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JULY 30, 1998

The dreams never stopped. When he was awake, they came crashing in on him, making him feel as if he was getting punched in the stomach. But when he was sleeping, it was worse. 

Robin Pavasaris ran from them, all of them. His mother, father, stepmother, oldest brother, Reverend Calhan. They all chased him, blaming him for destroying them. His father’s words cut through him. How he was an abomination, he would burn in hell, and Calhan joined him. Then, Calhan wasn’t chasing him any longer but in front of him on a pulpit that was towering over Robin, and his finger came down pointing to Robin to accuse him. 

“You did all of this! Your sins have destroyed everyone you love!”

Robin fell to his knees and once again, like in every dream, they descended on him cutting him with shining golden blades. 

“Robin!”

He startled awake to see Lyle, one of his two roommates. His acne-riddled face pale with worry. “Are you okay?”

Robin scrambled to sit up and rubbed both hands over his face. “I’m okay. I’m okay. It was a bad dream.”

“I’ll say! You were screaming again.”

Robin groaned at the news and let his hands fall to the rough blanket he was covered with, whispering, “I’m sorry, Lyle. Did Greg hear this time?”

“Yeah,” Lyle said, his voice not hiding his disdain for their roommate. “He prayed for a couple of minutes, then ran out to tell someone. He’s such a snitch.”

“It’s okay. It’s not his fault.”

Lyle sat on his cot, which was a few feet from Robin’s, and asked, “What happened to you?”

“Nothing happened to me, Lyle. It was all my own doing.”

“Did you murder someone?”

Robin shook his head and confessed, “No, but I put my best friend in a coma. I was driving the car we were in when we wrecked.”

“That’s where you got all the bruises?”

Touching his face absently, he nodded. “Yeah. This is from the airbag.”

“Wow, ouch. Anyway, Delia came by a little while ago. She said Yosiah wants to see you, talk to you, then send you to get your work duties.”

Robin was nervous and relieved at once. He’d love to work his fingers to the bone, get his mind off things, but meeting the leader of the church...

“Is he...scary?”

“Yosiah?” Lyle chewed his lip as he thought it over. He carried a little weight around his middle and he had a terrible case of acne, but he was the nicest of his two roommates and had the prettiest eyes Robin had ever seen. They were so light blue, they looked gray. “I guess when you first meet him he’s intimidating, but not scary, no.”

That didn’t quell his nerves any. 

“You, uh,” he said, waving a hand in front of his face as Robin stood from his cot. “You should probably hit the shower.”

Robin smiled shyly and admitted, “Three days in a...” He looked around the tent, trying to remember what they’d called it.

“Yurt. This is a yurt, the building of choice at camp Light of Redemption.”

“Yurt, right. Three days in a yurt, I guess I really could use that shower.”

“Come on. I’ll show you where they are.”

“Right. Thanks.”

He reached under his cot for his bags and once he opened one, he saw the tuxedo jacket someone had packed for him. His fingers brushed over it, remembering the night he’d worn it. Myke’s birthday party, the fight with Myke, running to the ruins, and then...Alex. Alex had kissed him, touched him, confessed he loved him that night, knowing it was wrong as they were brothers, but it couldn’t be helped. Robin felt the same. 

He stuffed it deep in the bag and found a pair of jeans, polo shirt, and underwear before kicking the bag back under his cot. “Ready when you are.”

There were maybe thirty yurts dotted around the compound, which was around ten acres, by the looks. It was surrounded in split-rail fencing and crowned on the southern end by a farmhouse three stories tall and gleaming white. 

The only other structures were two long metal buildings in the center and a few outhouses scattered around the place. The water was limited, Lyle explained, because it was drawn from a couple of wells, so flushing toilets were discouraged. Showers, too, were limited, kept to three minutes each. 

Robin went as fast as he could, unwilling to start off on the wrong foot. He’d already shown himself to be someone who laid in bed, feeling sorry for themselves. He didn’t want it to get worse. 

Once he toweled off and dressed, he hurried to brush his teeth, the water coming from the sink like it was in the shower, brown and a little gritty. He had never used well water before, so it freaked him out at first, but he wanted to give everything there a chance, including the water. He needed someone to help him, take all the things wrong with him and make him better. 

