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Foreword

 


 


Why short stories?

When I began writing the Jamie Brodie
Mysteries, I intended to write strictly a gay mystery series. And
for the first six books, I stuck to that. Then…

I wanted to do a Pete and Jamie Christmas
coda. Codas were already a thing, and I wanted to try it, but I
didn’t have a scenario. Then, in Psyched to Death, Pete’s
estranged sister reappears in his life - and I had my scenario.

High Desert was the first short story
I wrote. It’s Christmas, and we meet the rest of Pete’s family -
Christine, Andy, Stephanie, and Samantha. I was happy with the coda
but didn’t plan for any more stories.

Then, in Stacked to Death, Jamie’s
estranged grandfather reappears in his life, and I had another
scenario. Low Country was the second short I wrote. It’s
spring break, and we meet another chunk of Jamie’s family - Doug,
Linda, Carly, Lindsey, Will, and of course Sarge.

It was clear by that point, from reader
comments, that many were just as interested (if not more) in Pete
and Jamie’s story as they were the mysteries. But it wasn’t always
possible to fit important events in Pete’s and Jamie’s lives into
the novels. Hence, more short stories, to fill in the gaps.

It’s clear to me by this point that I’m not
exactly writing a gay mystery series. I’m also telling the
story of eight years (yes, at the end of the series, it will have
covered eight years) of Jamie’s life. The mysteries provide the
framework, and they are great fun to plot, but they’re hardly the
whole enchilada.

The novels provide the filling for the
enchilada, but the stories are the wrapper.

Or maybe the other way around.

 


Some of these “stories” are only vignettes.
Some of them were previously published with books. Some of them
were published free on my blog, and over half of them are brand
new. I asked my writing group if there were episodes from Pete’s
and Jamie’s lives that they’d like for me to explore, and a lot of
the new content is in response to their requests.

The stories are (mostly) in chronological
order.

Enjoy!

 


-Meg


The Homestead

 


 


You’ve only met Jamie’s mom in home movies
and in Jamie’s dreams. I am pleased to introduce Julie Coleman
Brodie, RN, in person - and you’ll discover from whence her middle
son inherited most of his personality.

 


 


Camp Pendleton, California

1974

 


The surgeon finished stapling the patient’s
incision and stepped away from the table, tugging his gloves off.
“Good work, team. Thank you. I’ll speak to the family.” He pushed
through the door of the surgical suite and disappeared.

Julie Brodie turned to the equipment tray.
“Ready to count, Olivia?”

“Yep.” Olivia picked up the clipboard with
the equipment list. “Hemostats?”

Julie began to count. “One, two, three…”

The door swung open, framing Marcia
Delvecchia, who looked frantic. “Julie? We need help in the locker
room.”

“Why? We’re counting here.”

“Lee and Gary are about to go at it
again.”

Julie looked at Olivia, who shrugged and
said, “I’ll wait.”

Julie pulled off her gloves. “This won’t take
long. Why am I always the enforcer?”

Marcia said, “Because you outrank most of
us…?”

Julie shook her head as she headed for the
men’s locker room. The only reason she outranked the others was her
combat experience. Which, she had to admit, had been good training
for dealing with the ongoing saga of Lee and Gary.

She shoved the door open without knocking.
One of the anesthesiologists, shirtless, raised an eyebrow. “I hope
you’ve come to handle those two.”

“Nobody else will.” Including you,
jackass, she thought, but didn’t say. She marched to the far
corner, where Lee and Gary were trying to rip each other’s hair
out.

Lee and Gary, both orderlies, had been an
item at one time - the worst-kept secret at Naval Hospital Camp
Pendleton. They were civilians, so didn’t have to worry about being
discharged, but being fired was a distinct possibility. Lee had
dumped Gary, or maybe it was the other way around, for a cute guy
he’d met on the beach. Three months later, the anger and hurt
feelings were still on the surface.

Julie waded into the fray, planted a hand in
the center of each man’s chest, and shoved. “Hey. Knock it
off.”

Lee staggered back a few steps. Gary reached
past Julie to swat at Lee, and Julie shoved again. “What is the
matter with you two? Are you trying to get fired?”

Lee panted, leaning on a locker. “He started
it, Captain Brodie, I swear!”

“I don’t care. Listen to me.” Julie grabbed a
fistful of collar on each of them and tugged. “This is the last
time. You start this again on base, and I will report you to the
colonel. Understood?”

Both men grumbled something. Julie tightened
her grip. “Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now go home.” She watched as both men
gathered their belongings and stormed out the door. She watched to
make sure that Gary went left and Lee went right. When they were
both out of sight, she returned to the operating suite.

Olivia smirked as Julie entered. “You saved
the pretty boys’ looks again?”

“For the last time.” Julie took a deep breath
and blew it out. “All right. Where were we?”

Olivia said, “Hemostats.”

“Hemostats. One, two, three…”

 


The hospital cafeteria was nearly empty, the
lunch rush over. Julie was ravenous. Her intervention with Lee and
Gary, not to mention the emergency appendectomy a half-hour later,
had thrown the OR schedule out of whack, consequently pushing her
lunch break an hour past normal.

She paid the cashier and scanned the room.
She spotted Tracy Jemison’s blond ponytail in the far corner and
headed in that direction, weaving through tables while balancing
her salad and drink.

Tracy grinned in relief when she spotted
Julie. “Thank God. I was afraid I’d missed you.”

Julie lowered her tray and dropped into her
seat. “Amazing how one tiny ruptured appendix can create such
havoc. Why are you late?”

Tracy worked in the cardiac care unit. “Three
admissions from the ER in two hours this morning. And look what I
did.” She dipped a napkin into her water glass and scrubbed at a
faint yellow spot on her seven-months-pregnant belly. “Mustard.
This kid has already collected his share of food stains. I can’t
wait to see what he’ll do once he’s actually here.”

“He?”

Tracy shrugged. “He, she. We had to refer to
it as something.”

“Did you finally decide on names?”

“Only on a boy’s name. We still can’t agree
on a girl’s name. Tony wants Amy, I want Annie, and Jenna wants
Ella. As in Cinderella.”

Julie laughed. “Jenna gets a vote?”

“No, but we let her think she does.” Tracy
grinned. “At least she doesn’t want to name the baby Spot.”

“So what’s the boy’s name?”

“Drew. Drew Anthony Jemison.”

Julie nodded. “I like that.”

Tracy tucked a runaway pickle back onto her
ham sandwich. “So when are you and Dave going to join the baby
bandwagon?”

Julie sighed inwardly. To anyone else she
would have said, None of your business. But Tracy was her
best friend. “Not for a while. I’m gonna finish this BSN degree
first.”

