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Lunch Money

by Tsukizubon Saruko (月図凡然る子)

“What are you doing?” Keitaro was already calling, as he broke into a jog across the parking lot, his furrowed brow sharpening into a full-fledged scowl. “Stop that! Let him go!”

At the sound of an adult’s voice the boys broke apart, milling away from the one at the center of the cluster in an effort to look casual. It was Nakamura, he saw, and supposed he should have known; the small boy had a purpled black eye, a trickle of blood running from his lip, and a dazed expression, and was groping vaguely for the pair of glasses lying on the asphalt not far from his hand. Keitaro strode into the semi-circle of teenagers and scooped them up, handing them to Nakamura and helping him to his feet.

“Are you all right, Nakamura-san?” he asked in his kindest possible voice, and Nakamura jerked his head in something like a nod. He muttered, nothing understandable, but Keitaro was at least hopeful that he had heard a ‘yes’ and a ‘sensei’ in there, and he satisfied himself that the boy was dusted off and had his backpack straight again before letting him go. As soon as he did, Nakamura broke into a sprint for the far end of the parking lot, with the kind of eerie speed unique to boys used to ending up with black eyes behind their glasses. Keitaro watched him go for a second, then rounded on the rest of the group. “And you — ” They shifted, hands in pockets, sullen, not meeting his eyes. He went through names in his head. “I never want to see that kind of behavior on school property again, or anywhere else, for that matter. If I do it’ll mean a call to your parents. Do you understand me?” He waited until at least a couple of them lost their nerve and nodded, and nodded himself, pushing his own glasses up on his nose. “Right. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Now go on. School was finished hours ago.”

They trickled away, rangy and resentful youths, the ridiculous but popular jackets they wore over their uniforms making slishing noises as they brushed against themselves. Keitaro stood watching to make sure, his car keys still curled in one of the fists he had on his hips, and then one of them glanced back over his shoulder — and Keitaro’s breath stuttered and died in his throat. In the orange late-afternoon light he saw only a sliver of the boy’s face — a mean, inscrutable eye, a curling lip, an ear protruding from the sheaf of hair that fell over it from his baseball cap — and the familiarity of it, much deeper and more powerful than simple recognition of one of his students, made his heart squeeze and surge with adrenaline. Asano! he thought, incoherently, staring back at the boy who was staring back at him, his pulse thudding.

Then he closed his eyes, breaking the gaze, and took a deep breath. He could almost laugh at himself. No, not Asano — or rather, yes, Asano, but not Asano Yoshifumi, who was probably even at this moment preparing for his terrible dead-end night shift at a plant that made kitchen tools and small appliances for people like Keitaro to use. Asano Ryuusuke, rather, from Class B, whose grades in chemistry were consistently terrible and who smoked cigarettes behind the school after lunch, and who had, for a moment, borne a striking resemblance to his father. That was all. It was enough, but it was all.

He opened his eyes, and found Asano the younger still looking at him. Keitaro was about to turn away and go to his car when the boy turned his head a little further back, sneered, and flipped an obscene gesture in his direction.

—

Matsumoto Keitaro was thirty-seven, well-educated, from a good family, and a highly respectable person in general. He had been teaching chemistry to high school students at his current place of employment for nearly nine years, been invited to speak at a local conference on the future of science education, and had published articles in several international journals. He was unmarried, but the female students (and more than a few of the female teachers) at the high school giggled and whispered behind their hands about how cute he was, with his dark-rimmed glasses, tidy hair, and slightly prim good looks, the way he was always without his suit jacket and with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows when he’d been leading a lab. He was slim and his doctor was always telling him to eat more iron, but he was in quite good health, and had so far avoided any signs of incipient middle age, apart from a tiny scattering of wrinkles in the corners of his eyes when he smiled. Mostly, though, the heavens seemed to smile on Matsumoto Keitaro, and most anyone would agree that he was a man with only more good things to look forward to in his life. With such a future still ahead of him, he was not a man anyone would have expected to have been troubled by things from his past.

—

“Hey faggot!”

Not nerd, not loser, never anything else, anything lesser or kinder. Just faggot and faggot and faggot. Since he had been eleven years old, it had been faggot, before he had had anything more than the dimmest idea of what the word even meant. It was his other name, the one he could only hope his parents didn’t know.

“Why would you do that?” Keitaro yelled. He knew where it would lead but he couldn’t contain himself; the anger burst up from his chest and right out of his mouth. With his hands shaking he struggled to sweep up the remains of his prize-winning science project, a set of artificial flavorings he had reproduced from mixing chemicals to match those in common gums and candies. The rack of test tubes Asano had jostled out of his arms lay smashed in a pool of goo now, and he was surprised to find himself furious. “What’s the point of doing that? What did I ever do to you?”

For a moment Asano’s face, peering down at him, looked as surprised as he felt. Then his mouth curled in a sneer, an expression that would startle Keitaro when it appeared on his son’s face, twenty-one years from now. The same sneer it had been the first time, all the way back in junior high, when a much smaller and younger (but still bigger than Keitaro) Asano had first stepped on Keitaro’s lunch and dared him with his heavy hooded eyes to do something about it. “I don’t need a point, Matsumoto,” he said, and his idiotic friends, standing circled all around where Keitaro had crouched over his project, brayed laughter. “I just don’t like your face.”

Rage slammed up into Keitaro’s throat again, purpling his cheeks, keeping him from breathing. He never fought back, it only made things worse when you fought back, but even as he crouched down, frozen, hot tears of anger pushed at his eyes. He had been so proud over winning the competition, so happy, looking forward to coming home and showing them all to his mother now that it was over and he wasn’t afraid of contaminating the mixture, and he had come around the block and this had sprung out from nowhere and knocked it all out of his hands, like some warty monster in a folktale. Except not nearly warty enough for his taste.

Hands reached for him, scuffing by the sleeve of his shirt, and he broke for a hole in the circle of legs without thinking, hoping blindly to maybe crash into Asano on the way and knock the bigger boy on his ass. He wasn’t quite fast enough, though; they all caught him, shouting, and dragged him back up roughly by his shoulders and the back of his shirt, weathering his kicks and struggling. Then he was face-to-face, or rather face-to-collarbones with Asano, who was smirking. He grabbed Keitaro’s face in his hand, smooshing his cheeks together to more approving laughter, and leaned in close enough Keitaro could taste the cigarettes on his breath. Keitaro closed his eyes and swallowed.

“Hold him tight,” Asano told his cronies, and let go of Keitaro’s face. “I’m gonna teach this little fag about talking back to people.”

They did, and Keitaro limped home with bruises to match the cuts on his hands from the broken glass, not feeling like he had any kind of bright future to look forward to, not much educated on the subject of manners but at sixteen already terribly wise to the fact that sometimes life is cruel without any reason at all, smashes everything and never explains; that sometimes it just doesn’t like your face, and try as you might, there’s nothing you can do about that.

—

Asano Ryuusuke did look a great deal like his father; he had the same heavy-lidded, somehow unreadable eyes, the same curling sneering corners to his lips, probably even the same hair, although most of his father’s had gone by now and his own was bleached a streaky pale brown. He was a good-looking boy generally, marred only by a sullen poutiness that hung thick on his mouth and jaw. He wore a baseball cap backwards at almost all times, mashing his hair into a coppery fringe around his head, and regularly had to be told by a teacher to remove it at the start of classes. He sat as far back in his chair as he could, and stared insolently, toyed with his fingernails, stared out the window, made crude jokes when asked to answer questions. He was always surrounded by a gang of boys who smelled like cigarettes, who spoke little and thought less, but never evidenced any signs of real friendship with any of them. In fact he gave the strong impression of being a loner.

His mother had died years ago, and he lived alone with his father, and presumably just alone in the evenings, when his father was working. The elder Asano came to parent-teacher meetings from time to time to discuss Ryuusuke’s atrocious grades, sat like a balding overweight lump in a too-small school chair and spoke in noncommittal grunts, and offered no sign that he remembered Keitaro at all.

—

But it wasn’t fair.

His grip on his cock was a stranglehold, the strokes so hard and fast they even hurt through the palmful of lotion. He clamped his teeth into his lower lip and behind his closed eyes Asano had yanked his shorts down in the middle of P.E., a favorite game to try especially when the girls were out for their class too, and a successful one more times than Keitaro would have liked. Except here it was happening again behind his eyes, Asano gripping him from behind with one of his wiry strong arms and keeping his hands pinned uselessly to his sides. Faggot, Asano was hissing in his ear, and his breath smelled like cigarettes, like sourness, even like beer, like all the elements that made up the kind of boy who just didn’t like your face, and his free hand yanked Keitaro’s briefs down to free his damning erection. Everyone look at the faggot. You like that, faggot? And his hand would grip hard enough to hurt, sure, not slick with anything, not even sweat, because no Asano could ever be induced to sweat by anything any Matsumoto did. Jerking and squeezing him, as hard and fast as he was now, his shorts around his ankles, his arms trapped. The coach and class and everyone standing around staring, knowing, understanding that all Asano’s senseless hatred was deserved. Watching. Looking at the faggot.

Fag. Faggot. Fag.

He came explosively into his hand — his own hand, making a whining dying sound in the back of his throat, cords standing out in his neck with the effort of his body. His back arched up off the bed so hard he was nearly sitting up. He only missed ejaculating on his shirt by virtue of the foresight of having unbuttoned it beforehand, so that the near-spray of milky fluid pattered on his skinny, bruised stomach instead.

Keitaro lay still for a moment, breathing, then set about cleaning himself up and buttoning up his shirt again. He felt sick inside. He lay back down on his bed, curling up on his side, and closed his eyes, and stayed that way until he heard his mother calling him for dinner, and realized he hadn’t even begun his homework.

—

But it was really getting past the point in Ryuusuke’s life where he could afford terrible grades and insolent behavior — not if he wanted to end up any differently from his father, at least, or have a chance at any university. His chemistry mid-term appeared to have been filled out at random, and much as he might not care for the boy personally, Keitaro couldn’t bear to watch one of his students throw away his future; what kind of a teacher would he be if he let a personal history keep him from doing his job? He gave the examination the grade it deserved, and scrawled SEE ME AFTER SCHOOL across the top in red ink before handing it back.

Even so, he was almost surprised when, as he was marking lab reports at the end of the day with the afternoon light slanting in the windows, Asano Ryuusuke came into his classroom, dropped his marked exam paper on Keitaro’s deks, and sprawled without a word into one of the empty seats.

He recovered himself quickly, though, set down his pen and folded his hands. “Asano-san — ”

“Why’d you flunk me on that test?” Asano interrupted before he could even get started. He had stuffed both his hands in the pockets of his coat and looked more truculent than ever. “My dad’s gonna kill me. He said if I fail one more test he’s gonna throw me out of the house.”

“I gave you the grade your work deserved, Asano-san,” Keitaro said, a little more sharply than he’d begun. “If you wanted to achieve a passing grade you should have thought ahead and put more effort into your studies.”

Asano’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t have to flunk me. Nobody else flunked that test and Sato’s even dumber than me. You graded me lower cause you don’t like me.”

That took Keitaro somewhat aback, to say the least. He struggled for a moment before even coming up with anything to say. “I don’t like you or dislike you any more than any of your fellow students. It’s the quality of your work I’m grading, not you.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Asano-san. I will not tolerate your speaking to me like that. I think you had better — ”

“It’s because my dad used to beat you up,” Asano said, unexpectedly, raising his voice over Keitaro’s. “He told me.”

For a moment there was nothing at all Keitaro could say. He stared across the table at Asano, his mouth slack, his hands limp. And surely he was a grown man, a teacher in an after-hours classroom with a failing student, possessed of all the power in this situation, and there was no rabbit-run pulse of adrenaline in his ears. “…What?”

“My dad used to beat you up,” Asano repeated. “So you give me crappy grades to get back at him. I get it.”

Keitaro swallowed, fighting a suddenly dry throat. “That isn’t true at — ”

But was it? The thought was sudden and white-hot enough to make him interrupt himself mid-sentence, falter and fall quiet. Was it, maybe without his even knowing? Certainly he had thought of the resemblance between the two Asanos enough times, and made dour cynical noises to himself in the back of his mind when he caught Ryuusuke and his cronies pounding on smaller, weaker students. Was it true? Was he lying even now?

“That isn’t true at all,” he said, making himself finish it this time. His voice sounded dry and husky. Asano snorted sour laughter and looked away, one side of his mouth curling in that genetic sneer. It made Keitaro feel like screaming. “And … we are not here for you to cast aspersions on my teaching methods. I’ve been worried about your work on the midterm,” groping, grasping for solider ground, “and if there’s anything I can do to encourage you, or help you to prepare for tests in the future — ”

“That class is bullshit anyway,” Asano said to the window, and rage rammed into Keitaro’s throat like a poker, another old friend coming back after so many years.

“Will you stop interrupting me!” he snapped — almost shouted — and Asano glanced back at him again. And he was frozen by the smile he saw, uncoiling on the boy’s lips.

“Does it make you feel like a big man?” Keitaro could swear his voice had gone a little lower, as though he thought he were saying something dirty. Something suggestive. God, maybe he did. “Bossing a bunch of kids around? Is that what does it for you? That why you’re a teacher and stuff? Cause you’re pretty crappy at it otherwise.”

For a moment there was nothing Keitaro could say, nothing he could do. He felt like he was swimming in gelatin, his lungs compressed in his chest, his mouth stuffed with cotton. His head felt like it would burst open, blow itself wide like a volcano and all the rage, all the pounding pulse and beating red behind his eyes, come spilling out. He was a man. An adult. All that — all that senseless, horrible, sordid time was behind him now. He would not be bullied — not in his own school, his own classroom. He was above it. Whatever this stupid, obnoxious boy might think or say, he was above all of that now.

“Get out,” he said at last, in a closed, papery voice.

Incredibly, Asano laughed. “Or what?”

He was on his feet without knowing how, clinging to the desk to keep his hands still, shaking with rage or with a nameless fear he couldn’t admit to. “Get out of this classroom!” And now he was shouting, now all the control he had been even hoping to hold on to was gone. “Fail your goddamn exams, see if I care! I hope that ape does throw you out of the house, and good riddance to both of you! Get out!”

And Asano was standing too, and they were facing each other down from several feet apart, Keitaro’s desk in between them, stormclouds between them too that were mounting up with thunder. Except… Asano didn’t really look all that angry, did he? Sullen, yes, and his eyes were still beyond interpretation, but somewhere in his face there seemed to be buried an unnatural calm. A comfort in the situation that Keitaro didn’t have and would never learn. He couldn’t stand there facing it, couldn’t stay looking into it. It made him afraid when he so desperately wanted to be enraged.

He walked around his desk, breaking the moment and calling whatever bluff Asano might be playing all in one swift, jerky movement. With his back turned to his student he began to sweep up the papers and push them into his briefcase, including Asano’s with its bright red failing grade slashed through the middle. It was over now, he told himself, willing himself to feel relief. The boy would realize his defeat, realize who was the adult here, and slink away. He would ask that Asano — that Ryuusuke — be dropped from his class, if necessary. And that would be that. His hands were clean.

And then he felt hot breath on the back of his neck.

—

He had gone to a nearby and relatively prestigious university, and Asano had been expelled — for putting a boy in the hospital, fortunately not Keitaro. Some younger boy, maybe even in junior high. He couldn’t remember. Asano had gotten the job at the plant, and he had been there ever since. Neither of them had ever moved away, but they never really spoke again, at least not until Asano’s son had grown old enough to go to high school and get into trouble. They had never really known each other to begin with.

—

It happened too fast for him to react, which was always the way those things happened. Hands grabbed his arms and yanked them painfully hard behind him, and a knee slammed into the backs of his knees, buckling them and making him fall forward over the desk. Then Ryuusuke was pulling him up, pulling him close, and the way he hissed in Keitaro’s ear gave names to far too many of his fears all at once.

“My dad told me about you,” he repeated, pulling Keitaro’s arm back so hard he thought he could hear his own elbow creaking. “Told me all about you. He said you’re a faggot. Is that right?”

He couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe.

“Huh? Speak up, faggot.” He gave Keitaro a little shake, shoving him into the desk, rattling it on its legs. From what felt like very far away, some part of him that was not occupied with not believing this was happening realized that he needed to try to pull free, but the pain in his arm when he struggled turned murderous. He fell limp against Asano, trying to cry out but not making any noise. “Yeah, I think you are. You don’t have a girlfriend and it’s not cause they don’t like you. I bet you like some cock. Bet you’d love one in your ass right now. Right, faggot?”

Under his coat Asano’s chest was hard, warm. His arms were wiry and strong.

“Faggot,” Asano breathed, and now he was smiling. Keitaro could hear it in his voice. An open smile, breath coming through it heavy and hard. His hand — his free hand — stole down Keitaro’s chest, grabbed his necktie and choked him with it, wandered down again and yanked on his belt. “Bet he’s right. Faggot.”

And his hand, closing tight, closing warm, over the front of Keitaro’s slacks.

He needed to call for help. Even just scream. The door was standing open, there had to be a janitor, or another teacher, even a student straying back in from sports practice. He had to do it. He couldn’t do it. How would this look, if someone saw them? If someone so much as passed by the classroom windows…

Asano didn’t care, and why should he? His hand yanked back the placket of Keitaro’s pants so the button pulled free (and so hard Keitaro prayed dimly for the button not to pull off), jerked apart the zipper with a harsh hiss, and then forced its way between his body and the back of Keitaro’s pants to pull them and his briefs down by their rear waistbands. They sagged down to his thighs and then slowly slid into a puddle around his ankles. He faced his own desk, Asano’s graded paper, the blackboard on which he’d written polymer maps only a few short hours ago, with his naked cock jutting up from between his shirttails. Asano’s hand clamped around it like a warm vise. Keitaro made a glottal, fainting sound, his hips stuttering. His thighs struck the desk with another low rumble.

“Faggot faggot faggot,” Asano hissed, and it was impossible to tell if his voice was heavy with an ecstasy of hatred or with excitement. He jerked back his hand and did something behind Keitaro’s back, snapping and zipping sounds, and then reached around Keitaro to his desk, to where there was a pump bottle of hand lotion stationed near the edge. Pumped an enormous glob into his hand, then withdrew it. Wet sounds. Keitaro’s eyes had closed somehow, and his breathing sounded very loud in his own ears. Then Asano’s hips pushed forward, and something hot and stony-hard and slick was pushed rude and shocking between the cheeks of Keitaro’s ass, then into it, inside it, furrowing into him and driving the passage inside him open and pushing from his mouth a sound like the cawing of a sick bird, one broken note for all the pain and shock and glory.

