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Chapter 1

The scuffling in the classroom was a more accurate
indicator that the bell was about to ring than the clock over
the top of the whiteboard. Will stood up, stretching and
cracking his neck. "Okay, people. Time's up. Make sure your
name's on your work—if I can't read your name, it doesn't
count."”

He wrote, 'Chapter 12, for Wednesday,' on the whiteboard,
and said, "Read it, expect to be asked to pass opinions on it."
The chimes that marked the end of the class came over
the PA system, triggering a stampede for his desk, to drop off

the classwork, and then the door.

There were always a couple of stragglers, it was one of the
givens of life, kids who wanted to ask about assignments, and
these were the kids he was most likely to worry about.
Anyone who didn't rush out of school at the end of the day
probably didn't have much of a home to go to.

It took another couple of minutes to wipe the board and
pack the grading away into his backpack, then he made his
way through the bedlam in the halls. "Bye, Mr. L," some of
the kids chorused. It took him a few more minutes to get to
the staff room, what with pausing to stop an incipient fight,
and it was a relief to push the door open and walk into a
different kind of bedlam.

There were empty egg cartons in his cubbyhole,
presumably from someone that he kept supplied with eggs,
and he added them to his bulging backpack.
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Doug, who was young and single and a father, too, leaned
against the cubbyholes and smiled at him. "Hey, Will. Do you
want a lift home tonight?"

Will smiled back at Doug and hefted his pack
experimentally. "Think it's less than 25 pounds tonight; I'll be
fine to ride, but thanks for asking. Do you want some more
eggs? The girls are in double lay at the moment."

Doug shook his head. "I'm still using the last dozen I had
from you, so I'm fine. I think Gavin wants some, he was
muttering about it this afternoon.”

Will nodded. "Yeah, he found me at recess, so I know
about it."

Doug was still smiling at Will, looking remarkably attractive
for someone who had spent the day wrangling 13-year-olds,
as he shuffled the files he was holding a little self-consciously.
"Would you like to come over for dinner one night?"

Doug had gorgeous skin, dark and lustrous, like the best
black coffee. Will could smell him, too, warm and sharp
underneath the all-encompassing pall of under-washed
adolescents that they all had at the end of the day.

"That would be great, Doug," Will said.

Doug straightened his shoulders a little, solid muscles
flexing against his utilitarian shirt, and Will revised his idea as
to what might actually be on the menu. Well, now. He'd
always assumed Doug was straight.

"Tonight?" Doug asked.

"I can't tonight," Will said, making sure he sounded
regretful. "I've already got plans. What about this weekend?
My daughter will be around, so perhaps you'd like to bring
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your son over to my place and we can cook together? Felicity
will keep an eye on your son."

Doug's grin widened, and Will had to smile back at him.

"That would be wonderful," Doug said, and they both
moved to one side so Tony could get to his cubbyhole.

"Five on Saturday?" Will said, and Doug nodded and
glanced at the clock on the wall.

"Must run, I have to pick Leon up from the sitter."

Doug snatched up the grading he'd rested on top of the
cubbyholes and bolted out of the staffroom.

Will rummaged around in his pack for the lengths of
leather thong he tied around his ankles to stop his pants
getting caught in the chain of his bike, then shouldered the
bag.

His bike was the last one left in the lock up, and he
unlocked the chain that kept it safe then tied the thongs
around his ankles, buckled his helmet on, and pushed the

bike out.
X X X X

It was a pleasant ride home, only a few miles, and once he
was over I-5 the roads were residential and quiet. Griffith
Park was a tree-covered oasis on his right, overshadowing the
suburb.

He loved his life at times like this. There were still a few
hours of daylight left, time that was his own, he had what
was probably a date with Doug lined up for the weekend, and
no one in an SUV tried to run him over on the way home.
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He hopped off his bike on the sidewalk outside his house,
picked up his mail, and waved to his neighbour, Dave, who
was just getting out of his Saab. Digger threw herself at the
fence, barking furiously at Dave's Malamute, Merlin, who had
barreled out the house next door to greet her owner.

"Shut up, Dig," Will called out as he opened the gate to his
yard.

The manic, brown mutt woofed happily and hurled herself
at Will, charging her way through the potato crop to get to
him.

He propped his bike up and bent down, hugging her as she
squirmed with happiness at seeing him again. "Calm down,
old girl," he said, tugging at her ears and patting her.

She followed him into the house as he unlocked his front
door. He dropped his pack and the mail on the scrubbed pine
table in the kitchen, put the kettle onto the gas to heat, and
sat down to undo the leather thongs and his shoes.

Cheshire was asleep on the bed when Will went into his
bedroom, sprawled across the worn blanket, and Digger
hopped up, nuzzling the black and white cat affectionately.

Will stripped off, putting his shirt, socks, and boxers into
the cane hamper, noting that Cheshire had been continuing
his campaign to strip the woven cane from the frame of the
hamper during the day. He pulled on a grubby pair of jeans
and a stained T-shirt, and retied the thong that held his dark
ponytail back

The kettle began to whistle in the kitchen and Will left
Digger and Cheshire molting on his bed and went and filled
the teapot.
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It was a bread-making evening, so he took the wedge of
yeast out of his freezer, hacked a piece off, put that in a
chipped china bowl and added a cup of warm water and some
honey. Then he put the bowl on the bookshelves in the
kitchen, up high where Cheshire hopefully couldn't climb.

He unbolted the back door and leaned against the frame,
surveying his yard contentedly through the screen door while
the tea steeped and the yeast fermented.

The hens were pressed expectantly up against the wire of
their coop and Will made cooing noises at them. Moths
fluttered over the brassicas; he was going to have to spray
with garlic and soap on the weekend, before any caterpillars
hatched. The sycamores at the bottom of the garden were
gloriously green in the afternoon sunshine, last night's rain
had left their leaves glossy.

He poured himself a mug of black tea, spooned in some
honey and carried the mug out into the backyard, along with
a bucket.

The bricks were hot under his feet, and when he stepped
into the beds, the soil was warm and still a little damp under
the mulch. He dug his toes into the soil while he picked snails
off the basil and dropped them into the bucket.

His mug balanced on a convenient post, he opened the
coop and walked in with the bucket.

The girls went crazy when he put the bucket down, barging
against each other and clambering over Will's feet to get at
the snails, and he took the opportunity to scoop up Clotilde
and push her out of the coop into the garden where she
quacked happily and disappeared off into the tomato bed.
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Bernice was just as easy to catch, and he sent her off after
Clotilde.

By then the hens had dealt with all the snails and were
looking hopefully up at Will. "Later, ladies," he said, bending
down to scratch Matilda's back when she crouched
expectantly beside him. "I hope you girls are taking special
care with your grooming, because you've got a gentleman
caller coming soon."

He rummaged through their nesting boxes, collecting the
eggs in the bucket, then checked their water bowl was full
enough to get them through to dinnertime.

There was a faucet beside the steps to the back porch, so
he washed the chicken shit off his feet and refilled Digger's
bowl before tracking damp footprints back into the house and
across the wooden boards. He wiped the eggs off with a damp
cloth, dropped the bucket onto the back porch, then washed
his hands carefully.

The yeast and water mix was looking cloudy and active, so
he added two cups of flour to the bowl, mixed it together
quickly, and turned the dough out onto the kitchen table.

He gave it a quick knead, put the dough back in the bowil,
and returned it to the bookshelf. Cheshire had an unfortunate
passion for bread in any form and, sure enough, he appeared
in the kitchen, attracted by the smell, meowing and
smooching around Will's ankles, the multiple bells around his
neck chiming with each rub.

There was a thud as Digger charged through the doggy
door in the back screen door. She hurtled through the house,
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her claws skittering across the bare boards, and barked at the
front screen door.

"Shut up, dog," Will called, wiping his floury hands on his
jeans and following her.

Maz and Fitch were at the front door, Denny on Fitch's hip.
When he caught sight of Will, Denny held his arms, shouting
"Weee!" at him. Will opened the screen door and took Denny
from Fitch, cuddling him.

"Hey, sweetie," Will said, holding the door open for
Denny's moms.

Digger jumped up at Denny, and Will lifted a well-aimed
knee and caught her in the chest, making her hurtle through
the house and back out onto the porch.

"Puppy!" Denny shrieked, and Will put him down to pursue
Digger through the doggy door.

He kissed Fitch's cheek and patted Maz's belly. "You're
showing," he said, delightedly.

"I am," Maz said, rubbing her belly, too. "Eighteen weeks
now."

Fitch put down two carry bags and said, "Potty in one bag,
clean clothes in the other. You might want to take his jeans
off when he's outside."

Will nodded. "I know the routine, done it a bit before."

Fitch said, "It's five, we need to go. Can you feed him if
we're late?"

"Not a problem," Will said. "Denny and I'll be fine."

Maz kissed Will's cheek again. "Thank you so much," she
said, her eyes suspiciously bright.
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"Pregnancy hormones," Fitch said with a groan, and took
Maz by the elbow and pulled her out of the house.

Denny was sitting on the kitchen floor, arms wrapped
around a long-suffering Cheshire, and Will squatted down
beside them.

"Want to go for a walk?" he asked.
X 3k Xk Xk

They walked out through the gate in Will's back fence,
Denny's hand safely in his, Digger bouncing excitedly ahead
of them. Cheshire declined the opportunity to join them and
sat just inside the gate, ready to bolt up the California oak
tree at the first sign of trouble.

It was a two-year-old's walk, involving long pauses to
admire ants and beetles and gravel, and they only made it
halfway up the ravine behind Will's house before Denny held
up his arms to be picked up.

Will carried him the rest of the way up the ravine, and
stood for a moment, admiring the view out to the reservoir
and the LA skyline. Then he whistled for Digger and made his
way back down the small slope, Denny perched on his
shoulders.

Denny trailed back into the kitchen behind Will, and Will
sat him up on one of the kitchen chairs. Denny chatted to
Will, sometimes intelligibly, while Will gave the bread dough
its long knead and set it into the loaf pan.

Will dragged the box of toys out of the spare room and
onto the back porch, settling Denny there, then made himself
another pot of tea. Digger stretched herself out on the top
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step to maximize her chances of tripping Denny up, and
Cheshire climbed into Will's lap and sat purring, sounding like
there was a small motorbike in his throat, while Will drank his
tea.

The shadows lengthened across the garden and everything
was golden in the late afternoon sunshine. Will smiled down
at the little boy on his porch and Denny looked up at Will, like
a tiny cherub in wet pants.

Will hadn't lit the fire in the water heater yet, so he left
Denny safely on the porch while he went and collected an
armful of split wood from the woodpile.

Then he knelt down in the laundry off the back porch and
lit the fire using newspaper and kindling, talking to Denny,
who was crouching beside him the whole time, intrigued by
the flames. "This is how we make hot water," Will said. "Feel
how hot the fire is." He held Denny's hand out carefully in
front of the flickering flames.

Denny pulled his hand back and said, "Naughty stove."

"That's right," Will said. "It's hot like the stove, and it's
naughty to touch it. All the hot from the fire goes up here,"
he said, patting the tank above the fire. "And makes the
water warm so you can have a bath."

There was warm water in only a few minutes, enough to
run a shallow bath for Denny. Will gave him a quick wash and
carried him into the kitchen wrapped in a towel and sat him
on a chair while he put the bread into the oven to bake.

It was time to feed the girls, so Will put clean clothes on
the top half of Denny, and the little boy trotted along behind.
Will half-filled a bucket from the drum of feed on the back
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porch and dragged the hose into the hen coop. Clotilde and
Bernice quacked hysterically and bulldozed their way past
Denny, making him shriek "Ducky, ducky!" delightedly as he
tried to grab their tail feathers.

Will picked Denny up before either of the ducks decided to
peck at him, and held the wriggling little boy firmly while
refilling the water dispenser for the hens and the big bowl for
the ducks.

After making sure that the coop was securely closed, he
carried Denny to the back of the garden and checked the
garden gate was closed, too. He'd lost chickens to a fox the
year before and had learned his lesson well.

Digger's hysterical woofing indicated that there was
someone at the front door again, so Will carried Denny inside,
put him down on the boards and followed him to the front
screen door.

"Not mommies," Denny announced, peering through the
screen.

