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David  stood  slowly.  Kelden  had  seen  him  angry
before,  but  those  had  been  brief,  spectacular
fireworks-bursts of heat and sound. . . . He'd never
seen the rage that now blazed in David's eyes. . . .
He'd said too much. . . . David might attack him. In a
way, something in him hoped he would.
“You must  think awfully  highly of  yourself.”  David's
vice  was  low  and  thick.  “Wonderful  Kelden  Scott,
irresistible to woman and man alike. . . .”

Kelden Scott
David Cervenka
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Chapter 1

Kelden was gone all Saturday, and left a note on the
kitchen counter on Sunday saying he would be unable to fix
dinner that evening due to an emergency. That night he ate
at McDonald's. Monday, he resumed his normal schedule,
except he and David never seemed to cross paths. David
returned from work early Tuesday, but Kelden had errands
to run and simply nodded a pleasant “hello” as he dashed
through.  David  sat  up  in  a  darkened  living  room
Wednesday.  When  Kelden  finally  came  in,  he  expressed
surprise that David was still  up, pleaded exhaustion, and
bade him a hurried “good night”. Kelden's check for half the
mortgage  and  utilities  appeared  dutifully  on  the  kitchen
counter Thursday morning. When and how he got in that
evening David never knew.

Kelden  had  successfully  avoided  David  for  six  full
days, but by Friday, David was determined to confront him.
He  left  his  own  message  on  the  kitchen  counter  that
morning  explaining  that  he  had  an  urgent  meeting
immediately  after  work  that  could  run  until  well  after
dinner. He knew that Kelden had planned to use the pool
into late October if at all possible, and, since the weather
was to be clear and hot, he had a good chance of catching
him in the water. He was right.

“Kel, we have to talk.”
“I thought you had a meeting.” Kelden stood in the

center of the pool.
“This is my meeting.”
Kelden glared up at him. “More lies?”
David frowned. “What do you mean?”
“You work it out.” Kelden turned and swam away.
David  walked  down  the  deck  in  pursuit.  “Kel,”  he
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repeated firmly, “we've got to talk!”
“What's to talk about?” Kelden stopped well short of

the edge. “You have your own private life.”
David shook his head. “That's not good enough. Look,

you can stay out here 'til you prune, but I'll be inside.” He
walked away.

Kelden  watched  him  enter  the  house,  then  slowly
swam the length of the pool back and forth. He'd spent a
lot of time alone at Lake Pontell  since Saturday morning,
and when he couldn't  be there,  he was often silent  and
withdrawn. Paige and Laurie had separately tried to draw
him  out,  receiving  only  a  vague  smile  and  vaguer
assurance that he had a few things to work out and would
be  fine  in  a  few  days.  Privately,  though,  he  had  many
doubts.

Of course, he wasn't prejudiced. He'd known a couple
of gays in college, and had suspected at least one of his
Summit coworkers, but not once had he ever called them
“fags” or “queers”, and he had never been anything less
than polite when he'd had to deal  with them. Sure, he'd
joked with some of his friends, but who didn't? Naturally,
the act itself repulsed him – although, in his moments of
darkest fantasy, he had to admit to a certain curiosity. But
that  repulsion was normal,  wasn't  it?  And if  his curiosity
wasn't, at least it was something he could keep hidden.

No,  prejudice  wasn't  the  problem.  It  was  just  that
David had never warned him that he was –  that way. He'd
never given him the chance to decide if he wanted a gay
roommate. Unless, of course, he wasn't really gay, but just
experimenting, a solution that made him feel much better.
After all,  everyone was entitled to an experiment or two.
Not that  he  would ever do anything like that. Anyway, he
still didn't want to talk about it.

Except now it looked like he'd have to. Either that or
spend all night in the pool. Or go out somewhere, dressed
only in a red bikini swimsuit. He pulled himself out of the
water, toweled down, and slipped inside.

He was lucky. David, it seemed, hadn't expected him
in so soon; he could hear the basement shower running. He
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knew he was only prolonging the inevitable, but perhaps he
could  slip  out  again  if  he  hurried.  He  dressed  quickly,
listening for the water to turn off. It did just as he finished,
which would probably give him just enough time to leave
before David  was dressed.  Assuming he would bother  to
dress. Kelden stepped out of his bathroom and grabbed his
shoes. At that moment, his phone rang. Without thinking,
he snatched it up and answered, realizing instantly that he
should have let it go to voicemail. It was one of AgriState's
second shift  computer operators.  Kelden offered to come
down if they were having a problem, but she only had a
question that was easily dealt with in ten minutes over the
phone. Unfortunately, that was ten minutes too long. David
tapped on his door as Kelden hung up.

Kelden took a deep breath. “Come in.”
David opened the door. They stared at one another,

and Kelden noticed that, instead of only a very short pair of
cutoffs, David was wearing a sport shirt, jeans, and sandals.

“You sure you want me in here?”
Kelden deliberately misunderstood. “Actually, it  would

be more comfortable downstairs.”
David  studied  Kelden's  carefully  bland  face,  then

nodded and led the way.
“You want a beer?” asked Kelden as they entered the

living room.
“No, thanks.” David settled on the sofa.
Kelden got one for himself, then headed for the media

center. “What do you want to hear?”
“Nothing.  Kel,  will  you  sit  down?  I  can't  stand  this

avoidance.”
“I'm not avoiding you,” Kelden protested as he sat in

an easy chair across the room. “We've both been busy. I
don't even know what projects you've been working on. Did
you ever finish that house out in Chatsworth?”

“Damn it,  Kel,  don't  do  this!”  Kelden was  silent,  so
David continued. “Look, I can't blame you. I didn't want to
get into this, either. But we have to.”

“No, we don't. Nothing happened, all right?”
“Bullshit! You walked into my room, you saw me in bed
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with Michael, and you came to your own conclusions and
made your judgments.”

“Hey, your private life is none of my business. If you
want to experiment, fine, you're certainly not the first. I've
done  my  share  of  experimenting,  although  maybe  not
exactly the same -”

“Oh,  God,  Kel,  shut  up!”  David  shouted.  “And  quit
being so damned patronizing!”

“I'm not - ”
“Shut up!”
Kelden  watched  David  in  unmoving  silence,  feeling

oddly  in  complete  control.  David's  eyes  were  squeezed
shut,  his  head  down,  his  face  contorted.  His  feet  were
drawn  up  beneath  him  and  his  hands  clenched  and
unclenched as he struggled to master himself. He drew a
ragged  breath,  then  rasped,  “Kel  .  .  .  I  was  not
experimenting.”  He  paused  and  seemed  to  find  his
strength.  He  raised  his  head,  and  his  eyes,  though wet,
were open and defiant.  “I'm gay, Kel,” he said quietly.  “I
have been for at least five years, maybe since I was born.”

“You're not sure?”
David ignored the touch of sarcasm in Kelden's tone.

“I wanted to try it ever since puberty. But I didn't until after
I  was married. That one-night thing I  told you about? He
was my first. I was drunk, but I knew what was happening,
and I liked it, which made me feel worse.”

Kelden  was  interested  in  spite  of  himself.  “And  the
affair that ended your marriage?”

David nodded. “That's why Jackie hated me so much.”
“But  you've  been  with  other  women  since  her.  I've

seen them. Are you, what, bisexual?”
David shook his head. “They were fronts. Only a few

people know I'm gay. I want to keep it that way.”
“Why?”
“Why? Look at the way you've been acting all week.

How long do you think I'd last in business if  it were known?
Or in this neighborhood?”

“Then why be gay?”
“Dammit,  Kel,  do  you think  I  just  decided one  day,
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“gee, I'm bored, I think I'll be gay, now'? I've gone through
hell  trying to reconcile  my feelings with the way society
thinks I should be!”

“So why the hell couldn't you at least tell me?”
“Because I didn't think it was important.”
“The guy I'm living with is screwing another man, and

you  don't  think  that's  important?  What  the  hell's  your
definition of 'important'?”

“I mean I didn't think it'd make any difference to our
friendship.”

Kelden shook his head. “Maybe not before, but now
we're living together, and what you do affects me. I thought
we went through all that a couple weeks ago. “

“Yeah, I know. You're right. I'm sorry. You were bound
to find out eventually.”

“Damned right I was! Were you planning on telling me
at all? Or was I just supposed to find out when you crawled
into my bed one night?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”
Kelden stood and took a deep breath. “Isn't it obvious?

You walk around here practically naked all the time! You've
done your damnedest to make sure I've seen every square
inch of your body!”

“I  beg your  pardon!”  snapped David.  “Your  tan  line
doesn't exactly end at your waist either – or so I've heard!”

“That's different!”
“Oh? How?”
“I don't parade it in front of you. And I don't go down

and leer at you while you're working out.”
“I've never leered at you!”
“What do you call it when you insist I stand up so you

can inspect me? For that  matter,  you were the one who
insisted I start working out on your equipment at all. And
you were the one who wanted me to move in with you. Was
that so you could have me handy?”

David stood slowly. Kelden had seen him angry before,
but  those had been brief,  spectacular  fireworks-bursts  of
heat and sound that faded quickly, to be soon forgotten.
He'd never seen the rage that now blazed in David's eyes

1 3 6



and  darkened  his  face.  Kelden  took  an  involuntary  step
backward. He'd said too much, and yet, somehow, he didn't
care. David might attack him. In a way, something in him
hoped he would.

“You  must  think  awfully  highly  of  yourself.”  David's
voice  was  low  and  thick.  “Wonderful  Kelden  Scott,
irresistible to woman and man alike. Sure, Kel. I arranged
for Gene Lancaster to get transferred so he would have to
move. I took a house and worked hard on the details of a
deal  I  didn't  need.  I  put  up  with  your  moods  and
unreliability, and all so I could get you into my bed. My God,
Kel, are you really that stupid, or that arrogant? I asked you
to move in with me because we were friends. No more, no
less. Just because we were friends. At least I thought we
were.”

“Was that really the reason?”
“Hell, I just said - “
“Or was there a little guilt for turning me out of the

Penthouse so you could install your lover there?”
“I  don't  believe  this!”  gasped  David.  “Do  you  hear

what  you're  saying?  Do  you  realize  how  paranoid  you
sound? You knew the day I offered to let you use it – rent-
free! – that I  had another tenant coming in! And I  didn't
even know he was gay until  about a month ago, and we
didn't do anything until last week!”