Asano’s hand clamped on his cock again. It hurt. It was perfect. He ground his hips into it, and Asano slammed his hips into him. It felt like it would break him.

“You like it, faggot?” Asano spat in his ear. Settling and adjusting himself. “That what you want? Want it up your ass like that?” He paused to pant for a few seconds, letting his cock slip and squeeze back out by a few inches and then slamming it in again. The desk banged and rattled where Keitaro’s thighs crashed into it. “Yeah, you like it. You think… nn … about all the guys in your class, fucking you in the ass? Rubbing their dicks in your face?”

No, just you, he tried to say, but only an airless whistle came out.

Asano slammed him into the desk one more time, and then just bent him over it, finding a sudden rhythm so fast it was dizzying. Another shivery, weak, old man sound squeezed out of Keitaro’s throat, and then somehow snowballed in strength until it was an actual moan, and when it did Asano groaned back — into his ear, like a lover. He had braced his hands against his desk to hold himself up at some point, and only that made him finally notice that Asano had let them go. When had that happened?

“Yeah, that’s right, fff…ahh. Faggot.” Not in his ear now, but somewhere above him; riding over him, commanding him, a god of the sky. “Faggot. Yeah. Shit.” He made a whispered sound as if of surprise, and the rhythm of his hips turned jackhammering, so hard it quickly overcame the lotion and began to burn again. “Ah…”

And something built up in Keitaro’s throat, something driving up from his chest and up into his head and stopping his breath, but it wasn’t anger this time. Something like a freight train, a scream that wanted to be free, and like a train it started as a tinny, distant whistle and build slowly into a whining, then droning, then drilling howl that would surely bring the whole school down around them, would bring anyone and anyone left running, any second now, all crowding around the door and up to the windows with open mouths, just as before and always, running, running up to look at the faggot.

He came slamming and crashing into his desk, his hands clamping on it, his cheek rammed into the blotter, spilling over Asano’s strangling hand and onto a few pens and a notepad that would be unsalvageable later. He had a dim awareness of Asano bucking inside him as he did, of the boy’s voice crying out, of an obscene splash of hot wetness into the middle of him, and then he was aware of nothing for a few blank white seconds, gone in the rush that emptied him and shriveled him to nothing inside Asano’s grip.

Asano hovered there for several long moments, long enough for Keitaro to recover himself enough to notice, and then backed away, pulling out a little too fast and making Keitaro clench himself reflexively in his wake. He did not stir when Asano abandoned him, but stayed sprawled across his desk, his pants down around his ankles, surely the most distinctly fucked-looking man in the entire prefecture. He could hear the boy breathing, and arranging his own clothes.

“Fuck you,” Asano said. His voice was still a little breathy, and his breath panting. “If you fail me on that test, I’ll tell everyone you kept me after school to fuck me.”

He hesitated a moment after that, or perhaps he was waiting for Keitaro to respond. If so, he was disappointed. At last he left, without saying anything else; the rustling of his clothes marked his passage into the hall, and then faded, and vanished.

Very slowly, Keitaro stood up. He bent down and pulled up his pants, and fastened his clothing again, wincing at the feeling of new bruises on his thighs. He walked back around his desk — limped, more like; lotion and semen squished horribly inside him, inside the back of his underwear, leaking out — and lowered himself into his chair as carefully as possible, wincing again at all the ways it felt awful to do it. He paused again there, for a very long time, and then reached across the desk at an arthritic snail’s pace, snagging Asano’s mid-term and pulling it to him. He looked at it for a long time.

At last he picked up his red pen again (fortunately not one of the ones drizzled with his semen), thought for a moment longer… and then, where he had written a 51 earlier, completed the lower left loop on the five, and straightened out its top hook. 61. A passing grade, if not by much.

Then he put down the pen, put his head in his hands, and closed his eyes.

—

In university there had been a breathless, silent groping session in the front seat of a friend’s car, but it had never really gone anywhere memorable; moreover, the next day the other young man had not spoken to him and had ceased to be a friend thereafter, and that was hard, and stuck in his mind much more than did the memory of the clumsy hands that had shoved down his pants. A few drunken kisses and mediocre handjobs with near-strangers had soured him on things more permanently, and the very idea of dating another man remained completely foreign to his nature. As a young teacher he thought sometimes of going into the city and going to clubs, but in the end set the idea firmly aside as a bad one. He was a professional, an educator, and he should behave with the appropriate responsibility and decorum. And yes, there was always the fear of being found out.

They had all been gentle, if clumsy, friendly, warm and soft, other science students on their way to bright futures. Most of those encounters he had found so boring, so tedious, so much less worthwhile than simply masturbating, that he had wondered — half-hoped — if he hadn’t been too hasty in his judgement. If he hadn’t made some sort of mistake.

But he had never married. He had a cat and an internet connection, and as far as he was concerned that had always been enough.

—

Anything you let a student get away with once, one of his professors of education in college had told him, he’s bound to try again.

His classes with the junior Class B were sudden torture. He could feel sweat roll down his forehead and stain the armpits of his rolled-sleeved dress shirts all the time he was talking, and it made his fingers slip on the chalk when he wrote on the blackboard. The more he tried not to look at Asano the more his eyes wanted to land there. And for his part, Asano was no longer distracted, sullen and looking off into space; now his eyes bored into Keitaro all through the class, never moving, never seeming to blink. Faced with this constant scrutiny he found himself longing for Asano’s previous inattention. He could feel it even in his back when he turned away, like a hot and constant hand laid on his spine.

He relearned how to dodge. How to peer around the corners of hallways before walking into them. How to make sure a room was secure before relaxing in it. To lock the door and leave at a different time and by a different entrance every day, so as not to be caught. Bully tactics. He’d been quite good at it, in his day; it made him want to laugh and feel ill at the same time to realize that it seemed his day had come again.

Still, he made miscalculations. Going to retrieve his coat from the closet at the end of one day he found himself pulled inside, thrown down face-first on a heap of scarves and jackets, and then, later, burying his mouth in wool to keep from crying out when he came. Another afternoon, as he washed down the blackboard in preparation for making his escape, a warm lean figure crept up behind him in silence, only alerting him to its presence when an arm snaked around his waist. The hand that curled around his cock was as warm and firm as ever, and he never even looked around until its owner had finished and slipped away. And always, if he tried to say something, to protest, the threat: do it, or I’ll tell what you’ve been doing. But any scientist could see such a system couldn’t sustain itself. He hung in giddy silence and waited for the axe to fall.

But it didn’t. And in time, the waiting became the worst thing of all.

—

“You like it in public, don’t you?” Asano’s voice murmured in his ear one afternoon, when he had thought he was safe, that he had the classroom to himself. He had no idea where Asano hid himself in there. He jumped and then froze, trying to collect himself but unable to relax his muscles enough to do it. “Wherever somebody could see. That’s how it is, right?”

Keitaro made himself unlock, at least enough to keep packing papers into his briefcase. He would go. He wouldn’t even do this the honor of paying attention to it. If he went fast enough he could get to his car before Asano could try anything. How had he been reduced to this?

Asano laughed, a nasty dark snicker, and rested a warm hand on his back, making him stiffen again; a literal replacement for the figurative one of his gaze. “You want them to know? Is that it? Deep down…”

Keitaro shuffled papers into his briefcase faster, closed it with shaking fingers. He pulled away and Asano followed him, treading in his footsteps, staying on his back with an animal’s aggression.

“Aw, where you going?” His voice raising as Keitaro kept walking. “Where you going, faggot?” And then he was around in front of Keitaro — god, but he was fast. Why didn’t he play any sports, anyway? But boys like him never did. “Get back here. I’m not finished with you.”

“Excuse me, Asano-san.” Keitaro’s voice was like wind blowing through papers; it made him wince inside to hear it. Asano’s sneer, the one so much like his father’s, bloomed across his face like an ugly flower.

“No,” he said; and then, firmly, horribly: “Strip.”

In his mind he heard himself refusing; and the voice in which he did it sounded strong and brave. In his mind he saw himself pushing past Asano, heading for the door, holding his head high. And he could do it, couldn’t he? A grown man, above this, beyond this. Everything he tried to tell himself every time. Except he wasn’t, because his mouth was locked up as though he were a mouse that had heard a hawk overhead, and his knees were too weak to hold him steady. Some part of him, it seemed, had never grown up: a nasty joke on the rest.

He tried anyway. He tried to start walking, to hold his breath and pass by Asano to the classroom door, and then the boy’s hand fisted in his suit jacket and shoved him back so hard he stumbled. His briefcase fell out of his hand and clattered on the floor. Asano shoved him again, while he was off balance, and this time he staggered back into the classroom wall, his back striking the bank of windows that looked out over the parking lot. Then the boy was on him, spinning him around and shoving him up against the window again chest-first, so that he had to jerk his head back to avoid smashing his cheek into the glass. His breath fogged a small opaque circle in front of his mouth.

“Now, strip,” Asano repeated, growling into his ear. “Unless you want the principal to know, too.”

He didn’t even know if he could break away, come to that. Asano was only a teenager but almost Keitaro’s height, and heavier. And between him and the door.

The parking lot was empty right now. That was something, at least. One or two cars lingered, and perhaps faculty members would be going to them to drive home eventually, or perhaps someone would happen to walk by on that side of the street, but who could predict these things?

His breath came quick and shallow through his parted lips, and still staring out into the sunny lot, almost not thinking about it, he undid his suit jacket and pulled it off his shoulders. Asano yanked it away once he had removed it, threw it somewhere that he didn’t look around to see. Maybe just on the floor. His numb hands worked at the knot of his tie until they fumbled it apart, and then pulled it from his shirt collar; Asano took that too. He undid the buttons of his shirt with shaking fingers. He took it off himself, and handed it to Asano this time. He thought Asano was laying things across the back of one of the chairs behind them.

A car appeared out on the road beyond the parking lot, obeying the slow speed limit around the school. Keitaro drew in a breath — actually gasped out loud, and wavered on his feet as he hesitated. Asano’s hand, warm and sly, snaked around his waist.

“Don’t stop,” Asano said in his ear, a command and a warning, and he swallowed.

The car passed by without pausing. From outside the daylight was still strong on the glass, and even someone who was looking would see little more than shadows under his own reflection… but as it got darker, he knew how sharply the light inside the classroom would pick out his figure; how he would stand out as though in a spotlight against the evening.

He slipped his undershirt over his head, disheveling his hair and his glasses in the process, and then dithered, spent longer than he needed to untying and taking off his dress shoes and his thin dark socks. He was at least as aware of Asano behind him, watching him, as he was of the window in front. Finally Asano snapped, “Hurry up,” and he closed his eyes and undid his trousers, stepping out of each leg and then laying them over one arm; he shucked down his briefs and stepped out of them as well, aware of the way his pale buttocks must look in the fluorescent lights as he bent over, aware of the cool air on his naked body and the way his throbbing, stony erection bobbed and wobbled when he moved. Asano took the last of his clothes and put them aside, and by instinct Keitaro covered his groin with his hands. He was still wearing his wristwatch. Then Asano’s hands reached around him, grabbed both his hands and hauled them behind him, tying his wrists together there with his necktie, leaving him fully exposed, helpless, hopeless. His cock twitched, and clear fluid beaded at its tip. He felt like he would faint.

“Yeah,” Asano breathed, and his chin touched Keitaro’s shoulder as Asano leaned over to survey his work. “This is more like it, huh, sensei?”

He wanted to keep his eyes closed, wanted not to look, but it was impossible. They wrenched themselves open and stared out the window. Still empty. But it was getting darker.

“Maybe I should just leave you like this all night,” Asano said, as if he had plucked the thought out of Keitaro’s mind. Keitaro’s cock jumped again, almost painfully, and a soft creaking sound escaped his lips. “I think you’d like that, huh?” Asano slipped a hand around his hip and ran his fingertip along the base of Keitaro’s shaft, from the very tip of his foreskin all the way down to nestle against his balls. The touch was featherlight and the most torturous sensation of Keitaro’s life. His mouth locked open, a cry with no sound, and at once he wished both for Asano to do it again and to die rather than have to bear another round. Asano laughed in his ear, but put his hand back on Keitaro’s hip, just out of range of anything useful. “Yeah, you would. Man. Bet you’d like it if I did this in the middle of school. In the middle of the cafeteria, stripped you down and jerked you off. Let everyone see — ”

“Please!”

It jerked out from between his clenched teeth, out of his clamped throat, against his will, before he could stop it. It cut off everything Asano was saying like a knife. He hadn’t been aware that he had a sound like that in him; a grunting cry of pure animal desperation. At the time, though, he was barely even aware of it. All he could see was white behind his eyes.

Asano seemed taken aback, but recovered himself after a moment, laughing again into Keitaro’s ear. “Please what?” he hissed. “Touch your cock? Jerk you off? Make you come naked in front of the window where anybody could see you? Naked and begging for it? Is that it?”

“Yes — ” The sound was barely recognizable as his voice. His breath was hissing through his teeth, puffing like a train. “Yes, yes, do it, please, yes — ”

When Asano’s vice-grip hand clamped around his cock he buried his mouth in his own shoulder and screamed. It only halfway muffled the sound but he didn’t care, he screamed and screamed, emptying his lungs and ripping his throat. He came in a jet, it was painful, fluid striking the window and spattering on the pane. He thrust himself into Asano’s squeezing jerking hand as if seizing, falling into the boy’s chest and trusting Asano to hold him up, shaking and thrusting and coming and coming and coming.

He whited out for quite some time. When he came aware of himself again he was lying limp and heavy in Asano’s arms, cradled to his chest, panting. Asano’s face was pressed into the side of his throat and the boy was hissing shushing sounds into the skin, comforting sounds even, and his breath sounded almost as harsh and labored as Keitaro’s had. Keitaro could feel something pressing very hard into his naked rear through the fabric of Asano’s uniform pants. At last Asano drew his head back up, gathering himself, it seemed.

“Well, that was easy,” Asano breathed. His voice was thick and heavy. “Guess now you better do something for me.”

His hands dumb and clumsy and tied, Keitaro tried to reach behind him to press against Asano’s erection, but the boy wouldn’t let him, instead shoving him forward into the window again. The sounds of clothing rustling behind Keitaro made his cock start twitching again — and it hadn’t even quite softened all the way; he’d never even seen something like that. He spread apart and braced his legs in eager anticipation, no longer caring about the window except for how much it heightened his excitement, and Asano’s moan was full of surprise and hunger.

He came again not long after Asano did, the boy’s hand rough and rude on his cock (and he was going to be sore when he could care again), and pressed up against the window like he was more droplets pattered onto the small stain on the glass. He washed it off before leaving that night, but he could swear that he was never able to get it off completely; that some thin, milky film remained clinging to the window, a small spot that his eyes kept trying to flicker to in his classes, more so the more he tried to keep them away.

To his surprise, Asano lingered while he dressed, and when Keitaro at last looked like something resembling a human being again, the boy said hesitantly from the doorway, “Hey, on Monday… could you maybe explain all that cell bonding shit to me again? It’s just… I don’t really think I get that polyvaent or covalent thing, or whatever it is.”

Keitaro paused, momentarily struck dumb. Finally, he managed a nod. “All right,” he said, and his voice sounded dry and hoarse from screaming into his shoulder. “Stop by after school, and we’ll review.”

And Asano — Ryuusuke — opened his mouth again, looking like he was thinking of saying something else… and then just nodded, flicked his hand in a tiny wave, and was gone.

—

There was a traffic light at the corner between school grounds and the neighboring row of houses, and it turned red just before Keitaro reached it. He rolled to a smooth stop at the line, and a moment later the car door opened, and Asano slid into the passenger seat as though Keitaro had stopped specifically for him. He shut the door behind him, and settled into his seat. Keitaro stared at him.

“What are you doing?” he found the wherewithal to ask, finally. Asano didn’t look at him, for once; he was staring out the windshield.

“Take me someplace,” he said. Commanded. Keitaro stared at him for a moment longer. Then, helpless, he laughed, although it came out sounding more like a noise he’d make when he’d stubbed his toe.

“Where did you have in mind?”

Asano shrugged, and Keitaro was gratified to see that at least the boy looked mildly uncomfortable. “Don’t care,” he muttered. “I just don’t want to go home til my dad’s gone to work.” And that caught Keitaro’s attention instantly, even if nothing else had; it was perhaps the most personal thing he’d ever heard the boy say. “Your place?”

Keitaro opened his mouth, the protest — the sane, sensible, adult protest — already fully formed and ready to roll off his tongue. Then, abruptly, he closed it again, and turned back to the road. The light was green. He drove through it.

His apartment wasn’t much to speak of, two rooms with screens between them, a kitchen stuck to one, a bathroom stuck to the other, but Asano seemed impressed. He took off his shoes in the genkan and then wandered around looking at things as though he were planning on renting the place himself, then made his way back to Keitaro’s couch and flopped down. He looked like he belonged there, or at least like he thought he did. Keitaro eyed him there, then slipped into the bedroom to set down his briefcase and change his clothes. It might be best to try to ignore him.

Instinct won out, however. “Would you like anything?” he asked as he returned to the main room. Asano hadn’t moved, but he glanced up at Keitaro with an unusually genial expression.

“You got any beer?” he asked hopefully. Keitaro smiled, or smirked.

“You’re too young.” Asano snorted and turned his head back where it had been. Keitaro took the opportunity to come and sit in the chair opposite him. “…Is there some reason you’re trying to avoid your father?”

Asano — Ryuusuke — shrugged again. He had folded his hands behind his head, and absently pulled his hat off with one of them, scratching at his matted-down hair. “He doesn’t want to see me. I don’t want to see him.” He cast Keitaro an ugly, cynical look. “Why would you care?”

Keitaro faltered, and rubbed the nape of his neck. “I’m only curious.” He stood up again, smoothing his jeans absently with his hands. “I’m… going to make myself some tea. Are you sure you wouldn’t like some?”

“Yeah.” He didn’t even have time to do more than turn toward the kitchen, though, before Ryuusuke said suddenly, “Can I stay here tonight?”

Again there was nothing he could say for what seemed like a very long time. And in point of fact, most of that time he was appalled to find himself spending in seriously considering that as an option; thinking about just saying yes, of moving over in his bed tonight and the boy’s warm, wiry body pressing into him between his own cool sheets…

The boy’s body, though; that was the problem. His sixteen-year-old body. He shouldn’t even have Ryuusuke in his home.

Finally he made himself swallow, and that seemed to make his throat able to move again. “Asano-san,” he began, and then stopped himself, and started again in a tone both gentle and pointed. “Ryuusuke… you know I can’t — ”

Ryuusuke cut him off with a brusque shrug, looking down at the hat in his lap. “Whatever,” he said. “I don’t care.”

