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Chapter 1

The Columbia River moved by in his peripheral vision as he ran West. He threaded his way past the walkers in front of him on the broad sidewalk, occasionally slowing to avoid running up their backs. This he did on auto-pilot. His face was wet with tears but would dry soon in the cool, Fall air. He did this every day now, running for four or five miles just to use up the minutes. He wore brief nylon running shorts and a long sleeve, wicking shirt, and around his waist at his front left was a fanny pack containing his insurance card, ID, and shield in the front compartment and his Sig P239 with spare magazine in the rear. It was heavier than the small Glocks his colleagues preferred and carried less ammunition, but he had carried it for a long time. He never carried water on these short runs. He watched people walking or running toward him on his left, observing them as he was trained, but his unhappiness removed him from the process. He saw some of the women and a few men eye him with more than casual interest and thought about how he and Lynn used to joke about attracting those looks when they ran together. She thought he was the object, and he was sure she was.

Almost a year after Lynn's death, all he did was work, walk, workout, and run. His friends had begun to gently suggest that he should be moving on by now. What the fuck did they know? He knew that Lynn would be very unhappy with him, and disappointing her, even though she was dead, engendered a deep anger that came to the surface more than he would have liked. Anger and his job were a bad mix. Because he had a graduate degree and read a lot, he had attracted the nickname "Goren," and the short fuse wasn't helping, although most of his colleagues liked him. Lynn and he had talked as she was dying, and she had told him that she would be pissed if he moped around after she died, but he just couldn't see how to connect with a world without her in it.

Walking up the stairs to the second floor in their townhouse, he passed things they bought and made together. On the second level were the living and dining areas and the kitchen. The bedrooms were on the third level with the bathrooms other than the powder room on the second floor. He took the second set of stairs to the master suite, where he stripped and took a cool shower. As he cleaned between his legs, his dick plumped. He hadn't even jerked off much since the death and the funeral. The department shrink called that a sure sign of depression. My, he thought, the brilliance that a PhD confers. He had turned down the offer of antidepressants; he wasn't going to medicate his way out of this slough because, if people he encountered had known Lynn, no one would  think his reaction disproportionate. When he finished his shower, he left the stall and began to dry himself in front of the wide mirror. At least his grief hadn't lead to overeating. If anything, he was leaner now. He almost smiled, looking at his lightly hairy body. Lynn had told him once that she had enough boys, and that she loved the short hair on his chest and belly. The hair didn't disguise his definition, and the cuts in his abs were clearly visible. He wasn't going to let himself go.

After his tour the next day, he stopped by the gym for his usual grind – using up more minutes. He preferred free weights, but used them only when one of his colleagues worked out with him. Today, he was using the machines. Across from him a kid was working out in baggy basketball shorts and a T-shirt. He brought himself up a bit for thinking "kid." He was forty-two, and the kid was probably in his twenties. Shit, a kid. He admired the deliberate pace of the boy's work. He used just the right amount of resistance to produce good results. He wasn't like some of the gym bunnies, as Lynn used to call them, who were there to show off. When the kid finished at his machine and switched to a leg machine to Donnie's right, he nodded to Donnie, who returned the nod. The kid's look was direct and something passed between them.

Donnie thought, That's strange. I don't feel like telling him to just leave me alone.

This time of night, the gym was lightly attended. He was in the shower when the kid came in. The result of his work was obvious without clothes. He was smooth and Donnie couldn't help but notice that his pubic hair was trimmed really short. Lynn had always kept Donnie's short, as he had her's, to make oral sex easier, but the kid didn't have all that much to begin with. Maybe, Donnie thought, he's not as old as I thought. He realized he'd been staring at the kid's package and quickly raised his eyes. He found the kid's looking back at him with a slight expression of amusement. The kid nodded again, and Donnie returned the nod.

After drying and walking back to his locker, Donnie began to dress. The kid had a locker in the same row and, arriving a little later than Donnie, dressed also.

"Do you always use the machines?"

At first Donnie didn't realize that the question was directed at him. Then the kid walked over and waited for his answer. Before he could snap at the boy and tell him to get lost, Donnie heard himself respond civilly. "I prefer free weights, but no partner to spot me tonight."

"Me, too. Maybe we could spot each other if we're here together. My work schedule just changed so I'll be here a lot at night."

Instead of automatically declining, Donnie replied, "Sure, if we're here at the same time." Then he reached for his pants.

"Justin."

He turned back and said, "Donnie." The boy left, and Donnie got his pants and shirt on and strapped an ankle holster to his left ankle.

In his car, he unlocked his service weapon and placed it in the hip holster. Then, he put the Ruger LCR in his ankle holster. One of his mentors in Army CID had told him always to carry a revolver as a back up. The Army had also trained him to use the 1911, and he was one of the few in his agency that the director allowed to carry one now, a Dan Wesson CCO. When he got back to the condo, he tried to figure out his change in emotional tone. This was too easy. He was closer to escaping the "black dog," as Churchill had called his foul moods. Then he sank back and was stuck again. Going up to the bedroom, he put the sidearms in a safe by the bed, and as he always did now, took about an hour to fall asleep. Another symptom of depression, Mr. PhD said.

He was off the next day, and, after breakfast, did a morning run along the river. Back to the condo for a small lunch, and then out for errands followed by an afternoon run. He might have gone to the gym in the afternoon, but ran instead. He'd go to the gym tonight when it was quiet. Nothing about the possibility of working out with Justin crossed his mind; Justin didn't cross his mind. When he got to the gym, he did notice that he felt a little less numb. After locking up the handguns in the car, he grabbed his bag and went in. A few minutes after he started his routine in the almost empty gym he noticed Justin who walked over.

"Hey, Donnie. Want to have a go?"

"Sure, Justin. Let's hit the weights."

Donnie wasn't sure why, after a year, talking to this kid and agreeing to work with him seemed natural. He was an only child; maybe the kid was a brother substitute. The kid was a good and attentive spotter. Between sets, the boy asked a few questions, attempting to know Donnie a little better. Donnie was again surprised that he answered them at all. By the end of the session, Justin knew Donnie's basic outline, including the fact that he was a cop, which was usually enough to turn people off. Justin didn't seem fazed.

"Your wife doesn't mind you working out this time of night?"

Where did that come from? Then, Donnie remembered that he often still wore his wedding band, mostly to avoid awkward conversations. Justin was sharp to have remembered that fact from the other day. He was about to give a curt "no," but instead said, "Dead."

What the fuck was he doing telling a stranger about this? This meant more explanation.

"Shit, Donnie. I'm sorry, man."

That was all. No prying into the details, no exhortation to hang in there. This kid understood boundaries and respected them, unusual for someone his age. Donnie thought he should at least know a little about his new workout partner.

"So, give me the short course on Justin."

Donnie learned that he had been right about the age. Justin was twenty-three and just out of college. He worked for a non-profit health care organization – something about an FQHC. He'd have to look that up. No conversation about music, movies, or sports. Just the facts, sir.

During the clean-up from the workout, Donnie found himself looking at Justin more carefully. The kid was open. If Donnie was a good judge, and he was, he was also honest with no agenda apparent. Cops look at everyone as potential offenders, a habit that occasionally had made Lynn apoplectic. Lynn. Donnie suddenly realized that, during his conversation with Justin, Lynn hadn't been lurking in the background. He couldn't remember a time since the funeral when she had not been ever present. She was still there most of the time, and he was vaguely uncomfortable that she wasn't there in these circumstances. He couldn't find the source of the discomfort. In the shower, they chatted about neutral things, and Donnie noted that Justin had to break from looking at him a couple of times.

When they finished and got to the parking lot, Donnie saw someone waiting for Justin, another boy about the same age. The guy smiled and, when Justin got to the car, he kissed Justin on the cheek.

Ahhhh, Donnie thought. He wasn't morally outraged, and knew how hard it was to predict someone's orientation. He quickly assessed whether or not Justin had been trying to pick him up. The parking lot kiss suggested no, and he hadn't gotten that vibe. Besides, he knew gay cops, gay cousins, gay friends, and knew that they weren't all prowling for a hook-up. He looked across at Justin, who smiled and waved. Donnie waved back and smiled. Life was hard enough without adding another homophobe to the kid's life. And, he hadn't ignored Donnie when he found out Donnie was a cop. They had agreed to work out again in two days. This could be a great, safe way to maintain his late night gym schedule.

The next couple of days were like the rest of them: running, work, walking, the range, the dull ache. The ache abated a bit as the night came and Donnie headed to the gym. Last night he had worked out alone, and realized that he missed the free weights and . . . seeing Justin. Fuck, what was that about?

Between sets, Justin asked if Donnie wanted to go on a hike on Saturday. Donnie answered with surprising speed. "Sure. Where do you want to go?"

"You pick."

"Okay. I'll pick you up early – seven sharp. We'll take a walk in the Gorge."

"Great! Here's my address." Justin handed a folded paper to Donnie. Obviously, he had prepared. What would make a kid want to walk in the woods with a guy my age?

"Does your friend want to come along?" Donnie asked, smiling.

"Oh, no. That's my ex. We're just friends now. That doesn't bother you, does it?"

"What, that you're gay or that you broke up with a boyfriend?"

"The former." The kid was looking at him intently.

"No, why should it?" As they were leaving, Donnie said, "Seven, sharp."

Donnie realized that he hadn't really done anything like this with anyone since Lynn died. How strange that he was having the kind of walk that was his and Lynn's favorite activity with a near stranger. Well, he'd see how it went. Beyond strange was the fact that he wanted to see Wahclella Falls again – Lynn's favorite spot, where he had scattered her ashes as she had wished. He had thought he would never go there again, but now he wanted to see it.

Justin was waiting by the door of his apartment when he arrived. They rode in silence across the river on I-205 and then out the Banfield and into the Gorge. Silence, but not an awkward, pregnant silence. Donnie thought, Why can't most of my old friends just be with me quietly; why are they so uncomfortable with me?

"Justin, you are unusually quiet for someone your age."

After a pause, Justin said, "It takes two to converse. You're not ready yet. I can tell."

"You can, huh? I'm not complaining. Maybe we're both introverts."

"Maybe."

They turned off at eastbound Exit 40 and crossed into the small parking area. In a place noted for its waterfalls, this was an undiscovered jewel. Donnie's Camelbak belt had a Safepacker with the Wesson. The Ruger was in his left back shorts pocket in a pocket holster. Funny how he could feel undressed without them. After his stint in CID, he'd never used a gun against a person; never even had to draw one. They walked past the small sliding fall to the left of a wooden bridge and then on up the ascending trail. Donnie was surprised that he was doing this without crying. The walk wasn't strenuous. They reached the point where the trail split, descending on the right to the creek bed and forming a loop. He and Lynn had always taken the right turn, and he led Justin that way, sharply descending in a couple of steep slippery switchbacks. When they got to the level of Tanner Creek, they crossed the recently replaced foot bridge and turned left toward the fall.

As they walked along, Justin asked, "Do you always carry guns?"

"That obvious?"

"A little, but only because I know you're a cop, I mean detective."

"Cop's all right, and technically I'm an investigator. Yes, I do. The job requires that I am armed."

"Even in Oregon?"

"Yep, the state police agencies have an understanding. Does it make you nervous?"

"No, not really. I'm comfortable with you."

Donnie smiled and thought that people hadn't been comfortable with him for a long time. They walked on past towering basalt cliffs until the fall was in view, behind a second foot bridge.

"That's amazing."

"Yeah, we thought it was a perfect plunge."

As they crossed the bridge, passing to the base of the plunge pool where the mist sprayed half way up the lower fall, Justin said, "We should never tell anyone about this place."

They hiked up the rocks to stand facing the fall. Donnie looked at Justin, and he recognized the same state of mind that possessed Lynn when she first saw it. For the first time in many months, he volunteered something.

"When I took Lynn here the first time, three Nichiren nuns were sitting on the those rocks, chanting from their books of sutras. They and we were the only ones here." Justin put his hand lightly on Donnie's shoulder, and Donnie didn't shrug it off.

"I hope I see something like this with someone I love some day."

"I hope so, too, kiddo." Whoa, Donnie thought, that sounded paternal, or maybe  . . . Then he became queasy as he realized that he was talking to the boy in the same way he did to Lynn. He was dizzy to the point of falling, and closed his eyes. This wasn't good at all. The stunning conclusion formed: he was treating Justin as he had Lynn. He began to think that the antidepressants might be a good idea.

"Donnie, you all right?"

"Not really. I'm just not feeling well. Mind if we head back?"


Chapter 2

In Donnie's car blowing west on I-84, he was aware that Justin was looking at him, not the river. Donnie's heart rate was down a little and he wasn't feeling the disorienting nausea he had felt at the base of the falls. He could tell that Justin wanted to make contact, but that he couldn't figure out what to say. Somehow, for Donnie, saying that he was a straight guy who was reacting to Justin the way he had to Lynn didn't seem appropriate. He also clearly understood that he wasn't angry at Justin, but, he realized, he was a little afraid. Fear was disorienting, too. Donnie hadn't felt real fear for many years before meeting her and not since the visit to Lynn's oncologist and her subsequent decline. He had been afraid of living without her and hadn't been able to bullshit her about that. When he would admit the fear to her, she would get the look of anyone who loves someone and can't change an inevitable outcome. He tried not to discuss it with her, but periodically she would drag him back to it. Then she'd say how sorry she was to be leaving, and he would feel like shit, until one day she explained how important it was for her to try to take care of him while she was diminishing. After that he felt less like shit.

"I'm worried," said Justin, as if he overheard Donnie's rumination.

"Look, it has nothing to do with you. Just shit I'm still resolving."

"I know. When I first saw you in the gym, I knew you were lost. But, something's changed."

"I really appreciate your concern, and I haven't said that to many people over the past year. But, I have to figure this out."

"I'm not sure that's true."

"Well, I god damn sure am!" Donnie almost shouted.

"There it is," Justin said softly. "You're really angry, as well as sad."

Donnie was ashamed about the loss of control, about the eruption. He quickly reasserted mental control and tried to repair the boundary he'd allowed Justin to cross. Unsure why, he said, "I'm not going to do myself in." He'd never even toyed with suicide, because it would be . . .

Justin interrupted the thought. "I know you wouldn't, because that would be disrespectful."

Donnie's eyes filled. He thought, Fuck, how could he see that?

"I'm just suggesting that talking with a new friend who isn't mixed up with the past might help."

Donnie wiped his eyes and said, "Maybe so, Justin, but, in case you've missed it and I don't imagine you have, talking to you hasn't made things clearer for me."

"I won't insult you by claiming I'm not attracted to you, but obviously you're straight. I like you, even if you are damaged. My mom always said I picked up strays."

"Strays?"

Justin reached over and placed his hand on the top of Donnie's thigh. Strangely, Donnie didn't feel assaulted. Given the content of their conversation he didn't feel like Justin was doing anything other than establishing human contact. "I just mean people who are alone and troubled. That hasn't always worked out for me, but I feel that we could be friends. Or does it make you feel weird talking to a gay guy about your life?"

"I feel weird talking to anyone about this, especially someone I don't know well and who is twenty years younger than I am."

"Nineteen, if I remember."

Donnie laughed. "Okay, detective. Nineteen."

"If I hug you sometime, are you going to freak? Because I feel that you need to be hugged. The world doesn't seem safe to you anymore. If you take a chance, I won't abuse the trust."

"I thought you did IT, not psychology. And, I'm not sure, but I don't think so."

"Message received." Justin removed his hand from Donnie's leg.

When he dropped Justin off at his apartment, Donnie asked, "How about we hit the gym tomorrow night?"

Leaning over after getting out of the Forester, Justin said, "Good. See you then. Call, if you want to talk."

"I hate to talk about important things on the phone."

Donnie watched Justin walk to his door and saw him safely in. He couldn't yet figure out what dynamic was developing. Somehow Justin had managed to change his focus from Lynn to himself. Fuck the antidepressants, he thought.

