The Mayor of Marathon
by Leslie Heiden

Cai ne al ways conceded that his parents had been a trifle
uncreative, bestow ng upon hima nane that was sinply the casual
conbi nation of his maternal and paternal |ast nanes. Caine
Kruger was the result. A nanme, that for sone reason found itself
blissfully carried along the gentle conversation of passing
wonen as well as the nore disgruntled remarks of passing nen.
Controversial, Caine usually kept to hinmself. H's proud back and
shoul ders revealing the extent to which his evenings were
consuned with strengthening his body, toning each nuscle
carefully. It was no secret that Caine could rival any of the
athletes at the school; he sinply chose to refrain from sports—
much to the di smay of coaches who hounded hi mevery year. Join
the swmteam football, track, volleyball, westling, or any

ot her sport that he truly desired to partake i n—€aine sinply
chose not to partake in any.

Al ways refusing the overt attenpts at coercion as politely as he
coul d nuster. Although, even he, with his infinite patience,
found hinself slightly frustrated as George Bards, the high
school football coach was the result of an insatiable curiosity
to answer the door before the maid could get to the crystal

knob. Caine had hoped that it was nothing nore than anot her

sal esman | ooking to take a bite of his father’s fortune, but it
was Bards’ gnarled face that greeted his own.

“Hel |l o, Coach Bards,” Caine greeted formally, extending a strong
hand, wrapping around the fat digits of the small man who stood
in front of him Bards stood a hand span shorter than Caine’'s
form dable six feet. A shining bal dhead agai nst dark skin,
betrayi ng his Hi spanic background, shone with the sun high above
Caine’s house as it warned the day.

Bards was frail, reaching retirenent age, and spoke with a
weakness that found itself enbedded within the voices of nmen who
denied the dignity of their age—not wanting to enbrace their
seniority in any capacity.

“Good afternoon, Kruger. I'’mhere to speak with you father,”
Bards stated sinply, giving the younger man’s hand a fi nal
squeeze before releasing it—a slight push that increased the
di stance between the two nen.



Puzzl ed, Caine regarded his elder for a nonent. “If you Il be
ki nd enough to wait here one nmonent, 1’'Il go and retrieve him
fromhis study, Coach Bards. Can | offer you sonmething to
drink?” It was a formality that cane conpletely involuntary to
Caine’s lips, the result of the Mayor’s neticul ous | essons in
proper behavior in the Kruger hone.

Bards responded with a slight dip of his head, “yeah, 1'll take
a beer if you have one.”

Cai ne quickly fetched a bottle of the bitter liquid fromthe
refrigerator, placing it against the wel com ng pal mof the

el derly man, and ascended the stairs to the Mayor’'s study where
he knew the ol d bastard would be lying in wait—arefully

di sgui sed as to pretend he was worki ng. Cai ne was often accosted
with the image of a vulture, standing on inpossible feet,
pecking at the raw pink tender flesh of a conquered carcass
before entering the Mayor’s chanbers.

“Sir?” Caine inquired softly after a brief knocking resulted in
a quick answer, the Mayor standing in the oak frane, | ooking
expectedly at his ol der son.

“What is it Caine?”

Cai ne di pped his head under the gaze of the al pha nmal e, and
rel ayed the occurrence of an outsider who currently resided in
the den. Carefully, as if stalking the visitor, the Mayor—
Wal | ace Kruger, Mayor of Marathon City-slunk down the stairs,

| eani ng heavy on the banister. Caine heard as the two nen
greeted each ot her—oud, funbling grunts of recognition and
appreci ation as they cl apped hairy hands together, both
squeezing as tightly as humanly possible attenpting greatest
show of strength.

“Howerya hangin in there old man?” Caine’'s father asked, draw ng
upon the famliarity felt as a result of his father’s tine as
star quarterback under Bards’ watchful eye.

“Doi n good, doin good,” Bards said in response—al so recogni zi ng
the famliarity, “I have sonething that | need to speak with you
about, Wally.”