Then he didn’t say anything. Keitaro found himself hovering, knowing he’d said he was going and there was no reason to stay here, watching Ryuusuke, but somehow feeling he needed to. A dog barked somewhere outside the building. Soon it was going to get too cold for the neighbors to let it run around loose.

Finally Ryuusuke glanced up at Keitaro, and there was an uneven, unsteady grin on his mouth that didn’t make it to his eyes. “Let me take your car, then,” he said. “I’ll run off and go live on an island, or something. Catch fish and crabs and shit and walk around on the beaches.”

This time Keitaro didn’t even have to struggle to find something to say; he found himself not taken aback in the slightest. Suddenly he was beginning to think he understood.

He smiled, halfheartedly, and then he went into the kitchen and made tea, and brought back two mugs anyway, sitting back where he had been. Ryuusuke accepted his without saying anything, exchanging it for his baseball cap in his hands; the latter he left on the back of the couch.

“I didn’t like school much when I was your age, either,” Keitaro said at last. Ryuusuke looked up at him, eyebrows raised.

“You?” Keitaro nodded, smiling faintly. “I’d have thought you’d be one of those guys who never want to leave.”

Keitaro ducked his head, and then sipped his tea on the same gesture. “I liked science,” he admitted. “But mostly I liked doing projects outside of school more than going to class. I didn’t learn at the same speed as everyone else, and I was usually either bored or panicked.”

Ryuusuke stared into his tea again, and snorted under his breath. “I’m not really bored, or anything like that.” He pushed at the hair flopping on his forehead. “I just… hate it. All the teachers, and all the kids, too. I know they hate me.”

“I’m not sure that’s true,” Keitaro said, frowning, sitting forward with his elbows on his knees. He was reasonably certain it was, though. Asano the discipline problem; Asano the loner. Hadn’t he thought it himself?

“It is, though.” Ryuusuke shrugged, sipped at the tea, gave it a skeptical look and lowered it again. “It’s like this one time… I wrote this essay for History. I like History okay. And it was pretty cool, it was all about Hiroshima, and stuff, and I actually… you know. Got into it.” He paused, looking into the cup. “I got a C. The teacher said it was sloppy, or something, I guess some of it was. So I got pissed off, and I put it up on the internet. One of those websites, where you can download whole papers?” He gave Keitaro another one of those dry, caustic, conspiratorial looks. One that Keitaro thought said the boy knew he was already wondering how much of this he should believe. “Some kid used it, and I’d put up my email, and he wrote to me to thank me. He goes to some really good private school in Tokyo. He got a B plus.”

He seemed to be waiting for Keitaro to say something — some expression of shock or dismay or disbelief — but Keitaro said nothing, and finally Ryuusuke shrugged. “So whatever. It doesn’t matter what I do, so I don’t bother doing anything. You know?”

And he did. That was the problem. He really, honestly did.

“Because no matter where you go, as soon as you show up,” Keitaro said, after a moment, “it’s like everyone decides they just don’t like your face.”

Ryuusuke lifted his head and looked at him, long and hard, his eyes more inscrutable than ever. They sat and watched each other for a long time.

Then Ryuusuke sighed, and set down his tea on the floor beside the couch, stretching out his arms and yawning. “Whatever.” His voice cracked a little at the start, where the yawn interrupted it. “I don’t care anyway.”

“I wish you would,” Keitaro said quietly. He even surprised himself a little. “I know you’re not stupid. You could really make a better life for yourself if you’d only try.”

But the look that Ryuusuke gave him at that made him have to look away again.

After a long pause, Ryuusuke shifted on the couch, making him look back up. “So did my dad really used to beat you up all the time?”

“Oh yes,” Keitaro said, aiming for dry and coming out more bitter, and sipped the last of his tea to hold back any further comment. Ryuusuke snorted again.

“Yeah. My dad’s a real asshole.” He paused, and somewhere in the pause turned awkward. “I, uh… you know. …Sorry.”

“So am I,” Keitaro said, and did not elaborate, and again they both fell silent.

“And I guess you really are gay, huh.” Ryuusuke said it with a tiny, curling smile, and Keitaro chose not to dignify it with a response. There was a pause, and then Ryuusuke tilted his head in Keitaro’s direction with a look that was almost sympathetic. “You know… it’s cool. I know a bunch of guys who’re into that, and they’re all right.” He didn’t include himself in that category, Keitaro noticed; but then, why would he?

Keitaro shrugged, trying to keep his expression mild — and finding it less difficult than he might have thought. “I suppose we all have things about ourselves that we struggle with,” he said. Something in his voice seemed to tell Ryuusuke not to pursue the subject, but the silence that followed didn’t feel tense.

Ryuusuke’s tea had gotten cold in the interim, and Keitaro finally scooped up the cup and carried it into the kitchen with his own. He rinsed them out and returned with a dishtowel, drying his hands on it as he spoke. “I’ll drive you home whenever you’re ready, although we could get something to eat first.” He hesitated. “I really am sorry you can’t stay, Ryuusuke.” He tried to put something behind it of how genuinely he meant it — how very much he would have liked things to be another way — but couldn’t tell if Ryuusuke understood. The boy only rolled his shoulders in another of his almost-angry shrugs.

“It was a dumb idea anyway.” There was another beat of silence, and then Ryuusuke leaned his head back and said, “I’m not really that hungry. You want to give me a blowjob?”

Keitaro stood in the middle of the room, with the dishtowel clutched in his hands, and looked at him.

Later, kneeling on the floor, his head buried in the opening of Ryuusuke’s pants, the boy’s hand fisted up in his tidy hair and harsh breathing ringing in his ears, the smell in the short dark skim of hair around Ryuusuke’s cock sharp and male and alkaline, he had time to reflect on how easy all of this was. How easy it would be to simply forget that it could stop.

—

The next test paper Ryuusuke certainly did not fill out at random, and one of his essay question answers was actually quite remarkable; clear, precise, and thorough. Keitaro found himself very pleased to hand it back with a 90 circled at the top, and even more pleased by how pleased Ryuusuke was to receive it.

“So I guess that’s the end of that,” Ryuusuke said that afternoon, sitting in his insolent way on Keitaro’s desk as Keitaro cleaned up the blackboard, and not bothering to explain what he meant by that. “What’s next, sensei? Should I start beating you up for your lunch money?”

Keitaro half-smiled as he turned from the board, dusting off his hands. “Or I could just buy you lunch,” he pointed out, reasonably.

And as a tiny smile grew on Ryuusuke’s sneering lips, he wondered how he could have thought those eyes were unreadable at all.

“Yeah,” Ryuusuke said, after a long, long moment. “I guess you could.”

Coming back to the desk, Keitaro made a shooing gesture to make him stand up off the desk, which Ryuusuke first ignored and then finally gave in to with a great rolling of eyes. “We’ll discuss it when you graduate,” he said, and had to smirk a little himself at Ryuusuke’s startled, affronted scowl. “Now get out of here, would you? I think I don’t like your face.”

On his way out Ryuusuke flipped him off again, but Keitaro pretended not to notice.


The Wolf at the Door

by Tsukizubon Saruko (月図凡然る子)

Behold, I stand at the door, and knock: if any man hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to him, and will sup with him, and he with me.

–Revelation 3:20

A witch was believed to have animal familiars, or imps, who nourished themselves on her body, performed evil acts at her command, and were themselves supernatural beings. . . . A witch could also turn herself into an animal in order to carry out her evil deeds without being recognized. Or she could recruit real animals to do her bidding, or turn other people into animals if it suited her purpose.

–Carol F. Karlsen, The Devil in the Shape of a Woman: Witchcraft in Colonial New England

—

When Thomas’s hands began slapping at his own he knew all was done, but still strove for some time longer, blowing breath and fumbling for his yard, until at last Thomas threw him off the bed altogether and sat up. Michael fell to one knee and then staggered to his feet, hovering like a fool’s ghost. In the full moonlight he could see the serving-boy’s glare.

“You’ll never leave this devilish sin till you are hanged,” Thomas snapped. Michael’s chest clenched with the sight of him, moon-gilded and muddled from sleep. The serving-boy (who was no boy at all, but had twenty-two years and would be husband to Anne Smith come next spring, when his indenture was done) pushed blankets from his lap and sat with arms folded. “May the Lord forgive you your sinning, Goodman Clarke, but mind you even He may not forebear with ye much longer.”

There was little Michael could say to that. Instead he gathered himself to escape, and then his eyes fell on the cot’s other side, where the blankets had been rucked up but no one lay. His curiosity caught and kept him, frowning at Thomas. “Where is the new boy? Does he not sleep beside you?”

“Why? Would you have at him now that I’ve done with ye?” Michael’s expression must have been particularly stricken, however, because at last Thomas softened his edge. “I know not. Gone to the privy, I expect. He keeps strange hours and his own counsel.”

“Thomas,” Michael said, at last, and the serving-boy lay back down abruptly. Not with his back turned, though, he saw with sour amusement; young Thomas did not even wish to turn his back parts toward his master, out of fear of temptation.

“Nay, leave off, I pray you. Though I hate the sin in you you’re a good man else, and I’d not have to wake the household to drive you off. Go back to your wife and leave me to sleep, I pray.”

That month Thomas at last left his service, with his indenture yet incomplete, and did not scruple to tell the reason why when asked. Michael did not pursue the matter. In fact he asked in his prayers that all of it should pass quickly, and be gone from the minds of all his neighbors no sooner than it had come. These prayers were not answered, but he saw no reason why they should be. Indeed, Elder Winthrop came to speak with him soon after, and spoke most sternly; but in the face of Goodman Clarke’s most earnest promise of good behavior, he ruled that there should be no punishment, the young man in question being out of harm’s way in any case. He went his way in peace, but with a troubled expression Michael most misliked.

He attended to the pastor on the Sabbath as he spoke of impurity and vileness, and of the love of the divine bridegroom Christ, which penetrated the heart and poured forth sweet liquors into its waiting vial. In the bare pew beside his wife Michael closed his eyes and meditated on Christ, in his mind’s eye a young and lovely man of pale skin and sad eyes, who first hung naked on a cross, for him, then waited in a divine bedchamber with hands outstretched. Why did Michael so wound his heart with his sin? the young man’s sad eyes seemed to say. Could he not see the pain he caused one who loved him so?

And in his own heart, as he always did, Michael Clarke did repent.

—

He had some wealth of land from his father, and had made more trading on the river, all the way down to the bay. He had a good head for the shipping trade, and had a fine estate now on his family land, a place of respect in the community. He had married well, and Sarah had always run the household well, and served him in every respect. Well, all save one; their marriage continued childless, after nigh eleven years. But that was in the hands of God, their neighbors said, and no cause for shame for either husband or wife. Although some of them may have believed a different truth, this was the only one they spoke.

There had always been servants; women, some of them, but more young men, some little more than boys and many handsome of face, new to the colonies or only to Connecticut and needing to pay their passage. He had watched and admired them, had friended and flattered betimes, but had dared nothing until Thomas — Thomas of his half-lidded eyes and light, guileless smile, Thomas who at first had not minded being kissed or even touched, in a back pantry seldom used or in his night-dark cot when his bedmate could be made sure to be asleep. Thomas who had only begun to mind when he had been engaged to be married, and had heard what was said in town by people of no account themselves, about how Goodman Clarke chose to make use of his one particular servant.

In the months after Thomas had gone Michael thought of him often; he thought of laying atop him in the dark, as the boy who tended the stable slept on in aromatic silence at Thomas’s side, Thomas’s soft demurrals as he tried with catching breath to turn the lad’s breech to him to be entered. The fabric rumpling aside and Thomas’s breath and voice as Michael took hold of his yard, making it hard in his hand, Thomas’s hand warm and grasping and slightly sweat-slick when Michael had coaxed it to the vexing heat of his own member. He striving and reaching, and weary when it was done, as though something had gone out from him that could not be replaced. It had sated his fever of temptation but nothing more, and though he tried he could not think what else there was to be sated. He had crept back to his wife and lain awake in darkness. In time he had risen again and knelt to pray, and in the end wept as he did. He had never needed a servant boy to tell him he was damned.

The new boy came to replace Thomas in his duties that summer. He was not really very new — he had served for some few months when Thomas took his leave — but he always seemed new, indeed keeping his own counsels. Michael had never so much as learned his name; it was Jan, he discovered in time, but discovered little else. He looked younger than Thomas had been, perhaps not yet twenty, with a softness of cheek and mouth and a stormy brow that suggested a youth’s untried will. He was tall and lean, with a spill of dark hair and darker eyes beneath it, brown as a savage from the sun even in the winter months. It was said he had been some months in the wild lands to the west, where he had spent some time as a solitary woodsman, trapping and trading with the French and Indians, and there was an odd cadence to his speech that seemed to corroborate this tale. At times, when he had no other work in the house, he would still go out to the river alone and somehow catch fine large fish, or disappear into the woodland close at hand and return with a plump rabbit or a deer over his shoulder. Michael’s lady wife disliked the boy; she said he was insolent, and although he never spoke so Michael could see what she had found in his eyes to suggest insolence. He had a bold stare by his nature, almost a madman’s look, or an animal’s.

He did not replace Thomas in Michael’s thoughts, however — not at first. Those lingered on the few sweet times he had spent with the serving-boy, and puzzled over how such a sin could, even to its owner, still seem so sweet.

One afternoon it came to pass that Michael, strolling the bank of the river where it touched his property and dwelling on his long thoughts of young Thomas, came upon Jan drying himself from a swim, lying naked on the grass. His clothes were folded into a careless pile beneath his head, and his body was damp and bronzed from tip to toes, Michael saw through the reeling of his mind. He stood staring for he knew not how long before the boy’s eyes cracked open, and the smirk that flowered on Jan’s lips nearly drove him back a step.

“Is there something you want of me, Goodman Clarke?” he inquired. He had a lazy, insouciant voice, drawling with the faint gutturals that barely whispered of New World French. Confronted by so bold and bald a question — a seeming invitation — Michael was bowled over; words fled his mouth, and he even felt a passing urge to flee.

But it was passing, and his need was too great.

“Will you be still and let me lie with you?” Michael asked him, in a voice slightly cracked and shaking. It was a glutton’s voice in a hall of feasting, and it seemed he always hungered. “An you will, you’ll have a charge of powder, and — and an extra shilling to your week’s wages.”

This was absurd — a king’s ransom — and Jan’s smirk cracked into a broad and easy smile that said he knew it. “As you will, Goodman,” he said, lifting one of his narrow shoulders in a shrug. He rolled onto his belly, and lay still and content, his arms still folded under his chin.

Again Michael was struck numb and dumb — so easy? After so long, so easy? Only bribery at last, and the courage to ask? Or was it something more? Was it Jan who had made it so?

He cared little, or not at all. For now the boy was willing, and Michael could not see past when he would spend himself in having him. He stood straddling him with a boot on either side, his breath blowing and panting in his ears again, a detestable noise. He knelt over Jan and opened his trews, taking out his yard and pressing down over the boy, placing his yard between the boy’s cheeks; Jan stirred, but without protest, pressing his breech instead up into the hardest part of his master. Michael groaned and pushed back, rubbing himself down and up again the crack. He did not enter the boy, having nothing with which to ease the way, but merely moved in the same manner, firm flesh pressed around his member and setting him afire. The sun was bright and warm on his back, making the cloth of his fine shirt and coat hot against his skin. Wind soughed through the grass and the river poured by with a low roar, and he grunted and strove atop Jan until he seemed all alight, every nerve and sinew, his yard pulsing with the sparks of want that would soon catch in the tinder below it and end in righteous fire.

He cried out as he spent his seed within the furrow of Jan’s breech, and the boy sighed and arched against him, pressing up his back parts to speed Michael’s passage. Michael was left gasping, propped upon one hand and staring down unseeing on his sagging yard and milky leavings. As if in a dream he pushed himself up again, and fastening his clothing again went away from Jan, who never moved, not once. Even to clean himself of Michael’s seed, he waited until Michael had gone.

—

What he had not been denied once, Michael was helpless not to crave again, and from thence forward he sought out Jan at every opportunity, in every secluded corner and every darkened doorway. He continued to offer rewards at first, and then found that when he forgot and simply had at Jan, the boy still did not seem to mind; he said “As you will, Goodman,” as he always had, and seemed content enough that Michael was able to give pleasure as well as take — which he had also craved. Ironically or perhaps not, although his obsession left him shaken and sickened, all but mortally afraid for the condition of his soul, it also left him less time for repentance, now that all his time was occupied in having Jan in every way he could imagine. He still prayed after every tryst, but without tears or even any real hope, listened to the Sabbath warnings and entreaties but with half an ear, the greater part of him thinking instead of the food for which his glutton’s belly rumbled.

However, the increasing frequency of his sportings with Jan also finally brought the boy’s absences to his notice. As often as not, if he should go to seek Jan in his servant’s cot at night, Michael was disappointed; if the moon were any more than a sliver and the sky unclouded enough to show her face at all, then Jan would be gone. To where, Michael knew not, and did not dare ask, even of a mere half-wild boy who was his own servant. Something about Jan frightened him, if he were to be honest with himself. Never in all the times he sought Jan out to take his pleasure in him did he ever feel as though he were entirely — or even mostly — in control of the encounter.

One night, as the colored sunset drew down to true dusk outside the storehouse where they lay, he chanced to ask Jan how old he was. Jan laughed, seeming to find the question utterly ridiculous.

“How old do I seem to be?” he asked, and sounded as much sincere as full of fun. Michael searched for his answer, and found it far more difficult than it should have been.

“Nineteen, I should say. Or perhaps eighteen if not.”

“Then that is how old I must be,” Jan replied, sounding gay. Michael frowned and drew back to look upon him.

“Which?” he asked, and Jan laughed again. When he did, he shewed his teeth, which were like none Michael had ever seen; bright white, all there and seeming to be too many, so that his mouth bristled, like a dog’s.

“Nineteen,” he said, and took Michael’s yard into his hand, driving most thoughts at once from his head. “Or eighteen, if not.”

He was mysterious, to be sure. But he seemed real, in a way scarcely anyone Michael had known ever had seemed before. As this time went on Sarah took, without a word, to sleeping apart, bedding down at night with her little maid. Michael found that he was glad.

—

The summer passed into harvest time, and out on the little farms to either side laborers began to bring in the crops. The air became crisp but remained pleasant out-of-doors. The year drew to a end, its passing marked by the usual leanness of trees and grass, and the calls of birds as they flew on to warmer climes.

