
  
    
      
    
  



 	
      
    
  


Advance Praise for Matthew Clark Davison


“Doubting Thomas moves compellingly and compassionately
among races, genders, sexual identities, and other human conditions. A
novel of this depth and vigor, this liveliness, would be notable coming from
any writer; the fact that it’s Matthew Clark Davison’s first is a clear
indication of marvels yet to come.” 


—Michael Cunningham, Pulitzer Prize-winning author of The
Hours


 


“Doubting Thomas by Matthew Clark Davison is wonderfully
insightful and tremendously generous of spirit. A book for our age in that it
masterfully navigates the emotional terrain of real people with real affection
for each other, who are trying their best to do the right thing by those they
love. That they do this across differences of race, sexual orientation, class,
and culture is a part of the book, of course, yet this isn’t some intellectual
exercise. The book’s characters are terrifically alive and kicking, constantly
surprising, dismaying, and delighting us.” 


—Alice LaPlante, author of Turn of Mind


 



“How do you go on after one rough year, after the end of a relationship, an illness in the family, and a false accusation, which leads to multiple betrayals from the community that once nourished you? Matthew Clark Davison’s absorbing, electric Doubting Thomas knows that just when you think the losses are behind you, more are on the way, and yet some losses are entangled with unexpected offerings: a fresh way to see, a chance to be of purpose again, and an invitation to love. A searing, candid debut.”


—Paul Lisicky, author of Later: My Life at the Edge of the World

 



“Doubting Thomas is a phenomenal gift; a complex and careful layering of the inherent intersectionality of personhood, and a testament to the transcendent possibilities of storytelling. Heart wrenching and mending, Matthew Clark Davison proves in these pages that, in the hands of the right writer, a novel’s humanity and craft can amplify one another to matching exaltation. Doubting Thomas reveals Davison as the preeminent among such writers, from whom the rest of us are lucky to learn.” 

—T Kira Madden, author of Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls

 


“An electrifying debut. Doubting Thomas is one of those
novels where you return to passages again and again to see exactly how the
author pulled off an ingenious sleight-of-hand. Matthew Clark Davison is a
force to be reckoned with.” 


—Armistead Maupin, author of Tales of the City


 


“A wrenching professional crisis becomes the occasion for a man to reckon with everything that made him who he is—the loves of his past, his family, the very job he’s in danger of losing. Is it possible to emerge from such a moment with hope and an open heart?  The extremely talented Matthew Clark Davison offers an answer in the form of this very beautiful novel.”  


—Ann Packer, author of The Dive From Clausen’s Pier


 


“What's so enviable, so thrilling in Doubting Thomas is how
deeply realized these characters are . . . not just Thomas but every character
brims with rich detail, nuanced psyche, the beautiful paradoxes of soul and
being that make us human.” 


—Patrick Earl Ryan, author of the Flannery O'Connor Award-winning collection


If We Were Electric


 


“In all my years of reading, I’ve never quite encountered
a book like Doubting Thomas. What is seemingly a book about scandal and
betrayal becomes, in Davison’s skilled hands, a prismatic view of one man’s
grappling with the complexities of family, community, history, memory, and
self. Doubting Thomas is nuanced, layered, detailed, and incredibly
touching. In short, this is a fiercely complicated story, beautifully told.” 


—Zoela Renee Summerfield, author of Every Other Weekend


 


“In Matthew Davison’s Doubting Thomas, a gay man is
accused of molesting one of his students, and is forced to turn his world
inside out. With much grace and a deep understanding of both parenthood and
friendship, Davison has meticulously chronicled love—wild and brotherly and
even marital—into one man's battle to understand himself. Sex too—a treat for
the sensuous.” 


—Terese Svoboda, author of Great American Desert.

 


“From the shock of the first sentence, through heart-rending twists and shifts, right through to the end, Doubting Thomas is a compulsively readable, brilliantly assured novel. Matthew Clark Davison creates such indelible characters, you’ll miss them when you close the book.” 


—Justin Torres, author of We the Animals 



For Jon and Paul, my first two loves.


 


And for Barbara Ellen Clark and Robert Davison, for giving me
brothers.



“Put your finger here; see my hands.


Reach out your hand and put it into my side.


Stop doubting and believe.”


—John 20:26


 


 


“Whether the citizen lives or dies is not a concern of the
state.


What matters to the state and its records is 


whether the citizen is alive or dead.”


—J.M. Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year


Chapter One


Wednesday


May 1st, 2013


 

 


A
single word printed over the picture of Thomas and his fourth-grade class asked
Pedophile? There it hung in Times New Roman bold, staring up from the
online edition of the newspaper. He remembered the day that photo had been
taken, only a year ago, when one of the parents snapped the candid shot as he
and the kids lined up for a field trip beneath the oaks on the school grounds
just as the Portland spring had started to give way to summer and geraniums had
begun to dot the forest floor.


His body buzzed with a foreign set of sensations as he
sipped mint tea. Only one other time, in college, had he felt something
similar, the first of his HIV test results. Fear, yes. A tamped-down terror
that buzzed in his chest, prickled and dampened the skin of his forehead, his
scalp. Just as the mint had started to calm his stomach, another wave hit him
as Thomas stared again at the online photo on his phone. His students’ eyes
were covered with black bars, the kind he’d seen thirty years ago on naked
people in medical dictionaries when he and his older brother James were kids
and would sneak away from the children’s lit section and into the science room
at the library. 


Thomas clicked to Contacts, then Family,
then James. Before the first ring, his older brother picked up, said
hello. Up until now he hadn’t told any of his family because up until today,
even with all of his lawyer’s warnings, he didn’t believe there’d be reason.


“There’s an unfortunate work situation,” was all
Thomas managed, imagining a national newspaper picking up the local story and
James seeing it first. “If anyone contacts you, don’t comment. And don’t
mention anything to anyone else in the family, especially the girls.” 


Just then, his lawyer, Jerome, pulled into Thomas’s
driveway and honked the horn. “More later,” Thomas said, cutting his brother
off. He got up and grabbed his rain jacket from the back of the chair, made his
way to the door. 