“If anyone could do both, it would be
you.”

Julie laughed. “Maybe, but why would I
torture myself? And don’t forget, Dave’s three years younger than
me. There’s no rush.”

“No pressure for grandchildren?”

“Oh, my mother won’t shut up about that. I
ignore her. Dave’s brother and sister-in-law in Germany are
expecting their first, not that Dave’s dad is in any hurry to be a
grandfather.”

“Dave will be a fantastic dad.” Tracy propped
her chin on her hand and looked off to the side. “Better than Tony,
for sure.”

Julie thought so too, but didn’t say so.
“What’s he done?”

“Nothing specific. It’s just that, when he’s
watching Jenna, he lets her get away with everything. Then
when I get home and crack down, I’m the bad guy. And I only
see that getting worse once there are two of them to watch.”

“You all need to have a conversation about
team parenting.”

“No kidding.” Tracy sighed and checked her
watch. “I’d better get back. Are you two going to Belinda’s cookout
on Saturday?”

Julie wrinkled her nose. Belinda Marcus was a
good friend, but her backyard would be packed with other officers’
wives. Julie had a low tolerance for most officers’ wives. “We
kinda have to. Are you?”

“Only if we can get a babysitter.” Tracy
stood with her tray. “See ya.”

“Okay.” Julie hurried to finish her salad,
and headed back to the surgical suite. Her time at Station Hospital
Saigon during the war had molded her into a surgical nurse, and
she’d continued to thrive in that role once she’d been deployed
stateside.

Her intention was to eventually be the
nursing director of the OR. She’d need an MSN for that, and grad
school would probably have to wait until whatever kids she and Dave
had were out of diapers.

That was okay. She had plenty of time.

 


At the end of her shift, Julie changed into
civilian clothes and left the hospital. She exited just as Dave
pulled up in the drop-off zone. He was still in uniform, having
just come off duty himself. He wouldn’t have had time to change.
They had an appointment with a realtor in thirty minutes.

When they’d been assigned to Pendleton,
they’d moved into base housing. At the time, it had been quick and
relatively painless. But neither of them wanted to stay on base.
Julie, in particular, wanted a home. A place to mentally
escape from the military at the end of each day. And she and Dave
agreed that they didn’t want to raise their kids on base.

Dave grinned at her as she slipped into the
passenger seat and fastened her seatbelt. “Hey, you. How was your
day?”

“Easy peasy. Only two emergencies, and one of
those was Lee and Gary.”

“Oh my God. Those two are still at each
other?”

“Yup. If one of our kids turned out to be
gay, what would you think?”

He glanced at her, surprised. “Why would
they?”

She spread her hands. “It’s entirely
possible. It tends to run in families, and one of my dad’s brothers
is a ‘confirmed bachelor.’ Would you be upset?”

He considered it. “No - but I don’t know how
my family would take it. And we’d have to teach him how to get by
in a world that wasn’t safe for him. But what are the chances of
that?”

“Slim, I know.” She sighed. “Never mind Lee
and Gary. How was your day?”

“Fun. Charlie and I took some SEALS out into
the boonies and let ‘em sharpen up their sniper skills.”

Julie laughed. “You and Charlie have a warped
view of what fun is.”

“You bet. I love my job.”

“I know you do. Will you teach our kids to
shoot?”

“If they want to learn, sure. What makes you
ask that?”

“Oh - I’ve got kids on the brain, I guess. I
had lunch with Tracy, and she asked when we were gonna join the
ranks.”

“Do you want to revise the plan?”

Julie and Dave’s plan was to have their first
in about three or four years. Then they’d have the next two in
short order. They both wanted three, and hoped they’d grow up as
best friends. “No. I need to finish school. And if we do buy this
house, I want to have it just right before the kids come. And if I
start talking about revising the plan, remind me of that.
Agreed?”

Dave chuckled. “Agreed.”

 


The house they’d found was small, but had all
their requirements. Close to the beach, three bedrooms and two
baths, a front porch and a back yard, and - most importantly -
within their budget.

They pulled into the driveway behind the
realtor’s car and got out. Julie smiled when she saw the house. It
was so cute. The view wasn’t much - one side faced the blank wall
of a large commercial building - and it needed a coat of paint, but
the yard was completely fenced and there was an orange tree in the
back.

The realtor approached, smiling. “Hello! I
can’t wait for you to see the interior of this house.”

Dave smirked. Julie subtly elbowed him -
Cut that out! - and said, “We’re excited to see it.”

The realtor led the way onto the front porch
and unlocked the door. It opened into a foyer. To the left was the
living room; to the right was a bedroom, which they entered. Dave
said, “This is big enough for bunk beds.”

The realtor said, “You have two
children?”

Julie said, “We don’t have any yet. Just
planning ahead.”

Dave tapped his foot on the carpet. “What’s
under here?”

“Solid wood flooring. That’s what exists
throughout the house, except for the bathrooms and kitchen.”

The second bedroom was small. Julie thought,
Nursery. Once the babies were all out of cribs, if they had
two kids of one gender and one of the other, the singleton could
have this room. If they had three of the same sex, she wasn’t sure
what they’d do. Take turns, maybe. Or maybe one kid would need his
or her own room more than the other two.

The guest bathroom was tiny, but had a
bathtub. Julie smiled, picturing rubber duckies and toy boats being
batted around by pudgy baby hands. Behind her Dave said,
“What?”

She turned to him, reminding herself of her
resolve. Diploma first. “Not a thing.”

The master bedroom was at the back of the
house, the west-facing window shaded by the orange tree. Julie
inhaled, imagining the scent of orange blossoms wafting through the
open window. Dave stuck his head into the bathroom. “Hey, Jules,
your own bathtub. You can lock the door and soak.”

The living room was an empty box. Julie
narrowed her eyes, trying to picture where she’d want to place the
sofa. The kitchen was cheery, but dated, with battered linoleum on
the floor. But the appliances were all against one wall, and there
was room for a table and chairs on the other.

The house was nearly perfect, although
neither Julie nor Dave said so. They didn’t want the realtor to
assume too much. But their faces must have given them away. Once
they were in the back yard the realtor said, “I need something from
my car. You two take some time. Talk it over.” She disappeared
through the back door into the house.

Dave slipped his arm around Julie’s
shoulders. “What do you think, hon?”

“I think maybe we should snap this one up
before it’s gone. It’s small, but it has everything.”

“That middle room will make a perfect
nursery.”

She grinned. “Great minds.”

Dave tugged her closer and rested the side of
his head against hers. “Then when we’re old and gray, we won’t have
to downsize.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Of course, the grandkids will have to bunk
on the floor when they visit.”

“Like our kids will when we go to your
dad’s.”