The next day, one of his colleagues stopped by his desk, and said, "I'm glad you're finally perking up. We've been worried. Maybe you're letting go a little. You need to get out and get back in the mix."

Donnie said, "Thanks." What he really wanted to say was, "Maybe I'm already back in it, and, by the way, I'm mixing it up with a guy." Of course, he wasn't mixing anything up with Justin in that sense, but he had a perverse desire to shut some of these guys up, and that would do it even if they were only trying to help.

Donnie told his assistant director that he was taking a week off. He needed to get some things straight with himself. His boss simply told him to do whatever he needed to do, but to make sure the unit was up to speed on his stuff. They always were because they were good. So, at the end of the day he headed home for a week.

Firearms and alcohol never mix well, so he didn't drink after he joined CID. That meant he hadn't had alcohol during his entire marriage. Lynn was a social drinker and fortunately got funnier and hornier after a couple of glasses of wine or a mixed drink. She had preferred Bourbon of all things. He became a de facto designated driver for their crowd, which didn't include many of his colleagues and did include a lot of hers. Lynn had socialized with some of the wives, but cops were mainly solitary beings except for drinking and sports. He hadn't been tempted to drink himself into oblivion after she died. He had never used recreational drugs and rarely used therapeutic ones. After his evening run he had a couple of hours before heading to the gym.

Donnie had learned that writing things down, helped him organize problems. He always used white boards when working a case, a habit that drove some of his partners crazy. The only sure way to piss him off was to fuck with his white board. So, he began to scribble. His method was to free associate for a while until the problem revealed an approach to its solution. Goren. He sipped a diet root beer, and after thirty minutes, on the legal pad were three column heads: Lynn, Justin, Me. On the left side the rows of what was now a matrix listed: Love, Friendship, Need, Sex, and Confusion. The last row was difficult for him to write, but he had learned not to ignore what was inconvenient, uncomfortable, or not PC.

He smiled as he filled in the rows under the Lynn column, noting the obvious. Then he started on the Justin column. This was brainstorming, a familiar process permitting no censorship. When he finished, he was deeply surprised. A question mark resided in his column in the Confusion row. For the other rows, the columns were astonishingly similar, except the Sex row. There, he didn't have any information about Justin, but the biggest surprise was that he found himself considering investigating that possibility. He had learned from Lynn that sex and love were deeply intertwined. He didn't think she would be shocked at the prospect of his loving another man or having sex with one. She would just want him to be happy, something he was unable to consider before meeting Justin. He asked himself why he felt no distaste for the possibility. Then he realized that he hadn't been projecting his lingering love for Lynn on Justin. These feelings were separate. He always knew when he was onto something during a case when the exploration assumed a kind of elegance and coherence. That's how this felt. He thought, Well, I'll be fucked! Then he laughed at the thought. He really didn't know whether exploration with a man took the same form that it did with a woman.

*****

As he pulled his gear together, he thought how he might approach Justin. The kid had already admitted that he was attracted to him, but had offered nothing but help and human contact. Donnie had to improvise a lot in his work, and he decided that he would improvise here. Lynn had told him that she expected him to find someone else, and maybe another woman would trespass on his relationship with her but a man wouldn't. He thought of how amused she would be. When he arrived at the gym, Justin was also pulling into the lot. Donnie mused that Justin had stopped showing up with the ex. Justin parked beside him and walked around to his passenger door. He saw that Donnie was locking his weapons away and quickly turned away as if he had stumbled on a secret ritual. Then, Donnie realized that this was the first time Justin had actually seen the handguns. He finished, grabbed his bag, and stepped out.

"Sorry, that's just normal procedure for me."

"Didn't want to see what I shouldn't."

"I think we're beyond that, Justin. I trust you, and besides, I know where you live." Justin looked a bit puzzled, but when Donnie smiled, Justin did, too.

"Donnie, you don't smile enough. When you do it's like you're a different person."

"Well, I haven't felt like smiling a lot lately. I guess you're responsible for this one. Let's get this done." Donnie knew he meant more than the workout.

They did the usual workout, talking about nothing important, and Donnie had the impression that Justin was a little uncomfortable. They were alone in the shower, and Justin looked as if he wanted to say something but couldn't. Donnie thought that this wasn't like Justin.

"What?" he asked Justin.

"Nothing. . . . No, that's not true. Okay, at the risk of screwing things up, I think you're very hot, and showering with you is distracting." The sentence came out in rush and Justin looked away.

"Look. Having this discussion here isn't very helpful, at least not for me. You want to go somewhere for tea, coffee, whatever?"

"That would be great. I wasn't sure you'd want to talk to me again."

"I do. Let's get out of here."

By now Justin was used to seeing the ankle holster. As they walked out, Donnie thought, Well, that wasn't so bad. He could see why Justin was confused. He had always defined himself as straight and that's how he came across, however that was. Changing cop behavior wasn't easy, and he wasn't sure he could if he wanted to.

"Let's take your car." Getting in someone's car was very revealing. He always looked carefully at victims' or offenders' cars because people thought of them as sacrosanct spaces. He saw that Justin was confused because Donnie was opening his own driver's door. "The kids."

A light went on for Justin, and he waited patiently while Donnie armed himself. Donnie locked his car back up and asked, "This doesn't bother you, right? I don't want you scared with me in your car."

"No, I'm fine."

After Justin unlocked, Donnie sat in the passenger seat and buckled up. The little Hyundai was immaculate, as if it had just been detailed. No crap on the floors or in the cup holders, no stains anywhere he could see, the windows were clean. Just as I thought. The kid takes care of what he has. Justin looked in the mirror and pulled slowly out of the parking spot. At the exit, he came to a full stop even though, at this hour, no other cars were in sight. He flipped the turn signal on and pulled onto the roadway.

"Justin, I'm not a traffic cop."

"Sorry. I'll try not to be nervous."

"No ticket book anyway, and I think trying not to be nervous is self-defeating."

Justin looked over at him and said, "You're a good guy, you know? You've been trying to make me comfortable since we met, but without any bullshit or hiding what you are. Do you realize how rare that is?"

"Yeah, I'm a fucking Saint."

"I hope not!"

Donnie gave him directions to a twenty-four hour place that carried herbal teas. Only a few people were there now, and Donnie led them to a booth off to the side. When Lou came over, she looked at Justin, and asked, "New partner?"

Justin blushed deeply, and Donnie replied, "No, Lou, a very good friend – Justin. Play nice." Lou's face betrayed the obvious question: Good friend with you at this time of night? But, she knew not to prod Donnie. Donnie knew she was lesbian, and had once settled matters with a guy that had been a little too insistently forward, but she never pegged him for a closet case. Plus, he had come in once with his wife; then something had changed about a year ago. She knew what Donnie would order: whatever Celestial Seasonings hot tea she had, but asked Justin, "What for you, very good friend of Donnie?"

"Just water, please."

They sat across from one another. "All right, Justin. I need to figure out what's going on here."

"I'm so sorry that things got weird in the shower." Justin said this just as Lou arrived with their order and raised her eyebrows at Donnie but, to her credit, said nothing. "Shit. Talk about timing."

"Stop. You have to figure out what's going on for you. I'm talking about figuring out what's going on with me. Here's the thing. I have felt decent for the first time since Lynn died since we started hanging out. I've thought a lot about whether I might be, I don't know, sort of replacing Lynn with you. I don't necessarily mean romantically." He waited for Justin to absorb the last comment.

"I'm confused."

"No, you're gay, I'm confused. Look I've done a major gut check, and the feelings I've developed have nothing to do with Lynn. I've pretty much learned to trust my reactions to people. If you talked to the people who work with me, they'd tell you that my approach to work is unconventional but effective. That's why they put up with me. So, I don't automatically discount any possibility when working on a problem."

"Are we a problem?"

"You tell me what you see as problematic about us."

"Okay. I feel so good when I'm with you, like I don't have to censor myself, that you like me as I am. I don't doubt that you're an unconventional cop. I don't have many good friends, and despite the age difference, I want that friendship. I'm just not sure I have much to bring to it."

Now, Justin waited, but Donnie said nothing. Donnie's body language was open, and Justin knew he had to continue.

"Then, there's the fact that I can't help but be attracted to you. But, please understand, I can be attracted and not act on the attraction. If it gets to the point that you're uncomfortable, I won't hang around. What do you mean by confused?"

"I'm glad you got around to that question. But first, I don't think sexual attraction is very useful for the long haul without friendship, and by this time in my life, I'm a long haul guy. I'm too old to rule out a potential good situation out of hand. On the other hand, I don't really have any experience to guide me in this situation. That sounded too clinical. Look, if you were a girl, I'd probably be asking you out. I assume that's how guys do things, as well."

"Are you sure about this. It can't be easy to change a lifetime's pattern. What about your job, your friends, your relatives? And, by the way, this feels like a date."

"I hoped so. About the rest, there's going to be nothing secretive or sordid about this. I assume that you had to work your way through coming out, and I'm not about to ask you to go back in the closet for me. As to friends, colleagues, and relatives, they'll have to figure out how to deal with it. I think most of them will be confused or think I've lost my mind, but they've always surprised me with their support and patience. I don't give a shit what any assholes out there think, one way or another."

"Shit. This is not how I expected the night to end."

"Yeah, it was only one of the possibilities I considered. What's your take on the age thing? I'm not looking for a son. I'm looking for a partner, no matter where this goes."

"I've had enough boys for a lifetime. We're both men."

Donnie smiled warmly, and said, "Good. So, want to go back to my place?"

"Oh, yeah!"

When they stood up, Justin came to Donnie and hugged him. This is nice, Donnie thought. He left enough money for the bill and a generous tip for Lou. He looked over at her as she picked up her dropped jaw, and he sighed the first happy sigh in almost a year.


Chapter 3

As they drove in silence back to the gym to pick up Donnie's car, Justin was trying to piece together the process that lead to the invitation. He knew some friends who had disastrous relationships with experimenting straight men. There was just something about Donnie that seemed so true. He seemed worth the risk. In a way, he thought that having to teach Donnie about being with another man was hot. Then, he thought maybe he was trying to move things along too fast. Better to let Donnie steer the ship.

Justin had to follow Donnie to his home; he didn't know where he lived. He knew that the fact that Donnie would take him into his home showed a remarkable degree of trust. Being careful not to follow too closely, he tried to imagine the kind of place Donnie would have. Donnie led him carefully to the lot behind his townhouse, pulling into the garage. He had told Justin to park behind him, and motioned for Justin to come in with him through the garage door. He saw the kid grab his bag and lock his car. Justin knew they were right on the river and couldn't wait to see the view. He followed Donnie and waited while he closed the garage door, turned on the entryway light, and locked the door.

"Don't worry, you can leave any time," Donnie joked.

"Your home is beautiful," Justin said, following Donnie up the stairs. The stairway walls held a Peruvian weaving and some beautiful photographs. In little alcoves along the wall, Justin saw a bronze statue of a seated girl with wings on her back holding a lamp as well as a couple of other sculptures. When they got to the second level, Justin looked ahead and saw a set of doors leading to big deck, beyond which was the river. Pottery was everywhere, and Justin knew that Lynn and, maybe, Donnie had made it. "This is so fine. You and Lynn really made a stellar living space."

"Yeah. Mostly it's Lynn's work, but I love it. Sit," he said, pointing to a strange looking leather couch. Donnie took off his jacket. "I know it's late, but you want something to drink? There's some year-old beer in the fridge or I can open some wine."

"Actually, I'm pretty beat. Let me get some sleep, and I'll make you a special breakfast."

Thinking that he hadn't had someone cook breakfast for him in a long time, Donnie said, "Deal. Up we go." Nothing like getting to the hard part, he thought. They walked up to the third level, where, above the deck was a balcony. Beyond, the river was running as it had for tens of thousands of years. Donnie needed to live by water. He didn't know why. He turned one of the bedside lamps on, and opened the gun safe, carefully securing the Wesson and the LCR. Justin dropped his gym bag at the foot of the bed.

"Out of sight …," Donnie said, and began to undress. After taking the polo shirt off, he realized that Justin was just standing and staring at him. "I usually sleep naked. I sort of thought you might, too. But, if you want, I can keep my underwear on."

"No, sorry. I sleep that way, too. I was just thinking how strange is it that I'm here."

"Good strange, or creepy strange?"

"Oh, very good strange. I'm just sorry I'm so tired. Great way to make a first sleepover impression."

"You think this is a sleepover?"

Justin hesitated a moment and then said, "I like it when you bust my chops like this. And, yes I'm over at your place and we're going to sleep. What else we'll do remains to be seen."

"Fair enough. Now strip. It's not like I haven't seen you in all your glory before. But, this will be the first time I'll see you dry."

Justin began to strip. He watched Donnie put his clothes on a chair by the dresser on his side of the bed. He did the same on a chair at the other side of the bed. He had thought Donnie might have had a huge bed, but it was a nice, queen size. When they were both naked, Justin was aware that they were both hard. Donnie was pretty big soft, and now Justin could see he was bigger than average when hard.

Using his best Mae West voice, he asked Donnie, "Are you glad to see me, or is that a gun in your pocket?"

"I'm glad to see you," Donnie replied, laughing. "And, I'm glad you're willing to risk this. I know the courage it takes."

"Me, too, for you. By the way, you are one hot fucker."

"Well thanks, and you're beautiful, if that's okay to say about another guy."

Pulling back the comforter and getting under the sheet and light blanket, Justin said softly, "You're not bullshitting me, are you?"

"No, I promise I'll never do that. Count on it. I like you too much." Donnie got in bed and they pulled the covers up. "So, teach, what's the drill here? I haven't been naked with another guy since I was thirteen."

"Do tell, please."

"You know, just the usual let's jerk off together leading to let's jerk each other off."

"So, you are experienced. I'm not sure I have much to teach you," Justin laughed.

"If that's all we're going to do, then you're right."

"How about this? Tonight, we sleep together, as in sleep."

"I'd like that."

Donnie turned out the lamp and the room was dark except for the faint light from Oregon. Justin had seen the picture of Lynn on Donnie's dresser, and surprisingly, didn't feel strange about it. He was beginning to realize that she had a huge influence on the person Donnie was. He was grateful. He had never felt anything like the mattress they were on. "What's the deal with the mattress?"

"Tempurpedic. Just us and the astronauts, my friend."

Justin scooted over toward Donnie, who was on his back, and rolled onto his side, placing his arm across Donnie's chest and draped his leg over Donnie's thigh. His hard-on pressed into Donnie. "Is this okay?"

"Absofuckinglutely."

Justin lightly rubbed the short fur on Donnie's chest. "Nice," Justin said. Then he felt Donnie's deep, even breaths. For the first time since Lynn had not returned to this bed, Donnie fell into a satisfying sleep almost immediately, followed shortly by Justin, who felt safe and happy.

Justin was startled from sleep when he felt Donnie grab the wrist above the hand still resting on Donnie's chest. "Shit! Sorry, Justin. I haven't waked to anyone in bed with me for a while. I was just surprised."

Justin started to pull his arm away, but Donnie held the wrist more lightly, and then pressed Justin's palm to to his chest. "It was just a knee-jerk thing. I'm not feeling any guilt, and I'm certainly not having second thoughts. A while ago, you called me damaged. I have never thought of myself that way, but maybe this is how damaged people behave."

"You're more self-aware than anybody I've ever met. How do you do that?"

Donnie moved the hand pressing on Justin's over the boy’s arm and on to his shoulder. "Training, and I had a good teacher. You can't make a life with someone like Lynn without looking into yourself. Does it bother you that I talk about her. You're not competing with her, you know."

"I don't feel like I am. Actually, I would like to have known her; I can see her in a lot I admire about you."

"Thanks. I don't think many people would be as secure as you seem."

Justin moved his hand down across Donnie's belly and pubic bone, pressing lightly over his bladder. "Need to pee? I do."

"Keep that up, and I'll pee all over both of us. I've never been able to piss very accurately with a boner."

