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Two people, both of them disturbing, stood in Ian's doorway. It was bad enough that Father Rowe, the college president, was one of them. The other was a good-looking boy that Ian didn't want to meet.

The boy could have been a student. But in that case, Ian, an 18-year-old freshman himself, would have seen him on campus. And if he had seen him, he would not have forgotten him.

This boy was the one.

Luckily, there was no history of walks with him in the wheat fields, no series of long conversations to find out who he was. Besides, Ian was no good at that stuff, the stuff of making it personal, which apparently you had to do if you wanted someone.

"Ian," Father said, "this is Luke Hawthorne. He's a senior at the local high school."

"Hi," Ian said. He wanted to touch him, so he extended his hand.

Luke shook it.

Ian was grateful that the warmth lasted several seconds.

"Luke," Father said, "you and your parents are more than welcome to stop by my office. The door is always open."

The words sounded like a bit of a preamble but they weren't. Father was out the door, having closed it behind him. Ian was standing there looking at Luke.

"Have a seat," he said.

Luke took the chair and Ian took the bed. None of that one-on-one stuff applied because Luke was not a student at the college. Plus it was Father who brought him here, then left. Ian fluffed up a pillow but did nothing with it.

"How do you like it here so far?" he said, a standard line that would go nowhere, though he could find one that was worse.

"It's okay," Luke said.

"What makes you want to be a priest?"

"My parents."

You could see the rebellion far below the surface of those brown eyes, which were earthen only in color. They may even have rolled at the question, as if it was something an adult would ask. Ian sat up, kind of resenting the kid in his room, a kid who didn't seem to like him whether he wanted him to or not.

"You don't want any part of this," Ian said, "do you?"

"No."

"Well, I do have a test to study for." Ian swung his legs off the bed and his feet hit the floor as if he had shoes on. "I'll answer any question you've got but it kind of looks like you don't have any."

"Not really," Luke said.

He somehow made Ian's chair look uncomfortable, which it wasn't. In fact, Ian could have been a very good host if the kid would have let him. But none of that seemed possible now. Even when boys like this came to your room, they were still out of reach.

"If your parents win the war," Ian said, "my door is always open." He wasn't finished talking, though. "I suppose I could take you for a walk. Our world is more than chanting in Latin all day."

"Thanks." Luke got to his feet, the attitude clearly bad.

Ian wanted to hit him. Of course, he wouldn't. Maybe the remark about Latin was enough but he wanted to say more. Instead, he just let him go, and he wasn't sure if either of them said goodbye or some other social grace upon parting. Ian got back to studying for the test, reserving a thought or two for the kid who came to his room, a kid that he could have liked under different circumstances. Or maybe even these.
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Ian passed another test a week later but it was only academic, nothing personal. He was lounging in his room during the afternoon, playing the radio and letting his mind go to memories that some of the songs evoked. When the knock came at the door, he assumed it was Calgary, a friend from upstairs.

Ian turned the lock and knob, and got ready to step to the hall in his stocking feet. Luke stood there, alone.

"What about that walk?" he said.

Luke didn't count in the thick ledger of ways to commit a particular friendship. Nor did Ian expect to see him again. He motioned him in, and with him, some sort of thrill. If only he could think of what to say. Nothing much came to mind.

"You came back," he said.

"Yeah."

Ian put his shoes on carefully. Was he supposed to pick up the argument where he and Luke had left off before? He had no idea why Luke was standing in his room but if the kid wanted to go for a walk, then they would go for a walk. Ian could ditch him someplace once and for all. Losing him was the only way this could reasonably end. Love was out of the question.

About the only thing that Ian knew how to do was tie his shoes. Even that skill was escaping him, though, with Luke standing there above it all. There was something about him that Ian liked but mainly he despised him for his perfection. Luke was everything Ian had wanted in high school, but high school was over.

They went down the hall. Ian held open the main door leading outside and late November put a few snowflakes in their path.

"So," he said, "tell me what you would find on a walk like this."

He felt the way he did during the test that morning. But like the test, it was all academic. And what he really wanted was to know the truth about this kid, how he felt about stuff.

"I don't know," Luke said.

"Do you know more about your plans?"

"I don't want to be a dumb priest."

They crossed over the last of the lawns and the green was losing badly to the white. Ian could not realistically lose the debate but he would like it a lot better if it would lead somewhere else. To Luke, for instance. Too bad Ian only knew how to talk about things if they were theoretical.

"Are you going to enroll here?" he said. Maybe that's what somebody would say if they knew how to say things.

"Probably."

"Do your parents run your life?"

It was the first thing that came to mind. It wasn't what Ian wanted to say. What he wanted to say was, Do you like me?

"Do your parents run yours?" Luke said.

Small talk was more than an art. It was impossible, especially when it mattered.

"The question," Ian said, "is why did you want to come out here?"

The harvest had taken away the crop of the wheat fields.

"Because I wanted to."

Every time Ian thought he had the kid cornered, Luke found a way to get around him. Now Ian tried to find the road they were on, which was only one of many equal paths in the snow. What should have been a simple country road was confusing. It could have gone anywhere. Ian's feelings, too, kept going toward one extreme or the other, pendulum swings between love and hate.

"How are you doing in school?" he said.

"Not bad."

"Since you don't want to be a priest, do you have any other ideas?"

"I wanna be just like you."

Ian watched the snow as if there were shades of white in it, nuances that he could read. All he could do, though, was confess to the hurt. "Did I say something I shouldn't have?"

Luke shook his head. "I'm sorry."

Ian stared at him. Then he looked away because Luke was different now, no longer on the other side of an abstract proposition. He was kind of real. Maybe they could just talk sort of normal.

"You live in town?" Ian said.

"Bottom of the hill. Blue house, big oak tree."

The snow was building up on the road so that you couldn't distinguish it from the empty fields. Everything was going white and strange. Even the small talk was working for the first time ever. You could get to know somebody. It was a new world for Ian and he wanted to find out more about his place in it, and who was who.

"Why did you come to my room today?" he said.

He hoped the question was small talk but he knew immediately that it was not. Luke stopped their progress in the snow, his beautiful face as hard as winter. He was about to misinterpret the question at the very instant that Ian wanted him forever.

The air seemed heavy on Luke's breath. "Don't worry," he said, "I won't come tomorrow."

With that, the kid turned for home. And the world went cold again, which meant that for a while it had not been so cold. Ian didn't follow him until it was too late. He wanted to call out but he didn't do that either. He knew the way back without having anyone with him. But that's not how he wanted to go back.
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Luke was true to his word about not returning. Ian waited a week for him. Finally, he told himself that he had to see him again, one way or the other.

When he finished classes for the day, he went to his room and turned on the radio. He kept it low so Father Guthrie, the dormitory priest, wouldn't hear it. There was no rule against playing the radio but you didn't want to call attention to yourself.

Every two minutes he checked his watch, like he had been doing all week. At 6:25 p.m., someone knocked on the door. It had to be Luke. And if it was, it would have to mean that he wanted what Ian wanted. The moment had finally come.

But it was only Calgary, and an invitation for dinner. Ian told him no without much explanation except that he wasn't hungry. It was supposed to be a lie but his nerves had stolen his appetite. After Calgary shrugged and left, Ian got a hat and coat off the rack.

The oak tree at the bottom of the hill was taller than he imagined, so tall that it reached up and grabbed about half of the sky. The house it guarded was the blue one he was looking for. He was scared to knock on the door. And the woman who answered looked too young to be Luke's mother.

"Is Luke here?" Ian said.
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