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Chapter One

	 

	Bluejacket, Oklahoma - 1978

	 

	 

	The summer had been particularly hot, even for Oklahoma. Corn had withered and died on the stalk, acres of land had choked and killed many crops, leaving others so feeble the farmers who subsisted on them had been forced to charity. Predictions were made from pulpits across the state that if ever there were clear signs of the End Times, this fever baking the landscape was surely among them.
      The four Stipling children could only pray for cooling rain and fan themselves with paper fans their mother brought home from the Baptist church they attended. Clement Stipling, their father, considered the use of electricity to power fans an extravagance and a waste of money. Air conditioning was for rich people, and the Stiplings would never be rich. Clement had even refused to donate to the church’s special collection two years ago for a new ceiling fan. Paper on sticks worked just fine for him, and it would work for his family.

	The Stiplings were poor but proud. Clement worked as a handyman sometimes, other times as a farm hand, and every now and then as a carpenter, bringing in enough to pay rent on their small house and put food on the table most days. His tall, wiry frame, his natural agility and his unusually large hands made him well suited for physical labor. He’d never learned a trade, nor studied anything at the knee of his no-account father. He had left home at fourteen and never looked back, which made for thirty years of staring straight ahead, taking whatever next step there was to take. Those steps had gotten him a wife, Pearl, and four children, ages two to thirteen. He was about to be a father for the fifth time, if Pearl made it through, which was looking less likely with each passing minute.
      Pearl Stipling was an obedient woman. That was probably the most descriptive thing to say about her, and the virtue, as she saw it, of which she would be most proud, were pride not a sin. Humility, perseverance, and obedience. If Pearl knew what a mantra was, those three words would be it. She had humbly submitted to her life as Clement Stipling’s wife, even though she was pretty enough to have found several alternatives – or so she’d been told. Middling height, with a kind face and just enough plump to her to attract men looking to raise children, Pearl had been a prize in her youth, and marrying Clement had been seen by her parents as a waste of that prize. Running off with him to elope in Tulsa was the only significant act of disobedience in her entire life, and one she had been forgiven for once the grandchildren began to arrive.
      She had persevered for thirty-two years of her own difficult journey.  She had been obedient, foremost to the Lord, and secondly to her husband. She loved her little ones, even though Jeffey was officially a teenager now and would not kiss her anymore except on the cheek. Doreen was ten, Emiline eight, Jessica two, and now, God willing, they would finally have another son, whom they had decided to name Kieran, after Pearl’s late grandfather.  Pearl, in her innermost thoughts she shared with no one and hoped God could not hear, wanted no more children after this. If Clement insisted, of course she would bear them, and if God saw fit to keep her pregnant, she would obediently stay that way, but she sure hoped the fifth time was the charm and that a second son would be the end of her child-bearing.
      The way the delivery was going, it might well be the end of Pearl. She had gone into labor three weeks early. It had caught them both off guard and unprepared to get her to the hospital. Clement Stipling did not own a car, which he considered even more of an extravagance than an electric fan. He walked everywhere he needed to be, and if that place was too far he hitched a ride. There was always someone willing to take him; they knew Clement Stipling wouldn’t distract them with useless talk, since he was a man of few words and the ones he spoke were seldom entertaining. So it was that on an extremely hot Thursday morning while Pearl was making breakfast, her water broke and she plunged into the hardest, most painful, most prayer-inducing labor she had ever experienced. None of the others had been like this, and two hours into it, as she lay in their bed sweating through the sheets, she knew something was wrong. She knew this would certainly be her last, as there would be nothing left of her when it was finished.