“Yep.” Dave turned and kissed her on the
temple. “Whaddya say, Mrs. Brodie? Should we turn this into the
Brodie family homestead? West coast edition?”

Julie laughed. “Let’s go sign the
papers.”


You Can’t Pick Your Family

 


 


This story isn’t brand new, but it hadn’t
seen the light of day until now. I don’t even remember where I
intended to use it. Jamie retells these events in Photographs
and Memories, but this story relates the events as they
happen.

Here we first meet some of Jamie’s extended
family, in particular his first cousins. Jamie is ten years old.
It’s the yearly Brodie family reunion, in South Carolina at the old
Brodie homestead where Jamie’s dad grew up.

 


 


July 1990

Beaufort, South Carolina

 


My cousin Tyler was five years younger than
me, the younger of my Uncle Dennis’s two sons from his second
marriage. Tyler’s full brother, Tanner, was desperate to be
accepted by his older half-brothers, Will and Henry, Uncle Dennis’s
sons from his first marriage. His chosen method of ingratiation was
to distance himself from Tyler, the baby.

Even at five, Tyler was clearly effeminate.
He loved playing with my Uncle Doug’s daughters, letting them dress
him up and practice their makeup skills on him. Tanner, at eight,
had apparently learned the F word – faggot – during the previous
school year. The first time he used it, Will and Henry were
gathering all of us for an excursion to Dairy Queen. Will asked,
“Where’s Tyler?”

Tanner said, “Little faggot’s playing with
the girls.”

Jeff, Kevin and I all looked at each other.
That sort of talk was banned in our house – even then my dad was
creating a safe haven for me inside the walls of our home. Will, at
fourteen, was Tanner’s oldest brother, and we all looked to him to
say something to Tanner. But all Will said was, “Then go get
him.”

Over the next couple of days, we watched as
Tanner bullied Tyler. Tanner didn’t seem to realize that his
behavior wasn’t winning him any points with Will or Henry – or any
of the rest of us. Finally, one hot afternoon, we were playing ball
in the back yard. Tyler was gamely trying to keep up, but Tanner
kept knocking him down. Finally, Tanner hurled a ball that caught
Tyler right in the back of the head. Tyler dropped like a log and
was silent for a minute. Jeff and Henry ran to him, reaching him
just as Tyler began to scream.

The screams brought the grownups, who had
been drinking rum and Coke on the front porch. Uncle Dennis ran to
Tyler, who was bleeding profusely, screaming, and attempting to get
up. Uncle Doug said, “What happened here?”

There was a moment of silence, then Kevin
said, “Tanner hit Tyler in the head with the ball. On purpose.”

Tanner went ballistic. “I did NOT! It was an
accident!”

Jeff said, “No, it wasn’t. We all saw you,
Tanner.”

Tanner had learned another F word. “You’re a
bunch of fucking liars!”

Uncle Dennis had scooped Tyler up and was
heading for the carport. Uncle Doug said, “I’ll drive you to the
hospital.”

This left my dad and grandfather to deal with
the aftermath. Dad said, “Tanner, did you throw at Tyler on
purpose?”

“No!”

Kevin said, “Yes, he did.”

And finally Henry said, “Yes, he did.”

Tanner needed to lash out at someone, so he
headed for me, the next youngest and smallest. He had to run past
Dad to do it, though, and Dad snatched him off the ground by the
back of his shorts in one smooth movement. By that time Uncle
Doug’s daughters had come to see what all the commotion was about.
Tanner was yowling and wriggling but Dad was holding him at arm’s
length.

My grandfather said, “What’re you gonna do
with that boy?”

Dad said, “I’m not sure yet. Any
suggestions?”

Will and Henry watched this exchange with
fascination, unfamiliar as they were with my dad’s and
grandfather’s parenting style. My grandfather considered for a
minute then spat off to the side. “Put him down. He can spend the
rest of the day hauling rocks with me.”

My dad set Tanner on the ground. Then Tanner
made his second major mistake - he came after me again. This time I
let him. Tanner was big for eight, but he wasn’t quite as big as
me. Right when he reached me, I side-stepped him and tripped him.
As he sprawled into the dirt I looked inquiringly at my dad and
grandfather, who both held up their hands in a “don’t let us stop
you” gesture.

Tanner hopped to his feet and charged me
again, and I decked him. One punch to the nose did it and he hit
the ground, blood streaming, wailing hysterically. My grandfather
shook his head in disgust and walked away. My dad hauled Tanner to
his feet again. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

“It hurts!”

“It doesn’t hurt as bad as your little
brother’s head.” Dad stopped at my cousin Shana, at fifteen the
oldest of all of us. “Do you think you can find Marilyn’s phone
number?” Marilyn was my ex-aunt, Uncle Dennis’s ex-wife, Tyler and
Tanner’s mother.

“Yes, sir.” Shana followed Dad and Tanner
into the house. The rest of us looked at each other for a minute,
then Will said to me, “Did you hurt your hand?”

“A little.” It was more than a little, but I
wasn’t going to complain.

My thirteen-year-old cousin Lindsey said,
“Come on, Jamie. I’ll get you an ice pack.”

I followed Lindsey into the house and sat at
the kitchen table while she wrapped ice cubes in a kitchen towel. I
could still hear Tanner crying from upstairs, but it was subdued.
Lindsey handed me the ice. “Only leave it on for twenty
minutes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know, but I learned that in Girl
Scouts.”

When Dennis and Doug returned from the
emergency room, Doug was carrying Tyler. The rest of us - minus
Tanner - were playing quietly on the porch. Dennis said to Dad,
“Where’s Tanner?”

“In your room, grounded.”

“Good. Thanks.” Dennis marched upstairs.

Doug handed Tyler to Dad, and followed Dennis
into the house. He returned with a Popsicle for Tyler. “We’re
supposed to watch him overnight for concussion.”

“Okay.” Dad arranged Tyler on his lap. “Ty,
how does your head feel?”

“Okay.” Ty was absorbed in his Popsicle.

Doug said, “It’s still numb from the
Xylocaine. It’ll wear off before long.”

Dennis reappeared, carrying a backpack and
dragging Tanner, who was whining. “I’m taking Tanner to his
mother’s. I’ll be back day after tomorrow.”

Dad opened his mouth, then closed it. Doug
said, “Um - okay.”

The rest of us breathed a simultaneous sigh
of relief.


To Protect and Serve

 


 


When I was soliciting story ideas, Chris, my
editor, immediately said, “I want to know why Pete became a cop.” I
knew the answer, but I didn’t know who should tell the story - then
it came to me.

