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Trapped to Death
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Obsessed to Death

Deserted to Death
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Introduced to Death
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What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others. – Pericles

Diary of Dr. Conall Morgan

Edinburgh, 17 April 1913

Plans are complete for our dig on Shetland this summer. I expect it to be a waste of time, as I do not believe there is anything else to find at the site; however, I have been overruled by Dr. Wallace. As he will be leading the expedition himself, I have little recourse.

I would much prefer to remain in the Highlands. Six weeks in the midst of bloody Vikings, lacking amenities or proper meals, is not to my liking. However, lacking approval from the university, there will be no funding for a separate dig.

Bloody Wallace.
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Los Angeles

March

“So, you’ve been dreaming a lot about sex.”

Dr. Tania Bibbins sipped tea as she perused the final pages of my dream journal. I’d been seeing her since November for post-traumatic stress disorder, after witnessing a shooting. I was greatly improved – sleeping soundly and free of nightmares for a month. Today was our final scheduled session.

I said, “Yeah. Except for that one about teaching a dog to surf.”

She smiled. “Why do you think you’re dreaming about sex?”

“My best guess? Because I’m not getting it as often as I’d like while I’m awake.”

“As I remember, we talked about this once in couples therapy.”

“We did. At the time Pete was teaching an overload class, and we thought the situation would improve when he wasn’t so busy anymore.”

“But it hasn’t?”

“No. We’re having sex about twice a week. Pete’s turning me down at least twice a week.” 

“This must be frustrating for you.”

I allowed myself a sigh. “It’s frustrating and depressing. I’ve done everything I can dream up to stimulate his libido, and nothing works.”

“What have you tried?”

“Cards, flowers, candles and soft music, backrubs, meeting him at the door naked, even sexting him from the restroom at work when I know he’s already home. At home I’ve been hanging out in my underwear. I tried to convince him to watch porn with me a couple of times, but he said it reminded him of his abuse and didn’t like it.” 

When Pete was fourteen he was sexually abused by his parish priest daily for six months. When he and I originally started dating, he told me that he never bottomed, but he hadn’t told me why. We’d lived together for about six months when I’d brought up the possibility of topping him. He’d said no – he’d tried it once and didn’t like it. He’d asked me if it was a deal-breaker for me, and I’d told him no.

At the time I’d still thought I’d eventually be able to change his mind.

The next night he’d told me about his abuse.

Now, Dr. Bibbins tapped her pen against her chin in thought. “Are you still showering together?”

“Yes, and that’s generally when we have sex. But we’ve been showering less at home, more often at the gym, to save water.”

“Last winter Pete was able to have penetrative sex with you in the spooning position. He says he’s still doing that.”

“He is. About once a month.”

“How do you feel about that?”

I spread my hands in a helpless gesture. “Pete and I have been together for almost two years. I haven’t had penetrative anal sex in all that time, and I doubt I ever will again. This sounds horribly selfish, but I’m not interested in being a receptacle for the rest of my life. I believe it creates a huge imbalance in our relationship and feeds Pete’s heteronormative tendencies. At this point, I don’t care if we ever have anal sex again. I’d be satisfied with a couple more blowjobs a week.”

“Have you discussed this with Pete?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

I shrugged. “I’m afraid of making him feel guilty. I understand you can’t divulge what Pete has told you in his sessions, but I’m positive that he’s still in therapy because he feels guilty about his limitations.”

She didn’t deny it. “He’s in therapy because we’re still working on meeting the final goal of the four that you set together.”

“Overcoming our sexual incompatibility. Right. And I know he longs to achieve that goal. I’m only saying, after all this time – I’m not betting on it.”

Dr. Bibbins frowned. “It’s not like you to give up on a goal.”

I laughed hollowly. “First time for everything.”

She closed my journal and handed it back to me. “Don’t admit defeat yet. Pete’s been working hard in his sessions, and I believe we’re close to a breakthrough.” She gave me an encouraging smile. “Hang in there. And continue to vary your seduction techniques. You’re doing a super job.”
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Somewhere over the Midwestern US

July 26, 2014

“I think we should give up Coke.”

