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All that Is Solid Melts into Air

The Lives of Remy and Michael, Book Two

C. Koehler


Dedicated to the memory of Steven Keith Marschke (May 23, 1963—April 8, 2015), who was in his way my own Peter Lodestone


Chapter One

So far, I’d made it halfway through the first semester of my freshman year at California Pacific, and you know? I had to admit that it didn’t suck. I know, I know, that was a bizarro thing to say about one’s choice of school, but there’s something you had to remember. CalPac was most assuredly not my choice of school. I made some very…I’ll call them colorful…choices the summer before my senior year of high school, and the gods of indiscriminate love rewarded me with HIV. It almost killed me—mostly because I neither told anyone but my brother and my boyfriend, nor did I seek medical care—but my parents made a decision I resented at the time: rather than sending me across the country to Boston University, as I wanted, they spoke to the men’s crew coach at CalPac. Between their persuasion and some fast talking from my high school coach, the ever-awesome Peter Lodestone, I wound up going to the local private university in the Sacramento area with a full-ride scholarship so long as I stayed brilliant in the boats. Mom and Dad’s idea was that I spend my first year in college at CalPac as I learned to quote, unquote manage my condition, and at the end of that we’d discuss transferring.

I flipped out when they dropped this bomb on me, and I dropped an R-bomb on them in return. R-bombs. That’s what Michael affectionately called my rages. They’re like daisy cutter cluster bombs but involved words and caused a lot more damage. All my plans—all our plans, as Michael and I had our future worked out—gone, just like that. But my parents knew me well, surprisingly enough, or at least knew my temper, and to take the sting out of it, they made a contract with me: in return for my cooperation, they gave me a notarized promise that at the end of my freshman year I could transfer to the school of my choice. Or maybe the school of my choice that chose me back might be a better way to phrase it. At the time I felt so sure of my future. Row my seat, keep my grades up at CalPac while I applied to BU, and bide my time while Michael finished high school. As soon as he graduated, I’d transfer so fast people behind me would get pneumonia from the wind in my wake. Michael and I would stay on the same schedule on the East Coast. That was the Plan. I’d worry about NCAA eligibility later.

Oh, and then there was my father’s edict that despite the fact they lived across the Yolo Causeway from CalPac, I would live in the dorms. That went over well.

“You’ve got to make the break, Remy,” my dad had said.

As I recall, I made a face. “Dad, no. I’ll be what, fifteen miles from home? How much of a break could I possibly make?”

“Trust me.” Dad snorted. I remembered that clearly. “Once you’re there you’ll realize we might as well be on the moon. It’ll seem like a world away, and one more thing—you can come home maybe once in a while, but under no circumstances will your mother and I allow you to come every weekend.”

“What? Why not?” I think I whined.

Then Mom jumped in. “That seems a bit harsh, Steven.”

“He’ll never make the transition to any kind of independence if he does, Dina. He’ll be more likely to drop out, and he’s too good a student to allow that. I can show you the research if you want.”

“There’s research?” Mom had sounded surprised, and I didn’t blame her. Dad could be autocratic sometimes.

I still saw Dad nodding. “You bet there is, hon. This isn’t me being arbitrary, for once.”

“Then I agree,” Mom had pronounced before turning to me. “We want you to stay close to home to make sure you learn what you need to know about your HIV from Dr. Kravitz, not to create a state of permanent dependency.”

So, there I was at CalPac and living in the dorms. There was one thing I was absolutely unprepared for when I agreed to all of this with my parents.

I loved CalPac.

No matter how much I held myself back, no matter how hard I tried to cultivate a “just passing through” attitude, no matter how hard I tried to remember that Michael and I dreamed of life together on the East Coast, I grew more and more attached to this small private school among the leafy greenness of Sacramento. That proved to be a major roadblock to my plans for escape, to the Plan. The campus was beautiful. Unlike some local schools I could name, the buildings at CalPac didn’t look like poured-concrete monstrosities or cheap interpretations of New England campus Gothic. CalPac’s campus was a place all its own, its architecture unique, suited to its environment, like the building committee actually listened to the school’s Architecture and Design Department instead of whatever was trendy when new buildings were approved. The result was a campus at peace with its host city and the surrounding geography. Okay, some of it stuck out. The Art Department owed a little too much to Dalí and whatever came after postmodernism, and the History Department looked like a Renaissance palace in the Florentine style, only smaller. The scale was all wrong, and it made me giggle every time I walked by. But mostly everything worked.

I hit my second roadblock not long after I moved into the dorms, only I didn’t know it. More of my obliviousness to everything that didn’t involve rowing shells and oars, I guess. This was hardly a revelation. Michael and Goff both had teased me about that for years, telling me I needed a keeper. I’d been counting on Michael fulfilling that role. I knew I would always find my way to the boathouse—whatever boathouse I was currently rowing out of—but the rest? I needed firm guidance, and how lucky was I that Michael liked to provide firm guidance? My pants always got a little uncomfortable when I thought about Michael and his firm guidance too much.

Anyway, my plan to bail when Michael finished high school also meant I at first held myself aloof from collegiate life, so maybe that’s why I missed all the signs that my roommate at the very least thought I was an asshole and more likely hated me. I promised myself I’d get my head out of the clouds one of these years. But the air was so much fresher up there…

I thought we had had a decent roommate-type relationship, although I had no real grounds for comparison other than what Goff, as I called my twin brother, Geoff, and his girlfriend, Laurel, told me. Okay, Laurel lucked out with her roommate. A month into the fall quarter at UC San Diego and, according to Laurel, she and Olive were as close as sisters. Goff and his roommate were taking longer to warm up, but that’s because Goff was pretty sure Craig was gay but hadn’t admitted it to himself, let alone to Goff. Goff knew that once Craig came out it would all be fine. I tried to caution Goff not to push the issue, but he brushed me off. After all, what did I know, I was only gay. I was sure Craig would be subject to all manner of “my brother and his boyfriend” stories in the coming months. The thought of meeting this guy made me cringe.