• • •


They
met in Mercy’s office first. Then in the vice principal’s. Now it was time for
the town hall. Once inside the recreation building, they walked toward the room
normally used for school presentations. The arrangement of the space mimicked
his own classroom, with a wall of windows opposite the entrance. A podium
usually stood solo in front of all the glass, which never made sense to Thomas,
because it backlit rather than highlighted the speaker. In his classroom, the
same area was where his kids had circled for story time that day nearly a month
ago. Here, two tables were assembled and angled at forty-five degrees to each
side of the podium. Between the tables and the entrance, they’d put out seven
rows of chairs. Thomas and Jerome had been instructed to sit at the table on
the left, Lisa and Conrad Jay—Toby’s parents—near the investigation teams
on the right. Thomas pulled his phone from his pocket. His nephew had texted a
moment before, Another state votes to allow gay marriage! 


Victory! Thomas quickly typed and sent before turning off the
ringer. 


Thomas and Jerome took their places just before the
Jays sat down. Had there been a judge sitting on a riser, the room would’ve
resembled a courtroom instead of a community forum or town hall: Thomas with
his lawyer on one side, one of the sheriffs and the district attorney and her
team on the other. It struck Thomas that Mrs. Jay’s dress looked like a man’s
oversized oxford shirt, and she kept playing with the built-in belt. She’d worn
the same dress to the King Farmers’ Market the Sunday morning after they’d
hosted the fundraising party for the scholarship fund. Like the Jays, many
Country Day parents lived in the West Hills, which was a considerable drive to
northeast, and Thomas had been shopping at that farmers’ market for years
without ever encountering Country Day-ers. King’s, unlike the other outdoor
markets, had opened a month early this year, in April instead of May, so it
drew a larger crowd. 


He remembered the awkwardness as he and the Jays had
looked into each other’s canvas bags. Mrs. Jay talked about melon, about
heirloom versus hothouse tomatoes, about kale—which kind is best, which to
avoid, as if she were an expert on organic food instead of a person who led a
sales team. She seemed relaxed, in charge. Her eye contact reassured Thomas
that the incident with her husband from the fundraising party had gone
unnoticed. In fact, the tone of their conversation reminded Thomas of her
occasional appearances at her son Toby’s bi-monthly parent/teacher conferences
(which Conrad usually attended, solo), where her contributions seemed both
urgent and meaningless, as if she were playing a game—not of domination, but
certainly something to do with control. She needed to lead. If Thomas started
in on Toby’s social skills, she’d redirect to his reading comprehension. Her
manner was compelling, convincing, as if by rerouting she’d uncovered the topic
that everyone wanted to discuss all along.


This made Thomas wonder if it had been his own
meekness that kept him from calling her right after the other incident—not the
one at the party, with her husband, but the one in the classroom with her kid.
The sheriff’s report showed that Toby had said something after school that same
day—the Friday before the fundraiser—and the Jays still invited him.



No matter what the order of events, he couldn’t blame
them for inquiring, even if they should’ve called sooner. Maybe it took the
weekend to sink in? At the very least, it must’ve been confusing. If Toby, who
didn’t usually lie, indeed came home and told them, as they claimed, that
“Thomas touched my pants,” they deserved to hear an explanation. But they’d
been given one. The same one by several witnesses. Why hadn’t that been enough?
What were they doing here? Unable to think of another reason they’d taken this
route, pushed it this far, Thomas could only think of the other incident:
Conrad’s dumb kiss at the fundraiser. He regretted not having said something
then, too—to her—right then and there, at the party, and if not at the
party, the farmers’ market. But he had doubted himself. 


Lisa Jay possessed a particular combination, a
peculiar set of qualities that, individually, Thomas dealt with well: power,
wealth, sincere directness, and a strange, almost masculine beauty. Having
worked with kids of high-performing parents for years, and having grown up with
his father, Thomas knew how to deal with alphas. 


Mrs. Jay’s particular mix, the ever-shifting emphasis
on one or two traits over the others, and the relentless-seeming need to drive
the narrative, threw him off, not because he found it distasteful; he didn’t.
He found it alluring. Sexy? Not only that, but Thomas wasn’t completely sure
she’d seen the kiss between her husband and himself, and if she hadn’t,
mentioning it would have caused trouble rather than alleviated it. 


So, it had come to this. Now the parents and legal
professionals arrived in ones and twos. Thomas watched Jerome as he arranged
documents on the table. The faces of the parents looked dim, as did the room,
which Thomas knew would stay that way until noon. The sun needed time to angle
through the evergreens shading the building. He reached into his pocket and
grabbed the Ziploc he’d filled with chalky pastel antacids. He’d been chewing
on them for a month. He placed one in his mouth. It slowly dissolved as people
packed themselves in. The clock showed ten. The facilitator said, “Time to get
started.” Jerome pulled files from a leather folder as Thomas sipped at a
bottle of water, cleared his mouth of the bits of antacid, then took out his
notebook and pen and braced himself to endure. Thomas scanned the rest of the
space. Who were all these people? He only recognized about a dozen of the
parents from his current class and previous years, all looking—not at him— 
but at their phones (this morning’s headline?) while waiting for things to
begin.


At their table, the Jays were joined by Mercy,
Thomas’s friend and boss, Head of School, who’d come in with Toby’s
psychologist and one of the sheriff’s investigators. As they whispered to each
other, Thomas recalled how he’d bumped into the Jays a second time that Sunday,
the morning after the fundraiser, at the market. The first time at the fruit
stand. The second time, they tasted pies at the bakery’s tent. He’d said
something silly about their outrageous price, like, “Is the crust made of
gold?” to Mr. Jay, whose clean-shaven face appeared too white in contrast to
his blackberry-stained lips. Then, “What a fun night last night. The food?
Those oranges in the vodka tonics? Did you buy them here?” 


Thomas should’ve known something had shifted,
transpired between their first and second meeting, but he’d been too
distracted, too self-conscious. He rarely ran into parents after work, unless
on purpose, so he didn’t think twice about what he was wearing until he noticed
that Mrs. Jay, standing by the plexiglass display case full of pies, looked
right at Thomas’s groin. He wore his baggy weekend pants. They were too loose,
and he hadn’t worn underwear. A pause opened between them and then lingered.
Mrs. Jay lifted her gaze to meet her husband’s, but he stared down at his own
bare wrist, as if he’d wished he’d worn a watch. Thomas waited, then tried to
shift things by mentioning how well Toby had done in his group report. “Such a
team player,” they’d agreed, before Mrs. Jay said the impatient grandma was
watching Toby, so they’d better get back. It seemed her mood had turned, from
surprised to angry, and Thomas chastised himself. Maybe he shouldn’t have gone
to the party. He definitely shouldn’t have gone upstairs alone with Conrad. He
even swore at himself for leaving the house without wearing underwear. Still,
he would have never guessed this from that. 


