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  Looking to the Past


  


  THE small bedroom in the back of the tiny house was built with


  wrap-around windows. In the winter, they put fiberglass insulation in


  the windows and tacked the drapes to the wall to hold it in place


  because it was frickin’ cold in the winter, but in the summer, the


  light bounced off the sea even before it hit the front of the house


  and showered the bedroom in gold. Sometimes, they’d cover the


  windows with the drapes anyway, because who wanted to wake up


  at five-thirty every day? But most days, they let the little room with


  its


  hardwood


  floors


  and


  bright


  area


  rug


  fill


  with


  rose/gold/purple/silver/orange light, and they woke up to that.


  In Talker’s memory, those moments lying next to Brian as that


  gorgeous, calorie-rich rainbow of light filtered into their room were


  the first moments he could ever remember quiet in his own head.


  His days were a cacophony of music, heard or remembered. His


  speech was rapid-fire, staccato, syncopated rubber, rebounding off


  crazy-angled walls. And then fate (Brian) had brought them here,


  and they’d packed everything they owned into Brian’s failing car


  and a borrowed bruiser of a pre-nineties truck and, accompanied by


  friends, driven ninety miles away from Sacramento to the sea.


  They’d managed to get their bedroom together before they’d fallen


  into bed, and when they woke up….


  Peace.


  After Brian had come home from the hospital three years ago,


  Talker had thought peace would be the last thing they’d ever have.
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  THE weight set they‟d bought for Brian to use for at-home physical


  therapy was the hand-me-down set from a grandmother of twelve


  that Brian‟s Aunt Lyndie had picked up at a yard sale. The lead


  weights were covered in pastel-colored vinyl that made it hard for


  Brian to keep a grip on them as he worked his damaged-beyond-


  damaged right shoulder.


  “Ouch! Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!”


  Talker winced. He‟d been doing his homework in the living


  room when he‟d heard the weights thump to the floor, and he‟d


  been braced for it. Brian needed help—he did. He needed


  someone to spot him, someone to help him grab the weight,


  someone to keep his fingers closed as he lifted it. But Brian didn‟t


  ask for help. Brian had never asked for help. He hadn‟t asked for


  help when his shoulder was going out, he hadn‟t asked for help


  when he‟d been floundering in his classes; he had simply soldiered


  on, made do, and found some way to survive on what he had


  instead of what he needed.


  Most days, Talker admired the hell out of him for that.


  Days like this, and he wanted to smack his lover upside the


  fucking thick goddamned head.


  There was another thump, and Tate couldn‟t take it anymore.


  He stood up and turned down the music on his laptop, then


  ventured quietly into the bedroom of their crappy upstairs


  apartment. Brian was grasping the pink weight—the second


  smallest one—with so much concentration that sweat was running


  down his face, even in the early, early spring, in an apartment that


  was never warm enough until it was sweltering. He was lifting that


  thing assiduously behind him, then replacing it to his hips, and then
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  behind him, then back, counting to himself as he kept his body bent


  forward, resting his other elbow on his knee.


  It hurt. There was no doubt about the fact that it hurt. His


  Kansas-sky-blue-eyes were narrowed, his jaw was clenched, and


  water was leaking from the corners of his eyes. Sweat slicked back


  his wheat-blond hair and the just-healed scars at Brian‟s temple,


  over his eye, on his cheek, pulled with the strain of his grimace. All


  of this pain, all of this concentration, and all of it in silence. Brian


  didn‟t want Tate to see him do this—Brian had that kind of pride.


  Talker swallowed hard and watched him do it some more, and


  then walked away to very quietly Google “Occupational Therapy +


  Shoulder Injuries” on his computer and search for an hour.


  The next day, he stopped by one of the little art galleries that


  lined R Street, one of the ones with the pottery on display and a kiln


  in the back.


  When he came home, he took the small plastic-wrapped


  package he‟d bought for eight dollars of hard-earned tip money and


  some guest labor and set it down quietly in front of Brian as he


  worked hard to clean the kitchen with one fully functioning hand


  and some recently healed ribs.


  Brian had looked at him, his head cocked, and Tate found that


  for the first time in their relationship, he had trouble speaking. He


  started to unwrap the plastic and expose the polymer clay.


  “You can cook it in the oven, but I understand it smells like


  ass,” he said, and then, with a self-conscious look up at Brian, he


  pulled the black half-glove from his own crippled hand and nodded


  at Brian‟s arm. Brian swung his arm gingerly forward and Tate said,


  “C‟mere.”


  Brian‟s lips tilted—and they did that so rarely these days.


  When they‟d first met, Brian had been all eyes and quiet peace, but


  the corners of his mouth had tilted up more often than not. Since
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  he‟d been beaten almost to death by the same guy who‟d raped


  Talker six months earlier, his smile—or even that little lip tilt that


  said everything was okay—had been rare. But not now.


  Tate positioned Brian in front of the clay and stood behind him,


  pressing his chest firmly against Brian‟s back and taking Brian‟s


  injured arm in his own crippled hand. Still without speaking, he slid


  his hand to Brian‟s and then placed it on the clay.


  Brian said, “I‟m not that stupid, Talker….”


  “Shhh,” Tate whispered, placing a delicate, pained kiss on


  Brian‟s injured shoulder. “Shhh. Just try it. It‟s supposed to be good


  for your fine motor skills. I don‟t care what you make. Just make


  something. Just watch it get better. You‟re mad now, okay? You‟re


  mad because your body won‟t do what it should, and because it


  hurts, and because you can‟t work, and… and it hurts worse when


  you‟re mad, okay?”


  “I‟m not mad at you,” Brian said roughly, spreading his fingers


  with effort. Tate took the gesture for what it was meant to be and


  laced his own fingers—scarred and crippled from the childhood fire


  that had scarred his face and his body—in with Brian‟s sound, if


  battered, ones.


  “I know. But it hurts me watching you, okay? Just try this. Try


  this. If it doesn‟t work, we‟ll try something else. Lyndie can teach


  you to crochet. The Doc can teach you to knit. Something. But try


  this. It‟s not like you to just work out for vanity; I know it. You think


  that‟s a waste of time. This is making something. It‟ll be good.”


  He felt the iron in Brian‟s back soften, bend, become pliable.


  Brian‟s hand began to work the clay. It was cold and unyielding at


  first, but Tate braced Brian‟s shoulder with his own and used the


  little force his own hand could exert and together they warmed it up,


  kneaded it, made it soft and warm and as sweet as Brian‟s heart.
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  After a few minutes, Brian kept working and Tate slowly


  backed away. He walked quietly to the bathroom and washed his


  hands, humming “Defying Gravity” from Wicked.


  


  


  TALKER thought for a moment about sleeping in, but he couldn’t.


  High tide was in half an hour, and, well, since they’d moved out to


  Petaluma, his heart had beat to the tides.


  He tried to slide out of bed unnoticed—Brian had been up late


  the night before, working, and he needed his sleep for the day and


  evening to come—but it was no use. He walked to the window in


  sleep-shorts and a T-shirt, both of them worn soft and thin, and


  stood for a minute at the window. God, the sea hadn’t gotten any


  less pretty, for all they’d been there for nearly two years. He heard


  Brian’s groan and turned to watch as Brian rolled over and reached


  out a hand to his empty, cooling pillow.


  Most lovers would be grumpy or whiny. Talker imagined that


  almost anyone else in the world would groan, “Baby, come back to


  bed!” but not Brian. Instead he rolled over to his back and thrust his


  face up to catch the sunshine, smiling as it sank into his skin and


  eyelids.


  “We going this morning?” he slurred, as game to go out this


  morning into the cold of Northern California’s Pacific Ocean as he


  used to be to go running with Tate along the bike trail in the heavy


  heat of the Sacramento summer.


  Tate walked back to the bed and threw himself across,


  enjoying the way the box springs creaked on the mattress. Brian


  had been working late a lot, and he hadn’t heard that sound as


  much as he would have liked.
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  “Yeah,” he said, answering Brian’s question. “We’re always


  going, if you’re up for it.”


  Brian smiled and put his two good hands on either side of


  Tate’s chest, pushing them between the loose T-shirt and palming


  Tate’s skin. It used to be that Tate could feel that touch defining


  every one of his ribs, but not anymore.


  “I’m up to it,” he murmured, pulling the T-shirt up and kissing


  the tight muscle of Tate’s stomach. “But I’m up to something else


  first.”


  Tate groaned and lifted his arms, letting Brian pull off his sleep


  shirt altogether. He didn’t care about the chill of morning or the way


  his skin puckered. Brian would keep him warm. He hadn’t always


  trusted in their bodies together in the light, but he did now.


  


  


  “YOU didn‟t have to cook,” Tate said, coming home from his shift at


  Gatsby‟s and looking guiltily at the mac and cheese still on the


  stove. He was running late—he didn‟t like to do that. Every time he


  looked at the clock and saw that it was late, he flashed to those two


  weeks he‟d lived in the apartment while Brian had been in the


  hospital and shuddered. He hated being alone, and he didn‟t want


  Brian being alone, and now Brian was housebound without him. It‟s


  true, Brian could make his way down the stairs and across the


  street, but Tate was unused to thinking of Brian as vulnerable and


  the thought scared him. He didn‟t like to be late. He wasn‟t fond of


  walking outside under the streetlights (and he never did it alone)


  but he was even less fond of the idea of Brian there without him.


  So coming home for the third night in a row to find the


  apartment spotless and dinner on the table was sort of a revelation,


  really. He hadn‟t shopped, so Brian must have negotiated the stairs
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  and then come back up with a bag full of groceries. Neither of them


  had money—how had Brian paid?


  “I like to cook for you,” Brian said from his laptop, looking up


  and smiling. Nearly four months after the attack, most of the bruises


  had faded, but his eyes were still haunted by pain and


  sleeplessness. Not right now, though. When Tate walked through


  the door, they lightened, grew less weary, and warmed.


  Tate walked over to him and nestled his chin in the curve of


  Brian‟s neck. God, Brian was warm, and it was bitterly cold outside.


  “Whatcha doin‟?”


  Brian looked at him and smiled bitterly. “Selling my


  schoolbooks.”


  “What?”


  “Just my old ones. You can get money for them on


  amazon.com—it‟s how I got groceries today. We didn‟t sell them at


  the end of the semester because….” He trailed off. Neither of them


  needed him to finish that sentence.


  “But Brian—you‟re going to need those, right? I mean, I


  remember you telling me that one of them was like a three-part


  book for a three-part class.”


  Brian grimaced. “I haven‟t sold that one yet,” he said quietly.


  “But….” He bit his lip. “Talker, you‟re skinny as hell. I know you‟re


  hungry—I sleep with you, remember? I hear your stomach growl.


  You just… you don‟t eat. It‟s bad enough I‟m stuck here for another


  month—can I not watch you getting so thin, all worried about me?”


  Tate swallowed and stood up deliberately, going to get himself


  a bowl of mac and cheese. A part of him darted off into outer space


  for a minute, like a fish in a gray-matter bowl, but he herded that


  part back. Doc Sutherland had urged him to try to keep all his fish


  in the brain-pond when he could—he missed less that way. But it
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  was hard, so hard, when he didn‟t want to talk about things. It was


  so much easier to send that fish to outer space, rocking out to the


  new track by Rise Against, than it was to burden Brian—who was


  still healing—with what was really on his mind.


  But Brian was healing for Talker‟s sins. Brian had been beaten


  up for protecting Tate when he couldn‟t protect himself. Every time


  he thought about it, he got nauseated, and every time he saw how


  hard it was for Brian to move, to recover, he thought about it.


