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Thank you for being my first fans.
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“Y OU awake?” There was no response, so Bennett leaned closer to his
lover’s ear and whispered, “Eli?”” This time the young man stirred and
mumbled a bit, but did not wake. Bennett began to play with Eli’s hair,
using a strand to dangle against his nose and tickle him. Eli’s right hand
suddenly flew to his face to brush away the nonexistent fly that was
bugging him. Bennett chuckled lightly and began to bounce on the bed
a bit. “Eli?”

“What?” he groaned finally. He didn’t turn to face Bennett, but
kept a death grip on his pillow and his face to the wall. Bennett slowly
ran his fingers along the base of his neck and into his hair causing Eli to
shiver visibly from the sensation.

“Weren’t you thinking about getting a haircut?”

“You woke me to ask about my hair?” Eli asked; his voice was
deep and heavy with sleep. He slowly stretched and rolled over to look
at his boyfriend directly. His hooded blue eyes blinked slowly, taking
in the man’s most innocent smirk.

“Well, you are getting a bit shaggy,” Bennett said as he reached
out and ran the back of his hand along Eli’s jaw where the beginning of
a beard was sprouting, “and slightly scruffy.”

“Or could it be that you simply can’t sleep?” Eli asked.

Bennett sighed and decided to let him be. Eli was right. He
couldn’t sleep. He flipped onto his back to stare at their ceiling.

“I’'m worried about the presentation,” Bennett admitted.
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“Your design is flawless,” Eli said with a yawn. “They loved it
during the preliminaries.”

“I know. I’m just second guessing myself.”

It was Eli’s turn to sigh. He reached out to rest his hand on his
boyfriend’s abdomen and began to make slow circles in the blond fur
on his belly. “Please, don’t doubt yourself,” he said softly.

Bennett looked over at Eli and, finding his eyes drifting closed
again, he grinned wickedly as an idea popped into his head. “I know
how you could make me feel better, sweetie,” he said eagerly.

“How?” Eli asked, fighting another yawn as he watched Bennett
scramble onto his knees and reach toward the window.

Sunlight had begun leaking in through the blinds, casting black
and gold stripes across their bed. Bennett opened the blinds and
glanced at the house next door before snuggling back down next to Eli
and kissing him deeply.

“You could help me frighten the neighbors,” he whispered
hungrily at his partner’s neck. Eli chuckled delightedly as his lover’s
hands began to move over his body.

A GENTLE tapping at the door woke him from his dream. He woke to
a dark room. He woke alone. He closed his eyes again and took a deep
breath, fighting the tightness that settled in his chest.

“Come in,” he said.

The door opened and cast the silhouette of his housemate on the
wall next to his bed.

“Breakfast is ready.”

“Thanks,” he said, keeping his face to the wall and tugging the
blankets up and tight to his neck as if he felt a chill. “I’m not hungry.”
The figure remained at the door, but said nothing. He could feel the
eyes on his back. “I just need to sleep a little longer,” he added. Neither
of them said anything further, and the room fell dark again as he
watched his friend’s shadow turn and leave. He shut his eyes and began
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to drift off.
You should eat.

His eyes opened, and he focused again on the blank wall. “I’'m
tired.”

You're tired a lot lately.

“It’s that disorder... seasonal... something. You get it when the
days become—" he took a deep breath, trying to clear his head—*“when
winter approaches. There’s not enough sunlight or something.”

London isn’t known for its sunlight.
“What’s your point?”

You get this way every year, and it’s not a lack of sun, although
opening the blinds might help brighten up this cave you've created for
yourself.

“Leave them.”

The room fell silent again, but he could hear people moving about
the house now. There were footsteps above his head, a conversation in
the kitchen, and the floorboards creaked in the hallway outside his
door.

Is your leg feeling stiff? You really should get out of bed.

He stretched his leg beneath the covers. It was stiff, but he didn’t
get up.

Aren’t you going to look at me?

“No.”

Why?

“I remember what you look like.”

Do you?

“Yes.”

Do you remember what I looked like the last time you saw me?
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ALEC’S heart skipped a beat as the cab they were in nearly slammed
into the back of a large truck ahead of them.

“We’ll get out here, thanks,” he shouted to the driver. The taxi
stopped abruptly, throwing Alec off balance and against the back of the
front seat. He quickly fished out his cash and handed it to the driver.

“Why here?” Mirabell whined.

“Because I want to live,” he said under his breath as he stepped
out and offered her his hand.

“Ooh, terribly chivalrous of you,” she said, accepting it and deftly
hopping to the street. She was tiny and appeared delicate, but she was
far from breakable.

Alec stood on the street, looking around. “Where to?” he asked.

“If T don’t get caffeine, I will gut someone,” she said as she
struggled to find her cigarettes in her purse. “Ah ha!” she said, holding
the pack aloft. “This way.”

Off she went up Old Compton with Alec in tow. She lit her
cigarette and took a deep drag as the people before her parted like the
Red Sea before Moses. Her bright, stylish clothes and frighteningly red
hair clearly announced her presence, direction, and intent to the
populace, a populace dull by comparison.

Though he was much taller and his stride longer, Alec had to fight
to keep up as her quick little steps carried her briskly ahead of him. He
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ran his fingers through his wavy, black hair in exasperation. “Exactly
where are we going?” he asked.

“First we’re stopping in Algerian Coffee for... uh, coffee, then
we’re going to pick up a few things for your new flat. You’ll need
flannels, bath towels, bed sheets, pillow cases, and pillows,” she
shouted over her shoulder. “What size is the bed, again?”

“The ad said it was a queen.”
“Of course it is,” she said with a laugh, and Alec frowned.

“I haven’t gotten the room yet,” he said. Mirabell came to an
abrupt halt, and he almost ran her over. “I have an interview with the
owner in a day or two,” Alec said.

“Didn’t you go to school with this bird?” she asked, looking at
him over her glasses. “Aren’t you both products of some backwater,
southern American bastion of education?”

He smiled tolerantly at her characterization of Louisiana State
University. He had to admit to himself that her eagerness to be rid of
him made sense. He had been crashing on her sofa for nearly two
months.

“We had a couple of psychology classes together, but it’s not like
we were best friends.” Mirabell stood there, waiting impatiently for
him to continue. Her pointy-toed shoe tapped incessantly as his eyes
traveled over the faces in the crowd rushing past them. “Actually, I'm
surprised she remembered me,” he said. “I was only there for a couple
terms.” He looked down at her, but she said nothing. “We talked once
or twice during a study group. That’s it.”

Mirabell spun on her heel to continue up the street, and Alec
followed. A block or so later they reached the coffee shop.

“Wait here,” she commanded as she removed a wallet from her
purse and shoved the emerald green bag into his hands. She
disappeared into the shop, leaving him standing on the foreign street
and feeling very far from home. He looked around at the people
walking past him. They resembled those in his hometown of
Huntington—just better dressed.

Alec had left West Virginia to begin his psychology studies at
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LSU more than a decade earlier. Unfortunately and for personal
reasons, he was only there for a short while before relocating to
Chicago to complete his degree. He had spent about ten years there and
would have remained if not for another instance of personal difficulty
which had brought him to London.

He looked around and found it not so different from Chicago. It
had the same bustling energy and crowds needing to be somewhere else
right away. It served up horrid traffic, but that was balanced by a
wealth of cultural and artistic diversions. He was curious about the
social scene, but he knew he’d find his way eventually—just as he had
before.

Passersby tossed a few curious glances at him and his purse,
which prompted Alec to stare into the dark confines of the shop that
had swallowed Mirabell. Where was she? He caught the eye of an older
gentleman loaded down with shopping bags as he tagged along behind
a very determined-looking woman. The man gave him an
understanding smile and quickly disappeared into the crowd as he ran
after his wife.

Alec wondered how long it took to get coffee as his gaze
wandered a bit farther up the street. He saw a burgundy awning
extending out from the coffee shop, covering a small collection of
tables and chairs. He saw several small groups of people sitting there,
enjoying their coffee and spirited conversation.

At the table nearest him, three people were sitting: two young
men and an older woman. No one spoke, but they made rapid,
complicated movements with their hands. He understood immediately
that they were communicating with sign language. He glanced beyond
them and saw several diners staring at them. Rude much? However, he
quickly found his eyes drawn back to their discussion.

He was nearly entranced as their hands sometimes made broad,
sweeping motions and other times paused; hanging in midair, their
fingers flashed quickly through a series of movements. He knew they
were spelling out a word because he’d learned the signing alphabet
once, many years ago. He doubted he could recognize any of the letters
now, however. F! That was the letter F! He was thrilled at this for
some reason, but then he laughed quietly. I’ve only twenty-five more to

go.
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He watched their facial expressions. Raised eyebrows indicated a
question. Furrowed brow could mean anger or intensity of thought.
Sometimes the gestures would become forceful or abrupt as one tried to
get his or her point across. Suddenly, Alec recognized another sign: the
international sign for “Check, please!”

The group paid and prepared to leave, gathering up their few
books and shopping bags. Then one of the young men grabbed his
iPod. What the hell do you need with an iPod? The man clipped it to
his jacket and hung the ear buds around his neck before slinging his
backpack over his shoulder and reaching for his—cane.

Unashamedly staring now, Alec watched the young man and his
friends leave the shelter of the awning and hug their goodbyes. The
man turned and began walking directly toward him, and Alec quickly
tried to focus his attention elsewhere. After all, there was plenty to look
at on the busy street. Why was he staring at this guy?

The man looked to be somewhere in his mid to late twenties and
was about one or two inches shorter than Alec with a slight build. He
probably weighed 140 pounds... 150, tops. Pounds. He knew that
wasn’t the right word. They call it something else over here.

Despite the limp and the cane, the man appeared quite fit. As he
watched him, an unconscious smile spread across Alec’s face. The man
paused near him to adjust his backpack, tug his cap down tight on his
head, and put in his headphones. He selected a play list and prepared to
cross the busy street as Alec fought back the urge to stop traffic for
him.

Suddenly, a couple of teenagers ran by. One of them grabbed hold
of the man’s backpack as he passed. He was counting on his
momentum to throw his victim off balance so that he could make off
with the bag. He counted wrong. The man held tightly to the backpack
and jerked the boy backward, clean off his feet. The boy landed with a
thud, and the wind was knocked out of him. The other boy continued
running as the focus of Alec’s attention stood there and tickled the
teen’s throat with the tip of his cane.

“What, exactly, were you up to, little man?” he asked calmly,
smiling down at the boy. His voice was deep, deeper than Alec thought
possible. It resonated. The teenager gasped, fighting desperately to fill
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his lungs and squirm away. “Relax and breathe. It’ll come,” the man
assured him as he tugged his ear buds out.

The man must have felt himself being watched because he
glanced up at Alec with eyes so large and bright blue that Alec felt his
heart stutter and his grip tightened on Mirabell’s bag. He smiled
uncertainly and thought again how ridiculous he must look standing
there holding the purse. Blue Eyes returned his attention to his captive
who was breathing easier now.

“It looks like your friend has abandoned you. If I let you go—
unharmed,” he began, slowly blinking for effect and pressing his cane
tip more firmly against the boy’s Adam’s apple, “you must promise
never to try this again.” The boy nodded rapidly. “The next cripple you
try to toss might break open your wee skull and spill your tiny brain all
over the street.”

Blue Eyes smiled broadly before allowing the boy to scramble to
his feet and flee. Both he and Alec watched the teen go, but when the
boy was a good block away, he turned and flipped them off. Blue Eyes
simply sighed as he replaced his headphones and then favored Alec
with a brief smile before walking across the street and disappearing into
the crowd.

Nice smile.
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ELI adjusted the bass levels on his stereo equipment and achieved the
perfect balance for the tune he was burning. He sat alone in his main
floor bedroom working on a party disc for a friend who had big plans
for the weekend. He quickly plugged in his headset so that his
housemates wouldn’t hear. If they did, they might abandon their
individual pursuits and gather in the living room for an impromptu
dance session.

There was nothing they liked better than hot, sweaty dancing to
pounding house music, except maybe hot, sweaty sex. It always got
them in the mood. Tony and Lyle were pretty boys, forever young and
fierce. He and their other housemate, Ilsa, had taken to simply watching
them from the hallway and shaking their heads in disapproval.

The three of them were probably spread throughout the property:
Tony in the basement painting, Lyle upstairs gathering laundry, and
Ilsa had mentioned something about finishing up her yard work. Eli
glanced out his window. It was an uncommonly hot day outside, so Ilsa
was probably ready to drop in the grass at this very moment.

As the music poured into his head, memories of joining the boys
on the dance floor came back to him. He grinned as he recalled dancing
with Bennett until he thought they might drop—hot, sticky, and
grinding against each other. Eli pressed the ear buds deeper and let the
throbbing beat fill his skull, making it vibrate.

His eyes closed, and he swayed to the rhythm as he sat in his
chair. Behind his eyelids, he could see the lights pulsing. The dance
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floor was so crowded it resembled a human carpet as it undulated
beneath a high, smoke-clouded ceiling—not cigarette smoke, that was a
no-no, but that theatrical smog the clubs pumped out for effect.

He could smell it, and he wondered if it was not just as bad for
them as the nicotine kind. He smiled again, imagining them jumping up
and down in place, the floor feeling like it might give way. It was
almost as if they were trying to cave it in; the entire time they laughed
and smiled at the prospect of tomorrow’s headlines.

FLOOR COLLAPSES AT GAY CLUB DUE TO GREAT DJ!

Of course, no one would be hurt and the damage would be
quickly repaired, probably in time for the next weekend. It would give
them all something mind-blowing to talk about during the week.

“Oh, yeah, I was there!”
“Saw the whole thing!”

“It was horrifying!”

“I thought I was a dead man!”

He chuckled out loud as he swayed. He imagined Bennett
returning the smile and grabbing him suddenly, pulling him close, and
kissing him deeply. Eli could almost feel Bennett’s tongue brush
against his; the sensation was hypnotic. Eli reluctantly broke the kiss
and rested his head against his lover’s chest where a dusting of coarse
hair tickled his smooth face. He could smell Bennett’s scent—just
there, at his neck. They were forever young, forever fierce, and forever
in love.

A jolt of pain shot through Eli’s right leg, abruptly bringing him
back to the present. The air-conditioning in the house had made it ache
more than usual. He quickly tore the ear buds from his head and
switched off the music still pouring from them.

He began massaging his leg, trying to work out the stiffness. His
hands moved slowly down his calf and over his ankle, but it wasn’t
helping. He cursed, grabbed his cane, and struggled to his feet.
Crossing the room to his bed, he angrily tossed the cane aside and
stretched his leg out. He positioned it so that the sunlight spilling
through the window would help warm it as he massaged the muscles.
He didn’t go dancing anymore; he hadn’t been for nearly two years.
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The anniversary of Bennett’s death was quickly approaching. It
seemed to come around faster each year, or maybe his anticipation of it
began earlier. His friends would want to take him out somewhere quiet
like Collette’s Pub, a place they could get pissed in peace. They could
talk there without all the dancing and the meat-market atmosphere.
There would be no pulsing lights and no drama. It was all dark wood
and warmth, their own little hidey-hole with good food and friendly
people.

Of course, there would be the occasional sound of furniture being
shoved backward as a couple of old lesbians stood to do battle. The
noise made by ancient, rickety wooden chairs as they scraped across
the floor was unmistakable. It always caused curious heads to turn, but
a forceful “Ladies!” from Collette was usually all it took to defuse the
situation.

The aching of his leg was beginning to ease. His friends would
want to keep his thoughts occupied because they didn’t want him lost
in memories of his lover. What they failed to realize was that it
couldn’t be avoided. Bennett was everywhere in this city. He was in the
clubs, at the theater, the concert halls, and the market; he was up one
street and down another. Bennett was in the walls of their very home.

After getting out of the hospital, Eli had moved into the main
floor bedroom while Tony and Lyle took over his old room on the
second floor—the one he had shared with Bennett. It was the largest in
the house and easiest to divide. Besides, he could no longer manage the
stairs. Ilsa remained where she was, quite happy in her small back room
on the second floor. There had been occasional whispers about renting
the partially furnished attic room, but nothing had been decided.

He heard a door slam somewhere in the house and then footsteps
on the stairs. Lyle had probably gathered another load of laundry. He
was terribly neat, occasionally nagging, and spent much of his spare
time cleaning up after his other three housemates. Eli stopped rubbing
his leg and listened. The house was silent for a moment. He imagined
Lyle standing just outside his door wondering if he should knock...
then he knocked.

“Eli? Got filth?”

“Come in, Lyle.”
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The door opened and Lyle walked in. He was tall and slender
with a shaved head and large dark brown eyes. His impeccably neat
goatee was sprinkled with gray, “prematurely,” he swore. He was
carrying a tall wicker basket and a duffel bag, both of which he
dropped to the floor.

“Just came to grab your laundry, mate.”

“It’s just there,” Eli said, indicating the dark blue duffel behind
the door.

“Oh, you got it together, eh?” Lyle asked, grabbing it up.

“I can still manage some things,” he snapped, instantly regretting
his tone when he saw the look on his friend’s face.