	Clement Stipling had not delivered any of his children. He had done repair work and house painting to pay off Doctor Simonson for bringing his other four into the world, but to be in his own bedroom, in his own home, desperate to have this child come out already and stop this terrible experience, was something from a dream worse than any he’d ever had. He sent Jeffey off to the neighbors to call the hospital (since telephones were a waste of time and money), only to be told the doctor was in surgery. Pearl was bedridden by then, and it was just her and Clement, trying to free her body from the baby who wanted to rip her apart and at the same time stay safely inside her.
      Mrs. Jansen, the neighbor woman, arrived a half hour into it. She was helping Pearl, or trying to, while Clement paced back and forth by the closed door. It was bad enough that his children could hear Pearl’s screams, he didn’t want them seeing any of this. Back and forth, back and forth, while Mrs. Jansen just kept telling Pearl to push. Something was terribly wrong. Well, yes, Clement thought, that’s pretty obvious. Terribly wrong.
      And just about the time Kieran was willing to let go and exit his mother, Pearl saw the sky open up, in the ceiling! It was the strangest thing she’d ever seen, but not frightening at all. Like a very bright skylight, like a window in the plaster, and it slid open, and there was Jesus. Smiling at her and waving. She knew then her belief had not been in vain, her faith not wasted. She knew, too, there would be no more children, no more hardship, and no more Clement. 
      “What is she looking at?” Clement said, standing at the foot of the bed as Mrs. Jansen midwifed Kieran Stipling into the world. She ignored him, too busy with the birth.  “What are you looking at?” he said to Pearl. She ignored him, too, immersed in the joy of her own liberation as she reached up as far as she could, took the hand of Jesus, to whom she had been most obedient all her life, and walked away into the clouds.
      The baby did not cry, even when Mrs. Jansen slapped him to get him breathing.
      “She’s dead,” Clement said, staring at the frozen rapture on his wife’s face.  His voice was cold, flat and fierce. Within those two words were accusation, statement, and promise: he promised then and there never to love this child, never to give it warmth, never to forgive it. Not him; it. It was a thing, a murderous thing that had taken from Clement Stipling the only treasure his trying life had ever known.
      Clement was not the drinking sort, or he would have slipped into a bottomless bottle then and there. Instead he slipped into himself. By day’s end he was a widower, alone with five children, one of whom he would just as soon be rid of. The child had taken Pearl from him, and he never felt the slightest obligation to repay the theft with love. He didn’t love little Kieran and never would.
      That was how Kieran Stipling grew up, knowing he had killed his mother and that no prison term would ever be as harsh as the sentence his father handed down. He was hated by the man, ignored, berated and belittled. Clement never raised a hand to him, but the looks were cold enough to freeze the deepest recesses of space, the words sharp enough to bleed a man out on the spot. Kieran would never amount to anything, his father told him. He was no good, bad blood, and a gott-damned cripple to boot! The sooner he was grown and gone, the better. At the age of fifteen, Kieran granted his father’s only wish for him and left home; like his father, he never glanced back.

	Time passed, the road hardened, his father’s prediction – his curse? – came true as nothing became of his son, his it, losing job after job, hustling to survive with the assistance (for it could not be called kindness) of strange men.  And now, twenty years later, at the age of thirty-five, the boy who would be no one, stained at birth and declared a failure from his first breath, was about to make his mark.
      

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Two

A Rainy Night in Brooklyn

 

	It had been five years at least since Devin had worried about being followed. That’s how long he had been living as Devin 24/7.  Denise Ellerton had ceased to exist – officially, legally, physically, psychologically, and every other way in which each person functions in the world.  For Devin, she had ceased existing long before that, when he had realized as a teenager that he was not like other girls; that the simple reality of pronouns was different for him, as he thought of himself as “he” while everyone else insisted on calling him “she.”  Tom-boyish Denise, odd Denise, rough-and-tumble Denise.  He had wanted to correct them then, and even younger, as early as the third grade.  “I’m not a girl,” he had wanted to say, but it wasn’t until he was in college that he fully understood what was going on with him, and when he finally had the distance from his family to do something about it.
      The sensation of being shadowed down a dark street was one of those things that belonged to Denise, to women. Devin had long been aware of the differences in experiences men had from women; to suggest there were no differences was to choose denial over reality. There were experiences unique to men, and experiences unique to women, as well as experiences unique to those who did not fit readily into either. Devin had become a man in every way possible. The transition had been made, the journey completed, and not since before it had he worried about being followed down his own Brooklyn street, late on a rainy Friday night. There was something different about this, too.  It wasn’t random, as if he’d crossed paths with the wrong person in an accident of fate, as so many people did who found themselves the victims of crimes of opportunity.  Devin had the very distinct and unsettling feeling that the man coming up slowly behind him had been there for awhile, had followed him off the R train, along the platform, up the stairs, and now, six blocks later, nearly to his apartment on Prospect Avenue.