"Not mommies," Will agreed, and he opened the screen
door to Liz from next door, carton in her arms.

"Hi, Liz," he said.

"I've got some empty jars for you, Will," Liz said, smiling
beneath her artificially arched eyebrows and delicate nose.

"Thanks," Will said, taking the carton and peering into it.
"Oh, you didn't need to," he said, taking out the block of
cheese that was nestled amongst the washed glass jars and
recycled egg cartons. It was organic cheese, too, and
probably cost a fortune.
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"The eggs are always so tasty," Liz said. "I just wanted to
thank you for them." She squatted down beside Denny. "Is
this little man Denny? He's grown so much since I last saw
him; he was just a baby then."

She smiled and patted Denny's golden curls. Denny sucked
his thumb and patted Liz back seriously, smudging one
grubby hand across her cheek, making her laugh delightedly.

Liz stood back up and said, "Oh Will, you might like to
know we've decided not to spray the yard at all this year, just
in case any drifts over the fence."

"That's very thoughtful, thanks," Will said

Denny tugged on Will's jeans. "Hungry," he said, and both
of the adults laughed.

"T'll let you get Denny his dinner," Liz said,

When she had gone, Will put the box on the table and
unpacked it. There was a carton of organic cream in amongst
the jars, too, and Will showed it to Denny.

"You and I are going to have a great dinner."
X 3k Xk Xk

Will cut wedges of fresh bread, topped the bread with
tomatoes from his garden, basil, and cheese, and put it all in
the oven to heat up. He scrambled some eggs with cream,
added them to the grilled concoction, and put the plates on
the table.

Denny knelt up on one of the wooden chairs, still naked
from the waist down, and began to shovel the food in as fast
as he could with his fingers.

13
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Will had to agree with him, the food was good and very

welcome.
X X X X

After Maz and Fitch had collected their little boy, Will put
the toys away and fed Cheshire and Digger from the large
container of rice and cooked meat that he had prepared and
put in the fridge the day before, cracking eggs over the top of
Digger's meal to make sure she had the nutrients she
needed, and adding olive oil to both bowls.

He made himself cheese and homemade pickles
sandwiches for work the next day. He made an extra
sandwich, too, and carried it out into the backyard. The girls
were quiet in their coop, the garden was in deep shadow, and
the evening was cool. Far away, the coyotes were howling in
Griffith Park.

He put the sandwich on a flat stone in the middle of the
garden and stood for a moment in silence, listening to an owl
hooting.

Gina, his ex, had laughed at him for doing this every night,
just like she had laughed at a lot of things he did, but he
knew that tomorrow morning the food would be gone.

He walked back to his house, where light shone out of his
kitchen window and across the trellised tomatoes, beans, and
peas.

He had marking to do, of course, but before he tackled
either the papers that needed grading or the mess in the
kitchen, there was something else he needed to do.
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He took his old six-string down from the shelf in his
bedroom, and Cheshire and Digger followed him outside.

He sat down on the ancient sofa on the back porch, the
pets beside him, and played quietly. He didn't play
particularly well, not like his daughter, Felicity, and he didn't
write music, but this was another thing he did that brought
him inexpressible joy.

It was fully dark now, and over Griffith Park the stars were
out, and he sang softly. In the garden, all the tiny spirits that
lived there came out, minute points of light in the shadows,
flittering around. No one else saw them, he knew that, and he
wasn't completely sure he believed in them himself, except at
times like this when the magic hung thick in the air and the

night was still and calm.
X 3k Xk Xk

I sat under one of the sycamore trees, confident that the
man couldn't see me, that he hadn't heard me slipping
through his gate. The food was tempting, but I could wait
until he went into his home before taking it, and the squirrels
wouldn't touch anything with me there. The music rippled out
across the night, and his voice was low and deep. Around me,
the little ones who lived in the garden were rising up into the
night air, singing too. They were safe; they were so small that
most people were too dead to ever see or hear them.

I am not so small, but the music was just as compelling to

me.
* ok X X%
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Midway through correcting the mountain of
comprehensions, Will stood up from the kitchen table and
yawned, stretched, and put the kettle on. While he waited for
it to boil, he leaned against the window frame and gazed out
over his dark garden. There was someone standing at the
back of the garden, partly hidden by the shadow, and Will
said, "Digger?" in a low voice.

The dog opened her eyes blearily and huffed at him, her
ears pricked up. She settled back down, not moving from
underneath the table, and the figure slipped away again into
the darkness.

Will watched the garden for a few minutes, but the person
didn't come back again, and he didn't go and investigate. If
Digger said that the person wasn't invading her territory, he
was willing to believe that either he had imagined the person,
or they meant no harm to anyone that lived with him.
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Chapter 2

The next morning, before he took Digger out for her
morning clamber, Will had a quick scout around the back of
the garden, beneath the sycamore trees. There wasn't a
crumb to be seen on the rock. The carpet of yarrow and
feverfew was undisturbed as far as he could tell, and the girls
were safe in their coop, clucking happily at him as he
collected the morning eggs.

He patted Clotilde and Bernice and said, "You'd tell me if
you'd seen someone, wouldn't you?" to them.

They pecked hopefully at his bare toes, which wasn't much
of an answer.

He undid the gate, and Digger shot through the opening
and up the ravine, launching herself through the
undergrowth, barking excitedly at whatever had caught her
doggy attention.

Will followed behind her, climbing quickly, until he reached
the top of the ravine. The sky was dirty that morning, with
rain threatening, and Will decided he'd take his oilskins to
work, just in case it poured. He didn't really mind riding in the
rain, it made the air fresher, but any number of people would
try and give him a lift home, and it was easier to wave the
oilskins at them.

There was a rock just in the right place for Will to sit while
Digger romped. Will stretched his legs out and picked grass
seeds off the legs of his work pants and contemplated life. He
used to smoke, years ago, and every how and then the urge
to light up would hit him, and this was one of those times.
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He stood up and whistled for Digger and began to walk
back down to his little house, knowing she'd burst out of the
bushes at any moment.

He could see his roof through the trees, shingles so old
they were silver, bits of tarpaper tacked over the top from the
previous winter. Eventually, he and Gina would have to face
the problem of re-roofing the place, but it could wait another
year at least.

Digger shot past him, a blur of rusty brown, bouncing
down the path, barking again. She wasn't a big dog, but she
had the soul of a warrior, seeing challenges to her dignity and
authority everywhere, especially if the challenge was small
and furry and had four legs.

This was what had made her absence of interest in
whoever was in the backyard the night before so strange.
When the fox had broken into the coop the year before, she'd
gone berserk in the kitchen, hurling herself repeatedly at the
back door until Will had woken up, staggered out, and opened
the door to let her out.

He closed the gate behind them both, picked up the plate
the sandwich had been on and the bucket of eggs from where
it hung on a hook beside the coop.

He washed his feet at the back faucet, refilled Digger's
bowl from where she had just drained it, and locked the back
door, dog on the outside, cat on the inside. Digger would
spend the day patrolling the garden, keeping squirrels away,
and Cheshire would spend the day asleep on Will's bed.

And Will would spend the day attempting to open little
doors in adolescent minds and shove American Literature into
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the gaps before the doors swung shut again. It wasn't a bad
job, and he didn't loathe it like some of his fellow teachers
did, but he'd rather spend the day at home.

X X X X%

Just because it was raining, didn't mean there wasn't work
still to do in the garden, and Will was weeding between the
trellises when Digger's shouts announced someone was at the
front door.

Rather than track even more mud through the house, Will
fought his way through the overgrown ferns down the side of
the house. He'd taken his shirt off before he'd started work,
and the cycads and tree ferns scratched and caught on his
bare skin.

He shouted, "Shut up, Digger! I can hear you!" as he
rounded the corner of the old house.

There was a young man on the front porch, propping up
his bicycle and shaking the rain out of his dreadies. Will said,
"Hey, Devon, you made it."

He climbed the front steps onto the porch to where
Devon's bike leaned against his and peered into the
cardboard box on the back carrier of the bike. "Hello,
Chanticleer," he said to the sleepy rooster inside.

Devon kissed his cheek and said, "Hi, Will. A little bit of
rain wasn't going to stop me any more than it would stop
you."

"Let's take Chanticleer through to the girls." Will opened
the front screen for Devon to carry the box through the
house, keeping Digger away with his foot. He walked behind
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Devon, taking the opportunity to admire the guy's ass where
his wet pants clung to it.

There was the smell of soup cooking, thick and
wholesome, in the kitchen, and Devon sniffed appreciatively.
"Thought you might want a meal," Will said, pushing Digger
out the back door and holding it open for Devon.

"I'm starving," Devon said. "I want to eat whatever it is
you're cooking."

"There's hot water, too," Will said, unclipping the coop
door and ducking his head to walk into the coop. "If you want
a bath to warm up. I lit the fire a while ago, ready."

Devon stooped into the coop to put the box down and
opened the lid. Inside was a dopey and plump rooster, with a
bright red comb and lustrous green and black feathers. He
woke up as Devon lifted him out of the box, fluffing his
feathers out and preening a little.

"Go for it, Chanty," Devon said.

They left the rooster cautiously circling the girls, who were
huddled together, giggling and whispering amongst
themselves.

It was raining steadily now and they were both drenched.
Devon shrugged and said, "I'm so wet, a bit more won't
matter. I'll give you a hand with whatever you were doing."

"Weeding," Will said. "If you want to do some more, I'll go
split tomorrow's wood and put it on the porch to dry."

Devon was a good friend and Will was quite sure he wasn't
offending him by suggesting that he help in the garden. He
left Devon pulling out wild mustard and crabgrass and went
and retrieved the block splitter from the laundry.
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There was a rhythm to chopping wood that was satisfying
just in itself. Place chunk of wood on block. Pull ax back,
swing forward, letting the ax accelerate through its arc, split
wood cleanly. Repeat.

The rain eased, and Devon went and emptied the bucket
into the chicken coop for the second time, then walked
toward Will, right in his line of sight so he would be spotted
easily.

Will rested the ax on the block, and Devon said,
"Chanticleer's at it already. And I'm still starving."

He wasn't cold, not after splitting a mound of wood, but
Will was undeniably filthy. "Hot baths, then a meal," he said,
gathering up an armful of wood.

It only took a minute or two to move the wood onto the
porch beside the laundry to dry, and then Will tracked more
mud inside and found Devon a clean towel. His towels were a
bit thin and threadbare, but replacing them seemed so
unimportant, at least until he offered them to someone who
wasn't family.

"Dry clothes, too?" he asked, and Devon nodded and put
the plug in the bath and turned the hot faucet on. The water
was almost boiling as it came out of the faucet, and he
quickly turned the cold water on, too. The bathroom was full
of steam and Devon was peeling the last of his wet clothes off
when Will opened the door and put a pair of sweat pants and
a t-shirt on the sink for him.

Devon stood and kissed him quickly on the lips and
Devon's eyes were clear blue and he had freckles spattered
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across his nose. "I'll leave the water in for you," he said, and
Will nodded.

"I'd better go feed the poultry, they'll be working up an
appetite."

X X X X%

When Will came out of the bathroom, warm and mostly
dry, apart from his hair and beard, Devon was cutting slabs
off the previous day's bread and frying them quickly. Will slid
his arms around Devon from behind and said, "Mmm, that
smells great," as he buried his face against Devon's neck.

Devon smelled warm and clean and completely of himself.
Will rather suspected that the only chemical that ever touched
Devon's skin was soap, even his hair smelled of nothing
except rain and wet hair.

Devon laughed quietly and lifted the lid off the large
saucepan. "Ready to eat?" he asked.

While Devon was serving up the fried bread, Will ladled out
a third bowl of soup and cut another wedge of bread.

"You feeding someone else?" Devon asked.

"I think there's a homeless person from the park who
needs it," Will explained.

Most people would have scoffed at the idea of putting food
in their backyards for the homeless, but Will knew Devon
wasn't one of those people. He just nodded and carried the
plates to the table.

Will pulled on his oilskin and headed out into the dusk. It
had stopped raining, at least for the moment, though every
tree and plant and wire was dripping. He put the bowl full of
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vegetable, barley, and chickpea soup on the rock and
balanced the slab of bread across it.

"There's some food here for you," he called out, his voice
echoing up the hill. "You might want to come and get it while
it's warm."

