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PLAYING CAT AND MOUSE 
 
FIVE DATES. Two overnights. Feeling her up… me holding both of us 
back from doing the dirty deed. Because, you know, going for the real 
deal was supposed to mean something. I’d been trying to remind 
myself of shit like that lately, if for no other reason than to avoid 
complications.  

If I try hard enough, I just might  convince myself of this. 
And last night came the real deal—one evening of nonstop, 

strenuous fucking. 
I sighed probably a little bit too loudly and immediately regretted it. 
Shit, man, what are you thinking? 
Not turning my head even slightly, unwilling to take the risk that 

the smallest movement might wake her, I allowed only my eyeballs to 
slide to the side to ensure that Maddy was still asleep. I shouldn’t have 
worried. She was stretched out on her back, arms and legs flung wide, 
sprawled without inhibition. Out like a fucking light—just the way I 
liked her.  

An unwelcome image of my sister, Darcy, having been used in 
this tasteless manner, flashed through my mind. With instinctive 
repulsion, I pushed it away, but it was too late. The image had already 
taken shape in my head.  

Although Maddy had drifted off into a satisfied slumber, I could 
still see traces of perspiration on her upper lip, and puddled up on her 
temples, curling the wispy, dark auburn hairs that outlined her face. 
Last remnants of the spirited passion, boundless energy, and 
enthusiastic emotion resultant of her efforts at lovemaking. I made a 
half-assed attempt to console my guilty conscience with the notion that 
Maddy had enjoyed herself thoroughly last night.  

My attempt was, at a minimum, unsuccessful. 
In regard to Maddy O’Reilly, I feel nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
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Shit, no… that last claim was a goddamned lie, because I was 
presently experiencing several quite distinct feelings, in addition to 
other rather vague and disconcerting ones. Physically, I was pretty 
much spent. We’d fucked long and hard. Turned out that sweet Maddy 
wasn’t as reserved as I’d originally thought. No. Maddy was, to put it 
bluntly, a sexual tigress. Insatiable and aggressive, she’d come to bed 
armed with a slew of roughly playful ideas, which led to a clear 
understanding that my role in this bed was not that of the predatory cat, 
but that of diminutive mouse. Slightly humiliating, maybe, but still my 
body was sated. 

And “sated” is what this guy would call a distinct feeling. So 
there you go…. 

I leaned back and forced myself to identify what else I was 
feeling without any degree of uncertainty. Oh, that was an easy task; I 
felt guilt. I always experienced a sentiment of “you shouldna done that, 
Bradley” after a night of carnal pleasure with a woman. And as luck 
would have it, the more pleasure I’d enjoyed, the more guilt I suffered. 
My conscience was having a field day with my brain right now 
because, as I acknowledged before, Maddy was a gratifyingly 
innovative tigress in bed. 

So why the guilt, Bradley? After all, didn’t you get exactly what 
you came here for? 

Again an image of my sister—used and cast away like last night’s 
empty pizza box—splashed into my consciousness. 

Shit. 
But it wasn’t as if Maddy was my girlfriend or anything; we’d 

never had that “talk.” You know, the “I’m not seeing anybody else, are 
you?” conversation I’d long ago come to dread. So I didn’t owe her 
anything, right? Last night was purely voluntary, meaningless sex 
between two consenting adults. No strings…. 

Yeah, right, Zelder. Tell me another one. 
Maddy and I both knew that if one of us didn’t pull the brakes in 

the very near future, this little “relationship” I found myself strapped 
into would soon be racing along in the fast lane, heading for 
Seriousville. But right now, lying here beside her, suffering with my 
predictable sense of tortured apathy—marked by the fact that I hadn’t 
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even the slightest urge to spoon her—I knew it was never gonna be 
anything more than this. 

Which pulled my thoughts directly back to the thing I didn’t feel 
for Maddy O’Reilly. Interestingly, it was the very same thing I hadn’t 
felt for Wendy Waterson, Eliza Sompton, Regina Renato, and…. Well, 
the long list of women I couldn’t fall in love with went on and on. And 
believe me, I’d tried like hell to fall in love. I’d given it the good ole’ 
Bradley Zelder college try. I grimaced at my reference to college, 
which was my secondary source of mental self-torture. 

So how do I describe this elusively missing thing?  
Well, I could start by admitting to myself that I’d rather flee 

alone—stark naked, as I was—into the cold night, than cuddle with 
Maddy. And that I’d choose a late-night slime-burger, sitting bare assed 
on the curbstone of a drive-through restaurant parking lot, over 
indulging in a romantic midnight chocolate fondue in her cozy kitchen. 
Not to mention that I’d prefer to sleep alone on my dirty sheets in my 
filthy apartment in my bad part of town than remain ensconced in 
Maddy’s sweet-smelling bedding in her condo with a view in this 
charming and upscale neighborhood. 

So what is missing, Zelder? Maddy O’Reilly’s a nice enough lady, 
so what gives? 

An easy response popped to the front of my mind. Giving a shit. 
I just plain old didn’t give a shit. 
With that depressing thought in mind, I turned gingerly on my 

side and fell back to sleep. 
 
 

I LITERALLY wiped the sweat from my brow as I escaped from the 
lion’s den. Tripping down the rustic brick stairway in front of Maddy’s 
quaint condo—taking it two steps at a time—I couldn’t contain my 
pure and untainted sense of “Free at last, free at last! Thank God 
Almighty, I’m free at last!” And it had been tough as hell to get out of 
there without making a series of tender promises, which I knew for 
certain I wasn’t gonna be able to keep. 

No use in adding insult to injury, is there? 



4 Mia Kerick  
 

 

Round One of Bradley Zelder’s Great Escape went something 
like this: 

“So, honey, you gonna come over to my mama’s place for 
Thanksgiving dinner? She’d really like to meet you.” Maddy, all 
hopeful and demure, had asked me that question the very split second 
I’d woken up. It was as if she’d been lying in wait for me to crack open 
a single eyelid, so she could put that baby out there. 

Shit. 
Most concerned parents would like to get to know the guy who’s 

been doing their daughter for the past month, give or take a week. It 
was only natural to want to size up your daughter’s potential life 
partner, and I got that. But I’d been through this little two-step with a 
woman a time or three, so I was ready with my refusal. Not that I didn’t 
feel like a piece of dried dog shit stuck to the bottom of a well-used 
jogging sneaker about it. If some asshole pulled this crap on Darcy, 
well, the results wouldn’t be pretty. 

Bradley Zelder even sleeps ready to shoot babes down. Sooo not 
proud. 

Though still half-asleep, I’d managed to yawn—just once, but I 
took my damned time with it—to stall while I frantically scraped the 
dusty back corners of my brain for an effective excuse. Mere seconds 
later I’d responded casually, “If I go to your house for Thanksgiving 
dinner, where will that leave my mom?” 

Ugh…my mom. Another woman in my life who I’d give my 
eyeteeth for. She raised me to treat women better than this. 

Maddy had wrinkled her tiny, freckled nose in an odd 
combination of recognition of what I was saying and frustration at the 
same thing. “Yeah, I guess.” Call me a mind reader, but I could tell her 
hopes hadn’t yet been sufficiently dashed. 

Round Two of Bradley Zelder’s Great Escape: Now You See 
Him, Now You Don’t: 

“Well, then, how about you come over the night before 
Thanksgiving? Since our family’s all in town, we always set up our….” 
I’d hopped to my feet and lunged in the direction of the bathroom 
partway through Maddy’s detailed explanation. Every year, it seemed, 
her family, from her pimple-faced teenage brother, Kev, to her 
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frequently farting Great-uncle Ralph, gathered in “Mama’s sitting 
room” the night before Turkey Day to set up the Christmas tree. Which 
was incredibly sweet, but I knew I wasn’t going to be hanging tinsel on 
the O’Reilly family’s Scotch pine this year. Or any other year, for that 
matter.  

I experienced yet another stab of guilt to my innards.  
It is amazing how closely pangs of guilt resemble genuine 

physical pain. 
“Huh?” I’d semishouted from behind the closed bathroom door. 

“Can’t hear ya too good. Be out in a few, ’cause, you know, there 
comes a time when a guy’s just gotta do his business.” Shit…TMI. 
Nonetheless, I flushed the toilet for emphasis. And then I flushed it 
again in a further conversation-preventive measure. I came out of her 
sickeningly floral bathroom after showering and dressing in my usual 
uniform of a thick L.L. Bean plaid flannel button-down and worn 
Levis, rubbing a hot pink towel with the lime green initials M.O. 
through my longish curly hair, displaying an outward appearance of 
devil-may-care nonchalance I didn’t feel. But by then I was suitably 
prepared with that morning’s I’ve-gotta-get-the-hell-outta-here-and-fast 
story. 

“Care for a mug of coffee, Brad?” She sauntered across the 
kitchen toward me, her fingers seductively working the knot tied at the 
waist of her fuzzy pink robe, and I knew if I were still in the mood to 
play “Maddy’s catnip-filled toy mouse,” the offer was back on the 
table. 

“Shit, no… can’t. I gotta fly. Meeting Bill at the gym in like 
fifteen minutes, so….”  

I am nothing but a goddamned heel. 
“You showered so you could go to the gym and sweat?” Those 

round green eyes of hers narrowing in growing skepticism, and for 
good reason. “Puh-lease.” 

Oh. A trace of sarcastic disbelief. So maybe sweet Madeline 
possesses an iota of spirit, after all. 

“Can’t get caught smelling like sex while sweating it up at the 
gym, now, can I, babe?” I made for the door. The big cat stalked me. 
“So, uh… thanks. Had a blast last night, Maddy.” 
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Maddy was stealthy, though. She’d beaten me to the coatrack and 
already had my Carhartt jacket clasped tightly between her hands. I 
couldn’t make my exit until she forked it over—you see, I really liked 
that jacket. Mom and Darcy had given it to me for Christmas the 
previous year. How ironic in a bad way. Still I wondered, for just a split 
second, if I had the balls to snatch my beloved coat from her hands and 
run, but doing that would be just too close to a chew-and-screw for my 
emotional comfort. 

No, Bradley. Face it—there is nothing about “Wham, bam, thank 
you, ma’am!” that you’re comfortable with. 

“So you gonna call me, hon?” Again I heard the distinct sound of 
insecurity that so didn’t work for me.  

I’m an asshole of the highest caliber. 
I sure was gonna call her. I was gonna deliver the “see ya later, 

sweetie; it’s been swell” over the phone, but I was definitely gonna 
give it a couple of days. At least until the high from her multiple 
orgasms wore off. But I replied gamely, “Duh! Course I am!” I reached 
out and ruffled her hair in a you are such a silly girl to doubt me 
manner. 

Way to rid this good-bye scene of any remnants of romance, 
Zelder.  

I mentally patted myself on the back for that one. I was a sharp, if 
relationship-phobic cookie. And a first-class asshole, I reminded 
myself. 

Maddy had then “helped” me into my coat, trailing her sharp, 
pink fingernails erotically across the sides of my neck as she adjusted 
my collar. And she pouted coolly as she did it. I, on the other hand, was 
already sweating. 

And then in what felt like a last-ditch attempt to hang onto me, 
she grasped my moist palm with her claw-extended paw… or, uh, her 
pointy-nailed fingers. I stole a fleeting glance at the door. It was so 
damned close, maybe just three small steps away, and I wanted out so 
frigging badly I could practically taste it. I considered chewing my 
hand off at the wrist—guys like me called it Coyote Ugly Syndrome—
in an effort to get away, but I shoved aside that reckless thought. At 
that point, I was still fairly optimistic I’d need that hand to turn the 
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doorknob on my way outside. Finally Maddy lifted her tiny frame onto 
tiptoes and purred into my ear, “Well, I’ll talk to you r-r-r-real soon.” 

I winked at her and made my big move, stepping onto the 
landing, the frigid outdoor air threatening to freeze those loose curls 
Maddy loved so much right against the back of my neck. I had never 
felt so fucking relieved to be out in the cold in my thirty years of life. 

Another budding emotional disaster, at least for me, had been 
averted. 

Potential relationship with Maddy O’Reilly—nixed. 
But at what cost to yet another nice girl? 
What had seemed to be the real deal at the beginning of last 

night, was a done deal in the light of day. 
Yeah, without a doubt, I’m the asshole king. 
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MEETING AN ANGEL 
 
MY TRUCK was running like shit and I was trying like hell to pretend 
it wasn’t sputtering so violently. After one particularly unignorable 
shake, I admitted it to myself.  

I’ll be lucky if I get this baby home so Billy can take a look at it 
out back in the garage. 

As I pondered whether or not I should go straight to the auto 
repair shop instead of home to our garage, my truck made the decision 
for me. It surrendered a last pitiful shudder and died, right on Main 
Street in Maddy’s charming town of Oceanside, Massachusetts. 

Oceanside is a great place to visit, but I sure as shit don’t want to 
get my ass stuck here. 

Like I had much to say in the matter. 
Knowing I’d rather pull the back plates and abandon my truck in 

the middle of the damned road than return to Maddy’s house to get 
help, I took a minute to stop and curse myself for being such a half-
assed loser. Last night, in my frenzied rush to arrive at the booty call, 
I’d managed to forget my cell phone. It was probably buried beneath a 
pile of dirty boxer shorts in my cluttered bedroom. 

Still cursing, I hopped out of the old black Ford F-150. I’d bought 
it used a couple of months before at an auction, and had been crossing 
my fingers ever since that it wouldn’t pull any major shit (like this) 
until I’d saved up enough extra cash to get it overhauled. I stretched 
once and I stretched big, out of a combination of shot nerves and habit, 
and then moved to the side of the road so I could survey its location on 
the street. My dumb truck had died smack-dab in the middle of the 
road. Thankfully it was still early on a Saturday, and the yuppies in this 
part of town apparently were sleeping in that morning. Give it an hour, 
though, and the road would be overrun with well-rested preppies on 
their way to the stables, or to golf courses, or to wherever it was rich 
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people went after they counted their money over Nespresso lattes on 
Saturday mornings. 

It was gonna be tough, but I was pretty sure I could push this 
baby to the side of the road by myself, since I wasn’t gonna have to 
push it uphill. I went back to the driver’s side, leaned in and threw the 
truck in neutral, took a deep breath, and then put my shoulder into 
pushing. Karma is a fucking bitch. I was fairly sure I was already 
catching payback for the Houdini act I was planning to pull on Maddy 
next week. 

Pushing my truck bit the big one. I could practically feel the back 
strain setting in. That was gonna suck when I hit the gym with Billy 
later on—and probably at work all week. On the bright side, the truck 
was rolling, albeit slowly and painfully. I was managing to inch it over 
to the shoulder. 

“Hey, buddy, need a hand?” I hadn’t noticed a car pulling up, or 
even heard the guy approach. I turned my neck sharply, midshove, to 
check out the preppy do-gooder who was lowering himself enough to 
offer this random act of kindness to me, a sweaty, out-of-place, 
redneck-looking stranger who was struggling to relocate his piece-of-
shit truck to the side of the road. But beside me I saw much more than a 
preppy saint—I was looking at a fucking angel. 

The guy stood gawking back at me. At first glance, I noticed that 
his thumbs were hooked casually in the front pockets of slim-cut khaki 
pants, and a snug, white polo hugged his perfect torso. Both were 
visible beneath a tailored tweed blazer, with the finishing touch of a 
dark blue-plaid scarf draped loosely around his neck. Not that I was 
checking him out or anything, but this guy was nothing short of the 
Tommy Hilfiger of the heavens. 

I’m talking about heaven sent boy-angel meets Ralph Lauren. 
I allowed myself to smirk at my blunt analysis. He was exactly 

the kind of guy I’d stayed far away from in high school. I hadn’t had to 
worry too much about running into his type at the various colleges I’d 
attended in my less-than-pretty multiple attempts to achieve that elusive 
bachelor’s degree. The schools I’d attended were not listed in the 
preppy handbook as acceptable institutions of higher education. Just 
looking at him brought out my deepest insecurities. I knew this from 
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experience—a guy couldn’t appear that put together if he didn’t 
actually have his act together. 

“Nah, thanks. I’m all set.” I turned away from him. Mr. Perfect 
wasn’t gonna want to get his well-pressed khakis wrinkled, anyway. 

“I beg to differ; you are not all set. Get in and steer, I’ll push.” 
I was about to argue, but he edged up against my side with force, 

like he meant business. The guy was slim, but he was a lot stronger 
than he looked. I slid into the driver’s seat like an obedient child, 
mumbling something like, “Pushy, aren’t we?” 

With Angel Boy’s help it only took a few more minutes to get the 
truck completely off the road. 

I jumped out of the truck and took a couple of seconds to further 
size up my able assistant. His face and skin were smooth, and he had a 
leftover tan from the summer, like he’d spent most of June, July, 
August, and probably a good bit of September on a sailboat. Which he 
most likely had, seeing as he lived in Oceanside, where an 
overwhelming percentage of the oceanfront homes had private docks 
and moorings in the backyard, and big boats bobbed in the surf, just 
waiting to be used. His wavy, light brown hair was shaped into a Jack 
Kennedy-style cut, which made me imagine an ocean breeze blowing 
patterns into it. I couldn’t miss the gray that was sprinkled into the light 
brown. Although his face was young, I knew he was older than me, 
maybe by even as much as a decade. But the feature that stopped me 
short and frigging held me there was his bright blue eyes. I’d never 
seen eyes as intelligent on a face so pretty. And not being particularly 
gender-selective in these types of affairs, I was more than slightly 
attracted to him. 

He reached out to shake my hand. “I’m Caleb. Caleb Jorde.” 
I wiped off my right hand on my jeans, despite the fact that he’d 

been clinging to the very same dirty metal I had, and we shook. 
Somehow he just seemed cleaner than me. “I’m Bradley Zelder. And, 
uh, thanks for the help.” I always got tongue-tied in front of people who 
looked like they should be members of the Harvard Club. “You really 
didn’t have to.” 

“Not a problem, Bradley. So where are you headed? I’ll give you 
a lift.” 
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This dude’s random acts of kindness knew no bounds. But I 
shook my head sharply. “Nah. You don’t have to do that. Can I just use 
your cell to make a call?” I figured he was wondering why the fuck I 
didn’t use my own phone. “I… uh… forgot mine at home. Last night.” 

“An overnight visit, hmm?” He winked. 
I just shrugged, not wanting to think about poor, soon-to-be-

officially-dumped Maddy in the presence of this guy I was basically 
lusting for. “Whatever.” Noncommittal responses usually shut people 
up and did it fast. They were my specialty. 

My obvious evasion didn’t deter him. “Come on, I’ll take you 
wherever you need to go.” He turned abruptly and headed back to his 
black Volvo wagon—a recent model too. But what else would I expect 
of the perfect preppy man, than to drive the perfect preppy vehicle? I 
followed him to his car. 

 
 

THIS WASN’T the first time I’d been attracted to a man, so I wasn’t 
freaking out over my interest in this gorgeous, but very male, Good 
Samaritan. And I knew it wouldn’t be the last hard-on I’d get for a dude 
either. I just had a thing for people who had their acts together—self-
assured people who wore their carefree confidence on their faces, as 
well as in their very posture. Male, female—it didn’t much matter. I’d 
always been drawn to people I knew would have absolutely no interest 
in furthering their acquaintance with a pissed-off punk-ass like me. 

I guess that is the elusive thing missing from my recent attempts 
at relationships—the fact that I only want hookups with those who are 
way the fuck outta reach. 

But I had been limiting my dates to individuals who were less 
enlightened and definitely less intelligent than someone like Caleb 
Jorde, people I figured were well within my social grasp. And no, I 
hadn’t felt it with any of them… but I was feeling it now, all right. So 
much so, in fact, that I had to turn toward the passenger window for a 
quick moment so I could reach into the front of my pants to adjust my 
dick, as it had stiffened into an awkward and uncomfortable position. 

I filled Caleb in on the lowly town I’d long called home—where 
he’d offered so generously to return me. He hadn’t flinched even 
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slightly but had simply said, “I’m quite familiar with Landsbury. I 
know exactly where Dennison Street is.” 

In response to my open-mouthed gaping (which was in response 
to his relaxed familiarity with the other side of the tracks), he simply 
smirked and said, “I teach school there.” 

After a bit more of my very unattractive, I’m sure, gaping, he’d 
winked and added, “Middle school social studies.” 

“No shit” had been my genius addition to the conversation. 
Studying the road, Caleb had just shaken his head. “Absolutely 

zero shit.” I was surprised at how smoothly even the vulgarity rolled off 
his lips. 

After a brief period of silence, and just to keep the conversation 
going, I asked him, “So you teach at Deering Junior High?” 

“It’s called Deering Middle School now.” 
“No shit.” Shit, I’d said it again. Shit. “Social studies, you said?” 
“Yes, social studies. I was on my way to pick up a cup of coffee. 

My Nespresso machine decided to cease and desist, and I haven’t yet 
had a chance to replace it.” I stole a glance at Caleb’s perfect profile as 
he drove, while silently congratulating myself. I had him pegged right 
down to his brand of coffeemaker. “Mind if we swing by Starbuck’s 
drive-through on our way to Landsbury?” 

I shook my head, nodded, and then shrugged. That ought to cover it.  
“May I buy you a cup of coffee, Bradley?” he asked. 
There I was, sitting comfortably in this guy’s shiny Volvo wagon, 

on his heated leather seats, after he’d just pushed my truck off the road. 
I knew what to say this time when I opened my mouth. “No way, man. 
The Joe’s on me.” 

He didn’t glance over again, but he smiled and shook his head, 
those full lips opening just enough to expose straight, white teeth. I had 
to readjust my dick again. 

 
 

SO AS it turned out, Caleb bought the coffee. He was fucking insistent 
on it. 
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“You teach in Landsbury but you live over in Oceanside?” Small 
talk wasn’t my strength, but then, I wasn’t sure where my strength 
actually lay. We were, however, getting along smashingly well, if I did 
say so myself. 

Caleb had pulled into a spot in the Starbuck’s parking lot so he 
could add some kind of special natural sweetener to his coffee. The guy 
actually carried it in his glove compartment. Like I said, he had his shit 
together. (He had thin wooden stirring sticks and plenty of napkins too.) 

“I have an unbeatable deal on a residence.” He laughed, and his 
startlingly white teeth made a second appearance. I wondered how you 
get teeth that white as I basically feasted my eyes on his mouth. “I live 
in the guest house on my parents’ estate.” 

“Estate? Holy shit!” was what I thought. “No shit” was what I 
said. Yeah, there it was again—that brilliant input to the conversation 
I’d been offering so consistently all morning. 

“I have to literally force my parents to accept monthly rent 
payments, and I know that they’re stashing the money away to give 
back to me when I’m in grad school and not working. They’ll say to 
me, ‘Here, Cale, take this money. It’s yours—you earned it—we just 
held onto it for you.’” 

I fought against spouting a rude retort, like “it must be nice.” And 
then I stifled a subsequent wiseass remark about how painful it must have 
been for his dearest mummy to give birth to him with a freaking 
humongous silver spoon sticking out of his pretty mouth. So I stole a page 
from Caleb’s playbook, one that I used quite often on the babes, myself. I 
winked at him and nodded, wisely keeping my mouth tightly shut. 

It was just that life wasn’t fair. A single mother, Mom had 
struggled as a nurse’s aide for as long as I could remember just to put 
food on the table and keep a roof over our heads. She had no cash to 
provide my sister, Darcy, and me with fancy college educations. God 
knew she had no guesthouse for us to reside in. She fed, clothed, 
sheltered, and loved us. And after we graduated from high school, all 
she did for us was provide love. At that point, we all agreed that it was 
the only thing she was responsible for, and it was all we expected. We 
were on our own. 

“I’ve actually only lived in my parents’ guest house for a few 
years.” Caleb’s voice shocked the shit out of me; I’d been so involved 
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in my own thoughts. He then spoke more quietly. “I moved back home 
after my husband died.” 

Yeah. He dropped that bomb on me and then he shut the fuck up 
to let me stew. 

“Uh… sorry.” I literally started twiddling my thumbs. “That 
sucks.” 

Caleb, it seemed, was back in nodding mode. He slumped a bit 
and then sipped his coffee with those fantastically full lips, which 
served to distract me yet again. But I was not distracted enough to have 
missed that he’d just told me he was gay, which led to the passing 
notion that Mr. Boatshoes and I could definitely have some fun 
between the sheets, if he liked slumming it with the likes of yours truly. 

Shit, I’m a slut. 
Once we got to Landsbury, Caleb perked up. He searched the 

sidewalks with those smart blue eyes, and every once in a while his 
expression lit up and he smiled and waved at a pedestrian he seemed to 
know. It appeared it was Caleb’s turn to be lost in thought until an 
unexpected question burst from his toothpaste commercial-quality lips.  

“So, Bradley, do you work in Landsbury, as well as live here?” 
It was a fair enough question, despite the fact that I wasn’t crazy 

about the answer I had to give. “Nah. I work in Danson at the 
elementary school.” 

With his next question, he didn’t disappoint. I had predicted his 
very words. “You’re a teacher too?” His eyes lit up in the way of 
kindred souls. 

“Nah, not a teacher… a custodian. I work days.” I watched his 
blue eyes closely for any sign of disappointed shadowing or an eye roll 
of disgust. And I couldn’t explain it but I just didn’t see that you’re-
such-a-loser-’cause-you-clean-up-student-barf wince that I expected. 
So I pushed just a little harder. I knew that the disgust couldn’t be too 
far beneath the surface. “Sad fact is that I had to put in plenty of years 
to even earn a daytime shift. A lofty position in life, huh?” 

“It is very important that all school employees work together to 
make a school the best it can be, Bradley.” His tranquil eyes never 
wavered from the road. “Your role is mandatory, as is mine.” 

That was an unexpected response from Mr. Harvard Club. I didn’t 
waste time in delivering my standard explanation for my lowly job. I 
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got right to it. “Now that I’m on days, it has good hours… because, see, 
I’m taking college classes after work. You know, I’m studying to, 
uh…be a nurse.” Well, I should leave it right there. I’d had as many 
different majors as I’d had failed attempts to get through college. This 
time, though, I’d stuck with it long enough to be almost halfway 
through my two-year LNA in nursing. Which I fervently hoped would 
eventually morph into a four-year BS degree in nursing. 

Maybe we are kindred souls, seeing as we both like to help 
people. 

Well, shit. I scrapped that thought just about as quickly as it 
occurred to me. Let’s face it—it wasn’t about helping people for me. I 
just wanted a job where I’d get a little bit of respect. 

And no, I couldn’t say anyone at Danson Elementary treated me 
disrespectfully. Not the staff, and not even the kids. The plain truth was 
that I just wanted a job where I’d give myself a little bit of respect. 

“Nursing is commendable work, as well,” he offered evenly. “I, 
too, considered medicine when I was an undergrad, but the calling to 
teach was just too compelling. I had to acquiesce.” He chuckled. It was 
a lilting, confident sound. 

I’ll just bet you did “consider medicine,” I thought snidely. Dr. 
Jorde fit his persona far better than Mr. Jorde did. “You mentioned grad 
school. Won’t whatever it is you end up doing with your graduate 
degree end up taking you away from the kids in the classroom?” I acted 
innocent, but let’s face it, I was trying to stick it in his face. We both 
knew that Mr. Jorde was gonna ultimately find himself as Dr. Jorde, 
teaching at some top-notch university. A guy like Caleb Jorde certainly 
couldn’t be planning to spend his entire career teaching social studies at 
lowly Deering Middle School in Landsbury. 

“It will take me out of the classroom to some degree, that I admit. 
But a school like Landsbury needs a forward-thinking principal, and I 
have my eye on that position. I will, however, be sure to make 
classroom visits a daily part of my routine.” 

Shit, is he for real? He’s going to stick it out in working-class 
Landsbury? For the frigging long haul? 

That was when he really shocked me. “I’m enjoying our 
conversation, Bradley. Maybe we could meet for a beer some night 
after work to continue it?” 
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Hell, you could have knocked me over with a feather. I felt my 
neck twist in Caleb’s direction, as I blurted, “What?” 

Most people would think I was shocked to shit because Caleb was 
a guy and he’d just asked out me, another guy, on a date. And he’d 
done it without blinking. But they’d all be wrong. I was simply stunned 
that Mr. Harvard-Club-soon-to-be-principal would want anything to do 
with the likes of Mr. Janitor-and-if-he’s-lucky-nurse’s-aid. 

Cool as always, Caleb didn’t utter so much as a sound in regard to 
my shocked exclamation—not an excuse or a further explanation or 
any hint of a plea. Nope. No sign of agitation whatsoever. He just 
waited quietly for my response. 

“Uh, that’s my house up there….” A total cop-out. I was fully 
aware of that fact. “The three-story gray one on the left. I live on the 
third floor. It’s not much, but it’s home and….” Somehow, I ended up 
being the one rambling nervously. 

Caleb pulled over in front of my building, turned to me, and smiled 
serenely in the face of my rude lack of response to his invitation. 

“Thanks for the lift, dude.” I was such a fucking loser. 
He just kept right on smiling; the man was unflappable. 
I so badly wanted to reply in a stilted babbling stutter, “Y-yes, I’d 

l-love to have a b-beer with you! Where? When? I’ll be there! And 
maybe if you let me fuck you after we drink some beer, some of your 
togetherness will rub off on me.” But I didn’t say anything else. I just 
got out of the car, turned, careful not to look at him, and slammed the 
door (probably with a bit too much force), ran up the walkway, and 
escaped into my building. 

Shit. 
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FINDING THE INITIATIVE 
(AKA RELOCATING MY BALLS) 

 
I COULDN’T get Mr. Harvard Club out of my mind. Smart blue eyes 
danced inside my head no matter where I looked—at the gray morning 
sky, on that crumpled pile of underwear lying on the floor in the corner 
of my room, floating in the fucking toilet when I took a piss. Those 
eyes were spinning around up there in my brain each time I closed my 
own fucking eyes to try and think the thing through. 

And under normal circumstances, a hard workout with Billy 
could get my mind off just about anything. But not today. 

“The fuck, man? You gonna spot me, or what?” 
Billy lay flat on the bench, ready to lift two hundred pounds on the 

barbell above him, and frustrated as hell because I was mentally about as 
far away from this sweaty gym as I could get. “Shit. Sorry, man.” 

“Lookit. One more rep and I’m done. And you, hell, you were 
done before you even set foot in the fucking door. So, how’s about we 
clean up and go grab a beer somewhere?” He placed his hands on the 
bar. “And you can tell me about what’s got your balls all twisted up in 
a knot.” 

I shook my head. “How about we just sit down at the juice bar 
and have protein shakes, instead? I haven’t got time to go out 
anywhere. School dance tonight at Danson High School. Gotta be there 
to set up and tear down.” 

“I thought you worked days at the elementary school now, man. 
What’s up with that?” 

“Just filling in for another guy for a couple of extra bucks, if it 
means so frigging much to you. Now let’s see what you got! Come on, 
Billy-boy, or can’t you get it up?” 

With that slight hint of verbal motivation, my best pal since 
kindergarten inhaled sharply and started to press. 
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BILLY ALWAYS lusted after the juice-bar girl just a little bit too 
obviously for my comfort level… and I wasn’t particularly shy in that 
department. 

“Hey, there, petunia… why don’t you turn your fine self back 
around and look at the blender again. We want a couple of strawberry-
banana protein shakes, with a side of your butt pointed at our faces.” 

He was acting like an asshole, so I slugged him lightly in the 
bicep, but the juice-bar girl was a regular and she was used to Billy’s 
less-than-gentlemanly behavior. With a broad grin, she presented him 
with her middle finger, so he turned to check out the girl who was 
wiping down the exercise machines instead. 

I shrugged and said to the girl behind the bar, “He’s actually 
pretty harmless.” 

“I know that.” She raised her voice a bit and added, “But he 
should think twice about messing with the lady who’s handling his 
banana.” 

Her retort reignited Billy’s interest. “Handling my what?” 
“I’m the lady touching your food, dummy. So, you better be nice, 

and I’ll make sure nothing that shouldn’t be in your drink finds its way 
in there.” 

Slowly putting together the meaning of her words, Billy just 
stared at her in a daze, so I took that moment to shove him gently into a 
barstool. “Take a load off, dude.” 

Billy dropped onto the barstool. “So what’s eating at you, huh? 
You almost got me killed back there in the weight room.” 

I grabbed onto his thick shoulders and rubbed them for a minute 
in an attempt at an apology, and then, with a smirk, I denied what I’d 
done. “Nah, I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you.” I sat down on 
the stool beside him. 

“So spill it, Brad. I don’t have all night here, right?” 
The pretty brunette slid two protein shakes across the bar. “That’ll 

be ten bucks. And a damn good tip on account of the fact that you both 
stared at my backside the whole time I was making these.” She looked 
rather brazenly from Billy to me, unsure which one of us was paying. “I 
could literally feel four eyes on my ass.” 
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“I got it, Bill.” I reached into the back pocket of my jeans and 
pulled out my wallet. “Here you go.” I gave her fifteen bucks. “Keep 
the change.” We had thoroughly checked out her ass. 

“So fill me in… problems with… uh, what the fuck’s her name… 
Maddy?” Billy took a big gulp of his shake, leaving his scruffy stubble 
covered in a thick film of powdery pink liquid. 

“Among other things.” I sipped my drink with slightly more 
refinement than he had, but to be on the safe side, I wiped my mouth 
with the back of my forearm. “I’ll start by saying that it isn’t gonna 
work out with Maddy and me.” 

“Same deal as usual?” Billy was aware of my tendency to run 
when it came to women. Once we had sex, and they wanted more, I 
was outta there. But when his dark eyes met mine with compassion, I 
was reminded how badly he wanted to see me settled down. He’d been 
dying to double date with me since high school, which had happened 
occasionally—very occasionally. But usually not more than a couple 
times with the same girl—on my part, not his.  

And despite his flirtatious demeanor, Billy really was harmless. 
All talk, no action, when it came to women. He had been with his 
girlfriend, Amy, for almost five years, and they were perfectly well 
suited to each other. Amy was an easygoing tomboy who knew how to 
put Bill in his place and keep him there. He was thinking of popping 
the question at Christmastime. 

“Something’s missing with Maddy.” 
Billy gulped down half of his drink and made that “ahhh” sound 

loud enough for everyone around us to hear. “Same missing shit as with 
the other girls?” 

“Well, Maddy sort of has her act together. She’s a masseuse and 
has a decent clientele… not like Wendy.” Before Maddy I’d dated 
Wendy Waterson, who had been basically homeless and destitute. She 
was always looking to me for guidance that I had no fucking idea how 
to give. If I knew the right path in life, I sure as shit would’ve already 
taken it. “She was needy.” 

“Yeah… that kinda crap is the kiss of death for a girl when it 
comes to you.” 

“Fucking right.” I grabbed a straw from the counter, pulled off the 
paper, and stuck it in my drink. 
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“You’re not gonna be able to suck up any of this shake with a 
straw, man. Way too lumpy.” 

He was right. No matter how hard I sucked, I couldn’t coax so 
much as a drop up that straw, not that I was particularly thirsty. “I met 
somebody and…. Something happened this morning—like what 
happened to me when I started at U Mass, for the first time.” 

“That thing that went down with your econ’ professor?” 
“Uh-huh.” I didn’t even blush when I told Billy this kind of shit. 

He’d already heard it all. 
Out of some kind of protective instinct, though, Billy grabbed 

onto my forearm. “That guy messed you up, man. You quit school on 
account of him.” 

I had left U Mass because of Professor Curtis Wiggin. The man, 
so sophisticated, stylish, and cultured, had been at the start of my 
multiple-college-quitting episodes. If I were honest with myself, I’d 
admit I had actually fallen in love with him. At a minimum I had 
suffered with the King Kong of infatuations. Unfortunately, he viewed 
me as nothing more than “fun in bed,” and having my feelings for him 
unreciprocated had fucked with my mind and heart way too much for 
me to be able to stick it out at U Mass. “True, that,” I admitted quietly. 

“So who’s the guy you’re into now?” 
For some reason his blunt question threw me. I actually felt dizzy 

and had to grab onto the side of the bar. 
What the fuck is this? Dramatic much, Zelder? 
“You okay?” 
“Shit… just got lightheaded for a sec.” 
Billy tilted his head and studied my face carefully. “You got it 

bad for this Mr. Somebody, don’t you?” 
“I just met the dude….” I shrugged, unwilling to commit. After 

all, I’d blown off the guy I was basically swooning over. “Shit.” 
“Lookit, you are gonna start talking, as in right now.” Billy 

twisted the arm he was holding, just enough to make me notice. “Talk, 
boy.” He smiled, but I knew he meant business. 

I pulled away from him and stood up. “Come on… let’s go over 
to the couches.” 



 Random Acts 21 
 

 

Billy followed close behind me as I made my way through the 
many muscle-bound men, across the lobby, to the sitting area. We left 
behind the remainder of our shakes, as they been too chalky to finish. 
We sat down on the same couch. 

“Who is he?” Billy’s already bulky chest puffed up a bit. He’d 
always been protective of me. And as always I felt like a little kid when 
Billy started interrogating me. 

“Just this guy who helped me out when I had car trouble this 
morning… after I escaped from Maddy’s clutches.” I could feel the 
heat rise up my neck to my cheeks, but Billy was still staring at me 
expectantly, so I went on. “I’m sure he’s this big player.” 

“Let me guess. Handsome as a Greek god, preppy as all hell, and 
talks like a college professor?” 

I nodded. “So maybe you know my type. Wanna make something 
of it?” I smiled sheepishly. 

“And arrogant as all get-out?” 
“More just really confident.” I shrugged again, knowing I had to 

come up with something different to do with my shoulders. I leaned 
forward and planted my elbows on my knees. 

“Did he ask you out? Because I know for a fact that you didn’t go 
out on a limb to ask him on a date.” 

I couldn’t think of a suitable retort so I repeated what had become 
the word of the day. “Shit.” 

“He asked you out?” Billy’s chest puffed up a bit more. I hadn’t 
known it was possible. “So what did you say?” 

I shrugged and said it again. “Shit.” 
“You avoided the question, if I know you.” Billy stood up. “Let’s 

head to my truck.” I grabbed my gym bag and got up. As we walked to 
the door he said, “Nobody out there in the world is any fucking better 
than you. Don’t you get it?” 

Shrug. 
“Do you even know how to get in touch with him?” 
Shrug. 
“You do, don’t you?” Once we got to the parking lot, Billy 

grabbed my arm again to stop me from walking away from him. His 
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eyes lit up devilishly. “I know you didn’t thank him properly for 
helping you… and that’s just rude. I think you need to get in touch with 
him, if for nothing more than to give him a simple thank-you.” He 
grinned and then started waggling his eyebrows. 

Shrug. 
“Now, get your ass in the truck. I’ll take you over to the high 

school. How you getting home tonight?” That was Billy for you—
bossy and overprotective all at once. 

“My sister said she’d give me a lift home. And I can pick up my 
truck on Monday after work. So, I might need a ride to work Monday 
morning, dude.” 

“Done. Oh, and Brad, my man, tomorrow night I’m gonna want 
to see a list of ideas.”  

“What the fuck are talking about now?” I was losing patience. 
“Creative ways to say thank-you to Mr. All That. Google it.” 
“Shit.” I leaned my shoulder against the passenger door in an 

effort not to shrug again. 
 
 

ON MONDAY morning during my break at work, I did google it: 
Creative ways to say thank-you. The results ran the gamut. There were 
cookies, balloons, and flowers. There were flash mobs. And fruit 
baskets. And jelly beans. You could even get M&M’s with an 
appreciative sentiment on one side and a reasonable facsimile of your 
face on the other. But Caleb was a classy kind of guy, and no matter 
how much I wanted to send him a really cute stuffed teddy bear 
wearing a Speedo with “Thank God for Small Favors LOL” 
embroidered onto the crotch, my mind kept returning to flowers—
roses, to be precise. 

And no matter how much I wanted to get the cool rainbow-
colored ones—they were so freaky that I could hardly take my eyes off 
them—I ordered a dozen pink roses. I wasn’t sure if Caleb was out at 
school and I had a hunch that if Mr. Jorde publicly received a bouquet 
of rainbow-colored roses, the cat would be out of the bag. And 
according to the website where I’d done most of my flower research, 
pink was the color of appreciation—in terms of roses, that is. Just in 
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case Caleb wasn’t aware of that fact, though, I asked the florist to tie a 
Mylar thank-you balloon around the arrangement, and write a note and 
seal it inside one of those tiny envelopes. 

“Uh, have it say… um…. ‘Thanks a bunch.’ That’s witty, right? 
After all, I am sending him a bunch of flowers.” 

“It is a bouquet, sir,” replied the impatient male voice on the 
phone. 

“Yeah, right… shit.” 
“Come again?” 
“N-nothing. Just have the note say, ‘thanks for the help.’ Then 

write love—nah, write from—no that’s lame….” 
“How about if I just write your name, mister?” 
“Yeah. That’ll work.” I thought hard for a minute more, because 

this next part was key. But it was hard to say to a whiny florist who was 
less than thrilled with the customer service aspect of his job. “And can 
you just write this number on the bottom?” I then rattled off my cell 
number. 

After giving him Caleb’s name and the school where the flowers 
should be delivered, I turned off my phone and sat down in the 
custodian’s tiny closet/office. My palms were as sweaty as my 
forehead, which brought to mind another call I had to make. 

The call to Maddy. 
But there was plenty of time to do that tomorrow. 
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GIVING IT ALL I’VE GOT 
(WHICH TURNS OUT TO BE TOO MUCH) 
 
IT TOOK him a couple of days, but Caleb called. He caught me as I 
was driving home from the gym. 

“Hello, Bradley? This is Caleb Jorde.” I tried to swallow back the 
lump that had risen in my throat, rendering me speechless. After a 
moment of silence, he added, “I called to thank you for the beautiful 
flowers.” 

I tried to speak for the second time, but I couldn’t even manage to 
blurt out my usual “Well, shit.” 

“You really didn’t have to do that. Lending you a hand the other 
day was no problem whatsoever.” 

After the third awkward silence, Caleb wrapped things up, saying, 
“Well, that’s why I called. I hope to see you around some—” 

Knowing he was going to end the call and that this was my last 
chance, I managed to find my voice. “How about tomorrow night?” 

He didn’t hesitate in bringing me down to size. “Bradley, if you 
remember, I asked you to meet me for a drink one night this week on 
Saturday morning, and you refused to even consider it. I find it odd that 
so much has changed between Saturday and Thursday.” 

Call me Ready Freddie. “I never said no, though, because I really 
wanted to go and….” My voice trailed off. I sounded fucking lame. 

I am fucking lame. 
It was his turn to pause, and I fought back my urge to chatter 

nervously until he spoke again. I fiddled with the gearshift. 
“Bradley, you need to understand, if you’re ambivalent about 

dating another man, then I am really not interested in pursuing this any 
further with you. I’m ‘out and proud.’ I have been out since college. 
For seven years, I was married to a man who my family and friends 
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adored. I’m not interested in making a return trip to the closet.” He 
sighed. 

“Well, I… um… I guess I shoulda gone for the damned rainbow 
roses.” 

“Excuse me?” 
“Listen, Caleb, I’m not worried about the gay thing.” 
Caleb didn’t miss a beat. “Then you’re going to have to explain 

why you avoided my invitation the other day, before I dropped you off 
at your apartment. Why did you do that, Bradley?” 

I knew if I wanted Caleb to accept my invitation, I would have to 
provide him with an explanation for how I acted on Saturday. “I’ve 
been with other men, Caleb. And plenty of women too. I’m not 
ashamed of either of those facts.” But we both knew that was not a 
sufficient explanation for my sidestepping behavior. And then there 
was the small detail that I was ashamed of my frivolous actions, in 
particular those of a sexual nature, with women. 

Awkward phone silence. Not good. 
I tried again to make him see. “It’s just that you’ve really got your 

shit together.” 
After another short silence, Caleb responded. “I don’t see what 

that has to do with you refusing my offer to meet for a beer. Sorry, 
Bradley, but I just don’t see it.” 

“It has everything to do with it.” I knew that merely admitting 
that my shit wasn’t together would be putting the problem too lightly. 

But Caleb was a patient man. Combine that with my newly found 
distaste for awkward silences and I started rambling, which was very 
informative—for Caleb, that is. 

“I didn’t see what you’d see in me, like, if you really got to know 
me.” 

“Isn’t that what getting to know one another—by going out for a 
drink to talk—is all about? So we can discover if we view the world in 
the same way and if we enjoy spending time together.” 

The way he said that sounded so reasonable. Much more so than, 
“seeing if I can tolerate your personality long enough to get in your 
pants,” which was my usual dating philosophy. And just to make 
matters worse, right then call-waiting beeped. I glanced at the phone. 
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Maddy O’Reilly. 
I hadn’t called her to deliver the “Dear John,” or in this case 

“Dear Jane” speech yet, had I? 
Maybe I was putting it off. Who could blame me? It wasn’t going 

to be a walk in the park, for God’s sake. Plus I figured my silence 
would give her a clue. 

Beep-beep. 
“Just gimme a shot, Caleb.” I don’t know what inspired me to be 

so direct; beating around the bush was more my typical style. But I was 
pretty sure I heard myself say those words. “How about I pick you up 
tomorrow night at seven, and we head over to The Tavern or 
something, for a couple of brews.” 

The Tavern was a classy joint, and it was just far enough away 
from Landsbury that Caleb wouldn’t feel like he was on display for the 
viewing pleasure of his students’ parents. If that even mattered to him…. 

“How about I pick you up? I know where you live.” 
That made sense. “Well… sure. That’d work too.” 
Call waiting beeped again. 
“All right, then, Bradley. I’ll see you tomorrow night at seven.” 
 
 

I’M NOT gonna lie about it; I researched current events so I wouldn’t 
come off like a complete dumbass on my date with Caleb. The thing is, 
the world is a big fucking place, and it was very plain that an hour and 
a half of research on a Friday afternoon was not going to make a dent in 
my lack of knowledge. In fact, the very act of researching current 
events made me more aware of exactly how much I didn’t know, and I 
ended up chewing on my fingernails. 

