do it
yourself?  I'm  impressed.  Actually,”  she  smiled,  “I  asked  about  the
girlfriend because I don't want to intrude. I like helping friends, but I've
learned the  hard  way  that  being  helpful  can sometimes  cause  more
problems than it solves. All  right.  You done? Here's another glass of
water.  Drink  that  down  –  slowly!  -  then  I  want  you  to  take  a  cool
shower. I wish you had a tub; it'd work better and be safer. Sit on the
floor if you feel woozy, and take your time. We have to bring your fever
down.”

“Why'd you come by?” Kelden stood carefully, still wrapped in
the sheet.

“Ah – I  had a feeling you needed someone.  I  got your address
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from the orchestra's secretary. Can you make it? Don't try to be macho
and prove anything to me. Take it easy and rest when you need to.”

The water felt good. Kelden sat in the stall and let it run over him
for several minutes. Then he tried to use the soap, and found that he
was able to wash without collapsing, if he took his time. He was just
finishing when Paige called through the door, “Do you have a robe?”

“In the closet.”
A minute or so later her voice came again. “It's hanging on the

knob. I don't want to hurry you, but I have to work tomorrow, and I
want to see you in bed.”

“I'll be right out.”  I  was hoping to hear you say that,  he thought
ruefully as he turned off the water,  but in a slightly different context. He
shook his head.

Paige came back to help him after he was dry and robed. She had
made  his  bed  and  generally  straightened  the  mess  he'd  made.  His
muddy clothes had utterly vanished. He tried again to protest, but she
was firm and soon had him back in bed and dosed with acetaminophen
and plenty of water. He wanted to talk, to keep her there as long as
possible, but the shower had drained him and he was asleep in minutes.

When morning came, he found explicit instructions by his bed.
He followed them carefully and was rewarded when, just before noon,
his fever broke. Laurie called shortly after. Kelden was able to report
that, aside from a nose that weighed fifteen pounds and a dull ache that
had clearly set up house in his lower back, he was feeling much better.
He reassured her  that  she hadn't  given him anything (although she
likely had; the balcony and the lake had probably only made it worse),
and she told him David Cervenka had been by on business and wanted
to see him. She thought it sounded urgent. Kelden promised to keep her
updated,  then  called  David's  cell.  David  sympathized  with  Kelden's
illness and thanked him for cleaning his apartment, but when Kelden
wanted to know what was so urgent, he said, “Well, it'll keep. Can we
get together in a couple of days?” Kelden agreed, and David went back
to work and Kelden went to the kitchen, fixed himself some more soup
and a sandwich, and wondered if he should try to get Paige's number.

She  knocked  on  his  door  shortly  before  six,  sparing  him  the
effort,  and  he  welcomed her  warmly,  admitting  to  a  little  lingering
weakness.

“I'm not surprised,” she nodded. “I bet you haven't eaten enough
since Friday to strengthen a rabbit. Sit down. I'm cooking tonight.” She
brought in a laundry basket and left again.
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Kelden ignored her orders and poked around in the basket. His
clothes from the weekend were now clean, right down to the sandals.
He  was  acutely  embarrassed  that  she  should  have  known  that  the
underwear that he had chosen Friday night was a barely existent tiger-
striped thong. He tucked it back into the basket,  hoping the lighting
was too dim to reveal his blushes.

“Ah,  you  found  your  laundry.”  Paige  reappeared,  bearing  a
steaming crock-pot. The homey odor of pot roast, carrots and potatoes
filled the tiny apartment.

“You really shouldn't be doing this,” Kelden protested, though he
knew by now it was useless. He followed her into the kitchen. “In fact,
after Friday night, you shouldn't even have come over.”

Paige dished out the food in silence. Kelden helped, wondering
what she would say when she did speak. She sat across the table from
him and bowed her head; he was uncertain whether she was composing
her thoughts or saying grace.  Then she speared a potato chunk and
studied it. “To tell you the truth,” she said finally, “I almost didn't.” She
popped the potato into her mouth.

“What changed your mind?” Kelden asked, very quietly.
She raised her eyes from her plate and met his. “I like you,” she

replied, just as quietly. “And I looked at the Kel I had coffee with, and I
decided he was worth overlooking the Kel that – I'm sorry, I have to say
it – repulsed me.”

“Repulsed you?”
“Repulsed me. All my life, Kel, most men have either avoided me

or attacked me. There've been one or two exceptions. Tony is one, you
were another. Then you did what so many other men have done or tried
to do, and I hated you for it. I'm sorry, but I did. I know you probably
wouldn't have done it if you weren't drunk or stoned or whatever, but I
couldn't accept that at first. Not until last night, when you didn't show
up at rehearsal, and I got worried.”

Despite his ravenous hunger, Kelden could only poke at his meat.
“You're right,” he said at last. “I was both drunk and stoned, I guess. At
least, David said I was. I can't honestly remember, so I guess he's right. I
know I had no intentions to be so pushy or crude with my approach.”

“But you would have had an 'approach'?”
Kelden hesitated, then nodded. “Eventually, yes.”
“Why?”
Kelden  looked  up,  startled.  “Because  you're  an  incredibly

attractive woman!”
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“Thank you. Given enough time, I might believe that.  But still,
what  difference does  that  make? Attractive  men and women can be
friends without hitting on each other. I won't say it never crosses their
minds. We're all human. But why does it keep happening to me?”

“I don't know about any other men, or why it keeps happening to
you in particular, but with me, it's my fault.” Kelden suddenly felt as if
he were poised at the crest of the tallest, steepest roller coaster hill,
and  if  he  moved  even  an  inch,  he  would  careen  out  of  control.  He
should back away right now. He took a deep breath and plunged on.
“I've got this thing about women. I see one I like, I want her, I go after
her until I get her. Tony and David have been trying to help me control
it, but it's no good. I can't help it.” He met her eyes, almost challenging
her.

“That's not easy to admit.” She met his gaze, undaunted. A smile
touched one corner of her mouth and was gone; what caused it, she left
unsaid. Instead, “I really think you underestimate yourself,” she said. “I
don't know what's got a hold of you right now, but I don't think it's the
real Kelden.”

“'The  real  Kelden'?”  He  gave  her  a  crooked,  somewhat  acidic
smile. “This is as real as it gets.” He finally began to eat. She watched
him a moment, then bent to her own plate, and they finished in silence.

She refused to allow him to help with the dishes, but did insist
that he put his laundry away and straighten his bed. Then she checked
him for fever, and, satisfied with his recovery, advised him to rest one
more day before returning to work. He begged her to stay and keep him
company a little longer, and she finally agreed.

“So, are you a nurse?” asked Kelden as she sat again.
“I took classes toward a nursing degree,” she admitted, “and it

still comes out every once in a while, but I never finished.”
“Why not? You'd be great!”
“Thanks,  but  nurses  aren't  supposed  to  faint  at  the  sight  of

blood.”
“You do?”
“Every time. Unless it's my own, or someone I know and love.

Then I can barely get through it.”
“So what do you do, then?”
“Commercial artist, for Imagination Unlimited. It's a new agency

in town. What about you?”
They discussed their respective jobs for a bit, then Paige insisted

that he get some sleep. He promised not to push himself tomorrow; she
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in turn promised to look in on him after work. Then she bade him good
night and let herself out.
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She smiled sadly. “Remember what I said the other night? I'm
32  years  old,  and  in  all  that  time,  with  only  a  couple  of
exceptions, every man I've ever known has been scared of me,
or  has  abused  me  or  has  assaulted  me.  Or  tried  to.  Every
man.” She looked steadily at Kelden, and he understood that
he'd made himself a member of that extensive club.

Paige Santori
Kelden Scott
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Chapter 9

Kelden kept his promise not to go to work. However, he hadn't
promised  to stay  confined  to his  apartment.  When he began to  feel
caged a little before noon, he called David and told him he'd meet him
for lunch at his office. When he got there, David's secretary (a beautiful
coed with whom Kelden hadn't slept for fear of antagonizing David) was
on her own lunch hour, leaving the office empty and the phone to the
answering machine. David arrived just after Kelden. He led them both
into his inner room and broke open the bag of burgers he'd provided.