“Whatever.”  Kelden  shrugged.  “If  you  say  so.  The
point is, you never told me. It's a matter of trust, David.”
He'd heard those words before, but he couldn't remember
where or when.

“What  if  I  had told  you?  What  then?  Would  you've
agreed to move in? Or would you've told me to go to hell?”

“It doesn't make any difference now, does it?”
“Doesn't it? I wonder.”
They stared at each other. At last David said, quietly,

“Well?”
“Well?” repeated Kelden.
“You know now. What are you going to do?”
“What do you want me to do?”
“I'd  like  you  to  stay.  If  you  want,  I'll  promise  –  in
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writing – not to crawl into your bed or make a pass at you
or even look at you while you're working out or swimming.”

“You think it'd work?”
“I don't know. But I'm willing to try. You were a couple

of weeks ago when we were getting on each other's nerves
and I thought there was no way we could live together. I
learned you were right, we could. Can we try again? Can
you accept me the way I am, just like I've accepted you the
way you are?” He stopped and waited.

“I don't know,” Kelden said at last.
David  nodded.  “It's  up  to  you.  But  whatever  you

decide,  please  remember  you  have  my  career  –  and
Michael's  –  in  your hands.  For the sake of  the friendship
we've had. . . .” He studied Kelden's impassive face for a
moment, then, with quiet dignity, turned and left the house.

Kelden listened to the pickup truck pull away. They'd
had  the  air  conditioning  off  and  the  windows  open.  He
wondered if  David had remembered that, then decided it
wasn't his problem. He felt drained and, at the same time,
restless.  He didn't  want to think about David or what he
should do;  yet he could think of nothing else.  His phone
rang. He didn't move. It rang twice more. He snatched it
out  and stared at  the screen.  It  was Paige.  He tossed it
aside and left the house as it went to voicemail.

That night he found a party on campus where he got
more wasted than he had since Tony's going-away party. He
wondered if Tony knew about David, and where he was, and
why he didn't call. He experienced multiple partners for the
first time, but when he saw the girls coupling, he grabbed
his clothes,  staggered out into the hall,  and vomited. He
rinsed his mouth and dressed in the bathroom, then spent
the rest of the night in his car.

When  he  returned  to  the  house  the  next  morning,
everything was as he'd left it. He assumed David had spent
the night at the Penthouse. He showered, started a load of
laundry, and turned to the classified ads in the Saturday
paper.

Two days later, he moved out.
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. . . Kathy stood with her head bowed and her arms
wrapped tightly around her, glittering chunks of glass
at her feet. “Go back to your party,” he shouted, “and
offer yourself to some of them. Maybe they'll settle
for you!”

Kathy Baylor
Kelden Scott
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Chapter 2

His new apartment was costlier and less comfortable
than the house, but Kelden thought he could live with that.
The move went reasonably well, all things considered. With
Paige's van and David's pickup, they only had to make a
couple  of  trips.  Paige  was  confused,  but  said  nothing,
carefully watching the interplay between Kelden and David.
They were polite and even joked freely with each other, but
strained undercurrents were obvious.

The move took place between work and rehearsal on
the last day of September, and was almost done before the
neighbors  fully  realized  what  was  happening.  A  few  of
them, including Jack and Pat McGregor and Stan and Sheila
Morganson,  came  to  help  and  collect  what  details  they
could  for  the  others;  all  they  learned was  “things  didn't
work out”. They said their goodbyes, and Kelden and Paige
drove off with the last load.

“All  right,  talk,”  said  Paige  as  she  guided  the  van
around a street football game. “You all but vanish for nearly
a week, and when I do see you, I can't get a dozen words
out of you. And now you suddenly move out of the house
you couldn't wait to get into. What's going on?”

“A difference of opinion,” Kelden replied shortly.
Paige  shook  her  head.  “You  don't  move out  over  a

'difference of opinion'.”
“I just did.”
“Come on. You're not that shallow.”
Kelden remained silent.
“You're also not usually this secretive with me. Come

on, Kel, we've shared some pretty deep things.”
“You can't tell me there's not a few things you've kept

secret.”
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Paige considered this, then nodded. “You're right. I've
got a few things hidden away I'm not ready to share yet.”

“All right, then.” Kelden finally looked at her. “I've got
some  things,  too,  that  I'd  just  as  soon  keep  to  myself.
Nothing against you – if I told anyone, it would be you – but
I just can't talk about them.”

“Can't? Or won't?”
Kelden thought a moment. “Both, I guess,” he finally

admitted.
Paige chewed on her lip, then nodded again. “All right.

I won't press you.”
“Thank you.”
They stopped at a drive-in frozen yogurt stand for a

quick snack, then dropped the rest of their load at Kelden's
new apartment and ran to rehearsal. Afterward they went
out  for  a  more  substantial  meal  and  a  more  substantial
conversation, still avoiding the one topic they both clearly
wanted to talk about.

For the next week, Kelden spent every spare minute
settling into his new home. He had the routine down after
four moves in five months, but this time he felt the need to
really make this new space his own. So he took his time,
arranging  furniture  carefully  and  then  rearranging  it.  He
seriously  depleted  his  checking  account  on  garage  sale
tables  and  chairs,  even  finding  a  decent  quality  sound
system  at  a  pawn  shop.  He  also  found  some  original
paintings in a moody, impressionistic style at a price that
came nowhere  near  reflecting  the  basement  artist's  real
talent. Through it all, he remained careful not to touch the
account he'd set up to repay Colleen. It had almost reached
the full amount of her loan plus interest and represented
considerable sacrifice.

The apartment, while it couldn't touch the Penthouse
in  elegance  or  originality,  was  many  steps  above  the
basement efficiency, literally and figuratively.  It,  too,  was
part of a large, old converted house, but without the owner
or landlord living on the premises and closer to the campus.
Kelden occupied a little less than half the second floor of
the house,  in  a single  bedroom with  dormer  windows,  a
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generous living room with window seat and small fireplace,
a compact but well planned kitchen, and equally compact
but  well-planned  bathroom,  and  even  a  small,  enclosed
heated porch leading out to a fire escape.  An unmarried
couple  expecting  their  first  child  lived  above  him.  The
remainder of the apartments were occupied by students –
on the first floor, a shy Vietnamese girl whom Kelden saw
only once in the first week as she darted through her door
in one unit, and, in the other, two bright, perky girls who (as
Kelden  discovered  upon  answering  his  door  Wednesday
evening) were outspoken, dedicated Mormons; and, in the
basement, a 19-year-old general student on his own for the
first time.

Kelden  politely  declined  to  discuss  religion  with  the
Mormon girls, but did take advantage of their visit to ask if
they could hear his bassoon. He had decided to use the tiny
porch  off  the  fire  escape  for  practicing.  The  acoustics
weren't very good, but it had a charming view of a small
wooded lot with a tiny creek that was given a feeling of
privacy by a lines of lilacs run wild that screened it from the
street and the neighboring house. Although it was the most
remote spot in the apartment he could find, it was still over
a corner of the girls' kitchen. They assured him they could
hear only a faint sound that didn't bother them in the least.
Over the next few days, he checked with the couple above
him, who also heard little or nothing. He decided maybe
he'd found a place where he could live peacefully.

Although he gradually returned to a  normal life, he
made no mention of David or his time at the house to either
Paige or Laurie; those few weeks vanished as though they
had never occurred. He changed his phone number, giving
it to only a few people. David wasn't one of them. He also
started  avoiding  the  bars  he  knew  David  liked.
Unfortunately,  Bricker's  was  also  a  favorite  for  many  of
Kelden's co-workers and acquaintances, but he was usually
able to convince them to try somewhere else if they were
going out together.

At the same time, his sexual relationships intensified.
Never a tender lover before, his kisses became harsher, his
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caresses more brutal. He wasn't cruel, but neither was he
compassionate.

The  orchestra  played  their  fall  concert  the  second
Saturday in October, to great success – except that Kelden
spotted David during intermission. He thought, at first, that
he'd come to harass him, until he spotted Michael Bachman
and realized that Michael probably liked classical music and
had  talked  David  into  joining  him.  After  reflection,  he
decided that didn't really help.  Sure, he thought,  you won't
come  to  a  concert  for  me,  but  you'll  drop  everything  for  your
boyfriend. He'd forgotten that he'd only been in the chamber
concert since moving down, and that David had planned on
attending that until the kitchen drain sprang a leak. 

Just  before  the  end  of  intermission,  Kelden  was
surprised  by  his  former  fellow  Pizza  Express  driver,
Deborah. She was newly married and was in Fell Park for
the weekend to attend a friend's  baby shower while her
new husband put in some overtime at his job; she would be
returning to southern Illinois in the morning. They arranged
to meet for drinks after the concert. Kelden toasted her new
status several times, and then took her back to his place.
He'd been uncomfortable with Claudia, the married woman
from his class, but it didn't bother him in the least when
Deborah allowed him to take her to bed. He wondered for a
few days  if  he'd  been too  drunk  or  just  didn't  care  any
more.  As  an  experiment,  he  spent  another  night  with
Claudia, and found it much less disturbing. Her daughter,
Kayla, had been coming on to him whenever she picked up
her mother after class, so he thought, what the hell, why not?,
and spent an evening with her less than a week later. His
only regret was that she'd been a virgin.

While  Kelden  was  exploring  how  many  different
women  he  could  sleep  with  under  how  many  different
circumstances,  he  was  oblivious  to  how  much  he  was
withdrawing otherwise. At AgriState he sat at his computer
and  solved  problems  and  communicated  with  the  other
programmers only  when absolutely  necessary.  Outside of
work he spoke to “his” women only enough to stay in their
good  graces  and  their  beds,  and  to  everyone  else  just

1 4 3



enough to be civil. At home, he nodded to the other tenants
in passing, but said so little that the Vietnamese girl, who
was beginning to open up to the others,  seemed almost
gregarious in comparison. If  he had no bed mate for the
night,  he went out by himself  to a movie or a play or a
concert or, more likely, to Lake Pontell to get high or to a
bar where, if he was unable to find a likely-looking woman,
he would sit alone, stare unseeing at whatever was on the
flat-screen televisions, and drink himself dull.  He stopped
going out with Paige after rehearsals, and days at a time
would go by without him even seeing Laurie.