It was clear that I wouldn’t keep Caleb’s interest with my less-
than-fascinating mind. I’d faced the hard facts. My knowledge of the 
world at large was limited to subjects with three letter abbreviations: 
MLB, NFL, NBA, NHL.  

So, I switched tactics. I showered, shaved, and took extra care 
with my grooming and dressing. Although I was styled as an outdoor 
sportsman catalog mannequin, I was nonetheless as smooth as silk just 
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about everywhere a guy’s body could possibly be smooth. I was fresh 
smelling. And my hair rocked. 

I looked at my reflection in the full-length mirror on the bathroom 
door to examine my best, and likely only, exceptional assets. I was 
what most women referred to as “hot.” I had a chiseled masculine face 
with a hard body to match. Maybe I didn’t require anything in the brain 
department—because I was eye candy. People had long commented on 
what a coincidence it was that I was named Bradley, as I was the 
spitting image of the movie star, Bradley Cooper. We both had light 
blue eyes, unruly brown curls, and a devilish smirk. And hadn’t he been 
crowned People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive in 2013? 

I didn’t need a brain to get Caleb Jorde into bed. I had more 
important assets. 

So I had a solid plan B in the likely case that my brain didn’t cut 
the mustard with Caleb. 

 
 

I KNEW he wouldn’t be late and he wasn’t. At five minutes before 
seven, a familiar new-model black Volvo wagon rolled into the 
driveway, and out jumped Angel Boy. He hadn’t even stayed in his car 
for a couple minutes to straighten his collar, mess with his hair, and 
gather his nerve, which was what I’d have done. No, the guy just stopped 
the car and jumped out in a single smooth motion. And now Caleb Jorde 
was striding purposefully up my walkway, approaching the front door 
that nobody who knew us ever used, his head up and his eyes down. 

“If I had to pick your type out of a police lineup, this would be 
the guy I’d choose. He’s freaking perfect,” Billy observed. I couldn’t 
miss that his voice sounded distinctly agitated. Amy stood beside Billy 
in the living room—they both stared out the window at Caleb, their 
arms folded tightly across their chests. It seemed like Amy was about 
as protective of me as Billy was. 

“Jesus, you guys, I can fucking take care of myself… and if I 
remember correctly, asshole, you’re the guy who forced me to call 
him.” I poked Billy once in the fleshy part of his right pec and walked 
to the door, stopping to straighten a throw pillow on our ratty paisley 
couch. “Now act normal.” 
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I waited to open the door till ten seconds after Caleb knocked. 
When I finally did, he lifted his head and our eyes met. I saw no 
timidity there—just a self-assured composure. I knew instinctively that 
the missing thing with Maddy was not missing with Caleb. 

“Hello, Bradley.” 
I waited for his eyes to trace the length of my body—for him to 

nod or wink or drool or somehow express to me his approval—in a you-
sure-are-hot-and-I-wanna-fuck-you way. But I waited in vain. His eyes 
never left my face. I reached out to shake his hand, and he reached back 
with both arms, bracing my elbow with one hand as he shook with the 
other. “It’s… great to see you again, Caleb.” The voice of calm 
confidence—uh, not so much. 

He nodded and smiled, all the while keeping his gaze locked on 
mine. 

Billy stepped forward. “I’m Bill, Brad’s roommate. And this here is 
my girlfriend, Amy.” Caleb finally released my gaze and turned toward 
Billy, who hesitated for a split second, but then shook Caleb’s hand. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Bill.” Then Caleb turned to Amy. 
“And you, Amy.” 

They both nodded politely, and Billy stood staring at Caleb until 
Amy grabbed him by the arm and dragged him toward the kitchen, 
saying less than enthusiastically, “Have a good time tonight, you two.” 

Billy reluctantly allowed himself to be pulled away. I wondered 
briefly if Caleb had noticed Billy’s strange behavior. 

“You ready to go, Bradley?” 
“Yeah, sure. Lemme grab my jacket.” I picked up my Carhartt 

jacket from the back of a chair and followed Caleb out the door to his 
shiny Volvo wagon. 

 
 

NOT ONLY had I researched current events in order to impress Caleb 
with the playground of knowledge that was my mind, but I had also 
taken a shortcut. I had googled “topics of conversation that make you 
seem smarter than you are” and I’d come up with some excellent 
options. However, it was close to impossible to incorporate Van 
Gogh’s Starry Night painting, Robert Frost’s poem, “The Road Not 
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Taken,” and Nietzsche’s God-is-dead philosophy into ordinary 
conversation.  

“And then, of course, there’s Jackson Pollock.” I added to my 
dissertation. “What’s your opinion of his body of work? I, personally, 
don’t fully understand his art, but I find it fascinating.” That is 
precisely what the online article suggested I say in regard to Pollock’s 
paint-splattered canvases—word for freaking word. 

For the previous half hour, as we’d sat examining one another 
over frosty mugs of pale ale, I’d been breaking my ass to amaze and 
delight my date with my knowledge of all things culturally enlightened. 

Caleb’s expression was definitely “captivated” during the early 
portion of our evening, but things hadn’t progressed in the way I’d 
hoped. When we first sat down to talk, he appeared eager and 
interested. However, as I chattered on, dispersing my plethora of 
memorized intellectual facts, the bright glimmer of interest in his eyes 
had gradually dulled. 

“Jackson Pollock?” Caleb stood up, pushing his chair back with 
his calves. “We’ve covered art, literature, and philosophy, and now we 
are back to art again? I feel like I’m on a date with a Trivial Pursuit 
card.” That was pretty funny, but I knew he wasn’t joking. He took a 
single, seemingly horrified backward step away from the corner table 
where I sat. I looked up at him and couldn’t miss that his perfect 
cheekbones looked even more fine and chiseled in the glow of 
candlelight. But that little morsel of recognition was hardly relevant. “I 
want to get to know you, Bradley… the person. This is not a job 
interview for news anchor, or an audition to determine whether or not 
you possess enough general knowledge of the world to be a contestant 
on Jeopardy.” 

For a minute, I just stared at him, completely immobilized by an 
overwhelming feeling I couldn’t name. Maybe it was shock, but it was 
probably much closer to shame. Yeah, it could’ve been complete and 
total humiliation. And just like that, I knew it was time for plan B. 

So I shook off my moment of frozen horror, stood up, and 
stepped right into my date’s personal space. “You’re right. Talk is so 
overrated…. What do you say we get out of here and find a soft, flat 
surface where I can show you where my true talents lie?” Sending 
Caleb my best Bradley Cooper-like, boyish grin, the one promising that 
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unsurpassed carnal delight would be coming his way, I placed my hand 
lightly on his chest. This strategy always got me what I wanted. Man, 
woman—it didn’t much matter. 

“Look, Bradley.” Caleb grabbed my hand firmly and removed it 
from his chest, a flicker of disgust further shadowing his eyes, “I’m 
going to use the men’s room. And I think when I return we should call 
it a night.” 

Dumbfounded, I dropped into my chair. I nodded at him, but he’d 
already walked away.  A stiff breeze could have blown me away. I’d 
put forth my best intellectual efforts, and when that fell short, I’d 
proposed gratifying sex. He hadn’t been interested in either. I had 
nothing else to offer him. 

I was almost relieved that my torment was over. 
I needed to get my uninspired ass back to the humdrum people I 

belonged with. And I was tempted to just get up and leave while he was 
in the men’s room. I wasn’t too sure why I didn’t. Payback’s a bitch, I 
decided. I was getting my due for never having given Maddy the simple 
courtesy of an it’s-not-you-it’s-me phone call. 

When Caleb emerged from the men’s room, he went straight to 
the bar, and I watched with a dry mouth as he paid our tab. Then, in his 
usual poised manner, he returned to the table. “I’ll take you home now, 
Bradley.” 

He didn’t wait for me to get up. He turned and headed for the 
door. I stood and trailed him all the way to the exit. 

Shit. 
 
 

THE CAR ride was not fun, to put it lightly. We sat in silence for the 
entire twenty-minute trip to my apartment. As he drove, Caleb stared 
blankly out the windshield; a tiny muscle in his jaw fluttering like it 
had a mind of its own. 

A lot of shit went through my brain as I sat there. I thought about 
Maddy and how I was hurting her with my silence, and I felt like shit. I 
thought about Professor you-can-call-me-Curtis-when-we’re-not–in-
class Wiggin, and how I’d fallen hard for him and hadn’t been able to 
get back up. I contemplated whether or not I was a gay man, and came 
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up with no definite conclusions. I considered my perpetual attraction to 
all people apparently out of my social and intellectual reach and 
wondered what the fuck my problem was. 

When he pulled into my driveway and stopped the car, I simply 
said, “I’m sorry I wasted your night, Caleb.” I wasn’t certain whether 
he looked at me or not, but when I started to open the passenger door, I 
felt the weight of his hand on my forearm. 

“Wait, Bradley. Wait just a minute, please.” 
Again I froze, something I’d done more than a couple of times 

that night. 
“Look, I’m sorry too.” 
I didn’t look at him, but I responded. “What do you have to be 

sorry for? I’m the one who tried to astound you with my brilliance. And 
when that didn’t work, I tried to seduce you.” 

I heard him chuckle. “You did do both of those things.” 
I shrugged and fought my inner urge to utter, “Shit.” 
“And really, Bradley, I’m not interested in being impressed or 

seduced.” 
“I kinda figured that out the hard way.” 
He chuckled again. “Will you look at me, Bradley? Because I want 

to tell you something important and then I need to ask you a question.” 
I didn’t even have to think it over; I automatically turned my head 

his way. “What?” I was feeling very defensive, so it came out sounding 
more than slightly sarcastic. 

He regarded me seriously, and I’d never encountered eyes so 
intelligent and, at the same time, so sensitive. “You see, I haven’t dated 
much. No, cancel that; I haven’t dated at all since I lost my husband 
several years ago in a very random accident.” 

His voice was tight with the first display of emotion he’d shown 
me. “So I’m the first guy you’ve gone out with since him?” Well, shit, 
this date must have been more of a disappointment to Caleb than I’d 
even thought. 

“And just as you were trying to deliver me a bill of goods—the 
wonders of your brain and body—I was trying to do the same for 
myself. I was trying to force myself to be ready.” 
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“Are you ready to date?” I had nothing to lose at this point, so I 
just asked. 

“I think so. But I also think I expected far too much of you.” 
“I know. I screwed this night up big time.” 
“With my able assistance. I wonder, could we start our first date 

over?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I want to start from the beginning. You know, press the rewind 

button and do it over. I won’t expect you to hang the moon in the sky, 
because that isn’t possible. And you, Bradley… I’d just like you to be 
the guy I helped out last Saturday.” 

I nodded, figuring I could probably do that. 
“But before we press the rewind button, I need to ask you a 

question. And I’d appreciate the most honest of answers.” 
“I’ll do my best, Caleb.” I sounded like a frigging Boy Scout. 
For a few minutes it was quiet, as I assumed he was gathering his 

thoughts. Then he said tactfully, “I want to know. What are you looking 
for? In other words, by dating me, are you seeking strictly a sexual 
affair, or are you interested in more?” 

I knew the answer, but I was not ready to say it aloud. I’d been 
burned by people just like Caleb Jorde before. 

Since I didn’t say anything, Caleb explained himself further. “I’ll 
tell you this much—I am not seeking a simple sexual relationship. Not 
with you. Not with anybody. I have a right hand to take care of those 
needs. I do not have to use someone else’s body for that.” 

Okay. 
“What is it that you are looking for, Bradley?” 
His eyes grew even more open and honest and beautiful, as he 

waited for my reply. And I was scared to admit it even to myself, but 
the thing I’d been searching for, for so very long, was a person I could 
respect and love. “I want more than just sex.” It was the best I could do 
under pressure. 

“Okay then, Bradley.” He nodded at me, as if my simple words 
had settled something in his head. “What do you say to ordering a pizza 
for delivery?” 
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I was just going to be myself. “I’d say ‘fuck, yeah.’ Well, I would 
if pizza delivery is what you’re actually suggesting.” 

Caleb broke into a wide smile. “Then let’s do just that. 
Sometimes at school we order from Ricci’s House of Pizza. That okay 
with you?” 

“I love Ricci’s pepperoni and mushroom.” 
“Excellent.” And what happened next was basically this—Caleb 

winked at me, I fucking melted, we got out of the car, and we headed 
inside my apartment to order pizza. 

 
 

“WHAT I understand when you describe your various attempts at 
attending college, isn’t that you’re ‘a major-league screw-up.’ I see it 
like this—you’re extremely determined to reach your educational goal. 
In other words, you persevere. When circumstances change, you adapt 
to them so that you can continue to attend school.” 

Caleb sure made dropping out of one college and registering at a 
different one five times over sound like a good thing. “I wish I could 
see it that way.” 

“You can, Bradley. Just change your mind, and then cut yourself 
a break.” 

He and I had finished a large pepperoni and mushroom pizza and 
were now sitting, facing each other, on the living room couch, drinking 
beer. We’d been talking—and not about art or books or philosophy. 
And not about sports, even, although the Boston Red Sox had come up 
a time or two. 

We’d been talking about our lives. 
About ourselves. 
And the fucked up thing was, I was actually contributing to the 

conversation. 
“You see me way different than I see myself.” And that was an 

understatement. I’d told him about all of the different colleges I’d 
attended—one for a full year, several more for a single semester. And 
I’d been enrolled in my nursing program for another full year. He 
called me “determined.” He insisted that my less-than-glorified job as a 
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custodian was “serving the public by taking care of the needs of our 
children,” just like he was. Because my bedroom was too messy to 
actually find my bed, he said I was obviously right-brained. He said 
that my chosen career as a nurse’s assistant indicated that I was a caring 
individual who wanted to “ease the plight of those who were 
suffering.” I wondered what Caleb would say if he knew that I’d slept 
with more than a few women to assuage my physical needs, while 
ignoring their emotional needs. He’d probably say I deserved some 
kind of a “Women of Boston Sexual Fulfillment Award.” He gave me 
too much credit. 

And Caleb shared as well. “My husband, David, helped me to 
look at the world in a more positive manner. When I met him, I’d been 
worried that my chosen career in education was not ‘enough’ in terms 
of social status and earning potential. I’d come from a world of old 
money, where business and law were the major focuses, and although 
my parents were proud of the career I’d chosen, I still felt like maybe I 
had shirked my responsibility to my family by going in such a different 
direction. David helped me to see that what I was doing for children 
was an honorable investment in the future of our community. He 
believed in what I was doing, and I started to believe in it too.” 

“He sounds great.” Way too great for my own good. 
“David was incredible.” Caleb’s blue-eyed gaze shifted to a spot 

on the wall, far behind my right shoulder. I almost turned around to see 
what he was looking at back there when I realized he was just 
remembering his husband. “We met in college… we came out at the 
same time. He and I supported each other. We were together for 
seventeen years before his accident.” 

Seventeen years? Holy shit! I could barely make a relationship 
last past three dates. 

“Does it make you uncomfortable that I am sharing this with 
you?” His focus returned to my eyes. 

“No. Not at all. I think if I wanna get to know you, I need to know 
about David.” 

In response to my words, Caleb smiled—and it was a smile of 
true relief. “I’m glad you see it that way, Bradley. He was part of my 
life since we were twenty. And we married at thirty. Spent seven years 
as husbands. I think I’d find it impossible to ignore the existence of our 
relationship, even for a new partner’s benefit.” 
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I nodded, somehow understanding, although I certainly couldn’t 
relate. 

“You are the first person I have dated since….” His voice broke 
on the word “first” and he blinked his eyes several times when he 
stopped speaking. 

Caleb Jorde was making it extremely difficult for me to perceive 
him as merely my next sexual conquest. He was so many things that I 
respected, and he’d been so deeply hurt. Caleb’s pretty blue eyes rolled 
back a bit and then fluttered up under his eyelid for a second. That was 
when I realized that he was also exhausted and maybe a little bit drunk. 

And very much ready for bed. 
My conscience nagged me as I decided whether or not to make a 

move. I still hadn’t made up my mind if I was gonna go for the real 
deal or not when I leaned across our laps for a kiss. Not a planned kiss; 
I just had an urge. 

It was as if I’d poked him with a cattle prod. Before my lips even 
brushed his, he bolted to his feet and jumped back. “No.” His 
expression told me that his negative response was nonnegotiable. 

Huh? I was just going for a kiss, that’s all. It’s no big deal. 
“I should go.” He glanced around the room—I assumed in search 

of his navy pea coat. For the first time I saw Caleb Jorde flustered. 
I stood up and faced him. “Caleb, you know that you can’t drive 

right now. You’re exhausted and you’ve had a lot to drink. That’s not 
news to you.” 

Caleb’s shoulders sagged and he dropped onto the couch, clearly 
agitated, but in agreement. 

“And I’m in no shape to drive either, so I can’t bring you home.” 
As he nodded, the skin around his eyes puffed up a bit. He 

appeared upset and defeated. 
“We don’t have to do anything if you stay over here tonight, you 

know? Like, sexually.” I sat down right beside him, so that our 
shoulders and thighs were pressed together. “I’m totally cool with 
that.” And I thought maybe I was. 

Caleb chuckled softly, but it didn’t sound as honest as usual. “Just 
call me your forty-year-old secondary virgin.” 
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At this point, I was kind of afraid to make a move of any kind to 
touch him, although my instinct was to take his hand in mine. So I just 
sat there, hands on my thighs. “It’s okay, Caleb. I get where you’re 
coming from.” 

Surprisingly, Caleb reached into my lap and took my hand. He 
squeezed it once and then stared at our joined hands where they rested 
on his thigh. “It might take a while. So if sex in the earliest stages of a 
relationship is a huge priority for you, I don’t think I’ll be the right 
person for you to date.” 

Although it felt weird to be told this so directly, I didn’t give a 
shit. “That’s fine.” 

Caleb seemed to believe me. He exhaled deeply and raised his 
shoulders. I could sense the return of his poise. “I’m glad you 
understand. Really glad.” He squeezed my hand again. 

“Since my bed is among the missing—” I sent him a meaningful 
glance “—you know, in the huge mess that is my room, let’s just crash 
out here on the couch tonight.” 

Again, Caleb looked relieved at the prospect of sleeping on the 
couch rather than in my bedroom. “Good plan. Think I might be too 
tired to search for a lost bed, anyway.” 

 
 

I DECIDED that doing absolutely nothing sexual with Caleb Jorde was 
much better than fucking Maddy O’Reilly’s brains out. We lay on 
either end of my ratty couch, our legs accidentally entwined. Although 
we were both halfway upright, our backs propped up by pillows I stole 
from my unmade bed, somehow Caleb had managed to fall asleep. 

I stayed still, as still as I had that last night with Maddy. I didn’t 
want to wake him. But my motivation for wanting him to stay asleep 
wasn’t because I couldn’t tolerate one more minute of his grating voice 
as it spouted meaningless commentary. No, that wasn’t at all the case 
with Caleb. I wanted him to stay asleep because I needed to study him, 
and it was much easier to do that when he was unaware. 

It was fascinating to me. Caleb held his head just as high when he 
slept as he had when he’d walked across the dimly lit restaurant to 
dump my ass. He still looked proud, even dignified, but he appeared so 
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much younger than he did when he was awake. And slumber surely 
brought out that angelic thing he had going on. All he needed was a 
frigging halo. 

How can this one man possess so many of the characteristics I 
find attractive? 

He was poised and confident—he had more class in his little 
finger than all the members of the ritzy Oceanside Golf Club combined, 
which I only knew because I’d caddied there as a kid. He was smart 
and witty. I already respected his mind and I’d just met him a week 
before. But in addition to being all those things I was so drawn to, 
Caleb was also pure and wholesome. There was maybe even a touch of 
innocence to him. 

Caleb Jorde had not been around the block, sexually speaking, as 
most of the people I dated had. As I had. 

He was way the fuck out of my league. 
What the fuck is he doing here on my couch? With me, 

nonetheless? 
I must have jolted at that thought, because Caleb stirred in his 

sleep. 
“Hey… hey, Bradley, it’s okay if you want to go try to find your 

bed.” Caleb yawned, and I noted that even semiconscious, he had the 
presence of mind to cover his mouth. “I’m a big boy. I’ll be fine out 
here by myself.” His beautiful blue eyes popped open a bit wider, and 
I’m pretty sure I jerked again, just at the brilliant sight of them. 

Shit, I have it bad for this guy. 
“Nah, I’m fine right here.” 
Caleb smiled, and it was crooked and sleepy. “Don’t think this 

couch is designed to accommodate the stretched-out legs of a five-foot-
ten-inch man and, I’d estimate… a six-foot-one-inch man?” He was 
right on the money with his guess. 

But I didn’t want to leave the room he was in. “I’ll just slide on 
down to the floor, and sleep there, if you’re uncomfortable, Caleb. I’ll 
be fine down there.” 

His long legs abruptly locked around mine. “Stay where you are, 
Bradley. I like you just where you are.” 
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I MADE Caleb coffee in the morning in my plain old coffeemaker, but I 
admit that I was wishing I had one of those fancy Nespresso machines 
to impress him with. He’d declined my offer of a shower, saying he had 
to get home to get ready for a ballet class he taught early on Saturday 
afternoons. It was just as well; I was fairly certain that the guy would 
catch some nasty skin-itching athletic disease if he set foot in my tub. 
Billy and I weren’t much into the cleaning scene. 

And a ballet class? I’d have to mull that over later. 
The best thing about this morning, though, aside from waking up 

to see Caleb at the other end of the couch, was that for once, I didn’t 
have that you-shouldna-done-that-Bradley feeling. Last night, I had 
done nothing to regret. Well, aside from quoting Robert Frost. 

“I expected to see your roommate, Billy, this morning.” Caleb 
chose not to sit down at the kitchen table to drink his coffee, instead 
leaning against the counter by the refrigerator. He rubbed his jaw. 
Stubble was just barely emerging on that smooth, tan skin. Then he 
looked around. “He a late sleeper?” 

“Yeah, he’s a late sleeper. But on the weekends, he sleeps late 
over at Amy’s place.” 

“Should I be worried that he’s going to try to assault me if I take 
you out again?” Caleb allowed one of those soft chuckles I was 
growing fucking addicted to. “I get the feeling he isn’t crazy about the 
idea of us dating.” 

“I have a solution to that little problem. Let me take you out next 
time.” 

“That sounds like a very good idea, Bradley.” He had dimples 
when he smiled. 

“You up for brunch tomorrow morning?” 
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JUST SAYING:  
MOTHER DOES KNOW BEST 

 
WHEN I was in high school, I dated this girl who was from the right 
side of the tracks. Yes, even Landsbury had its nice parts. She was 
attending Landsbury High School for a short stint between the private 
schools that she’d been booted out of. 

Elizabeth Clark. She was not missing that elusive “thing.” I had it 
bad for the girl. 

Lizzie made a lasting impression on everyone she met, at least that’s 
how I saw it. She wore her who-gives-a-shit attitude extremely well. She 
was snarky as hell and had the mouth of a very preppy truck driver. So 
while I was completely smitten, I was also kind of scared of her. 

Snarky, arrogant, and profane was Elizabeth’s public persona. But 
around Mummy and Daddy, she behaved as a perfect princess. They 
must have wondered how their darling Elizabeth had gotten her pearly 
white ass kicked out of three fine institutions of secondary learning. I 
guess they assumed she kept finding herself at the wrong place at the 
right time. The poor dear. 

In any case, Lizzie and I had been going out, as she was 
apparently drawn to bad boys, but I had to follow the rules. The number 
one rule being that I never show my face at her house. 

Or my voice on her home phone. 
Or my e-mail address on her family account. 
I’d been Elizabeth’s secret lover, but I’d known that meant her 

dirty little secret. She was well aware that I would not meet her parents’ 
high social standards. And since that was the case, she met me places. 
Places that were very far from her fancy mansion. 

So, as I raked up the last remnants of fall leaves outside my 
mother’s ranch house, I had to ask myself why was I thinking back 
fourteen years to my brief obsession with sixteen-year-old Elizabeth 
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Clark? And since I enjoyed tackling life’s easier questions, I had no 
trouble with this one. I was already worrying that Caleb’s folks would 
be lurking around the guesthouse, frowning at me with disapproval 
when I went to pick him up for our date the next day. 

“Brad, honey, come on inside. The yard looks fine already.” My 
mother stepped one foot out the door, still wearing the baggy men’s 
pajamas she lived in on Saturdays. “I made my boy a pie.” She looked 
at me, her eyes sparkling as devilishly as mine. 

I leaned the rake against a tree. “You don’t have to ask me twice, 
Mom. Apple pie?” 

She stepped inside, holding the door open for me. 
I trotted onto the porch, pulled the screen door wide, and followed 

her into the kitchen. The house smelled like heaven. Mom’s apple-pie 
heaven. I’d been there before and enjoyed a return trip. 

“I was watching you rake, hon.” She dropped a plate of warm pie 
with a spoonful of vanilla ice cream melting in its center onto the 
kitchen table. “You been talking to yourself nonstop. What’s on your 
mind? Tell your mom.” 

Nobody knew me like my mother did. With the possible 
exception of my sister Darcy. We always accused each other of sucking 
out parts of each other’s minds while we were sleeping. “Smells great 
in here.” 

“I know it does, but that doesn’t mean nothing. Start talking.” 
I took a bite or two of Mom’s amazing pie. It wasn’t that I was 

uncomfortable discussing any issue at all with my mother. That wasn’t 
why I was eating pie rather than spilling personal details. It was just 
that I was still so unsure about what I was doing with Caleb. It was 
hard for me to think about, let alone talk about. 

“I’m seeing someone new.” 
“What happened to that girl, Maddy? Hadn’t you been seeing her 

for a month or so?” 
“Yeah, well things didn’t work out with her.” 
“Does she know that yet?” 
I blushed. My mother knew me even better than I knew myself. 

“Uh… I was thinking of filling her in on that fact today.” Maddy had 
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already left me no less than ten voice mail messages. What was I 
waiting for? 

“So why are you so bent out of shape over this new girl, huh?” 
The pie suddenly tasted sort of sour. I pushed the plate away from 

me. “First off, Mom, this new person isn’t a girl.” 
“Oh. I gotcha.” My mother knew I’d had several relationships 

with men, and she didn’t give two shits about which gender I loved. 
But she worried a same-sex relationship would complicate things for 
me—things that had already been complicated—relationships, in 
general. She dropped into the seat across the table from me. 

“The fact that he’s male isn’t even a slight problem for me here.” 
Mom lifted her elbows to the table and placed her chin in her 

hands. “So, tell me what’s eating at you about this guy?” 
This situation was just a bit too direct for my liking. I grabbed my 

plate, got up, and stepped to the sink. Once I was looking out the 
window at her newly raked backyard, I said, “He makes me feel like 
less.” I rinsed my plate and placed it into the open dishwasher. 

“He ain’t worth your effort, then.” Mom spoke with a note of 
finality, as if the subject were closed. “Find somebody real, honey. Not 
some uppity son of a—” 

Turning around abruptly, I replied, “He’s not uppity, Mom. It’s 
me. I’m insecure as hell around people who count for something. You 
know that.” 

“Aw, shut up, Brad. You hear me?” She got up and crossed the 
room so she could stand in front of me, and grabbed me by the ears so 
that I had to bend down. When we were looking at each other, nose-to-
nose, she said, “You’re a good boy. Always have been and always will 
be. Nobody, no matter what, is too good for the likes of my son.” 

I shook my head, unconvinced. 
“Do this here for your ma, okay?” She gazed at me, her eyes as 

blue as mine. “If this guy is smart and if he knows up from down, he’s 
gonna recognize that he’s got something special in you. Give him a 
chance to prove hisself to you for once. You ain’t got no proving to do.” 

The way she believed in me felt really good. 
If my dad had stuck around beyond my first six years, maybe I’d 

actually have some self-confidence. 
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Well, that kind of thinking wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “I’ll 
do my best, Mom.” Hadn’t I just made that very same promise to 
Caleb—to be honest with him and myself? Now I was pledging to my 
mother to give Caleb a chance, to let him get to know what kind of a 
person I was, and to allow him to prove himself to me. 

The mere thought of that almost made me laugh. 
“Wipe that grin off your face, Brad. And make the damned call.” 
I glanced down at her questioningly. 
“To Maddy. Call that girl, Maddy.” 
Yeah, that was next on my agenda. 
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NEGOTIATING THE AMAZON 
 
MADDY HADN’T been particularly happy with what I had to say, but I 
also had a sneaking suspicion she hadn’t been particularly surprised. 
And I felt like shit about the whole thing. Letting someone down 
always sucked. But she deserved the phone call, no matter how much 
I’d wanted to text the bad news to her and then turn my phone off for 
the rest of the day. Or maybe for the week. Some people would argue 
that she actually deserved a face-to-face, but I had my limits. 

I used my GPS to find my way to Caleb’s parents’ house. 
Luckily, although their place was located at the end of what looked to 
be a curving, stately driveway that divided two lines of oak trees, 
Caleb’s guesthouse was close to the main road. I was relieved to see 
that the only car in the driveway was Caleb’s Volvo—no visiting Rolls 
Royce from the big house parked at an obnoxious angle. 

I checked my truck’s rearview mirror for the state of my hair and 
the cleanliness of my teeth. Then I practiced the boyish smile I planned 
to flash at Caleb when he met me at the front door. Having revived my 
failing confidence with these brief measures, I jumped out of the truck 
and headed for the front door. 

“Hey, Bradley. Come to the side door! Over here!” I heard 
Caleb’s voice coming from the porch on the left side of the house. His 
voice drew me the way the irresistible pull of an oversized magnet 
draws an insignificant paperclip. And when I stepped up on the porch 
and saw him, I felt like I’d been sucker punched, but in a good way. He 
wore a navy blue and yellow striped rugby shirt, with a bleached white 
T-shirt poking out underneath. His tan khakis were relaxed—the kind 
with cargo pockets on the legs—and they hung low on his hips. My 
date could have been mistaken for the model in a Ralph Lauren fall 
advertising flyer. 

I wanted to grab him and kiss him so fucking badly, but knowing 
I was not welcome to do so, I crossed my arms tightly to help me resist 
the urge. 
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He squatted to place a silver bowl of water on the little rug by the 
door, which I noticed had a cat door built into it. “Cleo, my cat. She’ll 
only eat Fancy Feast.” He stood back up. “Majorly spoiled.” Caleb then 
smiled indulgently at the fat gray cat that pounced on the shiny water 
bowl, and I was immediately jealous. 

“Uh… hi, Caleb.” For some reason I was tongue-tied. Nothing I 
could possibly say to him would amount to very much. He reached out 
with both hands and shook my hand, holding my elbow firmly, as he 
had done before. My dick immediately got hard. Shit. 

“I’ll go grab my jacket and we can head out.” He gave me a wider 
smile than the one he’d flashed at his cat a minute before, which 
boosted my spirits. I watched as he went to the corner, where the coat 
hooks were loaded with preppy outerwear. He grabbed a yellow vest, 
which resembled something a mountain hiker would wear if he wanted 
to be visible from long distances. It had twice as many cargo pockets as 
his pants. I fought the desire to stick my greedy hands in every last one 
of those pockets from chest to thigh, slowly, one by one, wiggling my 
fingers deep in the fabric. Instead, I adjusted the collar of my wrinkled 
plaid flannel, wishing I’d ironed it. 

“So where are we going for brunch?” 
I shook my head a couple times so that I’d stop lusting over him 

and worrying about my appearance. I reminded myself that I’d 
promised my mother I would let Caleb get to know me. “Ever heard of 
the Rainforest Café?” 

He nodded. “I’ve been to the one at the Burlington Mall with my 
students on a field trip.” 

Shit. Here I was thinking I was going to expose Caleb to a whole 
new experience, come to find out he’d already been there—with a 
bunch of kids, no less! What had I been thinking? “Well, we don’t have 
to go there, Caleb. I made early lunch reservations but I can easily call 
to cancel and we can go somewhere better. It was a dumb idea, 
anyways.” 

Caleb regarded me curiously. “I love the Rainforest Café. It 
reminds me of our annual family Disneyland vacations—we always 
went to Downtown Disney when I was a kid.” 

Well, I couldn’t say the same, having never had a single Disney 
family vacation, but he’d just said he liked my restaurant choice. “All 
right, then.” 
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PASSING BENEATH the incredible overhead salt-water aquarium, and 
then feeling transported to a rainforest—complete with imposing 
gorillas and storming elephants—was astounding. The dozens of 
screaming kids contributed slightly less to the dreamy atmosphere, but 
were not a sufficient distraction to stop me from being all starry-eyed 
over Caleb Jorde. 

And he didn’t seem to even notice the screaming children. He 
was intent on our conversation, which to that point had focused on 
surface-only topics. We talked about our jobs—I had markedly less to 
say than he did on that subject; the kind of music we liked—he was 
into a sort of American folk I wasn’t familiar with, while I was into 
classic rock; and our educations. I spelled out my five starts and my 
four stops at four different state and community colleges, and Caleb 
took it all in stride, again insisting that I was a “persistent” student. He 
filled me in on his BA in history from Boston College and how he 
returned to school for another year and a half to be certified for middle-
level and secondary education. His current job as a middle school 
social-studies teacher had fulfilled the requirements of his practicum. 

“Are you out at the school where you teach?” I blurted the 
question and immediately regretted the way I’d moved our 
conversation into the personal realm. But I was curious, which wasn’t a 
crime. I’d always assumed that teachers couldn’t be openly gay. 

“Well, the staff is aware I am gay. I was married for seven years, 
we tied the knot once David finished law school, but I had been with 
David ever since I started at Deering Middle School. Some of my 
colleagues even attended our wedding.” I searched his face for signs of 
emotional discomfort because we were discussing David, but I didn’t 
see any. “And the kids are probably aware, but it isn’t something that I 
discuss with them. I try to keep my personal life my own.” 

I nodded and then used my napkin for the zillionth time, proving 
that I had this whole manners thing down like a pro. 

“And you, Bradley,” I could tell by his expression that he was 
going to ask a personal question, as well, “how long have you known 
that you were bisexual?” 

Bisexual? Me? I guess that’s what you’d call it, isn’t it? 
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I had never categorized myself as such. I’d long thought of 
myself as more of a “power-sexual.” I was attracted to the assertive 
portion of the population, male and female alike. 

“I’ve always been attracted to a certain kind of person. Gender 
never really played into it too much.” That was truthful. 

“And what kind of person is that?” 
Shit. I should have figured he’d ask me that question next. “Uh… 

a person who… is….” 
I could tell from his expression that he was not going to let me off 

the hook; I would be answering this question. 
“I’m drawn to people who have their shit together.” 
“And you think I have my ‘shit’ together?” 
I nodded. 
“How does that translate into behavioral characteristics? In other 

words, how does someone whose ‘shit is together’ act?” I was looking 
down at the table at this point, but I could hear the smile in his voice. 
Not that he was laughing at me, because I really didn’t think that was 
his intent. 

I didn’t want to answer because it wasn’t an exact science where 
a person said five certain things and Bingo! I just knew. It was a feeling 
that a person was at a place in his life, or more accurately, at a place of 
comfort within himself—where I, incidentally, had never been, and 
likely would never be—where he just knew who he was, what he 
wanted, and where he was going. And I knew that when the person got 
up out of bed in the morning, he felt right in his skin. And when he 
went into the bathroom to brush his teeth and caught a glimpse of his 
face in the mirror, he thought, “I like you,” rather than, “try not to 
screw your life up too fucking badly today, pal.” 

“Is there something wrong with my question?” Caleb prodded. 
“Nah, some shit is hard to label, is all.” I looked up from the half-

eaten burger in front of me and back into his eyes. I thought they might 
be a couple of shades bluer than my own. “I just know, okay?” 

Nodding, Caleb glanced down at his bowl of pasta. “I think I 
understand. May I ask you another rather personal question?” 

“Have at it.” I wasn’t feeling particularly hungry at this point; I 
might as well talk myself into a deep, dark hole that I probably 
wouldn’t be able to claw my way out of. 
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“On the morning we met, you’d stayed over someone’s house the 
night before. It was clear you were on your way home… from a date.” 

I already knew what was coming, so I didn’t wait for him to voice 
the actual question. “I’d been with a girl I’d been dating for the past 
month.” 

We stared at each other across the table. “Is she your girlfriend, 
Bradley?” 

I shook my head. “She isn’t and never was either. Up until that 
night it was kind of heading in the relationship direction, but in the 
middle of the night, I knew.” 

“What did you know?” 
I pushed my plate toward the center of the table. “I knew that I 

couldn’t go there with her… I couldn’t be that for her. You get me?” I 
cleared my throat and added, “I knew I couldn’t be her boyfriend. It 
just wasn’t gonna happen.” 

Caleb reached out his hand and laid it on the table right beside 
mine. He pressed his knuckles to the back of my hand, and I noted that 
his forehead got a bit wrinkled. “Does she know that your relationship 
isn’t going to turn into something more?” 

I knew what he was trying to find out. He wanted to know if I 
was emotionally available, or if I was still hanging on to threads of my 
last relationship. “She knows, Caleb. I called and told her.” 

Caleb blinked once and then returned his attention to his lunch, his 
expression pleased. “Are you up for a walk on the beach after we eat?” 

It was my turn to blink. “Uh… sure. That sounds great.” 
The hand that was touching mine drew back and with it he 

nudged my plate toward me. “Then you’d better finish your burger. 
You’re going to need your strength. I like long walks.” 

I took his suggestion and I finished my lunch, as did he. 
So far, so good. At least I hadn’t managed to I screw it up yet. 
 
 

IT WAS a blustery kind of cold on the beach. The wind more or less had 
its way with us as we trudged along the shore, just far enough from the 
waves to keep our feet dry. It wasn’t the greatest condition for talking, so 
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we just enjoyed being together. After making our way an hour or so up 
and down the coast, through almost violently blowing wind and sand, 
and then finally back to where I’d parked, we were both breathing a bit 
heavily. The long walk had been a strangely effective workout. 

When we returned to my truck, Caleb seriously looked like an 
advertisement for Vineyard Vines outerwear. His loose curls had been 
tousled by the wind and his lightly tanned, windblown skin glowed 
with a tinge of pink. If he’d been anyone else, I would have grabbed 
him around the waist and kissed him long and hard, but I really wasn’t 
sure if he was ready for that. And God knew, getting shot down again 
would fuck too much with my mind. Caleb was going to have to make 
the first move. 

Which basically removed from my dating agenda the only thing I 
was really good at—putting on the moves. Shit. 

“Why so quiet, Bradley?” 
I wondered how much honesty Caleb could handle. Unsure, I kept 

my mouth shut. 
“I had a great day. The Rainforest Café was, I will admit, a secret 

thrill for the kid in me, and I feel so refreshed after the walk on the 
beach.” Caleb smiled as he said this, and I believed he was being 
genuine. 

But all I could think to do was shrug, nod, and look at him 
blankly. 

“And I learned a lot about you. All of which is very positive.” He 
leaned back against the truck’s passenger door, continuing to talk, 
despite my lack of verbal response. 

“I want to hug you.” Fuck. What was I thinking? Could I sound 
more like a twelve-year-old on his first date?  

Caleb’s reaction surprised me. “Thank you for telling me what 
you want in words. I really appreciate that.” He tilted his face up to 
mine and smiled. His eyes were clear; there were no shadows of 
concern marring their brightness. “I think I’d like to hug you too.” 

He stepped forward so his chest was pressed against mine, and I 
brought my arms down to his shoulders and closed them around him. 
After a couple of seconds, tentative hands lightly touched my lower 
back. Within a few more seconds, they were holding me too. And 
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holding Caleb felt different than holding any of the women I’d recently 
dated. I felt protective of him at the same time as I felt protected by 
him. I again spoke without thinking. “Feels good.” 

Caleb’s head nodded against my neck. “Today was wonderful, 
Bradley. Thank you.” 

I badly wanted to ask him what he saw in me, but I stifled the 
urge. “Can we go out again?” 

Pushing me back so he could see my face, Caleb looked at me 
very seriously. And thoughtfully. “I am rather counting on it.” 

I pulled him against me a bit tighter and enjoyed the way his 
strong body felt beneath my arms. 
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WEARING ROSE-COLORED GLASSES 
 
SOMEHOW, THE fact that Caleb had insisted that my current job was a 
worthy one gave me a new initiative at work. With every task I reminded 
myself that I was improving the lives of kids. They needed a safe, clean, 
nice-looking place to learn, and it was my job to provide them with that. 
I just wished that I’d been able to find the motivation to do this within 
myself, rather than requiring Caleb’s blessing to find it. 

I decided that I would pay attention to the kids I passed in the 
hallway, rather than walking by with my head down. I smiled, said 
hello to the ones I caught eyes with, and returned all of the high fives 
that were offered to me. I wondered how long I had missed attempted 
high fives because I’d been staring at the floors as I’d walked the 
hallways. 

Right before lunch I was called to the kindergarten to clean the 
floor. It seemed that a little boy had wet his pants by the finger-painting 
easels. He was standing beside his accident, looking guilty as all hell, 
so I said, “Hey, kid, this kind of thing happens to the best of us when 
we get really into doing something we love—like finger painting. Is 
this one yours?” I pointed to the artwork on the easel. 

The little guy looked up at me with huge dark eyes and nodded 
solemnly. 

“Well, I can see why you forgot to go to the bathroom. This 
painting is so colorful and awesome! Don’t worry about the other thing.” 
We both glanced at the puddle on the floor and then looked at each other 
again. “By the time you say ‘disappear’ that thing’ll be gone.” 

Strangely, when I ruffled up the little guy’s hair, Mrs. Vella, the 
kindergarten teacher, tilted her head, studied me for a minute, and then 
smiled and said, “That was very nice, Mr. Zelder. Thank you.” 

I found myself blushing, so I got right to work cleaning up. 
And later, in the lunchroom, a little girl came up to me, tapped me 

on the wrist, and asked, “M-m-mister, can I help you w-w-wipe the ta-
ta-ta-ables when l-l-lu-unch is over?” 
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I glanced down at this little girl who had such a severe stutter. 
Besides having incredibly crooked ponytails, she wore thick glasses 
over eyes that looked a little crossed, and she was missing her front 
teeth. She looked exactly like everybody’s image of the “targeted” kid. 
Normally I would have shrugged off her request and walked quickly in 
the opposite direction, but I took a minute to think before I answered 
her. This kid just wanted to help out the school community and she 
wanted to lighten my load, which was actually pretty sweet. So I told 
her to wait a second, and then I went to check with the teacher on lunch 
duty to see if it was okay if the little girl helped me at the end of the 
lunch period. She told me with a wide smile that helping me would be 
good for Renee’s self-esteem. So I returned to the girl with an 
additional wet soapy rag, and after exchanging brief businesslike nods, 
the two of us went to work. 

It was the best day I’d ever had at Danson Elementary School. 
In class that night, during Critical Thinking for Nurses, which 

followed Nutrition for Health Care Providers, I focused more than 
usual and reminded myself that what I was doing would ultimately 
benefit my patients. As I drove to the school where Caleb taught ballet 
class two days a week, I found myself acknowledging that the way you 
view life has a great deal to do with your attitude. If you think of 
yourself as worthless, and the work you do as having no value, you 
could convince the world of that, as well. 

Caleb had told me a couple of days before that he’d studied ballet 
from first grade right through college, and it was a huge passion of his. 
The ballet school was located in a renovated old mill barely ten minutes 
from the community college. Even with stopping for coffee, I arrived 
about fifteen minutes before his class was finished. He had told me that 
I could come inside and wait for him in the lobby, so after checking my 
hair, teeth, and smile, I got out of the truck and walked inside. It was a 
classy place. Costly velvet couches were scattered at inviting angles. 
There was a plush maroon rug covering the entire floor, lots of striking 
ballet art on the walls, and… and plenty of ladies. 

Looked like it was going to be just me and about ten dance moms 
in that richly decorated area. I glanced down at my plaid flannel and 
knew I wasn’t going to be able to blend into the background. 

There was also a huge window in the space, and through it I could 
see Caleb teaching about eighteen preteens a ballet class. At first I felt 
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funny staring. Caleb was wearing a snug, white T-shirt and black tights 
that didn’t leave much to the imagination. But I wasn’t alone at that 
oversized window. All of the mothers, every last one of them, were 
staring into the studio, as well. 

“So, who are you picking up tonight?” 
I tore my eyes from Caleb’s graceful form as he demonstrated 

some kind of waltzy turn across the floor, and looked down to see a 
petite redhead standing beside me. “Uh….” 

“I’m her mother. See, the red-haired girl. See her?” 
I nodded. “Yeah, I see her.” Was I supposed to say she was very 

talented? I hadn’t a clue. So I fucking zipped my lips. 
“Are you one of the girls’ fathers? I think I know all of the 

mothers at this point, but not all of the fathers. My Tina is new to this 
ballet school—you must be… um, Cassandra’s dad? You see, my 
daughter and I were over at the other dance school, you know the one, 
the competition dance school in Lordiston, but we felt that the ballet 
was not as solid as it is here, so we gave up the competition aspect.” 

Tina’s mom had no trouble filling in what might have been 
awkward silence with bubbly chatter. As she prattled on, I observed 
Caleb. He danced smoothly, starting with the demonstration of small, 
refined motions that took him diagonally across the floor. The girls 
copied him as closely as they could. Then he progressed to a 
presentation of more elaborate room-crossing movements, punctuated 
at the end by two elegant leaps. As his students repeated his steps, he 
spoke to them gently, approaching some and calling out to others from 
across the room, apparently correcting their mistakes. At the 
conclusion, each girl approached Caleb as if he were the king of the 
dance and curtsied before him. He said a few words to each one in turn. 

Caleb was the last to leave the studio. After checking the corners, 
pushing a sort of railing on wheels against the wall, picking up what 
appeared to be a forgotten leg warmer, and then switching off the 
lights, he met me in the lobby. 

“Have you been here long?” he asked, dropping the light pink leg 
warmer into a prominently placed “Lost Items” basket. I couldn’t help 
noticing that all of the mothers and most of the girls were staring at us. 

“Just for fifteen minutes, or so.” 
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“I kept him company,” announced the redhead, pushing her way 
in between Caleb and me. 

“Well, thank you, Mrs. Shea. I appreciate that you prevented my 
friend from becoming bored while he waited.” Like that could ever 
happen when Caleb was wearing tights. 