"Oh. Well, we could do something about that. The question is, can you come with a full bladder?"

Donnie thought that sometimes this kid was like a puppy. "Yes, Justin, I can, but the quality of the orgasm is different."

Justin felt Donnie's hard dick against the back of his hand and moved to grasp it lightly. Gently stroking its length, he asked, "Did they teach you talk like that in graduate school?"

Donnie surprised himself by beginning to thrust into Justin's fist. "No, wise ass. My métier is unique. That's how they taught me to talk in graduate school."

"Get your money back. You used métier incorrectly."

Donnie was surprised that the kid had called him on that, but pleased. I knew he was bright, but he has a fair trivia bag, as well. Lynn had told him early in their relationship that, although his memory wasn't eidetic, he had a remarkable recall of seemingly unconnected, unimportant facts. She thought that's why he was good at his job; he was constantly making connections. "And, wise ass – by the way, that's going to be your official nickname – in this case, the usage was correct because I wasn't referring to the way I speak."

Gripping Donnie's dick more firmly and stroking more purposefully, Justin said, "The nickname's probably appropriate, and I agree that your vocation is unique. Now, be quiet and get off so we can pee. I owe you a breakfast."

Donnie pushed the covers down and, lying back, attended only to sensation. No one entered his thoughts, except Justin. With frightening speed, he was coming. The first burst fired up to his chin, followed by six or seven more onto his chest and belly, coating the hair there. The orgasm had the peculiar quality that occurs with a full bladder, slightly painful as his body tried to sort out the need to piss from the need to come. He opened his eyes to see Justin staring at him.

"Very impressive, old man. Either you have a special talent or you've been saving that up for a while."

"No special talent, W A. You really made a mess."

Donnie scooped a little of Donnie's semen from his chin and rolled it between his thumb and index finger. "Are you really going to call me W A?"

"You are a wise ass and have earned the nickname. What about you, before we get in the shower?"

Justin surprised Donnie by licking residual cum off his fingers before asking, "Are you sure you remember how? Your last adventure was . . . twenty-nine years ago."

"Quiet, W A." Donnie pushed the kid onto his back and looked at him. "Close your eyes."

Donnie was struck by how well knitted Justin was, lithe where he was blockier – all the right lines with the kind of body that he and Lynn had admired. He took Justin's hard-on in his fist and began to jerk him off. This dick was like its owner, lithe but really hard – long and slender and perfect. Donnie had always thought his dick was too much like a truncheon. He watched Justin breathing harder and saw the contractions begin in his abs and upper thighs before the fountain began. Unlike Donnie, Justin was pretty vocal when coming, which he thought was charming. As Justin calmed after his orgasm, Donnie drew little figures in the juice on Justin's smooth belly, tickling him slightly. Lynn used to play with his, and now he knew why. He didn't taste it, though. Later, he thought, realizing that he'd decided that he was going to share more orgasms with the kid.

"Let's get ready for that breakfast you owe me, W A. Into the shower with us." He pulled Justin over to his side of the bed. Justin was dead weight, and Donnie knew that he was the kind that liked to luxuriate in post-coital bliss. Donnie was more of a let's get back to the day or night kind of guy. He laughed inwardly that the kid did have something to teach him. "Stop whining, W A. The shower waits."

They had a leisurely shower, playfully cleaning the remnants of their play from their bodies. They both got hard again, and when Justin knelt under the water spray to try to suck him, Donnie pulled him up, hugged him, and said, "Discipline, W A. We'll get back to this soon, assuming you have time today. I'm off for the rest of the week."

"You're mean. If it's all right, I've decided to spend the day with you."

"More than all right." Then Donnie surprised himself by leaning in and touching his lips to Justin's. As the water flowed over them, Justin let him control the pressure until, opening his mouth a bit, Donnie let his tongue wipe Justin's lips. Donnie felt the air suck out of his lungs. This was a perfect kiss he never thought he would experience again. Damn I need to be careful here.

When they were dry, Donnie gave Justin a pair of boxer briefs, all he wore, and put a pair on himself. Taking Justin by the hand, he took them downstairs to the kitchen. He smiled as Justin started unloading almost everything from the refrigerator. The kid looked so serious, as if he didn't want to disappoint. "No, you have to work for breakfast," Donnie said getting a couple of bowls and a box of Raisin Bran. He poured small bowls and mixed the cereal with plain yogurt. "Eat. Then we run, and then we come back and you do your breakfast thing. Come."

Bounding back up the stairs with Justin in tow, Donnie got them outfitted in wicking long underwear, long sleeve shirts, and running shorts. His clothes hung a bit on Justin. "W A, you look like a foundling. Wear your trainers."

They left the condo and headed around the long row of homes to a little walkway down to the river walk. On their right, a large bronze statue of an Indian woman, Ilchee, Moon Woman, sat on a rock. Donnie dragged Justin onto the walk and began to run to the west, past his and the other decks. Now, he wasn't using up minutes. He was alive and savoring them, undistracted. The air was cool under the clouds, and rain threatened as it always did here during these months. He felt a new tendency to speed ahead, and adjusted his pace so that Justin could comfortably keep pace. The kid was in shape, but apparently didn't run regularly. He'd fix that. Because they had wakened early and it was a weekday, the walk wasn't very crowded. They passed other runners going east that he saw frequently and threaded around other westbound runners. A pair of guys approached from the opposite direction, and both of them looked at him and Justin, smiled, looked at each other and smiled again. Donnie was pleased. He thought about grasping Justin's hand, hesitated realizing how public this was, and then did it, holding for a few moments before separating. Justin was one big smile at that.

When they returned, Justin said, "Damn, old man, I see why you have zero body fat."

"Well, depression will do that for you."

"I hope depression isn't a fix you need to keep that body."

"W A, you have no idea how your cardiovascular system is going to flourish. If you want to run, that is. I'm going to respect you enough to say this only once. You don't ever have to anything just to please me. Being yourself is quite enough."

"I liked running, especially when family acknowledged us."

"Family?"

"The two gay guys who passed us. They knew we were together. Hope that doesn't freak you."

"You don't know that they're gay, and I held your hand, didn't I?"

"I have a super power. You always seem to do the right thing at the right time."

"You have no idea how many flaws you'll uncover if you look long enough."

"I'll give it a try, but now, I'm starved, and you're getting breakfast."

Justin made good on the promise, although Donnie was quick to remind him that he would never be the cook/servant. When Donnie had finished the dishes, he said, "Now I believe I interrupted you in the shower earlier. Want to try again?"

"I'm too full. You should have taken advantage of the opportunity."

"Oh. Okay. Let's get cleaned up anyway."

"Old man, you need a better crap detector. I'm pretty single minded about getting what I want, and now, that's to taste you direct from the source." Justin took off up the stairs, and Donnie followed, laughing.

After they undressed, Donnie put their running stuff in the hamper, and asked a delicate question that needed asking. "So what I've never had to think about is safe or safer sex or whatever. I don't want to presume anything about your health status, but we need to set some guidelines for us. And yes, this discussion means we're going to need them."

"I'd never do anything to hurt you. I'm absolutely clean. I've only had a couple of boyfriends, and we were always safe, unless you count oral. I've been tested, and I'm OK. You don't really think I'd hurt you, do you?"

"Slow down. I'm not indicting you. I just want us to think about it. If we have to have sex wearing full body condoms, we'll figure it out."

"Sorry, I tend to be a little too sensitive to perceptions about gay guys."

"Point taken, and you're not wrong about misperceptions. This is a two way street. You know nothing about my health. Believe me when I tell you that just because someone is straight is no reason to give him a pass. You have a right to be protected. So, here's the drill from my point of view. I've never been tested but then, I've only had sex with one person for almost twenty years. At this point, I'm okay with oral, but we use condoms for anything else until we both get tested."

"That's good for me. Sorry about the overreaction. You mean there's going to be anything elses?"

"Stop apologizing. It wasn't overreaction. Now, let's get in the shower, unless the discussion has been a colossal buzz kill, and probably."

"Oh no. You're not getting off that easy. I need dessert."

In the shower, they washed each other carefully and slowly. Donnie thought that this skin to skin contact, even shampooing Justin's hair, was something that humans needed. No wonder the last year had been crap. Justin's skin was different from Lynn’s, but wonderful to play on. When they were rinsed, two thing happened. Donnie silently thanked Lynn for getting the larger water heater, and Justin sucked him. Lynn had been skillful and joyful when she had blown him, but Justin's approach was very different. Donnie guessed that there was some truth to the notion that having the equipment meant you could handle it better. For one thing, Justin was able to easily get all of him in, but the nicest part was how tender he was – tongue action and gentle unhurried suction. He was making love to Donnie. So much for boundaries. Then Justin did something that Lynn never had. He was cupping Donnie's balls when he used a wet finger to brush over his asshole. Then there was light pressure. "Okay?" Justin asked, coming off the dick.

"I think so. You're the teacher here, W A."

Soon, Donnie was pouring into Justin's mouth, and Justin made little noises as he swallowed it all, noises that someone makes when he's transported by a great dessert. Donnie was leaning back against the shower stall wall and his knees almost gave out. Justin rose and put his hands behind Donnie's head. Then, he kissed him, and Donnie tasted what he hadn't for so long, his own cum from his partner's mouth.

After a few minutes of needy kissing, Donnie said, "This is where teacher earns his pay." Then he knelt on the shower floor.


Chapter 4

On his way back from Donnie's condo, Justin was trying to define his feelings about the last day. He was in difficulty because he knew his feelings were mixed. He thought about the end of the morning when Donnie had sucked him. He was surprised at how matter-of-fact Donnie had been about trying it. This guy didn't hesitate when he'd made a decision, a quality Justin admired.

He had quickly told Donnie, "Two things: watch the teeth, and take it slow, and, if you don't like it, stop. Oh, I guess that's three."

"Thanks, teach, but I've had it done to me enough that I know what feels good. And, I don't do things I don't like, except on the job. You've got to help me with the technique, though."

Stopped at a traffic signal, Justin thought about how quiet Donnie was during sex. Lack of recent practice? The guy was very tightly controlled and still raw about Lynn's death. The short bark from the horn of the vehicle behind him made him realize he had a green light. He took off and thought of how nice the blow job had been. Not spectacular, but Donnie was a beginner at giving. Nevertheless, just the sight of this older man on his knees, his hands on his flanks and ass, had brought him to orgasm almost before he could warn. He thought Donnie might not swallow his cum, but he had. No throwing up afterward, at least, and then they kissed again for a while before leaving the shower. All in all, satisfying, and he was mystified by how tender Donnie had been. He couldn't imagine being on the receiving end of this guy's professional expertise. He had the feeling that Donnie could deal havoc very easily. Maybe, he thought, that was the little lack of quiet he felt. He sensed that Donnie was two people that weren't often allowed to be present at the same time.

On the other hand, he was deeply attracted to the Donnie who was always present with him. Still, Donnie hadn't commented when he had told him that he didn't know what he could bring to the relationship. He felt like Donnie was fully formed and he was still a beta version of what he would become. How long could Donnie put up with that?

Justin parked at his apartment building, and went in to dress for work. While he dressed, he smelled the residue of Donnie's shower soap and smiled. Crap. If he could just let it happen, a relationship with Donnie could be fine, and he felt happy.

When he got to the clinic, he parked and went in the back employees entrance. As he was figuring out what needed to be done today, Juan stuck his head through the doorway. "Amigo, how goes it?"

"Esta bien, Juan." That was the extent of his Spanish and he knew that Juan appreciated that he never initiated a conversation in Juan's native tongue unlike assholes who greeted everyone with "Hola" and knew nothing else of the language. He had worked at the clinic for a little more than a year. He could have joined a large company and done well in IT, but he had this sense of social justice that needed nurturing. Juan was the clinic director, and oversaw a number of clinic sites on Washington's west side. He had hired Justin, and during the interview, Justin had sensed a familiar vibe which was later confirmed as their friendship grew. He knew that he had already saved the clinics a lot of money and helped them move to a solid electronic medical records platform. The clinic was a Federally Qualified Health Center that saw mainly poor people who paid, if anything, on a sliding scale. Most of them were on State assistance. Justin had absolutely nothing to do with the care of the patients, but the staff of physicians, nurse practitioners, and nursing assistants liked him because he was attentive to their needs, friendly, and because he listened to them.

"So, Justin, you have that special happy look that comes from finding love. Spill."

Now Justin was in a quandary. Donnie had never asked him not to talk about their relationship and had told him that he would never treat Justin like a closet toy. He immediately decided to take Donnie at his word. "That obvious?"

"Well, when you broke up with Joey, you seemed to give up. You seemed resigned. The last couple of weeks you're anything but. Anyone I know?"

"I hope not. I mean professionally. He's a cop."

"You little shit. Is he out?"

"That's a long story, and the real answer is no, for a lot of reasons, but I think he is willing to be."

"Justin, Justin, Justin, closet cases are never a good idea. They always tell you they'll come out, but just a little later. Don't punish yourself. You deserve better."

"Don't jump to conclusions, Juan." Then Justin related the story of how he came to know Donnie, ending with the shower story.

"Fuck!" Juan quickly looked to the door to be sure no one had heard. "I have no idea what to say. Most people would say you're crazy. How much older is he?"

"Nineteen years, but he is unique. Right now, I can't imagine meeting a better person than he is. He's been so concerned about me, and he's so direct. Guys my age come with too much drama."

"Here's a good test. Invite him to our place. See how he does with me and Sam." This suggestion was typical of Juan. He was looking out after Justin and wanted to see this paragon.

"He's not a contestant, Juan. But, if you really want to meet him, I'll suggest it." Justin thought about Sammy, who was, how to say it, a bit nelly, but a wonderful person. Some of his friends were a bit campy, and if Donnie and he were going to have a relationship, Donnie would have to like them. Crap — now the idea did seem like a test. Donnie had trusted him, he decided, and now he would have to trust Donnie.

Justin thought about his coming out experience in high school. He had always known he was different, but unlike Donnie, his preadolescent sex play with his friends wasn't a passing pattern. His approach had not been to try to fit in by dating girls, but neither did he behave in a way that aroused suspicion, or so he thought. Coming out in his school wasn't the end of the world, but he did experience bullying. Being different was a strain. The fact that he hadn't dated gave birth to the inevitable rumors, until one day, one of the girls interested in him asked if he was gay. He had been honest, and soon the whole school knew. He wasn't bad looking, and, although basically a nerd, he did work out and was on the swimming team. How cliché was that, he thought.

He'd found one boyfriend in high school. The guy was tormented by the realization that he was gay. That went nowhere. Then, in college, he had two relationships, both of which ended, one badly and one not. The first ended when he discovered that his friend was fucking around a lot. The second, with Joey, continued after graduation and had recently ended by mutual agreement. They weren't a good match for the long haul. Shit, that was a Donnie phrase. After the novelty waned, they remained friends. Joey was a party guy, and needed constant outside stimulation. Rather than try to find a middle ground, Joey had always treated Justin's quieter nature as a disease in need of a cure. Justin realized that one of the things he loved about Donnie was his insistence the he be his own man.

Justin had a strange work schedule. He came in at about eleven in the morning and left about eight at night. That way the computer systems weren't in use when he needed to do repairs or upgrade software and hardware. He had agreed to meet Donnie, who was still on his week off, at the gym that night for their usual workout. As he was finishing up a software upgrade for the whole system, he thought about the age difference. What if Donnie became bored with him? No, this was the worth the risk of being hurt. Juan had seen his happiness, and Justin was going to see what could be done here.

*****

At the gym, Donnie and he chatted lightly during the workout. Only two or three other people were there. Justin did most of the talking.

"W A, are you nervous about something? You're usually not this chatty. Not that I mind; I like talking with you, even about simple things."

I can't believe he can read me like this, Justin thought. "Got me. The thing is, when I was talking with my boss this morning, I sort of told him about us." Justin waited for the other shoe to fall.

"I'm glad you're not ashamed of me, Justin," Donnie said, smiling. "Seriously, W A, I take it that you and your boss are also friends."