• • •


Mercy
welcomed the parents. The sheriff painstakingly recounted each of the steps
they’d taken in the investigation. Stubble covered Mr. Jay’s face, his graying
beard almost white against a Mediterranean complexion, his lips pale pink. He
used his right hand to adjust the gold watch now on his left wrist. Coward, Thomas
thought, as Conrad Jay kept repositioning himself, slouching, lowering his chin
to chest—as if to shrink—as if to fit into his wife’s shadow.


Mrs. Jay shifted her gaze between her husband, Toby’s
psychologist, Mercy, Jerome, the District Attorney, and the DA’s assistant, who
had taken over the role of facilitator. Up until today, Thomas had spent too
much time wishing he could know Mrs. Jay’s thoughts, get insight into what she
hoped to prove. Now all he could think was how dare she. How dare she punish
me for the sins of other men.


“The Jays aren’t vindictive, they’re confused,” Thomas
had, up until today, insisted to Jerome. He’d even been so stupid as to blame
himself, playing and replaying Toby’s solo section of his group report, when
the class burst into applause. Toby froze then, too. The unexpected applause— 
like the unexpected laughter—derailed him. Thomas chastised himself for not
mentioning the incidences, but, how could he? It didn’t occur to him. Besides,
mentioning them only explained Toby’s behavior, not his parents’. Up until
today his refrain had been, “The Jays give a lot of money to the scholarship
fund. Toby is a kind kid who knows his parents love him and shouldn’t be made
to suffer because adults are making mistakes.”


Jerome never wavered. Each time Thomas said something
to defend them, Jerome replied, “You’re caught in their web and you can’t see
it. Whatever the formal outcome, your life as you knew it will be over.”


• • •


Nearly
a month had passed since the incident. Three weeks since the call that forced
Mercy to put him on leave. He’d endured two solid weeks of interrogation after
interrogation, formal and informal, direct and indirect, legal and
questionable; from the District Attorney, from the sheriff’s department, from
his boss, and then, later, others, too, including one person he would have
never guessed. 


Thomas’s certainty had not been easily arrived at, nor
Pollyannaish, nor a product of laziness. His capacity to read others and
predict how they’d react was hard-earned and came (not only) from spending the
second half of his life so far observing children and their parents. He’d spent
the first half feeling, when in his most natural state, like a complete
outsider. His defensive strategy to assess and ward off any potential
homophobic danger had, up until now, worked. His certainty—that this would be
no big deal—resulted because facts had been gathered and
cross-checked, experiences measured, behavior observed. Also, logic: Why would
a pedophile molest a victim in a room of witnesses? And math: After five days a
week in a classroom for twenty years (twelve at Country Day) with zero signs— 
recorded or rumored—of grooming or predatory behavior? And demographics:
Country Day’s per capita PhD ratio among parents could beat Boulder’s and Marin
County’s and Berkeley’s. In another school? Yes. In another place? Yes. But
this was not a school nor a town that conflated an identity marker like gay with
a criminal mental illness. The Jays and the other parents at Country Day liked
science, liked facts. 


His ability to observe then predict people and places,
even the small stuff, like what you ate, where you lived, were frequently
right. Thomas had built his life on his excellent judgement. Sprinkle or
downpour? Knuckle sandwich or tongue-kiss? Vegan or meat-lover? Northeast or
Northwest? When wrong, he was often close. He could easily clock the
differences between gray skies and storm clouds; an ad exec who worked in the
Pearl and a banker who commuted downtown; after meeting parents for the first
time each fall, he could guess which of them would fill a lunch box with an
apple and avocado slices on gluten-free bread and those who’d slip a turkey and
cheese on whole wheat into a plastic bag. 


No, he did not believe he had perfect judgement. There
were exceptions. He had a hard time reading other gay men—this even after
spending his entire adult life living in liberal cities. This fact sometimes
made it difficult to pick up on cues when traveling to conservative places like
Colorado Springs, where his younger brother and mother lived. But he believed
in his process. 


When his hypotheses about others proved incorrect, he
quickly saw his blind spots, and added those to the rest of his data, ensuring
that he wouldn’t quite misjudge two similar situations twice. He accounted for
variables like sleep (or lack thereof) and hunger, drugs (those deemed criminal
and those prescribed), religion and cultural influences, mood and personality,
age and mental health, character. For Thomas, there was no umbrella broad
enough to sufficiently arch over race, social status, gender, sexual
orientation. Each was so full of individual experiences, there was only sky.


Still, he paid attention to how each of those and
their various combinations could alter a current. Thomas didn’t pretend to know
it all, not even some, perhaps not even a little. Aware of how narrow (and in
the grander scheme, infinitesimal) was his personal area of expertise, he’d
trained himself to listen. To cooperate with experts. This was why, up until
today, he’d kept his cool and remained sure. And up until today, he had
maintained the belief that things would be fine, that his personal and
professional life would return to normal. How myopic he’d been. Willfully
naive. 


Jerome said, “First we need to keep you out of prison.
If we do that, and if the press reports on the case it could be good in the
long run for the settlement.” He meant for the defamation suit that Thomas
didn’t want. To get back into the classroom had been, up until today, up
until this morning’s headline, Thomas’s only goal. 


• • •


The
DA’s report took nearly an hour. When the arbiter called a break, Thomas walked
to the men’s room. Inside, there was one stall and two urinals. Someone made it
to the stall first. Without dividers between the urinals, Thomas pivoted,
attempted to angle his body for privacy, but Drew Ackerman came in, stood next
to him and stared down—not like in gay clubs, where glances were born of
curiosity or lust. Suddenly it seemed to Thomas as if Ackerman were accessing
the enemy’s weaponry. 