Cai ne cringed fromwhere he stood, still outside the mayor’s
study; Caine had only noved enough to allow the three hundred
pound man to pass through the door and down the banister. O her
than that, Caine still stood off to the side of the door as if



he wasn’t sure if noving would be a response deened appropriate
by the mayor. Wen Bards and the Mayor slunk into the den, nost
likely to inbibe alcohol prior and during the matters that Bards
needed to di scuss—whatever they may be, Caine stole away, up
into his room

Cai ne’s haven rested at the top of the house. Hi s room fornerly
the attic, was accessible only by a small set of stairs that
were hidden in the ceiling on the second floor. He was grateful
that his father had allowed such an indul gence, but sonmewhere,
deep inside, Caine knew it was only because his father did not
want to take the chance that someone of consequence woul d becone
privy to his son’s room revealing that his son was nothing nore
t han the average teenager.

Because it was originally designed specifically for the storage
of unwanted furniture and clothing, Caine’ s roomwas abnormally
| arge and—or an attic—abnormally enpty. Caine had a futon fl at
on the floor next to a small stereo and a footl ocker. There was
a set of weights tucked away in one corner, next to a square of
t he hardwood fl oor that he had sanded and reinforced for the
junp rope that hung casually on the wall, not far fromthe

wei ght set. Other than that, there was a | ot of —what the mayor
consi dered—wast ed” space. It probably woul d have been nore
reasonabl e for the mayor to tuck Caine away in one of the
house’s wal k in closets, but he enjoyed the space. Hi s clothes,
the few that he chose to have were in a basket next to the foot
| ocker—+the maid, sonetine during the day, crawling up there to
pl ace themin wait. Caine |aughed softly. No matter how many
times he told her that it was all right to | eave them at the

| adder—she consistently insisted upon bringing themup into his
room One nust be grateful for small things, he nmused as he

wor ked his hand through his obsidian hair.

G ateful at that nonment that he didn’t have to drag the basket
up the | adder hinself, he pulled his dark blue T-shirt off of
broad shoul der, unfastened his jeans, and after a nonent, was
standing at the head of the ladder, dressed only in his boxers.

“Cai ne! Cone down here!”

He heard the nmayor’s voice echo up through his house, as if he
were standing right behind Caine, yet the callous gentlenen was
probably still in the den—a room | ower than even the first
floor. No matter how many tinmes this exact situation presented
itself, Caine always chastised hinself for disregarding the fact
that the Mayor required his presence before he slip into a quick
slunmber. Very rarely was he able to pull on the dark gray



sweat pants and actually drift off to sleep. The Mayor usually
found sone use for himbefore he had even managed to bury
hinself within the soft white sheets that he had purchased for
hi nsel f. The Mayor, despite his genetic ties to several great
sout herners, despised any cloth nmade solely of cotton.

“Yes, Sir!” Caine called obediently and tore into the basket
full of nicely folded T-Shirts and jeans. He pulled on a fresh
blue T-Shirt that resenbled the one that he had been weari ng,
and then pulled his jeans back on.

He was breathing slightly rougher than the usual when he net the
Mayor and Bards in the den an inpressive two or three mnutes
| ater. The Mayor, however still nmet his eyes with conplete

di sdain, as if he should have appeared the nonent he had
beckoned. Caine felt guilty against the absurd expectations,

di pping his head in recognition of his failure. “Yes, sir?” he
asked, eyes glued to the oak fl oorboards.

“Why wont you play football for this man?” his father asked.

Cai ne remai ned silent; know ng conpletely that it was a
rhetorical question.

“You will play football, wll you not?” his father asked.

Cai ne di pped his head again, recognizing the tone in the Mayor’s
voice and the futility that woul d have been argui ng, and
responded, “yes, sir. If that is what you want, that is what |
will do.”

“See, Coach, he’s a good kid. He knows when to obey his father.
It was his nother’s silly notion to | et himdecide what
interested him—+ was just trying to honor her nenory.but every
good kid plays football,” the mayor’s chest puffed up with
pride, “1’ve always told himthat. My son isn’'t a faggot.” The
Mayor reached out, his fist making contact with Caine’s

shoul der—+he fatherly gesture not unconmon in the presence of
men the Mayor wi shed to inpress.

Caine felt the inpact in his stomach. “Yes, sir,” was all that
he could think of to say. His face was never flinching.