Halloween  arrived  in  a  haze  of  leaf  smoke  and
costume  parties.  It  had  been  years  since  Kelden  had
dressed up; the Scotts had discouraged that kind of silliness
in  both  their  children  at  early  ages.  But  Kathy  Baylor
surprised  him by  asking  him to  escort  her  to  a  masked
gathering  on  Friday,  the  day  after  Halloween,  and  he
agreed before he really thought about it. Then he wanted to
call her back and cancel. He finally decided that he was not
only going to go, he was going to go all out. He showed up
on Kathy's  doorstep  wearing  elegant  black  formal  slacks
and tailed coat, a frilled snow-white shirt, a heavy, arcane
medallion and scarab ring, a high-collared, full-length black
cape  with  scarlet  lining,  a  black  velvet  mask  under  his
glasses, and a set of gleaming fangs. Kathy was impressed.
She, in turn, was stunning in a skin-tight black sheath gown
with dramatically plunging neckline, exotic makeup, and a
long, black wig that she'd pulled forward over her shoulders
to  tantalizingly  veil  her  up-thrust  breasts.  She  had  even
found an authentic crystal ball on Craigslist.

The  night  was  warm  and  the  party  near  Kathy's
apartment. She and Paige lived at nearly opposite ends of
the same sprawling complex. Kelden left his Spyder parked
in the lot near Kathy's building, feeling only the slightest
tug of curiosity as to what Paige was doing for the evening.
That  vanished  as  he  and  Kathy  walked  to  the  their
destination. They didn't talk much on the way. Perhaps it
was the costumes, but the black mood that had haunted
him for the past weeks clung tighter than ever. He knew no
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one  at  the  party  other  than  Kathy,  while  everyone  else
seemed on intimate terms with one another. He wandered
about,  sometimes  with  her,  sometimes  alone,  feeling  as
though he were looking for something he couldn't find or
even identify. Many of the women, attracted to the brooding
Prince of Darkness, found excuses to engage him in close
conversation.  While  speaking  to  them  he  felt  impatient,
almost eager for them to leave; when they did he felt lonely
and left out. Kathy and her neckline meanwhile attracted a
generous share of male attention. Whenever he saw her in
a private corner with an admirer pressing her to read his
future,  Kelden  felt  equal  parts  of  pride,  jealousy,  and
apathy.

Kathy wasn't much of a drinker; after Independence
Day, their dates had remained mostly dry. By about 10:30
this night, however, when he was ready to leave, they had
both made frequent visits to the Witches' Brew. Kathy was
unhappy to be dragged from the party so early.  Had she
been sober,  she  might  only  have  sulked  a  little  as  they
made their way back to her apartment; had Kelden been
sober, or at least a more cheerful drunk, he might not have
been  so  irritable.  But  when  she  complained,  “You're  not
much fun tonight, are you?”, he immediately snapped, “You
call that fun?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I do!”
“Figures.”
“What? I suppose you have a better idea?”
Kelden  stopped and  roughly  seized  her  upper  arms

and crushed a kiss against her startled mouth. The crystal
ball smashed on the sidewalk. She pushed hard against his
stomach. He jerked back with a muffled “Oof!”

“Is that all you want?” she cried. Her wig had become
dislodged, and she flung long, black hairs out of her face
and over her shoulder.

“It's what you're offering!” Kelden gestured angrily at
her outfit. “Anyway, you weren't so unwilling on the Fourth
of July!”

Kathy's eyes blazed like tiny echoes of fireworks. “On
the  Fourth  of  July,  I  was  with  someone  I  thought  cared
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about  me! But you're only interested in two things, aren't
you? All right, then! Here!” She grabbed her own breasts
and pushed them up until  they  threatened to  leap  from
their confinement. “Go ahead, take 'em, if you want 'em so
badly. This is apparently all I have – and it's sure as hell all
you're gonna get!”

“Don't  kid  yourself,”  sneered  Kelden.  “I  can  find  a
dozen who can give me better than that, and a brain to go
with 'em!” He swirled his cape and stalked off. After a few
steps, he turned. Kathy stood with her head bowed and her
arms wrapped tightly around her, glittering chunks of glass
at her feet. “Go back to your party,” he shouted, “and offer
yourself to some of  them. Maybe they'll settle for you!” Her
shoulders began to shake soundlessly. This time, when he
walked away, he didn't look back.

He wandered on foot for some time, too agitated to go
home. He stopped at a bar, but the crush of people and the
witticisms about his costume became oppressive. After only
a couple of drinks he reinserted his fangs, snarled at the
crowd, and vanished into the night. He drifted blindly; his
mind, blurred at the edges, kept circling Kathy and Laurie
and David and Paige and Claudia and Kayla and Deborah
and Tony and his parents and Coleen and Beth and Vicki. He
seemed unable to focus on any single thought; they would
flit  away  before  he  could  seize  them,  and  he  was  too
mentally weary to chase after them. So he and his thoughts
just stumbled along until he realized he was standing in the
middle of the 1800 block of Brisbane.

He  stood  and  swayed,  as  much  from  indecision  as
from alcohol. He wanted to walk by the house even though
he knew it would only depress him further. He should turn
and head back to his car right now. He continued up the
block.

1903 was dark, except for a dimly gleaming basement
window. The garage door was down, so he couldn't tell if
the pickup truck – or any other vehicle – was there. Once
again,  he  told  himself  to  go  home,  but  his  feet
misinterpreted his brain's foggy commands and carried him
to and up the front steps. He stared at the door, vaguely
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aware that he suddenly seemed to have lost control of his
body.  His  mind  spun  more  than  any  amount  of  drinking
could  account  for.  He  raised  a  damp-palmed,  trembling
hand.  The  peal  of  the  bell  inside  sounded  loud  in  the
midnight stillness. He wondered what he would say.

He  rang  again  after  a  minute  or  two.  No  one
answered. David, apparently, had gone out. Kelden turned
and stumbled, weak-kneed, back down the steps and out to
the street.  He  was  relieved,  and  yet,  as  he retraced his
route, he felt oddly like crying. He never noticed the flutter
of movement at the front window.

It was well beyond midnight and Kelden was beginning
the slow return to sobriety when he approached his car. He
hesitated with his hand on the door, wondering if Paige was
awake, suddenly hungry for a smile and a friendly word. He
wound his way through the complex to her building. A light
was on in her window. He slipped through the street door
and  climbed  the  two  flights  of  steps  to  her  floor.  Her
apartment was halfway down a long hallway, and he almost
changed  his  mind  before  he  got  there.  But  momentum
carried him to her door.

The  sound  of  his  knock  echoed  down  the  hall.  He
waited a while, then called out, “Paige?” He was about to
knock again when he heard the soft creak of the floor. The
peephole was momentarily eclipsed. After another pause,
he heard the deadbolt scrape. The door, held by the chain,
opened just enough for Paige to look out.

It  was  the  first  time  he'd  ever  seen  her  without
makeup. She looked closer to her true age, and harsher,
although her scowl did little to soften her features. Kelden
smiled brightly,  if  a  little  rigidly,  and said,  “Hi!  Mind if  I
come in?”

“Yes,” she replied brusquely, “I do.”
“Oh, I won't do anything,” he assured her, noticing her

robe. “I just want to talk.”
She shut the door, withdrew the chain, and opened it

again. He moved, but she stopped him with a hand on his
chest and stepped out, gently closing the door behind her.
“I think you've said all you need to say,” she hissed.
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“What?” Kelden blinked.
“Kathy's  here.  She  came  to  me  after  you  left  her

crying on the sidewalk.”
“Oh.”
“Yes, 'oh'. I'm not even going to ask why you treated

her that way. I'm not  sure you could excuse it, anyway.”
“I'm sorry.”
“I wish I could believe that. But from what I've heard

lately, and tonight especially, I'm not so sure. The Kel I'm
hearing  about  is  not  the  Kel  I  thought  I  knew.  You've
become  everything  I  learned  to  hate  in  my  life.  I  can't
believe I allowed you to manipulate me like that!”

“I – I didn't -”
“No!” Paige shook her head violently. “Don't! God help

me, I like you too much, and if you start talking, I'll end up
forgiving you, and I can't allow myself to be hurt again! I
can't!”  She  whirled  and  darted  back  into  her  apartment
before she could start crying. The lock clicked and the chain
rattled back into place.

“Paige!” Kelden pounded on the door. “I promise-! Just
let me-!”

“Shut  the hell  up,  you son of  a  bitch!”  Bleary eyes
glared at him from one end of the hall.  “Some of us are
tryin' to sleep!”

Kelden's mouth moved soundlessly. He raised his fist
against Paige's door again, but couldn't follow through. He
stood, uncertain, then shouted, “Go to hell! All of you! Just –
just go to hell!” And then he thundered down the stairs and
out of the building.

He stood in the parking lot. His anger had vanished as
soon as  the cool,  predawn air  touched his  face.  He was
accustomed  to  rage;  he'd  lived  with  it  these  past  few
weeks. Now, however, he found nothing in his heart but a
dispassionate, mortal chill. He had no anger for Paige; for
Kathy;  not even for David. But neither could he find any
affection for them. All love was gone, even for himself, and
he wondered if he'd ever had any to begin with. His eyes
stung, but he couldn't find enough sorrow to release any
tears.
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He started walking again. Never had he felt so like a
shell.  Yet  he  was  not  completely  empty,  for  despair  and
disgust were flowing in to lay in his belly like iron, colder
than the 3 a. m. autumn breeze. He was no longer drunk
and walked steadily, pulling the cape around him. His eyes
were hollow and his face drawn with self-loathing and lack
of sleep, and late revelers who saw him in the near distance
shivered as though the real Lord of the Undead had crossed
their paths.

He  wandered  for  half  an  hour,  away  from  the
apartments and the campus, to the west where the smaller,
older, humbler homes trailed raggedly out from the edge of
town.  Beyond  the  last  street  was  a  railway  line  with  a
scraggly  wall  of  near-barren  bushes  and  brush  that
chattered  and  hissed  in  the  breeze  at  the  foot  of  the
embankment. Beyond the tracks were a deep ditch, a wide
expanse  of  stubble,  the  highway,  and,  finally,  fields  of
rattling cornstalks.

He  hesitated  in  the  cold  illumination  of  the  last
streetlight  at  the  railroad  crossing,  trapped  between  the
wasteland before him, the wasteland behind him, and the
wasteland  within.  The  cape  fluttered  at  his  calves.  He
turned south and began to walk the outer of the two sets of
tracks. The moon had long since set. As he left the circle of
light, he had to concentrate on the dim outline of the rails,
and this occupied his mind for a while.

