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About the Author


While he’s too young to read this, Burning It Down is dedicated to my son, even though by the time he’s old enough to read it, he may no longer be interested. Nonetheless, this book is for him.


Author’s Note

Domestic violence is a serious issue. One in four women and one in seven men will be victims of domestic/intimate partner violence. If you don’t feel safe in your relationship, please reach out. Make a plan. Get out when you can.

Call the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-SAFE (7223) or reach them online at thehotline.org (last accessed 9/1/20)—as the webpage notes, computer use can be monitored. If you’re not sure your computer is safe, use another computer (perhaps one at a public library or one belonging to a friend) or call the toll-free number instead.

The LGBT+ community can experience domestic violence in ways that are sometimes specific to our community, and the National Domestic Violence Hotline recognizes this. Please check out www.thehotline.org/is-this-abuse/lgbt-abuse (last accessed 9/1/20)

Men, this affects you too. The Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project maintains a twenty-four-hour hotline at 1-800-832-1901. You can reach them online at gmdvp.org/gmdvp (last accessed 9/1/20), although the same cautions apply as with the National Domestic Violence Hotline’s webpage—computer use can be monitored. If you think your computer is being monitored, use another computer.

All web pages accessible as of 9/1/20. Please note that links can change even if projects and resources continue. If the link is broken search for the resource by name.


Chapter One

Late summer, approximately a year and a half after the start of Rocking the Boat.

 

Four months into his new job as battalion chief for Sacramento City Fire’s second battalion and Owen Douglas still couldn’t sit still. Sure, he knew the job from a theoretical standpoint, and every day he learned more from a practical standpoint, but he couldn’t ignore the niggling discomfort he felt when he saw those bugles on his collar. Like his new uniform didn’t fit quite right, and perhaps from a certain point of view, it didn’t. No matter how he squinted or how many times he turned it this way or that, he couldn’t see all that much light between his investigation into the arson at the Bayard House at the beginning of the year and his promotion to battalion chief. More to the point, neither could the men and women under his command.

Not to mention every time he opened his mouth, unicorns crapping glitter and rainbows popped out. At least, that was what people seemed to be waiting for. He liked to think he was discreet, that nothing at work proclaimed him Big Gay Owen, no snapshots of boyfriends, no photos of him shaking his ass on a Mardi Gras float, no matter how much fun he’d had in Sydney, just a subtle rainbow on his battered 4Runner, a bar no bigger than the head of a toothbrush. He tried not to play the gay card, but he was the first out battalion chief in the fire department’s history, and well he knew it. More to the point, the people under his command knew it. Maybe he was just making too big a deal out of it or felt guilty for being promoted over the heads of more senior firefighters.

His intercom buzzed with his secretary on the other end. “Yes?” Owen said.

“Prissy Morrain to see you.”

“Oh! Send her in, please.” He dashed to his office door. He didn’t expect her until tomorrow.

Owen routinely left his office door open, but he quickly got out from behind his desk to greet his visitor, and not just because she outranked him.

“Chief Morrain! I’m so sorry! I must’ve made a mistake in my calendar. I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow—”

Prissy Morrain waved a manicured hand. “Retired Chief, and I’m a day early. We both have better things to do than make small talk over hors d’oeuvres over at some white-tablecloth restaurant. Did you bring your lunch today?”

Owen nodded. Since he was a “first” for the department, he’d sought out the advice of another “first,” the first woman battalion chief, now retired from active firefighting and promoted off to one side to do something less dangerous involving paperwork. “I’ll grab it out of the fridge. There’s a nice park a block away. We can eat there.”

“That’ll do fine.”

Prissy Morrain was a handsome woman, Owen thought; really, she could’ve been one of those older models, the ones with silver hair and flawless skin who pitched vitamins to women of a certain age. Her wrinkles weren’t so much age lines scoring her face with years but delicate lines of character radiating out from her eyes and around her mouth to accentuate a ready smile. How she’d managed that with a career spent fighting fires and sexism, he’d never know.

He spent the short walk to the park rehearsing what he wanted to say, but when Prissy asked, “So what’s the problem?” Owen could only blurt, “I’m just not clicking with the people under me. This station, sure. My office is here, but the other stations in this battalion not so much, and there’s one station that when I walk in everything stops for a few minutes while I walk back to talk to the captain on duty, and that’s just creepy.”

“Have you talked to human resources?”

“Don’t be absurd” slipped out before he could stop it.

Prissy laughed. “Smart man. You don’t want this on your record.”

And that was why he’d contacted her. “Team-building exercises aren’t my thing at this point and are just a waste of time. I’m not in a burning building with these guys. They simply need to function with each other and work in coordinated groups, and they do. But I don’t like getting the stink eye either.”

“Look, hearts of gold, most of these guys, but it’s a conservative profession. The younger ones are yours,” Prissy said, arching one eyebrow, “maybe even literally. There’s more than one gay man among the recruits, and you’re a fine-looking specimen yourself.” She peered over the rims of her mirrored sunglasses, holding up one hand when Owen opened his mouth to interrupt. “Of course, you know better than that, but you know what I mean. It’s the ones who’ve been around a few years, the ones who’re your age and older, you may have to prove yourself to, the ones who might’ve even been up for your job. They’re the ones thinking ‘fag’ behind their smiles.”