Lyle was waiting outside, staring off north. When Robin stepped beside him, he saw that Lyle was watching a girl, little in height, thin with porcelain skin. “She’s pretty.”

Lyle jumped and spun his head, paling. “I wasn’t looking at her!”

“It’s okay, Lyle. I’m sorry if I scared you.”

Whispering, Lyle pulled Robin away from the building and explained, “We’re not allowed to just gawk at girls like that. If anyone else saw, I’d be in trouble.”

“But it’s okay you like girls? I mean, I don’t know anything about the church. The whole way here from Denver, I was the one doing the talking.”

“Yosiah will explain most of it, and the rest, you just learn. But, yeah, it’s okay to like girls. Sure, of course, but you have to earn wives, and I’m way far off from that. In fact,” he started, lowering his voice even more, “I’m not going to be here that long.”

“Why not?”

“This is my mom’s thing,” he said, leading Robin back to the tent for him to take his dirty clothes. “We’ve been all over the place while she looks for her true spirituality, or whatever. Me? I’m going to get my GED once I leave here and then go to college. Please don’t tell anyone.”

“No, no, I won’t. Would that be bad?”

“Yeah. They don’t want us in school, let alone in college. All the education we need, Yosiah provides they say, so I'll bide my time until I turn eighteen.”

Robin looked at him harder. He’d thought Lyle was in his twenties. “Wow, you are young. I’m only eighteen, too, but you look older than me.”

“It’s the zits,” he joked. “They cover the baby face.”

“Oh,” he said, laughing a little, hoping not to offend the only person he’d spoken much to since arriving. 

Delia was waiting outside their yurt. “Robin, hey!”

“Hi, Delia,” he said, still embarrassed that she knew all his secrets. Well, most of them. The one lie he told, and the one he’d hold onto was his last name. He wasn’t going to use his father’s name again until he’d earned it. 

“Yosiah is waiting for you by the garden. It’s just to the side of the big house.”

“Great. Thanks, Delia. And thanks, Lyle, for showing me where the showers are.”

“No problem. Good luck,” he said, then his shoulders fell as Delia turned her eyes to him. “Shoot, sorry, Delia. There is no such thing as luck, only God’s will.”

“That’s right. Thank you, Lyle.”

As soon as Delia was gone, Lyle rushed into the tent, and Robin was left to make the long walk to the garden. With each step he took, he thought over all he would have to confess to start his long journey to being a Godly person his father would accept back into his life. One that wouldn’t ever fall in love with his own brother. 

He saw Yosiah squatting near a plant, bringing a leaf of it to his face and inhaling while his eyes closed, dressed in cotton clothes, like most of the others around the place. Roomy, long-sleeved white cotton. Robin had to look away because the scene reminded him too much of Alex. 

Not that he looked a lot like Alex. He had a beard, but it was fuller than Alex’s and streaks of white through the reddish-brown, like his hair. In fact, his hair had a thick patch of white on the side, like a wing, and he bet it was the same on the other side. 

When he looked back, Yosiah was standing, his head turned right to Robin. Sure enough, the other side had a patch of white like a wing. 

Robin closed the distance, reaching out his hand. “Yosiah? I’m Robin.”

Pushing away Robin’s hand, Yosiah moved to him, encircling him with his arms. “Welcome home, Robin.”

The hug was awkward for him, as he’d never hugged a stranger. Hell, he’d rarely hugged friends or even family, but the man was holding him and finally, Robin gave into it, hugging him back gently. Then the words hit him, someone sincerely welcoming him. That hadn’t ever happened for him, anyone welcoming him with love and a genuine smile. 

He felt more tears gathering in his eyes, but held them.

Yosiah moved back, smiling sweetly. His blue eyes twinkling in the sunlight. “Delia tells me you are lost.”

“I...I am. Did she tell you...anything else?”

“It was not her confession to give, Robin. You and I have a lot of time for all that, but I had to meet you, to see you for myself. I try to greet all my newest family members, but sometimes it gets away from me. Three days? I’m sorry for the delay.”

“No! It was me, I’m...I was...”