We learn in Researched to Death that
Pete’s Grandma Ferguson passed away in 2005, not long before Pete
met Jamie. But in 1997 she was alive, well, and deeply concerned
about her grandson’s career choice. Pete, at this stage in his
life, is a senior at UCLA.

I am pleased to introduce you to Virginia
MacDonald Ferguson.

 


 


Victorville, California

April 1997

 


Ginny Ferguson placed a stack of pancakes in
front of her grandson and sat across from him, concern creasing her
forehead. “Pete. Where on earth did you get this idea?”

He didn’t look at her as he answered, which
meant he knew she was right. “What’s wrong with being a cop?”

“Nothing, for people who are suited to
it.”

That made him look at her, his jaw set. “And
you think I’m not?”

“I think it’s not the best choice you could
make. You feel too much, Pete. Either you’ll burn out fast,
or it’ll turn you into someone you don’t want to be.”

His eyes dropped back to his plate as he
poured syrup. “Not necessarily.”

Ginny sighed. “What happened to wanting to
help people? That’s why you majored in psychology in the first
place.”

“Cops do help people, if they do their jobs
right. The recruiter at the job fair said it was 10% law
enforcement and 90% social work.” He waved his fork in the air.
“Besides, if I wanted to be a psychologist, I’d have to stay in
school. I’m sick of studying, and I need a paycheck.”

“And the Los Angeles police
department? First the Rodney King disaster, then the OJ mess, now
this business with one officer killing another… You’ll be tarnished
by association.”

There was that set jaw again. “Most cops are
good people, Grandma Ginny. And the department needs recruits who
want to be good, honest cops.”

Ginny folded her hands across her belly.
“This job fair recruiter sure did a sales number on you.”

“It’s not like that. I’ve done more reading
since then. I think this is the right choice for me.”

She hated to ask it, but it had to be brought
up. “Are you planning to stay in the closet for your whole
career?”

His head snapped up and he stared at her,
syrup dripping from the bite of pancake on his fork. “That doesn’t
have anything to do…”

“Oh, yes, it does. Pete, honey, the police
department is going to be just like the military. You’ll be forced
to keep your personal life hidden. If they find out, they’ll make
your life miserable.”

“Then they won’t find out.”

“Then you’ll be miserable. Do you want
to spend your life in the shadows? And what happens when the other
cops ask what you did over the weekend, or who you’re dating, or
want to set you up with somebody’s sister?” She laid her own hand
over his. “You’ve been hiding in plain sight on the baseball team,
and I see what it’s taken out of you. Aren’t you sick of that?”

He cut into the pancake stack and stabbed
another bite. “I’m used to it.”

She sighed again. “You are impossible.
As stubborn as your dad.”

The corner of Pete’s mouth tipped up a tiny
bit. “What did you try to talk him out of?”

“Marrying your mother.”

The tiny smile twisted. “Yeah. That would’ve
been preferable. Although then Steve and I wouldn’t be here.”

“Yes, you would.” Ginny squeezed Pete’s hand
then let go. “In a slightly different form, maybe, but with a mom
who deserved you.”

He dragged a bite of pancake through the
syrup on his plate. “If LAPD is bad, I can always quit, or work in
another city. But if I want to go back to school, the department
will pay for part of it. And I’ll be able to save a lot of money,
living with Uncle Arthur and Lewis.”

Ginny rested her chin on her fist, studying
Pete. Her sweet baby grandson, now so tall and handsome, with her
son’s beautiful eyes - and that wide grin that was going to knock
the socks off some young man one of these days. “That’s what I want
for you, you know.”

He looked up, puzzled. “What?”

“What Arthur and Lewis have. A long, happy
life with a wonderful man.”

The wide, gorgeous grin appeared. “What’s
this wonderful man like, Grandma Ginny?”

She laughed. “Well, let’s see. He’s smart and
well-educated, obviously. He’s from a strong, solid family who
supports him without reservation. He’s an athlete like you, or at
least someone who takes care of himself. He’ll keep you on your
toes, and not put up with any BS. And, please God, he’ll keep a
clean house.”

Pete was laughing now, too. “Exactly what are
you saying by that?”

“That if you end up with a man who’s as messy
as you, the two of you will be buried up to your necks in dirty
laundry in about three weeks.”

“That’s the first question I’ll ask him. ‘How
do you feel about doing laundry?’” Pete’s grin slipped, but he was
still smiling a little. “Where do you suppose I’ll find this
terrific guy?”

“Well, he’ll have to find you, won’t he?
Since you won’t be out there looking.”

His expression was solemn now. “Do you really
think he will? Do you really believe there’s someone out there for
me?”

Ginny leaned forward and covered Pete’s hand
with her own again. “I do. He’s out there, and he’ll find you.
He’ll walk up to you and shake your hand, and boom. You’ll finally
see your future.”

“I hope you’re right.”

She stood and picked up their plates. “Have I
ever been wrong?”

He smiled up at her. “Not yet.”

She smiled back. “And don’t you forget
it.”


The Most Beautiful Guy

 


 


This story was suggested as a “leaving the
nest” story, but turned into something slightly different. Jamie is
leaving for Berkeley, where he’ll meet the man who will change his
life. Just not in the way he expected.

 


 


Oceanside, California

August 1998

 


I held up the t-shirt, inspecting it.
USMC was stamped across the chest, and there was a hole
under the left arm. From behind me, my dad’s voice said, “You’re
not taking that one, are you?”

“Only to sleep in.” I folded the shirt and
tucked it into my duffel bag.

“You could leave it here to sleep in.”

I turned around and grinned at him. “What,
you think I’ll embarrass the Marine Corps if anyone sees me in
it?”

My dad was leaning in the doorway of my
bedroom, barefoot, in jeans and a t-shirt, his blond hair flopping
over his forehead. He smiled back, but it was a sad smile. At that
moment, he looked so young. And a little lost.

I said, “You need a haircut.”

“I’ll go next week. Do you want to take the
nightstand?”

“Maybe I should. I’m gonna have a ton of
books. My roommate might prefer to have them corralled.”

My dad wrinkled his nose. “I hope he’s not
going to be a problem.”

I’d exchanged one email with my assigned
roommate, an incoming English major named Ethan Williams. He was
from San Rafael, a wealthy town in Marin County, and would be a
member of the men’s rowing team. “Nah. I can get along with anyone,
right?”

Dad laughed. “After seventeen years of
rooming with your brothers? I’d have to agree.”

I looked around the small bedroom. My duffel
bag was open on the twin bed, which had been Jeff’s. The bunk beds
on the opposite wall had been Kevin’s and mine. The six-drawer
chest - two drawers for each of us - had seen better days. I said,
“What are you going to do in here?”

