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Murder in the Condo Next Door by Edward Kendrick

Chapter 1

“Not again,” Michael grumbled, his attention pulled from the book he was reading by banging in the hallway outside his condo. He knew who was causing it, and heartily wished the woman would…Stop coming home drunk, or worse?

When he’d moved into his place, five years before, the condo next door had been vacant. According to the building manager, the man who owned it had bought it to use on business trips to the city. In all the time Michael had lived here, that had never happened. He figured the guy was most likely using the place as a tax write-off.

Then, three months ago—again according to the manager—the man had died and the condo had been sold. The new owner had done major work on refurbishing what had essentially been a vacant condominium. When they finished, they’d turned it into a rental unit and the woman had moved in.

Michael had met her once, the Saturday night after her arrival. He’d heard banging, swearing, and more banging. When he opened his door to ask what was wrong, she mumbled, “It won’t let me in. The damned door won’t let me in.”

“Maybe you’re using the wrong key?” he suggested. “Do you want me to try?”

She didn’t, telling him, “I know which damned key it is. It won’t let me in.”

With a shrug, Michael gave up and went back inside. A few minutes later, the woman went silent and he heard the door to the fire stairs slam, so he figured she’d given up and maybe gone looking for a friend to stay with until she sobered up.

After that, for the next week, things were quiet. He knew she’d finally managed to get into her place, because he heard her moving around. He even caught a glimpse of her on a couple of evenings, on her balcony. Both times there had been a man with her. Unless Michael was mistaken, different men each time—judging from the build—but he didn’t get a good look at him, or them, because her balcony light wasn’t on.

Then, last Saturday night, the pounding and swearing had commenced again, followed by a man’s low laughter. This time Michael ignored it, praying she’d finally figure out how to use her key while drunk—if that’s what she was. Or that her companion would come to her rescue and get her door open for her. Apparently that’s what happened, because blessed silence reigned a few moments later. Afterward, all was peaceful for another week.

Until tonight.

“Lady, this is becoming ridiculous,” he said under his breath, slamming his book down on the coffee table. He opened the door just in time to see that she, or the man she was with, had finally gotten the door unlocked. The man turned away quickly but Michael got a brief glimpse of his face before they disappeared into the unit.

He went back to his reading, ignoring the sound of voices and the smell of cigarette smoke coming from the woman’s balcony. Since it was August, the temperatures were in the high eighties, even at this late hour, so he didn’t blame them for being out there. He’d have been on his balcony, too, if the overhead light hadn’t burned out. It was hard to read in the dark.

* * * *

Two days passed, and all was quiet in the hallway. Michael thanked his lucky stars for that, even though it wasn’t Saturday—the usual time for her antics.

When he stepped out of his place Tuesday morning, he was assailed by what, in his mind, he could only equate with the aroma of a rodent that had died in the walls—but twice as strong.

There damned well better not be any dead mice, or live ones, in the building. Since the condo complex was in a relatively upscale neighborhood, he hoped there weren’t. On the other hand, what else could it be? With that thought in mind, he stopped by the manager’s office, asking the man to check it out, then continued on his way to work at the costume shop he owned in the heart of the city.

It was the time of year when things were slow at the shop, giving him a chance to consider what new costumes he’d like his costumer, Carolyn, to create for the upcoming Halloween season. They talked about the pros and cons of various ideas. Carolyn was all for more historical ones. Not too surprising as that was what she loved making. They ran through the various movies due out later in the year—a pair of costume dramas, the next installment in a superhero franchise, and a remake of a popular movie from several years before that included special uniforms. Michael decided he could purchase decent costumes for the superheroes cheaper than having Carolyn make them, much to her relief. She was more than willing to deal with the Roman and Victorian era clothing for the others.

When they finished their discussion, Michael said, apropos nothing that had preceded it, “I think my building is going downhill.”

“I hope you mean where you live, not here,” Carolyn replied with a smile.

“Yes.” He shook his head. “I have the crazy lady from hell living next door.”

She laughed. “So you’ve said. Did she come home drunk again this weekend?”

“Yeah. At least this time she had company, who apparently knew how to work a key, because she only ranted for a couple of minutes.”

“That’s a blessing. Why else do you think it’s going downhill?”

“The hallway smelled like something died. Like a mouse in the walls, or…whatever.”

Carolyn wrinkled her nose. “Been there, smelled that. Not pleasant. I hope you let the manager know.”

“I did. He said he’d check it out.”

“Good. With luck, by the time you get home everything will be fine. I guess you can be glad the critter didn’t die in your walls.”

“No kidding,” he replied emphatically.

* * * *

It was around six-thirty when Michael drove down the alley behind his building and into the underground parking garage. He took the elevator up to the fourth floor, sniffing as he did to see if the smell had gotten any worse. There was a faint trace of it, which did not make him happy. If I can smell it in here, what’s it going to be like by the time I get to my place?

He got off the elevator, walked down the hallway, turned the corner, and stopped dead in his tracks. The door to his neighbor’s condo was open, with a uniformed police officer standing next to it.

Now what? Michael debated turning around and leaving—especially since the odor was much stronger than it had been that morning. But curiosity got the better of him. He figured his neighbor had probably gone on another verbal rampage and the cops had been called.

He walked toward his door, only to be stopped by the officer asking who he was.

“Michael Wright. I live there,” Michael replied, pointing to his unit.

“ID, please.”

Michael frowned but took it out to show the man. “What’s going on?”

“Your neighbor, Ms. Lee, was murdered,” a man in a suit said, coming out of unit four-oh-three. He introduced himself as Detective Daniels.

“You’re shitting me,” Michael replied in shock.

“No, Mr. Wright.”

“When? Wait.” Michael shuddered. “Is that the smell?”

“Yes, sir. At this point the ME says she probably died two days ago. That would be Sunday. Did you see or hear anything?”

Michael shook his head. “Nothing since Saturday night when she pulled her usual ‘I can’t get in’ rant. Drunk, I suspect.”

“From what I’ve been told, that’s happened before.”

“Yeah. Every Saturday since she moved in.” Michael paused. “This time, she had company.”

“You saw whoever it was?”

“Yes. I was pissed and was going to read her the riot act. She got her door unlocked just as I opened mine. There was a man with her. Actually, the weekend before there was one too. I didn’t see him, but I heard him laugh.”

“What did the man this weekend look like?”

“Mmm. I barely saw him but, yeah, he had dark hair and thick, bushy eyebrows.” Michael pinched his nose—not because he was thinking, but the odor was getting to him. “How long before this goes away,” he asked nasally.

“Once we release the unit, your manager can call in a specialist to do cleanup. With luck, things should be back to normal within a day or two—out here.”

“Oh, great.”

The detective smiled in commiseration. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“Not that I can think of. Is the…is her body gone?”

“Yes. It was taken away a couple of hours ago.”

“Thank God. Is it okay for me to go into my place, now?”