“Or not, some of them,” Owen grumbled. “A few of them don’t even bother to smile.”

Prissy chuckled. “They’ll soon learn the stupidity of that. They may be comfortable for A or B shift, but if they’re dumb enough to piss in the battalion chief’s Wheaties, then they’ll have plenty of time to learn the errors of their ways on C shift, or better yet, transfer to someone else’s command. Too bad for them you’ve got just about the best battalion in town.”

It was true. Since he’d captained one of the downtown stations, when he’d been promoted, the fire department put him into an entirely different battalion so he wouldn’t be in immediate charge of his old buddies. The open battalion encompassed Midtown, East Sac, and part of the Pocket, named for the land inscribed within a bend in the Sacramento River. Sometimes he wondered if it was a coincidence that the city’s first out battalion chief also oversaw the gayborhood. He shrugged mentally. Oh well, easier relations during fire inspections, right? “That just seems so petty.”

“And the frat boy antics aren’t?”

Owen sighed. “True enough.”

“It’s not something you want to do often, because you will hear from their union reps about that, and about anything else if they develop an axe to grind,” Prissy said, “but used strategically, it can make your point quite nicely, and the best part is, it’s hard to prove.”

Owen nodded his head slowly. “One hundred and sixty-eight hours in a week, and five stations to staff twenty-four seven in three shifts.”

“Exactly. If you need to, you can always find something miserable for someone to do for a shift or two.” She ate some of her sandwich while she thought. “One more thing, and I hesitate even to mention it, but it was something a few—a very few—of my own firefighters used against me.” At his quizzical look, she said, “Sexual harassment.”

Owen sat back, tossing his own sandwich down. “Oh, that’s just what I need.”

Prissy patted his hand. “Don’t go borrowing trouble. It hasn’t happened yet, but you need to be aware of the possibility. You’re an out gay man, and you supervise a lot of men, some of whom are, by your own admission, not very happy right now. If they can’t pin anything else on you, they may try that.”

“Did that happen to you?” Owen asked, no longer hungry.

“Oh yes. I was a by-the-book chief, and when they couldn’t come up with anything else, some union rep had the bright idea of sexual harassment. Male firefighters, female chief. It was a situation rife with possibilities. Too bad for them and their credibility none of it was true, which quickly emerged when it came to a hearing. The judge laughed them out of court. It may be the same with you. You’ll be a by-the-book battalion chief, but some of them won’t like you just because you’re you, and the only thing they’ll come up with is that you ‘looked at ’em funny’.” She snorted. “Like you’d go for their stringy asses.” She stood up. “You know how to reach me, so do it if you need to. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go sculling. One of the advantages of seniority and a desk job is that you can take off more or less at will and no one will miss you. Of course, that’s one of the disadvantages too.”

Rowing. Brad. “Does everyone in this town row?”

“Only the best people. You should come check it out. The Capital City Rowing Club’s adult learn-to-row camps are about done for the summer, but there are still learn-to-scull lessons available.”

“Thanks for the talk. I really appreciate you taking the time,” Owen said, remembering a time he had been anything but by-the-book. The Bayard House. The second floor. Brad. He shivered at the thought of what they’d done. Unprofessional as it had been, it had also been damn hot.

And just the kind of thing people looking to take him down would eat up with a spoon. Fortunately, Brad didn’t seem like the kind to tell tales out of school. He was just too nice a guy. Brad had spent their one encounter thinking of someone else, someone who’d dumped him, and still the big sweetheart had pined for that other guy, even with Owen’s lips wrapped around his cock, and hadn’t that ever done wonders for his ego.

Owen wanted that, wanted that kind of devotion, he thought, sitting there in the leafy green silence of the park. Instead, like that time in the still-smoldering Bayard House, he was just the hookup. He got Brad off and sent him home and then followed up to make sure Brad called whatshisname. He liked to think he was more honorable than most, always the nice guy, always finishing last.

Then he heard the sirens and that was it, no more lunch. That was fine. He’d parted company with his appetite around the time Prissy had mentioned sexual harassment. The park was barely one block from the station, but he jogged back. “What’s going on?” Owen asked the dispatcher when he got back.

“A small grass fire at Cal Expo, sir. It doesn’t sound like anything to get excited over.”

Yet. In Owen’s experience, all fires were worth getting excited over, at least until proven otherwise. But maybe that was why he was a firefighter. He liked suiting up in his turnouts and racing to a fire in an engine running hot. He shook his head to clear the rising tide of adrenaline. He’d given some of that up to become battalion chief.

Then the radio went off. He picked it up. “Douglas.”

“I need four more alarms. This thing’s bigger than we were told. Much bigger, and it’s heading for structures.”

“On our way.” He put the radio down. “You heard Captain Chin. Get those trucks moving and notify Arden-Arcade,” he told the dispatcher.