	Devin was tall at five-eight, and worked out religiously at the local New York Athletic Club. He’d had a trainer for two years and always believed he could handle himself in a tight situation.  Not that it happened often: he didn’t drink, didn’t stay out late unless he had a showing of his artwork or was attending one of a friend’s exhibits; he hadn’t dated in three years, and he was a night person, meaning he worked at night in his studio apartment and made every effort to be home by 7:00 pm, when he would start his routine of coffee-fueled creativity, putting together his latest collage or designing a multi-medium piece that he would then spend the next two or three weeks bringing to life.
      He was an attractive man, too, or so he’d been told enough times to believe. His natural height was complimented by a thin frame, short black hair he gelled back, a high, wide, forehead, moist brown eyes that had never been bothered by glasses, a thin but ready smile, and a nose that had once been broken in a fall, although he told everyone it had been a boxing match. It was the one lie he allowed himself. He just liked the idea of having a nose broken by a fist in a boxing glove.  And it made the person who had once been Denise all but unrecognizable.
      He’d stayed out later then usual tonight and had been cursing his lapse in discipline when he first realized someone was behind him.  This stretch of Prospect Avenue, unlike nearly all streets in neighboring Manhattan, was sparsely populated at night and the presence of other people was noticeable, especially other people who were shadowing you. He’d become aware of the man behind him not long after coming up the subway stairs but had thought nothing of it at the time. Then, a block later, he could hear the footsteps, as if he were in some B-movie thriller and a stalker was shortening the distance between then. Now, four blocks from the subway and just one from his apartment building, he became convinced he was the object of the man’s attention.  Had it not been so worrying it would have been interesting: why would a strange man be following a reclusive artist down a deserted Brooklyn street on a rainy Friday night?  He decided to ask the question directly.   He adjusted his umbrella, with its caved-in side to his back, letting rain trickle down and soak his jacket, and he turned around to get a look at the man he now knew was his pursuer.
      As Devin turned to face him, the stranger stopped.  He was only about thirty feet away now.  Devin saw that he did not have an umbrella, but his face was hidden by a hoodie pulled down over it.  In late April the air was still chilly at night and most people wore jackets, sweaters, other clothes that kept them warm in the cool darkness.  Hoodies were especially popular, but also had the disconcerting effect of hiding the person’s face. It was only human nature to want to know who was beneath the hood, and why he was covering his face.  

	The man made no attempt to pretend he was not following Devin.  He didn’t keep walking with a turn this way or that; he didn’t cross the street and continue; he didn’t even keep coming, as someone would who really was just walking along the same street at the same time.  He stopped.  In the rain.
      “Who are you?” Devin shouted, tilting his umbrella back to show himself and improve his line of sight.
      The man just stood and, Devin assumed, stared.  It was dark out and raining, and neither could see the other with any great clarity.
      Then the man began to walk toward him.
      Decision time. Devin could run for his apartment, which was only a block away; he could call for help, someone would throw open a window and call 911 – or would they? – or he could do what he decided to do and stand his ground. He was tough, he trained two hours, three days a week; he was quick and fit and thin, and above all he was not Denise, not anymore. He had not endured the challenges of his life, the demands of simply being and becoming who he was, to flee in front of some punk on a Brooklyn street.  He eased his shoulders back, loosened his grip on the umbrella to free his hands, and prepared for a fight.
      The closer the man got, the more familiar he looked.  He was wearing jeans, red sneakers and the green hoodie, and although his face was hidden, something about his overall presence rang a bell. There was also the limp, if that was the right word, a way of walking that made it appear one leg was shorter than the other, but housed more in the pelvis, a sort of up and down motion, like a piston misfiring every time the man took a step. Devin noticed the emblem on his sweatshirt, a rainbow flag with wording underneath it he couldn’t read.  He relaxed; it must be a neighbor after all, or someone coming to visit a neighbor.  At the very least the stranger was gay and, by inference, non-threatening.

	But still he had not responded to Devin’s asking him who he was.  And he had stopped, then kept coming.  He was only about ten feet away now, and Devin put it all together: the walk, the sweatshirt, and finally, as the man drew close and eased his hood back – the face.