“Um – what?”

Pete smiled patiently and repeated slowly. “I – think – we – should – give – up – Coke.”

I blinked. I’d been reading Francis Pryor’s Britain BC, and the rapid transition from the Neolithic period to the interior of a British Airways A380 was a jolt. “Okay, why?”

“It’s nutritionally terrible. High fructose corn syrup, all those calories. And it’s expensive.”

“That’s always been true. Why now?”

“Timing. It’ll be harder to find while we’re in the UK, right?”

“Only marginally. And there it’s made with sugar, not corn syrup.”

“It’s an excellent opportunity to wean ourselves. We’ll have tea to drink every morning, right?”

“Right.” I liked Coke a lot, but Pete was the true addict. “We’ll give it a shot. If you start jonesing for it, we can always find some.”

“Deal.” Pete settled back into his seat and picked up his e-reader. I’d given it to him for his 39th birthday, three weeks ago, in preparation for this vacation.

We were spending four weeks in the UK. Pete, an associate professor of psychology at Santa Monica College, had the summer off. I’d worked at UCLA’s Young Research Library for eight years and had only used a few vacation days here and there. I’d accumulated so much vacation that I was going to start losing it if I didn’t start using it.

We weren’t only planning to see the sights. One hundred years ago, Pete’s great-great-grandfather, an amateur archaeologist, disappeared from the Orkney Islands with a priceless Stone Age artifact belonging to one of his rivals. Neither the man nor the artifact had ever been seen again. We were going to do some digging ourselves to see if we could discover what happened to him.

Pete and I had been together for two years now. We’d had some bumps along the way and had stumbled over too many dead bodies, but the past six months had been quiet. No one had died. Our families were fine. I’d reconciled with my grandfather back in the spring; Pete Skyped every weekend with his nieces. 

Life was good. We’d both been promoted this year. We owned a house together. We were solid.

With one exception.

I’d followed Dr. Bibbins’s advice and kept attempting to light Pete’s fire. Three months later, nothing had changed. I’d read every article I could find about keeping the sexual spark alive in a relationship, and I’d tried everything, no matter how crazy. None of it had worked. Pete continued to turn me down. I’d kept count in the back of my dream journal; from March through May he’d accepted only 31% of my advances. 

He was always apologetic, but the ongoing rejection was difficult to accept. My self-confidence hadn’t been this low in years.

I’d finally given up.

I phased out my efforts over about four weeks in hopes that Pete wouldn’t notice, and it seemed that he hadn’t. I wasn’t holding that against him. We’d gotten caught up in the minutiae of life – work, family, recreation, home maintenance, strategizing our vacation. We were busy.

But I was tired. Sex had always been an energizer for me, recharging my batteries, keeping me moving. Without it, I felt sluggish, both physically and mentally.

The words of the old Rolling Stones song kept echoing in my head. “You can’t always get what you want.” But I had what I needed. Security, health, love, rewarding work. I had no room to complain.

Pete had everything he’d ever dreamed of. He’d told me so, several times. I always responded, “Me too.” What else was I going to say? Making him feel guilty accomplished nothing.

Life wasn’t a romance novel. Happily Ever After, more often than not, turned out to be Okay Ever After.

I was okay.
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Oxford, England

July 27

The rest of the flight was uneventful. Pete and I both slept, him leaning against the window and me leaning against him. I’d brought the remnants of a prescription of Xanax that I’d gotten last winter as treatment for my PTSD-associated insomnia, and we’d both swallowed a couple after we’d eaten what passed for dinner. I woke up when the flight attendants started handing out towelettes and orange juice. Once we spotted land, Pete got excited. “Is that Ireland?”

“Yep.”

“It’s so green.”

“You’re not in the desert now.”

He remained glued to the window. When we were preparing to land he said, “It’s not as large as I expected.”

“What? London?”

“Right.”