“Beaufort!” he yelled for his driver as he ran for his office and his turnouts. A huge grass fire at Cal Expo that’s heading for the pavilions, and the state fair in less than a month. Why do I always end up involved in political fires?

He wore his turnout pants over his uniform. Sure, he’d sweat like a thoroughbred in moments in the heat once they arrived at the fire. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time. The rest he chucked in the backseat of the command SUV with the communications equipment. Then he checked his watch as he climbed into the passenger seat. Less than five minutes. Not ideal, but at least he beat his driver.

Beaufort came running up seconds later. “Damn, sir. How do you do that?”

“Because I’m a firefighter.”

“Ha ha,” Beaufort replied, climbing behind the wheel and flicking the sirens and lights on. But it was true. After earning his bachelor’s in biological sciences at UC Davis, Owen had gone to the Fire Academy at Sierra College. Beaufort studied communications and joined the department in that capacity, along with driving Owen’s now important executive-level ass to big fires.

Owen glanced out of Beaufort’s side of the SUV. “Look—!”

All he could tell was that it wasn’t one of his, and then the enormous fire truck smashed into them, tossing the SUV aside like a rag doll. He lost consciousness as the airbags deployed with a thunderclap.

*

The nurse looked down at her patient, her brow creased with concern. She was new to the night shift, and it left her eyes smudged with fatigue. In the background, life-support machines beeped their mindless rhythm into the darkened room.

“How’s he doing?” her replacement asked as he entered for the changing of the guard. He was early, in part to give her a break.

“He’s fighting the sedation.”

“They always do,” he sighed.

“If he doesn’t stop this stupid thrashing, he’s going to reinjure…just about anything.”

He nodded. “It could happen.” He checked the patient’s charts. “It looks like he’s about due for more, so that could be part of it. I’ll take care of it, but it’s actually a good sign, you know.”

“That he’s a fighter?” she asked wearily.

He nodded. “It means he’ll have the strength to get through all of this. Injuries like this, they don’t heal overnight. He’s got a lot of PT ahead of him, and even more rehab after that. Any luck on next of kin?”

She shook her head. “Not according to the fire department. He apparently never filled out that form or whatever. They’ve asked us to let them know if we hear any names.”

“That’s just great. The only name I’ve heard clearly is Brad,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Brad Sunstorm or Sunstrong. Something like that.” He frowned. “I’ve been checking the phone book, but no luck. I figure it’s a friend or a boyfriend.”

“Right. Maybe when the police clear his personal effects there’ll be something in his wallet that’ll make it clearer.” She looked down at her patient, even as her end-of-shift thoughts turned to sleep and seeing her kids before they went off to school, and her colleague left to check the other ICU patients before getting the morning meds from the hospital pharmacy. “You’re not making it easy for us to help you, are you, Mr. Douglas?”

*

“Renochuck, Brad Sundstrom speaking,” Brad said. He listened for a few moments, a growing frown marring his otherwise jovial face. “This is St. Charles Design and Renovations, yes… I see. I’m not sure what to tell you, to be honest. I worked briefly with Captain Douglas—oh, it’s Chief Douglas now? Huh—when the Bayard House was vandalized while we were renovating and restoring it, but that’s about the extent of my acquaintance with him.”

Across the double desk Drew grunted, a sour expression ruining his otherwise handsome face, but even then, his dimples showed. Despite Drew’s sometimes difficult temperament, Brad was more spellbound by Drew than ever. The feelings Drew had aroused in him more than a year ago, the ones that led the deeply closeted college grad to explore feelings he’d never realized he had? Those were chump change compared to now. Brad met his eyes and smiled. Then he ran his tongue over his lips. Slowly, like the threat and promise it was.

Drew rolled his eyes, but he laughed too. He couldn’t help it. “What was that all about?” he asked when Brad hung up the phone.

“Okay, don’t get upset, but remember that story about the fire trucks colliding a week or so back? That mysterious firefighter who was so gravely injured, the one whose name they wouldn’t release?”

“Yeah?”

“It was Owen Douglas.”

Drew’s face went flat. He got the mask-like look Brad hated, the one Brad knew perfectly well meant he was in deep shit but was usually accompanied by the word “fine.” “You mean the one you fucked? That Owen Douglas? Suddenly you’re his next of kin?”

The last thing Brad wanted was to rehash this with Drew. Again. Would that make it re-rehashing? Okay, he was stalling and he knew it.

Brad gritted his teeth. Looked like it was going to be one of those discussions. “Okay, first of all, we didn’t fuck. Second of all, I thought of you the entire time and he could tell. He even asked, ‘What’s his name?’ Third, he spent a whole lot of time after pretty much ordering me to keep trying to call you. Fourth, why are you still hung up about this?”

“I don’t know.” Drew crossed his arms over his chest. “Why’re you still hung up on him?”