“I know that,” Lyle said. A silence fell between them as he moved
all the laundry into the hall, and then he stepped back into the room. Eli
felt a discussion coming on. “You know, some of us were talking about
what to do about Sunday.”

“Sunday?”’

“We thought maybe dinner out at a restaurant might be nice. We
haven’t done that in a while.” Eli said nothing, just kept massaging his
leg. “What do you think?” Lyle asked.

“I think it sounds like you want to celebrate something and, as far
as I know, there’s nothing worth celebrating,” he said; his tone was
more cross than he intended.

Lyle shot him a reproving look. “Tony’s show at Prim Gallery,”
he said.

Eli’s eyes went wide in shock and shame. “I'm sorry, I
completely forgot,” he said, falling over himself to apologize. “I didn’t
mean... [’m sorry, Lyle.” He cursed himself for being so self-absorbed.
“Of course, dinner out before the show would be great and a complete
celebration.”

Suddenly understanding the confusion, Lyle began speaking very
rapidly. “Oh, no, I’m sorry, I meant this Sunday, not next month, not
that Sunday.” The color drained from his friend’s face, but Eli raised
his hand and waved off the comment. Lyle fell silent, smiled weakly,
and nodded before leaving the room.



Broken

Eli fell back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. He took several
deep breaths, trying to untie the knot developing in his gut. He thought
it bitterly amusing that he could sail through the other eleven months,
but as summer waned, the fog in his brain began spreading. The
memories, depression, and nightmares grew more vivid. He was easily
agitated and often took it out on those closest to him. Days like today,
he just wanted to curl up and die.

He closed his eyes and continued his breathing—taught to him by
a therapist he saw shortly after waking up in the hospital. Over the past
two years, he’d been surprised to find it did help hold his anxiety at
bay. It calmed him. It relaxed him. Unfortunately, it also helped him
drift off to sleep and into nightmares.

FROM where he was lying, he could see blood on Bennett’s shirt. It
was a new shirt, and he’d never be able to get it clean again. In his
head, he ran through the list of stain removal strategies his mother had
taught him before he left home, but he could come up with nothing that
would rescue the shirt. Rescue... that would be nice.

The concrete was cold and rough against his face. He couldn’t
raise his head to get relief because a medium-sized skinhead had his
arms pulled behind him and his knee in Eli’s back, pinning him to the
alley floor. The thug jeered and laughed as his two bigger buddies
continued to beat Bennett to death as Eli watched. You don’t even look
like yourself anymore. Bennett’s short blond hair was dark and shiny
with blood; his mouth was distorted. He’d lost some teeth. Eli could no
longer see the green of his eyes, because they were swollen shut.

He struggled beneath the thug, but wasn’t strong enough to free
himself. And if he had, what would he do? What could he do? When
they were first cornered after leaving the theater, Eli’s instinct was to
run. He had always been a good runner and knew they wouldn’t have a
prayer of catching him under normal circumstances. With the threat of
a severe beating nipping at his heels, there’s no telling how fast he
could go.

However, Bennett gave up running from idiots like this years ago.
He wouldn’t even entertain the idea. Bennett Ian Tucker was a fighter.
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Eli could see it in his eyes the moment it began. He also saw fear in
them, concern for him; but he wasn’t leaving without Bennett. He
might not be much good in a fight, but Eli wouldn’t abandon him.
Now, with his right leg shattered, his running days were probably over.

He thought he heard sirens, but it may have been the ringing in
his ears. However, their attackers also appeared to pause and listen like
antelope on the plains of Africa sensing something dangerous rustling
in the bush, something they feared. The biggest of them had Bennett by
the hair and had drawn back his fist to cave in Bennett’s face, but he
stopped, stood up, and let Bennett’s head drop to the pavement with a
dull thud.

Eli couldn’t hear what they were saying. He kept his gaze locked
on his boyfriend’s face, searching for some sign that Bennett was still
in there. Eli was only a few feet from him, but it might as well have
been miles. The thug pinning Eli rose and joined the others for a
discussion. Perhaps they were talking about wrapping up their little
party, killing them both, and then heading home for a beer.

Though he was free, Eli couldn’t move because his ribs cried out
whenever he took a breath. Bennett was no longer moving, and Eli
couldn’t tell if he was still breathing. All he wanted was to crawl over
to Bennett so that they could die together, but he could barely raise his
head.

‘GHey!’,

He didn’t bother to look up as their leader shouted at him. Eli’s
eyes remained fixed on Bennett because he thought he saw some
movement. Perhaps he had tried to open his eyes or speak. Surely he
hadn’t imagined it.

“Remember this, you filthy faggot!” their leader said as he
strolled up to his boyfriend, drew back his boot-clad foot and kicked
him in the face. Eli’s heart stuttered and then raced. A deep groan tried
to build in his chest, but he couldn’t draw enough breath to scream. He
felt tears stinging the cuts on his face as his thug returned. The man
smiled wickedly down at him as he drew his foot back. /'m ready. The
man kicked him as hard as he could in the stomach, forcing what little
breath he had out of him, and Eli blacked out.

Later, he heard businesslike, efficient voices. There was light
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coming from somewhere.

“Make room at the mouth to get that bus back here for the
bodies.”

Bodies?

“How many?” a different voice asked.

“Two. I thought it was a mugging gone wrong, but look at this.”
An officer lifted the sheet off Bennett’s body.

“Bloody hell!”

“We checked his pockets. They’d been to the theater. We found
ticket stubs and a receipt for Racer’s up the street. Sean’s there now
asking around.”

“Oh Lord, the queers will go through the roof!”

“As we should,” the first officer said under his breath as he
scribbled down notes about the crime scene.

Suddenly there were hands on Eli. They were moving him, but his
ribs cried out and he gasped and coughed violently.

“Holy shit! This one’s alive!”

“Mother fuck! Who checked him?” someone demanded, but no
one spoke up.

There was hurried movement, running, shouting, and then gentler
hands were touching him, checking him over for broken bones. He
tasted copper as blood poured from his mouth. He tried to open his
eyes, but only one would open slightly. There was a woman leaning
over him wearing a dark blue uniform and latex gloves.

“Hold on,” she said softly. “You’re going to be all right.” She
reached down and brushed his hair back from his forehead. Her
similarly dressed male partner gently helped her place him on his back.
He almost passed out from the pain despite their care. They continued
to examine him and took his vitals.

“Respirations are shallow. Ribs?”

“I count four broken, possibly five. Right leg. Skull is fractured,
jaw might be broken. BP’s low. Belly is hard and distended.”

The male paramedic suddenly stood up. “We’re going, now!” he
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shouted.

He disappeared. Eli heard a car engine come to life and then the
beeping of a back-up alarm. The female attendant had started an IV by
the time her partner returned with a stretcher. The two of them, along
with several detectives, carefully moved him onto it and belted him in.
As they rolled him toward the ambulance, he tried to look for Bennett
but couldn’t turn his head because of a neck brace. Several officers
watched as he passed by them.

“He’s about my son’s age,” one whispered in disbelief.

Eli felt cold and, against his better judgment, allowed his eyes to
close.

HE WOKE with a start as someone banged on his bedroom door. The
room was dark and much too cold to bear. His leg throbbed as he found
his cane and crossed the room to turn off the air-conditioning. For a
few moments, he stood in the darkness, his heart racing, and listened to
his panicked breathing.

“Eli!” More banging. “It’s dinner, sugar!” It was Ilsa.
“C-coming!” he managed.

He looked across the room and was startled to see a red eye
blazing away at him. His stereo system’s accusatory stare burned
through the darkness. “You forgot me,” it seemed to say. He switched
off his stereo, and moving as quickly as he could, he entered his tiny
bathroom. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust after he turned on the
light, and then he relieved himself before quickly washing his hands
and face.

He wasn’t particularly hungry, but if he took too long to appear,
IIsa would return to collect him, and he hated it when she fussed over
him. Reaching for the light, Eli paused as he caught sight of himself in
the mirror. Before he could stop himself, he leaned closer to the mirror
and ran his finger along a scar just below his jaw. It was barely
noticeable, but he felt like it could be seen from space. He lifted the
hair out of his eyes to peek at the pale scar at his hairline.

His index finger traced his left eye socket looking for a
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depression. It had been cracked, but the only evidence of it now was a
tiny bit of nerve damage. His eyelid would droop or become sluggish
when he was tired or drunk. His fingers traveled on to search his skull,
and he found unevenness where another fracture had occurred.

Occurred. That’s the word the doctor had used. Eli smiled sadly
at the memory. It was as if his skull had fractured spontaneously
without the force of a skinhead’s hate behind it. His hair covered it, but
he knew it was there. He examined his nose, which was really the only
part of his face he liked. It had been broken for the second time and
now had a little kink in it which he had decided was endearing. He
stopped himself. He didn’t want a repeat of last year when he had taken
this examination too far.

Eli had climbed up on the rim of the tub to get a look in the mirror
at the scars on his torso and had very nearly broken his neck. But even
more troubling was what he saw in the mirror after climbing back
down: Bennett standing there.

He had watched in disbelief as his dead partner stepped wet and
steamy from the shower and moved to stand behind him. He had
wrapped his arms around Eli, pulling him back against his chest. Eli
had closed his eyes, slipping happily into the fantasy as Bennett began
tickling his neck with kisses. But when he opened his eyes, he had only
seen Bennett’s sunken face covered in blood.

Now here he was again—Tlooking in the mirror, assessing the
physical and emotional damage from two years ago. Eli found himself
staring into his own eyes for a long time. They looked haunted, and he
could feel a familiar tightness forming in his throat. Knowing the tears
were close behind, he sighed and left the bathroom.

Eli paused at his bedroom door and scanned the shadowy interior
of his room. His gaze came to rest on a couple of photographs that were
caught in the light from the bathroom. One was a picture showing the
two of them at a New York City Pride celebration three years before.
They looked ridiculously happy, but he couldn’t remember what they
had been laughing about. His hand was shaking a bit when opened his
door and headed to dinner.
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ILSA checked the oven while keeping an ear out for Eli. She had been
concerned he might not join them for dinner, and with that in mind, she
prepared one of his favorite meals: meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and a
steamed vegetable medley.

They always ate well, thanks to her culinary education, but the
unseasonably hot weather wasn’t a good match for using the oven.
Even so, the menu was set, and she was sure Eli could smell the meal
all the way in his room.

She switched off the oven immediately after removing the meat,
and then, dodging Tony who was parked in front of the icebox and
slowly adding cubes to his whisky, she carefully placed the hot pan on
the kitchen island. Lyle had set the table and was now at the other end
of the island vigorously mixing seasonings into the vegetables. Ilsa
quickly sliced the loaf and transferred it to a serving dish.

Tony took a spot against a doorframe and watched the hurried
activity of his housemates. It looked like they were almost done. He ran
his glass across his forehead and opened the back door to let in a breeze
before heading for the dining room. Lyle finished his mixing, grabbed a
small tray of butter and, nimbly whipping around a slow-moving Tony,
carried them in and placed them on the table. He zipped back into the
kitchen to grab the mashed potatoes and returned.

Over the clatter of dishes and preparations, Ilsa thought she heard
Eli’s door. She paused in the middle of garnishing the neatly arranged
meatloaf and listened. She detected the muffled tap of his rubber-tipped
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cane as he came down the hall toward the dining room.

There was a knock at the front door, and the sounds of Eli’s
approach changed direction. Ilsa heard the door open and then muffled
conversation. Tony paused to glance at the visitor Eli was speaking
with.

“It’s Brandt,” he said as he resumed his stroll to the table.

“What?” Ilsa asked.

“At the door, it’s Ellison Brandt... from next door.” He sipped his
drink. “Probably delivering another misplaced package.”

Eli entered the dining room. “Package for you, Tony, left it on the
hall table,” he said as he took a seat next to Lyle. Tony saluted Eli with
his drink just as Ilsa set the tray of meat in the center of the table and
sat down.

“I don’t know how that man affords his wife,” Tony said. “She’s
having crap delivered every few days, and I’'m tired of my gear getting
lost in the shuffle.”

Eli was squinting in the brightness of the dining room, but that
didn’t surprise Ilsa when she considered all the time he had been
spending in his darkened room.

“Sorry, I must have dozed off,” he said, glancing around at his
friends. He accepted the dish of potatoes from Tony, who had already
scooped two huge ladles of them onto his plate.

“No kidding,” Ilsa laughed as she dropped into her chair. She
nibbled a green bean and looked up at Eli’s hair. He blushed brightly
and tried to smooth it back down on his head. Tony and Lyle quickly
filled their plates with everything but vegetables and began eating.

“Must you do that?” Lyle snapped.
“What?” Tony asked.

“You’re making yummy sounds as you eat,” Lyle said glaring at
him.

“Guys,” Ilsa interrupted. “Let’s not start, okay?”’

The two of them looked at her as if she were speaking Aramaic.
“What did we do?” Tony asked as Lyle nodded in agreement. A smile
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touched Eli’s lips. Ilsa spotted it but said nothing.

“You two are notorious for fighting over the silliest things,” she
said as she unceremoniously dished out vegetables onto both their
plates. “You should admit you want each other and get it over with.”
Struck dumb by the accusation, they simply stared at her. “Go on!” she
said, glancing toward the hall. “Upstairs. Eli and I will wait for you.”

Both men appeared too shocked to continue with their
disagreement. Tony avoided looking at Lyle and began to nervously tug
on his braid. His hair was thinning in front, “prematurely,” he swore,
but he had managed to produce a magnificent long braid of blond hair.

“Leave it to you, Ilsa,” Lyle said with a giggle, “to say the most
outrageous thing. Tony and I are not remotely interested in each other.
We’re just friends.”

“Right. We love each other like brothers; we always have,” Tony
said.

Ilsa looked at them through half-open, suspicious eyes. What
neither of the men knew was that there were bets going around in their
small community of friends as to when they’d finally cave in and hook
up. The wagering intensified when it became widely known that they
were now “platonically” sharing a bedroom.

They were hardly compatible. Tony was a free spirited artist,
which was code for slob. He was also a self-absorbed, childish, heavy
drinker, and his half of their bedroom would have been a disaster if not
for Lyle’s insistence on order.

She looked around the table at her housemates and shook her
head. The gay obsession with perfection had them all looking a bit too
thin for her taste. Perhaps her cooking might put some pounds on
them—if they ate enough of it, that is.

Ilsa was perfect in her own way: a beautiful, black, strong
Southern American woman who enjoyed speaking her mind and taking
up space. She also liked to point out that she hadn’t grown into the
woman she was by eating rice cakes and lettuce. She’d grown up on
grits, bacon, Moon Pies, and burgers.

She kept glancing at Eli, hoping he would enter the conversation.
He didn’t. She watched him place a small amount of food on his plate
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and wondered if he knew she was watching him; was that for her
benefit? He was sleeping too much, not eating enough, and isolating
himself, as if interacting with his housemates was becoming a strain.

She watched him push his food around his plate. I have to stop
playing mother. She focused on her own food, but couldn’t keep
thoughts at bay of restoring Eli to the man he’d been. He had regained
his strength but not his spirit, and she believed he needed a different
kind of therapy. He took part in some sessions for survivors of trauma
but had given up after only a few, declaring he had no need of it.
However, Ilsa had a plan.

“I’ve set a meeting for a new boarder,” she announced to the
table. Everyone paused in their eating to look at her, not quite sure
they’d heard correctly.

“Boarder?” Tony asked.
“Yes. He’s an American here to do research for a book.”

“He’ll take the attic room, then?” Lyle wondered aloud, already
calculating in his mind what cleaning needed to be done and how the
furniture should be placed. Ilsa nodded absently as she watched Eli
return to his meal without a word.

“What sort of book?”” Lyle wanted to know.

“I don’t know,” she lied.

“Is he... family?” Tony asked, and Lyle shot him a dirty look.
“Of course,” Ilsa said, a bit taken aback.

“Well, you know, Ilsa, you have been known to...,” Tony said,
wriggling his eyebrows up and down. Ilsa snorted with laughter.

On two occasions, she had brought men home for a romp, much
to the shock of Tony, Lyle, Eli, and Bennett. She now thought of
herself as bisexual, announcing that men were an acquired taste, and if
ever she met an uncommonly spectacular one, he might be worth a
shag. This amused her housemates to no end.

Suddenly, Eli grabbed his plate and got up from the table.
“You’re done?” Ilsa asked.

“I’m just not very hungry,” he said as he walked into the kitchen.
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“I’1l wrap this up for later.”

Ilsa knew it would never be touched. “I’ve got hot apple pie and
vanilla ice cream, sweetie,” she said. Eli’s activities in the kitchen
ceased for a moment. /’'ve got him.

“Maybe later,” he said as he finished in the kitchen and limped
back to his room.

“Is the new guy good-looking?” Tony and Lyle asked
simultaneously.
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PEACHES RESTAURANT was a popular oddity among London
eateries. It offered Southern American cooking courtesy of an honest-
to-God Southern American. Alec walked through the doors of Ilsa’s
restaurant in search of a home. The ad he’d seen said she would be
conducting interviews, and he was ready to make his pitch for her attic
room.