Plunging his hand into the warnth of the tousled sheets that |ay
crunpled and lonely next to him it did not take Caine long to
realize that his partner no |longer shared the bed with hima
startling realization that wenched himout of what had been a



very pl easant slunber. “Steve, what are you doi ng?” he called
after a nonent. He wondered why the bed next to himwas not

war mer. How | ong had his | over been up and about? “Steve?” Cai ne
cal | ed agai n.

“Who is Steve, Caine?” the Mayor’s voice perneated any remaining
rel axation that coursed through his nuscles. He froze, wondering
where he was, then renmenbering the difficult yet deliberate trek
back to the Mayor’ s house when the acceptable period of tine for
himto be away fromthe honmestead had passed. After the
realization that he would have to play such a barbaric sport,
Caine went to his boyfriend s, Steve, apartnment. He had
col | apsed onto his futon—w thout changing. Hell, he still felt
his shoes clad tightly around his feet. Steel toe boots where
not the nost confortable bed nate.

Absently, he ran his hand, pal mdown, across the side of the
futon where Steve woul d have | aid had he been there w th Caine.
Then the Mayor repeated his demand, followed by an all too
common st atenent, “goddammed, boy, you' d think you were a damed
faggot. Calling out to nen in your sleep.” Such a comment was
usual ly foll owed by, and this occasion was no exception, a
hearty |l augh that drew up fromthe very guts of the Mayor—
causing his whole body to trenble with his perceived hunor.
Caine didn't have to witness the man to know t hat he had | eaned
back in his chair, resting his hands—inked slightly—en his
protrudi ng stomach. The Mayor woul d | augh and | augh—+elishing in
the fact that his son, his boy, was far too straight to be a
dammed queer. Hell, Caine was even on the football team now It
was al nost as if Caine could hear the Mayor’s thoughts as he

| aughed, secure in his office, surrounded by his books, his
chair, his desk, his city.

Hs city.

For the second tinme, Caine took a nonent to feel where he would
have lain with him “I |ove you,” he whispered, hoping that the
space between them woul dn’t prevent Steve from hearing hi mer at
| east al ways feeling how nmuch Caine |oved him Steve was the
reason that Caine stayed in Marathon. Now, he was beginning to
think that Steve wasn’t even enough. How | ong was a man supposed
to conceal their identity fromtheir environnment?

Caine felt the fury building up inside, the confines of his
enot i ons snappi ng under the pressure of the anger he was feeling
now. It burned across his chest, beginning in a deep pit he had
| ong been sustaining with freshly suppressed enoti ons. He had



been in Marathon far too | ong and he had spent many nights,
medi tating, hoping he could find the strength to change his
life' s path.

Cai ne sat up, steeling hinself against the bubbling enotions,
trying to find the strength to make it through this test as he
had so many before. He strove to see what it is that he had |eft
to | earn about being the son of a ponpous asshol e who was a

fl am ng honophobe—and in turn a man who i nadvertently hated and
alienated his own son. He allowed his mnd to blank, hoping the
predat or woul d not becone aware of the vulnerability that Caine
felt when neditating.

Despite how low it was nuttered, Caine heard the Mayor’'s fina
sentinent on the issue over his own prayer, “ny son, a fucking
faggot,” followed by another stream of runbling | aughter. Caine
| aughed as well, wondering how a father could sinply be so

bl untly oblivious.

Cai ne was vaguely aware that he had risen to his feet,
descending the stairs, and then he found hinself in the confines
of the Mayor’s private sanctuary. It was an unm stakabl e feeling
that rose in his chest, perspiration breaking across his
forehead and down the back of his neck. H's pul se quickened as
he stood there, heart thundering in his ears, |ooking at the
back of his father’s bal dhead. He couldn’t quite clai mhis own

t hought s and concentrated on trying to cal mhis body and bring
hi m back to hinmself. Yet, Caine had no control over his own
notions, as if the harnony he had strove to achi eve through

nmedi tati on and exerci se between the physical and the nental were
gone and both existing on their own. Caine was consuned with the
resentment coursing through his body, making the thin |ayer of
ski n—hi di ng so nuch beneath it—+trenble slightly with the enotion
and the effort of the sinple notion of walking.