  Working with the clay was good—in fact, it was great. Brian


  had been able to pick up the weights and had been assiduous


  about working his shoulder, but even better than that; a part of him


  neither of them had known he had was suddenly taken, enraptured,


  consumed, with the idea of taking the clay, forming it, shaping it to


  his specifications and making it come alive. He made picture


  frames and flower vases and abstract things that were simply


  space, flowing lines with lovely, oceanic curves. Brian‟s Aunt Lyndie


  had brought him paints, the kind that made the clay waterproof, and


  Brian had worked on his muscle coordination and his strength and


  filled their apartment with small pieces of unusual beauty. Since the


  clay was polymer and withstood about anything, he‟d made Tate a


  worry-stone. Tate wore the stone around his neck, and it was


  painted a slick, night-sky blue. He used it, too—he held it in his


  hand and rubbed it with his thumb whenever he felt his brain-fish


  trying too hard to scatter, and they would usually come scattering


  back to school around in his head instead of outer space.


  They were trying to scatter now, but he clung desperately to


  that worry-stone and breathed evenly to keep his shoulders from


  twitching, because that would scatter his brain-fish again. He tried


  to find words.


  “You‟re all I‟ve got,” he muttered, standing at the counter with


  the bowl of congealed mac and cheese. “I know, something bad
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  happens to you, I won‟t be alone in the world—I‟ll have Lyndie and


  Craig, and even the Doc, but… but Brian—I was weak, and it


  almost got you killed, and when I think about that….”


  His hand started to tremble and Brian stood up, looking pained


  and upset. He swallowed and moved closer, closer, until he was


  standing right in front of Tate, and it was as close and as intimate


  as they‟d been since December. Brian had his casts and equipment


  taken off at the end of January, but the closest they‟d been to skin


  on skin had been when Tate had pressed up against Brian‟s back


  to show him how to work the clay.


  “You know what the problem is?” Brian had whispered


  hoarsely.


  Tate shook his head “No.”


  “The problem is, you haven‟t gotten laid in for-fuckin‟- ever! ”


  Tate laughed—he had to. Lying in bed at night, listening to the


  miracle of Brian‟s breathing—that had been heart-stopping, but it


  had also been hormone-stopping. Being afraid of touching your


  lover because you were afraid to hurt him—that put a wilt in a boner


  right the hell quick, didn‟t it?


  “You‟re not up to….”


  “Bullshit,” Brian said mildly. “You may be afraid to hurt me, but


  I‟ll tell you right now, that thing‟s working just fine, and he‟s damned


  hungry.”


  Tate blushed. “I‟m not,” he murmured, and Brian slid warm,


  dry hands up against his ribs. Even Tate felt the bump and slide of


  Brian‟s palms on each lump of bone under his flesh.


  “Tell you what,” Brian murmured, bending down to talk right in


  Tate‟s ear—the damaged one, which was sensitive to even the


  slightest whisper. “How about we go feed my thing, and once you
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  see I‟m all working, and we‟re alive, and it‟s all good, maybe you‟ll


  feel better about coming back here and feeding your thing.”


  Tate had been reluctant at first. But Brian—Brian was


  assertive. He wasn‟t aggressive or mean or frightening; he just set


  his quiet mind to it and then shouldered on through, moved solidly


  toward his goal, and his goal was getting Talker into the bedroom


  by whispering in his ear and cupping his face, kissing along his


  jawline, holding his hand. When they got there, he pulled Talker‟s


  shirt off, and because he‟d been home all day, the apartment didn‟t


  have that ache of cold that it used to when it was just the two of


  them gone all the time, so Talker didn‟t shiver. He shivered when


  Brian‟s big hands spanned his ribcage again though, yes he did,


  but that was a good kind of shiver. Brian kept up those kisses,


  those soft whispers of lips on skin, down Talker‟s throat, in the vee


  of his clavicles, down, down his skinny chest, his tattooed shoulder,


  down to the indent of his tummy. He spent a moment there, which


  was torture because the skin was soft, and Brian opened his mouth


  and pulled the taut, sensitized skin in, again and again, until it


  almost tickled, and Tate had to suppress a sound between a


  whimper and a giggle.


  Brian looked up, leaning on his good shoulder and keeping his


  injured one up and back. “Too skinny, baby,” he said soberly. “Give


  me more to kiss.” He went back then, and kept kissing down, down,


  fumbling with the button fly of Tate‟s jeans until Tate reached down


  and helped him.


  Brian pulled them off, and there was Tate, in what once had


  maybe been his greatest nightmare. He realized that the lights were


  still on, and he made a noise about it, but Brian paused, looking


  from the floor between Tate‟s legs, where he was taking off Tate‟s


  shoes.
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  “I want them on,” he said quietly. “You need to see me—


  what‟s damaged, what‟s not. You need to know I‟m okay. Once you


  know I‟m okay, you‟ll feel better. You can eat. You‟ll be okay too.”


  “But my….” But my scars! He didn‟t need to finish the


  sentence—they both knew. The entire right side of his body was


  covered in scars. He‟d tattooed over the ones on his arm, his


  shoulder, his neck, his face, but the parts of him that never saw the


  sun—God, he couldn‟t even look at himself. And it occurred to him


  then—suddenly, for real—that this is what Brian had been talking


  about. Brian knew about his scars, had felt them, had moved his


  mouth and his hands over them and loved them and loved Talker


  and was not disgusted or put off. And now Brian was making Tate


  do the same thing.


  Tate‟s shoes were off and Brian placed kisses up the inside of


  Tate‟s damaged leg. Tate moaned, pulled his feet up to the bed


  and spread his knees, then threw his arm over his eyes, because


  he was embarrassed and turned on and needy.


  Brian kept kissing. He skipped the creases—thank God,


  because Tate was still sweaty and sticky from work—but he did


  spend some time licking at the base of Tate‟s cock and then


  running his tongue up to the crown. There were scars on it—one of


  the many reason Tate wanted the lights off—but he‟d needed Brian


  for so long, had been hungry for this for so long, and had needed


  the reassurance that only physical touch could bring for oh so long,


  that for once, he didn‟t hide, or cover, or apologize. Brian‟s mouth


  covered his cock, slid down to the base, tightened, and then pulled


  up again. The ridges of Tate‟s damaged erection were massaged


  again and again with Brian‟s lips and….


  Talker was moaning, needing, begging, and he was hardly


  aware of it. Brian‟s weight was on his good shoulder, and his weak


  hand came up to grasp Tate‟s cock. He couldn‟t tighten his fingers
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  the way he used to, and the pressure was almost… teasing. Tate


  moaned again, thrusting his hips into Brian‟s hand harder, and


  Brian pulled back and gave the head a casual swipe with his


  tongue.


  “Not hard enough, is it?” he said dryly. Tate turned his head


  and looked at him. Brian was still fully dressed, but he was


  wriggling his hips with enough urgency to let Talker know that he


  was really turned on, just from touch.


  “My dick?” Talker joked. “Yeah, plenty hard.”


  Brian‟s smile was gentle. “My hand, genius—maybe instead of


  abstracts, I should spend all my time making dildo sculptures, see if


  I can get my grip back.”


  Talker giggled, and Brian kept up that not-quite-hard-enough


  grip that was driving him insane. “Well, practice makes perfect!”


  Brian kept stroking him and carefully bent and placed a kiss on


  Talker‟s hip. “Or maybe I can practice this way,” he said, and Talker


  looked down his body and saw those amazing, clear, guileless


  eyes, gazing at him with absolute devotion.


  “Yeah,” Talker rasped. “I‟m good with that. Go ahead and


  prac- tice….” Brian‟s hand tightened, and his grip was almost hard


  enough now, and Brian chuckled, the sound strained. Tate reached


  down with his own damaged hand. “Here,” he said, and tightened


  his fingers over Brian‟s. Brian “hmmmd” and then opened his mouth


  over the crown and started swirling with his tongue. Talker kept


  stroking, and the pressure, between the two of them, was exquisite.


  Talker‟s nuts tightened up under him, and his whole body


  started to tremble, and Brian kept up that pressure with his mouth


  and their hands oh God! Both their hands, kept stroking and… “Oh,


  Brian!”
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  His other hand, his sound one, knotted in Brian‟s hair, and


  Brian moved their hands to take Talker all the way down to the


  base. Talker squeezed his eyes tight and came, watching in


  wonder as the black and red behind his eyes exploded with


  shattered fragments of white brain-fish. “Gawwwdd….” He


  convulsed, turning to his side and holding Brian‟s head, not to


  control but just to… just to hold him, as Tate‟s whole world went


  whiteblind, shattered fish and all.


  The aftershocks went on forever, long enough for Brian to pull


  himself up even and fold Tate in against his still broad shoulder. He


  reached over with a grunt of discomfort and dragged their top-quilt


  over Tate‟s shoulders, because the room wasn‟t that warm, and


  Tate shuddered in his embrace for a good long time.


  Tate looked up and kissed the side of Brian‟s neck, and then


  pushed up some more and kissed his cheek, his ear, and the


  corner of his mouth.


  “What?” Brian asked, closing his eyes and giving himself into


  the kiss.


  “You didn‟t come.”


  “I did a little.” Brian smiled, and Tate shivered, kissing down


  his neck. Yeah. Brian loved him that much.


  “Help me take off your shirt,” Tate muttered, and Brian did,


  careful not to move his shoulder too much. As it peeled over his


  body, Talker saw the things that he‟d tried hard not to see those


  first months when he‟d had to help Brian dress on a regular basis.


  (It was a good thing they had more pairs of sweats than anything


  else between the two of them, or Brian would have had to wander


  around the apartment naked just to take a leak.) Brian‟s shoulder


  was… damaged. It would always be. It looked like it had been used


  by a psychopath for pumpkin-carving practice. There were surgical


  scars on top of surgical scars, and swelling and weakness. His
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  muscle had deteriorated, in spite of his best efforts, and that side of


  his body was noticeably smaller than the other side.


  His ribs weren‟t in their natural place. There were lumps on


  them from healing and one of them had been dislocated—it had


  been popped back, but it was still not at a normal angle in his


  ribcage. There were three scars on his stomach, where they‟d had


  to go in and repair his internal organs and take out his spleen. His


  nose had been broken too, and there were a couple of fading


  surgical scars on his forehead, his cheek, above his eyebrow, and


  on his temple.


  And in spite of this—oh, God, in spite of everything—he was


  still the most beautiful boy Talker had ever seen. The scars didn‟t


  matter—they didn‟t even register. The asymmetry of his once-fit,


  perfect body was not even a thing. Talker kissed down his neck,


  down to his shoulder, and kissed every scar on the front, while


  moving his hand to the back and rubbing those scars with his


  thumb. He extended his tongue and dragged it down, down, down


  to Brian‟s nipple, suckling gently, while Brian “hmmd” and groaned


  and gasped above him. He kept kissing, down to the soft skin of


  Brian‟s stomach, touching those scars with his lips. Brian was


  wearing sweats, and Talker dragged those down too, finding that


  familiar, impressive erection waiting for him.


  It was beautiful, too—thick, long, curving ever-so-slightly


  toward Brian‟s belly button as it flexed there on Brian‟s stomach.


  Tate knew that Brian hadn‟t spent his boyhood dreaming about a


  man‟s body—he hadn‟t spent it dreaming about a woman‟s either—


  but Brian‟s lack of awareness had no effect on his body. Tate had


  seen enough photos to know that Brian‟s equipment was… lush. A


  bounty of riches. More manhood than any one boy should have. As


  he stroked his crippled hand over it, Talker thought about the last


  time he and Brian had made love, before the beating. (He could say


  those words now. Brian had been beaten. Talker had been raped.
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  They weren‟t powerful anymore. Talker was stronger than those


  words.) Brian had given himself—allowed himself to be penetrated,


  because Tate was all freaked out over not having „the big A‟. His


  fears, his complete denial over his trauma, all of it had made him


  afraid, terrified of having his body invaded, hurt, discarded.