In the darkest part of one night in early autumn, Michael, overcome with an unpleasant blending of mischief and frustration, found Jan not in his bed, and decided, this time, to wait for him. Still no other serving-boy shared his cot — the servants were odd in number as this year closed — and Michael lay down upon it, resting his head on the rough pillow and his stockinged feet up on the rumple of old blankets at the end. For some hours, he knew not how many, he dozed lightly, drifting in and out of strange dreams of the moon and a sliver of a grinning face, a hand that bled.

These dreams fed his disquiet when he awoke, and found Jan standing above him, a cut-out shadow edged in moonlight. He was naked again, his long lean body bare, and his feet stood bare upon the boards before the cot. There was more moonlight closer to the ground, a shaft of it that lay across the floor from the narrow window, and in it Michael could see those feet were caked in mud, wet splashes of it climbing up to where the darkness swallowed Jan’s legs again, almost at the hip. There was grass in it, grass under his dangling fingernails, an unevenness to the line of his hair that suggested twigs and leaves caught there. Michael tried to speak, but found he could not; Jan’s face was invisible in darkness, and he could not read its weather. And something else caught his eye, picked out in the low moonlight on the floor, just beyond where Jan’s muddy feet stood, trailing back toward the doorway and disappearing into shadows.

A line of pawprints, caked in mud on the floor. The animal that had made them must have been enormous; if Michael had placed his hand spread out on one of those muddy leavings, the tread would have contained it entirely.

He looked up at Jan again, and, so far as he could tell, Jan looked back down at him. It occurred to Michael to wonder if he might still be dreaming, but of course that was too easy, and rang false at any rate. He was a man of education, and of the world, and he attended to the words that others spoke, even of gossip. He knew the meaning of such things.

“Are you a witch, then?” he said, feeling the paper-dryness of his voice. “Is that it?” Jan moved at last; his head cocked on the side, slightly, as a dog listening to his master’s command — or a wolf to others’ howling.

“Am I?” Jan replied. He did not seem to be merely echoing Michael’s question, or mocking it; indeed, he still seemed to ask in earnest, curious of the response.

Still fearing to do it — fearing the dark and Jan’s unseeable face — Michael pointed with his finger at the muddy marks made by paws on the floor. “A witch may alter his shape to better do the devil’s business.” His voice continued dry and hoarse. Jan nodded, the shape of his head dipping in the moonlight.

“Then it’s a witch I must be,” he said; “and about the devil’s business.” And now Michael thought he could hear a hint of a smile in his voice. “And you, Goodman Clarke? Will you tell the pastor? The elders? Will you send me hanged to save my soul?”

There were long moments when he could think nothing, speak nothing. At the end of them, slowly, Michael shook his head. “Not I,” he said in half a whisper. “What right has one damned soul to condemn another?”

The smile in Jan’s voice grew. “And if I should be the devil himself? Turning to a beast in the light of the moon, and serving my own purposes? Come to you in guise of a comely boy, to tempt your soul into sin?”

It was not, Michael had to confess, a thought that failed to cross his mind. “Then I am lost,” he said simply, without hesitation. “You need tempt no longer; my soul is already yours.”

At that Jan laughed — not the gay laughter of when Michael had asked him his age, but a softer, slower laugh, rich with promise. Saying nothing more, he knelt on the bed over Michael, a knee to either side of his hip, his bare flesh moonlight-sketched and warm on Michael’s clothed skin. He took hold of Michael’s nightshirt and thrust it above his head, stripping it off from his arms; then, faced with no protest, he seized the waist of Michael’s soft breeches as well and dragged them down and away, moving his body to let them pass by, away from his feet and to the floor. Even the stockings of Michael’s feet he took away and cast aside, leaving him as bare as the boy himself, and feeling near as wild. Jan straddled him again, and reached into a heap of cloth beneath the cot, finding something; after fussing with it for a moment, he took Michael’s yard in a wet slipping hand, and made it slick with whatever he had retrieved. It smelt faintly of herbs and oil. He knelt over Michael’s yard, and lowered himself on his knees so that Michael entered him, and their gasps were a music together.

With the boy atop him, Michael clamped down hands over either of Jan’s hips and held them fast, thrusting up into him in delirium and ecstasy. In time Jan pried one of his hands away and pressed it round his member, coaxing Michael to stroke, and he did in time with his own thrusting. The moonlight was bright in the corners of the room, Jan darkness above him in relief against it. He worked his hips in tight fast rhythm and thought damned, damned, damned, damned, on nearly every stroke, until the word had ceased to mean anything at all.

He spent himself inside the boy, Jan crying out and straining atop him also, and they scratched and then clutched at each other and hung still and shuddering until all was done, making the same sounds, falling into the same quiet after. Jan extracted him with a small hiss at last, and tumbled to his chest, resting in his arms in the darkness. When at last Michael went away from him and to his larger bed, he did so with regret.

—

In morning light he tried to believe that what had occurred in the night — what he had seen, and done — had been but a dream, but he could not. He knew the truth of it, and though it chilled his heart, he kept to his oath and spoke nothing of it. In the days that followed, however, he almost feared to meet Jan’s eyes; when he did, he was sure he saw laughter in them, mocking laughter and perhaps all the flames of Hell as well. He began to notice things that he had missed before, and that the rest of the household missed still: the way Jan’s grin bared all his too many teeth — the way his nose flared when he was addressed by a stranger, as though marking the man’s smell — the way the coneys he brought back from the woods bore no mark of trap or snare, but were neck-broken, and on closer view were marked by rings of red wounds like those made by teeth.

Perhaps two weeks later he woke in the night, startled out of sleep by some sound, and opened his eyes on darkness. A board creaked, and he thought he heard a sound of breath, but these were ordinary noises of the house at night, with so many servants sleeping close — and then he heard the sound, unmistakable, of a tread on the floor. A soft, heavy footfall. The step of a paw.

Hot, sour breath washed over his face, and he jerked, drawing up in his bed and away. There was a chuff across his cheek, a heavy growling breath eerily like a laugh — though a laugh from some large animal’s throat. Michael’s first drowsy thought — that some creature from the woods had crept in through an unlatched door and been drawn to where he slept — blew away like smoke. This was no badger or clever fox. It was larger — and it had laughed.

And before he could recover from the odd certainty of this idea, he found that it spoke as well.

“Good even, Goodman,” the beast said in a purring growling voice, like the sound of cloth being torn in two. “You smell frightened, but worry not. Most like you are only dreaming, and safe in your bed as you do.”

Michael did not argue, although he knew a greater truth. His breath had stopped in his throat.

The beast leapt up upon his bed, an agile bulk in the darkness. Its heavy paw fell on his leg as it landed, another between his sprawling knees. It padded up to his chest, resting both its forepaws upon it, and panted its breath in his face again: sour as a dog’s, but not unpleasant. The dark shape of it was shaggy, also vaguely like a dog, and yet too large. A wolf, perhaps. A wolf, standing on his bedclothes, on his bed, atop his chest, leering down into his face. He put his hands up, trembling, into the dark, and felt for it until both his fists seized loose clutches of its fur. It was coarse, but soft, matted here and there with brambles or with twigs. He worked one loose, and the wolf made a low sound of approval.

“Be still and let me lie with you,” it said in its rumbling laughing voice, and in his shock he dropped his hands away. The wolf seized his nightshirt nimbly in its teeth, and turned him by the grip onto his front. His nightclothes were torn, his skin scratched, and it fell on him — he half expected to be eaten alive — but the thing mounted him like a heat-ready bitch, and he felt its hot breath across his ear…

He found the next morning that he had forgotten all that came after, and counted it as a blessing of sorts; he had no desire to remember, or at least thought he did not. He feared Jan’s eyes all the more after — and yet even this did not convince him to avoid the boy. Indeed, it seemed to increase his longing, and in daylight he continued to find Jan pleasant company even when he made no sport with the boy — increasingly, in walks and conversations, when Jan’s servant’s chores were done. The danger in his gaze was still there — all the worse, to be true — and yet it daunted Michael little. As he had said, if he were to be damned, it had already come to pass.

—

His neighbors in the town were not and had never been ignorant of his peculiarities. For his small flatteries and — after Thomas — occasional stolen touches, he had acquired an unhappy sort of reputation for the misuse of his servant boys. Twice in Thomas’s stay, when some overstep of Michael’s had finally caused the young man to speak out his outrage to his friends and family, the town elders — once Winthrop, and once both Winthrop and Elder Kingston — had personally rebuked him, and the second time both fined him the cost of reparations to Thomas, and threatened him with the stocks if he did not cease his abuses. He promised humbly that he would do so, and perhaps for a time even meant it. But his resistance to temptation had ever been poor.

Where there was gossip and ill reputation, however, there was also forgiveness; he was respected in the community, and his wealth afforded him some protection from its members, since it was so often spread among them and helped sustain their own farms and businesses. Wives greeted him with smiles in the street, husbands spoke soothingly to the elders to whom Thomas’s kin had complained, and they looked sidelong whenever Michael’s eye caught admiring on a well-looking lad. He was liked, and he was needed. He shuddered to imagine his condition, were it not so.

So far there had been no trouble with Jan, because Jan had never complained, nor indeed shewed any sign that he was displeased by any aspect of his station. He kept his own counsels as always, and no man could claim to know his mind. Townsfolk might have suspected what was amiss, and Sarah surely did, but as long as the serving-boy did not mind to be so used, where was the harm?

Well, naturally the harm was to Michael’s own soul, but that hardly needed be said. He attended church as faithfully as any of God’s elect, however, and none doubted he prayed forgiveness, and perhaps all might yet be put right with him. Or at least, this was what was said. Michael himself was less sure — was even, sneakingly, coming to be unsure of his own place in the choir of God’s elect, had doubted whether he had ever deserved to shine as a beacon of the “city on the hill” even before Satan’s hound itself had had its way with him, but of course he spoke of this to no man, least of all to the pastor. The pastor was a fine speaker but a forbidding man, stern-browed and narrow-lipped, not inviting of confidences bearing on fears for one’s immortal soul. Like Jan, Michael kept his own counsels that autumn.

In the end, though, it saved neither one. Michael was the first to know of Jan’s peculiarities, but it never crossed his mind that this hardly meant he would be the last. He went by coach to Hartford in late October, with the leaves all around falling golden from the trees, to discuss an arrangement with a large shipping concern there, Sexton and Smith, concerning several barges of lumber. When he returned after just over a fortnight, stepping down from the coach, he was met by John the stable-boy, not Jan as he would have expected. Frowning, fearing what John might think and yet stronger in his worry than his fear, he said, “Good even, John. I pray you, tell me why Jan does not serve?”

If John thought anything odd of the inquiry, he shewed nothing in his face; all that was there was a grim wedding of horror and embarrassment. “I beg your pardon, Goodman Clarke,” he said hesitatingly, twisting his horse-grimed hands, “but he’s been taken to be tested and tried. Accused as a witch, Goodman.”

Michael stared. John twisted quite a bit more under his huge blank eyes, but for a moment he could do little else. “By whom?” he asked, at last, forcing the words from his dry throat. “Who accuses him?”

John looked more uncomfortable than ever, which was quite impressive. Stable or no, his boyhood was far behind him; he was a man past Michael’s age, with deep lines carved into his face, and in this state they all squeezed together and made him resemble a wrung cloth. “Why, Goodwife Clarke, Goodman,” he said, at last. “For ’twas she saw him in the dead of night, running naked’s the day he was born from the house, and turning himself to a running beast.” He looked a trifle faint as he said so, and at the same time avid, a look that might have been amusing on another day. “She told what she saw to the pastor, and he the elders, and the boy was taken.”

Michael turned toward the house, staring without seeing, thinking nothing. There was nothing he could do, of course. Nothing but profess ignorance, and perhaps save himself. He could not even fault his wife; she had simply done what any good Christian woman would, what any good Christian would, in the face of a familiar of the devil. It had been bound to happen all along. Jan had always been so lazy, so easy, never careful at all. What was there to do?

He handed his coat to the stable-boy without another word, and walked up the cobbled path to the house that had no puzzling, no unsettling, no lovely Jan within it.

—

He bid himself forget. All that could be done was to stand clear and let testing and trial take their course, which, it was certain, would end with Jan hanged. It could end no other way. He was a servant, a stranger, with no family and no protection, and long thought wild and uncanny even by those who might never even have imagined him a witch until hearing it by proxy from Goody Clarke. Moreover, he added to his thoughts almost offhandedly, Jan was guilty; Michael knew it for a fact. Even if he did nothing but stand away and let Jan be condemned, he would be lucky not to be tarred with the same brush; it was of some aid that his own wife had been the one to decry the boy, but not of much. A household that had harbored a witch as servant was never looked upon the same again, he knew. He had never seen it happen but had heard tales: the unfortunate were treated with mingled pity and dread, victims who could nonetheless never be fully innocent again. And if through some fever of madness he did try to speak in Jan’s defense… well, angry and frightened farmers and merchants might no longer forgive him the faults they had so long overlooked. Much ugly truth would most likely come to light, and it was truth that his standing could not easily survive.

And another thought intruded on him throughout, the one that at last decided him: that if Jan were indeed the witch he seemed to be (or the devil himself, Michael struggled not to add), then surely he could save himself from the noose.

So he did stand away — but forget he found he could not. Jan was kept in the gaol for many a day, while inquisitors investigated every inch of him for devil’s marks or teats at which he might suckle familiars (which was laughable, in a way; Jan was his own familiar), then tortured him with brands to attempt to elicit a confession that might speed matters on their way. On the third night, Michael came to the gaol furtively, under cover of darkness, and asked that he be allowed to speak with the boy. The young man who kept the gaol eyed him with suspicion, and asked why he should wish such a thing.

“He has injured my person and my house,” Michael said stiffly, looking past him already, to the crooked stairway that led down to where lay the earthen cells. “I wish to rebuke him myself before he is delivered to the greater retribution of Our Lord.”

This seemed to satisfy, at least provisionally; the young man laid hold of the keys to the cell, and led Michael down to where Jan was imprisoned. He unlocked the cell and gestured him inside, and then hovered outside at the foot of the stairs, watching with open curiosity. Michael thought to ask him to leave, but dared not. It would be taken most ill.

He bent over Jan, and looked upon the boy. Jan was crumpled in a heap, under the single cot rather than atop it, his garments ragged and knees drawn up to his slim chest. He was filthy and hurt, and Michael turned his eyes from the many burns laid on his skin. When for long Michael did not speak, Jan slowly raised his head, and saw the face of his visitor. A curious look came into his gaze: a weary, rueful one Michael had never seen there before. A look that made his eyes so sad.

“You shouldn’t have come,” he said; “they’ll take you for a witch too, or worse.”

“I’ve come to renounce you for your wickedness,” Michael said by rote, “and to curse you for your abuses of my family and house.” But his eyes held on Jan, and he prayed that they held another truth, and one that Jan could see. And his prayer seemed heard; Jan’s lovely toothy mouth curved, sending him a raw and wild smile.

“Renounce me then,” he said, drawing himself up to his feet in a slow painful lumber, spreading his arms out wide. And Michael could say nothing at all.

Behind him, bored or unsettled he knew not, the gaolkeeper clumped back up the stairs. When he was fully gone at once Jan was upon him, thin arms clutching, face hot on his breast above his heart.

“You must go,” Jan whispered. “You must go or be hanged, you know it full well.”

As if lost on its way, Michael’s hand came up slow as could be, taking firm hold of Jan’s head and holding it near. “I’ll not leave you,” he murmured, at once forgetting all his promises in the sweat tangle of Jan’s hair. “Let me be hanged, but I’ll remain.”

Incredibly, Jan laughed, his many-toothed and gay old laugh, and planted his palms in Michael’s chest to push away and look upon him. “That serves neither of us,” he remarked, and touched Michael’s mouth. Something had been done to the nails of his fingers that Michael misliked to imagine. “I’ve done all that I can for you, Goodman Clarke, and now I must ask that you do this for me: go free and forget me.”

“I never will,” Michael said at once. “Ask whatever else ye may, but not that.” Truth struck him as impulse, and he blurted: “You’re all that’s ever made me glad.”

And Jan smiled, smiled in a way that dazzled, but spoke nothing. In the faint light of the lamps the gaolkeeper had lit, he seemed fairly to glow with that smile.

“What are you, Jan?” Michael asked after his silence. “I can no longer think ye a witch, nor the devil either; for neither such creature was ever pleased to bring joy to any man.” He was in fact less sure of this than he would like to be, and saw the same in Jan’s smile, but pushed on nonetheless. “I pray you tell me: what are you? What manner of thing are you that’s been sent to me?”

Jan’s smile grew, spreading across his face; showing those teeth huge in his head, like a wolf’s or even a lion’s. “What if I said I were Christ himself?” he asked, at long last, shocking and yet sending chills coursing all through Michael. “Come as a wolf that lies down with the lamb? Come to save your very soul?”

Michael thought long on his response. This was blasphemy, surely, and yet… seemed nothing of the kind. As always Jan did not seem to tease; seemed merely, with all true honesty, to ask.

“Then I would say what I have said before,” Michael said at last. “My soul is yours; you need save it no more than you already have.”

And Jan smiled, and kissed him, and at last sent him away.

—

Two nights later Michael had a dream, or vision; he had no way of telling which. In it the inquisitors — men he knew from Sunday mornings in ordinary times, but now made faceless shadow figures by the borders of his sight — tortured his serving-boy; they touched hot brands to his skin and he cried out as his flesh boiled; they pricked him with pins, cut him with knives, ducked him in water until he thrashed and could not breathe. They laughed at his struggles and his hurts, and asked if he would confess, if he would repent. They lashed him. They spat upon him. And he kept his silence.

Of all the characters in this seeing, only Jan could see Michael as well; even when his eyes grew hazy, when they lost their focus, they fixed on him all the while, every time his head was raised. They were sad, so sad, those eyes, suffering the madness of these men. Not asking him — making him ask himself — how he could inflict such pain on one he loved, and on one who loved him in return. Who loved him enough to suffer and die for him, and whose only crime had been making men with small minds afraid. They were the eyes he had always imagined, and the face turned to the one he had envisioned, and the hands that stretched out to nothing the inquisitors could see — these bled from their palms, from holes in their palms, where they had been wounded out of love for him.

He woke gasping, weeping, glad that Sarah slept now with her maid; they had spoken little since she had made her accusation, but he felt if she were close by him now he would not be able to contain his fury. He sat breathing with his hands clasped to his face, breathing, waiting for the horror of the vision to pass and his heart to calm. But neither did.