“Yes. I’ll be in contact with you if I have any more questions.”

Michael nodded, unlocked his door, turned off the security alarm, and then locked it when he was inside. He could smell the odor in the entryway, but only faintly, for which he was very glad. He remembered some scented candles an acquaintance had given him a year ago that he’d stashed away—somewhere. He finally located them after digging through the hall closet, unwrapped one and lit it, setting it on the entryway table.

Even patchouli is better than decomposition. He chuckled weakly. Hell, burned dinner would smell better. Not that he planned on doing that. He wasn’t even certain he wanted to fix anything to eat, all things considered.

He changed into jeans and a sweatshirt, then went online to check his personal emails. There was nothing other than spam and a bill from the utility company. He paid it and logged off. After grabbing a bottle of juice from the fridge, he got the book he was reading and went out to the balcony where there was fresh air; leaving the door open to, hopefully, air out his unit.

He found he couldn’t concentrate on the book because his thoughts went to the woman next door and the murder.

I was here most of Sunday. How could someone have killed her without my knowing? He knew that answer to that one. The building had thick walls. He rarely heard anything from the other units unless someone was doing upgrades on one of them that involved hammering and what have you. Even then, it had to be very loud, and on the weekend, because he was never home on weekdays.

Still, wouldn’t I have heard a shot? Or her screaming if someone was trying to strangle her? He was tempted to go ask the detective how she was killed, but the less he had to do with the police, the better.

He glanced through the narrow space between the wall and the partition separating his balcony from hers. He recalled seeing her out there a couple of times with men, but since he hadn’t been able to see the men well enough to describe them, he figured telling the detective would be a waste of both their times.

He finally settled down enough to read and managed to get through several chapters before it got too dark. That reminded him; he needed a new bulb in the porch light. He got one and had barely changed it out for the old one when he heard a knock on the door.

“Now what?” he muttered, hoping it wasn’t the detective, wanting to ask more questions. He opened the door to find a man, dressed casually in a blue shirt and slacks—and definitely in need of a shave in Michael’s opinion—standing there. “Can I help you?” Michael asked while noting the door to the woman’s unit was closed and apparently the police were gone, although there was police tape across it to seal it.

“I hope so. My name is Reid Hanson. I’m a reporter with The Chronicle. I’d like to ask you some questions about the murder next door.”

“How the hell did you get into the building?” Michael asked tightly.

“Using my good looks and charm?” Reid replied. He laughed. “Not really. I buzzed the manager after I, and all the TV reporters of course, finished interviewing Detective Daniels. The manager let me in when I said I wanted to talk to him about the murder. Your name was mentioned as being Ms. Lee’s closest neighbor, so here I am.”

“I have nothing to say to you.” Michael remained where he was, blocking the reporter from coming inside.

“Come on, Mr. Wright. Surely you at least knew the woman and can give me some insight into what she was like. You know—human interest stuff.”

“I met her once, when she was ranting about not being able to unlock her door. That was it.”

Reid leaned against the doorjamb. “Ranting?”

“Yeah. I suspect she was drunk, or something. Surely the manager told you all this, since a couple of us told him about it.”

“Nope. Not a word. Probably didn’t want to make it sound as if they let just anyone in here.”

Michael snorted. “Probably. Still, that’s the only time I had any real contact with her.”

Reid lifted an eyebrow. “Real?”

“I saw her briefly the night before she was killed. Same problem, but she had a man with her who, I guess, managed to unlock the door for her. They were going in when I opened my door. I was planning to tell her to shut the hell up.”

“Maybe he was the killer,” Reid said thoughtfully.

“I’m sure the police will find out, if they can locate him. Now, if there’s nothing else…”

“Tell me a bit about yourself, for my story. The human-interest angle, you know. The man who lived next door to a murder.”

For a second Michael considered what he’d said. It could be a bit of publicity for the shop. Then he changed his mind. “No. Absolutely not. I’d rather not be bothered by people wanting to know what that’s like.”

“If you tell me, they’ll already know.” Reid smiled winningly.

“And if I don’t, and you don’t use my name in the story, I won’t have to deal with them.”

“I guess I can see your point. And since you really don’t know anything…” He looked hopefully at Michael.

“I don’t. Nothing more than what I’ve already told you.”

“Which Detective Daniels told me, as well. All right. Thanks for talking with me.”

“No problem.”

Michael watched the reporter stroll down the hallway with a sense of relief. The last thing he wanted was his name in the paper in connection with a crime, especially a murder, no matter how peripherally he was involved.

* * * *

Most people would love to have their name in the paper as someone who knew the victim of a crime. Why did Mr. Wright shy away? Reid pondered that as he drove back to the paper to write and file his story. Is he camera shy, so to speak? Or is there something he’s hiding.

Reid was a good reporter with a nose for a story, and he sensed there might be one in Michael Wright. Perhaps nothing to do with the murder, per se, but something.

After he turned in the story, he went online to do a search on the man.

“Nothing before six years ago, when he arrived in town to go to work at his mother’s costume shop,” he said under his breath, when that was all that he could turn up.

He backtracked, looking for information on Olivia Wright. There he had more luck. The woman had been widowed when she was twenty-five and was left to care for her only child—four year old Michael. This came from a brief story about the opening of her first costume shop, in a strip mall east of downtown. Reid found another article when she had rented a downtown building to expand her business, fifteen years later. That would make Michael nineteen at the time. There was no mention of him in the latter story, other than that Olive’s son was in college.

The last thing Reid was able to come up with, other than short mentions of Wright Costumes in articles about local costume shops around Halloween, was Olive Wright’s obituary. She had died of pancreatic cancer the year after Michael had come back to the city, at which point Michael had inherited the building Mrs. Wright had purchased for the shop and taken over the business.

What happened to you, Mr. Wright, between the time you went off to college and your return here, when, presumably, you found out your mother was dying? Probably nothing more than what happens to any young man. You began living your life. Still…

Reid wasn’t certain why, after only a few brief words with Michael, he was interested in his background. Because, as he’d thought earlier, he found that most people liked seeing their name in the newspaper? Michael had definitely shied away from that, which intrigued Reid.

Am I making a mountain out of a molehill? Probably. Still, I’m going to do some more digging. But not tonight, he decided when he checked the time. After turning off the computer, he left the building and headed home.


Chapter 2

Three days went by after the discovery of Ms. Lee’s body. Whatever the manager had done to her condo seemed to have worked because the smell of decomposing body had faded from the hallway.

Michael followed the story of her murder on TV and in The Chronicle, noting Reid Hanson’s byline on the newspaper articles about it.

When he told Carolyn what had happened, she was all agog, wanting to know every detail. Since he knew next to nothing, personally, she was reduced to reading the same stories he had in the paper.

Business was late-summer slow, but there were still enough customers that Michael didn’t lack for something to do, between helping them and planning for the upcoming Halloween season.