  Talker had seen real fear since then, had lived his own


  memories thrown back into his face like iced acid and watched as


  Brian‟s life had hung ever so precariously, and he had prayed. His


  prayers had nothing to do with “Let me not be raped again,” and


  everything to do with “Let Brian live.”


  God, he wanted Brian to live, and live well, and have every


  good thing in the world.


  Talker dropped his head, lowering his lips to pull that


  magnificent, tender, hard, velvet flesh into his mouth and pull in his


  cheeks with suction. Brian stroked the side of his face, the one with


  the tattoos and the hair that wouldn‟t grow in, and Talker sucked


  him in again. He pulled up and released with a little pop, and smiled


  shyly into Brian‟s blue eyes.


  “Do you, uhm… want to… you know… orificially, uhm… do


  me?”


  Brian blinked and started to giggle. “Now?” he strangled.


  “You‟re asking me now? ”


  Tate tried not to laugh back, and gave another stroke-and-


  slurp, just to make sure the distraction hadn‟t ruined the moment.


  “Maybe later,” he murmured, thinking about later, and he lowered


  his head again, taking Brian into his mouth and pleasuring him


  again and again and again, until Brian grunted softly, arched his


  back, dug his hands into the covers, and came without inhibition,


  spurting solidly into the back of Talker‟s throat, knowing that Talker


  would swallow, and that what he couldn‟t swallow he would let slide


  into the covers, and they‟d do the laundry together.
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  When he was done, Tate pulled himself up again so they were


  even and wriggled his naked body next to Brian‟s, then pulled the


  cover up over them. He was lying on Brian‟s sound side, the side


  that wasn‟t injured, so he could put his head on Brian‟s shoulder


  and be that much closer. They lay there in silence for a moment,


  and Talker heard the strains of Death Cab For Cutie in his head,


  “Brothers on a Hotel Bed”, before even that faded and left him with


  just the sound of Brian‟s breathing as Brian stroked the longish hair


  that grew on the side of his skull that didn‟t have the tatt.


  Tate had stopped with the Mohawk entirely while Brian had


  been in the hospital—it just seemed so vain, so self-centered, such


  a transparent way to disguise himself. He didn‟t regret it now,


  because Brian‟s fingers against his scalp were soothing and kind,


  and just one more way for the two of them to touch, and that was


  always a good thing. He had to shave the other side—what grew


  out was scraggly and kind of icky at best, and it itched. It was better


  to keep that side shaved, and let what could grow out grow. He


  pulled it back into a ponytail most of the time, but the elastic had


  come out when Brian had been making love to him, and he wasn‟t


  going to put it back in now.


  “Someday,” Brian said softly, and Talker said, “Hmm?”


  “Someday, we‟ll do that other thing. We‟ll have lube, and we‟ll


  spend all night in bed getting it right, and I‟ll make you feel as good


  as you made me feel that one time. But not now. Now… god,


  Talker—I‟m just so glad to be able to touch you like this, you


  know?”


  Talker looked up at him, that strong-jawed, open, honest face,


  relaxed and happy, and he had to reach out and touch him, run a


  thumb over a high, square cheekbone and cup the lean cheek.


  Brian looked back and dropped a kiss on the top of Talker‟s head


  for good measure.
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  “You know,” Tate whispered, “I‟m not sure if there‟s even a


  word for what‟s in my chest right now when I look at you.”


  “Sure there is,” Brian murmured. “But you use it when you‟re


  talking about Pearl Jam, too—it gets muddled.”


  Talker was falling asleep, but he‟d always remember that,


  because it was true. But even as he was falling asleep, he knew


  that not even a muddled word would let him ever confuse the way


  he felt about Brian with the way he felt about Pearl Jam.


  


  


  BRIAN was almost wide awake by the time their mouths met, and


  even though he hadn’t been getting as much sleep as he should


  have been, he was getting enough to make his hands on Tate’s


  hips powerful and demanding.


  Tate didn’t hesitate. His sleep shorts hit the floor in a wriggle


  and a shimmy, and he was hauling his shirt over his head to give


  Brian better access in half-a-heartbeat. His worry-stone, the first


  thing Brian had ever made him, hung at his throat, and it was the


  only thing he wore as he straddled Brian’s hips and ground himself


  against Brian’s skin.


  Brian’s stomach was taut and hard underneath Tate’s thighs


  and balls—he’d worked hard, damned hard, to get back a body that


  could do all of the things that Brian loved and that Tate loved doing


  with him, and it showed. Brian’s shoulder would always be weak—


  but it was sound enough now to lift Tate enough for Brian to reach


  behind him. Brian had opened a bottle of lube—they used the large


  size now, because they went through it damned fast—and was


  sliding slippery fingers down Talker’s crease.


  Talker spread his legs and leaned forward, giving Brian better


  access. God, he had learned to love this in the past years. The first
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  time had been awkward—it had burned a little, in spite of Brian’s


  best preparation—and for a terrible, breathless moment, he’d been


  afraid. But all of that growing up he’d done, all of that learning to


  hold a still space in his head, that had paid off, because he’d been


  able to breathe, breathe, breathe through the fear and the panic,


  and he’d been able to open himself up, and look into Brian’s eyes,


  and give Brian control, just for this, over his body.


  Brian hadn’t let him down, and the burning had been…


  interesting, at first, and then pleasurable, and then exquisite.


  Now, as Tate allowed Brian’s fingers to penetrate him, to


  stretch, to spread and invade him, his hips undulated expressively


  and he all but purred.


  “God, I love this part,” he said softly, and Brian smiled up into


  his face.


  “This part, or the part that comes next?” he asked, and his


  smile was all wicked.


  Tate rose up on his knees and backed up, until he was


  hovering over Brian’s cock. Brian held himself up, and together they


  met… ah… yes! Right there! Tate breathed, breathed, breathed…


  slid down, stretched, and caught his breath. So big… so big and so


  wide and so… ah, God… ahhhhh…. “Ohhhhhhh….” He moaned


  and shuddered, and slid down and down until he was sitting on


  Brian and Brian’s flesh, his beautiful, thick, wide erection, was


  solidly wedged inside Tate’s body


  “This part,” he murmured, smiling and throwing his head back.


  He lifted his hips and Brian held him there, his own hips moving up


  and down and fucking Tate slowly, while Tate sweated and


  shuddered and groaned in response. “Stay still,” he muttered,


  because Brian wasn’t going fast enough, and he wanted fast, and


  he wanted hard, and he positioned himself with his knees under


  him and started bouncing, up and down and impaling himself, trying
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  hard to watch while Brian’s eyes closed and he began to groan. It


  was hard. Tate’s eyes closed too, and when Brian moved one of his


  hands to Tate’s cock, he had to keep them closed because God!


  Did that feel good!


  Brian stroked and Tate rose and fell and their sounds, their


  comfortable, passionate sex sounds, fell in the room like the


  unfiltered light from the window. Inside Tate, everything was hard


  and bright and perfect, so perfect, so perfect his body would


  shatter, would fly apart, would disintegrate, and he wanted it,


  wanted it, strove for climax, straining, grunting, and then, when


  Brian grabbed Tate’s hand and put it on his cock so he could grab


  Tate’s hips and start pistoning into him hard and fast and so so


  good, that‟s when the world exploded behind his eyes.


  He cried out, and Brian heaved and grunted, spilling himself


  inside. Tate felt it, would feel it for the next hour, running down his


  thighs, making a sloppy mess of his backside—he loved it. Feeling


  it there was like his own little closet-porn movie of the two of them


  making love.


  He opened his eyes after a moment, feeling Brian softening


  inside him but not wanting to move yet. Brian was idly running his


  fingers through the come spatters on his stomach, and Tate


  grabbed his T-shirt from where it had fallen next to them in order to


  wipe him off.


  “Killjoy,” Brian said softly, and Tate grinned.


  “Come-junkie.”


  “Well yeah!”


  Tate laughed and rolled to the side, using his T-shirt to clean


  Brian up some more before pitching the shirt into the hamper.
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  He rested his head on the shoulder with the scars on it,


  because now it was strong enough to take the weight, and dropped


  a reverent kiss on bare, scarred skin.


  “Do we still have time?” he asked anxiously, and Brian didn’t


  even need to look at the bedside clock.


  “The show isn’t until this evening, Talker. We could spend all


  morning and still have time to open the gallery.”


  “Yeah, but you have responsibilities.” Tate sobered. “I know


  you do—I don’t want to get in your way.”


  Brian stroked the bare side of his scalp. Tate’s hair hung long


  on his other side, but he’d had to keep his tattoos shaved—three


  years hadn’t changed the fact that the hair didn’t really grow there.


  “You don’t get in the way, baby,” Brian said earnestly. “You’ve


  been really patient this last month. But I got the last detail done last


  night, and I promised, today is all about us, okay?”


  Talker nodded, and kissed his shoulder again. “I just, you


  know… I don’t want to be clingy boyfriend on your big day.”


  Brian lowered his head and took Talker’s mouth fully,


  possessively, kissing away morning breath first and doubts and


  fears and insecurities second, kissing until it was just the two of


  them, like it always had been, even when Talker had his doubts.


  


  


  BRIAN was working late again tonight.


  Tate had been thrilled at first. When Brian had been given the


  okay to go back to work, he hadn‟t started out applying for


  restaurant jobs. Instead, he‟d gone to the pottery galleries and


  workshops and applied for jobs until he found the same place Tate


  had gotten that first block of clay. It was a gallery with a workshop
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  on the side, complete with wheel and an entire palette of stains and


  glazes.


  Brian had gone in one day to answer the help wanted sign on


  the front and then asked if the wheel was available to work on if he


  had time. The owner of the gallery had asked to see his work, and


  the next day, he‟d not only had a job, he‟d had an offer to sell some


  of his abstract pieces and to learn how to work on the wheel.


  Brian had been ecstatic.


  When school started again, the owner had been good about


  working around Brian‟s schedule, even opening the gallery on


  Sunday so Brian could work the register and have some quiet time


  with the wheel. The pay wasn‟t quite as good as waiting tables, but


  the art supplies were free, and the commission Brian was making


  from selling pieces was enough to make up for the tips he wasn‟t


  getting. It would have been a perfect set-up—and Talker would


  have been ecstatic for something that wasn‟t Brian putting a fifty-


  pound tray on a barely healed shoulder—if it weren‟t for one lousy


  thing.


  The gallery owner was a skeezy perv who wanted Brian‟s ass


  so bad he almost panted whenever Brian walked in the room, and


  who looked at Tate like he had body lice, hepatitis, and halitosis all


  rolled up into one.


  Even Brian saw it, but because he was Brian and he had a


  good heart, he was all stoic and accepting about it and didn‟t see


  the icky parts.


  “He‟s such a perv!” Tate snarled one night after coming to pick


  Brian up. The guy—a decent-looking man in his forties—had


  walked them to the door with his hand in the small of Brian‟s back


  and his thigh pressing up against Brian‟s backside. Brian had kept


  moving away from him (into Tate, who had nearly been tripped a


  couple of times) and Mark had kept invading his space. Brian had
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  practically tripped on his way out the door and Talker had turned


  around and steadied him on his feet.


  “Jeez, man, give us some space!” Talker snapped, and Mark‟s


  reply haunted him.


  “I‟m not the one who‟s bringing him down.”


  Talker had sulked—he freely admitted it—all the way home


  that night.


  “He‟s lonely,” Brian apologized, and then winced at the look


  Tate had given him. “Okay—I‟m sorry. Do you want me to quit?” He


  was sincere, too, and Tate had needed a fierce, tight grip on his


  worry-stone before answering.


  “No,” he said quietly. “You‟re happy there. You have a chance


  to do your homework—you might graduate next year, and that‟s


  huge.”