“It’s smaller than Los Angeles County.”

“Huh. I don’t know why I was expecting it to be bigger.”

“LA doesn’t seem oversized to you because you’re used to it. And remember, this is a relatively small island. The entire United Kingdom is only a little over half the size of California in square miles.” I poked him gently in the ribs. “You need to get out more.”

He grinned. “I guess so.”

We were being met at Heathrow by my friend Niles Gretton. We’d be staying in Oxford with him and his girlfriend, Nora Basu, for a few days to recuperate from our jet lag. We were also going to meet a distant cousin of Pete’s, another great-great-grandson of Robert Thomson. We were anxious to learn what he knew about their mutual ancestor.

But that wouldn’t happen until tomorrow.

Niles was waiting for us at baggage claim, and he grabbed me in a backslapping hug then held his hand out to Pete. “Niles Gretton. Welcome to England, Pete.”

“Thanks.” 

Niles looked me over. “You’ve bulked up a bit, mate.”

I’d gained about ten pounds in the past year, all of it muscle and most of it in my upper body. “I told you I was playing rugby again.”

Niles grinned. “Like old times, eh?”

Pete and Niles talked all the way to Oxford, getting acquainted with each other. Pete was chattier than normal, and I suspected he was working to distract himself from the disorientation of riding on the left side of the road. I mostly listened from the back seat. 

When we got to Oxford, we dragged our bags into the house and got hugs from Nora. Pete met James and Bond, Niles and Nora’s enormous Irish wolfhounds, and we both took hurried showers to cleanse ourselves from airplane grunge. We went to Niles’s neighborhood pub for a pint and fish and chips and had another pint or two. At one point Pete went to the men’s room and Nora turned to me. “Are you all right?”

Uh oh. “Sure. What do you mean?”

“You’re too quiet. You’re generally a proper chatterbox when you’re drinking.”

I waved her off. “Jet lag. I’m okay.”

“Right, then.” But I wasn’t fooling her.

Diary of Dr. Conall Morgan

Edinburgh, 5 May 1913

A reprieve! I will not be required to spend a second summer tugging at my forelock to bloody Wallace. A crofter on Orkney has uncovered a row of intriguing stones. Rather than allow Glasgow at it, Wallace has agreed to send MacDiarmid and I to Orkney, with Harkness and Tyler as assistants. 

‘Twill be six months amongst Vikings, still, but now I have the opportunity to publish for my trouble. 
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Oxford

July 28

On Monday morning we made the brief walk from Niles’s semidetached on Woodstock Road to Wolfson College, where Pete’s cousin was a lecturer in art and archaeology. Stopping Pete from looking in the wrong direction when crossing the road was an ongoing challenge. When we were safely on campus I asked, “Remind me who this cousin is?”

“Duncan Thomson. We’re fifth cousins, or something like that? Robert Thomson was his great-great-grandfather too.”

“Your great-grandfather and his were brothers.”

“Yes. Robert had three children – Donald, Elizabeth, and Adam. Donald was the oldest, and he’s the one who emigrated to the States and became my great-grandfather. Adam was Duncan’s great-grandfather.”

I nodded. “Got it.”

Duncan Thomson’s office was a typical academic lair full of books, journals and papers. Duncan himself was behind his desk and stood when we appeared at his door. “Pete Ferguson?”

“Yes.” They shook hands. “This is my partner, Jamie Brodie.”

I shook Duncan’s hand. He was tall, slender, blond and blue-eyed, with a Scottish accent, wearing a collared shirt under a sweater. A bike helmet was on a side table. Duncan tipped his head at me. “Brodie, eh? Of the Brodie Castle Brodies?”

“Back a few generations, yes.”

He nodded. “You look like a Scotsman. Tea?”

We sat in the visitors’ chairs and accepted a cuppa. Duncan said, “I was pleased to hear from you and your sister. We’ve always wondered what became of Donald’s descendants.”

Pete said, “We weren’t close to our Thomson grandparents. We didn’t even know Donald’s name, much less that he’d been born in Scotland.”