Thomas wished he hadn’t drunk so much tea because the
surge of his urine sounded so (he hesitated, tried not to think it)—virile— 
splashing against the deodorized piss trap. He even wished his anatomy looked
less ready, as Manny, his ex, used to say. Upon initial examination, Manny, a
scientist raised in Germany, had made a verbal comparison and assessment of
each of the two men’s anatomy. “The before-and-after-arousal difference in your
penis is almost entirely about density. It’s all textural. Mine is both size
and texture.” Thomas flushed, had said, “In America, we say: I’m a show-er
you’re a grow-er.”


Thomas finished, washed his hands, and walked, as
quickly as he could, to retrace his steps behind the row of chairs so he could
get back up the aisle to Jerome. In his haste, he tripped on a jogging stroller
one of the mothers hadn’t quite tucked away under the table by the door, with a
trophy on it. A screw—something—on the stroller scraped a line of skin off
his ankle. On his way down, he reached for the table to gain balance, but it
collapsed a bit, and the trophy slid over. Out of its cup, four golf balls
rolled to the floor and clicked as they bounced. Thomas maneuvered around the
parents to collect the balls. After he returned them to the trophy’s cup, he
reassembled the folding table to flat, and then put the trophy back in its
place. Not even Kenneth Cue, one of Jacob’s two dads, budged to help.


When Kenneth and Ryan came in, Thomas assumed they had
showed up for moral support. The three had season tickets to the Pops Series at
the symphony on the same night. They’d run into each other a couple weeks ago
at beer bust on the patio of The Eagle, where Thomas accepted a pint refill
from their pitcher, all proceeds going to some marriage equality org. It had
been an unusually warm April day when the trio sat together and laughed,
watched a drag queen perform a lip-sync number to an old Madonna track as a
shirtless barback circled the patio picking up empties. The day smelled of beer
and cigarettes and the first bloom of jasmine. He’d only been to the bar a
couple of times in all his years in Portland. The buzz of booze and springtime,
the angle of the sun, the beat of the song, and the headiness of body odor and
jasmine all combined into one of those halcyon moments that made sharing the
experience with Kenneth and Ryan seem like so much more than it had been.
Thomas had left the bar more than hopeful, he left feeling whole. Now, as
Thomas smiled at them, they too looked down at their phones. 


• • •


Jerome,
sitting next to him, touched his arm as the final participants made their way
back into the room. Mrs. Jay looked directly at Thomas for the first time since
the town hall began. Her skin appeared slightly swollen. A youthful, vulnerable
look that verged on sexual. She didn’t get the attention she deserved. All
eyes—the mothers’ and Kenneth’s and Ryan’s—seemed to land on Conrad because
of his goofy good looks and rugby-player’s body. The other dads commented on
his luck—rock-climbing and golfing and trekking while his rich wife worked,
and his only kid went to school. 


Thomas imagined Mrs. Jay naked under her shirtdress
and remembered himself a kid at the library with his brother James. The two
holed up in a corner studying the bodies of the women in the medical texts.
Women who were underweight or overweight or suffering with crooked spines and
bowed legs; lactating women, women with two very differently sized breasts— 
how entirely unanimated they were, standing there, captioned with case study
numbers beneath them—and how different his reaction was from his brother’s,
who tore out the torsos with large round breasts, and tucked the images into
his wallet. 


Mrs. Jay maintained eye contact with Thomas until her
expression shifted, deflated. He imagined her with that same look hunching down
next to her son, pointing to his penis and asking, Are you sure he didn’t
touch you here? Repeating it until his no turned I don’t know turned
maybe turned yes. 


As they summarized and recapped the earlier details of
the investigations’ findings, their talk sounded like a television playing in a
room next door. It should’ve been comforting, because they iterated and
reiterated Thomas’s innocence—or, as they put it, lack of evidence sufficient
to press criminal charges—and provided the community access to the adult
witness. They brought copies of transcripts of the police interviews and the
DA’s investigation and used the word transparency a lot. 


Country Day had hired child psychologists to interview
Toby’s classmates. Printouts of their summarized findings had been circulated
and both psychologists answered questions. Because of this, because of the
facts, he hadn’t, until today, quite grasped what was happening here, even
though Jerome had told him. Up until this morning’s headline, Thomas had said,
“No. You don’t know the parents at Country Day. This isn’t the school we
attended as kids. Students at my school have two dads or two moms. You’re
worried about the wrong thing.” 


Thomas thought Jerome should focus on getting him back
in the classroom, because he worried about the effect the misunderstanding
would have on his kids’ learning. He reached down, fingered the raw skin on his
ankle, and as Jerome talked, everything was off, a bit blurry and difficult to
follow. Thomas started to see it: Jerome wanted Thomas’s presence to
push Country Day-ers into saying things he could gather for his civil case. 


From across their divide, Mercy listened, took notes,
nodded; and Thomas remembered the day he’d met her, the day of his interview,
summer of 2001. Her office sparkled. All glass and wood, surrounded by Country
Day’s near-choking foliage, wet and green, the drops on the glass and the glass
itself created tiny prisms that fractured light from the early morning sun. 


She’d looked much younger in person than in the
photograph on the website. In person, she wore glasses, and her hair looked
natural with caramel-tinted highlights along the top and ends, which added even
more dimension to her face with its soft angles and rounded lines except for
the sharpness of her cheekbones. Her gestures, like using the muscles around
her nose to move her glasses higher on its bridge so she could continue to use
both hands for papers, revealed a nerdiness that endeared Thomas to her because
he recognized them in himself and other teachers. On the website’s photo, she’d
worn contacts and sported a wig, the same one she wore now, a style Thomas
associated with Diahann Carroll, perhaps because, in person, Mercy’s features
had also reminded Thomas of the actress, even if her body language did not.
Both had arched brows and wide brown eyes. 


“So,” she’d said, the day of his interview,
interrupting after listening to Thomas lament about worksheets and
teaching-to-testing and his ideas for the project-based learning model he
dreamed of bringing to Country Day, “I was a scholarship student at Country
Day. One of fewer than ten African American students, and the only Black person
with a scholarship during the decade of my course of study. Back then they gave
one scholarship per year. There were no openly LGBT students or faculty then.”


Thomas had let that sink in. He thought of the
brilliant kids in his crowded classrooms in San Francisco, especially those
labeled as difficult or exhibiting behavior issues. Every year he’d receive a
profile on each kid before meeting them. Thomas looked out the window at the
wilderness surrounding this school and realized he’d never met a kid who
wouldn’t thrive in such a setting. 