“Turn it into a proper guest room.
Queen-sized bed, new nightstands, fresh paint, and a makeover for
the closet. When Jeff and Val come to visit, they shouldn’t have to
sleep on an air mattress.”

“So Kevin and Jennifer get the air
mattress?”

“I doubt that Kev and Jennifer will ever
spend the night here.” Kevin’s girlfriend Jennifer was from Julian,
sixty miles over the mountains in central San Diego County. She
always wanted to stay at her parents’ house when they came home
from UCLA.

“True.” I turned back to the chest of
drawers. My two drawers were empty. I opened Kevin’s and extracted
a Padres t-shirt. “Think Kev would care if I took this?”

“If he wanted it, he’d have taken it with
him.” Kevin had gone back to LA a few days ago for fall baseball
camp.

I folded the shirt and packed it. “All that’s
left is what’s in the coat closet, I guess.”

Dad didn’t respond. I turned to find him
gazing around the room sadly. My heart hurt for him. I said, “I
should have gone to UCSD instead.”

“No.” He raised a finger at me.
“Berkeley has the best history department, right? You’re going to
Berkeley.”

“Yes, sir.” I crossed the room in two steps
and buried my head on his shoulder. “I love you, Daddy.”

He hugged back, hard. “I love you too,
sport.”

We hugged for a minute without speaking, then
pulled away from each other. Dad patted my cheek. “Shrimp and grits
for dinner?”

My favorite meal. I grinned. “Yes, sir.”

 


Over dinner I said, “I’ve been thinking about
grad school.”

My dad glanced up from his plate, amused.
“Shouldn’t you get your bachelor’s degree underway first?”

“Well, sure, but it doesn’t hurt to plan
ahead, right? I know that grad school will be necessary. I can’t do
much with a bachelor’s degree in history.”

“True. So what are you thinking?”

I took a deep breath. “I want to study
British history, right? What better place to do that than where it
happened? Britain itself? I want to try for a Rhodes
scholarship.”

Dad whistled softly. “What would that
entail?”

“A GPA close to 4.0, for starters. They also
want people who’ve excelled at some extracurricular activity -
sports or music.” I pointed my fork at myself. “Four years of rugby
at Cal should suffice.”

“Is that all?”

“No. There’s a requirement for volunteer
work, community service, that sort of thing. It has a whiff of
colonialism around it, but the award is named for Cecil Rhodes,
after all.”

“Is that scholarship a full ride?”

“Yes. Which is why I want it.”

Dad reached across the table and tapped the
back of my hand. “Don’t worry about paying for grad school, sport.
When the time comes, we’ll figure it out.”

“If I can get a Rhodes scholarship, I won’t
have to worry. Not to mention, that’s gonna look
awesome on a résumé.”

He laughed. “Never let it be said that Jamie
Brodie doesn’t dream big.”

I grinned. “You’re the one who taught me to
go for what I want.”

“True. You’ve never done volunteer work. What
would you do?”

Another deep breath. “I’m gonna be right
across the bay from San Francisco, right? I think it’s time for me
to start giving back to my own community. I’d like to volunteer for
some AIDS-related organization.”

Dad nodded. “Your mom would approve.”

“Would she?”

“Sure.” He smiled. “She was a nurse, after
all.”

I hesitated, then plunged ahead. “Would she
have been okay with me being gay?”

“She would. We even discussed it once.”

“Seriously? How was that subject raised?”

He chuckled. “She had to break up a couple of
fights between two guys, a former couple, that worked in the OR
with her. It was years before you guys were born.”

I smiled, thinking to myself - as I did
nearly every day - that I wished my mom was here.

Dad said, “Back to your volunteer work - will
it be hard to juggle that with staying closeted to the rugby
team?”

I grimaced. “I wish I didn’t have to stay
closeted.”

“I know.”

I tapped my fork on my plate. “One step at a
time, right? I’m used to tiptoeing through minefields. I’m good at
it.”

“Yes, you are.” Dad stood and held out his
hand for my empty plate. “Seconds?”

 


The next morning, I’d barely finished my
blueberry pancakes when I heard honking from the street. Dad said,
“That’ll be Charlie.”

Charlie Fortner was my dad’s best friend, and
my best friend Ali’s dad. Ali was headed for UC-Davis, which was on
the quarter system and wouldn’t start for another month. But Ali’s
girlfriend, Melanie Hayes, was coming with me to Berkeley. Her
family had refused to help, so Charlie had offered to move Mel to
Berkeley.

All of our belongings, both mine and Mel’s,
would fit in the back of Charlie’s SUV. Charlie was driving, my dad
was riding shotgun, and Ali, Mel and I would be stuffed into the
back seat. I didn’t care. It promised to be a fun trip.

Ali and Mel piled into the house and accosted
me in the kitchen. Ali teased, “Aren’t you ready?”

“Y’all are early.” I rinsed my plate and
utensils and put them in the dishwasher. “Let me brush my teeth and
I’m ready.”

By the time I’d done so, Ali and Mel had
loaded my stuff into the car. Dad retrieved his overnight bag and
locked the door behind us. We piled into the car, Ali in the
middle, since she was fractionally shorter than Mel. As we pulled
away from the curb, I cast a backward glance at the house.

Ali said softly, “You’ll be back at
Thanksgiving.”

“I know.”

She squeezed my hand but didn’t say anything
else.

 


We stopped along the way for lunch and
arrived in Berkeley mid-afternoon. Since my belongings were
blocking Mel’s, we went to my room first. We maneuvered past dozens
of other new residents, most with parents in tow, hauling massive
amounts of stuff into their rooms.

Everything I owned didn’t amount to much.
With all of us carrying something, we could manage it in one trip.
Compared to my dorm-mates, I was impoverished.

I didn’t care. Dad and I had worked hard to
put together the funding for college. I had even applied to UC San
Diego, in case I couldn’t afford housing costs elsewhere. But
between my savings from three years of mowing lawns, a stipend from
the Oceanside rugby club, a scholarship for children of active-duty
servicemen, and an academic scholarship from the university, we’d
succeeded. Both Jeff and Kevin were attending college on full rides
thanks to athletic scholarships, so Dad’s savings for our
collective educations were available for me. I wouldn’t have to
take out any loans.

We arrived at my room and unlocked the door.
There was no sign that my roommate had arrived. Both twin beds were
without linens, both desktops were bare, both of the small closets
were empty. I said, “Let’s just leave everything against the wall
over here. I don’t want to claim a side without asking.”

We stacked my stuff to the right side of the
room. Ali stuck her head into the tiny bathroom. “I hope you and
this Ethan dude don’t have to get ready at the same time.”

“It’ll be fine.” I hoped.