“We knew Donald had two sons, but once Donald died, we never heard anything else from the family.”

Pete said, “I know my grandfather’s brother was killed in the attack on Pearl Harbor.”

Duncan nodded. “Yes. We did know that one of Donald’s sons died in the war.” 

“I was seven when Donald died, but I only learned that when Christine gave me the family tree. I wish I’d met him. All we ever heard about was the family ‘shame.’”

Duncan’s eyebrow went up. “Shame?”

Pete sighed. “That’s how my grandmother – Donald’s daughter-in-law – described Robert’s disappearance and the family’s falling apart. My mother got pregnant in high school with my sister, and her mother always said she took after the Thomsons. Bringing shame to the family.”

Duncan gave me an inquiring glance. I said, “A bloody Sassenach, his grandmother.”

He laughed. “I see. But...” He looked perplexed. “The family didn’t fall apart. What did she mean by that?”

Pete said, “We were told that after his father disappeared, Donald went to the States and the rest of the family went to Edinburgh.”

“Someone got it wrong, then. Rhona – Robert’s wife – never left Orkney. Donald did leave home, but to serve as ground crew for the RAF during World War One.” Duncan cocked an eyebrow. “Hardly the done thing, is it, a healthy young man deserting his country while it’s at war?”

Pete said, “No. I did wonder about that.”

Duncan said, “After the war, he’d saved money to help his mum and brother buy the croft they lived on. That’s when he went to the States. He’d met an American officer during the war who was impressed with his engineering skills, offered to pay for his education at the Colorado School of Mines.”

“No kidding.”

Duncan frowned at Pete. “I wonder how that tale of yours got passed on?”

Pete shrugged. “My family is a case study in miscommunication.”

I said, “Your grandmother may have adjusted the story to suit her own purposes.”

Pete said, “It sounds like it. She also told us that Donald never returned to Scotland. She left the impression that he was estranged from his relatives.”

Duncan shook his head. “Not true. Donald came back several times, for his brother’s and sister’s weddings, and for Rhona’s funeral.”

Pete said, “His brother was your great-grandfather.”

“Aye. Adam.” Duncan smiled. “He used to tell us tales of Robert and his archaeological pursuits.” His expression sobered. “He never believed Robert ran off. None of the family did. He wouldn’t have abandoned them.”

I said, “We’d like to look into the mystery of his disappearance.”

Pete said. “We’re mostly here on vacation. But Jamie’s a university librarian, terrific at research, and we thought we’d take the opportunity.”

Duncan was intrigued. “Where do you plan to search?”

“I thought I’d start with the library in Kirkwall. Go back to the newspaper clippings of the time, see what was reported.”

Duncan nodded. “My cousin Craig and his family still live and work on the farm. Their attic has a couple of trunks we’ve never opened. Maybe you could have a go at them.”

Pete said, surprised, “You’ve never opened them?”

Duncan shrugged. “They’re locked, and we’ve never found a key. One of those things we’ve meant to do when we had time.”

Pete said, “I’ve picked a few locks. If it’s all right with Craig, maybe we could open them.”

“I’ll speak to him about it.” Duncan smiled. “How long will you be in Oxford?”

“We’re leaving Wednesday morning.”

“Come to dinner tomorrow evening. My children would enjoy meeting an American cousin. I’ll call Craig this evening about the trunks.”

Pete and I looked at each other and grinned. Pete said, “We’ll be there.”

We left Wolfson and walked into town, grabbing lunch at the Market. I showed Pete the Radcliffe Science Library where a detective and I had encountered a murderer the previous year, and the flat where my ex Ethan and I had lived for three years. I surreptitiously checked Pete for any sign of jealousy there, but didn’t detect any.

We went on to Merton, where the porter invited us to return for tea. I gave Pete a detailed tour, showing him where I’d lived my last year in Oxford and introducing him to a couple of my former lecturers. 