"Yeah. He's gay, too."

"No relationship, other than friendship?" Donnie asked, and Justin swore there was a tinge of jealousy in the question.

"No, never. He's a good friend though, kind of protective."

"Well, W A, did he tell you that you're crazy?"

"Not exactly, old man. He said some people would think I was."

"What do you think. Are you crazy?"

There it was again, like a missile, the direct, essential question. "No, I'm not, but I do have a few insecurities here. That's, as you are fond of saying, my problem. Now, don't change the subject."

"Right. Sorry, go on."

"Juan invited us to his place so he and his partner could meet you."

"Really? You're going to risk showing me off, or is it a test?"

"Damn, it's irritating when you do that. It's not a test for me, but it might be for Juan and Sammy."

"Set it up."

"That's all, set it up?"

"Well, W A, I didn't think it required a complex negotiation. It's just a fucking social invitation."

"Okay, calm down. We'll do it."

"You know this means that I get to show you off to my friends?"

"Shit. That would be some kind of interrogation."

"No, it won't. I guaranfuckingtee it. By the way, I looked up FQHC. You're obviously a very bright guy. I admire you for working somewhere that serves people who have few alternatives. Your career choice says something very nice about you. Bring guardian Juan on!" Donnie reached over and put his right palm on Justin's chest, over his heart.

Justin thought he might cry. His family, while nominally supportive, were never enthusiastic about having a gay son. He was surprised at how good it felt to have someone think him admirable. Maybe Donnie was answering the question about what he could bring to a relationship.

"W A, next time you stay over, if you want, bring some clothes. The dresser on your side is empty."

"I don't want to displace Lynn."

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, W A. My place isn't a shrine to the departed. I don't have her clothes anymore. She'd be happy for me, and you."

"Thanks, then, I will."

On Sunday, Donnie and Justin were both off, and off they went to Juan's. He and Sammy had a nice house, typical of the Northwest – not elaborate, but a comfortable two-story with a nice porch in an older neighborhood. Donnie had asked two questions: What should he bring, and would they mind that he was armed? A plant, and they didn't have to know and wouldn't ask. They knew he was a cop.

Sammy greeted them, and waving them in, hugged Justin tightly and kissed him on the cheek. Justin hoped he wouldn't try that with Donnie, but when he extended his hand to Donnie, Donnie hugged him as best he could with a plant in one hand. No kiss. "Thanks very much for having us over. I know you must be curious about the object of W A's attention for the last few weeks."

Juan had joined them, shaking both of their hands, and then taking the plant. "W A?"

"Sorry, pet name. You can't have missed that he's a bit of a wise ass."

"Oh, I like him," Sammy said. Juan just raised his eyebrows and smiled.

Justin was stunned that Donnie had used that name for him, not upset, just deeply surprised. Donnie was fearless. They sat in the living area and chatted about the usual things, until Juan asked Donnie, "So, what are your intentions with Justin?"

Justin had shot him a look that would kill a musk ox.

"That's a question I'll only answer from Justin's father if I propose."

Justin dissolved in laughter and Juan was stunned into silence. From there things went well. They had a nice, quiet dinner. Donnie didn't seem uncomfortable around Sammy. He answered most of their questions about his past, his work, what he read and listened to. When he didn't feel like answering a question, he politely enforced a boundary. Justin was thankful that neither Juan or Sammy asked the question they both most wanted to ask: how was the sex and what was that all about?

They had agreed that they would spend the night at Justin's place. Donnie had packed an overnight bag. On the way, Donnie asked, "How did I do?"

Using Donnie's usual tactic, Justin said, "You tell me. How did you do?"

"Well played, W A. I didn't fart or make any other rude noises." Justin frowned. "No, seriously, I like them. I learned a lot about you from watching you interact with them, all of it impressive. You have devoted friends, and not everyone has. And, you let them grill me, and trusted that I'd keep the boundaries I needed without melting down. They didn't press once they knew I was uncomfortable with a question. I hope we see them again, either at your place or mine. How's that?"

"I feel so good, right now," Justin said. "I just can't figure out how someone can shift gears in the middle of a life like you have. Don't get me wrong, I'm happy you're trying, but damn, you're incredible."

"Look, I'll try to honestly let you know where I am when we get home. I can't do this in a car."

Home, Justin thought. He doesn't say anything he doesn't mean.


Chapter 5

Justin turned the heat on, and Donnie went through to the bedroom where he dropped his bag and took off his jacket. Justin was in the kitchen. Donnie called out, "You have a minute?"

Justin came through the doorway to see Donnie disarming. He had two zippered cloth cases, and was zipping each of the guns into one. "I'm storing these in my bag. Just wanted you to know. I don't usually stay with other people, but I want you to know where they are. If we're going to be together, I'll take you to the range, and I'll show you how to make them safe. I mean, if you're okay with that."

"I've never thought about it. I'm okay with learning, but I don't think I want to carry one around."

"W A, I'm not an NRA member or a gun nut. I've seen enough damage from guns for a life."

Justin couldn't overcome his curiosity. “Have you ever . . . ?"

Before Justin could figure out how to frame the question, Donnie sighed and said, "Yes. When I was in the army, I got in the middle of a drug bust gone bad. No choice, and they were very bad people, as people go. I don't regret what I did in the circumstance, but I got no pleasure from it. Justin, these things," he said, pointing at the cased guns, "aren't magic, they're tools. Safety doesn't rest with the tool; it rests with the mind that wields the tool."

Justin regretted the question. "Sorry, that was insensitive. I'm glad you came out of that alive, though."

"Me, too. Every time I put them on, I remind myself that they might help one of my partners or me to go home at the end of a tour. And now, I'd regret not coming home a whole lot more."

Justin smiled, and crossed to Donnie, grabbing him and kissing him deeply. "You fucking better come home every day."

"Yeah, I know."

After stripping down to underwear, they sat on the couch in the living room. "You want to watch a movie?" Justin asked.

"No, put some music on for me."

"What do you want?"

"Surprise me. I listen to too much crap from the seventies. But, the Beatles I can't live without. You've been very patient about not changing the stations on my car radio."

Justin took a chance and played a live album by Panic! at the Disco on the docked iPhone. He sat back down, and without thinking, pulled Donnie over so that he was lying across the couch with his head in Justin's lap. Donnie looked at him with curiosity.

"So, tell me more about your family."

Justin tried to organize a family biography. "Let's see, parents who know they shouldn't care if I'm gay, but aren't happy about it either. Dad's a software engineer and Mom's an HR specialist. Older sister who couldn't believe it when I came out. By then she was born again, and I was consigned to the fiery pit. I do have an aunt and uncle who really are okay with me. They always want to meet boyfriends, so you're probably on the list, if you think of us that way." Justin had been stroking Donnie's chest with one hand and his hair with the other. Donnie put his own hand on top of Justin's, and Justin realized that Donnie hadn't been wearing the wedding band for a few days.

"W A, I have some experience at being a boyfriend, just not in having one. This music is nice. I like the singer's voice. I know coming out can't have been easy for you. You have to live with the parents who beget you and your siblings. The nice thing is that you get to choose another family as you grow. You've done well at that so far. Now for somethig entirely different. I promised you I'd talk a little about how I'm feeling." He looked up at Justin, almost awaiting permission. Justin nodded.

"The last time I found myself in love, it was with someone I had known a long time. It was also a while ago, so I've lost touch with the process. No, that's not a very romantic way of thinking about falling in love, and the last time it didn't feel like I was falling. This time, it does. Can you adjust that, or at least give me a pillow for my head? I could get you for battery with a pry bar," Donnie laughed.

"Shit, sorry," Justin said, as he adjusted his hard-on. "That better?"

"I'm flattered, and yes." Donnie adjusted his head so that it rubbed Justin's dick lightly.

"You're avoiding an issue, old man."

Donnie stuck out his tongue, a ridiculously incongruous act for him. "Right, sorry. How does anyone know how a person ends up loving another? I do know that my feelings for you are like the ones I had the last go around. I am concerned that being in love with you means that we'll have to work through a lot of things that were already settled in my last relationship. I'm willing to give it a go, but we have to agree on how to deal with conflict."

Justin smiled. "You've really thought about this a lot."

"We're important. I always think about important things a lot. There are a lot of built-in problems here. Age is the big one, not in and of itself, though. We have different formative experiences. Our personalities are different. Our work environments are different. Then there are a lot of built-in strengths: our ages, experiences, different personalities, different interests, and sex, which has, from my point of view, been very good. And, I promise, if we practice, that I'll get better."

"You feel in love with me?"

"Yes, I do."

"I love you, too, and I'm not sure I've ever really been in love."

"Like I said, different experiences can be helpful. I have. Now, about conflict resolution, here's my proposal. We talk about our own feelings, and we don't attribute motives to the other person. We agree to listen, or if we're too pissed off to listen, we postpone the discussion. We clarify so that we're sure we understand the other person. My experience is that we can get through most problems that way. It also helps that we care about each other. See, this wouldn't have worked in the car."

"That's a good plan. I also suggest that, if possible, we don't go to bed angry."

"Agreed."

"So, old man, we're official?"

"I hope not, W A. We are what we are, and to me that's a great start."

"Anything else you need to say before we go to bed and use my pry bar?"

"Nope. I won't have you with blue balls," Donnie laughed. Here I go, he thought. Thanks, Lynn, for teaching me about love.

Justin turned off the music. "Did you really like Panic!? They're in Portland next month, and I'd be happy to drag your ass over there."

"Would I have to wave a cell phone?"

"Definitely."

They got to bed shortly after Justin disappeared into the bathroom for ten minutes, and they made out for while, just having fun with each other. Boys will be boys, no matter their ages. After Donnie practiced his oral skills on Justin a little while, Justin asked Donnie to get a condom and KY out of the night stand. "You sure?"

"Yes. It's time you got to fuck someone, fuck me, I mean."

"So, we haven't talked much about fucking. I take it you like to be fucked. Do you also like to fuck?"

"It's called being versatile. And yes, I'm versatile, but that doesn't mean I necessarily have to fuck you."

"Turn about, W A, turn about."

Justin knelt on the bed beside Donnie and put a little KY on Donnie before rolling the condom on. It was a tight fit. Joey had been smaller than Donnie, so this was going to be a challenge. "Okay, old man, I'm going to sit on this. Do me a favor, let me do all the work."

"I'll be an observer only."

"You never did this with Lynn?"

"Nope. It never occurred to us."

Justin kissed Donnie as he straddled him. "Hold it up."

Donnie did, and Justin grasped him, positioning him and starting to settle on him. He hadn't done this in a while and the pain surprised him. He tried to relax and control his breathing, until finally he had it all. He felt really full. He looked at Donnie, who had remained absolutely still. "You okay?"

"Oh yeah. You are a big boy." He leaned forward, resting his palms on Donnie's chest.

"You looked like that hurt you."

"Hell yes, it hurt. No pain, no gain. It feels great now."

After a few minutes, Justin tired of doing most of the work, and realized that Donnie was afraid of hurting him. Rising, he unplugged Donnie, who immediately looked like a dog kicked by his master. Justin rolled onto his back, inviting Donnie to climb on. "Old man, you're not going to break me. It takes two to fuck. Come on."

Donnie eased into his now supine boyfriend and, looking into Justin's eyes, began fuck him. Justin saw Donnie get more comfortable and he saw that, for Donnie, the connection between them become less about observation and more about expression. Finally, thought Justin. Donnie leaned over, and bit Justin lightly on the neck. Justin whispered, "It's not a pussy, fuck me like you mean it."

Donnie’s head snapped up, his face almost looking angry; then his look softened and he nodded, grunting, "Be careful what you ask for, W A."

By the time they ended, Justin was almost a puddle. He had jerked himself off while Donnie orchestrated the rest. Damn, Donnie could seemingly go forever. Justin thought about the first time with Joey, who came in about thirty seconds. Finally Justin had reached up to lightly pinch his boyfriend’s nipples. Like pulling a trigger. Donnie's eyes had narrowed, and he came with a series of groans. Finally, Justin thought, some noise.

When he sensed that Donnie was going to get up, Justin held him tight in a hug that glued them together with Justin's semen. He realized that Donnie was still hard, and wondered briefly if Donnie had faked an orgasm. He just wanted to stay here for a long while. Donnie remembered the first orgasm he had given Justin, and relaxed onto him. He figured that Justin would let him know if he couldn't breathe.

"You're still hard."

"No blue pills, honest. Sometimes, when it's really good, it's like this." Justin had been too nervous to call it really good, but was happy that Donnie thought of their first fuck that way.

"You okay staying here like this for a while?"

"Not my natural reaction, but I like covering you."

Justin moved his hands to the back of Donnie's neck and played with the hair there. "I'd love to fuck that thing into submission, but, anymore and I won't be able to walk for a week."

"I was afraid I was hurting you."

"Why?"

"I guess I just thought my dick would hurt. I mean your ass was wonderfully tight. And, by the way, I was clearly aware that I wasn't fucking a pussy. Different, but it could be habit forming."

"Something else?"

Donnie had only talked like this in these circumstances with one person in seventeen years, but he owed Justin as much openness as he could muster. His mouth next to Justin's ear, he whispered, "If I lose control, I'm not sure what would happen. I've never purposefully hurt anyone I've loved, and I'm not about to start now."

"You won't hurt me if you let go. I trust you. You need to risk letting yourself go. What to do you think is hiding in there?"

Donnie disconnected from Justin's ass, his dick deflating a little, but he didn't run away. He rolled onto his back, turning his head to keep eye contact. "You're too young to remember the National Lampoon, but they had a parody once that said, 'A walk through the ocean of most men's souls wouldn't get your ankles wet.' In a lot of ways that's my world. I have to stay controlled, or I might hurt some of the idiots I come across. This is hard for me to admit. It's also why we have agency shrinks. Ours used to tell me that Lynn kept me in balance, and maybe I've lost a little of that balance. I feel like I'm getting it back with you."

"I promise that I'll get you wet to the top of your head, old man. And, thanks for trusting me enough to talk like this. I'm pretty sure this how people in love talk. I also know you're ready for a shower, so let's do it."

After the shower, which was rapidly becoming a favorite activity, they straightened the bed clothes and slept.

*****

Donnie was awake first, and tried to quietly make breakfast. He wasn't that quiet, and Justin had awakened when he left the bed. How can this guy survive with so little sleep? Put this issue down on the potential problem list. Justin dozed a bit before joining Donnie in the kitchen. One morning person and one definitely not. Donnie had the makings of omelets ready and cooked them while Justin watched. His ass was tender, and he thought, He can cook, too. Lucky me.

"You were walking funny when you came out."

"I had a dream where I had a fence post up my ass," Justin laughed.

"Funny, I had a dream where I had an ass around my fence post, and I'm walking just fine. You'll have your chance to see me walk funny."

As Donnie served the eggs, Justin started to say, "You know, you don't have . . ."

But Donnie cut him off. "I meant what I said. Turn about, W A. Besides, I want to see why you looked so blissful while being impaled. No one's going to accuse me of not being versatile."

Justin just nodded and continued eating. They both had a few hours before they had to be at work. Justin suddenly realized that he was afraid to let Donnie go to work. Fuck, he wished he could talk to Lynn about how she handled the fear. He pushed the thought away, and asked, "You want to go for run before work?"

"Where do you run, around here?"

"I don't, wise one. Let's go to your place. I love being by the river."

"Grab the clothes and stuff you want to keep at the place. We might as well get you moved over now. If you want, we could spend tonight by the river. And, if you really like running in the morning, you could just stay over there. I don't want to crowd you, but you'd always have a haven here, if I drive you crazy."

"Oh, man, Donnie, I don't want to be a constant guest."

"Fair enough. You won't be a guest. I told you, I want a partner. You're pretty enough to be a kept man, but too smart and independent. It'll be your home, too. You can even rearrange the furniture or paint the walls, if you want. I'd like to come home to you every day, I'm tired of leaving the gym alone, and running the river from there would be more convenient. Try it. If it doesn't work for you, we'll figure something out."