—

The week was agony: neighbors avoiding his eyes in the streets, his wife and most of the servants avoiding his presence, thoughts of Jan tormenting him always. He wandered like a ghost through his business affairs, cancelling two shipments out of simple pique. He sat in church beside his wife on Sunday feeling made of the same wood as the pew, listening to the pastor thunder invective against all the agents of the devil. The town elders declared, with unheard-of speed, that Jan had proved a witch and should be put to death.

And Michael thought of sad eyes and outstretched hands, and without even knowing he was doing so, he made his decision.

—

In the dead dark of night he saddled his horse, padded and tied down every flap and buckle that could jingle or snap, and made himself take the beast slow enough for stealth all the way to the gaol. He dismounted, crept inside, found the young gaolkeeper sleeping as he had hoped he might, secure in the knowledge that no sane man or woman would take it in mind to rescue a convicted witch. He muffled the cell keys in his gloved palm before taking them up in his other hand.

He edged down the stairs to one side to lessen their creaking, relaxed when he touched the earthen floor. He unlocked the cell where Jan lay asleep with his back turned, and left the door ajar. Returned the keys, returned to his horse, returned home unseen and unchallenged.

He had done what he could do. The rest must needs care for itself.

—

Mere days before he was set to be hanged, Michael’s serving-boy disappeared.

There was much discontent and uproar in the town because of it, and though several mobs of searchers marched out with torches, no trace of him was ever found. Michael imagined many suspected him of interfering, but none were ever able to prove it of him; he had left no trace that would lead back to himself. Nor could he be accused of aught else in place of freeing a prisoner. He was not pursuing any of his servants now, after all.

He had hoped a little, deep within his breast, that Jan might come to him, but was not disappointed when the boy did not. It would not have been safe, and Michael supposed in truth he had never believed that it would happen. He was glad the boy had gone free, and tried to believe that it was enough for him, nearly shunned though he was now by all and feared by many.

Dreams followed him as he drifted into late autumn, however; bright and dark dreams at once, powerful and stunning. In them Jan came to him, bare as he had been on the grass beneath the sun and on the boards beneath the moon, a wild and gorgeous thing. Jan fell upon him and covered him in kisses, covered him in warmth and love and sweetness, in temptation and the voluptuous call of all things ill. In his dreams Jan became the devil, laughing, tempting him; then he became Christ his savior, loving him, forgiving him, calling him home. He was the monster, the secret lover, the fear and desperation, and he was the bridegroom, the true lover, the hope and peace, and always, either way, he was the wolf, the wolf, which neither saved nor damned but came instead to set him free. He teased and embraced, harmed and healed, and it was all one, it was all the same, he did it all at once and did not hesitate. In this dream he knew, and was soothed by the knowledge — that Jan was, had always been, both things, all things, in one.

And as the first breath of snow began to enter the air, one night he woke from this dream again in a dark room, and knew that he was not alone.

Hot breath spilled across his face; a second’s pause, and then coarse fur touched his arm. As his eyes grew stronger, dim moonlight caught around its shape. He sat up abed, nerves all alight, waiting breathless for the silence to speak.

It was the same voice, and his heart rejoiced at it: low and rumbling, slow and sly. “Do you renounce me?” it asked him, a soft growl in the darkness that nonetheless filled the whole world. “Will you renounce me, and my damnation?” And, in the same breath, although a rather different tone: “Will you renounce me, and my salvation?”

“No,” Michael said, and now he did not hesitate. “I will renounce neither, no part of you, for I need every one. I say to you a third time what I have said twice before: you have my soul. Save it or damn it, it’s all one to me. It’s yours, to do with as you will.”

And now the wolf was silent, as though surprised to hear these words.

Then it laughed, and its hot chuffing breath made him close his eyes again in surrender. “Then I give it to you again, set free,” it said. “If you will not renounce me, Michael Clarke, then renounce yourself. Shed your winter coat, and follow.”

And after only a moment’s pause to consider, Michael did.

—

In the forests that stood strong, well outside the swelling curve of towns built by sons of Englishmen, two large and handsome wolves came to dwell by a small creek that cut its way between the trees. They hunted nights in each other’s company, howled their greetings to the moon, and took their kills to sleep in the cool of a cave, below a tiny waterfall where the water tumbled down a shelf of rock. There were few trappers and tribesmen in that part of the woods even then, but the few who spotted the wolves were impressed by them, and wondered; but in the end all of them, understanding to some degree, went away and let them be.

—————————-

Notes:

Michael Clarke is fictional, but based loosely — very loosely — on Nicholas Sension, a wealthy occupant of Windsor, Connecticut in the middle of the seventeenth century. Sension’s fascinating case is outlined in greater detail in Richard Godbeer’s Sexual Revolution in Early America (p. 45-50). I’ve done quite a bit, of course, to soften the edges of his story and make it more palatable to a modern reader (a little less with the imbalance/abuse of power between master and servant IF YOU PLEASE LOL). The real Sension was eventually sentenced to whipping and public shaming for “attempted sodomy,” since insufficient witnesses could be produced to convict him of the capital crime of actual sodomy, and finished his life with the entirety of his property “in bond for his good behavior,” as Godbeer puts it. I confess I like my ending for him better.

YES, I HAVE AN ACADEMIC BASIS FOR MY BL STORY. OBVIOUSLY I AM UNCLEAR ON THE CONCEPT. orz

You get no cookies at all for guessing what Jan is short for.

Naturally I’ve also played sort of fast and loose with seventeenth-century New England life and theology, but honestly less so than I expected. And remember, if you enjoyed this story, please do consider voting for it in the 2006 category of Best Use Of ‘Yard’ As A Penis Euphemism And Of The Word ‘Shew’ In A Work Of Pornographic Short Fiction.

The end!


Our Lady of the Immaculate Heart

by Tsukizubon Saruko (月図凡然る子)

Christina stepped out of the deathly heat inside the bus into the deathly heat outside it, which was equal if not greater but at least not so stale. It wasn’t a long ride from Fishkill, but both her undershirt and blouse were already sticking to the skin on the backs of her shoulders, and she could feel sweat trickling little warm rills down the path of her spine. It was a few days into September, but there was no sign as of yet the world had noticed, or might be considering opening its hands and letting August go. She supposed she could have gotten a ride, probably a cooler ride, back to school, but after the fights and silences of the end of the summer she’d thought it better to look after herself. To seem to disappear, like a ghost or a bad dream at dawn. She supposed that was what they’d wanted all along.

The bus’s exhaust made a shimmering haze in the air as the driver lifted her trunk and smaller shoulder-bag from the luggage compartment, and as she stood by, fanning herself with her hand and squinting into the sun. The driver carried the bags to the gates, and there looked uncertain, but Christina favored him with a polite but firm smile that told him his work was done, and he set them down, tipped his hat to her, and went back to the driver’s seat. She took the trunk’s short leash in her hand, slung the shoulder-bag where it belonged beside her purse, and tossed her sticky hair back from her sticky cheek so she could look ahead. It was nice to be back here, she had to admit, at least compared to being anywhere else.

The bus groaned into life again and pulled away behind her, and she dragged the trunk on its rickety little wheels between the two stone pillars on either side of the school drive, where the open, graceful, wrought-iron gates attached. A little ways past them she began to fall in line with the other girls, most of them in laughing, talking clusters, at some stage of making their way up the driveway to Our Lady of the Immaculate Heart. She didn’t laugh or talk with anyone, but she made her way, just the same.

—

Our Lady was probably the best Catholic school for girls in the upstate region, and almost certainly the best one that boarded. The Hagertys had insisted on it for her, pushed her to work for the scholarship in junior high school, and she had obeyed them as always. It had a brother boys’ school, St. Luke’s, half a mile away; the two occasionally swapped students for coveted classes, and would hold a sternly chaperoned senior prom together in May, at the Elks’ Club uptown. Christina’s foster brother Patrick attended there, although he wasn’t due back for another week. Quite a few of the girls who graduated from Our Lady — who hadn’t already met promising husbands at St. Luke’s, that was — went on to Vassar, no more than a twenty-minute drive down the road.

Senior year many girls had single rooms, but not the ones on scholarships and “budget housing”; Christina was to be tucked in a tiny fourth-floor double with Sally Fuller, an unfortunate name for a morose, round, doughy girl who looked destined to become somebody’s maiden aunt. Sally and Christina got on reasonably well, though, which was better than she could say for most of the girls in her class. They tended to think she was far more stuck-up than was merited for someone who was Irish, who didn’t know her real parents, and who wasn’t rich (not necessarily in that order), and she tended to think it was absolutely not worth trying to talk them out of it. Aside from a few daily comments meant to be overheard and smirks only half-hidden behind cupped hands, though, she had never really come in for any special meanness, and supposed she wasn’t worth the bother. It was too hard to get much of a rise, in any case.

Except, well… sometimes.

She dragged her trunk past the main office, with its American flag, enormous crucifix, and large framed portrait of President Eisenhower in uneasy community on the wallspace behind the bustling nuns and secretary, and into the glossy dark wood and brick of the downstairs hallway. Hauling it up the four flights of stairs was quite a bit more difficult, especially with the sun blaring outside; she was puffing by the end of that, and drenched in sweat, her face so slick her glasses were threatening to slip off her nose. Not particularly ladylike.

Less than five steps from the top, the sweat on her tired hand just got too slick, and she lost her grip on the handstrap. She let out a little cry of frustration and dismay as the trunk went sliding and she scrambled to catch it back again — and a hand shot from behind her and snatched the strap firm and hard, hauling the whole rig up to sit firmly on the top steps. Christina panted, shut her eyes, swallowed some of her breath.

“Thank you,” she said, and turned, and found Sharon Goshe standing beside her trunk with a hand resting on it, grinning at her. This wasn’t exactly a surprise, but it was still difficult to classify into pleasant or unpleasant. Sharon hung around with a lot of the girls who most actively hated Christina, and you couldn’t exactly call her nice, but she wasn’t exactly hostile, either. Just irritating in a way that was entirely her own. She stood only a little shorter than Christina, and probably a good forty pounds up the scale; she was no Sally Fuller, but Christina was very slender (scrawny, if you were a Debbie Stephens or a Leona St. Clair, say), and Sharon was big-framed and curvy by nature, and strong by virtue of being field hockey captain two years running. She had a startling fall of auburn hair, deep reds in dark browns, which she seemed to only barely bother curling at the ends, wearing it parted on the side and hanging to her shoulderblades. She wore makeup and nail polish and heavy earrings and bracelets, and even the years of small disciplines for these infractions had not been able to eliminate them. She was wearing street clothes now — civilian clothes, Christina thought — a halter dress that showed her freckled shoulders on top and was well estranged from her knees at the hem, but even when she was in uniform her blouses fit tight, and she rolled up the waistbands of the skirts beneath them to hike up the hemlines. Years of nuns measuring the difference with the same rulers that then exacted punishment had been likewise unable to dissuade her. Christina had heard stories of St. Luke’s boys climbing in and out of her dormitory window for years now, and saw no reason to disbelieve them. Sharon could probably make a boy climb most anywhere, and probably would just for that reason.

“You’re back early,” Sharon observed, still smirking at her. “Just couldn’t wait for Sister Margaret’s nose hair, or are the cops looking for the bodies you’ve got stuffed in here?” She thumped the top of Christina’s trunk on here. Christina elected to ignore the question.

“So are you.” She brushed past, to start pulling at the trunk again, and Sharon turned with her to stay in eye contact range. “Watch out so I don’t bump you.”

“Need a hand?”

“I’m fine — ” She yanked the trunk up to the top of the steps only with a Herculean effort, though, and knew Sharon knew it; she hovered at the top for a moment, holding onto the trunk, wiping sweaty hair out of her eyes, and Sharon stayed where she was.

“Up on fourth again, huh?” Christina thought this exceedingly obvious and didn’t dignify it with a response. She didn’t know why Sharon had to grin like that. “It’s going to be nasty up there, when it’s this hot outside.”

Christina shrugged. “I guess I’ll live.” Sharon laughed, which she had a full-bodied, unselfconscious way of doing that made her large bosom do alarming things. “Thanks for the catch, anyway.”

“No problem.” Sharon turned and headed down the stairs, waving with her back turned. “I’m on second. Drop by sometime if you ever need condoms, God knows everyone else does.”

And for a second after this bit of wit, Christina actually found her mouth opening to ask — and shut it again right away, grimacing a little. Asking Sharon? Really? She had to be crazy to even think about it. And anyway, she’d been over this; it was nothing. Nothing. No big deal at all.

And putting the whole summer out of her mind, she grabbed hold of her trunk again and dragged it down the hall toward her room, and the new school year.

—

School started out more or less normally: the new ninth-grade girls looking even more impossibly young than the year before, the classes harder (though not by much), the nuns easier and easier to get around. Christina took calculus and physics in tiny groups of three and four girls, lost in arching classrooms paneled with dark wood and pierced with high vaulted windows. She’d always been good at math, although she didn’t imagine much would come of it. They read Shakespeare and Chaucer dutifully in English class, picking through poetry haltingly and out loud. That was sixth period, in the dead becalmed lull between lunch and the day-end dissolve into sports and chores and homework, when the sun lay still in the classroom. Sharon sat three seats ahead and to the left of Christina, close to the windows, and sometimes Christina’s eyes would fall on her hair and rest there, watching the afternoon light pick out the red embers buried in its brown, watching the strands that touched the nape of her neck glow — sometimes for long minutes, until Sister Elizabeth called on her and she caught herself again.

She didn’t think about much; the beginning of the school year was too busy, and she was glad. She worked, ate, slept, worked, read privately from secondhand copies of Virginia Woolf books she’d gotten for herself, watched Sharon Goshe’s hair in sixth period English, avoided most everyone else (except for Sally Fuller, who was unavoidable, and anyway spent too much time writing poetry and theorizing how scientists were going to destroy the world to be much of a bother). And for a while, all but the tiny, nagging voice still at the back of her mind thought it might really be all right.

—

“Do you have a pad?”

Christina jerked a little, startled, and turned her face up to the blurry shape standing there; she hadn’t gotten her glasses back on yet, and most of everything in the locker room was still blurry shapes. It was Sharon’s voice, though, and that made her a little uncomfortable for reasons she couldn’t exactly specify. She hadn’t put her glasses back on because she hadn’t put her blouse back on, and she sat in her uniform skirt and her undershirt draped from her thin shoulders, but what did it matter? They were all girls.

“Um, no.” She fumbled the horn-rims off the remains of her stack of clothes, nearly dropped them, then put them on. It was definitely Sharon, and she nearly dropped her glasses again even though they were now firmly on her face. The other girl was still damp from her shower, her wet clinging hair more dark than red, and wrapped casually in her towel as she stood leaning on the bank of lockers where Christina’s was. Her toenails, Christina noticed for no good reason, were painted a pale pink that seemed to iridesce in the fluorescent lights, like mother-of-pearl. Most everyone else had dressed and left by now, only a few girls Christina didn’t know tidying up at the far end, and one she did a little closer by; that was Georgia Sands, Sharon’s co-captain of the field hockey team, a tall slim girl with an impossibly long blonde ponytail who would have been strikingly beautiful if she had any expressions but ‘sullen’, shrugging back into her silver crucifix over her uniform blouse. Georgia was one of the few people Sharon spent time with who wasn’t especially hostile to Christina, since Georgia made it clear in every word and gesture that she hated everyone in the world with perfect equity. She and Sharon fought and snipped at each other constantly in every class Christina saw them in together, which made her wonder vaguely about the state of the field hockey team. P.E. had finished fifteen minutes ago, and she didn’t know what Sharon was doing still hanging around like that, but… well, actually she guessed she did.

“No, sorry. I ran out and never got more.” Her tongue wanted to add something else, something that would proclaim her innocence, guess I should try to remember, but she stopped it. Sharon would think whatever she thought.

Sharon blew a strand of wet hair off her forehead and bounced a little, impatiently, on her feet; without even what clothing she normally wore, bouncing like that crossed the line from alarming and went all the way to scandalous. “Shoot. I guess I’ll have to beg one off Megan before lunch.” She glanced down at Christina then, and grinned. “What?”

Christina blinked, trying to look less uneasy than she felt. “…What what?”

“You see anything green?” Sharon didn’t really seem offended, though; her grin was getting wider even as she planted her fists on her hips. Christina looked back at her uniform blouse anyway, trying to get it ready to put back on with oddly uncooperative hands.

“Aren’t you going to get dressed?” she asked quietly, instead of responding to that. And she was definitely expecting Sharon to have some sort of retort to that one — and probably something she wouldn’t want to hear, something no girl but Sharon would ever think about saying out loud — but she didn’t. She looked at Christina a moment longer, and then laughed, and went back to her locker, unraveling the towel from around her as she went. Christina looked back at the buttons of her own blouse in a hurry. She sat hearing Sharon humming from the side bank of lockers and the rustlings of her putting back on her uniform, trying not to be so aware of it all, trying not to keep thinking about why she hadn’t remembered to get more sanitary napkins: because she hadn’t needed them since July.

Of course there was no cause for concern. It was probably perfectly normal for a thin girl to miss a period now and then, or even two, especially if the girl in question hadn’t been sleeping well or eating much. It was probably normal for someone in that state to feel sick and tired and sore sometimes, too. All perfectly normal. All nothing to worry about.

Sharon left, still humming, her bag slung over her shoulder, and Georgia and the other two girls did too, and Christina stayed, staring into her lap. She lost most of the break that way, and had to run down the hall in the end, to make it to History on time.

—

It was true that Sharon had always seemed to have an odd sort of interest in her; she would speak to Christina when no one else would, and even if she was never exactly friendly, Christina couldn’t exactly put her finger on what she was. She supposed under the circumstances it was only natural to be interested back. She responded to Sharon in the same cool way she did everyone who came too far into her space to be ignored, but only Sharon seemed to like it, as though it were a game they were competing in and rattling Christina was just a little bit of sport that would be fun for both of them, instead of a random cruelty. Maybe that was why she was the only one who ever really succeeded; maybe Christina even let her. She just couldn’t tell.

She was drinking from the water fountain in the largely deserted main hallway (she’d left lunch early, tired of reading at her empty table), when a warm prankish hand cupped one cheek of her protruding bottom — too warm, too intimate, up under her skirt. She jerked forward hard — harder than the situation demanded, nearly panicking in a way it definitely didn’t deserve — and got droplets on her glasses and a spray of water sluiced across the front of her blouse for her efforts. She shot upright and whirled around so hard she fell back with her fanny against the water fountain this time, only to face Sharon, close by and already laughing.

“Sorry, sorry,” she was saying, maybe noticing the bad reaction, Christina’s wide eyes through the dark curls across her face, “just couldn’t resist… Here, let me get that.” She stepped into the angle of Christina’s legs and scrubbed with her fingers at the wet spot on Christina’s shirt, across the top of her breast, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Her smirk didn’t seem to suggest she actually thought so, though.