Anyway, Brady Watts and I might not have hit it off like Laurel and Olive, but we were at least cordial. Or so I thought until one afternoon. Brady and I waited outside a classroom in the Life Sciences building for our fresher seminar to start. CalPac trotted all freshpeople—yes, it’s that liberal and averse to gendered language—through a series of half-semester seminars. They were part breadth requirement and part help choosing a major and included the social sciences (boooring), life sciences, physical sciences, and humanities. CalPac was a semester school, so we started our fall semester in early August and ran sixteen weeks until the middle of December. We had barely started our second eight-week seminar, life sciences, obvs. I already knew the life sciences were for me.

So anyway, a bunch of us were waiting for class to start, and I wasn’t the only one with earbuds in, listening to my jam. I was, apparently, the only one not blasting said jams.

I heard someone say, “Stuck-up asshole.”

That someone was Brady.

Ouch. I tried not to let it show. I clenched my jaw, instead.

Then I got angry.

It was not as if he and I never spoke. We both spent time in our room. He knew why I got up stupid early in the morning and why I went to the gym every afternoon. He knew where I was from, just as I knew he hailed from LA, hated Sacramento, and wasn’t adapting well to college. He knew I had a twin brother whom I missed terribly, and I knew he had a little sister who had died young from an anaphylactic reaction to antibiotics. The only thing I hadn’t told him was my serostatus. If I ever cut myself and bled everywhere, then I’d tell him that too. What more did he want from me?

I shoved all of this aside. I had a class. I’d deal with my roommate later. Thank God I was a master of compartmentalization.

Later that evening, after I’d returned from weightlifting and seeing Michael, I faced Brady. It’s not like I had a choice. He glowered at me when I came back to our room.

Seriously, he looked up from his reading when I walked in. Then he went right back to his studying with the most dismissive glance ever. Not even Michael looked at me like that when we were on the outs before my senior year of high school. If looks could kill…

Of course, back then Michael had ignored me too studiously for it to count. Me, I’d shoved things into tidy little boxes in preparation for my first Youth Nationals.

I noted with a certain humor Brady was cramming for the next life sciences quiz. I barely cracked the book. I didn’t have to. I was acing the class. Like I’d told Mom once, Davis High had prepared me well for college.

After dealing with a duffel bag full of smelly gym clothes, I checked the dry-erase board to make sure everything on it was out-of-date. For reasons of its own, the housing office thought each room needed such an accessory. Personally, I didn’t care why our room had a dry-erase board. I merely welcomed a canvas on which to make my point. I pulled up a handy meme I’d saved on my phone to refer to and started drawing. After a few minutes, I felt Brady’s eyes on me. Mission accomplished.

Then I kicked off my shoes and sat down on my bed.

“What’s that?”

I smirked, looking up at the picture of a donkey stuck in a hole in the ground. “It’s an asshole.”

“A what?” Brady acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about, but really? An ass in a hole? C’mon, buddy.

This wasn’t my first time around the block. When I wanted to make a point, I made it stick. “I’m not an asshole…you asshole.”

Brady flushed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you do. I heard you before fresher biology seminar today.”

I met his eyes and then stared, unflinching, unblinking. I’d faced my own mortality. A snippy college freshman didn’t compare.

Brady started shaking and breathing heavily, only glaring at me harder. “Do you have any idea how hard it is for me to live with you?”

“Uh…no?” I wasn’t expecting that. I’d thought I was pretty easy to get along with. I kept my things on my side of the room. I was quiet and clean. What else could anyone ask for in a roommate?

“You never talk to me. Did you know that? We have no late-night dorm room bull sessions. We don’t go out for beers, we don’t get high together, you’re an asshole,” Brady continued.

I rolled my eyes. It’s a bad habit of mine, one I’ve never succeeded in breaking. “You do know I’m here on an athletic scholarship, right? We’re both underage, so don’t even talk to me about alcohol, and smoking of any kind—really? World-class rowers have the highest VO2 max of any athlete, and before you trip out at the thought of having to look something up and accidentally learn something, two things. One, putting it crudely, VO2 max is the measure of how much oxygen an athlete can extract from a lungful of air, and two, I really do have a shot of being that good. So yes, I’m that much of a straight edge, and no, we’re not going to bond doing any of that shit.” There went that eye roll again. “As for late-night bull sessions, we’d actually have to be friends for that, and calling me an asshole in public isn’t likely to bring that about in a hurry either.”

“Can you even hear yourself?” Brady’s voice rose. “You’re so patronizing. It’s…it’s like you’re not even human or something. You’re this unstoppable machine who marches out and gets what he wants.”

I sighed. “It’s called having goals. You should try it.”

“You are such a…such an asshole!”

This grew more tiresome by the minute, only now I was losing my temper. “You’ve said that already.”

By this time, he’d jumped up from his desk to confront me. We both realized at the same time exactly how much shorter he was. If he decided to take a swing at me, it’d be the shortest confrontation in the history of everything. Seriously, I had seven inches on him.

He looked up at me, hopefully reconsidering his plans for the immediate future. “I’m failing our biology seminar, and…and you never talk to me, and you’re gorgeous, and you don’t even look at me, and you’re probably some kind of fundamentalist creep who’s about to pound me.”

I stared at him. “I…what?”

Brady pointed at my neckband. It was a tight-fitting leather collar given to me by Michael, studded with metal. Hanging from it was a metal plus sign, plus for poz. A cross was the last thing it was, if only because I was pretty sure Mom’s parents were born Jewish. Since she was never bat mitzvahed, we’d lapsed hard. “You’re really, really wrong. My boyfriend lives in Davis. You’ve met him, so what the hell are you talking about?”

“That figures.” Brady slammed his hand into the wall.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Dude…you don’t know the half of me. If you did, you’d never say those things.” Brady exploded again and moved to storm out of the room, but I was lightning fast. I grabbed his arm. “Don’t go, not if you’re serious about help or getting to know each other.”

“And whose fault is not knowing each other? You bailed on those roommate mixers.” Brady jerked his arm out of my hand, but at least he stopped reaching for the door.

I sighed. “Those things are terminally stupid, and you know it. You never would’ve learned the things you seem to want to know at those. I actually think you’re a nice guy. Or did. So, you’re failing biology seminar. Did it ever occur to you to ask for help? Because I’ll be honest—I haven’t heard a thing out of you.”

He didn’t say anything at first. Then, “No.”