“I’m not,” Brad said patiently, or as patiently as he could at this point. It was the funniest thing. Drew seemed like the most confident man in the world, master of the local real estate market, a man who saw what he wanted and went for it, whether it was a gutsy bid to remodel the historic Bayard House or a certain deeply closeted former varsity rower, i.e., him. But in this one area, he let his freak flag fly, like he was afraid Brad was going to abandon him and all they’d worked for together for a hookup that had taken place while each thought the other had hated him. “Honestly, hon, of the two of us, I’m not the one who’s hung up on him. I haven’t thought about him in a couple of months, if only,” he said, getting up to squat next to Drew’s chair and laying his head in his partner’s lap, “because a certain tyrant of a partner in Renochuck works me like a slave driver”—he looked up with a wicked gleam in his eyes—“here and at home.”

“Oh, I do, huh?” Drew replied, an answering gleam slowly dawning in his eye.

“Yeah, you do. I barely have the energy to get through the day, let alone do things like this,” Brad said, turning his head so his mouth was right over his partner’s stiffening cock. He allowed himself a smug little grin as he bit the zipper with his teeth and pulled it down. Not a freshman maneuver, but he’d had plenty of practice.

“Brad!” Drew hissed. “Right here in the trailer?”

“You going someplace?” Brad said, working Drew’s pants down.

“At least take your hard hat off.”

Brad reached up and knocked it off with one hand, the other helping itself to the goodies.

“Someone could walk in,” Drew protested, but not very strongly, Brad noted. He was getting better at this. Usually Drew resisted longer.

“No one’s gonna walk in. They know better than to disturb us. Besides, what’re you afraid of?” This time, Brad looked positively feral as he stood up, looming over his lover. “This, maybe?”

“Brad…”

Brad swept everything off Drew’s desk, papers, lunch, and all, and then picked his partner up to set him gently on the desk with the chair’s cushion under him. He pushed Drew’s ankles over his head, exposing that succulent, firm ass. Damn, he loved that ass. He loved doing all kinds of things to that ass too. There were just so many options. Brad leaned down and bit one cheek.

“Ow!” Drew yelped.

But then Brad soothed it with his tongue, straying down to flick his hole, just enough to tease. Then he bit the other cheek and repeated the process. At the very least, the pain from the bites would give Drew something to think about all afternoon besides the phone call.

Or maybe, Brad thought as he got to work, this was why Drew wouldn’t let it go…because every time he grumbled about Owen, Brad fucked him silly.


Chapter Two

“You would pick the hottest day of the summer to move.” Steven laughed as he wiped sweat off his brow.

“I’m sorry,” Adam said automatically, somehow managing to make his tall, lanky frame look small and cringing.

“Dr. Johansson, that was a joke,” Steven said. “It’s okay to laugh.”

“It’s Dr. Lennox, now.” Adam shivered, and never mind the heat. “And it…it hasn’t been. Not for a long time.”

“I know,” Steven said softly. “That’s why we’re doing this. Do you need to take a break?”

Adam looked at him gratefully. “Thanks, but if this is going to work, we need to hurry. Jordan’s supposed to be gone until tomorrow, but who knows if that’s really true? He could easily check up on me, or even have his friends spying on me.”

“He really did a number on you, didn’t he?”

Adam looked at his younger clinic volunteer and lately friend. “You have no idea, and I hope you never do. Let’s get moving. Literally and figuratively.”

Adam had called the Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project four times and hung up before he’d summoned the courage to speak to one of the counselors. It had taken a lot of time to gather even that much courage, but they’d been great, listening through his long, doubt-filled silences, patiently explaining that kisses don’t come with fists.

Or black eyes.

Or trips to the emergency room.

They took even more time to explain to him that none of it was his fault. That didn’t mean he could accept it then, or even now.

“Uh… Doc? Is that guy the one we’re supposed to watch out for?”

One of Steven’s friends, co-opted into helping him move, interrupted Adam’s reverie. Derailed, really, and thank goodness for that. Of course, he could do without his heart slamming into his ribs. He whipped his head around.

No. It wasn’t Jordan.

He could breathe again.

“No.”

Steven’s friend—what was his name? Joey? Jamie?—looked at him strangely for a moment and then smiled shyly. “Just wanted to be sure.”

“Thank you,” Adam said stiffly.

“Uh, Doc? Is it all just books?”

Adam shrugged, embarrassed. “I’m sorry they’re so heavy. Books and clothes. Nothing else matters.”

“C’mon, Joey, no chatter! You can cruise later,” Steven barked.

Joey turned bright red and all but ran back into the house for another box. Adam snorted. He’d totally missed it that time. He had so much to relearn, he thought as he followed Joey back into the house for more books, but really, he should’ve seen it for the ruse it had been. Steven’s friend Amanda was the lookout.

He still felt guilty for what he was doing. The last time he’d tried to leave, Jordan had threatened to kill himself. “I… I can’t live without you, babe,” Jordan had stuttered between sobs. “I mean, my life… Without you, I’m nothing. I should just end it.”