We traipsed back downstairs and got Mel’s
things from the car. Like me, she didn’t own much; her mother had
refused to let Mel take anything from home other than her clothing
and books. Ali’s parents had given her sheets and towels, and, like
me, she’d be using the computer labs on campus rather than a
personal computer. Neither of us owned one.

Mel’s roommate was already there, a fellow
pre-law student from Los Angeles named Tasha Jimenez. She and Mel
hit it off immediately, and Tasha wasn’t fazed a bit when Mel
introduced Ali as her girlfriend.

I smiled inwardly. Liberal Berkeley might be
exactly what Mel - and I - needed.

 


After we’d settled Mel she, Tasha, and Ali
decided to explore campus. We arranged to meet them back at my
dorm. Charlie, Dad and I walked around a bit too - I located the
library, the rugby field, and Dwinelle Hall, the home of the
history department. We wandered through the building, poking our
heads into open rooms, and I met a handful of people in the
department.

When we emerged, Charlie checked his watch.
“We have some time before we meet the girls.”

I said, “I’d like to check my room and see if
my roommate has shown up.”

Back at the dorm, Dad and Charlie waited
outside for Ali, Mel and Tasha to return while I trotted upstairs.
When I arrived at my room, the door was open. I walked in - and
stopped cold.

The most beautiful human I’d ever seen in my
life appeared in the doorway to the bathroom. He stopped, too. We
stared at each other for several seconds before I found my voice.
“Hi. Um - hi. I guess you’re Ethan?”

His eyes were clear, blue-gray, and their
gaze never wavered. “Right. You’re Jamie.”

It was a statement, not a question. “Yeah.” I
waved my hand at my small stack of belongings. “I just dumped
everything. I didn’t know which side you’d want.”

The left side of the room - bed, desk, closet
- had disappeared under a mound of clothing, books, computer parts,
and gadgets. Ethan owned at least ten times as much stuff as I did.
He regarded me solemnly. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll move my things if
you want.”

“No, no. This is fine with me. Are your
parents gone already?”

Something shifted in his expression, and I
recognized that look. I’d seen it before on the face of my high
school friend with benefits, Robbie Harrison. Unadulterated
cynicism. Ethan said, “Our gardener brought me.”

“Oh.” I didn’t even know what to say about
that.

Ethan smiled, sympathetic with my
discomfiture. “It’s all good. I get along with Raoul a lot better
than I do with my old man.”

“Ah. Okay. Um - my dad’s waiting downstairs
and we’re gonna find something to eat. Would you like to come with
us?”

“Thanks, but no. I want to get this under
control.” He waved his hand at his stuff.

“Okay. I’ll do that when I get back.”

He nodded. “I’ll be here.”

And he was. Charlie and Dad dropped me off to
head to their hotel - I’d have breakfast with them in the morning.
Back at the room, I found Ethan sitting on top of a neatly made
bed, wearing headphones attached to a portable CD player, reading.
His clothes were hung up, his books were stacked by his bed, and
his computer was assembled on the desktop. He slipped the
headphones off as I entered and smiled. “How was dinner?”

“Terrific. There’s a Chinese takeout place
right across from campus. Cheap and delicious.” I untied the black
trash bag I’d brought my sheets and towels in and began making my
bed. “Do you know your way around Berkeley? Since you’re kinda from
this area?”

“To some extent. I know San Francisco well. I
went to high school in the city.”

“Private school?”

He snorted, but there was no malice in it.
“How’d you guess?”

I grinned. “Just a hunch.”

“Uh huh.” He tossed the book aside. “I’ll
admit it. I’m a stereotype. Poor little rich boy.”

I shrugged. “As long as you recognize it,
right? I guess I’m a rich little poor boy.”

Ethan watched as I tucked in my top sheet.
“Hospital corners.”

“Military corners. I was raised by Marines.”
I unfolded the wool blanket I’d brought over the top of the bed and
plopped my duffel bag on top of it. “What are you reading?”

He held up the book. The Canterbury
Tales. I quoted, “Whan that aprill with his shoures soote, The
droghte of march hath perced to the roote…”

He gave me an appraising look. “Very
good.”

“Thank you.” I began to unpack and hang up my
clothes.

I could feel Ethan’s gaze on me as I moved
back and forth from bed to closet. He said, “You don’t have a
computer?”

“Nah.” I tried to sound casual about it.

“You can use mine.”

I turned in surprise. “Oh, thanks, but that’s
okay. I can use the campus computer labs.”

He snorted. “A, inconvenient. B, their
hardware isn’t as up to date as mine.”

I tried not to snicker at the double
entendre. I wasn’t entirely successful. Ethan grinned, and the
blinding beauty of that grin took my breath away.

To cover my condition, I started to laugh.
Ethan did too, and pretty soon we were belly-laughing, holding our
sides and wiping our eyes. Once we’d managed to regain control of
ourselves Ethan said, “You’re a history major, right?”

“Right.”

“Is that how you know the Canterbury
Tales?”

“Not directly. I had an English teacher in
high school who made us read them. I remember them because British
history is my primary area of interest.”

“Why?”

I stopped, holding the Padres t-shirt I’d
snitched from Kevin’s drawer. “I don’t remember exactly how my
interest was piqued. But British history is nearly as old as human
history. And there’s this tiny island, which dominated the world
for a century. Its language still dominates the world today. How
did that happen?” I re-folded the shirt and tucked it into a
drawer. “Besides, I’m 100% Scottish on my dad’s side. British
history is my history.”

Ethan’s expression was thoughtful. “Williams
is a Welsh name.”

“Yep. British history is your history,
too.”

“Maybe that’s why my focus is on British
literature.”

I crossed my arms and stood, studying him for
a second. God, he was gorgeous. I said, “I believe that you
and I are going to get along just fine.”

He smiled, his eyes locked with mine. “Oh,
yes. We are.”


Partners

 


 


The next story begins a year and a half
before the previous one, but covers a period of about five years.
Hence its out-of-chronology placement. It tells of another initial
meeting between two of our primary characters.

 


 


Westwood, Los Angeles, California

March 1997

 


 


Pete Ferguson slipped through the door into
the media room. Coach was introducing the new crop of recruits
signed by UCLA Baseball for the coming year, and he’d strongly
recommended that the current players attend.

Pete didn’t particularly care who the newbies
were. He was a senior; he wouldn’t be playing with them. But Coach
had asked, and he was mildly curious. So he pressed himself against
the back wall and watched the recruits file in.

There was a long table at the front with
eleven seats, a microphone at each. The recruits crossed from a
side door to the table and sat. Each player had a place card with
his name in front of him, but Pete was too far away to read
them.

Jimbo Howard, the Bruins’ current right
fielder and also a senior, slipped into the room and stood beside
Pete. “Big fish from small ponds, huh?”