He slopped back through the wet, past the coop, pausing
to check on the girls and their guest. They were in the hut,
but there was a sudden frantic quacking, and Chanticleer
rushed out into the run, feathers awry.

"Tried to have a go at Clotilde or Bernice, didn't you?" Will

said to the bird. "That's never a good idea."
X 3k Xk Xk

Will hung his oilskin to dry on the back porch and came
inside. The kitchen light was on, there was hot food on the
table, and Devon had started in on his. Will sat down opposite
him and began to eat.

After dinner, they sat out on the back porch on the couch,
a damp Digger snoozing in between them, Cheshire on
Devon's lap, and Will strummed quietly on his guitar.

Felicity always teased Will unmercifully about his
appallingly outdated tastes in music, and when Felicity was
with him, especially if she'd brought her own guitar over, he
played songs that Felicity had taught him.

But tonight, there was just Devon and the garden, and Will
could play whatever he liked.

It wasn't particularly warm out there; Will was wearing one
of his homemade sweaters and Devon had pulled a throw
from the couch around his shoulders, but Will liked it like this.
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Los Angeles had weather and he liked to feel the changing
seasons, the turning of the year, the spring progressing. It
was bad enough working somewhere that was insulated, he
didn't have to have a controlled environment at home, too.

"Play something for me?" Devon asked. Will could only see
him in outline from the light that shone through the back
door.

"Sure," he said. "What would you like?"

"Just whatever you'd like," Devon said, and Cheshire stood
on his lap and arched his back in a long stretch, sniffed at the
goatee on Devon's chin, then settled down again, curled up
on his thighs.

Will didn't believe in seduction, in trying to persuade
people to sleep with him. He liked the decision to be mutual,
and spontaneous, so when Devon stretched an arm along the
back of the couch and stroked callused fingers over Will's
beard gently, he smiled back at Devon.

When Will'd finished playing, Devon lifted Cheshire off his
lap and stood up. He took the guitar out of Will's arms and
propped it beside the couch.

Then Devon leaned forward and kissed Will, slow and
sweet, tasting of vegetable broth and the cold night air.
Devon had strong hands, peasant's hands Devon called them,
built for digging the soil, and one settled on Will's neck and
the other one slid down his belly to find the button on the fly
of his jeans.

Will spread his legs wider, and Devon knelt between them
on the porch. Will draped the blanket Devon had been
wrapped in over Devon's shoulders to keep him warm.
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Devon eased the zip of Will's jeans undone over the ridge
of his cock carefully and pulled his cock out.

"Oh my," Devon said, then his tongue was stroking over
the lines of Will's tattoo, chasing the curves around the shaft.
He took the head into his mouth, sucking slowly, making Will
breathe hard. Will reached down and gently lifted Devon's
dreadlocks out of the way to see his face, and said, "It's been
a while, babe. I'm just gonna come."

Devon lifted his mouth and looked up at Will, eyes
twinkling, and said, "This is just the warm-up. You can come
more than once, can't you?"

"Oh yeah," Will said with conviction, then Devon slid his
mouth back down Will's cock, and discussion of coming
became irrelevant. Will groaned deeply, leaned his head back
against the back of the couch and closed his eyes and began
to thrust into Devon's mouth.

There was a moment of unbearable tension, deep inside
him, then he started to come.

Devon lifted his mouth from Will's cock, sucking on his
bottom lip and pressed his mouth against Will's and kissed
him.

The need to breathe made Will pull back from the kiss, and
he guided Devon down onto the couch and eased the
borrowed sweat pants down and off. He knelt between
Devon's spread legs, rubbing his beard gently over the
smooth, pale skin of Devon's inner thigh, and Devon laughed,
clear and bright, and it made him laugh, too.

Devon had thick, curly pubic hair, and he was hard and
eager in Will's mouth, moaning when Will pressed fingertips
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below his balls, making Will wonder why they'd never done
this before.

Devon shivered and trembled and slid into coming, so
smoothly that it took Will by surprise, then fell bonelessly
back against the couch.

Will lifted his mouth off and looked up, looking for
guidance. "More?" he asked.

"Fuck, I needed that," Devon said a little breathlessly.
"Wanna fuck me?"

Will stood up, hanging onto his jeans with one hand and
holding the other out for Devon to take.

"Let's go inside," he said.
X k Xk X

I sat, belly full of the warm goodness of the gift of food,
chewing on the bread, and listening to the sounds of their
pleasuring across the wet garden. The sounds were familiar
enough, so many humans came to the park for this purpose
that I had become adjusted to these moments when people
expressed their mutual desire to breed.

This was different, they were both so alive compared to
every other person I had ever observed, this seemed real
somehow, not thwarted and empty. I closed my eyes and
turned my head away, avoiding the temptation to watch
them, too, disturbed by the tension in my own body that the
sounds brought.

Later, I crept around the dwelling silently and peered
through the glass. They were in one of the front rooms,
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asleep, entwined beneath layers of thick bedding, the cat and
dog asleep on top of the blanket.

The dog lifted her muzzle and looked at me drowsily, then
rested her nose down again. She and I were old friends. We
spoke often.

I slipped back into the night and wandered through the
damp trees, breathing in the scent of the wet soil, feeling the

life burning through me.
X 3k Xk Xk

Digger was insistent, butting Will repeatedly with her nose,
so he muttered,

"Okay, okay," and disentangled himself from Devon's
arms. Devon muttered in his sleep and rolled over. Will pulled
on the sweater he had dropped on the floor earlier.

It was pouring with rain when he unbolted the back door
and Digger charged through the doggy door. He unclasped
the screen and followed her out, standing on the back porch,
yawhning and scratching his balls.

Digger relieved herself and then bounced up the steps to
stand and shake the rain off her fur beside Will, showering
him with droplets, before going back through the doggy door
with a thud.

Will went to follow her, hopefully before she actually
managed to get under the covers and into his warm patch,
when something made him stop. "If you want, I'm happy for
you to sleep on the porch," he said to the garden, then he

went indoors again.
X 3k Xk Xk
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Devon was snoring quietly, a gentle rasp, when Will
slipped out of his bed the next morning. He pulled on jeans
and a sweater and retrieved the two condoms from the
nightstand.

It was first light outside. There were birds shrieking their
heads off, crows and sparrows and swallows, and Digger
followed Will out the back door, nosing her way around the
garden just in case there was an early-morning squirrel that
needed chasing.

Cheshire followed him out, too, and disappeared
underneath the porch. Will bent down beside the rue plant
and dug through the mulch to bury the condoms, breathing in
the intensely pungent scent of the beautiful plant.

He knew people who were far more observant than he was
about the sanctity of sex and never used any form of
prophylaxis. He didn't have any issues with using condoms as
long as they were the biodegradable ones, but he no longer
jerked off, and he always returned what he could to the
earth.

Digger was looking suspiciously at him from beneath the
pomegranate tree, and he washed his hands before going
over to her. She loathed rue, which was why it was the safest
place to bury interesting things, and would have nothing to do
with him until he had washed the scent off his hands.

He sat down beside her on the wet bricks and she
clambered into his lap. He hummed quietly as he stroked her.
It was almost time to start the day. He would put some coffee
on for Devon, which was a luxury for a weekday, then make
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some toast and lunch for that day, then make sure the
poultry were all okay.

When Will climbed the steps to the back porch he paused
for a moment. The blanket was folded carefully on the couch,
not dropped hastily on the floor as he and Devon had left it
the night before. And on the blanket there was a bunch of
golden poppies, pink owl's clover, and blue lupin, carefully
held together by a long twist of wild grass stalks.

He took the flowers inside and found a large, glass jar in

his pantry for them and put them in the middle of the table.
X 3k Xk Xk

New flowers arrived every morning after that, and Will
began to feel he was getting the best of the arrangement. He
would always share his food with anyone that asked anyway,
much to the annoyance of panhandlers: they asked for money
to buy food, he gave them egg sandwiches and apples.

Flowers, however, he never picked. They belonged where
they were, not inside his house, but if someone else gave
them to him, he enjoyed the gift.

29



Fand
by Laney Cairo

Chapter 3

The rain had cleared away by Saturday, and Will left
Felicity and Lulu engaged in a serious block building venture
on the back porch and went to stop Digger from barking her
head off at the front screen door.

He picked up the dog and opened the front door to Doug
and his son, who looked about seven. Digger wriggled and
squirmed in Will's arms, but he held her tightly, at least until
he was sure the child wasn't scared of her.

Doug looked lovely out of his sensible school clothes, in
jeans and a casual shirt that clung to his body, and Will
grinned at him and leaned forward over Digger to kiss his
cheek.

Doug didn't pull away, and Will's smile broadened further.

When Will glanced down, Doug's son was studying him
with huge, brown eyes.

"This is Leon," Doug said to Will, his eyes sparkling at him.
"And this is Digger," Will said, putting her back down on
the boards, but holding onto her collar so Leon could pat her.
She licked as much of the child as she could reach, making

him giggle.

When Will let go of Digger's collar, she bounded down the
hallway and through the doggy door with a resounding crash.
"Want to go see where she's gone?" Will asked Leon.
"There're some toys out there, too."

Block-building lasted all of three minutes, with two kids
there now, and then Felicity said, "I'll take them up into the
park, Dad."
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When they'd gone, shouts echoing up the hill behind the
house, Will slid his arm around Doug's shoulders and said,
"Leon's a gorgeous kid."

"Felicity's lovely, too," Doug said. "Is she always this good
with kids?"

"Guess so," Will said, smiling at Doug. "Want to look
around the house?"

In the kitchen, Doug stood in front of the wall that was
covered in pinned up photos. "Wow," he said. "Who are all
these people? Friends of yours?"

Will stood behind Doug, one arm around his waist. "That's
Felicity obviously, with my ex, Gina. That's Lulu, and her
mom." He shifted his finger. "That's Josie, and her moms.
And that's Denny, and his moms, Fitch and Maz. You'll meet
them later, they were around earlier dropping off a leg of
baby goat for tonight's dinner and said they'll probably call
back."

Doug tipped his head to one side and said, "I'm missing
something, aren't I?"

Will chuckled. "They're all my kids."

Doug stepped away from Will and looked at him
skeptically. "But you've only got one child, Felicity. At least
that's what I'm sure you said at work."

Will sat down on the edge of the table and grinned at
Doug. "Somehow, I couldn't work out how to explain a whole
slew of donor babies to the chalk brigade."

"Ah," Doug said. "I got it now. Though I thought the sperm
banks never told you about any children." He looked at the
photos carefully again, studying them closely.
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"All of the mothers are friends of mine, or friends of
friends. It's the kind of thing where once you've fathered one
child, more and more people ask you," Will said.

"Why do you do it?" Doug asked curiously. "You already
had Felicity."

"Felicity was the reason I agreed," Will said. "I love her so
much, she is this light shining over my entire life, every
moment. She is the best thing that has ever happened to me,
and the biggest adventure. We're letting go of each other
now, as she grows up, but for a while she was every moment
for me. How could I deny a friend the opportunity to feel the
same joy?"

Doug nodded slowly. "I think I understand," he said. "I
guess it hadn't occurred to me to think of it that way. My
sister's infertile, and she's crazy with grief at not being able to
have a child, and praying desperately to be approved for
adoption. If I could help her, I would."

Nodding, Will said, "Exactly. So now I have Lulu and
Denny, who I see quite often. Lulu comes over most
weekends to visit, like she is today. Denny is too little to stay
with me for more than a few hours, he's very tightly bonded
to his mommies, though I guess the new baby will change
that."

"And Josie?" Doug asked. "Do you get to see her?"

"Not often," Will said. "Her mom lives in Colorado, so I
usually only see her once a year."

Doug came over and stroked the petals of a poppy in the
jar on the table. "What gorgeous flowers," he said, smiling
gently. "So beautiful. Do they come from the park?"
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"I guess so," Will said. "They're just left for me, so I'm not
sure."

There was a shriek from the garden, and the littler kids
came thudding in through the screen door. Leon grabbed his
dad's hand and said, "Come Daddy, there're chickens and a
cat and Felicty saw a rattlesnake and a a..."

Felicity came through the back door behind the children,
towering over them. "We saw mountain lion prints, too," she
said.