“Did you go to the tutoring center or talk to the prof?”

More silence.

“Riiight.” I rolled my eyes again. “Let’s look at your quizzes. I’ll see if I can help, because there’s another quiz coming up, you know.”

So little Brady was gay. I hadn’t noticed any signs, but then again, he wasn’t made of carbon fiber and was therefore unrowable. I told him nothing else about my life, my condition, or anything else of substance, certainly nothing about Michael. After tonight he was on a need-to-know basis. Brady would have to earn his way in.


Chapter Two

One thing that took some getting used to about college was the schedule. Maybe I should say the schedules. It still felt weird being able to take off whenever I had the time. I arranged my schedule around my practices and around when Michael was in school and his practice schedule. Why not? Since I had that kind of flexibility, I’d be a fool not to take advantage of it. I could’ve even skipped class, but I didn’t have the balls. If my classes bored me, I might be more inclined to experiment, but I loved school, and then there was that rowing scholarship. My coach kept an eye on my grades.

So, I was essentially done with my afternoon when I drove out to the Cap City boathouse, even though Michael wasn’t done with practice. It felt like coming home to hang out there, like putting on an old pair of jeans or maybe a favorite hoodie. It fitted right. Cap City’s boathouse was next to UC Davis’s and CalPac’s boathouses in West Sacramento at the Port of Sacramento, a body of water charitably called a lake, Lake Washington. The port appeared incapable of turning anything resembling a profit, and cargo ships were rarae aves, leaving the crews more or less unmolested. Surprisingly, the big ships and the shells got along fine. As the big ships passed, the water went up and then the water went down. Their propellers were so deep under water that the wakes were submerged far beneath the surface. No, it was the tugboats operators who refused to play nicely. The tugs kicked up three-foot wakes when they were allegedly idling, and despite state maritime law, they did nothing to mitigate those wakes when in the presence of unpowered watercraft like rowing shells. Jackasses.

But the tugs were nowhere in sight as I wandered down to the dock to watch the boats come in. The junior varsity boats appeared to be in front, and I’m sure Michael would have something to say about that. It was late September, and the Head of the Charles was in a month. CalPac’s practices were intense. In fact, we had three more weeks of that ball-busting intensity before we started our own pre-Charles taper. While Cap City’s junior crews wouldn’t be heading east, there were other races, including Cap City’s own Head of the Port next weekend. That the JV were in front doubtlessly meant they had won a scrimmage, and if there was one thing varsity hated, it was losing to junior varsity. I’d have to gauge Michael’s mood before I said anything snarky.

In the meantime, Coach Lodestone drove his launch toward its berth at the dock. A huge grin split his face as he called out, “Remy!”

“Coach Lodestone!”

I waved as I loped over to his boat. This man had been responsible for some of the greatest triumphs of my young life, as well as helping me through some of my most challenging times. He was a mentor, a father figure, a friend. So, it wasn’t like he was important to me or anything. I rowed varsity under him for three years—okay, maybe not under him in the way some of my more overheated fantasies might have had it—so in many ways he helped to shape the man I was becoming.

I helped pull Lodestone’s launch the rest of the way in. Cap City forbade coaches driving their launches all the way into their berths. Apparently, the club’s board frowned on ripping the bottom out of the boat by forcing it up onto the dock with the engines.

As important as Lodestone had been to me, and as much as I was doing a member of his gentlemen’s crew—being done by?—I’d been somewhat shy about showing my face around here, at least since I stopped helping with the learn-to-row camps at the end of summer. I lived inside my head, but sometimes I didn’t like to examine my motives too closely. I didn’t want to think about making a break from the most important four years of my life to date. My father’s a therapist. I learned a snootful growing up about the stages of childhood development, and when Goff and I were in high school, we couldn’t turn around without hearing about how it was another step in the separation process. If therapists’ kids were nuts, it’s because their parents made them that way. I didn’t want to think about separating from a place in which I had learned so many lessons about life. I didn’t want to think about making a break from a place where I had grown up.

Then something else occurred to me. What if I had avoided the Cap City boathouse up until now because I was pulling away from Michael? It had occurred to me before, and I had discussed the matter with my own therapist, but I sure as hell wasn’t going there right then.

I faked a smile as Lodestone jumped out of his launch. He grabbed my hand to pull me into a bear hug. Guess I wasn’t the only one with familial feelings. “Remy, it’s great to see you! Where’ve you been?”

“Oof. You might consider leaving a rib or two intact, Coach Lodestone.” Seriously, dude, ease up.

Lodestone shook his head. “You could call me by my name. You know, since you don’t row for me.”

“I thought I did.” I pretended to be puzzled. “Your name’s Coach, right?”

I blinked at him in innocence, an innocence no one on that dock believed for a shred of a second.

Lodestone stared at me. “Angels and ministers of grace, was that a joke?”

“No.” I held my face expressionless, even though it about killed me.

“How I’ve missed you.” Lodestone laughed hard. “Do you know none of these boys have the stones to bust my chops?”

“Shocking. I see Michael’s rowing varsity.”

We both lost it at that point. Lodestone, seeing some potential in me, had encouraged me to ride along in his launch so he could show me rowing from another perspective. I learned an incredible amount from those ride alongs, including that a certain now-varsity rower wouldn’t be stuck in JV for long. When I pointed this out to Lodestone at the San Diego Crew Classic one year, he grew rather testy. I stood my ground, and I think he respected that. It helped that I’d been right, because Michael now rowed at seven seat in the gentlemen’s varsity A boat, a boat that was most definitely not going to be first back to the dock.

I could’ve watched Michael row all day, although he was obviously tired. Every so often I noticed a slight hitch in his stroke, nothing unusual at the end of a long practice…for a rower of lesser skill. I noticed Lodestone noticing it too. I thought about needling Lodestone, but I also thought better of it. That was none of my business. What was my business were those muscles glistening with sweat in the golden light of a September afternoon, those and the way his deep breaths highlighted the planes of his face. We might’ve met when we were both in high school, but we had both grown. My own maturation barely registered when I looked in the mirror. I mean, who observed himself on a daily basis, right? But Michael—Mikey—I paid attention to. Two years of puberty had been very good to him. He was now taller than I was and far heavier of build, and I fucking loved it. Let’s be honest, I’m subby, and our physical differences worked very well together.