By that time, Jordan had worked him over long enough that Adam just about collapsed like a soufflé. “No, Jordan, don’t—”

Then Jordan had run out of the house, leaving a distraught Adam in his wake. He hadn’t even put his shoes on. Naturally, it had been raining. For long agonized minutes, all Adam could do was sit, frozen and panicked. Jordan was the one who made decisions. Pain and bruises and bone injuries had taught Adam that decisions weren’t his to make, not at home. He knew that. But he also knew it was raining and cold and the man he still on some perverse level loved was out in it.

But for the first time in a long time, Adam recalled in that summer heat, he’d felt something else. He’d been angry at Jordan, too, and guilty for feeling it. Not “nice” feelings, for sure, and alien-seeming on top of that since it’d been so long since he’d felt much at all, but the novelty was a relief. For too long, he’d felt like an actor playing himself. During the day, he’d played Dr. Alexander Johansson, healer of sick critters, who deflected the worried glances and concerned words of his animal health technicians and clients at the clinic, but sometime on the drive home, he’d become a block of wood, feeling what Jordan wanted him to feel. Jordan had made the cost of independence too high.

Almost against his will, and muttering to himself, he pulled on his rain boots and parka, grabbed the same for Jordan, and headed out into the wet night to find his partner. They lived near a park, and Adam had no idea where to begin to look. It was a big park. At least the pool was closed for the season, but that left the shade gardens, the rock-climbing walls, and the play structures. In the dark and the rain. He grabbed the battery lantern from the back of his SUV, just in case, his mind racing like the clouds overhead.

How the hell was he supposed to find someone in the park at night? He called Jordan’s name over and over, but of course Jordan didn’t answer. That would’ve been too easy. He was supposed to find him, to prove his love and worth, although he knew he never could.

He trudged through the wet grass, anger replacing worry with each step as he walked aimlessly through the dark. He’d give up if he knew Jordan wouldn’t make him pay later, was about to give up and pay the price, since he would anyway, when he noticed something.

His footprints remained behind him in the sodden grass, still bent down from his weight. He shone the battery lantern back the way he’d come, and there they were, every last one. That meant somewhere in the park Jordan’s own footprints would be visible. True, Jordan had run off in his bare feet and he wasn’t as tall as Adam, but there ought to be something to look for.

Sighing again, he made his way back to the edge of the park closest to the house and started over, this time looking for footprints. It took work, squinting through the rain on his glasses, and one close call with a police patrol. He told them he was looking for a lost cat, but was “Boots” really the best name he could come up with? He was a vet, for pity’s sake. It struck him as pathetic, but then, Jordan struck him from time to time, telling him how pathetic he was. Adam shivered miserably in his parka.

Finally, near a cluster of evergreens, Adam found footprints leading into the bushes, along with bent and broken branches, their leaves trampled, as if someone had rushed headlong through them. Adam flashed the big lantern’s beam into the bushes, half expecting to see the smudged face of a homeless person huddled in his camp. Instead, he saw Jordan, his eyes wild.

“Took you long enough,” Jordan muttered.

Adam’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, it’s a big—”

“You could’ve come sooner,” Jordan said, fiddling with something Adam couldn’t quite see. “I thought you didn’t care.”

“You know that’s not true. It just took me a while to find you—”

“This’ll teach you to hurry.” With that, Jordan pulled out a small knife and cut one wrist.

Adam gasped as blood spurted from the veins on Jordan’s left wrist. In retrospect, he realized Jordan had most likely been waiting for him and had deliberately cut shallowly across the tendons, nicking only superficial blood vessels. He hadn’t been serious about hurting himself. But there amongst the trees and bushes of the shade garden with the rain coming down, it had made a pretty show and had the desired effect.

He swooped in to disarm Jordan. Jordan might’ve been stronger, but Adam was taller, and propelled by horror and adrenaline, he powered past what he only later realized had been Jordan’s token protestations to knock the knife away and grab the wrist. Looking back, when he met on the sly with a therapist paid for with a secret bank account, Adam figured out that Jordan had managed to make the entire thing about himself and not about Adam leaving. Clever, really. The therapist told him it wasn’t his fault, that he wasn’t responsible for Jordan’s faux suicide attempt or all the rest of his actions, especially his abuse, but he didn’t—couldn’t—believe her. He couldn’t take that chance.

When Jordan found out about the secret account, the beatings had only grown worse. “What, I’m not enough for you? I’m not good enough? Don’t I provide well enough for you? You have to hide it from me? What else are you hiding, you worthless piece of shit? You paying for someone else? Someone else paying for you? That’s rich.”

That had landed Adam in the emergency room. Again. He practically had a standing appointment. Even with going to different ERs each time, they still knew him, at least on the night shifts. Jordan only ever beat him at night. Adam was safe at work during the day.

He couldn’t meet the nurse’s eyes. He told him he’d fallen down the stairs. It sounded lame even to his ears. The nurse, an otherwise unremarkable-looking man, cupped Adam’s chin to look in his eyes. There in the emergency department of an inner-city hospital, Adam experienced more tenderness than he’d felt in years. “Who did this to you?”

“No one,” Adam had repeated. “I told you, I fell—”

“What you said, and what’s physically possible, are two different things. It’s virtually impossible to break two ribs and crack your cheekbone from falling down a flight of stairs.”