Mirabell had given him the once-over before shoving him out the
door. “Change your shirt,” she’d instructed. “You want her to want to
live with you.”

The main room of the restaurant, done in a trendy pale blue and
chocolate brown, was empty. He stood nervously by the entrance and
searched for any signs of life. He wasn’t entirely sure he’d recognize
her after all these years, but the moment she pushed through the kitchen
doors and spotted him, he knew he had the right place and the right
woman.

She was tall for a woman, about five-nine, with coffee-colored
skin, warm caramel eyes, and wavy dark hair. Alec wondered what her
hair looked like when she wasn’t on the job because, at the moment, it
was pulled back and tied on top of her head in a dramatic, tangled
mess.

“Alec?” she asked as she approached him, wiping her hands
quickly on her apron.

“Yes. I1sa?” He shook her hand and smiled.
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“Let’s have a seat, shall we?”

They entered the seating area and grabbed a table in the center.
The moment they sat, a waiter appeared.

“May I bring you something to drink?”” he asked, startling Alec,
who glanced at Ilsa. He hadn’t expected a meal.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said, “but I’'m giving the wait staff
and my support kitchen staff evaluations today.”

“So I’'m your guinea pig?” Alec asked and she nodded. “What
sort of food do you serve here?” She didn’t answer. Instead, she sat
back, crossed her legs, folded her arms across her chest, and looked
pointedly at their waiter.

“Sir, we offer a wide selection of classic Southern American
dishes. Comfort food, if you will.” He spoke crisply and clearly.

“In that case I'll start with iced tea.”

The waiter turned to Ilsa without missing a beat.

“And you, ma’am?”

“I’ll have the same. Unsweetened, please.”

“Make mine unsweetened also,” Alec amended quickly.

“Yes, sir. I’ll be right back with your drinks and some water.”
The waiter turned and headed to the bar. Ilsa watched him go. She
appeared to be expecting something.

“Davy! Menus!” she shouted. They heard some glasses rattle
violently behind the bar, but no breakage. “Also you didn’t introduce
yourself.”

“I thought you were the chef here,” Alec said. “Are you also the
manager?”

“The owner—much to the manager’s dismay—wants me to train
as backup manager, so I'm putting everyone through their paces this
afternoon.”

“And loving it, by the look of things,” Alec said with a smile. Ilsa
returned it just as their waiter appeared with their drinks. He carefully
lowered them one by one onto their table.
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“My name is David”—he glanced sternly at Ilsa who only grinned
wickedly at him—*“and I’ll be your waiter tonight.” When he was done
placing the drinks, he pulled two menus from under his tray and placed
them on the table. “I’ll be back after you’ve had time to look over our
selections.” But before he could leave, Ilsa spoke up.

“Any specials?” she asked as she opened her menu.

David appeared to curse himself silently, but then, in his most
professional voice he said, “Grilled chicken, boiled red potatoes, and
French cut green beans.”

“Ah, sounds like heaven,” Alec said. “I’ll have that, but could I
have garlic potatoes?”’

“Absolutely, sir.” David turned to Ilsa and waited. She took her
time.

“I’'ll have a burger, well-done with pickles, catsup, mayo,
mustard... no cheese, tomato, or onions.” The waiter was writing
furiously on his order pad. “And I want it on Texas toast with a side of
steak fries.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He collected the menus and fled to the kitchen.
Ilsa sipped her tea and looked quite pleased with herself.

“You appear positively drunk with power,” Alec said.

Ilsa chuckled lightly. “It’s all for show. The staff here is
excellent,” she said softly. She pulled an ice chip from her tea and
popped it in her mouth. “This is really more of a test for me than for
them.”

“But comfort food?”

“Yeah, I’ve been slowly expanding the menu here for three years.
A little bit here, a little bit there.”

“I guess there’s only so much fish and chips a Southern girl like
you can eat.”

“You got that right!” Ilsa said as she sat forward and laughed
heartily. “My next hurdle is getting them to accept sweet cole slaw with
their fish instead of vinegar.” Alec chuckled. “My housemates assure
me the planet will stop spinning if I add it to the menu.”



Dawn Kimberly Johnson

“About your friends, how do they feel about a new boarder?”

“Well, you wouldn’t really be a new boarder; you’d be the first.
All of us moved in together at relatively the same time four years ago.”

“So I’d be the outsider?”

“Not for long. We’re a good bunch of coconuts. You’d probably
fit right in.”

“I appreciate that, Ilsa, but I’'m curious... did you feed the other
candidates for the room like you’re feeding me?”’

“Honestly, Alec, you’re my first and only choice,” she said. He
couldn’t hide his surprise, and he wondered why he warranted such
consideration. “Think of this as a celebratory welcome to your new
home.”

“Really? Don’t you want to run me by the others?”

“Not necessary. I own the house, and they’ve already expressed
an interest in meeting you.”

“Well, that’s fantastic. I’ve been in London nearly two months,
and I think the friend I’ve been staying with is about ready to chuck me
out on the street.”

“That difficult to live with, huh?” Ilsa asked.

“Not me. She’s just very particular about her space,” Alec said
diplomatically as he recalled several of Mirabell’s tantrums. His
thoughts eventually returned to Ilsa. “I’m surprised you remembered
me from college.”

“Oh, I didn’t,” she said just as David returned with their food. “I
found your ad seeking a room to rent online. I didn’t realize who you
were until I Googled you.” She took a knife and sliced her massive
burger in two. She scrutinized the center and found it perfectly cooked.
“Congratulations on the book, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

Alec had written a bestseller on surviving trauma and loss that
was now being considered for some university psychology curriculums.

“Thank you, David,” Alec said as the waiter finished delivering
their meal. He beamed gratefully down at Alec a bit too long,
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apparently, because Ilsa cleared her throat menacingly and chased the
young man off.

The food smelled delicious. Alec eagerly took a mouthful of
buttery garlic potatoes and decided he could die a happy man. Ilsa
watched him and smiled as his eyes rolled back in his head. They ate
much of their meal in joyful silence.

“Dessert?” Ilsa asked a good while later.
“Good Lord, no!”

“Aw, come on. We’ve got—oops, wait a minute. Davy!” The
waiter rushed over. “What dessert would you recommend?”

“We have a warm chocolate nut brownie with vanilla ice cream
and chocolate syrup. We also have a fresh apple pie or créme brulee. If
you’d like something lighter, we have a succulent fresh fruit bowl.”

Ilsa looked at Alec seductively, and he succumbed.

“T’ll have the brownie and ice cream, but hold the chocolate
sauce,” Alec said prompting Ilsa to cover her heart as if wounded. Alec
shook his head. “It’s overkill. There is such a thing as too sweet.”

“Bring me his chocolate sauce in a cup with a straw,” she said to
David.

The waiter’s eyes widened in shock. “Really?”” he asked.

“No.” Ilsa began to giggle. “Just bring me the fruit bowl. I love
fresh melon.” He quickly cleared away their dishes and headed for the
kitchen.

“So where did you end up after you left LSU?” Alec asked.
“I went to New York University to study film.”

“We both fled. I landed in Chicago shortly after you left; I lived
there for ten years.”

“Why did you leave Louisiana?”
“Personal reasons.”

Ilsa nodded. “Me too. I just wanted to get away from there—from
the parents. You know, they disowned me after I came out. They
thought my talk of being a lesbian came from curiosity and my
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psychology studies. They figured it would pass.”
“What changed their minds?”

“I brought home a girlfriend,” Ilsa said, smiling wistfully. “Once
they realized I was serious and that their friends and neighbors would
know, they wanted nothing more to do with me.”

“I’'m sorry.”

“No worries, sugar. They told me I could come back to visit when
‘I got right with the Lord’.”

“Im surprised. I thought they might be more open-minded,
naming you Ilsa and all.”

“My name’s not Ilsa,” she said with a laugh. “I was born
Constance Rose Lacoste. In high school I told my friends to call me
Ilsa because I thought it sounded exotic.” She laughed and rolled her
eyes. “My parents refused to, of course, but it stuck anyway. At home
in Monroe, Louisiana, I was Constance; elsewhere in the world, I am
Ilsa.”

“It does suit you.”
“Thank you.”
“But how did you manage school without their support?”

“My Grandma Marie, God bless her.” Ilsa crossed herself
unconsciously. “She understood me and my situation. The family had
always described her as sort of a black sheep, which was code for big
ol’ alcoholic dyke!”

Alec almost choked on his water as he laughed.

David returned with their desserts, and Alec suddenly realized he
would definitely make room for it. They dug in. Alec secured a piece of
brownie and ice cream on his spoon but didn’t eat it. His attention was
on Ilsa and her story.

“Luckily for me, she was great with investments and left me her
brownstone in New York and a chunk of cash when she passed. So I
happily told my parents to go fuck themselves.” Ilsa grabbed a slice of
sweet melon and popped it in her mouth.

“I bet that was satisfying,” he said. Her eyes grew wide as if to
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say, “You have no idea,” as the melon melted in her mouth.

“I rent out the building, and that supports my life here. This job,”
she said, indicating the dining area, “is primarily a labor of love.”

“Let me think. You went from psychology to film, and now
you’re a chef?” Alec saw his dessert was quickly melting on the spoon,
so he finally tasted it and found it so good he thought he might faint.

“Hey, life’s a journey, sugar. How about you?”
“What about me?”
“You left LSU for Chicago and now you’re in London?”

“Oh, well....” Alec hesitated long enough for a teeth-jarring crash
from the kitchen to grab their attention.

“Jesus Howard Christ!” Ilsa said, jumping to her feet. “Alec, |
think I’'m needed, sorry.” He was about to tell her not to worry when a
scream emanated from the other room. Ilsa ran toward the kitchen
doors, but turned before going through them. “You can move in
Sunday. Early, if possible. We’ll be ready for you.”

Alec waved her off. “Okay, I’ll call you. Go on, take care of that,
and thanks!”

Ilsa disappeared into the kitchen, but Alec could hear her shouting
from where he sat. He smiled, and suddenly David materialized at his
side.

“May I put that in a box for you, sir?”

Alec seriously thought about it, but his stomach was
uncomfortably full. “No, thank you, David, I'm good,” he said.
“Everything was delicious... just spectacular.” But I’ll have to swim the
Atlantic to burn off this meal.
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TONY stood by the car glaring at Eli. “You swear?” he asked.
“I swear,” Eli said.

The artist contemplated the sincerity level in his friend’s face. Eli
raised his eyebrows and widened his eyes, trying to look as honest as
possible.

Tony started smiling. “Okay, it begins at six thirty, so don’t be
late. I don’t want you to miss my introduction and my speech.”

“I wouldn’t consider missing it. I’ll be there. Sorry about missing
dinner.”

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” the artist said, casting a hateful
glance at Eli’s friend Casey, who sat behind the wheel.

“I know, mate. This was a last minute deal. They need me.”

Tony said nothing as Eli patted him on the shoulder and told his
friend to drive. He scrunched down in the seat and did not turn to watch
Tony grow smaller in the rear window.

Casey had called him earlier, absolutely frantic about an all-day
fund raiser the hospital had scheduled. Their interpreter had fallen ill
and could he “please, please fill in?” Since Casey was the nurse who
had been holding his hand when he woke in the hospital and continued
to do so through his physical therapy, he could hardly refuse her. The
petite blonde had become one of his best friends and was now
convinced she was in love with his other best friend, Ilsa.
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He couldn’t discourage her. He loved them both and thought they
were spectacular women, but he feared Ilsa’s indecision and flirtatious
ways might not lend themselves to the committed happily-ever-after
Casey imagined.

“I promise to have you back in plenty of time,” she assured him
as she turned onto the expressway to bypass city traffic.

“You’d better, or I’'m moving in with you.”

“We could just switch homes,” she said with a chuckle. “That
way you’d have a place and I could live with Ilsa.”

“That may not be all it’s cracked up to be, love.”

“Oh, stop it. Just tell me what she likes, how to get her attention,”
Casey said. “I’m not sure she knows I exist.”

“She knows. You’re just—" Eli realized too late that he didn’t
have a good way to finish that sentence. He glanced at her, but her eyes
were on the road, and she was grinning sadly.

“I’'m just not her type,” she said quietly. “You don’t think she’d
fancy me.”

“Casey, there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re a beautiful girl,
but Ilsa is not looking to settle down, and I believe you are. The two of
you simply want different things.”

She glanced quickly at Eli to protest. “Who said I wanted to settle
down? We could be just as casual as she’d like.”

He smiled and shook his head, not believing her for a second. He
turned to watch the road rush by his window. Casey was young with
romantic ideals, and he didn’t want to take that from her, that hope of
how things could be. He’d felt that way once. He sighed and had little
to say for the duration of the ride, despite her attempts to engage him.

“How are you, really?” she asked, trying again.
“I’m fine,” he said. “Just tired.” He didn’t elaborate.
“Are you not sleeping?”

“I’m sleeping on and oft.”

“Nightmares?”’
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Eli sighed. “I’m fine, Casey. Let’s drop it, okay?”

“I’'m here if you need to talk,” she said, glancing at him. “You
know that, right?”

“I know... it’s just....”

“What?”

“Ilsa and I got into it the other day.”
“About?”

“Africa,” he said, looking out the window.
“Sorry, love, I’'m with her on that.”

Eli laughed. “That’s a surprise!”

“No seriously, moving to Africa to work with deaf children is
admirable, but your true reasons are flawed.”

“You sound just like her,” he said, anger heating his voice. “The
two of you have no idea what my reasons are.”

Casey rolled her eyes. “The fuck we don’t! You’re running away.
You’ve got this daft idea that a location change will somehow fix
everything.” She was speeding a bit, and Eli checked his seatbelt. “Tell
me I’m wrong,” she demanded.

He couldn’t. “Please slow down,” he said.

Casey glanced at the speedometer and eased her foot off the
accelerator. “Am [ wrong?” she asked calmly.

He didn’t say anything for nearly a mile. “Did you know there are
still mornings I wake up and, just for a few moments, think he’s in the
shower or working in the yard?” Eli asked. “He liked to get an early
start.” Casey watched the road. “And there are those super busy days
when I have two or more clients. I get in from work and expect him to
be right behind me and ready for dinner.”

CCEli_"}

“No! Listen to me,” he shouted, and Casey flinched. He was
instantly sorry and cursed himself. “I’m sorry, but you need to imagine
what it feels like when those few delusional, happy moments pass,
when I realize he’s not anywhere, not anymore.”
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When she felt safe to speak, Casey began softly. “We love you,
and we want you to stay with us, not go off and lose yourself in some
other country.”

“Most of the people who know and love me knew and loved
Bennett. They cannot conceive of me without him, and I understand
that because neither can 1.” They were silent for another mile. “Look,
Casey, maybe you and Ilsa are right about my motives, but I believe I
can be of some use there, and forgive me if I think there’s less chance
of Bennett confusion when [ wake up in a hut in an African village.”

“I suspect you’ll simply be confused by the large, hairy, many-
legged, fanged creature crawling up your leg,” she said, and Eli grinned
against his will. “How long would you be gone?”

“At least a year, but it’s not written in stone, okay?” he said. “I
gave my application to a friend, and that has to be approved.”

Casey nodded. “What’s the organization?”

“Some Christian mission group, I can’t remember the name, but
they’ve been doing this work for a few years.”

Eli closed his eyes and tried to imagine the sunsets in Ethiopia,
the children running around, playing and signing to each other at the
school. He imagined the sounds, smells, music, and landscape. It would
be an alien world—one he could lose himself in. He squirmed under the
knowledge that Ilsa and Casey knew exactly what his motives were,
and hated that they were always right and that he was so transparent.

“I really appreciate you doing this, Eli,” Casey said as they neared
the hospital. “I was in a real bind.”

He sat up straight in his seat for the first time since entering the
car. “I’'m glad to help. Besides, I needed to get out of the house today.
We have a new guy moving in, and the place is crazy right now.”

Casey parked and turned off the car.
“What do you know about him?”

“Just that he went to school with Ilsa at some point during the
past thirty-two years of her life.” They got out and made their way
toward the main entrance of the hospital. “I guess I’ll meet him when I
get home after the art show.”
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“You mind if I join you at the gallery? I was going to drop you
off, but I could hang around. I love art.”

“Art, huh?” He looked into her eager eyes. “Casey, I think you
just want in Ilsa’s pants,” he said with a knowing grin.

“What’s your point?” she asked with a giggle.
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ANTHONY JAMES was one of two featured artists at the Prim Gallery
for the night. Judging from the discussions throughout the room, his
paintings seemed to have a substantial impact on the viewers. His
works made powerful use of color that filled them with emotion and
life. The most striking piece he’d done was a nude of Ilsa.

Her curvy, smooth, brown body created a compelling silhouette
on one large canvas. She stood by it, trying to look casual. She ate
cheese, drank sparkling cider, and participated in animated
conversations as she waited for someone in her immediate vicinity to
make the connection.

The other artist was Prissy Matlick. Her pieces were more like
wall sculpture than paintings and came off cold against Tony’s work,
so the crowd was not as enthusiastic in their appraisal of it. Lyle had
even whispered in his roommate’s ear that he really didn’t get her stuff,
which made Tony beam with gratitude.