Felicity's eyes were twinkling when she ran herself a glass
of water and guzzled it, and Will grinned back at her, pleased
at her efforts to entertain the kids.

"Did you close the gate, Felicity?" he asked.

Felicity nodded. "Yep, and made sure it was closed
properly."

"How about you all play chasey in the yard, while we do
the cooking?" Will asked the grubby children.

"I wanna be 'it'," Lulu demanded, crossing her arms and
tossing her corn-rowed head.

"And you shall, my little Tatar," Will said affectionately. "At
least until it's time for someone else to have a go."

Lulu launched herself at Leon, and they scattered, screen
door banging after them. Digger charged through the house,
too, obviously called from a very important task in the front
yard by the opportunity to chase small children in the back.

Cheshire didn't seem quite as happy, and hurried back in
from the back porch, all of his bells jangling as he slunk off to
Will's bedroom to hide under the bed.

Felicity said, "I'm going online, 'kay?"
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"Sure," Will said. "Just remember to log off eventually."

Felicity slouched off, picking the phone up from the table in
the hallway and pulling the cable out of the back and
disappearing into her room, closing the door solidly behind
herself. She'd be there, grumping silently about the speed of
dial-up, until Will went and got her for dinner.

There were distant sounds of the kids crashing around the
garden and Digger barking, and Will and Doug spent a
peaceful hour in the kitchen, inserting garlic cloves into the
leg of goat and peeling potatoes and pumpkins and apples.
They talked about work, and about not-work, about their
families, all while tending to scraped knees and wounded

prides.
X 3k Xk Xk

While Doug was making the pastry for the pie, lifting the
butter up between his fingers and rubbing the flour into it and
letting it drop, Will stood behind him and cautiously slid an
arm around Doug's waist. "I'm not misreading this, am I?" he
asked.

Doug shook his head, and Will heard him swallow
nervously.

"Just relax," Will said, and he kissed Doug's neck slowly
and deliberately. Doug was responsive, leaning back against
him and making a sighing sound, and when Will slid his other
arm around Doug's waist and hugged, the man was solid and
warm.

Doug turned around in his arms, holding floury hands up
behind Will's head, and they kissed.

34



Fand
by Laney Cairo

Devon had been lean and compact to touch, toned by
hours working in the garden every day, skin weathered by
being out in the open year round. Doug, on the other hand,
was solid and smooth to touch.

Felicity stomped through the kitchen on her way to the
bathroom, and Will pulled back from Doug reluctantly. "Guess
we're supposed to be cooking," he said, licking his lips slowly.

Doug opened his eyes slowly. "Yeah," he said a little
breathlessly, not disentangling his hands.

"You alright?" Will asked, as Doug tried to focus his dark
eyes.

"Oh yeah," he whispered. "I can't remember the last time
someone kissed me like that."

The back screen door thudded and Lulu hurtled into the
kitchen and clung onto Will's jeans, sobbing, "It's my turn!
It's my turn!”

Leon appeared a moment later, a tennis ball dripping dog
slobber held over his head, Digger leaping ineffectually at the
ball.

"Out of the kitchen," Will said, letting go of Doug and
opening the screen door for the kids. "Sort it out yourselves,
just remember that I know Lulu is spoiled and shouldn't get
her own way all the time."

The two kids traipsed out again, covered in mud, scratched
by the cycads, Leon still in triumphant possession of the ball,
Digger still endlessly hopeful of retrieving it again. Will let the
screen door bang behind them.
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"My God, they're filthy," Doug said, his hands back in the
pastry bowl, though he still looked a little flustered. "I can't
remember the last time I saw Leon that dirty."

"They didn't actually look that bad to me, but I'll go light
the hot water system anyway," Will said. "We can soak both

of them before dinner."
X X X X

The smell of roasted goat filled the house, pumpkin
steamed in bowls on the table, covered in melted butter; and
mashed potato was ladled onto plates.

The crowd for dinner had increased to include Devon, who
was there to collect Chanticleer from his procreative visit, and
Maz, Fitch and Denny. Felicity dragged every chair in the
house into the kitchen, and the scrubbed and still damp
children were lined up down one side of the table, jostling
elbows.

There was a small loaf of bread on the table, made that
afternoon, and Will picked it up and broke a piece off and put
the chunk on his plate, then passed the loaf to his right, to
Felicity. Silence fell around the table, and Will could see
Doug's puzzlement. Felicity broke her piece off the loaf and
handed it to Lulu. When Lulu passed the loaf to Leon, he said,
"Dad?"

Lulu took the loaf back, wrenched a piece off for him, and
leaned across to hand the bread to Maz.

When the loaf had made the round of the table, back to
Will, there was only a crust left, and Doug said, "Would it be
an intrusion for me to say Grace?"
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Will caught sight of Devon's eyebrow climbing fast, but he
just nodded to Doug.

"Please do," he said.

Doug and Leon both bowed their heads and closed their
eyes, and Doug said, "For what we are about to eat, may the
Lord make us truly grateful."

Will kicked Felicity under the table to stop her from rolling
her eyes, and regretted that Devon was too far over to kick,
too. Felicity, however, he could do something about, and he
made a mental note to take his oldest daughter aside and
lecture her about how, even though Christianity was a cultural
hegemony, she was not allowed to be rude about people who
expressed their faith in a personal context. Tolerance cut both
ways.

Bowls passed around the table, and Will served the kids
that were within his reach. Felicity did a creditable job of
dismembering the goat leg, and the kitchen was full of the
smell of roast meat and garlic, fresh baked bread, and the
apple pies that were cooking in the oven. The windows misted
up with condensation, and it was hard to hear any individual
person over the chatter of the kids, and Will thought of the
homeless person, outside in the night, hopefully eating the
plate of food Will had taken out before they sat down to
dinner.

The flowers were on the sideboard, amidst the clutter of
Will's life, their colors filling the kitchen, and when Will looked
back at Doug, Doug's eyes were shining bright in the light of
the bulb hanging from the cord over the table.

37



Fand
by Laney Cairo

Chapter 4

Digger was in doggy heaven, sitting on the paving where
the light from the back porch spilled out onto the yard, one of
the bones from the roast goat held securely between her
paws as she chewed on the knuckle. Cheshire had looked
disdainfully at the chunk of roast goat in his bowl, but three
minutes later Will had found him ensconced on Will's bed,
chewing on the meat industriously.

Maz and Fitch took a fretful Denny home to bed; Devon
had left to ride the ten miles to his place with Chanticleer in a
box on the back of his bike. Lulu's moms had picked her up,
and the kitchen was now comparatively quiet.

Doug and Felicity washed the mountain of dishes, after
Doug had recovered from his disbelief that anyone could
actually wash dishes with a bar of regular soap, while Will sat
on the back porch with Leon and sang kids' songs.

When he'd finished, Doug crouched down beside them and
said, "I need to take Leon home now."

Leon's eyelids were starting to droop when Will looked at
him. Doug looked apologetic when Will smiled back at him.

"I've got a spare bedroom here," Will said. "You're
welcome to tuck Leon in if you'd like to stay a little longer."

Doug's hand was warm on Will's knee when he spread it
across the denim and squeezed.

"I'd like that."

Will held the screen door open so Doug could carry the
drowsy child through the house.
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He turned the light on in an almost empty room with two
single beds made up in it, and the toy box in the corner. Doug
tucked Leon into one of the beds and Leon curled up, thumb
in his mouth, his eyes closing already.

In the hall, Will slid an arm around Doug's neck, pulling
him close enough to kiss. This time, with no children
interrupting, Will let himself touch Doug, hand across his
back, sliding down to his ass, pulling him closer. There was a
delicious moment of contact, of thighs brushing, and they
both moaned.

Leon called out, "Daaaad!" and Doug pulled back
reluctantly.

"T'll go settle him," Doug said.

Felicity had her steel six-string out, sitting on one of the
kitchen chairs on the back porch, and Will dragged another
chair out and went and picked up his guitar again.

This was another part of his life that he was deeply
grateful for. Felicity chose to hang around on most weekends,
where there was no TV and no broadband, chose to sit on
Will's back porch and jam, instead of doing whatever it was
that her friends were doing.

She was picking the opening notes of Matty Groves, one of
Will's favorite songs, while Will quickly re-tuned his strings.
Doug watched wide-eyed from the couch, Will nodded, and
Felicity went back to the beginning of the song and started
again.

Will didn't pick particularly well, his hands were too rough
from working, but Felicity had real musical ability and an
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educated ear, so Will stuck to the chords when Felicity was
there, leaving the agile work to her.

Doug's smile was getting wider and wider, until he was
beaming.

If Will was playing by himself, he would have stopped at
the last verse, but Felicity was plowing on into the
instrumental portion, and Will let her go. There was no point
in trying to keep up with her and it was a joy to listen to her
play.

"My turn to choose," Felicity said, when she'd finished.

This was their compromise. They alternated between Will's
deep-seated adoration for bad seventies music and Felicity's
enthusiasm for anything from the current century that could
be made playable. Felicity was far too keen on songs of
misery for Will's liking.

After the next song, Felicity stood up and stretched, then
retrieved three beers from the fridge. Doug sputtered at the
first mouthful of Will's home brew, and both Will and Felicity
laughed.

"Oh yeah," Felicity said. "Dad's beer's got attitude."

"You're not kidding," Doug said, wiping at his watering
eyes. "What has it got in it?"

"Nothing special, though it is made with wheat, not hops,"
Will said. "You wait until the mead is ready to be cracked. The
last batch was an absolute killer, made with honey from Maz
and Fitch's place. We used water from their property, too,
rather than LA faucet water."

Felicity took a long pull from her bottle, then set it on the
ground. "It's better straight from the fridge," she said. "That
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way the cold anesthetizes your taste buds." She adjusted her
D string slightly and looked at Will. "Trade you?"

Will looked out across the garden and wondered if
somewhere down the back of his block there was a homeless
person sitting in a dark corner, hopefully with a belly full of
good food. Will had so much, and so many people had so
little, and he had done nothing to deserve the good fortune

that given him friends and family and a place in the world.
X 3k Xk Xk

Will stopped playing, and Felicity repeated the last few
bars, the notes silvery on her steel six-string, unbearably
poignant.

Doug was silent, his eyes huge, and Felicity said, "That
was the last song, I'm going to bed."

She stood up and said, "Night, Dad. Night, Doug," and the
screen door thudded gently behind her.

Will put his guitar down and stood up, too, switching off
the porch light. There was still light streaming through the
screen door from the kitchen, and he sat down beside Doug
on the couch.

"Come to bed with me?" he asked, and he lifted Doug's
hand and kissed the palm.

In his room, with the door closed and the curtains drawn,
Will lit a candle and turned off the overhead light. Doug's face
was in shadow, but his mouth was warm and open when they
kissed. Doug pulled back a little and unbuttoned his shirt and
shrugged it off.
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"It's been a long time..." Doug began, then trailed off, so
tentative that Will touched his chin gently.

"T'd worked that out," Will said. "We can take it slow."
Doug was broad-chested and smooth-skinned, and Will
unbuttoned his own shirt quickly and dropped it on the floor.
Doug's hands slid across his chest, crinkling the hair, curling

over his biceps. "You've got tattoos," Doug said.

He guided Doug's hand over his left bicep. "That's the
sun." He pressed his fingertips against his right forearm.
"That's a heart, for Felicity."

He took Doug's hand and slid it into the waistband of his
faded jeans. "That's the earth."

Doug's hand was warm against Will's belly and his eyes
were on Will's as he slid his hand in further, finding the line
where Will's fine belly hair became coarse and thick.

"There's another tattoo," Will said, and he unzipped his
jeans and pushed them down.

"Where?" Doug asked, and Will kissed him and Doug's
hand curled around Will's cock.

"There," he whispered against Doug's lips, and Doug
looked down.

Doug's eyes widened and his mouth was round as he said,
"Oh," without any sound coming out. Doug touched him, far
more tentatively this time, fingers tracing the stylized ivy vine
that wound around Will's cock, from the base up the shaft.

"That's amazing," he finally said.

Will trailed his fingers over the swell of Doug's chest,
relishing the feel of the skin that smooth.
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Doug unzipped his jeans and peeled them off, keeping his
back turned to Will, then clambered onto the bed quickly,
covering his body with the bedding. Will's sheets were linen,
cream now with age, worn thin and soft, and Doug's skin was
like chocolate against them as Will settled beside him. He
licked Doug's shoulder, just to be sure he wasn't actually
made of Ghirardelli intense dark chocolate.