After some general conversation, Kelden asked, “So, what was so
important it could wait a couple of days?”

David grimaced. “I was pretty pissed when I talked to Laurie. I
said  some nasty  things  and  had  to  call  back  and  apologize,  since  it
wasn't her fault. She just handled the loan.”

“What wasn't her fault, what loan, and was she stupid enough to
accept your apology?”

“She's  a  lovely,  intelligent  woman,  except  for  this  bizarre
fascination with you,” David retorted. “Yes, she accepted my apology.”

“For what? You didn't come on to her, did you?”
David shook his head. “That's your department. No, it was the

Brisbane job.”
Kelden felt a sudden stab of panic. “What's wrong? Did I screw

something up?”
“No, no! You did fine, it's perfect, they loved it! But the guy was

transferred  to  North  Carolina  as  soon as  they  got  back.  So  all  of  a
sudden he's going to have to put his house on the market and find a
new place and move his family.”

“I'm sorry to hear that. Will this put you in a bind?”
“Nah. Once I calmed down, I realized I could absorb the loss with

little trouble. But he approached Laurie with an idea, and she brought it
to me. He owes me a little less than the equity he had in the house, so
he wants to give it to me in payment, and I'll just assume the loan.”

Kelden scratched his head. “Well, it's better than getting stiffed, I
guess. And you could always sell it. But where do I come in? I sure as
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hell can't afford it, and it'll be a while yet before I can pay you the kind
of rent it's worth.”

David nodded. “Granted. However, half the loan payment is less
than what I'm paying now at my place. I figure it's probably more than
what  you're  paying  for  your  efficiency,  but  now  that  you're  at
AgriState, do you think you could swing that and half the utilities if you
move in with me?”

Kelden looked startled. “I don't know. Give me some figures.”
Twenty minutes later, after studying sample utility bills from the

property  and  comparing  Kelden's  expenses  with  his  income,  David
asked, “Well, what do you think?”

Kelden frowned and rubbed his beard. “I'm paid up until the end
of this month.”

“Yeah,  I  figured  that.  So  am  I.  But  I  can  make  the  full  July
payment myself.”

“Well, that'll give me six weeks at AgriState. And I should get my
security deposit back.” He said nothing about the note asking him to
leave.  Instead,  he jotted down some more numbers,  then looked up.
“Congratulations,” he grinned, sticking out his hand. “You've just got
yourself a new housemate!”

Paige scolded him that evening for doing too much during the
day,  but  admitted  that  he  didn't  seem  to  have  suffered  for  it.  He
insisted on doing the cooking. She gave in, but when she saw he was
making spaghetti, she warned him that her paternal grandparents had
been full-blooded Italian and that she would be merciless. Kelden was
flustered by her good-natured threat, although he kept it hidden. He
served her salad,  garlic  bread,  and a generous portion of  angel  hair
pasta in a thick, sweet sauce crammed with spiced ground beef, wedges
of  tomato,  rings  of  sliced  black  olives,  chunks  of  fresh  mushrooms,
sweet  green  peppers,  and  onions,  minced  roasted  garlic,  and  an
impromptu dash of seasonings, including oregano and fresh basil. She
proclaimed it  definitely  not  Italian,  but  nonetheless  one  of  the  best
counterfeits she'd ever tasted.

Over sherbet and coffee, Kelden told Paige about David's offer.
She thought it was a good idea. . . .

“. . . But?” he prompted.
She thought a moment. “I don't know,” she said at last. “It seems

kind of silly.  .  .  .” Kelden waited while she frowned at her thoughts.
“The party was the first time I ever met David.” She hesitated again. “I
know it wasn't the normal, every day situation, and I know there were a
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lot of undercurrents, but – something felt – I don't know – a little off.”
“About  David?  Hell,  he's  about  as  normal  a  guy  as  you'll  ever

meet!  He's  got  his  life  together  better  than  I'll  probably  ever  have
mine!”

“Does  he?  Well,  I'm  probably  wrong.  I  just  didn't  feel  totally
comfortable around him. And I've got a really strong feeling that if you
move in with him, something's going to happen.”

“Like what?”
“I  don't  know.” Paige  waved her hand.  “Look,  I  should've  just

kept my mouth shut. I don't have anything solid to go on. It's just a
vague feeling, and I'm probably completely wrong.”

Kelden  smiled.  “If  you  feel  good  in  me,  and  evil  in  him,  you
definitely have your wires crossed.”

Paige remained serious. “I don't feel  evil in him; I just don't feel
right about the two of you together. And yes, whether you accept it or
not, there's a lot of good in you.”

“If you say so. But will you at least visit me, even if I'm living with
David?”

“Of course, as long as it's all right with him.”
“What difference does that make?”
“Have you ever had a roommate?”
“Just David,  for one semester, about ten years ago. Unless you

count two ex-wives.”
“You were married? I didn't know that!”
“It's  not  something  I  talk  about  a  lot,  especially  to  beautiful

women.” Kelden collected the dishes and took them to the sink.
“They weren't good experiences, then? Here, I'll wash, you dry.

And no arguments.”
“They  had  their  moments,”  Kelden  admitted  as  he  allowed

himself to be moved to one side. “Were you ever married?”
“Never.”
“You're kidding! I would've thought you'd've had a whole army

at your feet!”
She smiled sadly. “Remember what I said the other night? I'm 32

years old, and in all that time, with only a couple of exceptions, every
man I've ever known has been scared of me, or has abused me, or has
assaulted me. Or tried to.  Every  man.” She looked steadily at Kelden,
and he understood that he'd made himself a member of that extensive
club.  Then he suddenly,  sickeningly,  realized that  she was including
close relatives. She saw his eyes widen, and nodded. “You see? To me,
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marriage has little or no appeal.”
“I'm sorry,” Kelden said quietly.
“Thank you,” she smiled gently. “Not only for your sympathy and

apology, but for proving me right to trust you with that.”
“But why were you willing to come over at all? Especially after

the other night.”
Paige hesitated. “It's – it's kind of a long story. After everything

I've been through, I had to go through a lot to bring me to where I am.
And – well, before the other night, I felt we'd connected on a different
level.”

“Until I came on to you.”
“Which  was  why I  avoided  you  for  a  couple  of  days.  But  that

connection helped me get past that. And talking to you tells me I was
right to trust you. As long as you're sober.”

Kelden nodded. “Is that what's bothering you about me and David
living together? The party?”

“I don't know. Maybe. Like I said, it's just a vague feeling. But that
reminds  me  –  I  never  finished  what  I  was  saying.  You've  had  one
roommate  and  –  how  many?  -  two  wives?  And  David  was  that
roommate? Interesting.  That  might  actually  make it  easier.  See,  I've
seen family get away with things no roommate would put up with. If
you bring a friend home unannounced, it might cause some tension and
an argument later, but usually not much more than that. But do that
once too often to a roommate, and you could find yourself on the street
the same night.”

Kelden snorted. “That can happen with a spouse, too, so don't kid
yourself.  However,  I  see  your  point.  I'll  make  sure  you're  welcome
before  you come over,  but I  don't  think it'll  be a  problem.  I'm sure
David will like you as much as Tony and I do. In fact, I bet he'll be one of
your exceptions.”

“I hope so. There. Done. You have any cards, or other games?”
“Sure. You play gin? Or chess?”
“Oh, chess would be terrific! I don't get to play as often as I like –

I tend to win too often.”
“Oh? Let's see what we can do about that.”
They played two games, the first cautious and conservative, the

second quicker and bloodier. Both ended in draws. Then it was time for
Paige to leave.