“If you hire me,” Thomas said, leaning in, “I will
gladly help raise scholarship cash and I will happily be your gay poster boy.” 


When the call came in, Mercy congratulated Thomas on
being their first pick. After relocating, keeping up with his best friend Dana
who stayed in San Francisco, his scattered family, his students and their
parents, homework, cooking, and the gym—especially when Manny, his ex, was
still around—proved difficult. Thomas didn’t have time for a best friend in
Portland. With Mercy, he hadn’t needed one. Their professional relationship
included friendship from the get-go. 


Unlike most others who worked at Country Day, neither
Thomas nor Mercy had their own children. For those eight hours, Thomas felt
like he and Mercy were the dad and mom at a big mansion in the forest. In a
way, he’d found in Mercy what his brothers found with their partners—a person
he loved who he could debrief and laugh with at the end of a day’s hard work.
Together, in the hours after the sun went down, they’d commiserate over the ongoing
chore of convincing the board and PFA to move away from the school’s
traditions. They’d brainstormed strategies to leverage the fundraiser to
significantly increase the number of students served by scholarships. When it
came to the kitty, the board tended toward new buildings or upgrades and
repairs on the property, and the PFA consistently voted in favor of additional
opportunities for the tuition-paying students. Every major decision or change
in policy needed a majority. As Head of School, Mercy represented the entire
staff, but still needed to convince at least one of the other two governing
bodies to vote with her. “That’s where you come in,” Mercy had repeated each
year. This year they shared a chuckle about the steep inclines Obama must’ve
faced post-Bush to get moderates and conservatives to hike over the hill toward
something new. “If he can do it, so can we,” they agreed, and together, Thomas
and Mercy worked hard and had finally convinced the PFA to remove the
scholarship cap. 


And then the town hall ended. All the authorities: the
sheriff, the District Attorney and her assistant, the psychologist and social
worker had given their reports, which exonerated Thomas.


Mercy stood, waited for a moment, and crossed the
room, barely nodding at Thomas but smiling at the parents. It was the same
smile she had worn a couple months back when one of the moms, in the middle of
a discussion at a PFA meeting, interrupted Mercy, and, apropos of nothing,
said, “Oh my god, I love Janelle Monáe. I’d totally be gay for her.” After,
Thomas had asked Mercy why she didn’t tell the mom off. “You’re the one who
should’ve done that,” she said, and Thomas, after he thought about it, agreed.
True to her name, she tried joking, perhaps to alleviate the truth’s sting, a
habit of hers he’d witnessed many times. “At least when I reported the number
of scholarship students—one hundred and one—none of the parents suggested
we call them Dalmatians,” Mercy had said. She laughed. Thomas had remained
silent, ashamed. 


As the rest of the room shifted toward the exit,
Thomas waited to see Mr. and Mrs. Jay’s faces, but they did not look over.
Everyone else spoke in hushed tones, as if exiting a theater just after the end
of a good film. 


Jerome whispered words of encouragement. The rest of
the parents moved quickly, like a pack of rats. One parent said something
almost audible. Something that Thomas first heard as, “Thank god. I knew he
didn’t do it.” But then they did not stop. 


As they passed through the door, the phrase replayed
in Thomas’s mind as, “Dear god, they couldn’t prove it.”


Thomas couldn’t feel his skin, his face. A mom with a
toddler grabbed the expensive jogging stroller that had tripped Thomas, and he
imagined her starting her jog behind it, pushing and gaining speed. He
envisioned the front wheels, their screws loosening as she pumped her sinewy
legs, pushing the stroller faster and faster as the wheels reached the end of
the bolts and finally fell off, forcing the buggy to an abrupt stop, sending
the toddler flying up and up toward the sun starting to set behind the oaken
skyline.


Thomas silently repeated, I’ll get through this,
I’ll get through this, everything will be all right. He tried to believe
the words. After all, he’d been through worse, right? The breakup with Manny.
His brother’s health issues. Weren’t they worse than this? Weren’t they? 


Thomas shook as they waited for Mercy and the Jays to
exit. Jerome grabbed Thomas, hugged him. Thomas rested his chin on Jerome’s
shoulder and watched. 


Chapter Two


A Year Earlier


April 2012


 


 


Two
weeks had passed since Thomas’s breakup. Before the calls, before the wind had
cleared the sky of its clouds, the storm had awoken him, and Thomas laid on his
back, eyes open in the dark, imagining his bed a tent in the middle of the
woods; the top sheet a roof to house his funk. He knew he’d have to return to
Country Day the next morning to teach, but that day he’d wanted to stay at Camp
Misery, punish himself with his own stink. The black s’s and c’s of Manny’s
body hair still peppered the fitted sheet, and without him there, Thomas’s
mattress felt vast and lonely. Like failure.


He’d been squeezing, wondering how much longer he
could keep the liquid in his bladder when his phone rang for a second time. His
nieces and nephew only texted, and none of the parents at Country Day would
call that early on Sunday. It had to be a robot; a telephone solicitor. He
needed to add his number to the “Do Not Call” list. He needed to do a
lot of things. A cantaloupe he could smell from his bedroom sat in a fruit bowl
on the counter; a pot of black beans in the fridge had long since fermented
into something unholy; a pile of mail and tax documents on the desk had yet to
be opened or filed. Through the thunder and rain, he imagined the weeds along
his walkway laughing like cartoon villains, planning their takeover. 


It kept ringing. He got up, grabbed his khakis from
the floor on his way to the bathroom, and fiddled his phone out of the front
pocket, hoping it was Manny.


Manny, whose full name was Emmanuel Koroma—his dad,
a Sierra Leonian doctor who met his mom, a German artist, in Germany during his
residency—had been stubborn (a characteristic Manny attributed to his mom),
stoic (something he learned from his dad who’d endured all sorts of racism in
Germany), and almost psychotically practical (something Thomas ascribed to
Manny being a German and a scientist). Thomas didn’t do depression,
didn’t believe in self-pity as a solution to anything. His disgust in himself
for his inactivity deepened the depression that caused the inactivity and made
him feel like a snake eating his own tail. He managed to hold it together all
day all week, but since the breakup, he spent evenings and weekends in a vortex
of crunchy Cheetos, sleep, and bad TV. 


