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Chapter One

 


“Have you seen this news report? Girls as
young as ten being married to men old enough to be their
grandfathers?” said Enre, his blood boiling as he thought of
frightened little children being sent away from their families to
live with strangers.

“What?” Delwynne snatched Enre’s cell phone
from his hand and scrolled down the link. “Oh, that’s in India. I
thought you meant here. That’s a different culture, a different
religion over there. They just do things differently,” she said
giving him back his phone and shrugging her shoulders.

“But ten years old. They’re just little kids.
They should be in school. Playing with Barbie dolls. Not getting
married.”

“You’re always going off like a firecracker
about something, Enre. Calm down. Live and let live.” Delwynne
walked away from him.

“But it’s wrong. They’re people too, just
like American children.”

“So write a letter to your Congressman, if
you feel that strongly about it,” Delwynne flung over her shoulder
as she shut the door, leaving Enre all alone in Greenhouse
Four.

“I will. It’s not right. Kids should be free
to be kids, not married off to old men,” he muttered, pulling out a
bag of potting mix to replant some seedlings. So many things in the
world seemed unfair. Why didn’t anyone care except him? Why
couldn’t girls everywhere go to school, choose their own partner,
or not marry if they didn’t want to?

Why did little boys have to work in rug
factories, or quarries, to help feed their families? They should be
in school too. Hell, why didn’t countries ensure everyone had clean
drinking water? Far too many babies died from having to drink dirty
water, and what was so hard about drilling a few decent wells here
and there? And don’t get me started about child soldiers. Making
children fight and kill has to be the cruelest evil in the known
world. Am I the only person in America who cares about other people
in faraway lands?

Enre’s pulse was racing, his heart pounding
and his hands too sweaty and unsteady to work properly. He looked
down at the concrete floor of the greenhouse and forced himself to
drag in big, slow breaths. His blood pressure would be off the
charts again, and his doctor would frown and shake her head
severely at him, but Enre couldn’t help it. So many things in the
world just weren’t right, they weren’t fair. Someone had to do
something about them. And since no one else seemed to worry about
them, it had to be him.

He ran his hands through his short, fiery red
hair. People made jokes about his hair color having burned up his
brain cells. But nothing had changed. He could still remember his
mother pulling him aside on his very first day in kindergarten, and
trying to explain to him that he had to stay out of other people’s
arguments. “But it wasn’t fair, Mommy. The big boy took that girl’s
place in line. She’d been waiting in line for her turn, and he
pushed in!”

No, nothing has changed at all. It’s
almost thirty years later and you’re still getting upset about
everyone else’s problems, he sighed. “But it’s not fair,” he
said aloud, making himself laugh. No, it wasn’t fair. He’d finally
learned that life never had been fair. But he wanted everyone to be
treated right. And nothing could change his nature about that.
Well, he’d send off some emails to the usual places about these
child brides when he got home tonight. Maybe he’d do some good.
“Maybe it won’t help either. But I have to try. I have to do
something!”

And that was the whole point. His nature was
that he had to be involved. He had to try. He had to do something
to help. No matter how many people called him a hothead, or an
interfering idiot, somehow he couldn’t stay away. Where there was
injustice, his body, mind, and spirit automatically rebelled, and
he spoke first then thought second.

The only person who seemed to have even the
tiniest bit of understanding of the driving power inside him for
equality and justice was Kalman. Dear, sweet Kalman, in every way
his opposite. Kalman had quiet, unobtrusive brown hair, and
speaking chocolate eyes. When Kalman held his gaze, Enre’s dick
hardened and his ass clenched with need. Kalman’s voice was soft
and measured. He never yelled, or even raised his voice, yet when
he spoke everyone listened and paid attention.

Some days it seemed to Enre that when
he spoke it was the signal for everyone to stop
listening.

Yet Kalman did care about other people.
They’d had several long lunchtime conversations about issues that
had been burning through Enre’s mind, and Kalman’s advice had
always been intelligent, sensible and yet non-inflammatory. Where
Enre tended to rush in demanding change, Kalman stopped and thought
and planned, then offered clever ways of attacking the problems
that other people immediately agreed with.