He  walked  for  about  twenty  minutes,  until  a  jolting
misstep  alerted  him  to  the  mounting  pressure  in  his
bladder. He slid down the near embankment. It didn't take
that long to release the remains of his earlier drinking, but
by the time he scrambled back up the shifting gravel, his
fragile,  tentative equilibrium of mood was shattered, and
depression gathered him even tighter in its cloying arms as
if to apologize for its brief absence. All energy fled and he
lowered  himself  slowly,  first  to  the  rail,  and  then  to  the
stones between rails and ties. He'd scrutinized his life and
his  relationships  until  he  could  stand  no  more.  All  he
wanted now was to go to sleep and maybe never wake up.
He lay back, ignoring the bite of the gravel in his back and
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the  wood  under  his  head,  and  stared  into  the  millennia
between the stars.  He knew he couldn't  bring himself  to
take his own life – not yet – but if a train came along, he
knew he wouldn't get up.

He woke to the shriek of a triple-voiced horn. Before
he could move, the engine was upon him. He gasped and
clenched his body and moaned as the freight rocked and
clashed next to him on the inner set of tracks and then was
gone. He lay, trembling and panting, until the creaking rails
grew still. Then, stiff and unsteady, he rose and stumbled
back to life in the cool, pastel dawn.
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“.  .  .  The  friendship  is  over,  because you  couldn't
keep your slimy little hands to yourself. . . .”
Michael  grabbed his  left  arm.  “You sound  jealous,
Kelden. Did you maybe want David for yourself?”
Kelden . . . whirled, swinging the heavy glass mug. . .
.

Michael Bachman
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Kelden Scott

Chapter 3

Kelden  had  apparently  returned  to  normal  by
Monday's  rehearsal.  He  joked  with  Ben  Reinthaler,  he
greeted  everyone  with  easy  warmth,  and  he  played
superbly. However, he neither spoke to, nor looked at, Paige
or Kathy, and they went out of their way to avoid him. He
left alone immediately after rehearsal. Paige left with Kathy.
Speculation, though quiet, was lively, and made more than
a few references to past histories, real and imagined.

He also avoided Claudia and Kayla the following night,
though both sent obvious eye signals. Claudia intercepted
her daughter's, and he had a feeling something was about
to hit the fan in that family. He wasn't surprised when he
saw neither of them on Thursday.

On Friday, Kelden left AgriState a little early for lunch,
stopping  at  a  deli  before  walking  the  few  blocks  to
Imagination Unlimited. He carried the bags straight back to
Paige's workspace. She was just slipping into her coat, but
froze when he appeared.

“Hi,” he smiled. “Care for a sandwich?”
Her face revealed her inner struggle. “I don't know,”

she said at last. “Part of me wants to, but. . . .”
“Look.” Kelden dropped his light attitude. “I know I can

be a real ass, but I don't want to lose our friendship.”
Paige  sighed.  “At  this  moment,  you  mean it.  That's

what makes this especially hard. Next week – tomorrow –
an hour from now – you might do something totally selfish
or thoughtless. Then, after you all but kill someone you say
you  care  about,  you'll  apologize,  and  you'll  really  mean
that, too. You're so damned . . . infuriating!” She sighed again
and took off her coat. “I suppose you brought chicken salad
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on whole wheat and German potato salad?”
“Your  favorites.”  Kelden handed her  a  sack  and sat

next to her drafting table.
They ate  in  silence.  Then Paige  carefully  wiped her

mouth and said, “You want to ask how Kathy's doing, but
you're afraid to bring it up.” It  wasn't a question. Kelden
nodded. “Well, she hates you. It'll be a long time, if ever,
before she forgives you, and I can't say I blame her. If she
knew you were here, she'd accuse me of betraying her.”

“And you?” Kelden asked softly.
“Me?”  Paige  shrugged.  “I've  already  forgiven  you.

Which just shows how much God has healed me.”
“But you're still angry?”
“Does that surprise you?”
“I guess not.”
They fell silent again. 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 knew

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
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at everyone, including yourself. Oh, my -!” her hand went to
her mouth. “You were ready to kill yourself, weren't you?”

Kelden licked his suddenly dry lips. “Yeah,” he husked.
“How did you – all that -?”

Paige  forced  a  smile.  “I'm  not  psychic.  Some  was
obvious.  You  moved  out  without  warning,  and  haven't
mentioned David since. The problem's clearly between you
two. The rest – well,  some of it's educated guesses,  and
some – some's kind of a special understanding that God's
given me.”

“I've  heard  of  that.”  Kelden  was  regaining  his
composure. “Can you tell me my life story?”

“You mean, can I read your palm?” Paige retorted. “It's
not like that at all. I don't work it like a carny trick. It comes
to me only when I need it and gives me only what I need. I
told you, I have no idea what happened between you and
David. That's not important right now. What is, is the effect
it's had on you and the way you're reacting to it. And the
effect it's had on the people around you – especially David
and me and Kathy and that loan officer at AgriState you've
been seeing. I'm not blind, Kel, and neither are my friends,
and I've got a lot of friends. And from what you've told me,
explicitly and implicitly, I'm sure the list goes on.”

“This 'understanding' of yours – can it tell  you what
I'm supposed to do about it all?”

Paige frowned. “I can't tell if you're mocking me of if
you're serious. A little of both, I think. Well, I took a chance
telling you – I hope it works out. As for David, I don't need
any gift of knowledge for that. The only way you're going to
get past this thing with him is to talk it out with him and
forgive him.”

Kelden stretched his lips without humor. “I'm not sure I
can do that.”

“I'm not sure you can, either. At least, not fully. You
need forgiveness,  yourself,  from God.  And you  need the
power that comes from the Holy Spirit.”

“You know, I had a feeling it was only a matter of time
before that all came up. I have to be 'saved', right? I have
to be 'born again'?”
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“Well, you've got the language down. But do you know
what it means?”

“Sure. I've got to be holy and religious and pious in a
three-piece-suit while I screw everyone in sight, literally and
figuratively. Just like the televangelists and the megachurch
leaders.”

Paige winced. “Ah, the debt we owe them. How can we
ever repay it? You've got to ignore them, Kel. What they say
is based in truth, and if  you can look past the scandals,
most of them are about as honest and real as you could
want. But they're human, too, and just as susceptible to the
'three G's' – gold, girls, and glory. But what's great is, while
society  has  spurned  them  –  and  I  can't  say  they're
completely  wrong  –  God  hasn't.  What  they've  done  is
wrong, in so many ways, but it doesn't matter what you've
done, or how often, or why, you can be forgiven.”

Kelden  nodded.  “Unfortunately,  I  can't  be  forgiven
now. I have to be back in about five minutes.” He stood and
started collecting the trash again.

Paige  chewed  on  her  lower  lip.  Then,  “Coffee  after
next rehearsal?” she asked.

“What about Kathy?”
She sighed. “I  forgot about that.  Maybe some other

time?”
“We'll work it out. 'Bye!”
Even Kelden was a little surprised at the speed he left

her  corner  and  exited  the  building.  But  religion  brought
disquieting memories of  cold,  shadowy Gothic structures,
droning voices, severe music, guilt and confusion, unspoken
politics,  and,  as  he  grew  older,  the  disgust  of  watching
others smile and socialize with the very people they were
trying to cheat and control the rest of the week. Including
him.  He'd  attended  St.  Andrew's  Episcopal  Church
religiously through high school, as expected of him, even
serving  as  an  acolyte.  But  at  Lincoln  State,  Sunday
mornings  quickly  became  reserved  for  sleeping  off
Saturday  nights.  Only  when  he  returned  to  his  parents'
home on visits  or  between marriages  did  he accompany
them to church. He never enjoyed it.
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He  forgot  their  conversation  that  afternoon  as  he
tackled  a  major  discrepancy  in  a  business  account.  He
eventually traced it to an almost unnoticeable glitch in the
original coding from five years ago that had waited like a
land mine for just the right digital footstep, when it  sent
debits,  credits,  and  balances  flying  in  an  explosion  of
numbers. He corrected the problem, then carefully rebuilt
the five-year structure digit by digit, laying the final decimal
point just minutes before the day ended. He forwarded the
results to Jim Oakes, his immediate supervisor, then left to
treat himself to a couple of well-deserved beers.

His mind was still  on the afternoon and his body on
autopilot,  so he was already through the door  before he
became aware that he'd ended up at Bricker's. He stopped,
searching  the  dim,  cool  interior  for  a  familiar  shock  of
straw-blonde hair. He spotted two potentials, but they were
strangers. He pondered briefly.  David usually worked late
on Fridays  and was even more likely  to  do so while  the
weather was still good. If he came into Bricker's at all – and
odds  were  only  about  one  in  five  or  six  he  would  –  it
wouldn't be until much later. Still, anything could happen,
and there was a lot of Bricker's he couldn't see from where
he was standing. He hurried away from the minor traffic
jam he'd caused, got a quick beer from the bar, and found
a small table in a twilit corner. It wasn't until he looked to
the stage (still  empty at this hour)  that  he realized he'd
chosen the same table he'd sat at on his first night back in
Fell Park, six months ago.

He  slowly  sipped  his  beer.  He  intended  to  leave
immediately after finishing it, but it felt so good to be back
that he decided to have another, and maybe hang around
and see who was playing tonight. And, damn it, he thought,
what if  he  does  show up? This time,  he  can watch out for  me!
Anyway, maybe he's heard from Tony. Oh, jeez, Tony! God knows
what  David's said to him! But no, if he didn't tell me about his –
lifestyle – he sure as hell  hasn't  told Tony, and how can he say
anything without telling Tony what he is? And I know Tony – he'll be
on my side. David must know that. Well, if I run into David, I'll just
casually ask about Tony.

He got up and went for another beer, checking again
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for  blonde  hair  on  the  way.  A  few more  candidates  had
arrived, which kept him too busy to even think of copper-
colored hair until  it materialized by his table. And then it
was much too late.

“Kelden Scott? I'm Michael Bachman.”
Kelden nodded. “We've met. On the Penthouse stairs.”

His voice was cool and steady, but his heart was pounding
and the hand that clutched the mug was trembling slightly.

There was an awkward silence. Then Michael gestured
with his own drink to the empty chair on the other side of
the table. “Mind if I join you?”