“It’s… okay.” Trying feebly for some sort of composure, trying to back away and only running up against the fountain again. There was probably another wet spot on her skirt now, and probably Sharon would take it in her head to fondle that one too. Not that she hadn’t already. Christina brushed ineffectually at her hand. “It’s all right, I’ll take care of it.”

For one reason or another her nipples were standing out hard against her blouse, managing to defeat the resistance of both undershirt and stiff school-uniform fabric, and the side of Sharon’s hand brushed the nearest one as she pulled her hand away. Christina tried to suppress her hiss of breath, and while she was at it to believe it had been accidental. Sharon put her hands on either side of Christina’s hips instead, bracing their palms on the water fountain. They were close enough to kiss. “Sorry. Really. You just have such a cute little butt — I wish I were that skinny.”

“What is the matter with you?” Christina returned — almost hard enough to be a snap, almost losing her temper that much, and the widening of Sharon’s grin said it was all part of the game — “Didn’t anyone ever teach you to keep your hands to yourself?”

“Nope,” Sharon said cheerfully, and knocked a lock of Christina’s hair out of her eyes with one finger, making Christina look up at her again. “You like it, admit it.”

“I do not.” The water was almost gone now anyway, faded to no more than a slightly wrinkled patch. She took her hands away, and couldn’t find a good place for them. Sharon just kept grinning wider, like it might split her head in two if she kept going.

“Yeah? You really don’t?” She leaned in, her hair tickling the side of Christina’s cheek, her red lips close to Christina’s ear. “If I reached up under your skirt and put my fingers down in your little panties, I really wouldn’t find you wet?”

Almost on cue there was a loud clunk of the dining room door, and muffled laughing voices came clear into the hallway as a group of girls emerged; Christina jerked, and Sharon pushed off from the fountain and walked away as naturally as could be, without making even a second’s eye contact. Christina stared after her anyway, completely flabbergasted (and a little rubbery about the knees), as she walked away down the hall, her hands linked behind her back; and as if she’d known Christina would be watching — of course she’d known Christina would be watching — after a moment Sharon unlinked them and shook them off, deliberately, so that Christina could see the drops of wetness flicked away from her palms and fingers. Just water from the fountain, from where she’d been holding on. Even so.

—

She would never know if that afternoon put off her decision longer than it might otherwise have been, or if it actually made it easier to make somehow, but in the end it probably didn’t matter. She would have been driven to it one way or another.

It was a Saturday morning — thankfully, not a weekday with a morning class or a Sunday when she would have had to go to chapel — in the middle of October, and the mid-autumn light of 6 a.m. streamed cool blue and beautiful through the bathroom window as Christina crouched hunkered with her knees up to her chest in the end toilet stall, throwing up into the bowl. The last time had been Tuesday, and she had tried frantically to believe it was stomach flu, or something she’d eaten; had succeeded, in fact, enough to convince Sister Margaret she was sick and stay in bed through morning classes. But now it was Saturday, and she thought she might be ready to stop trying to believe things. Maybe even to stop trying not to believe the only one that really felt like the truth. There was a slight hardness to her belly now, a firmness, not really anything you would notice, especially not with her so thin, but it was there, and no stomach flu had put it there. She knew. To be totally honest, she’d probably known all along.

She flushed and hovered there for a long moment longer, her lips slack and slick, her hair hanging around her face, her glasses tucked neatly into her left hand. Finally she groped up for the wall and pulled herself up, shuffling out to the sinks and rinsing her mouth, brushing her teeth, washing her face. She put her glasses back on and looked at herself in the mirror, and saw a thin eighteen-year-old girl with all the cold wave mostly slept out of her short dark hair, who looked pale, tired, and stupid.

She didn’t go back to her room, where the gloomy mountain of Sally Fuller slept on in the other bed, not even to get dressed or try to do something with her hair. She just crept in her robe down the side stairs and to the first floor.

At first she didn’t think Sharon would answer her knock, and then a long string of grumbling started thinly somewhere deep in the room, and gradually gained thickness and strength as it approached the door, ending in a “What?” just as the door flung open. There was no question that she’d woken Sharon, who was a mess of hair above her puffy, annoyed face and in a little camisole with tiny shorts, but a part of her couldn’t really regret it. Seeing her face, Sharon’s face shuttled through a bleary gamut of responses: from annoyance to amused speculation, then slowly to concern as she really saw how Christina looked. “…Hi. What’s going on?”

“I need help,” Christina said. Her arms had locked around herself somehow, and she was staring somewhere in the space between their feet, hers slippered, Sharon’s bare. She tried to think of how to phrase things, but before she could really get anywhere with it, her mouth had decided for her. “I’m pregnant.”

She didn’t look at Sharon’s face, not wanting to see the reaction, but for a moment she imagined it wouldn’t have mattered anyway; her eyes were too blurry, and she couldn’t have seen a thing. She felt Sharon’s arm curl around her shoulders, though, the skin still bed-warm, and allowed herself to be led into the room and the door shut behind her. And after that there was really no need to look.

—

“My foster brother’s friend,” Christina said later, when she could talk again, and when Sharon asked. They were sitting on the bed, turned to each other, Christina staring into her lap at the unopened Mars bar she was playing with between her hands. Sharon had offered it from her small but respectable in-room stash, saying chocolate was the best happy pills she had to offer, but Christina wanted to wait on it until her stomach was a little more certain. “His name is Lars, I think. Lars something.” She glanced up at Sharon and caught her in a look of relief, and raised her eyebrows. Sharon’s mouth twisted into a rueful half-grin.

“Sorry. Just… for a second I thought you were going to say your foster brother. At least that’s something, right?”

Christina shrugged, which was the best she could do without looking too shocked. She would have laughed at even the suggestion of such a thing about Pat before this summer, but now… “…I guess you could say I’m sort of the good egg, and Pat’s sort of the bad one. They adopted us at the same time. Mrs. Hagerty can’t have children of her own, and they believe in big families, or at least middle-sized ones, so they went to the Catholic orphanage two towns over and picked out a boy and a girl with dark hair, like them. I was six and he was five, I think. I don’t remember much. Not my real parents either.” She paused, turning the Mars bar upside down, to think. “They let Pat get away with more, so he does it. Lars is one of the friends he goes smoking and drinking and drag-racing with. Greasy hair and their shirt collars turned up and everything. I think they’re telling themselves he’ll grow out of it.” She thought Sharon might laugh at that, but she didn’t, just nodded. “He, um…” She put her hand up to her face and scratched the side of her nose with one finger, bumping her glasses out of the way to do it. Crying under her glasses always made her itchy somehow. “Lars came over one day and they were doing something, I don’t know what, and then Patrick went out to the store. I was in my room, I usually stay in my room when Pat’s friends are over. Lars came in.” She couldn’t look at Sharon, so she looked out the window instead, the candy bar drooping out of one of her hands. “I thought he was just. You know. Kidding around, at first. Trying to scare me. He was, I guess, but then he saw I couldn’t stop him or go anywhere, and…” Her head dropped, and her glasses slid down, lending the world a blessed lack of clarity.

Sharon had gone very still. When Christina stopped talking, she said, calmly, “You want me to kill this guy?” Christina looked up, half smiling wanly, and found Sharon completely expressionless. “I’m completely serious. I know some people. I could get it done.”

She spent a long time staring into Sharon’s face, but couldn’t get the measure of whether or not she was telling the truth. There just wasn’t enough emotion to make for a cue. In the end, it probably didn’t matter either way; somehow the thought that Sharon didn’t mean it but was bragging about such a thing was even more frightening.

“I should have done something, I guess,” she finally said, almost apologetically. Letting it be read as a no. “Kicked him and run away, or something. I just froze. Pat would have come back — ” Would he have done anything? “Really, it’s my — ”

Sharon’s hand caught around hers, startling her into stopping, making her drop the Mars bar. “If you’re going to say it’s your fault, stop and think whether you really mean think that’s true,” she said, with unexpected viciousness. All this intensity was a little funny coming out of a girl still in her pajamas, Christina thought but chose not to point out. “Because if you do, God help you, ’cause as much as I might like to I can’t. There’s nothing I can do for somebody with no goddamn self-respect to begin with.”

Christina could have argued that interpretation, she guessed, but she didn’t. She let it — and the taking of the Lord’s name in vain — slide for now, and thought. Really thought, seriously and long. At the end of it she shook her head. “No,” she said, finally. “I guess I don’t think that.” Sharon nodded, and sat back, and she kept talking.

“I told the Hagertys, but they asked Patrick, and he said I was lying,” she said. A little steadier now; this part was easier to talk about. It was easier to be angry than scared. “He said… I’d been leading Lars on, flirting with him, and he tried to get fresh with me because of it, and so I wanted to get him in trouble. He’s a boy, so they believed him. They told me whatever happened, it’s a girl’s responsibility to keep a boy from giving into his urges.” She was at least gratified — oh, tell the truth; relieved — to see that Sharon looked mad enough to spit all over again, too. “I kept trying to argue with them, but they wouldn’t listen. I finally gave up.” Her hands twisted together in her lap, twisting up a bit of her robe in place of the candy bar. “…And then this.”

Sharon reached for her knee and just touched it with her fingertips. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know,” Christina said, and it was almost the truth. “They’ll still never believe me about why it happened. They’ll just think I’m a tramp instead of a tease.” She was startled to hear some of that viciousness moved over to her own voice, and tried to clamp down on it. “…And I’ll get thrown out of school, and then out of the house. They’ll never pay for me to keep going to school here, let alone to college, or anything like that. The best I could hope for is to find someone to marry, and… I’ve never even had a boyfriend.” This was not quite the name of the misgivings she had about the idea of marriage, but it came close enough.

“It sounds to me like you do know,” Sharon said quietly. Christina didn’t move for a little while.

“It’s a sin,” she finally heard herself saying. “It doesn’t even matter what anybody says. I’d know it was anyway.” She thought for a moment, then sighed. “But, yes. I guess… I do know, or I wouldn’t have come to you.” Then how that sounded sank in, and she looked up with startled, sorry eyes, only to find Sharon laughing.

“Yeah, I guess my reputation precedes me,” she agreed, with at least apparent good cheer, and Christina relaxed a little. “I’ve actually never had one myself, but only because nobody gets in or out without a rubber.” She grinned and winked at Christina with this, who made a vague attempt to smile back and not look scandalized. “But I know how to get it done. When do you want to go?”

“It has to be pretty soon. I’m going to start showing.”

Sharon gave her a critical glance. “…Probably not for a while, but I guess I understand wanting to get it over with. Can you give me a week?”

“That sounds fine.” There was a dreamy feeling creeping into everything she was saying, like she couldn’t possibly be having this conversation. She wondered how long it would persist. Maybe all the way until everything was over. That might be nice.

Sharon nodded, and patted her knee. “I know someone in the Bronx — a friend of a friend. She’s a real doctor, most of the time, so she knows her stuff just fine, and you can get appointments with her to take care of little extra problems. I’ll give her a call and try to get you in next weekend. Does that sound okay?”

“Yes…”

“Hey.” She glanced up, and found Sharon tilting her head to meet her downcast eyes, looking serious again but not too serious, not to any degree that failed to be soothing. “It’ll be okay. I’ll take care of you.”

And without thinking she reached out and took Sharon’s hand from her knee, and clasped it between both of hers. “I believe you,” she said.

—

Sharon managed to make an appointment for the following Friday night; “date night,” she called it half-jokingly, and Christina almost found it in her heart to think it was a little funny. She would have the weekend to rest afterward, which Sharon insisted was important. She knelt and prayed every night that week — prayed hard, and intensely, she thought enough to make Sally a little uncomfortable. There was no reply that she could discern.

She woke up on Friday with anxiety twisting her already unruly guts, sat through a day of classes that seemed to go on forever. That evening, at eight o’clock as they’d agreed, she went down to Sharon’s room, waiting while Sharon tossed through the room and muttered to herself over a last few things. Then they climbed out the window into the bushes, as quietly as possible since it was early on a weekend night. It was surprisingly easy. Maybe she’d overestimated the dedication of the St. Luke’s boys.

The taxi picked them up a block or so away from the school’s front gate, with an affable enough middle-aged man driving it, who seemed delighted to see them. Well he should be; it was nearly a two-hour drive to the Bronx from here, which came to a small fortune on the meter. It was a frankly absurd thing to do, but Sharon had insisted that they were not taking the bus for this, and Christina hadn’t exactly been inclined to argue. Sharon was paying for it, and for the operation, and refused to hear it when Christina expressed any discomfort or desire to pay her back. She had plenty of money to throw around, she said, and stopped the conversation before it could get started. Christina suspected she felt guilty now, over the time she’d cornered Christina, and wanted to tell her it was all right, but couldn’t think how.

They talked little on the way, in fits and starts, awkwardly conscious of the cabbie’s presence and the small space. Sharon lit a cigarette after asking permission from the other two. Christina guessed she should have been surprised that Sharon smoked, but wasn’t really. She ended up asking about Sharon’s family, since Sharon already knew so much about hers, such as it was, and Sharon seemed a little surprised by the question, then amused.

“I don’t talk about it much, I guess,” she said, sucking on the filter between her lips and then tapping the coal out the cracked window. It was a cold night outside, but they were all three bundled into coats. “See, my mom’s Jewish.”

This time Christina couldn’t even pretend not to be surprised. “Really? I… I hadn’t any idea.”

Sharon glanced at her, and grinned, her lips curling out around the cigarette. “Well, no one does,” she agreed. “Because I don’t tell them, and neither does my dad. You really think I’d be in a fancy Catholic school like that if they knew I was a half-breed?” She laughed, not nicely, and Christina’s brow knotted a little at the phrase; still, she guessed it was a pretty accurate version of what some of the people running Our Lady might say. “It’s not really polite to say that sort of thing anymore, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still hear it. Boy.” She tapped ash out the window again, and blew smoke in a stream. “We live in Manhattan — Mom, Dad, and I — and there it’s not so bad. Mom’s a big activist, she’s in these Jewish women’s groups and they keep trying to organize. She and Dad are really excited about the sit-ins and stuff down South.” She glanced at Christina again. “Dad’s a professor at Columbia. I think he’s a communist.”

And this time Christina couldn’t even pretend not to be scandalized. “Sharon! What a thing to say about your own father!”

Sharon looked first perplexed, then amused. “No, I mean — he was involved in a lot of socialist groups before the war. I think he was a member of the Socialist Party, too, or something like that. I’m not sure when or if they really had something like that, but that’s what he says.” Christina found herself a little embarrassed, but mostly bewildered, so she kept quiet. “We were pretty scared during the hearings, though. I was only eleven or twelve and I didn’t really realize what was going on, but I got that if something got slipped up or somebody told on Daddy, he could go to jail or worse. He got through it all right, though. He’s smart. Really smart, actually.”

Christina was nodding. “That doesn’t surprise me.” Sharon glanced at her, eyebrows raised, and she shrugged with a faint smile. “So are you.”

Sharon flapped a hand at her dismissively, although she looked pleased. “Nah, not me. Just the town bicycle.” She dragged on her cigarette again, her red lips wrapped around it tight. In the dim shadows Christina thought she looked like an old movie star like that: Mae West, maybe, or maybe Greta Garbo. “Anyway, I grew up in some funny circumstances, I guess. Mom and Dad know what I’m like, but I think they’re kind of proud of me. ‘As long as you’re careful,’ is all they’ll say. I am, too.”

It’s easy when you know how to be, Christina thought, but also didn’t say. She looked out the window instead, at lights approaching and receding in the darkness of the highway.

They reached the place at around 10:15, with a good quarter-hour to spare before Christina’s “appointment.” The street corner where the cab driver dropped them off was dark, shabby, and mostly deserted, and he seemed a little worried about leaving them there, but many of his fears seemed to evaporate after Sharon paid him — cash, of course. She reminded him that they needed a pick-up around midnight; he assured them it was taken care of. The cab drove off finally, and they walked around the corner and through two blocks of bad neighborhood to a little brick rowhouse squeezed in among a dozen identical siblings. The woman who let them in was dressed in a doctor’s white coat, and was of late middle age, bespectacled, and possessed of a quiet, professional demeanor that Christina found intensely soothing. Sharon waited in what was obviously a converted living room, and the doctor led Christina to what was obviously a converted kitchen. Although the house itself was a bit run-down, a great deal of determined effort seemed to have been made toward cleanliness and sterility in this room, and she found herself wondering, cynically, how people without a ton of money (or a rich benefactor) ever managed to get through this alive.

It hurt, but not much; what hurt worse was knowing she was damned, and in a way she never could have explained to Sharon, who seemed to somehow live in a world without such threats yawning at her feet. It was a sin, it had to be, and she would stay damned for it because she could never confess it. She couldn’t place that much trust in the two priests who served Our Lady. If what had happened here, what she had done, ever came back to the Hagertys, by any means, her life would be gone. She thought maybe her decision was selfish, and was entirely sure she was damned for all of it, but was equally sure there was no other option. And when there was no other option, by God and the Lord Jesus, she would take the one that was open. Maybe someday even damnation could be washed clean again. Maybe someday she would even stop thinking that was what it was.

Afterward she lay with her head on the pillow the doctor had tucked gently under it, on the best operating table available for such things, the overhead light too bright in the haze the painkillers had left behind. Sharon came in at some point and held her hand, and salt water ran absently from her eyes in streams that dripped into her ears, and she thought Hail Marys to herself in a kind of dizzy fugue until it occurred to her to wonder why, and how she thought the Virgin could be expected to be sympathetic to this sort of thing. After all, she’d kept her unwanted pregnancy.

At midnight Sharon supported her on her shoulders and helped her back to where the cab was waiting, and they went home. She cried for a while as they drove, and Sharon held her, and then finally she fell asleep on Sharon’s shoulder. They went back to Sharon’s room, with no need for discussion, and she slept there, in Sharon’s bed, curled in her arms. And she had the whole weekend to rest.

—

She got better; and the next few months passed without incident.

Except that she and Sharon were sort of friends after that, sort of more than friends actually, and only “sort of” because Sharon seemed to have trouble really being friends with anyone. But she became openly friendly with Christina — much to the consternation of her hangers-on, who eventually learned to overlook this sort of behavior as they did much of what Sharon did with herself — even invading her solitary table in the cafeteria at lunches. And it was here, in the early winter near the end of that year, that Sharon made the challenge.

“So where do you want to go for college?” she asked at the table one afternoon, sucking on the straw in her glass of juice with half her mouth. “Vassar?”

