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November, 1997
Staff Sergeant Elijah Jackson—EJ to those
who knew him—walked into the Kadena Air Base Morale, Welfare and Recreation center. A row of wooden cubicles, reminiscent of the old phone booths seen in movies, lined one side of the room. He headed straight for the desk manned by an older Ryukyuan woman and signed his name to the roster of those requesting to make a call to the United States.
In addition to free calls home, the center provided a large game room and a well-stocked snack bar for military personnel, especially those living in the barracks. It was a popular place that served as the social watering hole for those who were of insufficient rank to fraternize in the NCO club or those who just wanted an on-base respite from hanging out in the dormitory-styled day rooms of their living quarters.
EJ looked around at the impressive collection of pinball and video game machines he knew were lightyears away from being available in the United States. He smiled as he watched a young airman on the motorcycle simulator, the scenery on the screen seeming to fly by as the bike bounced and shuddered in response to the portrayed road hazards, twists, and turns. EJ’s heart grew heavy as he realized how much he was going to truly miss this place.
Five o’clock, he thought, glancing at his watch. On any other Sunday night, I would be unpacking my bags from a passionate weekend with James. Instead, I’m packing to go home with no plan, no James, and an uncertain future. I should have been smarter than this. How did I keep ignoring the signs that something was wrong?
As he sat in one of the molded plastic chairs awaiting his turn to make a call, EJ’s thoughts turned to the last time he and James were together before that fateful Sunday in October….
JAMES LAY PANTING on the bed as EJ reached for the wet towel and cleaned them both up. Then he threw the towel in the general direction of the bathroom, not caring where it landed. He was just glad he’d had the forethought to have it handy. As EJ lay back, James turned to lie on his chest, stroking EJ’s skin in slow, languid circles—a sign that James was about to deliver news that was sure to upset or anger EJ.
“You’ve been more insatiable than usual, James,” EJ said slowly. “What’s going on? What are you about to do that you know I’m not going to like?”
“You already know the general’s reception is next weekend,” James began. He rolled over, facing EJ, his eyebrows knit together in a way that signified James was indeed worried about the outcome of this conversation. “Not only do I have to go, but I have to escort his daughter, Sara.”
“You’ve escorted women to these things before. What makes escorting Sara a problem that needs to find its way into our weekend?”
Even as EJ asked the question, he suspected there was more to this than met the eye. Little problems like this had been cropping up with increasing frequency lately. What EJ was finding harder and harder to understand was James’s actions in light of the fact that they had recently decided to both accept discharges and buy a home together in California. There didn’t seem to be any reason for James to continue to play the game, since he was supposedly no longer seeking promotion. EJ had promised himself he would not bring that up this weekend, but it looked like he wouldn’t be able to keep that promise.
“Tell me, James. Spit it out and get it over with.”
“We have to leave here early in the morning. I told General Barton I would meet Sara’s plane tomorrow. I have to—”
“No, let me finish this one for you,” EJ snapped. “You have to help her get settled, maybe take her to dinner, and sort of squire her around for the entire week. Meaning we won’t even have the Friday night and Saturday morning that we usually have when these things come up.” EJ stood and began rubbing his forehead vigorously.
“What the hell are you doing?” James asked.
“Trying to rub the ‘stupid’ stamp off my forehead. Someone must have put it there in my sleep, and you decided that means I’ll fall for anything.”
“Why do you always have to get this way?” James asked as he sprang up from the bed and began to pull jeans, shirt, boxers and socks from his duffel. “A little patience and we’ll be free of all these mandatory annoyances. Our only obligation will be to each other.” With a heavy sigh he sat on the edge of the bed and began to dress. “I’m sorry. I know it bothers you, but it’s a necessary evil. I can’t do this without your support. You know that. Just be patient with me. It will all work out—you’ll see.”
Well, EJ saw, all right. Looking back, he could see all the times where his instincts were screaming at him to break it off with James and get out of the relationship before something happened that he couldn’t work past.
Whenever he expressed dissatisfaction that James changed their plans or stood him up, James always managed to turn things around so it was EJ who was apologizing. EJ was close with his parents, and Teddy was his best friend in the whole world, but James had a meltdown over the idea that anyone, including Teddy and his parents, knew anything about their relationship. EJ slowly shook his head as his father’s favorite phrase came to mind: If I only knew then what I know now. He had spent the last three years not only isolated within the military, but also lying by omission to the people who loved him the most. Now he was in trouble. The road back was going to be long and hard, especially since he didn’t even know which road to choose. His parents would be furious. Teddy would be upset but would give him space. EJ had to go somewhere, unless he planned to spend a month in the airport, so he’d decided to turn to Teddy for help.
His musings were interrupted by a melodic voice repeatedly calling his name.
“Staff Sergeant Jackson,” the woman manning the desk said. “Your phone line is ready in booth number three, to your right.” Smiling as EJ headed in the wrong direction, she said, “Your military right, sergeant.”
Chagrined, EJ mumbled a quick, “Arigatou,” and changed direction.