Kelden shrugged. “It is, as they say, a free country. As
I'm sure you know, being a lawyer.”

Michael  smiled  slightly.  “I'm  not  so  much  into
constitutional law as I am estate planning, divorces, wills,
that sort of thing. But I do believe you're right. Thank you.”

He  cautiously  settled  himself.  Kelden  tried  to  study
him surreptitiously. Everything about him, from nose to chin
to fingers, seemed small, compact and somewhat blunt. His
hands  and  face  were  liberally  freckled.  His  thick,  bushy
brows and neat, wiry mustache tended more toward brown;
his eyes were a clear red-brown, the color of his drink. He
had a youthful look; except for a few lines around his eyes,
he could almost pass for a high school senior. He wore a
black suit with his top shirt button open and his Kelly green
tie loosened. Short, wiry copper hair boiled over the knot of
the  tie  and  coated  the  backs  of  his  hands  and  wrists.
Kelden's glance flicked back up to Michael's face, and he
was met with a quiet, steady smile.

“Go ahead,  look me over,”  Michael  said softly.  “I've
appeared in court often enough to be used to it. Do I meet
your expectations?”

Kelden flushed. “Will David be joining us?”
“Evading  the  question,”  Michael  nodded.  “Standard

legal tactics. Usually not very effective, but what the hell. I
can live with it. No, he's working late. I don't expect to see
him until tonight, at the house. And no, he didn't ask me to
look you up. I saw you sitting here and came over to talk.”

“So talk.”
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Michael  gave him his quiet  smile  again.  “You're not
going to make this easy, are you?”

Kelden shrugged. “All right. Have you moved in, yet?”
Michael shook his head. “No. David's not the type to

lightly take a roommate.”
“Just a lover.”
“Or a lover, either.”
Kelden sipped his beer and stared at the still-empty

stage.
Michael sighed. “Look,” he said, “David told me you

had a problem with what we are. That's fine, I've had to live
with that -”

“I don't give a shit what you are,” snapped Kelden. “It's
his dishonesty that's got me pissed. The least he could've
done is told me.”

“You don't have secrets?”
“Not that kind!”
“'That  kind'.  And  what  kind  is  'that  kind'?  Dirty

secrets? Shameful secrets?”
“Yes! No! Dammit, don't put words in my mouth! I'm

talking about things that affect the running of the house!
And things that affect our relationship!”

“But his private life wasn't affecting the running of the
house. You didn't even know about it until you walked in,
right? Anyway, as I understand it, you weren't overly subtle
about bringing your girlfriends home whenever you felt like
it.”

“Jeez, what did he do, tell you my whole life?”
“Not at all. And as for your relationship, did he ever

actually make a pass at you?”
“Not blatantly, no, but -”
“Did he do anything you could interpret at the time as

sexual?”
“No, but he sure as hell was loose about the way he

dressed!”
“As loose as you?”
“That's different!”
“How is it different?”
“I'm not gay!”
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“So? As far as you knew, neither was David. It wasn't
until  after he admitted he was gay that  you forced your
own interpretation on his actions. And that, to me, suggests
that you do, indeed, have a problem with what we are.”

“Aren't  you  forcing  your  own  interpretations  on  my
actions?”

“Touché.”  Michael  smiled.  “Objection  sustained.  But
the  fact  is,  he  did  and  said  nothing  to  threaten  your
relationship,  including  keeping  his  sexual  preference  a
secret. In fact it was partly  because he didn't want you to
feel  sexually  threatened  that  he  kept  his  homosexuality
from you.”

“I  thought  it  was because he wanted to protect  his
ass.”

Michael  shook  his  head.  “That's  why  he  keeps  it  a
secret from everyone else. No, it honestly didn't occur to
him at first that you wouldn't accept him. He was just afraid
of making you uncomfortable.”

“That's not the impression I got from him.”
Michael swirled the ice in his drink and stared into its

dark,  clear  interior.  “I'm  afraid  that  was  my  fault,”  he
admitted slowly.

“Your fault?”
“Yeah. He was going to tell you after the two of you

agreed to total transparency. He was sure it would be all
right. He's rather naive when it comes to people. I'm more
cynical;  I  thought  you  might  have  a  problem  with
homosexuality  in  general  and  that  he  should  keep quiet
until he could at least find out where you stood.”

“You were the one? Not him?”
“No. He believed in you, trusted you. He considered

my arguments only because he was afraid of losing your
friendship,  and  when  I  changed  my  own  mind  and
encouraged  him  to  tell  you,  that  fear  kept  him  silent.”
Kelden  said  nothing,  so  Michael  continued.  “He  and  I
became lovers less than a week before you stumbled in on
us, but I've known him three or four years, and it's hard for
him to make a close friend. You were – you are – special to
him.” He paused again, then asked, “Have you ever seen
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him cry? Neither had I. Until the day you moved out. He'd
probably kill me if he knew I'd told you. I went over after
you and Paige took over your last load. He started talking
about the two of you, and then he suddenly came apart. He
hasn't said anything since, but I know he thinks he's lost
you forever, and it's killing him.” He sipped from his glass
and sat back. “That's why I had to come over and talk to
you. Go to him, Kelden. For his sake. Talk to him. Resolve
this thing. You guys had a great friendship. Don't let it die!”

Kelden sipped from his  own mug and stared at  the
shifting patterns as the foam slid down the inside. He ached
somewhere deep in his gut.  Why? he thought.  Why couldn't
everything just have stayed as it was? Why do things always have
to change? “I  trusted him, too,” he murmured.  God, I  miss
him. He looked up at Michael, and suddenly saw him and
David  in  bed  again  and  the  ache  became  anger  and
disgust.  “Why  the  hell  couldn't  you  have  just  left  him
alone?” he hissed. “You're right,  we had a damned good
friendship, until you squirmed your way into it. Don't blame
me for ending anything. You ended it!”

“Me? I did nothing!”
“No? Didn't you just say you stopped him from telling

me?”
“Well,  yeah,  but  I  was  trying  to  preserve your

friendship! And then I urged him to tell you!”
“After you poisoned his mind against me!”
“I just didn't want him hurt!”
“Then why the hell didn't you just stay out of his life!”
“Listen, man, it's David's choice how many friends he

has and who they are. You don't have exclusive rights to his
friendship!”

“Neither do you! And you don't have the right to tell
him what he should or shouldn't tell me!”

“Look,  I  admit  I  made a mistake,  I'm sorry,  but  it's
done now!”

“No, it's not done! The friendship's over, because you
couldn't keep your slimy little hands to yourself. Well, you
wanted him, you got him, I hope the two of you can be very
happy together.” Kelden picked up his half-empty mug and

1 6 0



started to leave.
“I'm  beginning  to  wonder  what  the  hell  he  saw  in

you.” Michael stood also, his face flushed. He was nearly a
foot shorter than Kelden.

Kelden glared down at him and snarled, “Why don't
you do us all a favor and just go screw yourself?” He turned
toward the bar.

Michael  grabbed  his  left  arm.  “You  sound  jealous,
Kelden. Did you maybe want David for yourself?”

Kelden  froze  just  long  enough  to  take  a  deep,
shuddering  breath.  Then he  whirled,  swinging  the  heavy
glass mug. Michael dodged too slowly. The mug crunched
against his nose and cheekbone. He reeled back, upset the
small table, and then sprawled face down on the floor. A
crowd  quickly  gathered.  Kelden  stared  at  the  back  of
Michael's head and the heavy drops of blood that spattered
the floor between Michael's hands as he pushed himself up.
He felt nothing.

Moments  later,  Bricker  himself  waded  through  the
spectators. A semi-professional heavyweight boxer right out
of high school, he still kept himself in top shape over nearly
thirty years later. But just in case someone decided to take
their  chances  with  him  anyway,  he  brought  along  a
bartender and a bouncer, each as big as he was. He took in
the situation with the speed and accuracy of years of fight
control  and  decided  it  was  over.  He  prided  himself  in
knowing his regulars, and knew that neither of these men
were brawlers by nature. So, “Kenny,” he rumbled to the
bartender, “go get a couple of cloths for Mr. Bachman here.
And Ron, go call the cops. Sorry, Mr. Scott,” he added as his
employees  ducked  through  the  rapidly  dispersing  crowd,
“but I have to file a report.”

Kelden nodded and sat down to wait,  staring at the
stage. Not once did he look at Michael.
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. . . .Paige's van was just backing out of its place in
the lot down the street. Kelden shouted “Wait!” again
and ran down the sidewalk, making the entrance to
the lot just as she did. She slammed on the brakes
as  he  collided  with  her  right  front  bumper.  He
grabbed the side mirror  and the folder went  flying,
but he ignored it. . . .

Kelden Scott

1 6 3



Chapter 4

Michael  refused  to  press  charges.  When  the  police
explained this, Kelden was inexplicably angered. However,
he kept quiet and waited for Bricker's decision. When he
determined that no damage had been done aside from a
few scratches  on  the  floor,  Bricker  decided  not  to  press
charges  either.  He  did  warn  both  of  them  that  he'd  be
watching them closely for a while. Kelden doubted he'd be
returning  any  time  soon,  but  said  nothing.  With  no  one
pursuing  legal  action,  the  police  decided  to  let  the
combatants  off  with a stern admonition to go home and
cool down.

Kelden walked out  into a  windy drizzle.  Back at  his
apartment, he went immediately to his practice room. He
had  turned  on  no  lights,  so  no  reflections  on  the  rain-
streaked  windows  obscured  the  glistening,  bare-limbed
trees and the rippled creek as they slowly disappeared in
the  mist  and  expanding  twilight.  He'd  started  taking
advantage  of  the  low,  padded bench  he'd  placed  in  the
small room as a place to simply sit and think. He sat there
now, leaning back against the inner brick wall, and thought
of Michael and David.

If Michael had hoped to comfort or reassure him, he'd
failed.  Kelden  was  angrier  than  ever;  he  saw  only  that
David had chosen Michael over their friendship. Well, it was
on his head, now. He had Michael, and his friendship with
Kelden was dead. Wasn't it? Of course, Michael had told him
how much David had suffered when he'd moved out. Kelden
wavered, and then thought,  Yes, but  if  he was so hurt,  why
didn't he come to me? Why'd he have to go to some damn – fag –
for comfort?