"Okay. A bit scary, but I'm up for it."

They took clothes and a few of Justin's things over to the condo. On the run, they passed by the gay runners again. This time Justin and Donnie looked at each other and smiled, giving them a small wave. Justin was right, Donnie thought, they're family. He was now, at least in some ways, family, but he still looked at women. Current definitions weren't useful for his situation. You fell in live with whom you fell in love, surprising as that might be. They ran on past the Hilton and around the park before heading back. Justin was beginning to set the pace sometimes. When they were back in their condo and had downed some water, Justin said, "We need to get something straight."

"Straight? Really? Okay."

"I'm going to help with rent or the mortgage or whatever. I absolutely won't freeload."

"Thanks, W A. I know you're no freeloader. Look. First, you have the rent on your place, and you need to keep that. Second, Lynn's estate wasn't small. There is no mortgage, just home owners association dues and taxes. I could walk away from work today and not work for the rest of our lives. How about you pay for the food when we shop? We need rituals. We have one, our long showers. Food shopping together can be another."

"Let me think about the finances. I like rituals."

"Let me know, when you've decided. Oh, my unit is having the annual get together with families and all. You okay going with me?"

"Do they know about me? You can't just unveil me at a public event."

"No, they don't, but I'd like to introduce you there. I don't think there will be any problems. No matter how they feel about male couples, I've pulled their asses out of the fire often enough and most of them have done the same for me. That's all they really care about, that I'm competent and have their backs when things go sideways."

"You are so fucking naïve, Donnie. They're going to look at me as a queer interloper. I am not up for that. They'll think I turned you."

"Okay, okay. I know them better than you, and I think it would be all right. But, I'm not going to drag you, if you're anxious."

"No. How about you talk to them first, before the party or whatever it is? That'll give them time to sort through their reactions. Are there any family in your unit?"

"Not that I know of."

"Great, I suppose I'll be expected to hang out with the wives and girlfriends."

"Oh, I hadn't thought about that. You definitely wouldn't fit in with the second and third wives club. It's not for a couple of weeks. If I lay some groundwork and promise to keep you with the guys, will you come? We can leave if anyone makes you feel weird. I mean I know you're going to feel a little weird anyway because you won't know anyone. We have to start somewhere."

"This means a lot to you, doesn't it?"

"Of course it does, W A. I told you that you weren't going back in the closet for me."

"You've never used an indirect solution to a problem, have you?"

"I'll have you know that I'm a master of subterfuge."

"Sure you are," Justin laughed. "Let's try your strategy, then. Now, before work, I'd like to perform ritual number one."

*****

An hour later they were both on the way to work. Donnie was glad that Justin had stood up for himself. He realized that, in his need to charge ahead with a new life, he wasn't fully considering the affects of revealing the new relationship on Justin. Bonehead, he thought. When he arrived at his office, he checked the board. They'd made a fair amount of progress in his absence. He saw that the most difficult case he had been working on was still open. That's where he would begin. He asked the junior investigator who was working with him on the case to come in when he was free. Robert, never Bob, was only a little older than Justin. Robert came in after only a few minutes, and they reviewed the binders of statements and the working theory of the case. After they decided on next steps, Robert began to leave to go to work in his cubicle. "Robert, hang on a minute."

"What you need, chief?"

Donnie frowned at the nickname, but let it go. "I'm bringing some one to the holiday thing."

"Yeah, we kind of expected that. Good for you. Everyone can't wait to meet her."

"It's not a her, it's a he."

Robert looked like the floor might swallow him. "Beg your pardon. You're bringing a friend?"

"Robert, you're not an idiot. I'm bringing a boyfriend."

"Jesus, Don, I don't know what to say. I mean, have you always been . . . ?

"Gay?"

"Yeah."

"No, I just happen to fall for a guy this time."

"Well, as long as you're happy, good for you," Robert said with a smile.

One down, Donnie thought. "The thing is, Robert, I want you and everyone to know that I don't give a shit about people's opinions, but I will not be happy if anyone makes Justin feel unwelcome."

Robert was fixed with the Goren stare. "Sure, chief. I got it."

Donnie knew that word would spread in no time. Telephone, telegraph, tell a cop. An hour later, the Director knocked on the door. After coming in, he looked at the white board. "Robert tells me you're close."

"Yep. You need an update?"

"Fuck, no. Have you gone over the edge? This is a game, right? It's not funny, even for you."

"Sit down, Jim, and shut up before you really piss me off."

The Director sat, and Donnie continued, "It's no joke. Sorry my life has thrown a monkey wrench into the machine, but that's the way it is. I'm still me, and being in a gay relationship doesn't get me a ticket to the shrink these days. You know me well enough not to make this harder than it has to be."

"All right, all right. Give me a little background. Help me out here."

"My personal life isn't your business as long as I'm not crossing ethical, legal, or policy guidelines, but you and I are always straight with each other, so I'll help you out."

They spent thirty minutes as Donnie gave Jim the summary of how he came to love Justin.

"Well, despite the fact that you are a pretentious asshole sometimes, most everyone here likes you, and you're a great investigator. I'll take responsibility for making sure that . . ."

"Justin."

". . . Justin doesn't feel like he has a target on his back. Bring him to the party."

From most bosses, Donnie wouldn't place any stock in what Jim had said. Jim was different. He'd been there and all the guys knew it. He would never move higher in the agency because he had the annoying habit of speaking the truth. Donnie called Justin and said, "I love you, and the shit's on the fan. We're going to come out clean. No guarantees on what's in the hearts of my colleagues, but I promise none of them will give you any shit."

"Okay. I'm trusting you on this one. It won't be any harder on me than it will be for you at my uncle and aunt's."


Chapter 6

They were at the half-way point on the Sheep Canyon trail loop. The road to the trail head was blocked about two miles out, so the hike was longer then they had expected. They packed light, but still had about thirty pounds each. November was cold at these altitudes, but fortunately, no snow had fallen yet. They were only at about three thousand feet. Robert and his girlfriend had invited them. Robert was the only one of Donnie's colleagues to really make Justin feel like he belonged at Donnie's side. Justin was only a couple of years younger than Robert, who smiled when he and Donnie were affectionate with each other.

The four had hiked up to a ridge and set up camp just off the trail. Between Robert and Donnie, they were better armed than most third world countries. Justin had set up the light weight tent, while Donnie set up the cook stove and started their dinner while Robert and Annabelle were doing the same. Justin had survived the office party, and, although no one was overtly hostile to him, he thought that Donnie's office politics would never be the same. They were all cordial enough, but stiffly formal, as if they really didn't know what to do with Justin. Surprisingly, the women were cooler to him than the men, probably because they thought he was a poor replacement for Lynn. Justin could understand that, but Donnie wasn't happy. Only Robert had tried to make him feel truly welcome. A couple of the guys nearer Donnie's age had appreciated some suggestions he made about how to solve minor issues with their computers. Justin had thought that their IT support must be crap. Donnie had told him, the next day, that the guys suggested that the agency hire Justin. Donnie told them that the agency couldn't afford him. Here, though, Justin felt part of Donnie's world. This feeling was what he had become used to after he started working at the clinic. Male couples were simply part of the normal landscape.

Earlier, when Donnie and Annabelle had gone for water, Robert had talked to Justin about his early days in the unit. Only Donnie had treated him like he treated everyone else, inviting him to work on cases. The others tried to indicate that he shouldn't get too involved in working with Donnie, as though he might be infected. But Robert learned that Donnie had the highest clearance rate, remarkable because he took more difficult cases. Justin recognized that Robert saw in Donnie what he saw in Donnie, minus the sexual attraction. By the time Donnie and Annabelle returned, Justin thought that if Robert were gay, he'd never have had a chance. Justin liked the way Donnie and Robert related to each other. There was an unstudied familiarity that must form only when people did dangerous or intimate work together. Robert had the dangerous work, and Justin had the intimate work. A fortunate division of labor, Justin thought. He and Donnie were just another ordinary couple here on the flank of St. Helens.

After reconstituted, freeze dried camp food, they bundled up under camp blankets and faced the top of the ridge line. Donnie had promised Justin a wonderful sight, and as the sun dropped, a huge herd of Roosevelt Elk came over the ridge to graze. Justin looked through Donnie's field glasses at them for an hour; they were only five hundred feet away. Donnie's arm was around Justin's shoulders.

"I see them every time I'm up here. It's reassuring to me. The herd keeps growing."

"Thanks for taking me up here, Donnie."

"W A, I don't want to see views like this alone. They're sweeter with someone you love." They leaned ther heads toward each other until they touched. "I think I would have ended up on the scrap heap if I hadn't been loved. I want you to feel well loved. When you're loved, nothing can undo you. There's no obligation in it."

"Shit, Donnie, I know you love me. If we could stay up here, I'd happily give up everything back there."

"These expeditions are little treats. I hope you feel loved back there, too."

Justin didn't have a reply, because he wasn't going to lie to Donnie. Eventually, the elk crossed back over the ridge line as the sun set. The temperature drop was steep. He and Donnie said good night to Robert and Annabelle and, after taking their boots off, crawled into the three man tent. They heard Annabelle say, "Keep the noise down, you two. Robert and I need our sleep."

Donnie had warned Justin that they would probably be confined to blowing each other, because the cold and the mess made fucking a chore. Hiking in the Summer would be fucking time. Then, Donnie had told him, they could sleep outside with no tent. They unzipped their bags, using one for a ground layer over the pads and the other as a blanket. The camp blanket was a final layer. Justin was skeptical that sleeping naked would be warmer, but it turned out to true, and it was a lot more fun. They took care of each other with their mouths. Donnie was getting much better at it. After their orgasms, they quickly cuddled under the covers and were asleep almost immediately, with the sound of the other two giggling away in the background.

For a change, Justin awoke earlier than Donnie. He carefully extricated himself from the bags, took his clothes, and stepped out of the tent. Fuck, it’s freezing. He quickly dressed, and only afterward noticed Annabelle eyeing him from a fallen trunk about thirty feet away. He blushed and walked over. "Morning."

"Great views, this morning, some magnificent tree trunks. You better pee so you can get rid of that," she said pointing to the bulge in his pants.

"Gee, thanks, Mom." He went downhill a ways and emptied himself. When he returned, he sat next to Annabelle. "You sleep okay?"

"Oh yes. Orgasms are sedating. We were quieter than you guys."

"Yeah. Donnie cuts loose a bit more than he used to."

"Living with him must be difficult for you."

"No! What do you mean?"

"Well, Robert thinks he's a cross between Sherlock Holmes and Saint Francis. You and I know he's pretty fragile. I don't think he'd do well alone. I like him a lot, and he's really treated Robert well, so I'm happy to see him with you. Just don't get fooled into thinking he's the center of the universe."

"I guess I have begun to think of him as the one who takes care of us."

"That just happens naturally with him. I don't think he's even aware of it. He never condescends to Robert, and he sure doesn't give a shit about what the troglodytes in his unit think. But, I'm telling you that I've watched him for a long time, and he needs taking care of, too. So, help him."

"I guess I better start looking at him a little more objectively — pull my weight a little more."

"Just remember that being married to a cop can be a hell hole, but these two are real winners. If you ever need to talk, let me know. I may be the only one who really knows what you're going through."

"Thanks, Annabelle, it would be nice to have a colleague in the fray. You and Robert aren't married, are you?"

"All but the ceremony, sweetie."

The tent flap unzipping announced that Donnie was up. He came out already dressed.

"What are you two up to?"

"I'm trying to take Justin away from you. I've grown bored with Robert."

"Sorry, I don't think you have the right equipment for the job."

"So he tells me. You better keep your eyes open. You know, you're not the best of the litter out there."

"Well, thanks for that insight, Annabelle. But, I know who has the good deal here." Justin noticed Donnie smiling at him. Fuck, he must think I'm really squirrely. I can’t even tell him I feel loved at home.

They let Robert sleep. When everyone was up, Justin and Robert cooked breakfast, and, after they ate, they brushed their teeth and broke camp. On the way down, Justin lagged behind the other two.

"You okay?"

"Yeah, I just want to talk with you while we walk."

"Go." Donnie said.

"I owe you an answer to your question about whether I feel loved at home."

"You don't owe me anything, W A, except honesty and living up to our agreements."

"That is so much bullshit, Donnie. For me, love isn't about hanging out together, with no strings. I've been feeling like I can't fit into your world, and you can't fit into mine." Donnie started to reply, but Justin cut him off. "Hear me out. Do you ever look at other guys, I mean and realize that it would be fun to fuck them?"

"No."

"It's like you're one man short of being heterosexual. I know you look at women that way."

"Yes, I suppose I do. I never fucked around on Lynn, and I'll never fuck around on you – with another guy or a woman."

"Old man, I know that. I wouldn't stay with you if you could do that, and I trust you. You're not hearing what I'm saying."

"Try again, please, Justin."

"It's hard for me to be in a relationship with a basically straight guy who happened to fall for me when he was hurting." He saw genuine pain in Donnie's face. "Please, understand. I know you love me. I'm happy you love me. I love you, and you treat me so lovingly, and you've learned so much about living with a guy. I'm not trying to dump you. I just want you to know it's hard for me sometimes. I feel like we're so perfect when it's just us, but we can't just run away from the world. And when I have to live with others in that world, I don't quite know where I stand with them. There. Right now, I'm torn between wanting to be sure I haven't hurt you and being a big boy in an equal partnership."

"You are the most self-aware person I've ever met. How do you do that?"

"Oh, nice. That's cute."

"I mean it, W A. I have to think about this, because I suspect that we can't change the parameters, so we're going to have to figure out how to live and love within them. I seem to have had my head up my ass, because I've been so happy with you that I lost sight of your struggle."

"Fucking Sherlock Holmes and St. Fucking Francis." Justin was smiling.

"What?"

"Never mind. And, I do feel loved when we're home. I just feel a little lost as well."

As they came down through the narrow chute toward the trail head, a morning cloud of fog lay below them against the warming ground. A thousand feet further down, they entered the fog. Perfect metaphor, Justin thought.


Chapter 7

"How are things at work?"

"Just peachy. It's pretty much a divided camp. Most of the guys are okay with me as long as they don't have to work with me. The rest just ignore me, which isn't a smart play. I don't need them, but more than occasionally, they need me."

"I'm sorry they reacted so badly."

"I don't often miscalculate, but I sure did on this one. You had it nailed. And I never thought of myself as naïve. I'd say your co-workers have been a whole lot more stand up."

"Yeah, but our shop has a lot of gay guys and gay couples. That's one reason I went to work there."

"I guess we'll have to concentrate on integrating me into your crew."

Justin started laughing.

"What, W A?"

"You sound like you're planning some kind of cop operation."

"I am, and you're in charge. I'm the rookie on this one."

"Okay, but it's going to be hard. Write this down. Just be yourself. They'll like you because they see how you treat me and how happy I am. You don't mind that I'm not going to bang my head against the wall of your shop?"

"I'll be pissed if you bruise my favorite head, W A. And, if I understand you, I can spare my head because my naturally pleasant nature is going to win your folks over."

"Exactly."

"You still feeling lost in the material world?"

"A little, but I'm finding it less frightening."

"Justin, take it from a guy who has never fit in anywhere. Trying too hard is a waste of energy. Maybe we should create our own world. Fit it around us. And for the umpteenth time, I'm not straight. No one who likes you in his ass the way I do is straight. It's a good thing you're slender all over. And, I can't help it if I'm attracted to women. Just think of it as a quirk. Besides, my boyfriend once told me that you don't have to act on every attraction."

"You are turning into an unexpected bottom, and you fit in just fine with me. I guess we've already started a world with Robert and Annabelle and Juan and Sammy."

"Not too shabby a start, W A. I think we need to throw a party. Invite your aunt and uncle."

"Jeezuz, Donnie, you're crazy. They're in California."

"Tell them they can stay with us."