  It was huge. Brian had missed a semester, but he was in


  position to graduate mid-year the next year. That meant that he


  could actually just work while Talker was going through school, and


  it meant that one of them might actually get a degree.


  At this point, Talker was reasonably sure it wasn‟t going to be


  him.


  Talker was better at school than Brian—quicker, better with


  words, better at getting concepts, just generally better at the school


  game. But he had the attention span of a butterfly on crack-cocaine


  and the staying power of a hummingbird on meth. He‟d taken


  classes—a full load every semester—and he‟d passed them. But it


  hadn‟t been until this last year, when Brian had dragged him to the


  evaluator‟s office, that he realized his dilemma. If he wanted to


  graduate with anything, he was going to have to go to school for


  another three years, and his scholarship would run out at the end of


  this one.
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  But it was more than that; it was more than how close Brian


  was to graduating and how much he enjoyed having the extra time


  to do his homework. It was that Brian loved sculpting, loved it with a


  passion and enthusiasm that Talker had only seen Brian put into


  him. Hell, a year ago, Talker would have been hard put to


  remember what Brian‟s major was—and Talker had loved the guy,


  even when they hadn‟t been a couple. But Brian never talked about


  his classes, ever. He was going to get a degree in computers, but


  Talker couldn‟t remember if it was hardware or software or


  engineering or design or what. Brian couldn‟t remember either. All


  Talker could get from him was a vague notion of having enough


  stability to be able to afford shoes and car insurance, and Talker


  knew that when Brian had been a kid living with his Aunt Lyndie,


  those things had been iffy.


  But sculpting… God. Talker knew more about clay and artists


  and technique and drawbacks and kilns and glazes and…


  everything than he would‟ve ever thought possible, because Brian


  brought it home and got excited about it and… Jesus. It made the


  guy actually talk.


  Talker had the feeling that Brian could have waited tables for


  his entire life, and had the same enthusiasm for that job that he had


  for what he was studying in college. It had occurred to him, not for


  the first time, that Brian might have fallen into college in the same


  way he‟d fallen into women‟s beds for most of his life: That was


  what people expected, so that‟s just what he did.


  It wasn‟t the same with sculpting. With sculpting, Brian


  became the master of his passion, and did that translate into his


  time with Tate?


  Hell yeah.


  So Mark Orenbacher was a perv and a skeeze and he wanted


  Brian so bad his dick practically made sonar noises whenever


  Talker’s Graduation | Amy Lane


  25


  


  Brian‟s tight little ass walked by. So the fuck what. If Talker couldn‟t


  trust Brian enough to stick to his art and not grope some random


  skeezy fucking perv, then what good was the living together, the


  surviving together, the living on Top Ramen and laughter and faith?


  Not very fucking much, was it?


  “No,” Tate said, mumbling but sincere. “Don‟t quit. Just make


  sure he knows your ass is mine.”


  Brian had smiled, a little embarrassed. “Really, Talker, who


  else would it belong to?”


  Tate had been appeased—but not all the demons were set to


  rest. There was the knowledge that someone else wanted what


  Tate had always thought of as his and his alone. Tate had been


  Brian‟s doorway out of the closet; he‟d been Brian‟s first and only


  crush. Brian had told him about trying to kiss other men, and how


  the kisses had been hot—better than with women—but that they


  hadn‟t gone anywhere because they hadn‟t been Talker. Tate had


  been proud of that. He was special—Brian thought he was special.


  If Brian strayed, got talked into skeezy perv Orenbacher‟s bed


  when he was weak or tired, Tate could understand and even


  forgive that—but he didn‟t think he could take it if Brian didn‟t think


  he was special anymore.


  So he put up with the late nights (no later than restaurant


  work, he told himself) and he put up with clay all over Brian‟s


  clothes (but that didn‟t stop him from getting Brian an apron for his


  birthday) and he put up with his horrible, horrible fantasies of


  skeezy perv Mark Orenbacher going down on his sweet innocent


  Brian some late night when Brian was half-asleep on the pottery


  wheel, dreaming of going home to Tate.


  But that didn‟t mean he wasn‟t wary one night when he


  opened the door, his silence and stealth muffling the usual bright


  sound of the bell. It was in the spring, right before school got out,
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  and Brian had been studying hard for finals as well as preparing for


  a show. It was a big deal—a really big deal. Brian had been making


  extra money by supplying pieces for the gallery, which the gallery


  sold for what Tate felt was a really big percentage, but having a


  show? That was big mojo. If people liked your shit, they bought it


  for really big prices, and then maybe Tate and Brian could afford to


  keep sending Tate to school.


  The thought filled Tate with both a lot of joy and a lot of guilt.


  Send him to school—awesome! To be what? Still didn‟t know.


  But after nearly two years of living together as lovers and


  students, Talker knew that he was more than ready to simply be


  living with his lover and ditch the whole „student‟ part of that lifestyle


  choice.


  And now, school was almost out and Tate was slipping into


  the darkened gallery. He liked it when it was dark and empty—


  some nights he and Brian would kiss, soft and hot, in the back far


  corner where no one could see them, surrounded by shelves upon


  shelves of delicate, grotesque, or stunning artwork. He‟d told Brian


  one night that it made their touches seem like poetry, and he‟d


  been so enraptured by the glowing lights in their little alcoves and


  the graceful, flying lines of the sculptures that he didn‟t even feel


  silly saying it.


  Brian must have liked those words because he sank down to


  his knees, right there in the gallery, and took Talker‟s body into his


  mouth. It was the most daring, public thing they‟d ever done, and it


  didn‟t feel profane or risky or even voyeuristic. It felt… beautiful.


  With Brian, those sculptures were like extensions of his


  beautiful, simple soul, and when Talker drove their beat-to-shit


  Toyota to the gallery from Gatsby‟s Nick, the nightclub where he


  worked, he always entered the gallery like it was a shrine.
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  This night, he heard two voices and winced. The gallery was


  closed, which meant that the side with the sculptures and the cash


  register stand was dark and the other side, the side with the pottery


  wheel and the kiln and all of the clay and glazes, was still well lit.


  The voices were coming from that way, and through the entry


  between the two sides of the shop, Talker could see Brian‟s face.


  He looked extremely uncomfortable.


  Skeezy perv Olenbacher was there, and he was being extra


  persuasive.


  “Come on, Brian, you‟ve rubbed that shoulder about six times


  already. Just let me—”


  “Talker will rub it when he comes to pick me up,” Brian said


  shortly, and then Tate watched him jerk away. Skeezy was right


  next to him, following him with that insinuation into his personal


  space that made Talker want to gag.


  “Brian, come on. I mean… I mean, look at the guy. I know you


  want to be faithful and loyal and everything, but seriously—he‟s just


  holding you back!”


  Tate cringed. Oh God. It was true. Brian with his steady, solid


  perseverance was going to graduate from college and Tate, with


  his mercurial flashes of brilliance, was not. Brian had the job of his


  dreams and Tate was still a bar back for a nightclub, a job that


  didn‟t hold nearly the allure it had three years before when he


  started. What the hell was Brian doing with him anyway, when he


  had this older, wiser, richer man, trying to rub his shoulder and give


  him art shows and—


  “Shut up!” Brian snapped, and Talker flinched, because he


  wasn‟t sure he‟d ever heard Brian that angry before. He‟d known it


  could happen—Brian had been attacked because his buried temper


  had surfaced like an iceberg and savaged the person who had hurt


  Talker—but he‟d never actually seen his lover in a black fury.
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  He couldn‟t have given himself away if someone stepped on


  his toe. He had to see what Brian did next.


  “Brian, nothing against the guy—”


  Talker‟s breath turned to a brick in his lungs as he heard the


  thump and rattle of a slight man being shoved against an empty


  pottery rack. “You say one more word about him,” Brian said softly,


  “and you can forget the show, you can forget my pieces, you can


  forget the whole damned thing. I‟ll go back to the Olive Garden and


  go back to sculpting on my kitchen table, do you hear me?”


  “Okay,” Orenbacher said, making an admirable attempt at


  dignity. “Fine. I get it. Throw yourself away on a skinny punk with a


  tattoo fetish and enough metal to—”


  “Fuck off, Mark,” Brian said coldly. Talker watched Brian


  appear in the doorway again and then disappear. He was going


  back to where pieces were stacked after their first trip through the


  kiln. He couldn‟t see what Brian was doing there, but he heard a


  rustle, like a tarp being pulled back, and he watched his gentle, kind


  lover give a glare over his shoulder that would have sent Talker


  screaming into the next year.


  “You want to see who he is to me? You keep being shitty


  about him, and you won‟t listen to my words. I suck at words. The


  only one I can ever talk to is him. But I‟m good with clay. If this is


  the only way you‟ll listen, then listen. You and me will never


  happen. But this is the boy you keep talking trash about, and you


  need to know why I can‟t let it stand.”


  Mark moved slowly, stiffly, through Talker‟s field of vision, like


  Brian had really hurt him when he‟d been thrown up against the


  empty pottery rack. He moved to where Brian was standing and


  Talker heard the softly indrawn breath that indicated true shock and


  praise.
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  “That‟s beautiful,” he said quietly, and Talker let out a breath


  he hadn‟t known he‟d been holding. “That‟s him?”


  “The fact that you have to ask means you haven‟t been


  looking,” Brian replied. His hand stretched out to the thing they


  were both looking at, and Tate recognized that angle of his fingers,


  the softness of his jaw—it was an expression, a touch, that Brian


  had only ever aimed at Tate.


  “Okay, Brian,” Mark said, his shoulders slumping. “I can‟t say


  I‟m not disappointed—I think we would have made a real good


  team here. But you‟re… you‟re brilliant. I‟ve loved art all my life; I‟d


  be a real asshole if I took away your big break. Just… you know. If


  this,” he gestured toward the hidden object, “isn‟t who your boy


  really is, you know. Remember there‟s this old guy with a lot of


  money who would love to take you in.”


  Brian‟s look eased up a little. “Don‟t need money,” he said,


  covering up the thing they‟d been looking at. “Lived without money


  my whole life. I need Talker, though. Didn‟t really live until he saw


  me.”


  Talker‟s heart stopped. He held his hand up to his mouth and


  blinked hard, wishing he had a hole he could cry in or a church that


  would take him in or a holy place he could give offerings to—oh,


  Brian.


  You’ve been trying to make me believe this for three years,


  haven’t you?


  Talker hadn‟t believed. He thought he had. He‟d let Brian


  touch him in their bed, stood up for him when he couldn‟t stand for


  himself, come to trust that Brian would always be there for Tate if


  he could ever possibly could….


  But he‟d always suspected a grain of pity there. That maybe


  Brian was settling. He‟d confessed it shyly to Doc Sutherland, his
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  shrink and his friend, in one of their one-on-one sessions, when


  Brian had been at class. Doc Sutherland had told him that he‟d


  never seen anyone more in love with someone than Brian was with


  Talker, but Tate… he‟d held on to that disbelief. His entire life, he‟d


  had to settle for hand-me-down clothes, pro-bono medical work,


  leftover love. He didn‟t trust that someone as beautiful, as true as


  Brian could serve up the real thing and not lord it over someone like


  Talker. But not Brian—Brian worshipped Talker because he thought


  what Talker had to give back was worth it.


  The man who had nearly decked his meal ticket hadn‟t done


  that because he was settling. The man who had said he hadn‟t


  lived until Talker had seen him—that hadn‟t been settling.


  Suddenly all of Tate‟s fears about not being worthy, about


  being a fuckup who couldn‟t graduate—they were all secondary. He


  opened the door again and closed it harder, so the bell would ring,


  and watched as Brian looked through the lit entryway and smiled.


  Tate met him as he walked forward in greeting, taking Brian‟s


  face in his hands—the scarred and the sound—and pulling him into


  his deepest, wettest, best kiss.