“Will you be over tomorrow?” asked Kelden. “Or maybe let me
take you to a movie this weekend for all your help?”
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“Can  I  have  a  rain  check  on  the  movie?  I  have  a  weekend
conference in Duluth. I'll see you at rehearsal Monday, though, okay?”

Kelden sighed in mock resignation. “I guess that'll do. Have a nice
conference, and thanks for taking care of me.”

“I honestly enjoyed it. Thanks for dinner – it was delicious!” And
then she  was  gone,  leaving  Kelden to reflect  on  the strength of  his
regret at seeing her leave, and the relative lack of sexual desire in that
regret.  I'll be damned, he thought wryly.  I believe I'm actually getting to
know her as a friend!

He closed the door and got ready for bed.
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1903 Brisbane was vacated over the third weekend of July. . . .
On Wednesday, Kelden and David met after work and went
over the house from crawlspace to attic.

1903 Brisbane,  with David's  pickup truck and Kelden's  Spyder in  the
driveway.
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Chapter 10

Kelden was in such a good mood after recovering from his illness
and  finalizing  plans  with  David  that  he  was  able  to  approach  his
landlady without resentment. She, in turn, apologized for turning him
out. Neither mentioned either his graphic message to the neighbors or
Paige's visits.

He and Paige had coffee after the Monday night rehearsal, and
she told him a little about the Duluth conference, a training seminar for
those involved in Christian outreach. She switched topics when Kelden
became visibly uncomfortable, but he had a feeling he hadn't heard the
last  of  it.  He  forgot  about  that,  though,  in  her  excitement  over  a
commission she had received earlier that day for a landscape, her first
independent piece for which she would be paid. His own excitement for
her was tempered a bit, though, when she explained that she would be
unable to see him beyond their post-rehearsal chats for a while, since
she wanted this work to be as near-perfect as she could get it.

1903 Brisbane was vacated over the third weekend of July. Dinner
was at Kelden's that Sunday, their last before their move. He went all
out with London broil and scalloped potatoes with an artichoke heart
salad and a small lemon cake for dessert. He and David toasted Tony in
his  absence  and  speculated  on  how  he  was  doing.  It  had  become
difficult to reach him as his days became consumed with rehearsing,
performing, or sleeping.

That  week,  Kelden also began a  class  at  Lincoln State.  He had
registered and paid for it well before he and David had decided to take
the house and he didn't want to miss the first few sessions. The class
would take two hours every Tuesday and Thursday evening, and at first
he was afraid the work would be overwhelming. But he discovered he
had an aptitude for the subject and rapidly progressed.

On Wednesday, Kelden and David met after work and went over
the  house  from crawlspace  to  attic.  It  seemed  much larger  without
furnishings,  and  David  warned  him  that  it  would  seem  even  more
desolate when they moved in. All the furniture in David's apartment
was  his  own,  but  none  of  Kelden's  was,  and  the  contents  of  one
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bachelor's apartment would only accentuate the emptiness.  Still,  the
house  was  a  vast  improvement  over  the  efficiency.  With  the
remodeling,  the  split  level  home now  had  three  bedrooms and  two
baths upstairs, a guest bedroom, bath, utility room and den with a small
gas fireplace in the basement, and a living room with a slightly larger
fireplace, half bath and eat-in kitchen with a doors to the garage and
back deck on the  staggered intermediate level.

David immediately claimed the basement, pointing out that the
den was the perfect spot for his weight set and drafting table. Kelden
gladly took over the upper level with the master bedroom suite and its
newly installed bath for himself and one of the other bedrooms as his
music  room and study.  Each,  they  agreed,  would  be  responsible  for
keeping his  own area clean and that each area would be considered
private, although David invited Kelden to use the weight set whenever
he  wanted.  The  middle  level  would  be  “neutral”  ground,  and  they
would work out housekeeping and cooking schedules once they were
settled.

David  took  over  the  planning  so  smoothly  that  Kelden  finally
commented, “You've done this before, haven't you?”

“Beg pardon?”
“This division of territory and labor – you must've had several

roommates to be this good at it.”
“Don't forget Jackie.”
“I'm not. But as something of an expert, I can tell you there're

certain  things  you  just  don't  learn  from  a  marriage.  This  kind  of
efficiency suggests a lot of practice.”

David  shook  his  head.  “Maybe  you  and  I  don't  learn  certain
things in a marriage, and maybe that's why we're not married. I've seen
several marriages that have had this very division of labor.”

“And I've seen just as many that didn't.”
“Well,  maybe not  to  this  extent,  no.  As  it  happens,  I  had five

roommates after you in college, and two or three after Jackie. But you
don't have to have too many to learn certain rules of survival. And I've
discovered  something odd –  the bigger  the place  you get,  the  more
rules you need.”

“I don't know,” frowned Kelden. “Isn't there such a thing as too
much restriction?”

“Of course. But let's face it, Kel, that's something you haven't had
to worry about.”

“What do you mean?”
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“Just that there're a lot of areas in your life where you haven't
had much discipline.”

“Are you thinking of any in particular?”
“Hey, you don't have to get defensive!”
“I don't have to live with this, either!”
David shrugged. “It's up to you. As far as your life goes, I don't

care what the hell you do with it as long as it doesn't get in my way.
And as long as  I don't get in  your way, you needn't worry about me,
either.  But if  we're gonna live together without disemboweling each
other, we're gonna have to have some rules.”

Kelden looked out the front windows at the quiet, twilit street.
Mercury  vapor  lamps  were  beginning  to  flicker  on  the  ends  of  tall,
swan-necked  poles.  Two  preteen  boys  glided  by,  laughing,  on
skateboards.  Trees  rustled  languidly.  “Could one of  the  rules  be  'no
harassing me about my sex life'?” he asked, dryly.

“If you think it's necessary.”
Kelden shook his head and turned with a sigh. “No. I guess not.

When do we move in?”
David grinned and handed him a key and a garage door opener.

“Any time. Just be sure, whichever side of the garage you park on, you
don't go switching sides.”

“Rule number one – 'stay on your own side of the garage'?”
David laughed. “Rule number one.” And they shook hands.
Kelden had little to move. He began packing that night, leaving

out only what would be absolutely necessary for life in the efficiency
for the next couple of days. His cookware was boxed immediately; he
could live on fast food, Chinese takeout, and Pizza Express. He did leave
out  the  coffeemaker.  That  would  be  asking  too  much.  His  books,
records, and CDs had never been unpacked – nowhere to store them,
and nothing on which to play the latter anyway. His clothes and music
were the last  to be taken care of Thursday night after class,  and he
began officially moving after work the next day.

The house was hot and stuffy when he got there. Like him, David
probably hadn't been there since Wednesday night, and, as busy as he
was, probably wouldn't be there before Sunday. Kelden cranked up the
central air conditioning; although he preferred fresh air, the evening
was muggy. He turned off his cell phone to avoid distractions and began
hanging up his clothes.

He finished in less than half an hour, then brought out cleaning
supplies and tackled his bathroom. The former owners had actually left
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little to be done, so when he finished, he went on to the second upstairs
bathroom,  the  half  bath  on  the  main  level,  and  David's  bathroom
downstairs. He was hot and sweaty by the time he was finished, in spite
of the air conditioning, and thought of the pool in the back. Tomorrow
he would clean that for when David moved in.

He  scoured  the  kitchen  sink  and  checked  inside  the  oven,
refrigerator, and cabinets, deciding they were clean enough. Anyway,
he had done all  he could that night. He wished he could simply stay
there, but he had nothing to sleep on. He would have to pick something
up somewhere tomorrow. He turned off the air and locked up. He had
picked up some fried chicken and returned to the efficiency before he
remembered to turn his phone back on. It rang almost immediately.

“Hello?”
“¡Bien, es cuestión de tiempo! ¿Por qué no contestas el maldito teléfono?”
“Tony! Is that you?”
“No, man, it is Carlos Santana!”
“Where the hell are you? Are you back in town?”
“You would not  be  so lucky.  I  think  we  are  in  Raleigh,  North

Carolina.”
“You don't know?”
“Hell, no, man! The reporters, they ask, 'how you like our city?',

we say, 'it is beautiful, man!' but all we see is the bus, the hotel, the
auditorium, and whatever is in a straight line between them.”