By the time Michael’s boat landed, I stared openly. He looked up and smiled, so yeah, I’d been caught. Neither of us cared. I guess a few of the other guys noticed. I had only graduated the year before, and some of them recognized me, acknowledging my existence with a nod or a wave, but they had other things to do, like carry the oars to the oar racks and otherwise prepare to get the boat back into the boathouse and wipe the water off it. I didn’t recognize one or two faces. They ignored me, and I returned the favor.

“I said,” Lodestone repeated, snapping his fingers in front of my eyes, “are you going to Boston?”

I blinked. “I’m sorry, I heard some annoying, buzzing sound. Did you ask a serious question?”

“And the ego has landed.” Lodestone shook his head.

I blushed. “It’s not ego if it’s true.” I looked at my former coach. “You didn’t train me to row a novice boat. Junior varsity, freshman walk-on.”

“Damn straight,” Lodestone said.

“As it were.”

Lodestone gave me a shove toward the boathouse. “Go help your boyfriend wipe his boat down, and you’ll be out of here faster. And out of my hair sooner.”

*

We headed back to the CalPac campus to clean up. The time of day was a busy one on campus, so we couldn’t fool around in the showers, and I never could figure out Brady’s afternoon schedule. Maybe he didn’t have one. But that made it even hotter when we got back to my room after Michael’s shower and he spun me around and pushed me up against the door.

“Grab the shelf,” Michael growled in my ear as he dropped his duffel bag.

There was a shelf above the door, and—gaaah, he licked my ear as I reached up—I loved being tall. I strained to reach it, standing on my toes, leaving me under a bit of tension and vulnerable to whatever it pleased Michael to do to me.

“I love it when you’re like this,” Michael whispered, his lips pressed against one ear.

“And how is that?” I rasped.

He pinched my nipples. Hard. “Vulnerable.”

Michael knew how to rob me of thought and in the shortest time possible. We didn’t always have the leisure to take hours to explore our limits. Sometimes fast, hard, and hot was better, and this looked like one of those moments.

Michael’s fingers danced over my chest and back, strumming me like a guitar, playing the songs we both craved, the brighter melodies of pleasure and the darker bass of pain. I never asked him where he stashed those toys or bought them in the first place. That was his secret, those clamps and the other things we lacked the time for right then.

He unbuckled my jeans, letting them fall to my knees. I canted my ass as he caressed it. We both needed this, I thought, as he smoothed my underwear down my backside. Then I gasped as he slapped it, first once side, then the other. Gasped and moaned as he set up a rhythm, nothing too punishing, but we also knew I’d feel this for a few hours. The barest thought made me shiver.

“Somebody likes this.” I looked back over my shoulder to see Michael smirking at me.

My breath came in shallow gasps. “I don’t think I’m the only one.”

“Never said you were, and I’m about to like it a whole lot more.”

Michael stopped and spread some soothing lotion over my pleasantly glowing ass. As he tore open a condom he swore under his breath. I didn’t know where he stashed it, and I didn’t care. He wasted no time in opening me up, and I cooperated fully. I shuddered when he made contact and almost let go once he was fully seated in me, his pelvis planted firmly against my well-spanked butt.

Michael grabbed my hair and yanked my head back. “I never said you could let go, did I?”

“N-no.”

He growled, and it went right to the root of me. I almost came right then. “No, what?”

“No, sir.”

Then Michael started moving, and all was for the best in this best of all possible worlds, at least for that moment.

Neither of us lasted long after that.

Michael moved quickly to clean me up afterward, wiping us both down with his damp towel.

I grunted with discomfort, even pain, as I massaged the ache from my arms.

Michael was on me in a short second. “Are you okay?”

“My arms are a little stiff.” I wouldn’t meet his eyes.

He pulled me to his chest. “That means you can barely move them. Rem, why didn’t you say something?”

“Because we were both enjoying ourselves, and because I didn’t realize how much they hurt until we stopped.” I rested my head against him, listening to his heart.

“Oh, Rem, what am I going to do with you?” He kissed my forehead gently. He rubbed some more lotion into my backside before pulling my briefs up and then my jeans.

After we were both dressed again, we sat on my bed, and Michael rubbed my arms as I leaned back against him. I could never get enough physical contact from him. “So…something happened.”

“Oh?” I was amazed at how much freight he loaded that one word with.

I tensed up, and I felt Michael respond in kind. “Um…it’s about my roommate,” I said, telling him about my recent exchange with Brady.

Michael listened in silence, slowly resuming his massage. “Did it never occur to you he was crushing on you? I’ve seen this for a while now.”

I was thoroughly nonplussed. How did I not see these things?

Michael shook his head. “That’s it, I’m coming over after practice tomorrow and studying with you. It looks like I have to make things clear to this Brady person.”

When he did that, I felt stupid. It used to be cute, but it wasn’t anymore. Now it only grated on my nerves. I was honestly not an idiot, and I had the test scores and grades to prove it.

“You might as well bring some stuff with you to keep in my dorm room. Maybe shower supplies and a change of clothing or two.” I nodded at the duffel bag. “While I approve of the things you seem to have secreted away in its pockets, maybe we can keep some of them here too.”

Michael sighed. “You know my parents won’t let me stay over.”

“Doesn’t mean we can’t push the edges of your curfew.”

Michael made a face. “I hate that word. It makes me sound so…”

“Underage?”

“Thank you.”

“It’s the truth.” I gave him a pointed look. “The last thing I want is your parents showing up and reminding me of that fact. Once was enough.”

“Oh jeez, don’t remind me.” Michael shuddered. “That was only the worst day of my life.”

The worst day of his life? I could have thought of much worse days that he’d been involved with—starting with confronting my parents about my serostatus when I was in the ICU—but being woken up by his parents in my dorm room when it had been clear that being woken up was not a euphemism? Not even in the top five.