Friday rolled around, with one more day of work after that before he and Carolyn were off, as the shop was closed on Sundays and Mondays. It was busier than Michael expected. One of the city’s elite was holding a costume party to celebrate his wife’s fortieth birthday. Of course, many of the guests had waited until the last minute before coming in to find the right dress or suit for what was billed as a Forties Bash.

With Carolyn’s able assistance, Michael was able to make everyone happy. But by the end of the day, they were both ready to get out of there.

“Be ready for more of this, tomorrow,” Michael said as Carolyn slung her purse over her shoulder.

Carolyn laughed. “I’ll wear my running shoes.”

He chuckled. “Not a bad idea. See you in the morning.”

After she took off, he did the books, checked to be certain everything was back where it belonged, and then unlocked the front door. As he stepped out onto the top step, he heard someone call his name.

By all that’s holy, if it’s someone hoping we’re still open…He quickly set the alarm and locked the door before checking to see who wanted him.

“Ha. Got here just in time,” Reid Hanson said, getting out of his car.

“Just in time for me to go home,” Michael retorted sourly. “Why are you here?”

“Because I’m a nosy parker, and I figured you wouldn’t buzz me into your apartment building?”

“You got that right. I’m headed there now, and there’s no way I want to talk to you. I don’t know anything more today than I did the day her body was found. Go bug Detective what’s his name.”

“Daniels. And I’ve talked to him ad nauseam. He’s got nothing new, which you’d know if you’ve been reading my stories.”

“I have been,” Michael admitted reluctantly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He started down the sidewalk to the lot where he parked his car.

Reid kept up with him, saying, “He might start looking at you as the killer, if he’s done his homework.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Michael said angrily, even as his stomach clenched.

Instead of replying to the question, Reid said, “Why don’t we find somewhere less public to talk?”

“I’ll pass. Why don’t you take what you think you know and vamoose out of my life?”

“Four years in prison,” Reid replied quietly.

Michael swallowed hard. If the detective finds out about that, and why…”There’s a coffee shop in the next block,” he said, not looking at Reid as he started to walk in that direction.

Reid stayed beside him, even holding the door for Michael when they got there. They ordered coffee and found a table far enough away from the few other customers that no one could overhear them.

* * * *

Reid studied Michael as the man’s gaze flickered around the room while taking a deep drink of coffee. “I don’t really think you killed her,” Reid said. His lips quirked up. “That’s a bit drastic to stop someone from causing disturbances occasionally.”

“Tempting though, when they happened,” Michael muttered. “But I didn’t.” He finally looked at Reid. “What do you know about…me?”

“It took a lot of searching, but I found out about your stint in jail for assault. Not the details. Only that you did time.”

Michael nodded. “And now you want all the dirt behind that.”

“Only if you want to tell me. I have no intention of publishing anything about that part of your life.”

“Thanks.” Michael stared into his coffee cup. He seemed to be making a decision, with a qualifier, Reid found out. “This is strictly off the record. If you do print anything I tell you, I’ll deny it and sue you and the paper for libel.”

“A bit hard to do, since it’s the truth.”

“That I did time? Yeah. The reason…?” Michael shook his head. “It was pure stupidity.”

“Oh?” Reid replied when Michael stopped there.

“I’d turned twenty-one, and graduated, two days apart. So a celebration was in order according to my friends. I had no problem with that.” Michael took a gulp of coffee. “I’ll admit, I had a problem with alcohol. Not a major one. I just didn’t know when to stop once I started drinking. And I’d get angry easily when that happened. So, we were at a bar. Not exactly the best one in the city, but not the worst, either. I was over my limit when a couple of men started hassling us—well, me and my roommate. My friends tried to get us out of there but I wasn’t having any of that. I told the men to back off, or else. They didn’t, so I threw a few punches. One of them—” Michael looked down at his clenched fists. “One of them landed hard. Knocked the bastard out. Broke his jaw and when he fell, he hit his head on the corner of a table.”

“I take it he didn’t die, or you’d have done a lot more than four years.”

“No. He spent time in the hospital, but that was it. Anyway, the cops were called. I was arrested. My roommate was well off so he got me a good lawyer. What with the extenuating circumstances, I got four years, a hefty fine, and a two-year parole when I got out.”

“This is none of my business, but was your roommate more than that?”

Michael nodded. “He was, although it ended after the trial. He was willing to pay, since I was defending us from those bastards, but…Well, as he put it at the time, he’d seen a side of me he didn’t like. So he walked.”

“So much for loyalty,” Reid commented. He rested his elbows on the table. “You came back here to work with your mother, from what I’ve found out.”

Michael scowled. “Why are you digging into my life?”

“Honestly? Because you went counter to most people I interview. The average citizen likes seeing their name in the paper. You brushed that—and me—aside. I’m a reporter. I like to find out the why of things. Yeah, you could have been one of the shy ones, but I didn’t get that feeling from you.”

With a shrug, Michael replied, “Not normally. So, to answer your question. Yeah, I came back here when Mom asked for my help with the shop. Hell, I wasn’t likely to find a job. Not with my record and why. Or at least not a decent one. I didn’t find out until a month after I started at the shop that there was more to her offer than her being my mother. She’d found out she had terminal cancer and would only live another year, at best.”

“That had to have been hard, on top of everything else.”

“You have no idea. She raised me alone from the time I was four. Made sure I worked hard in school so I could get a scholarship to college.”

“Did you?”

“Yeah. And then I blew everything in one drunken night.”

Reid leaned back, looking at him. “Do your like what you’re doing? Or are you only fulfilling your mother’s wish?”

“I love it. Hell, I majored in business, with—and this was off the wall I know—a minor in costuming. That was because of Mom and the shop. She got me interested in it but didn’t want me to make costuming my life’s work. Anyway, between the two majors, I’m pretty qualified to own and run the shop, which I inherited on her death, along with the condo where I’m living.”

“Not bad. A shitty way to get both of them, but at least you have a steady job.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “As steady as owning a costume shop can be, what with all the fly-by-nights that pop up before Halloween and vanish right after Christmas.”

“They cut into your business?”

Michael snorted. “Don’t even get me started on that.”

“Okay, I won’t,” Reid said with a smile. “Off track a bit, but did your mother know?”

“Taking a wild leap here about what you mean, but yeah, she knew I was gay. It was no big secret and she didn’t care. She just wanted me to be happy.” Michael sighed. “And I was, until I decided, bolstered by too much alcohol, to—” he made finger quotes “—fight for my honor.”

Reid nodded. “Again, none of my business, but do you still drink?”

“No. That night was the last time.”

Something to remember for the future. Reid wasn’t certain why that mattered—but for some reason, it did. “Then what do you do for entertainment?”

“Read a lot. Go to movies sometimes. It is possible to live your life without hitting up bars or clubs and still have fun.”