He stopped, startled. Fag? But he was liberal, he didn't
care what a person did with his sex life, as long as he left
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him out of it! Like that guy in his sophomore music theory
class at LSU. God, he hadn't though of  him in years! What
the hell  was his name? No matter.  He could still  see his
greasy, pimpled face and his dull, faded clothes, and feel
the clammy,  pudgy hand he'd  shaken,  the tenuous  grip,
and the middle finger that had lightly brushed his palm. He
remembered  his  own  confusion  and  uncertainty.  He'd
glanced over as they took notes on the lecture and watched
him doodle an elaborate flower and the words “Gay Power”
beneath it on paper carefully held so that Kelden would be
certain to see it,  and realized that he was coming on to
him. He'd looked at the guy's watery eyes and wet-lipped
grin and was so repulsed that he went out of his way to
avoid him the rest of the semester.

And then he thought of Jess. Jess had been a couple of
years older than Kelden. His family owned the real estate
firm for  which  Jonelle  Scott  worked,  and she  had gotten
Kelden  a  job  there  as  a  data  entry  operator  during  the
summer  between  his  sophomore  and  junior  years  in
college.  Jess's  easy  warmth  was  something  Kelden  had
never encountered in his own family or among his other
friends, so at first he shrank from the careless, casual hand
that  Jess  would  lay  on  his  arm  or  shoulder,  especially
coming so  soon  after  his  encounter  in  the  music  theory
class.  But  he  eventually  recognized  the  honest  affection
and complete lack of sexual undertones in these contacts.
Something told him that Jess had begun thinking of him as
a younger brother, and he went from dreading his contact
with Jess to accepting it,  from accepting it  to desiring it,
and from desiring it  to desiring him. That final  transition
was gradual he never saw it coming; all he knew was that
one day when Jess laid his hand on his shoulder he became
aroused. He was horrified with himself and withdrew from
Jess. Jess was puzzled and hurt, but Kelden never admitted
the truth. He returned to Lincoln State soon after, pushing
the whole upsetting incident from his mind. When Jess was
killed by a drunk driver the following Christmas, Kelden felt
a  mixture of  grief,  guilt,  and relief.  He refused to attend
either visitation or funeral despite his mother's insistence.
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It  was his first  act  of  outright rebellion, and it  made the
winter even colder.

A  gentle  flicker  of  distant  lightning  brought  Kelden
back to the practice room. It  had been years since he'd
thought  of  either  of  those  incidents.  Why  would  they
torment him now? He stared out into the night. Rain was
falling steadily, and lightning flickered again. If the weather
had been clear, he would have gone out to Lake Pontell. He
considered going back out to a bar to find a woman to lose
himself in, but the thought of any sexual contact suddenly
turned his stomach. Music didn't seem right, and he didn't
even  own  a  television  or  a  subscription  to  a  streaming
service on his laptop. What he really wanted was sleep, but
dreams lurked there, unless he deadened himself first. He
left the porch and fumbled around the darkened apartment
until he found a half a bottle of vodka and a couple of joints
from his last purchase. He sprawled against the couch and
smoked and drank himself  away from his  memories  and
thoughts.

He spent most of Saturday working out the kinks from
his muscles and attaining a delicate emotional and mental
equilibrium that  lasted  as  long  as  he  didn't  think  about
David or Michael. The day was still chilly and damp, but he
broke  with  all  personal  tradition  and  went  to  a  football
game between Lincoln  State  and Illinois  State  in  Normal
with  a  couple  of  AgriState  coworkers.  Despite  a  mild
interest in football at best, he yelled himself hoarse as the
LSU Emancipators  defeated  their  historic  arch  rivals,  the
ISU Redbirds, by a single point. They went out afterward for
beers and burgers, and Kelden accepted an invitation to a
party his supervisor, Jim Oakes, was throwing the following
weekend.

By the next morning, Michael and the memories he'd
stirred  had  receded  sufficiently  that  Kelden  was  able  to
enjoy a relatively normal day. The weather had cleared and
warmed  to  a  late  Indian  Summer,  so  he  spent  the  day
driving  the  rural  roads  between  Fell  Park  and
Bloomington/Normal and filling an entire roll of 35mm film
with the reds, golds, and browns of a waning autumn under
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a blazing pearl-blue sky. He hadn't done any photography
since before his most recent divorce, and a scheme was
forming in his mind.

On the way to work Monday, he dropped the film at
one of the few small camera stores south of Chicago still
clinging defiantly to life. Over lunch, he examined the prints
with satisfaction, picking two of the best and most dramatic
for  8x10  enlargements.  He  charmed  the  girl  behind  the
counter into having them ready by the time he left work
that afternoon. He picked them up along with a pair of nice
frames and, by rehearsal, had the framed prints wrapped in
several layers of tissue paper.

He waited until rehearsal was over to make his move.
Then he grabbed his package and swept smoothly down on
Kathy  and  Paige,  intercepting  them  as  they  left  the
auditorium.  Kathy's  eyes  widened,  and  Paige  stiffened
slightly and laid a reassuring hand on her arm.

It was Paige who spoke first. “Kelden,” she said, her
tone clearly permitting no nonsense.

Kelden nodded. “Paige,” he replied. “Kathy.” He kept
his voice carefully humble and penitent, and launched into
his speech before either of them could withdraw. “Kathy, I
wanted to apologize for what I said to you. And I wanted
you to have this as a kind of peace offering.”

Kathy glanced at Paige, whose expression remained as
noncommittal  as  possible.  Then  she  hesitantly  accepted
and unwrapped the offering.

“I took these yesterday afternoon,” Kelden explained
as  she  stared  at  the  photos.  “I  was  hoping  you'd  keep
them.”

Kathy cleared her throat. “Thank you,” she murmured.
“For the pictures and your apology.” She tucked them under
her arm and walked quickly away.

“Java Joe's,” Paige hissed at him with a slight frown
that told him nothing. “One hour.”

Kelden smiled to himself and went to get his bassoon.
He was waiting at their usual corner table with a mug

of coffee mixed with Mexican chocolate when Paige walked
in and ordered a few minutes later. Kelden smiled and stood
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to greet her, saying, “I'm glad you asked me to meet you
tonight. I've got a bunch of pictures I though would make
great subjects for landscapes.”

Paige ignored the folder he held. Instead, she studied
him, her expression unreadable, until he lay the folder on
the table and asked, “Uh – is everything all  right? How's
Kathy doing?”

“As well as can be expected.”
“Does she know you're here?”
Paige nodded. “She understands we've been friends,

and she doesn't expect me to give that up just for her. She
gave me those pictures. She wanted me to give them back
to you.”

“Wha- why?”
“She thought about it and decided she was insulted by

your apology and your gift. She felt you were trying to buy
her off. She accused you of treating her like a whore. I can't
totally disagree.”

“Did you suggest that to her?”
Paige frowned. “Now  I  should be insulted. I've never

told her what to think about you. I've been someone she
could open up to without judgment, and that's all.  If  I've
tried to influence her at all, it's been in her favor, although
after  tonight  I'm  beginning  to  wonder  why.  No,  I  said
absolutely nothing to her, one way or the other. When we
got to her place, she told me how she felt. I didn't agree or
disagree with her. I took the pictures and told her I'd keep
them for a couple weeks, and if she still felt that way, I'd
give them to you then. I thought that was reasonable.”

Kelden  nodded,  his  face  slightly  flushed.  He  felt
ashamed for doubting her, but, at the same time, he was
stung by her coldness. “So what else is wrong?”

Paige finally sat and waited while Kelden joined her.
“When I was with another agency,” she said at last, “about
–  oh  –  four  years  ago,  we  had  a  client  who  was  just
establishing  himself.  I  was  assigned  to  his  account.  We
discovered  that  we  shared  some  mutual  interests  and
experiences. He was one of the few non-threatening men
I'd ever known, and we became the kind of friends who can
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go to one another for comfort or advice, no matter what the
problem. We've drifted a little, but we can still  go to one
another whenever we need someone to talk to.

“He came over to my place Friday evening. He'd been
in a fight, which surprised me, since he's not a fighter. It
seems someone split his cheek and bloodied his nose at a
bar.” Kelden stiffened; Paige saw it and sighed. “I asked him
what happened, and he told me the essentials. He didn't
name names,  but he didn't  have to.  I  knew who he was
talking about as soon as he started. I just needed you to
confirm it. I want to hear it from your own lips, Kel.” She
waited, but when he remained silent, she said quietly, “The
reason  you  moved  out  of  the  house  was  because  you
discovered David and Michael were having an affair.  And
you felt David had betrayed you by not telling you about his
homosexuality.  Am I  right?”  Kelden  nodded,  not  trusting
himself  to  speak.  “Have you tried talking to him?” Paige
asked.

Kelden cleared his throat. “Yes.”
“What happened?”
“He wanted me to stay.”
“And?”
“I can't.” Kelden felt his insides boiling.
“Why not? Wasn't he willing to meet you halfway?”
“It's not that.” Kelden clenched his fists in his lap.
“Then what is it,  Kel? Is Michael right? Is it because

David's gay?”
Kelden was unable to speak or look at her.
“Look,” she persisted, “I don't think he's right, either,

but it's not like he's done something horrible that -”
“He hasn't?” Kelden could hold back no longer. “Then

what do you call it? Normal?”
“I didn't say that.”
“Good God, Paige! Do you realize what they're  doing?

It's twisted! It's sick!”
“I knew you had problems,” Paige said in a flat tone,

“but I didn't think they included homophobia.”
“Homophobia? Is it homophobia to recognize perversion?

My God, Paige, you're supposed to be religious! Don't tell
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me you approve!”
 “Whether  I  approve  or  not  is  immaterial.  But  you

should  know  something.”  She  stood.  “When  I  accepted
Christ as my Savior and Lord three years ago, my life was a
mess.  I  was  a  lesbian.  I  was  one  of  those sick,  twisted,
perverted people, and had been for years. Two years ago,
He began to deliver me from a lot of hurts and bondages.
It's been a long process, and it's taken me through hell and
back, and I'm still not completely healed. Maybe there's too
much  of  the  old  Paige  in  me,  or  maybe  I've  got  more
compassion  than other  people  because I've  lived on  the
other side and I know what it's like. But one thing's certain
–  you don't  know a damned thing about  what  I've  gone
through  or  what  David's  going  through  or  Michael  or  a
whole lot of other people you meet every day. And until you
do, you've got no right to judge. Anyone.” She turned and
walked away.