Mrs. Shea blushed so her skin was almost as red as her hair. “Is 
this man your friend?” I could tell she was trying to get into Caleb’s 
business. 

Caleb smiled politely. “Yes, this is my friend, Bradley. And I 
must say, your Tina was quite attentive tonight in barre. Please 
compliment her on that for me.” He had deftly changed the subject. 

Again, or maybe still, Mrs. Shea blushed. “I’ll let her know you 
said so. Nice to meet you, Bradley.” And she rushed off to tell her 
daughter the good news. 

“All I have to do is check the office for messages and then we can 
leave.” I received a friendly wink, which thrilled me as much as it 
would have one of those little ballerina girls (as well as their mothers), 
but I was able to keep the down and dirty evidence of my pleasure 
under control, for the most part. “Come with me, Bradley.” 

I followed him through the crowd of little girls scattered about the 
floor, busily undoing the tight buns in their hair and pulling on 
sweatpants over their tights. 

“That’s Mr. Zelder, Mommy. He’s my janitor! Today he cleaned 
up Jacob’s pee-pee.” A tiny girl over in the corner was pointing at me 
and basically screaming out her big news. “See him, Mommy? That 
guy over there with brown curly hair and the checkery shirt. See him?” 

I felt an automatic blush at the degradation; it rose up my neck, 
and honestly, its presence disturbed me more than the little girl’s blunt 
revelation of my lowly stature. I’d thought I was feeling more at peace 
with my custodial job, and here I was, ready to vehemently deny a six-
year-old’s words. 

“That’s Mr. Zelder?” The woman stood up and then stepped over 
ten little girls to get to me. “Mr. Zelder, I need to thank you. My middle 
daughter, Renee… she has some special needs. She told me that today 
you let her help clean the lunch tables. I just want to say thank you for 
doing that. It was the highlight of her day. She felt so proud of herself. 
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And… well, I hope she can help you again. It… it made her feel so 
important.” 

My cheeks continued to heat, but now it was for a different reason 
entirely. I felt flattered and honored. Embarrassed in a good way. Caleb 
had stopped to witness my interaction with this emotional parent, so I 
knew I needed to respond with something other than a shrug. “Uh… 
Renee. She can help me any day she wants. I really liked the help 
and… and I think she is a very nice little girl.” 

Renee’s mother leaned over and hugged me. Right in front of all 
the dancers and the proper mothers and Caleb, she hugged me, the 
janitor who’d cleaned up Jacob’s “pee-pee.” And she didn’t let go for 
about thirty seconds. “Thank you, Mr. Zelder,” she uttered as she 
finally released me. “Thank you.” 

“Uh… not a problem, ma’am.” I cleared my throat and turned to 
Caleb, who was studying my face. “Time to head out, Caleb?” 

Caleb nodded and then stepped to the dance office where he 
popped his head in the doorway to say good-bye. As we walked out of 
the building, he said softly, “You made a difference in a child’s life 
today, Mr. Zelder, didn’t you?” 

I could only nod. But I had learned something important about what 
was valuable in other people’s eyes. And maybe in my eyes, as well. 
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JUSTIFYING MY DRY SPELL 
 
“YEAH, I’M horny.” In itself, Billy’s question pissed me off. What the 
fuck did he think? I’d been seeing Caleb for several weeks—in fact, 
we’d seen each other three or four times each week—and I was more 
than slightly into him. And, no, I hadn’t gotten anything—no kisses, no 
cuddling, no groping. No nothing. Not that I expected sex after six 
dates, but a frigging good-night kiss wouldn’t hurt. “But I’m cool with 
it.” Yeah, a bald-faced lie. 

Billy tossed me a beer and twisted the cap off his own. “So 
what’s your game plan, huh?” 

“My game plan?” 
“You always have a plan cooked up to get you into the ladies’ 

pants, getting inside this dude’s jeans can’t be that different.” 
My oldest pal, Billy, was not on the money. Not even close. “It’s 

different with Caleb, believe me.” 
He dropped down onto the couch beside me and snatched the 

remote from my hand. “How’s it different? Other than he’s male, he’s 
your exact type.” 

“The type who always move on from yours truly as soon as they’ve 
had their taste of the other side of the tracks? Is that what you mean?”  

“So your plan is to not let him have a taste of you? Ever? So then 
maybe he’ll stick around?” 

I had to laugh, even though it hurt a little. “Nah, man, that’s not it 
either. I just can’t push too hard because I’m the first guy he’s dated 
since his husband died.” 

“Oh, shit. That sucks. Did his husband have cancer or 
something?” 

“Nah, it was some kinda accident. I think it crushed Caleb, and 
for a long time he couldn’t get over it. But he says he’s ready to date 
now. Still, I just can’t jump his bones—it wouldn’t be right.” 
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My last statement had Billy nodding. “I gotta agree with you 
there, bud.” 

I sucked down a good 50 percent of my beer in one huge and 
necessary gulp and then I told Billy the rest of what was on my mind. 
“He wants me to go over to Oceanside on Thanksgiving night. Says he 
wants me to meet his family. Shit.” 

“Does he have a big family? Lots of brothers and sisters to meet?” 
“Worse even… he’s an only child.” 
“‘Shit’ is right.” 
I got up and went to the refrigerator to grab us a couple more 

beers. “These are our last beers tonight, right, man?” I snatched two 
more bottles from the bottom refrigerator rack. “We’re gonna get up 
early to work out, aren’t we?” Exercise helped discourage my 
overthinking and, to some extent, my sexual frustration. 

Before I planted my ass back on the other end of the couch, I 
heard Billy giggling. That’s right, the asshole was giggling. “This is so 
classic. Legendary heartbreaker Bradley Cooper—I mean, Bradley 
Zelder—can’t even get a good-night smooch from his date, but he still 
has to meet the parents!” 
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EYE-OPENING HOLIDAY 
 
THIS WAS unprecedented. I couldn’t eat my mother’s mouthwatering 
turkey dinner. She and Darcy, along with Darcy’s husband, Rory, were 
convinced I was coming down with the flu. 

“What do you expect? You’re exposed to the flu at work, 
cleaning up after all those sick kids.” 

“Maybe you should go lie down, Braddy. Because Mom made 
pumpkin pie for dessert and if you take a nap, I can eat your piece.” 

“You’re so funny, Darcy. Oh wait—no, you’re so not! Cut me a 
slice and put it in the fridge. I’ll eat it tomorrow.” 

Darcy stood up and came around the dining room table. “What’s 
on your mind today, Braddy? This no-eating thing isn’t like you.” She 
ruffled my hair like a big sister, even when said big sister was in her 
midthirties, liked to do. 

In return, I swatted her ass, like a little brother, even when he was 
thirty, pushing thirty-one, was expected to do. “I’m supposed to meet 
my date’s folks tonight. Guess I’m freaking out, to some degree.” 

“Your date? Who’s the babe?” Rory was always eager to hear my 
women-Brad-conquered stories. “Spill the details? You’re okay with 
that, right Ma?” 

Before Mom had a chance to respond, I stood up. “Look, there are 
no fun details to spill and there’s no babe. I met a guy.” 

At that unexpected news, Rory frowned. He was a cool guy, but 
he didn’t hide his surprise very well. 

“You got a problem with that, Rory?” Darcy got right up in her 
husband’s face. She placed her hand on the dark skin of his cheek, and 
turned his head toward her forcibly. “‘Cause if you do, pal, you’re on 
the couch tonight.” 

“No. It’s not a fucking problem, babe. I was just surprised.” He 
glanced at me. “You haven’t been with a dude since way back when, 
right Brad?” 
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“Since he got screwed over by that professor,” my mother added 
shrewdly. “The rat bastard.” 

“Mom!” This was starting to become embarrassing, even if it was 
my own family discussing me. 

“Wasn’t there a skier he met, up at Sugar Loaf? Remember that 
time? It was like three years ago?” Rory was getting into this. He 
rubbed his big hands over his tight black curls. “Remember, Dar?” 

“Yeah. It’s all coming back to me now.” 
“Didn’t you guys tell me he was one of those Ivy League 

preppies? Up skiing from his minimansion in Wellesley?” 
“That’s right, Mom. Braddy had it bad for….um, wasn’t his name 

Chipper, or Chaz, or—” 
“Hello! I’m right here!” I stood up from the dining room table. 
All of a sudden my family seemed to remember my presence. 

They all turned to gawk at me. 
“That skier did have a cute little butt.” Rory never knew when to 

leave well enough alone. 
I bent down, grabbed a roll, and tossed it at his face. “I can’t do it. 

I just can’t go to meet his parents.” 
In a split second, my family’s faces lost their teasing grins and 

became quite serious. Mom spoke first. “There is no reason you 
shouldn’t go. I know you like this man an’ you ain’t got nothing to be 
ashamed of.” 

Rory offered his wisdom next. “He one of those ultimate 
prepsters? What? Is he a medical doctor or a big business lawyer?” 

Darcy wasn’t far behind. “You just go over to their house and 
give those snobs a taste of the salt of the earth, Braddy.” 

“I feel like shit. I’m going to bed.” I turned to go. “Leave me my 
share of dishes to wash, you hear?” 

They were all staring at me in what looked like shocked wonder, 
and I was sure they were thinking about the women I’d brought to 
Thanksgiving dinner over the past couple of years. I hadn’t cared if 
they’d come or not, as most of them had pressured me into an 
invitation. I’d always been rather diffident in regard to their presence, 
but definitely not invested. 

Completely different story, this year. 
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“SORRY, CALEB. I feel like crap. Ate too much turkey, I guess.” 
Bald-faced lie. 

“My parents are very much looking forward to meeting you.” 
Shit. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Maybe we can see a movie 

on Saturday night or something?” 
There was silence on the other end of the line. I took a deep 

breath and waited hopefully for him to voice his forgiveness about me 
standing him up, but that didn’t happen. “We don’t have to go to my 
parents’ house. But Bradley, I want to see you. So say you’ll come over 
to my place.” 

I felt like an asshole. But he was letting me off the hook, and I 
wanted to see him in a bad way too. “I just… it’s just that….” Trying to 
explain my deep insecurities was useless. “What time?” 

“The sooner, the better. I miss you.” 
My arms and legs were suddenly tingling, and I felt goose bumps 

rise on my spine. Just from those three words coming from Caleb’s lips. 
I miss you. 
“I’ll be over in an hour or less. I am … I’m sorry, Caleb.” 
“There’s no need to be sorry.” He hung up right after he said that, 

but I sat for a few minutes with the phone clutched to my chest, my 
body still tingling. 

 
 

“CALEB, I’M sor—” 
“Sshhh.” The first thing he did when he met me at the door was 

reach out and hug me, and then hold me against his chest. I pushed him 
away, though, because I was weak and scared and I’d come pretty 
damned close to being a no-show. I didn’t deserve comfort from him. 
And when I tried to mumble further apologies, he pressed one finger to 
my lips. 

“There’s no need to apologize.” After fully releasing me from his 
embrace, he took my hand and led me into the living room. 

It was the farthest I’d been into his home to that point. I stared all 
around me, wanting to drink in my new surroundings. I needed to learn 



60 Mia Kerick  
 

 

more about the man I had become so fascinated with, and I knew that 
by studying the environment he’d created to comfort and sustain him I 
would better understand him. It was a modestly decorated space—
neutral colors, simple shapes, classic fabrics. Sort of timeless, even. 
The only items that adorned the antique white walls were natural—
wispy wreaths of twigs and berries, felted-wool wall hangings of fields 
and flowers, and herbs hung to dry from the old beams. There was a 
bowl filled with sea glass surrounded by a scattering of different-size 
seashells on a rustic wooden trunk that served as a coffee table. And 
there were beeswax candles placed on simple painted shelves built into 
the walls. 

But what caught my eye and held my attention was a huge 
photograph that hung above the fireplace. In my mind, it represented the 
purity existing at the very center of this space. It was the focal point of a 
visitor’s attention—possibly even a sort of shrine. The photograph was in 
black and white, framed in rustic wood that I thought might have once 
been old split-cedar rails. There were just two beautiful, honest faces—
my Caleb and another man, who I assumed was David. And though both 
faces were stunning—Caleb in his angelic perfection and David, dark, 
sleek, and self-assured—what was most captivating about this 
photograph was the sincerity of the emotion that had been captured in 
their expressions. These men were looking into each other’s eyes, and 
judging from the smug smiles on their lips, they were seeing forever 
there. Finally, hanging from the upper left corner of the frame was a 
foot-long piece of twine, from which hung two simple bands of gold. 

Caleb and David’s wedding rings. 
To say they looked as if they were in love would not be sufficient, 

though it would be true. They looked literally caught up in each other’s 
eyes. There was nothing and no one else in the world—there was no 
photographer, no fall leaves blowing around in the background, no blue 
sky above. 

Just two men who were each other’s world. 
“That’s David.” 
“It is a stunning photograph.” No, it’s a shrine. 
Caleb nodded. 
“I can’t be like him.” 
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“I don’t want you to be.” 
“How can you want anyone but him?” 
Caleb was still holding my hand, but now, my palm was warm 

and moist because I was aware of a sad fact—I was fucking deficient. 
That was the best way to phrase it, but I ran a few other suitable 
descriptive options through my mind. 

Lacking. Inadequate. Not enough. Never enough. 
He led me to the couch. “Sit down, Bradley.” 
I sat. I may be deficient, but I can certainly be obedient. 
Caleb sat beside me and began to speak. For the first time since I 

met him, his voice shook. He sounded unsure. And surprisingly, this 
out-of-character lack of confidence didn’t even begin to mar the 
feelings I had developed for him over the past weeks. “For years after 
he was gone, Bradley, I didn’t… I didn’t want anybody but David. And 
I was alone during those years. I kept to myself. It was the only fair and 
wise thing to do, feeling that way.” 

At that point I was afraid to raise my eyes from my lap to look 
into his. I was afraid of what I’d see there. Disappointment, maybe. Or 
worse, an effort to compromise his standards in order to settle for 
someone like me. 

“I will admit to struggling emotionally. Yes, I struggled quite a bit.” 
I knew he was studying the portrait, despite the fact that my eyes 

were downcast. 
“But then I met you. And now I’m ready to move on.” 
“I don’t get it.” 
“What don’t you get, Bradley?” 
At that moment it briefly crossed my mind that he must feel like 

he was pulling information out from one of his reluctant middle school 
students. “I don’t get why you wanted to go out with me in the first 
place.” 

I heard one of those soft, sweet, Caleb-chuckles that I had already 
become accustomed to and that I looked forward to because each one 
felt like a tiny pat on my head, as if I’d done something correctly to 
elicit it. But this time I didn’t see anything funny about the situation. 
“You want to know what I saw beyond your amazing blue eyes, and the 
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lazy curls, and the physique that makes my fingers itch with the need to 
touch?” 

I lifted my head suddenly, though I allowed my eyes to rise no 
higher than his chin. “You want to touch me?” 

“Of course I do. You’re very attractive. I constantly imagine what 
it will be like to be close to you.” 

“So you like me because you find me attractive?” 
He chuckled again, that same deep throaty sound. “That was just 

my first impression of you. ‘My, what a looker.’ But it was more than 
that, or I would never have asked to meet you for a beer, and Bradley, 
you are very real.” 

I shook my head, totally fucking confused. Of course I was real, 
but then so was everybody else. 

“You’re genuine. I like that about you.” 
Shit. “You must have hated my attempts at ‘cultured 

conversation’ on our first date, then.” I made air quote with my fingers 
for emphasis. 

“Someday we’ll explore art and literature together, and we’ll 
speak to each other honestly of our impressions. But that night. Well, 
no, it hadn’t seemed to be particularly genuine.” 

I nodded. He was right. “No argument here.” 
“And your heart, Bradley. It’s a good heart.” 
At that moment I knew he was mistaken and I also knew I had to 

tell him. “It’s not so good.” Thinking of how I’d let Maddy down, and 
so many others, I shook my head. “You’re wrong on that.” 

“Well, then I’ll just say that your heart is good enough for me.” 
“Maybe I’m just good with you.” 
Caleb rewarded me with a restrained smile. “You’ve been patient 

with the physical aspect of this relationship. I appreciate that very much.” 
“That hasn’t been a problem. I think maybe I’ve gotten to know 

you a lot better than I would have if we’d jumped right in the sack at 
the end of our first date, which I’m sure wasn’t even a possibility. But, 
you know….” I knew I really should quit while I was ahead. 

“It wasn’t a possibility, and not because you aren’t appealing to 
me. But because I’m starting over and I plan to take my time, I’ve 
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decided that I’m not going to ignore my feelings. If I stuff my emotions 
down, I believe I will live to regret it.” A shadow crossed his eyes, but 
it was brief, and I wondered if I’d imagined it. 

“No. I don’t want you to do that. It would be wrong,” I said, and 
meant it. 

Caleb leaned back and pulled me against his chest so I was 
stretched out, leaning on him. “And I have a feeling that I’m now ready 
to address, as long as you are.” 

Finally I raised my eyes to meet his. He was studying me intently, 
as if he’d never seen my face before. “What is the feeling you’re 
talking about, Caleb? Tell me, and we can talk about it.” 

“This feeling isn’t something I want to talk about.” Caleb 
continued, studying my face with what seemed like unhidden 
fascination. Then he lifted his hands and framed my face with them. I 
was so shocked at his gesture that I nearly shot right off his couch and 
through the roof. “I want to kiss you, Bradley.” 

“Uh….”  
“Is that okay?” he asked. “If I kiss you?” 
I just nodded because my attempt at formulating words clearly 

wasn’t cutting it. 
And then Caleb leaned toward me and touched those perfect lips 

to mine. 
Happy Thanksgiving, Bradley. 
Sometimes I think the damnedest things. 
The kiss wasn’t long, or particularly wet, or even passionate. It 

was more experimental. But it was the best fucking kiss I’d ever 
received. Hands down. Perfect. When he leaned away from me enough 
to gaze at my face, his blue eyes were warm, but filled with tears. I 
knew he was taking a moment to accept his feelings about a first kiss 
with a man who was not his beloved husband, David. 

So I asked him exactly what he had just asked me. “Was that 
okay?” 

It took Caleb a full minute before he finally smiled and nodded. 
And once he had apparently come to grips with his emotions, he leaned 
toward me again. In the next kiss there was passion. 
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We spent the following ten minutes completely wrapped up in 
each other. With his one little nod, the “it’s okay now” head dip, I felt 
something inside me loosen and then break open. All the control I had 
used to keep from touching and kissing Caleb over the past several 
weeks fell away, and I couldn’t stop my arms from enfolding him 
possessively. He may have initiated the kissing, but I soon found 
myself taking control of our intimacy, not because I needed power, but 
because I was so hungry for him. 

When he finally pushed me back, his breathing heavy, I knew that 
we were not going to progress into further intimacy that night. It didn’t 
matter. Sure, I was horny as hell, and I had a strong feeling Caleb felt 
the same way, but the important thing was that we had taken an 
emotional step closer to each other. 

“You asked me why I chose you, and I told you. And I think it’s 
only fair that you tell me why you chose me.” I certainly hadn’t 
expected him to ask that question. Especially not at this particular 
moment. It was as if Caleb needed approval, as well. 

I had to catch my breath in order to regain enough control to 
speak. Then I replied, “I’m… like… drawn to you.” 

“I want to know why.” 
I pondered whether or not to tell him the truth about how I found 

people with his level of confidence irresistible, and remembered telling 
him I was drawn to him because he seemed to have his “shit together.” 

How lame can you get? 
“You know yourself, is all. You know where you are going, 

you’re proud of where you’ve been. You have direction.” 
“So you are attracted to me because I’m ambitious? Bradley, I’m 

a teacher. Not a doctor or a lawyer. My aspirations don’t go beyond 
being principal of a small middle school in a working-class town. If 
you’re looking for a mover and a shaker, I’m afraid I’m not your guy.” 
Caleb pulled back a few more inches. I could feel him slipping away. 

“It’s just you, Caleb. It isn’t what you do or how much money 
you make. It’s your way of looking at things. You know, the way you 
see the world. I want to see the world that way too.” 

“So, it’s just me? It’s just me you like, right?” Again, I heard a 
note of uncertainty in his voice, a characteristic that had distanced me 
from all of the women I had tried to love. 
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“It is just you.” I spoke each word slowly, and separately, so he’d 
know that I really meant each one. And although Caleb was usually 
cool, he suddenly pushed himself forward and was soon pressed against 
my chest. I’d been honest. I’d taken a chance and now I had my prize. 

 
 

CALEB DIMMED the lights and lit the beeswax candles on the shelves. 
They slowly diffused a soothing, honey-like scent throughout the room. 
He poured us each a shallow goblet of red wine, and put on a 
homemade mix of traditional American folk music by a singer named 
Jesse Ferguson, who had a deep and haunting voice. Then we took our 
places, as we had once before at my apartment, on either end of the 
couch, and locked our legs together. Tonight it felt intimate and perfect. 
Gazing at each other in the darkened room, listening to an unassuming 
baritone sing “Scarborough Fair,” we soaked it all in. Everything in this 
quaint, country living room, it seemed, fit together perfectly. 

And Bradley Zelder and Caleb Jorde fit perfectly among these 
well-matched things. 

 
 

AT NINE o’clock on Thanksgiving night, we ended up heading down 
the long driveway to say hello to his parents in the “big house,” as 
Caleb called it. As we walked he and I held hands like high-school 
sweethearts, and without embarrassment I told him about Elizabeth 
Clark, the wealthy girl I’d dated when I was sixteen, the one who’d 
kept me as far as possible from her proper parents because I was so 
unsuitable. 

“That single negative experience from when you were just a boy 
really scarred you, didn’t it?” 

“Seems dumb, but I think it did.” 
“Well, I’m not hiding you from my family, am I? I’m proud to 

introduce you to them.” 
“I don’t see why or how. You said your family’s rich and 

successful and highly educated. How could they ever think I’d be a 
good match for you?” 
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Caleb’s soft laughter cut easily through the darkness. “You 
haven’t met my parents. I say this with certainty—they’re immediately 
going to see what kind of a man you are and they’re going to love you. 
But tell me honestly—my parents are the reason you tried to cancel our 
evening together tonight, aren’t they?” 

“I’d worked myself up over meeting them to the point of feeling 
sick.” My cheeks were heating, and I was thankful that we were 
walking outside in the cool, dark night. “I couldn’t even eat dinner with 
my family today. I was kind of a mess.” 

Caleb squeezed my hand. “You’ll see. They’re going to love you. 
But more than that, they already appreciate you.” 

“How’s that?” 
“When I told them about you this morning at breakfast, I think 

they sensed the return of a part of me that had been lost for so long.” 
“What part?” 
“The part of me that enjoys life and doesn’t just live it.” 
I squeezed his hand right back. And then another really weird 

thing happened. My eyes filled with tears. I don’t know exactly why it 
happened. Maybe what he said made me feel for him even more than I 
already did. 

“Here we are. Come on in. Let’s say hello.” 
It was time to face the music. 
 
 

HER VOICE had a lilting quality, and when she spoke, it sounded a bit 
like music. “Well, you are just the sweetest dear.” In truth, Mrs. Jorde 
was the sweetest. She was a beautiful, elegant, seventy-year-old, female 
version of Caleb. With her angelic eyes—that I could tell didn’t miss a 
detail—I would know she was Caleb’s mother if I met her on a back 
street in the suburbs of Kalamazoo. “It has been so wonderful getting to 
know you, son. Not only are you everything Caleb said you were, but 
you’re funny and charming too.” 

“Didn’t I say he was funny and charming?” With a crooked grin, 
Caleb leaned over to pour her another cup of tea. We were in what the 
family referred to as “the green room,” sitting on overstuffed wingback 
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chairs that were angled casually around an elegant coffee table, sipping 
tea out of fancy china teacups, and eating pumpkin pie. “I’m sure I did.” 

Caleb looked incredibly beautiful to me at that moment. He was 
totally at ease in the stiff chair and was smiling at his mother, seeming 
to enjoy the way she was enjoying me. 

Mr. Jorde, a slimly built, quiet man, added drolly, “I believe, 
Cale, you said he was sexy and irresistible.” 

We all looked at Caleb’s father in surprise. It was about the first 
thing he’d said all night, although his silence hadn’t been in any way 
brooding. In fact he was consistently the first to smile and laugh in 
response to an offhand remark. But for the most part, he seemed 
content to simply observe. 

“Well, Dad. Bradley certainly is sexy, but the jury is still out on 
irresistible,” Caleb teased his father right back. 

“Now, Bradley, dear, Cale told us that you are a custodian at a 
local elementary school. How do you enjoy your work?” Mrs. Jorde 
sipped her tea and then regarded me with genuine interest. 

I felt the heat rise up my neck. This was the moment I’d 
dreaded—the reason I had almost refused to see Caleb tonight. The 
time had come for me to admit my lowly occupation to these classy, 
educated people whose son had come to mean the world to me. I 
scrambled for words, but could find none. “It’s like… I, uh….” 

Caleb, though, knew when I needed a little help. “Tell my parents 
about the little girl, Renee, the one whose older sister is in my ballet 
class, and how she likes to help you in the cafeteria.” 

And so I did. As I spoke about Renee, who had become my right-
hand girl in the cafeteria, Mr. and Mrs. Jorde’s faces lit up with 
pleasure, and I felt like a hero. 

Me. A frigging hero. 
Mr. Jorde was the next to ask me a question. “I would love to 

hear about your study of nursing, Bradley.” He smiled, lifted his cup of 
tea to his lips, and listened as I told him of my goals in nursing. 

By the end of the evening, I had come to understand something 
huge about myself. I understood that I didn’t have to think of myself as 
less than anyone else, just so they couldn’t hurt me by thinking it first. I 
understood that I was on my own personal path to achievement, which 
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was different from everybody else’s. I understood these things. Now all 
I had to do was believe them. 

The Jordes truly believed that life was a journey, and that each 
person’s journey led him to a different place. 

They respect my journey. 
The night was, among many other wonderful things, eye-opening. 



 Random Acts 69 
 

 

FINDING THE REAL DEAL 
 
I LOVED spending time at Caleb’s place. I was even starting to get 
used to the impeccable David Lane, as he stared so possessively at 
Caleb’s angelic face—a moment of pure bliss captured forever in that 
portrait above the rustic fieldstone fireplace. And who could blame the 
guy? I found myself staring at Caleb a hell of a lot too. He was 
beautiful and captivating, and from the looks of the picture, I wasn’t the 
only one who revered him. I consoled myself that at least I was in good 
company. 

Caleb had told me a lot about his relationship with his husband, 
and I’d wanted to hear all of it. It hadn’t hurt me, really, as I’d already 
known this wasn’t a competition for Caleb’s love. If it were, David 
Lane had already won, hands down. I was willing to accept that fact. 

From what Caleb told me, David was assertive. He’d known what 
he wanted for a career since he was an undergrad—to be a big-time 
business lawyer—and he’d gone for it. He’d graduated at the top of his 
class from Boston College for undergraduate studies in the School of 
Business and Management, and then BC Law School. 

David Lane was a success. 
He had wanted to own a home in historic Lexington, 

Massachusetts, so he could easily commute to his fancy law firm in 
Boston, but also enjoy a quaint, suburban feeling when he looked out 
his front door first thing every morning, holding a mug of coffee to his 
lips. I’m not sure if he ever actually discussed this home purchase with 
Caleb ahead of time; he somehow “surprised” his boyfriend with a 
renovated antique colonial on the main road of Lexington’s historic 
district. 

And David had clearly wanted Caleb Jorde. Caleb, although 
pleased with the surprise purchase of an historic home (I had already 
warned him that he should never expect gifts of that magnitude from 
me), was not interested in moving into said home until a commitment 
between the men was firmly in place. Being highly intelligent and 
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recognizing that life partners did not come any better than Caleb Jorde, 
David wasted no time “putting a ring on it.” After an extravagant 
wedding on the Rockport coast, the happy couple had settled into the 
lovely colonial in Lexington, where they resided for seven blissful 
years. Until David, on his daily, early-morning bike ride, had been 
struck and killed by an oncoming SUV while crossing the road directly 
in front of his quaint suburban love nest. 

So, I knew the deal. I was okay with it too. And some people 
might have called me sloppy seconds, but I was just happy to be there. 

 
 

WE SAT on Caleb’s sleek couch in our usual positions—our backs 
pressed against the puffy cushions on either end and our legs 
interlocked. On the coffee table we had each stacked our schoolwork in 
neat piles. His consisted of lesson plans, and mine the actual 
completion of lessons. 

“So how will you complete your nursing practicum while 
working full time?” 

It was a very good question, and one I’d put major thought into. 
“I asked for a major reduction in hours over the summer so I could put 
in as many hours toward my practicum as possible. And then in the fall 
and spring, I can maybe complete my practicum on nights and 
weekends.” 

“Will you still have classes to take during that time?” 
I nodded. “Yeah, a few. It’s going to be rough for a while.” 
“Well, you can do it. You have the persistence to see it through.” 

He placed his laptop on the coffee table. “You know, for me, earning 
my undergraduate degree at Boston College was fun. My only 
responsibility was to attend classes and complete my work. Other than 
that there were football games and parties and evenings in Boston. Fun 
stuff. I really admire people who have to work their way through 
school, like you, Bradley. You get all the work, minus the country-club 
lifestyle.” 

I’d never thought of it that way.  
“I’m going to start classes for my Educational Leadership 

master’s soon.” 
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“Where will you attend school?” 
“I’ve already applied to the Lynch School, the graduate school of 

education at Boston College. I’m planning to start this summer. I’ll take 
as many classes as I can manage. Then I’ll continue taking evening 
classes for as long as it takes me to earn the credits I need.” 

“I guess we’ll be in the same boat, then.” 
“That’ll be nice, won’t it? We can support each other by being 

stressed-out college kids together.” Caleb was talking like we were still 
going to be together down the road.  

“Sure thing.”  
He sent me one of those reward smiles that I liked so much. “Hey, 

can you afford to take a study break?” 
“Oh, yeah. A study break sounds like a great idea.” I pushed aside 

a few shells and placed my laptop next to his on the coffee table. “What 
do you want to do?” 

“I want to show you something.” Caleb drew back his legs and 
stood. He reached his hand out to help me up. “Come with me.” 

“What are you going to show me?” I wondered if it was going to 
be photos of his and David’s wedding or pictures from their 
honeymoon to Costa Rica. 

“You’ve never seen my bedroom.” 
The word “bedroom” sent an immediate zing to my crotch.  
I am such a slut. It’s probably where he keeps the wedding album 

that I absolutely need to see. 
I shrugged and held his hand as he led me down the hall. The 

door to his bedroom stood open. Inside I could see more of the same 
style of simple, high-quality furnishings. Among them was a king-size 
bed, made up neatly with a simple, embroidered tan quilt on top, which 
didn’t help to calm down the little party that had started up in my jeans. 

“It’s cool in here. You know, the temperature.” 
You are a conversational genius, Bradley. 
“I keep it cooler in the bedrooms.” Still holding my hand, Caleb 

dropped onto the bed. I stood awkwardly in front of him. 
“Yeah… yeah, I can see that.” I was nervous as hell. 
Where the fuck is that damned wedding album? 
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Caleb tugged on my hand. “Sit down beside me, Bradley.” 
Well, shit. 
I dropped my ass down on his pillow and then stretched my bare 

feet out toward the foot of the bed. 
That’s when Caleb reached his arms around me. “I want to kiss 

you.” 
No sooner had he said it, than he was doing it. And before a 

minute was over, Caleb had shoved me down onto my back and was 
crawling up my chest, his kisses openmouthed and feverish. That was 
when I pushed him off me—not too roughly. I removed him from my 
body with a firmness I didn’t know I possessed, because what was 
happening just didn’t compute. 

Immediately Caleb sat up. With his kiss-swollen lips, his wavy 
hair all tousled, and his expression of “what the fuck?,” he looked a bit 
like an angel who’d fallen unexpectedly off his cloud, only to land hard 
on the frozen ground far below. 

“What’s wrong, Bradley?” 
I waited for a minute to give him a chance to tell me he thought 

sex was what I’d wanted all along. But he didn’t say that. 
How did you tell a guy that in order to fuck him, you were going 

to need to reach up and take him off the high pedestal you’d stuck him 
on? “I was getting used to, uh… respecting you, Caleb.” 

He leaned back over me, ready to pick up where we left off. “I 
know that you respect me.” 

“But it’s easier to hold off on sex than to… to figure out the next 
step.” 

“The next step.” Caleb’s gaze shifted to a floral wreath that hung 
on the wall over the bed, as he repeated my words once more, but this 
time as a question. “The next step?” 

“I always thought that this… that making love was supposed to 
mean something.” Was this actually Bradley Zelder, the Player, 
speaking these words? 

Still examining the wreath, Caleb nodded. 
“And… shit, Caleb, I never really followed my conscience 

before—like, in bed, with other people—but I kinda want to with you.” I 
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was literally confusing myself. How could Caleb be anything other than 
completely baffled by my words? I should have just kept my mouth shut 
and taken whatever sexual favors he was willing to offer me. 

But I just can’t. Not with Caleb. 
“What are you trying to say to me, Bradley?” He looked at me 

with wide blue eyes, and I looked back with eyes that were probably 
even wider. “What is it that you want?” 

“Well… what I want….” This was turning out to be tougher than 
I’d figured. 

Caleb waited. His breathing was heavy; his forehead was slightly 
damp too. Strange, that he’s perspiring in this cool bedroom. 

And that’s when I did it: I went ahead and asked Caleb the very 
same question that just about every woman I’d ever dated had asked 
me. “If we make love, what will it mean?” 

Very slowly, Caleb’s full lips lifted into the most enticing of 
smiles. Again, he repeated my words. “What will it mean?” He lifted 
his eyebrows. 

I nodded and found my next question easier to voice. “I mean, 
Caleb, if we make love, not to say that’s the direction things are 
heading in, but just say, if we do it, I don’t want either of us to be doing 
it with other people. You get me?” 

Caleb’s smile grew wider. “So you want us to be ‘boyfriends’? In 
an exclusive relationship?” Air quotes on the boyfriends part. Shit. 

“Well, yeah…. Don’t think I’d like to share you too much, 
Caleb.” 

Caleb fell back onto the bed beside me, so our shoulders were 
pressing together. But not a fucking word came out of those pretty lips, 
which was killing me. 

So I pressed on. “I’m feeling shit for you, man, that I haven’t felt 
before. And I know you’ve felt it before with David. But it’s all new to 
me, and I can’t share you… well, not with anyone besides David’s 
memory.” At that, he gasped, and I looked over at him. He’d covered 
his mouth with one hand. 

“What? What did I say wrong? I screwed it up and I just wanted you 
to know… that it’s okay if you still love your husband and… shit….” 
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Turning onto his side, Caleb took both of my hands in his, and 
then he studied my face, like he had so many times before, but this time 
with tear-filled eyes. 

“I’m sorry… just, shit….” 
“No, Bradley. There’s no need for you to be sorry.” He lifted one 

of my palms to his lips and kissed it three times in a row, like he was in 
a rush. “First of all, I would never make love to you if I didn’t just 
assume that we were exclusive. I didn’t know that I needed to spell that 
fact out.” 

Hot prickles of embarrassment climbed my neck to my cheeks, 
and I started to sweat too. 

“So, if you want to get close to me intimately, or even if you are 
not ready, and want to wait a while for sex, please know that I am 
seeing no one but you. I don’t want to. Because, Bradley, I also feel 
things for you that I’ve never felt for a man before.” 

“But you were married—you’ve been in love—you know exactly 
how it feels.” 

“What I feel for you is not the same as what I felt for him. And I 
don’t want it to be.” 

“Well, of course not. You felt so much more for him—he was 
your husband, you loved him, and—” 

Caleb pressed a finger to my lips to stop my rambling. “I haven’t 
known you for very long, but what I feel for you is in no way less than 
what I felt for David.” 

I shook my head in disbelief. 
“Bradley, I am falling in love with you… and it has nothing to do 

with David. This is about us. Just us. And I am happy with you. I don’t 
want you to be him.” 

My eyes filled. Shit. This much emotion hadn’t come over me 
since… since Professor Curtis had dumped my ass during freshman 
year of my very first attempt at college. I shook my head again, not too 
sure why. 

“I want you, Bradley. To be my friend and to be my lover. My 
only lover.” 

The tears that had filled my eyes were now streaming down my 
cheeks. 
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What the fuck is this? 
Very purposefully, Caleb climbed back onto me, and his tears 

dripped onto my face, joining with mine. “What we are building means 
the world to me, Bradley,” he said, and he lowered his mouth to mine. I 
could taste the salt of our mingled tears on our lips, and I thought it 
tasted like we’d both won a struggle for love. 

 
 

WHAT HAPPENED in Caleb’s bed that night was like—well, there was 
nothing in my experience to compare it to, so I guess it wasn’t like 
anything else. I wasn’t the cat or the toy mouse. I experienced no “you 
shouldna done that” feelings. I didn’t have the urge to run and hide 
from this commitment, not even once. 

I could count the men I’d been with on the fingers of one hand, and 
be left with extra digits. My very limited experience taught me that I 
didn’t have a single favorite sexual position in my relationships with 
men. With Curtis I knew who was going to do what before we even 
started, because he’d laid it all out for me ahead of time. With that skier 
dude, there was a negotiation of sorts. And the other time I was intimate 
with a man, the two of us were kind of drunk. From what I can recall, we 
just took turns. So, I didn’t consider myself a “top” or a “bottom,” and 
very frankly, I wasn’t too crazy about those terms. I guess I didn’t see a 
need to stick labels on people for what they like in bed. 

That night I planned to just go with the flow—to see what 
happened. Because whatever happened, it was happening with Caleb, 
so it would be good. 

Once Caleb climbed onto me to kiss my lips that second time, I 
lay flat on the bed and let him do as he pleased. We were both fully 
dressed, so there was a lot of rustling of material and touching of fabric 
going on, and I badly wanted to get my hands on his bare skin. I knew 
it would be as smooth and tan and beautiful as his face was. But I 
stayed patient and let our lovemaking unfold. 

Caleb was extremely into kissing me. The kisses that started on 
my lips soon extended to my eyes, and then to my ears and my chin. In 
fact I don’t think one square inch of my face was untouched by Caleb’s 
roving lips. His need to kiss more of me was his motivation to start the 
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disrobing process. Once he began suckling the skin on my neck, his 
hunger for more of me seemed to grow almost out of control. I don’t 
know how he managed—as he’d become a little bit frenzied—but 
somehow Caleb unbuttoned my shammy shirt in a matter of seconds 
and then lifted my thermal undershirt over my head in the space of a 
breath. 

“Oh God. You are… you are gorgeous.” That’s all he said before 
he brought his lips down on the base of my throat, and began kneading 
the full muscles of my pecs with his hands. I had played the toy mouse 
in bed a time or two, but although Caleb was the aggressor, this felt 
different. It wasn’t a game. This was serious business. 

“I want to feel your skin too.” At my simple request, Caleb 
quickly pulled off his navy blue rugby shirt and lowered his bare chest 
onto mine. Once our lips were again pressed together, I “saw” his body 
in my mind by dragging the tips of my fingers lightly over his skin. His 
shoulders, the muscles tight with the strength it took to suspend his 
entire weight above me, were perfectly sculpted. Not huge and bulging, 
but firm, with peaks and valleys where his muscles flexed. I slid my 
hands down his back and recognized more strength there—compact and 
tight and longing to be rubbed. So I did. 

“Love that… feels good… haven’t been touched… in so long.” 
He spilled confessions with each exhalation. 

I massaged his taut muscles for as long as I could manage, until 
my need to see his chest with my actual eyes finally won out. But more 
than the sight of his bare chest, I needed to see the shyness that I knew 
would cloud his typically controlled expression as I examined his body. 
I couldn’t help myself; I held him to me and flipped us over so Caleb 
was beneath me, looking up at my face. It was now his turn to wait for 
what would come next. 

Pushing up from the bed, I treated my eyes to a feast. Unlike my 
own, his chest was perfectly smooth, bare of all hair, and as I’d 
predicted, he was still lightly tanned from a summer spent outdoors. 
And he was strong in the way of a dancer, every muscle toned and 
perfectly shaped. When I finally lifted my eyes from his chest to take in 
his expression, I saw a tinge of pink on his cheeks beneath round blue 
eyes, proving his modesty. 

“I am ready for more.” Caleb spoke those words like he was 
praying. “I am ready for all of you.” 
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I took those words to mean that he wanted me to be inside him. 
“Honey, I didn’t expect that we’d be making love today and… I’m not 
prepared.” I fervently hoped that this detail would not curtail our 
intimacy, but at the same time, I knew I would not make love to him 
without protection. 

He blushed a deeper red. “I… I’d been hoping… that more would 
develop between us. I have what we need.” He turned onto his belly, 
reached for the table beside his bed, opened the drawer, and pulled out 
an unopened box of condoms and a full tube of lubricant. Then he 
handed them both to me, and I was fairly confident that I knew the role 
I was to play. 

He lay back and looked up at me expectantly, so I knelt above 
him and unbuttoned his pants, lifted his ass a bit, and then dragged 
them down his legs. I was left with the sight of Caleb in nothing but 
snug, black boxer briefs. He was bursting out of the front of them. 
Impulsively I leaned down, pushed my face to his crotch, and breathed 
in his need. Then I dropped a soft kiss on the bulge between his legs 
before I stood to remove my jeans and flannel boxers. 

When I returned to the bed, Caleb reached for my dick, and he 
moaned when his fingers wrapped around it. “My God. My God” was 
all he said, like he’d never before encountered a naked man. 

I bent over him and carefully removed his briefs. Again I felt 
things I never thought existed outside movies and romance novels. 
“You are perfect, so perfect, and mine…. You are mine.” I claimed him 
with my words and then I claimed him with my mouth. 

I didn’t start with a nibble and then slowly take him in; I was too 
hungry for that. I engulfed his dick in a single motion, and he gasped, 
lurched forward, and tried to curl into a ball, overly sensitive to my 
onslaught. But I pushed his legs back onto the bed and reminded him of 
what was most important. “You are mine.” I couldn’t help but smile as 
I spoke. 

From that point on, our lovemaking turned into a fantastic blur of 
pleasure. I devoured his dick until I could tell he was about to come, 
and knowing that I wanted him to come when I was inside him, I made 
myself stop. He whimpered when I pulled my lips from him. 

But he knew what was coming next. “Can I turn onto my 
stomach?” Caleb’s voice shook, and even broke on the last syllable. I 
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nodded. If that was how he wanted it, that was how I wanted it. Once 
he’d flipped over, he crouched on all fours in front of me, and I 
prepared him with lube while he struggled to control his breathing. I 
used more care than I had known possible, as hurting Caleb was not an 
option. Once he was ready for me, I ripped open the box and quickly 
covered my dick with a condom, my shaking fingers struggling with 
the simple task I had done dozens of times before. 

Then I experienced a moment I knew I would never forget until 
the day I died, and one I sincerely hoped would be the last memory to 
run through my living brain. It happened when I covered Caleb’s body 
with my own and gently pushed myself inside him. As I did so, even 
more intense emotions overwhelmed me. My adoration, compassion, 
appreciation, and respect for this man were all in the very front of my 
mind as I joined my body with his. The intense physical pleasure, 
coupled with my strong feelings for Caleb, provided the most 
momentous intimacy I had ever known. 

I made love to him, and with his bucking and riding and 
squeezing motions, he made love to me right back. When I was close to 
finishing, I reached my hand beneath him and dragged the back of my 
thumb along his rippling abs, until I reached the base of his needy dick 
and wrapped my fingers around it. As I did so, he arched his neck back 
so that our cheeks could brush together. 

And then, with Caleb, I found a moment that could never be 
surpassed. 

I was changed. I was a changed man. 
It was one hell of a study break. 
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BEING THERE 
 
I HAD no problem getting the time off work. And even if it had been a 
problem, I wouldn’t have let it keep me from being in the school 
auditorium that afternoon. Fucked up thing was, when I was a kid, I’d 
frigging hated being made to sit in that very auditorium to watch dumb 
school plays. And I was skipping work to be there. 

When I arrived in the back of the auditorium, Caleb motioned for 
me to come down to the front row, where he was standing with another 
teacher. Knowing I wouldn’t want to be front and center, he handed me 
a program and led me to a seat in the corner near the wall. He then sent 
me an excited wink, and went back to the stage where the students were 
doing their final run-through before the show. 

Caleb had invited me to be his guest at Deering Middle School’s 
Friday-afternoon dramatic performance of To Have and To Hold, a play 
written by the director of the school’s drama club, Angela Creedy. 
Angela was a close friend of Caleb’s and had asked him to teach eight 
students to perform a character dance—what Caleb had told me was a 
traditional folk dance—for the final scene of the play. He had happily 
thrown himself into the task. 

“Mr. Jorde, do I turn her left or right, after we walk in the big 
circle? I keep on forgetting,” one of the boys asked, his face twisted in 
confusion. 

“She’s on your right, so you’re going to turn her to the right. 
Remember how we did it in rehearsal yesterday?” Caleb answered the 
boy with patience. Then he grabbed Angela, who laughed, and they 
demonstrated the turn. 

“Oh, yeah. I’ve got this.” The boy copied Caleb’s turn with his 
young partner, but he still looked a little freaked out. “Thanks, Mr. J.” 

The smallest girl in the center of the crowd spoke up. “We’re 
gonna screw up the part where we kinda weave in and outta each other 
in the two lines. And everybody’s gonna think this is a big joke.” 
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That comment clearly snagged Caleb’s attention. “Sit down on 
the edge of the stage, everybody. I have a few words to say to you.” 

I noticed that none of the kids rolled their eyes in anticipation of a 
lecture from Mr. Jorde. They nodded and moved quickly, all eyes on 
Caleb, obviously waiting for his guidance. 

“I want you all to know that I am very proud that the Deering 
Middle School Drama Club has taken on the challenge of presenting 
character dance to the student body and the community. It’s a part of 
classical ballet that most of your audience will never again have a 
chance to witness. But there is a chance that someone who’s watching 
will take an interest in traditional dance and will seek to be further 
exposed. And even if that doesn’t happen, we have provided people 
with excellent entertainment, as well as opened their eyes, and we’ve 
all learned something of European folk dance.” 