  Brian pulled back and blushed and smiled. “What was that


  for?”


  “For loving me,” Talker said. God. Brian really did.


  “Always,” Brian murmured, and they kissed again in Brian‟s


  holy place, and it was close enough to marriage vows for Tate to


  always believe.


  


  


  TALKER kissed him as they were getting dressed in their trunks.


  “What was that for?”
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  “For loving me.”


  “Always.”


  Talker smiled a little. The words had become their affirmation


  of sorts, just like an art gallery had become their holy place.


  “Hey,” Brian told him, “I’m going to go feed the guys, okay?


  You go ahead and catch the first few waves—I’ll be a minute. They


  looked like they needed some love.”


  Talker nodded and let Brian go take care of the four alpacas


  and three Merino sheep that they kept on the little spot of land next


  to their cottage. Sunshine the rat had died while Brian had been in


  the hospital, and Big Harry Nads, her replacement rat, had lived


  right until Brian had almost graduated. They had debated then—


  what next? Another rat? A cat? A dog? And then the opportunity


  had come to move here, their little cottage by the sea, the tiny


  haven of peace and heaven that Talker had never dreamed about.


  When Brian’s Aunt Lyndie had suggested they raise the


  animals to sell the fleece to local spinners/dyers, it had seemed


  perfect. They had the two cats, half-feral, half-affectionate, slinky,


  purring things that may or may not wake up on the foot of their bed


  or the hood of their car, but the sheep and alpacas had been…


  well, exotic, and sweet, and fun.


  Talker loved them—he could feed them and stroke them and


  they simply enjoyed him, and then baaad or bleated or whatever


  and trotted away. They were actually better company than


  Sunshine or Big Harry, and Talker would bring carrots or sweet


  grasses or oats and spend hours petting them, just listening to the


  wind and the surf and feeling that luxe, living fur of theirs under his


  hands.


  If he’d had any idea that he and Brian would have ended up in


  this little cottage right by the sea, he might have been more excited


  about the offer to move to Petaluma, actually. But then, Brian
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  hadn’t exactly been forthcoming about the offer. How were either of


  them to know that Mark was being completely sincere?


  


  


  THE show had been held in the reception hall of the library, which


  Tate had always thought sounded like a tiny room with gross


  carpeting and plastic chairs. It wasn‟t. It was called the Library


  Galleria, and it was a big, gorgeous ballroom with marble floors and


  arching ceilings and a second story level where people could


  wander and look down at the crowds below.


  It was beautiful, and the art being displayed there was even


  more so. Brian was one of three artists being showcased, and Tate


  Walker couldn‟t look at the sculptures on their pedestals or boxes


  without feeling cowed and unworthy.


  This was Tate Walker‟s boyfriend here? Brian looked good—


  handsome and assured. Talker had made him cut his hair the week


  before, so it was only a little long, because that much long, wheat


  colored hair just shouldn’t be cut short, and they had both hit the


  thrift stores hard until they‟d come up with sports jackets to wear


  over jeans. They‟d sprung for new shirts and Brian had a tie, and


  they both were freshly shaved (even Talker‟s tattoo side of his


  head), and Talker had bought a new nose stud for Brian with a tiny


  Celtic cross etched on the top, to match his own.


  But Brian looked—professional. Self-contained. He‟d nodded


  and smiled and stood quietly, listened intently when people spoke,


  and never made the mental missteps that might frighten people into


  thinking he was a temperamental artist who couldn‟t be relied upon.


  Talker had twitched so badly in the course of the night that


  he‟d managed to scatter hors d‟oeuvres all over the carpet once


  and spill wine on his blazer another time. Brian had stopped what
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  he was doing both times and tended to him—helped him pick up


  the food, wiped gently at his coat with a napkin.


  “It‟s okay,” Brian had murmured the second time. “No one here


  is paying any attention to us. It‟s all about the art, all right?”


  Talker nodded and covered Brian‟s hands with his own. “I


  haven‟t even seen all your pieces,” he mourned. “I just want so


  badly for them to think you‟re awesome.” And to not embarrass


  you.


  Brian colored. “You haven‟t seen them all?” he asked, a little


  strained. “Have you seen the main one? The one Mark put in the


  center of the library? He said it‟s the cornerstone of the show. You


  haven‟t seen that one?”


  Talker shook his head. He knew instinctively that this was the


  piece that Brian had shown Orenskeezer to make the guy back off.


  Talker had never told Brian he‟d been there that night—and he‟d


  never doubted, ever again, that Brian would simply forget that he


  loved his boyfriend.


  Brian looked strained and upset for the first time that evening.


  “You have to see it, Talker. You have to.”


  A lovely woman in her fifties came up and touched Brian‟s


  arm, looking for attention, and Brian turned to her with a smile that


  Tate was beginning to recognize as his “This is a patron” smile.


  “Thanks, Mrs. Rose—can I answer that in just a sec?” He turned


  back to Talker and then spotted someone over Tate‟s shoulder.


  “Look, baby. Aunt Lyndie and Doc Sutherland showed up just for


  us. I haven‟t had a chance to say hi—how about you go say hi for


  me and take them to see it.” Brian blinked, and for a minute, it


  looked like he might cry. Tate was appalled, instantly, and


  determined to do anything to keep that from happening. “I really


  want you to see it,” Brian whispered, and Talker took his hands and


  shook them a little, then kissed the knuckles.
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  “Okay,” he murmured. “I will. I‟ll go see it. And I‟ll love it, I


  know I will, okay?”


  Brian smiled a little, and forced some of the brightness from


  his eyes. “You gotta promise you‟ll tell me, okay? You‟re the only


  one who can tell me if that piece is good.”


  Tate didn‟t know how to tell Brian that Tate himself was the


  last person to be able to pass that judgment. Everything Brian


  made was beautiful, perfect, amazing, just because Brian had


  made it. He had no objectivity—but then, Brian didn‟t seem to


  require any from him. But Brian needed this from him, and Talker‟s


  job was to give his dream boy anything he needed, right?


  Aunt Lyndie greeted him with a hug that almost took his breath


  away, which was funny, because he and Brian had just been up to


  her house a few weeks before at the end of September. They went


  every year because the leaves up near her house turned pretty


  colors. Her dyed black hair was up tonight in a smooth chignon,


  and she was wearing an understated little black dress that made


  her look like a sophisticated matron and not an artist who had


  raised Brian with a tiny income and lots of self-reliance. It didn‟t


  matter—she still smelled a little like pine and a little like paint, and


  her blue eyes were all teary and her hug held nothing back. Her


  boyfriend Craig—a big, bulky man with gray curly hair and a


  mustache who said less than Brian in any given social situation—


  kept squeezing her shoulder like he was trying to support her.


  “Isn‟t it amazing?” Lyndie said excitedly, taking Talker‟s arm.


  “Oh my God—do you realize I‟ve never had a show this big? I‟m so


  thrilled for him! This is like… I mean, when he was a kid I gave him


  everything, paint, papier maché, models, crayons—nothing took. I


  even gave him modeling clay, and he just played with it, enjoying


  the texture—but whenever I looked to see what he‟d made, he had


  already squashed it and was kneading the clay again. It was
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  like….” Her voice trailed off, and she stopped and caught Doc


  Sutherland‟s eye.


  Tate looked up long enough to see him grimace. “He didn‟t


  want you to see,” Doc said, and Talker was a loss.


  “Why wouldn‟t he want anyone to see?”


  Lyndie cocked her head, pursing her lips like she was keeping


  something bittersweet behind them. “You‟d know best, sweetheart.


  Has he ever had a voice?”


  They were coming up on a sculpture, and Talker paused to


  look at it. He‟d seen it before—it started out as a building with a


  sound foundation but flawed walls. The glazes on the bottom were


  intentionally rough, cracked, awkward brown and pebbly. Each wall,


  though lengthened, became sound, more graceful, until the top of


  the building was nothing but spires and arches, as graceful as


  Asgard or Rivendell, lovely and pure beyond belief. (Brian had spun


  the spires on the potting wheel, Tate knew, because he‟d wanted


  the absolute symmetry.)


  “He has one now,” Tate said quietly, and Lyndie looked at the


  sculpture and gave a little hiccup. Craig‟s arms came up around her


  shoulders, and the big man bent his bulky body over Lyndie‟s tiny


  one in a gesture that was as tender as it seemed unlikely.


  “It‟s beautiful, Lyndie,” Craig said softly. “If that‟s his soul, you


  did good, you know?”


  Tate was about to agree, when he felt a hand on his arm. He


  looked up and almost elbowed Mark Skeezenbacher in the chest.


  He held back at the last minute, but his initial reaction—hostility and


  disgust—wasn‟t going anywhere.


  Skeezypervenbacher knew it too. “Hey, can we talk for a


  minute?”
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  “I‟m here with Brian‟s family,” Tate said defensively, and


  Skeezenbacher frowned a little at the motley assortment of people


  there.


  “He hasn‟t introduced us,” Mark said, and even Talker heard


  the tiny bit of hurt and bitterness there. He felt petty—but still


  justified—for not carrying out introductions himself.


  “What did you want?” Tate‟s voice was cold—but then, so was


  his stomach—and the older man grimaced.


  “Look, can we go somewhere?”


  Talker looked back behind his shoulder to Lyndie and the


  others. He‟d told Doc Sutherland about Skeezenbacher‟s unsubtle


  lust for Brian, and the narrow look the kindly, gray-bearded doctor


  gave Brian‟s boss/mentor warmed his heart. Doc Sutherland was in


  his corner.


  “We‟re just gonna walk to the next sculpture,” Tate said, trying


  to keep his discomfort out of his voice. “I haven‟t seen it yet—Brian


  really wants me to.”


  “You haven‟t seen it yet?” Mark‟s voice was more than bitter—


  it was downright hurt.


  “No. I‟m guessing you have?”


  “Yes, Tate Walker, Brian‟s inspiration, muse, and life, I have


  seen this next sculpture, and the idea that….” That bitter voice


  trailed off and Mark seemed to get hold of himself, which was good,


  because Talker didn‟t have the first fucking clue how to respond to


  that. Mark found a small alcove that afforded them some privacy


  from the crowd that seemed to be gathering around the next


  sculpture and pulled Talker to the side.


  “Okay, look,” he said, his grimace eloquent; he didn‟t like Tate.


  He obviously never would. “I wanted him—you knew that. If you‟ve


  got any fucking sense in your little squirrel-brain, you‟ll know that he
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  didn‟t want me back. That‟s fine, right? I get it. True love always,


  just like those disgusting teenagers in that vampire movie.


  Whatever. But this thing he‟s turning down? The opportunity in


  Petaluma? That‟s huge. Wine country is like… like „Art Mecca‟ right


  now—it‟s right up there with Carmel and Monterey for an


  unschooled artist, okay? And Brian‟s got raw talent and a lot of


  willfulness; unschooled is where he‟s going to be, and he seems to


  be fine with that. I get it. So he‟s not going to take classes, and he‟s


  going to learn everything he can from books he can pirate online, I


  get that too. But he‟s got a chance to run his own gallery, with all of


  the resources he needs built right in, including a studio with enough


  natural light to maybe let him see what he‟s throwing away by


  turning it down!”


  Tate listened to him with an open mouth and a whirling brain,


  right until Skeezenbacher‟s voice rose at the last few words. “Look,


  Skee… Mark. You seem to be functioning under the delusion that I


  have any fucking idea what the hell you‟re talking about. You want


  to back up to, I don‟t know—Petaluma, maybe?” Tate had a tight


  grip on his worry-stone, because the temptation to just twitch


  himself right out of this library and into the big goldfish bowl in the


  sky was almost over-fucking-whelming.