“So are you playing tonight?”
“We just got done. Alter Bridge is on now. Believe it or not, I am

getting a little tired of their act, I have already heard it so many times. I
came down to the dressing room where there is less noise.”

“How's Glass Comet doing?”
“The band, it is doing fantastico, toco madera. Billboard is already

calling us the 'hottest new band on the circuit', and saying that Alter
Bridge has a tough act to follow. And they say Rolling Stone, it is going
to have a real good review of us next issue. But the band members – well,
I do not know. Val is exhausted, she has never had to work the drums
so  hard  before.  Zach  is  almost  impossible;  his  head,  it  has  gotten
enorme. Silk is Silk, nothing can bother him, except he hardly talks to
anyone anymore. He is sleeping with Val, but he will not even talk to
her.  Blade  spends  his  time  playing  with  crystals  and  pyramids  and
looking for people who have seen the flying saucers. And Mark is strung
out when he is not performing. I cannot keep him off the stuff.”

“What about you?”

104



“Me?” Kelden could almost hear Tony shrug. “I have never been
so tired. But at least I am sane.”

Kelden laughed. “How's the search for a new keyboardist going?”
“What search? Man, we are lucky if we have time to find our own

asses in the bathroom!”
“What if you can't find someone?”
“I  do  not  think  I  would  mind,”  Tony  said  slowly.  “There  is

something about this life that is in the blood like a fine wine. I do not
understand  why  Mark  must  use  chemicals  when  it  is  there  on  the
stage.”

“Perhaps he wants to carry it with him afterward?”
“Si. Aún.”
“But does that mean you're going to stay on the road?”
“I can think of many worse ways to spend my life.”
“Including architecture? Are you sure you're sane?”
“Ha!  ¡Si!  ¡Yo pienso,  que después de todo, tú tienes la razón!  I think

maybe there is, in me, un poco enojado!”
“I  think  maybe  there  is,  in  you,  a  whole  lot of  something,”

retorted Kelden, “and not just whatever the hell it was you said!”
“That, too, may be true. Architecture, it will always be my first

love, but music, it is my mistress, and right now we are having one hell
of an affair!”

Kelden snorted. “And you complain about my sex life!”
Tony laughed.  “That  reminds  me.  How  did  you  and Paige  get

along?”
Kelden winced. “Just fine. No problems.”
“You do not lie to me very well, man. Not even over the phone.

You came on to her, si? And she turned you down? And now she will not
talk to you?”

“Yes, yes,  and no. We talked it  out,  and everything's fine,  so I
wasn't really lying. Much.”

“Bueno.  She is a wonderful person. We do not always agree on
everything, but she is – well, she is very special.”

“Were you lovers?”
“Lovers?” Tony's voice was a little odd. “No! Did she not tell you

she . . . ah. . . .”
“Has had problems with men? Yes. But she said you were one of

the exceptions.”
“Really?  I  did  not  know!  But  no,  we  were not  lovers.  She has

helped me through a lot of crises. I would not betray that. But how is
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David?”
“You haven't spoken to him?”
“He is harder to get a hold of than you!”
“Well,  he's  terrific.  He  asked  me  to  move  in  with  him,  and  I

agreed.”
“¿Qué?” Tony was clearly startled. “But you are not – are you – I

thought you were -”
“A loner? Well, yes. But he fell into a deal, and – well, I'll let you

talk to him.”
“¡Si! I certainly will! In fact, I will try him now – maybe he will

answer his  phone this  time – before they all  come down here and I
cannot hear anything.”

“Hey, I'm glad you called.”
“Si, me too. I will try to call again.”
“I'll be waiting. Adiós, amigo.”
“Ha! I will yet make of you un Mexicano! ¡Adiós!”
Kelden hung up with a grin.
The next morning, Paige called and offered to help him move. He

had only about a load and a half to go, but he welcomed her company
under any pretext. She met him at his place, shaking her head in mock
exasperation when she saw how she'd been duped.

“You  know,”  she  said,  “I  really  should  be  working  on  that
landscape.”

“Oh, come on,” he pleaded gently. “You've worked on that every
night this week.” He'd tried to get her over for dinner, so he knew what
he was talking about.

“Well . . . I am ahead of where I thought I'd be. . . . All right. I need
a break.”

“Great! You know where Brisbane is? It's 1903. I'll go on ahead
with this stuff, you take the rest. And stop and get your swimsuit.”

“Now wait a minute. That's not exactly -”
“Paige, look, it's going to be a hot day, and I'd already planned on

cleaning  the  pool  today.  If  you're  going  to  help,  I  guarantee  you're
going to want to go in when we're done.  In which case,  you'll  have
three choices: fully clothed, naked, or in a swimsuit. The first is no fun.
I can tell you that from experience. The second, while the neighbors and
I might love it, can give you an awful sunburn the first time. Again, I
know  whereof  I  speak.  Which  pretty  much  leaves  –  Paige?  What's
wrong? I'm just joking!”

“I know.” She turned back, her face still red. “I'm just not used to
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joking like that. Not without it meaning something more. Which I'm not
sure doesn't include this, deep down.”

Kelden  thought  a  moment,  then  sighed.  “I  don't  know  what I
might have meant “deep down”. If anything. But I still have to clean the
pool.  If  you  don't  want  to  go swimming afterwards,  that's  fine.  But
you're  welcome to,  no  strings  attached.  And I'm sorry  if  I  offended
you.”

“Thank you. I'm sorry if I overreacted.”
“No problem.”
They  carried  out  the  rest  of  his  belongings.  Paige  took  the

mattress off the bed and a couple of other things in her van. Kelden
would return that in a couple of days when he turned in his keys, but
meanwhile he could lay it on the floor while he looked for something
permanent.

She wasn't at  the house when he arrived,  so he backtracked a
block and a half to a garage sale where he'd spotted a full-sized bed
with a dark wood bookcase headboard. The owner was asking $100 for
it.  Kelden  had  just  begun  bargaining  when  he  spotted  the  van
approaching on the street. He excused himself and ran to the curb to
flag it down. Paige joined him, and between them, they got the price
down to $60.

“Can you hold it  for  an hour or  so,”  asked Kelden,  “while  we
unpack and make room for it?”

“Sure,” the woman replied. “Are you and your wife moving in
nearby?”

“We're not married.”
“I'm just helping him move,” Paige clarified quickly.
“I wasn't trying to be nosy,” the woman smiled. “My husband and

I like to walk the neighborhood and I don't remember seeing any “for
sale” signs.”

“A friend and I are moving into 1903. He took it over from the
owner in a private transaction and invited me to split the payments
with him.”

“What  happened  to  the  Lancasters?”  A  man  wandered  over,
followed by another woman. “It seemed they were remodeling the place
one day and gone the next, without saying anything to anyone. Which
isn't really surprising – they really weren't that outgoing.”

“Well,  the  way  I  understand  it,  his  company  unexpectedly
transferred him to North Carolina,  I  think it  was. Unless I'm getting
that  mixed  up  with  a  friend  who's  out  there  now.  Anyway,  David
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Cervenka did the remodeling job for them, so they gave him the house
in exchange.”

“Oh, yeah. I'd seen the truck out front. I've heard a lot of good
things about them. I'm Jack McGregor, and this is my wife, Pat. We live
just a couple of doors down from you.”

“Kelden Scott. And this is Paige Santori.”
They  shook  hands  and  exchanged  small  talk  for  a  few  more

minutes.  Then  Kelden  and  Paige  excused  themselves  to  finish
unloading. They were back well before the hour was up, and while Jack
helped  them  load  the  bed,  Kelden  met  more  of  his  new  neighbors,
including the Morgansons of 1908, whose 6-year-old son was the first to
recognize the “pizza man”.