The red-haired girl, Tina, who I recognized as one of the students 
in Caleb’s ballet class, raised her hand. At Caleb’s nod, she said, “That 
sounds like me. I had never tried this type of dance before the play, 
even though I’m a ballet dancer. I told my mom I loved it, and so she 
went to our ballet school and told them it should be part of our 
curriculum. So this summer Mr. Jorde is gonna start teaching a special 
character-dance class.” She appeared very proud of her statement, as 
well as of her mother’s accomplishment. 

“Yes, Tina. That’s exactly right. Sometimes all a person needs is 
to be exposed to an art to find they love it. You’re not going to be 
ridiculed because you’re the brave few who are exposing your friends 
to something culturally new. You should not expect that, and to that 
end, I expect you to carry yourselves with pride and confidence.” 

The kids on the edge of the stage looked at each other and nodded 
a few times, seeming to have bought Caleb’s argument. 

“Can we try it one more time, Mr. J? Just to polish it up?” 
Caleb looked at his watch. “I think we have time to run the dance 

once. What do you think, Ms. Creedy?” 
“Yes, Mr. J. I think there is enough time for one more run-

through.” 
I sat in the corner watching Caleb interact with the students. It 

was clear they liked and respected “Mr. J,” but what I found interesting 
was how clear Caleb made it that he liked and respected them as well. 
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The kids all behaved very well around him; if you were familiar with 
middle school students, you knew that this wasn’t always the case. But 
I think Caleb’s secret to success with these kids might also have been 
his secret to success with me—he respected and had high expectations 
of us. Knowing that your teacher, or partner, believed in you and 
expected you to get it right and not screw it up gave you confidence. 

Of course I’ll give it my best shot, as I am expected to succeed. 
 
 

AFTER THE play, I stuck around to congratulate Caleb on a job well 
done. I was cautious because I wasn’t sure if he’d mentioned me to any 
of his colleagues. He didn’t seem concerned with my lurking presence, 
though. He turned to me and smiled wide when I approached. 

“What did you think of To Have and to Hold? Did you enjoy the 
play?” His colleague, Angela, a tall redhead, stood beside him. I 
couldn’t help but notice that she was looking at me with an odd 
expression on her face. 

“I liked it. Those kids can act—and dance.” I looked from Caleb 
to Angela. Caleb seemed pleased with my response. Angela, though, 
squinted at me and still didn’t say anything. 

“Angela, meet Bradley Zelder. Bradley, this is Angela Creedy, 
my partner in crime.” 

Angela rather stiffly held her hand out to me. I took it, and we 
shook very formally. “Charmed, Bradley.” Her greeting was definitely 
sarcastic. 

What the fuck? The woman was looking at me as if I’d stolen 
something from her. 

I decided to go with a polite greeting, though. “I’m pleased to 
meet you, Angela.” 

She looked at me boldly, a challenge in her eyes. “My college 
roommate is a guidance counselor over at Danson Elementary. She told 
me she knows you.” 

I knew what was coming, but I tried to delay the inevitable. “Lily 
Walden? It must be her because it can’t be Ronald Lester.” I laughed at 
my own joke. If her college roommate wasn’t Lily, it would’ve had to 
be Ron, a fifty-five-year-old gay man. 
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Angela didn’t seem to find my one-liner particularly funny. 
“Yeah, it’s Lily. She told me you were a janitor at the elementary 
school.” The challenge was still in her eyes. And then it hit me. Angela 
Creedy had a thing for Caleb. “So, do you like working as a janitor?” 

Caleb took a step away from Angela and looked at her strangely. 
Like he didn’t know her. But he didn’t intervene. He let me answer. 

“Well, I’ll admit it isn’t my long-term goal to be a custodian, but 
for now, I like it.” I kept my answer short and sweet. I could tell that 
nothing I said was gonna please this lady. 

“For now? Haven’t you been a janitor for almost a decade?” She 
stared up at me, her eyes brazen, and with that, she touched Caleb’s 
arm softly, turned away from us, and strode to some other teachers who 
were waiting to congratulate her. 

Shit. 
Caleb looked flustered. “I’m not sure why Angela acted like that. 

Usually, she….”  
I shrugged. “Hey, she was fine, Caleb. But what wasn’t fine was 

that play.” 
He tilted his head, and I could tell he was trying to make sense of 

my words because I’d already said I liked it. 
I pushed his arm playfully. “Because it was amazing! But I had 

you going for a second there, didn’t I?” I was good at changing the 
subject and I hoped he’d already forgotten about Ms. Creedy’s odd 
behavior. 

He allowed one of those soft Caleb-chuckles. “Yes, you got me.” 
“You gonna come over to my place after work?” 
“I was planning on it.” 
“Okay, then. I’m gonna get outta here now, so you can rejoin 

your adoring public.” There were a lot of teachers and parents who 
looked eager to talk to Mr. Jorde. “I’ll see you this afternoon.” 

Caleb smiled, and I had to fight my typical lusty response to even 
his slightest display of pleasure. But as I walked away, I wondered if 
what had happened with Angela was a loss or a victory for me. 
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METAMORPHOSING 
 
IT WAS surreal. To have the four most important people in my world 
sitting around the rustic pine table in my mother’s kitchen, chatting 
amicably about how far they’d progressed in their Christmas 
shopping—it was fucking surreal. 

“I was thinking of taking a train into Boston, maybe this Saturday 
or something.” Mom picked up a second brownie from the plate at the 
center of the table, put it on a napkin, and slid it in front of Caleb, 
adding, “You know all of those shops in Quincy Market? Some of ’em 
have the best stuff for the kids’ stockings.” 

Caleb nodded back at her earnestly. 
“Mom, we’re hardly ‘kids,’” Darcy pointlessly tried to argue. 
“The two of you are my kids, and Rory too, and no matter what, 

you always will be.” My mother grinned. “So that’s how it is, and you 
better get used to it!” 

“My folks feel the very same way, Mrs. Zelder. I think once 
you’ve changed someone’s diapers, and survived the terrible twos as 
well as the teenage years with him, he’ll always be your baby.” 

Caleb was very diplomatic. 
“Call me Tanya. You can call me Tanya, okay, Caleb. None of 

that Mrs. Zelder shit.” 
I was just beginning to blush at my sweet Mama’s use of the word 

“shit,” which proved the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree, when 
Caleb said, “Well, if you’d like some company on your trip to Quincy 
Market, I’d love to go with you, Tanya. I could distract Bradley while 
you’re shopping, and then I could take you both to lunch.” My 
mother’s colorful language hadn’t discouraged him even slightly. I 
found myself smiling. “I could take you to Durgin-Park. It is one of my 
favorites in Faneuil Hall.” 

Mom stood up and headed to the coffee pot—Mr. Coffee, not 
Nespresso. “Well, that sounds like a date, young man!” 
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Darcy grabbed Rory’s hand. “We’re free next Saturday, aren’t 
we?” 

Rory looked up and to the right as if he were thinking. “I’m pretty 
sure we are.” 

“Why don’t Rory and I join you guys? It’ll be a blast.” 
I sat there as if at a tennis match, my head bouncing back and 

forth with each comment. My family, it seemed, liked my new 
boyfriend just fine, and the feeling was clearly mutual. 

It also looked like Caleb would be taking my entire clan to lunch in 
Boston the following Saturday. I smiled to myself as I heard my mother 
say, “Now, you listen here, Caleb. I think I might go pick up a few things 
to fill a stocking for you, as well. You think you might have a minute to 
stop by on Christmas day for a while? I’d love to have you!” 

As Caleb eagerly accepted my mother’s invitation, I took a 
moment to bask in the awe of my good fortune. 

 
 

“SO THIS is the very bedroom that you grew up sleeping in?” 
“Not only that—that’s the very same bed I slept in every night… 

and bedspread too.” 
Caleb glanced at my bed, which my mother had made up neatly 

after my last visit, and he smiled. 
“What? Why are you smiling?” 
“I was just picturing you as a little boy.” He stepped over to my 

trophy shelf and touched a shiny gold baseball player statue. “You were 
quite the athlete.” 

“That was a long time ago. I don’t know why Mom keeps all of 
that shit, anyhow.” I plunked my ass down on my bed. 

“She is proud of you, Bradley.” Caleb pushed the baseball player 
trophy aside and pulled forward the silver soccer-ball award with my 
name engraved on the base. “Captain of the soccer team?” 

“Whatever. It didn’t get me too far.” 
Caleb ignored my statement. “And the basketball team captain too?” 
I shrugged. Who gave a shit that I was a stellar high school 

athlete? That was an easy question to answer—nobody did! 
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“So you played three sports. All four years?” 
I shrugged and nodded. 
“Being a three-sport athlete takes a lot of discipline.” 
“All I know is, it was fun. And I felt like I fit in there, you know, 

on the playing fields and on the basketball court.” 
He placed the trophy on the shelf and turned to study my face. 

“May I join you on the bed?” 
“Of course you can.” As I patted the spot beside me, I heard 

Rory’s car start up on the side of the house. “Uh… Rory and Darcy 
take Mom to Bingo on Sunday afternoons.” I had no idea why I felt 
compelled to tell him that. 

Caleb seemed to know why. “So we’re alone?” 
“Uh-huh.” 
I thought Caleb was going to come to the bed, but instead he went 

to the door and closed it. And then he twisted the little doorknob button 
that locked the door. “Better safe than sorry.” 

“I guess.” This was odd—being in my childhood bedroom, with 
Caleb looking at me like that. Like I was his evening treat. 

“Were you a happy child, Bradley?” 
That was an out-of-the-clear-blue question. I decided not to 

answer. 
Unflappable Caleb moved to stand in front of the bed, and studied 

my expression in the face of my rude silence. “Talk to me, Bradley. 
Tell me why you don’t consider yourself to be the incredible man that I 
know you are.” 

I turned away from his penetrating gaze and looked at the pillow 
that rested by the headboard. It was the very same pillow from my 
childhood, as well. The very same pillow I’d laid my head down upon 
night after night when I was a kid. This bed—that pillow—was the 
place where I’d learned to question myself. 

I recalled the thoughts that used to run through my head like 
stock-market ticker tape on the bottom of a television news broadcast. 

Where’s my Daddy? 
Why didn’t he come home tonight? 
I musta done something to piss him off, and now he hates me. 



86 Mia Kerick  
 

 

How can I get him to come back? 
I hope Daddy’ll come home tomorrow. 
“I kinda thought that he’d come back around here in high school 

if I was an awesome athlete—somebody worth looking at. You know, 
he’d want to watch me play so he could be really proud and maybe 
brag to his buddies.” I lifted the pillow off the bed and held it to my 
chest with both hands. “But he never came.” 

Caleb took one of my hands from the pillow. “Your father? Are 
you talking about your father, Bradley?” 

I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter much now, does it?” 
“I think it does matter.” Caleb pulled my other hand from the 

pillow, and it fell onto my lap and then dropped to the floor. “You 
matter, that’s why.” 

I felt the tight knot tied around my heart loosen a little bit. 
I matter. 
“He was wrong not to come home, Bradley. Your father was 

wrong to leave you. And it was not your fault.” 
“Nah, you’re wrong on that. I was a little shit.” 
Caleb pushed me down on the bed more aggressively than I was 

used to. “You may very well have been a ‘little shit,’ Bradley. But that 
has nothing to do with the man’s responsibility as your father. He failed 
in his job as your parent. He was the one who was the shit.” 

That was when the knot around my heart just fell apart, and 
everything came rushing out. Apparently, it didn’t take much to pry my 
heart open. “I’d lie right here, Caleb, right here in this very bed, every 
night, and wonder what it was I’d done or not done to make him not 
give a shit about me.” I allowed Caleb to lift both of my hands to his 
lips. “I’d just lie here and wonder why I wasn’t good enough for him to 
pay attention to. Sometimes I’d pray too… that God would make him 
notice me, and then I’d know I was good enough for him to love.” 

“The fact is,” Caleb said in a husky voice, “that you were too 
good for him.” He climbed right on top of me and then he said, “And 
now I’m going to change your memories of this bed.” 

“Shit.” I was so fucking eloquent. 
“Yes, sweetheart. ‘Shit’ is right,” he agreed and then chuckled in 

his typical, confident manner. 
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Caleb had to be the world’s best kisser. He seemed reserved and 
calm in regular life, but when he kissed my lips, it was like he was a man 
on a mission. That day, when Caleb got the kisses going, everything 
between us suddenly turned very serious. At one point he stopped kissing 
me for just a second to say, “I want to wipe those painful memories right 
out of your head—right off of your heart.” Caleb then took a deep breath 
and lowered his lips to mine. He pushed his tongue into my mouth, and 
outlined the inner rim of my lips. I felt a chill run up my spine. It came 
from a blend of disbelief that this man wanted me, shock at the bold 
invasion of his tongue, and the immediate hardness his invasion caused 
between my legs. Plus, there was the fact that I knew those intense kisses 
were leading somewhere very, very good.  

“What do you want, Bradley? Tell me what you want and I will 
give it to you.” I’d heard that very same offer before from other eager 
lovers, many times in fact, but it sounded more than perfect coming 
from the lips that had just kissed me so thoroughly. 

“Whatever you do will feel good.” But I knew what I wanted him 
to do. I was caught up in his mouth and lips and tongue, and I knew that I 
wanted those things on me. All over me. And I thought that he knew. 

Caleb didn’t waste time. “I need you to be naked.” 
I sat up so I could pull off my T-shirt, and as I did so, I said, “It 

won’t be good if you’re not ba—uh, naked too.” I almost said bare 
assed, but I stopped in time. 

“Don’t worry, Bradley. You won’t be naked alone.” He pulled off 
his polo shirt, and I allowed my eyes to feast on his perfectly muscled, 
smooth, and lightly tanned chest. Seeing the fullness of his beauty, I 
suddenly wanted to have my mouth on his body, but I had a feeling I 
was going to have to wait my turn, as Caleb was already licking his lips 
in anticipation. We both quickly turned our attention to removing our 
jeans, and we did it with great haste. 

When we were both naked, he pushed me onto my back on the 
creaky, narrow twin bed I’d slept on for so many years. Kneeling 
between my knees, he uttered breathlessly, “I haven’t tasted a man in… 
in years and….” Caleb bent over me, and that was the start of an 
involved exploration of my body. 

He used incredible care, almost reverence, to investigate my 
physical reactions. Relentlessly he licked and sucked and nibbled. 
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Starting at my throat, he opened his mouth to get a taste of my skin. In 
between swipes of his tongue, I could feel his breath surging against 
my neck in brief, heated puffs. He spent a few minutes behind each ear, 
experimenting to see which tortured me the most—nibbling or licking. 
(Nibbling won.) I could barely control my gasps and I worried that he 
was going to put this much time and effort into every inch of my skin 
on his way to my dick. I knew I would lose my mind before he got to 
his ultimate target. But suddenly it seemed as if he’d had it with the 
slow torture as well, and he slid down my chest so his lips were poised 
above my crotch. 

“I can’t wait,” he whispered. 
I can’t complain. 
And what I got next was the sweetest blowjob of my life. He was 

good; he knew what he was doing with his lips and his tongue and his 
hands. They worked together perfectly, and I could hardly believe it 
had been years since he’d been intimate with a man in this way. But 
that wasn’t why the experience was so sweet. What made it an amazing 
trip was the way Caleb so thoroughly enjoyed it. Starting with the first 
moan as he flicked his tongue out to taste me, he didn’t try to hide the 
fact that my dick on his tongue was nothing but the purest gratification. 

“So good… so good….” Each time he lifted his mouth from my 
groin, it was like he couldn’t control the breathless words of satisfaction 
that poured forth. “You belong in my mouth… need more….” 

By the time he got fully into it, I had raised the weight of my 
upper body to rest on my elbows so I could watch his face as he 
pleasured me. I was not willing to miss the sight of this man I had so 
quickly grown to adore practically worshipping my body. After he 
expressed a few more sentiments about exactly how good this was for 
him, he dove onto my dick, taking me deep in his throat. Shit. I was 
lost. And I found myself fighting to hold back words of love. 

This is not the right time to tell him. He’ll think I’m bullshitting 
him just because the sex is so good. 

Caleb uttered a few sounds, and I thought that he was trying to 
tell me something more, but he couldn’t get the words out because I 
was buried so deeply inside his mouth. So I reached down with one 
hand and brushed my fingers through the loose waves on his head, 
trying to let him know that I could understand just about any feeling he 
could possibly be having, because I was probably having it too. 
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And then he went to work for real, and within a very few minutes, 
I found myself pushing on his shoulders, warning him that I was gonna 
come soon. 

At my warning he lifted his mouth from me, looked at me once, 
and said in a rough voice, “I want to see.” 

I nodded again. I understood how he felt, and we both watched as 
he finished me off with his hands. 

As I tried to stifle my ultimate groan of pleasure, I felt Caleb’s 
eyes flicker back and forth from my face to my dick, like he wasn’t 
sure where he wanted to focus his attention. And once I was done, I 
didn’t even wait that second or two to fully relish the oh-my-God 
feeling, because I was already flipping him over, ready to return the 
favor. I was suddenly obsessed with giving him the same moment in 
heaven that he had just allowed me. 

Once I had him on his back, I completely ignored foreplay, 
promising myself I would do it all another day. I spread his legs wide 
and went straight for his balls. I felt compelled to brush my tongue on 
what would soon be the very source of his orgasm. 

“Bradley… I wanted to… do this for… for you… I don’t need… 
anything… in return….” He was determined to express his thought. 

“This is for me.” And I moved my focus to his dick, which was 
already more than ready for its final scene. “This is for me.” 

I swallowed him down, and at the same time I grabbed his balls to 
give him several sensations at once. Caleb’s breathing immediately 
picked up, but soon every part of his body suddenly stiffened, and I got 
my prize. Finally he shuddered a little bit before he sagged back on the 
bed, panting. 

“This bed. This room.” After I cleaned him with my tongue, I 
dropped my head to his chest, so his words rumbled a bit in my ear. “I 
want you to know that I notice you and I am not going anywhere. You 
can depend on me to be there for you.” 

He was trying to change my melancholy feelings about my 
childhood bedroom; He wanted to ease the feelings of rejection I’d 
experienced at my father’s hands as a child. Feelings that still thrived in 
the dark corners of my mind. 

“I can’t change that he wasn’t there, but I can promise you that 
you are valuable, even precious to me, and that I will be here every 
time you look for me.” 
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Caleb was trying to empower me with his words, just as he had 
with the enthusiastic way he pleasured my body. And the funny thing 
was, it was working. I lay there silently, listening to the steady thud of 
my lover’s heartbeat. His fingers rifled gently through my curls, and I 
knew I was somebody. 

I am somebody. 
If a man as wonderful as Caleb thought I was somebody, then it 

had to be true. 
“I am starting—Shit, Caleb, I am starting to love you, I think.” 

The words just fell out. 
I heard a short gasp, as if he hadn’t expected me to say that. My 

immediate reaction was to regret my words, but the new “somebody” in 
Bradley Zelder—the person of value and worth—reminded me that I 
had spoken honestly, so I had nothing to regret. I didn’t scramble to 
take the words back. 

We lay in silence for a minute or two before Caleb took my face 
between his hands more firmly than I expected. “This part, the 
emotionally intimate part of our relationship, frightens me because I 
have lost so much before.” 

Understanding completely, I nodded. 
“But I owe you honesty, as you have just given me your truth.” I 

nodded again, feeding on the intensity I saw in his eyes. “I never 
thought I could feel this close to a man again. It’s different and exciting 
and magical. And I share your….” He tried again. “I, too, sense that 
love is blooming, right here and right now. Thank you for that, 
Bradley.” 

We fell asleep just like that, with my head on Caleb’s chest and 
his hand on the side of my face. I woke once in the middle of the night, 
wondering what my mother thought of the fact that her son and his new 
boyfriend were locked away in her son’s childhood bedroom. Caleb 
woke up too, and then insisted that he return to his house. I was 
disappointed, as I wanted to stay with him, but I didn’t have to wonder 
if Caleb would be there for me the next day, despite the fact that he 
didn’t stay the full night. I didn’t wonder why I wasn’t good enough for 
Caleb to love, or what I’d done to earn his disinterest. He simply wasn’t 
ready to stay, but I knew it was not because there was anything wrong 
with me. 
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Caleb had succeeded in his goal—he had changed my memories 
of that bed we now lay in. The bed had become a symbol of change for 
the better, of acceptance, of knowing that I was worthwhile. 

It was a symbol of a new love that I was fairly certain was 
growing in each of our hearts. 
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HOLIDAYS APPROACHING 
 
AS IT got closer to the holidays, the students’ spirits lifted, and they 
got a little bit crazier than usual. The teachers at Danson Elementary 
School were right there with the kids. And now that I’d lifted my head, 
I noticed that the people there were mostly cool. Weird I’d never 
noticed that before Caleb suggested I take a look. 

I was trying my best to reciprocate the coolness. A couple of days 
before, on the trip to Boston with Caleb, my family, and Billy and 
Amy, I’d picked up a boatload of Rudolph the Red Nosed Reindeer-
decorated candy canes at an outdoor kiosk, one for each kid and adult 
at school; they had little pipe cleaner antlers, googly eyes, and tiny red 
pom-pom noses. I delivered them to each of the teachers so they could 
distribute them when the time was right, and I left one in the mailbox of 
each staff member, from principal to kitchen cook. 

The trip to Boston had been awesome. Billy and Amy met us at 
the restaurant, Durgin-Park, in Faneuil Hall Marketplace, where Caleb 
treated us to an old New England-style lunch of chowder, chicken 
potpie, and beer. Since we’d arrived in the city late, we went straight to 
lunch, shopped for a couple hours, then met up for chocolate chip 
cookies at the Boston Chipyard. We walked back to North Station, 
slowly eating our cookies. I could tell by the way they were joking 
around all the time that even Billy and Amy were starting to like Caleb. 

I was thinking about the trip and I guess I was in my own world, 
because I walked straight into Lily Walden at the end of my candy cane 
delivery and nearly dropped the rest of my reindeer candy canes. 

She held up her candy-cane reindeer. “So, you’re the one 
responsible for this?” 

“Uh… yeah. I got one for everybody.” Just the way she was 
looking at me had my underarms prickling with nerves. I was certain 
that excessive anxiety perspiration would follow shortly. 
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“You are aware that everyone at this public school does not 
celebrate Christmas, right?” 

Shit. I shrugged. 
“I don’t think it’s going to be too much of a problem for me to 

fix, but as a guidance counselor here, I feel it is my duty to inform you 
that you need to be sensitive to all of the children, as well as the adults, 
who enter this building.” I wanted the hallway to develop a huge crater 
that would open wide and swallow me up, even if I was the one who 
would eventually have to fill the hole and refloor the hall. 

“I… uh… I didn’t think of—” 
“No, Mr. Zelder, you didn’t think. But I will try to smooth this 

issue over with the staff.” She huffed loudly, turned on her sensible 
heel, and strutted toward the office, holding her candy-cane reindeer 
away from her body as if it were poison. 

What happened next was fucking humiliating—my eyes filled up 
with goddamned tears. Shit. That wasn’t typical of the asshole Bradley 
Zelder that I knew and loved. 

I’m gonna just split, you know, get outta here for the afternoon. 
Try and cool off or calm down or get a fucking life. 

“Mr. Z-z-elder?” I looked down. I was so caught up in my own 
thoughts that I was stunned to see little Renee, my right-hand girl, 
standing directly in front of me. “Y-you l-lo-look s-s-sad.” I checked 
around for her one-on-one classroom aide. Like I figured, Mrs. Lantini 
was standing just down the hall. I didn’t look at her except for her feet. 

Like a fucking idiot, I wiped the evidence of my little emotional 
breakdown from my eyes. “Nah, Renee. I’m fine. What’s up? You 
gonna help me out at lunch?” It looked like I wasn’t going to be able to 
ditch work this afternoon. 

“Yes, of c-c-cou-course. I al-always h-h-help you!” 
I tugged on one of her messy ponytails and then looked at Mrs. 

Lantini, who smiled. “Mr. Zelder, Renee came looking for you so that 
she could give you something.” 

And just like that, Renee thrust a folded piece of paper into my hand. 
“What’s this?” 
“R-r-read it a-an-and see!” She flashed her toothless grin, and it 

melted my heart. 
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“Well, sure! Good idea.” I unfolded the piece of white 
construction paper and inside was a very detailed drawing of the candy-
cane reindeer that I had so stupidly distributed to all of the teachers. 
Underneath the drawing was a message, painstakingly printed: 

Thank you, Mr. Z. I love you. 
Shit, if that little message didn’t have my dumb eyes welling up 

with tears again. I ducked my head to cover up my emotion, but Renee 
wasn’t ready to go on her merry way. “D-do y-y-ou l-l-li-like it, Mr. Z-
zeld-der?” 

Shit. She sounded worried. I snuck another quick peek at Mrs. 
Lantini. She was watching me intently. “I… uh… yeah, Renee. I love 
it. It’s so pretty. You must have worked very hard on it.” 

There was that toothless grin again. 
“Thank you, Renee.” I was suddenly tongue-tied, and a huge 

lump was lodged in my throat. 
Mrs. Lantini stepped forward and stopped when she was just a 

couple of inches off my left shoulder. “Renee, you go ahead and run 
along to the art classroom. I’ll be there shortly.” 

“B-bye, Mr. Z-z-zelder. See y-you at l-lu-lunch!” 
We watched her trot down the hall toward the art room. 
“You, Brad, have changed that girl’s life.” 
“Huh? Yeah?” 
“Yes. She has so much more confidence than ever before, which has 

led her in her effort to reach out and make more friends. And I truly feel 
her general happiness has helped her to be more focused on her work.” 

“Seriously?” 
Mrs. Lantini stepped just a bit closer and nodded at me like she 

knew something I didn’t. “Yes, Brad. Having confidence in yourself 
improves many aspects of your life.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” 
“I’ve noticed a great change in you as of late, as well. It may not 

be my place to say, but you’ve seemed much more invested in your 
work over the past month or so.” She smiled knowingly. “Many of us 
have noticed it.” 
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So, add a fierce blush to go with my tear-filled eyes. I was a 
fucking mess. 

“And listen, young man, there isn’t a single soul at this school, 
other than Ms. Walden, who sees a thing wrong with your candy-cane 
reindeer.” 

“You heard that?” Shit. All I could think to do was shrug and 
duck my head. So I did both, one at a time. 

“Yes, I did. Please disregard her words. I suspect that Ms. Walden 
has some sort of agenda in saying that to you.” 

I thought about her friendship with Angela Creedy, who clearly 
had designs on Caleb. I lifted my head and nodded a bit. 

“Please don’t allow her to push you back into your old mindset.” 
“I won’t. Like, I’ll try not, at least.” 
“Very good, then.” Mrs. Lantini stepped away and smiled at me 

in a conspiratorial way. “Have a nice day, Mr. Zelder.” 
“Yeah. Same to you.” She started walking, but she was going 

slowly, so I raised my voice and called after her, “And, thanks, Mrs. 
Lantini.” 

Mrs. Lantini turned to face me again. “Call me Rose.” 
“Uh, sure. And you know already, I’m Brad, right?” 
She smiled, nodded, and turned to walk away. I closed my eyes 

for a minute to concentrate on the clicking sound of her shoes on the 
shiny hallway and to let her message sink into my brain. 
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TAKING A STUDY BREAK 
 
NEXT WEEK was final exams. I had two: Nutrition, which I wasn’t too 
worried about, and Critical Thinking for Nurses, which had been more 
challenging. I’d studied most of Saturday, but I hadn’t missed out on 
seeing Caleb because he had Nutcracker rehearsals all day. He invited 
me for lunch on Sunday and said I could study at his place for the rest 
of the afternoon. 

“Hello, Bradley. I’ve been waiting for you.” Caleb stepped onto 
the outside stairs in his stocking feet. “I missed you yesterday, 
sweetheart.” He lifted my backpack off my shoulder and slung it over 
his. “Come in.” 

The first thing I noticed when I stepped into the living room was 
not the cheerful fire that was burning in his fieldstone fireplace. Nor 
was it the tray holding two tall blueberry smoothies on the coffee table 
in front of the couch. It was the bare expanse of wall above the simple 
mantel that caught my attention. 

“W-where is it?” 
Caleb placed my backpack beside the end of the couch that I 

usually occupied. 
“Caleb, where did you put it?” 
He didn’t answer, which was actually a lot more like my behavior 

than his. He just glanced toward the corner of the room, by the rustic 
kindling basket. And there I saw a simple wooden easel, the large 
black-and-white photograph of Caleb and David resting on it, and the 
rings, hanging from the length of twine, draped over the left corner. 

Caleb had downgraded the passionate portrait of his husband and 
him from front and center to sideshow. “But why?” 

Caleb moved to my side, took me by the hand, and led me to the 
fireplace. We stood shoulder-to-shoulder, staring silently at the blank 
space above the fireplace. 
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Finally Caleb spoke. His voice was tight and controlled. “I thought 
maybe that together we could find something to hang in this spot.” 

I turned to him, but I was the one who was speechless. 
“It’s time that David takes a backseat… to us.” 
I fought the urge to shrug, but I lost the battle. 
“Bradley, I’ve come to feel quite strongly for you. I enjoy 

spending time with you here, and the portrait of David and me…. It 
didn’t feel right any longer for it to be the focus of this room.” 

“I think I get it. But you know that you didn’t have to move it, 
right? I didn’t mind it being there. David is part of you, and he always 
will be.” 

He looked at me strangely, like he wasn’t sure whether to be 
shocked or appreciative. “Let’s sit down.” I followed him to the couch, 
but he didn’t sit on his usual end. Instead he sat right beside me, his 
thigh pressed against mine. “Here, try this.” He passed me a smoothie. 

I sniffed it. 
“It’s a blueberry smoothie. I told my mother that you had final 

exams this week, and she sent me a carton of blueberries. Mother said 
that blueberries are brain food, and they’ll boost your capacity to retain 
what you’ve studied. So I made smoothies with them.” 

My cheeks burned with pleasure at the knowledge that Mrs. Jorde 
cared enough about my studies to send me brain food. I took a long sip. 
“It’s very good. Thank you.” 

“And after you drink this, I have a little study-break treat planned 
for you in my bedroom.” 

“Huh?” 
“You’ll see soon enough, Bradley.” He pushed lightly on my 

hand, the one that held the smoothie. “Now drink your smart shake.” 
Caleb placed his palm on my knee and squeezed impatiently, so I 

drank the smoothie right down. “What’s the surprise in the bedroom, 
Caleb?” Confident I knew what it was, I was hard already. 

“Give me one minute to prepare and then join me in there.” Caleb 
got up from the couch and went to his bedroom. 

It was about the longest minute I’d ever spent. And I forced 
myself to give it an extra few seconds, so as not to appear too eager, 
which was exactly how I felt. 
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When I pushed open the door, it was as if I’d pushed open the 
entrance to heaven. The drapes on Caleb’s bedroom windows were 
closed tightly, and all the beeswax candles that were usually in the 
living room were scattered on every flat surface in his bedroom. They 
were lit and flickering in the gentle indoor breeze of the old building. A 
huge white towel was placed over the quilt on Caleb’s big bed, and the 
bedside table held an array of massage lotions. 

No music played. It was silent except for the wind on the outdoor 
walls. 

Caleb stood beside the bed. He was stripped of his shirt, and wore 
only his low-rise jeans. He looked particularly angelic, but maybe in a 
slightly naughty way. “Come here. Let me undress you.” 

Stunned by the intensity in his eyes, I was frozen in place for a 
second or two. I just stood there. 

“Bradley, you’ve been studying for a day and a half straight. It’s 
time for a massage.” The look in those blue eyes of his was quite 
suggestive. Enticing, really. He allowed a soft chuckle in response to 
my gaping. “I’m good at this. I promise.” Caleb held out his hand to me 
and said, “Come here.” 

I was drawn to his side by a force I couldn’t identify. It was as if I 
just floated to him, without thought or purpose. Soon I stood right in 
front of him, beside the bed, and he reached up and undid each of the 
buttons on my plaid flannel shirt. Then he pushed it off my shoulders. 

“I love a man in a white T-shirt, Bradley, but it is going to have to 
go, as well.” He unceremoniously grabbed the hem and swiftly pulled 
my T-shirt over my head. “Your muscles never cease to amaze and 
arouse me.” Caleb smiled as he ran his fingertips across my chest. He 
sighed. 

And then I sighed. “Should I lie down?” 
“Not so fast, Mr. Zelder.” He reached out and made quick work 

of the fastening to my jeans. Rather unceremoniously, he pulled them 
down to my ankles. “Now you may lie on your stomach on the bed.” 

Even though Caleb’s intention was just to give me a massage, I 
was so turned on that my dick was tenting my boxers. I reached into my 
shorts, adjusted myself, and then stretched out on my belly on the bed. 

Before I knew it, Caleb was straddling my ass. And then he was 
rubbing my shoulders with strong slick hands. I was surprised at how 
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sure his hands were as they moved on my skin. He’d certainly done this 
before. I found myself thinking of the portrait of David and him that 
had been relocated to the corner of the living room, and how he’d 
probably practiced this amazing technique on his husband. 

“Ungh.” The involuntary sound escaped my lips at the 
pleasure/pain his rubbing elicited. 

“I’m going to move down your back a bit now.” By the tone of 
his voice, I could tell he was smiling. 

I tried to shrug, but it was difficult to do lying down with Caleb 
seated on my back. “Okay. Uh, sure.” 

The massage continued and Caleb put all of his effort into his work. 
Very gradually his hands moved lower and lower. “Feels so good.” 

“Then I’m achieving my goal.” I heard that deep chuckle. He 
hooked his fingers on the elastic of my boxer shorts and tugged. “May I 
lower them?” 

“Uh, yeah, I guess.” 
He tugged them down to the top of my thighs, and then his hands 

left my body. I felt incredibly exposed. When they returned to my ass, 
they were moist with lotion. He placed one hand on each cheek and 
squeezed until I groaned. “I want to make love to you, Bradley?” It was 
a statement, but it sounded a lot like a question. He tugged a bit and my 
shorts slid down my legs. 

“Yeah. I… I want that.” When had my breathing become so 
heavy? “I mean, that’s what I want too.” 

The second he lifted his weight from my back, I wanted it to return. 
But I waited, and when he got back, he knelt on the bed beside me. “I 
have a pillow.” He pushed it against my hip, and I automatically rose so 
he could place it beneath my groin. “That’s good, Bradley. Very good.” 

The way he prepared me to take him was gentle, careful, and 
thorough. “Oh God, I… uh… I’m not used to this.” 

“Does it hurt you?” His voice showed concern, but his fingers 
didn’t slow. They entered me purposefully. 

“Uhhhh, nooo… not hurt.” 
“Good. I don’t want to hurt you, Bradley.” He continued his 

preparations. “I just want to love you.” 
To love me? Had he just said he wanted to love me? 
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Don’t get all excited, Zelder. He just wants to fuck you. 
I wasn’t gonna lie; that was my first thought. “Yeah… yes.” 
And once I gave Caleb my verbal permission, everything stopped 

for a few seconds while he put on a condom. Then he climbed back 
onto me, and within a few breaths, he was entering me. “Caleb. I 
haven’t… uh, done this… for a long time.” 

Caleb was panting. “Yes. I can tell… oh, God, you feel good.” 
This was almost too much. The pressure, the pulling apart. 

“Ungh….” 
“Am I hurting you?” 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Keep on going.” 
And before too long, he was fully inside me. He stilled for a 

moment as my body accepted the intrusion, and then he began to move. 
I experienced jolts of pleasure I’d never known before—and within a 
minute at most, I knew I was going to come, although Caleb hadn’t 
once touched my dick. 

“I think I’m gonna—” 
“Yes, Bradley… touch yourself, if you need to.” 
I slid a hand between my dick and the pillow and within three 

strokes I was shooting. 
“I have to say… that I think… I maybe… I may have fallen for 

you.” As soon as his hesitantly spoken words escaped, Caleb stiffened, 
clutched my hips, and joined me in bliss. 

When he was finished, he raised himself enough to turn me over, 
pushing the pillow away in the process, and then lowered his belly onto 
mine. He kissed me with intensity, over and over again, until my lips 
burned. 

When he spoke his voice was tight, and he sniffed between 
words. “Thank you, Bradley… for… you’ve given me back my life.” 

 
 

AS PROMISED, Caleb allowed and actually encouraged me to study 
for the remainder of Sunday afternoon. We sat for hours on the couch, 
our legs locked together, soft jazz playing in the background. I studied 
as Caleb read a book. At dinnertime we stopped briefly to eat cold 
grilled chicken and potato salad at his small kitchen table. 
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At nine o’clock I knew it was time to leave for my apartment. 
“This was an awesome day, Caleb. You made me feel like a king.” 

“And the feeling is mutual.” Caleb smiled, and his eyes were 
serene. “In any case, I think you’re ready for your finals now, Bradley.” 

“What do you have going on this week?” 
“The Nutcracker opens on Friday night at the theater in Danson, 

so we have rehearsals and dress rehearsals every night this week.” 
My heart tumbled a bit. “I guess it’ll be tough to get together this 

week, then, huh?” 
Caleb nodded. 
“The Danson Elementary School staff Christmas party is Friday 

night, but I think I’m gonna skip it to see the opening of your students’ 
ballet performance.” 

Caleb walked to the porch with me. “No, you can see the Sunday 
performance. Go to your work party Friday night. It is important that 
you strengthen your social connections at work. I’ll come over to your 
place Friday night when the performance is over.” 

I nodded. Shit. I was gonna miss him all week. 
“And over the holiday break, we can make up for lost time. 

Maybe you could pack some of your things and come stay here with me 
for a few nights.” 

Caleb looked happy and eager, so I wasn’t gonna let this short 
separation bum me out too much. “I’ll call you every night before bed.” 

He leaned in for a kiss and didn’t pull back until he’d kissed me 
thoroughly. “Every night, sweetheart. Every night your voice will be 
the last thing I hear before I drift off. And on Friday night, after the 
Nutcracker and your work party, we’ll have a little pre-Christmas 
celebration.” His eyes sparkled. “How about if I stay over?” 

“Yeah. That sounds like a good plan.” He hadn’t slept over since 
our first date, when we’d stayed together on the couch, and that wasn’t 
really by choice. Once again my heart warmed. I believed our 
relationship was moving forward. 

I turned to go to the door, but Caleb grabbed my hand once more 
and squeezed it. I turned back to look at him. He didn’t speak aloud, 
but he mouthed, “Thank you, Bradley.” 

I might have skipped on my way to the truck. 



102 Mia Kerick  
 

 

NOT KNOWING 
 
IT WAS a fucking long week without seeing Caleb. I really missed him, 
which kind of surprised me. 

When did I get so attached to him? 
Cool thing was I knew I wasn’t in this alone. Caleb was right 

there beside me. 
My work party was okay. The party reps rented a back room in a 

Chinese restaurant. The staff members who had signed up ahead of 
time participated in a Yankee Swap, where everybody brings an 
inexpensive gift and plays a very competitive trade-up game. Then the 
staff ate pupu platters and drank Scorpion Bowls. I didn’t drink, 
though; I didn’t want to be coming down from a buzz when I finally 
saw Caleb because like I mentioned it before, I missed the guy. 

It was eleven o’clock. I hadn’t heard from Caleb since before the 
Nutcracker performance. I’d sent him a text that said I hoped his dance 
students “all break their legs,” and he sent me back a tongue-sticking-
out smiley face, which I’d already looked at ten times. I stood in front 
of the picture window in my living room, staring into the driveway, 
watching like a hawk for that black Volvo wagon. 

“You’ve been looking out the window for an hour, dude.” Billy 
and Amy were drinking beers on the couch. “Caleb knows how to walk 
up the driveway and knock on the door. You don’t have to keep staring 
out there.” 

Then Amy added her two cents. “And you standing there like that 
is making me nervous as hell.” 

I walked across the room and dropped my ass into our old La-Z-
Boy recliner. “The dance performance was at seven. I just thought he’d 
be here by now, is all.” 

“He probably got roped into going out for a celebratory drink 
with the dance faculty. Caleb’ll be here before you know it,” Amy 
added with an apologetic smile. “No worries, okay?” 
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“I’ll go grab you a beer,” Billy said, standing up. 
“Nah, sit down. I’m gonna wait to have a brew till Caleb gets 

here. And I bought a nice bottle of champagne to celebrate his show.” 
Billy came over to my chair and slugged my shoulder. 

“Somebody’s in love.” 
I rubbed my shoulder but didn’t deny it. I knew it was true. 
“Come on, Billy. Let’s go pack your overnight bag. You’re 

staying at my place tonight, right? I want to shower in my own 
bathroom tomorrow morning.” Amy wrinkled her nose, and I got the 
picture. 

He looked at me. “You okay if I split?” Billy knew me well 
enough to sense my unease. 

“Shit, man. Get the hell outta here before I kick your ass out!” He 
didn’t need to babysit me. 

Only after studying my face for a moment longer did he make the 
move to his bedroom to pack his bag. 

 
 

I WASN’T sure exactly what woke me up, but when I opened my eyes, 
I was half-sitting, half-lying on the couch, and my watch said it was 
nearly two in the morning. I figured I’d drifted off some time after 
midnight as I’d waited for Caleb. And here it was, two o’clock, and he 
still wasn’t there. 

Lots of crazy shit made its way through my brain. 
Is he blowing me off? 
Did he get in a car accident? 
Did he switch teams and go out partying with Angela Creedy? 
Did I not hear him knock on the door because I was out like a 

frigging light? 
Did he realize that Bradley Zelder is a complete fucking loser and 

go back to his fancy guesthouse to rehang the portrait of David and 
him over the fireplace? 

I shook my head because I knew Caleb would have been with me 
if he could. He was not shallow or fickle. And I was worth something 
to him. 
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I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and 
checked to see if I’d missed any calls or texts from him, but I hadn’t. 

If Caleb had knocked and I hadn’t heard him, wouldn’t he have 
called or texted me before driving away? 

Shit. Yeah, he would have. 
Something is wrong. 
I just fucking knew it. 
So I dialed his number, and it rang and rang until the call went to 

voice mail. Then I called again, this time leaving a casual-sounding 
message. “Hey, Caleb. It’s me. Where are you? Call me when you get 
this, ’kay? Catch ya later.” 

Can’t say why, but I called one more time. Voice mail. Again. So 
I ended the call. 

Then I texted him. 
C- What’s up? I been waiting on U 4 hours. U OK? Call me ASAP. 
Shit. 
Feeling like a stalker, I grabbed my coat and keys and headed 

down the front steps, even though we never used them. The front steps 
were closer to the driveway, though, and I had no time to spare. I 
hopped inside my ice-cold truck, threw it into reverse, and headed to 
Oceanside. 

 
 

CALEB’S HOUSE was completely dark. There was no Volvo parked in 
the driveway. I experienced a blurred sentiment of relief that he hadn’t 
blown me off to come home and be alone. But worry soon took over. 

“Where the fuck are you, Caleb?” I spoke the words into the dark, 
frigid night as I made my way to the side door, though I knew he was 
not home. 

I knocked and knocked on the side door. I tried the doorknob to 
see if it was unlocked and I could get onto the porch, but it was locked. 
I considered climbing through the tiny cat door but quickly realized 
how creepy a thought that was and banished it. I went around and tried 
the front door, which was also locked. I was tempted to break in 
through his bathroom window, but common sense again prevailed. 
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Caleb is not home. 
Before I got back in my truck to go who-the-fuck-knew-where, I 

crawled through the shrubs and cupped my hands against a window in 
his living room, just to see if the portrait was hanging above the 
fireplace, proving that Caleb was done with me. But even in the 
darkness, I could see that the space over the fireplace was bare. 

Just a white wall waiting for us to find the perfect decoration… 
together. 

 
 

THE RINGING of my cell phone jolted me back to full awareness. It 
was already in my hand, so I slid my frozen finger across it and lifted it 
to my ear. 

“Hello, is this Bradley Zelder?” The male voice on the other end 
of the line was trembling. 

“Uh… yeah. This is Bradley.” 
The man cleared his throat. “Ah, Bradley. This is Mr. Jorde. 

Caleb’s father.” 
I glanced at my watch. It was nearly four in the morning—not the 

time for social calls. It was the time for emergency calls. Every inch of 
skin on my body broke out in those prickly bumps that accompany 
stark fear. I waited for him to continue. 

“There’s been a….” I could hear coughing. 
“What’s wrong? Where’s Caleb?” I looked around, feeling 

confused until I realized I was sitting in my frigid truck, in the pitch 
black night, still parked in Caleb’s driveway. And I was still alone. 
Wherever Caleb was, it wasn’t at home. “Wh-where… what hap….” I 
wasn’t making sense. 

“Can you come to South Danson General Hospital? Right now? 
He called your name and—” 

“He called my… he what?” My mind was spinning in circles as I 
tried to reply and to stay calm. But, what the fuck had happened to 
Caleb? “Uh, yes. Yes. I’ll be right there. But, Mr. Jorde, is Caleb 
okay?” My voice broke, but I forced out the question once again. I 
couldn’t get my ass in gear until I knew he was alive. “Is he okay?” 
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I distinctly heard an agonized sob. “He is alive, but he is not 
okay. Bradley, he’s been beaten—v-very severely.” Another loud 
choking sob. “Come to the emergency room… please.” 

 
 

“MR. JORDE! Mr. Jorde!” I barged into the emergency room and ran 
to the nurse’s station where Caleb’s father stood. “Caleb… where’s 
Caleb?” 

Mr. Jorde turned toward the sound of my voice, and in his 
haggard expression I saw a flicker of relief. “Oh, God, Bradley. He’s in 
a room down the hall, and… and the doctors are trying to stabilize 
him… and Bradley, h-he was barely conscious when the paramedics 
brought him in, they said, and… when he came to for a few minutes, he 
said he wanted you and….” Mr. Jorde appeared to be on the verge of an 
emotional breakdown. 

I took his arm and supported him. “Can I see him?” 
That was when the emergency room charge nurse took over. 