"No hurry," Will said, and he pulled the bedding up over
both of them. "Roll onto your side." Will guided Doug over,
then settled behind Doug, making sure his cock didn't brush
against Doug's back, no matter how tempted he was. He
propped himself up on one elbow and kissed Doug's shoulder
and let his fingers slowly explore Doug's back, tracing the roll
of flesh above Doug's waist, sliding over the round curves of
Doug's shoulder, running down the arm.

He spread his hand across the roundness of Doug's belly,
so soft and ample, and his fingers traced across the skin,
finding muscles that were easier to feel than to see.

His hand curled around the softness of Doug's hip and he
nuzzled Doug's neck, then very cautiously pressed the head
of his cock against the pillow of Doug's ass, and Doug gulped
suddenly.

Will rolled Doug onto his back, and he didn't resist. "What
is it?" Will whispered.

"No one's touched me for so long..."

Will kissed Doug and whispered, "Then let me..."

He slid down the bed a little and indulged himself and
began to explore Doug's chest with his mouth and hand,
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finally taking a nipple into his mouth and sliding his hand
down Doug's belly.

Doug was hard; long, slender cock lying across his belly,
and he groaned when Will's fingers curled around the length.
His response matched the rest of him, full and substantial and
slow, and when Will lowered his mouth to Doug's cock, using
lips, tongue and beard gently, Doug let out a sigh of deep
relief.

Later, when he lifted his mouth again and looked up,
Doug's neck was arched, exposing the long beauty of his
throat, and he was trembling on the edge of coming.

"Oh, God," Doug groaned.

There were condoms under the pillow, and lube, and Will
whispered, "Hang on, just for a moment."

The latex rolled smoothly down Doug's cock, and Doug's
head was turned to one side, tendons standing out in his
neck, while Will smoothed lube over the latex.

Doug's hands clenched the sheet underneath him when
Will clambered over and settled his weight on his hands and
knees, then groped behind himself to find Doug's cock.

"Stay still," Will said, and he lowered himself backward
onto Doug's cock, gritting his teeth through the burn of the
slide.

Doug stayed still, tension clenching his mouth and making
him arch his back a little, then Will rocked forward, making
the bed creak, and found a rhythm that worked for both of
them.
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Doug stretched his arms above his head, clutching at the
wall behind him, and Will could feel him coming, Doug's
pleasure rolling through his body and through Will's, too.

There was joy in the giving, and more joy in the taking,
and Will didn't try and hold back. He hadn't come for four
days, and that was long enough to make him ache with need,
and there was always the rest of the night.

Afterwards, when Doug was curled up beside Will, as Will
stroked his back, and Digger and Cheshire had settled in their
usual places, Doug said, "I have a million questions."

Will kissed his forehead. "Let me guess, you want to ask
about the tattoo."

"Yeah," Doug said. "Why? And why that pattern?"

Will chuckled. "Why? Damned if I can actually remember.
Probably because it seemed like a good idea at the time. I
always feel like I should apologize for it now. My ex said, and
I quote her: 'It's always all about the cock, isn't it?' but I
think she was just goading me."

Doug nuzzled his beard and said, "Okay, that's the why."

"As to the design, I'm a bit clearer about that. I wanted a
symbol of life. I thought about an ankh for a while, but
aesthetically it's not as pleasing as something that wraps
around the shaft. I could have gone Celtic or tribal, but I
don't identify as particularly Celtic or tribal. However, I've
always been a gardener. Next question?"

"How come you've got this house? I earn the same amount
as you do, and it's all I can do to pay rent on my apartment.
Whether you're renting or buying, it's gotta cost a fortune to
live here."
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"That bit is kind of complicated," Will said, kissing the tip
of Doug's nose. "I was once married to this mad woman
called Gina. She worked for a dot com start up company,
back before the stock market crash. Made a stack of money.
She could have frittered it away, but we decided the best
thing we could do to provide for Felicity was to buy a piece of
real estate. This place looked perfect, it is perfect."

"Didn't you have to sell it when you divorced?" Doug
asked. "I had to sell my car for the settlement in my divorce."
Doug's hand was smooth and his nails were even when
Will kissed a fingertip. "It wasn't an ordinary separation," Will

said. "We both lived here for a year after we split, while we
tried to work out what to do. I couldn't afford to buy Gina out,
she didn't want to keep the house herself. We wound up
deciding that we would continue to co-own the property, and
that she and I would buy another house for her to live in. I
pay half the mortgage there, and own half the property."

"That works?" Doug asked. "Because I don't think I could
co-own a pizza with my ex, never mind two houses."

Will shrugged. "Seems to. We never have conflict over it.
Later this year, when Felicity goes to college, we're going to
take out a mortgage on this place, just a small one, to pay
her fees."

"I can't even begin to imagine how I'll afford college for
Leon. He'll have to get a scholarship, or go to a community
college like I did," Doug said, draping an arm across Will's
chest and yawning sleepily.
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Digger tromped across the bed, clambering over their legs
to nudge Will with her nose. "Go to sleep, Digger needs a
garden visit before she settles for the night."

Will got up and pulled on his jeans, just in case Leon was
wandering around, and followed Digger through the house.

He sat on the couch on the porch and Digger trotted off
into the darkness, making happy, wuffling noises. There was
someone standing under the sycamores, bending over to pat
Digger.

X X X X

The dog was glad to see me, as always, and the man was
there, beside his house. I could see him clearly, he looked
sleep-rumpled and content again. I thought for a moment of
trying to tell him how wonderful his music was, of how I had
felt that night, listening to the love in their voices, but he
might have asked who I was, and I wasn't sure I could
explain to him.

He lifted a hand to me in greeting, and I returned the

gesture.
X 3k Xk Xk

It was vaguely reassuring to actually see the mystery
person at last, Will had been beginning to suspect that his
imagination had invented someone, fueled by too much music
and happiness. He'd even wondered if the non-existent
homeless person had been a message from his subconscious
not to be too complacent. But no, there was a real person. He
could ignore his spurious attempts at self-analysis and go
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back to the arrangement he had with his imagination: he put
up with fairies in the garden without too many questions, and
it let him sleep easy at night.
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Chapter 5

It was first light when Will opened the back door to let
Digger out, and everyone else was still asleep. He'd kind of
expected Leon to be up, but the small room was still silent
and no one moved when he peeked around the door.

It was too early for any of the girls except Clotilde and
Bernice to be awake, so he let the two ducks out of the coop.
They'd spend the whole day foraging through the beds, he
could leave them loose all day if he was home.

He buried the condoms and put the kettle on for himself,
then set a batch of yeast to begin to multiply in warm water.
The girls were all broody when he went to check on them,
and he didn't take any of their eggs. Past experience had
taught him that Lucille was a poor mother, so when she was
distracted by the weeds he tossed into the coop, he took the
opportunity to swap a couple of the eggs she had laid to
Hilda's nest, where the chicks would stand a better chance.

Will crouched down and examined the kale seedlings he'd
planted out the week before. They were four inches tall now,
and he hadn't lost any of them. Just like the rest of the
garden, they were thriving. Will wasn't sure why, but his
garden was going crazy. There was new growth on
everything. The basil plants were making a claim to have
their status revised to 'tree.' He was going to have to spend
time harvesting the tomatoes then cooking them for the
freezer.

Everything was ready to be picked: peas; French, runner
and broad beans; early corn. Then there were the fodder
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crops. He decided it must have been the drenching rain at the
beginning of the week, the ground was still moist and loamy
under his toes. This was good growing weather.

But, before tackling the horticultural explosion, he needed
to make some more bread; there was only half a loaf left
from the day before.

Leon was the first person to wake up and he and Will sat
on the back step in companionable silence eating yesterday's
bread with honey. Then Will left Leon industriously feeding all
the snails he could find in the garden to Bernice and Clotilde.

He gave the double batch of bread its long knead and put
the loaf tins on top of the bookshelf, then checked on Leon,
who was sprawled face down across some straggling
chamomile, a toy truck in his hands, talking to himself. Will
left him there.

Will picked a bucket of tomatoes and an armful of basil,
put them both in the laundry trough, taking a moment to
remove the largest of the snails before they got lost in his
piles of washing. By then the bread had risen, bulging over

the tops of the pans, ready for the oven.
X k Xk Xk

Leon was helping Will to move the gray water pipes when
a yawning and rumpled Doug appeared at the back screen
door and Leon dropped the lengths of reticulation piping and
threw himself at his father, chattering at the top of his voice.

"All the water from the bath ... Ducks love snails, Daddy ...
And we can take some of the beans ... Had bread and honey
... Cups of tea..."
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Doug picked up Leon and put him on his hip. "Really?"
Doug said, and he smiled at Will as Will walked toward him,
covered in mud just like Leon.

"Like some coffee?" Will said, leaning across and kissing
Doug's cheek.

"Desperately," Doug said.

In the kitchen, Will evicted Digger and her bone, now
chewed mostly clean, out onto the back porch and put the
coffee on the stove to drip. He pulled the loaves out of the
oven and set them to cool, then made them both coffee.

Doug shooed Leon back outside and took Will's hand when
Will sat at the table beside him "Last night was amazing," he
said. "I haven't woken up feeling so good in years."

Will rubbed at his beard with his free hand. He hadn't
bothered washing yet, not with a day's work in the garden
ahead of him, and he could still smell Doug clearly. "Good,"
he said, smiling at Doug. "I had a wonderful time too."

Doug bit at his lip for a moment, and Will said. "What is
it?"

"Um, I got the impression that you share your bed quite
often."

"Never lightly, or with a stranger, or without forethought,"
Will said. "But, yeah, I guess I do. Is this a problem?"

Doug shook his head. "I don't think so. I guess what I'm
trying to say is that I'd like to do this again, and I just wanted
to know how things were."

"I understand," Will said, rubbing his thumb over Doug's
knuckles. "I'd like to do this again, too, but I've been married,
and once was enough for this lifetime."
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Doug smiled, creasing his cheeks, displaying beautiful
teeth. "Yeah, I know what you mean."

Will smiled, too. "Good."
X Xk Xk X

Doug left mid-morning, taking Leon home to be scrubbed,
carrying a cardboard box of veggies and bread. Cheshire
appeared from wherever he had been hiding and Will gave
him a slice of bread as an apology.

It was blissfully quiet in the garden. Felicity was either
asleep or online, or possibly both. Digger was snoozing in the
shade under the pomegranate tree. Cheshire was sitting on
the couch, hiccupping quietly from too much bread.

Will made himself a roast goat sandwich with cauliflower
pickle and lettuce, and rolled a joint. He sat on the back porch
on the couch, beside Cheshire, guitar on his lap, and lit the
joint.

He hummed around the joint and he moved his left hand
up the neck of the guitar, running through the chords in his
mind.

"Will'" a voice called out from the fence and Will looked up
to see Dave from next door leaning over the fence.

Will put his guitar down and wandered over to the fence
and held the joint out for Dave.

"Thanks, pal," Dave said, and he took a long drag. "God, I
smelled you light up."

"It's only leaf. It's not high grade, but I have a certain
nostalgic preference for the old style joint."
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"Still smelled damn fine," Dave said. "I envy you your
lifestyle, you know. It's eleven on a Sunday morning, you're
playing your guitar and toking."

Will took back what was left of the joint. "I earn 45 grand
a year," he said. "That's a crappy twenty bucks an hour. Quit
your fancy job, put in a few plants, and join me."

"Don't need to," Dave said. "I just lean over the fence and
smoke yours. Liz wanted to talk to you about something deep
and meaningful to do with the garden, fuck if I can remember
what though."

"I'm home all day," Will said, and the sliding glass door
onto Dave's deck slid open.

Liz looked out and said, "Hurry, babe, we're due at the
Petersons' at eleven. And dammit, you're supposed to be
driving, not smoking." She waved and called out, "Hi, Will."

Will waved back at her and she disappeared back inside.

Dave shrugged and followed her in.
X 3k Xk X

Felicity appeared some time later, while Will was putting
the tomatoes he had picked and washed on the stove to cook
down to a pulp.