Kelden watched her in stunned silence, then shouted
“Wait!” as the door closed behind her. He leapt up, took a
couple of steps, dashed back for the folder, lunged for the
door again, returned for his mug, sprinted the length of the
shop to the amused stares of the other customers, snapped
“Here!” at the startled young barista, tossed the mug at
him, and careened out through the door without waiting to
see if he caught it. Paige's van was just backing out of its
place in the lot  down the street.  Kelden shouted “Wait!”
again and ran down the sidewalk, making the entrance to
the lot just as she did. She slammed on the brakes as he
collided with her right front bumper. He grabbed the side
mirror and the folder went flying, but he ignored it as he
dragged  the  passenger's  side  door  open,  gasping  for
breath.

Paige gaped at him. “What the hell are you trying to
do?!”

“You can't drop . . . something like that . . . on me . . .”
he panted, “then . . . just take off!”

“Why should I hang around and have you tell me how
perverted and sick I am?”

“But you're not . . . like that anymore!”
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“You just don't understand, do you? I have chosen not
to  have  sex  with  other  women  because  I  believe  that's
God's perfect will. But the things that formed those desires
are still in me! Those desires are still in me! I have to fight
against them every day! Every day I have to make a new
choice  not  to  give  in!  I'm  praying  that  He'll  take  those
desires  away from me completely  and that  He'll  heal  all
those old wounds, but it may take years, if  ever.  But for
now the only difference between me and David or Michael
is that I have chosen not to act on my impulses, out of love
and obedience to my Lord.”

“There are other differences!”
“There aren't! No, wait – there is one: I have accepted

God's forgiveness, while they haven't seen the need for it
yet, although I think Michael's close.”

“No. There're other differences. There have to be.”
“Why? Because you want it that way? Well, it doesn't

work that way, Kel. You know how there are alcoholics, and
there  are  recovering  alcoholics,  people  who  may  never
drink again but who know they wouldn't be able to control it
if  they  took  even  one  little  sip?  That's  me,  Kel.  I'm  a
recovering  lesbian.  With  my  Father's  help  –  my  true,
heavenly Father,  not the man who raped me when I was
nine years old in the name of  love – with His help I  will
someday be able to live the life He wants me to. But for
now,  I'm  still  a  lesbian.  That's  something  you'll  have  to
come to  grips  with,  Kel.  And consider  this,  too:  if  David
betrayed you by not telling you about himself, then what
about me? If you accept it from me, you have to accept it
from him. Can you do that? Can you put your bigotry aside
long enough for that?”

Kelden licked his lips. “I can't – I don't – it's not that
easy.”

They stared at each other a long time. Kelden had the
uncomfortable impression that she was probing him deeply,
but he couldn't look away from her eyes. She was the one
who finely nodded and broke their gaze. “I know,” she said,
her passion spent. “It's not just prejudice. Oh, Kel, there are
hurts buried so far inside you, I don't think you even know
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they're there. And there are other things, too, things you
never dreamed you had in you. They'll be coming out soon,
Kel.  I  hope you can face them. For your own sake.” She
gestured to the street. “I've got to go.”

He shook off the chill that had enveloped him with her
words and stepped back, hesitating with his hand on the
door. “Will I see you again,” he asked quietly.

She looked out the windshield a long moment, then
glanced at him. “That's rather up to you,” she replied with
equal softness. “Good night.”

He  shut  the  door  and  she  pulled  slowly  away.  He
watched the van disappear down the street, then stood for
a long time before walking back to his own car.

In the empty parking lot,  a fitful  breeze scattered a
handful of abandoned autumn photographs.
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.  .  .  .She screamed again and he turned back, still
bent over. Several men, attracted by the sound of the
struggle,  had  staggered  back  to  find  Laurie  half
naked.  One seized  her  arms and another  stripped
her of her remaining clothing, then all converged like
sharks to finish what he'd begun. He backed away,
fighting nausea, and stumbled down a short flight of
steps. No one noticed; they were too intent on their
victim.  Her  screams  were  nearly  constant.  Kelden
crawled backwards down the steps. . . .

Foreground: Kelden Scott

Background: Laurie Pachis
Jim Oakes (choking Laurie)
Unidentified attackers

Chapter 5

How  long  can  someone  live  a  normal  life  while
everything around tears itself apart?

Kelden had to  face that  question as  he dressed for
work the next morning. He'd smoked the last of his stash
the  night  of  his  fight  with  Michael  and  hadn't  made
connections  yet  to  buy  more,  so  he'd  had  to  spend the
night  thinking.  By about  four  in  the morning he'd  finally
decided that he did have a problem with homosexuality and
that this was, indeed, what was keeping him from David.
And yet . . . Paige's lesbianism didn't bother him. Why? Was
it  because  she  wasn't  an  active  lesbian,  that  she  was,
somehow, clean now? Did he think of Paige as  clean and
David  as  unclean?  Or  was  there  something  more?  Was
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Paige's  friendship,  perhaps,  more  important  to  him  than
David's?

Kelden kept up a successful front through most of the
day, assuring Laurie that he hadn't seen or talked with her
lately  simply because he was very busy settling into his
new  apartment  and  was  wrestling  with  some  personal
issues,  but  as  soon  as  he  had  both  under  control,  he
wanted  to  take  her  out  again.  She  mentioned  that  she
would be going to Jim Oakes' party on Saturday. This was
unusual; she normally avoided crowds. It gave Kelden extra
incentive to go himself.

By late afternoon, however, the last few days began to
catch up to him, and he started to doze more than once at
his  keyboard.  After  work  he  went  straight  home to  bed,
sleeping through until morning. He missed his class, but as
he  was  still  well  ahead  of  everyone  else,  he  figured  he
could easily afford one absence.

By Wednesday evening, he could think a little more
clearly, which wasn't actually an asset, for it forced him to
once again confront his  questions.  And he had begun to
realize  that  what  Paige  said  was  true  –  if  David  had
betrayed his friendship, so had she. David and Paige were
two of the people he most admired and to whom he was
most devoted, and they'd both hidden this from him. This
made  him  wonder  about  Laurie  and  Tony.  What  secrets
were they hiding? For that matter, where  was  Tony? He'd
left voicemail messages for him that had gone unreturned.
Perhaps  he'd  forgotten  about  his  old  friends  and  his
architecture and was devoting himself  to music full  time.
Perhaps he'd intended this all along.

This is ridiculous, Kelden chided himself. Tony hadn't
contacted him because Tony couldn't  contact him. The tour
was  demanding  all  his  time  and  attention.  No,  Tony
wouldn't abandon Kelden now. Not now. Kelden needed him
too much.

Kelden  was  cooking  dinner  and  nearly  dropped  the
pan  as  he  suddenly  saw  himself  kissing  Tony.  No! he
screamed  silently.  It's  not  like  that  at  all! The  memory  of
Michael and David simply lying next to each other made
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him shudder. Or that guy in his music theory class. No, he
was perfectly normal!

But what about Jess? Jess hadn't been gay, as far as he
knew. Jess had just been – Jess; warm, friendly, and – yes –
attractive. And what about Paige? He kept coming back to
Paige. Was it because she was a woman, and no threat to
him sexually? But he'd been literally sickened by those two
women in the dorm. They'd been even less of a threat. So
what was it,  then? What if  the reason those women had
bothered him was only because it had come so soon after
David and Michael? What if  David's homosexuality wasn't
the  problem  at  all  –  what  if  his  betrayal  was?  What  if
Kelden's anger with Michael really was jealousy? Not sexual
jealousy – God, no! – but jealousy that David had opened
that part of himself to Michael and not to him? Or . . . what
if  .  .  .  what  if  there  really  was a  little  sexual  jealousy
involved? What if he was attracted to David, the way he'd
been attracted to Jess? What if  the incident in the music
theory class had been so upsetting, not because a man had
come  on  to  him,  but  because  that  man  had  been  so
unattractive? What if  Paige's  lesbianism didn't  upset him
because  –  well,  what  if  it  was  more  “normal”  than  he'd
thought,  or  been taught  to  think? He considered himself
“normal”, and yet – what about Jess? Or that thought of him
and Tony? What if “normal” wasn't -?

The smoke alarm shrieked. Kelden whirled to see his
dinner in flames. He leapt for the stove, smothered the fire
with a lid, and moved the pan to a cold burner. Then he
yanked  open  the  nearest  window  and  ran  back  to  the
smoke alarm, fanning the air around it until if finally shut
up. Then he had to answer a pounding on the door and
reassure his upstairs neighbors that there was no danger.
Unfortunately, opening the apartment door had set up air
currents that had pushed the smoke back toward the alarm,
and it re-awoke. He sprinted back to the stove, the young
man  close  behind,  his  girlfriend  following  as  fast  as  her
pregnancy would allow. The three of them dissipated the
last of the smoke, but by this time the Mormon girls and
(surprisingly) the Vietnamese girl had charged upstairs to
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find out what all  the excitement was about and whether
they were in any danger. He allayed their fears and sent
them back down, then returned to find the girl scouring the
pan while her partner cleaned the walls and ceiling under
her  direction.  He  explained  in  cheerful  apology  that  her
pregnancy  had  turned  her  into  a  cleaning  fiend.  Kelden
insisted on taking over, but the stains had been minor and
were already gone, and the girl  was drying the pan. She
tried to convince him to join them for dinner, but he was, by
now, too embarrassed. He went out for Thai, attended an
electronic music recital on campus to keep his mind off the
questions  it  had  raised,  bought  several  ounces  of  weed
from a connection in one of the dorms, and smoked himself
to sleep.

David, Michael, Paige and Jess haunted him the rest of
the week. His work was mechanical, although he tried to
animate himself when Jim Oakes frowned his way a couple
of times. He made a few minor errors that he caught and
one that would lie unnoticed for several months until one of
their  depositors  tried to  apply  for  an auto  loan and was
informed that she already owed over $150,000. He skipped
class Thursday and spent the time stoned. Friday evening
he bar-hopped, ending at a small tavern in Fairbury where
he brought a whirlwind flirtation to a brief and unsatisfying
consummation in a dark corner of the parking lot, hauling
his pants up at  a  run and fishtailing away in his  Spyder
when her  husband staggered out,  screaming murder.  He
didn't remember arriving back at his apartment, but that's
where he woke up Saturday morning.