Adam didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say.

“You’re staring into space again,” Steven said.

Adam looked up into Steven’s eyes, dark with worry. They were dark with worry a lot these days, he’d noticed. Adam heaved himself up. “Sorry. I seem to do that frequently.”

“Joey’s worried about you.”

“Joey wants into my pants,” Adam said, laughing.

Steven smiled. “Yes, he does. I’m honestly surprised you noticed. Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

“No, I’m pretty much hopeless. I mean, you’ve seen that menagerie I keep, right?”

Steven laughed, a little uneasily, Adam thought. Fear of his future? It seemed to happen to everyone in veterinary medicine sooner or later. Right now, his critters were all locked on the sun porch with lots of ice bottles and the fans turned on high. It was about time to put them in crates. He hadn’t done it sooner because he didn’t want to stress them, and it was too hot to put them into the cars until they’d been running with the air conditioners on max for a good ten minutes. Summer in Sacramento and pets in cars weren’t a good mix. “Joey looks like he’s got the boxes of books under control, and all those muscles of his are pretty to look at. Want to help me with the beasties?”

Steven smiled. “You know it.”

The ribs had healed, the cheekbone had knit. The seeds of doubt continued to grow, sending roots down deep into his subconscious, pushing at the rocky, barren ground of his emotional landscape. Things went reasonably well with Jordan after what Adam privately referred to as suicide theater—since that was all it had been—but then, sending Adam to the emergency room had seemed to sate him for a while.

Sate him. That was how he’d known it was time to go, when he no longer believed Jordan’s apparently heartfelt “I’m so sorry, babe. I don’t know what came over me. It’s just… I get so crazy when I think of you leaving me. I promise, it’ll never happen again. You have to believe me.”

Except it had always happened again. He wanted to believe otherwise, wanted to believe this apology would be the last apology. That time, he remembered, the apology had accompanied a new Range Rover, courtesy of Jordan’s trust funds and job as a commodities trader. He and Steven were about to load it full of animals. After it was cool, of course. When they were done, Adam planned to trade it in for something untainted by Jordan. It was the Achilles heel in his escape plan. If he’d done it any sooner, Jordan would’ve known something was up, but it meant Jordan might be able to trace him through the sale.

“I’ll be right back,” Adam said. He jogged out to the Rover and turned it on, cranking the AC to max. “It was the animals that did it, you know.”

“Did what?” Steven asked as they slipped onto the sun porch.

“Made me leave.”

Steven stopped dead in the middle of the room as a chocolate Labrador jumped off the sofa to greet them both. “Are you kidding? The animals? Not, oh, I don’t know, self-preservation?”

Adam chuckled. “I know that look. It means you want to throttle me. But no, that was long gone. I came home from work one day, and my Pomeranian, Butterscotch, was dead. Remember Butterscotch?”

“She was the blind one, right?”

“Right. I think that was right after you started at the clinic as an intern. I couldn’t prove it, but the doubt would always be there. I’m sure that was Jordan’s intention all along, but I got the message all the same.”

“Message?”

“‘You’re next.’”

“Jeez.”

“I’ve got her ashes at work to remind me in case he ever finds me and starts sweet-talking me again,” Adam said.

“Don’t worry, if he does, I’ll sit on you before I let that happen,” Steven promised.

Adam carefully picked up a cat, scratching her behind the ears, and was rewarded with an ear-piercing meow from the lilac-point Siamese. “Let’s get the beasties in their crates. You really have no idea how anxious I am right now, tranquilizers or no.”

“Right.”

They worked well together and had almost since Steven started his first summer internship at Adam’s clinic between his freshman and sophomore years at UC Davis. Now about to start his senior year, he was almost as knowledgeable as any animal-health technician and was paid for his labor. Adam counted Steven as a friend and not just an employee, which was why when Adam needed to bolt, he’d allowed Steven to organize a few trusted friends to help. The reality was that Adam had alienated a lot of his own friends over the years, only some of whom had understood when he’d told them he was leaving Jordan and needed help. He didn’t blame them. They’d heard it before. How did they know this time was any different? He felt the same way the counselors at the Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project told him he might well feel. But at least he felt something. It was a start.

But this time was different. He’d prove it to them. This time, Adam had a plan, as thorough a plan as he could make. The one benefit to Jordan’s controlling asshole tendencies was that he paid for everything, including setting up Adam’s veterinary clinic. Adam was literally debt free. Working with the police, courts, and the California Veterinary Medical Board, he had a new name and a new professional identity. Goodbye Alexander Lennox-Johansson, hello Adam Lennox. Changing his licensure had been every bit as tiresome and even more necessary, since he was now supporting himself. He’d have left the state, but licensure wasn’t that portable, and under his circumstances all but impossible to transfer. With all of that came a new job as an associate vet in a practice in Davis near his alma mater, the UC Davis Vet School, a new rental, a new cell phone. His new boss was delighted that he even came with an experienced intern.