When we stopped by the library, Niles said that both he and Nora had obligations for the evening, and I told Niles about our invitation for tomorrow from Duncan. Niles said, “Ah, Nora wanted to cook one evening. She’ll have to do it when you come back through.”

“Sure. Don’t worry about tonight. We’ll be fine on our own.”

“There’s a new gay pub not far from here. Their food is supposedly top-notch.”

That suited us. After tea, Pete and I walked around admiring the other colleges and visited the botanical gardens. Pete spotted the punts in the river. “What are those boats?”

“They’re called punts. You propel yourself with a pole.”

Pete got a strange gleam in his eye. “Can we do that?”

“Sure, if you want.”

After we left the gardens, we were ready for a pint and headed for the pub. It was still a bit early, and we had no trouble getting a table. We ate and then attacked our pints. We’d begun our second round when I spotted a guy at the bar who’d come in by himself. He ordered a drink and then turned around and leaned against the bar, looking around. There was an empty table nearby, and he headed toward it – and as he did so, he caught my eye.

The guy was probably around thirty, handsome in a wholesome way, with light brown hair and the perpetually rosy cheeks that some British kids have. He and I smiled at each other, and then he turned his gaze to Pete, at the same instant that Pete looked at him.

The young guy’s eyes widened. So did Pete’s. A slow smile spread across the young guy’s face, and Pete granted the guy one of his brilliant grins. It was like watching electrons smash into each other.

Well, well, well. 

I found myself edging closer to Pete and attempted to stop. The young guy glanced back at me and seemed to sum up the situation rapidly. He held out his hand to me. “Bryn Davies. I haven’t seen you blokes in here before, have I?” His accent was Welsh.

I shook the guy’s hand. “No, we’re visiting. I’m Jamie Brodie, this is Pete Ferguson.”

“Ah, from the States. First time in Oxford?”

“No – at least, not for me. I read history at Merton. Pete’s never been here, though.”

Pete had been silent through this, still smiling, but with an expression that registered somewhere between bemusement and shock. Bryn turned back to Pete and shook his hand, and I could almost see the sparks arcing between them. “Welcome to Oxford, Pete.”

Pete managed to find his voice. “Thank you.”

I decided to risk it and said, “Care to join us?”

That seemed to stun Bryn for a moment, but he recovered quickly. “Ta, I will.” He pulled out the spare bar stool and sat. “When were you at Merton?”

“I got here in 2002 and left in 2006. Are you a student?”

“Right. I’m reading psychology at Magdalen.”

A psychologist. I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him that he and Pete shared a profession. Bryn turned back to Pete, who was still having trouble processing the realization that he was incredibly attracted to this man. “Where do you live now?”

Pete cleared his throat. “California. Los Angeles.”

Bryn turned a bit coy. “You don’t look like a California lad.” He turned back to me. “But you do.”

I smiled. “We’re both California lads, though. Born and raised. You’re Welsh?”

“Swansea. Have you been there?”

“Once.”

We chatted for a while, about Magdalen and Merton. Bryn learned I was a rugger, and we dissected the rest of the world’s chances against Australia this year. Pete mostly listened, his gaze leaving Bryn’s face occasionally to stray down his body.

My conversation with Bryn came to a lull, and he turned to Pete. “Are you a librarian as well?”

Pete cleared his throat again. “No. I – um – I teach psychology.”

And – they were off. Bryn and Pete talked for an hour about psychology and the differences between graduate education here and in the States. Each of them glanced at me occasionally, as if to remind me that they hadn’t forgotten I was sitting there. I smiled and nodded and didn’t say a word. I didn’t have to. I wasn’t needed.

Eventually, Bryn drained his pint. “That was lovely, thank you. I’d best be off.” He stood and shook our hands again, holding onto Pete’s a second or two longer than mine. “Safe travels.”

“Thanks.”

We watched him walk away. Pete stared after Bryn then took a long drink. “That was-” He was clearly bewildered.

I said, “He was cute.”

“He was – um – yeah. Cute.”
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