“Crying. That, I was told.”

He wrapped an arm around Robin’s shoulders and led him in a walk through the garden’s rows. “These plants, the good food God’s given us, they must be nurtured, watered, fed, shown the sun. It’s very much like us humans, Robin. God’s children.”

Yosiah must not have been taller than five foot ten inches or so, but he seemed ten foot tall. He was giant in his presence, his voice melodic, deep and he soothed Robin’s frayed nerves immediately. 

“I hope I can stay. I know I haven’t lived...Godly or anything so far. I’d love to change though. It would help a lot; my family may accept me again.”

“This is your family now, Robin, and we already accept you. Any sins you’ve committed in the past, we will deal with them, of course, but from here on out, I’ll take you by the hand and show you the way to God’s light. To redemption.”

Robin felt tears coming again, tears he thought he’d run dry. “I hope I can be redeemed. I’ve done...terrible things.”

“We all have, Robin, before we found God’s love.” He let go of Robin and faced him again, gripping both shoulders. “Let’s make a deal, you and me, hmm?”

“A deal?”

“Yes. Why don’t we take them one at a time, learn from them, change what we can, ask for God’s forgiveness, then move on to the next? It may be much easier for you that way.”

One at a time. It sounded good in theory, but so many were interconnected. “If we can, I’d like to try that.”

He patted both arms, then grinned. “Good. Now, give me the first one. Any one of your choosing.”

Robin cut his eyes away, his mind spinning and he saw Alex’s face trying to swim to the top, but he pushed him away and grabbed at the next one. “I’m gay.”

He expected a reaction like his father, to be looked on in disgust, but instead Yosiah’s brows rose and he asked, “Is that all?”

Shocked, Robin’s jaw dropped. 

“Don’t get me wrong, Robin, it’s a sin to act on it, of course, and I must assume you have.” Again, he took Robin around the shoulders and they walked together. “It’s nothing we can’t repent from. You see, society has taken a terrible turn, and it’s turned away from God. We, as individuals, have forgotten our roles, turned our backs on true family life therefore we are lost. 

“Women have lost their way. Once they no longer stayed home to care for their husbands and children, they forgot their role, forgot their callings. So, they turn to other things and the men have to fight for the affection and attention that once were simply due to them. Oh, it’s not all women’s faults. Men forgot how to care for their families, and let their women go out into the world each day dodging the temptations that were only meant for men. Many more men came to rely on the company of other men, and through time, some lost interest in women altogether. Passing those traits on to their offspring. We as a people need to return to those times where the men were the protectors and providers and the women nurtured and served. And, with our church, we will win that war gaining soldiers for God each and every day, like you!”

It made his head ache thinking of the things that he was saying, but he guessed it could be true. He had no idea about those things. He had never seen women as servants, only to be home with their husbands and children, but if his own mother had, how much different could his life have been? “So, if I have a family it could change me?”

“Working for God and our church will fulfill you until you no longer have those impulses. I’ll help you cast away temptations of the flesh, my boy.”

Those very temptations had been the cause of all his heartache. “I would appreciate that more than you can know.”

“I know, Robin. I know.” 

They walked along a little more and Yosiah said, “The group meeting tonight, you’ll come, of course. I hope you get out of it all you can. Listen, and take the things I’m saying into your heart. I know so many of us are without true families until we come here, but the family we’ve created here can not only substitute, but make you forget all those who’d only pretended to be family.”

It was like Yosiah was speaking directly to him, and he wondered again if Delia had told him everything he’d blurted out in the bus on the way to New Mexico. Still, it didn’t matter. For once in his life, he had the chance to become a real family, and he wouldn’t throw it away for anything. “Thank you, Yosiah. I think I’m going to like it here.”

“Come with me into the house. I’d like you to meet some of my family, my wives, and a few of my children.”

“I’d like that.”

As they walked through the back door, they were right in the big, warm kitchen. Three women, including Lacy, were cooking, and she saw him and rushed right over. “Robin! How are you?”

“Better, thanks to you and Delia.”

“I’m so glad. It’s this place,” she said, then glanced lovingly at Yosiah. “And, of course, this man.”