	“You!” Devin said, startled.  
      “Yes, me,” the man replied, now face-to-face in the rain.
      “Why are you following me?” Devin said, still trying to piece this puzzle together in his mind. He knew the man, but not really, not in any but a passing way.

	“I’m following you, Devin,” the man replied, “because I heard the whispers.”
      “The whispers? What whispers?”
      The man said nothing as he stepped forward and quickly slipped his hand out from the sweatshirt’s front pouch.  
      Devin had no time to wonder what the glint of metal was, where it belonged in this picture, this rainy night in Brooklyn, before the knife blade entered between his ribs.  Once, twice, a final total of sixteen times as the man he knew but didn’t know reached his free hand around Devin and pulled him close, stabbing and stabbing.

	Anyone watching would think two men were hugging each other goodbye, a familiar sight just about anywhere in New York City.  But no one was watching.  No one saw the man ease Devin, now unconscious and quickly bleeding to death, down to the sidewalk and carefully drape him there, then turn as easily as he’d come and walk away.
      “So much for art,” the man mumbled to himself, clutching the knife in his shirt pouch.  He turned and began heading slowly back the way he’d come.  He would not take the train, but instead walk, walk all night if he had to, over the Brooklyn Bridge and back into the darkness of Manhattan, pulling the night ever more tightly around himself as he thought about the next one.  

	 


Chapter Three

Wedding Bell Blues

	 

	 

	Kyle had been fretting about the wedding for two months, ever since the sudden decision had been made for the two of them to marry. It wasn’t unexpected; they’d been talking about it for the past year, but now that it was upon them he hoped they’d made the right decision, that it would be, as every cultural assumption about wedded bliss predicted, the happiest day of their lives – a day to remember, not a day to regret.
      He and Danny had rented tuxedos since neither of them could fit into the ones they owned.  Kyle had never worn one until he met Danny, but once they began going on cruises together it was a must-have for the formal dinners: at least once on every cruise the diners would dress to the nines, giving the evening the odd feel of a doomed celebration (Kyle always imagined the ship jerking suddenly as it hit an iceberg, the diners pretending not to notice and carrying on with their fancy meal). 
      “I’m feeling especially confined in this,” Kyle said, as Danny adjusted his bowtie.  Danny was a good six inches shorter than Kyle, who was not a particularly tall man, and he had to lean up on the toes of his spit-shined shoes to get a direct look.
      “Well you can’t blame weight gain,” Danny replied.  “We just rented these yesterday.” He stepped back and nodded with satisfaction at the tie adjustment.
      “In a hurry, at that,” Kyle said.  “If I’d gotten it last week like I meant to, I’d know it was too tight.  Jesus.”
      “Just relax.  It’s nerves, Kyle, that’s what has you feeling trapped, not the penguin suit.”
      Danny stepped back and examined his partner.  Not bad.  Kyle Callahan was still as handsome as ever to Danny, though both would admit it was a plain-handsome. Kyle still had a full head of hair, and, like most men his age, he wore glasses. He had a slightly high forehead, and he wore his hair brushed back with just a touch of pomade, opening up a soft, inviting, and distinctly intelligent face.  Standing in front of his “perpetual fiancé” as he now called Danny, he suddenly had a flash at what they might look like at their own wedding when it came.
      “I know this is hard for you,” Danny said quietly.
      “It’s not hard. I’m very happy for David.  Elliot’s a great guy, and being the best man …”
      “At the wedding of your first love, yes, I’m sure you have no mixed feelings.”
      Kyle had moved to New York City from Chicago nearly thirty-three years ago with his then-boyfriend David Grogan.  David wanted to be a journalist and insisted he must go to Columbia – all serious journalism students went there, or to another of a select few schools that turned out the true stars of the profession.  And while he never became a journalist, let alone a star, the young, ambitious David packed his things and drove the 800 miles to upper Manhattan, with Kyle Callahan following behind in his used Gremlin.  Both their cars were soon sold, given the complete lack of a need for automobiles in the city, and upper Manhattan was immediately traded for Brooklyn, where rents were halved from anything livable on the island.  The two love birds managed to nest for just three months before David announced that he was too young for this kind of commitment; and while Kyle knew it meant there were too many other men David wanted to sleep with, he took it in stride, as devoted first-loves sometimes do. He moved out, letting David live his life as he needed to, make the mistakes he had to make, and suffer the losses. There were some devastating losses over those thirty years, too.  David’s partner Tom, who died from AIDS-related lymphoma in 1992.  David’s mother Patricia, who passed away on David’s fiftieth birthday. Jobs, moves, over a decade of being single for both of them, and now … Kyle the best man in David’s wedding.  Life was nothing if not surprising, when you just gave it time.
      They both turned toward the door when they heard Joshua start singing “Bridge Over Troubled Water” by Simon and Garfunkel.  Joshua was Elliot’s twenty-two year old son, soon to be David’s stepson.  From what David had told him, Joshua and his sister Clarice, eighteen and heading for UCLA in the fall, had accepted their father’s gayness with more of a yawn than a shock and he, David, was quite excited at the prospect of becoming a stepfather at fifty-four, especially since having children wasn’t something he’d ever allowed himself to imagine. Babies were a must-have accessory with same-sex couples these days, but men like David, Elliot, Kyle and Danny were from a generation just across the border, when having kids was still an anomaly in the gay community. Now, it seemed, they were everywhere, and David was delighted to come into stepfather-hood when the kids were all grown up.
      “He has a lovely voice,” Danny said, feeling some nerves himself. He knew David well enough, but he hadn’t been in a wedding party since his sister Jennifer married her husband Henry twenty years ago.