"Hey," Felicity said, lifting the lid on the coffee pot and
sniffing. "How old is this?"

"Three, four hours," Will said, handing Felicity a clean mug
from the drainer.

Felicity sat down at the table, coffee and a hunk of fresh
bread in front of her, and opened her laptop. "Talk to me
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about Hemingway and Steinbeck," she said. "And talk slowly
enough I can take notes."

"What about Hemingway and Steinbeck?" Will said, sitting
down at the table, too, chunk of cheese in his hand.

"Um, narrative technique, I think."

Felicity looked up expectantly at Will, who shrugged. "Third
person, past tense, nothing fancy there."

Felicity's fingers clattered on the keyboard. "And?" she
asked. "What about something else then?"

"Remind me to set this essay for one of my classes," Will
said. "Okay, both of them were fond of autobiography,
fictionalized or otherwise. That's a good place to start. You sit
there and bash Travels with Charley against Fiesta for half an
hour, I have to go commit laundry."

For a long time, Will had washed by hand, until Gina had
bequeathed him the white goods relics of their marriage the
year before, which had included an elderly and arthritic
washing machine. It worked, after a fashion, with a
screwdriver jammed into the dial, and sometimes it needed to
be manually emptied of water, but when faced with a
mountain of laundry, it looked good.

Will washed sheets: his own, the set from the kids' room,
and Felicity's. He washed work clothes; five shirts, three pairs
of pants. Socks and underwear and towels. Kitchen cloths, tea
towels, sweaters, jeans.

The clothesline was completely full when he was done, as
were the lines of twine strung across the back porch, and Will
had run out of clothespins, not that he owned many of them
anyway.
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When he checked on the tomatoes in the vat on the stove,
Felicity was pounding away at her keyboard, and Will left her

to it.
X X X X

The tagasaste trees he was growing on the utility strip
were thriving along with everything else, and Will hauled his
wheelbarrow out onto the sidewalk and pruned them hard. He
was trialing the plants for Maz and Fitch, just to see if the
green manure return warranted the containment problems,
and all he'd really established so far was that tagasaste grew
like crazy, and that chickens loved it.

He tossed his pruning shears onto the heaped wheelbarrow
and looked up as Liz walked toward him. Digger and the idiot
malamute were off instantly, down the sidewalk, and Will
whistled for Digger. She wouldn't come back immediately, but
she would come back.

"Sorry," Liz said. "Thought I'd left Merlin shut indoors."

"They'll be back," Will said. Digger had the brains to stay
off the road, though he couldn't vouch for Merlin. "Dave said
you wanted to talk to me about gardening?"

Liz was ogling him, and Will wished he'd remembered to
put a t-shirt on before coming out to trim the trees. "Yeah,"
she said, smiling with painfully white teeth. "I wanted to ask
what these trees were. I thought I might put some on our
utility strip, too."

"They're tagasastes," Will said. "Tree lucerne. They're
grown as fodder crops usually, specifically on poor soils in dry
climates. I have no idea how big they'll get on your utility
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strip though, since you have reticulation. They might get
beyond twelve feet."

"They're lovely," she said, stroking the first sprays of
yellow flowers on the nearest tree. "Could you get us some?"
"I've got some in pots out the back," Will said. "You can

have them."

"Thanks," Liz said. "I'll get Dave to put them in." She
waved at the car that pulled up beside them, roll of wire mesh
strapped to the top of it. "Hi Gina," she called, and she
wandered off, whistling for Merlin.

Gina got out of her car and dodged the melon vines
growing on the verge. "You been teasing Liz again?" she said
with a grin, and Will kissed her cheek.

"Would I do that?" he said. "Felicity's inside doing her
essay."

"Good," Gina said, and she handed her keys to Will. "I got
everything that was on your list. You unload it all while I go
harass Felicity."

The roll of chicken wire went down the side of the house,
ready to make an extra run for the pullets in a few weeks.
There was a large sack of ground wheat, and a smaller one of
oats, for the girls. There was sunflower meal for them, too.
Will put the sacks on the back porch and went inside and
found his wallet. "How much was it all?" he asked Gina, who

was sniffing the pan of tomatoes simmering on the stove.
X 3k Xk Xk

It was with great relief that Will sunk into a steaming bath.
It'd been a long day, and an energetic night before it, and his
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back was complaining. He took a long pull on his beer and
propped his feet on the faucets and slid down further under
the water. He was going to stay there a long time, until the
water went cold, he went wrinkly, and the beer was gone.

Will wrapped a towel around his waist and padded across
the kitchen floor, dripping water, and opened the screen door.
It was a glorious dusk; dove gray, mauve, and palest blue,
and it needed to be admired.

Someone dressed in rags was sitting on his couch, knees
pulled up under their chin, engrossed in the permaculture
book Will had been reading earlier with some derision. Digger
was sitting beside the person, her head resting on their feet,
and she looked up at Will and thumped her tail in greeting.

The stranger looked up at Will, too, wild, black hair, face of
an angel, the sweetest smile.

"Hello," Will said. "It's good to meet you at last."

"Do you have to read this to know how to make plants
grow?" the stranger asked, and his voice was male.

"No," Will said. "But I like to laugh at other people who
think you do. Would you like some tea?"

The young man, and he was young, smooth-faced and
supple, unfolded himself from the couch and put the book
down. He stood as tall as Will, discounting the idea he was
still a child. "What's tea?" he asked.

"Herbs steeped in hot water," Will said. "It tastes good.
You probably want some food, too."

"I like your food," the man said. "It is the gift that
nourishes me, not the substance."

""When I give, I give myself,"" Will said, quoting Whitman.
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"You do understand," the young man said approvingly. He
lounged against the support pillar of the porch, making the
structure creak alarmingly, and Will saw that even though the
man's clothes hung in tatters from his thin body, he was clean
underneath.

"I'm Will, what's your name?" Will asked, and he held the
screen door open for the man.

"Fand," the man said, and he froze in the doorway. "Why
is there rue over your door?" he asked, stepping back
cautiously.

"I have a superstitious friend who believes that it keeps
unwelcome spirits out," Will explained, wondering how the
hell Fand could have known it was there. He must have
smelled it. "Unless you're a werewolf, I don't think it's an
issue. C'mon in."

Fand laughed, sudden and bright, and Will found himself
intrigued. Whoever he was, wherever he had come from, he
was sharp.

"There're no wolves in the park," he said, stepping into
Will's kitchen. "Only the pretend one living next door."
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Chapter 6

The water was warm! I floated in the warm water after
sudsing myself thoroughly. Will's soap was completely
different from the bright pink liquid in the dispensers in the
park toilets. It was hard at first, then became delightfully
slippery in the water. It felt like soapwort to use, and smelled
like it, too.

There was a brush for my mouth as well, with fizzy powder
to dunk it in, and a comb for my hair. And waiting, beside the
sink, were new clothes for me. Will had shown me which way
around the clothes went: strings at the front of the pants,
picture at the front of the shirt.

I wanted to tell him that I didn't need any of this, that I
bathed in the stream every day, that I only wore clothes
because the park guardians wanted me to, but he had

pressed the clothes into my hands, and I had taken the gift.
X 3k Xk Xk

Will waited until Fand was sploshing loudly in the
bathroom, talking to himself and laughing delightedly, and
then he dragged the phone into his bedroom, closed the door,
and dialed Lulu's home.

Lulu answered, squealing excitedly at a phone call from
Will, and it took him a couple of minutes to persuade her to
go and get Dianne.

"What's up?" Dianne asked, and Will could hear her
shooing Lulu away.

"Talk to me, quickly, about homelessness," Will said.
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"Ah, no wonder I love you," Dianne said. "Not only did you
father our child, you ask about my thesis. What did you want
to know? I suspect it's not a statistical analysis of the
relationship between indigence and deinstitutionalization
you're after, really."

Will chuckled. "Not today. I just want to know what a
homeless person needs the most urgently, and exactly how
socially dysfunctional they are likely to be."

"Oh honey, just give them as much food as they can
carry," Dianne said. "If you can persuade them to see a
doctor or a social worker, I can give you some numbers to
call.”

"He actually looks quite healthy," Will said. "Kinda skinny,
that's all. He, um, sometimes doesn't make as much sense as
he might."

"There are multiple causes for that," Dianne said. "First up,
you're pretty weird yourself, hon, so he might actually just be
terminally socialized. If he grew up watching Baywatch and
TV evangelists, you two might as well be from different
planets."

"He knows about rue," Will said. "And I think he thinks
permaculture is crap.”

"Of course, if there's an anti-permaculture homeless
person, they'd find you," Dianne said, laughing. "No,
seriously, he almost certainly has some psychiatric problems.
Disenfranchisement and alienation quite reasonably make
people feel disconnected and rejected, excluded from the
norms of society. If he lives a solitary life, rather than being
part of a homeless pack or clan, he's probably got a
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behavioral problem from the loneliness. He's probably sleep-
deprived, too. Then there's past and present substance
abuse. Don't expect him to make sense."

"Okay," Will said. "What can I do?"

"Feed him, worm him, delouse him," Dianne said. "And be
careful, Will, for a change."

There wasn't much that Will could see he needed to be
careful about. Felicity had taken her laptop home with her,
there'd been a fair bit of money in Will's wallet, but that had
all gone to Gina to pay for the stuff she'd brought over. Apart
from that, he owned some clothes, an ancient guitar, too
many books, and some food. Will couldn't see Fand
wandering off with an armful of books to sell them, and if he
turned up anywhere with a twenty year old fridge and chest
freezer, the pawn shop would laugh at him.

Fand appeared from the bathroom eventually, dressed in
Will's cast-offs, which sagged on him, his hair wet, hanging in
tendrils down his back and dripping water onto his newly
acquired sweater. Will put a mug of tea on table and said,
"Would you like to sit down?"

Fand nodded and sat down carefully, as though he wasn't
used to chairs that moved, and reached across the table to
stroke the petals of the flowers in the vase. When Will put a
mug and a plate of sandwiches in front of Fand, he didn't
seem to notice, his attention was so firmly fixed on the
flowers.

"Thank you for leaving them for me," Will said, when Fand
finally looked up at him. "Do you want some honey in your
tea?"
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Fand didn't reply and looked confused, so Will added two
teaspoons of honey to the mug on the grounds that Fand
could do with the energy, then he sat down at the table, too,
and took a sandwich for himself.

"Are these for me, too?" Fand asked, and Will nodded.

Fand ate as though he was starving, which he probably
was, wolfing down the roast goat, tomato, and egg
sandwiches as fast as he could, clearing the plate, and it
reminded Will of how painfully privileged he was. Over a
billion people on the planet lived on less than a dollar a day,
struggling for clean water and enough calories to keep
themselves alive, never mind contraception and healthcare.
He was educated, employed, and ridiculously well cared for.
He had several children, all of them wanted, all of them born
into lives of privilege and advantage, too...

When Will looked up, Fand was lifting his mug of tea to his
mouth and sipping it, eyes wide.

"Honey, of course" he said in between sips. "One of the
daisy family, not one I know. Dandelions; and chicory. And I
think the honey is from bees that harvest the sage bush."

Will stared at Fand; he had not suspected that a
connoisseur of honey had been sleeping on his back porch.
"The daisy is chamomile, Matricaria chamomilla, and the
honey is from friends' hives, their property is surrounded by
sage bushes. Are you a horticulturist? A gardener?"

"No," Fand said. "Not like you are a gardener. I just know
the plants that grow in the park, and the bees and the
animals and the soil. Where do you go during the day when
you are not here? Do you have another garden you care for?"
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"No," Will said, wondering about Fand's life yet again. "I
teach in a school, literature and English and just about
anything else they ask me to."

"Why?" Fand asked, and Will had a sudden flashback to
Felicity at four. Will had never been certain whether Felicity
was insatiably curious, or merely determined to torment her
parents with her persistent demands for explanations.

"Because I want to earn money to be able to live as I
wish," Will said. "And because the work is rewarding at times.
Of course, that's possibly an incredibly tactless thing to say to
someone who is homeless."

Fand frowned, furrowing his brow for a moment. "You
think I'm homeless?" he asked. "I'm not, I live in the park the
way you live here."

They stared at each other for a moment, and Will could
just about hear the worldviews colliding.