The one thing he felt bad about—not only bad, horrible—was abandoning his practice and all the people associated with it. Only the state licensing board knew the truth, and he did so with its grudging permission, having planned his escape from his old life over long months, referring sick animals to other clinics and making sure that all boarded pets were picked up the previous week. He’d leave no patients in the lurch. Clients would show up to a state marshal and an empty clinic on Monday morning, and his employees would find fat cash severance payments on his desk, and that would be that.

“I think that’s the last of them,” Adam said as he shut the door behind Abulafia, the chocolate Lab.

“And we’ve got my car stuffed with boxes,” Steven said.

“And mine,” added the ever-hopeful Joey. Adam had to admit he was pretty cute in a corn-fed farm boy sort of way.

Amanda glanced around nervously. “Then can we please get out of here? I’m getting more creeped out by the second.”

“You and me both,” Adam said. “I’ve got one last thing to do.”

He jogged back to the house and deposited his old phone and key ring on the kitchen counter. They were the hated symbols of his old life, signs of his subjugation, and if he could have found a way to make his escape without the Range Rover, he would’ve. He was still half-tempted to light fire to it somewhere so Jordan could deal with the repercussions. It would be so unlike him, and a well-deserved “fuck you” as a parting gift.

On his way out of the door, his gaze fell on the material artifacts of his life with Jordan, all the art, the furniture, the treasures, the mementos. None of it was his. None of it was him. There was absolutely nothing of him in the room, in the entire house. Other than his animals, which had been limited to the back room, and a few of his books, there’d been nothing of his. Jordan had even picked out his clothes. Suddenly he couldn’t stand to spend another second there. He all but bolted from the house. He didn’t even shut the door.

“Dude, the door…” Joey said.

Adam shook his head. “Leave it. The sooner we’re out of here, the sooner we can stuff ourselves on pizza and beer. I think I need to be drunk this afternoon.”


Chapter Three

Early autumn

 

Deanne Lawson looked up from her computer monitor when the treatment room door opened and her patient rolled in. “Well hello there, Owen. I’m glad to see you.”

“Hi,” Owen said. He was bright pink, and he knew it. Gingers… There was no hiding a massive blush, that’s for sure. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Deanne stood up and began to set out the equipment she’d need for his treatment and exercises.

“I know I’ve missed some of my therapy,” Owen mumbled, eyes downcast. He looked at the floor, anywhere but his physical therapist, really.

“Some? By my count, you’ve missed more than a third of your appointments since you were released from the rehab facility,” Deanne put her clipboard down and pulled up a chair so she didn’t loom over him. “You’re in your chair today. Legs weak again?”

Owen sighed. “Yeah, some days I can walk, some days I can’t. Today’s a can’t.”

Deanne turned the monitor on her desk around so they could both see it and then opened a tab on Owen’s file. “The lacerations to the left side of your face and trunk were either sutured closed or healed on their own. Likewise, the bruising of the muscle in your chest from where the airbags hit you went away on its own. There’s not much to be done about it in any case.

“But your left leg was pieced back together, and you have a brand-new stainless-steel pin in your left hip, along with a letter for the TSA, I’d imagine. You should probably have it laminated, at least based on what other patients have told me.” Deanne looked up from the screen. “So, let’s see, mangled left leg, broken right leg and left arm. As of right now, your left leg is in a fiberglass cast, your right leg and left arm are in braces which you can do without for short intervals.”

“I know all this, so why are you telling me it again?” Owen snapped.

“Because I need to know what you want out of PT,” Deanne said, refusing to take the bait.

“What do you mean, what do I want out of PT? I want to walk normally. I want to return to work. I want my body back. That’s kind of a stupid question.”

Deanne snorted. “Not really, because your actions are giving me the exact opposite answer. What they’re telling me is that you want your left leg to be shorter than your right leg for the rest of your life, and that you’re willing to risk your right leg never bearing as much weight as it used to. That means never fighting another fire, desk jockey or not. That means no more weight lifting or most other sports. Light bicycling could work so long as you have a lift in your left shoe to equalize your legs, or special shoes.”

Owen closed his eyes, resting his head in his hands. He felt like there was a weight pressing down on him all the time, all over him, no matter what he was doing. Sometimes just getting out of bed took all the energy he had. Sometimes the blankets weighed too much and all he could do was lay there, his body wrapped in his down comforter, his mind seemingly swathed in fog. He knew he needed the PT. Had to have it. He’d never be able to return to work without it. Hell, he’d never be able to walk normally again without it. He didn’t need Deanne telling him that.

But damnation, some days, too many days, he couldn’t even brush his teeth. He’d never felt this way, this…dead behind the eyes. He didn’t have a name for it, but it scared the hell out of him. Was this what depression was like? He saw those commercials on TV, at least when he could stand to watch it. Most days even that was too much. Sometimes he wished he’d died in the accident that killed his driver, because this? This wasn’t a life. It was a living death. His body was broken, his mind had switched off.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sending a note to your doctor. I think you need to be checked for depression. Because you know what? Nowhere on that list I read off did I say you lost your soul.”