Christina wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “It’s a good school, I guess, but… I don’t know about another four years of mostly the same thing.” She swept a hand vaguely at the rest of the cafeteria.

Sharon nodded. “And I don’t know about you, but I’m getting sick of ‘pretty good, for a girl.'” Christina wasn’t remotely aware that she had been getting sick of any such thing, but didn’t bother saying so. “I don’t think I could break into any of the old boys’ clubs, but… Father David’s always crowing about me in History, and he suggested Stanford.”

“Stanford,” Christina echoed, and considered, disemboweling her Jello. “That’s a really good school. You think you could?”

Sharon shrugged. “Nah. But it sounded good. You know, for something to think about.”

Christina frowned, sitting up in her chair a little. Her food was probably relieved. She’d never really had much of an appetite to start with. “Don’t sell yourself short. I think you could do it in a heartbeat. Probably Harvard, too, if you really wanted.”

Sharon laughed, and kicked back a little. “This is why I keep you around, you know. You’re good for my ego.” Christina’s eyes narrowed, and she leaned across the table, narrowly missing putting an elbow in what was left of dessert.

“Apply,” she said. “I bet you you get in. Anything you want.” Sharon’s interest, as she might have suspected, was caught immediately.

“Anything?” Christina faltered, then firmed, and nodded. It was her future they were talking about, after all. It was worth a little of Sharon’s — teasing, or whatever it was. “Well, how about you?” Sharon said instead, though, and that actually managed to startle her. “I bet you you could get in too.”

“Oh, I didn’t say — ”

“Come on!” Sharon laughed again, and leaned her elbow on the table and her chin on her fist. “I’m not going to Stanford alone.”

…There was absolutely no reason for Sharon’s saying that to make Christina’s heart flutter inside her.

“All right, fine,” she said, at last. “But I have much less chance of getting in than you do, I bet.”

“Yeah?” Sharon’s grin just kept getting wider. “Anything I want?”

“…Yes.”

Sharon fell quiet after that, for a moment, and they went through what remained of the meal mostly in companionable silence. Until at last she said, with no preamble, “I’ve got it.”

“…What?” She thought it was only fair to be hesitant. Girls were moving around tables all around them, and as always some were looking at them. Sharon just grinned, though. Well, it wasn’t exactly a grin anymore; now it was more of a leer.

“Kiss me,” she said, and it took Christina so by surprise she almost ruined the terms by complying on the spot. …At least, that was the only explanation she could think of. “If you get into Stanford, you have to kiss me.”

Christina opened her mouth, then closed it. There were half a dozen protests she could raise against this — chief among them that she hadn’t really intended on betting on any such thing in the first place — but somehow she didn’t seem to want to. “Fine,” she said, doing her best to say it with such eye-rolling amusement that Sharon would think she wasn’t taking it seriously. “And if you get in, what do I get?”

“What do you want?”

She thought about this, couldn’t come up with anything that didn’t either sound suggestive or like a lame excuse, and settled on a lame excuse. “You… have to do my physics homework for a week.”

Sharon groaned, but it seemed like she was the one with the genuine eye-rolling amusement here. “Oh, boy. I don’t think you’re supposed to be punishing yourself, you know…” She shrugged agreement, though, and shook Christina’s hand, startling her a little. “It’s a deal, then.”

“It’s a deal,” Christina agreed, and followed Sharon up to put away their dishes with a strange, inexplicable little smile on her lips.

—

They applied, and Christina more or less forgot about it until mid-spring, when the letter came, and when Sharon came strolling into sixth period English with a little cat-smile on her lips. She came over to Christina’s desk (fortunately not seeing Christina fumbling frantically with her bookbag), fetched a melodramatic sigh, and dropped a cream-colored envelope on top of her books.

Christina didn’t even have to ask what it was. Her heart immediately put on speed — much more than it had when she’d checked her own similar envelope, which she chose not to examine too closely. She looked up at Sharon, but Sharon wasn’t looking back at her, just leaning on the desk with her eyes turned innocently skyward. Christina gave up and opened the envelope, fumbled out the sheet of paper, and read with dawning delight.

“Sharon, that’s wonderful!” She was up and hugging Sharon before she could think too much about the gesture — but then, there was nothing wrong with hugging your friend in public, was there? She pulled back to arm’s length and smiled at Sharon, genuinely pleased. “I knew you could do it. Congratulations.” Sharon flapped a hand at her, looking discomfited and pleased, and she let her smile grow into a smirk. “I’ll bring my physics homework by tonight, then,” she added, and Sharon groaned with no less melodrama.

“I hope you like it done badly. Say, did you get — ?” Before Christina could draw breath to answer — or dive to finish damage control — Sharon spotted the edge of Christina’s cream envelope poking out of the top of her bookbag, where she’d been trying desperately to stuff it out of sight before Sharon came in. It wasn’t that she didn’t want Sharon to see it, exactly, it was just — well, Sharon was… Sharon, and they were in a mostly full class right now, and, well…

It was too late for any of that now, though; Sharon had already swooped in on the envelope and pulled it free, ignoring all of Christina’s stammering attempts at protest to pull it open and read the letter inside. Her spreading grin was huge, sunny, and a lot more honest than normal, Christina thought. She turned back to Christina and bent, and Christina braced herself — and then felt Sharon’s mouth barely brush the corner of her own, as chaste and closed as a sister’s kiss.

“Good job, Chris,” she said low, and stood back up to smile sweetly down into Christina’s wide-eyed face. “I guess we’re both pretty smart for girls after all.”

And before Christina could say a word — even if she’d had a word to say — Sharon was sauntering back to her seat, and Sister Elizabeth came bustling into the classroom, and there was no more chance.

—

She did bring her physics textbooks and workbook by that evening, and held them out with a small wordless smile when Sharon opened the door. Sharon, still in her uniform from the day (although with even more buttons undone on her blouse than she normally dared during classes), looked first surprised, then a mixture of amused and exasperated. “I can’t believe you’re serious about this,” she said, accepting the textbooks and putting them in on her desk. Christina followed her in a few steps, watching with the smile still seated. “I may be a whiz in History, but I have to tell you, I flunked algebra twice.”

“Well, a bet is a bet,” Christina said, and casually turned to push the door shut behind her. “And speaking of which — ”

And they were kissing. And there was nothing remotely sisterly about it.

It was easier than she’d imagined; she seemed to fit into Sharon’s arms like it was her place, her slight body’s angles fitting into the concaves of the curves of Sharon’s. Sharon’s mouth was first startled pliant, then curving away in a soft smile, and then usurped with a warm wet tongue that Christina took perfectly willingly. Of course she’d known she meant to do this, she wasn’t the sort of person who acted on impulses, but anything else it happened to mean… information suspected, perhaps, if never really known, not in any fully convincing sort of way. Still, she couldn’t summon up any particular shock with herself. Perhaps her priorities weren’t where they should be, but after having an abortion, she thought being a Lesbian seemed like relatively small change, theologically speaking. And that was just if it meant anything at all. Sharon was, after all, Sharon.

“Just didn’t want you telling anyone I’m a welsher,” she murmured into Sharon’s lips when they finally had some fraction of an inch of distance between. Sharon laughed, and the puff of warm breath was strange on such sensitive skin.

“Whatever makes you feel better…”

They were already kissing again by the end of this, staggering back a few steps, Christina’s hands fumbling up to the tail of Sharon’s blouse and pulling it away from her skirt, feeling the warmth of her skin first through the stiff starchy fabric and then directly with her palms. Sharon freed her hands from around Christina’s waist and started unbuttoning her own blouse, casually, and Christina could find nothing to object to about this; she put her hands on Sharon’s chest above the cups of her brassiere as the shirt pulled away, not exactly timidly. As she dropped her shirt away Sharon dropped fluttering kisses along Christina’s cheek, and thrust out her chest, out and up, so that her breasts — the top parts of them spilling out of the lace cups, the straps dimpling into her full rounded flesh at the shoulders and back — pushed themselves directly into the palms of Christina’s hands. She couldn’t find much to object to about that, either, although she supposed she should have done. Sharon purred at the touch, and when she could feel hard nubs of nipple under the lace Christina flicked her fingers across them, making Sharon hiss, then moan, and squirm on her feet. The wriggle itself was sort of shockingly arousing — her skirt twitched as her thighs rubbed together, had to be squeezing and rubbing between them too, it was so transparent Christina found her eyes fixed and her mouth too full of saliva. Then she flicked Sharon’s nipples again, and found herself thinking of the day in the hallway — and startled herself by grinning, a much rarer expression for her than for Sharon, and dropping one of her hands to reach up under the back of Sharon’s skirt and squeeze.

Sharon laughed, more throaty and less full-bodied now, and grabbed her, and then they hit the bed in a crazy heap, Sharon ending up kneeling on the bed next to where Christina lay on her back. “Everything okay?” she purred — Christina didn’t think she’d ever known a woman outside the movies to actually purr before — and stalked out over Christina’s body on her hands, then pushed her weight over onto just one so she could flick open the buttons of Christina’s blouse. Christina brushed her bracing wrist with her fingertips and swallowed, looking somewhere indistinct between Sharon’s shoulder and the window-blinds.

“Good,” she said softly — admitted — and closed her eyes, and there was Sharon’s mouth on hers again, hot and wet. She was lifted, and helped lift herself, and her shirt pulled away, and Sharon was petting one of her breasts through her undershirt. Her hand felt especially warm through the silky fabric, almost fever-warm.

“This is cute,” she murmured in Christina’s ear, making her feel a little heat up in her cheeks, but resolutely bite down on it. “I always thought so.”

She shrugged, trying to be as casual as Sharon at least seemed about this. “Well, I don’t really have enough up top to need a bra.”

“Mm. Lucky. And you have such nice tits, I like them…” There wasn’t much Christina could have said to that, but as if to emphasize the point Sharon bent down and very gently closed her teeth around the erect nipple showing its head through the undershirt. Christina let out a tiny cry, and sank her hands into Sharon’s hair, down into where all that red lurked like embers.

Sharon stayed where she was for long moments, teasing with her tongue and teeth until Christina was red-faced and gasping and squirming herself, and then she tugged the undershirt off over her head and tossed it on the floor, sitting back up above Christina to look down at her with a spreading smirk. Christina resisted the urge to curl her arms around herself, over her tiny green-apple breasts, and instead struggled up, breathing fast, to a half-sitting position where she could unhook Sharon’s bra and also toss it aside. Sharon smiled and pulled back a sheaf of her hair behind her shoulder, letting her breasts spill out for Christina to see — as best she could with fogged-up glasses, at least. They were really just huge, too, lying smooth and heavy against the top of Sharon’s ribcage, creamy skin marred with a few freckles at the top and large pink-brown nipples lower down. Then she nudged Christina back to lie down, flipped up her skirt, and pressed two fingers down between her parted thighs and against the damp crotch of her panties.

It occurred to her to wonder, somewhere in between crying out and pressing her fingers nearly into her mouth to keep back any other sounds, whether Sharon had done this before, with another girl. It seemed impossible to imagine that she hadn’t, but she found she didn’t like thinking about it very much. Which was also maybe not a good sign. Or maybe, in a different way, it was.

She didn’t even want Sharon to stop to slide her panties away, not even for that long and with the promise of the return, but she let it happen, and then had to press her mouth into the pillow when it was Sharon’s mouth that came back to her instead of her fingers. The wet tongue felt almost cool stroking up those lips instead, almost chilly when the air of the room hit, she was so hot there already and by comparison — Sharon kissed her, and surfaced long enough to carefully slide the glasses off her face before she could damage them, for which Christina was vaguely grateful, and she kissed the fingertips that passed her mouth on their way by with trembling lips. Then Sharon had crawled back down her, her hair soft and ticklish on Christina’s belly and making whispering sounds on her bunched-up skirt, and her tongue was teasing into the folds between her spread thighs again, her breath cooling the wetness there almost distractingly. After a long and leisurely exploration her tongue ended on Christina’s clitoris, delicately flickering across the tiny, impossibly sensitive spot. It was fast but so light, too light, it sent half-insane fever rushing up her skin and made her whimper without being able to come up with any words to say more, harder, please — 

She didn’t have to. As Sharon settled in she pressed down more firmly with her tongue, a world of soft wetness on the only part of Christina’s body that seemed to matter anymore — except for the part very slightly lower, where Sharon’s finger was easing inside her surprisingly smoothly. For all their sometimes being odd colors, at least Sharon’s nails were short. Muscles inside her were fluttering around the invader, and then drawing it in, with a kind of surprised recognition, an I know where that belongs. She might have been apprehensive about it, even panicky, if Sharon’s tongue hadn’t been making it impossible to be anything but relaxed, and as it was the feeling was actually good. Strange, almost not quite right, but… needed. Wanted. Her wet lips hungry for it, wanting it deeper. And Sharon’s tongue, all the while, playing over her clit.

At some point her knees drew up, her toes propped straining on the mattress next to Sharon’s head, just past where Sharon’s hands were gripping her hips and thighs around the outside; at some point she ended up with one hand clenched in the bedclothes and the other one clenched in the pillow, pressing it so tight against her mouth that she probably looked like she was attempting suicide by asphyxiation. There had never been anything so good, never anything so all right. And it was Sharon and Sharon and Sharon, and Sharon alone who made it so.

She wailed into the pillow like a cat when she orgasmed, and the pillow caught most of it. It was almost too much, almost too much to stand, she almost wanted it to stop before it could go all the way to blowing her wide open — Her hips bucked and shuddered against Sharon’s mouth, against Sharon’s hand, impaling herself deep on Sharon’s finger. She seemed to go on like that forever, her voice caught in Sharon’s bed, shaking with the force of pleasure, one shiver rocking her after another until finally they were all quiet and Sharon finally held still.

There was nothing for long moments, and then the slightly uncomfortable sensation of Sharon’s finger making a slow retreat from inside her with the aid of her cramping inner muscles, and then the almost pleasant one of the tip finally emerging at the end. Then Sharon was propped up over top of her again, kissing her, and she was kissing back almost sleepily, a tiny smile shaping her mouth.

“Stanford, huh,” Sharon said down into her smiling face, when either of them could speak again. “I guess you’ll be stuck with me a little while longer.”

“I guess,” said Christina, and rolled Sharon over to her back this time.

—

Her farewell to the Hagertys come August was awkward, a little, but not so bitter as the summer before, more bittersweet; she was leaving a place where she had spent her childhood, and it was always hard to go from a place like that, no matter how uncertain the relationship had been. It was only even awkward because she wanted to get out before any suspicion could infect their minds that she wasn’t telling them everything about what life at Stanford would be like. They didn’t trust California to begin with, had expressed skepticism, but in the end they had given in because they had looked in her face and seen no other option. And when there was no other option, the Hagertys also took the one that was open.

She loved them, she supposed, because all else aside they had been good to her. But it would also be good to leave.

She crested the shallow hill their driveway made to where Sharon sat on the hood of her car, smoking (which at least she had refrained from doing anywhere near the house). They were both dressed for driving, in slacks and casual blouses, a scarf around Sharon’s head. It was a long way to California from New York, and right now that suited Christina just fine. The light was gold in the trees, the cicadas singing at the top of their lungs all around, like they were trying to tell her get gone, get gone.

“You ready?” Sharon said, when Christina came near, and Christina nodded, taking one last look around when she did so. She’d see it all again, of course, but somehow right now it didn’t feel that way. And she also found she liked that idea just fine.

Maybe there were no pitfalls but the ones you made for yourself. Maybe it was all right to be damned, just as long as you made sure to take the scenic route.

“Let’s go,” she said, and got in the car. And after stealing a kiss behind the windshield, they did.


Enlightenment

by Tsukizubon Saruko (月図凡然る子)

The clear sounds of an altercation without his office door drew David’s attention at last from his proofs, and he looked up with a slight frown between his brows. Hard to say what reason there could be for a scuffle and raised voices at four o’clock in the afternoon, particularly not with Hopkins out for the week.

Protruding his head from the doorway, however, revealed a most peculiar sight. In addition to the seven or so shouting and wrangling newspapermen in shirtsleeves he might have expected, clung to by a miasma of smoke and ill temper, there was also nearly occluded in their midst an Oriental man, of indeterminate age, clearly greatly indignant at the general attempt to remove him bodily from the office. Only after several bemused moments’ spectatorship, however, did David match movements of mouth to one of the angry voices in the general din, and realize with a start that the Oriental was in fact attempting to defend his case in perfect — albeit agitated and mildly spicy — English: “Oh, for heavens’ sakes! Off me, you great jackanapes, I only — now see here!” This made the likely explanation, that he had wandered in off the street for one reason or another, perhaps for purposes of solicitation, significantly less likely — as did his clothing, David realized too late; the man was a bit disheveled and disreputably hatless, but otherwise shabbily but smartly dressed in the English style — and at last curiosity more than temper drove him to speak.

“What the devil is going on out here?” If not all concerned were stopped by the command of his voice, they were at least given pause; David Chamberlain was infamous for a number of things, but most of them all was his foul temper. “No, all of you may restrain yourselves; we’d be here a fortnight. You. You there. Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“He’s a lunatic!” George Jackson burst out, quite pre-empting any possible answer, and David contrived not to roll his eyes. Jackson was a tall, slim, rather sallow young fellow with a pencil moustache, good for a quick phrase but not quick with much else, David feared. “Marched in here without so much as a by-your-leave, gabbling some nonsense about — ”

“Actually I think you’ll find I did say ‘by your leave,’ several times, or you would if I hadn’t been shouted over,” the Oriental cut him off icily, and David found himself forced to conceal a smile. The man’s accent was also curious, now that he could hear it better: not even a touch Oriental, for all he could tell, but as English as Queen Victoria herself, whatever that was good for. Furthermore, while not moneyed exactly, it was certainly no lout’s mangling of the tongue: educated, in fact. Where did an Oriental acquire not only English, but an education in it?

“I believe I said not you, Jackson,” David said rather than any of this, settling them both into glaring silence at once. “I am addressing the Chinaman. Do you have some purpose here, other than to agitate the animals and upset the zoo generally?”

Sensing their cause perhaps defeated, the writers had drawn off by this point into truculent silence, and the Oriental made just a bit of a business of straightening his topcoat before answering. “I want to write for your paper,” he said, rather more defiantly than was necessary. “In spite of my reception thus far, for reasons I can scarcely imagine. And I assure you, contrary to what these gentlemen might believe, I am fully able.”

But this news, it seemed, was too shocking to the ears around them even for proper hoots of derision. David stared at the man a long time.

“Come into my office, then,” he said, at last. “The rest of you, I believe, I am still employing for some purpose, and I suggest you get to it lest conditions change suddenly.”