Cai ne wondered, with a sort of detached curiosity, if it was
sonething simlar to what suffocation would feel |ike—the [unp
growing in his throat, the pressure building in his chest. There
was a significant part of himthat felt the only avail able
course of action would be to ball up his fists, stonp his feet
and screamand cry with all the nervous energy that was buil ding
up inside of him Instead, he sinply scrutinized the back of the
Mayor’ s head.

Cai ne had never actually been in the room before—+he mayor’s

di ctate declared the confines of this space as his own and only
hi s—but he knew his way around. G-owing up in the house, piecing



together the layout fromhis father’s conversati ons over the
years, and basic intuition—he knew his was around.

Maneuvering around t he | arge oak desk, pausing briefly to take
in the ness of papers cluttering the desktop, pens and pencils
interspersed, with a sinple stapler and pencil sharpener resting
at one corner. Caine found hinmself surprised as he had al ways
been under the inpression that this roomsported its own desktop
conputer, but in the absence of one, he reassessed his
assunptions, placing his father’s [ aptop on the desk fromtine
to time. Against the wall —anyone sitting at the desk woul d be
facing it—+there was a rather om nous bookcase spanning from wal
to wall. Mostly |aw books, with a spattering of choice famly
photos. He was mldly upset by the one of his nother, smling
knowi ngly at him alnost as if she was nore than aware of why he
was in the room Caine vaguely wondered if she had considered it
herself prior to ending her owmn life nearly two years earlier
Her suicide gave the Mayor the final synpathy vote he needed to
claimMarathon Gty as his own.

In the far corner of the bookcase, a clear glass box held a
shining pistol. It seened to beckon him as he knew that the
Mayor was the sort of man to keep a | oaded gun easily within his
reach at all tines. Caine drifted over to where it was,
wonderi ng why the Mayor had not yet sensed his presence in the
room

The cold netal against the flesh of his hand startled him He
wasn’t sure if it was the fact that the gun was cold or the fact
that his skin was unnaturally heated. H's hand shook around the
barrel as he held it, turned towards hinself. Slick wwth a thin
| ayer of icy sweat, he repositioned the gun in his hand,
extending it out in front of him

It was that noment when the Mayor, chose to turn around in his
chair, not alittle surprised to find hinself in the conpany of
his son—+et alone, his son holding a gun that had suddenly been
turned on him The cloud that passed across his face,
brightening his eyes slightly, easily expressed the dishevel ed
nature that his insides imedi ately took on. “Wat are you

doi ng, Caine?” his father asked, his voice uncharacteristically
shaki ng.

“You can’t make nme do anything now. ” Caine nurnured. He took a
nonent and adjusted his aimso that the sight on the handgun
pointed directly at the cold heart in front of him “Maybe this
life was to | earn that w ckedness does exist.”



“What are you tal king about, Caine?” the Mayor sai d.

It hit himthen, rocking himso hard that he wondered for a
nonent if sonmeone had hit himfrom behind, before he realized
that it had been nothing nore than his own consci ousness rocking
his existence, appalled by the decision he was about to make,
his finger still squeezing the trigger lightly. He | ooked at the
Mayor then, saw himas his father once again, and, nost

i nportantly, and saw himas a human.

A human; a life.

Looking at the fear in his father’s eyes, Caine understood the
frailty of the man before him The fear and the humanity
perneati ng through the being he believed to be evil—-ahen, in
fact it was Caine, at this nonent, enbracing sin—-but he stil

had a choice. “I amsorry, Father,” Caine said, |lowering the gun
and then wal king over to place it back in the safe once agai n—
hi s anger quickly fading as he cane to a realization

“What are you tal king about Caine?” his father asked again, nore
stupidly this tine.

“One has to be willing to give up what they love in order to
make the right decision for thenselves,” Caine said to no one in
particul ar.

Leaving his father, trenbling near tears, he left his father’s
hone for the last tine. Caine, feeling the warnth of life’'s

har nony radi ate t hroughout his body, he wal ked slowy to the
border where Marathon City and Worth County net. He had been
there several tinmes in the past, wondering what |ay beyond Wrth
and then beyond that and then beyond that.

He stepped across the line, determned to find out.