The bright lights created such a vibrant glare off the white walls
that many had to focus on the artwork to give their eyes some peace.
Perhaps that was the gallery’s plan all along. Soft, obscure classical
music emanated from the sound system as people milled about and
discussed what the artist was trying to say with this piece or that.

So far, the only difficulty of the evening had been a slight
bottleneck created by an ill-placed bar and refreshment table. However,
after filling up their tiny plates and ordering their drinks, the art lovers
quickly spread throughout the room.
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It had begun to rain lightly by the time Eli and Casey showed up.
They were late because, after the fundraiser ended, she had rushed to
her locker in the hospital to change. She always kept some type of party
clothing on hand in case a festive opportunity presented itself. Tonight
she wanted to look her best for Ilsa, and she accomplished that with a
beautiful deep blue cocktail dress. It set off her short, blonde hair and
bright blue eyes perfectly. However, she nearly lost her footing by the
door due to wet shoes and haste. Eli followed her more carefully.

“Try not to appear quite so eager, my dear, lest you end up with
your heels pointed towards heaven.” Casey ignored him at first, fussing
with her dress and hair, all the while searching the large room for signs
of Ilsa.

“From your mouth to God’s ear, love,” she said as her eyes
scanned the room.

Eli shook his head and made his way to the bar where he ordered
two glasses of wine. Casey joined him after realizing he’d walked
away. He handed her a glass and took one for himself. They didn’t
want to linger by the bar, so they stepped deeper into the room and
began to mingle.

They stopped at Tony’s first canvas, which showed a vast lake
and a long, narrow dock stretching out into it. The lake appeared to
glow as if a fire blazed just beneath the surface. At the end of the dock
was a chair with a blanket tossed carelessly over it. A coffee mug with
steam rising from it sat at the foot of the chair. The scene was filled
with life, or perhaps life had just stepped away. He and Casey moved
along to the next piece.

AT THE back of the gallery, Alec stood with Ilsa, watching the crowd.
She had invited him along, suggesting the showing would be a good
introduction to her group of London friends. Tony and Lyle had been
too busy finalizing the show to give him a proper welcome earlier.

In fact, the house had been terribly chaotic, with movers for the
art show loading canvases and Alec’s crew bringing in his things. He
didn’t own very much, but whatever he did own had to be carried up
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two flights of stairs. Ilsa hadn’t even had time to introduce the three of
them once they reached the gallery.

“IIsa, who is that?” Alec asked.
“Where?”

“Over there near the entrance. He’s just beginning to make his
way around.”

“In the dark suit jacket and jeans?”
“Yeah, the guy with the cane.”
“That’s one of your new roomies, Eli Burke.”

“I swear I’ve seen him somewhere recently.” Alec searched his
memory for a few moments. “What does he do?”

“He’s an interpreter for the deaf,” she answered, and Alec’s heart
skipped a couple of beats as he finally placed him. Blue eyes. Ilsa
followed Alec’s gaze as he remained focused on Eli. “Actually,” she
began, “I wanted to speak to you about him. You see—"

“Hey all!”
“Hello, Mirabell,” Alec said. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Loving it, love. Loving it!” She was already drunk. They’d only
been at the gallery for thirty minutes, but Alec suspected she’d already
had a couple of belts before he called her about the showing. “Does
anyone have a light?” she asked, patting her pockets as a cigarette
dangled on her lips.
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“There’s no smoking in the gallery, Mira,” Alec said in

exasperation. She rolled her eyes.
“I know that, love. I’ll take it outside,” she assured them.
“Sorry, I don’t have any,” Ilsa said.

Mirabell’s glassy gaze traveled to her friend, but Alec simply
shook his head.

“I’'m so thrilled you decided to let Alec move in!” she said,
grabbing Ilsa’s arm repeatedly to steady herself. “I’'m Mirabell Boot, by
the way.”
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“Happy to have him,” Ilsa said with a smile. “And it’s nice to
meet you.”

“There were times I thought I’d be stuck with him for another
month,” she announced as she raised her glass in salute. “Now I can
have my sofa back!” Alec grabbed the glass before she could bring it to
her lips again.

“That’s enough, pumpkin. Let’s get you some coffee, shall we?”
Mirabell made a pouty face as Alec took her by the arm, excused
himself, and guided her toward the refreshment table.

CASEY had located her quarry and witnessed Ilsa’s entire exchange
with Mirabell. “Who was that horrid woman chatting up Ilsa?” she
asked Eli as she watched the woman being led away by her gentleman
friend.

“I don’t know,” he said as he looked at the next canvas.

It was the back porch of their house on an overcast afternoon. In
the far corner of the deck sat a figure in shadow; he appeared isolated
and lonely. Above and to the right of this lone figure, the sun sat just
behind a bank of clouds, on the verge of breaking through. You
couldn’t make out the face, but Eli knew it was him. He’d spent a lot of
time out back after arriving home from the hospital. Somehow the
house had been too noisy or too quiet, he couldn’t remember which. He
walked on to the next canvas, and Casey followed.

“I tell you, that hair color does not occur in nature,” she was
saying of her newly acquired nemesis. Her gaze locked on Mirabell as
Alec sat her on a sofa against the far wall and placed a cup of coffee in
her hands. He timidly glanced their way after getting her settled.

Suddenly, Casey realized Ilsa was alone. “Back in a tick,” she
said as she hastily beat it over there.

Eli didn’t even notice that she’d gone. He was busy looking over
Tony’s next piece. It was of two people with misshapen heads, balloon
size with rolling eyes. Eli leaned in and squinted to read the title. Mum
and Dud, it read. He stifled a chuckle as he sipped his wine. No
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confusion about how he feels about the folks.

“You made it!” Tony shouted, appearing at his side. Lyle was
close behind, and Eli hugged them both.

“I told you I would, silly. This”—he gestured indicating the
expanse of the room—*is truly amazing, Tony. I’'m gobsmacked!”

Color rose to the artist’s cheeks. “Thank you, Eli. You’re too
kind.”

“I mean it! You spent so much time in the basement, but I'm
ashamed to say I had no idea of the enormity of your abilities and
vision.”

“I would have happily shown you my studio any time you
wanted,” Tony said.

Eli stopped smiling and fumbled for the right words. “I’m sorry,
Tony. I was preoccupied, I guess. I lost track of a lot of things for a
while.” They smiled at each other. He looked around the room again.
“But truly, each one of these paintings has more depth and emotion
than I ever thought possible in a two-dimensional medium. There’s a
story in every one.”

He raised his glass high and toasted his friend, causing tears to
rise to Tony’s eyes. The artist was momentarily unable to speak and
turned to Lyle, wrapping his arms around him. Though clearly startled,
Lyle reciprocated, tossing Eli an uncertain and amused glance.

Tony composed himself quickly. “You have no idea what a trying
few weeks it’s been!” he exclaimed. “Choosing the works for display,
transporting them....”

“Changing your mind time and again,” Lyle added snidely.

Tony ignored him. “Luckily, Lyle knew some movers he uses for
estate sales to help with all the loading and unloading and hanging and
transporting.”

“Even with their help,” Lyle began, “we were making changes
right up to the last minute! It was absolutely horrifying!”

“I can imagine,” Eli said, amused by their turmoil.

“Excuse me,” a dark haired gentleman said as he sidled up to their
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group. “I think I saw you take down a thug the other day on Old
Compton.”

Recognition lit up Eli’s eyes. “Oh, yes! You’re the bloke with the
green purse!”

A pained smile spread across the man’s handsome face. “I was
hoping you wouldn’t remember that!” he said. “I’'m Alec, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you; I’'m Eli.” They attempted to shake hands, but
Eli had a cane in one and an empty wine glass in the other. Lyle leaned
in and took the glass from him, allowing them to shake finally. “This is
the artist, Tony James, and our friend Lyle Davies.”

“Nice to meet you,” Alec said, giving each a smile and a nod
before his attention promptly returned to Eli. This sparked an exchange
of knowing glances between Tony and Lyle.

“You were pretty impressive with that kid,” Alec continued.

“Oh, that was nothing. The only thing he learned, I'm afraid, is
not to mess with me.”

“Well, that’s something,” Alec said. Their chatter petered out, but
only momentarily as Eli realized they had an entire room of art to
examine.

“So what do you think?” he asked indicating the artwork.

“I’ve been here a while, and I’ve studied all of them,” Alec said
as he looked around the gallery. “And I have to say this one is my
favorite.” He glanced at Tony and pointed to the painting of Eli on the
back porch, and they all moved toward it.

“Really?” Eli asked. “Why?”

“I like the story in it. On the surface or at first glance, it’s dark
and the figure appears hopeless and defeated, but the sunlight behind
the clouds is a sign of hope, don’t you think? It’s a prediction that
things will change.”

Tony was nodding gently. Eli didn’t know what to say as he saw
the painting through Alec’s eyes. Tony and Lyle stood by waiting for
Eli’s opinion of Alec’s assessment. Before he could speak, they were
interrupted.
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A massive man in an ill-fitting gray suit suddenly appeared.
“Boss, where do you want to hang number sixteen?” It was one of the
movers Lyle had hired. He was holding up a covered canvas.

“There are only fifteen,” Tony insisted. “No even numbers.

“But Stavros saw this one and added it to the truck. He thinks it’s
good, yes?” The man removed the covering from the canvas with one
quick tug, and Eli found himself staring at Bennett.

It was a simple painting with more muted colors than the others in
the show. Bennett was looking out at them, back over his shoulder as
he walked away. He inhabited some distant, unknown, otherworldly
coast. There were warm hues behind him as the sun set. The sky above
him was dark and threatening, but the ocean at his right was calm.
Anyone who didn’t know him wouldn’t see him in this work, but Eli
saw him. The detail stopped his breath. He was perfect, like he
remembered; he was tall, strong, healthy and—okay; somehow, he was
okay. What little color there was in Eli’s face drained away.

“Are you all right?” Alec asked, reaching out to steady him, but
Eli pulled away as Tony and Lyle rushed to cover the painting. They
only succeeded in getting in each other’s way.

“I’m s-sorry. This was supposed to stay at home in the basement,”
Tony said rapidly, his words spilling over each other. “I—my
instructions- they weren’t followed- I didn’t mean for this to- I'm so
sorry.” Tony finally snatched the canvas out of the mover’s hands as
Lyle shooed away the large, confused man.

FROM across the room, Ilsa caught sight of Eli’s expression and made
her way toward him, effectively abandoning a very friendly Casey.
However, the nurse followed close on her heels. Before Ilsa could reach
him, Eli turned without a word and headed for the door. He reached it,
but stopped when faced with a downpour the likes of which he hadn’t
seen in years.

He needed to escape. He wanted out of here. He turned and faced
the onlookers. Everyone in the room seemed to be looking at him. It
was surreal. The art on the walls should be holding their attention, not
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him. Their perplexed, inquisitive stares made his skin crawl. Even
Alec, the good looking man with the green purse, was watching him
with concern. He’d be damned if he would lose it in front of these
people. He saw Tony and Lyle rushing the canvas through the crowd to
the back of the room and out a side door.

“Eli?” Ilsa said softly, as she navigated her way to the front of the
crowd and walked toward him. “Sugar, you can’t go out there. Not
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now.
I could. It’s just water.

She reached out her hand to him. He closed his eyes and breathed
deeply. His knuckles had gone white on the head of his cane as he
stood stock still, trying to calm his heart. It felt as though it was striking
his ribs, attempting to break free. He grabbed hold of every thought
bouncing around inside his skull and attempted to calm them. He held
them, squeezing them into submission, suffocating them. He wanted to
scream or cry or vomit. He wanted to turn from his friend and
disappear into the damp darkness of the evening, but he didn’t. He
opened his eyes and took Ilsa’s hand.

“I'm all right,” he managed. His voice was steady, but he was
shaking a bit as he fought to shut down all the noise inside him. “I was
just caught off-guard. I’'m sorry for the drama.”

“Sugar, that wasn’t drama,” Ilsa said, chuckling lightly. “That
didn’t even register on my queen-o-meter.” A smile danced across his
lips as they wandered nearer to the refreshment table. Nearly everyone
had gone back to their critiques of the show; however, Casey and Alec
continued to watch the two of them.

“I need a drink,” Eli said.

“We all do, sweetie.” They stopped directly in front of the
bartender. Ilsa searched Eli’s face and then turned to the young man
behind the bar. “Bourbon, the good stuff, a double. And one sparkling
water, please.”
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ALEC decided to send Mirabell home in a taxi, but she had other ideas
and disappeared into the night with a small group of revelers. Luckily,
the rain let up by the time everyone was ready to leave, and, following
enthusiastic applause for Tony and a smattering for Matlick, leave they
did. Matlick exited in a theatrical huff, announcing that the less-than-
enthusiastic response to her work was obviously due to the crowd’s
ignorance of true creativity.

Alec looked around the gallery, taking note of the dwindling
numbers, but he didn’t want to leave just yet. Earlier, he’d lost sight of
Ilsa and Eli and wanted to make sure everything was all right with them
before taking off. Also, Eli’s reaction to that painting had him curious.
Tony and Lyle had rushed it out of sight so quickly he’d missed his
chance to examine it more closely.

Later in the evening, he’d caught sight of Tony slow dancing with
a distinguished older gentleman near the back of the room before losing
track of him, and Alec had no idea where Lyle had gone. Ilsa suddenly
appeared and, taking stock of the room, spotted and approached Alec.

“Hey there, I was hoping you’d still be here.”
“I wasn’t eager to go back to the house alone.”

“I understand. Listen, Alec, could you could help me with
something?”

He nodded and quickly followed her out of the room. They went
through a side door at the back of the main hall. He found himself in a
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massive storage area littered with a multitude of canvases; some were
crated, some exposed. He heard raucous singing—a rather bawdy tune,
if he was hearing right.

It was Eli. Against the far wall was a large, old black sofa, a
couple of end tables, a tall lamp, and Eli. He lay sprawled across the
sofa, singing at the top of his lungs. His cane lay on the floor at his feet.

“It’s the bloke with the green purse!” he shouted, trying to get up.
Ilsa rushed over and settled him back down. She looked back at Alec.

“I’m so sorry, but I need some help getting him home.”

“Of course,” Alec said as he joined them by the sofa. He knelt
down and picked up Eli’s cane. “How do you want to do this?”

“I’1 get the car—if you could stay here and watch him for me?”
Alec nodded and Ilsa hopped up. “Be right back!” She rushed away
from them, mumbling, shaking her head, and patting her pockets for
her keys as she disappeared through the door. Eli was singing more
softly now, and Alec sat down next to him. He laid the cane across his
lap and rested his hands on the cool metal. The thicker, padded handle
had faint scars, dents, and discolorations in it. You've been dropped
more than once, haven’t you? Alec glanced at Eli and wondered how
long he’d been using the cane; what had they been through together?

“How are you doing, Eli?” he asked, absently fingering the
adjustment button on the dull metal shaft.

Eli looked at him, seemingly noticing him for the first time.
“You’re here for real,” he said smiling at Alec like an idiot. “I thought I
was dreaming you,” he slurred. “You’re lovely.”

“Thank you, Eli. You’re drunk.”

“You saw me kick that kid’s arse,” he said. Eli began laughing
quietly to himself as Alec looked on. Once he regained control, his
expression grew very serious. He sat up straight and looked deeply into
Alec’s eyes. “I don’t let anyone fuck with me anymore,” he growled.
Alec didn’t hear a word he said because he was lost in the blueness of
his eyes. Eli’s face softened, and his eyes grew sad and slipped away
from Alec. “Not anymore,” he whispered.

“Tell me,” Alec began after watching him for a few moments.
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“Who was the man in the painting?” Eli didn’t answer right away
because he found himself falling backward on the sofa. He
overcompensated and ended up falling into Alec instead, who caught
him and held him steady.

“Bennett, that was Bennett Tucker,” he said as he tried to right
himself. “Is this sofa moving?” he asked, looking down at the cushions
in wonderment.

“No,” Alec said with a grin. He paused, trying to find the right
words. “Bennett... was he—" Alec gave up. It was a stupid question.
“He was important to you,” he stated. Eli looked at him sharply and
snatched the cane from his hands. He pushed himself away from Alec
and managed to get to his feet. Alec stood to help steady him, but Eli
waved him off.

“I’m fine!”

Eli wandered off across the room and paused by a stack of
canvases. He began going through them slowly despite being unsteady
on his feet. He didn’t find what he was looking for, so he moved to
another stack. Again, there was no joy. “Can you....” Eli looked back
at Alec. “Will you help me find it?” he asked. The plaintive look in his
eyes spurred Alec into action, and he walked quickly over to another
pile and began looking through it. “I know they brought it in here,” Eli
was saying as he searched, his voice growing softer. “I saw... I saw
them... c-carry it in here.”

Alec found it. It was the fifth one in the stack he was going
through. It still had the covering tossed haphazardly over it. It appeared
Tony and Lyle had been in a rush when they attempted to bury the
painting.