But yes, one evening early in CalPac’s semester before Davis High had started for the fall, Michael had tried to spend the night with me. That was it—spend the night. None of the little games Michael and I were so fond of, if only because we had never managed to find a safe place to play them. Without privacy it was surprisingly difficult to find a place for Michael to tie me up and dominate me, something that frustrated us both. So there we were, spooned up and dead to the world, when his parents managed to gain access to my dorm—it wasn’t that difficult—and marched their way right up to my floor and room and pounded on the door until Michael and I woke up at the late hour of ten thirty on a Friday night. Fortunately, Brady was out at some party, so we were spared that bit of mortification.

Then Michael caught my arched eyebrow and blushed. “Oh. Yeah. I’m sorry, but you know what I mean, right?”

I nodded and hoped he’d grow out of this phase. Soon.

He sighed. “You know they’re very supportive of our relationship, Rem—”

“As long as we don’t actually have sex.”

“As long as we don’t have sex,” he repeated softly. “I’m sorry. For some reason, the fact that you’re in college is a barrier they can’t get past. Never mind that at this time next year we’ll be on the East Coast and doing whatever the hell we want.”

“I spent the night in your room after the senior ball. We fucked like bunnies—”

Michael flinched. “Yeah, about that. They don’t actually know that part.”

“You have got to be kidding me. How could they not?” This was news to me. We hadn’t been particularly quiet, although now that I thought about it, he did cover my mouth with his hand a lot. At the time I thought he was just dominating me. I narrowed my eyes, thinking. How many other dots had I not connected?

“The music, for one thing. They know I listen to it at night, so they’re used to it. I also took care of the evidence and made sure they’d never find it.”

I sighed. “So, we can study and hang out together but not really anything else?”

“There are times like tonight, and we make out whenever we can,” Michael said. “Don’t forget that.”

“But not actually make love like adults who’re in a long-term relationship?” I smiled to take the edge off my words.

“You could always ask Lodestone if you could chaperone my regattas,” Michael said with a wicked grin.

I laughed. I had to. “I think he’d see through that.”

“Yeah, but until he did, think of the fun we could have.”

“I’ve never been a fan of quickies.”

He looked crestfallen.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. What we did was hot, don’t ever think otherwise.”

Michael held me for a while. Then something occurred to me. He’d sworn under his breath while opening the condom wrapper. I’d assumed it’d been part of our lovemaking, but I also knew he hated condoms…

“Michael…you’re still taking the Truvada, aren’t you?”

He sighed. “Yes, but… Why do we have to bother with both? I hate condoms. I’ve gotten through Truvada’s side effects. It’s not the most pleasant drug.”

“Because I refuse to take any chance with your health.” We’d been over this so many times. “My viral load is currently in the undetectable zone, and I do my best to make sure it stays there. I’m also tested regularly. You know all of this. But if something changes before the next test, I don’t want to be caught—and you exposed—unawares.”

“Yeah, but both…”

I sat up and faced him. “Truvada puts you into the high nineties in terms of protecting you, assuming you take it regularly, but condoms? They’re only about seventy percent effective. You know that. Did you know they’ve never been approved by the FDA for butt sex?”

“I…no. I didn’t.” Michael looked surprised. “Somehow they don’t mention that in our safer sex classes.”

“No, they never do, but condoms do one thing Truvada and my meds don’t do—they protect against other infections.”

“But if you’re not sleeping around and neither am I, then we’re neither of us at risk for anything a condom would catch other than HIV, right?” Michael looked at me slyly.

I groaned and not in the good way. The cold hard reality was that so long as I took my meds as prescribed and my viral load was effectively zero, I was far safer a sex partner than a lot of people because I knew my serostatus. “I hate arguing with intelligent people. No, you’re right on that score but, Michael? I’m terrified of anything happening to you, of me being responsible for anything hurting you.”

“I get it, Rem, I really do.” Michael caressed my face.

I leaned into his touch. “Why can’t we—”

Then the lock clicked, and Brady walked in. He glared at us, and I felt Michael tense. I knew Michael disliked him. That might’ve been too soft a word. Loathed? I tried not to invest that much energy into someone I didn’t care for.

So much for a round two. One of the things I liked about being young was the short refractory period, but not that night. “Shall we hit the dining room? That protein bar you ate in the car on the way back from the boathouse has to have worn off by now.”

Unlike what I’d heard from my friends about a lot of college dining halls, the dining room attached to my dorm fed us well. While Goff told me he’d already lost five pounds due to a general refusal to put more of that slop in his mouth than he had to, I could tell that the so-called freshman fifteen was a thing at CalPac, and I’d have to watch my step, or I’d pack it on. So, Michael did not mind at all when I took him “out to dinner” at my dorm’s cafeteria from time to time. It was faster and cheaper than many restaurants and better than fast food.

Still, I think we both wanted more for dessert but knew we weren’t going to get it.


Chapter Three

I started therapy during my senior year of high school, not long after my parents found out about Josh Brennan. Much to their surprise, I asked for it.

“This is too much,” I had said when my parents once again prepared to beard the dragon (that would be me) in his lair, in this case when they’d gotten wind of the latest wrinkle in my reign of error that summer. Detective Nakimoto had been true to her word and had never said a thing to Mom and Dad. The district attorney, however, had been another matter, and after a letter arrived in the mail, the shit—a whole manure pile—had hit the proverbial fan. “I need to talk about this—all of this—with someone who’s paid not to get personally involved.”

“You—” Dad had looked thoroughly confused, I remembered that clearly, like he had expected more resistance.

Mom had at first looked surprised, then amused. “He asked for a therapist, Steven.”

“But—”

“Can you recommend one, or shall I help Remy to call our HMO tomorrow?” Mom had said.

Dad had eventually sputtered to a stop and then helped me find a therapist he thought would suit my needs and personality. I’d been seeing Alicia Lopez, LCSW, ever since.

“So, how’s the trial going?” Alicia asked me during our next session, a handful of days after Michael and I had enjoyed ourselves in my dorm room.

She meant the trial of Josh Brennan, the one-time intern with the adaptive rowing program at Cap City, the one who’d hit on me one day while I was de-rigging a boat before a regatta, the one who I lost my V-card to, the one whose indiscretion alerted Coach Lodestone and eventually Coach Sundstrom that something was going on between the two of us.

The one who had broken my heart if I had to be brutally honest about it.

“I’ve only had to testify those few times, but I’m learning a lot of things I never needed to know,” I said.