“Well, what do you think?” panted Kelden after they'd wrestled
the pieces of the bed up to his room.

Paige wiped her face. “I think it should go over there.”
“Huh?  Oh,  yeah  –  definitely.  But  I  meant  the  house,  the

neighborhood, the people – do you still have a bad feeling about it?”
Paige  shook her  head.  “I  never  had  a  'bad  feeling'  about  this

house or anything or anyone around it. I just felt you living with David
could be a potential problem. Really, I wish I had never said anything. It
was  only  a  vague  impression,  and  I'm afraid  you'll  let  it  color  your
thinking and end up fulfilling a prophecy I never made by trying to
avoid it. I honestly wish you'd just forget it. I think the neighborhood is
delightful, but I'll have to see the rest of the house before I can give you
my opinion about that.”

After they'd toured the house, assembled the bed, and put away
as much as they could, Kelden made sandwiches and they took them
out to the deck to examine the pool. A twenty- by thirty-foot oval with
five foot walls, it was surrounded by a wooden deck set just above the
rim. That structure was ten feet deep at the far end and four feet wide
at the sides, with a flight of steps leading down to a second, spacious
deck just outside the kitchen door. In the corner of the yard was a small
shed. Paige found the key hanging on a nail in the garage. They brought
out  the  cleaning  equipment  they  found there,  and  Paige  swept  and
mopped  the  decks  while  Kelden  checked  and  cleaned  the  filter  and
tested the chemical balance of the water.

The pump needed a little maintenance; when Kelden had finished
that, he started the water circulating, then skimmed the debris from
the surface and sucked it from the bottom. Meanwhile, Paige dragged
out  a  set  of  patio  furniture  they'd  also  found  in  the  shed.  Kelden
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remembered seeing a beautiful  white  wicker set while  he and David
were working there; the Lancasters had obviously taken that with them
and left this older, metal and plastic set behind. It was functional, if not
stylish, stiff from disuse, and thick with dust and dirt. Paige scrubbed
down the pieces, then found a can of lubricant in the garage that she
used to loosen the joints. Kelden finished the pool just in time to help
her arrange the set on the lower deck. Then he tested the water again
and  declared  it  ready  to  use.  Paige  had  to  admit  he'd  been  right  –
between the heat, the humidity, and their labors, she was eager for a
swim.  She  went  down  to  the  basement  while  he  went  upstairs  to
change.

Kelden  momentarily  panicked  when  he  remembered  his
swimsuit was very European and only technically within the bounds of
decency. But he had no other choice, so he changed quickly and was in
the water by the time Paige reappeared. When she did, he forgot his
own outfit.  He tried not  to  stare  and almost  succeeded.  She wore a
modest black one-piece that did nothing to hide her startling figure.
She caught his expression and blushed.

“I  assure  you,”  he  said  quickly,  “that  was  a  leer  of  purely
aesthetic appreciation.”

“And you're a lousy liar,” she laughed. On the other hand, she
didn't  seem the least  unnerved when she finally  caught sight  of  his
outfit, which slightly unnerved him.

After  about  an  hour  of  swimming  and  splashing,  they  drifted
lazily around the pool, talking. They wound up clinging to the side at
the far end, backs to the house, while Kelden quietly told her a little
about Vicki and Beth. They were engrossed in their conversation when
a huge splash behind them startled them out of the water. Paige seized
her towel and they whirled to see what had happened. David surfaced
with a wide grin.

“Good God, David,” Kelden spluttered. “You about scared the shit
out of us! What're you doing here?”

David scratched his head. “Correct me if I'm wrong, but – don't I
live here?”

Kelden waved him off. “I mean, why aren't you at work?”
“I heard a pool calling my name, and when I got here, I saw you

needed a chaperon. It's Paige, isn't it?”
“What  the  hell  do  you  mean  -  ?”  started  Kelden,  but  Paige

stopped him with a hand on his arm.
“It's okay,” she murmured, then replied to David, “that's right.
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By the way, I don't think I ever thanked you for inviting me to Tony's
party.”

“Hey, no problem. I'm just sorry you had to leave so soon. I hope
the world's greatest lover there didn't scare you off.”

Kelden  kept  his  anger  under  control  for  Paige's  sake.  He
answered lightly, but there was ice in his voice and eyes. “As a matter
of fact, I did, but she forgave me.” He put his arm around her waist and
felt her stiffen slightly. After a heartbeat or two he casually removed it.

There was a moment of awkward silence, then David explained, “I
took off early so I could start moving. I saw you guys in the pool and
decided to surprise you, but I didn't mean to scare you like that. I'm
sorry.”

“That's all right,” Paige smiled. “It just gave me the inspiration to
do what I should've done an hour ago. Thanks for the swim, Kel, but I
really should get going.”

“No!” protested Kelden. “I was hoping you'd stay for dinner!”
“You're welcome to join us,” added David. “Kel's a really good

cook, and I'm not too bad myself.”
Paige  shook  her  head.  “You  guys  don't  need  a  dinner  guest

tonight. Ask me again when you're settled. Kel, get back in the water –
I'll come out again when I leave. David, it was nice seeing you again.”

“You, too, Paige. And we'll hold you to that dinner.”
They watched her walk into the house, and Kelden dropped back

into the pool.
“She's an impressive looking woman,” David remarked as Kelden

wiped the water from his eyes. “Tony's spoken highly of her. She'd be
worth keeping as a friend.”

“If you're asking if I'm sleeping with her, the answer is 'no'. Nor
do I intend to. And how's your sex life?”

“Same as ever.” David seemed unruffled. “Thanks for doing the
pool. I owe you.”

“You're welcome. You started moving in?”
“One load. I was hoping you'd give me a hand with the furniture.”
“Gladly. Did Tony get a hold of you last night?”
“He did. What did he say to you? The English part, that is.”
They talked until Paige reappeared. Despite her protests, Kelden

pulled himself out of the water again, grabbed his towel, and walked
her to her van, where he thanked her profusely for helping him and
arranged for coffee after the next rehearsal. Then he went in to change
while David did a few laps.
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In  his  room,  Kelden caught  sight  of  himself  in  the  full-length
mirror behind his  door.  It  was the first  time in weeks he'd seen his
entire reflection, and he cringed. No wonder Paige wasn't embarrassed, he
thought.  It's  a miracle she could keep from laughing! David's predictions
were coming true – a nice paunch was beginning to swell over the top
of the tight, narrow red strip. He dressed quickly and went down to talk
to him about his weight set.
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This time he heard a murmur inside, so he pushed the door
open. “David? . . . I hate to bother you, but I need to talk to
someone, and I thought. . . .”
He stopped.  In the dim dawn light  .  .  .  he  could see  David
wasn't  alone.  .  .  .  “I'm  sorry,”  he  mumbled.  .  .  .  “I  didn't
realize. . . .”
David's  confused  fumbling pulled  the  sheet  askew,  and  his
lover  turned  over.  .  .  .  It  took  a  moment,  but  he  suddenly
placed him.  Michael  Bachman,  the lawyer who'd  taken the
Penthouse. . . . Michael. . . .

Kel Scott
David Cervenka
Michael Bachman
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Chapter 11

As  David  had  warned,  his  furniture  seemed  to  rattle  around
apologetically in the rooms, but Kelden took the lead and managed to
arrange everything in the best possible way. It would take a few more
pieces,  and  something  for  the  walls,  before  the  rooms  could  be
considered “homey”, but that would come with time.

They had their first argument Sunday afternoon. David put his
media system in the living room where they would both have access to
music and TV,  and Kelden offered to wire it while David worked in the
basement. When he finished, he brought down his collection and loaded
a CD of Mozart's “Don Giovanni”, cranked up the volume, and started
arranging  the  kitchen  cabinets.  The  overture  went  by  without
comment, but less than a minute into Leporello's opening aria, David
appeared in the kitchen doorway, face flushed.