“Most of them.” Pete watched the guys walk. A
few of them strutted, cocky for now. The rest, with one exception,
had deer-in-the-headlights going on.

The exception was the next to last in. The
guy carried himself confidently but not arrogantly. He was the
biggest of the group, as tall as Pete, and at least ten pounds
heavier. Jimbo whistled softly. “Check out the big guy. How’d the
football team miss him?”

“Good question.” Pete observed the guy more
closely. He was blond, his hair just a bit longer than a buzz cut,
wearing a polo shirt and jeans. He took his seat and crossed his
arms, gazing out at the collection of reporters, players and
hangers-on. Interestingly, he seemed to be evaluating the audience,
rather than the other way around. Pete thought, There’s the
future team captain.

Coach took his seat in the center of the
table. “Good afternoon, everyone, thanks for coming. Allow me to
present our 1997 recruiting class. Each athlete will introduce
himself, then we’ll take questions. We’ll start with Charlie
Acosta.”

Charlie was the last kid at the table, just
to the right of the big blond guy. “Um - I’m Charlie Acosta, I’m
from Bakersfield, I play shortstop, and I’m going to major in
sports management.”

Jimbo snorted. “Of course you are.”

The big blond guy leaned forward into the
mic. “My name is Kevin Brodie. I’m from Oceanside. My intended
major is philosophy, and I’m a catcher.”

Catcher. That explained the size.
Jimbo said what Pete was thinking. “A catcher-philosopher?
That should be entertaining.”

The rest of the recruits were mostly budding
sports management and phys ed majors. One planned to study math and
one was shooting for pre-med. When they’d finished Coach said, “All
right. We’ll take questions now.”

An older guy - from the Times, maybe?
- said, “My question is for Kevin Brodie. Why philosophy?”

One corner of Kevin’s mouth tipped up. “I
want to study ethics. How humans develop a moral code, and under
what circumstances individuals might compromise or abandon those
codes.”

And just like that, the entire room was
focused on Kevin Brodie. It didn’t seem to faze him in the least.
The reporter said, “Er - wow. That’s fascinating. Do you intend to
eventually teach or do research?”

“No, sir. I intend to be a homicide
detective.”

A murmur circled the room then died away.
Even Coach seemed surprised. Beside Pete, Jimbo muttered,
“Damn. I pity the fools who he goes after.”

Pete said, “No shit.”

 


 


January 2002

 


The next time Pete heard Kevin Brodie’s name
was in the locker room before a Centurions game. Pete had still
been in field training when the Centurions coach had somehow
learned about Pete’s baseball background and had recruited him to
the team. He’d been playing since last summer and, so far, was
batting over .400. Police league pitching was considerably easier
to hit than PAC-12 pitching had been. As a result, he’d gained an
enormous amount of respect, something that rookie cops found hard
to earn.

And he’d been rapidly transferred from
Hollenbeck Division to West LA. Boyle Heights to Brentwood. When
he’d asked why, he’d been told, “Parker doesn’t want its Centurions
stars getting shot at.” Parker was Parker Center, LAPD
headquarters.

He’d considered complaining, then decided
against it. If he was ever outed in the department, he needed all
the good will he could muster. Besides - it was a much shorter
commute.

He was tying his cleats when someone to his
left said, “Hey, did you hear? Someone at the Academy broke the
marksmanship record.”

Another voice said, “Yeah, I heard. He didn’t
just break it, he demolished it.”

The first guy laughed. “SWAT will be all
over him as soon as he graduates.”

A voice to his right asked, “D’you know his
name?”

The second guy said, “Yeah. Kevin
Brodie.”

Pete sat up so fast, he whacked his head on
the still-open door of his locker. “Ow. Shit. I know that
guy.”

Everyone within earshot turned toward him.
Ronnie Edmonds, the centerfielder, said, “Yeah? How?”

“I don’t know him, but I know
of him. He played baseball at UCLA. I was a senior when he
was recruited.”

Carl Frick, the third baseman, said, “What
position?”

“Catcher.”

An “ooooo” went around the room. The
Centurions catcher, Bill Navarro, had been making noises about
retiring. Ronnie said, “Forget SWAT. Somebody needs to tell Coach
about this guy.”

So Pete did.

 


Two months later, Pete walked into the
Centurions locker room to find Kevin Brodie at the locker next to
his, tugging a shirt over his head. Pete stopped for a second then
said, “Kevin Brodie.”

Kevin turned in surprise. “Yeah…?”

Pete held out his hand. “Pete Ferguson.”

Understanding dawned on Kevin’s face. “Ah.
You’re the one who recommended me for the team. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I expect we’ll be thanking
you pretty soon.”

“How did you know who I was?”

“Remember your first Media Day at UCLA?
Spring of ‘97? I was there. Do you still intend to be a homicide
detective?”

Kevin laughed. “Yeah, I do. Anything I need
to know here?” He waved his hand to indicate the locker room.

“Nah. Just don’t make me sorry that I gave
Coach your name.”

Kevin’s grin was wide. “I’ll do my best.”

 


 


July 2002

 


Six months later, Pete was delighted that
he’d recommended Kevin. He threw a baseball as accurately as he
shot, and his batting average hovered around .333. Pete’s own was
still above .400.

Patrol in West LA was actually enjoyable,
most of the time. The worst situations he and his partner, Stan
Hazlett, had to handle were domestic violence-related, usually
after someone had drunk too much at a party. There were a few bar
fights in Westwood around the university, and plenty of theft.

As Parker Center had hoped, he had yet to be
shot at.

The only unknown was that Stan had just
retired. Stan was a gruff old guy, fighting a potbelly, who’d never
been anything but a patrol officer. Everyone in West LA knew him,
it seemed. He’d shown Pete the best places to eat and get coffee
and had been a solid, steady partner. He’d also refrained from
pushing Pete for any details about his personal life.

Now Stan was gone and Pete was nervous. His
Grandma Ginny had been right - keeping his personal life under
wraps was wearing on him. Not that he had much personal
life. An occasional overnight camping trip to the desert with a
like-minded, also-closeted cop was the only action he was
getting.

If his new partner turned out to be a
homophobic redneck, he wasn’t sure what he’d do.

He changed into his uniform in the locker
room and headed upstairs to the captain’s office. He knocked, and
the captain called, “Come in.”

Pete pushed the door open. “Good morning,
sir.”

“Good morning.” The captain stood, as Pete
sensed another person to his right. He turned to find Kevin Brodie
grinning at him. “Officer Brodie tells me that the two of you are
already acquainted.”

Pete was stunned to silence for a second.
“Yes, sir. You’re my new partner?”

“Yep.”