“Hello, sir. You must be Bradley, Caleb’s partner?” 
I nodded, oddly thinking that I liked how the term Caleb’s 

partner sounded. “Bradley, I just finished explaining to Mr. Jorde that 
Caleb is undergoing some tests at the moment. As soon as he is fully 
stabilized, and we have a better idea of his injuries, you will be able to 
see him.” 

Mr. Jorde and I looked at her, both of our mouths hanging open in 
shock. I had so many questions swirling around in my brain, I was 
incapacitated. This was a very far cry from where I was supposed to 
be—in my bed with Caleb, lying between brand new sheets I’d just 
bought at HomeGoods for this occasion, and cradling him to my chest 
like the precious gift he was. Tonight was to be our first in-bed-together-
all-nighter. I’d been counting on that. Waiting for it. Needing it. 

I shook my head harshly to get that warm, cozy image out of my 
head. 

“Now, gentlemen, why don’t you join Mrs. Jorde in the waiting 
room where she’s resting?” 

Suddenly, I experienced a weird sensation of icy-cold wind 
rushing through my brain—and I mean right through it. Not just 
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blowing through my hair and against my cheeks. Nah, it was much 
more like a cranial blizzard. 

What the fuck, huh? 
Everything was going too fast—I couldn’t make sense of the 

whole scene. I hadn’t even managed to wrap my brain around the fact 
that Caleb hadn’t shown up at my place after the recital, and now I 
found myself in the emergency room, awaiting the status of my new 
boyfriend’s physical condition. Nonetheless, I obediently trotted behind 
the all-business nurse, down the stark white hallway. For some crazy 
reason, I was thinking that the commercial tile floors were every bit as 
shiny as the ones at school right after I’d buffed them for the opening 
of school in September. All the while I clung to Mr. Jorde’s trembling 
arm. We were ushered into a semiprivate waiting room. Mrs. Jorde was 
sitting in a far corner; she was reclining on a fake suede couch with her 
eyes closed, a blanket covering her up to her frail shoulders. 

“Ellen has taken some Ativan, Bradley. She didn’t do well with 
the phone call—you understand, when we got the summons to the 
hospital—and I gave her a strong dose before we left the house. You 
see, she has a tendency to become quite upset… and….” Quiet, 
reserved Mr. Jorde was babbling. 

I still had a thousand and one questions rushing haphazardly 
through my brain, but at the same time I was dumbfounded. So I just 
shrugged. 

“Maybe you should go sit with her,” Nurse Efficient suggested 
with a pointed glance in Mrs. Jorde’s direction. “As soon as we have 
any information, we’ll come straight here to get you and we’ll bring 
you to the family consult room so you can talk to the doctor.” 

“Yes. Yes, of course,” Mr. Jorde uttered weakly. He didn’t 
release my arm, which prevented me from following the nurse down 
the hallway and interrogating her as I had planned. 

We made our way to the couch opposite Mrs. Jorde, in the corner 
of the waiting room. I was seriously dazed but hungry for answers at 
the same time. Once we were seated, and Caleb’s dad had finally 
relinquished my arm, I turned to face him. The man looked about 
fifteen years older than he had on Thanksgiving night, but who could 
blame him? 
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“What happened to Caleb tonight?” I immediately wanted to 
shake the older man because he didn’t appear to be paying attention to 
my question. “Listen, please, sir. Is he gonna be all right?” 

Shaking his head as if to clear his mind, Mr. Jorde finally made 
eye contact with me. “He’s going to live, son, if that’s what you’re 
asking. Our Cale is not going to…. Well, we… we just don’t know 
what happened. As far as I know, someone found him behind the 
theater in Danson at about two this morning. This person called 911, 
and police and an ambulance were sent. Cale… Caleb had been 
assaulted, it seems… and left. Yes, he was left outside in the cold.” 

“By who?” Who the fuck would hurt a man as gentle and patient 
and smart and honest as Caleb? A fucking middle school social studies 
teacher! 

Mr. Jorde again shook his head. “They don’t know. Cale was 
conscious at the… ah… at the scene, before he was put in the 
ambulance. The police officer asked him a few questions, but when he 
became unconscious in the ambulance, the EMT orally intubated him. 
After that he had trouble speaking and—but I was told he indicated that 
he didn’t know the men who did this to him.” 

“Men? More than one man attacked him?” My blood froze in my 
veins. 

The older man nodded. “T-two. There were two of them…. Two 
strangers. It appears to have been quite random.” 

“What did they do to him?” My mind was suddenly consumed 
with a possibility I didn’t want to face. Had these men raped Caleb? 

“They aren’t sure yet… I saw him, just for a moment, though. 
And Bradley… he looked very… his face….” The man broke into 
tears. It had been a while since I’d seen a grown man cry like this. Like 
he was devastated and broken, and his sorrow couldn’t be eased. 

Caleb would want me to try to offer him comfort. 
It was almost as if I heard Caleb’s calm, confident voice in my 

head, encouraging me to rise to this difficult occasion. “Thank you for 
telling me what you know, Mr. Jorde.” I reached around his shoulder 
and squeezed the top of his arm. And although this man was a near 
stranger to me, there was something familiar about his body, maybe 
simply because he was Caleb’s dad. “It’s gonna be okay, sir. We’re 
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gonna take care of him and….” I had no idea as to the extent of Caleb’s 
injuries, but I was determined to comfort Mr. Jorde as best I could, so I 
did the only thing I could think to do and squeezed his arm again. 

We sat in silence, my arm awkwardly encircling his shoulder. 
After what seemed like forever, Nurse Efficient returned. “The doctor 
is ready to talk to you now.” 

Mr. Jorde got up stiffly, stepped over to his wife, and tried to 
rouse her. Slowly, she opened her eyes, which made me feel like I’d 
been punched in the gut because they so closely resembled Caleb’s. 
She looked around the waiting room with a stunned expression, and 
then at me, but she said nothing. Mrs. Jorde appeared to be slowly 
sorting through her memories. When the situation finally registered, her 
eyes changed from confused to wild, and she immediately started to 
cry. Then all of a sudden, she sat up and started rocking back and forth. 

“Come, dear, we need to go to talk to the doctor.” Mr. Jorde 
stared at his hysterical wife, seemingly unsure how to proceed. “We 
have to go now, Ellen. Please, dear.” 

“Calvin, no. Calvin, no. Calvin, no.” I assumed that Calvin was 
Mr. Jorde’s first name. She repeated it in a quiet, but somehow still 
shrill voice. Her unfocused, glazed eyes were directed straight ahead. 
Ellen Jorde was in no condition to go anywhere. 

“Mr. Jorde, you go on ahead and talk to the doctor. I’ll stay here 
with Mrs. Jorde.” 

For a second he looked at me anxiously, but then he nodded. “I’ll 
tell you everything the doctor says, Bradley.” Calvin Jorde followed the 
nurse back down the hallway without once looking back. 

It took me about five minutes to settle Mrs. Jorde onto the sofa 
and get her calm enough to rest again. 

“Thank you for coming here, Bradley.” She was still crying as she 
thanked me. “Thank you for being here for my son.” She thanked me 
over and over until she fell back to sleep. 

So I waited, trying hard not to conjure up an image of Caleb’s 
beat-up, bloody face—a face so mangled by violence that the mere 
thought of it brought tears to his father’s eyes. 

Trying not to think of the fear he must have felt. 
Trying not to imagine how badly he was injured—his body and 

his soul. 
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“APPARENTLY, CALEB has sustained a severe concussion. He was 
assaulted mainly in the area of his head and neck, and on his upper 
torso as well.” Mr. Jorde took a deep breath, which he exhaled in the 
manner of a sigh, as if to empower himself to continue to speak. “On 
one hand he has several broken fingers and a wrist injury as… as when 
he was knocked to the ground… he tried to protect his head from… 
from being kicked… with his hands and… yes. That is what he did.” 

“Uh, sir, was….” Shit. It was gonna suck to ask him this, but I 
had to know so I could prepare myself. “Was he, like, sexually 
assaulted?” 

“Oh, no… The doctor said he was beaten about the upper body, 
and quite… quite cruelly. But not that.” 

I nodded to let him know I was with him, to spare him from 
having to recount any further details. Although I was relieved that 
Caleb hadn’t been sexually violated, I still felt sick. It crossed my mind 
that I ought to look around the room for a wastebasket—so if I barfed, 
it wouldn’t be on Mr. Jorde’s shiny wingtip shoes. 

“The doctor, his name is Elbaum—” Mr. Jorde took another deep 
breath. “—told us that a CT scan of his head showed a great deal of soft 
tissue swelling, but no evidence of intracranial hemorrhage, which is a 
positive thing. Chest X-rays showed several broken ribs, but a CT scan 
showed no evidence of damage to the spleen or the lungs. However, 
they’ll continue to observe him for several days.” 

I struggled to take in what I was hearing. Until then I had 
successfully pushed all images of a broken, injured Caleb out of my 
mind. Thinking of him bloody and beaten was not something my brain 
would allow, probably out of self-protection. But hearing the specifics 
of his ordeal made it difficult not to imagine the suffering he had 
endured—and to create a mental picture of the grisly results. 

The weirdest thing was, it hurt just as badly to remember Caleb as 
he’d been on Sunday, when we’d last seen each other, as it did to 
imagine him injured. That day he’d been supportive of me as a student 
by creating the perfect environment for me to study in, and as 
coworker, by encouraging me to attend Danson Elementary School’s 
Christmas party. He’d massaged and made love to me, making me feel 
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relaxed and fulfilled. He’d been excited about the Nutcracker 
performance, but also about our first Christmas together. In particular, 
he had told me he was looking forward to the holiday break so we 
could spend more time together. 

And because I’d attended that goddamned, frigging party, instead 
of going where I should have gone—to his students’ ballet recital—
Caleb was lying in a hospital bed five days before Christmas, beaten to 
a pulp. 

“So, you can see him, but he’s sedated right now, and still 
intubated, so he won’t be able to converse with you.” Mr. Jorde stopped 
speaking and looked directly into my eyes. “Can you handle that, son?” 

All I heard was that I could see him. I jumped to my feet. “We 
can go see him now?” 

“I already stopped by his room on the way back from my 
discussion with the doctor. He was sleeping, but I saw him and… 
Bradley, Caleb doesn’t look very good at all. Not at all like he usually 
does. His face is—” 

Again, I tried to spare Mr. Jorde the obligation of describing his 
son’s injuries in detail. “I get it. I mean, I think I know what you’re 
saying, sir.” 

“Then why don’t you go check on him? He’s about ready to be 
moved into a room upstairs; maybe you can get a chance to see Cale 
before they take him.” 

“Will he be in ICU tonight?” 
“No, I believe he’ll be in a regular private room. So you’ll be able 

to stay with him as long as you want. We’ve already expressed to the 
hospital staff that we have no objection to you being here. Now go see 
him, and I’ll stay with Ellen.” He reached out his hand and grabbed my 
elbow. It was his turn to squeeze my arm. 

 
 

I PASSED by a stern-looking police officer who stood outside in the 
hallway near Caleb’s room, which was a fucking scary and unexpected 
sight. And when I got there, I wouldn’t have known it was Caleb if the 
nurse hadn’t assured me twice that this was the right room. But maybe I 
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just didn’t want to believe that this bruised, swollen, stitched-up, 
bandaged face was that of my beautiful lover. 

Shit! Piss! Fuck! This is wrong. Oh my God. Oh my God—NO! 
I’m not gonna lose it. 

I stepped over to his hospital bed and looked down on him. Caleb 
was lying so still that it made prickles of fear shoot up my spine. His 
left wrist was hooked up to a long IV tube, and he had another narrow 
tube inserted into his mouth, which probably should have alarmed me, 
but instead, somehow comforted me. 

Machines can be trusted—they won’t let Caleb die. 
His right hand was all taped up; several of his fingers appeared to 

be splinted and taped together, and his wrist was wrapped securely. His 
entire right arm was propped on a sturdy pillow. 

I gazed at Caleb’s neck, which was literally covered with 
inflamed red marks, and then I returned to his face. I had to struggle to 
make myself look there. I grabbed hold of the metal bedrail to prevent 
myself from bolting. I was confronted with a truth I was no longer able 
to deny—Caleb had been tortured by a couple of animals and had 
suffered more than I could conceive of. 

In an effort to control my scattered emotions, I took an inventory 
of his facial injuries. It seemed like something rational to do, rather 
than to just gawk at him in horror. Other than the obscene swelling of 
his eyes, one side of his lip was split, top and bottom, though it was 
partially covered by the tape used to hold the breathing tube in place. I 
wondered momentarily how his perfect white toothpaste-commercial 
quality teeth had fared during his ordeal, and then I chastised myself for 
even considering that. A bandage covered what I assumed were stitches 
on his right cheek. On the same side of his head, behind the temple, a 
patch of his hair had been shaved. Another bandage was there, set at an 
odd angle. 

I want to see his eyes. 
No… just, no. Don’t think of those beautiful blue eyes. Not right 

now. 
Caleb’s chest was bare. About a dozen bruises marked his smooth 

I-spent-my-summer-on-a-sailboat bronzed skin. I thought some of the 
bruises actually resembled the shape of the toe of a boot, but that was 
probably my sick imagination working overtime. 
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I wanted so badly to touch him, just to be sure his skin was warm 
and alive, but I didn’t know where to put my hand. So I ended up just 
gawking at him—strangely detached, unable to cry, unable to rage. 
Because every time my mind went to that place of horror, fear, and 
fury, I told myself no. And I shoved it back. I had to do that, or I was 
sure I’d lose my cool—right there in front of the oh-so-competent 
nurse. That would not be good. 

I wasn’t there when he needed me. I let him down. I was at a 
fucking, goddamned, stupid-as-all-hell work party while my lover was 
having the shit kicked outta him and…. NO! Not gonna do this! Can’t 
do it! 

I had to be strong. 
My mental torment was abruptly interrupted, which was probably 

a good thing. “Excuse me, sir, we are going to move Mr. Jorde to his 
room now. Most likely he won’t even wake up until tomorrow 
morning, so it won’t hurt anything if you go home.” A smooth male 
voice implied that I should leave Caleb at the hospital alone. 

Like that’ll ever fucking happen. 
Nope. Bradley Zelder is gonna be stuck to his man like glue. 
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GETTING REAL 
 
THE EARLY morning hours seemed overly long. I was restless as hell. 

Mr. Jorde had decided to take Mrs. Jorde home, as she had begun 
to feel as if she was going to barf. The woman clearly didn’t handle 
stress well. Not that I did, but I assured them that I would stay at 
Caleb’s bedside, and when he woke, I would let them know as soon as 
possible. I took my position in the rubbery-feeling chair beside Caleb’s 
hospital bed and I watched him. And I waited. 

Caleb slept in a semiupright position for an hour and a half 
without moving so much as a muscle. As of six thirty in the morning, 
when the staff asked me to stand in the hall with the ever-present police 
officer so they could remove the breathing tube, I hadn’t even touched 
him once. I was afraid to lay my hands on his body, which now seemed 
so fragile. I was afraid that I’d hurt him; I was afraid that I’d wake him. 
And I was mostly afraid that the sensation of my hands on his skin 
would scare him. 

When I returned to the room, I stood in the doorway and noticed 
that Caleb was awake, and answering simple questions from a nurse I 
didn’t recognize—like what the date was and who was the president. 
His eyes were as wide as the swelling around them allowed; their vivid 
blueness shocked me. When I stepped into the room, he shifted his eyes 
to stare at me, his expression revealing a glimmer of panic I would 
never, before that day, have thought him capable of. Although he was 
very still, and he held his head stiffly, his left hand, which was still 
hooked up to the IV, seemed to open and close as if he were trying to 
grasp at something. Then it hit me—the something he was reaching for 
was really a somebody. And that somebody is me! I was drawn to his 
bedside as if by a magnetic force. 

“Caleb.” His name came out of my throat sounding like a choked-
off grunt. And that was all I said, because I didn’t have the right words 
for this situation. He started making grasping motions again with his 
left hand, so I moved to his right side to avoid the IV stand, reached 
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across his body, and clasped his seeking hand. Caleb’s agitated gaze 
never left mine for a second, but he seemed to relax a bit when his hand 
was locked beneath my palm. 

“The doctor will be here to discuss the diagnosis and recovery 
plan for Caleb at one o’clock.” I belatedly recognized that it was the 
same male nurse from the night before, a big, burly dude with an 
unusually silky voice, who was talking to Caleb. “It would be to your 
benefit to have your family here. Can we make some calls for you to 
facilitate this?” 

Caleb looked at me. He appeared confused and in dire need of 
help. I didn’t hesitate. “Uh… no, thanks. I’ll call his folks and let them 
know what’s up.” 

The nurse looked to Caleb again, as if to make sure that he was 
okay with that. Caleb nodded and the nurse left the room. 

We were finally alone, though I wasn’t certain for how long. I 
was just about to start worrying about what to say, when he rasped, 
“My head hurts.” 

Right then I realized I’d been so totally caught up in his haunted 
eyes that I hadn’t looked beyond them. I forced myself to examine his 
head, face, and neck. He was in extremely bad shape. In fact, I’d never 
seen a person, in real life, at least, beaten this badly. How had I, up 
until then, missed the swelling and purplish color of the skin around his 
left eye? And his perfect straight nose, usually so delicate, was swollen 
on the left side as well. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what hid 
beneath those sizeable bandages on his right cheek and scalp. Then 
there were his lips. They were split and swollen. Shit. I wasn’t gonna 
be able to kiss his mouth for a fucking month. 

“I love you, Caleb. I love you so much.” It wasn’t the blood, or 
the swelling, or the fear, or the fury, or the desperation in his eyes that 
made me say those words. It was the simple knowledge of my own 
heart. “You are mine and I love you.” 

A fat tear rolled down over the bandage from his less-puffy right 
eye. He shook his head slightly. I could tell it pained his neck to do so. 

“I don’t give a shit if you don’t love me back.” And I didn’t. This 
man was gonna receive my love—it was the one thing I needed him to 
take from me, and all I had to give. “We’ll figure out all of the other 
shit soon enough.” 
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He shook his head again, still looking at me. “Sorry… sorry.” 
And it was a fucking good thing that the bed had a rail, or I’d 

have been in that narrow bed, on top of Caleb, in a split second. Instead 
I bent in half over the rail and put my face right in his, and then I kissed 
a spot on his chin that was clear of all cuts and bruises. “I’ll make it 
better. That’s what I’m gonna do.” 

He let his face fall forward against mine. We stayed just like that, 
leaning into each other, without speaking another word, until my back 
started cramping and I thought I might fall over. Then I dragged the 
chair I’d slept in next to the left side of the bed. I again covered his 
hand with mine, and we stared at each other until he fell asleep. 

 
 

I LEFT the room while the police officer in the hallway spoke to Caleb 
about what had happened the night before. I wanted to stay, to hold his 
fidgeting left hand while he recounted whatever details he could 
remember about the assault, but Caleb asked me to leave. 

Both of us had been drifting in and out of sleep when the officer 
came into the room, ready to take Caleb’s statement about what had 
happened. Caleb already knew that the doctor had given him clearance 
to speak to the police officer, and I wondered how I’d missed that. In a 
soft, weak voice, Caleb announced that he was ready to talk to them. 

“I wanna stay with you,” I declared. 
The cop shifted his weight from one leg to the other, 

uncomfortable or impatient, I couldn’t say for sure. 
Caleb looked up at the officer. “Please, just… just give us a 

minute.” 
The officer stepped away from the bed. 
Caleb gestured for me to lean down close to him. His voice was 

weak, all crackling and dry. “I am ready to talk to the police. And… 
and I’d prefer—” He cleared his throat. “—to do this alone.” 

I drew back from him in surprise. “But I wanna stay.” Stunned 
and hurt, I said it again. “I wanna stay, Caleb.” My plea sounded 
whiny, like that of a child begging to stay up past his bedtime. 

“I need you to go call my father.” He looked away from my eyes 
for the first time and seemed to study our hands where they lay clasped 
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on the blanket. “Please go call my father and ask him to be here at one. 
Let them know I’m awake. I am sure my parents are waiting for 
information.” 

He doesn’t want me here when he’s being interviewed. 
An intense emotion overwhelmed me. It took me a minute to 

realize that it was a feeling of rejection. 
Caleb doesn’t trust me. 
I pulled my hand from his and stood up straight. 
It’s no wonder. We’ve only known each other for a month; we’re 

barely more than strangers. He probably wishes that I were his dear, 
departed David. 

“Please don’t overthink this, Bradley.” 
Had he read my mind? I sent him a baffled glance. 
“I’m not ready to talk about this with you or my family, and I 

don’t know when, or if, I’m ever going to be. But I’m obligated to give 
law enforcement a statement and I just want to get it done with.” 

Shit. I was here to make things easier on him, not harder. “No 
problem, Caleb. I’ll go to the lobby and call your folks.” 

I turned around and left the room. 
 
 

INSTEAD OF the lobby, I went to the cafeteria. After buying a cup of 
coffee and resisting the urge to buy a latte for Caleb, I called his folks. 
They said they’d be right over. And then I called my mother. 

“Mom. It’s Brad.” 
“Hiya, son. Hey, you don’t sound so good. You sick?” 
It all came spilling out. “It’s not me; it’s Caleb. He got attacked 

last night.” 
There was a moment of quiet before she responded. “How bad is 

it?” I couldn’t read the tone in her voice. When I didn’t answer at once, 
she asked, “He in the hospital?” 

“He’s at Danson South General.” DSGH was the local hospital, 
and the one Mom worked at. “He’s been friggin’ beaten to a 
goddamned pulp.” 
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“Is he gonna be okay, Brad?” 
“Yeah, I think so. Maybe. But no time soon.” 
“What do you need? I gotta work in an hour and I’ll bring you 

whatever you need.” Strangely she didn’t ask any more questions about 
Caleb’s condition. 

“I guess a toothbrush wouldn’t hurt, toothpaste too, maybe a 
towel. And a fresh T-shirt. Maybe an iPhone charger.” 

“I can do that.” 
“Mostly I could just use seeing you, Mom. You know, for moral 

support—even if it’s just for a couple of minutes.” 
“Gimme half an hour.” I waited for her to hang up, but she didn’t. 

“Braddy, you’ve got this. You’re stronger than you know.” 
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FRONT ROW SEAT TO A FUCKING 
HORROR SHOW 

 
MORE THAN anyone, the sainted nurses had their acts together. I 
gained a whole new respect for those ladies and gents on the first day 
Caleb was in the hospital. They were professional, kind, and patient—
compassionate in a matter-of-fact way—which was exactly what Caleb 
needed. I was in awe of them. 

I wondered if I had what it took. 
Caleb’s concussion seemed to be the medical staff’s greatest 

concern. And after the police officers left, he seemed agitated. 
“Not feeling… so… good.” And just like that, he was barfing. 

The first time he vomited, he never even warned the nurses and just let 
it go all over the side of the bed. Out of instinct I stood up to help. After 
all, cleaning vomit was Janitor Zelder’s specialty. But the nurse on duty 
pushed her way in front of me with a pink plastic bedpan in her hand, 
held it for him, and then started to clean him up. 

“Oh, s-sorry. It just… just came up.” Caleb sputtered, miffed and 
embarrassed and more than a little bit defeated, like the students at 
Danson Elementary School always appeared after they’d gotten sick on 
the floor or all over their desks. 

“Not to worry, Caleb. We’ll have you cleaned up in no time.” 
Another matter-of-fact nurse came in to help Caleb to the bathroom, as 
the other started to efficiently change his sheets like it was no big deal. 
I stood there like a useless piece of furniture. 

“Don’t need to go to the bathroom,” he protested. On his feet for 
the first time, Caleb appeared dizzy and disoriented, and also in a great 
deal of pain from his head injury and his broken ribs. It was like he 
didn’t know which part of his body to clutch. And it wasn’t as if he 
could actually clutch his head or chest, anyway, as he still had the IV 
attached to his left wrist, which required a nurse to push the stand along 
beside him, and he couldn’t use his taped-up right hand at all. 
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The whole “taking a piss” picture was ugly as hell, and Caleb’s 
mood matched it. He didn’t want to go to the bathroom; his plan was to 
hold in his piss. Needless to say, his plan wasn’t gonna fly, and the 
brave nurses somehow managed to motivate him to use the bathroom. 
But that first visit to the can was almost a half-hour round trip, and 
afterward he looked as exhausted as if he’d climbed to the peak of 
Mount Washington on a mountain bike. 

Upon his return, Caleb cautiously lowered himself to the bed with 
the help of both nurses, and then closed his eyes, never looking at me 
once. 

Caleb and I were still in the honeymoon stage of our relationship, 
where everything up until then had been hearts, flowers, and rainbows 
every time we were together. This situation injected a heavy dose of 
ugly reality into our superromantic love story. I sat in the rubbery-
feeling chair, which had been pushed back to a far corner of the room, 
and watched helplessly as my disoriented and seriously injured 
boyfriend struggled to survive the first full day following a serious ass 
kicking. He hadn’t seemed fully aware of my presence since the 
moment he asked me to leave so he could talk to the police early that 
morning. Caleb was preoccupied with his pain, as well as with simple 
tasks like taking a piss and trying to aim his barf into a kidney-shaped 
plastic bedpan. I was not the center of his attention right now, nor 
should I be. 

When he got back to the bed, he fell asleep until they woke him 
for his periodic concussion check—which didn’t please him. 
Meanwhile I sat in that sticky chair wearing the clean T-shirt my 
mother brought me, my teeth freshly brushed, a now-damp towel tossed 
around my neck, and my telephone charger in hand. I didn’t put the TV 
on to pass the time or play games on my phone. I sat and thought about 
how our relationship probably wasn’t ready to handle this kind of 
tragedy, but that I didn’t give a flying fuck. I was here and I wasn’t 
gonna leave Caleb, even if he didn’t know he needed me. 

The thing was, I’d always been a smart cookie in the ways of the 
world, and I was already sure I’d found the real deal with Caleb. I’d 
known it for a fact when we kissed. We’d sealed the “realness” by 
making love. And, yeah, this random act of violence was a setback. But 
instead of letting it suck us under, I was gonna look at it as a challenge 
that I would make sure we met together. 
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The day before I’d told Caleb that I loved him. I’d only ever said 
those particular words to my sister and my mom, and possibly Billy in 
a drunken friendship pact back in high school. I did not say those words 
lightly, and the fact was I had no choice but to say them to Caleb. I was 
compelled because they were true. 

 
 

ABOUT AN hour before the meeting with his doctor, Mr. and Mrs. 
Jorde showed up, looking physically weak and emotionally spent. 
Unfortunately they were there just in time to watch Caleb eat, and 
subsequently vomit, his first minimeal of green Jell-O. 

This situation is a fucking horror show. That’s all. 
While the nurses cleaned up a detached Caleb yet again, I got up 

from my chair and helped Mrs. Jorde to get comfortable in it, went to 
the nurse’s station and found a chair for Mr. Jorde, and then leaned 
against the sink in Caleb’s room. I was saying my first real prayers 
since kindergarten, when Dr. Elbaum walked in. 

 
 

AFTER THE meeting with his doctor, Caleb crashed. It seemed he 
literally could not keep his eyes open any longer. So the three of us 
walked into the hallway and spoke to each other in muted tones. 

“I’m glad they want to observe him here for several more days,” 
Mrs. Jorde said in a shaky voice. “I wouldn’t have an idea of how to 
begin to care for him at home and I wouldn’t know what to watch for.” 

“He’s going to have to come to live at the big house when he’s 
released from the hospital, though, dear. He can hardly move with the 
broken ribs, and Dr. Elbaum said it will be weeks before he feels much 
relief from the pain. In addition, he can’t use his right hand. Not to 
mention aftereffects of a severe concussion. Caleb can’t be doing any 
heavy physical work, and if it snowed, he couldn’t shovel himself out.” 
Mr. Jorde rubbed his palm against his chin. “I’m going to hire a nurse’s 
aide to come to the big house and look after him when he comes home. 
She can stay in the wildflower guest bedroom.” 

The mansion was so enormous that they had given their guest 
bedrooms nicknames. 
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“He won’t like having a stranger in the house very well, Calvin, 
but I’m not physically capable of caring for him, and after that heart 
episode, neither are you.” 

To this point, I had listened to their conversation in silence. But at 
that point I had to interrupt. “I’m on vacation for the next two weeks. I 
can just pack a bag and stay at the guest house with Caleb.” Mr. and 
Mrs. Jorde turned to look at me. “I’m studying to be a nurse’s assistant 
and I know a lot of the basics. I’m not a stranger… and I can sleep on 
his couch.” I wasn’t sure why I added that, but it seemed proper, like 
they were. 

“You’re very kind, Bradley, but we cannot ask you to give up 
your vacation to care for Caleb.” Mr. Jorde smiled at me weakly and 
started to turn back to his wife. 

“Please, sir, and, uh, ma’am.” Again they stared at me, and I felt 
the blood rush to my face. “Please. I want to do this.” There was 
nowhere else I wanted to be when Caleb was hurt, or for that matter, 
when Caleb was perfectly fine. 

Mrs. Jorde stepped forward and took my hand. Her tiny hand was 
smooth and cold. “That is an excellent option, son. Now Calvin, I think 
Bradley has made a generous offer, and we should discuss it privately 
with Caleb when he’s feeling a bit better.” 

Her husband nodded. 
“Of course, you should do whatever Caleb is most comfortable 

with.” I felt this sudden need to convince them that I was the right guy 
for the job, so I added, “But I can shop and cook and clean and keep up 
with the laundry too. Not a problem.” 

Mr. Jorde extended his hand. “You are a good friend—a good, 
caring, romantic friend—to Caleb. We are so glad that he met you.” 

I walked to the elevator with Caleb’s parents. Mrs. Jorde, 
herself, did not look at all well, and Mr. Jorde had apparently been 
suffering with bad health lately. With my assurance that I’d be 
staying, they agreed to go home to get some rest and come back the 
following day. 

When the elevator arrived, each of Caleb’s parents, in turn, 
reached up to hug me. After the embraces, I turned and headed back to 
Caleb’s room. 
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THE GOOD thing about Caleb sleeping so much was that I knew he 
was healing. Rest was what his body needed. It was also, I thought, a 
relief for his mind, because mentally he was doing about as poorly as 
he was doing physically. Caleb was different from the guy I’d known 
for the past months. Not to say that I expected him to be all bouncy and 
upbeat, but he was detached and distant. It was as if he didn’t know me, 
or his parents either. Maybe he was just trying to wrap his brain around 
what had happened to him. I really didn’t have a clue what was on his 
mind, though, as he wasn’t talking. 

The bad thing about Caleb sleeping so much was that it gave me 
time to think about some really nasty shit that I didn’t think it was the 
right time for me to focus on. And thinking about that shit pissed me 
off. It made me furious, actually. It made me start breathing heavily, so 
I had to leave the room before I punched the wall and got kicked right 
out of that hospital room for good. But I was so angry. I couldn’t 
fucking see how anybody could beat on a person they didn’t know, 
especially a good, kind, and gentle person like Caleb, who taught kids 
social studies and ballet, and who had taken the time to look at me and 
really see who I was through my rough exterior. 

I wanted to interrogate the police and find out if they caught the 
assholes. Even better, I wanted to go find the assholes for myself and 
give them a taste of what they gave my boyfriend. 

But what I wanted most of all was to turn back time. 
I wanted to go to the ballet show that Caleb called The 

Nutcracker Suite, instead of a dumb school party that I didn’t give a 
shit about. When the performance was over, I wanted to walk him to 
my truck, instead of having him walk to his car all alone in the dark. I 
wanted to watch him buckle in beside me, and then I wanted to drive 
him back to my place, and hold him against me all night. 

“Bradley!” I knew that voice, even if it was only speaking in a 
loud whisper. “Hey, dude, come out in the hall.” I looked at Caleb, and 
he was out like a light. Between the concussion, the pain meds, the 
barfing, and the fear he was likely still dealing with, it was no wonder 
he was sleeping like he was dead. 
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“Sshh, don’t wake him. I’m coming.” I got up and crept quietly 
across the room to the doorway. Before going into the hall, I took one 
more look at Caleb, because I didn’t want to leave him if he was anywhere 
close to waking. He needed to know he wasn’t alone. But he was sleeping 
heavily, and I didn’t think he’d be waking up any time soon. 

When I got into the hall, Billy grabbed me and gave me the 
biggest bear hug ever. “Hey, man, how you holdin’ up, huh?” 

I pulled away and shook my head. I didn’t have words for how I 
was doing. “Caleb’s in a world of hurt.” 

“Yeah, I know. Your mom called me and told me what was up.” 
He grabbed me again. “Fuck. I’m sorry, Brad.” 

I nodded, and fought the tears that had been trying to come for so 
fucking long. 

“I brought you somethin’ to chow on.” 
“Thanks.” I’d completely forgotten about food. “Don’t know if I 

can get any food down.” 
“Listen, man, you need to eat.” Billy grabbed my shoulders, and 

shook me. “You wanna be here for Caleb, don’t you?” 
I nodded. 
“If you’re gonna be any good to that dude, you gotta eat. And 

maybe try to catch a few z’s.” He opened the bag and pulled out a fast-
food double cheeseburger. “Now choke this baby down, you hear?” 

I unwrapped the burger and took a big bite. 
“So you know what happened to him?” I asked as I chewed. 
“No clue other than he got beaten up by two guys.” I took another 

bite and realized I was starving. “Two guys I guess he didn’t know.” 
“Here, I brought you a can of Coke.” 
I took the can from his hand. “Shit, I needed this so bad. Thanks.” 
We both leaned against the wall. “What’s wrong with him?” 
“Major-league concussion. They want to watch it for a couple 

days. Broken ribs and wrist and fingers. A shitload of bruises. You 
should see his face.” I said the words but thought Billy really didn’t 
want to see Caleb right now. 

Billy pulled out another burger. “Eat this and I’ll give you some 
dessert.” He took a couple candy bars out of his coat pocket. 
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I scarfed down the second burger and then scooped the candy bars 
out of his hand. “I wanna get back in there.” I nodded toward the 
doorway to Caleb’s room. 

“Well, keep it in mind that me and Amy’ve got your back, huh?” 
That felt good to know. “I never doubted it. And I appreciate it.” 
“I know, bro. I’ll text you later on today. Maybe me and Amy can 

visit Caleb if he’s up for it.” 
“No, not today. He’s not gonna to be ready to see you today.” I 

couldn’t imagine Caleb being up for visitors the following day, or even 
the day after that. 

“It’s your call. Now you take care. Try to rest some.” 
Billy knew me well enough to know I was a mess and was just 

barely hanging on. I couldn’t look at him in the eyes or I’d start crying 
like a baby. “Thanks, man.” I handed the burger wrappers to him and 
walked back to Caleb’s room feeling slightly stronger for having eaten 
and gotten some support from my best friend. 

The male nurse from last night was back, and he took charge the 
moment he came in the room. Within five minutes a few workers came 
to remove the rubbery chair I’d slept all lumped over in the night before 
and replaced it with a more comfortable reclining chair. 

“You should sleep better tonight in this one.” The male nurse left 
the room briefly and returned with blankets for me. “Now, let’s move it 
right next to the bed, so you can visit with your partner. He needs to 
wake up, and we need to see how coherent he is. I think you can help 
us with that.” 

He and I lifted the chair and placed it beside the bed. 
“We’d also like to encourage Caleb to eat something light for 

dinner and to drink plenty of fluids.” He gestured toward the chair, and 
I obediently sat down beside Caleb’s bed. 

The nurse proceeded to wake him up, gently but firmly. He 
placed his hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Caleb, it’s almost time for 
dinner. You need to wake up so that you can eat.” 

Caleb rolled slightly, and he squinted as if in pain. “Uhhh….” 
“Before you eat, though, I would like you to use the bathroom.” 
“Don’t have to go.” 
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“I want you to try.” Nurse Lenny would not take no for an 
answer. Within a minute he had Caleb sitting up with his feet hanging 
over the bed. “And I think in the morning, the doctor wants to remove 
the IV, so it’s important that you take in enough fluids tonight.” Lenny 
soon had Caleb on his feet and shuffling toward the bathroom. 

The whole thing took a while, but finally Caleb was back in bed, 
and I was sitting beside him, again holding his left hand. “Hey, there.” 
It wasn’t much, but it was all I could come up with. 

“Bradley. You’ve been here.” Through all the swelling, his blue 
eyes were focused on my mouth, but I guessed the fact that they were 
focused at all was good. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” I squeezed his hand carefully. “Not 
for as long as it takes.” 

And that was when an awesome thing happened. I saw the first 
trace of a smile on Caleb’s face since the previous Sunday. I quickly 
noticed that his teeth looked like they’d survived the ordeal intact. I 
was glad, but more because he would have one less thing to get fixed 
than for concern about my own viewing pleasure. Then I took a mental 
snapshot of his face. Although it was a very small smile, it was the first 
attempt Caleb had made at connecting with me in a very long time. 

“Thank you for being here, Bradley.” 
That mega throat lump rose again, making it hard for me to talk. 

“There’s no fucking way I’d be anywhere else.” I cleared my throat. 
“Now, you gotta eat some dinner tonight, so we can get you the fuck 
outta here sooner rather than later, you with me?” 

“I’ll try.” 
“That’s all I’m asking.” 
This was our first real conversation since he’d been bashed like a 

frigging piñata, and in my humble opinion it was damned good. 
Damned perfect. 

The food arrived right then. It was all very light and easy to eat—
a bowl of brothy soup, a container of yogurt, and a glass of ice water. 
Caleb’s first response to the food was to offer me some, which I, of 
course, refused. 

Then he smiled again, a little wider this time, and a tiny drop of 
blood pooled inside the split in his bottom lip. “I hate to eat alone.” 
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“Well you won’t be eating alone.” I pulled the candy bars out of 
my back pocket. “Billy was here when you were sleeping. He brought 
me some gourmet fast food and candy bars for dessert.” 

The slightly pleased expression on Caleb’s face morphed into a 
show of something akin to dismay. “Bill was here?” 

I nodded. “He came to see how you are, and how I am.” 
“You didn’t let him see me, did you?” I saw panic in his eyes. 
“Nah… but he wants to stop by tomorrow to visit—” 
“No! I don’t want anybody to see me like this so tell him—say 

no, please.” The skin on his face that was free of bruises took on an odd 
shade of green. 

I grabbed his hand. “Okay. No worries. I’ll tell him not to come 
by.” I was seriously worried that Caleb was gonna barf up the three 
measly bites of yogurt he’d awkwardly fed himself with his left hand. 

But he exhaled deeply and closed his eyes. He seemed to be 
trying to control himself. “I’m sorry… I just don’t want anyone to… to 
see me like this.” 

I wondered for the first time how it felt for this confident, proud, 
and in-control man to be made to feel so vulnerable. He probably felt as 
if he’d been brought very low. “No worries, Caleb. Now eat your 
yogurt.” 

He looked into my eyes, and I will admit, when I looked back, I 
didn’t see the swelling or the purple skin or the dried blood. What I saw 
was a glint of something very powerful in his eyes. 

Something basic. Something raw. Something primal. 
I saw fear. 
That was the moment I realized that his physical injuries were 

only one part of the tight spot Caleb was in. Looming even larger than 
the recovery of his body was his return to emotional health. 

I knew right then that Caleb feeling “normal” again was a long 
way off. 

Not that I could blame him. 
 
 

HIS WORDS cut into the cool, dark tranquility of the hospital room. 
“I can’t believe this is how I’m going to die.” 
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His voice sounded louder than it had since he’d been assaulted, 
but maybe it was just the fact that the room was so dark and the wing of 
the hospital so silent. And he spoke with more conviction. Lying on 
that reclining chair, I went from restlessly asleep to wide-the-fuck-
awake in less than a split second. “What? What are you talking about?” 

“That’s what I thought when they were beating me.” It was dark, 
but I knew that if I tried, I could see him clearly. If I tried, I could see 
the glimmer of fear in his eyes. At the moment it was more a full flame 
of terror. But it hit me that he must’ve felt safely hidden in the 
darkness, and that was why he’d let his thought slip out. So I closed my 
eyes and listened. I noticed that his voice didn’t tremble like it had 
every time he’d spoken in the past day and a half. “I thought, I can’t 
believe I’m going to die like this.” 

I had nothing to say to that. Nothing reasonable, that is. I sorted 
frantically through all of the thoughts darting haphazardly around my 
brain and came up with something slightly less than idiotic, I hoped. 
“But you didn’t die. You’re here with me.” 

Caleb sighed, and it was pretty loud, so I knew I was meant to 
hear it. “I need to sleep.” He was trying to end the conversation. 

My question came out in a rush. “Do you remember what 
happened?” As it came out of my mouth, I knew I shouldn’t have 
asked. I was pushing it. 

“I remember enough….” His voice shook again, as it had in the 
days past. “I need to sleep.” 

That brief midnight chat was our first discussion about what had 
happened to him that night. I wanted so much to turn on the lights, 
search his eyes, and interrogate him like a cop for minute details of the 
crime. But I could tell that any recollections from that night would be 
rationed out to me in measured portions, like bread at a food bank. 

I would hear the details in Caleb’s good time. 
“Yeah, Caleb, you should go to sleep.” At that point I opened my 

eyes, sat up, and reached over the bedrail. When I touched the side of 
his face very lightly, and checked to see his expression, his eyes were 
already closed. 

Shit. One of us needs to keep our eyes open here—and it’s gonna 
have to be me. 
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LIVING IN A NEW WORLD 
 
THE NEXT morning after breakfast, a detective came to the hospital to 
speak to Caleb. Once again Caleb looked at me strangely, took a deep 
breath, and asked me to leave the room. And once again I struggled 
with overwhelming feelings of rejection. 

The detective was an older man, an ex-military sort. In that 
stereotypical military way, he sported a square crew cut, had a muscle-
bound barrel chest, and held himself more upright than the average guy. 
As I left, I heard him say that Caleb, himself, was the police 
department’s best source of information. I had an urge to ask him why 
the hell he hadn’t shown his thick neck and rugged face yesterday. 
Then I answered my own question; they were probably giving Caleb a 
day to orient himself to his new reality. I also wondered briefly if the 
medical staff had taken photographs of Caleb’s injuries, and if they had 
saved his bloody clothes. 

None of this is my concern. 
I had to remind myself that I needed to let the cops take care of 

the who-done-it shit, and the doctors take care of the medical shit. I 
would take care of Caleb’s spirit. 

I texted my mom to see if she was in the hospital and if she could 
take a short break with me. She said she’d stop by the fourth-floor 
lobby, so I went there. 

Mom arrived in less than ten minutes, wearing her purple scrubs 
and carrying coffee and a small brown bag. She stuck the coffee on the 
side table and leaned in to give me a hug. 

“How you holding up, Braddy?” 
“Better now, Mom.” 
“I’ve seen a lot of assault victims. It takes them a while to get 

back on the horse, so to speak.” 
I fought off those damned tears again. When had I turned into 

such a watering can? 
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“You just keep on going in there, being you. He’ll come around.” 
“A detective is in there with him now. Uh… Caleb asked me to 

take a hike while they talked.” 
“He isn’t ready to share his fear with you yet. Caleb can handle 

telling that policeman about the straight facts, but he isn’t ready to get in 
touch with his emotions. He will be, and you’ll be right there for him.” 

I shrugged, not fully believing that he would ever confide in me. 
“Now eat this. The cafeteria serves an awesome egg sandwich. 

But, sorry, it’s not as good as your momma makes!” 
I smiled and opened the brown bag, knowing I’d totally lucked 

out to have such a cool mom, whether or not she had a guesthouse on 
her “estate” for me to live in. 

 
 

BY THE time I returned, Caleb’s IV had been removed, and his left wrist 
was covered with a puffy piece of gauze that was taped in place. His 
parents had also arrived, and apparently there had been a delivery from the 
local florist. All this, and I was barely out of the room for half an hour. 

Caleb seemed distraught. He motioned me over to his bed, and 
trying not to be rude, I stepped over to him sideways. 

“What’s up?” 
That look of panic had returned to his eyes. “Get rid of them.” 
“Huh?” This could be awkward. “Your folks?” 
“No, the flowers. Please take them out of here.” 
I was about to ask him why, but I thought better of it. He 

would’ve told me his reason if he’d wanted me to know. So instead I 
turned to the nurse’s aide. “Uh ma’am, the smell of the flowers is 
bothering Caleb. Can we put these at the nurse’s station?” 

The small blonde nurse’s aide, a slightly-above-average cute girl I 
would have hit on before I met Caleb, tilted her head and replied, 
“Well, sure. I guess so.” 

I went to the windowsill and picked up two tall bouquets and the 
aide followed suit with the two arrangements on Caleb’s tray table. We 
relocated them to the nurse’s station, and I snatched and pocketed the 
cards from the holders—noticing that the one dripping with hand drawn 
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hearts was from Angela Creedy—in the event Caleb wanted to thank 
anyone for flowers at a later time. I knew he was one of those polite, 
thank-you-note-writing people, even if he was off his game right now. 

The other arrangements are from Caleb’s close family 
members—how does Angela know about the assault already? 

I assumed one of the Jordes must have called and informed her, 
knowing that she and Caleb were close friends.  

Lunch was being served when I got back, and Caleb sat stiffly on 
his bed, a couple slices of white toast and a frigging bowl of red Jell-O 
in front of him on his tray table. For some reason, the sight of it pissed 
me off. 

This man being forced to eat fucking Jell-O for lunch is so 
frigging wrong! Strange that something as simple as a bowl of red Jell-
O had brought out this fierce sense of protectiveness in me. 

And then I got even angrier. I didn’t want Caleb to see me like 
that. So I spun around and headed to the door, saying in the most 
controlled voice I could manage, “Be right back!” 

I strode down the hallway to the men’s room and went in. “This 
shit fucking sucks!” 

It echoed in the small room. “I wanna fucking kill those 
goddamned animals who did this to him! Fuckin’ kill ’em!” 

And then I burst into tears that I couldn’t control. I couldn’t stop 
them no matter what kind of happy shit I thought about, or how many 
times I told myself it was all gonna get better soon. 