"Where are you from?" Will asked.

"I'm from the park," Fand said, and he sounded like Will
did when he was explaining to Denny why Denny shouldn't
suck Cheshire's tail. "I already told you." It was Will's turn to
frown in thought. He knew, at least at an intellectual level,
that there were second generation homeless people who had
never known the basics of urbanized life, but Fand was
reasonably articulate if a little incoherent and Will had
assumed that he was recently homeless. "Have you ever lived
anywhere other than the park?" Will asked, trying again.

"How could I live anywhere else?" Fand asked, looking
confused.
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Crashcrunch went the worldviews again. Will let go of the
subject and said, "I'll get you some more food."

Fand followed him curiously into the storeroom that Will
used as a pantry. It had been a bedroom originally, but he
and Gina had lined one wall with open shelves. There were
sacks of organic flour and corn against the other wall and
boxes of empty glass jars, waiting for Will to make pickles
and jams during the summer break. His home brew kit was
there, too, on a table, and under the table were racks of
mead, still fermenting.

Fand prowled around the room, opening jars, sniffing the
contents, then dropped to his knees in front of the wooden
box of envelopes that held the seed from Will's garden. There
were sequoia cones in there, too, mementos of the trips he'd
made to the forest with Maz and Fitch.

"Toos-pung-ish? Tall tree?" Fand asked, and Will nodded,
surprised that Fand knew the Tubututul word for sequoia,
even more surprised that the cone had matured since the last
time Will had handled it, its cone beginning to open in
preparation for releasing the seeds

Squatting down beside him, Will said, "Yes, that's a
sequoia cone. Do you need it?"

When Fand turned to face Will, his eyes were huge and he
was almost trembling with what looked like longing.

"You can have it," Will said, "if it's that important to you."

He handed the cone to Fand and said, "Can you see
anything else you need?" He felt like his pantry was a temple
to conspicuous consumption in the face of Fand's destitution,
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and he wondered what Fand would make of Liz and Dave's
palace of consumerism next door.

"I can't ask for anything," Fand said, clinging onto the
cone.

It sounded to Will like this was something other than a
statement of Fand's self-worth, more than a refusal to accept
charity. It actually sounded like a proscription.

Will nodded and went out into the kitchen again. He filled a
brown paper bag with slices of bread, the last of his cheese
and paper twists of sultanas and dates. He added a slab of
dried apple, honey, and oats slice from the freezer then held
the bag out to Fand.

"If you come back, I'll give you more, you don't have to
ask," Will said. "More seeds, too."

When Will sat down on the couch on the back porch and
picked up his guitar, Fand didn't leave as Will expected.
Instead, the boy sat on the boards of the porch, leaning back
against the pillar, his face mostly hidden in shadow, his bag
of food beside him, the sequoia cone still held in his hands.
Digger hopped up onto the couch, shuffling as close to Will as
she could with the guitar in the way. Cheshire clambered up
onto Fand's lap and Will could see his fingers were ruffling
behind Chesh's ears.

Will never knew what songs people wanted to listen to, so
unless the person was someone like Felicity or Gina and
shouted him down, he just played whatever appealed to him.
This time, however, he made himself consider his choice of
songs a little closer. No songs about wanting to go home, not
that night.
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Fand was silent when Will finished, so still that Will couldn't
even hear him breathing, so Will just moved on to the next

song, smiling to himself at the tiny lights in the garden.
X 3k Xk Xk

Fand slipped away sometime during the early evening; Will
didn't see him go, didn't actually know Fand had gone until
Cheshire jumped onto the back of the couch and head-butted
Will at the end of the song, making him look up.

There was a wave of phosphorescence down the brick path
between the beds, leading down to the back gate, and Will
just caught the click of the gate closing. "One last song, my
spoiled, feline friend, before I go do some work," Will told
Cheshire.

X X X X

The next morning, while stacking the finished grading into
his backpack, Will glanced at the flowers to check they had
enough water. The water in the jar was cloudy, so Will carried
the jar and flowers over to the sink to change the water.

What he found when he tipped the water out made him
stare. It wasn't algae that had been clouding the water, it was
a mass of fibrous roots. Each and every one of the flowers
had struck, even the poppies. He carried the clump of flowers
and roots out to the back yard and knelt down beside his herb
bed. The shoots and roots pulled apart easily, and he set each
flower into the bed, firming the soil down around it and then
watering the new plants in amongst the calendula and
marigolds.
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His knees were muddy when he'd finished, and he brushed
at them ineffectually. It was just another Monday, he had
grubby knees already, and it was going to be a good day.
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Chapter 7

How people behaved after you'd slept with them was an
issue, but Doug was just the same as always: a little shy
perhaps, but friendly. There wasn't really time before school
for anything other than a quick 'hello’, recess was a blur of
noise and Xeroxing, it wasn't until lunch time, while Will ate a
sandwich with one hand, trying not to drip on the incomplete
grading he was doing with the other hand, that they actually
had a chance to speak.

"I didn't get my grading done over the weekend either,"
Doug said, sitting opposite Will, papers and lunch bag in his
hands.

Doug's eyes were twinkling as he smiled, and Will smiled
back. "I didn't start mine until nine last night," Will said.
"Sunday is garden day."

"Washing and cooking for me," Doug said, opening his
lunch bag and taking out his sandwiches.

"I had an unexpected visitor in the evening, too," Will said,
and he bit into his egg sandwich. "A homeless kid from the
park dropped in. It was the weirdest thing."

Doug's eyebrows shot up. "What did you do?"

"Fed him, of course," Will said. He peered at the essay in
front of him, hoping that squinting would make the spelling
look better. "Looks like it's time for my Idiot's Guide to
Homonyms lecture," he said, circling 'they're' and writing
'their' in pencil beside it. "I don't think I've given it so far this

term."
X X X X
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Digger didn't appear when Will opened the front gate, she
only bounced around the side of the house, looking innocent,
when he unlocked the front door. "What have you been up
to?" he asked her, and she skittered through the house to
look mournfully at the still-closed back door. "Alright, alright,"
he said, and Cheshire appeared from the bedroom.

He unlocked the back door and both of them disappeared
through the doggy door, Digger wuffling happily.

When Will pushed the screen door open and looked out,
Fand was sitting on the couch, knees propped up, one of
Felicity's David Eddings fantasies open on his knees. He
smiled up at Will.

"Hi there," Will said. "I'll go make some tea."

He put the kettle on and changed into jeans and t-shirt,
then made two mugs of tea. When he returned with the mugs
and what was left of the bread slathered in honey, Fand was
engrossed in the book again.

"Do you like that book?" Will asked, putting the mugs and
food down and sitting on the boards.

Fand nodded slowly and put the book down. "Some of it I
do not understand, but that is true of everything I read."

"What sort of thing?" Will asked around a mouthful of
bread and honey.

"I don't understand why people do things," Fand said,
obviously perplexed. "Can you tell me?"

Will shook his head regretfully. "I mostly understand why I
do things," he said. "I think I might have a little insight into
the people in my family, but apart from them, I really don't
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understand people. There are some basics, people will strive
for food and shelter, and to not be bored, but apart from that
I'm not sure if I can offer any insight."

He held the plate with the last piece of bread and honey on
it out to Fand and said, "I'm going to take Digger for a walk in

the park. Want to join us?"
X k Xk X

Will locked his house again and walked with Digger and
Fand up the ravine behind his house. The sun was low in the
sky, slanting through the trees, casting elongated shadows in
front of them. Fand walked quickly, jumping from rock to rock
at the top of the ravine, full of quiet energy.

Digger bounced cheerfully in front of them, rushing ahead,
then dashing back to make sure they weren't left behind. The
park was beautiful, the gravel warm under Will's bare feet,
the air full of the rustle of sparrows and swallows, and in the
distance a coyote called.

Another coyote answered from the ridge ahead of them,
making Digger hurry back to Will's side, quivering with
excitement and trepidation.

They were climbing again, out of the valley behind Will's
house. Fand didn't stick to the firebreaks and established
trails, he set off confidently through the trees, passing
through the thick growth of California oaks, then scrambling
quickly up some rocks at the top of the ridge.

Will gave Digger a boost up the largest rock, then followed,
using his toes to hang onto the boulders, pulling himself up
onto the sun-warmed rocks to sit beside Fand.
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Digger flopped down onto the rock beside them, her way
of announcing that she was having a rest whether they
wanted her to or not. Will patted her and looked out across
Los Angeles, spread before them, teeming with people and
cars, planes circling out across the bay, holding patterns
tracing circles in the sky.

"Why?" Fand said.

"Why do we exist?" Will asked, turning to glance at Fand.
Yesterday, Will had thought he was a boy, but Fand was
squinting in the afternoon sunlight, shading his eyes with one
hand, and there were lines at the corners of his eyes and
creases around his mouth. He wasn't a child.

"No," Fand said. "That's an easy one. Why do so many
people live here? Where did they all come from?"

Contemporary migration patterns seemed so much easier
than existential angst and Will said, "Most of them moved
here from elsewhere. I came from New York, via Texas,
amongst other places. Los Angeles reached critical mass quite
a while ago. So many people lived here that they generated
enough industrial activity that more people moved here to
work in the industry. All these people had children, and then
their extended families moved here to join them."

"That's how they came here, not why." Fand turned and
pointed north, across the park, to the horizon. "That's where 1
come from."

Will turned from facing west and pointed into the
northeast. "I come from that direction. How old are you?" he
asked, turning back to look at Fand.

"I don't know," Fand said. "I can't remember anymore."
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"Can you remember any important events?" Will asked.
"Anything that would help you count?"

"I was here for the earthquake," Fand said. "How long ago
was that?"

"1994," Will said. "The Northridge quake was twelve years
ago. Were you a child then?"

Fand looked puzzled for a moment, then said, "I was the
size I am now."

"So you must have been a teenager then, and you must be
in your twenties now," Will said. He felt better after his
calculations. Somehow, knowing Fand was legally an adult
made it a little easier to admit that the man beside him was
quite possibly the most beautiful person Will had ever seen.

Fand had wrapped his arms around his knees and was
resting his chin on them, gazing out over the city, the
afternoon sun filtering golden and bronze across his face. He
had the knack of being silent that so few people had. Will
spent every work day talking to people who probably didn't
want to listen, it was deeply restful to be with someone who
could be still and quiet.

Will let his conscious mind slip away. He stopped thinking
about migration and population, about poultry and grading
and the soggy tire on his bike. He stopped wondering about
Fand and just let himself sit and absorb the trees and the
breeze and the ruffled silk of the reservoir down below them.

Digger snuffled at his knees and clambered into his lap and
Will hugged her, breathing in her doggy smell, hearing the
way she panted. Beside him, Fand was motionless and silent,
the wind tangling his black hair. Time slid past, and there was
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movement down the slope as a coyote trotted across the
clearing, followed by another one.

Digger's hackles rose and she rumbled in her throat,
making Will tighten his hold around her, wrapping one hand
around her collar securely.

The coyotes sat beside each other, and Will would have
sworn they were looking up the hillside at the three of them.
Beside him, Fand was whistling under his breath, a slowly
fluctuating note that echoed a coyote's call.

Across the ridge, out of sight, there was the familiar sound
of a Chevy pickup chugging as a park ranger patrolled the
firebreaks, and the coyotes in the clearing melted away into
the undergrowth.

Will turned to Fand, not to speak, just to acknowledge the
shared moment of beauty, and he realized that Fand's clear
brown eyes looked golden for a moment, until Fand turned to
smile at Will.

"Cheshire's hungry," Fand said. "Go and feed him."

Digger gave a woof of agreement, at least that was how it
sounded to Will. "Cheshire is always hungry, he's a cat," Will
said, but he eased Digger out of his lap anyway and stood up.

It was a quick scramble down the hillside, Digger barreling
down the slope ahead of him, keen to sniff and piss where the
coyotes had been, and when Will looked back, Fand was still
sitting on the rocks, and it looked for a moment as though
there was a coyote sitting beside him.

Cheshire was staring indignantly at the back door, waiting
for Will, and he had loud and determined things to say about
the inadequacy of the service. Will spooned cooked goat offal,
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rice, and chickpeas into bowls and left Digger and Cheshire
trying to steal mouthfuls from each other's bowls, and went

to feed the poultry.
X 3k Xk Xk

I sat at the top of the ravine behind his house, on the rock
Will used every morning, listening to his music drifting up the
slope. The people nearby were making noise, too, the
scratchy screechy noise that would normally have driven me
away, but Will's music was enough to counteract it.