  “A friend of mine is retiring,” Mark said patiently, and then he


  looked away and took a deep breath. “Okay, let‟s be honest. My old


  lover is dying of cancer. He‟s leaving this gallery and this little


  house—and they were his life. He knows about Brian because…


  well, you know I had hopes, but… well, after….” Mark glared at him.


  “After Brian showed me that brilliant piece of work that you haven‟t


  even seen, he told me that I needed to butt out. He told me that you


  guys were like we used to be, back before….”


  Okay. It was official. Talker couldn‟t hate the guy, because he


  was hurting. Wasn‟t going to serve Brian up to him ass-up on a
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  platter, either, but, well, he could understand a little bit, about how


  life would get in the way.


  “Shit happened,” he said softly, and was rewarded with a drop


  in the bitter guard around Mark Orenbacher‟s body.


  “Yeah. Life got in the way. So Taylor‟s dying, and he‟s leaving


  this really wonderful set up, and I offered it to Brian, because…


  well, Taylor would like him. He‟d probably even like you, because


  he has a big heart that way. But Brian… he didn‟t even listen to the


  offer.” Mark looked away bitterly. “He said that you needed to finish


  school first. I tried to tell him that was a lost cause—”


  “Fuck you!” Talker snapped, his sympathy gone, and Mark


  winced.


  “Okay, okay—I‟m being an asshole—but dammit—it‟s there.


  And it‟s beautiful. And if Brian is going to waste his life with


  someone like you, I don‟t see why he couldn‟t make use of his


  talent someplace better for him than this craphole of a city!”


  Talker blinked at him. “You hate Sacramento too?” He and


  Brian had talked about it— God how they had talked about it. The


  homophobia, the urban sprawl, the way their favorite places were


  being eaten up by strip malls. Brian missed the relative quiet of


  Grass Valley, the small community, the joy in the arts, and the


  simplicity. Talker just yearned for someplace where all he could


  hear was the sound of Brian‟s heartbeat—the world seemed so


  jumbled in the city.


  “Who doesn‟t?” Mark asked distractedly. A hole opened up in


  front of the sculpture, and Mark grabbed his arm to steer him there.


  Talker let him. At this point letting Mark show him the one thing he‟d


  been dying to see was a lot easier than sorting out his tangled


  thoughts. “I just… it would be really nice if you could consider it,


  okay?”
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  “Well,” Tate said, irritated, “I would have been happy to


  consider it if I‟d ever heard about… it….”


  All thoughts about Petaluma and a little cottage by the sea


  dribbled out of Tate‟s ears.


  The sculpture was there. There in front of him.


  And it was beautiful. It was beautiful, and it was him.


  The sculpture could loosely be termed a bust—it featured a


  young man, with dark hair parted in the center, ink-black eyes, a


  delicate nose and vulpine chin. His expression was open, open and


  eager and joyful, and his features were clean and perfect, which


  was in direct contrast to the surface he was resting on.


  The surface he was resting on was full of dark twists, wrought


  in three dimensions, with grooves and whorls carved into the clay‟s


  surface, and unsightly lumps punctuating the bizarre, twisting


  landscape. There were spikes and studs—the kind that would go


  into eyebrows or noses—embedded in the clay, and etched over


  the frightening, inky whorl was the face of the beautiful boy. It was


  as though the boy looked into a mirror and saw only the darkness,


  while the person looking at the boy saw only the light.


  The sculpture‟s title was right at the front, on a little placard. It


  said, “Talker.”


  Oh Jesus. Tate wiped his eyes with the palm of his hand. This


  was how Brian saw him—the beautiful, unblemished boy, with the


  open, eager, seeking face. And this was how Talker saw himself,


  with the disfigurement and the confusion and the pain.


  He felt hard sobs well up in his chest. Oh God. God, he


  wanted to cry. He wanted Brian‟s arms around him so he could cry


  and cry and cry—but only when Brian‟s arms were around him,


  because just like Brian was the only one who could look at him as


  he was and see that beautiful boy inside, Brian was the only one
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  who could hold him and care for him and see what was real and


  what was Talker and what was the crying child and the open-eyed


  boy and the scarred, optimistic… oh, God, according to that


  sculpture, the brave man.


  Suddenly Brian‟s arms were around his shoulders and he


  ignored everyone—the patrons at the Library, Mark Orenbacher


  and the ashes of his regret, and even their family, Lyndie, Craig,


  Doc, who were looking at the sculpture and at Talker and Brian with


  a terrible wonder. He turned into Brian‟s embrace and shuddered,


  laying his cheek on that broad, strong shoulder that could carry all


  of his pain, all of his bullshit, and still see the person even he didn‟t


  know was inside.


  “You like?” Brian whispered, and Talker‟s shoulders shook,


  hard, in his embrace. Brian sounded doubtful.


  “Brian… man… you fucking humble me,” Talker whispered.


  He wasn‟t going to sob, he realized. He‟d leak a little, but he


  wouldn‟t totally crack, because Brian‟s arms shored him up and


  gave him strength.


  “Is that good?”


  Talker had to laugh, and he came away, wiping his face with


  the back of his hand. “It‟s amazing, man. It‟s just fucking amazing. I


  can‟t believe you see me like this. I can‟t believe… I can‟t believe


  you just showed me like this to the world.”


  Brian‟s brow puckered. “Is that bad?” he asked, almost


  agonized. “I… I almost just took it home, you know? Just showed


  you. But….” He was trying to grapple for words, and it was hard to


  watch. Words had never been Brian‟s strong suit.


  “It‟s perfect,” Tate said, meaning it. He wouldn‟t have tattooed


  his face with those whorls that Brian had recreated so perfectly in


  clay, or worn the piercings or the Mohawk or the makeup, if he


  hadn‟t been trying to tell the world something. Brian had effectively
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  seen past all that and then gone and told the world the truth, and


  the truth? The truth was fucking beautiful.


  The truth was him.


  


  


  TALKER didn‟t bring up the house and Petaluma until the next day.


  First, they had to make it home, and that part was sort of a


  blur to Talker. All he wanted to do was be alone with Brian, but he


  couldn‟t do that—not on Brian‟s night. There were people to greet


  and people to shake hands with and a good public face to put on.


  Two and a half years before, Talker wouldn‟t have been able


  to do it. Eighteen months earlier, Talker wouldn‟t have been able to


  do it. But since then, Brian had picked him up and stitched him


  back together and loved him when he‟d despaired of ever being


  loved. After that, Talker had fought every pain in his heart to stand


  up and defend Brian in return. Brian had struggled in that aftermath


  and found peace and a calling and all the while kept that vision of


  Talker, and of that first, pure love, alive in his heart.


  People? Celebration? Joy? Small things to live through.


  Exhausting, but Talker and Brian could do it. They could smile, they


  could shake hands, they could accept praise and congratulations


  and then Talker could step back and watch Brian blush and, for


  once, be the center of attention as he accepted what was his due.


  Talker could hardly remember the drive home or their giddy,


  loud noises as they fell into the small apartment. The door had


  hardly closed behind them when Brian turned in the darkness and


  kissed Tate like he‟d devour him. Tate met that warm, open mouth


  with equal passion and they‟d backed each other, breathless,


  tense, needy, into the bedroom, leaving clothes in their wake.
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  The last thing to go was Brian‟s tie, and they‟d almost left it on


  his neck, they‟d been so urgent.


  Urgent, yes, but not rushed. They‟d lost all of their clothes


  before they tangled their legs and lost themselves in one long,


  panting, all-consuming kiss. They didn‟t separate from it— couldn’t


  separate from it—it just kept going and going and going. Their


  groins were locked together, their erect cocks rubbing on each


  other, but what they were doing, what they were feeling, was too


  intense, too vital, for that alone to do it.


  Brian was the one who took charge—even when he was the


  one bottoming, he was the one who read the mood, who gave the


  orders, who took the lead. But this night, he was making breathless,


  whimpering cries, needing so far beyond what he usually did, that


  Tate found himself taking a moment, a breath, to remember that


  this night had been building for months, that Brian had been a key


  organizer, and that, on top of all of that, he‟d been making terrible


  decisions, painful ones, all on his own.


  “Turn over,” Tate whispered in his ear, and Brian complied


  without question. As Tate scrabbled for the end table, for the


  lubricant, the sight of Brian, on his knees and elbows, his ass in the


  air, shaking with desire in the dark made Tate‟s heart practically


  explode in his chest.


  Brian needed. Brian needed him.


  They‟d gotten better— so much better—at sex since their first


  times. Even though Brian usually topped, Tate knew what to do. He


  knew how to prepare Brian‟s opening, as well as the swelling, dark


  excitement that came when you watched your fingers disappear


  inside your lover‟s body, all the way to the base, and then two


  thumbs, while your lover whimpered and begged, and finally, oh


  God finally, your cock, past the ring of muscle, into the lubricated


  heat and the friction and the….
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  “Auughh!” Tate screamed, thrusting his hips forward until he


  was buried all the way to his balls in Brian‟s ass. Brian screamed


  too, and then buried his head in the covers and babbled, begging,


  pleading, howling, for Talker to just fuck him harder, oh God,


  please, Talker, just fuck him harder, just fucking bury yourself in his


  ass and fuck him harder!


  Tate did, thrusting inside his lover again and again and again,


  reaching around him and stroking him, then pulling on him, then


  yanking his fucking cock until he groaned, so long, so deep, so


  body-shattering that Tate felt the sound in the base of his balls as


  they both came. Brian shot all over Tate‟s hand, over his stomach,


  over his thighs, and Tate came deep, so deep, inside Brian‟s body


  that it was like little scattered pieces of him buried themselves


  inside, burrowing and making themselves at home, never planning


  to come out.


  Of course, as Tate pulled himself, dripping, from Brian‟s body


  and threw himself on the pillow, dragging Brian down with him into


  his arms, Tate couldn‟t help thinking that the proof that parts of


  Talker were already inside Brian had been out there on a pedestal


  for all the world to see.


  Sometimes after making love they whispered together, face-


  to-face, and gossiped like children. Not this time. This time, Tate


  threw an arm over Brian‟s shoulders and just held, until the


  aftershocks faded, and then a bout of shivering that Tate was pretty


  sure was the release of stress from just about everything.


  But they didn‟t talk. They‟d spent the evening talking to


  strangers. It seemed only right that at this moment they‟d share


  silence with each other, because they were the only ones who


  could fill that silence with meaning.


  The next morning was Sunday, and they were allowed to


  sleep in. Jed, the bouncer at Gatsby‟s Nick, had shown up late to
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  the show and told Talker that his shift for that night was covered.


  Jed had been there when Brian had been beaten, and had been a


  good friend since—apparently everyone at the club had been


  rooting for him all along.


  Tate woke up first, the narrow light of late autumn hitting the


  dusty blinds through the Sacramento haze that made the apartment


  look dingier than usual.


  Brian was sleeping with his right arm flung out, his left arm


  tucked in next to him, and his head turned toward Tate. Tate lay


  there quietly, looking at Brian‟s long lashes, dark at the base and


  almost transparent at the tips, at the small freckles on Brian‟s


  cheeks, and the five tiny moles that only Tate knew to count. He


  looked at the way Brian‟s wheat-colored hair fell across his


  forehead, and the extra squareness that adulthood had given his


  jaw. He saw the way that working out had filled out Brian‟s chest,


  and how the painful scarring had diminished in the last year and a


  half—but never would go completely away.


  He was aware of the exact moment Brian opened his eyes,


  and the exact moment they cleared enough to see that Talker was


  awake and waiting for him.


  “Mornin‟,” he slurred, and Talker rolled over to his stomach,


  which brought him just close enough to plant a gentle kiss on the


  corner of his mouth.


  “Morning,” he said soberly.


  “What‟s doin‟?” Brian asked, a sleepy smile on his face, and


  Tate responded baldly.


  “I think we should move to Petaluma.”