Josh was the one who, as it turned out, liked any number of boys younger than I was at the time of our relationship. That was why the DA had contacted me—and my parents.

I had not, in fact, been an isolated thing where Josh had been concerned, so while he might’ve been protected from legal jeopardy in our relationship by Romeo and Juliet laws, Detective Nakimoto and her team had uncovered a number of other relationships that failed the stink test. I was only unique because he had thought I was in college. I guess everyone liked variety once in a while.

Alicia steepled her fingers. “How are you doing on overcoming your guilt at not stopping Josh?”

I struggled with that, which was why she asked. Maybe if I’d figured out what was up, I might have stopped Josh and spared other, younger guys what I’d experienced. I’d been virtually an adult when he and I had gotten together, but those other guys? Not so much. That’s what haunted me.

“It’s been a slow process, and some days are better than others,” I said.

“That’s to be expected. What I meant is, how are you doing at remembering you were little more than a child yourself at the time?” She gave me a pointed look. Did therapists have any other kind of look?

That made me squirm. “I felt grown-up at the time.”

“I know you did, Remy. We always feel grown-up at whatever age we’re at.”

“You are grown-up.”

She laughed. “I’m glad you think so. I’ll be sure to let you know what I want to be when I grow up when I’ve got that figured out.”

“Does my dad know you feel that way?” I thought adults were supposed to have their acts together, or at least the ones I trusted to help me keep mine that way.

“What Steven and I discuss is our business, Remy. Suffice it to say we all wear many hats and play many roles. ‘Therapist’ is only one of mine, just as ‘father’ is only one of your dad’s.” Then Alicia grew serious. “The point, Remy, and one I hope you’ll continue to think about, is that you were barely seventeen. You weren’t an adult, although you felt grown-up. A generation or two back, you wouldn’t have reached your legal majority until you turned twenty-one, and colleges stood in loco parentis. My point is—”

“In the Middle Ages, men reached their majority when they were fourteen,” I said. I don’t know why I brought that up. Maybe it was a dodge, an attempt to deflect the truth of her words. On one hand, I knew she was right. On the other, I’d been racked with guilt ever since I found out about Josh’s other conquests and that I’d been the oldest. All those boys… If only I’d known, maybe I could’ve done something.

Alicia sighed. “And they were old men in their forties. My point, since it appears I need to spell it out, is that by our society’s rules, you were a minor yourself. No one expects you to have done anything heroic, no one—”

“No one but me.”

“No one but you.” She didn’t say anything for a long moment. “That’s why we’re here, so you can go a little easier on yourself.”

She didn’t get it. No one did. I clenched my hands into fists.

“Look, had Josh known I was in high school, his attentions wouldn’t have wandered. How’s that for a kick in the pants? If I’d been honest about my age, that creep’s eye would never have strayed and neither would mine. Don’t you get that?” I said loudly.

Alicia didn’t say anything. What could she say?

“I’ve known this for a while.” I wanted to scream. “While there was a definite squick factor, I can accept it. I didn’t think I was being molested then, and I don’t feel that way now. That’s not why I’m in therapy.”

“Then why are you here, Remy?” Alicia said softly.

I glared at her as my pulse raced. “For fuck’s sake, I’m in therapy to deal with my rage over the fact that if Josh had known my real age, I probably wouldn’t be poz!”

I wasn’t angry with Josh. I was angry with myself.

I could have heard the proverbial pin drop, and its noise would not have been a tinkling chime but the door of a bank vault thundering closed.

“I did this to myself, and my meds remind me of that every goddamn day.”

Alicia scrambled to keep up. I could see it in her face. “And why do you think that’s the case?”

“Don’t you get it?” My lips curled in contempt. “If I’d kept Josh’s eye, if he hadn’t embarrassed me, if my coach hadn’t connected the dots, Josh wouldn’t have gone looking for other playmates, and I wouldn’t have run amok like a bug chaser on Grindr. You don’t pick the bug up from a water fountain or a toilet seat, you know.”

Given where I’d tricked, a public bathroom had probably been involved, but you can’t pick up HIV that easily. Jeez. If I let myself go and really think about this, I’d consume myself with fury.

“All right,” Alicia said. “I’ll bite. How would your life be different if you’d stayed with Josh?”

A bark of cynical laughter escaped me. “I wouldn’t have HIV.”

“You can’t know that.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake… You can’t say that.”

“Neither can you.”

She was good, I had to give her that.

“What? That doesn’t even make sense.”

“All you can say is that you wouldn’t have picked up HIV from whatever trick you picked it up from. You don’t know you wouldn’t have caught it from someone else. You don’t know that you wouldn’t have contracted it from Josh. You don’t know that he’s not where you got it in the first place or that you didn’t spend your post-Josh summer infecting your other partners,” she said patiently.

I stared at her, mouth agape.

“You did know that he’s HIV-positive, didn’t you?”

I couldn’t process what she said. I slowly shook my head.

Alicia flipped to a section of my very thick file. “I have a copy of the detective’s report since you were a minor—by the skin of your teeth—when I started treating you and it was deemed important to your care. A précis of Mr. Brennan’s record is right here, including his HIV status.”

“What—” I cleared my throat. “—what does this mean?”

“It means that you can’t be sure where you picked up the virus. Being angry at someone for giving it to you is a huge waste of emotional resources.” Alicia leaned forward and looked me right in the eye. “You are HIV-positive. It means that being angry at yourself for being poz is the biggest waste of energy I can think of. You have it. Build a bridge and get over it. Tilting at this particular windmill will not help you maintain your health or help you to reach your life’s goals.”

Wow, mind blown. I sat back in my chair as Alicia watched me with hard blue eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be nice to patients?”

She laughed. “No, I’m supposed to help them. You’ve been flirting with self-pity for a while, now. I can’t stand self-pity.”

“So, what do I do?”

“I can’t stand whiners either.”

I rolled my eyes, waiting.

“Look, Remy, you’re the only one who can help you. I can guide you to certain insights, but you still have to do the work of figuring out that rage is only hurting you. Brennan doesn’t care, and neither does HIV. If Brennan cared, he’d have used condoms or have left you alone in the first place. People like him are narcissists, chasing their own pleasure, and let me tell you something. They will never find it, which is why they move from victim to victim. There’s something else you need to realize too. The virus itself is barely alive. It’s incapable of feeling anything, so it doesn’t care either.”