"Let's go to bed. We'll flip for who takes it."

The next Thursday, they drove across the I-5 bridge and into downtown Portland by way of the Broadway Bridge. If you lived near Portland, you used a lot bridges.

"What the fuck, W A? We're going to have to stand through the whole thing?"

"Stop bellyaching. You're in better shape than ninety-eight percent of people my age, much less your own decrepit age bracket. You will love it."

Donnie thought, I suppose I will, but only because I'm with you and you're obviously very happy about this, but immediately regretted the thought. "I really like their recordings, and you've told me they're better live, so I know I'll have fun." Justin looked uncertain.

*****

They entered the Roseland Theater on Portland's west side, Justin passing through a metal detector at the entrance while Donnie flashed his badge and bypassed the detector. There were a few balcony seats, but Justin made sure they got funneled to the floor, where the crowd already nearly filled the venue. Oh great, Donnie thought, the mosh pit of life. Then he thought, shut the fuck up. Justin is happy and wants to share this with you. He gave your crowd a fair shake, and you're going to give his the same. The noise level was uncomfortable, and Donnie was deeply surprised that Justin could be happy in this melee, albeit a dancing melee. He was definitely going to have to wave a cell phone. Since Justin had entered his life, he was listening to this band, Panic! at the Disco, and others like the Wombats, Good Shoes, and Fun. Justin just sucked up alternative music, while he had traced the evolution of all the bands, including their musical influences. For him, everything was an investigation.

The show began and the colored lights slid across the enthusiastic audience, mostly Justin's age and younger. As Donnie looked around, he noted that a few of them had an androgynous look. Even in the jeans and leather jacket, Donnie did not look androgynous, nor did he look Justin's age. He worried that he looked obviously like a cop. As the band picked up their instruments and a familiar song began, Justin turned and looked so excited. Donnie was jealous, wishing that he could simply enjoy the moment without analyzing everything. He was working hard to let Justin teach him, but a career's worth of resistance wasn't easy to overcome. He just hoped that Justin wouldn't give up on him. He was behind Justin, and put his arms around his waist, swaying a bit and jumping with the music. Eventually he relaxed, infected by Justin's enthusiasm. Justin reached back, cupping Donnie's crotch and feeling the stiffening. Donnie pushed into Justin's hand and kissed the back of his neck. Donnie thought the move was fairly discrete and also fun. No one tried to lynch them. He suddenly was aware that his attention had lapsed, and its return was a jolt. He was irritated that he had lost touch with his surroundings, lost control. He pulled away from Justin's hand a bit. Well, Justin thought, It's a start.

The band really was better live. Their songs were intelligent and they were assured performers. Donnie particularly enjoyed the drum work, not very subtle, but driving and complex. Talk about a workout. When they played and sang "Behind the Sea," they asked the audience to wave their hands – the cell phone moment. Without thinking, Donnie joined. He felt safe here only because he was with Justin. Fortunately, they were so packed in with all the others that real dancing was impossible. That would have been beyond mortifying. He didn't mind slow dancing, but he looked pretty much like he was having a seizure when he tried to dance otherwise. He had no rhythm.

They could manage only swaying, writhing would have been an overstatement for him but not for others in the mob, and jumping or turning in place. The experience was almost tribal, and Donnie deeply distrusted crowd mentality. Donnie was rooted to his spot on the floor, but a lot of people flowed through the crowd like water courses. One attractive guy made his way to Justin's side and shouted that if he wanted to ditch the old guy, the two of them could have a good time. Justin smiled and screamed over the music and the crowd at the kid, "This one would leave you in his dust, on the trail and in bed. Don't embarrass yourself." The kid looked at Donnie, scowled, and moved back through the crowd. Justin turned to Donnie and put his hands around his waist. As a slower song washed over them, Justin locked eyes with Donnie and they swayed together. The observer disappeared again, and only Donnie and Justin remained. Donnie really enjoyed the concert and he enjoyed Justin enjoying the concert. He really hadn't heard any live music since Lynn had died.

Justin had ditched his jacket, and he really looked great singing along with the band at the top of his lungs. Man, Donnie thought, he is fine. Donnie, unfortunately had to keep his jacket on, and he was soaked. Next time he'd forget the duty weapon. Next time. Yeah, there would be a next time. Conversation was impossible until after the show ended with a couple of encores. When they were out in the cool December air, Donnie's sweat began to dry. Justin was still wound up, asking Donnie if he enjoyed this song and that song. Donnie didn't have to fib, and kept saying, "Yeah, I really did."

"You had a good time, didn't you?" More of a statement than a question.

"You know I did, W A. We'll do this again soon, I promise. Maybe I'll take you to hear Greg Brown."

"Who?" Justin asked, circling Donnie as the crowd thinned and they walked back toward the parking garage. Justin was oblivious to everything but residual good feeling in himself and for Donnie, but Donnie was attentive to everything around them. He had noticed three guys following them. Let's hope they're just parked where we are. They weren't closing with him and Justin, just maintaining a distance. Donnie slowed, grabbing Justin's hand to keep him close. The three guys slowed to maintain their distance. He thought, Well shit. Really? In Portland?

In his peripheral vision, he saw that they weren't dressed like most of the concert goers. They might have come out of one of the bars near the theater. Then, the situation clarified instantly. Donnie dragged Justin into the street just behind a passing car, and walked to the other side of the street. Justin looked at Donnie, saying, "The car's over there, you know."

Donnie had seen that the trio had not crossed behind them. Relaxing a bit, he answered, "Oh, yeah. I guess I forgot. We'll cross back at the light." As they did so, the trio had turned up the cross street. Justin had bought a CD at the show, and they played it in the car and sang along on the way back. Mostly, Justin laughed as Donnie tried to sing.

*****

As they were going into the condo, Justin stopped and pulled Donnie to him. "Thanks, Donnie. I had a great time."

"Me, too. And, I almost had to fight for you."

"I couldn't believe that asshole."

"I might have tried if I saw you across a room."

"No you wouldn't, but I love the thought."

When they got to the second floor, Donnie asked, "You want to do ritual one?"

"Of course, but I want to talk first."

"All right. What's on your very bright and curious mind?"

"Your memory never fails. What was the bullshit about forgetting where we parked the car?"

Donnie looked at him. He had promised to be truthful; no bullshit. "There were a couple of guys behind us, and I wasn't sure what they were up to. So I took us across the street."

"What guys?"

"They were about thirty feet behind us."

"And you assumed they were trouble?"

"W A, I didn't assume anything. Trouble was one possibility, and I felt I had to put us in a better position."

"Oh shit." Justin looked at Donnie as if he had discovered a dark secret. "You're like this because if you aren't, you could be in trouble when you're working. It never feels safe for you to turn it off."

"Like this? What the fuck is this?"

"You're being defensive. I meant that you're hyperalert all the time. I have such a hard time distracting you. It's as if even when you're with me, part of you is processing everything around us. You're like a parallel processing routine."

"A what?"

"Like when the processor in a computer conducts two jobs at once. It has to divide the work up."

"W A, I am not a fucking computer. Is that how you see me?"

"No. Absolutely, no! You just make more sense to me all the time. I have to know what's going on in you to stop myself from making bad guesses. Seems to me, for you, it's not the act, it's having a safe place to perform the act. I think that I feel safe almost all the time, and you feel safe very little of the time."

"So, this is you asking what was going on in me or telling me what's going on in me?"

"Informed guessing. See, you're not hopelessly dense, after all."

"You think I can't pay attention just to you?"

"I think I want you to do what you need to do to come home every day." Justin quickly kissed Donnie. "You still up for ritual one?"

Ritual number one led to the place where Donnie could be distracted. The dead bolts, the alarm system, the guns in the bedside safe, all gave Donnie enough sense of security to play. After they kissed everything they wanted to kiss, and sucked everything they wanted to suck, and smelled and felt everything they wanted to, Donnie pulled out a condom and the lube. He started to sheath Justin's dick.

"You don't get to bottom all the time, old man. Sometimes you have to do more of the work."

Donnie made love to Justin, making sure that he hit Justin's prostate in just the way Justin liked. Now, Justin could take him in the missionary position fairly quickly, and although they enjoyed doggy, Donnie usually wanted to look at Justin's face while they fucked. Justin saw that there was only one process now and that he and Donnie were its only elements.

In the morning, they practiced the usual routine, small breakfast, run along the river and into downtown, bigger breakfast. Even though the air was cold, after they cleaned up they sat out on the deck reading. Justin thought that just being here with Donnie and reading was enough. He was less and less concerned with the rest of the world.

*****

The next afternoon, Justin was in a cubicle at work explaining for the kajillionth time how to set up an Exchange account on a Droid. He hadn't succeeded in getting the Center to move to an Apple platform. So, he spent a lot of time working through issues common to Windows servers and machines. When he got back to his office, he began to get ready for one of the interminable security updates to the server software. One of his co-workers, Beck, knocked on the doorframe.

"Can we bring anything?" Beck was short for Beckett. Cruel parents. Before he had come in that afternoon, Justin had gathered the invitations that Donnie insisted they use, and, first thing when he got in, he had distributed them. This process was hopelessly formal for the clinic crowd. Justin had tried to argue that people would think they were invited to a wedding. Donnie had just shrugged.

"No. Just you and your current beloved." Justin wasn't being catty. Beck had a reputation and was proud of it.

"So, Juan says you have a great place."

"Yes, but anywhere we were would be a great place."

"Ah, true love."

"You should try it."

"I do, with amazing frequency."

They had invited Justin's aunt and uncle and had received a polite note declining due to short notice, but the relatives invited them to California. More people dropped by Justin's office to ask the same question. Finally, in the break room at lunch, Justin had announced that he appreciated the offers, but they weren't being invited to a pot luck. Just bring yourselves, this time.

*****

After work, as the server update ran, he and Donnie did their workout at the gym. By now the few people who were usually there knew they were a couple. Donnie had said that night shift crews have a whole different social dynamic, and these people were consistently decent to them.

When they got home, Justin reminded Donnie that they were shopping for the party tomorrow. Neither of them worked tomorrow, and they usually shopped on Saturdays. Shopping had become ritual number two. Occasionally, when Donnie had a rough Friday night, Justin would ask if he could shop alone. Donnie would always say no because they shouldn't ditch rituals. So, Donnie and he went shopping together. His insistence on ritual befuddled Justin. Justin had always thought that conventional religious belief informed his parents' reserved acceptance of his sexuality, and then there was his sister. So, early in their relationship, Justin had asked Donnie about his take on religion. He knew Donnie didn't have typical social views for a cop. Donnie, it turned out, had absolutely no use for organized religion. He had gone on an animated rant about everything from the Catholic Church, through Protestant literalists, and ending with what he called the fucking Boy Scouts. That suited Justin.

Justin loved to irritate Donnie, who approached shopping like everything else in his life, with a plan and order. Justin kept the shopping list, and delighted in traipsing through the store, back and forth for forgotten items. Donnie would get exasperated. "Why didn't you pick that up when we went by it the first time?"

Justin would say something like, "I got distracted by the cute produce guy."

Donnie would just smile, shake his head, and say, "Well, invite him home, then." Then, he would kiss Justin, not caring who saw them. They both loved the outraged looks they got and the occasional smiles and thumbs up. But, Justin knew that Donnie enjoyed the time together, getting what they needed for their home. They had decided to grill, but Donnie hired a caterer to do the rest of the dishes and the finger food. He didn't want them to spend all their time cooking and serving. Justin had objected to no avail, and Donnie had convinced him. So they were getting chicken and portobello mushroom caps for the vegetarians or vegans. What kind of cop worries about vegetarians? Justin thought.

On the way home, Justin was quiet. Donnie told himself to be patient. Eventually, Justin casually said, "I want to go to the range."


Chapter 8

"What do you suggest, Jim?"

"I suppose it's too much to ask that you just ignore him and soldier on."

"You can always ask, but in this case, the answer is no. I won't ignore him. You need to find a way to keep our work separate. If the asshole still wants to fuck with me, I'll sort it out. The only reason I'm even talking to you is that you should have time to clear out before there's an explosion."

"And, I appreciate it. But, you know he's not going to do anything so obvious that I can transfer him, and he knows you're not going to file a personnel action against him. By the way, this is my formal notice to you that you have the right to file a sexual harassment complaint. It'll be my ass if they find out I didn't insist that you file."

"I've always admired your sense of humor."

"Look, I'll make sure that he and you don't cross paths on cases. Until he does or says something overt, that's the best I can do for now."

"I'm sorry to put you in this position, but I'm not one bit sorry about who I am and who I love. I don't give a shit if people don't like it as long as they're civil and can work with me. But, I'm telling you, the minute I feel like one of these guys is going to leave my ass hanging out when the shit goes down, I'm out of here."

"What if a assign Robert as your permanent partner?"

"No. He doesn't need to inherit this crap."

"All right. Please, just don't hurt the asshole."

"The ball's in his court."

The rest of the tour went fine, probably because he worked alone, mostly on the phone. He never worried about the risks of what he did. In fact he didn't worry much about anything. But, if people around him weren't going to have his back, then the risk calculation became very unfavorable. He liked coming home to Justin just as much a Justin liked seeing him come home. His mood brightened when he thought of Justin.

*****

The previous night, when they finished the workout at the gym, and the workout in bed, and the ritual, he was spooned behind Justin, kissing his neck and stroking his chest, stopping occasionally to play with a nipple. Justin was feeling content, and he relished the contact between his backside and Donnie's front. He wiggled his ass against Donnie's dick, and felt it stir.

"You sure you don't use those blue pills."

"Yes, you're my blue pill, W A."

"You want another piece of me, old man?"

They had been tested at intervals at the clinic now, and were both comfortable dispensing with the condoms. Donnie put up with the enemas before they fucked, because of his rage for order. He didn't mind a little shit, but preferred not to have either of them jump up and wash off right after they fucked. Justin was used to them, and he marveled at how easily Donnie accepted an indignity that enhanced their sex. Justin often tossed the sides of a puzzle around for a long time before he decided, but with Donnie, decisions were just bang and done. On the other hand, Justin didn't often find fault with Donnie's decisions.

"Not right now, even if you are the strongest temptation in my life.

"You haven't given me an answer about the range."

"Why do you suddenly want to go shooting?"

"Hey, it was your idea, remember."

"Not good enough. You don't start handling firearms because someone else suggests it. I can teach you how to make the guns safe without you having to shoot one."

Donnie was bothering Justin's left nipple in a most pleasant way. "If you don't stop that, I'm going to fuck you. I can't have a serious discussion when you're doing that," Justin complained, moving Donnie's hand from his pec to his belly.

"Sorry. I forget how easily distracted you are," Donnie whispered into the back of Justin's neck. "Okay, why do you want to go to the range?"

"You're not my god damn father, you know. Isn't it enough that I want to go?"

"My feelings for you couldn't be less paternal, as I hope what's resting between your cheeks demonstrates, but I will be your teacher when we go to the range. Why now?"

"I'm curious, all right? They're so much a part of your life. Before I met you I thought guns were horrible. Now, I'm not afraid to be around them. I just want to see what it's like, how I'd do."

"All right, W A. Tomorrow, we'll take a look at the arsenal, and Sunday we'll go to the range."

"Is it like on TV? You know, everyone lined up. Will there be a lot of cops there? I don't want to embarrass you."

"Neither of us want to embarrass the other. I'll never intentionally put you in a position that makes you feel you might. We'll go to this strange little range called the Pit. The firing lines are really down in a big old excavated pit. They have a few rifle ranges and a twenty-five yard pistol range. It's very informal, but quite safe, because the shooters keep it that way. If we go early Sunday morning, we may be the only ones there."