She leaned over to kiss him and Yosiah caressed her cheek. “You’re my special girl, Lacy.”

She smiled wide at Robin and told him, “I have to finish cooking, but maybe we can talk after group?”

“I’d like that.”

The other women simply smiled over at him while Yosiah introduced them. “Besides Lacy, whom you’ve already met, here is Rhonda and Clara, two of my other wives.”

“Nice to meet you, Robin,” Clara said. She was obviously pregnant, and her face was rounded with the extra weight on her that made her look so joyous and glowing. 

Rhonda nodded shyly. She was very thin, her cheeks gaunt, and her hair was dull and hanging limply in a ponytail. Robin thought she looked ill, but she gave Yosiah the same loving gaze the others had. “Rhonda is trying so hard to give me a child. We’ll be praying over her tonight, so God will fill her with fertility.”

Pregnant? She looked on the verge of death, but Robin simply said, “I’ll pray hard for you.”

“Thank you, Robin,” she said in a weak voice. 

The kitchen was filled with fresh vegetables from the garden, meats, and loaves of bread the women were making from scratch. It smelled wonderful, but Robin had a creeping feeling, as he looked around at the seemingly happy faces of the women. 

“You see, Robin, once women are brought back to what they truly are, they feel fulfilled in beautiful and glorious ways. Isn’t that right, my beauties?”

All the women nodded. Some agreed verbally, but Robin was watching Rhonda, who gave a slight nod and closed her eyes. 

Robin was allowed to go back to his yurt until the big meeting that evening. He rested, thinking over all he’d seen and heard that day. Conflicted, but of course, he wasn’t right with God. The only thing that did make sense was that he’d be confused over Godly things.

For the meeting, the men sat in the sand, a couple of hundred feet from the farmhouse. The women were on their feet, going around the rows of men and handing them plates of food. Robin thanked them, and the girl Lyle had been staring at so ardently, smiled sweetly to him, blushing. 

Lyle groaned beside him. “She likes you.”

“She smiled, Lyle. Besides, I’m...not into girls.”

“It’s a sin, so they’re going to make you like girls.”

As Robin moved some of the food around his plate, the vegetable goulash, and hard grainy bread, he laughed that off. “Make me? They can’t make me, Lyle. He’s going to help me.”

“Whatever you say, Robin,” he said miserably. “You’ll surely be married to her in a few months. I just hope she’s a breeding wife and not a pleasure wife. That could kill me.”

Robin had taken a bite from the bread, and as he chewed, he thought over what he’d said. “Pleasure wives? Breeding wives? What the heck?”

“You’ll learn the difference soon enough.”

Yosiah came onto the little platform that doubled as a stage. Gone were his baggy cotton plants and shirt, replaced with a robe. Again, it struck Robin that the man looked like Jesus, at least the Jesus in the modern form, white, blue-eyed, bearded. The robe and sandals only made that more prominent. Robin figured that was on purpose, but he wasn’t judging. 

“My family!” 

He looked out over the small sea of faces, and all of them except Robin, who didn’t know, raised both hands in the air and cried out, “Yosiah, blessings on our earthly father!”

Robin smiled, thinking about having a different father. One that didn’t kick him out over his sin but tried to help him overcome it. 

“Ladies, please, take your seats. Thank you for doing your duty in serving the hard-working men of the compound. Today, you are filled with God’s love and my gratitude that you are searching your souls for your true purpose.”

Walking over to the men, he smiled, crossing his arms in front of him. “Our women, their cooking is nourishing you, and look at the contentment of you men! No thoughts of going to bars, of watching pornography! Fulfilled in Christ and by women who remember what their hearts truly want. To serve you.”

Robin noticed the women didn’t have plates in front of them and asked Lyle in a whisper, “Why aren’t they eating?”

“They eat after. If we want more, they get it for us, then they get what’s left.”

The vegetables, which he’d been enjoying only moments before soured in his mouth. “What?”

“It’s part of it, Robin. This is what you signed up for. Welcome to Light of Redemption.”
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COMING OUT OF THE SEDATIVE, or whatever it had been, Alexandras Pavasaris found himself surprisingly in his own bed. When he tried to turn over, however, and get out of it, he felt the straps around his wrists and ankles and looked down to see he was in his undershirt and briefs. 