I found myself nodding. “I can accept that.”

“Good,” Alicia said, “because you don’t have a choice. Your only choice is between acceptance and unhappiness. Let me tell you something else you don’t have a choice about accepting. The past is over. You can’t rewrite it, and so far, time travel is nothing but a figment of science fiction and theoretical physics. Neither will help you. For next time, I want you to work on letting go of it. Every time you find yourself dwelling on ‘if only I hadn’t done that,’ I want you to be aware of it. Don’t blame yourself for thinking that way, don’t worry about the fact that you’ve done it, only be aware of it. We’ll work on replacing it with other thoughts later. Do you think you can do that?”

I thought about it. Don’t dwell in the past, because it’s already over and done with and will only make me unhappy. I knew what she meant. I’d been obsessing over the events of last summer more and more, and other than spinning my wheels, I’d achieved nothing. Now that Alicia called my attention to it, I saw her point.

I nodded. “I think so.”

Alicia pulled out her appointment book. “Now, can you make it next…?”

*

In early October Coach Ridgewood, the JV men’s coach, called me into her office. I liked her. She wasn’t as intimidating as Frank Pendergast, the men’s varsity coach. He tried to be intimidating, I thought, whereas Joanne Ridgewood was naturally approachable and more effective for it, at least in my opinion.

I knocked on her office door. “You wanted to see me, Coach?”

“Yes, come in, Jeremy.” She typed a little more into her computer, presumably saving what she had been working on. “Have a seat.”

She stared at me for a moment, not long enough to make me edgy or anything. “So. You and sculling.”

“What about it?”

“I know you come out here and scull every afternoon.”

She definitely had my attention. “Yes, ma’am. I hope that hasn’t been a problem. It was dumb luck there were those Hudson singles and a crying shame they weren’t being used more often.”

Coach Ridgewood smiled. “Why would it be a problem, Jeremy? You’re putting in extra time in a boat. Besides, I spoke to Peter Lodestone over the summer, so I knew what to expect.” She sighed. “Competence in a single makes for better rowing in the sweeps boat. I think it’s great that you’re a skilled sculler, and that’s why I was asked to speak to you. You’ve never been to the Head of the Charles before, right?”

“No, this is the first time. I rowed for Cap City in high school. While the masters sent boats, the juniors didn’t. We put our travel money into the Crew Classic and the Youth Nationals.” I still couldn’t talk about the Nationals without thinking about one of my teammates dying on the operating table as I won his race for him.

“I know about those races. I was there, watching,” Coach Ridgewood said softly. She knew.

“The second year no one died.” Thank God.

“Way to set that bar high, Jeremy,” Ridgewood said. “How would you feel about entering a second race as part of a quad?”

Ignoring that, I stared, openmouthed. “The Charles. As a sculler. Won’t…that is, aren’t the races the same day?”

She shook her head. “Nope. I checked before I agreed to approach you.”

“Wow. Um…sure. I’d love to.” Sweep rowing in the big boats was all well and good, but sculling? I would always love it more.

“Great! Now for the fine print. There are no collegiate sculling events, and ordinarily you cannot row more than one event at the Charles. They’re very strict about that—no one, not even cox’ns, can row more than one event. That said, the Directors’ Challenge events are the exception to that, but these events go to fund the regatta’s endowment, so oddly enough they make an exception.”

I rolled my eyes. There it was again… “Self-interested much?”

“Tell me about it.” Ridgewood smiled. “Lodestone asked me to approach you. He and three friends from Cap City usually row a quad in the Directors’ Cup Challenge, but someone dropped out at the last minute.”

“And they want me to fill in? Why didn’t Lodestone contact me himself? It’s not like he doesn’t know how to reach me.” I sounded peevish to my own ears. I wondered what my coach thought.

Ridgewood nodded. “I know, but it’s because I’m your coach now, and he didn’t want to do anything that might affect your performance the next day in the main event. I can see how it’d look bizarre from where you’re sitting, but between coaches this is considered good manners.”

“Oh. Okay, then.”

“So glad you approve,” she said dryly. “It may also raise questions about your NCAA eligibility. I’m still looking into that, but I think we’ll be in the clear. You’ll blow their age handicap, but they knew that when they asked for you.”

I slumped in the chair. “Wow. I’d never thought of that.”

“And there’s no reason why you should have to. That’s why you have coaches. You’re a freshman. You’ll be entered as a member of Cap City, and you’ll have to pay your share of the entry fees for the quad yourself.”

“That seems reasonable.” And it did. This would have nothing to do with CalPac. Why should the team pay?

“I knew you’d see it like that. That said, we’ll transport everything on the school trailer, ours or UC Davis’s. It won’t be a problem, so don’t give it a second thought.”

“Guess I’d better talk to Lodestone next time I’m at the Cap City boathouse.” I gathered my things to leave, but Ridgewood stopped me.

“There’s one more thing,” she said.

“Oh?”

“There are points awarded for—” She paused, choosing her words with care. “—let’s call it unusual or humorous rowing attire, so be prepared for Lodestone or his friends to suggest…well, anything.”

I laughed. “I can’t wait to see where this lands. Thanks for the heads-up. And for approving it in the first place.”


Chapter Four

Life continued with the extra race and the extra practices on my mind, and a whole lot more besides. I couldn’t say my situation with Brady improved noticeably. I made an effort to be a more aware roommate, but Brady apparently wrote me off after his blowup. I still tried to tutor him for our biology seminar, but it was like trying to teach a pig to sing. It wasted my time and annoyed the pig. If forced to guess, I would have said he had stopped trying. Oh, the muttering with his friends and their pointed looks continued, but any actual effort? That went down the dorm garbage chute along with pizza boxes and the bedroom trash.

Brady did, however, try to make it very awkward whenever Michael spent any time in our room. I couldn’t imagine what he thought that would accomplish. Sure, he could bring his friends over while we tried to study together and generally be obnoxious, but he overlooked the fact that I had friends, too, and they came in multiples of eight; nine if you counted the cox’ns.