“So they tell me.” When Michael frowned, Reid held up one hand. “Hey, I was kidding. I’m not big on that whole scene myself. I rarely go to a bar unless I’m on a story.” He caught a look at the time and said. “I should let you go. Thanks for talking with me. I promise, Scouts’ Honor, I won’t put any of what you said into a story. I’ll admit, though, I wish you had more of a clue about what Ms. Lee was like.”

“I don’t. I never cared, except when she was having one of her fits about her door. I’m sure that problem was a result of her drinking, or, hell, doing drugs, maybe.”

“If I get a chance, I’ll ask the good detective if she had any in her system.”

“Do that,” Michael said with a slight smile. “For now, yeah, it’s time I got back home. Tomorrow’s Saturday, and one of the city’s movers-and-shakers is throwing a costume party, so if today’s any indication we’re going to be running our legs off tomorrow.”

“You and?” Reid asked as they both got up.

“Carolyn. She’s my costumer and all around…girl Friday, I guess. Though since she turned thirty last month, she’s hardly a girl anymore.”

“So it’s just the two of you working there?”

“Yes. Except for September through the beginning of November. Then I hire extra help.”

“Makes sense.”

By then they were out on the street. Reid walked with Michael until they got to Reid’s car. Then they said good night and headed their separate ways.

* * * *

By the end of Saturday’s rush, Michael was ready for two days off. He decided cooking supper wasn’t going to happen and stopped at one of his favorite restaurants instead. After a good meal, he went home, ready to read and relax. So he wasn’t exactly elated when he found he’d had a message from Detective Daniels on his answering machine, asking him to call. The only redeeming factor was it had come in at three that afternoon, and it was now well after eight. Why call here, and not my cell? He found out when he checked and saw it was dead. That happened more often than it probably should, he knew. He hated being tethered to a phone twenty-four-seven. He handled enough calls on the shop’s phone at work to last him until the hell froze over, as far as he was concerned.

Figuring it was too late to return the detective’s call; Michael made a note to remind himself to do it first thing in the morning. Then he settled down with his book, after putting his cell on the charger. He read until his vision began blurring before calling it a night.

* * * *

Michael didn’t have to call the detective. At eight Sunday morning his cell phone rang.

Blearily he took it off the charger, checked the caller ID, and sighed. “Good morning, Detective.”

“Good morning, Mr. Wright. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“You did, but that’s all right. How can I help you?”

“I’d appreciated it you’d come down to the precinct.”

Michael knew ‘appreciate’ meant ‘you’d better’. His gut clenched as he asked, “When?”

“This morning. Say at nine-thirty. That should give you time to dress and grab something to eat.”

“I’ll be there,” Michael replied before hanging up. He had the feeling if he’d asked why, the detective would have said he’d tell him when he got there.

Deciding to put up a good front, he dressed in slacks and one of his better shirts, rather than his usual day-off clothes—jeans and T-shirt. He managed to get down some toast and coffee, too worried to eat more. Then he took off to face whatever Daniels wanted him for.

At the precinct, Michael told the man at the front desk why he was there. A few minutes later, Detective Daniels appeared, taking Michael up to the squad room.

When they were seated at Daniels’ desk, the detective said, “I’ve done some checking on you, Mr. Wright, since you’re the only person in the building who seems to have had any contact with Ms. Lee, other than the manager and the man who owns the condo she was renting.”

Michael looked straight at him as he replied, “And?”

“You spent four years in prison for assaulting a man in a bar.”

“I did. That was six year ago. Since then, I’ve stayed out of trouble.”

The detective ignored his reply. “You have a bad temper, according to the file on your case.”

“Yes. When I drink. I haven’t had a drink since I left prison.”

“You were angry at Ms. Lee’s actions.”

“I’ll admit I wasn’t happy at having my peace and quiet interrupted by her yelling that she couldn’t get into her place—three Saturday nights in a row. I told you I tried to help her the first time. The second time I could hear a man with her, so I didn’t bother.”

“And the night before her murder, you said you were going to confront her about that again.”

Michael gave a sharp nod. “But that was a moot point. The man she was with that time must have gotten the door open because they were going inside when I looked into the hallway. I’ve already told you that.”

“Tell me about this man.”

“As I said, I barely saw him. He had dark hair and heavy eyebrows.” Michael closed his eyes, trying to picture the man. “Maybe my height, which is five-eleven, or a bit taller. Wearing jeans and a shirt. Blue, if I remember correctly. I only saw him for a few seconds.”

The detective wrote that down, but the expression on his face told Michael he wasn’t certain he believed him.

“What would you have done if she hadn’t been with this man you say you saw?”

“Probably reamed her a new one and told her to get help with her problem,” Michael replied honestly. “But I wouldn’t have done more than that. If you’re trying to imply I made the whole thing up because I let my temper get the best of me and killed her—forget it. The assault I did time for stemmed from alcohol-induced rage. Normally, I’m a fairly calm person.”

Detective Daniels leaned back, looking at him. “I know that the man was with her because they were seen entering the building together, by a householder who lives across the street, although the witness didn’t see what the man looked like.”

“Then why are you trying to push my buttons about it?”

“To see how you’d react under pressure. I don’t think you killed her. I do think you might have seen more than you remember when it comes to her. Seen, or heard.”

Michael took a deep breath. “I take it I passed your test. I suppose I understand why you did it, but I still resent it.”

“Understood. Do you remember anything else about her? You were her nearest neighbor.”

“There was one thing, or two I guess,” Michael replied. “Twice, I saw her out on her balcony. Both times there were men with her.” He smiled slightly. “I wasn’t spying on her, but when you hear voices you tend to look to see who is talking. I didn’t get a good look at them, but my feeling is it was a different one each time. Different body shapes.”

“Meaning height, weight?”

“Both, I guess.”

“Could either of them been the man you saw with her, her last night?”

“I don’t know,” Michael replied in exasperation. “Three very brief views…” He shrugged.

Detective Daniels nodded. “The reason I’m asking is because Ms. Lee was a high-priced call girl.”

“You’re kidding!”

“No.”

“She sure didn’t look like one. And the whole thing with her door? That was crazy. Did she use?”

“I’m not going to reveal the details of her death.”

Michael smiled dryly. “Meaning she did, which would explain the whole problem she had with the door. She was higher than a kite and probably couldn’t get the key in the lock, or tell that she was using the wrong one.” He thought about that. “Maybe she had a john who dosed her up on some drug before sending her on her way. A regular she only saw on Saturdays?”

The detective ignored Michael’s speculations, other than to point out she had come home with a man the previous Saturday. Then he said, “If there’s nothing else you can tell me, you’re free to go.”

“Nothing I can think of.” Michael barely smiled, adding, “So I’m off the hook for her murder?”

“As I told you, you were never really on it,” Daniels replied. “I just had to be certain you didn’t have a quick temper when under pressure.”