This situation is so fucking unfair. It was a frigging gay bashing. I 
know it, and the cops know it, and probably Caleb knows it. What are 
the fucking chances that they catch up to those swines and— 

There was a soft knock on the men’s room door. 
I cleared my throat. “I’ll… just a sec.” I grabbed a paper towel 

and roughly swiped at my wet face. “Gimme a minute.” 
“Bradley, its Mr. Jorde.” 
I took a couple of deep breaths, but they didn’t help to calm me. 
“May I come in?” 
Well, that was a better prospect than me going out in the hall 

looking like I’d just lost my grandma. I opened the door and he slid 
inside. 
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“I know that this is very difficult for you. To see Caleb like this.” 
I shrugged and then nodded and then thought “shit” but said 

nothing. 
“And I haven’t seen him this this way in years. Since David 

passed away.” 
I lifted my eyes so they met Cal’s penetrating stare, but thanks to 

the Godzilla-size lump in my throat, I couldn’t say anything. 
“It has become clear to me that you two have developed very 

strong feelings for each other.” 
This time I didn’t shrug; I nodded. 
“And I know that you can help him through this.” 
At that moment I realized how strange it was that we were having 

this conversation while separated by a white urinal. “We can get out of 
here now, if you want, sir.” 

“Please call me Cal. Let’s just wait a moment”—he reached over 
the urinal to place a hand on my forearm—“because you need to know 
something.” 

“What is it, Cal?” 
The older man sighed loudly. “You need to know that Caleb has a 

difficult time when he feels as if he is not in control of a situation.” 
“Like he was when those guys beat on him?” 
“Yes. And the way he feels right now.” 
“Right now?” 
Cal nodded. “When David was killed, Caleb went into a sort of 

depression, but it seemed to revolve more around his lack of trust in the 
world, as far as it being a place where he could feel safe and in control 
of his destiny, than it did around the loss of David, specifically. Not to 
say he didn’t mourn David, because he most certainly did, but more 
than that, at least in my opinion, he mourned the loss of his own 
certainty that he was emotionally secure in the world.” 

“But random things happen.” 
“Yes. And that concept has long been difficult for Caleb to 

accept. He… well, he had a depression as a teenager, as well, in 
response to dealing with an issue that was beyond his control. The 
suffering of his grandfather during a terminal illness sent Caleb reeling. 
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Ellen actually homeschooled him for a time as he dealt with it. I think 
depression is something Caleb is predisposed to when he gets a certain 
feeling. When he feels powerless.” 

That was all news to me. Not a deal-breaker, though. 
“These depressive episodes, I guess you call them, have been 

manageable with medication and therapy and time.” I could feel his 
gaze on my face. “But as he again comes to terms with the uncertainty 
of life, he… well, he may need to take some time away from his 
obligations.” 

“So, what can I do to help him?” 
Then Cal hesitated, raised both hands to his head, and rubbed his 

temples, as if in pain or deep thought. More likely it was both. “You 
can be there for him. And start by being patient with him. Control your 
anger at the people who committed this heinous act, at least until Caleb 
has the strength to express it right alongside you, although I am not 
sure that he will ever do that.” He stopped and looked pensive. “Let 
him know that he’s safe, and he can trust in the knowledge that you 
aren’t going anywhere. And believe me, he won’t want to show you his 
fear. It’s not in Caleb’s nature to be vulnerable. However, he will 
eventually need to.” 

“But it’s not as if I know him all that well. Cal, we’ve been dating 
for less than two months and we’re still getting to know each other. 
Sometimes when I’m sitting beside him in the hospital room, I feel like 
I’m way overstepping the boundaries of being a new boyfriend.” 

“You are not overstepping. I know my own son. I know what he 
needs. And Caleb needs you right now. Maybe you could choose to 
view what happens next between Caleb and you as a very intimate type 
of courtship, rather than the typical evenings out for dinner and movie 
dates.” He looked at me hopefully. 

“You think that is what he wants?” 
“I don’t think Caleb knows what he wants right now.” Cal 

stepped around the urinal so that he was right in front of my nose. 
“Bradley, he came to us at the big house one night last week, to Ellen 
and me, and told us that he was starting to care for you very deeply, and 
that he was sure he’d found the person he’d been waiting for.” Cal 
sniffed, as if the memory was bittersweet. 
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The rush of tears to my drying eyes was sudden and 
overwhelming. I started to turn away, to hide my emotional response to 
what he’d just told me, but Cal reached out and held me in place. 

“You understand, Bradley, that the last time Caleb spoke to us 
about his feelings for a man was just before he became engaged to 
David. Caleb recognized, as I do, that the two of you had an immediate 
connection. He’s been so upbeat since your very first date.” 

Same here. Once I stopped trying to be someone I was not, we’d 
really hit it off. In the short time I’d known him, he’d made me feel like 
somebody. Not just when I was with him, but in my life in general. I 
had grown to admire his way of looking at the world, and beyond that, 
and in a much more basic way, I felt like we fit together. 

Caleb had provided me with what I needed to move forward in 
my life. Now it was my opportunity to return the favor. I vowed that I 
would restrain myself from showing how ultimately pissed off I was at 
the assholes who had hurt him. I would be brave when I felt rejected by 
him because he wasn’t ready to open up. My patience with his 
emotional recovery would be boundless. 

I will be the quiet solid presence Caleb needs to come back from 
this. It was a vow. 

“I will give it all I have.” 
The man smiled at me, and while it may not have been a truly 

happy smile, it was an honest one. “Thank you, son. Now let’s get back 
to the patient, shall we?” 

I followed him out of the men’s room. 
 
 

“I’LL BE fine if you leave, Bradley. Go home. Take a shower. Sleep in 
your own bed. You’ve been here for two days straight.” 

It was about seven at night. I was thumbing through a sailing 
magazine Caleb’s mother had brought over, and Caleb was staring off 
into space again. “You worry too much. I washed up in the men’s room 
sink. I’ll go home when you can go home.” I didn’t look up. 

“I’m not going home.” 
His words startled me. I looked up from the magazine. “What do 

you mean?” 
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“I can’t go back to the guest house… alone.” He cleared his throat 
once and continued to stare at the wall, but he added, more quietly, 
“The police said they took my wallet. They know where I live.” When 
he finally looked at me, I saw that now-familiar panic. 

“The cops found your wallet on the other end of the parking lot, 
Caleb. Only your money was missing. Your license was still inside it.” 

“But they saw it.” His voice was just above a whisper now. 
“What if I go home with you?” My question caused him to stare 

at me with wide, shocked eyes. I pushed back the feeling of rejection 
that quickly took front and center in my heart. I pressed on. “Think you 
could put up with yours truly for a while, if, say, I was to come stay for 
a bit?” 

Caleb shook his head, and I swallowed hard. “But why?” he 
asked. 

I could handle that question. “Because I want to be with you. All 
the time.” 

His expression didn’t soften at my honest confession. “My parents 
asked you to stay with me, didn’t they? You agreed to babysit me.” 

“No. I offered to stay with you. Because I want to.” I scooted to 
the edge of my chair and took his left hand in mine. “Please let me.” 

“My head hurts a lot today.” 
I would not be distracted from the topic at hand. “Please, Caleb.” 
“When I so much as get up to go to the bathroom, I feel like my 

brain is going to split in two.” 
“What happened to you doesn’t change how I feel about you.” 
“And then there are my ribs that hurt when I move as little as an 

inch. I can barely walk across this room. I’d be utterly useless at home.” 
I remembered what his father had said to me in the bathroom, 

about us pursuing a different kind of courtship. “You may be hurt—in 
your body and your spirit—but that doesn’t have to change the course 
that we’re on—that our relationship is on.” 

He looked at me—well, very frankly, he gawked at me as if I had 
three heads. 
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“I can date you in your living room, just us two alone with our 
legs locked together on your couch, as easily as I can date you at the 
movies, at bars, and at restaurants.” 

Caleb bit down on his split lip. This time it didn’t bleed. “And I 
have no use of my right hand.” His latest excuse sounded feeble, and 
we both knew it. Caleb blushed. 

“Then we’ll figure out how to do shit with your left hand.” 
“I’m not the same as I was before.” He had offered me a lot of 

reasons why I should give up on him. 
“Have your feelings for me changed?” I had to ask, not that it 

would alter the amount of effort I was gonna put into his recovery. 
“No.” The answer burst forth rather spontaneously. He looked up 

and to the left in thinking mode, at least as best I could tell, given the 
swelling around his eyes, and then added more cautiously, “I feel the 
same way for you, Bradley. It’s the way I feel about myself and 
everything else in the world that’s changed.” 

“Well, let’s just say for a minute, that you and me are back at 
your guest house, ’kay?” 

He nodded, but definitely looked confused. 
“And say that you’re sitting on the couch, and I am making you… 

like, say, some coffee in your Nespresso machine.” He fucking loved 
his Nespresso machine. 

He nodded again, but the look on his ravaged face proved he was 
growing more perplexed by the second. 

“Well, how do you feel about the couch?” 
“What?” 
“You heard me; do you like your couch?” 
“Of course I like my couch.” 
“And your living room? How do you feel about your living room?” 
He allowed an exasperated breath. “I feel fine about it. I like my 

living room too.” 
“And just picture this. I come in from the kitchen with a mug of 

espresso, and I put chocolate syrup in the milk before I steamed it up. 
How do you like a mocha latte?” 
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“You know I’d like it.” His voice sounded exasperated. “What are 
you getting at, Bradley?” 

I stood up and bent over the bed so that my nose was practically 
touching his. “If you like me, your couch, your living room, and a mug 
of hot mocha, babe, then your feelings haven’t changed about 
everything in your life. So that is where we’ll start. Our world will be 
your living room.” 

It took him a minute to follow my logic, but once he caught on, 
he smiled at me sweetly, like I’d managed to touch his heart. “Okay, 
then, Bradley. Our world will be my living room.” His eyes were 
slightly wet in the corners at that point, but he was not crying. He was 
wound so tight, I don’t think he could have cried if he’d wanted to. 

“I’ll have Billy pack a bag and bring it to me here. That way I 
won’t have to leave you to go get it.” 

“I don’t want to see him.” 
“You don’t have to, Caleb. You, my friend, are now in a bubble 

that nobody can get inside unless you want them in there.” My head 
was still hovering right in front of his. “Will you kiss me?” I didn’t ask 
if I could kiss him because I wanted him to start to feel his own power 
again, even if it was in small ways. 

“Yes.” Caleb leaned forward and pressed his lips against mine. It 
was a dry, chaste kiss, but that was how he wanted it, so I accepted it 
happily. 

I really did love this man. The way a simple, innocent kiss stole 
my breath just served to again prove it. “Then it’s a done deal. Caleb 
Jorde, you have a temporary roommate and a whole new world in your 
living room.” 
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CELEBRATING WHAT WAS LEFT 
 
IT WAS Christmas Eve, a day I had always enjoyed in the past, 
surrounded by my family and friends, and occasionally a girl who was 
persistent enough to stick around through the holiday season. But I 
couldn’t find any cause for celebration. 

The day before had been another excruciatingly long and difficult 
one at the hospital. Caleb was monitored closely for complications due 
to his concussion and broken ribs. Despite a painful headache all day, 
difficulty walking to the bathroom—probably difficulty making things 
happen once he got into the bathroom too—a late afternoon bout with 
nausea that ended in forty-five minutes of vomiting and dry heaves 
which further spanked his ribs, no appetite, and a less-than-pleasant 
mood, he managed to survive his last full day in the hospital. No 
serious complications had developed. 

I had a cause for celebration. I wouldn’t let myself forget that 
again. 

I was taking him home to his parents’ guesthouse. And he was in 
the process of freaking out. Not a typical Caleb Jorde response to 
anything really. But here it was, happening before my very eyes. 

The nurse and I helped him into the backseat of his parents’ 
luxury sedan. Instead of concentrating on what he was doing, he looked 
nervously all around him. I wasn’t sure what—or who—he was looking 
for. Maybe he was looking to see if the guys who had beat on him were 
in the vicinity, waiting with fists clenched to finish the job they started. 
Caleb might also have been watching for people who recognized him; 
he had made it crystal clear to me that he didn’t want to see anyone he 
knew, aside from his parents and me. I wasn’t sure why he felt that 
way. Was it shame or fear? Caleb wasn’t filling me in on those details. 

Once we were in the car, Caleb refused to allow me to fasten his 
seat belt. I didn’t press the issue. I buckled myself in and placed my 
hand on his thigh. He turned his head to look at me, and I tried to read 
the expression in his eyes. So many emotions were reflected there. An 
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enormous quantity of fear was what I noticed first, but I saw 
embarrassment, desperation, and strangely, trust. He bent his head 
down, gritted his teeth, and slid over so he was right next to me, our 
thighs pressed together. I reached my arm around him and whispered 
what he needed to hear, right into his ear. 

“I love you, Caleb.” He looked back up at me briefly. Those 
swollen, black eyes appeared so much more ugly in the ruthless light of 
day. He froze for a second or two and then leaned his stiff neck 
sideways so his grayish brown hair brushed my collar. “I got your back, 
babe.” Yeah, I called him babe. And he didn’t seem to mind. 

“We had Rhonda come down and clean the guesthouse and 
change the sheets, and your father and I shopped for food. Rhonda 
unloaded it all into the shelves and the refrigerator,” Mrs. Jorde said 
softly, turning around in her seat to make eye contact with her son—but 
his eyes were closed. I smiled at her. 

In a monotone voice, Caleb stated, “I don’t want her to come 
down anymore now that I’m home. I don’t want to see her.” 

Mrs. Jorde caught my eye again. “Of course not, dear.” 
We drove to Oceanside in complete silence. 
 
 

SOMEONE HAD decorated Caleb’s house for Christmas. There was a 
tiny Christmas tree in the corner, right in front of the portrait of David 
and Caleb. I knew instinctively that Caleb would want me to remove it, 
but I made no move to do it, as his parents were helping us to settle in 
and I didn’t want to insult them. 

Mrs. Jorde went into Caleb’s bedroom and came back with his 
two puffy pillows. She set them up on one end of the couch. “Come, 
Caleb. Sit here. And I’ll get you something to drink.” 

Caleb limped to the couch and slowly sat down. Sensing his 
emotional need, I quickly moved to him, and then made an obvious 
effort to help him remove his coat. Truly, though, I was beside him to 
offer comfort. Right into his ear, I murmured a message that I thought 
would help him survive this moment. “Our own little world.” This 
contained world in his living room was all he needed to adjust to right 
then. He didn’t react to my words. 

“I’m tired,” he replied to his mother. “Not thirsty.” 
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I turned to her. She appeared hurt and worried. “After he sleeps 
for a while, I’ll make sure he drinks a lot, okay, Mrs. Jorde?” 

She nodded. “Please dear, call me Ellen.” 
Cal stepped forward. “We were thinking. Maybe we’ll walk down 

from the big house tonight, and the four of us can have dinner 
together.” 

I glanced at Caleb, knowing what I’d see. He was very slowly 
shaking his head, eyes fastened to the floor. “How about if we have a 
visit tomorrow, you know, on Christmas Day, instead? I’m sure Caleb 
and I will be feeling much more refreshed after a good night’s sleep. 
Let’s get together after lunch, maybe one o’clock.” 

Caleb’s parents quickly agreed, and they appeared relieved by 
this option. I walked them to the door. 

“There’s plenty of food in the refrigerator, Bradley. We went to 
this little gourmet restaurant and purchased various precooked meals. 
All you have to do is heat them, and they’ll be delicious,” Ellen 
explained in a soft voice. 

“Thank you. That sounds perfect.” 
On the porch Cal handed me a white notecard. On it was their 

home phone number as well as each of their cell numbers. “If you need 
us.” He reached out stiffly to shake my hand, but knowing that he 
needed more than a handshake, I leaned in and gave him a hug. Then I 
gave one to Ellen, who held on a bit too long. She seemed almost as 
scared as Caleb. 

“It’s gonna be all right. I’m gonna take care of him.” 
“Thank you, Bradley,” they said in unison. Then the elder Jordes, 

shoulders slumped, displaying a sort of parental defeat, made their way 
toward their house. 

I poured two glasses of water from the pitcher on the kitchen 
table and returned to the living room. Caleb was sitting in exactly the 
same position he’d been in five minutes before. 

“Will you get rid of that tree?” He sounded tense. 
“If that’s what you want me to do.” 
He nodded. “It is.” 
“Okay if I stick it out on the porch?” 
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He nodded again, so I went to the corner, lifted the small tree by 
its base, and carried it to the porch. If that was what Caleb wanted, that 
was what he’d get. That goddamned living room was gonna be his 
goddamned world, and I was gonna make sure he was comfortable in it. 

Caleb was still frozen in place when I returned. “You comfortable 
in those?” I glanced at his sweatpants. “Or you wanna take them off?” 

“I’m fine.” 
I knelt by his feet and unlaced and removed his sneakers, one by 

one. Then I sat down beside him on the couch. “Maybe you can turn and 
lean against the pillows. Then stick your legs over my lap, you know?” 

He seemed to need a moment to think about that. “Okay,” he 
finally said. 

So we arranged ourselves carefully on the couch. I pulled the 
bottle of Tylenol with codeine from my jeans pocket. “Now take these 
with your water, and then we’ll just relax.” 

I watched as he took the pills. Then he leaned his head back on 
the pillows. 

“Is it good to be home?” 
“I don’t know.” I couldn’t find a trace of the man I’d been with 

the previous weekend. 
“At the hospital, we talked about this one room being our own 

little world. And we talked about being okay with our own little world 
because we liked the things in it. Remember?” 

Caleb looked at me blankly, almost with a measured hostility. 
“So our first step in liking this room is being comfortable here. I 

think we should take a nap.” 
“What’s a nap going to do for me? I’m still going to have a nasty 

headache and broken bones and be ….”  
I took a couple of deep breaths for strength; his depression was a 

heavy load to bear. And then I answered him plain and simple. “If we 
rest for a while, we’ll wake up feeling a little bit stronger and a little 
bit, like refreshed. Maybe we’ll be hungry, and I can fix us a couple of 
sandwiches, and we can eat them right here on the couch. And maybe 
watch a movie or something.” 
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When I looked at him next, he was still gawking at me. “Don’t 
you get it? I’m not going to be feeling better any time soon. Besides, I 
probably won’t be able to wake up for hours if I fall asleep now, 
because of the damned pain medication, and you’ll miss your whole 
Christmas Eve. What’s your family going to think? They’ll to want to 
spend some time with you. So just leave. Call me tomorrow and wish 
me a nice holiday. You’ll be lucky if I’m even awake to answer the 
phone.” 

“I live here now.” 
I didn’t even blink, but he sure did. 
“We’ve discussed this, Caleb. For the next two weeks I live 

here.” I leaned over and picked up a cotton throw blanket that said 
Boston College across the middle. “Now I, for one, am very tired. I 
slept like shit on that pullout-chair thing last night.” 

For the record, I hadn’t been stared at so intensely since I told 
Wendy Waterson that she didn’t float my boat in bed. 

In an effort to relax, I slouched down and closed my eyes, hoping 
that Caleb would do the same. It took him about fifteen minutes to 
settle, during which time I never looked at him once. It was a small 
way to allow him a measure of privacy, even if he didn’t truly want to 
be alone. Finally his breathing became even, and I thought he was 
asleep, so I released a huge breath I’d been holding for what felt like all 
day. And right then his soft hand found my lap, then found my hand, 
and his fingers curled around mine, but not squeezing mine with an 
upbeat message, or massaging away the day’s tension. It was more the 
way a little kid’s hand would mold into yours when you were about to 
cross a busy street. It found its way into my grasp and then became 
very still. 

He trusts me. 
“Sleep well, babe.” 
Caleb uttered a small, pitiful whimper and drifted off to sleep. 
 
 

I WOKE up before Caleb, but since I wanted him to keep sleeping, I 
just pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Darcy. 

Hey, Darcy. 
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Super glad you texted. Been waiting to hear from you. It doesn’t 
feel like Christmas without you. 

Darcy, 2 me, it doesn’t feel like Christmas at all. 
Then do something about it. 
Not sure I’m getting your meaning here. I can’t just leave him 

here alone. 
No, silly, I don’t want you to leave him. Make a Christmas! Only 

u and Caleb can make it Christmas 4 each other!!! 
Got no present 4 him, got no presents for anybody. 
Presents aren’t the real meaning of Christmas, Braddy. You know 

that. 
??? 
Think about it… u’ll figure it out. We gonna c u 2morrow? No 

pressure. 
I don’t know. 
Let me know, k? 
K. Say Merry Xmas to Rory and kiss Mom 4 me. 
Will do, bro. She is proud of u. I am 2. 
??? 
U r doing the hard thing 4 once. 
No choice. I <3 him, Darcy. 
Hugs 4 u both. <3 u 2. 
I put my phone beside me on the couch and let my head fall back 

so I could think. 
 
 

GOOGLING WAYS to sound smart hadn’t worked out too well for me 
on our first date, but I resorted to the Internet on my phone to find ways 
to make it feel like Christmas when you didn’t have all of the usual 
commercial crap available. As I sat on the couch, close to Caleb, 
feeling the heat of his body where his legs draped over my thighs, and 
listening to his slightly too-heavy breathing, I formulated a plan to 
make our Christmas memorable to Caleb for something more than his 
pain and suffering. 
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Some of the shit I had planned was meant for little kids, not 
thirty- and forty-year-old men. I didn’t care. Tonight we were gonna be 
a couple of little boys. 

Even though I really didn’t want to, I managed to slide out from 
beneath Caleb’s legs. When I moved him enough so that I could stand 
up, he turned slightly onto his side, more or less facing the back of the 
couch, and curled into a fetal position. I stood there like a lovesick 
schoolboy, staring at him with probably a partially dreamy and partially 
worried look on my face. Despite the wavy strands of gray blended into 
his soft brown hair, he looked as innocent and vulnerable as a boy, 
clutching his gray blanket. And I experienced a sudden and fierce surge 
of fury. 

Shit. 
I could barely keep myself from screaming and cursing into the 

dry heated air of the small living room. How could anybody hurt this 
beautiful, kind, perfect man? 

I forced myself to turn away from him, knowing that in my anger, 
my breathing rate had sharply increased. I was nearly panting and I 
refused to allow Caleb to see me coming apart at the seams when he 
needed me to keep my act together. If anyone was gonna be allowed to 
come apart at the seams, it was gonna be him. I badly wanted to stomp 
away, but I stepped quietly back from the couch and went into the 
kitchen and took a couple of calming breaths. 

Here was where I would hopefully find what I needed for our first 
Christmas Eve together. It was easy to find popcorn; we’d microwaved 
it a few times when I was studying there. The needles and thread were 
more of a trick. But Caleb kept some buttons and sewing stuff in a 
drawer that I came across after searching through most of his kitchen. I 
felt a little creepy about going through his shit, but I reminded myself it 
was for a good cause. 

Next I snatched up all of his Christmas cards from the kitchen 
table and grabbed the cards from my friends and family that Billy had 
delivered to my duffel bag. I took a pair of scissors, a piece of 
cardboard out of his recycling pile, and a hot glue gun from a box of 
teaching supplies. Almost silently I carried these things, along with the 
white ceramic bowl of popcorn, into the living room, and put them on 
the coffee table. 
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I returned to the kitchen and made some creamy hot chocolate, 
not the water kind either, and put together some good sandwiches from 
the bakery bread and cooked chicken his mom had picked up at the 
gourmet store. I heated up onion soup too, in case Caleb wasn’t up for 
anything solid. 

By the time I returned to the living room, Caleb was awake, still 
lying sort of on his side, staring at the back of the couch. “The smell of 
the soup woke me.” 

“Sorry.” I placed the tray onto the coffee table. “Thought you 
might be hungry.” 

Caleb lifted his chest, grimaced, and pushed until he was sitting 
upright. A small groan escaped his lips. “Smells good, Bradley. Thank 
you.” He glanced at the tray. “I wish I could say I was hungry.” 

“Well, I don’t give a… I don’t give a hoot. Yeah, I don’t give a 
hoot if you aren’t hungry, dude. I slaved over those sandwiches, and 
somebody is gonna eat them.” I sent him my best, crooked grin. “Eat, 
Caleb, okay?” 

He raised his swollen eyes from the tray to my face, but his gaze 
stopped at my lips. I thought maybe I saw a shadow of a nod. “Just toss 
the Christmas cards, though. I’m not in much of a holiday mood this 
year.” When he smiled sort of sheepishly, his bottom lip pulled a bit to 
the side where it had been split so badly. That was gonna scar for sure. 
He’d still be the most fucking beautiful person I’d ever laid eyes on, 
though. 

“Well, let’s eat, and I’ll do something about the cards after. 
How’s that sound?” I stepped over to the couch. “But maybe you 
should hit the bathroom before we eat.” 

“Getting up is not going to be much fun.” Caleb had already put 
on his brave face. He must’ve really had to take a piss something fierce. 

“Lemme give you a hand, huh?” I reached down and took him by 
an elbow, and then I tugged gently on his arm and lifted him to his feet. 

The trip across the living room was painstakingly slow; I knew 
that Caleb suffered each and every step. I escorted him into the 
bathroom, stood behind him, and braced his hips with flattened palms 
as he took a piss. After, I pulled his sweats up for him because I knew 
reaching down sucked for him, and I helped him to the sink where he 
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washed his hand and bent down very slightly to throw a bit of water on 
his face. We caught eyes very briefly in the vanity mirror over the sink, 
but his expression was masked, and I couldn’t tell what he was 
thinking. After toweling himself off, he nodded once, and we made the 
trek back to the couch. 

 
 

“THIS IS good.” I could tell that it was an effort for him to speak. 
Caleb wasn’t particularly chatty. In fact, I’d call him withdrawn. He 
carefully sipped his soup from a big spoon. 

“I just threw it together. Your parents stocked the kitchen pretty 
well.” Now was the time. “So, this is our first… our first Christmas 
together.” 

Caleb still didn’t look up from his soup. 
“And I thought that we….” Shit. “I thought that we’d try to make 

it special.” 
That got his attention. “Bradley, your Christmas can still be very 

special, if you move me into to the big house and go home to your 
family.” 

I shook my head. “No. I live here now.” I was gonna get that 
through his head if it was the last thing I did. “Anyway, I thought we’d 
do some different kinds of things to make it, like, ours.” 

“Ours?” 
I nodded and put the remains of my sandwich on my plate. All of 

a sudden I felt like a complete dork. “Well, yeah.” 
“And just how do you propose that we make it ours?” Well, that 

sounded a bit sarcastic, but at least he was looking at me. 
I leaned over and grabbed the stack of our Christmas cards. 

“Well, you said you didn’t want these, right? Neither do I.” 
He shook his head in agreement. 
“So, I had this idea that we’d,”—this was harder to say than I had 

expected—“open them, and like, cut them up, and then glue them onto 
this piece of cardboard.” 

That was about when his chin dropped. And it dropped way down 
low. 
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“And then we’d cut up the picture we make into pieces and make 
a… uh, Christmas puzzle.” My face was hot—as in, melt-the-polar-ice-
cap kind of hot. 

Caleb placed his spoon on the tray. “Are you suggesting we do 
arts and crafts?” 

My face burning even hotter, I replied, “Well, yeah. Kinda.” I 
lifted my now only slightly warm cocoa to my lips and slurped. 

Caleb took a moment to look around the room. I figured he was 
figuring out how to tell me I should grab my scissors and glue gun and 
head down to the Girl Scout meeting at the community house. “Sounds 
just about right for tonight.” Again, total vocal disdain. Ouch. “Except I 
can’t cut.” He lifted his right hand and gave me one of those what-
were-you-thinking glares. 

Shit. 
“But I can glue.” Right after he said that, our eyes met, and I 

thought he might have winked at me. But it was hard to tell with all the 
swelling. 

“Okay, then. Sounds like we have a plan.” Call me out of my 
league in more ways than one, but I was gonna go for it. 

“I’m not going to be much help in stringing popcorn, though.” 
Where was my brain when I was coming up with ideas for our 

homemade Christmas? “Then I guess we’ll have to eat it.” I shrugged. 
“I’m rather in the mood for popcorn.” Yeah, this time he 

definitely winked. 
“It’s kettle corn.” I swallowed loudly because I was suddenly sort 

of nervous, picked up his soupspoon, and handed it to him. “Here. 
Finish your soup, and I’ll make a fire in the fireplace.” 

 
 

AN HOUR later it felt a lot more like Christmas Eve in that cozy little 
living room. Our finished product was a glued-together poster/collage 
of segments of all of our Christmas cards. I sat in front of the couch at 
Caleb’s feet, cutting, it into jigsaw-shaped pieces. 
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“It’s hard to believe we’re doing this. My students would protest 
that they are too old to make a puzzle out of Christmas cards, and here 
we are, grown men.” 

“Good thing they aren’t here, huh?” 
Caleb laughed, and it was the first time I’d heard that awesome 

sound in way too long. But then he grabbed the side of his chest. It 
seemed that laughter caused him pain. It was like those animals who 
had done this to him could just reach into his life and slap him down 
with this residual pain the very minute he was feeling better. I had to 
fight back fierce anger at those still-unknown assholes. The police were 
no closer to catching them, according to their latest phone call. 

So instead of clenching my hand into a fist, I reached up and 
grasped his left hand from where it clutched his chest and then 
squeezed. “My plan was that we’d string popcorn next, but we seem to 
have eaten one of the necessary materials.” 

This time Caleb smiled in the direction of the fireplace, but he 
didn’t laugh again. 

I guess he learned his lesson the first time. 
After putting all of the cut-up pieces into a little pile, I 

announced, “Putting this puzzle together will be first on our agenda on 
Christmas morning, okay?” I got no response. When I took a closer 
look at his eyes, I saw that he was detached to the point of seeming to 
be almost in a daze. “Caleb, babe… you all right?” 

“I’m just….” His blue eyes glazed over, making me think of the 
tropical waters I’d seen on a trip to the Bahamas a couple of years 
before. That water had been so crystal clear, almost completely 
invisible except for its blueness. 

Frankly, I was surprised that he’d even made the effort to answer 
me. I slid up so I was sitting on the couch beside him, and opened my 
arms. “Will it hurt if I hold you?” 

Caleb shrugged, and I thought, “that’s my gig.” I’m the guy who 
shrugs like he hasn’t a clue. Not Caleb. 

“I’ll take it easy on you. Promise.” He leaned in toward me. I 
closed my arms around him. He felt skinnier, and much frailer than the 
last time I’d held him on this very couch. “I thought we’d have some 
hot apple cider, and maybe I’ll light up the candles.” 
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Again, Caleb didn’t respond, but I was so happy to have him in 
my arms that I didn’t push him to speak. 

We sat like that, still as pond water, for maybe twenty minutes, as 
the afternoon sun dimmed and the room darkened. Briefly, I wondered 
if Caleb had drifted off to sleep, but then he broke the silence by 
speaking. “I don’t have my shit together any longer.” 

My spine stiffened as I recognized my own words. 
“You are attracted to people who know how to keep their shit 

together. You told me that.” 
He was right; I had told him that. 
I’m drawn to people who have their shit together, Caleb. My 

exact words. 
“How long will it be until you must force yourself to look at me? 

Because the truth is, I’m not together any longer. In fact, I am 
scattered… everywhere.” 

“No!” My word escaped upon the tail end of a gasp. 
“I understand.” Caleb was still curved against me, his body 

language suggesting that he had no plans to fight what he assumed 
would be my impending rejection. 

So I leaned forward, just enough that Caleb would be forced to 
lean away from me. I needed to see his eyes as I confessed a truth that 
had just hit me. “I was wrong. It isn’t power or togetherness or being in 
control that I seek in a person. That I see in you.” 

His face was void of all expression—just stitched and bruised and 
beautiful—in the stark way of one of those manga comic people. His 
eyes, now fastened to mine, were every bit as empty as his expression. 
He didn’t question me. He didn’t possess the mental fortitude to even 
be skeptical. 

“Caleb, babe, I was wrong about that. I thought I wanted to see 
power and maybe even a level of arrogance in a partner, but it’s really 
more like… like an inner dignity that I see in you.” 

He shook his head slightly. “I have no more dignity, Bradley.” 
But I shook my head more rigorously. “Your dignity is intact, 

Caleb, completely intact. Nobody could steal that from you—not 
ever—and that’s why I love you so much.” 



150 Mia Kerick  
 

 

In that moment I think we both knew that our relationship had 
future potential. Because I had admitted that I loved him for nothing 
more than the beauty that radiated from within him. Gender, power, 
physical appearance—those things had nothing to do with it. And I was 
sure that my recognition of this enormous realization was obvious. I 
could literally feel the commitment to that newfound devotion 
emanating from my eyes. And just for a second, I thought I saw a shape 
form within the dull glow of his blue eyes—like a flame, or maybe an 
orb of light. I knew it meant that Caleb’s strong spirit was still alive 
inside the detached person beside me, and it was fighting to survive 
what it had endured. 

And I knew that Caleb loved me too. The knowledge came to me 
as an almost instinctive understanding. Fucked-up thing was that I 
didn’t need to hear the words, no matter how much I wanted to. It just 
was. 

“So how about that spiced cider, bud?” 
Caleb nodded, and I stood up with a new sense of purpose. 
 
 

FOR ALL intents and purposes, Christmas Eve was over, which was 
probably a very good thing. It had been a challenge. 

I’d somehow managed to find the only radio station on the planet 
that wasn’t force-feeding us Christmas carols, so pop rock filled the 
small living room. And tonight we didn’t make the trek to Caleb’s 
bedroom. In fact I didn’t suggest it, and neither did he. I had promised 
him that our entire world would consist of this one small room, that this 
one room was all he would need to cope with, and I’d meant it. After 
helping him to the bathroom, changing his bandages, and putting some 
toothpaste on his toothbrush, I made myself scarce so he could have 
some privacy. I gave him a few minutes in the bathroom and then I 
returned him to the couch and finally used the bathroom myself. 

It was time for us to sleep. 
“Hey.” I returned to the couch wearing just my plaid flannel 

boxers. Caleb still sat in the same position I’d left him in five minutes 
before. He looked up at me. “Aside from the nights at the hospital, this 
is our first official overnight.” 
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I realized it was the wrong thing to say the second I took in his 
hurt expression. “Great.” 

“It is great… it’s your Christmas gift to me. That’s how I’m 
gonna look at it.” 

Caleb didn’t catch my meaning. I could tell by the way he tilted 
his head, as if he were trying to make sense of my words. 

“Holding you all night is really the only thing I want. Is it okay if 
we share the couch tonight?” 

I was getting used to the heavy amount of nodding he was doing. 
“So how do you want me?” I babbled on as he continued to 

examine me with bewilderment. It was like I was trying to 
communicate with him in a different language. Digging deep I offered 
him options. “We can lie down like we usually do, at either end of the 
couch, with our legs together, or I can lean against the pillows, and you 
can lie between my legs and use me as your pillow.” 

He hesitated. It took all of my determination, but I waited him 
out. “The second one.” He spoke without expression. 

Caleb started to push himself to his feet so I could lie down first. I 
helped him up, and after I sat and put one leg up against the back of the 
couch, I drew Caleb down between my thighs. He wore only his black 
briefs and a threadbare white T-shirt to sleep in, and through it I could 
see the bruises and the bandages that covered the places where the 
men’s boots had hurt him. I could even see the outline of his ribs, 
which protruded more than usual, thanks to his recent diet of Jell-O and 
broth. 

Once Caleb managed to find a comfortable position, I pulled the 
thick blanket I had found earlier in his closet over us. Wrapping my 
arms around his chest, I held him as tightly as I could without hurting 
him where he had already been so hurt. We lay there for a while in the 
silence, although we weren’t in complete darkness. I’d left the 
bathroom and kitchen lights on, so if Caleb woke up while I was asleep, 
he’d know where he was. 

“How is the pain? Do you need some more medicine?” 
“No. No, thank you. I’m trying not to take it as regularly.” 
“If you decide you need it, I’ll get it, ’kay?” 
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I felt his head nod beneath my chin. And then out of the blue, he 
began to speak, his voice ragged with exhaustion. “The characteristic 
that you originally saw in me—let’s call it confidence—is also the trait 
that I like most about myself.” 

I wanted to correct him, remind him that his inner beauty was 
what had actually drawn me to him, but since he was finally talking, I 
held my tongue. 

“Bradley.” He said my name quickly, as if he were pushing 
himself to voice a thought. “I was very… I was scared that night.” 

He’d never opened up to me about his feelings in regard to the 
attack, and although I wanted to assure him that he didn’t need to be 
afraid anymore, that I would never let anyone hurt him again, I stayed 
quiet. 

“I was helpless. There were two of them and… and when they 
came upon me I was lost in thought. I wasn’t aware of them until they 
were on top of me.” 

I gritted my teeth but listened in silence. 
“And although it might have seemed random, I tend to believe I 

had been targeted. I think they saw me leave the theater holding a 
bouquet the students had given me, and I must have looked like their 
image of the classic ‘faggot.’ They called me ‘ballerina boy’ when they 
kicked me.” 

I couldn’t help it. Although I meant to remain silent, a mangled 
kind of moan escaped from my lips. 

“I thought one of them might have called me a girl, or his sister or 
something along those lines, but it’s all a blur. But I guess you could 
call what they did to me a hate crime, or a gay bashing. I was just the 
random queer that they came across in their drunken homophobic 
tantrum.” 

“Assholes.” The word came out without a thought. 
“And I thought They are going to… to r-rape me….” And then 

added, “because one of them unfastened his belt and….” 
My heart clenched into a tight ball. It was the first I’d heard of 

this. What the fuck? 
“But the other guy thought he saw some headlights, so… so they 

grabbed my wallet and took off.” 
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“They were on foot?” 
“I think they might have had a truck. At least it sounded like a 

truck when they started it up. But it was parked far away on the other 
side of the parking lot, and I wasn’t fully coherent at that point.” 

“No, of course not. Who would expect you to be?” 
He didn’t answer, but I hadn’t expected him to. “Bradley, I’ve 

been knocked down before. I don’t heal quickly. Not as far as my mind 
goes, at least.” 

“You’ve been assaulted before?” 
Caleb took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “No. What I 

meant is that I’ve been knocked down figuratively—when David was 
killed. It took me a very long time to recover emotionally. And back in 
high school, I had a very difficult time dealing with my grandfather’s 
illness. He ultimately died.” 

And now this. 
“I know that I’m gonna be physically fine in a month, maybe a 

little more. My body will be almost exactly the same as it was before I 
was assaulted. But….” 

“But what, Caleb?” 
“I’m tired.” Once again Caleb had shut the door to his heart. He 

turned just slightly on his side so that he was again facing the couch. 
“Maybe we can talk more tomorrow.” 

Maybe. 
I lifted my hand and began to stroke his hair, but he shook it off. 

“I just want to sleep, Bradley.” 
Chastened, I allowed my hand to drop to his shoulder. I had to 

clear the lump from my throat before I could speak. “Okay, babe. Get 
some sleep.” 

For the longest time, I sat in the semidarkness—leaning against 
the two puffy pillows, soft music enfolding me—with the person I 
knew was the love of my life curled in my arms. I was tired, not just 
physically, and my mind needed a break from the intensity of our 
recent interactions. Although I was spent, I felt confused by how to 
proceed. 
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Selfishly, I wanted to turn back time. I wanted to be held in the 
arms of the strong, cool, confident man I had fallen in love with. My 
cheerleader—maybe even my mentor. I wanted the return of the easy 
romance that had, until last week, been falling into place so naturally. 

A surge of self-disgust rushed in on me like fog rolling onto a 
harbor. 

Bradley Zelder, you are not that weak, and I fucking pray you are 
not that shallow. You are not going to run from this man the split 
second things get hard, because no matter what shit you’re going 
through now, Caleb Jorde is the right person for you. 

Thing is, I already knew that I was gonna stick by Caleb for as 
long as he’d have me. The guy was hurt and broken, but he was still 
Caleb Jorde, and I wanted to keep him. I wanted to keep him in any 
condition. 

And that was when it hit me. For the first time in many years, the 
decision of whether or not to continue a relationship wasn’t in my 
hands. The choice of jumping ship or staying aboard while riding the 
waves in the hurricane winds was, ironically, all in the hands of the guy 
who thought he had no power at all. My fear wasn’t that I would fall 
out of love with him, but instead that he’d force me to give up on him. 

But there was still hope for us, because in the dark of night, Caleb 
had confided in me a measure of his fear. He still trusted me. 
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LEARNING THE TRUTH 
 
THE FIRST thing Caleb did on Christmas morning was lose his balance 
when he tried to get off the couch. He fell back into my lap with a 
muffled grunt. 

“Shit, man, you okay?” 
He didn’t look at me and he didn’t answer. I was down two for two. 
“Are you dizzy?” 
He flopped onto me, allowing his head to fall back against my 

chest. “Yes. Dizzy. My head.” He moved both of his hands to his 
temples. 

I held him as he lay there until I heard him sigh. Caleb was in 
pain. “Let me get you your pain meds.” I shifted him gently off my lap 
and onto the couch. 

He sighed again but didn’t resist being moved. 
I got off the couch and quickly stretched my stiff back. Sleeping 

on the couch was hard on the body, but I would do it for as long as 
Caleb needed me to. When I got into the kitchen, I bent over nearly in 
half, braced myself with my hands on my knees, and tried to collect 
myself. 

This is really hard. 
I had never been somebody’s rock before and I wasn’t sure I was 

doing a very good job of it. 
It’s only been five days since the attack. 
I went to the counter and picked up the bottle of pain pills. Then I 

poured two glasses of orange juice. 
I can do this. 
When I got back to the couch, Caleb’s head rested against the 

pillows, his eyes were closed, and he appeared to be asleep, but 
somehow I knew he was awake. I studied the bruises around his eyes 
and on the sides of his face and decided that they had a slight greenish 
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tinge to them, which I hoped meant that they were healing. Thankfully 
the swelling on his face had gone down almost all the way. And then 
looking at the loose bandages I’d applied to his right cheek and temple 
the night before, I remembered that we’d need to return to the doctor’s 
office to have his stitches removed within the next few days. “Hey, 
Caleb.” I nudged him with the side of the hand that held his glass of 
juice. “Take these and drink your OJ. You need to perk up a bit. We 
have a puzzle to put together, right?” 

At my last remark, Caleb’s eyes popped open and he stared 
straight in front of him. In a carefully monotone voice, he said, “I’m 
not going to put together a goddamned puzzle this morning. I am going 
to take my send-me-to-La-La-land pills and go back to sleep, and you 
are going to go to your mother’s house and celebrate Christmas 
properly with your family.” 

I stared at him. “What?” 
“I want you to leave. Go home.” 
I swallowed the nausea that had abruptly risen to my throat at the 

stern and rejecting tone in his voice. “Uh….” 
“Just go, Bradley.” Caleb still didn’t look at me. “Please open the 

pill bottle, and you can be on your way.” 
I did as he asked, and then handed the bottle to him. He reached 

up, snatched the bottle, and shook out a pill. Then he placed the bottle 
on the couch between his legs and rudely grabbed the juice glass from 
my hand. And that’s when I lost it. “Shit, Caleb. I know I’m not 
helping you out too much here, but I….” I felt hot tears rushing to my 
eyes—the way they did when I was just a kid and my dad didn’t show 
for a visit—and I blinked a bunch of times in an effort to hold them 
back, but it didn’t work. “I’m just trying so fucking hard to make it 
better for you and I can’t!” 

When I looked at him next he was staring at me like I was some 
kind of fucking fascination. 

“I love you and I just wanna help out. And I can’t seem to do it!” 
Next thing I knew, I was crying like a frigging baby. 

“Bradley.” His voice suddenly sounded so very different—all 
soft, sweet, and sincere. “Sit down beside me.” 
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I complied immediately and hung my head at my show of 
weakness. “Sorry.” 

Before I knew what was happening, he rested his hand on my 
bare thigh. “Bradley. You are doing just fine. Better than fine, really. 
You simply have an overly difficult patient to deal with.” 

Wiping my eyes, I turned to look at him. I’d swear I saw a flicker 
of the old Caleb, from before the attack. He smiled at me, and I saw a 
small trace of confidence, as if he knew I still needed his strength, and 
that fact actually drew forth his inner resolve. 

“I’ll try to be more positive. How does that sound? And I suppose 
I just want you to know it’s fine if you’d like to go home for a visit. I’d 
just appreciate if you’d bring me up to the big house when you leave.” 
His voice was gentle. 

“Not gonna leave.” I snorted my refusal. “Unless you want me 
gone.” 

Again the reassuring smile. “No, I don’t want you to leave. Not at 
all.” 

I leaned toward him and kissed his mouth for the first time in far too 
long. Caleb made a tiny murmuring sound and his soft lips curved against 
mine. I couldn’t miss the rough scab that had formed over the slice in his 
mouth, as it pressed against my bottom lip, but the kiss still felt perfect. He 
didn’t pull away, not even when the kiss ended. He held his face close to 
mine, his short, even breaths dusting my lips, as if he were hoping for 
another kiss. So I kissed him again, this time very deeply with my 
tongue—and my dick stirred. I wondered if Caleb’s did too. 

When we finally parted, Caleb’s wide blue eyes were still 
fastened to mine, and I saw a little bit of the Caleb I used to know in 
them. I was still considering this when he said, “How about we make 
some breakfast and then piece together our puzzle?” 

“We don’t have to do that dumb puzzle, babe.” I could feel the 
heat rise to my face as I wondered what on earth I’d been thinking 
when I suggested making a frigging homemade puzzle. 

“Here’s a challenge—we time how long it takes for me to put it 
together and then we time how long it takes you. Quickest is the 
winner.” 
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I smiled, knowing he was trying to relieve my embarrassment at 
my grade-school idea for our Christmas celebration. “What does the 
winner get?” 

“More of those kisses, I’d say.” 
That was a good deal for winner or loser. “Well, you stay here 

and I’ll make breakfast, and then—” 
“No, Bradley. I think I’m ready for my little world to expand to 

the kitchen.” He allowed one of his old Caleb chuckles, which thrilled 
me to my toes. “I can help you stir anything we make, and if we find 
I’m more in the way than anything else, I’ll just keep you company.” 

“Let’s hit the bathroom first?” I stood and helped him to his feet. 
Caleb nodded. Now it was Christmas morning. 
 
 

ANY PROGRESS we’d made that morning was lost that afternoon. I 
could summarize the reason for his decline in one word—Angela. 