  Brian blinked, then frowned, and rolled over and sat up.


  “Goddamn Mark anyway! Jesus, I‟m going to….”
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  “To what, Brian? Go insult the guy who got you this far? Yeah,


  I hate him—I do. He made a move on you, and your ass is mine,


  and I‟m not happy about that. But….” Talker twitched a little,


  grabbed his worry-stone, and hung on. “But this is a chance to do


  something you really want to do—something you‟re wonderful at.


  It‟s a chance for us to get the hell out of the city and live


  somewhere we can have whatever pet we want. You and me…


  someplace where there‟s no haze in the autumn, somewhere we


  can breathe.” Sitting there in the quiet of the Sunday morning,


  Talker was aware of the thousand little sounds—the hum of the


  power lines they lived under, the clattering demands of the


  Starbucks downstairs, traffic noises, the far off rush of the


  freeway—all of it, contributing to the cluttered mess that was in his


  head.


  “Someplace we can have peace,” he finished quietly, and


  Brian scrubbed at his hair and then turned to him, obviously


  unhappy.


  “What about your school?” he said. “Seriously—I‟m going to


  graduate in December with a degree I‟ll barely use. Wouldn‟t it be


  nice if one of us got an education he loved?”


  Tate twisted his expression. “Baby, what‟s my major?”


  “Sociology,” Brian said promptly, making Talker feel bad. He


  seriously didn‟t know what Brian was graduating with. “Sociology


  with a concentration in history and…” Brian trailed off and tried to


  think, and Tate didn‟t blame him.


  “And child psychology and chemistry and English literature


  and whateverthefuckelse you can think of! Jesus, Brian—remember


  when you brought me into the evaluator‟s office? She told me that


  at this rate, I was going to be the first person at the school to


  graduate with a doctorate in All-the-fuck-over-the-place. I don‟t
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  even know what my major is. Let‟s face it—it was a joke to even let


  me attend—”


  “That‟s bullshit!” Brian snapped. “You‟re way smarter than I


  am. You‟re just—”


  “Really fucking flaky,” Talker said wryly, and Brian interrupted


  with, “Interested in everything. There‟s no sin in that. You want to


  learn about everything—that‟s awesome! I don‟t have that sort of


  energy, you know? I get one thought, and I just sort of ride it out!


  You‟re….”


  “Not destined to get a degree,” Tate said gently. “Look, baby—


  let‟s face it. I can learn about „everything‟ over the internet. I can


  buy books on „everything‟. I can take community college courses for


  a shitload less money in „everything‟. But you can only do what


  makes you happy in a few places—and one of them just jumped


  into your lap. I wouldn‟t be a very good boyfriend if I fucked this up


  for you, would I?”


  “But….” Brian‟s expression was torn—honestly torn—and


  Talker forgave him for not even bringing this subject up. It would


  have sucked for him to have even suggested that Talker wasn‟t


  capable of reaching the sky if he so chose. But Talker knew the


  truth—he probably could reach the sky—but first he‟d have to


  decide which end was up.


  Talker scooted closer until he could rest his head on Brian‟s


  broad chest. “Please don‟t feel guilty, or bad, or like you‟re being


  selfish. It‟s time for me to put you first, Brian—you always put me


  first. It‟s time for me to let you go first. It‟s time for me to grow up


  and figure out what I want to do—and it hasn‟t happened in school,


  and the only clue I even have is that as long as I‟m with you, I‟ll be


  happy doing it, okay?”
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  Brian nodded and wrapped his arm around Talker‟s shoulders.


  “You know, if we get wetsuits, we can go surfing all year round,” he


  said.


  “Yeah? Did you look into that?” He looked at Brian carefully,


  and was horrified to see that his eyes were bright, and the


  brightness was spilling over.


  “Yeah,” Brian said gruffly. “I just kept thinking about you, and


  how still the ocean would make you feel, and the privacy and the


  sand—but I didn‟t want you to give up anything, you know?”


  Talker‟s own eyes were spilling over, and unlike Brian, he


  didn‟t try to trammel all that up in his chest. “God, Brian. I‟ve got


  you—how can you even say that‟s a sacrifice?”


  Brian didn‟t say anything else, he just kept holding Tate and


  dropping little kisses on the top of his head and rubbing his cheek


  in the long, straight fall of Tate‟s hair.


  “So?” Talker asked after a minute.


  “I‟ll call Mark after breakfast,” Brian told him, and Talker


  nodded, but neither of them moved for quite a while.
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  Living in the Present


  THEY had moved during the winter, right after New Year‟s, and


  Talker had been surprised at how many people were there to help


  them move.


  Doc Sutherland was there, with two knitted throws as a


  moving/Christmas gift—one from him, and one from his wife, whom


  they had never met, but apparently who had heard so much about


  them that she felt like they were family too. Aunt Lyndie, of course,


  and Craig, and Jed and his family from Talker‟s work, and Juan


  from Brian‟s job at the Olive Garden, and Brian‟s ex-girlfriend


  Virginia, and her husband Alex. It hadn‟t taken them long—the iron-


  framed bed was the biggest thing, and it went into Jed‟s pick-up


  truck, along with the couch and their one stuffed chair. Everything


  else had gone into various cars, and they had caravanned down to


  the cottage, following directions from Google maps.


  Mark had given Brian the keys to the small house and the


  business on the day Brian had signed the papers, about a week


  before Christmas. His ex-lover, the man responsible for all of this,


  had passed away before then. Brian had offered (with Tate‟s


  agreement, of course) to have Mark over for Christmas Eve, along


  with pretty much everyone who helped them move, but Mark had


  declined. Talker never knew exactly what was said during the


  conversation, but he did catch Brian‟s muttered, “If he wants to be


  alone that‟s his problem. A man who can‟t just have friends doesn‟t


  deserve boyfriends.” Talker was very proud of how he didn‟t push


  that issue. The man had made his choice, and for Brian, it


  obviously never was a choice, and Talker was content with that.
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  They hadn‟t even seen the studio/gallery yet—it was on the


  main street of the town and it would take Brian about a month to get


  it ready to open—but the house was another story.


  “Oh Jesus, Brian,” Tate had said from the passenger seat of


  their little car. “It‟s twice as big as our apartment—and it‟s so


  pretty!”


  It was very pretty. It had weatherproof paneling in gray and a


  teal-colored wooden trim, and it sat on a small patch of lawn that


  had been once carefully planted on the sandy ground. The two


  acres the place sat on was mostly that same hard packed sand, but


  there were lots of succulents, the kind with the purple and gold


  blooms, and some earthy parts that held poppies in the spring.


  Later, Tate would start carting in earth whenever he could find it


  cheap and trying to landscape in his spare time, because his first


  view of the cottage, small and perfect in its ragged little lawn with


  the ocean at its back, had been almost like a Thomas Kincaid


  painting come to life. Once he and Brian got moved in, he‟d been


  driven, somehow, to keep that gold light on it, the kind that came


  when the sun slipped horizontally between the clouds and


  saturated their little home with a shining, joyous blaze.


  But that night, it was perfect just as it was. After they‟d moved


  all their stuff in, someone had gone to town to find pizza to feed


  everybody and they‟d had a quiet, celebratory dinner. They ate it


  bundled up in sweat shirts and blankets as they stood out on the


  back stoop that walked straight onto the sand and watched the


  ocean at night. That night, Lyndie and Craig had sacked out on the


  couch under a sleeping bag and everyone else had driven the hour


  and a half back to Sacramento in the late night. Brian and Talker


  had managed to assemble their own bed, and they fell into it, tired,


  bemused, and happy.
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  “Look at that,” Brian had whispered, and sure enough, they


  could see the stars and the moon on the water through their back


  window. Later they would put the insulation up, so they only had to


  see it when they wanted and they didn‟t wake up shivering, and


  they would add area rugs and remember to wear moccasins


  because the gorgeous, hardwood space of the cottage was not


  always warm. Tonight, though, it was like looking at the whole wide


  world spread out below their toes, while they cuddled in bed with as


  many blankets as they could find.


  “God, it‟s like we can reach out and touch something,” Tate


  had whispered back reverently, and he caught Brian‟s quick grin in


  the dark.


  “Wait until tomorrow—I‟ll reach out and touch something!”


  Tate rolled his eyes. “You know—you‟re supposed to be an


  artist or something, but I swear, you don‟t have a scrap of poetry in


  your soul.”


  Brian‟s mouth had been hot and demanding on his, and Tate


  hadn‟t said another coherent thing after that. The message was


  clear as they huddled under the thousand and one blankets on their


  newly stained sheets: with them, sex was all the poetry Brian‟s soul


  ever craved.


  


  


  THEY both put on trunks and hoodies because their wetsuits were


  outside, hanging over the fence by the outside shower, and it was a


  little too chilly to be wandering around in their underwear. Brian put


  on coffee for when they were done, and then turned to go out front


  to the pens with the animals when the phone rang. He grimaced


  and Tate said, “I got it, baby. I’ll meet you in the water.”
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  He had a feeling he knew who it was and had to brace himself


  when he saw the caller ID.


  “Tate?” JoEllen had the voice of a large middle-aged black


  woman, which was good, because that’s what she was, big bosom,


  red lipstick, and short-cropped girl-fro and all. Her voice made Tate


  feel warm and cared for, which was probably a job perk, because


  she was the local social worker in charge of foster children in the


  area.


  “Hi, JoEllen. How are you doing this morning?”


  “Fine, baby—how’s Brian? Is he a wreck yet?”


  “Naw—you know Brian. He puts that stuff out and acts like he


  didn’t throw his heart and soul into it, yanno? He’s a rock.” Until


  after the show. This was his fourth show, his third in Petaluma, and


  each time was the same—Brian was all serenity and Zen until


  everyone went home, and then the shakes took him over and he


  needed Talker with an intensity that would have frightened anyone


  else on the planet.


  “Well, good. I came yesterday and set up the kids’ work, did


  he tell you that?”


  “Yeah—he said it looked real good.” Brian had actually praised


  Tate until he’d told him to shut up and fuck off, because he was


  never good at taking a compliment, but Brian had kissed him


  senseless.


  “Well, baby, that’s good. You know why I’m calling, right?”


  Tate sighed. He was a big boy—he told himself that


  repeatedly, but it didn’t stop his voice from getting gruff. “Shelley’s


  parents got custody again, didn’t they?”


  “Yeah. And the last place they’re going to take her is to an art


  gallery. I’m sorry, sweetheart. She won’t be there tonight. I thought


  you’d want to get that out of your system before the show.”
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  Tate nodded and swallowed hard, feeling achy all sorts of


  places and not just his throat.


  “Yeah, okay. Thank you.”


  “Hey, Tate—we talked about this, right? We talked about how


  people get attached, but they’ve got to be ready….”


  “I can take it, Jo, okay? I’ll see you tonight.”


  “Yeah, sweetheart. I’ll see you tonight, and the other kids will


  be with me.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  He hung up the phone and walked toward the back, where his


  wet suit and surfboard waited, and tried to pretend his eyes weren’t


  stinging with disappointment.


  


  


  TATE found a job at a local bar almost immediately after they


  moved. It wasn‟t a gay bar, but it wasn‟t a redneck bar either, and it


  was small enough that pretty soon they had him serving drinks and


  then pouring drinks and „bar backing‟ was no longer his profession.


  As he‟d told Brian, it was really all sort of the same thing, but it just


  sounded cooler to say „bartender‟. He liked studying drinks and


  making up combinations; he wasn‟t big on drinking, per se, but


  then, he‟d noticed most of the bartenders didn‟t like to drink for


  more than just taste. It was like they went to a school of object


  lessons, and Tate, who had fallen asleep as a child on a whiskey-


  soaked blanket and woken up a freakshow of scars, didn‟t have to


  be told twice.