The next morning, they ran. They had begun to add sprint segments to the run. This was easier in the Winter because the river walk was less crowded, especially as early as they ran. Justin had learned that Donnie liked quiet during the runs, but also liked to play around with him. Justin thought he was such an odd combination of focus and playfulness. Thinking about the night he had tentatively approached Donnie at the gym, he thought that sometimes risk doesn't punish, it rewards. He also found himself becoming more aware of what and who was around them as they ran. Sometimes Justin would sprint ahead, and sometimes Donnie. The other would have to catch up. The trees had no leaves now, and the view of the river on their left as they ran westward was unobstructed, but that meant that the wind, especially out of the southeast, was unobstructed as well. Early on, Donnie had mentioned what he called his fundamental disposition to pair bonding. Justin recognized that disposition in himself now.

After they had second breakfast, they performed ritual one. Justin gave Donnie an excellent blow job under the running water, bringing him just to the edge several times before getting him off. He loved the way Donnie tried to fuck his throat, especially when he got a finger up Donnie's ass. Yes, quite the unexpected bottom. Donnie was unexpected in so many ways, and Justin knew he would never have to worry about boredom in their relationship. When Donnie tried to return the favor, Justin stopped him, saying, "There are some other guns I want to handle now, and if you make me come, I'll want to go back to sleep."

They dried off, partially dressed, and went to Donnie's bedside. Justin was familiar with the two safes. "They're bolted to floor joists so they can't be carried off." They each had four buttons on the top, and Donnie showed him the combination of button pushes to open them. Donnie carefully took out the handguns and placed them of the bed pointing away from them. Justin was surprised there were so many and tried to categorize them. A pair of larger ones that had the same basic shape, one silvery and the other black. Two smaller ones that looked exactly the same, which Justin recognized as what Donnie carried when they ran. A slightly larger black and silver one. The small one that Donnie carried in the ankle holster, and a bigger one that looked like the small one with a longer barrel.

"Fuck, Donnie. I didn't know I was sleeping with an arms dealer."

"Tools of the trade, W A. I'll explain why I have them later. Now pay close attention, because, if nothing else, I want you to be able to make them safe." He waited, and Justin gave him the "I understand. Go ahead already" look.

"Where do the bullets come out, Justin?"

Justin was tempted to joke, but said, "The barrel."

"So, to be safe, nothing should be in front of the barrel that you don't intend to shoot, or in my case, think I may have to shoot. When I say nothing, I mean no part of your body, no other person, animal, or thing. What do you do to make a gun shoot?'"

"Pull the trigger."

"So, don't ever touch the trigger unless you immediately intend to shoot the gun. What comes out of the gun when you shoot it?"

"A bullet."

"So, no gun is ever safe unless it is unloaded. How do you know if a gun is unloaded?"

"Not sure."

"This is where we start. Don't ever accept a firearm from someone until you're sure it's unloaded or the action is open. If you hand a firearm to someone, after you take the magazine out and empty the chamber or cylinder, open the action so they can know it's unloaded and can't fire. A firearm can't discharge if its action is open. Always assume that a gun is loaded until you clear it and open the action."

By the time they finished, Justin knew the difference between a revolver and a semi-automatic. He knew how to disengage the cylinder of a revolver, and how to remove the magazine, lock back the slide, and check the chamber of a semi-automatic. Three of the guns that Donnie showed Justin were loaded. Before he handed them to Justin, he demonstrated how to safely unload and open their actions. Justin found that they were different weights, that they felt different in his hand. As he handled the guns, Donnie praised him for obeying the rules.

"You don't point even an unloaded gun at anyone or anything you don't want to chance destroying, because you do in real life what you practice. Which one feels the best to you?"

"This one," he told Donnie, safely holding one of the ones like Donnie carried when running.

"Try the other one that looks the same."

Justin couldn't feel a difference. "That one belonged to Lynn. The one I carry can be a forty caliber or a .357 Sig depending on which barrel I use. The one you're holding is a nine millimeter, a little less snappy to shoot. That's a good choice for you."

"Where do we get the bullets?"

"You know the bigger safe downstairs in the den?"

"Yes. Don't you have a rifle in that?"

"And a shotgun. If you want we'll look at those later. That's where I keep the ammunition."

On the bed were the three magazines and three single bullets taken from the guns Donnie had unloaded. He picked one of the magazines up and handed it to Justin. "Go ahead. Load it."

Justin nervously held the pistol pointed at the mattress and with his trigger finger out of the trigger guard, and slid the magazine into the well until it locked in place. He felt some real anxiety now. Donnie showed him how to release the slide from the locked position, and it snapped forward. Then Donnie showed him how to use the decocker on the Sig to safely drop the hammer.

*****

The next day, Justin was in his office, replacing a hard drive in one of the RAID racks when Juan walked in. Justin stopped working, looking at Juan to see if he needed something. "What you need, boss?"

"Nothing. Just a social call. You've helped us out so much. I don't tell you enough how much you mean to the Center. On a personal note, having Donnie as a partner has been good for you. You're happy, relaxed, and more self-assured."

"I'm so happy. Even when I have problems, I'm happy because I'm not alone. He's unbelievable."

"You seem to be managing the age difference."

"I don't even think about it. I think it concerns him more. You've seen him. Does he look like any forty year-old that you know?"

Juan laughed and said, "We're getting close to TMI, Justin. But, Sammy thinks he's very hot. Me, too. I'd say in the short time you've known him, you're acting a little older and he's acting a little younger."

"If there's a problem at all, it's that we have different senses of our personal safety in the world. I don't think he's afraid, he's just always thinking that chaos is a looming possibility. I figure I'm always going to be all right."

"Don't you think that's because of his job?"

"Of course, and I'm getting better at seeing how that attitude helps him navigate in his world. The truth is that it hasn't been a major problem in our world."

"I know twenty guys who would trade their relationship problems for yours."

"Don't think for a minute that I don't know how lucky and loved I am."

"You are a lucky young man."

As Justin went back to the RAID rack, he asked, "Juan, what do you think about guns?"

"I'd like to see them all melted down and buried, but then I suppose we'd have to start on knives. I don't like people having them at all."

"If you could save Sammy's life by shooting someone, would you?"

Juan thought a moment and said, "I don't think I could."

Justin nodded, but realized that if he could save Donnie by shooting someone, he would without hesitation. "We're looking forward to the party next week, Justin. I really want to see this paradise you live in."

"You'll love it."

*****

Before he left the office for the night, Donnie heard from Jim that he needed Donnie to fly to Spokane tonight to help the office there with a case similar to one Donnie had wrapped up two years ago. "It should only take a day or two, Don. Pack your vest, though. You'll take our plane out of Pearson."

"Okay, Jim."

Donnie called Justin, who was still at work. "All alone W A?"

"Just the way I like it, unless you want to come over. I've never fucked in the office."

"Very tempting, but no chance. I'm headed to Spokane tonight. I'll be gone until Saturday, probably Saturday night."

"You won't miss the party, or taking me to the range?"

"I'll be back Saturday. Don't worry."

"Wait. What about packing?"

"I have a go-bag here, W A. It's all I need."

"I'll miss you, old man."

"I love you, too. Sorry I can't kiss you goodbye. See you Saturday. Keep the alarm on when you're home."

"Yes, mother."

"Wise ass!"

Justin was uneasy about the unplanned trip. Two nights alone. The first two since he'd moved in. There'd be plenty to do, and Donnie would be back soon. He finished up and drove back to the river. After he took a shower, he put on shorts and walked out onto the balcony. He could see the lights from the Oregon side and the marker buoys in the river channel. Traffic moved over the I-5 bridge in the distance. Back in the bedroom, he flopped on the bed and was asleep in no time. His last thought was that he missed Donnie.

*****

Friday, Justin was at the clinic, finishing up before the weekend. Donnie would be home tomorrow. He would shop in the morning and fix a special dinner. As he was ready to leave, his iPhone sang at him. He saw it was Juan and answered. "Justin, look at the KGW web site." Justin moved to his work station, launched his browser, and went to the TV station's site. Under the breaking news banner a story about a drug bust in Spokane County crawled across the display. He became physically sick when he read "one police officer is dead and one is seriously wounded." He saw nothing else as his vision tunneled. He started shaking. He could barely breathe and he couldn't cry. Think, Justin. He tried to call Donnie – voicemail. He sent a text. Then, he remembered that Donnie had given him his boss's private number for emergencies. He brought up the contact and called.

"Jim Schaeffer."

"Mr. Schaeffer, this is Justin. I just saw the news. Is he all right?"

"Justin, I don't know the details yet. I can't talk now. I'll let you know what's up, soon."

Fuck, fuck, fuck, Justin thought. Donnie, you'd better be all right.

He heard the back door open, and Juan came in. "Is he okay?"

"I don't know," Justin said, as tears began to fall.

Juan hugged him, saying, "He's a pro, Justin. He's all right. I know."

Justin cried into Juan's shoulder. Then, his phone rang with Donnie's ring tone. "Donnie?"

"Hey, W A. Sorry I couldn't take your call earlier. Things sort of went sideways here."

"You fucking asshole, are you all right?" Justin screamed.

"Justin, take a breath. I'm fine. I'm sorry you had to worry. I've got to go. I'm fine. Please don't worry. Can someone stay with you?"

"Of course I'll fucking worry," he said as his anger ebbed. "Donnie, I don't know what I would have done if you were hurt."

"Look, I've got to go. I'll call to let you know when I'll be in tomorrow. I love you, W A."

"You, too, old man.

His phone rang as soon as the call from Donnie ended. He didn't recognize the number. "Hello."

"Justin, this is Jim Schaeffer. He's fine. I'm sure he'll call you as soon as he can."

"Thanks, Mr. Schaeffer. He already did." Justin was still shaking, partly from relief and partly from fury.

"Okay. Take care."

"Juan, would Sammy mind if you went home with me for a while?"

"No. Let's go."

Juan left about two in the morning. Justin never got to sleep. He conducted a furious internal dialogue. On one side of the debate was the "I can't do this" guy, and on the other was the "You love him, and it's part of the package" guy. That first part of him was angry, hurt, worried, and confused. The other part was just so relieved Donnie was fine and so grateful that Donnie was a part of his life. The relationship was worth the risks. He went for a run along the river at the usual time. He would be doing this again with Donnie. He thought about how Donnie must have felt the first time he did this after Lynn died, knowing she would never run with him again. How did he get through it?

After second breakfast and a shower, he went to the grocery at Grand Central. He bought the ingredients for the chicken marsala that Donnie loved. The part of him that accepted the risks in the relationship was gradually winning the debate, as his frayed nerves knitted a bit. When he checked out, the clerk carded him because of the Marsala he bought. He smiled, because Donnie never got carded; it was one of the few circumstances of the age difference that really irritated Donnie.

Back at the condo, he sat on the deck, reading. Their neighbor to the right came out on her deck and began puttering. "Where's Donnie? I never see you apart."

"He's in Spokane. Work." This neighbor knew they were a couple and was fine with them.

"Not the drug thing I saw on the news. He's okay?"

"Yeah, he's fine. He'll be back later today." The look of genuine relief on her face was touching. "Thanks for asking."

Justin was in the kitchen preparing the special dinner, when the phone rang. "Hey."

"So, how you doing?"

"Annabelle. How do you know"?"

"Justin, there's not a cop in the state that doesn't know what happened. Robert called. He's talked to Donnie. The only thing Donnie wanted to talk about was helping you. Robert wanted to call, but he's clueless. I, on the other hand, know exactly what you're going through. I told you it could be a hell hole."

"How the fuck do you deal with it? . . . With all the possibilities every day? . . . With knowing you may never see him again?"

"You and I will go get lit one night next week. But, the short answer is that if you can't accept the possibilities, get out now. You can't change him, and it's not fair to ask him to change. You're either in or out. But, you need someone to talk to other than the lunkhead. That's where I come in. You need to get with Donnie for the next couple of days, and we'll get together next week."

*****

As the chicken and sauce was simmering, Justin waited for Donnie, who had called after he landed at Pearson. When he saw the car, he ran out, and when Donnie got out, Justin almost tackled him. Donnie held him tight and whispered, "I'm so sorry, Justin. Everything's fine."

Justin's anger had evaporated. "I never want to lose you, old man."

"Can we go inside. I need to pee, and I'm starved."

Once inside, Justin stuck to Donnie, who was barely able to piss with Justin hanging on him. When he finished, he said, pointing to the bed, "Sit with me, a bit."

Side by side, with Justin's head on his shoulder, Donnie apologized. "I should have done a better job of explaining what I was doing in Spokane. I was in the Planning Section at the ICP, mostly as a technical specialist. They have trained teams to do the field stuff. It wasn't a big deal for me, but I left you hanging out. I promise I won't do that again. I take shit for granted, and I forget that we haven't been together forever. I'm sorry, W A."

"Someone died."

"Things went sideways. I think the plan was sound, but planners can't control the execution. When I heard, I went to the bathroom and barfed."

"Did you know him?"

"I did, but not well. He didn't get to go home at the end of the day. That's the worst case."

"You came home. I feel bad for his family, but all I care about right now is that you're here."

"We'll talk more after dinner. I smell chicken marsala. Can we eat?"

After dinner, they cuddled on the couch. Justin wouldn't give up physical contact with Donnie, as if he doubted that Donnie was there if he lost touch. He started to cry, and the stress released. Donnie held him, and had the good sense not to tell Justin that he shouldn't cry. He had lost a brother in Spokane, and no one could tell him he shouldn't be tormented by the loss.

When they got to bed, Donnie told Justin to lie down prone, and began a slow, careful massage. He could feel the hard edges of the kid's tension. He was gentle, working his way from foot to head, until Justin purred. Then he urged Justin over, and repeated the process on his front side. When he finished with Justin's forehead, he ducked down and sucked Justin in until the boy stuttered out his orgasm and was limp. Then, he enfolded Justin in his arms and they slept.

When Justin waked, Donnie was downstairs. He looked at the clock. Seven-thirty. He no longer felt wound as tight as a spring. The day assumed a normal quality. He went down to breakfast, and asked Donnie, "We still going to the range?"

"I didn't think you'd want to."

Remembering his discussion with Juan, he replied, "I need to go."


Chapter 9

Justin and Donnie drove east on SR-14 and passed the heart of the growing Cascade Park area toward what used to be only stone quarries and farms. They headed north on 192nd Avenue, passing new subdivisions, shopping centers, including a J C Penny and a Walmart. North of most of the development, they turned at a blue sign announcing simply, "The Pit." Not many cars were parked in the small number of gravel and dirt parking areas. At the back of the Forester, Donnie pulled out his range bag containing the weapons, magazines, ammunition, a small gunsmithing kit, and targets rolled between the bag's top and handles. "Can I carry it?"

"Sure, W A. I'm getting old to be lugging this thing around."

As Justin took the bag, he was glad they had continued working out. "Damn, this is heavy."

They walked through a gate in a chain link fence and down a steep path to the range master's shack. "This really is a pit," Justin muttered to himself. At the shack, Donnie paid a young, attractive girl, and Justin had to review the range rules. Donnie had told him what to expect. Then, they descended further to the bottom of the wide pit. High, tree-covered dirt and rock walls surrounded the place and high berms separated the ranges. The rifle ranges were to the right and next to the pistol range was a 50-yard rim fire rifle range. Justin was surprised to see two or three kids with rifles, supervised by parents. When they turned into the shelter on the pistol range, Justin heard, "Hey, cutie."

"Annabelle!" Then he saw Robert. "Donnie, what's going on?" he asked with an accusatory tone.

"Well, I'm not about to try to teach my husband or wife or whatever. That would be very unwise. Besides, if I'm behind you, you'll be distracted. Robert's offered to be your coach."

They were the only ones on the pistol range this early Sunday morning. "Annabelle's just going to watch?"

"No, I'm going to shoot. You're the only newbie here."