“What the hell's that?”
“Mozart,”  Kelden  replied  from  under  the  sink  where  he  was

investigating a suspicious looking green stain. “'Don Giovanni'.”
“I don't care if it's Don Corleone! Lose it!”
“Lose it? Why? It's a classic! Hey!”
For the first time in operatic history, Leporello died before Don

Pedro. A moment later, just as Kelden banged his head crawling out,
David reappeared, CD in hand.

“Ferlin Husky is a classic,” he announced. “Sam Cooke is a classic.
Frankie Avalon is a classic. This is an irritation!”

“I didn't ask you to turn it off,” Kelden scowled, rubbing his head.
“I didn't ask you to put it on!”
“I happen to like opera!”
“Then listen to it when I'm not here!”
“Fine! You don't like my music, play whatever you want!” Kelden

crawled  back  under  the  sink,  carefully  avoiding  the  pipes.  About  a
minute  later,  Hoyt  Axton rumbled in  the  speakers.  “Except  that!” he
yelled, banging the other side of his head on the P-trap as he dragged
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himself out again. He stalked into the living room, ready for battle, and
found David grinning at him. He relaxed and permitted himself a wry
smile. “All right, you've made your point. You keep your country music
to yourself and I'll keep my classical music to myself.”

“It's not classical music in general I mind so much, in reasonable
doses,” David explained as he killed the sound. “In fact, I hope you can
teach me a little more about some of it. It's just that infernal howling I
can't stand.”

Kelden laughed. “For that matter,” he admitted, “I don't  mind
country-rock or country-folk or even bluegrass – in reasonable doses.
Just not that down-home, lyin', cheatin', 'my-old-lady-ran-out-so-I'm-
gonna-get-drunk-and-take-my-dog-and-gun-and-drive-my-truck-to-
Tulsa' twangy shit.”

“Could you repeat that?”
“I don't think so. Not sober, anyway. You like classic rock, don't

you?”
“Sure!”
“I got a whole bunch in there, some on vinyl. Take your pick.”
Kelden returned to the sink, finally determining the green patch

to be  nothing more ominous than a dye mark.  A few minutes  later,
Procul  Harum's  “Live  In  Concert  With  The  Edmonton  Symphony
Orchestra” began playing. He smiled and thought,  Rule 2:  Watch what
music you play and when you play it.

The  rest  of  the  week  passed  with  only  minor  disagreements,
easily settled. It wasn't until midway through their second week, when
they no longer had the distractions of moving and settling in, that they
began to get on each other's nerves.

It  started  with  the  simple  frictions  of  different  personalities
which  seemed  too  insignificant  to  mention,  but  which  never  really
disappeared, and which became the easily dismissed cornerstone of a
foundation  of  irritation.  Kelden's  moodiness  and  periods  of  intense
introspection struck David as self-centered and depressing; Kelden saw
David's unfailing good humor and easy acceptance of life as shallow.
David  was  surprised  at  how truly  violent  Kelden's  temper  could  be;
Kelden was surprised at how close David's jokes could come to cruelty.
Kelden  was  irked  by  David's  desire  to  be  with  people  as  often  as
possible; David was frustrated by Kelden's solitary ways.

During  the  third  week  they  went  from  being  irritated  by
personalities  to  being  irritated  by  actions.  David  felt  his  jaw clench
whenever  he  walked  in  the  house  and  Kelden  stood  up  silently,
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switched off  whatever he was listening to,  and disappeared upstairs.
Kelden grew tired of seeing David sitting around the house in nothing
but a pair of cutoffs.  David was certain Kelden was practicing at the
hours when the nasal, growling whine of the bassoon would be the most
jarring; Kelden was certain David was working out at the hours when
the clank of the weights and his own gasps, grunts and groans would be
at  their  loudest.  David  began  catching  whiffs  of  marijuana;  Kelden
began finding used towels tossed idly aside on the pool deck.

The  fourth  week  was  marked  by  what  they  didn't  do.  Kelden
neglected to straighten up David's weight set after his own workout;
David left a half dozen of Kelden's CDs scattered about. David neglected
to call on a night he was scheduled to cook to let Kelden know he'd be
very late and that Kelden would have to eat then or get his own dinner.
Kelden ran late on a night he was to clean up, left it until later, then
forgot  about  it  after  he  returned  from  class.  David  forgot  to  take
Kelden's grocery list when it was his turn to do the shopping, forgot a
quarter  of  what  had  been  written  on  it,  and  got  another  quarter
completely  wrong;  Kelden  forgot  to  pay  David  for  his  half  of  the
mortgage and utilities on the agreed-upon date.

At the end of the fifth week, on the last day of August, Kelden was
finishing his last set of bench presses before cooling off in the pool. He
was looking forward to going out with Laurie Pachis that evening and
was plotting a way to get beyond a goodnight kiss without promising
anything.  He  pushed  the  bar  away  from  his  chest  one  last  time,
carefully returned it to the cradle above his  head, and caught sight,
upside down, of David standing in the doorway.

“Up to 130 on the bar?” David observed. “Not bad. Stand up.”
“Nah, that's okay.” Kelden sat up and hunched over a little. He

preferred to work out alone,  wearing only a thong.  Yet,  much as he
enjoyed nudity or near nudity when alone and looked forward to it with
most women, he was nervous around other men.

“Come on,” David insisted. “I want to see what it's doing for you.”
Kelden hesitated, but he did want the opinion of someone who

knew something about bodybuilding, and better David than a stranger.
So he slowly stood and held himself awkwardly under David's scrutiny.

“Not bad at all.” David nodded. “Your gut's almost gone. Cut back
on your drinking and you could have a decent set of abs. And you're
getting  some  nice  bulk  and  definition  in  your  arms  and  chest  and
thighs. You're looking good.”

“Thanks.” Kelden wiped his  face on a towel.  “By the way,” he
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added as he wrapped it around himself, “did you get the check I left on
the counter?”

“Yeah,” David frowned. “Unfortunately, it's late.”
“Sorry. You were able to cover it though, weren't you?”
“That's not the point. Sure, I can cover it most of the time, but

not all my assets are in cash. Anyway, you agreed to pay me no later
than the 25th of the month.”

Kelden  paused  in  putting  the  weights  back  to  glare  at  David.
“Well, if it comes to that, we had agreements about several things. I've
had to do your half of the chores twice – no, three times – now, and I
haven't seen you make the slightest move to do any of mine.”

“And I didn't see you run for a mop when you came in hammered
and puked all over the kitchen!”

With  that,  the  argument  broke  wide  open,  and  carefully
restrained resentments spilled out unchecked. Each listed the other's
every  offense,  real  or  imagined.  Defense,  denial,  and  counter-
accusation were delivered with equal speed and force. Both were too
furious to see that their charges often bordered on ludicrous, and more
than once the battle threatened to degenerate into “Did too – Did not –
Nyaah, nyaah, nyaah!”

“Look,” Kelden finally snarled, “I don't have time for this crap –
I've got a date!” And he loped upstairs.

“Fine!”  shouted  David.  “I'll  make  an  appointment  with  you
sometime!” His shot was answered by the slamming of a bedroom door.

Kelden stood in his room, gripping the doorknob, rage twisting
his  stomach.  He  wanted  to  put  his  fist  through  a  wall,  kick  a
wastebasket through the window, rip the doorknob off the door, and
shred the towel he was wearing, all at the same time. But instead he
stood, digging his nails into his palms and his teeth into his tongue,
until he had mastered himself enough to fling the towel on the bed and
get into the shower. He took longer than usual, and when he emerged,
his rage had been replaced by cold anger. He finished and left without
calling out his  usual  friendly farewell.  The basement was silent.  The
Spyder  was  alone  in  the  garage;  David  had  gone  without  saying
anything.  He  scowled  at  David's  pettiness  and  headed  for  Laurie's
house, grimly determined to enjoy himself.