He did not miss the mutterings as he and the Chinaman retreated back to where he had been interrupted moments before — the Chinaman more than a bit smug, he imagined — but rather enjoyed them. After all, one did have a reputation to maintain.

“Sit down,” he said, once he had closed the door behind them, and the man did, smoothing his tails. He took the moment to size the fellow up, having him apart and no longer shouting nor glowering at anyone in particular. He was brief of stature — most Oriental men seemed to be, David had observed — and lithely built, angular shoulders from which his clothing hung as though from a coat-tree smoothing to a trim waist and hips beneath his vest. His hair was not quite solid black, but had an almost bronzey tone to it that David could not help but find quite striking. He had a broad, pleasant enough face, though inscrutable about the eyes as David had ever found any Chinaman’s. “Let us have first things first. What is your name?”

“Wu Li,” the man said promptly, which took David a moment to sort out from the ‘woolly’ that he’d heard, which would have been a startling appellation to say the least, into two separate words. “And you are David Chamberlain; I know that much. I’ve been reading the Crier for some time, and I much admire your work.”

…Well, this was an interesting tack. David found his way back behind his desk, there to sit facing him. “Why thank you, Mr… Li?”

“Oh… ah.” The Oriental seemed startled, then chagrined. “I apologize, I have not properly explained. Wu is my family name; I am wont to arrange my name in the Oriental fashion.”

“…Indeed.” Well, it just went to show you. Something or other. David rummaged in his desk drawer for his paper of cigarettes, and lit one up in the already stale interior air. “And why is it you’d want to write for a muckraker’s rag like the Crier, Mr. Wu? For all your flattery aside, I’ve no illusions as to what my critics think; indeed they seem to seek me out to keep it thus.” Nor did Wu attempt to argue, to his credit. He shrugged only, with one shoulder. There was an easy grace about his movements.

“well, it’s rubbish, of course. They only say so because you make plain what they expect to see swept under carpets, which could be said to be the only true vocation of a journalist.”

“Not in public,” David said drily. The Chinaman — Wu — flashed a sudden and rather dangerous grin.

“That all depends.” He found his course again then, before David could even properly begin to debate whether to pursue that line of thought. “I like the Crier because it has made itself a voice for those who have none — and those many would prefer to see remain that way. The issue on ‘The Beggar In London’ was well worth the scandal. But there are voices in London you overlook; and I mean one in particular that is kept quieter than any other.”

“The Chinaman,” David said. He had to try very hard not to be surprised; his reputation for world-weariness was just as important to maintain.

“Quite so,” said Wu. “What I propose is this: you offer me a bare 500 words in the Crier per issue. And I offer you a perspective not to be found in any like publication in all of London — perhaps of the English-speaking world! — and one that is not like to be, any time in the near future.” His eyes, so hard for David to read, roved at length over his face; they were extremely grave, but that did not mask the slight smile curving at his lips. “Do you agree?”

The sheer bald-facedness of it had David at a loss to answer for long moments, and more out of admiration than anything else. What an appalling cheek! He was almost inspired to break a lifelong rule against such things and like the man at once.

“I do not,” he said at last. He let the words send up their shock only for a second or two, before adding, “800 words. And I want them on my desk tomorrow morning. The next Crier goes to print before the week-end, and I’ll not put off a deadline for you nor for any man, Mr. Wu.”

And again, a more unexpected and unexpectedly affecting reward than he could have imagined: that lightning-swift, rogue’s smile.

“May I never disappoint you, Mr. Chamberlain,” Wu said. And that was rather abruptly that.

—

The London Weekly Crier (chief editor David Alfred Chamberlain, aka the current Baron Chamberlain of Hastings, albeit in obscurity) had in fact been called much worse than a muckraker’s rag in its time, but he would be a shocking liar to say even still that he had no pride in it. The paper was in fact the only passion of his unwed manhood, much to the disgust of most of his contemporaries and relations. He would also be a shocking liar to say that was not part of the pleasure he took in it.

It was more of an editorial journal than a true newspaper, on the whole, containing mostly a great deal of morally outraged fist-shaking — as his newcomer had so aptly pointed out — on behalf of those most downtrodden in London’s increasingly corrupt society. Where others obsessed to what was in his view an unhealthy degree over the various moral degeneracies of prostitution and sodomy, he opted in the main to pursue issues of poverty, the working class, orphans, child laborers — all more to the point, in his opinion. The newspaper was not precisely a successful business venture (“Nobody wants to read about children starving in the factories and it’s all their fault,” his sister had sniffed in one of her increasingly infrequent letters), but it did not precisely need to be; the family fortune was his, after all, had been since the death of his father when he was still at university, and well exceeded his ability to squander it on his own modest bachelor’s life. A spectacular failure was his to choose, and he did so with relish, and with those few fanatical or foolish enough to plunge beside him.

Among whose ranks, it seemed, could now be accounted a mad Chinaman. But that was the beauty, wasn’t it, of not giving a damn what anyone thought of you.

He was nonetheless startled to hear the clacking of typewriter keys when he let himself into the office the following morning, not long past dawn, when it was his custom to arrive with the light still dim and grey outside, and get a head start before the office could be filled with din and chatter. He was no little amused to find that the typewriter Wu had chosen to commandeer was in fact Jackson’s own, and hung back hanging up his coat and hat for a moment, watching the man peck furiously at the keys.

“You type?” he said at last, but the satisfying jump he had anticipated did not come; Wu merely sat back, stretching his laced hands over his head and turning his head to grin over his shoulder at David. It was most disconcerting, that grin.

“Poorly, I’m afraid. My thoughts are already done, at any rate, and my fingers should trudge in behind within the hour.”

That raised David’s eyebrow, and he came up behind the chair where Wu perched — quite a bit shorter than Jackson, he was — making a point of not reading over his shoulder. “You’ve been here a while, then? What on earth are you doing about so early? By ‘morning’ I didn’t mean in the most strictly literal sense, you realize.”

Wu shrugged again, turning his attention back to the typing-paper. “I never left.”

Now David could only stare. “I beg your pardon?”

“Last night, I didn’t go anywhere. Hung about where I could, then got thrown out of hanging about where I couldn’t. Got chased by a policeman once or twice, and that’s always good for a bit of fun, provided you run faster.”

“Why in God’s name — ”

“Well, I knew I’d never make it back in on time if I went back to my rooming-house,” Wu said, pragmatically enough, advancing the paper. “The trip takes hours under ordinary circumstances, and more if there’s been a stabbing along the way.”

A terrible picture was beginning to form. “…Where is your rooming-house?”

Wu gave him a slow, sardonic look, but his smile was kind enough. “The Chinese quarter, of course. Where else would they have me?”

David paused to give that ample thought. Which, he was forced to admit, he had not given it before. He had forgotten so rapidly, somehow, that Wu was a Chinaman; well, hadn’t forgotten, exactly, but… Perhaps it was his faultless English that caused the confusion. “Well, that won’t do at all,” he said at last, in the most officious tone he could muster. Which any number of people would tell you was quite satisfactorily so. “I can’t have you alternating between ascetic deprivation and tardiness with a chance of being stabbed in transit.” He knew what his mouth was about to say in time to have stopped it, but was taken so aback by the knowledge that it managed to escape him anyway. “My own home is not four blocks away, and far too large for my sole occupancy. If you’d like, you may join me as a lodger, until such time as you may find more suitable accommodations a bit closer to the paper.”

It was, at last — and not without a certain satisfaction — Wu’s turn to stare at him. “…Mr. Chamberlain, you’re very kind, but I couldn’t possibly,” he began at last, but David let him come no farther.

“You could, and you will,” he said in tones of decision, and somehow managed to wonder what in God’s name he was doing — the lifelong bachelor, who could scarcely tolerate the company of the few servants necessity could not spare him from keeping on. “Only until you’re able to find other lodgings, you understand.”

“Of course,” Wu echoed; and from the tiny, soft smile on his lips, David eventually had to turn away. He had scarcely imagined there could be any such expression in that rather dangerous face’s repertoire. It made him seem a far younger man, gentling quite suddenly the often bitter razor’s-edge of his good humour.

David cleared his throat, straightening, in any case, and gestured vaguely at the typewriter. “Within the hour, you said? Then lay on.” He paused a moment longer, ignoring Wu’s nod, and considered. “…We’ll have to run it under an English by-line, of course; your pardon, but it is just the way of things.” He chose not to dwell on whether he would have even thought to ask for any such pardon a mere twenty-four hours before. “Well, Lee is fine, how do you feel about, say… Lee Brown?”

“Disgusted, but resigned,” Wu said cheerfully. “Go on, then; I look forward to your red pen.”

It was full days later before he thought to wonder if that had been meant as some sort of a joke.

—

To say his home was too large for him was absurd understatement, of course; it was ancestral and enormous, and on any given day he used half a wing of it at best. He scarcely saw his lodger for the first few weeks, as Wu settled into a set of spare rooms and proceeded to be agreeably unobtrusive. And even when Wu began to make his presence known, David found to his surprise he did not mind. He enjoyed the man’s company, his unfocused anger, his ready wit. His pieces for the paper were not only perfectly literate — as David had never feared they wouldn’t be, really — but quite good, by turns scathing and clever, not unlike the man himself. David had so little criticism for him ultimately that Wu became extremely disliked. Not that it was an especially lengthy journey.

He opened his door at another uproar several weeks later to find Jackson clutching his arm, splattered with ink, shouting, Wu seated staring and insouciant with arms folded, most of the others laughing this time. “He’s a madman!” Jackson spluttered, pointing, when he saw David’s look of dour inquiry. He hadn’t changed his tune much on the subject since the first day. “He threw an inkpot at me! Of all the — ”

“Was he provoked?” David interrupted. Jackson gaped at him like a fish, but Chesterton, a reasonable enough fellow, replied in his stead.

“Oh, beyond all reason. Jackson was being appalling. I might have thrown something myself, but I must admit the inkpot never occurred.”

Jackson gaped at him in wounded betrayal, but David again cut off any further protest. “Then you see, Jackson, Mr. Wu is not a madman at all, but clearly one of reason and of justice.” He paused, considering. “Not to mention exquisite aim.”

And then he shut the door again, on the others’ roar of laughter and Jackson’s outraged curses alike — and not without catching Wu’s eyes as he did, both amused and considering above the hand that concealed his mouth.

Time passed. Wu did not find other lodgings, and David did not press him. They came to make a habit of taking a brandy together in the evenings in his study, where they spoke of the paper, of politics, had delightful roaring arguments and even more delightful roaring agreements. They became, in short, friends, and there was perhaps nothing in the world David had less expected ever to have again. He had acquaintances, generally. That had always seemed enough.

He woke one night, perhaps a month into Mr. Wu’s disconcertingly flourishing entrance into his life, from a dream of Italy: of John standing by the water, light flaring in his dark hair and his smile an unending vastness of the heart, saying David, come and swim. And somehow, even now, he found the nerve to be surprised. He hadn’t thought of all that in years.

—

It was in the December of that year when Jerome K. Jerome published his attack on the Oxford magazine The Chameleon, citing its indecency in general and in particular; in the study the evening following, Wu — or rather, Li, by then, as they had lived under the same roof to the point where David had declared the use of surnames an unpardonable absurdity — joked that they ought to run a response titled “Famous Author Fails To Mind Own Business.” David respectfully declined. In truth, he was already preoccupied, even that early on. Li seemed agitated by the whole issue, almost more so than David had ever seen him, and it made him worry. He of all people knew by now when Li’s jokes were genuine, and when they were bright and cheery tinsel wrapped around a knife.

When Wilde was tried and arrested under the Labouchere Amendment, it came as something of a paradox: an inevitable shock. They covered the trial between the two of them, by unspoken agreement, but only cursorily; still, it was enough to have them in the gallery under the banner of Press. Li was in a black mood indeed when they came home, the night after the verdict was announced, and to be honest David had to admit he was as well. The case had upset him in some profound way he supposed he could define, but preferred not to, and they sat up for long hours at the ancient and enormous dining table in shirtsleeves and with whisky at hand rather than brandy, tearing their proverbial teeth into one another for lack of any better target.

“If it were a real law, that’d be one thing, but that’s the hell of it,” Li was snarling into the hand on his forehead when David turned back from the window. “It’s a hill of dung Labouchere left for a joke on a stretch of road not worth walking anyway, and now Wilde’s slipped and fallen on his prat in it.”

“Charming.”

“Quiet. You know it’s true as well as I do.” He scrubbed his hands over his face. “The whole thing just reeks; they can call it ‘public morality’ ’til everyone is blue in the face, but the fact remains that no one much cares what one does behind closed doors, provided one refrains from being Irish and tolerates abuse reasonably well.”

“You’re taking this a bit personally,” David opined, measuredly — but Li slammed his hand down on the tabletop so hard and suddenly he jumped a bit, and had to take a breath to recover himself.

“Too right I’m taking it personally! I happen to be one of the dogs they want carted off the street in this sort of net, or hadn’t you noticed?”

“You’re mixing your metaphors.”

Li snorted, snagging his glass. “Bugger my metaphors.”

“Not on Mr. Labouchere’s watch.”

That actually won him a laugh, spared by bare seconds from becoming a splutter in Li’s whisky. “No, I suppose not. David — all right, you’re English, yes? Can you explain to me how private, consensual behaviour that harms nobody can possibly be a detriment to public morality?”

“Oh, certainly,” David said, and at Li’s curious glance in his direction allowed a thin smile. “My father, you see, was a devout Christian, one of the first of the sort who have turned up with such great concern for London’s virgins in recent years. I daresay he explained it to me enough times that I could do you the same honour with no trouble at all.” He sighed, at last, and leaned back on the wall, fumbling out one of his cigarettes and a match with which to light it. “I suppose what it all amounts to is that the less people can remember about what the word of the Lord is actually supposed to mean, the more they wish to appeal to it as implicit confirmation of their every political view. Or perhaps that the more young men there are about with new and exciting ideas, the more old men are sure to follow, telling them they’re contradicting all the oldest ideas they can find, as though that somehow made them superior.”

Li, to his credit, did seem to give this considerable thought — then slumped down in his chair, planting his face in the folded circle of his arms on the table. His whisky remained mercifully out of harm’s way. “Bugger London,” he moaned; “and kindly don’t mention Henry Labouchere again, David, or I shall be sick with tremendous enthusiasm.” He managed to straighten again, or at least lift his head from his arms, to favour David with a bleary, defeated look. “I was in India before this past year, you know, and I saw the same thing then, as well. It’s like you lot want to make it so it’s London everywhere you go, but every time I come back to London all I can think is that you just want to make sure you’ll never want for the sight of a rat, or for somebody to throw garbage at you.”

David blinked, quite thrown off track. “You’ve been to England before?” Li blinked right back at him, then snorted again.

“Of course I have. How did you think I learnt to speak English?”

“How old are you?” David blurted, then caught himself, mortified. “…I beg your pardon, Li. What a thing to ask!”

Li shrugged. “Older than you, younger than some. You’re pardoned; you’ll have to try harder than that to offend me.”

“I shall keep it in mind.” He dragged off his cigarette, and peered out at the gas-lamps and night. “I can hardly imagine why you’d ever come back to London, if your previous visits have left you so piquant on the subject.”

That won a tired smile out of Li, aimed at him over the hand his jaw reclined upon. “Every time I do, I find something interesting,” he said softly. “As with everywhere I go.”

David looked back at him, wisps of smoke drifting up from the curling paper of his cigarette and wreathing ’round his vision. “The Crier, you mean?” he asked at last, amused — although he could not account for the sudden dryness of his throat and mouth, except to blame the effects of the tobacco. Li had gradually ceased to look anywhere near him, and his hands dropped into his lap, his shoulders slumped. He no longer looked dangerous or arch or even angry; only tired, and all at once, very old. David had not bothered to argue his assertion about being the older of they two, but only now could he actually believe it.

“The Crier… yes.” He sighed, and rubbed one of his hands across his face again, then let it drop as though it had no strength nor purpose. “Yes, and yet, I don’t know… Oh, it’s a fine thing, don’t mistake me, a spit in all their eyes… just, what difference… No insult to you, just what changes? What ever does? Freezing and starving race to claim children on the doorsteps of the well-to-do, and they take a man off to prison for loving somebody. And you call it the Age of Reason, when really it’s just every other age there’s ever been: the Age of No Good Reason. I… ah, bloody hell.” He heaved himself to his feet, still fixing his gaze upon the carpet, which to be fair was fine enough to merit such attention. “I’m drunk and crawling half out of my skin, I’m sorry, David.”

His eyes raised, and caught in David’s. In the light from the lamps, with his sleeves rolled up and vest and collar undone, he seemed very poetic, almost beautiful: the bronze lights in his hair stronger than ever, the almond eyes David could now scarcely imagine how he had ever thought unreadable filled with anguish and anger and some unnameable distant longing. They stood looking at each other for a long time, a strange time. He seemed to feel himself growing both larger and smaller in Li’s regard: a picture in a frame, the world outside a window.

And then: “I’m sorry, David,” Li murmured, again, in a slightly choked voice and rather a different tone. His awkward, stumbling movement forward was such that David at first thought he had fallen in his inebriation — that was, until Li’s lips struck his own.

Struck, yes: le mot juste, as Pendleton at the paper would say and frequently did, only as la moat juiced in his absurd schoolboy accent. Their mouths collided like fencing foils, like a fist on flesh, hard enough to clash teeth and perhaps split skin in between. He was pressed into the wall beside the window and Li’s smaller, stronger body was pressed up to the line of his own, a hand sunk in his hair and another fisted in his shirt-front, tongues entwined, the cigarette burning to useless char in his limp, dangling hand, and who could blame him for knowing nothing to do for what seemed like a heartbeat and an age but kiss back, kiss back, kiss back?

It was only that he knew exactly who that could make him draw back his head, gasping, like a swimmer for the air. John, in his dream: David, come and swim. “Li — ”

“I’m sorry,” Li said at once, before he had even come further away than inches from David’s mouth, his eyes scarcely open. He dropped both his hands’ holds of David as though he were a hot stone, and stepped back, well out of arm’s reach. “…I’m sorry, David, I’m so sorry. God, what a mess.”

“Li,” David said again; when he swallowed his throat clicked against itself, and there seemed to be no words to hand. It was just like them to abandon him when he truly needed them. “Li, if I misled you, I… but I’m, I’m not — ”

“No, of course you’re not. I… please, forgive me.” Li pressed both his hands to his forehead briefly, then to his mouth, then dropped them to his sides. “…I’ll go. Give me an hour, perhaps, to collect my things, I don’t have much — ”