In front of the mirror, he paused. Studied his pale
face, his salt-swollen eyes, the uneven arc where his forehead met hairline.
Your furrows cut deep enough to plant corn, Manny had occasionally
teased whenever Thomas worried. Placing his head under the faucet, he gulped as
the water poured into and around the sides of his mouth. When he finished, he
numbered in the phone’s passcode. 


Manny had not called. His younger brother’s wife,
Sheree, and his older brother, James, were the names that appeared on
the display under Missed Calls. Thomas felt a sharp jab, a prick of pain in his
right side after reading James’s text from an hour before. Call me now.
Emergency.


James picked up before the end of the first ring.
“It’s Junkels,” he said, using their younger brother’s nickname. “Neck cancer.”



Jake, the youngest of the three McGurrin brothers, had
just turned thirty-seven. He and his wife, Sheree, and son, Max, lived in a
small, impeccably kept two-bedroom house nine miles from the Colorado Springs
airport, toward the base of Pike’s Peak. After referring to Jake, tenderly, as The
Junkie and Junk for years, Thomas and his family now called Jake Junkels.


Jake’s nickname hadn’t always been endearing. Jake’s
overdoses and months gone missing had kept Thomas and James and their parents
on high alert for all of the 1990s. Thirteen years ago Jake had cleaned up,
found the twelve steps and God, then married his rehab sweetheart. Eleven years
ago, he had become dad to Max. Ten years ago, Jake had tattooed the names of
his wife and son on the skin on the outside of his neck. Five years ago, he had
moved into his first house. Two days ago, Jake had gone to the doctor after the
brothers’ mother, Maddy, noticed the odd way Jake strained when swallowing.
That morning, James told Thomas that Jake had received a call—from a doctor
on a Sunday at dawn—that the cancer cells had multiplied and spread into the
tissue at the base of his tongue and on the inside of his tattooed neck.


“You need to prepare yourself for Jake to be dead in
three months,” James, the doctor, the pragmatist, the straight shooter, said.
Always the unmediated knee-jerk speaker, compelled to deliver the most direct,
least censored version of what he was thinking, as if doing so meant avoiding
the complexities of human emotion. 


Thomas hung up. He thought he’d call Jake immediately,
but found himself back in the bedroom stripping his bed of its sheets, picking
up the clothes strewn across the dark wood floor. “No,” he said, after pressing
start on the washing machine, again after opening the window shades, after
hollowing the seedy guts from the center of the cantaloupe he’d sliced in two.
He added the cut-up rind and black beans to the compost, then went outside to
yank weeds. When finished, he attacked the pile of two weeks’ worth of mail
until he’d recycled or filed every piece. “No,” Thomas said afterward, still
sitting at his desk, as he turned on his laptop and finally called Jake. As the
phone rang, pain radiated from his side upward through his scapula and neck to
the crown of his head. Then a moment of relief. It could be their game. Their
April Fools. 


Sheree picked up. “Tommy?” she said. “Did you hear
about Jake?” 


“Yes,” Thomas said.


“I can’t,” she said, and Thomas immediately knew this
was no joke. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t,” reminding Thomas of the last time
he’d heard her speak those words to him on the phone. “I can’t,” Sheree had
said, that time too. “It’s too much, Tommy,” she’d repeated, three months after
Trayvon Martin had been murdered after buying a bag of Skittles at 7-Eleven.
“Another boy. It’s videoed, again,” she’d said, fury traveling from her whisper
to his ear. It spread through Thomas, like the gasoline that had spilled into
the puddle on the blacktop near the end of his driveway, a prism of color. The
low, raw tones of Sheree’s voice, grief and rage, then and now. 


Chapter Three


April 2012


 


 


“Homo!”


James’s voice ricocheted off the metal conveyer set
along the wall decorated with a pastel painting of the Rocky Mountains. But
Thomas didn’t hear his older brother correctly, even when he yelled it again,
the second time like a question: “Homo?”


Thomas recognized the timbre of James’s voice as he
looked in the direction of the sound: a rich, smooth baritone. He’d thought his
brother was calling, “Hello?” So Thomas called back. “Over here!” he
said, waving. “I’m here,” he repeated, scanning the people by the car rental
desks and the airport’s Visitor Information Center. 


The two older McGurrin brothers were in Colorado
Springs for the first time since Jake’s diagnosis. James, with his medical
contacts, his ability to analyze and galvanize; Thomas, with his capacity to
listen, and execute on a plan. The two would now join forces, relieve Sheree
and Jake and Max of some of the worry. 


Thomas hefted his backpack higher onto his shoulders
and looked through the small airport crowd. With the constant addition and
subtraction of states offering marriage to same-sex couples, since they’d ruled
Prop 8 unconstitutional, and especially since his and Manny’s breakup, Thomas
had, for the first time, become hyperaware of left hands. Ring fingers,
sporting every sort of precious metal and stone, gathered light and sent
sparks. Wedding rings were suddenly everywhere: on the mom holding an infant’s
head; a dad hefting, then tossing, then catching his daughter as she laughed.
 


As he made his way between the airport entrance and
where Thomas stood at the baggage claim, James’s smile seemed to float in front
of the rest of him. It wasn’t a squeal; more of a clear, high-pitched note that
erupted from a space somewhere in between Thomas’s chest and throat, a primal
excitement, delight at seeing his big brother. And not just excitement, but
also relief. The news of Jake’s cancer had wound Thomas up, wrung out the
loneliness from the breakup, and invigorated him out of depression with a
panicky edge he hadn’t felt in years: The kind of manic dread that had started
in childhood, continued in high school, then enveloped him completely during
Jake’s active-addict years, which coincided with the AIDS years and Thomas’s
coming out.


“Give me a real hug, you faggot,” James said, too
loudly, keeping Thomas squeezed to him. James’s phone rang, and he released
Thomas to answer. Thomas looked back to the carousel; saw his luggage, walked the
few feet and lunged, but missed it. A man in an Air Force uniform grabbed the
bag, handed it to Thomas. “You and your boyfriend,” he said. “Watch the antics
around my kids.” 


“That’s my brother,” Thomas said, feeling his face
heat up. “Not my boyfriend.” 