“I’m a ginger,” Owen rasped. “I don’t have a soul.” He tried to smile but it felt strange.

“Was that a joke? That’s a good sign, you know. Your sense of humor’s still in there somewhere.”

Owen had meant to say, I’m not depressed. “Yeah. That…that might be a good idea. The depression thing. What’re we doing today?”

“I’ll be helping you with some gentle stretching, followed by some supported walking exercises to build up your strength.”

“But we did those weeks ago!”

Deanne looked pointedly at his wheelchair. “And what have you done since?”

“It’s…just discouraging, that’s all. To keep doing the same thing over and over.”

“But that’s just it, Owen. You’ve haven’t been doing them over and over. So, we’re doing them again, and if you do them at home, then we’ll move on to something that’ll build on your new strength next time. In a way, PT’s like building an onion. We’re adding one layer at a time.”

Owen managed a tremulous smile. “I have to walk before I can run?”

“Something like that, yes,” Deanne said. “In a way, you really are learning how to walk again. Your body suffered a major trauma, Owen. The old balance, the old muscle memories, especially on your left side, just aren’t there anymore. We also need to keep the healing tissues supple so they don’t scar up. With any luck and”—she gave him a very pointed look—“some hard work on your part, it’ll come back faster this time. After all, you’ve healed some in the interim.”

“Fingers crossed,” Owen said, but they could both tell his heart wasn’t in it. Owen knew, however, that his body had damn well better be.

“I’m prescribing some light traction with the stretchy bands to help keep your left leg in particular from tightening up, but I want to you to use them on your right leg too. Arms and shoulders, as long as you’re at it. We’ll go over it all today. None of it’s going to feel particularly good,” Deanne cautioned him. “Do you remember what I said about discomfort versus pain?”

Owen rubbed a hand over his scruffy face. “Discomfort means I’m challenging my body, but pain means I’m hurting it and I need to knock that shit off immediately?”

“Pretty much, yes. Are you ready to get started?”

He shrugged. “No, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

For the rest of the hour, Deanne put him through his paces, first stretching him and then reminding how to stretch correctly at home, twice a day at first and then three times daily. Then they worked on the assisted walking course. It bore no resemblance to the obstacle course at the fire station, but it made Owen sweat far more. That above all else told him just how much conditioning he’d lost since his accident, a sobering reminder of the cost of his moping.

Deanne handed him a water bottle.

“I’m not—”

“Shove it,” she said. “Drink it all and another after that. Then I’ll show you how I want you to do the resistance work with the bands at home. You may be a stubborn macho ass, but I’ll get you back on schedule even if it kills us both. You do want to go back to work, don’t you?”

Owen groaned and took the bottle. She’d already loosened the lid. At least he didn’t have to worry about being roofied at the high-end PT clinic the department and his private disability insurance sprang for. It was funny how the wallets opened up when the injuries were oh so actionable. The only thing Deanne might slip into his water would be an anti-inflammatory.

More stretching, and then she showed him how to use the bands, and then it was a brand-new world of pain. Two different workouts in an hour just seemed cruel and he said as much.

“Oh, boo hoo. If you’d do this regularly you wouldn’t feel like a train’d hit you, so you have only yourself to blame,” Deanne said. Owen noticed that the usual smile and good humor with which she delivered her sermonettes had disappeared. “From here on out, it’s going to be boot camp. Not only that, I have something else I want you try since traditional physical therapy apparently isn’t to your liking.” She shoved a brochure in his face. “It’s from the Capitol City Rowing Club. Ever heard of it?”

“It rings a bell, but I know there’s a couple of college crews in the area, CalPac, UC Davis, Sac State,” Owen answered, looking at the pictures on the cover. Sure, the rowers looked fit, but all of them were handicapped in some way. The boats themselves didn’t look quite right.

“The Adaptive Rowing program at CCRC is the practicum of a PT student at Sac State I work with sometimes, Nick Bedford. He used to coach at CalPac College. He knows a lot about rowing and has the making of an excellent physical therapist. The goal of the program is to restore functional strength to the body while lending support where it’s needed. You read the details in the brochure. I strongly urge you to check this out,” Deanne said, “and in the meantime, I’ll see you in two days. When you come back, I expect you to have done your exercises. Keep in mind, since this is work-related, I have to report back to your supervisors sooner or later.”

“Right,” Owen sighed as Deanne helped him to his chair. Maybe he wouldn’t need it on his next appointment, but that day, he was certainly grateful for it, along with the orderlies who helped him to his SUV and the handicapped placard that let him park close to the door.

*

Owen made it home but slept for the rest of the day. It felt like honest sleep. Exhausted sleep, not the kind of sleep that resulted from…depression. He hated to admit it, but Deanne was probably right. But really, he chuckled to himself, what did he have to be depressed about? A work situation he hadn’t even begun to sort out, including a decision about whether to sue the city and the fire department? A catastrophic, life-changing accident? The fact that he couldn’t remember his last steady boyfriend? That was him, always the hookup, never the boyfriend. He thought maybe that depressed him more than anything else.
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