The captain said, “Welcome aboard, Officer
Brodie. Ferguson, I trust you’ll show him the ropes.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Excellent. Be careful out there.”

Pete and Kevin said together, “Yes, sir.”

Pete showed Kevin to the lot where their
Crown Vic awaited. “How well do you know your way around this
area?”

“Pretty well. I lived in Westwood for four
years. Do you want me to drive?”

“No, I’ll drive. I just wondered how much
geographic orientation you needed.”

“Not much.”

“All right.” Pete climbed behind the wheel
and started the car. Kevin called in their status, and Pete turned
onto Butler Avenue and headed north. “Is your plan to take the
detectives’ exam as soon as you’re eligible?”

“Yes.” Kevin glanced at Pete. “What about
you?”

“I’m not sure. I’m considering getting a
master’s degree.”

“In what?”

“Psychology.”

“Would you be a police psychologist?”

Pete shrugged. “I haven’t thought that far
ahead.”

Their morning was uneventful - they took a
report of a stolen bike in Westwood, drove around for about a half
hour, and found it ditched in an empty lot. They returned it to its
owner. They pulled over a Beemer in Bel Air for running a stop
sign, and got called to a fender bender in a grocery store parking
lot. It was 12:30 when Pete said, “Ready for lunch?”

“Sure.”

Pete drove to a taco stand near the station.
They ordered and returned to the car to eat. Pete nodded at the
wedding ring on Kevin’s left hand. “You’re married.”

He mumbled around a bite of taco. “Mm hm.
Just over a year. You?”

“I’m single. What does your wife do?”

“She teaches kindergarten in Culver City. Her
name’s Jennifer.”

“Ah. You live in Culver City?”

“Yup. You?”

“I live in Santa Monica. I help take care of
my great-uncle, and in return he doesn’t charge me rent.”

“Whoa. That’s lucky. Are you an LA
native?”

“LA County, yes. Lancaster. You’re from San
Diego?”

Kevin grinned. “San Diego County, yes.
Oceanside.”

“Ah, I vaguely remember that now. Is your dad
a Marine?”

“Yep. Newly retired.” Kevin balled up one
paper wrapper and unwound another from a second taco. “He wants no
part of what’s coming in Iraq.”

“Oh.” Pete wasn’t sure what was coming in
Iraq, and didn’t want to get into politics. “Do you have
siblings?”

“Two brothers. One older, one younger.”

“Are they military or cops?”

Kevin laughed. “Not at all. My older brother
is in veterinary school at Davis, and my younger brother just won a
Rhodes Scholarship and is packing for England.”

“No way. How did he get to be a Rhodes
Scholar?”

“He went to Berkeley, he earned a 3.92 GPA,
he played rugby there and won four national championships, and he
did a shit-ton of volunteer work. He wants a Ph.D. in history, and
this was a way for him to get it without student loans.”

“History, huh?”

“Yeah. Britain under the Roman Empire.” Kevin
waved a hand in the air. “He’s kind of a nut about it.”

“So he’ll be a university professor.”

“That’s the plan. He and his boyfriend
both.”

Boyfriend. Pete stopped, taco halfway
to his mouth. Did Kevin know? How could he? He was still
eating, concentrating on containing the diced tomato in his taco
shell. Pete swallowed. “Boyfriend?”

“Yeah.” Kevin glanced at Pete, his eyes
slightly narrowed. “Is that a problem?”

“No. Of course not.” It
so wasn’t a problem. Pete was almost dizzy with relief. “How
long have you - when did he - uh…”

“He came out to Jeff and me - Jeff is our
older brother - when he was fourteen. He told our dad several
months after that.”

“And he plays rugby.”

“Yep. Exceptionally well.”

Pete wadded up his wrapper, thinking. Should
he tell Kevin? They were going to be spending a lot of time
together in this car. It would make life so much easier…

He was still considering when Kevin said, “Is
it safe to assume that anything said in this car doesn’t go beyond
this car?”

Pete whipped his head around to look at
Kevin. “Yes. You’re the ethics guy, right? Consider this a
confessional.”

“Glad to hear it. Just in case I ever need to
confess anything.”

“Are you Catholic?”

He snorted. “God, no. We’re ethnically
Presbyterian, but I haven’t been to church since middle school. Are
you?”

“I was. I’m an atheist now.”

“Good for you. I respect that.”

“I’m also gay.”

Pete froze, stunned at his own proclamation.
Why had he said that? The words had fallen out of his mouth
of their own volition, it seemed. Kevin gave him a considering
look. “Good for you. I respect that.”

Pete blew out a breath, shaking his head.
“I’m not sure you should. Other than my immediate family, I’m
deeeep in the closet.”

Kevin held out his hand. “Thank you for
admitting me to your immediate family.”

Pete huffed a laugh and shook Kevin’s hand.
“Thank you. For being okay with it. For whatever comes next.”

Kevin grinned. “Too bad my brother’s leaving
the country in three days. You and he - and his boyfriend - could
probably be friends.”

“What’s his name?”

“Jamie. His boyfriend is Ethan.”

“Maybe when he gets back.” Pete handed his
balled-up trash to Kevin. “Noobs get to dump the garbage.”

“Ha! I’d expect no less.”

Kevin exited the car and headed for the trash
bin. Pete sagged back against his seat in relief. If he still
believed in God, he’d be thanking him profusely right now.

Kevin climbed back into the passenger seat
and buckled up. “Ready to roll?”

Pete grinned and cranked the engine. “I have
never been more ready in my life.”


Plan B

 


 


We know that Jamie decided to become a
librarian because his plans with Ethan crashed and burned. This
story fills in the details of that decision and introduces us to
Jamie’s pal, Niles Gretton.

 


 


Oxford, England

May 2005

 


I dropped the stack of books onto the
tabletop in the Merton College library and flopped onto the seat.
Around me, fellow scholars were hard at work. I lifted the top book
from the stack, opened it in front of me, and sat, staring at the
table of contents without seeing it.

A few minutes later, someone sat down beside
me on the bench. Niles Gretton, the librarian here, and my best
friend in Oxford. He whispered, “What are you doing?”

I closed the book. “That’s the question,
isn’t it? What the hell am I doing? What am I gonna do with
this stupid degree now?”

Niles sighed then stood up, his hand on the
stack of books. “Take those to your room. I’m off for the day in
fifteen minutes. We’ll go for a pint.”

“No. I’ve been drinking too much.”

“One more pint won’t tip you over. Go on,
then.” He tapped the stack of books and walked away.

I thought about it for a minute, then got up.
There wasn’t any point in trying to work in my current frame of
mind. A pint wouldn’t help - I’d had plenty of pints in the past
month, and none of them
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