Enre wanted to get to know Kalman, better—a
lot better—but up until now he’d been wary of getting too close to
the man, as history had shown him that was usually the end of any
friendship he’d made.

“You’re too intense.” “Loosen up.” “Take a
chill pill.” The words had changed over the years, but the message
remained the same. His attitude frightened people away from him.
They didn’t want to be friends with someone who was always trying
to save the world.

And what Enre truly wanted was not really to
save the whole world, but just to have someone special, someone of
his own, who he could talk to and relax with and who cared about
others the way he did. In some ways Enre thought Kalman might be
that man, his very own Mr. Right. But fear of spoiling their
casual, workplace friendship, fear of scaring Kalman away from him,
kept Enre silent.

 


****

 


Kalman loved everything about his job at the
botanical gardens. He loved digging his fingers deep in the dirt,
helping plants to grow and develop. He loved the silence of the
garden beds as he dug and weeded and pruned, and he loved the happy
laughter of children and adults exploring the gardens, finding
exciting new floral treasures around each corner.

He was also very attracted to Enre. Enre,
with his fiery red hair and his even more fiery nature. Enre, who
couldn’t open his mouth without demanding everyone rise to right
whatever latest wrong he’d discovered. Enre, whose heart was as big
as the entire world, but who overwhelmed everyone with his passion
and enthusiasm instead of letting his listeners move at their own
pace, and make their own discoveries.

Enre was exactly like paprika, Kalman had
decided one night while making goulash for his supper. A sprinkle
of paprika in the pan and the meal was much more delicious.
Tastier, spicier, no longer bland or boring. Life with Enre around
would never be bland or boring, that was for sure.

However, too much paprika spoiled the meal.
It was much too spicy, overdone, destroying the subtle flavors of
the other ingredients. They no longer had space to display their
own unique properties, but were engulfed by the all-encompassing
flavor of paprika. In exactly the same way Enre’s extreme passion
drowned out the thoughts and feelings of his listeners.

But if the chef heated the paprika with oil,
very gently, the flavor became even more enticing. That was what he
needed to do with Enre. Guide him gently but firmly into avenues
where he could embrace his many causes, right the world’s wrongs,
but without scaring everyone off or swamping them with his intense
personality, and passionate speech.

And me? he thought. What about me?
I’m chives. Resting quietly and inconspicuously in the rockery, on
the border of the garden. I have flavor, but nothing like the
strength and power of paprika. My ability to season people’s lives
is very mild. My flavor is the least of the onion family, so slight
as to be almost non-existent. But I do believe I could work with
Enre here. He’s such a wonderful man, with so many intelligent
ideas, and boundless energy to carry them out. Just as chives
protect the plants in the garden, keeping them free from pests, my
task could be to protect Enre, to help him channel his energy and
harness his passions instead of frightening people away.

But do I dare? Have I the courage to step
out of my rock border and make myself known? What if he refuses my
help, sends me away? The small friendship we have already would be
gone and I may never see him again. Am I brave enough to take such
a risk?

Kalman was almost forty, about five years
older than Enre. He’d had a number of relationships over the years,
but had been alone for two years. He missed the sex, he missed
holding a warm lover in his arms, cooking a meal for someone to
come home to share, sitting cuddled on the sofa watching a movie
with a man who understood his thoughts and enjoyed the same sort of
shows as he did. And although he enjoyed the peace and quiet of his
little apartment in the evenings, he also missed Enre whenever they
were apart. Which was strange in a way, as they were not in a
relationship and never had been. Oh they’d had a few meals
together, had talked at length a few times, but there had never
been anything more. Never anything that could be termed a date. So
to feel the lack of Enre’s presence each evening, to feel an actual
pain of loneliness, was enough to spur Kalman on to approach Enre,
to begin to build a genuine relationship.

But how would he go about it? Suggest they go
out for a meal? Or a movie? Offer to write letters denouncing child
marriages? No, that wasn’t his way. His way was to sit quietly on
the sidelines, maybe offer some advice if Enre asked. So that was
what he’d do. But if there was an opportunity to work in the same
greenhouse or on the same garden beds together, he’d take it.
Remaining true to himself was fine. Missing opportunities though
stubbornness was not.
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