“Eli?” He didn’t seem to hear him because he was too intent on
his search. “Eli, —"

“I’'m back,” Ilsa announced. “I’ve got the car right out front, let’s
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go.
“I want it,” Eli stated as he teetered violently to the left.
“No you don’t, sweetie,” Ilsa said softly and slid her arm around

her friend’s waist. Alec placed the other canvases back on top of the
one of Bennett and joined Ilsa in supporting him. Eli didn’t need his
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cane with them helping him along, so it became his job to simply hang
onto it. Just as light as Alec had surmised that day in Soho, Eli was not
difficult to carry.

When they got to the car, Ilsa let them into the back seat and then
slid behind the wheel. Alec leaned over and buckled Eli in, fearing he’d
fall in the floor if he wasn’t secured to the seat.

“What about Lyle and Tony?” Alec asked as she started the car.

“Tony went home with someone, and Lyle left hours ago, in a bit
of a fit, | must say.”

“Lyle’s in love with Tony, but won’t admit it,” Eli offered thickly
as he worked at the seatbelt buckle. “They share a room at my house
but swear they’re just friends.” He laughed out loud as his hand landed
excitingly close to Alec’s crotch, causing him to bump his head on the
roof of the car. Eli failed to notice. “Lyle wants him bad,” he purred.
His hand slid even farther up his thigh before Alec grabbed it and held
it still. Eli began laughing again.

Ilsa pulled into traffic, which was very light at this time of night.
She glanced in her rearview mirror at Alec’s face. “I have to apologize
about this, Alec. This is not how I wanted the first night in your new
home to go, believe me.”

“I’ll survive, Ilsa. Life happens.”

“Yeah, but you’d think an alcoholic would know not to settle Eli
with it.”

“You’re an alcoholic?”

Ilsa’s gaze locked with his in the mirror. “Sorry. Didn’t I mention
that?” she asked. Alec looked amused at her distress. “Sexual
preference and cash are not the only things I inherited from my
granny.”

He shook his head, smiled, and looked out the window. He was
trying very hard not to look at Eli, who sat quietly at his side. The
young man had occupied his thoughts for about a month and now Alec
was going to be living with him. He closed his eyes and remembered
that moment on the street, the moment when Eli glanced up at him as
he stood over that kid. 7hose eyes. Alec had felt nailed to the spot.
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Ilsa was talking.
“I’m sorry, what?”

“I said I’'m hoping you aren’t regretting your decision to move in
with us.”

He looked up at her reflection and was about to reassure her when
he suddenly found Eli’s mouth at his neck. Eli was kissing and nibbling
and licking like a mad man. He’d undone his seatbelt and was
practically on top of Alec, breathing him in. His hands seemed to be
everywhere they shouldn’t. Alec’s head hit the roof again as Eli found
his manhood and gave it an aggressive squeeze through his jeans.

“Mmmm... you smell good,” Eli whispered in his ear. He sucked
on Alec’s ear lobe, his whiskers scratched Alec’s face, and his fingers
tangled painfully in Alec’s hair.

“Holy shit!” Alec said as he fought to keep Eli at bay. “Good
Lord! Hang on!”

“I’'m trying to,” Eli said with a chuckle as Alec struggled to grab
and tame his eager hands.

“You’re v-very nice, b-but we just met!” he shouted, his voice
climbing an octave as Eli attempted to slide his hand down the front of
his pants.

“Stop it, Eli!” Ilsa commanded. “Leave him alone!”
He ignored her.

“If you like me, show me,” he said, capturing Alec’s attention
once again with those eyes of his.

The proximity was unsettling. Eli smiled wickedly, looked down
at Alec’s lips, and kissed him. Alec stopped struggling immediately, his
head swimming. Ilsa checked her mirror and, seeing no one behind
them, hit the brakes. Eli was thrown off Alec and slammed into the
back of the front seat. Laughing hysterically, he crumpled to the car’s
floor coming to rest at Alec’s feet.

“You all right, Alec?” Ilsa asked.

It took a few moments for his head to clear. “I’m f-fine,” he
managed.
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He looked down at Eli—humming happily to himself now—and
took comfort in the fact that he would not remember any of this.
Unfortunately, Alec would. His pants had grown painfully tight in the
crotch, and he hoped the darkness of the back seat prevented Ilsa from
seeing how red he’d gone. Okay, I want you, but not like this—not
broken-hearted and drunk. He sighed and went back to watching
London pass outside his window.
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“RIGHT in here,” Ilsa said as they entered Eli’s bedroom.

She flicked on the light with the cane as Alec followed her with
Eli, whose arm was flung over Alec’s shoulder while Alec gripped him
tightly around the waist. Unconscious and practically dead weight, Eli
was no longer so easy to carry. Alec moved him awkwardly to his bed,
deposited him there, and then immediately collapsed in a nearby chair,
fighting to catch his breath. Ilsa placed Eli’s cane against the wall at the
head of the bed so that it would be easy to find in the morning or in the
middle of the night if needed.

“Thanks for your help,” she said as she vigorously kicked off her
painful shoes and sat on the bed beside her unconscious friend.

“You’re welcome,” Alec said, yawning. He rubbed his eyes and
thought about how good his bed would feel when he was finally able to
climb into it.

Ilsa stared at Eli for a few moments before leaning over and
brushing a lock of hair away from his eyes. She sighed and began
undoing the buttons of his shirt. Alec watched until her hands moved to
Eli’s belt, at which point he stood and quickly crossed the room to a
collection of shelves on the far wall.

As much as he wanted Eli, he didn’t feel right checking him out
when he was in this condition. Instead, he focused on a group of framed
photos in front of him. In one, he saw Eli standing with a tall,
handsome, blond young man. Must be Bennett. His gaze slowly
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traveled across a few others.

He saw them at a formal function, posing with several other men
and women. Eli looked good in a suit and much younger than his years
when clean-shaven and smiling. There was a striking picture of Bennett
lounging on a beach, basking in the sunshine. He was one of those
golden boys illuminated by God Himself. He was holding up a tall
drink with a tiny umbrella in it and smiling brightly.

Alec suspected Eli had been on the other side of the camera. He
glanced back at Ilsa but turned away quickly because she was tugging
violently on Eli’s jeans and they threatened to drag his boxers right
along with them.

“You look like you’ve done that before,” he said as he focused
more intently on the collection of photographs. Eli’s life with Bennett
was chronicled in them.

“You bet, sugar. Over the past four years I’ve undressed and
tucked in every man in this house.” She folded Eli’s jeans. “Of course,
they did the same for me when I was at my worst.”

Alec looked at the beach picture again. “How long were they
together?” he asked.

“Who?” Ilsa asked before looking up at him and understanding.
“Oh, five years,” she said. She expertly rolled Eli under the covers and
fluffed his pillow. Alec felt it was safe to turn around and returned to
his chair. “I met Bennett at NYU. He was finishing up his degree in
architectural design,” she continued.

“And Eli? When did he enter the picture?”

“About a year later, I think,” she said. She placed Eli’s shoes
together neatly beneath the bed and then balled up his socks and
skillfully made two points in the hamper across the room. She grabbed
his jacket and shirt and carried them to the closet. “We, Bennett and 1,
were at a meet and greet for people of our particular persuasion and Eli
turned up. We were playing that party game. I don’t know if we had a
name for it, but you see a stranger and make up a story about them.
Who do you think they are? What do they do for a living? That sort of
thing.”

“What was your take on Eli?” he asked with a smile.
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“We didn’t get the opportunity to scrutinize him.” Ilsa paused in
the closet as she recalled that night. “The moment he opened his mouth
to introduce himself, he was swarmed.”

“The accent,” Alec said.

“You got it,” she said, winking and pointing at him with a clothes
hanger. She finished, closed the closet door, and went into the
bathroom. She flicked on the light and began going through the vanity.

Alec was beginning to get dizzy from her movements and allowed
his eyes to travel to Eli’s prone form. He looked peaceful. There was no
errant twitching or talking in his sleep. If not for his chest rising and
falling gently, he would think Eli was dead.

“Could you go to the kitchen and grab two bottled waters for me,
please?” Ilsa asked as she turned on the bathroom faucet full blast.

Alec hopped up and went to the kitchen to get the waters. When
he returned, he found Ilsa by the bed with a mop bucket. It had a few
inches of water in it and some pine-scented cleaner, if he could trust his
nose.

“Here you go.”

“Thank you, sugar,” Ilsa said, taking the two waters, opening one,
and placing both on the bedside table. She placed the bucket on the
floor by the head of the bed, and then she opened the bottle of aspirin
and also put it on the table. “Let’s go,” she said as she turned the table
lamp to its lowest setting. She tossed Eli’s neatly folded jeans into the
chair by the bed and switched off the overhead light as they left the
room.

Fifteen minutes later, he sat at the kitchen table as Ilsa filled his
cup with scalding coffee. “Ice?” she asked, offering him a tray of
cubes. He took one and dropped it into his mug.

“Thanks,” Alec said. Ilsa took a seat across from him, slowly
stirred some sugar into her coffee, and took a sip. They sat in silence
for a while. “So... um, let’s see... Eli was surrounded by accent whores
and Bennett came to his rescue?”

Coffee nearly squirted from Ilsa’s nose as she tried not to laugh.
“Something like that,” she said wiping her mouth. “You have to
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remember, he’d never been to America and suddenly found himself a
bit overwhelmed. New Yorkers can be a bit pushy. He looked like a
deer in headlights.”

“How did Bennett break it up?”

“He went over and told them to break it up. ‘Let the man
breathe’,” Ilsa said, deepening her voice to imitate Bennett and
sparking a chuckle out of Alec. “Bennett liked to get to the point
whenever possible, and shortly after, he asked Eli out for a drink.”

“He sounds like someone I would have liked.”

“He was. Great sense of humor and a truly compassionate man.
He put up with me, didn’t he?”” She chuckled quietly. “He was a damn
good friend. Said he loved my creativity, and when I bailed on film
school and tackled culinary arts, he was supportive.”

“Was Eli equally fond of him in the beginning?”

Ilsa explained that it was love at first sight for Bennett, but Eli
had taken a bit longer to fall. He appeared suspicious of someone like
Bennett professing such a strong attraction to him. Bennett was a tall,
strong hunk of an all-American boy; Eli was shorter, slight, and sported
the very definition of an English pallor. It didn’t make sense to him, but
Bennett said love didn’t have to make sense.

“Sure Eli was attracted to him, but I’ll tell you what I think.
Bennett came from this crazy family in upstate New York. They loved
him beyond all reason, and Eli was drawn to that—that kind of
unconditional love. I don’t think he had that at home.”

“Sounds like heaven to me.”

“It’s something a lot of us would cherish,” Ilsa said. “They
welcomed him completely. When we were visiting the Tuckers, Eli
would look around like he was on some alien planet.”

Alec was beginning to believe he’d missed something in not
knowing Bennett. The man had obviously made a deep impression on
his friends. Finally, he broached the subject he wanted most to know
about.

“What happened, Ilsa?”
They sat in silence for a while as she gathered her thoughts. She
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made several false starts and stopped to sip her coffee instead of
speaking. She got up and refilled their cups, and when hers was
properly treated with sweetness and cream, she spoke.

“I don’t know exactly when they became a couple. It seemed to
happen quietly. They just were one day. Eli decided to pursue his
signing certification in New York. When he was done, his temporary
visa ran out and he returned to London.”

“That’s rough.”

“I think Bennett always intended to follow him, but I hadn’t given
it much thought. When it sank in that I would be effectively losing my
family—again—I found this property over here and came with him.
Tony and Lyle moved in shortly after that.”

“Thereby completing your happy family?”

“One of our own making. We lived here happily for two years,”
she said, looking around the kitchen and smiling.

The smile faded as she told Alec about the attack—what she
knew of it from the police reports and Eli. He listened, never speaking.
He felt his throat tighten as he struggled not to react to the details, as he
imagined what Eli had witnessed and was powerless to prevent. He
wanted to cry for him but didn’t.

“Me, Tony, Lyle and several other friends went to New York for
the official funeral. I called every day to check on Eli. I didn’t want
him to wake up with only his mother at his bedside. But he didn’t wake
up for more than a month, so no worries there,” she said with a weak
smile. The Tuckers had visited Eli while he was unconscious in the
hospital. “I think they hoped he would wake during one of their visits
and tell them about their son.”

She said that even though the Tuckers loved him and wanted to
see him, Eli had not returned to New York for a visit. “They exchange
holiday cards or sometimes talk on the phone but never for very long.”

“I’'m guessing it’s too painful, or he doesn’t feel he has any right
to them any longer,” Alec suggested.

“I thought it might be something like that.”

“He hasn’t been to Bennett’s grave?”
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Ilsa shook her head. She told him of the special London service
they had for Bennett after Eli woke from his coma. There were a lot of
friends who hadn’t been able to go to New York, and Bennett’s
immediate family came over to meet them.

“Eli sat with the Tuckers during the service, but I don’t remember
him speaking to anyone. He was still pretty weak.” She said Tony, ever
the artist, went around after both services and videotaped comments
from everyone, hoping Eli would watch it someday.

“I take it he hasn’t.”

Ilsa sighed heavily and shook her head. “I was executer of
Bennett’s will because Eli wasn’t in any condition to deal with it. I paid
the hospital bills out of the money Bennett left him, but Eli hasn’t
touched a penny of the rest.”

“Did they catch them? His killers?”
“Yes.”

Alec felt choked up again as Ilsa described Eli’s court
appearance. “Those defense lawyers were hoping he wouldn’t wake up
in time for the trial,” she said softly, “but he did. It made quite an
impression on the jury when he was wheeled into the courtroom.”

Eli had worn a dark blue suit, but all of his hair had not grown
back and the surgical scar on his skull was clearly visible. His right leg
was sealed in a large cast and stuck out rigidly from the chair. Several
members of the jury glanced over at the defendants and took note of
their size in relation to his slight frame. He testified, trying desperately
to keep his voice steady as he described what he saw them do to
Bennett. The defense tried to claim his head injury damaged his
memory of that night, but the attorney faltered when Eli fixed him with
his gaze, challenging him to continue along that road.

“The jury saw it; the jury felt it,” Ilsa said. “All three of them
received hefty sentences. Their leader was given a life term.”

“It’s been two years. Didn’t he have therapy after it happened?”

“Yes, but the few sessions he sat through weren’t enough. He
stopped going and just shut down.”

Alec had seen that behavior before, a trauma or loss too much to
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process. It could feel overwhelming, as if it might swallow you whole
if you let even a bit of it touch you. To avoid that, people would often
shut it all off, like hitting a light switch. They would keep as busy as
possible, keep moving to try to stay ahead of the pain. If Eli had been
doing this for two years, he did need to talk to someone. Otherwise,
he’d remain trapped in that cycle, unable to move on or grow or to heal.

“Has he been in any other relationships? Dated?”” he asked.

“No, nothing,” Ilsa said with a sigh. “The first year was spent
trying to heal physically. It was slow-going and painful. It took forever
to get his strength and energy level back.” She glanced at the clock on
the wall. “After that, he just put himself on the shelf and won’t talk to
me about it. None of us bring it up, and we never mention Bennett.”

“Then last night’s reaction to that painting was understandable,”
Alec said. It made sense to him that Eli, suddenly being confronted by
something he spent all his time and energy avoiding, would be
traumatized. “He definitely needs to talk to someone.”

He emptied his cup, and Ilsa quickly refilled it before he could
stop her. “That’s why I asked you to move in here,” she said
tentatively.

“What? I can’t. I mean, I’'m not the right person,” Alec said
hastily.

She got up and pulled a homemade cream-filled pastry out of the
refrigerator, placing it tantalizingly close to him. She grabbed two forks
from the drawer and plopped back down next to him.

“You’re exactly the right person,” she said as she dumped a fork
full of pastry in her mouth. He began to protest, but Ilsa raised a hand
for him to hear her out. “You have the right training. You and Eli don’t
have a history. You have no expectations based on the person he was
before all this—no agenda. I can’t honestly say the same; none of his
friends can.”

Alec read the concern in her face and picked up his fork. “Look,
Ilsa, in this business we talk a lot about healing and facing your
problems,” Alec said as he sampled the pastry, “but you never truly
heal. You know that, right? We are products of our experiences. The
most we can hope to achieve is a new way to walk through this world.”
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“You’re saying he’ll never be the same,” she said softly, her eyes
on her coffee. She sighed. “I can accept that, but I want him to be able
to move forward.”

“Do you think he’d be willing to try more therapy?”

“Oh no, he can’t know about it,” she said quickly. “He can’t
know what you’re doing!”

Alec was stunned. “Ilsa, there’s no such thing as covert therapy.
The subject needs to be a willing participant, he needs to want change.”

“Trust me. Eli cannot know what you’re doing. He’ll drop you
like a load of bricks.”

“What have you told him?”

“That you’re here researching a book. I haven’t told him that
you’ve already sold one, a very lucrative one at that.”

“Why me?” he asked after staring at her for a few moments.
“How did you pick my name out of all the apartment ads in the paper?
You didn’t remember me from school.”

“Sorry,” she said.
“It’s not a problem,” Alec said. “I tend to be forgettable.”