“Not anymore,” Michael replied, getting up. “If I do think of anything else, I’ll call you.”

“Thank you.”

* * * *

Michael returned home and threw himself into cleaning his place—his usual Sunday chore. While he did, he tried to think of anything else he’d seen or heard regarding Ms. Lee. He had to admit he’d never have thought of her as a call girl. The few times he’d actually caught a glimpse of her, she had been very casually dressed. I guess even call girls get days off. He wondered if she plied her trade out of the condo she’d rented, and if so, did the owner know. Maybe he’s her pimp, if call girls have those. Not that I give a damn, as long as he doesn’t put another one in there to take her place.

That idea didn’t exactly make his day, but there was nothing he could do about it, if it happened. He thought about calling Detective Daniels to see if he’d questioned the owner of Ms. Lee’s condo, but figured the man undoubtedly had.

It was well after lunchtime when Michael finished cleaning. He had gathered up and sorted his laundry in the process, taking it to the laundry room down the hallway, and the last load was almost finished drying. While he waited for it, he made a sandwich and went out on the balcony, leaning against the railing while he ate. He saw a car pull up that he thought he recognized. A moment later he saw he was right when Reid Hanson got out.

Why’s he here? Going to interview the building manager—again? Michael was sure that had happened at least once before. Reid had actually said as much, the first time they met. Or does he have more questions for me?

The sound of the buzzer on the call box answered that, he figured. He went in, pressed the talk button, and asked who was there, despite knowing.

“Reid,” the reporter replied. “Can I come up for a few minutes?”

With a sigh, Michael pushed the button to let him in. A couple of minutes later there was a knock on the door. Michael opened it, stepping aside so Reid could enter.

“Why are you here?” Michael asked.

Reid shrugged as he looked around. “Nice place.”

“I like it. And you didn’t answer my question.”

“Would you believe me if I said I was in the neighborhood, so…”

“Nope.”

Reid laughed. “Smart man.” He went out onto the balcony. “Good view of the city,” he commented when Michael followed—leaning against the doorframe.

“Are you always this nosy?” Michael asked.

“I’m a reporter. Of course I am,” Reid replied, grinning. “Actually, I do have a reason to be here, besides to see you.”

“Excuse me? To see me? What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. But I’ll get to that later. First off, I had another talk with the good detective. He told me more about Ms. Lee.”

“That she was a call girl.”

“Damn. How did you find out?” Reid said, looking deflated.

“He called me down to the precinct this morning.” Michael shook his head in disgust. “He found out I did time, and why, and tried to prod me into blowing up. It didn’t work.”

Reid frowned. “So he’s looking at you as a suspect in the murder?”

“He said he wasn’t, even before his games this morning. I guess he wanted to make certain I didn’t have a quick temper and maybe got very angry at her that night and…well…”

“Strangled her to death.”

“That’s how she died? I thought he wasn’t revealing that.”

“I’m good. I wormed it out of him.” Reid rubbed his nails on his shirt, grinning. “So, back to Ms. Lee’s occupation. Did you get any feeling she’d been entertaining men in her place?”

“Nope. She rarely had company—that I knew of at least.”

“But she did sometimes?”

Michael nodded, asking, “Aren’t you going to take notes, since this seems to be an interview?”

“Good memory, and a pocket recorder.” Since Reid was wearing a T-shirt, Michael figured it had to be in his jeans pocket.

“I saw her twice on her balcony, with a man. A different one each time I think, as I told the detective.”

“During the day? Never mind. You work days.”

“Yep,” Michael agreed. “It was mid-evening. I guess they could have been johns. So could the man who was with her the night before she died. I heard him, or someone, the previous Saturday, too, but didn’t look. She was ranting again, but not quite as badly as the first time. Or rather, for a shorter time. I figured the man had taken over and gotten her door unlocked.”

“You said the ranting only happened on Saturdays?”

“Yes, thank God.”

“And the building manager didn’t do anything about it, when it happened?”

“He doesn’t live on the premises. I told him about it, and so did someone else. Whether he talked to Ms. Lee, I have no clue.”

“The first time you talked with her, did you smell booze on her breath?”

“No,” Michael replied. “And I would have. I’ve been super-sensitive to that since…Well…”

“Got it,” Reid said with a sympathetic look. “But something must have set her off. I wonder…”

“I was thinking, while I was talking with the detective. What if she had a regular Saturday night john who got her high on something?”

Reid nodded. “Did you suggest that to Daniels?”

“Yep. He didn’t seem interested.”

“Probably playing things close to the vest, since you’re a civilian.”

“You are, too,” Michael pointed out.

“Ah, but I’m a special one.” When Michael snorted, Reid protested, “I am. Go to dinner with me tonight and I’ll prove it.”

Michael looked at him with wary surprise. “Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“So you can try to pump more information out of me about Ms. Lee and company?”

“Not at all. So I can find out more about you.”

“You already know more about me than I like,” Michael said uneasily.

“I don’t know what kind of movies you like, or what books you read,” Reid countered.

“Why would you care?”

Reid smiled. “Why wouldn’t I? You seem to be an interesting man. One I’d like to get to know better.”

“Uh-huh. I’m also gay, as you know, so I doubt you mean that. Except as a reporter looking for a story.”

Reid leaned against the balcony railing, a smile quirking his lips up. “You’re not the only one out here who is.”

“You’re trying to tell me you are? I don’t believe it. I think you’re saying it as a ploy so you can—”

“Get a story out of you, as you put it? I’m not, Michael. I mean, I’m honestly not looking for a story. I told you I’d honor any confidences from you. I just want to get to know you as a person.”

Michael studied him, trying to determine if he was telling the truth. Nothing in his expression said he was lying. But then, he is a reporter. I’m sure he knows how to play into whatever the person he’s interviewing needs, to get an article out of it for the paper.

“Give me a chance to prove it,” Reid said, his look open and sincere.

“Dinner? Nothing more?”

“Absolutely.”

“All right. I have a couple of things I have to do first.”

“Fine. How about I pick you up around six?”

“How about I meet you…wherever?”

“That works, too.” Reid thought for a moment. “Do you know Aiden’s?”

“I know of it. I haven’t been there.”

“Then tonight will be a first for you.” Reid pushed off the railing. “I’ll see you there at six?”

With a nod, Michael said, “Yes.” He wasn’t certain he’d actually show up, but by agreeing, he at least got Reid out of his hair for the time being.


Chapter 3

“You did come,” Reid said when Michael joined him outside the restaurant early Sunday evening. “I figured it was fifty-fifty that you would.”

Michael smiled. “Seventy-thirty on my part that I wouldn’t. But then I decided what the hell. It’s a free meal.”

“And one should never pass on that.” Reid led the way inside, gave his name to the hostess, and five minutes later they were seated. The waiter arrived immediately to hand them menus and ask if they wanted a drink.

Reid was about to order a beer, then thought better of it. He asked for iced tea, then looked at Michael.