They went to a movie first. Le Cinéma Classique featured “art”
films,  foreign  films,  revivals  of  the  classics,  and  anything  else  the
national chains deemed too financially risky. Le Cinéma Classique was a
very  successful  business.  They  were  currently  showing  a  romantic
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fantasy from Brazil,  “O Coração da Lua”, which everyone from “Film
Comment” to “Rotten Tomatoes” had raved about. Kelden and Laurie
were lucky to get  seats  at  all,  very lucky to get  seats  together,  and
exceptionally lucky to get two seats in the front middle section. The
film probably lived up to its  hype,  but Kelden could only remember
about half of it later. The rest was lost in brooding over his argument
with David. For some time after, in fact, he honestly thought that one of
the reasons Estefano had to search the rain forests for his lost lover
Amata was because she was mad at him for not taking out the trash. 

After the film, Kelden took Laurie to The Grove for dinner. He'd
chosen it for its soft candlelight and secluded corner tables, counting
on the atmosphere in conjunction with the magic of the film to release
the  carefully  hidden romanticism he'd  glimpsed  in  some of  Laurie's
unguarded moments. But David was with them in their private corner,
and Laurie finally set aside her wine glass and said, “Kel? I don't think
you've heard half of what I've said since we got here, and I'm pretty
sure most of that movie was lost on you. What's going on?”

“Nothing,” smiled Kelden, suddenly fully attentive. “I'm just lost
in your eyes.”

Laurie  snorted.  “I  expected  a  better  line  than  that  from  you.
Something's bothering you. You might as well tell me what. And don't
say 'nothing' again, or you'll end up with a plate of pasta primavera in
your lap.”

Kelden sighed. “I had an argument with David. And I'm not sure
how much longer I'll be living there.”

“How long have you been there so far?”
“About five weeks.”
“And how many fights have you had in that time?”
“Well, we've had maybe half a dozen little squabbles, but this was

our first real shouting match.”
“Any physical damage to the house? Or each other?”
“Well, I threw a dish once. It was one of mine, thank God. But I

had to repair a nasty mark on the kitchen wall.”
“That's not too good.”
“Tell me about it!”
“But really, Kel, I think you're ahead of the average. Most of the

people I've known have fought by the end of the second or third day
and are ready to commit murder by the end of the month. And an all-
out brawl is not that unusual. So don't give up yet!”

“Actually, I wasn't giving up. I want to stay, but I'm afraid David
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will throw me out.”
“That's possible, especially if you're paying him. But you can stop

that, if you're willing.”
“How?”
“How often do you discuss the running of the house, and the way

you feel about what's happening there?”
Kelden shrugged.  “We agreed on some rules  at  the  beginning.

That's about it.”
“Not good enough.” Laurie shook her head. “Look, I know this is

almost a cliché, but you're going to have to learn to communicate. And
the effort's going to have to come from you.”

“From me? Why?”
“Because you're not a natural communicator. You've been back

at  AgriState  since,  what?  Mid  June?  About  2½  months.  We've  dated
about eight times since then, and it took at least half of them before I
learned anything about the inner Kelden. So I'll bet you've never even
tried seriously talking to David. And you're not an easily approachable
person, so I doubt he's ever tried seriously talking to you. That means if
anyone's going to break the silence, it'll have to be you. Think you can
do it?”

Kelden poked absently  at  his  chicken Kiev.  “Do you think it'll
really help?” he asked at last.

“What's the alternative? Back to an efficiency?”
He looked up. “How'd you become such an expert?”
“I've had my share of roommates.”
He  sat  back,  allowed  the  server  to  take  his  plate,  and  with

Laurie's  agreement,  declined  dessert.  Then  he  observed,  “You  live
alone, and it seems to me you're not much more communicative – or
approachable – than I am. “

“That's true.”
“So. . . ?”
“So listen to the voice of someone who did it the wrong way and

learned from it, even if it was too late. Talk to David. Tonight.”
Kelden had had other plans for the night, but they quickly fell

apart.  Laurie  was  more  receptive  than  she'd  ever  been,  but  it  still
stopped at her front door. She wanted him to go home – while he still
had a home to go to – and talk to David; and, Kelden had to admit as her
door  closed,  he  would  have  been  too  distracted  to  give  her  his  full
attention. So he once more put her seduction on hold.

It was not yet eleven when he got back to the house. David was
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still up, sipping a beer and watching “Saturday Night Live”. He glanced
up as  Kelden came in  and  nodded to  him.  “How was  the  date?”  he
asked, his voice carefully casual, his eyes back on the screen.

“Fine.”
“You get any?”
Kelden bit back a sharp retort and simply replied, “No.”
“Too bad.” David returned his full attention to the show.
Kelden went to the kitchen and selected one of  his  own beers

from the refrigerator. “Mind if I join you?” he asked as he returned.
David shrugged and waved his  hand at the room. “This is  still

communal territory.”
They watched until the next commercial, then Kelden said, “I saw

Tony tried to call me while I was with Laurie. He didn't leave a message.
Did he call you?”

David nodded. “They're in Denver. The tour's beginning to wear
on them. But they've been offered an album deal when it's over.”

“No replacement on the keyboards yet?”
“Nope.”
The conversation ended with the commercials. They watched the

“Weekend Update” segment, then entered the next set of ads in silence.
Kelden finally cleared his throat and said, “I think we should talk.”

David looked at him fully. “Do you really think it'll help?”
“I don't know. But I'm willing to try, if you are.”
“Why not?” David shrugged. “It's a rerun, anyway.” He fired the

remote and killed the screen. “Although I don't see how it can possibly
work. I mean, we're about as different as you can get.”

“We knew that going it, but we believed we could make it work. I
think we still can.”

“This  from the man with two ex-wives?  Look,  Kel,  maybe you
don't  learn  from  your  failures,  but  I  sure  as  hell  do.  I  know  when
something's not gonna work, and this is not gonna work.”

“I think it can. And I'm willing to try.”
“So you've said.”
“I mean it.”
“Why? So you don't get stuck in another efficiency?”
“No.” Kelden stopped, suddenly afraid of saying something that

would sound silly, afraid of offending David, afraid of things even he
couldn't identify. David studied his face, rolling his beer can between
his palms. Kelden continued, slowly. “At least, not completely, no. I . . . I
like living here. With you. I . . . you're a good friend.” David raised an
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eyebrow and stopped playing with the can. “You and Tony. You're both
good friends. I don't want to lose that.”

“I don't think I've ever heard you say something like that,” David
murmured.

“Yeah. I've been told I'm not real good at saying a lot of things.”
“Like what?”
“Like 'I'm sorry'. I'm sorry I didn't do some of the things I was

supposed to do around here. I'm sorry for acting like a spoiled brat and
sulking instead of telling you what was bugging me. I'm sorry for doing
things purposely just to piss you off.” He took several deep swallows of
his beer.

David shook his head. “Are you drunk?” he asked, partly in jest.
“Not this time. I know what I'm saying. Laurie said the problem

was  you  and I  weren't  talking  enough,  telling  each  other  what  was
bothering us, and why. I think she may be right.”

“I've tried, and you keep blowing me off.”
“I know. You're not the only one who's complained of that. Look,

I don't like the things I've been learning about myself since Beth and I
split. But I know I gotta be honest, no matter how much it hurts. You're
a good friend, one of the best I've ever had, and I don't want to screw
this up.”

David scratched absentmindedly at the light, sparse hair between
his pectorals.  Then he rubbed his  jaw. “I  don't  either.” He frowned.
“But we're talking about some major personality differences here. I like
the way I am, and I don't want to change all that badly.”

“Hey, I'm not sure I can change, and I'm not quite as pleased with
myself as you are! But I don't know if that's necessary. I mean, as long
as we're open and honest, can't we avoid some of these – most of these
– personality clashes?”

David shook his head. “You wanna be open and honest? You're
usually a moody, pessimistic son of a bitch; this sweetness and light is a
little  hard  to  swallow.  I  think  maybe  you  are  drunk.  Either  that  or
someone else wrote your script.”