It came to a head one morning after practice. We were all hanging around the boathouse, at least those of us who didn’t have to jet back to campus for classes or other reasons. I liked the CalPac boathouse. I hated to admit it, but it was much better than Cap City’s cluster of three smaller boathouses that were always too small the moment renovations stopped. CalPac had only the one house, but it was huge, with enormous twin bays. CalPac had money, and it showed.

That morning I could not have cared less. I only wanted to stretch out after my row and maybe curl up under one of the boats and sleep for a hundred years or so. Concrete couldn’t be that hard, could it?

“You okay, Jeremy?” Robbie, the junior varsity team captain, asked me.

I shrugged. “Yeah, why?”

“Because you look like shit. You need to get more sleep. We leave for Boston, like, the day after tomorrow. This is so not the time to be partying.” Robbie was a tall guy, we all were, but while he was shorter than me, he was bulkier, and I tried to stay on his good side.

“I wish I were partying, because that would mean I was getting laid too.” I shook my head. He was right. I was dead tired. “It’s my roommate. He’s decided I’m an asshole because I’m getting a better grade in biology seminar and maybe because I didn’t notice he was lusting after me.”

A couple of the guys in the boat snorted. They’d already learned that if I couldn’t row it, it didn’t matter. “Dude, seriously?”

I shrugged. “That’s what he told me when he was yelling at me.”

“Don’t you have a boyfriend?” Robbie looked upset. He took relationships seriously.

“You’ve met him.” I sat down on the ground and started stretching. If this was to be an inquest, I might as well put the time to good use.

Robbie looked at the other guys. “What d’you think, boys?”

At some unseen signal, a bunch of them nodded. Kev, the stroke in my JV boat, frowned. “I’ll round ’em up. When were you thinking?”

“Tomorrow” was Robbie’s curt reply. “There’s no point in letting this get out of hand, and Jeremy needs his rest.”

Kev—Kevin—looked down at me. “I’d say it’s already out of hand. Next time something’s wrong, Jeremy, speak up. We’re a team, on and off the water.”

“Do I want to know what’s going on?” I looked up from a deep hamstring stretch.

Kev grinned. “You’ll find out, but your reaction will be more genuine if we don’t tell you.”

Then suddenly Robbie loomed over me. “This roommate—what’s his name?”

“Brady.”

“So, this Brady or whatever it is, he knows you’ve got someone.” Robbie looked like a thunderstorm. It was a statement, one last verification by the headsman before the axe fell.

I stood up. “He does. Michael’s been to my room many times. In fact, that’s part of my roomie’s current MO. He and his friends try to make us as uncomfortable as possible. When we study, they make noise. When we’re together—and no, not like you think—they do what they can to drive him out. Michael seems like a strong guy, but he’s younger than I am, and while he doesn’t let on, he’s still a little intimidated.”

“Didn’t you say this guy was gay?” Kev looked perplexed, and I couldn’t blame him. It didn’t make much sense to me either.

“No, I said I failed to notice he wanted me, but I guess it was implied.” I yawned. “I like to think I’m somewhat good-looking, but I’m not delusional. I won’t be coaxing straight boys down out of the trees any time soon.”

Kev snorted. “You’re funny.”

“Looks aren’t everything. I don’t think Brady’s happy here, but at this point the number of fucks I give will fit on the head of a pin. If he tries to come between me and Michael, I will break out a level of crazy that will make his worst nightmares seem like his happy place.”

My teammates on the JV squad stopped talking to stare at me.

“Dude,” Kev said, “that was out loud.”

I shrugged.

“Damn,” the JV bow seat, Colton, whispered. “I want someone to feel that way about me.”

“Try treating your girlfriend that way and see what happens,” DeShawn, our two seat, said with a certain amount of disgust.

Robbie nodded, his mind made up. “Understood. I won’t tell you when to expect us, but I’ll need a copy of your room key.”

Because nobody expects the oarsmen’s inquisition? He was straight as an arrow, but the biggest drama queen I’d ever met. Apparently, we weren’t just a team; we were a gang. I was cool with that.

Fortunately, my ride had waited for me. When the team captain lowered the boom, we lesser mortals waited. Or something. I was tired and hungry at that moment, and never mind the taper. At least we were done with twice-daily practices, so I might have a chance to catch up on some sleep before we left for Boston.

I’d rowed plenty of head races in my time with Capital City Rowing Club, but there were head races and then there was the Head of the Charles. Or so I’d been told. I’d never actually rowed it. Originally rowed on the headwaters of rivers, all “head race” meant was it was a longer race than a sprint, five kilometers instead of one or two, an endurance piece instead of an all-out race like the Crew Classic in San Diego. Head races were more forgiving, more psychological. In a sprint, if you missed a stroke, you might lose the race, but a head race? Not a problem. You had five thousand meters to make it up while you picked off the competition, one glorious stroke at a time. I loved head races.

I was one of the younger members of the JV squad. Walk-on JV rowers weren’t unheard of at CalPac, but we weren’t common either. I was nervous, but then, so were my boatmates. I had one advantage over them, however: my rowing headspace. It might take a fair amount of effort to get my attention for anything unrelated to rowing for a while, but they’d adapt. I wondered if Lodestone had warned my new coach. They’d find out in Boston.

The next morning my shock lasted only for seconds when the entire junior varsity squad let itself into my room and scared the crap out of Brady.

“What the fucking hell are you doing to Jeremy!” Robbie screamed through an old-school conical megaphone. That Robbie stood inches from Brady made it all the louder. “He’s got the biggest race of the season in less than a week!”

“Gaaah!” shrieked the no-longer-sleeping Brady.

But Kev had somehow gotten his hands on a powered megaphone. And had it cranked all the way up. “The next time you try to intimidate Jeremy with your pathetic little friends, we’ll bring in the novices. They’re not housebroken, they don’t smell very good, and their manners suck. I don’t like novices. They make me angry. You make me angry when one of the rowers in the engine room of my boat is too tired to perform well because of your antics. You don’t want to make me angry.”

Robbie looked dyspeptic. “And knock off the bullshit where Jeremy’s boyfriend’s concerned. That makes me cranky. It makes me cranky when Kev has a problem because someone’s upset one of his rowers. You’ve made me cranky twice. Do you want to find out what happens when you make me cranky for the third time?”
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