“It’s not that,” she said. Ilsa wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I did it a bit
backward. I wasn’t online looking for possible boarders. I was there
looking into how people deal with loss and I found your name. I saw
mention of your book; I researched you, found an article talking about
your move to London, and that led me to the ad you posted online
and—here you are.” Alec said nothing. Ilsa reached across the table and
took his hand. “Just listen. Be his friend.”

He looked into her eyes. I'm attracted to him. This isn’t right. He
considered telling her, but the words wouldn’t come.
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SOMEONE was singing. Somewhere in the house, somebody was
happy. Eli tried to wrap his brain around this fact, but that only made
his head throb all the more. His eyes wouldn’t open at first. They were
gummy and stuck shut, but he eventually managed it. He opened his
mouth to take a deep, rib-stretching breath, but the air scratched its way
across his lips, along his tongue, and landed painfully in his lungs. It
was hardly refreshing.

The mystery singer skipped past the other side of his door as he
sat up in bed. He looked down at himself, and seeing only boxers,
wondered when he had taken off his clothes. He saw his jeans folded
neatly in the chair near the foot of the bed.

He felt foul, had to pee, and the room was stiflingly hot. He
grabbed the open bottle of water from his nightstand and gulped down
half of it. It was warm and threatened to turn his stomach, so he paused
for a couple of deep breaths before popping two aspirin in his mouth.
He looked around the room but saw nothing out of place except that
there was now a bucket by his bed. Eli smiled, realizing Ilsa had
thought of everything. He drank the rest of the water and tossed the
bottle in the bucket.

He was sweating, smelly, and queasy, especially now that the
warm water was stretching his belly. It was this last, this threat of more
bad smells and filth pouring out of him, that prompted him to grab his
cane, got him to his feet, and sent him toward the bathroom.

On the way there, scratching absently at his furry abdomen, he
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paused in front of the mirror hanging on the inside of his closet door.
His hair was sticking up at all angles, his face pufty, eyes bloodshot,
and beard in need of trimming. While standing there, he reached around
and scratched his bottom, and then he started to chuckle at how truly
repulsive he looked. The laughter made his belly shake and his head
pound, which made his stomach turn. Eli walked on. What the hell did
Bennett see in me?

He turned on the shower full force and relieved himself in the
toilet. He then bent over it and emptied his stomach of its toxic
contents. He flushed, hung his cane on the towel rack, and stepped
under the now-hot spray, boxers and all. The shower pounded the
tension out of his shoulders as he struggled to recall the previous night.
His upper back was hurting near his left shoulder blade. What had he
done to it? He took a mouthful of hot water to rinse the furry feeling
from his tongue and thought about the last thing he remembered.

He remembered beautiful paintings, cheerful people, and meeting
someone. The face floating in his memory was out of focus, so with his
head continuing to throb, he sighed and decided that was enough for
now. Eli was sure it would all come back to him as he shed his boxers,
grabbed his shower gel and shampoo, and began lathering himself up
from head to toe. The water stung as though it might take his skin off,
but if it did not, the intensity of his scrubbing might.

He had told Bennett once that showers like these were a form of
rebirth. It was a way to start the day brand new and perfect. He
stretched his stiff muscles under the spray, paying particular attention
to his right leg. He was probably driving Lyle nuts with this long soak,
but that was just too bad for Lyle. He smiled slyly, and a while later, he
shut off the water and stepped out into a fog-shrouded room.

The moisture hanging in the air threatened to drown him, so he
flipped on the vent fan. Within seconds the fog had lifted enough for
him to find the vanity. After toweling off and brushing his teeth, he
found he felt a lot better. The pain in his head had receded to a dull
ache; it was a mere ghost of the killer before it. He ran his fingers over
the anemic beard he’d managed to grow, considered it for a moment,
and then dug out his shaving kit.

A memory came to him as he shaved. It was vague at first, but the
closer he got to his lips with the razor, the sharper it became. He paused
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and touched his lips. He’d kissed someone. Ilsa? A kiss to congratulate
Tony? That must be it. Eli went back to his shaving but paused again a
moment later in confusion. But I’'m sure there was tongue.

IN THE kitchen, Alec watched Lyle whistling happily as he went about
his morning routine. The cheerful housemate had already made coffee,
put in a load of laundry, and was trying to tempt Alec with eggs and
toast.

“How was your first night?” Lyle asked.

“Good,” Alec said. “Eventful but good.” He covered his coffee
cup to stop Lyle from refilling it for a third time.

“I bet it was,” Lyle said with a laugh. He resumed his whistling.
“You seem to be in a good mood.”

“I’ve got big plans today. Nothing I want to share just yet, mind

2

you.

Alec nodded but did not pursue it. “I lost track of you last night,”
he said.

“I had to get to bed, I wasn’t feeling well,” Lyle said, the smile
falling from his face as he glanced at the clock above the stove.

“Are you expecting someone?” Alec asked.

“Tony didn’t come home last night. I like to know everyone is
tucked in and okay. You know, since....” Lyle paused and Alec
nodded. “I never want to get a call like that again. Ilsa told you?” Lyle
asked.

“Yes, last night after we got Eli to bed.” They sat quietly for a
few moments, recalling the art show and the disaster with Tony’s
painting of Bennett.

“Tony felt so bad about that,” Lyle said finally. “The last thing he
wanted to do was hurt Eli, but we all had feelings about Bennett we
needed to work through.” He stood and took their empty cups to the
sink. “Tony’s an artist, so he painted through his.” He turned on the
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water to start the dishes.

“What about you?” Alec asked. “How did you deal with losing
Bennett?”

“Me?” Lyle laughed as the bubbles began to grow in the sink. “I
cleaned out the attic, managed three estate sales, and continue to clean
up after everyone in this house.” Alec said nothing as Lyle turned and
grabbed a skillet off the stove top to wash. “I like order, if you haven’t
guessed.”

“Everyone deals with loss in their own way.”

“What are you doing here?” Eli asked, clearly surprised to find a
stranger at his kitchen table. He stood in the doorway at odd angles as
he leaned on his cane and balanced a heavy backpack on the opposite
shoulder. His hair was still wet, his face pink and smooth. Without the
beard, he looked like a teenager.

“Well, look at you all shiny and perfect!” Lyle said brightly.
Eli said nothing, but kept his gaze on Alec.

“G-good morning, Eli,” he said as he got to his feet awkwardly.
They stared at each other. “We met last night at the gallery. My name is
Alec Sumner.” Eli kept staring. “A few weeks before that, I saw you
take down a punk on the street.”

“You had a... purse?”

“Yes, a green purse.” Alec smiled brightly, encouraged. “It
belonged to my friend Mirabell.” Eli’s suspicions appeared to lessen,
but he didn’t take his eyes off Alec as he walked in, dropped his bag
and cane, and joined him at the table. Alec sat back down as Lyle put a
coffee cup in front of Eli and quickly filled it.

“Would you like some breakfast, dear?” he asked, but Eli ignored
Lyle, remaining focused on Alec.

“That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here,” he said.

“Be nice,” Lyle scolded. “Alec helped get you home and to bed
last night.”

Eli looked sharply at Lyle. “Helped?”” he asked.

“From what Ilsa told me this morning, you were wasted, my
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friend,” Lyle said.

Eli attempted to remember more of the previous night. Alec
watched him try to work it out, all the while praying he didn’t
remember his behavior on the ride home.

“Casey and I got to the gallery and she made a bee line for Ilsa,”
he began, his eyes focused on nothing across the room. “I had some
wine, the paintings were spectacular,” he smiled at Lyle. “I
congratulated Tony....”

He fell silent and Alec saw a cloud pass across his face. Eli did
not resume. He reached for the sugar, added a teaspoon to his coffee,
and began to stir lazily. Alec looked up at Lyle, who simply shrugged.

“This is our new boarder,” Lyle said.

“Welcome,” Eli said softly, never looking up from his coffee.
Alec and Lyle glanced at each other, but Lyle only smiled weakly and
went back to the dishes.

“Thank you, Eli,” Alec said. “I see you’ve taken off your beard.”

“I know,” Eli began. “I look five years younger.” Apparently, he
didn’t feel up to talking because he rose from the table, grabbed his
backpack, and limped toward the door. He hadn’t even tasted his
coffee.

“No breakfast?” Lyle asked.

“No, thanks. I’'m not hungry. I’ll probably pick up something on
campus.”

“Campus?” Alec asked, once again trying to engage him.

Eli paused at the kitchen door and turned to look at Alec. “Thank
you for helping get me home last night,” he said. “I wasn’t exactly
myself. I hope you like it here.” He left the room, leaving the two of
them on their own. Lyle grabbed his untouched coffee and poured it
out.
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ELI and Lynette sat on a bench near the center of campus at the
London School of Business. His stomach had settled by late afternoon
and he was famished, so they picked up a couple of sandwiches after
her first two classes. Lynette was one of only a few deaf students on
campus this term. A few passers-by, not used to seeing it, stared at
them as they signed.

Eli’s attention was drawn upward as a breeze stirred the trees. It
was getting cooler earlier in the day as fall approached. The last time
they’d worked together was the end of the spring term, so there was
much to discuss.

What he like?

Who?

New roommate... American... A-L-E-C.

Don’t know... nice enough.

He tucked you in?

No. Helped me home. Not same thing.

Saw your goodies. Lynette grinned wickedly.

NO! I think Ilsa did. He smiled because it had not been the first
time.

You think?

Eli did not respond because he remembered being in Ilsa’s car, in
the back seat, in the back seat with someone. Lynette waved her hand
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in front of his eyes to bring his attention back to her.
How you feel?
Better... headache gone.
Thinking of him?
Eli almost choked on his soda.
NO!
A-L-E-C good looking?

He thought about this for a moment, recalling Alec’s wavy black
hair and handsome face, and then nodded.

Very?

Eli shrugged.

You know good looking when you see.
He smiled.

What he look like? Describe.

Hair: thick, black, wavy... long. Eyes: green or gray... maybe.
Handsome... I guess.

Coy.

Eli made no comment.

Tall?

Taller than me.

Who not? They laughed. Smile?

Did not see... not sure... may be nice. Dimples.
Beard?

No.

Lips?

Yes.

Lynette rolled her eyes and Eli grinned as he finished off his
sandwich. Something was tickling at the back of his mind. Lips... lips
and tongue. His mouth fell open as his memory came back fully, in a
flash. He looked at Lynette in astonishment.
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What?
1... kissed... him.
WHAT?

He remembered it all now... in the back seat of Ilsa’s car...
wrestling... groping... nibbling. He’d kissed Alec. He’d kissed him
good and hard.

You kissed?

Eli just nodded. Lynette doubled over with laughter. Her raucous
guffaws turned a few passing heads.

NO MORE ALCOHOL FOR YOU!

Eli’s face had turned bright red. He felt ashamed and appalled,
and it only grew as he remembered what all he’d done with his eager
hands. Why hadn’t Alec said something? He guessed he was simply too
embarrassed for him. Eli quickly got control of himself—largely
because Lynette was enjoying it too much. He waved his hand in front
of her face.

No problem. I will apologize.
She had tears in her eyes, but understood him.
Yes. You do that. She wiped her tears away and sighed.

That was that. He’d calmed down and selected a course of action.
It was settled. He drained the last of his soda and began gathering their
garbage. They stood, shouldered their backpacks, and walked to the
nearest trash receptacle. As they neared the building where she had her
international economics class, Lynette tapped Eli on the shoulder, and
he turned to face her.

Was it good?

He turned away quickly, feeling his face grow hot again as she
giggled mercilessly. He didn’t meet her eyes as he held the door for
her. She chose two seats right down front where she could easily read
Eli and the board. After taking his seat and dropping his cane onto his
bag, Eli considered her question. If he remembered correctly, it had
been very good.
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ILSA was grilling chicken on the stove top. The intoxicating aroma
wafted through the house with tasty promises for whoever came
through the front door. Tony watched her, absently twirling the ice in
his scotch.

“When did you get home?” she asked.
“Ken and I went for lunch, so I’'m guessing two thirty.”
“Ken?”

“The guy I met at the showing last night,” he said with a swirl of
his ice cubes. “He’s a fan of my work.”

“Well if he wasn’t, he certainly is now,” Ilsa said with a wink.

She placed a colander filled with dark lettuce in the sink and ran
cold water over it. Tony seemed lost in thought as he contemplated the
minute amount of alcohol remaining in his glass.

“Have you spoken to Lyle yet?”

“No,” he said, looking up at her innocently. “Why?” Ilsa gave
him a scolding look over her shoulder and turned back to her salad
preparations. “Need any help?”

“You can chop those carrots for me,” she instructed without
turning around.

Tony twisted up his nose. “Oh.”
“What?” she asked, turning to look at him.
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“I didn’t expect you to actually give me something to do.”
“Why did you ask?”

“You know me, Ilsa, I was being polite.” He left the room to refill
his drink and, upon his return, he saw the carrots had been chopped.
Ilsa had moved on to red cabbage and he sat back down. “So tell me
about this boarder. What does he do?”

“He’s a psychologist and a writer. We took a couple of classes
together.”

“So he’s a close friend?” Tony asked. “You’ve kept in touch over
the years?”

“NO 2

“How is it that he needed a place to live just when you decided to
rent out the attic? You’ve been going back and forth on that for ages.”

“The planets aligned, what can I say?”

Alcohol made Tony curious and suspicious. It was a difficult
combination. “Well, he had some great insights about my work, and he
is quite the hottie, I must admit.”

“What about your new friend Ken?”
“Let’s just say I’'m not a fan of his work.”

Ilsa snorted and Tony chuckled, but both quickly quieted when
they heard the front door open and close.

“Ooh, what smells so good?” Lyle asked cheerfully as he entered
the kitchen; but upon catching sight of Tony, his face fell. “Tony,” he
said coolly.

‘GLyle‘,7

The temperature seemed to drop in the room as Ilsa looked from
one to the other.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

Lyle sauntered over and popped a couple of carrot slices in his
mouth. “I was signing on with Bright and Sons.”

Ilsa stopped chopping suddenly and looked at him. Even Tony
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paused before his next swig of scotch.

“You’ll be working for someone?” he asked. “I thought you
prefer being your own boss?”

“That’s true, but I can’t really save anything that way.” He
skipped over to the table and dropped into a chair. “With a company,
I’1l have better connections, better pay, and private health benefits. 1’1l
be able to set money back and eventually get my own place.”

Tony sputtered a bit of his scotch onto the kitchen table. “You
want to move out?” he asked incredulously.

“It’s not that I want to, Tony. I just think I might take a new
path.” Ilsa and Tony just stared at him and he rolled his eyes. “Come
on, you have to admit I spend a large amount of my time taking care of
all of you and this house.” They just kept staring.

Tony looked at Ilsa and then back at Lyle. “We thought you liked
doing that,” he said.

“Well, I do, but I need something for me—a life of my own—
perhaps a partner to take care of?”” He looked from Ilsa to Tony again.
They didn’t respond. “Ilsa, dear, your chicken.”

“Huh? Oh! Shit!” She turned quickly and attempted to rescue
their dinner, but Tony hadn’t stopped glaring at Lyle.

“What am I supposed to do, share a room with some stranger?” he
asked indignantly.

“Why not? You did last night,” Lyle said lightly. Tony opened his
mouth to protest. “Calm yourself, Anthony. You can have the room to
yourself. You don’t actually need another boarder, do you, Ilsa?”

“Huh?” She was working quickly, pulling the chicken breasts
from the grill. “No. Not necessarily.”

A door slammed somewhere in the house and was followed by
the sound of someone rushing down the stairs.

“I could smell that all the way in the attic,” Alec said as he
bounded into the room. The atmosphere in the kitchen was apparent,
and his mood quickly shifted to match it. “Is something wrong?” No
one said anything at first.
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“Alec, could you set the table, please?” Ilsa asked. She reached
into a lower cabinet and gathered cloth napkins as Alec found the
plates. He left the kitchen with them and began setting the dining room
table. The front door opened and closed again.

“That should be Eli,” Ilsa said, glancing at the clock over the sink.
“He’s just in time.”

“Hi,” he said as he entered the kitchen. He saw Tony and Lyle
sitting at the kitchen table, apparently not speaking to each other or
anyone else.

“Hey, sugar,” Ilsa said. “Listen, your friend Casey has called here
twice trying to get hold of you.”

“More likely she’s trying to get hold of you,” Eli said under his
breath.

“What?” Ilsa asked.
“Nothing. I’ll give her a call later,” he said.
“She sounded worried,” Ilsa said, and Eli nodded.

“Have any of you seen Alec?” he asked, prompting Tony and
Lyle to look at him with sudden interest.

“Im in here,” Alec called from the other room. Eli glanced
nervously at his three friends, and then walked into the dining room. He
found Alec folding napkins for the place settings.

“Hello,” Eli said softly, hanging back in the doorway.
“Hello. How’d your day go?”

“No worries.” He stepped a bit further into the room. “I interpret
for a finance student at LSB.” Alec didn’t look up; he continued folding
napkins. Eli seemed unsure of what to say as he stood there with one
hand on his cane, the other shoved in his jean pocket. “I’'m s-sorry
about this morning. I may have been a bit short with you.”