There were a lot of things in his current situation that EJ was unsure of, but the one thing he was certain of was that Teddy would be there for him. He pulled the well-worn picture of him and Teddy standing in front of the Fort Hamilton main gate from his wallet. Shaking as he dialed a number he knew by heart, he read the pledge inscribed on the back of the photo: Whatever you need, whenever you need it, wherever you need it, I got you.
Listening to the phone ring and waiting for the call to connect, he sighed as a single tear rolled down his face.
TEDDY BLINDLY REACHED for his ringing alarm clock, only to realize the obnoxious sound was coming from his telephone. “This better be a life-and-death emergency,” he croaked into the phone, “or someone is going to die.”
“T-T-Teddy,” EJ stuttered. “I’m s-s-sorry. I must have miscalculated the time.”
“EJ? What’s wrong?” Teddy sat up, suddenly wide awake. EJ was stuttering. He’d done so when they were younger, but even then, only in moments of extreme stress. Something was seriously wrong.
EJ took a slow, deep breath before speaking. “Teddy, I need your help. I’m in real trouble, and you’re the only one I can turn to. I’m flying into MacArthur Airport on Friday. Can you please pick me up? I need to crash at your place for a while too.”
“Look, man, I’m here for you no matter what, but I just saw your parents last week. Both are alive and well. They love you second only to Jesus. Shit, man, your mom thinks you are Jesus. What’s gone so wrong that I’m door number one?” Teddy, realizing how dramatic and outlandish he sounded, ran his hand down his face in a slow scrubbing motion. He gave a quick look at the At-A-Glance calendar he kept at his bedside. Remembering the time difference, he realized that Friday for EJ was only five days away in New York. “Wait, did you say Friday? Seriously? Even I know it takes the military at least a month of planning to bring you here from Okinawa. What the hell’s going on, EJ?”
“It’s a long story, too long to get into on a five-minute international call. I’ve got serious decisions to make, and I need space to work it out before I tell my parents what’s happened.”
“EJ, I’d walk through hell in gasoline-coated pumps for you, but your mom scares me more than Satan. She’s gonna kill me for keeping something this big from her.” Teddy blew out a deep breath, breaking the silence on the other end of the line. “All right, give me your flight info. We, who are about to die, shall be at the airport to salute you.”
“Gladiator? Really Teddy? That’s the best you’ve got?”
“Hey, it’s three o’clock in the morning. You want my A game, call at a decent hour. In the meantime, keep your head up and I’ll see you Friday.”
Teddy wrote down the flight information EJ had given him, struggling to make sense of the cryptic phone call. He couldn’t imagine anything EJ couldn’t tell his parents. They knew he was gay and supported everything he did, including joining the Air Force under the ominous threat of dishonorable discharge if he were discovered. When Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell was signed by President Clinton, his parents were wary. When it turned out to be as bad as its predecessor, they’d begged EJ to reconsider his career choice. EJ stayed in the service, and his parents wore their pride in him like a badge of honor. When Teddy protested, Edward Jackson admonished him. “Real men make hard decisions, Teddy. You could take a page from his book.” If EJ was hiding from his parents, this had to be more than a little serious.
“Damn, EJ. What have you gotten yourself into?” Teddy said as he drifted back asleep.
FRIDAY MORNING, Teddy lay in bed, staring at the rainy scene outside his window. The days had flown by since EJ’s earlymorning call. There was nothing Teddy hated more than a cold, wet day. That was, unless there was a warm, dry man snuggled in bed with him.
His comforter was a gift EJ had sent him soon after he’d arrived in Okinawa. The black mink shone like glass. The center bore the picture of a beautiful gray wolf with the most piercing blue eyes Teddy had ever seen. The hair on the wolfs back seemed to bristle with the wind as it stood gazing up at a night sky, bathed in the warm white glow of a full moon.
The smell of percolating coffee lured Teddy out of bed and into his kitchen. On mornings like this, he was grateful he’d invested in a coffeemaker with auto start.
He made a last check of the room he’d set up for EJ. The queen-sized bed was made up with soft and warm bedding. Everything was clean and smelled fresh. He’d emptied out the closet and the little double dresser so EJ would have ample space to put his clothes. The tiny little Nokia cell phone he’d gotten from AT&T for EJ sat in its charger on the bedside table. He chuckled a little when he thought of EJ’s possible reaction to a phone so small, it looked like a toy.
Everything was as ready for EJ’s arrival as he could make it. The trip from Japan promised to leave EJ exhausted and Teddy wanted him to be able to relax, regroup, and if need be, rebuild.
It didn’t matter to him that EJ sounded seriously dramatic on the phone and was clearly holding back important information. He didn’t care how long it took or what it would cost. Their relationship was rock solid, and he’d meant what he’d told EJ. He would help, even though it meant courting the wrath of Stella Jackson. The promise they’d made to each other as kids still held true: Whatever you need, whenever you need it, wherever you need it, I got you.
Coffee in hand, Teddy returned to his bedroom and set out a pair of jeans and a sweater. He made quick work of his shower, mindful of the time and not wanting to be late for EJ’s flight. Twenty minutes later he was in his little Volkswagen Jetta and on his way. He was lucky the airport was a mere
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