	“Is this not weird?” Kyle said, glad they were alone in the choir room. The other men of honor, friends of David’s and Elliot’s Kyle did not know, had already gone into the sanctuary at Manhattan’s Blessed Redeemer Church and he and Danny were the last of the wedding party still straggling behind.  Maybe Danny was right.  Maybe he was sad about David getting married, and he was dragging his wingtips to the last minute, postponing the inevitable.
      “Is what not weird?” Danny said, aware they needed to join the others.

	“The whole thing.  It’s so … normal.  We used to be outlaws.”
      Danny smiled.  “I doubt you were ever an outlaw, Kyle Callahan.  But you can be my Butch Cassidy any time.”
      “And you my Sundance Kid,” Kyle said, leaning down and kissing Danny gently just before leading him out to join the happiest day of the happy couple’s lives.

	 

	Kyle Callahan and Danny Durban had been together for six years this coming November. They’d met by accident at the Katherine Pride Gallery on Little 12th Street in Manhattan’s Meatpacking District.  The show that time was photography; Kyle had gone to support the photographer, a friend of his, and Danny had gone to keep things oiled with Katherine Pride, the gallery owner and a new customer at Margaret’s Passion, the Gramercy Park restaurant where Danny was the day manager.  Margaret had turned eighty last October and used to make these homages herself. It was good business, good relations, and good publicity: a satisfied customer was a returning customer, and one who told others. 
      Danny had come around a corner with a glass of white wine in his hand and walked right into Kyle, spilling both their drinks.  After an initial glare, their eyes softened, their smiles spread, and four months later they were living together in Danny’s apartment at 25th Street and Lexington Avenue, kept company by their cats, Smelly and Leonard.

	Kyle was the assistant to Imogene Landis, a down-on-her-luck television reporter who would never admit to being anywhere but at the top of her game, while Danny managed Margaret’s, still a hot ticket after thirty years in business. Margaret Bowman lived in an apartment above the restaurant and had all but adopted Danny as her only child, having been widowed for fifteen years with no children of her own.  Danny had been with her for ten of those years and, next to his mother, held no woman in more esteem. He had taken lately to fretting over her health – eighty struck him as a mile marker toward the end of the road. There was nothing he could do about the passing of time, and he shook off his worries as he searched for Kyle at the wedding reception. The guests had moved from the church to a trendy new hotel named Heaven that had opened in Hell’s Kitchen.  Danny wondered if the name was some kind of wordplay, given the neighborhood, and he worked his way through the crowd in the hotel’s ballroom.

	Kyle saw Danny looking for him and waved him over.  He was standing at one of two bars the ballroom boasted, sipping on a vodka and cranberry, marveling how the crowd had managed to balloon since coming over from the church.  He was thinking it might be wedding crashers, or hotel guests who felt entitled to a party when they saw one.  Behind the bartender, mounted on the wall, was a flat-screen television with the sound muted.  Kyle was using the straw in his drink to play with the ice
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