The breast of the man’s jacket was decorated with
colorful pins and patches that Thomas suddenly wanted to rip off. Not today,
Thomas thought. He sized the guy up and felt certain that he could hold his own
in a brawl—but the guy’s kid stood there smiling at him like Thomas was
holding out a balloon, and before Thomas could throw a punch or tell him off,
the man had already turned around and plucked a hard-sided suitcase from the
center of a bundle of duffels. As he made toward the exit, his wife and kids
followed. His kid turned back to wave at Thomas as she hopped along the blue
and brown geometric patterned carpet. James finished his call, put his phone in
his jacket pocket. “Jake refused to have any part of his tongue or jaw removed,
and the doctors have six weeks to agree on the exact combination of radiation
and chemotherapy. He needs us to get him into shape.” 


Zombiesque images of Jake’s face without a jaw and
tongue developed in Thomas’s imagination. He tried to repack them, zip them
away and replace them with the Jake-face he always thought of first. The
pre-dental work, still freckle-faced Jake with a swoosh of bangs, hair
sun-bleached a dark golden blond.


“What did that guy say to you?” James asked, motioning
toward the door. 


“He thought we were lovers,” Thomas said. James’s skin
had a strange yellowish-pink hue, like it had been stained with saffron, then
scrubbed with a brush. “He was afraid we might have sex in front of his kids.”


“Seriously? Fucking redneck,” James said. “Should we
go after him?”


Thomas looked up to the blue-painted ceiling, then
back at his brother. “No. And just for the record, the
look-at-me-I-have-a-gay-brother bit has gotten old. People around here carry
guns,” Thomas said. “Assault rifles.”


James took Thomas’s face into his hands. “I’m sorry,”
he said. “You and Jake. Always so paranoid.”


“Well,” Thomas said, pulling away. “Jake’s wife and
kid are Black. Have you turned on the TV?” 


“Yes,” James smiled. “And I see the Black president
and gay men on every channel. Ready?” he said, and James took Thomas’s
suitcase. “What’s in the huge backpack?”


“Next time you pull a stunt like that in public,
you’ll find out. I’ll knock you in the head with it.”


The rolling wheels on the suitcase suddenly stopped.
Thomas looked at his and James’s reflection in the glass. As kids, they’d
looked nothing alike. James resembled Stuart, their dad; and Thomas was a near
replica of Maddy, their mom. James was still shorter and broader than Thomas,
but now, at forty-three and forty-five, the men could pass as twins. “Are you
serious?” James asked. 


“Don’t you get it?” Thomas said. “What always happens
after progress? Backlash and revenge.”


Chapter Four


Mid-February 2013


 


 


Every
five years or so it snowed enough to turn Portland from green to white. While
visitors loved the city’s flora, it could assert itself on its inhabitants like
a bully, reminding everyone who ruled. Douglas and silver firs ganged up with
western hemlocks. The forest provided cover, but also cast shadows. 


Thomas’s flight from Colorado had landed safely that
afternoon, but Mercy’s too-careful driving through the snow from the airport
had made Thomas carsick. Once home, he used a Jake-trick: ate an entire sleeve
of Saltines, washing them down with mineral water infused with floating slices
cut from a knuckle of fresh ginger. Now, with evening upon him, Thomas imagined
himself a winter bird looking down from above as he watched out of the kitchen
window as a cross-country skier left a pair of parallel lines in his snowy
wake. He cooked a ground turkey chili, lunch for the upcoming school week, and
willed the snow to stop because if it kept up, Mercy would call a snow day.
Desperate for distraction, Thomas wanted to get back to work. He ladled the
chili into containers to cool on the counter, cranked up the heat, and plopped
himself on the couch. He listened as the snow turned to rain, and the rain to
ice. Then the frozen needles of the evergreen tapped the glass of his living
room window. 


By the time the phone rang, it had gone too dark in
Thomas’s house to see. He reached over the coffee table and turned on the lamp.
The room glowed a reddish gold, a color similar to his best friend’s thick
hair. Dana and Thomas caught up by phone most Sunday evenings, and after the
usual hellos and how are yous, Thomas admitted that every time he
returned from Colorado Springs, he missed Manny like nuts. She said into the
phone, “Of course. Cancer is grueling and Manny made you laugh. It’s been a
long time. Have you even called? Told him about Jake?”


“I’m not using the brother-with-cancer card to get the
ex’s sympathy,” Thomas said. The tone Dana used when speaking Manny’s name— 
one of tenderness—caused Thomas’s cheeks to go hot. Odd. Other than Mercy,
he’d told no one at Country Day about the breakup with Manny, nor of Jake’s
cancer. Not one of his fourth graders, and certainly none of their parents.
Mercy finally agreed to “professional development” as the white lie to account
for the occasional Friday or Monday he’d taken off to go to Colorado in the
nine months since Jake’s diagnosis. Mercy had said, “You could tell them.
Openness is a C-Day core value.” She tried to convince him to discuss Jake’s
cancer with his students. “And you can always mention that you’re sad because
you miss someone you love. Appropriately,” she’d added. 


No way. 


Before and after work and on weekends he dealt with
cancer and the fact of being single again. But he didn’t want to contend with
his students’ or their parents’ reactions. He needed their neediness for
problems he could solve. 


Thomas had first called Dana a week after the initial
diagnosis, when James’s medical school buddy in Head and Neck Oncology at
Memorial Sloan Kettering helped the team in Colorado Springs finalize the
diagnosis and treatment plan. Jake’s cancer turned out to be HPV-related.
Originally, the slides had made it look like another, less treatable strain.
James revised his original, grim prediction to, “if the treatments don’t kill
him, he’ll survive.” 


“Are you sure I can’t join you for Easter?” Dana
asked. 


“I’m positive. If the PET scans are bad, it’ll be a
shit show,” Thomas said. 


Thomas looked out the window. He’d been fine earlier,
but now, talking about Manny and his family, his little house in Portland felt
as empty and sprawling as the desert plains he’d left behind when he returned
from Colorado. Across the street, his neighbors, the Jurakas, had a walnut tree
in front of the spotlight above the garage. The wind made the bare branches
cast shadows. He felt his evening dread creeping in. 


“I’d never be able to work under your circumstances,”
Dana said. “What are you going to do tonight? Please don’t say stay home and
grade papers.” 


“You’re just allergic to work,” Thomas said into his
phone. “For some of us, it’s a relief.” 