There was a knock on the door, which I thought was strange, 
because Caleb told me his parents would just come right in. I 
immediately had a feeling that they were trying to warn us of 
something. I went to the porch, and when I saw her face, I knew there 
was going to be trouble—for Caleb, that is. 

I opened the door slowly. Obviously Cal and Ellen knew their son 
well; they looked extremely uncomfortable. 

“Hello, Bradley, dear.” Ellen tilted her head up to mine, and I 
kissed her cheek. “We had an unexpected Christmas visitor at the big 
house.” 

Angela shoved an enormous red poinsettia into my arms before I 
could shake hands with Cal, who was carrying a brown shopping bag 
filled with food—our Christmas dinner, I figured. She brushed right 
past me, leaving the three of us standing on the porch. 

“She insisted on coming down.” Ellen appeared frazzled. I could 
relate. “We tried to….” She looked upset. 

“Don’t worry, Ellen. Let’s get in there and run interference. Caleb 
isn’t going to be pleased.” I placed the plant on the porch, knowing 
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Caleb wouldn’t want it in the living room, and then I practically ran 
inside where Caleb waited on the couch. 

Shit. 
I’d never seen Caleb’s eyes look as they did right then. They were 

dark and shadowed, but piercing—intimidating, even. And they were 
focused on me. 

“Brad, that’s your name, right?” Angela pulled her coat off. She 
was dressed to the nines in winter white, while Caleb and I wore 
sweatpants and T-shirts. “Take my coat. And put it where that cat can’t 
get at it.” 

I took her coat but didn’t leave the room. “Angela, I’m not sure 
that Caleb is up for visitors yet.” 

The woman squared her broad shoulders and looked into my eyes 
with a more threatening expression than even what was in Caleb’s 
glare. She interrupted me, saying “Don’t worry yourself, Brad. I’m not 
‘just a visitor’ to Caleb, am I, hon’? We are extremely close, more than 
mere friends.” And with that she was practically on top of him on the 
couch. “Oh, God, Caleb. Look what they did to your pretty face!” She 
reached over and tried to touch the bandage on his right cheek, but he 
batted her away gently with his wrapped-up hand. 

I tried again. “Angela, Caleb still has a fierce headache. And the 
doctors said he is not supposed to see anybody.” 

After sending me another look to kill, she said, “I could really use 
a cup of coffee. Could you just go see to that, Brad?” 

But I wasn’t going anywhere until Caleb gave me the okay. I 
continued to meet his gaze, which had softened. “It’s all right, 
Bradley.” He said it in such a way that I knew he was really saying, 
“I’m all right, Bradley.” And I also knew he wasn’t truly all right with 
it, but I would respect his wishes. 

I went to Mr. and Mrs. Jorde, who stood hesitantly by the door. 
“May I take your coats?” I asked them, trying to smile into their eyes 
because they sure looked like they needed it. 

Cal helped Ellen take off her coat, and then he removed his own. 
“Let me help you, son.” 

I nodded, and together we walked to the narrow coat closet in the 
kitchen. After we hung the coats, Cal followed me to the counter, 
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where I reached onto the high shelf for coffee and filters. “You think he 
wants regular coffee or espresso?” 

“I don’t think he rightly cares.” 
I blew the air out of my cheeks. “You’re right. He really doesn’t 

want to see anyone apart from you and Ellen and me.” 
“We couldn’t stop her, short of telling her ‘no, you may not come 

with us,’ and we were reluctant to do that as she is his colleague.” 
“I totally get it. Can you go back in there with Caleb and make 

sure she doesn’t push him, you know, to talk about stuff he isn’t 
ready….” Shit. 

“Why don’t you go back in there and take care of Caleb? I’ll 
make the coffee.” 

He didn’t have to ask me twice. I almost sprinted to the living 
room, which was supposed to be Caleb’s safe zone. His own little 
corner of the world, where nobody and nothing could touch him. 

When I got there, Caleb had pushed the pillows to the floor, and 
was pressed against the far end of the couch. Angela was about as close 
as she could get to him without being on his lap, close enough that her 
long, deep red hair was lying on Caleb’s shoulder.  

“Caleb, we need to have a serious discussion. There are a few 
things about our relationship that I want to get straight.” 

No longer was Caleb looking desperately across the room into the 
fireplace; now he was just staring at his hands—one wrapped in an ace 
bandage and the other on top of it, the knuckles white. 

I made my presence known by stepping close to Caleb’s other 
side and dropping a hand firmly on his shoulder. “Caleb, do you still 
want to go into the bedroom to change your shirt, like you planned on 
before everybody got here?” I was offering him an easy exit. He looked 
up at me, and I saw suffering his eyes. Not from a headache or rib pain, 
but from serious emotional distress. “Come on, I’ll help you in there.” 

“Caleb doesn’t need to change. He looks fine as he is. And the 
two of us were about to have a discussion, one that is long overdue.” 
Angela patted his inner thigh, and I watched him cringe at her 
familiarity. “And where’s the poinsettia? Caleb, I brought you a very 
expensive plant to make you feel like it’s Christmas in here.” She 
looked around with a grimace. “This place is in dire need of some 
Christmas cheer. It feels like a morgue in here, for God’s sake.” 
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Caleb shuddered. 
“Now could we have some privacy? I mean, I don’t want to be 

indelicate, Bradley, but Caleb and I had become very close when you 
came on the scene, and I need to discuss with him where our 
relationship is heading.” She folded her arms across her chest. 

Caleb’s face had turned the same shade of green as his bruises. 
“I think Caleb wants to change his shirt, Angela.” 
“Why don’t you just go get the damned plant, Bradley?” Yeah, if 

looks could kill I’d be dead. 
Mrs. Jorde cleared her throat and spoke in a clipped tone. “I’ll get 

the plant, Bradley. Please take Caleb to the bedroom.” His mother meant 
business. Yes, she was sweet and classy, but she was still Caleb’s mom. 

Angela appeared primarily pissed off, and secondarily extremely 
frustrated, but she couldn’t exactly argue with an elderly woman. I 
didn’t give a shit about her feelings when Caleb nodded thankfully and 
reached for my hand. As we slowly made our way to his bedroom, 
where he hadn’t been even once since returning from the hospital, he 
whispered, “Not ready. Not ready to deal with her.” 

“You don’t have to be, babe. You okay with going to your 
bedroom? I promised that your world would be just the living room.” 

“Yes. It’s fine.” As I supported him with an arm around his waist, 
I noticed that he was trembling. “Considering the alternative.” 

I was pissed. Who the fuck was Angela Creedy that she thought 
she could just barge in here uninvited? That she could put her needs 
before his? Something wasn’t right with that girl. She was incredibly 
out of line. I started shaking too. 

“Here. Just sit on your bed, and I’ll make sure she leaves, ’kay?” I 
had to work really hard to control the venom in my voice. 

“Sit with me please, Bradley, just for a minute.” That was about 
the closest Caleb had ever come to pleading. And it was the closest I 
wanted him to come. 

“Aw, shit, of course.” I brought him to the top of the bed, by the 
headboard. “Let me help you onto the bed.” 

After propping his extra pillow against the headboard so he could 
lean on it, he let me arrange him on the bed as if he were a child. When 
he was settled, I went to the other side of the bed and climbed on beside 
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him. Stiffly, he leaned against my shoulder. “It takes me a while to deal 
with things like this.” 

“There is no ‘right amount of time’ to take, Caleb.” I turned my 
head so I could kiss his cheek. “Really. I promise.” 

“Angela’s not going to be very pleased with me.” 
“I’m not too concerned. I mean, I think she’ll bounce back.” Was 

it time to state the obvious? “But she’s got it bad for you.” 
He shrugged. “I suppose she does, but she knows I’m gay. She 

knew David.” 
We sat in silence for a few minutes. I was pretty sure it was what 

both of us needed right then. And eventually we stopped shaking like a 
couple of wet dogs in winter. 

“Maybe you should go out there and see what’s going on.” I knew 
instinctively that he wanted me to see if Angela had left. 

Again I kissed him. “Be right back.” 
 
 

THANKFULLY ANGELA had already made her exit by the time I 
reached the living room. It was late afternoon and the Jordes were 
seated together on the loveseat near the fireplace, holding hands and 
staring at the fire. 

“What an unpleasant woman that Angela is,” Cal remarked when 
he saw me. “There is something very strange about her. We sent her 
packing as soon as Caleb left the room.” 

“Yes. She seems to feel oddly possessive over Cale. Is he feeling 
better now?” Ellen, as usual, looked as if she wasn’t certain whether to 
be upset or worried. 

“I think he feels much better, Ellen.” 
“Well, then, maybe it is time to celebrate Christmas.” She stood 

up. “I’ll go get started on heating up dinner.” 
“I’ll help you, dear.” 
So we went in separate directions, as I moved toward the 

bedroom to retrieve Caleb. 
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He wanted to stop in the bathroom to rinse his forehead before he 
faced the rest of Christmas Day. I helped him there and waited as he 
took care of business. 

Within half an hour, we were seated around the coffee table, 
eating the old-fashioned turkey dinner that Mrs. Jorde had prepared at 
the big house early that morning and had packed up to heat in the 
afternoon. Caleb sat close to me on the couch, and his parents were 
seated on the loveseat that we’d dragged across the room. We all 
balanced our full plates on our laps. 

“I’m not going to be able to eat even half of this, Mother.” 
“Caleb, honey, I’ll be very happy if you eat half.” 
He made an effort to smile and took a small bite of mashed 

potatoes. 
“This is all very good, Ellen. Thank you for bringing it down to us.” 
“You are very welcome, Bradley.” 
We ate for a few more minutes in relative silence before Caleb set 

his plate on the coffee table. He placed his fork beside it, took a sip of 
his water. Then came the true confessions. “I’ve decided that I’m not 
going to return to teaching when the holiday break is over. And I’m 
going to give up my job at the ballet school, as well.” 

His parents stopped eating and stared at him. I might have done 
the same thing, but I was the first to regain my composure. “Well, you 
probably shouldn’t start back at least until mid-February. Your ribs 
need time to heal before you start carrying all of those social studies 
textbooks around. And I don’t envision you doing any superhigh 
twirling ballet leaps any time in the near future.” My attempt at humor 
failed miserably. The Jordes continued to stare at their son as if they 
knew something I didn’t know. 

“Bradley, I’m afraid you don’t understand.” His voice sounded 
tiny and distant. Like an echo. 

“What don’t I understand?” 
The emotional atmosphere in this room had changed majorly so 

many times in one day. Down and then up and then down and then up. 
And now it was down again. 

The Jordes suddenly became very interested in their food. They 
started scooping it into their mouths like someone was gonna steal it. 
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“Something happens to me when I have to deal with issues like 
this.” 

“Something like what?” 
The speed of the Jordes food shoveling increased. The behavior 

didn’t mesh with those classy people. 
“I have a tendency toward….” 
I waited. Toward what? Huh? 
Caleb looked to his mother in a plea of sorts. She apparently 

knew just what to do; she put her fork down. “Caleb has dealt with 
depression, Bradley. Like we told you about. It has happened to him off 
and on since high school.” 

“Depression—yeah, you mentioned it to me before. Caleb, you 
feel kinda down and out, right? I get that.” 

The expression in Caleb’s eyes had grown piercing. “Depression 
has put me out of commission in the past.” He stated it as if he were 
telling me that the sky was blue or birds can fly. “Completely out of 
commission.” 

“What do you mean?” 
“I’m not going back to work in February.” I must have appeared 

totally clueless, because he felt the need to say it again. “Bradley, I’m 
not going back to work at all. I’ve already given my notice at both of 
my jobs.” 

“You did what?” I didn’t mean for it to come out as shocked-
sounding as it did, but Caleb loved his job. He loved the kids. He loved 
teaching them to dance. He was committed to helping them. He wanted 
to be a principal—to make a difference. 

Caleb braced himself by holding onto the edge of the coffee table, 
and stood. “Excuse me please.” He walked slowly to his bedroom, his 
head high. 

Still proud. 
 
 

“WHAT’S GOING on here?” I searched Cal and Ellen’s faces for a 
clue. They looked at each other. Ellen nodded at Cal, as if giving him 
permission to explain. 

He answered softly. “It’s complicated, you see, Bradley.” 
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I had nothing to say other than to pelt him with more questions, 
so I just gawked at him. 

“After Caleb lost David, he experienced a very severe depression. 
During that period, Ellen and I spent a great deal of time with Caleb. 
We attended psychiatric appointments with him and, in general, we just 
talked a lot. As it turns out, the very essence of his despair was the 
random nature of life. It is, well, I suppose it would be fair to say that 
it’s extremely difficult for Caleb to accept the arbitrary.” 

Caleb was a sort of “in control” kinda guy. “How did you guys 
solve it?” 

Cal smiled, but it was sad. “Solve? I don’t know that psychological 
issues are ever fully resolved, but rather dealt with or worked through. 
Caleb took a full year off work. He gave his notice, just as he had us do 
for him last week, and he moved back here. He sold the house, all of 
the furniture. And he did so without ever returning there. Ellen and I 
packed up his personal belongings and his clothes and had them 
delivered here. The sentimental items he shared with David, like his 
wedding album and various DVDs they had made of vacations, and 
most of their special shared belongings, well, Bradley, they’re still in 
boxes in our storage room at the big house.” 

“How did he end up teaching at the same school? He told me it 
was the only place he’s ever taught.” 

“They rehired him. Caleb was a valued employee and they kept in 
touch with him, as much as he’d allow, during the year he was 
recovering from his loss.” 

I nodded. I was starting to get the picture. 
“So the police telling Caleb that this was a ‘random’ act of 

violence probably wasn’t the best thing for him to hear.” Cal spoke 
decisively. 

That made me think. “Caleb, himself, has admitted to me that he 
isn’t convinced it was completely random. He believes he was 
targeted.” 

“I think it would be very helpful to him if the police caught the 
people responsible, but so far it seems they have nothing, except that 
Caleb thought one of them mentioned his sister, and the possibility that 
they drove a truck. We have called the Danson police department 
several times, and they say there just isn’t enough evidence to find 
suspects.” 
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I had a lot of shit to think over, but I had to consider practical 
matters first. “Is he on medication for depression?” 

“He was taking a rather high dosage of Prozac, but he’s been off 
it for the past year.” 

“I’d say that Caleb ought to see a psychiatrist really soon, don’t 
ya think?” 

“He has an appointment tomorrow with the same doctor he saw 
after David was killed. We were hoping you would take him.” 

“Of course. That’s not a problem.” 
Ellen had followed our conversation closely. Finally she spoke. 

“When this happened with David, Caleb had been left alone. I think he 
felt abandoned by his husband, in addition to terribly anxious about 
life’s haphazardness.” She took my hand in hers. It was soft, cool, and 
smooth and reminded me of Caleb’s hand. “I am very much hoping that 
the fact that Caleb has you in his life will help him to emerge from his 
despair more quickly than he did when he lost David. Bradley, we are 
so very thankful that he has you to go through this with him.” She 
regarded me somberly with blue eyes that were so similar to my 
lover’s, and I was compelled to respond with honesty. 

“I love the guy. I mean, I love Caleb. I’m not going anywhere.” 
She squeezed my hand and then smiled at her husband. It was a 

relieved sort of smile, and I thought that maybe I’d afforded her some 
relief. “Come along, Calvin. Let’s clear the dishes from dinner and 
warm up that pecan pie.” 

“That’s a fine suggestion, dear.” 
And just like that, they left me alone on the couch in the living 

room to think. But I had no time to ponder; at that moment I knew I 
needed to act. I could think on it all day, but what Caleb needed right 
then was my strength. My arms around him. 

And my own need to feel his frail body pressed against me was 
overwhelming. I went into the bedroom. 

 
 

“I APOLOGIZE, Bradley. I should have told you earlier of my history 
with depression. You may have decided not to go down this 
relationship road with me.” I had expected to find him lying down with 
a pillow flung over his head, but he was just sitting at the foot of the 
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bed, looking in the direction of the doorway, apparently waiting for me. 
“I never thought these kinds of feelings would come crashing in on me 
again. I hope you can forgive me for involving you.” 

I sat down beside him on the bed so my shoulder brushed his. 
“We hadn’t known each other for too long when this happened. So, no, 
I don’t think you omitted telling me anything vital.” I didn’t think he 
even knew I’d spoken. “And had you told me, Caleb, I wouldn’t have 
done anything different. I knew you were the guy for me from the first 
time we kissed.” 

“Feelings. They’re just so hard for me to understand. Right after 
the attack, I thought that I was just in shock from what happened, but 
now I know I’m the same way as I was before, with David’s death. I 
recognize the thought process, the way I’m sliding downhill.” 

“Can you tell me about it?” I hadn’t touched him to that point, but 
right then I thought he needed my hand in his. When I grasped his 
palm, his fingers immediately curled around mine. 

“The best I can do is to say that I feel anxious. I feel anxious that 
what I need—what I count on in life—will disappear. And at the 
moment, I feel certain I can’t live with that persistent doubt.” 

This next question was going to be tough to voice, but I needed 
the answer. “What exactly do feel you lost when those assholes 
attacked you?” 

Caleb snatched his hand from mine and stood up. I wondered if 
my question had been too much. Only when he’d crossed the room and 
was looking out the window did he answer me. “I lost my sense of 
security in life.” 

It was a simple answer, but it told me a lot. As in, everything. 
“What happened to me that night reminded me that anything can 

happen to me, or to you… to any of us, really, at any time.” 
I thought about that for a minute. “Yeah. I guess that’s true.” 
Caleb spun around so he could look at me, and I immediately 

realized that he had expected me to argue with him. 
“But random good things can happen too.” 
I could tell by the baffled look on his face that he had no clue 

where I was going. And baffled was an unusual expression for Caleb. 
“Take this for example. One morning I was trying to escape from 

the clutches of yet another chick who wasn’t right for me. In fact, the 
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very thought of her made me cringe, right down to my toes. And on my 
way home, my truck fuckin’ rolled over and died.” 

Caleb nodded very slightly; I thought maybe he was catching on. 
“And before I knew it, a handsome, chivalrous dude was pushing 

my truck off the road, and then chatting me up in his Volvo wagon and 
buying me coffee.” 

I was pretty sure that, despite the residual swelling, I saw a flicker 
of a smile cross those pretty lips. 

“A very random act of kindness, and it led to the strongest love 
I’ve ever felt.” 

His eyes suddenly filled with what had to be a gallon of water. 
“Random works both ways, babe.” 
Caleb stepped back to the bed. “I’m going to try to get through this.” 
“I know you’re gonna try and you’re gonna succeed. Just let me 

stay beside you while you do it.” 
He exhaled loudly. “You can’t stay beside me. You have a job, a 

roommate, a family—a life.” 
I stood up so we were almost chest-to-chest, and then I looked 

into his wide blue eyes. I spoke these words right into them, hoping 
they’d find their way to his heart. “You’ve become the biggest part of 
my life.” I had no idea how we were going to figure it out. I didn’t 
know a lot about recovery from depression. But I knew that if he said 
he wanted me to try, I would do anything in my power to stand beside 
him as he worked through it. “Nothing is cast in stone when it comes to 
us. There are no rules stating where we have to live or how we spend 
our time together or—just say that you’ll stick with me, and I know we 
can fix this.” 

Caleb reached his arms around my waist. “Stay with me, 
Bradley.” It was barely even a whisper, but I’d heard it. “Stay, okay?” 

“There’s no other place I want to be, Caleb.” I enfolded him in 
my arms and waited to see if he’d lift his face to mine for a kiss. 

He did. 
 
 

BY BEDTIME Caleb looked completely exhausted. He could barely 
keep his eyes open. I started to fluff up the pillows on the couch so he 
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could stretch out, thinking I’d make a nest of blankets on the floor 
beside the couch and sleep there, but he approached me and grasped my 
arm. “Let’s sleep in the bedroom tonight.” 

“You sure?” I wanted to stretch out beside Caleb on his soft 
mattress and spoon him, more than I could even say, but his emotional 
needs came first. “’Cause we can sleep here again. It’s not a problem.” 

Caleb shook his head and slowly made his way to the bedroom. I 
grabbed the pillows and followed. After using the bathroom, I pulled 
down the covers and we slipped between the cold sheets on opposite 
sides of the bed. I leaned toward the bedside table and flicked off the 
lamp, and we lay like two strangers in the dark. 

I had developed a habit of just saying shit without thinking. Now 
was one of those times. “Wanna spoon ya.” 

Silence. Even the slow sound of his steady breathing stopped. 
“It’s okay if you don’t want me to, though.” I exhaled loudly to 

fill the silence. “I’m cool with that.” 
“No. No, it’s not that I don’t want you to hold me, it’s….” He 

was clearly lost in his own thoughts. 
I waited without breathing for him to tell me more, because I had 

a strong feeling that what he said next was gonna mean something. 
“It’s that I want to hold you in my arms.” It was fucking strange, 

but he suddenly sounded like he was wide-awake. His words floored 
me. I gasped as I gulped in a steadying breath of air. 

“That surprises you, Bradley?” 
Well, shit, yeah. It did fucking surprise me. “I… uh… it’s like—” 
“I want to forget what happened for a while and be the me I was 

before. And tonight, the Caleb I was before would want to hold you.” 
I nodded dumbly, forgetting that he couldn’t see me in the dark. 
I felt the mattress move as Caleb shifted onto his side. “Now, 

come here.” Strangely, there was a slightly authoritative ring to his 
voice. I wondered where it had come from, but I didn’t ask. I just 
backed up against his chest. “Come closer, Bradley.” 

“You sure?” Hadn’t I already asked him that a few minutes 
before. Shit. 

Then I heard that little Caleb chuckle. “I’m very sure.” 
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I smiled. It was like a tiny glimmer of the man I used to know had 
finally risen through the murky depths, reached the surface, and stuck 
his head up to suck in a breath. I had no idea why or how it had 
happened, but the Caleb I remembered was there with me right then. 
He found his way to my right hip with his bandaged wrist. He allowed 
it to rest there. 

“Bradley, in the morning I’d like to discuss the… the, let’s say 
our ‘domestic arrangements,’ as well as some other topics of a practical 
nature. Does that sound doable?” 

It sounded doable, but the concept made the hair stand up on the 
back of my neck. Just as he feared randomness, I feared rejection. “Sure.” 

“Good. Did I just feel your spine stiffen?” 
“Uh… no?” 
Again, the chuckle. “I am sure I felt you grow tight and stiff, like 

you’re possibly dreading our discussion.” It was one of those 
statements that was really more of a question. 

That was when he started to shower the back of my neck with 
tiny, moist kisses. “Oh….” 

His kisses were relentless. “You like this.” Another one of those 
statement-questions. 

I nodded slightly, unwilling to move my neck from its close 
proximity to his lips. It had been a long time since we’d made love, and 
my dick already bulged inside my loose sweats. “We aren’t supposed to 
have sex yet. The doctor said….” My voice shook. 

“I’m not having sex. It’ll just be you.” 
Huh? 
“Push your sweatpants down and take hold of yourself.” 
“Of my dick?” 
I could feel him nodding. I did as he asked. “You have it in your 

hand?” 
“Yeah.” Shit. I was rock hard. It had been a while. 
“Now I’m going to kiss your neck and your ears and your 

shoulders and I want you to pleasure yourself—use long easy strokes.” 
His voice was clear and confident. He started by kissing the back of my 
neck. “I appreciate you staying here with me.” 
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I had never pleasured myself in someone else’s presence, and 
because of that, my face and chest felt hot and tingly. I started to pump 
faster, maybe partly from embarrassment. 

“There’s no hurry whatsoever, Bradley. I want you to slow down. 
Slow your strokes. Just go top to bottom and then right back up, easy 
and slow. That’s right.” 

“Caleb.” My voice was ragged. “Can’t help it… getting close 
already.” 

He dragged his tongue slowly up the side of my neck and then 
pressed it into my ear. After fully exploring the inside, he withdrew. 
“Now listen. I know it hasn’t been easy. But doing this, experiencing 
your reaction to me as a man—well, it makes me feel much better. 
More confident, I suppose.” 

I was beyond the point of conversation. “Uh….” 
“That’s right. Keep it going. Just like that.” I did as he said, and 

he continued to talk into my ear. “I’m going to tell you something, 
Bradley, something important and true… and new for me.” 

I nodded. I was ready to explode. 
“And when I tell you, I want you to come. Right when you hear 

the words.” 
I nodded again. “Tell me.” 
I continued to stroke my dick, more slowly, as I was holding 

back. “You’ve helped me more than you realize.” Are those the words? 
“You’ve been there for me.” I am pretty sure those aren’t the words, 
are they? “You’re a wonderful man whom I admire and enjoy spending 
time with and….” 

I knew that the special words were coming soon. 
“And Bradley, I love you.” 
I spurted all over my hand. Those were the words I’d longed to 

hear from him—a sentiment I’d long already believed was true—but 
the words spoken aloud sounded exquisite, just the same. The second 
they were out of Caleb’s mouth, I let myself go. 

“I love you, Bradley.” 
I swear I came a little bit more when he said those words again. 
Next thing I knew it was morning. 
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“TAKE A right at the end of the street. Dr. Martel’s is in that office 
building.” 

Caleb wasn’t well enough to drive yet, but he found his Volvo 
easier to get in and out of than my truck, so I was driving that. I turned 
into the parking lot and stopped beside the building. “Wanna get out 
here? Then you won’t have so far to walk.” 

Caleb immediately shook his head and glanced over his shoulder 
as if he were expecting someone to be on the sidewalk. “No. No, thank 
you, Bradley. I can walk across the parking lot with no problem.” He 
ended his statement on a curt note. 

“You sure?”  
He looked out the window, completely ignoring my question, so I 

drove up the first aisle and pulled into the closest spot I could find. “Do 
you want me to come in with you?” 

At that question, Caleb’s head snapped in my direction. The 
expression in his eyes was what I’d call stunned. And his eyes were 
glassy. He nodded. 

“Okay, then.” Any ground we’d gained last night was gone this 
morning. Caleb appeared extremely anxious. Jittery even. Since we 
stepped out of the front door, he’d been almost skittish—looking all 
around him, clinging to my arm as I drove. It seemed like he didn’t 
want to get out of the car at all. His expression was deer-in-the-
headlights. “I’ll come around and help you get out. How’s that?” 

I wasn’t sure if he was going to say “yes, please” or bite my head 
off. As it turned out, he didn’t do either. He just nodded again. 

The walk to the building was silent but electrically charged by 
Caleb’s anxiety. It hit me, when I saw his rigid posture and his 
clenched fists, as well as the way he cagily kept looking around, that he 
was preparing himself for another attack. I stepped closer and he didn’t 
move away. 

“Dr. Martel’s office is on the third floor. Mind if we take the 
elevator?” 

“No. Of course not.” We stepped into the lobby and I pressed the 
button for the elevator. As we waited for it to arrive, Caleb’s jaw was 
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clenched as tightly as his fists. I instinctively knew he was in pain. “Did 
you take your pain meds this morning?” 

Once again he ignored my question. 
“The elevator’s here.” I don’t know why I felt compelled to tell 

him that. He could see the door open as well as I could. We walked in. 
Caleb just stared at the buttons, so I pressed the one for the third floor. 

It was a relief when we were finally in the doctor’s waiting room, 
where Caleb was bent over a clipboard, filling out paperwork. Soon a 
man about the same age as Caleb, with kind eyes, sandy-colored hair, 
and a graying beard, stepped out of the office behind the receptionist’s 
desk. “Caleb.” It was all he said. 

Caleb’s head shot up in response, and I swear he popped to his 
feet more quickly than he had for any reason since he came home from 
the hospital. “Jim.” 

Jim? What happened to “Dr. Martel”? 
“Please, come into my office, Cale.” Cale? Their eyes connected 

and I knew that I was of no more significance to either of them at that 
moment than was the coffee table. As if he were in a trance, Caleb 
followed “Jim” into the office in the back. 

I felt empty as hell. The guy I’d been taking caring of, day and 
night, for the better part of a week, was in someone else’s capable 
hands. He hadn’t even looked back at me to wave good-bye. 

I sound more like a mommy watching the school bus drive away 
on the very first day of school, waiting for a little wave through the 
window from her baby boy, than the thirty-year-old partner of a forty-
year-old man. 

I picked up an Outdoor Life magazine, almost immediately 
changed my mind about reading it, and then put it back on the table, 
realizing as I did so that the magazines were arranged into three perfect 
fan shapes, each comprised of a spread of different, precisely spaced 
magazines. 

Magazine selection tells a lot about a person. 
I surmised that “Jim” was a rather anal, outdoorsy, backpacking, 

kayak-loving angler. 
But is he gay? 
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I kicked myself for even thinking that. Whether or not Dr. “Jim” 
Martel was gay or straight had no frigging bearing on the situation. 

And if you believe that, I have some swampland in Florida I 
wanna sell you. 

I decided to make good use of my time instead of wallowing in 
jealous insecurity. So I took my phone out of my pocket and texted my 
mother. 

Ma! Missed u yesterday. How’d Christmas Day go 4 the rest of 
the Zelder clan? 

It took a while for her to answer, but after about two minutes, my 
phone buzzed. 

Braddy—we missed you. I tried a new pie out on Darcy and Rory. 
Caramel-chocolate-pumpkin. I think you’d like it. 

Sry I was a no-show yesterday. 
It’s OK, son. We all get it. Can I come by Caleb’s house with the 

leftover pie this afternoon? 
Don’t think that’d be too good of an idea, Ma. 
No? 
Caleb’s not ready to see people yet. I’m @ a doc apt. w/him now. 
How’s he doing? 
Up & down. 
Well, you hang in there, son. Support him. 
I’m trying. Not easy all the time. 
Important things aren’t always easy to do.  
Luv u Ma. 
We’ll talk soon. 
 
 

CALEB ASKED me to stop at the pharmacy on the way home. He 
insisted on both of us going to fill his prescriptions. I didn’t ask 
specifically what the medications were, and he didn’t offer to tell me. 
But that was okay; he’d tell me when and if he was ready. 
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When we got home, Caleb seemed exhausted. He slouched when 
he reached the bathroom door, as if he didn’t have enough energy left 
to take a piss. 

“Hey, you did great today. Shit, I’m tired after all of that, and I’m 
not trying to recover from….” He knew he was recovering from having 
the stuffing beaten out of him. “How ’bout you take a piss, and then we 
go take a nap together?” 

He exhaled slowly. He was in pain. “Remember last night, when I 
said that we need to discuss our domestic arrangements?” 

I leaned against the wall in my effort to appear casual, which was 
not at all how I felt. In truth, I’d fallen against the wall, as I was barely 
able to breathe. 

Caleb is going to tell me that this playing-house thing we’re 
doing isn’t working for him and that he wants me to leave. 

“Well, when we wake up, Bradley, we need to talk.” He raised his 
gaze to mine. In it I saw pain and worry. I wanted to wipe both away. 
And I didn’t want him to make me leave. Not at all. 

“Sure. Yeah. Right.” I reached out to touch his arm, and then 
thought better of it and pulled my hand back. “Go to the bathroom, and 
I’ll pull back the covers, ’kay?” 

“Okay.” He turned without another word and went into the 
bathroom. 

 
 

WE SLEPT away the afternoon. While I was worried for what Caleb 
was going to say about our “domestic arrangements” when he woke up, 
the way he curled against me, his cheek pressed to my bare chest, so 
needy and trusting, made it hard for me to believe he was going to 
reject me. 

“Bradley.” His voice served to bring me to immediate 
attentiveness. “Bradley.” I looked down into his eyes, and they looked 
more with-it. The sleep had done him good. 

“Yeah, babe. I’m here. We kinda slept all afternoon.” 
“Was there somewhere else you needed to be?” He looked away 

from me. 
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“Oh no. Of course not, man. Here is the only place I need to be.” 
“Will you help me sit up?” 
I moved to help him. He leaned against me and I leaned against 

the headboard. “This okay? You comfortable enough?” 
“Yes. I’m okay.” I could feel the way his chest compressed as he 

allowed a deep exhale. “We need to talk, Bradley, about practical 
things.” 

“Practical things?” I was such a frigging genius. You could 
always count on Bradley Zelder for conversational brilliance. 

“Yes. And I’m just going to say what’s on my mind.” 
“Yeah. The direct approach, right?” 
“Yes. That’s right.” 
He didn’t start talking, though. So I held him. I rubbed his shoulders 

with my palms and nuzzled my nose into the hollow of his neck, and I 
waited. I couldn’t start this conversation. This was his ball game. 

Finally, he’d put his words in order. “You know I appreciate all 
you’ve done for me, don’t you?” 

Here it comes. 
“And I realize you have a full life, aside from me.” 
I’m ready. I can handle whatever he tells me. 
“Here’s the problem. You realize that I am not going to be 

physically ready to take care of myself until February. But the… my 
problem runs far deeper than that.” 

My hands fell to my lap. 
“I know myself. And I know that I am going to need even longer 

to get my feet back on the ground emotionally..” 
That was completely understandable, as long as he was being 

genuine. I held my tongue and waited for him to say more. 
“And I cannot… I cannot be here alone, Bradley.” 
“But I’m here.” 
“Not when you return to work.” 
I had nothing to say to that. He was right. 
“And so I can’t stay here… once you go back to work, I need to 

go somewhere else.” 
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“So you don’t want me to leave?” 
He inhaled sharply and then cringed with the subsequent pain. 

“No, of course I don’t want you to leave.” He tried to turn to look at 
me, but the twisting motion must have hurt too much. “I only wish you 
could be with me every day. You….” 

I waited. I needed him to finish his thought. 
“You make this whole thing tolerable. But it’s not fair to ask.” 
I knew what it was that he was unable to say. How could he ask me 

to give up my life—my job? He couldn’t. “I’ll figure out a way to stay.” 
“No. No. I’m thinking maybe I could go stay with my cousin, 

Marta, who lives in Chapel Hill. She’s a stay-at-home mother, and 
she’ll always be there and—” 

“I’ll be here. I’ll quit my job and sell my truck and empty my 
savings account and I can last for a few months without income.” 

Caleb turned to face me despite the pain. It was as if he just 
pushed through the stiffness in his healing ribs because it was so 
important to look at me right then. “No. You don’t need to do that.” 
Our gazes locked. 

“I know I don’t need to, but I’m gonna.” 
Caleb fell back against me. He was quiet for a long moment. “I 

don’t know.” 
But I’d already decided what I was gonna do. There was no need 

for discussion. “I’m starving, let’s eat.” And just like that, I changed 
the subject. I’d let Caleb think about my offer for a while, to let it sink 
in before we discussed the subject again. When we’d make our definite 
plans. 
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INSPECTING FOOTPRINTS 
 
“WHAT WAS that?” He rocketed off the bed, moving faster than he’d 
moved since before the assault. “I heard a noise!” 

It was pitch black in the room. I’d stopped leaving the hall light 
on, as Caleb was now oriented to his surroundings. I looked at the 
digital clock. It was 2:20 a.m. 

“Listen, Bradley. Just listen for a second!” He bent over and 
grabbed my shoulders with a frantic claw-like grasp. “Someone’s 
trying to get inside!” 

Still dazed from having been out like a freaking light, it took me a 
couple of seconds to assess what the hell was going on. “Where? 
Where did the sound come from?” I stifled a yawn. Caleb was in a state 
of panic; yawning would surely insult him. 

“From the bathroom, near the big window in the bathroom, I 
think.” 

I got up and stood beside Caleb. I’ll admit I swayed a bit. “I’ll go 
check it out, ’kay? You get back in bed.” 

He stared at me like I was high on drugs. 
“Go on. Get back in bed.” 
He examined me with alert blue eyes and then he hesitated. I could 

tell he was scared. He spoke more softly. “No. I’m coming with you.”  
I grabbed my T-shirt off the foot of the bed and then bent down 

and picked up Caleb’s flannel robe from where it had landed on the 
floor earlier in the night. I offered it to him, but he just stared at it like 
he didn’t know what it was. He was wigged out. In an effort to save 
him embarrassment, I placed his robe on the bed and didn’t try to stop 
him when he followed me down the hall and into the bathroom. 

The window was still tightly closed. For that I was grateful. I 
admit I wasn’t absolutely certain that Caleb had heard anything at all. 
He’d been sleeping fitfully over the preceding nights, since he’d 
reduced the amount of pain meds he was taking, and what he thought 
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he’d heard could have been part of a dream. Or rather, a nightmare. Not 
that I’d voice my skeptical thought aloud. He was completely 
convinced that someone was trying to break into his house, and I 
needed to take his concern seriously. 

I stepped to the window and looked outside. It was fucking dark, 
a starless night, and that made it difficult to see the ground and the 
yard. “I can’t see anything, but lemme put on my boots and I’ll take a 
walk around the backyard.” 

“No. No, that’s all right. We can check it out in the morning.” 
From the indecisive tone in his voice, I could tell he wasn’t totally 
convinced that his own suggestion was the way to go. 

But since I wasn’t too crazy about the prospect of climbing 
through knee-deep snow in the backyard in the middle of what looked 
like a very chilly night, I didn’t argue the point. “I’ll take a look back 
there first thing in the AM, ’kay?” 

He nodded, turned, and walked down the hall toward the bedroom 
without a word. I noted how his shoulders were slumped—completely 
defeated—and I wondered momentarily how long it took Prozac to start 
working. 

In bed Caleb trembled in my arms for at least an hour as we tried 
to fall back to sleep. 

 
 

THERE WERE footprints in the snow. Boot prints, actually. Two sets. 
They had walked all around the house once and seemed to have 
centered their effort to get inside at the bathroom window. 

Caleb had been right. I needed to figure out just how to break the 
news to him. But he was probably watching me out the window right 
now, so he it was likely he already knew. 

We needed to call the police. 
 
 

IT WAS many hours later—well after the police officers and the 
detective left, and Caleb’s meltdowns (yeah, three of them)—that he 
finally took a couple of Lorazepam to help him get calm. Knowing he 
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was in bed, drifting into a drug-induced sleep, I finally had a chance to 
think over what had happened that day. 

The police officers and the detective did not think the boot prints 
in the snow were in any way related to the physical assault on Caleb. 
They took a look outside, asked us a bunch of redundant questions, and 
finally told us that it was probably a “random” post-Christmas break-in 
attempt. Needless to say, Caleb was left feeling agitated and uncertain 
(leading to meltdown number one). We then asked a series of questions 
about what progress they’d made on Caleb’s case, and the detective 
replied that they were working very hard to find out who did this to 
Caleb, but they didn’t have many leads and there were no suspects (a 
direct path to meltdown number two). After they left, I tried to force-
feed him some soup, but he just wasn’t having it (which led to 
meltdown number three). 

At this point, it was seven thirty in the evening, and Caleb had 
already turned in for the night. I was sitting on the living room couch 
with a spiral notebook and a pencil in my hand, scribbling out math 
equations in an attempt to figure out whether I would have enough 
money in savings to get by financially until the summer if I quit my 
job, so I could stay with Caleb 24/7. I didn’t even stop to ask myself 
how I’d gotten wrapped up in this man so quickly and so entirely in the 
space of two months that I was willing to give up everything for him. 
And I was so involved in the math, that I almost missed a soft knocking 
at the door. But after what I thought might have been a second set of 
knocks, I pulled myself from the couch and answered. 

Mr. and Mrs. Jorde stepped tentatively onto the porch and shook 
the snow from their boots. “Hello, Bradley. We… well, Caleb sent us a 
text before he went to bed saying that you had a rather eventful day.” 
Ellen spoke first. Her voice was strained, as if she were holding tightly 
to the reins of her emotions. 

I hung their coats in the narrow kitchen closet, and then 
responded as casually as I could, “Yeah. It was kinda crazy here for a 
while. The police had to come over and check out some footprints in 
the snow. They think some kids tried to break in—to steal Christmas 
presents.” 

Mr. Jorde led us into the living room. “What do you think?” 
They sat on the couch, and I sprawled on the floor in front of the 

fireplace. “You mean, do I think it was the guys who assaulted Caleb 
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coming back to finish the job?” I got chills at the mere sound of those 
words. “I know that Caleb is convinced that it was them.” 

Caleb’s parents nodded somberly. 
“I guess I’m not sure. I mean, they do know Caleb’s address, but I 

don’t see why they’d want to come here and… I just don’t know.” 
“I suppose that it’s what Caleb thinks that matters most. And if he 

thinks it was those men, then it’s natural that he’s very concerned.”  
Yeah. Concerned was an understatement. But Ellen was right. 
She continued. “We’re also concerned about something.” 
They were both staring at me, their gazes intense. I sat up, 

crawled to the coffee table that separated us, and asked, “Yeah? And 
what’s that?” 

“He wrote in the very same text message that he was seriously 
considering relocating to North Carolina to stay with his cousin until he 
was back on his feet. He said that he wasn’t ready to stay here alone 
and he wasn’t sure that returning to his childhood home, to the big 
house, was the right thing to do for his mental health either.” 

I didn’t even realize I’d been shaking my head until I made 
myself stop. 

To that point Cal had been largely silent. Finally he spoke. “We 
think he’s better off here at home, with his own doctors and the 
psychiatrist he’s familiar with, with us.” He hesitated and then added, 
“And with you.” 

Still shaking my head, I said, “I told him I would figure out a way 
to stay with him.” 

“Yes, dear. That’s what we expected you would say. He told us 
you’d made that offer, but that he didn’t expect that kind of a sacrifice 
from you.” Ellen again took the reins from her husband. “We want to 
make that—we’d like to help make you staying here with Caleb a real 
possibility.” 

Huh? My cluelessness must have shown on my face. 
“Bradley, dear, we know that you have expenses and it’s 

unrealistic to expect you to go for six or so months without income.” 
She glanced down at the notebook on the coffee table that I’d left open, 
all of the scribbled numbers facing up. “We’d like to hire you to work 
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for us, so as to help you make ends meet while you’re caring for 
Caleb.” 

“Huh?” This time I said it out loud. 
Mr. Jorde stood up, walked around the coffee table and across the 

room so that he was standing before the fireplace, closely examining 
the bare wall over it, as if a fascinating piece of art hung there. “We 
would like to hire you as our groundskeeper—the person who plows 
the snow and prepares the property for spring. We’ve been hiring a 
person we know from the town on a per-storm basis, but you could 
easily do the job if you purchased a plow attachment for your truck, 
right?” 

I nodded. 
“And if Caleb didn’t want to be alone in the guesthouse, he could 

accompany you as you did your work.” 
I nodded again. 
“It wouldn’t take up many hours, but it would be a job, and then 

you could stay here and take Caleb to his doctor’s appointments and—” 
Ellen spoke up. “And we know he’ll recover so much more 

quickly with you by his side. And, Bradley, we want him to stay here.” 
Cal turned to me. “I must tell you—money is of no concern to us. 

None at all. We’ll also pick up a health insurance policy for you and 
we’ll match the salary you were making at the school.” 

Shit. 
Mrs. Jorde stood. “We’ve seen Caleb through more than one 

depression. And if there’s any way to prevent him from sinking as low 
as he did when David passed away, well… Bradley, we would very 
much like to avoid that.” 

Now they were both staring down at me as if I held the answers to 
the mysteries of the universe in my tiny mind. Not to mention that they 
seemed to be prepared for an argument from me. Standing with their 
booted feet spread slightly and their hands on their hips, it was clear 
that Caleb’s parents had steeled themselves for an initial rejection to 
their proposition. I surprised them. “Okay.” 

“Okay?” Mr. Jorde repeated. 
“Are you saying you’ll consider our offer?” Mrs. Jorde’s hands 

rose to her throat in shock. 
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I nodded. “I was trying to figure out if I could manage to quit my 
job and get by without any employment at all.” We all glanced at the 
notebook. “And I was having trouble making the numbers work. You 
have to know—I would never take charity under normal circumstances. 
But if it means staying with Caleb, helping him, I’ll do whatever it 
takes.” My face was hot and I looked down at the ground, embarrassed. 
I was essentially going to accept charity from my boyfriend’s parents. I 
was going to accept money for being Caleb’s companion. “I’ll do it.” 
Looked like I didn’t give a shit. 

I’m not leaving Caleb. 
“This is not charity, Bradley.” Ellen came around the coffee table 

and squatted right in front of me. “And I understand that this is not easy 
for you to do. Please know that keeping Caleb here is the best gift you 
could ever give us. He’s our only son. We need to see that he recovers 
from this.” 

I stood and then helped Ellen to her feet. “It’s a done deal, 
ma’am. I’ll inform the school in an e-mail tonight that I won’t be 
returning.” I also needed to withdraw from my college classes for 
second semester. 

Caleb’s mother reached her arms around my neck. “Thank you,” 
she whispered. “Thank you, dear.” 

“I uh… how would you like a cup of coffee?” Time to change the 
subject. “Or I can make you a Nespresso latte. Caleb taught me how.” 

 
 

WHEN THE Jordes left, I sent an e-mail to the school saying that, due 
to circumstances beyond my control, I would be unable to return to my 
job in January. It took every bit of courage I possessed to press the send 
button, and when I did, my entire body broke out in a single layer of 
goose bumps. 

Then I wrote to my school to request that I be withdrawn from the 
classes I’d signed up for in the upcoming semester. 

I had cleared my life to support Caleb. I was glad. 
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RINGING IN THE NEW YEAR 
 
THE REST of the week leading up to New Year’s Eve proceeded in a 
manner similar to the first part of the week. Caleb was very quiet, not 
very expressive, but he had occasional moments when he showed an 
innocent type of helpless sweetness that made me fall just a bit more in 
love with him. The irony wasn’t lost on me either. Here I was, Mr. I’m-
a-Power-Lover, falling more and more in love with a dude who had 
seemingly lost all of his sense of power in the world. Every time I saw 
a new shade of his vulnerability, my heart squeezed into a knot, and 
when it returned to its usual size and shape, it was more full of Caleb. 

The conversation with Caleb about what I had gone and done—
given a very brief notice, quit my job, and subsequently accepted 
employment from Caleb’s parents—had been short and stilted and was 
over pretty much as soon as it started. I thought maybe Caleb was 
embarrassed. No, I was absolutely fucking certain that Caleb was 
embarrassed that I’d taken such drastic measures to help him. But at the 
same time, he lacked the conviction sufficient to argue the point with 
me and tell me to get back on the phone this very instant and beg for 
my job back. He needed me too much to even fake an argument, too 
much to tell me to return to work and leave him to suffer out his 
physical recovery from assault and depression on his own. So he just let 
me do it. 