“Iced coffee, please,” Michael told the waiter. When the man was gone, he said to Reid, “You could have had a beer, or something. Just because I don’t drink, doesn’t mean you have to refrain.”

“Eh. I’m not much of a drinker, so it’s no problem. Besides, the weather calls for iced whatever.”

Michael shook his head, looking disbelieving, but didn’t say anything more on the subject. Instead he asked, “Why did you become a reporter? And do not say, because you’re nosy.”

Reid laughed. “Okay. I won’t. I always wanted to know things about other people. Friends, teachers, the guy who sold us treats at the bakery. Boy, did he have some secrets. But that’s beside the point. I also wrote a lot, for myself and in school. Then, on career day when I was a high school freshman, one of the speakers was a reporter. After listening to him talk, I knew that’s what I wanted to be.”

“So you majored in journalism in college?”

“You bet. And, worked on the college paper the last three years I was there. That helped when I graduated. Not much, but it did. I at least had stories to show potential employers. Still,” Reid grimaced, “for the first couple of years I spent more time working for fast food joints than writing, just to keep a roof over my head. I finally landed a job on a community newspaper and after a couple more years moved up the ladder, so to speak, then applied at The Chronicle and got a job there. Not as a feature writer, but as least I had my foot in the door.”

The waiter returned with their drinks, then waited patiently while they quickly perused the menu and chose something to eat. When he left, both men sipped their drinks, seemingly at a loss for what to say next.

Reid broke the impasse. “I said we could compare movies and books, as part of getting to know each other.”

“You did. So…” Michael lifted an eyebrow.

“Okay. I’m a big Star Wars fan.” Reid laughed when Michael wrinkled his nose. “I take it you’re not?”

“No. I saw the first movie. That was more than enough for me. Now when it comes to movie series, I’ll take Underworld any day.”

Reid snorted. “You have to be kidding. You’ll take vamps and werewolves over great sci-fi action?”

“Yes. Or Indiana Jones, but only the first couple.”

“Weird man.”

Laughing, Michael retorted, “I could say the same about you.”

“What about single movies?” Reid asked.

“Given my choice, ones like Pulp Fiction, Fight Club, umm, Se7en.”

“Usual Suspects, Blade Runner.”

“Casablanca,” Michael countered.

“Citizen Kane.”

They probably could have continued talking movies all evening, but their meals arrived, putting an end to their lists for the time being.

* * * *

They finished, and were debating desserts and whether to have them, when Michael saw Reid look past him at someone behind him—he presumed. Michael started to turn his head to see who had caught Reid’s attention when a man stopped next to the table.

“I don’t know if you remember me,” the man said to Michael. “I came by your shop, maybe two months ago.”

“I can’t say that I do. Sorry.” If there was one thing Michael had learned in prison, it was to keep his feelings from showing. He did recognize the man, and it had nothing to do with the shop. He schooled his expression to show only casual interest in the man’s words. “Maybe if you tell me what kind of costume you were looking for, it would refresh my memory.”

“I was only browsing.” The man shrugged. “I didn’t mean to bother you while you were having dinner. It’s just…When I saw you here…”

“You’re trying to decide if I was the guy from the shop.” Michael pasted on a smile. “I’ve had that happen to me more than once. That ‘where do I know them from’ thing. As I said, I don’t recognize you. But then I don’t have a good memory for faces. Maybe if you tell me your name it would ring a bell.”

“I didn’t actually talk to anyone when I was there. Sorry to have bothered you.”

Michael watched as the man walked away—and left the restaurant a moment later. “Okay,” he said, frowning. “That was strange.”

Reid smiled. “Maybe he’s after your hot body and that was his excuse to get to meet you.”

Ignoring the hot body comment, Michael replied. “No. He was trying to find out if I remembered him from the night before Ms. Lee was murdered.”

“That was him? The one you told me and the cops about?”

Michael nodded. “I’m dead certain it is. The hair. The eyebrows. Yeah. It’s him. How the hell did he find me here?”

“No clue. Maybe he followed you from your building? Maybe he saw you as he walked by?” Reid gestured to the wide picture window a few feet away.

“I sure as hell hope that’s it. I don’t like the idea he might be shadowing me.”

“I sort of doubt he was. If he had been, he’d have approached you somewhere less public.” Reid looked at Michael, cocking his head. “From watching you, I’d have thought he was a complete stranger.”

“I learned not to let anyone know what I’m thinking until I’m sure it’s safe.”

“Makes sense.”

Michael was pretty certain that Reid knew why and was politely avoiding saying anything.

“We should probably get in touch with Detective Daniels to let him know what happened,” Reid said. “We both got a good look at the guy, so we can describe him better than you probably did when you were telling Daniels about him. Hell, maybe he’ll put us with a sketch artist.”

“I suppose we should,” Michael replied reluctantly. “But not tonight.” He drummed a tattoo with his fingers on the table. “He has to have had something to do with the murder, if he’s afraid I might remember him.”

“I think that’s a given. Now all we have to do is find out who he is.”

Michael shook his head. “That’s Daniels’ job, not ours.” He chuckled, adding, “Oh, intrepid reporter.”

“I resemble that remark, and I won’t deny it. You’re right, though. We’ll leave it up to him, which means giving him a call in the morning to set up an appointment to tell him. Until then, do you still want dessert?”

“Not really.” Michael frowned. “That guy, whoever he is, was taking a chance, talking to me. What if I had said I recognized him, and from where? What then?”

“Then you’d be next on his list.” When Michael’s frown deepened, Reid rescinded that. “Not really, I’m sure. But he’d have been real careful to play keep away from the building, which he undoubtedly has been anyway. And from anywhere else he thought you might go. Or leave town. When it comes down to it, I’m surprised he hasn’t—if he’s the person who killed her.”

“If he is, he’s not terribly bright. I don’t care what you say; his coming in here was beyond stupid, even if I hadn’t recognized him. Seeing him could have triggered my memory, causing me to remember later where I’d seen him.”

“Like you said, he’s obviously not the brightest bulb in the pack. I think you convinced him you’ve got no clue who he is.”

“I hope. Still, I’m going to be real careful on my way home, just in case.”

“I’ll go with you,” Reid told him.

Michael lifted an eyebrow. “I think I can handle him, if he tries to waylay me in the hallway, or whatever.”

“Probably. But why take a chance. Think of it this way. Ms. Lee was a call girl. That implies she was working for someone. Right? Suppose for the sake of argument, the man who was just here was her handler, pimp, or whatever you want to call it.”

“I’m not sure I’ll buy that. If she was high every Saturday night…Well, why would he do that to her?”

“To keep her in line. He’d got her hooked on something, and if she’s a good girl, she gets a fix.”

“Only on Saturdays? Wouldn’t that be the one night when he’d want her straight so she could service her johns?”

“You’re asking me?”