“What the hell is going on?” he screamed, yanking at the straps, the other end of each tied somewhere under the bed. “Hey!”

The door opened and he was relieved for a moment, until he saw it was Stella and then it all came back to him. 

When he got to the ground floor of the house, he looked in each room until he got to the library and outside the door, there is where he heard them speaking, Regina and Myke. 

Something about the tones in their hushed voices told him not to barge in on them, but wait to hear what they were saying. 

Regina was speaking first, her whispered contempt obvious. “There’s no use in giving it to Filip now, Mykolas. The boy is already out of our lives for good. I can’t believe I had Stella collecting all those toothbrushes for the DNA for nothing.”

“Oh, Mother, I say we give it to him anyway. Possibly for Father’s Day, all wrapped in a bow. Here Father, the results that prove the little bastard isn’t your son. It would be the perfect gift for the day.”

“Mykolas, you’re terrible.”

Alex moved his forehead to the wall by the door, eyes closed as what they were saying took hold of him, making him want to vomit. 

“What would be even better is to give him the news that none of us are his sons. The old bastard might keel over right there, no muss no fuss.”

“As happy as that would make me, Mykolas, he can never know he’s always been sterile. His father swore me to secrecy and there would be a chance you’d both lose your inheritance.”

Alex’s head moved from the wall but his hands held him there to keep from fainting. Was he hearing right? Could what they were saying be true? Filip wasn’t his father?

He wanted to bust in on them, tell them he’d heard everything, but they started talking again. 

“Mother, why not tell him only about Alex then?”

“Mykolas! What if he suspected it was both of you? No, let sleeping dogs lie, and I promise son, we’ll find another way of talking Alex out of his part of the inheritance. I’m already giving him the yacht and that piece of land he fancies at the end of the island.”

“Mother, he can’t build there, it’s a historical monument.”

“All the better! Can you see what kind of hippie house he’d build there?”

Alex’s head swam and he found he hated his mother and brother far more than he ever thought he could, but something else occurred to him at that moment that brightened all the darkness they’d placed over him. 

Robin wasn’t his brother. Robin and he shared no blood. He could be with him; they could be together. His heart was in his throat at the thought, and he started to turn his love’s name on his lips in a whisper, “Robin...”

Suddenly, however, he felt a sharp jab to his neck and he turned to see Stella there, a crazy sneer on her face, and his eyes turned a little more to see a syringe in her hand sticking out of his neck. 

Before he could manage to scream out or try to move away, his legs gave out from under him and his vision was dark around the edges, slowly moving in until all there was, was black...

Stella had drugged him, then placed him in his room, tied to his own bed. “Stella, untie me this minute! What’s wrong with you? When I tell my father what you’ve done, you’ll be arrested and thrown into prison!”

Stella didn’t say a word to him about that, grabbing a tall water bottle and setting the nipple to his mouth. “Drink or the drugs will make you dehydrated.”

He turned his face away from it, though he was indeed terribly thirsty and told her, “I’d never trust you giving me food or water again. What’s it this time, poison?”

“She’s not trying to kill you, son,” Regina said, coming into the room and shutting the door behind her. 

“Mother, thank goodness. Call the police!”

Regina stood aside Stella, her arms crossed over her chest. Alex lay back on the pillow, suddenly aware of what was happening. “You want her to do this to me? Why?”

Regina’s head turned to Stella and she nodded, telling her, “Get the next ready. He’ll need it after we speak.”

Alex’s jaw was dropped so far his mouth went dry. Stella left the room but Alex just stared at his mother. 

She sat on the edge of his bed and sighed like she was just exhausted. “Alex, dear, this is for the best. I can’t have you running all over, telling people things they’re not prepared to hear.”

“Oh, you mean the truth? That I’m not Father’s son? That Myke isn’t? You’d keep me tied up and drugged to keep your secret?”

“I’m afraid it has to be this way, Alexandras.”

She was as calm as if she’d taken drugs herself and her hands were daintily folded over her lap. He wanted to tear the straps off and choke the life out of her. “Mother, you can’t keep me here! People will ask about me! What are you planning to tell them?”