We’d seen the doctor who had been in charge of Caleb’s case at 
the hospital to make sure he was healing as he should be—which he 
was—and we’d made a return trip to Dr. Martel, where I again sat 
silently in the waiting room, texting Darcy and Billy and my mother to 
fill the time and to let them know I was still alive. 

We got dumped on—the white shit from Mother Nature—several 
times over, and I was honestly glad to have a chance to climb into my 
truck alone, plow the long driveway with my brand spanking new plow 
attachment the Jordes had purchased, shovel out the mailboxes, and 
sand the walkways. This brief time outside away from Caleb allowed 
me a chance to get my ducks back in something of a row, but I couldn’t 
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miss Caleb’s worried faced peering out at me from the guest house’s 
living room window as I went about the responsibilities of my new 
“job.” It surprised me that instead of feeling trapped—as in I’d-chew-
my-arm-off-at-the-wrist-to-make-a-clean-escape-from-this-dude—my 
heart swelled with the knowledge that I was needed, and that I had 
stepped up to the plate to be there for him. I needed these brief 
moments without Caleb’s company to give me time to evaluate his, and 
our, progress 

It was suddenly New Year’s Eve, and surprisingly the days 
leading up to it had not dragged, despite the fact that I had yet to 
encounter the “real world” in any meaningful way since about a week 
before Christmas. Well, that wasn’t exactly the whole truth; the 
superintendent of schools had called me to find up what was up with 
my unexpected and overly short notice that I was quitting my job. I 
thought he was gonna tear me a new one, seeing as I’d left the 
elementary school kinda high and dry with one too few custodians, but 
when I explained the situation honestly (out of Caleb’s earshot, of 
course), he actually understood. He told me he knew the superintendent 
from the Danson school system. In fact they’d skied Attitash together 
over this very vacation, and he’d been told, in general terms, of Caleb’s 
“situation.” Out of respect for what I was trying to do for Caleb, until 
recently one of his friend’s most valued teachers, the superintendent 
said he would hire a temporary replacement for me. If I wanted to 
return in the summer, or even next fall, the job was mine. That 
assurance took a huge weight off my mind. 

New Year’s Eve. The start of a brand new year. 
I stomped the snow from my boots on the granite steps leading to 

the porch. Feeling satisfied that I’d managed to drag most of the snow 
from the roof with a long-handled rake I’d found in a shed behind the 
big house, I toed off my boots one at a time and tossed my gloves in the 
corner. 

What do we have to celebrate? Caleb’s mood going up and down—
reasonably pleasant one moment, completely withdrawn the next? 

Wondering which version of Caleb I would encounter that 
afternoon, I pulled off my coat, hung it over the back of the wicker 
rocking chair, and then stepped out of my snow pants. I draped them 
over the small wicker table to dry. My skin was cold and damp; I’d 
been outside longer than I’d planned. 
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Maybe I’d make us soup for dinner—that would be easy and I 
craved the warmth. When I stepped into the kitchen, though, I smelled 
popcorn. 

Caleb made popcorn? What the…. 
Caleb hadn’t so much as moved from the couch all morning. 

Come to think of it, he’d been spending most of his time sitting silently 
on the couch for days now—not so much in a sullen mode, as in a 
pensive one—and I hadn’t pressed him to talk. Or get up and stretch his 
muscles. But this afternoon he’d made popcorn? I made my way to the 
living room, intensely curious. 

Despite his injuries, my boyfriend had somehow managed to 
carry the little Christmas tree inside from where it had been exiled to 
the porch, and it was now sitting cheerfully beside the coffee table in 
front of the couch. He’d found a string of white lights and had wound 
them around the tiny tree. It looked pretty festive. On the coffee table 
rested a huge crockery bowl of popcorn and two mugs of hot cider. As I 
got closer to the table, I could smell the cinnamon. And shit, the lit-up 
tree, the popcorn, and the cider were fucking great, but the greatest 
thing of all was in the middle of the couch, and it wasn’t really a thing 
at all. 

It was Caleb. He was sitting, way less than stiffly than usual, 
wearing just a white T-shirt and loose gray sweatpants, and he was 
smiling. 

“Happy New Year’s Eve, Bradley.” There was a look in his eyes I 
hadn’t seen in ages. 

“Yeah. Same to you.” It was a statement, but it came out 
sounding like a question. 

“Come here.” That was not a request. 
I tilted my head and examined him more carefully. 
“I can’t believe you’re going to make me beg.” I’m not shitting 

you—his eyes were sparkling. “Come over here.” He patted the spot 
beside him on the couch. 

“Sure.” I walked to the couch and sat beside him. He immediately 
began rubbing my thighs with his palms, right on top of my long 
underwear. 

When I turned to look at him, he took my face in his hands. The 
way he looked at me was… well, it was different. Not all withdrawn, 
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not with an indifferent attitude, and not even the slightest bit hostile, 
like he didn’t give a shit. In fact, Caleb’s eyes told me that he gave a 
shit about something, and he wanted to tell me what it was. 

“Bradley.” That’s all he said for probably a whole minute. I stared 
back at him, drinking in the warm expression that I’d missed so much 
in his eyes. And the way he was looking at me was so fucking intense, I 
was having trouble breathing. Finally he continued. “I’m going to try.” 

I nodded. “To try?” 
“Yes. I’m going to try to improve.” 
I searched my brain for a response. And I came up empty. 
“First, I need to thank you for your patience. I suppose it has 

taken me a while for it all to…. It’s taken some time for me to absorb 
what happened. But I believe I’m ready to make some forward strides.” 

“Okay, Caleb. I’m ready too.” I was ready. More than. 
He smiled, and it was soft and gentle. “The Prozac helps. And 

ultimately I’ll be on a rather high dosage. I’ll gradually increase the 
amount I take. Jim, or Dr. Martel, has diagnosed a severe depressive 
disorder, which it seems I’m prone to. But like I said, it’s time now and 
I don’t want to keep going like this.” 

That comment made my blood freeze, because if somebody didn’t 
want to keep going, well, it could mean that they wanted to stop going 
altogether. So I said something stupid just because I was freaking out. 
“And so we’re gonna eat popcorn?” 

“Yes. With the lights off and the tree lit. I ordered a movie from 
cable.” Just for a second, I saw a flicker of concern wrinkle up his fine 
eyebrows, but it smoothed out quickly. “I want to forget it all tonight. I 
want to have fun. With you.” 

“Because it is New Year’s Eve?” 
“Partly because of that.” 
“And the other part?” 
He exhaled loudly. “I already told you, Bradley. It is time.” 
That was good enough for me. I gently pulled him against me, 

and he pressed play on the remote. I saw Matt Damon’s face and knew 
I was gonna like the movie. I felt Caleb’s curls beneath my nose and 
knew I was gonna like this night. 
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HE WAS still my lover. Broken, maybe, but he was the person I 
desired. The one I wanted to please in bed, and I’d get that done using 
any means possible. He was stretched out beside me, completely naked 
on the bed, the mottled bruising on his chest shimmering like snakeskin 
in the moonlight. I knew he wouldn’t want me to look upon his once-
smooth skin and feel pity or disgust. And at the moment I didn’t 
experience either of those feelings. Leaning up on a single elbow and 
seeing his speckled skin, which was laced with healing yellowish 
brown bruises in the shapes of boot soles, I only felt want. And I felt 
need. But there was also a small measure of anxiety mixed in. 

“You take charge, Caleb.” It was a simple fact. When it came to 
sex, Caleb needed to drive this boat tonight. That way he could use my 
body as a tool for his pleasure, stopping and starting, moving and 
adjusting, only in ways that would cause him the least pain. 

He stared into my eyes, his own appearing so light in the glow of 
the moonlight that they seemed translucent. “I need you to do this, 
Bradley.” 

Blood rushed to my cheeks. “I might hurt you.” I shook my head 
once and then I shook it again. 

When I glanced at him, though, he was shaking his head as well. “I 
need you to take me away from this place—from the assault, from the 
recovery, from the depression. Bradley, make love to me.” In his eyes 
there was a plea, and then there were more words. “Do this for me.” 

It was then that I noticed Caleb had carried the little Christmas 
tree into the bedroom. He’d probably done it when I hit the can. He had 
actually taken the time to plug in its lights, and when I looked past him, 
I could see its silhouette against the wall. The white lights that adorned 
it seemed to wink in my direction, urging me to give Caleb what he 
asked for. 

Still studying the shining tree, I nodded, knowing that I could 
never say no to him. 

“I’m ready to make love.” His voice sounded clear, and about as 
strong as I’d heard it in days. 

“Close your eyes, then, babe. And I’ll take you away.” 
Again he shook his head, and I was surprised, thinking I was 

giving him exactly what he had asked me for. Hadn’t he just asked me 
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to give him an escape from reality? For some reason right then I 
noticed that his soft curls were growing long. He’d missed his usual 
date with his hairstylist. And never looking more like a shaggy little 
boy, he spoke to me in a firm tone. “No.” 

He offered no explanation. 
And I didn’t press him. I bent down to his chest, and with my lips, 

I began to trace each bruise, each cut, occasionally stretching out my 
tongue to touch the rougher spots. 

And eventually, in the same clear voice, he told me, “I need to see 
that it’s you taking me away from here.” 

His words made sense, so I continued on my exploration of his 
injury-blotched skin, claiming each cut, each bruise, with the strokes of 
my tongue. I soon moved my attention to his face, where I pressed my 
lips against the long single scab on his cheek that would ultimately 
leave him with a scar, and then I did the same to the cut on his temple. 
Strangely I found it hard to move on from what were to be permanent 
scars in order to pay attention to his lips. Knowing I wanted to taste the 
inside of this man I cherished, I was drawn to his mouth. His lips were 
the entrance I sought, and when I slipped my tongue between his teeth 
and allowed myself to savor his flavor, I knew I was going to spend 
some serious time in this very act. 

“Been so long,” I uttered between breaths. “So long since I’ve 
been close to you.” 

His breathing gushed in heavy bursts against my lips. And then he 
pushed me off him, and I could tell he needed, as he’d said before, to 
see that it was me who was taking him away. 

“Oh Bradley.” 
Yes, it’s me, my Caleb, the one who loves you and won’t leave 

you, not even for a day. 
And then my hands got bold, as if they had a mind of their own. I 

reached down and covered his dick. He was ready to make love, as he’d 
said before. I now held the proof. 

“However you want.” Before I’d even asked, he answered my 
question about how he wanted to make love. “We’ll do it however you 
want.” 

The possible options flashed though my brain. Him on all fours—
I wasn’t certain that he could hold that position using his one healthy 
arm. He could lie on his side, and I could enter him from behind. The 
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very thought of having Caleb’s body pressed to mine, of feeling his ass 
pressed against my hips, my arms wrapped around his chest, 
momentarily stole my breath, and I actually coughed. But before I 
could get carried away with that idea, I considered that Caleb hadn’t 
once reclined fully on his side since he’d been home from the hospital. 
So I spread his legs, moved to kneel between them, and gently lifted his 
ass onto my thighs. As I did so, his face never lost the expression of 
serenity, so I knew that the pain was tolerable. 

The care I took preparing him for my entry was excruciating. I 
didn’t rush even slightly and I was very ready to love him. But at the 
same time as it was torturous, it was also awesome. As I touched him 
so intimately, we stared into each other’s eyes; I had never before 
experienced intimacy that compared to this. 

When he was ready for me, I quickly pulled on the condom that 
was waiting on the bed. I adjusted his position so I could slowly press 
my way into his body. While I did so, he never looked away. His eyes 
were focused on my own and they looked needy, as if he thought I 
could satisfy a thirst deep inside him with just my gaze. And when I 
moved, I did it slowly and steadily. Within minutes, I began pumping 
his dick in time to my thrusts. 

“I love you.” It came out on an exhalation, breathy and honest. 
“Yes. Yes.” Caleb finally allowed his eyes to close as he gave 

himself up to the sensations. 
“We’re together… together through all of it.” I don’t know 

exactly where those words came from. But I had a feeling they’d been 
waiting for a long time to rise up from deep inside my soul. 

I stroked him a bit more, and although we’d only been making 
love for a of couple minutes, Caleb was suddenly coming. Then I was 
coming, and as I did, I bent in half so I could find his lips with my own.  

And we had taken each other somewhere else. The pain and the 
fear—all of it—were gone and forgotten, and we were suddenly just 
lovers, doing what felt right. 

 
 

OVER THE past week, although Caleb had started to do better 
emotionally, it wasn’t like there was a steady, consistent rise in his 
spirits. It was more like he took one huge step up a steep hill, and then 
was sucked two tiny steps back down. And then he took three big steps 
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up, one small step back. Gradually, however, I was seeing a trend of 
real positive change in Caleb. 

Caleb had put some weight back on. He wasn’t that emaciated 
guy who could barely choke down half a bowl of Cheez-Its anymore. 
He smiled every now and then. He even laughed if something was 
really funny. He was definitely more reserved than he had been before 
the assault, but I figured his personality would make a slow adjustment 
when he came to the full realization that he was again secure in his life. 
I knew it helped that he felt certain I wasn’t going anywhere. 

But there were still concerns. First of all it was really weird for 
me, for the first time in my adult life, not to be holding down a steady 
job. And although I wasn’t officially working, this was in no way a 
vacation. Besides caring for the grounds, there were doctor visits and 
psychiatric visits. Soon there would be physical therapy for his wrist. 

I may not have had a real job, but I was the official plower/ 
shoveler/roof-raker for both the big house and the guesthouse, which 
was actually pretty easy and kind of fun. When Caleb’s parents came 
down several times a week to visit for the afternoon, I went grocery 
shopping and picked up everything we needed. It was strange, but I was 
doing it. Not really liking it or disliking it, but doing it because it 
needed to be done. 

I recognized that there was no frigging way Caleb could have 
gone back to work. I knew he was still in a significant amount of pain, 
although he tried to hide it from me. He couldn’t stand for long, and he 
couldn’t sit in one position for more than a few minutes without 
needing to get up and stretch. Sometimes he needed to totally get off 
his feet. And those were the minor issues. 

He had also become sort of paranoid. He actually believed that 
those guys who beat on him were gonna come back and finish the job 
they started on that fucked up night before Christmas. I wasn’t 
convinced, but I didn’t let Caleb in on that. Every time he heard a noise 
at night and he freaked—this part had become a fucking routine—I 
always offered to go outside with a flashlight and check shit out. He 
always said, “Nah, don’t, we can do it in the morning.” And sometimes 
when I checked things out in the morning, there were fresh boot prints 
in the snow. One morning, there were even tire marks in the snow on 
the driveway. But nothing had actually happened and neither of us felt 
that we had legitimate reason to call the police, who, incidentally, had 
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stopped calling to update us with news on their progress in Caleb’s 
assault case, as there was nothing to update us with. 

And Caleb couldn’t be left alone—which was kinda linked to his 
being paranoid. That fact prevented Caleb from making a full return to 
the land of the living. But I got it—in one short evening, Caleb’s world 
went from being a safe, wondrous adventure to an intolerably risky 
ride. Where he once felt security, he now felt danger. Where he once 
had understanding, he now had questions, doubts, and uncertainty. 

And fear. 
Yeah. There was the fear factor.  
For these reasons, Caleb couldn’t go back to work, and because 

Caleb couldn’t work I couldn’t work, but somehow we were able to pull 
together and get through this. Incidentally, Angela Creedy had somehow 
gotten word that Caleb was not returning to his job at the Deering Middle 
School and had, for the lack of a better term, freaked out about it. She’d 
written him a long handwritten letter that described her complete 
devastation at his “desertion.” Angela cited “that loser Brad” as the 
reason that their relationship hadn’t “been consummated at 
Christmastime,” as she had clearly expected. But she seemed most angry 
at the fact that Caleb had led her on for years and years, and she 
complained that, at home, where she still lived with her family, she had 
done nothing but cry since the middle school fall play. Her family had 
done their best to console her but it hadn’t worked. Caleb had ruined her 
life.  

I suggested to Caleb that maybe we should mention Angela 
Creedy’s bizarre behavior to the cops, but he shrugged it off, saying he 
didn’t want to create further problems with people at school. So what 
the hell could I do? 

Yeah. It was super fucked-up. And probably not really a true 
problem, but it was just one more thing Caleb didn’t need to deal with. 
We put the whacked-out letter on the back burner as Angela Creedy 
was the least of our worries at this point. 

But we were taking baby steps forward. He had suggested we 
host a small get-together. And so we were having Billy, Amy, Darcy, 
Rory, and Mom, along with Caleb’s parents, over to dinner. That 
morning he’d actually come to the grocery store with me, although he 
insisted we go to one three towns over so he wouldn’t run into anybody 
he knew. The good news, though, was that he insisted on picking out 
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the ingredients because he wanted to cook dinner himself. That was the 
most initiative he’d shown since he carried the tiny Christmas tree off 
the porch, placed it by the couch, and decorated it with white lights. 

I am not sure how, but we managed to fit everybody in Caleb’s 
small living room and stuffed them to the gills with ginger-glazed 
mahimahi. As I looked around, watching them chat quietly while 
sipping Nespresso mocha lattes out of just about every mug Caleb 
possessed, I experienced a realization. I hadn’t obsessed over my own 
father’s rejection in well over a month. In fact, the man who hadn’t 
wished me a merry Christmas, much less happy New Year, hadn’t even 
crossed my mind once in the holiday season. I already had a family 
who valued me, and as the night went on, I was becoming more and 
more inclined to believe that Dad was the one missing out. 

“So, Bradley, when are you going to get back to your nursing 
classes?” Amy was looking directly at me. I briefly wondered if her 
question was more of a gentle reminder that I not allow all of my goals 
from my life before Caleb to slip away without so much as a second 
glance. 

“We’ve discussed that, Amy.” I glanced at Caleb, who was sitting 
on the corner of the couch. I was stretched out before the fire. He was 
listening carefully for my response. “We’re both aiming to focus on our 
classes starting this summer. That’s our goal, but nothing is cast in 
stone.” I sent Caleb a wink that hopefully let him know that the only 
thing cast in stone was the two of us. 

Together. 
My mother and Caleb’s parents had relocated to the kitchen, 

where they were dropping dollops of whipped cream on slices of 
gingerbread that Ma had made earlier in the day. I smiled because I’d 
eaten her gingerbread many times before and I knew everyone was in 
for a treat. And although my mother and Caleb’s parents came from 
very different walks of life—the Jordes from power and privilege and 
Ma from the working class—some people just fit together. They had 
gotten along from their very first laugh over the sadly wilted poinsettia 
on the porch, and they’d thoroughly enjoyed each other’s remarks that 
neither of their sons possessed particularly green thumbs. 

Billy and Amy had taken a moment before dinner to announce 
their engagement and to flash Amy’s brand-new diamond solitaire, 
which had added to the celebratory feeling of the evening. 
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And Caleb, though quiet and focused on being a good host, had 
actually called me sweetheart three times over the course of the night. 
When I glanced in his direction to take in the sight of his healing face, I 
noticed the way his eyes were smiling before I noticed residual 
swelling, or the long pink slice on his right cheek that would ultimately 
become a thin white scar. 

“So, are you two going to stay here together at this charming 
guesthouse for the long haul, or is my baby brother going to be 
returning, at some point, to live in the love nest with Bill and Amy?” 
Billy and Amy had announced, along with their engagement, their 
plans to officially move in together at our apartment in Landsbury (but 
only after Billy had chiseled the fungus out of the bathtub). I knew that 
Darcy was simply making an attempt to look out for her brother—to 
ensure he wouldn’t find himself homeless one of these days—but I still 
cringed at the directness of the question. 

Caleb, however, didn’t shy away from the question. “Bradley and 
I plan to continue living together for the duration. Wherever my home 
is, Bradley is welcome, and not just as a guest. I’m certain that the 
feeling is mutual.” I received a wide grin from across the room. 

Darcy sighed and leaned into Rory, evidently satisfied with that 
answer, and I think everyone in the room breathed a collective sigh of 
relief. 

And just as our parents entered the living room, each holding 
several plates of Ma’s gingerbread and homemade vanilla whipped 
cream, I thought, this whole scene is kinda homey, and very, very 
normal. 

I reached out my hand to Ellen Jorde, who was smiling at me 
warmly as she passed me a plate of dessert. 
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COMING FULL CIRCLE 
 
TODAY HAD been crazy, but I was pretty sure Caleb was cool with it. 
First, he had a medicine check appointment with Jim (yeah, I was now 
calling him by his first name too). According to Caleb, everything 
looked good with his gradually increasing level of Prozac. After that, 
we headed to his physical therapy appointment, and then a trip to his 
hairstylist. I will admit, I’d been enjoying the hell out of the way I 
could twist Caleb’s longish gray-brown curls around my fingers, but I 
knew that this simple haircut was an important step to Caleb getting 
back to normal and reclaiming his life. Next there was a visit to the 
pharmacy, and finally to the grocery store to stock up on the Fancy 
Feast that Cleo ate. 

We got fast food at the local Mickey D’s because we were both 
way too tired to make anything to eat at home. While exchanging 
meaningless small talk, we chowed down on burgers and fries in the 
cab of my truck as we drove back to the guesthouse. The whole scene 
felt unbelievably normal and mundane. And by the time we got home, 
it was already dark, and I was fighting a strong urge to whisk Caleb 
into my arms and ravish him. 

I smiled, thinking about making love to my partner. Couldn’t help 
it. Sex had been rather one-sided lately, but only in terms of who was 
“on top.” I was looking forward to when Caleb would be physically 
ready to reverse our roles and climb onto me. But the sex was good, 
better than anything I’d ever experienced, for damned sure—both in 
terms of getting me off as well as making me feel an emotional 
satisfaction I hadn’t known to that point in my life. 

“What are you smiling at, Bradley?” 
His voice interrupted my daydreaming. “You want the truth? I 

was thinking about… ’bout us making love.” Heat rushed to my face. 
Caleb smiled at me suggestively before I parked my truck in the 

driveway near the front walk. “Then maybe we should get right to it? It 
was also next on my agenda.” 



196 Mia Kerick  
 

 

I hopped out of the truck and trotted around to Caleb’s side to 
help him out. 

“Chivalry is not dead with you, is it, Mr. Zelder?” That 
sounded a lot like flirting. 

I blushed again, embarrassingly proud that he thought me 
chivalrous. Even though it was dark, he probably knew I was 
blushing, because he leaned into me and kissed the warm skin of my 
cheek. “Yeah. Yeah, right.” I mumbled with a smile. 

“Let’s leave the cat food in the car until the morning. I want to 
be the only thing in your arms right now.” He batted those baby 
blues in my direction. 

That sounds like flirting, and it looks like flirting too, or my 
name’s not— 

“Right. Let’s go in.” I interrupted my own thinking with my 
eager words, and I let my arms do what they had resisted during the 
entire trip home. Almost automatically, I put my arms around him, 
and this time I was not just sheltering him from the cold or the harsh 
realities of life. I was claiming the guy who I knew was truly mine. 
By holding him close to me as we walked, I was starting the foreplay 
that would lead us right to Caleb’s bedroom. 

Somehow, wrapped in each other’s arms, we made it onto the 
porch and then to the kitchen door. 

Which was open. The kitchen door was open a fucking crack. 
My mind scrambled for an explanation. 
Had I forgotten to close it and lock it earlier? 
Had Cleo pushed it open? 
Caleb didn’t notice that the door was ajar; he was so involved 

in the little flirtation that had begun by the truck. “I’m not letting 
you off easily tonight, lover. I have big plans that involve….” My 
stiff posture finally registered in his brain. “What’s wrong? What?” 

I shoved him behind me, handling him more roughly than I had 
in weeks… or ever, really. “Stay behind me.” My voice came out 
sounding raspy and desperate. Reaching into the front pocket of my 
jeans in search of my cell phone, I stepped cautiously into the 
kitchen. I felt Caleb’s hands clutching my coat and his chest 
pressing against me as I moved. 
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The place had been ransacked. 
“Oh my God.” Caleb’s words came out sounding all weird and 

twisted. 
“Let’s get the fuck outta here.” I was already dialing 911. Now, 

if I’d been alone, I would have stormed right in and faced whoever 
had violated my space. But I wasn’t alone. Caleb was with me, and 
protecting him was all that mattered. “Probably nobody’s in there,” I 
whispered over my shoulder, “but we shouldn’t take chances.” 

And very awkwardly—Caleb still attached to my back like a 
JanSport pack—we shuffled backward to the porch. 

That was when two guys came racing onto the porch from 
inside Caleb’s house. 

“What the fuck?” I screamed, completely shocked by their 
sudden appearance. “What the fuck!” 

I didn’t have the presence of mind to punch out even one of the 
assholes, or even to study them so I could describe them later to the 
cops, or to do anything other than stand there, crouched defensively, 
reaching behind me to grab Caleb’s arms and make sure he stayed 
right where he was. And I noticed Caleb seemed to be clawing at me 
too, in a clumsy attempt to push me behind him. I froze for a second 
as I absorbed that concept—Caleb, still so beaten and broken, was 
trying to protect me. But there were two of them, and we’d been 
caught off guard. Protecting each other was not in the cards. They 
grabbed Caleb’s arms and tore him away from me! 

“Let him go, you fuckers. Let him go!” 
A wild and shrill male voice screamed back, “Gonna teach this 

fag a lesson for fucking with my sister!” 
Before I could turn around, they were dragging him across the 

porch. All I remember of that moment, though, is the look on 
Caleb’s face. As Caleb was being dragged backward, his body 
contorting in pain from his unhealed ribs, his eyes were wide, and he 
was gazing at me. He was drinking in my frantic stare, as though he 
were gaining strength from my horror. My strength, however, was 
failing me at that most critical moment, as I was somehow frozen. In 
my daze I noticed Caleb’s lips were sealed tightly. I thought he was 
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gritting his teeth, because of the way he was holding his jaw, but not 
just because of the pain. It was as if he were steeling himself. 

Steeling himself to whatever horrors he would next have to 
endure. 

I didn’t take time to puzzle out the meaning of the fierce 
expression I saw on his face. I dove onto him, not even considering 
his broken ribs or his fractured wrist. I tackled him at the thighs, 
took him to the ground, and pressed all of my weight onto his legs so 
those assholes couldn’t make him budge. 

’Cause if they plan on taking Caleb, they’d better damned well 
plan on taking me along for the ride! 

Both of the assholes tripped and fell in front of Caleb right in 
front of the outside door. “You fucking cocksucker homo—leggo of 
the little faggot!” Those words were directed toward me. “He’s 
mine—the asshole fucked with my sister!” 

But despite his furious words, the guy hesitated—weighing his 
options, I figured. I was able to catch a glimpse of his face beneath 
his ball cap—his freckled skin and beady green eyes. His expression 
was frantic, wired, and far from rational. If he’d had a gun on him, I 
was certain he would’ve used it on us right then. And we’d be dead. 
So maybe it was our lucky day. After that brief hesitation, the dude 
scrambled to get to his feet and made for the door. 

The other guy, who had been more or less observing the 
exchange between the ball cap dude and Caleb and me from his 
place on the ground, didn’t hesitate at all. Lying on his side, he 
kicked at Caleb a few times, as it seemed that Caleb had somehow 
accidentally pinned one of this guy’s legs beneath him. I shouted, 
“I’m gonna fuckin’ kick your good fo’ nuthin’ fuckin’ ass!” I didn’t 
even remember deciding to do it, but next thing I knew, I was 
scrambling toward him, grabbing at his legs, like I was some kind of 
frenzied, wild animal. 

“Leave me the fuck alone!” He bellowed, and I saw that 
asshole number two was almost on his feet at that point, and 
goddammit he was quick. He was sprinting off that porch before my 
next breath. Soon both assholes were gone, but I was right on their 
nastyass heels. When I was a third of the way down the driveway, 
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though, I heard the sound of Caleb moaning on the porch. That 
sound had me turning right the fuck around really quick. 

Gotta see to Caleb! 
“Caleb, babe.” I slipped and fell as I tried to turn—ripping a 

good-size hole in the knee of my jeans in the process. The sensation of 
warm blood trickling down my leg served to focus me. Then I was 
making my way back to my man. 

“B-bradley.” His voice trembled. “Bradley.” 
Again, I thoughtlessly flung myself on top of him and hugged his 

shaking body to me. “Babe, gotta… babe, let’s get you to the 
hospital… or I’ll call an ambulance, if ya want… or I can drive ya, 
or… I gotta call the police… yeah… yeah… call the cops….” Caleb 
had the rare opportunity of watching as his manly boyfriend fell apart 
at the seams completely. 

And then he put his arms around my shoulders. And they 
sheltered me. 

Caleb’s arms are sheltering me. 
In the midst of his fear and pain, Caleb was sheltering me. I fell 

more in love with him the moment I realized that. 
“Bradley, where’s your phone?” His voice was now mostly 

steady. 
“D-dropped it on the d-driveway….” Mine voice wasn’t. 
“I’ll find my phone.” He shifted beneath me, which made me 

realize I was probably crushing him. I leaned to the side and removed 
my weight from his chest. And before I knew it, he was on the phone to 
the police, calmly reporting a break-in and his address. And then he 
was comforting me again. 

“We are safe, Bradley. That’s the only thing that matters.” 
My breathing was loud and shaky. “They…. You were right. 

Those assholes came back.” 
He chuckled in the way the Caleb I knew before the assault might 

have. “I wonder what their plan was? I mean, did they plan on dragging 
me to their shadowed den of thieves? I didn’t see a car parked down by 
the street, or anything.” 
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I knew they had probably planned on finding him alone and… 
and I really didn’t need to dwell on that part, did I? 

“And did you hear what that red-haired guy said—that I fucked 
with his sister? That’s the same kind of thing the guy said in the 
parking lot that night.”  

I nodded, knowing the night he was referring to. “Must be a case 
of mistaken identity.” 

“Well, the police will be here soon, and we can tell them what we 
he said. And then we can go through the house with them to see if 
anything is missing and to see if they can find any fingerprints, I 
guess.” 

I buried my face in his coat. “Caleb, are you okay? Did you get 
hurt? Like, when they grabbed you and dragged you, or when I… when 
I kinda body-slammed you?” 

“I’m okay. I’m fine, and you’re fine. We are fine.” 
We are fine, aren’t we? 
I kept my face nuzzled into the shoulder of his coat because I sure 

didn’t feel fine. 
 
 

SO NOW the police agreed with Caleb—what had happened was most 
likely not a “random act” of any kind, but a calculated effort to 
perpetuate Caleb’s harassment, at best, and at worst, an effort to finish 
the job they’d started—to take revenge for some misdeed they 
perceived Caleb had committed toward one of the men’s sisters. 
Strangely, this knowledge seemed to comfort Caleb. 

But neither of those scenarios was acceptable to me as a possible 
future for my boyfriend. Those guys had gotten away, and we both 
knew they could return at any time. So, right after the police had given 
us the okay to leave, we packed up some clothes and toiletries and 
headed to my apartment. 

Later that night, as we lay together on my bed holding hands, he 
said, “The rings… the rings are gone.” Caleb’s voice was still calm but 
now sounded hollow. “They took our wedding rings.” 
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I experienced an immediate stab in my heart at the realization that 
the loss of those rings was still so painful to Caleb. But I struggled to 
hide my insecurity. 

I pressed my nose into the sheets and was immediately thankful 
that Amy had covered the bed with fresh linens (and I’d swear she 
dusted and picked up some of the shit that usually cluttered the floor of 
my bedroom when I called to tell her that we were coming to stay). I 
forced out the words. “I’d do anything to get them back for you, babe. I 
know they mean the world to you.” 

Caleb lifted himself onto one elbow, grunting softly at his fresh 
pain, a product of the rough treatment of earlier that day. His gaze 
wasn’t at all soft; it was probing as he searched my face. “Yes, the 
rings mean a lot to me, but not because I’m in love with David any 
longer.” 

I didn’t say anything, but continued to stare into his eyes. I 
needed so frigging badly to hear the rest of what he was about to say. 
Understanding his feelings about this was critical to my state of mind. 

“Bradley, by taking those rings, they’re trying to violate the 
sanctity of my marriage. Their message was sent, and I heard it, loud 
and clear. They meant to dishonor the very concept of a marriage 
between two men.” 

As usual, Caleb was right. And I’d been focused simply on how 
his reaction to the missing rings affected me. 

Those guys were worse douchebags than I thought. 
I’d never thought about the rings like that, but he was 100 percent 

correct. Those two creeps had torn apart the entire apartment, left a 
disgusting “gift” on our bed, smashed the portrait of Caleb and David, 
and then thrown the pieces into the fireplace. But the only thing they’d 
stolen had been the two rings that hung by a length of twine from the 
corner of a wedding portrait depicting two men deeply in love. 

A symbol of gay love and marriage. And more specifically of 
Caleb’s gayness and marriage. 

“But tonight, Bradley, I feel less afraid. Strangely, tonight I feel 
angry.” 
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There was a hard edge to his voice, one that was completely new 
to me. I’d never heard that tone, not even before all this started. I 
waited for more. 

“All I can hope is that they left behind enough evidence this time 
to enable the police to locate them.” He bent down far enough for me to 
smell the sweetness of his breath when he next spoke. “Now weren’t 
we about to do something important back at the guest house, when we 
were so rudely interrupted?” 

Oh, yeah. We were, weren’t we? 
Caleb took my lips with an authority I thought he had lost. 
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TURNING THE TABLES 
 
HE WASN’T what I’d call all better or anything, and it might sound all 
kinds of fucked up, but the night of the break-in was a turning point for 
Caleb. To start he seemed more than pleased to spend time in the 
company of Billy and Amy. Where he had been so eager to hide for so 
long, to stay completely away from anybody but me and his parents, he 
was now willing to hang out in our living room and eat sloppy slices of 
Ricci’s pizza with my roommate and his girl. 

In particular, Caleb seemed to be taking a serious liking to Amy. 
And the feeling seemed to be more than mutual. 

“I’ve been taking Prozac. In a rather high dosage.” I overheard 
him confiding to her as I was tearing up the pizza box to put in the 
recycling bin, and I was surprised. 

“Do you think it’s working for you? My mother has been on Paxil 
for years, and things aren’t perfect with her, but they are much better 
than when I was little.” 

I glanced at Caleb and Amy, who were chatting quietly, sitting 
cross-legged on each end of the couch. And although they were 
discussing psychiatric medications, everything just seemed normal. I 
had a warm feeling, which was followed by a sudden burst of “holy 
shit!” That’s all I can call it. 

My skin tightened and covered with a thin layer of goose bumps. 
I had an urge to run for my bedroom, and I didn’t know whether to grab 
Caleb and take him with me, or leave him in the living room without 
me, to fend for himself. 

I stepped into the corner of the room, not wanting to stay but not 
wanting to leave Caleb. But the fear I felt was palpable. It was as if a few 
hard, cold realities smacked me right in the head, leaving me reeling. I 
succumbed to the urge to get the hell outta there, and I was off. 

I hadn’t hidden in my blankets since I was a kid, I realized, as I 
burrowed deep under the covers, ultimately reaching the foot of the 
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bed. My thoughts were jumbled—fear, relief, insecurity, guilt, and a 
sense of worthlessness so deeply ingrained in my spirit that I don’t 
know if I would have recognized myself without it. 

I’m not coming out of here. This whole thing is too much for me. 
What was I thinking when I thought I could handle all this? That I 
could look after a guy like Caleb? That I could do anything at all to 
make him whole again! I’m nothin’! Friggin’ nothin’! Couldn’t even 
protect him from those assholes when they came back to knock him 
around and wreck his whole apartment and steal his goddamned 
wedding rings! And now that he’s getting better, getting stronger, he’s 
gonna rethink the whole Bradley-Zelder-in-my-life thing. Now that he 
doesn’t need me anymore, and he’ll remember that I had to google 
topics to discuss intelligently on our first date and…. 

A warm hand reached beneath the blankets and made its way to the 
side of my knee, where it fastened on and held tight. I absorbed the 
feeling of the strong palm gripping me with sureness. I released some of 
my anxiety into that palm, which sounds like a load of crap, but I did. 

“May I join you under there?” His voice sounded deep and calm 
and like just the life raft I needed. 

I grunted, but he took the sound as a “yes,” lifted the covers, and 
snuggled in beside me. 

“Don’t hurt your ribs, man.” It was still my job to look out for 
him, wasn’t it? 

“I’ll be careful.” He reached his arms around me. He was stronger 
than the last time he’d tried to hold me. I was happy about that. I was 
also scared by it. “You need to talk to me, Bradley.” 

I immediately complied. “I don’t know what just happened to 
me… don’t get it.” 

He sighed. “We’ve been through a lot over the past months, 
haven’t we?” 

Well, damn, if that isn’t the understatement of the century. I 
shrugged and then nodded. 

“You’ve been very strong for me. You’ve been my rock.” 
I don’t feel much like a rock at the moment. 
“You sacrificed everything to care for me.” 
Well, shit, I’d do it again in a friggin’ split second. 
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“Your job, your friends and family, going to the gym, continuing 
your education. Your very home.” He sighed again. “You gave up all of 
those things for me.” 

“It wasn’t nuthin’.” I sounded like a thirteen-year-old. 
Caleb shoved the covers down from our heads, and in the dusky 

light of the room, I could see his eyes. And I knew he could see mine. I 
wondered what he would see when he looked into them. “Bradley.” 
Those gorgeous blue eyes filled with tears. “It was everything.” 

I couldn’t help it. I reached for his face with both hands; it was 
my job to dry his tears. 

“What’s wrong, my sweet Bradley?” My fingertips were wet with 
his sadness. His confusion. “I need you to talk to me.” 

He needed? He needed this from me. 
I took a deep breath and tried to respond. “I… I….” Did I even 

have a clue as to how to put my jumbled thoughts into words? 
“Just try to explain,” he urged again. 
“Caleb, I tried to be what you needed.” That was a start. 
“You were perfect.” He leaned toward me and kissed my left 

cheek just above where it was pressed to the mattress. 
“I did my best… not sure it was enough. Not sure.” 
“Just that you tried, Bradley—just that you tried was enough for 

me.” 
“And then… then I saw you talking to Amy and I remembered 

exactly who you were before… before….” 
He nodded. He knew what I was talking about. 
“And I got more fuckin’ scared than I was even when you were 

hurt.” That was quite a confession, wasn’t it? 
“Why is that?” He didn’t look disgusted. Not yet. 
I had to take a few more unsteady breaths before I was ready to 

talk. “I got suddenly scared that you weren’t gonna need me anymore. 
Shit, Caleb, I’m such a fuckin’ loser.” 

Fucked up thing was, he still didn’t look disgusted by my 
confession. 
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“I mean, I’m so glad you’re almost back to normal—in your head 
and in your body—but I just got this sudden all-over body chill when I 
saw you and Amy talking and laughing. I knew that you were on your 
way back to being the old Caleb. And I just freaked out.” 

Caleb pulled me against him, and again I noticed his increased 
strength. “You probably won’t believe me, but I understand.” 

I’m pretty sure I looked at him skeptically. 
“Bradley, you don’t know how many times I’ve wondered 

about….” Caleb stopped speaking and swallowed loudly. 
I fought the urge to beg him to continue. 
“About whether you would still want to live together when this… 

when this was all over.” He was brave; he didn’t look away. “I asked 
myself if we were going to return to casual when I was back on my 
feet.” 

How long had I been shaking my head? “No, Caleb. Our lives are 
joined now. I don’t wanna go back to how it was before.” I took one 
more deep breath, threw caution to the wind, and said those three 
words. “I love you.” 

He smiled. It was big and bright and white and, I suddenly 
realized, it was all for me. “I love you too, Bradley. I want to spend my 
future with you.” He shivered, as if that admission had maybe scared 
him a bit. “I fear thinking about things like ‘forever’ because I feel like 
I’ve come so close to losing my forever several times.” 

“Yeah, babe. I get that.” 
“But I’m feeling better, and I know that I need to trust in the 

future—that there will be a future, and that it will be with you, and we 
will be happy.” I snuggled against his chest. “Part of having a future 
together is letting me help you through moments like this. I need to be 
your rock too, sometimes, Bradley.” 

My lips were drawn to the smooth skin beneath the collar of his 
polo. I kissed him there and licked, needing to taste my partner’s 
strength. “You sure? ’Cause I still got strength in me to share with you. 
Don’t think ’cause I broke down once that I’m weak or—”  

“You are my rock. I think I once was yours. And I want to be it 
again.” 

“Still wanna live with me?” 
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He nodded. “Wherever we end up, as long as it’s together, I know 
I’m going to like it there.” 

“I don’t wanna go back to the guesthouse until, like, until those 
guys are caught.” 

“If they are ever caught. I think we need to face that possibility.” 
A shadow flickered past his eyes, but he recovered quickly. 

I didn’t hold back—I asked what had been on and off my mind 
since I saw him chatting with Amy. “And so, we’re still gonna be 
boyfriends?” 

“Always going to be—until we’re husbands, that is.” 
I couldn’t help it. I broke into this hugeass grin. That was good 

enough for me. 
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WRAPPING IT UP 
 
ON THE way back to my apartment from his appointment with Jim, 
Caleb’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and pressed it to his 
ear, and in one split second, his expression changed so drastically that 
I found myself pulling the truck onto the shoulder of the road so I 
could focus on just Caleb. After the short conversation, where he just 
uttered a nearly inaudible yes or no a couple of times, he ended the 
call and placed his phone on the dashboard. Then he turned to look at 
me. Right directly squarely at me. 

“They think they have one of the men who—” 
I grabbed the phone from the dash. Don’t know why I did it—

nobody was there anymore—it was just a reaction, I guess. 
“He had the rings in his jacket pocket. They found them when 

they took him into custody.” 
I was speechless. I just stared. 
“He is… The guy is Robert Creedy. Angela Creedy’s younger 

brother.” 
A sound of shock and fury flew out of my mouth that I can’t 

even begin to describe. 
“They want us to come down to the police station to identify 

him. To see if he is one of the people we saw at the guesthouse.” 
“The guesthouse?” Well, that was coherent. Um, not so much. 
Caleb looked away and I felt our newfound, strong connection 

slip away a bit, as well. “I don’t know if I can do this. I thought that 
when or if the time came, I’d be able to. But I just don’t know if I’m 
up to it.” His shoulders sank. “Angela’s brother.” 

It was as if we were taking turns stepping up to the plate for 
each other’s benefit. “We can, babe. We can do it.” I put the phone 
back on the dash and reached over to take Caleb’s hand. “It’s gonna 
be okay.” 
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I put the truck in drive, turned it around, and headed in the 
direction of the Danson police station. Caleb gripped my hand and 
held it so tight I worried about the circulation in my fingers. 

 
 

CALEB AND I had each individually identified the wild-eyed, ball 
cap dude we’d seen at Caleb’s guesthouse. After close examination 
through the thick pane of glass in the observation room, Caleb had 
also identified the man as one of his attackers from the night of his 
assault. And the asshole, for his part, showed neither respect nor 
regret. In fact, he looked mighty pissed off and kept spouting crap 
about how homos should have their balls cut off and not mess with 
people’s older sisters.  

Robert Creedy also volunteered that he got the idea for this 
whole “pulverize the queer” campaign when his sister had tearfully 
told him in early December that Caleb Jorde had led her on for years 
and had dumped her when some loser who looked like Bradley 
Cooper came into the picture. According to him, Angela had no 
knowledge of his plan to assault and stalk Caleb, thus avenging her 
honor, but the police told us that they were going to check that claim 
out carefully. 

Before we left the police station, we were informed that the 
asshole was spilling his angry, frustrated guts to the detective in 
regard to the identity of his partner in crime, who was just some hater 
friend of his who wanted to go along with Robert for the pure thrill of 
“stompin’ a pansy.” 

 
 

BY THE time we got back to the guesthouse, as we finally felt safe to 
return, we were both mentally spent. I tried to drag Caleb to the couch 
so I could hold him until the day’s events became distant in our 
minds, but he had different plans. 

“I want to show you something.” I automatically started toward 
the bedroom, assuming (incorrectly, at least for that moment) that 
Caleb wanted to reassert his sense of power by making fierce love to 
me—as the man fully in charge of how it all went down in the bed—
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the way he had done very often in the previous few days. And I had 
no complaints whatsoever. If that was what Caleb needed to do to feel 
as if his life was under his own control, who was I to stop him? I 
giggled with anticipation. 

“No, sweetheart, we’re not going to the bedroom, at least not 
yet.” He led me to the fireplace and forcibly turned me so that I was 
facing the bare wall above it. “I’m going to get something and I want 
you to wait right here.” 

I nodded, wondering what he was up to. 
Briefly Caleb slipped off to the small storage room at the end of 

the hall, but he was back before I could have counted to ten. He came 
to stand beside me and I noticed he held a frame, one that looked very 
similar to the split-rail style frame that had held his and David’s 
wedding picture. 

“I want us to hang this together.” He lifted the frame and held it 
in front of us. We both stared down. 

“The puzzle. Our Christmas morning puzzle.” Caleb had framed 
the puzzle that we had struggled to create when we were trying to turn 
a dark day into a light one. “You framed it, Caleb.” 

“Yes, I did. When you were out plowing, I retrieved the broken 
pieces of the frame from David’s and my wedding picture. I rebuilt a 
smaller frame.” 

The framed puzzle picture was far from perfect. I could see 
evidence of sloppy cutting and thin strands of dried hot glue 
crisscrossed the image. But Caleb had taken the time to piece together 
the random puzzle pieces of cards given to us by friends and family, 
mount it to a weathered board, and set it in a frame that had once 
framed the true love of his past. 

“It’s perfect.” I was nearly speechless. Fucking perfect. 
“Then shall we hang it?” Caleb didn’t wait for my answer. He 

took one of my hands and placed it on the frame. The old wrought-
iron nail that had once supported the weight of his wedding portrait 
waited patiently for a new piece of art. 

Together we reached up and hung the image that contained 
poignant parts of our past and holiday greetings from the present year. 
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Then with small smiles on each of our faces, we turned toward each 
other to face our future. 
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