Kelden's growing irritation finally got the best of him. “All right.
Maybe I  am drunk.” He stood, his steadiness contradicting him.  “And
maybe I did get a lot of this from Laurie. But – dammit, man, does that
make it wrong? At least I'm trying!” And he stalked up to his room.

About  ten minutes  later,  as  he  finished brushing his  teeth,  he
heard a tapping at his door. He threw on his robe and answered it.

“Did you want the rest of this?” David held Kelden's abandoned
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beer out to him.
“No. Sorry.” Kelden reached for it, but David shook his head and

drew it back.
“That's all right. I can pitch it.”
“Thanks.”
David didn't move, nor did Kelden close the door.
“You really are serious, aren't you?” David finally asked.
“Hell, yes!”
“Do we have to rehash the last few weeks?”
Kelden hesitated. “I'd rather not,” he admitted.
“Start fresh tomorrow, then?”
Kelden nodded. “And you can add this to your rules: no hidden

resentments. If something bugs you, say so. And I'll do the same. Yes?”
“Agreed.”
They  clasped  hands.  Kelden  grinned,  and  commented,  “You

know, this is farther than I ever got with either Vicki or Beth. Maybe I
should have married you, instead!”

David looked startled, and his own grin faltered. Kelden thought
he saw fear in his eyes. But before he could ask what was wrong, David
grinned wider and replied, “If this is all Laurie's doing, maybe we both
oughta marry her!”

“We do have the third bedroom up here,” Kelden mused. “Maybe
I can talk her into moving in?”

“With you across the hall,” snorted David, “the poor girl won't
get any sleep!”

Kelden laughed. “You may be right! You sure you don't want me
to run my own can down?”

“Just get your own can to bed! Good night!” And David dashed
down the stairs.

They began September as though August had never happened.
The  hot,  muggy  weather  broke  overnight,  so  they  silenced  the  air
conditioner and threw open the windows. Fresh breezes swept a hint of
autumn  through the  house,  sweeping  out  lingering  frustrations  and
anger. The sun was still hot, though, so Paige joined them for a Sunday
afternoon swim. With their conflicting schedules, Kelden and David had
given up trying to eat  together during the week,  but  they still  took
turns cooking Sunday dinner, and Paige hung around and helped David
with that, giving them a chance to get to know each other better.

Monday was Labor Day, the first major holiday since Kelden had
begun dating  Laurie  on  a  regular  basis  and  since  he  and  Paige  had
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become good friends.  It  could have been awkward having to choose
which of them to spend the day with, but their employers settled the
problem for them. Paige was expected to be at Imagination Unlimited's
company picnic as a show of “family unity”. She invited Kelden to join
her, but he was expected to show his own “team spirit” by attending
AgriState's picnic. He invited her to come by their own celebration after
hers was over, but the chamber orchestra concert was coming up on
Wednesday, and because they weren't rehearsing on the holiday, she
wanted to get in some extra practice on her own. Kelden felt a mixture
of  disappointment  and  relief.  He  would  miss  being  with  her,  but,
although there was nothing romantic between them, he felt it somehow
necessary to keep her and Laurie apart. He hadn't told either about the
other, and he didn't plan to.

The  Lincoln  State  University/Fell  Park  Chamber  Orchestra
concert  was  an  overwhelming  success.  In  addition  to  Milhaud's  La
Création and Copland's Appalachian Spring, they played a suite from Kurt
Weill's Threepenny Opera, two of Villa-Lobos's Bachianas Brasileiras, and a
fascinating arrangement of the Hindemith bassoon sonata for celesta,
harp, brass and solo bassoon that Ben Reinthaler had whipped together
in lieu of his  Concertino.  As soloist,  Kelden was brilliant,  and was the
center of attention at the post-concert party. The celebration ran late,
and when it was over, he extended it with Kathy Baylor and a couple of
ounces  of  grass.  He  was  able  to  slip  her  into  his  bedroom  without
waking David, and they both called in sick the next day, which netted
him a mild warning from Nicolette Bahan on Friday against excessive
absenteeism.

The  full  orchestra  leapt  back  into  rehearsal  the  following
Monday,  working  feverishly  to  perfect  the  Haydn  symphony,  the
Chopin piano concerto, and the Bartók  Romanian Folk Dances for their
first concert of the new season. The next evening, Kelden began the
second level of the classes he'd been taking; he'd finished the first level
three weeks previously with a solid “A” and was looking forward to the
challenges of the next step.

He met Claudia,  a moderately attractive and singularly hungry
woman, on Tuesday; by Thursday, as they were leaving the classroom,
he'd learned four things about her: She was twelve years older than
him; she was twenty years married; she had four children, including a
nineteen-year-old daughter; and she wanted him as soon as possible.
Several  things  about  the  situation  left  him uncertain.  It  didn't  help
when  Kayla,  the  daughter,  picked  her  mother  up  on  the  following
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Tuesday  and  he  discovered  her  to  be  someone  in  whom  he  could
develop quite an interest. Claudia, however, was persistent. She offered
to pay for a motel room in Kankakee, and, by the end of the next class,
he'd made his decision. He warned David he wouldn't be home Friday
night, and probably wouldn't see him until at least Saturday afternoon.

As it happened, they never made it to Kankakee. Claudia picked
him up in her SUV. She never said how she'd explained her absence to
her family, and he asked no questions. Already regretting his decision,
he just wanted to get the experience over with. They traveled only as
far as the back roads a few miles outside of town, and he was home a
little past midnight.

When  he  slipped  in,  the  house  was  dark  and  silent.  Kelden
thought about waking David; he felt the need to talk to someone and
would've even welcomed David's disapproval. But at the same time he
felt unable to bear anyone else's eyes on him. He got a couple of beers
and tried to blur his disgust in the darkened living room, but couldn't
get drunk enough. He also couldn't get to sleep, so he got the Spyder
out and drove to Lake Pontell, but a walk in the woods only made him
cold. So he drove back.

By the time he  reentered  Fell  Park,  the  sky  was  beginning to
lighten. He drove over to Laurie's house and sat outside in the car for a
while,  but  when  he  realized  how  disastrous  any  hint  of  what  was
bothering him would be to their relationship, he drove over to Paige's
apartment. He actually made it to her door, but balked at telling her of
his latest mistake. Wishing Tony were still around, Kelden drove slowly
back to the house. It was nearly 6:30, and David would probably be up.

The  house  was  still  silent  and  dark.  David  usually  worked  on
Saturdays; maybe he was already gone? But no, his truck had still been
in the garage. Kelden went down to his room, but hesitated outside his
closed door. He wasn't so sure now he wanted to see anyone. But he was
already there, so. . . .

He tapped hesitantly. “David?” There was no answer. He tapped
and called a little louder. This time he heard a murmur inside, so he
pushed the door open. “David?” he began, “I hate to bother you, but I
need to talk to someone, and I thought. . . .”

He  stopped.  In  the  dim  dawn  light  that  filtered  through  the
curtains he could see that David wasn't alone. He stared, momentarily
at a loss;  David had been so insistent about his celibacy. Then David
began  to  sit  up,  and  Kelden  remembered  himself.  “I'm  sorry,”  he
mumbled, feeling behind himself for the door. “I didn't realize. . . .”

123



David's confused fumbling pulled the sheet askew, and his lover
turned over. Kelden saw red hair, and his heart stuttered. Paige?! Then
he saw the mustache. It took a moment, but he suddenly placed him.
Michael Bachman, the lawyer who'd taken the Penthouse after Kelden
had vacated it.

Michael.
Kelden  found  the  door.  His  eyes  locked  with  David's.  For  a

heartbeat  they  stared  at  one  another.  Then  Kelden  backed  out  and
quietly, gently, closed the door. David groped for, but couldn't find, a
robe, finally flung himself out of bed naked, and ran to the foot of the
basement stairs, shouting, “Kelden!” In the silence that followed, the
click of the front latch was oddly loud.
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