Michael smiled. “Well, it is your theory. I’m leaning more toward his being a john who doesn’t want anyone to know that he was hiring her. He got unlucky that night, because I opened my door to read her the riot act and saw him.”

“That works, too. Maybe better than my idea.” Reid nodded slowly. “He’s someone who can’t let it be known he’s one of her johns because…Hell, maybe he’s one of those law-and-order guys who are cracking down on prostitution. Or a priest. Or he’s got a rich wife who’d divorce him if she even thought he was doing the dirty with someone else.”

“A lot of maybes, but, yeah, possible.”

“So he wouldn’t be at all happy if he thought you could finger him. He might have believed you when you said you didn’t recognize him. But he’d still be paranoid enough that he’d want to make certain you weren’t lying.”

“And how can he do that?”

“Keep an eye on you, especially now, to be sure you don’t go running straight to the cops.”

Michael puffed out a breath. “That sort of puts the kibosh on my talking to Daniels tomorrow morning.”

“Yeah. But I can.”

“Uh-uh. The guy saw you with me. For all he knows—if he didn’t believe me—I told you who he is and where I saw him.”

“Good point.” Pensively, Reid rapped a thumbnail against his teeth, then shook his head. “I hate to say it, but he has to have been following you. He knew about the shop.”

“Damn. You’re right. Since he does, why wait until now to pull his ‘do you remember me’ thing?”

Reid chuckled as he flagged down their waiter. “Ask him, the next time you see him.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “Hopefully, that will be never.”

* * * *

After Reid paid the bill, they left the restaurant. Michael paused in the doorway, obviously checking to see if the man was around.

“Where did you park?” Reid asked. Michael pointed to the lot half a block down, and Reid told him that his car was there, too. When they got to the lot, Reid said, “I’ll follow you back to your place.”

“Honestly, I’m quite able to take care of myself if he does show up. Which is problematic at best.”

“I’m still following you,” Reid replied adamantly—and he did. When Michael pulled into the underground parking garage, Reid found a space in the outside visitor’s area for his car, wondering if Michael would go straight up to his condo or come looking for him.

He was relieved when Michael joined him a moment later, saying, “See. I got home with no problems. It’s safe for you to leave, now.”

“Not until I make sure the guy’s not lurking inside somewhere.”

“Reid,” Michael said, sounding exasperated.

“I mean it.”

“All right.” Michael heaved a sigh as he let them in through the back door, and then led the way to the elevator.

Reid could see from where they stood that the front lobby was vacant. When they arrived at Michael’s floor, he checked both ways before they headed to Michael’s unit, at the far end of the ‘U’ shaped hallway.

“Now are you satisfied?” Michael asked with a small grin as he unlocked his door and turned off the alarm.

“Almost.”

“Don’t tell me. You want to make certain he’s not lurking inside. The alarm was on so I don’t think it’s possible.”

Reid nodded. “I do, because if he knows how to disable the alarm…”

“What will you do if he did and he’s here? You’re not some cop with a gun.”

“I’ll figure that out if it happens.”

Reid made a production of checking each room, and the balcony, before saying, “All clear.”

“No kidding.” Michael started to the kitchen, asking, “Would you like some coffee before you go?”

If it gives me a chance to spend more time with you…Reid didn’t say that aloud. “Sure.” He followed, leaning against the counter while Michael filled the coffeemaker and turned it on.

“Did you really think he might have broken in here?” Michael asked.

“No. But I wasn’t about to take a chance that he had.” Reid smiled. “I’m just getting to know you. I rather nothing happened to you quite yet.”

Michael laughed. “Quite yet?”

“Or at all.”

“Yeah, me too.” Michael studied him for a moment. “I think you’re a nice man, Mr. Hanson, once you step out of reporter mode. I like having the chance to know you better, too.”

“You do know that means we have to do more things together. Another dinner. A movie or two. Stuff like that.”

“I think that’s a great idea. Only next time, it’s my treat.”

“Which would be when?”

“I’m off tomorrow. We could do a movie, if you’re free.”

The coffeemaker dinged, and while Michael got down cups and filled them, Reid checked an app on his phone to see what movies were playing. “How do you feel about superheroes? Crazy, bad ones?”

Michael waggled a hand. “As long as they’re not on spaceships.”

“Nope. So we can see that, or…” Reid kept checking. “Or we can go back to the Roman days.”

“So I can critique the costumes? I’ll pass.”

“You’d do that, wouldn’t you?”

Michael nodded. “I’ve been known to—either because they were so off I wanted to kill the designer, or for ideas to run past Carolyn, for her to recreate them if I think the movie will spark an interest in renting costumes from that time period.”

“Then superheroes it is. I promise, not a spacecraft in the whole danged thing.”

Michael laughed. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Coffee in hand, Reid suggested they go out on the balcony, since a nice breeze had sprung up, cooling the evening air. He crossed to the railing, resting his arms on it to watch the passing cars below.

Michael joined him, murmuring, “A nice ending to an interesting evening.”

Reid chuckled. “The last bit at the restaurant definitely was not part of my plans.”

“I hope that’s the last time I see him.”

Reid turned to look at Michael. “I think you convinced him you have no idea who he is. So it should be.” As if mocking his own words, Reid said, “Or not,” nodding toward the sidewalk below them as he stepped back into the shadows on the balcony.

“Damn it,” Michael spat out, moving back as well. “Of course he probably saw us before you saw him. Why is he back here? He already knows where I live.”

“I hate to say this,” Reid replied, taking out his phone, “but maybe, in the split second after you saw him at the restaurant and his asking if you remembered him, your expression might have given you away.”

Michael grimaced. “Could be. Since he was the last person I expected to see there—or anywhere else, as far as that goes.”

Reid called Detective Daniels as they talked. The man finally answered, after the call was rerouted to his personal phone, and Reid told him everything that had happened, including their sighting of the man just moments ago, outside the building. When he finished, he listened for a moment then said, “We’ll be there first thing in the morning. Okay, at eight. In my book that is the first thing.” After hanging up, he told Michael, “I called it. He wants us both to meet with a sketch artist. And we get to look at mug shots.”

“What a wonderful way to spend my day off.”

“It will help if the guy turns up in one of them. But I sort of doubt it.”

“If he does, it would mean he was a pimp, or whatever. If so, why drug Ms. Lee.”

“Remind me to ask Daniels if there were drugs in her system. Or alcohol.”

“He won’t tell you, any more than he was willing to tell me when I suggested it was why she acted the way she did. If he wanted that info in the paper, or on TV, he’d already have released it.”

Reid grinned. “I’ll worm it out of him with my beguiling smile and trustworthy attitude.”

“Uh-huh. You’d have better luck telling him you’ll keep it off the record.”

“That too,” Reid admitted ruefully. “And even then, he probably won’t tell me. But I’m still going to try.”

“Are all crime reporters subconsciously detectives?”