“I understood. You had a rough night.”
Eli went scarlet. “About that. I wanted to apologize for....”
Alec looked up expectantly; their eyes met.

“For?”
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“My behavior in the car,” Eli finished, glancing back over his
shoulder at his friends in the kitchen. They didn’t appear to be
listening. He continued but lowered his voice. “When we were in the
back seat.”

“Came back to you, huh?”
Eli smiled. “Yeah, around lunch time.”

Alec chuckled. “Don’t worry about it,” he said as he got up to
distribute the place settings. “No harm done, Eli. You weren’t
yourself.”

“No, no there’s no excuse for that, but you’re right. It wasn’t like
me.” He stepped forward, took a couple of settings from Alec, and
began placing them on his side of the table. “You must have wondered
what kind of house you’d gotten yourself into.”

“I’ve come to the conclusion you’re an interesting bunch, if
nothing else. Besides, I slept like a baby, and my room is beautiful,”
Alec said, prompting Lyle to beam with pride. Ilsa smiled at him, but
Tony continued to glare which wiped the smile from Lyle’s face. The
three of them went back to eavesdropping. Alec said, “But if you really
want to make up for your...”

“Yes?”

(13

. inappropriate familiarity, you might teach me to sign,” Alec
concluded.

“Really? It’s pretty involved,” he said with a dazzling smile that
nearly shattered Alec’s calm exterior.

“l understand, but I'd like to learn. I think it’s a beautiful
language. I saw you with your friends at that café last month.”

“You were watching us?”

“You caught my attention, yeah.” They didn’t say anything for a
few moments.

“I’m not trained as an instructor,” Eli began. “I just interpret, but |
guess I could show you some things.”

“Great!” Alec’s smile was apparently contagious, because Eli
returned it.
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“Dinner’s ready!” Ilsa announced as she carried in the tray of
chicken and placed it on the table. She was followed closely by Tony
and Lyle, who each carried several well-laden serving dishes. Eli and
Alec sat across from one another as they all took their seats.

“What’s the special occasion?” Eli asked.

“She’s trying to make us fat,” Tony said as he eyed the food
suspiciously. “She doesn’t need an occasion.”

“I wanted Alec to have a proper family dinner,” Ilsa said,
shooting Tony a dirty look, “to welcome him into our home. I couldn’t
provide it last night, so we’re having it tonight.”

Ilsa went back into the kitchen and returned with a pitcher of iced
tea and a bottle of wine. Tony and Lyle reached for the wine at the
same time, but Tony deferred to Lyle, who went to work on the cork.
He eyed Tony’s glass of whisky.

“You want wine as well?”” Lyle asked.

“I can handle both,” Tony said indignantly. “You worry too
much.” Lyle rolled his eyes and popped the cork. Tony grinned
crookedly as he held out his wine glass to Lyle. “Fill ’er up, mate.”
Lyle did as he was told, shaking his head in dismay.

The others drank iced tea with their meal—FEli, because he
thought he might never drink again, Ilsa because she was a recovering
alcoholic, and Alec, because he wanted to keep his wits about himself
in Eli’s presence. He could easily imagine himself becoming as overly
familiar as Eli had in the car.

They enjoyed the dinner. The food, as always, was delicious, and
the conversation light, funny, and informative. Alec learned a lot about
his housemates. Ilsa was pleased to see Eli more talkative than usual
and not running for his bedroom. He and Alec laughed and chatted as
he showed him the different signs for items on the table.

“But how would I make a sentence out of that?”

“Oh you’re one of those impatient types, huh?” Eli asked.
“Vocabulary is important. You need a foundation to build from.” Alec
nodded and smiled, properly chastised. “You have time. There’s an
entire culture and history behind sign language that is very helpful to
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understand.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t trying to rush you,” Alec began, and Eli smirked.
“Okay, I was trying to rush you. 'm just eager to communicate, |
guess.”

“I appreciate that.” Eli fell silent for a moment. “I guess I could
mix things up for you. What did you want to ask?”

Alec sat up straighter in his chair. He looked around the table,
suddenly at a loss. He glanced at Eli’s lips, but quickly moved on. Tony
and Lyle remained unnaturally focused on their food while Ilsa
watched Alec and Eli closely.

“Please pass the bread,” Alec said, prompting an intoxicated Tony
to grab the bread basket and attempt to pass it down the table. Ilsa
stopped him. Eli smiled and demonstrated the signs to use, but Alec
appeared confused. “Why would bread come first?”

“Sign is a conceptual language. The sentence structure is inverted.
So you state the subject, or what you want passed, first.” Alec looked
uncertain and Eli grinned again. “I know it sounds daunting at first, but
with practice, we’ll be conversing in no time, [ promise.”

“Will it be Collette’s again on the fourth?” Tony asked suddenly.
He’d finished off his third scotch and two glasses of wine, and he
wasn’t aware of very much going on around him. He was especially
unaware of the chill his question had just thrown over the table. Lyle
and Ilsa stared at him in shock as Alec watched the light go out of Eli’s
eyes. He forced a grin and stood to leave.

“Sugar?” Ilsa began.

“I’ll get the dessert,” he said as he headed into the kitchen. “Don’t
worry about it.”

“It’s in the fridge,” Ilsa shouted after him.

She caught Alec’s eye and mouthed the word “Bennett.” He got
it. The fourth was the second anniversary of Bennett’s murder. Alec’s
gaze settled on the kitchen doorway as if he expected Eli to reappear at
any minute. They heard the refrigerator door open and close, and then
nothing; there was no sound from Eli and no sign of him. The resulting
silence quickly became uncomfortable. Lyle looked at Tony and
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severely kicked him under the table.
“Ow! Bloody hell!”
“You self-absorbed jackass!” Lyle hissed as him.
“What did I do?” Tony demanded as he looked around the table.

Alec got up and went into the kitchen. A chocolate mousse sat
abandoned on the kitchen table. Eli was standing at the sink, looking
out the window and onto the deck Bennett had insisted they build. The
light on the back of the house illuminated the place where they used to
have cookouts. It allowed him to see a bit deeper into the yard before
the darkness swallowed it.

“Eli?” Startled, he turned to face Alec. “Are you all right?”
“I was just thinking.”

“About?”

“Collette’s.”

“Tony mentioned that. What is it?”

“It’s a small pub where we all used to hang, the five of us.” He
sighed and grinned at Alec before turning back to the window. “We
went there around this time last year and it looks like they want to go
again.”

“But you don’t.”

Alec could see Eli’s grip tighten on the edge of the sink. “I’m sure
Ilsa has told you about Bennett,” he said, and Alec nodded. “He was
killed two years ago next Sunday.” Alec didn’t say anything. He just
watched Eli and allowed him to find his words. “I used to think they
went there because they wanted to keep me busy, keep my mind off
certain things.” He turned to face Alec again. “Then I realized they
want to remember. They want to reminisce.”

“And you don’t.”

Eli clearly wanted to say something but bit back his words. He
moved to lift the dessert with one hand, but Alec quickly stepped
forward and took it.

“I got it,” he said.
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Eli lowered his eyes and followed him back into the dining room.
Ilsa jumped up and quickly cleared away the other dishes, taking them
into the kitchen and putting them in the sink. She returned with dessert
dishes and spoons, quickly passed them out, and served the mousse.

“I think you’ll like this. I added something special to the mix,”
she said as she passed a serving to Lyle. “Let me know if you can
identify it.” They all dug in, except Tony. It wasn’t clear if he even
knew where he was any longer.

As they ate, Alec kept stealing glances at Eli. His mood had
darkened considerably since Tony’s question about their plans. He was
not as talkative and barely touched his dessert. He also appeared
anxious and agitated, as if he wanted to flee the room. It didn’t take
long for him to notice Alec’s attention. Eli was beginning to squirm
beneath the scrutiny.

“Im sorry, but why are you staring at me?” he demanded
suddenly, slamming his spoon on the table. Everyone at the table
flinched except Tony, who simply jerked awake from an involuntary
nap.

“I didn’t mean... Eli, I’'m sorry,” he began. “I was thinking about
asking you—"

“Asking me what?” he demanded, glaring at him. His face had
changed so much, it was unsettling. Anger and resentment poured off
him in waves.

“Eli!” Ilsa said, trying to intervene.

“I wondered if you might be able to show me around London
some weekend, specifically some good music stores.”

The room fell silent again. The heat drained from Eli’s face and
was replaced with confusion. Ilsa looked from one to the other as Lyle
glared at a dozing Tony.

“What w-weekend?” Eli asked.

“Well I’'m busy with my friend Mira this weekend, so maybe the
next.” Eli stared into Alec’s eyes in disbelief. “I’m thinking perhaps a
week from Sunday, if there’s nothing else you’d rather do, that is.”
Alec grinned uncertainly at him.
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C‘Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes, I can show you,” Eli said quietly.

“Great. Maybe we can get some more practice in. We could make
a day of it.”

Eli smiled gratefully at Alec and took a big bite of his mousse. He
looked up at Ilsa, who was smiling broadly.

“Oranges. | taste oranges,” he said.
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LYLE and Alec helped Tony—who was close to sliding from his
chair—to bed about an hour later.

“I don’t want you to think you’ll be helping drunks to bed every
night,” Lyle said as they headed back downstairs.

“I won’t consider it a pattern until the third time,” Alec said with
a chuckle.

They joined Ilsa and Eli in the kitchen for coffee. Eli sat at the
table while Ilsa did the dishes. Lyle cleared the last few out of the
dining room and put them on deck for a cleaning. Alec grabbed a towel
to do the drying.

“Ilsa, honey, have a seat,” Lyle said, taking hold of her shoulders,
turning her around, and guiding her toward the table. He quickly
poured her a cup of coffee and then rolled up his sleeves and joined
Alec at the sink. “We’ll handle the cleanup.”

“Absolutely,” Alec added. “That dinner was amazing.” Ilsa
reluctantly took a seat as Eli raised his coffee cup in salute. Alec
focused on drying the dishes. If he didn’t, his gaze would invariably
travel to Eli, and he didn’t want a repeat of his behavior at dinner. He
had been staring at him as Eli accused, but not for the reason he gave.
That only came to him when he was cornered.

He was watching Eli at dinner because he liked looking at him.
Eli was handsome and beautiful at the same time. Those damn eyes,
long lashes, lips, clear skin, strong jaw, and that dimpled smile.



Dawn Kimberly Johnson

Though, it must be said, he didn’t smile much.

He was feeling a bit trapped by Ilsa’s expectations. Her agenda
was complicated by this attraction of his. He could approach Eli with
Ilsa’s hopes in mind or with his own, but he could not attempt both.
They were mutually exclusive.

He needed to make a decision soon. On the one hand, he was
giddy at the prospect of spending an entire day with Eli. On the other
hand, he feared a misstep would kill any romantic opportunity.

“Alec, exactly what is it you do?” Eli asked. Alec turned to face
him, briefly catching a warning glance from Ilsa. He looked into Eli’s
eyes. They were pleasantly dreamy and filled with warmth. Decision
made.

“I’m a psychologist.”
Eli didn’t appear to react as he calmly sipped his coffee.

“We had classes together in Baton Rouge during my psychology
phase,” Ilsa said quickly. “Then he deserted me for Chicago.”

“Deserted? You moved to New York first!” Alec laughed. “You
left me.”

“And now you’re in London,” Eli said. “Why?”

“I’ve done some traveling: West Virginia, Louisiana, and then
Illinois, but I’ve never been outside the US until now.”

“What do you think so far?”

Alec smiled as he thought about it. “It’s crazy busy and hectic
like Chicago, but I haven’t seen too many differences, except for the
accents, of course.”

“Yes! You Yanks love the way we talk. You think it’s, um....”
“Sexy?” Alec asked.

Eli didn’t say anything, only sipped his coffee, but Alec could see
he’d given him pause. He’d surprised him.

“Personally, I like the Spanish accent,” Lyle interjected. “Antonio
Banderas and Javier Bardem are yum!”

“Lyle, you like those manly men,” Ilsa laughed. “All tan, burly,
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and macho.”

Lyle continued scrubbing the dishes, but smiled playfully. “So do
you, Ms. Ilsa,” he joked.

She laughed. “I don’t think I’ve formed an opinion as to what
type of man I like,” she said, giving it some thought. “I believe I favor
a smaller man, a man about my size.”

“No big muscle-bound hunks?” Eli asked.

She shook her head. “I just don’t like the idea of being
overpowered. I want my lovers to be physical equals.”

“You want a man you can take and a woman who can take you,”
Eli offered.

“That’s not equal,” Ilsa corrected.

Lyle passed the last plate to Alec to dry and then started in on the
dessert cups and spoons.

“What about you, Alec?” he asked.
“What about me?”
“What sort do you go for?”

He didn’t know why, but this question caught him off guard. He
glanced at Eli but kept his eyes moving around the room and back to
Lyle.

“I’m n-not sure what to say.”
“Just be honest,” Lyle said.

There was clearly more than one person in the room awaiting his
answer. Alec cleared his throat. “I like a man who is intelligent and
caring and who has a good sense of humor.” The room erupted in a
series of loud groans, protests, and chuckles. Even Eli joined in.

“Everyone says that!” Lyle said. “Christ! We’re talking about
animal attraction. Physically, what pumps you up? What makes your
heart race? Seriously, I know a lot of men; I could fix you up.”

“N-no thanks, Lyle. No fix-ups,” Alec laughed, looking around
the room nervously.
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“Now, wait a minute,” Ilsa interjected. “I think we’re
embarrassing him.”

“No, you’re not. I just... I don’t know. Physically? I guess I agree
with Ilsa. I want a physical equal.”

“Hmmm, let’s see,” Lyle said looking him up and down. “So you
want someone fit and gorgeous?”

He reached out to touch Alec’s abs through his shirt. Tickled and
self-conscious, Alec pulled away and missed Eli and Ilsa exchanging
smirks.

“For me, there has to be something about the guy that strikes
me—grabs my attention and holds it,” Alec said, as he continued to
dance out of Lyle’s reach.

“Yeah, a great arse!” Lyle said.

“Well, I can’t really imagine myself contemplating someone’s ass
for very long,” Alec laughed.

“That’s right, Lyle,” Ilsa said. “You can’t write a poem about a
person’s ass.”

“Speak for yourself,” he said with a giggle.
“Eyes,” Alec said.
“I’'m sorry?” Eli asked looking up from his coffee.

“Eyes are worth writing about,” Alec said as he glanced at each of
them, “because they can be more than beautiful or striking. Looking
into someone’s eyes leads you deeper into them; it shows you who they
are, truly... and that can be endlessly fascinating.”

Everyone fell silent, contemplating what he’d just said. Alec
became somewhat uncomfortable under their gaze.

“Well spoken, sir,” Eli said suddenly as he rose from the table.
“You are a true poet, and I am truly exhausted, so I’'m off to bed.”

“Good night,” Alec said.
“We’re still on for Sunday. I’'m yours all day.”

Eli left the room. Mine all day. Alec turned away from Lyle and
Ilsa to fold his dish towel. He didn’t want them to see the grin he
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couldn’t quite pry off his face. Lyle headed off to bed thirty minutes
later. After saying their “good nights” to him, Ilsa and Alec retired to
the living room to finish their coffee.

“I guess I killed that party. Too serious, huh?”

“No, what you said was lovely, but you did have me worried for a
moment there,” she said.

“When?”

“When you told Eli you were a psychologist, I was terrified you
were going to mention your book.”

“I won’t lie to him, Ilsa,” Alec said flatly.

“I’m not suggesting you do; I’'m just saying if he learns you’re an
author of a book on overcoming trauma, that’s it! He’ll shut you out,
and you’ll never be able to help him.”

“I don’t think I can do what you’ve asked. I can’t be his shrink
and his....”

“And his what?” she asked, looking confused.

“His friend,” Alec said quietly. Ilsa gave him a look of sheer
exasperation. “You need to let me handle this my way.”

“Fair enough,” she said.
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ALEC was exhausted by the time he climbed the stairs to his bedroom.
He’d forgotten to open a window before heading down to dinner, and
without air-conditioning in the attic, the room had become
uncomfortably warm. He quickly remedied the situation by stripping
off his shirt and opening the windows.

A strong breeze was building outside, and Alec took full
advantage, sitting on the window seat to remove his shoes. The wind
disturbed his hair as he paused to look out over his new neighborhood.
The moon bathed the houses in soft light, and the air smelled of rain,
but none had fallen yet. The clouds moved across the moon; it blinked
off and on like a supreme being playing with some cosmic light switch.
Strange. I hoped you would look different over here.

He heard a couple of dogs barking, and then they began to howl.
He couldn’t help but be reminded of /01 Dalmatians when all the dogs
broadcasted the news of the missing puppies clear out to the
countryside. He sat there wondering what these mutts were saying to
each other.

A tiny white stray on the street below caught his eye. It was some
type of terrier mix, and it paused in its travels and looked up at him. It
stared at him an uncomfortably long time.

“Hello,” Alec whispered, and the dog started barking excitedly.

Startled, he leaned back away from the window for several
moments; it was time enough for the mutt to stop making such a ruckus
and move on. When he slowly peeked back out, however, the dog had
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not moved and resumed its barking at his appearance.