Thomas had cried only once since the breakup and
Jake’s diagnosis. The two events had become intertwined in his psyche. Like the
sides that made up his brain, each had its own set of characteristics and
caused its own set of reactions, but they’d also merged into a big blob,
affecting everything. A month or so after Manny left, just a couple weeks after
his brother’s diagnosis, one of Thomas’s students, Toby Jay—while attempting
a complex series of folds to create an origami frog—reminded Thomas of Jake
as a boy. He’d remembered Jake with the other neighborhood kids his age. They’d
lined up little toads—a half a dozen or so that they’d gathered from the
stream running through the backyard—under the McGurrin’s garage door. Cheered
on by the other kids, who’d squatted down and tried to keep them from jumping
out of line, Jake pressed the garage door button, and before Thomas had
realized what they were up to, they’d squashed them all, leaving their skins
emptied of their little yellow and white gut sacks. 


Jake had reveled in the other boys’ attention as he
bragged about his dad’s electric door opener, but later, he wept after Maddy
smacked his face and made him scrub the dried entrails from the pavement with
bucket and brush. That memory opened up to a feeling so intense and distant,
Thomas couldn’t recognize it as his own. He went mute in front of his class in
the middle of a sentence. In that pause, he imagined it evening already, at
home next to Manny, recalling both stories, the one of Toby with the origami
frog and the one with little Jake with the squished toads. When he realized
Manny wouldn’t be there, Thomas motioned to his aide to take over, locked
himself in the bathroom and sobbed. When it had finally passed, he could smell
his own body’s odor under his woodsy, citrusy cologne. 


Now a pile of his fourth graders’ papers sat next to
him on the couch. He swallowed, said, “I’m behind. Besides, I can’t go out. I’m
all dried up.” 


“Bullshit,” Dana said. “The forties are the new
thirties. You’re in great shape.”


“I meant my sinuses,” Thomas said. “Colorado? The
airplane?” 


They laughed. He felt something rigid in the pocket of
his hoodie. Thomas and his nephew Max had worked on a thousand-piece jigsaw
over the last visit, an image of an elephant walking toward the photographer’s
camera, Kilimanjaro in the background like a camel’s hump on the elephant’s back.



He pulled the small jagged piece of shellacked
cardboard from his sweatshirt pocket and stared at it for a long time. Finally,
he rotated it forty-five degrees so blue was on top. Under it, dabs of white
over brown. A smidge of snow on the tip of the mountain. A tiny piece of sky. 


“I’ve got a date,” Dana said, with a slight tremolo. 


“Another bored housewife?” Thomas asked, picturing
Dana on her couch with Otto, the purring Himalayan, circling her lap.


“Um, no, and fuck you very much,” she said. “That was
a phase, not a habit. This one is butch. Like out-and-in-the-WNBA butch. But
that’s all you’re getting. I don’t want to jinx it.”


“She sounds cute,” Thomas said. 


“She is. And she’s got a huge cock,” Dana said. “A
whole collection of them.” 


The image of his best friend shifted from couch and
cat and herbal tea to bed and box of dildos. “Charming,” Thomas said, and they
laughed again. Dana kept him from going morbid. As much now as when the two had
met nearly twenty years ago in Berkeley, at Cal, during grad school. 


“Speaking of cute and butch, how’s our Max?” Dana
asked. “Is your nephew gay yet?” 


“Not yet, but there’s progress,” Thomas said, making
his way back to the kitchen, turning on the light. “He’s the public defender of
same-sex marriage in Colorado Springs. Quite the little activist.”


“Good,” Dana said. “We need him.” 


“It makes me nervous. He’s dealing with classmates
whose parents are involved with those weird megachurches and he’s the only
Black kid in his class.” Thomas lidded the plastic containers of chili, now
just a bit warmer than room temperature. 


“They should move to Portland. Max should go to
Country Day,” Dana said. 


“Totally,” Thomas said. Even with Mercy’s recruiting
efforts, Country Day had a smaller percentage of Black students than Max’s
school. He closed the refrigerator door and headed to his office. “Jake and
Sheree worry. And who could blame them?”


“No one. Aren’t the Springs the headquarters for Focus
on the Family or whatever it’s called? And don’t they have an active chapter of
the KKK there?” Dana asked. 


“Yes on the first. Not sure on the second,” Thomas
said, but he remembered the first time he’d taken Max to the Cheyenne Mountain
Zoo. A mom feeding the giraffes looked at Thomas holding four-year-old Max. She
called him a n-lover. Actually used the n-word. The giraffe’s giant
black tongue grabbed the cracker the woman had balanced on her open palm. Then
her pink-faced daughter said the word again, pointing at Max, before mother and
daughter joined hands, turned and walked toward the elephants, leaving Max and
Thomas and the giraffe silent, blinking. By the time he’d collected his wits
and recovered from shock, it was too late. His fury turned to guilt for not
defending his nephew—too stunned to talk back to the woman. When he returned
home, he immediately reported it to Jake, who said, “What kind of bubble do you
live in that you’re so shocked? Shit like that happens all the time.” Sheree
looked at Jake and laughed at Thomas’s naivete. “This here,” Sheree said, grabbing
Max, pointing at Thomas and Jake. “It’s whiteness. We don’t have that,” she
said. 


Sitting at his desk, phone pressed to his ear, Thomas
pulled an envelope from the drawer and put the puzzle piece inside.


“My date just texted. She’s waiting outside,” Dana
said. “Send Max my love.”


“Do everything I wouldn’t do,” Thomas said, lingering
on his best friend’s phrase, imagining love an object one could send. He thought
of wrapping the puzzle piece in a sheet of tissue paper, the kind they use at
fancy stores. He licked the glue, sealed the envelope. The two hung up. 


Thomas went and turned on the outside flood light to
check on the snow and rain from the living room window. A pair of eyes
reflected the light and startled him. Whose dog had gotten into his yard on
this too-cold night? After locking gazes, Thomas realized that it wasn’t a dog,
but a coyote, with a rabbit or squirrel in its long snout. The animal’s lean body
was covered in thick gray-brown fur, gorgeous against the surrounding white.
Its long, bushy tail waved once from side to side. 


“Hello,” Thomas said, and tapped his finger on the
window. 


Last year, in a unit on local Native American
mythology, a storyteller from the Wasco tribe had come to Country Day for a
mini assembly. “Sometimes,” the man said, “the coyote is a hero; in other
stories
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