“Let me worry about that, son. You just get some rest.”

“Mother, please! I won’t tell anyone anything. Please, don’t leave me here like this!”

His heart was pounding so hard, he thought it would jump from his chest, and he was pulling as hard as he could on the canvas straps, but they wouldn’t budge. 

“Please!” He felt the tears coming, his throat filling with them until he couldn’t speak again, but she didn’t bat an eye. 

“Son, I do love you, but you’ve never really understood things. When you’re better, we’ll speak again. Now, I must go. It’s time to dress for dinner.”

He screamed for her over and over until she closed the door behind herself, and then he heard her speaking to Stella. The room outside the bedroom was his sitting room and once that door was closed, it was soundproof. He could scream all day and no one outside the doors of his suite would hear him. Regina had assured him of that once he bought his piano. She didn’t like his music, so she couldn’t bear to hear it. 

He lay with tears streaming into his hair and he tried to think about how to get out of the situation, but there was nothing. The straps were thick canvas. Even a sharp knife would have difficulty getting through it. 

If only his father would come to his room, but that happened so rarely, it could be months. All Regina had to say to Filip is that he was gone back to school. Filip would never be the wiser. 

Stella entered the room with a syringe in her hand and she started for the bed. “Stella, please, don’t knock me out again. Talk to me! Please!”

“Alex, I knew from the time you were a small child, that you’d be a problem. Now, addicted to heroin?” She clucked her tongue and sat on his lower arm, and he couldn’t reach her with the other to strike out at her. 

She stuck the syringe between her teeth as she pulled a thin rubber hose from her pocket, and wrapped it tightly around his bicep then tied it. 

Her words sunk in and he realized what was happening and what exactly was in the syringe. “Stella, please, don’t give me heroin. I’ve never taken it or anything like it before! It could kill me!”

“Oh, small doses to start and once you build a tolerance, bigger doses will be necessary.”

Alex became frantic, moving as much as he could on the bed, screaming at the top of his lungs and she slapped him across the face, the sting of it shocking him. 

“If you don’t settle down, I’ll give you a lot more, and you can take your chances with an overdose. If you cooperate, you’ll live in a euphoric state for a while and then we’ll send you to a nice rehabilitation to recover from your disease. If you continue to cause problems, well...the drugs in your system will leave little doubt about how you passed away.”

Alex started to sob as she injected the drugs into his arm. Then...the euphoria she mentioned, a blanket of warmth, of release from all his troubles, his cares...

He turned his head to her, saw her smiling, and he felt himself smile weakly without understanding why. 

“There we are. Isn’t that better than all this fuss?”

He was nodding, again, without understanding why he was doing it. 

“I’ll be back in a few hours to set up an IV for fluids. Can’t have you dehydrated, can we? And maybe if you’re even hungry, I’ll feed you a little. I’ve heard addicts love sweets. I’ll see what the chef can make for you.”

Suddenly, he had visions of chocolate malts dancing in his mind and he felt as if he was flying on a cloud. He wished Robin were there with him. He loved Robin, the most beautiful man in the world, the best person he’d ever met, and he’d find Robin again one day and tell him how much he loved him. 

Robin. As he pictured him drinking one of the milk shakes on that cloud with him, he floated away into the happiest moment of his life. 

*****

[image: ]


AFTER PACING FOR AN hour, Luis walked to the house ready with an excuse to speak to the family about the horses. He didn’t think Alex would be gone so long and the phone going to voicemail instantly alerted him. Alex rarely turned his phone off, instead of turning off the sounds so it vibrated. 

When he got nearer, however, he saw a sketchy man walking out of the garage courtyard, so he ducked into a stand of trees to watch as Stella followed him out and pointed the way back toward the ferry. “You can’t miss it. There’s a sign.”

“Thanks and when you need more, you got my number.”

“I’ll need more, I assure you.”

The guy was dressed in torn jeans and a leather jacket, his hair long and greasy. He was no one that usually came to the island, even for a workman, they were dressed in decent work clothes and were clean and decent looking. Regina didn’t want work people there that didn’t meet certain standards. 
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