  So Tate had a job, but he was used to working and going to


  school, and even though he helped Brian set up the gallery at first,


  his normal butterfly mind was making him bored.
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  He‟d been walking to the gallery after work one night when he


  saw a flier stapled to a telephone pole. It was asking for volunteers


  at a craft fair for foster kids.


  He ran the flier into Brian, babbling incoherently, and when


  Brian finally got him calmed down, he grabbed his worry-stone,


  pulled all of his brain fish into one pond, and said, “Brian, it‟s like I


  looked at this and heard chimes.”


  Brian looked at it and smiled gently. “Yeah. You‟ll be good at


  this. What do we have to do?”


  Talker smiled shyly. “Well, I guess I just show up—I know


  where the place is. I‟m all on record and printed because I grew up


  in the system. I guess, like it says, I just show up and help on


  Thursdays. You think?”


  “Absolutely. I think you‟ll be great.”


  JoEllen had met him at the door when he walked in. He‟d been


  diffident and uncertain about whether or not a state agency would


  let someone who looked like him actually work with foster kids, but


  JoEllen had spent her entire life looking beyond the shells that kids


  presented to the world. She saw past Tate‟s tattoos to the scars


  they hid in half a heartbeat.


  “What can I do for you, baby?” she asked kindly, and for a


  moment he almost forgot that he was twenty-two and grown.


  “I, uhm… well, I saw this… you were looking for volunteers….”


  Suddenly he started babbling. “I can help. And my boyfriend gave


  me a big block of clay so they can sculpt, and some out-of-stock


  pencils and pastels so they can write. Supplies. He donated


  supplies. And I‟d like to help. Can I come in and help?”


  JoEllen‟s warm brown eyes lit up at the word “supplies” and he


  was abruptly enfolded in a warm, fleshy, matronly hug that oddly


  enough reminded him of Brian‟s bird-like Aunt Lyndie for all of that.
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  “We would love the help. That‟s amazing. Come on in and meet the


  gang. There‟s not a lot of us, but we‟re growing.”


  Tate was introduced to five children, three boys and two girls,


  and all he had to do to earn his stripes was sit down at the small


  table meant for small people and color or sculpt or cut and paste or


  thread macaroni on a string. He loved it. He loved listening to them


  chatter, and he loved the outrageous things that would come out of


  their mouths, and he loved the fact that all he had to do to be loved


  by them was to show up once (and then twice and then three times)


  a week and be kind.


  JoEllen was right, too—he was not the only volunteer, and


  soon he was on a first name basis with an assortment of women,


  mothers or grandmothers or graduates of the foster care system


  themselves, who gathered just to sit down and play with children


  and make them feel important.


  It made Tate feel like king of the entire freakin‟ world, and it


  made Brian incredibly proud of him. Talker knew because Brian told


  him so nearly every day.


  Of course, even the best teachers have favorites, and Talker‟s


  favorite was Shelley. Shelley had been there almost from the


  beginning—she‟d been six at the time, and had just been put into


  the system—and when Tate had met her, she was trying very hard


  to draw with a cast on her arm.


  “Hey,” Tate said, sitting down by her. Very deliberately he took


  off the half glove that he wore over his crippled hand and picked up


  a crayon.


  “Hey. What‟s that thing on your face?”


  Tate was used to that by now and he had no problem


  answering, which was funny, because when so-called adults had


  asked the same question when he was in college, he‟d always


  cringed.
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  “It‟s a tattoo,” he‟d said casually. He‟d pushed up the sleeve of


  his sweatshirt and said, “It‟s not just on my face, either. It‟s on my


  arm and my neck and my shoulder.” The tattoo on his arm was


  much brighter than the one on his face. He and Brian had been


  surfing by this time, and the more his skin tanned, the less the tatt


  stood out. He‟d thought about paying to have the whole thing re-


  inked, and then decided against it. He was almost not that boy


  anymore.


  The girl looked at him very carefully, and then at the earrings


  that went up that same ear, hiding the deformed shape. “Why do


  you have all that stuff?” she asked, and he drew a heart with


  flowers all around it. He wasn‟t an artist, not like Brian, but by this


  time he‟d been volunteering at the art center for foster children for


  around four months, and he was killer with hearts, flowers,


  unicorns, trucks, tigers, and Spiderman.


  “Because I got burned when I was your age, and I didn‟t want


  anyone looking at the scars,” he told her. Her mouth made a round


  little “O”.


  “Can I touch?” she asked quietly, and he nodded his head and


  put his hand down. He‟d been molding clay like Brian, and it had


  helped him too. Not as much as it had helped Brian, but some


  nights, when they were sitting down to watch television, Brian


  would get out the clay and they would simply mold it, taking turns


  making shapes and then squashing them and showing each other.


  Sometimes the shapes were abstract, sometimes profane (because


  really, a penis was the easiest thing to make with modeling clay,)


  but mostly, it was a simple way for the two of them to communicate


  when they didn‟t feel like words. So his fingers were improving,


  even beyond where he had willed them to be, and he could use his


  gross motor function better than the doctors had ever predicted.
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  But they were still deformed and still scarred, and Shelley ran


  the fingers poking out of the hand of the cast gently over them.


  “I‟ll have a scar,” she said quietly.


  “Yeah?” He‟d figured. The cast was big and cumbersome, and


  they didn‟t usually saddle little kids with something that big unless


  there had been extensive damage.


  “My bone poked through. It was gross.”


  Tate grimaced. “Ewww. Did you scream?”


  The girl shook her head. “No. That would have made him


  more mad.”


  Tate nodded. “Yeah. You don‟t want to make them more mad.


  You were probably very brave.”


  The girl nodded and kept stroking the rough skin of Tate‟s


  fingers. “I‟ll never get a Prince Charming,” she said, her voice


  unbearably sad.


  “Because you have scars?”


  She looked up, ink-dark eyes big in her peaked face, her


  white-blonde hair floating like a cloud. “Yeah.”


  “Naw—I got a Prince Charming, and I have scars.”


  She giggled. “You can‟t have a Prince Charming!” she gasped,


  scandalized. “Boys aren‟t supposed to have Prince Charmings!”


  Tate nodded and started another picture. This one was a


  kitten, because those were easy too. “Yeah,” he said quietly, “but


  people aren‟t supposed to give us scars. I figure if people can hurt


  me when they‟re not supposed to, I can have a Prince Charming


  even though I‟m not supposed to, what do you think?”


  The girl shrugged, apparently bored. “I like the kitty. Can I


  have it?”
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  “Yeah. As long as you find your own Prince Charming, you


  can have the kitty.”


  The girl thought about it. “Okay. Would you help me look?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I want to dance with him, like Cinderella.”


  “Yeah? Do you have a song you want to dance to?”


  The little girl shook her head. “No, I just want to dance.”


  Talker thought about it and pulled out his iPod. “Here,” he


  said, putting the earbuds in the impossibly little ears. “This is the


  best Prince Charming song I know.” And he set the music to


  “Kingdom Come” by Coldplay.


  She‟d listened intently while she colored, her head rocking


  gently to the music. When she was done, she gave him back the


  iPod politely.


  “Thank you,” she said quietly. “Now I know there will be a


  prince, because you gave me a song.”


  And that had been Shelley.


  The first thing she had drawn was a picture of Tate—the long


  hair on one side and the shaved scalp on the other were easy to


  recognize. Tate had brought it home and shown it to Brian, and


  Brian had bought a magnetic frame and put it on the refrigerator,


  and Tate had loved him all over again, because he would know


  how much it meant.


  So for two years he‟d known Shelley. Brian had given the kids


  a display in his last two art shows, and Tate had loved him more for


  it, if that was even possible. They had another display this time as


  well, and Shelley had made a piece that looked like one of Talker‟s


  half-gloves, because they fascinated her, and she spent time


  designing something that would go over the lump of scar tissue on
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  her thin upper arm, so she could wear a dress that would make


  Prince Charming happy.


  Talker told her that a real Prince Charming wouldn‟t care


  about the scars.


  Shelley told him that she‟d try to hide them anyway.


  


  


  TATE tried not to let it hurt too bad. JoEllen was right—he’d known


  the system, had lived the system, and knew that sometimes the


  best people were not always in charge of a child’s welfare. Shelley


  was with her parents now, and when she was with them, they


  pulled her away from the foster care system entirely, like they could


  somehow remove the fact that they’d screwed up and make it


  disappear. He told himself he should be happy for her, because


  most of the kids there dreamed that Mom and Dad would come


  back and make it all up to them, but his eyes were blurry as he put


  on his wetsuit and surf shoes and grabbed his board, and he barely


  noticed the shock of the ocean as he ran in.


  He swam out past the fury of the breakers and into the calm


  and sat for a while, pinching his eyes closed and trying to get it the


  hell together. His feet were starting to chill through the suit and the


  shoes, and the motion of the board was starting to lull him


  practically to sleep again when he saw Brian through his misery,


  and his eyes cleared.


  When he wasn’t working on clay, Brian still held his shoulder


  like it might hurt a little. In the evenings, Tate would hear the tell-


  tale clatter of the pills in the ibuprofen bottle and know that it had to


  be aching pretty bad, but Brian never complained. He’d filled out


  since Talker had first seen him, a beautiful, square-jawed, blue-


  eyed piece of dreamboy, sitting alone on a track meet bus. His
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  chest was broader, and his hips had stayed narrow because they


  still ran and surfed nearly every day, but Tate could tell that when


  he got older, Brian would have to work hard at not being stocky.


  Tate sort of looked forward to that. Brian was always so solid; it


  would be wonderful if he looked as solid in the flesh as he felt to


  Tate in his heart.


  But his hair was still a little long because he cut it short and


  then let it grow until he couldn’t stand it anymore, and his eyes


  were still that guileless cornflower blue, and he still looked at Talker


  like he was the best and only boy Brian had ever seen. As far as


  Talker knew, Brian would grow old and die and never really see


  another boy, and that was just fine with Talker. Talker was pretty


  sure he’d never see another man ever in the same way he saw


  Brian.


  A larger swell than usual buoyed Tate up and then dropped


  him in the trough, and Tate thought that maybe he should ride the


  next one in. Surfing hadn’t come easy to either of them, but being


  out in the cold sea, riding it home—that had felt so powerful. Maybe


  it was because they were used to being knocked over by waves,


  and it had happened so many times to the both of them, but finally


  being able to ride a wave in, to stay on top of things, and know that


  they could get up even if they got knocked down—that meant a hell


  of a lot to the two of them.


  Tate wiped his eyes one more time, and looked out for the


  next good wave. Shelley was still on his mind, but he would live


  with the worry. She was tough. She might get knocked down, but


  she could pick herself up again. And if she couldn’t, she’d have


  Tate and JoEllen and maybe someday a Prince Charming to help


  her do just that.


  Tate had faith now—he had to. He and Brian, yeah, they’d


  been knocked down, and yeah, there had been a couple of times
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  that Tate wouldn’t have been able to pull himself up without Brian’s


  help. But there had been a couple of times that Brian had needed


  Talker’s hand up too. He had to believe that it hadn’t been just luck,


  or chance, or whatever. He had to believe that if there was a Brian


  for Tate Walker that the other Talkers and Shelleys out there would


  have their own hand out to help them, because that’s what made


  the world bearable. The thought that there wouldn’t be a hand out


  there for those as lost as he had been made the world seem so


  unutterably lonely. Tate had to have faith.


  Brian looked up and shaded his eyes against the sun, then


  waved. Talker waved back at his reason to have faith, and then


  saw the perfect wave (for the Nor Cal coast, anyway—the waves


  were pretty small here, he had to admit). He smiled at Brian and


  pulled himself up on the board and stood just as the wave passed


  under the board. Then he found his balance and the wind in his


  face and the joy of the ride and followed the ocean home.
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