He finally dragged himself out of bed to face the bleak
realization he'd been trying to avoid: much as he claimed to
abhor  the  idea  of  sexual  contact  with  another  man,
something in him was drawn to it. Each time he returned to
a hypothetical relationship between two unidentified men,
he felt less repulsed and more fascinated. Thoughts of Jess
ceased to frighten him and became touched with a hint of
regret and the barest suggestion of “what if”. A relationship
with  Tony,  while  he  still  thrust  it  away  with  a  shiver
whenever if flashed into his mind – what would Tony think
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of him? – no longer filled him with panic. Only the memory
of  David  and  Michael  together  stirred  revulsion  in  the
muddy  depths  of  his  heart  and  twisted  knots  in  his
stomach.  And  when  that  happened,  he  felt  shame  for
allowing himself to be attracted to such perversion, mixed
with  defiance  against  that  shame.  So  many  emotions
fought for  control  that  by early  afternoon he once again
sought  desperate refuge in  the only  place he was  lately
able to find it.

In  the  next  hours  he  remembered,  forgot,  and
remembered several times the party that night. When he
finally  decided  he  should  leave,  he  was  lucid  enough to
recognize  that  he  was  too  high  to  drive.  Jim  Oakes'
townhouse was just on the other side of McClendon Park, a
large city park with a swimming pool, fishing lagoon, play
and picnic grounds, and several stands of trees and clumps
of bushes. He got lost for a few minutes among the trees
and barely avoided the lagoon, but finally managed to find
his way to the party only about an hour late.

The townhouse was spacious, with a second floor and
a  basement,  but  it  was  Jammed.  Conversations  were
shouted;  laughter  was  explosive.  Music  blared  on  each
level, but all that could be discerned (mostly by pit-of-the-
stomach feel) were the often-conflicting bass lines. The air
conditioning was  blasting,  but  the air  was  still  thick  and
heavy with smoke and perfume and the sweet reek of a
dozen varieties of alcohol being sweated out in the damp
heat. Someone handed him a beer and he drank deeply,
grimly determined to enjoy himself.

After a while, Kelden was more drunk than high. He
talked  and  joked  with  frantic  animation,  maintaining  a
brittle balance. He kept at least one arm at all times around
the shoulders or waist or buttocks of a woman. Any woman.
And he looked for Laurie.

Shortly  before  midnight,  some  of  the  partygoers
brought out ornate, blown-glass bongs charged with potent
dabs. Soon another, headier odor joined the already cloying
atmosphere.  The  crowd  had  thinned,  freeing  up  enough
space for several small groups to gather on the floors. The
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conversations grew quieter, and all but one music source
was turned off.

Kelden  joined  a  group  in  a  dim  corner  of  the
basement. He casually rubbed the inner thigh of the woman
next to him as he waited for his turn. When it came, he took
a deep hit. He was unprepared for the strength of the rush
when  it  swept  through  him,  and  he  forgot  almost
everything else, including the woman next to him. When his
turn came again, he took another hit, and then a third; after
that, he could barely move. He sprawled against a couch,
dimly aware of comings and goings around him, unable to
pin down any single thought. Laurie Pachis stumbled past
on  the  opposite  side  of  the  room,  leaning  with  loose
familiarity  on  Jim  Oakes.  Kelden  was  overjoyed  and  lay
there,  grinning,  then began giggling because he couldn't
remember what he was grinning about. Half a dozen others
began giggling,  too,  although when someone was  finally
able to ask, “What's so funny?”, no one knew, which made
them laugh harder. Laurie wandered past again and then
twice more before Kelden was finally able to get up and go
after her.

Laurie had actually arrived nearly two hours earlier,
but with the crowd and confusion, it was no wonder Kelden
hadn't noticed her.  She'd almost not come at all;  parties
weren't her natural habitat. But she'd promised Kelden and
several others that she'd be there, and she hated to break
her word. Indecision had made her late, but she'd finally
come. She felt horribly out of place. She wasn't a drinker –
a couple of small glasses of wine with dinner were enough –
and  she'd  never  had  the  opportunity  to  try  drugs.  And
although she'd never seen Kelden actually drunk, and he'd
always  been  a  gentleman  with  her,  she  knew  his
reputation. Still,  to hear of it was one thing; it was quite
another to see him stagger by, his hands all over that busty
brunette teller from the main drive-up facility. She'd hung
back,  out  of  his  sight,  trying  to  master  her  shock,
wondering  how  to  slip  out  unmarked.  Then  one  of  her
friends pulled her into the melee and pressed a drink on
her.
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Kelden had been right in his assessment of Laurie –
there  was  much  in  her,  locked  away  behind  passionless
porcelain, of  which even she was unaware. It  had lacked
but the right blow in the right place and time to release it.
She'd hoped, against what her logical mind had tried to tell
her, that she was special to Kelden. Perhaps it might have
helped had she known she really was; but she didn't know.
She had a second drink, and a third, and then she saw him
again with a receptionist  draped over  him, and the shell
cracked. She downed a fourth drink, not noticing how hard
they were hitting her. One of the newer tellers, a college
student, Kevin Somebody, wandered up and started flirting
with her. She panicked and started to withdraw, but heard
Kelden's raspy laugh over the din, and she suddenly felt a
rush  of  anger  and defiance.  She clumsily  returned Kevin
Whoever's  attention.  Other  men  drifted  over,  and  she
sipped another drink and allowed them to become bolder.
The  crack  widened  with  the  attention  and  more  of  the
woman she'd thrust down began to claw her way out and
demand to be known.

By the time Kelden finally did notice her, Laurie was
actively encouraging nearly a dozen different men with the
full hope and intent that Kelden would see her. A couple of
these men, noticing that she was perilously close to passing
out, brought her some pills, promising they would keep her
awake. They did, indeed, wake her up, but the combination
seriously  disoriented  her.  When  Kelden  finally  emerged
from the basement to look for her, she barely knew where –
or even who – she was.

Kelden  drifted  around  the  townhouse,  trying  to
remember why. He stumbled into someone who said, “Hey,
man, try this,” and shoved a pill  at him. He swallowed it
automatically and continued to meander toward the back of
the building. He felt as though someone had injected him
with ice water, and his lethargy vanished. He was still very
high,  but  now his  nerves  crackled and tension  began to
build in him. And then he saw Laurie.

She was in a little back hallway, alone, leaning against
a wall, humming quietly and lightly running her hands over
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her own body. He stared at her and trembled. It was finally
happening – she was ready and waiting for him. The new
drug set off a thousand tiny explosions in his muscles and
nerves  that  did  nothing  to  relieve  the  relentless  urge
toward final release. He stumbled forward and seized her.

Laurie had slipped into herself. She'd forgotten about
Kelden and her other friends and the party; she'd forgotten
about the pills and the drinks; she'd even forgotten about
the wall at her back. She was aware only of the exquisite
pain that erupted wherever her fingers touched. She was
utterly lost in a fascinating exploration when her lips were
suddenly mashed against her teeth. She tasted blood and
tried to cry out, but couldn't. Her eyes flew open, but she
couldn't focus, and the dim hallway light blinded her. She
felt rough hands on her,  grasping clumsily.  They became
tangled in her  clothing;  a  moment later,  her  blouse was
ripped  open.  The  hands  touched  the  bare  skin  of  her
stomach, and desire threatened to overpower her. But fear
rose, too, and proved stronger. She started to struggle.

Kelden hadn't expected resistance. When she pushed
at  him,  he  loosened  his  hold  out  of  sheer  surprise.  But
desire became determination, and lust gave way to rage.
He'd  seen  her  flirting  and  was  suddenly  certain  she'd
already given herself to half the men at the party. But she'd
never given him the tiniest hint of encouragement. She was
even willing to do herself right there in front of him, but
pushed him away.  Blind fury seized him,  and he snarled
incoherently  against  her  squirming  mouth.  Bitch! he
screamed  inside.  Damned,  conceited  bitch!  I'll  show  you  and
Paige  and  Beth  and  Kathy  and  every  one  of  those  high  school
whores and David and Jess, too! He uncovered her mouth and
backed away a little, then tore at her bra and skirt as well,
his fingernails raking her skin. Feeling herself freed slightly,
she screamed and lunged.

He made a fresh grab for her, but his aim was bad,
and his hands  closed on air.  Her aim,  by pure luck,  was
accurate. Incredible pain burst in his groin and he whirled
and doubled over, unable to howl or curse or do anything
but clutch at the center of the sphere of agony and gasp for

1 8 0



breath. He was too far gone for the searing misery to sober
him up, but it cleared his head enough for him to realize
that  he'd  begun raping her.  She screamed again  and he
turned back, still bent over. Several men, attracted by the
sound of the struggle, had staggered back to find Laurie
half naked. One seized her arms and another stripped her
of her remaining clothing, then all converged like sharks to
finish what he'd begun. He backed away, fighting nausea,
and stumbled down a short flight of steps. No one noticed;
they  were  too  intent  on  their  victim.  Her  screams  were
nearly constant. Kelden crawled backwards down the steps,
unable to tear his eyes away from the boiling knot of men
who shouted mocking obscenities at Laurie as they urged
each other on.  He raise  a shaky hand to his  mouth and
brought it away with blood on it; whether his or Laurie's he
didn't  know.  But  the  sight  of  it  broke  his  trance  and he
whirled and slammed out the back door, reeling across the
yard. A chain link fence barred his way. He crawled over it,
tearing clothes,  hands,  stomach,  legs,  and  then tumbled
heavily  to  the ground.  He could  still  hear  her  screaming
inside the townhouse, and he suddenly vomited violently,
feeling  ripped  apart  inside.  He  choked  and  gagged  and
knew he was going to die, and welcomed it, for nothing that
happened to him could possibly match the hell Laurie was
going through because of him. But the spasm passed, and
he lived.

Laurie had stopped screaming, but Kelden could still
hear  raucous  laughter  and  cheers.  He  pulled  himself
upright and stared. He could see faint reflections of flashing
red and blue lights between buildings. In the time it took his
fogged mind the identify them, they'd grown very bright.
He turned and stumbled through the trees and brush of
McClendon Park,  blundering into branches that scratched
his arms and face, falling on his fence-torn hands. When he
could  no  longer  see  the  lights  or  hear  the  shouts,  he
collapsed and crawled under some thick bushes. There he
curled up in a ball and sobbed.

After a while, he slept.
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