By the time they finished, Justin had done all right. His shot groupings improved over the morning. When he looked beside his target stand at Donnie's, which was farther down range, he saw one small ragged hole in the center of the target. His initial reaction to the discharge of his pistol and the recoil was to flinch. But, Robert showed him how to control the muzzle rise with his shoulders and chest muscles, and how to roll the trigger back instead of yanking it. Robert was an excellent instructor. The biggest surprise was Annabelle. Her target looked more like Donnie's. Justin shot two hundred rounds over the morning. He went from being afraid and letting the gun control him to beginning to control the gun, and he could see his improvement. Not surprisingly, Donnie was like a mechanical man, each shot looking alike. Three or four times, Robert had to bring Justin's attention back to his own target. He hadn't made any safety errors. Before they left, more pistol shooters had arrived, some of whom obviously knew Donnie, who, during breaks, introduced Justin as his partner. Justin was proud the Donnie didn't give a shit what the others thought, but he detected no change in anyone's attitude toward Donnie. They made their weapons safe and trudged up the paths to the parking area, stopping at a hand washing station.

Annabelle and Robert would meet them at home by the river for lunch. The drive home, back toward density and the city was quiet until Justin put a hand on Donnie's right thigh. "Probably a good idea you didn't try to teach me. With Robert it was like learning a new sport."

"What did you think?"

"I was surprised at how much I liked it. It felt surprisingly natural. I think I could get good."

"You did very well. I know people that take months to get where you are now. The noise and the physics of the explosion can be hard to master."

"I'm really glad we had the ear protectors."

"Anyone who's had a gun discharge near them without protection will tell you that it's painful. I know guys who stopped hearing for two or three hours. For me, shooting is a meditation. My mind quiets, and all I am is watching, attending, and breathing."

"I think that's a perfect description of you all the time." Justin was stroking Donnie's thigh, and he thought that Donnie's customary willing acceptance of his affection was something else unexpected. "I was trying to think about everything Robert was saying. I wouldn't say it was exactly relaxing for me. I'd like to go again, but it's not like playing Angry Birds for me."

Donnie gave him a smiling glance. "Good. I'd worry if you loved it."

*****

They had a nice light lunch on the deck. Annabelle kidded Robert that he had found a new calling. She knew Robert enjoyed being the mentor for a change. She was grateful, though, that Donnie was teaching him, and not just by instructing, but by letting Robert share how he approached problems, treated other people, and loved Justin. Donnie was never "on;" he was just Donnie. "I'm stealing Justin for dinner. You and Robert can fend for yourselves — maybe spend the evening telling boring war stories."

"What makes you think you can take Justin on a date?"

"He's becoming my best bud, Donnie. He needs someone to give him a reality check about you."

"Point taken. Where you taking him?"

"Big River Grill."

Robert chimed in, "I'm jealous. Great place, and he's younger and better looking than I am."

"Ah, yes, but unfortunately we're both taken. I'll be by to pick you up at five."

After seeing Annabelle and Robert off, the two went for a late run. After noon, even though shaded by persistent clouds, the river walk was more crowded, so their pace slowed. They cruised past Who Song and Larry and under the I-5 bridge into downtown. Walking around and through the park, Donnie reached for Justin's hand. They sat by the carillon, and watched a couple of boys run around in the dry water feature. Justin watched Donnie smile at the children's play. Still holding Justin's hand, Donnie asked, "You going to make it?"

"What do you mean?"

"If you can't make peace with my job, then I should quit."

Justin's breath caught. In that moment, he understood that Donnie wasn't a cop who loved him, but a man who loved him who had a job as a cop. "You'd be miserable, if you quit. I'd never ask you to do that. Figuring out how to put everything together for me is my job. Give me some time to work on it."

"I want us to have a lot of time, W A."

From the park, the run back was quicker. After ritual one, they made love for a couple of hours, mostly playing around and laughing. Justin was trying to give Donnie the same physical relief from the stress of his colleague's death that Donnie had given him from his terror. He just couldn't find the tension. Either Donnie had buried it so deeply that it was unreachable, or he'd figured out a healthy way to deal with it. Still, he loved rubbing and stroking Donnie. He loved being with a man, not another boy. As Donnie slowly fucked him, he reached between his spread legs to pull Donnie into him more deeply, feeling the ass clench and relax. He looked at the joining of Donnie's thick piece and his ass. Perfect, fucking perfect. Using fingers on his left hand, he tugged on Donnie's nipple until Donnie moaned and emptied himself. Before Donnie could roll off, Justin hugged him until he relaxed and rested on Justin's body. Justin reveled in the slight exertion of breathing under Donnie's weight. "You're safe here," he whispered into Donnie's ear.

*****

Riding with Annabelle on SR-14 through Washougal and Camas toward Cape Horn, Justin was commenting on her skill at the range. "I shouldn't carry unless I'm good."

"Carry?"

"You know, wander around armed."

"Really?"

"Wouldn't guess, would you?"

"Why?"

"Because I can't carry Robert."

"No, I suppose not." He was floored that she would go around with a gun. They rode in silence, looking at the winter scenery of the gorge. He had always thought that view from Cape Horn was among the most beautiful in the State. After they passed Bonneville Dam, they made their way into Stevenson. On the south side of SR-14, which became 2nd Street in the middle of the small downtown, Annabelle parked on the street. The Big River Grill was long and narrow with windows on the east wall, facing a patio. They took a booth near the back, and Annabelle ordered smoked sturgeon spread. They looked at the menu, both selecting wild salmon. The sturgeon spread arrived and the server took their orders, including home brewed root beer. "So, this is your idea of getting lit?" Justin laughed.

"This is as lit as I can get! I'm the designated driver. I think I'd like to see you a little wasted, though."

"I only got drunk a couple of times in college, and it wasn't pretty. I don't think I change when I drink, just get stupider."

"We'll get lit on root beer, then." She looked at him very directly. "You're only the second one I've seen close to Donnie that I think is as interesting as he is. He's surrounded by smart people, so that's saying something. Do you remember how hurt he was when you met him?"

"That's why I approached him. He was so raw. . . .Plus, he was hot."

"Almost no one else saw that. They all thought he was doing fine, because that's what he told them. And, he is hot, in a weird, perfect way. I prefer someone a little more boyish and prone to error. To each his or her own."

"I've been a better person for living with him. We're not in competition. He's not trying to change me, even when he can't understand something about me. I still don't understand his sexuality, other than the fact that he's very good."

"Oh, I can just imagine. He doesn't understand or need to understand. He trusts his instincts, especially the instinct to love you."

"I've always been nervous in relationships, trying not to screw up. With him, I just try to do what's right. He told me he'd quit his job if I couldn't deal with the risks."

"Let me guess. You told him not to quit, that you wouldn't ask him to do that for you. You tried to do the right thing."

"I won't put him in that position."

"Look, Justin, you should know that no one puts that man in any position. Look for him to do what's best for both of you. Now, tell me. How's the sex? When I asked Robert what he thought, he almost ran away."

"Annabelle!! That's very private. Let's just say that we both smile a lot . . . and he gets as good as he gives."

"Really?"

"Enough about sex. You were going to share your method for keeping sane while living with a cop."

Their food came and, as they ate, Annabelle shared her coping strategies. "Remember, I told you that you're either in or out? I've stayed in and relatively sane by ignoring the risk, keeping the fear in a deep compartment, a compartment so deep that it almost disappears. Probably not the most healthy strategy, but it works. When he goes off to work, I just refuse to think about what he's doing. When he comes home, he doesn't talk about the gory details. We keep his work life separate from our life together. When that compartment opens, I just let the anxiety roll for a short while, and then I close it back up and send it down again. What I really need is a kindred spirit to talk to. That's one reason we're going to cultivate this friendship, apart from the fact that it will drive Robert crazy trying to figure out what we talk about."

"That's helpful, Annabelle, but with Donnie, I just say what's on my mind. If I can't make peace with him being out of my sight, I do need to end it."

"Listen. If you ever get to the point where you're thinking about ending the relationship, talk to me first. I don't see you as the kind of person who can't tolerate risk. You just have to draw a line between reasonable concern and obsessive worry."

"Thanks, Doctor. You're worth your outrageous hourly fees."

"Hey, I'm taking you to dinner. Be thankful, because next time you're paying."

"Gee, I've never had a girlfriend. You'll have to train me."

*****

The hour and a half drive back on the unlit mostly two-lane stretch of winding highway was quiet. Annabelle picked up Robert, and Justin sat with Donnie in the living room. Looking around, Justin thought the room had less of Lynn now and more of him and Donnie. Lithographs they had chosen together, including some of men in various states of undress, and photographs by Nels Johnson from his days in Hawaii in the mid-seventies.

"How'd you and Robert get along? I mean, was it all war stories?"

"We talked mostly about you."

"Good stuff?"

"Oh, yeah. I told him how talented you are."

"Good, assuming you didn't gross him out. I had the same discussion about you with Annabelle."

Donnie laughed. "Knowing Annabelle, I have no doubt. I'm really happy that you and she are becoming close. You feeling ready for our coming out party, W A?"

"I'm feeling like having fun, old man. With the catering, we won't have that much to do. Just being with our friends will be enough. I do like the idea of showing you off a bit."

"I'll be happy meeting more of the people in your life. I don't want your friends to see me as a curiosity. T-shirt and jeans, no sidearm."

"You're unexpected, not a curiosity. For one thing, you're too ordinary."

"Well, you're one of only three people who have ever believed that, and you're very perceptive. I want to use the occasion to celebrate a decision I hope you'll make with me."

"Decision?"

"You know I'm all about convention. I want us to register a domestic partnership with the State."

Dead silence ensued, with Donnie waiting for Justin's reaction. "First, nothing would make me happier, but I can't let you do that Donnie. The little left of our separate lives would be entangled. This place, everything. People will think you're crazy and that I'm a gold digger."

"Let's see, W A, I'm a man who had a happy long-lasting marriage with a woman and who is now enjoying a very happy marriage-like relationship with a man; that certainly marks me as a guy who worries about what people will think. There's only one people whose opinion matters here, and that's you. Or, are you averse to formalizing things. I could see that. You worried we'll have to undo this?"

"All right, doofus. You're braver than I am. I don't care how formal we make things, but, if it suits you, I'd be honored and happy to domestically partner with you."

"That's just the kind of wild enthusiasm I expected, W A. And, you'll have to trust me to be clear about whose idea this is. But, I'm going to be damned clear that I'm not forcing you into this."

Justin pulled Donnie to his feet, and they shared a deeply satisfying and arousing kiss. "Old man, I'll make it clear that this is our idea. If you want to screw my brains out in front of everyone, go for it."

"I think not. Knowing a little bit about the crowd, I think they might enjoy seeing that, not to mention learn a few things, but I'm in the mood to do that to you now, just the two of us, upstairs." And, he did.

The day before the party, Donnie came home with a cardboard box that he left in the office on the ground level. When he got upstairs, he said, as if he were commenting on a passing flock of geese, "I put in my papers. Let's hit the gym."

"Pardon? Papers?"

"I told them I was through."

"You what?"

"You know, quit. Finito. Not coming in after two weeks."

"Donnie, what happened? Tell me why before I invent a very unfortunate story?"

"I told you that if I thought enough of them wouldn't have my back, I'd leave. It has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with a changed landscape."

"Someone threatened you?"

"No. No one had to. Enough of them are uncomfortable about me that I can't predict how they'd behave."

"If I weren't here, they wouldn't have an excuse."

"W A, you're being dense. That's like saying that if people didn't breathe, they wouldn't get colds. You are necessary for me, as breathing is, they are a cold I can do without. You can thank Lynn for that. I'm not in love with a career, I'm in love with you."

"Donnie, I don't want you to regret this next week, or month, or year."

"Look at me, W A. We're honest with each other. Do I make decisions like this without thinking them through?"

"No."

"I've had a standing offer from Justice. I'm going work for the Feds in Portland and see how it goes."

"Doing what?"

"It'll be so secret, even I won't know what I'm doing." Justin threw a pillow at him.

"Aren't you just trading a bad situation for another? These guys won't be happy with you either, will they?"

"They're all gay, W A. Gotcha! I don't have a history with them. And, believe it or not, Oregon's a little more progressive than Washington. Besides, I'm not committing to them for a lifetime. We'll just see how it works."

"What kind of work?"

"White collar crime investigations mostly. Very tame, I promise."

"What about Robert?"

"He's a big boy. I think I've corrupted him sufficiently that he'll keep the ship right. Jim knows how good he is, and he's with Annabelle, so they know I haven't corrupted him that way."

"He'll miss you."

"I'll miss him, but we're not moving to Mars. Look on the bright side, I've got a month before I start. Think of how I'll wear your ass out!"

"If you haven't managed by now, unlikely. But, let's give it a go."

*****

The living room and the deck were full. Donnie was sitting on the couch, watching Justin with the group, mostly his friends. He was warm and funny, and Donnie could see how much they all liked him. Juan and Sammy were carefully trying to force him to mix more and observe less. Several of the guests cornered him for a closer look. True to his word to Justin, he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, no gun, and no shoes, and his examiners seemed convinced that he wasn't abusing Justin. The prints of nudes here and there on the walls helped, but he probably gave "straight acting" a whole new dimension.

While he was on the deck grilling as the caterers did everything else, he noticed Beck and a friend leaning on the railing and quietly commenting to themselves on the attractive men who ran or walked by. When Justin walked up behind him and, holding him around the waist, kissed his neck, several of the examiners saw him relax into Justin, and they smiled and relaxed. Annabelle and Robert fit in beautifully, especially Annabelle, who obviously appreciated the gay sensibility brought by many of the guests. Everyone, including the straight couples, enjoyed themselves, largely because Justin made everyone feel appreciated. As dinner was served, Justin called them all to attend.

"Donnie and I have a couple of announcements. First, we're going to formalize our relationship by executing a domestic partnership. Donnie and I hope you'll celebrate with us. Second, Donnie's going to be working in Portland for the Department of Justice."

Everyone began to hoot and clap. When they settled a little, Donnie said, holding Justin's hand, "Thank you all for joining us and being patient with the wise ass, here. I'm a better man for loving him, and he's taught me to look at the world in a less jaded way. We're looking forward to a wonderful but never boring life together. Now, please, eat and enjoy each other's company. We want to see you here again."

The next day, Justin's co-workers wandered in to let him know they had a great time and that he and Donnie were lucky. "Lucky doesn't begin to cover it," Justin thought.


Chapter 10

The Columbia River moved by in his peripheral vision as he ran West. He threaded his way past the walkers in front of him on the broad sidewalk, occasionally slowing to avoid running up their backs. A smile graced his face in the cool, Fall air. He did this every day still, running for four or five miles as if Donnie were yet at his side. He wore brief nylon running shorts and a long sleeve, wicking shirt, and around his waist at his front left was a fanny pack containing his insurance card, ID, and concealed pistol license in the front compartment and his Sig P239 with spare magazine in the rear. He never carried water on these short runs. He watched people walking or running toward him on his left, observing them as he had learned to do from Donnie. He saw some of the men and a few women eye him with more than casual interest and thought about how he and Donnie used to joke about attracting those looks when they ran together. Donnie thought Justin was the object, and he was sure that Donnie was.

Almost a year after Donnie's death, part of what he did was work, walk, workout, and run. His friends had begun to gently suggest that he should be moving on by now. What the fuck do they know? He was almost the same age as Donnie had been when they met. He knew that Donnie would be happy with him, that he remained connected to the world, their friends, and his work. Donnie and he had talked as Donnie was dying of an aggressive prostate cancer, and Donnie had told him that he would be pissed if Justin moped around after he died. Donnie would have been happy at how much better Justin had done than Donnie had after Lynn died. He had taken Donnie's ashes to Wahclella Falls, and there he had cried, not for Donnie, but for himself – not in sadness for what had been, but for what had ended. Juan and Sammy, Annabelle and Robert had all taken care of him during that brief time when he felt lost.

Walking up the stairs to the second floor in their townhouse, he passed things they bought and made together. He took the second set of stairs to the master suite, where he put the pistol in the bedside safe, stripped, and took a cool shower. As he cleaned between his legs, his dick plumped. He gently stroked himself until, thinking of his last times with Donnie, he came sweetly onto the shower floor. If he never found someone else, he wouldn't think himself deprived.
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