I didn't need to go down to his garden tonight to collect
the gifts, I was replete with conversation and kindness
already. Tonight the little ones would feast on what I hadn't

taken.
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Chapter 8

Digger was a brown blur ahead of Will, leaping maniacally
through the undergrowth and bursting back out again, full of
the joys of rodents and coyote scent trails and good things to
roll in, and it made him laugh out loud, just to share her
delight.

Will'd kind of expected Fand to be waiting on his back
porch again, but he wasn't. Digger still needed to be walked,
and Will needed it too. It had been one of those days at work,
full of restless, supercilious children. The freshmen hadn't
been too bad, just boisterous, and there was nothing like
making them read dialogue aloud to keep them under control.
The juniors had been bearable, even if one of the boys did
keep writing heart-breaking essays about despair.

The seniors, however, had acted out in a way that had
caught him unprepared. The good thing about seniors was
that he could write an essay topic on the whiteboard and walk
out of the room.

He had no intention of grading the essays either.

Digger yelped, her distress call, and he called out, "Hang
on, Dig, I'm on my way."

She called back, and Will pushed his way through the
manzanitas and found Digger gnawing away on her front paw
and grizzling. "Hey, sweetie," he said gently, squatting down
beside her. "Have you got a thorn in there?"

She let him take her paw into his hand and he spread the
pads carefully and spotted the splinter. Digger growled, just
once, as Will pulled the thorn out, and he let go of her paw
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and patted her to reassure her. "There you go," he said,
stroking her ears and letting her lick his face.

When he stood up again, Digger pushed past him, back
toward the path, barking her 'hello' bark.

Fand was bending down to stroke Digger and he looked up
as Will pushed through the wild sage.

"Hi there," Will said, and Fand turned his attention back to
Digger. "She had a splinter in her paw," Will said. "If she's
complaining to you of being ill-treated."

Fand sat cross-legged on the dirt of the firebreak and
Digger held out her paw for him to inspect. Fand was
whispering to her, and Will couldn't catch any of Fand's words
when he squatted down beside Digger, too.

He thought about cautioning Fand that Digger had been
known to take the odd snap at a vet, but Digger was acting
completely submissively; her ears flat against her skull,
looking aside, tail tucked down, so Will didn't put a hand on
her collar.

Fand examined Digger's paw carefully, then put her foot
down and said, "Good girl." He stroked Digger's neck and she
licked his face until he stood up again.

"She's fine," he told Will.

Digger leaped off into the sage bushes again, obviously
completely recovered, and Fand said, "Would you like to see
where I live?"

"I'd be honored," Will said. For the first time it occurred to
Will that, no matter the differences he saw between himself
and Fand, to a casual observer there wasn't much to
distinguish them. They were both dressed in shabby, grubby
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clothes. Will's passed-down NAACP t-shirt hung off Fand's thin
shoulders, but Will was whipcord lean himself, bike-riding and
gardening kept him that way. They both had dog slobber all
over their faces, both were barefoot.

Sure, Will owned a big slab of property, but that was just
numbers on a piece of paper. It wasn't as if he could actually
demolish the house and subdivide, even if he wanted to; the
place was listed as 'historical'. And Fand lived in Griffith Park,
and you couldn't get any better than that in LA.

Will whistled for Digger, who bounded back out of the sage
bushes, and Fand pointed up the ridge, toward Mt. Hollywood.

Will thought he knew Griffith Park well, at least the half of
it closest to his house. He'd been walking through it for the
past fifteen years, on an almost daily basis, the past twelve
years with Digger. He knew every ridge and ravine, every
firebreak and hiking trail.

Still, when Fand took his hand halfway along the firebreak
up to Mt. Hollywood and led him off the track, through the
sycamore trees and back down the slope, Will realized he had
never been there before.

Fand's hand was warm and comfortable in his own and he
was in no hurry to let it go. Fand didn't seem to be either,
keeping a firm but gentle grip on him as they scrambled over
tumbled down rocks and skirted California oak trees.

The voices that had carried through afternoon air from the
main hiking path up Mt. Hollywood faded away, and the air
was filled with bird song; hummingbirds buzzed around them,
swallows swooped through the trees, teasing Digger, and
Fand whistled back at them, mimicking their calls.
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There was a faint path in front of them, the kind that a
barefooted person might make, and they followed it down the
hillside. Will knew, at an intellectual level, that there was only
one permanent brook in Griffith Park, at Ferndell, but a small
stream tumbled down the hillside, little enough that it was
only one long step between its rock banks.

Fand let go of Will's hand to jump across as Digger
plunged happily into the narrow flow of water, emerging to
shake herself all over Fand. On the other side of the stream,
Fand took Will's hand again.

Some of the plants, growing more and more thickly
between the trees, were familiar: mugwort, lupines,
lemonadeberry, willow around the stream. Will could smell
the owl clover beneath their feet and it reminded him of the
flowers Fand had given him. An owl flew silently across their
path, a swoop and flutter of movement, graceful and
powerful.

They slowed down, and the afternoon felt heavy with
magic now, shadows deepening around them, Fand's fingers
curled around his hand, Digger laughed at him from up ahead
on the path. Right then, he could have believed anything.

Fand pushed aside a branch of California wild grape and
they stepped into a small clearing. The brook rushed through
the clearing, skirting between the willows, and the rocks of
the hillside tumbled into the clearing, leaving an overhanging
shelter.

Under the overhang were stacks of books and newspapers
and a bed of dried rushes beside a blackened stone fireplace,
and it made Will wish he had given Fand a blanket at least.
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Fand was waiting for him to say something, looking so
vulnerable, and Will looked from the stream, where Digger
splashed happily, to Fand's face. "This is beautiful," he said
truthfully. "May I look at your book collection?"

Fand nodded, and Will ducked his head underneath the
overhang and crouched down. The sequoia cone was there,
opened fully and balanced on a pile of Jackie Collins novels.
Will ran his fingers down the spines of the books and smiled.

Fand was an omnivorous reader, there were romances in a
pile, and a bizarre collection of textbooks, some of them with
library labels on their spines.

"Electrical engineering, breeding domestic dogs, Joseph
Campbell, mass-produced fiction?" Will said. His eyebrows
rose. "Theoretical Critiques of Critical Theory? You read post-
modernist theory?"

"I read anything that anyone leaves in the park," Fand
said, squatting down beside Will. "I didn't understand that
book at all, but I keep it in case I ever find out how to
understand it."

"I doubt if the people who wrote the articles in that
collection understood it either," Will said, moving his finger
down the next stack, smiling fondly at A History of the United
States.

"Then why did they write it?" Fand asked, obviously
confused, and Will shrugged, not sure himself.

"I'm not sure that books always have to be
understandable," Will said. "Perhaps it is supposed to be a
mystery?"
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"I liked that one, I think I understood almost all of it,"
Fand said, pointing at Patterns of Interaction. "Though it
made no sense until I read The Masks of God."

Will turned to look at Fand, a smile spreading slowly over
his face. "Modern history as a mythological construct?" he
said. "What a wonderful idea!"

"You didn't know that?" Fand said, and he pointed at the
pile of newspapers. "I read these, the park guardians always
leave anything they find for me, including these. At first they
made no sense, but now I understand. They are the stories
that people have to tell each other to explain the world they
live in, since they cannot see the truth."

Will sat back on the edge of the pile of rushes that was
obviously Fand's bed.

"You know what the truth is?" Will asked, wondering for a
brief moment if this was an allegorical trip, if he'd actually
just smoked too many heads.

"You do, too," Fand said, and the rushes rustled
underneath Will's legs, reassuringly real. "If you didn't, I
wouldn't have been able to bring you here."

"Assume for a moment that I am an ignorant fool, and tell
me," Will said, taking Fand's hand again, more for his own
reassurance than anything else.

Fand smiled slowly and lowered his eyelids briefly. Digger
gave an appalled yelp and threw herself, wet and pungent,
into Will's arms, making him let go of Fand's hand to steady
himself.

It seemed to Will that deep shadows were falling across
the clearing now, and two coyotes slid out of the dense
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undergrowth and into the clearing. Digger twitched in his
arms and Will gripped her collar tightly. There was a rustle of
branches and a black bear shuffled into the clearing, too,
sniffing the air curiously.

"There're no bears in Griffith Park," he said, and then
realized how stupid it sounded.

"I think that a bear can be anywhere it wants to be," Fand
said, and he stood up and walked out into the clearing. The
bear sniffed his hand, and a raccoon scampered across the
clearing and climbed up Fand's leg.

Digger had given up trying to cope and buried her head
under Will's arm. Will patted her with his free hand and found
a huge grin spreading across his face. Whatever was
happening, he didn't understand it, didn't know why there
were owls settling in the trees around the clearing, certainly
couldn't explain the bear, but it was the most enchanting
thing he had ever seen.

Fand stroked the raccoon as it swung from his neck. "You
asked me before if I was a gardener," Fand said, turning to
look over his shoulder at Will. "I am not, I am the garden."
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Chapter 9

Digger whimpered in Will's arms and he murmured to her.
"Shh," he said. "You're safe, I won't let them hurt you."

A moment later, Fand knelt down in front of Will and
stroked Digger's fur. He made quiet reassuring sounds, like a
bitch does to her pups. When Will looked up, the clearing was
empty, Digger's trembling terror the only evidence that what
he had seen wasn't just an hallucination.

He guessed it must be a huge shock for a city-born dog,
even one that had explored Griffith Park almost every day of
her life, to come face-to-face with a bear.

Fand guided Digger's face up, hands cupped on either side
of her muzzle, making her sneeze once, just like she always
did when Felicity lifted her snout up.

He didn't say anything, just held Digger's gaze, and she
relaxed in Will's arms. Her trembling eased and she stopped
sub-vocalizing her fear. Five seconds passed, then ten, and
her hackles dropped and her ears pricked up then, with a
tremendous squirm she was out of Will's arms and snuffling
her way around the clearing, finding wildly improbable smells
no doubt, squatting to mark every few seconds.

"You hypnotized my dog?" Will said, standing up and
remembering not to bang his head on the overhang.

"No," Fand said. "She's just easy to talk to. I
underestimated how scared she would be, I'm too used to the
coyotes, who do not fear the bear."

Will had questions, big and urgent questions, but he didn't
ask them. Either Fand was a delusional derelict with an
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impossible talent for handling animals, or he was a ... Will's
mind stumbled around for a word. Fairy? Nymph? Shaman?

Either way, asking questions would just be rude in the face
of the trust Fand had shown in bringing Will to his clearing,
and Will had no wish to be rude.

They walked back to the trail, away from the clearing,
across the brook. Fand's hand curled around Will's,
comfortingly solid and alive, and Digger trotted in front of
them, making occasional forays away from the track. Will
could smell the raccoon on Fand. It wasn't unpleasant, but his
mind was hanging onto any evidence it could find that the
experience had been real. Digger's terror had been real, too,
though she seemed to have forgotten it completely now.

It must be late, the sky was a mellow gold and there were
no sounds of voices or vehicles from the main path or the
road. A deep calm seemed to have settled on Will as his mind
stopped struggling to rationalize what had happened. He
didn't need to explain it, or to limit it by his own pre-
conceptions, he could put the memory in the place inside him
that just accepted things.

Like the fairies in his garden...

"They're real, aren't they?" he said out loud.

"What are real?" Fand asked, and Will almost jumped.
Somehow, despite Fand's fingers still clasping his own, Will
had forgotten that Fand would hear his question.

"The fairies," he said, and it was the first time he had
vocalized the word. "In my garden."

"The Little Ones?" Fand said. "You should know, they're
yours."
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"Oh?" Will said. "How are they mine?"

"You made them," Fand said, and they came over the top
of the ridge above Will's home. His roof was silvery and
welcoming below, and the garden was in deep shadow now as
the sun sank beneath the horizon. "By working your garden,
enriching the soil, building more and more life into the ground
and plants. It was that life that formed the Little Ones."

"Composting made my fairies?" Will asked.

Fand laughed, and Digger barked