He was getting that feeling again: as if London was yet another
place he didn’t belong. He moved from Huntington to Baton Rouge to
Chicago, from Hank to Kyle to Samuel. Who would be next? Failed
love affairs could eventually push him around the world. His thoughts
went directly to Eli.

To avoid another disaster, Alec decided he must find a way to fill
his time—something to distract him from this infatuation. He didn’t
need to work for a while thanks to the success of his book, but maybe a
job would be a good idea. He stood and finished undressing and then
threw himself onto the bed. He wanted to sleep, but his thoughts
wouldn’t shut off. He flipped over onto his back just as another
welcome breeze blew across the bed and his chest. He stared up at the
ceiling and didn’t remember falling asleep.

THE days between that night and the anniversary of Bennett’s murder
passed uneventfully. Tony and Lyle were chummy one day and arguing
the next, but Ilsa had given up trying to run interference between them.
Lyle’s job at the estate company was keeping him very busy, and the
house was suffering for it. Eli kept his room clean, did his laundry, and
his own dishes. Those things he could manage. Alec was the same; no
problems there. Of course, Lyle was highly efficient in the art of
cleaning, so in spite of his heavier work schedule, he always had fresh
knickers to wear.

Ilsa and Tony were another matter, however. They’d both come to
rely on Lyle for making their lives run smoothly. Apparently, he was
no longer doing that, and neither of them knew which buttons on the
washer did what. Ilsa’s mother had done all her cleaning for her, and
when she left home, she invariably dated someone who could keep her
life properly organized.

In the middle of the week, Alec scheduled a tutorial on how to
properly do laundry. Ilsa attended; Tony did not. He seemed convinced
Lyle would not move out and would continue to look after him.

Several of Tony’s paintings sold, including the one of Ilsa, but no
matter how much she tried, she couldn’t needle the identity of the buyer
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out of him.

“It was an anonymous purchase. I have no idea,” he insisted. He
used part of his windfall to buy an entertainment system for the house,
including a flat screen television. “A gift for all of us,” he’d said. As
much as everyone was thrilled with his purchase, Ilsa would have
preferred that he grab a broom or a feather duster. Eli continued to
practice signing with Alec whenever the opportunity arose, which
wasn’t very often. He would quiz him when they passed in the front
hall on their way in or out the door.

Alec was heading in and out quite often because he was helping
Mirabell shop; she was a buyer for a women’s clothing chain.
Originally, it was to be called Broad, which for Alec and Mirabell
conjured images of strong, beautiful, intelligent, formidable women—
but for the advertisers; a wholly different image arose. Therefore, the
clothing brand was renamed Chick.

They frequented numerous independent street vendors in search
of something special that she might deem a “discovery” and take to her
bosses. It would mean money and clout for her and a shot at the big-
time for the vendor. Alec tagged along on the pretense of helping, but
he knew very little about fashion. Mirabell was fine with that because
she needed him to carry what she found and keep records; he agreed
because he needed a friend to talk to about Eli.

“So you’re in love again?” she asked as she picked through a
table of handcrafted jewelry.

“Did I say love? I don’t remember saying love.”

“All right, you’re in like. It’s the same thing with you. I
remember when we met in Chicago and you were mooning over... who
was it?”

“Samuel.”

“Ah, yes. Sam the shutterbug. He broke your heart, love; he drove
you out of Chicago and clear across the pond only to fall in like with
El.”

“Well, yes. I like him, but—"

“But? My goodness, you’re living in the same house.” Mirabell
pointed out. “You couldn’t have it any simpler.”
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“Ilsa—you met her at the art show—"
“I remember nothing about that night,” she said flatly.

“Ilsa wants me to help Eli work through the loss of his partner,
help him face some things.”

“Correct me if I’'m wrong, but isn’t it illegal or, at the very least,
bad form to bang your patients?”

“He wouldn’t be my patient. She asked me because she
remembered me from LSU and I wrote that damn book.” Mirabell
paused with a heavy beaded bracelet in her hand. She looked at him
sternly.

“Don’t bash that book. It keeps you flush, love. You should thank
heaven you wrote it,” she said. “Otherwise, you’d have to schlep
through life like the rest of us.”

“Schlep?” Alec asked, smiling. “You hardly look like you’re
struggling.”

“No, I don’t struggle, but I have to work.” She dropped that
bracelet and picked up another, more delicate one. “I may love what I
do, but it is still work.” She caught the vendor’s attention to make her
purchase. “If I had your money, I’d be in the Bahamas right now,
getting a tan and letting cabana boys rub me down.” She peered at him
over her sunglasses. “If you know what I mean.”

Alec laughed and shook his head as he stepped forward to get the
vendor’s contact information. They moved on. Mirabell had spotted
some hand-dyed scarves in the distance.

“These are lovely,” she said, letting one spill over her fingers.
“Nice use of color and material. Who wouldn’t love that?” she asked,
holding it up to Alec.

He shrugged. “It’s nice. Shiny.”

She rolled her eyes. “Have you decided what you’re going to do
to—sorry, I mean about—Eli?” she asked with a wicked smirk.

“We’re spending tomorrow together. He’s going to show me
around Soho.” Mirabell purchased five of the scarves, and Alec stepped
up to take the information again. He talked as he wrote. “I hope to get
him talking.”
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“Talking, huh?” she asked. “Talking to his potential lover or to
his therapist?”

“His friend. I think that’s the best way to begin. I want to know
him. I want to help him, if I can.”

“I know you, Alec,” she said, peering at him over her glasses.
“What you want most is to love him.”

HE COULDN’T move, he couldn’t scream, he couldn’t breathe. He was
dead. Can’t be dead. It hurts too much. On the other side of the alley,
he saw Eli; a thug was grinding his knee into his back. They looked at
each other, but then his vision grew darker. Eli was the last thing he
saw as his eyes swelled shut. Everything hurts, and I’'m too broken to
move. He tasted blood and felt teeth loose in his mouth. He didn’t see
the boot coming, but he felt it.

Eli woke shouting and nearly threw himself out of bed as he
convulsed. He scrambled into a sitting position, kicked the covers off
and backed himself into the top corner of the bed; his back was pressed
tightly against the wall. His eyes tried to adjust, to see into the darkness
of his room as he struggled to stop shaking. He was drenched in sweat.
His boxers and T-shirt clung to him. The breeze through the window
made him shiver all the more as his heart beat like automatic gunfire in
his chest. He realized he was holding his breath and forced himself to
exhale and then breathe in deeply.

He listened to the noises of the house, fearing he’d awakened
someone, but there was nothing. He forced himself to get out of bed.
Finding his cane by the headboard, he stood and stripped and then
donned a new pair of shorts from his dresser and headed for the
kitchen, barefoot and bare-chested.

The sun would be up soon, and the house would come alive with
activity. Ilsa would be heading off to her restaurant, and Lyle to get a
head start at his new job, but it was Eli’s plan to avoid all of them all
day. Everyone but Alec, that is. He had mapped out a day in Soho for
them. There were several music stores he could show Alec and some
out-of-the-way places for coffee, lunch, and people-watching.
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He gulped down a glass of water and waited for his hands to stop
shaking. He gazed out onto the deck as Alec’s comments from last
Sunday floated through his thoughts. He’d liked what he’d heard. It had
sounded to him as if physical perfection wasn’t the end-all and be-all
for their new housemate.

1 think he likes you.
Eli didn’t turn around. “I think you’re wrong,” he said.
No you don’t. You hope it’s true.

Eli continued to stare out the window and into the backyard. He
thought about Alec’s smile at dinner, about his gray eyes and thick,
dark hair. He fit nicely into their home.

You like him.
“I love you.”
I'm not here... haven'’t been for a long time.

Eli looked down at his chest and ran his fingers over the scars his
ribs had made when they’d torn through his skin two years ago. He’d
nearly lost a lung. He couldn’t see his leg in the dark kitchen, but
remembered how red and angry it had looked when he’d finally woken
up. Of course, the scars were not as dramatic now, but the steel rods
holding his leg together had left quite the road map.

Far above him in the house, he heard movement—sleepy, aimless
movement, but movement nonetheless. In his rush to get back to his
room unseen, his cane hit the floor, causing a loud clatter. Eli grabbed
it up and froze, listening. There was only silence, as if someone had
paused on the floor above for the same reason.

“Hello?”

It was Alec on the second floor landing. Eli hurried, as best he
could, back to his room. His door clicked shut gently just as Alec
reached the foot of the stairs and turned into the hallway. Eli stood just
on the other side of his door and heard the floorboards creak as Alec
passed slowly, heading for the kitchen.
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ALEC wasn’t comfortable driving in London yet, so Ilsa gave him and
Eli a ride into Soho on her way to work. She dropped them off on
Wardour and, with a wave, headed off. Traveling light for a full day of
activity, Eli had only his essentials: cane, wallet, and iPod.

Alec silently ran through the list of things he wanted to pick up:
T-shirts, a couple of dress shirts, jeans, whatever CDs Eli
recommended, and some other odds and ends. He had some cash, but
the success of his book assured him a hefty account to draw from, so he
planned to rely heavily on his bank card.

“You mentioned music shops,” Eli said. “There’s quite a variety
around here, but I need to know what kind of music you like.”

“All kinds, really, but I favor indie and alternative—Ilots of guitar,
solid lyrics, melodies, and complex ideas,” Alec said, looking at Eli to
see if that was enough information.

Apparently, it was.

“Right, off we go,” Eli said. They walked a couple of blocks, but
as they approached Old Compton, Eli took a detour toward a coffee
shop. “Mind if we stop?” he asked. “I’m knackered.” Alec had no idea
what knackered meant but agreed and followed him into the shop.

The employees were just getting things under way for the day, so
there was only one person ahead of them in line. Soon the two of them
were stepping back out onto the street, Eli with his caffeine and Alec
with a banana nut muffin and skim milk. He was just taking a bite when
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he realized he was standing right where he’d first seen Eli.

“Hey, this is where you took down that kid,” he said, excitedly
pointing at the very spot. Eli looked around, and a smile slowly spread
across his face.

“You’re right. It was so much busier at that time of day, I almost
didn’t notice.”

A shop employee was beginning to set up the outside eating area,
and the two of them grabbed the first table and chairs they could. Soon
the traffic, both cars and foot, would pick up in volume. Alec sipped his
milk and Eli his coffee as he explained a bit about the area.

“Soho lies within Oxford, Shaftesbury, Charing Cross, and
Regent,” he explained.

“How big is that?”

“Not very, considering all that’s here. During the day, it’s mostly
television and fashion folk running about. At night, the tourists and
Londoners crowd the streets. It used to be the vice district, but now it’s
sort of a center for the gay scene.”

“Did you and Bennett spend a lot of time here?” Alec asked. He
hoped it wasn’t too soon, but Eli didn’t flinch. He smiled and seemed
to be lost in thought for a moment.

“Lord, yes,” he said with a chuckle. “Whenever we got some time
off, which didn’t happen very often with Bennett’s job at the design
firm, we came down here. Before we found Collette’s, we’d spend all
night dancing with Tony and Lyle at Heaven or at The End.”

“Sounds like fun,” Alec said.

“It was. But those days are over, I'm afraid.” Eli glanced at his
leg. “You missed The End by just a few months; it closed in January
after more than a decade.”

“It doesn’t sound like my sort of place, not at my age,” Alec said.

“I don’t know,” Eli said with a smile. “Tony still gets in every
now and then, and he’s clearly beyond his late twenties.”

He was looking up the street as he spoke. He went on about the
entertainment available in the area: the live music, the comedy clubs,
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the cinema, and the West End theaters. He was smiling brightly as he
finished, but when he glanced over at Alec, the smile vanished and he
looked away. He seemed embarrassed by getting caught up with his
memories in front of him.

“Let’s get going, shall we?” he asked abruptly, and they tossed
their garbage in a trash bin as they headed off.

Not wanting to rush him, Alec let Eli set their pace. He walked
behind him, watching the ragged rubber tip on Eli’s cane strike the
pavement. He wondered how much walking Eli could manage.

“The walking is good for me,” Eli said over his shoulder, as if
reading his mind. He turned to face him. “It keeps my leg warm and
limber.”

And limber they kept it by walking up and down Old Compton,
back to Wardour, over to Brewer, then Sherwood, and after that,
Lexington. For the next few hours, they visited two music shops, three
clothing stores—including a sock shop that Alec could have spent all
day in—and a gallery. Eli also pointed out a live music bar that wasn’t
open yet.

They stopped for lunch around one thirty, ordering gyros from a
little Greek place on Frith. They opted for the outside tables so that
they could enjoy the energy of the crowds as they swelled.

“Would you like to stop by The Photographers’ Gallery?” Eli
asked.

“Do you think I should?” Alec asked as he thumbed through a
small assortment of brochures from some of the shops they’d visited.

“I don’t know what you have on your walls, but nothing caught
your eye at the first gallery. I thought maybe you were more the
photograph sort.”

“Oh, I see,” Alec said with a nod. “You might have something
there. [ haven’t done much with the room.”

“When you get it just the way you like, take a picture of it for me,
will you?”

Alec put the brochures away and looked up at Eli. “Surely you
could come up?”
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Eli stuck his right leg out. “It’s a bit tough with this, mate,” he
said. “And don’t call me Shirley.” Caught off guard, ice tea nearly
squirted from Alec’s nose as he laughed. Eli smiled, apparently quite
satisfied with himself.

“Yes, but maybe if you leaned on me,” Alec suggested after
getting his giggles under control. Eli didn’t say anything; he just
shrugged. “At any rate, I think I’d like to paint it a different color.”

Eli sipped his lemonade. “Remind me, what color is it now?”

“It’s a shocking blue,” Alec said, squinting as if he were
experiencing the color at that very moment.

Eli grinned. “Are you more of the earth-tone sort?”

“Definitely,” Alec said with a nod. “But nothing too bland,
nothing too beige.” He sighed, looking around. “I’ll know it when I see
it.” They ate quietly and watched the people rushing by them on their
way to something they believed important.

“Why are you really in London, Alec?” Eli asked, taking another
sip of his drink. The question came out of nowhere, and they locked
eyes for a moment.

“What do you mean?” Alec asked, trying to buy more time.

“Ilsa said you were here doing research for a book, but I haven’t
seen any evidence of it.”

“Well, that’s true; I’'m not here doing research. She must have
gotten the wrong impression.” Eli was waiting, eyebrow raised and
arms folded, for an answer. When in doubt, tell the truth. <l have a
tendency to flee.”

“Flee?” Eli asked.

“Yeah, things didn’t end well with my last boyfriend, and my
solution was to—"

“Move to another country?”

Alec laughed. “This time, yes.” There was more; there was the
book, but that could wait. He could hear Ilsa’s voice in his head
warning him against mentioning it. Eli was watching him, waiting for
more. When it didn’t come, he prompted him.



SCDN Davn Kimberly Johnson

“Have you always been that way?”

Alec nodded but rushed to explain. “I don’t plan it like that; it just
sort of happens. I get this urge and take off.” He went on in detail about
his first boyfriend at seventeen—Henry. “He preferred Hank because
he thought it made him sound tough.”

They were together—closeted and together—for a year and a half
in Huntington, West Virginia, which wasn’t the most welcoming
toward alternative lifestyles.

“Why did it end?”

“Hank couldn’t face it. He broke it off with me and started dating
a girl... what was her name?” Alec’s eyes searched the skies briefly.
“Alisha Beeker. That’s it.” He glanced at Eli before focusing on his
hummus again. “I’m surprised I remembered it.” He fell silent for a few
moments as he toyed with his chickpeas. “They got married.”

“I guess I don’t need to ask if you were at the wedding.”

“Oh, I was there,” Alec added excitedly. “I had to be. Remember,
our families thought we were best friends.”

“You weren’t the....”

“Best man,” Alec finished for him, nodding emphatically. “You
betcha!” Eli’s mouth fell open in shock. “Besides, I needed to see it
happen, actually happen.”

“Then you fled? Where to?”
“Louisiana. That’s when I began my studies at LSU.”
“That’s where you met Ilsa?”

“Yep. A little while later I met Kyle.” Alec sighed. “He was
lovely.” A grin spread across Alec’s face, and his eyes unfocused. Eli
waited. “He was a theater major.” They both rolled their eyes and
laughed. “He was almost too beautiful to look at, and for the longest
time [ wondered why he pursued me so.”

“Did you figure it out?”

“Not then and not for a long time after, but I understand it now.”
Their waiter approached and cleared their plates. They each ordered
coffee and pastry. “Kyle couldn’t have someone outshine him,” Alec
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continued. “He had to be the center of attention and focus of the
action.” Eli was nodding; he understood. “I was perfect for him. I
adored everything he did. I put up with his temperamental crap. I was
grateful he wanted me.” Alec laughed, suddenly remembering
something. “He was also selfish in the sack.” They laughed together at
this.

“What ended it? Did you smarten up?” Eli asked.

“No, I’'m ashamed to say. Kyle found someone who outshone him
and discovered he liked it after all. Clay was his name, I think.” Alec
paused for effect. “Eli, my God! This man had to be from another
planet! No one can grow up t