“Yeah,” Reid replied. “In one way or another. Not even subconsciously.

And more than just crime reporters. A lot of what we write requires digging deep to get a story—unless we write for the home and garden, or entertainment sections.”

“Or do editorials?”

“A good editorial writer has to fact check everything if he doesn’t want to be shot out of the water by a reader who disagrees with him and does their best to prove him wrong.”

“That makes sense.” Michael moved cautiously back to the railing, peering over. “He’s not down there watching the place anymore.”

“If he saw both of us, he might have left by now—whatever his reason was for being here in the first place.”

“I hope so. I’m still going to double lock my door, set the alarm, and…and put a chair under the handle, after you leave.”

“I’m not going,” Reid told him after a moment’s thought. “Before you get suspicious about my motives—if he is hanging around somewhere, and doesn’t see me leave, he won’t try anything.”

“I…suppose.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to test your virtue. I know there’s only one bedroom. I can sleep on the sofa.” He glanced at it through the balcony door. “It looks reasonably comfortable.” Unfortunately. It would have been great if it was only five foot long and lumpy. Not that he’d offer to share his bed. It’s way too soon for that, if he’s even leaning it that direction.

“I have virtue?” Michael asked with seeming amusement. “There are some people who would argue I haven’t had any since before I graduated. And that was a long time ago.”

“Using the definition that it means honor…Yeah, I’d say you do,” Reid replied. “You could have slept with half the men in town and still be honorable.”

“That’s not how you meant it, though. Don’t worry. Both our virtues will still be intact by morning. I haven’t slept with anyone in God knows how long. I’m too busy keeping the shop running and when I do have free time, I’d rather spend it alone, after dealing with people all day.”

“Truth?” Reid asked in surprise.

“Oh, yeah.”

“So I’m pushing boundaries by being here? Even by asking you out tonight?”

Michael shook his head. “Not really. Okay, asking might have been, but I accepted, so it’s on my shoulders.”

“But tomorrow, you’d rather not hit up a movie with me.” Reid was afraid of the answer Michael would give him. But he wasn’t going to push Michael’s limits too fast and blow any chance he might have with him. Presuming there is a chance, and after what he just said, that might be debatable.

“Not at all. I mean, yes, I want to go to the movie. It’ll be fun. Won’t it?”

Reid smiled. “I think it will be.”

“Then quit trying to back out,” Michael replied, heading back inside.

“I’m not.” Reid followed him, pulling the screen door closed and locking it before going into the kitchen to dump out the coffee he hadn’t drunk and set the cup in the sink.

Michael’s cup was half full as well. He poured the coffee down the drain and quickly washed both cups. “Now, we’d better get some sleep,” he said when he finished. “I bet Daniels expects us down there at the crack of dawn.”

“Well, may not quite that early, but, yeah. Sleep is good.”

“Feel free to use the shower. I’ll get you some sheets—and a blanket if you want one. There’s clean towels and washcloths in the cupboard above the toilet.”

“Thanks. I’ll pass on the blanket,” Reid replied as he walked to the bathroom. “I promise to leave some hot water for you.”

Michael chuckled. “Don’t worry. If there’s one thing this building is good at, it’s making sure the water is always hot. Besides, I’m a morning shower person. It wakes me up.”

“Hmm. Maybe I’ll move in here. With my place, it’s touch and go. You touch the tap, the hot water goes.” He winked when Michael looked at him in disbelief. “Kidding, honest. Okay. If you’re in bed by the time I’ve finished, sleep well.”

“Gonna try,” Michael told him. “You, too.”

“Planning on it,” Reid said before closing the bathroom door.


Chapter 4

Over breakfast Monday morning, Michael and Reid avoided any mention of the man who had accosted them at the restaurant the previous evening—and then showed up in front of the apartment building. Michael did go onto the balcony, peering over the railing to make certain the man hadn’t come back.

As soon as they finished eating, Reid said he wanted to go home to change clothes, suggesting they meet at the police station.

“You figure I’m safe out on my own?” Michael asked with a brief smile.

“During the day, in public? Yeah, I do. I doubt he’s going to take potshots at you. If that was his MO, he’d have used a gun to kill Ms. Lee instead of strangling her.”

“Probably,” Michael agreed. “Although a gunshot would have, well, might have been noticed by anyone who was home at the time, like me. At least, I guess I was. I don’t really know since Daniels hasn’t said anything to me about exactly what time it happened other than that it was last Sunday.”

“Probably because the ME hasn’t narrowed it down to a specific timeframe since the body wasn’t found until two days later.”

Michael nodded then suggested Reid get moving so he’d get to the police station in a timely fashion. As soon as he was gone, Michael did the dishes and put the sheets Reid had used into the laundry hamper. Then, after making certain he had everything he needed, he went down to his car. Despite what he and Reid had said, as he got off the elevator Michael paused, checking to make certain the man wasn’t around.

Like I’d know if he was. There’s plenty of cars he could hide behind.

That thought didn’t exactly make his morning, but he decided he was being paranoid. Still, he walked quickly to his car, his shoulders hunched defensively, slid in, and turned the key in the ignition. Moments later he drove out of the garage with a sense of relief. By the time he got to the police station he was relaxed enough that he walked from the parking lot to the entrance without once looking over his shoulder. Reid hadn’t arrived yet, so Michael asked the man at the desk to let Detective Daniels know he was there. The detective had just come into the lobby when Reid dashed in, apologizing for being late.

“You’re certain the man you saw outside your apartment building, and earlier at the restaurant, was the same one who was with Ms. Lee last Saturday evening,” Daniels asked Michael as he escorted them up to the squad room.

“Very certain,” Michael replied. “I might not have been if he hadn’t pulled what he did at the restaurant.”

“All right. Give me the details of what happened and then I’ll put the two of you with our sketch artist.”

They did, after which the detective took them to a room down the hall where the artist waited. The woman worked slowly and methodically, asking questions each step of the way about specifics, until she came up with a drawing that both Michael and Reid agreed looked like the man in question. Then she took them back to the squad room, giving Daniels the sketch.

“Now comes the fun part,” Daniels said. “The mug books.”

“Fun my ass,” Reid grumbled an hour later. He and Michael had gone through the ones Daniels had told them were most likely to have a photo of their man, if he was Ms. Lee’s pimp or one of his people. They came up blank.

“So now what?” Michael asked Daniels when they were finished.

“You go home and get on with your life,” the detective replied.

“What if the guy decides to do more than watch Michael’s place?” Reid wanted to know.

“If you see him anywhere, Michael,” Daniels said, “you call 911. If you’re at home, lock the door. The same goes for work unless he comes inside. If that happens, leave by the rear door and find a safe and very public place to lay low until the officers show up.”

“Me, Carolyn, and all my customers, just in case.” Michael shook his head. “That should be interesting.”

“As long as you’re not there, they should be safe enough. Whoever he is, he’s not going to attack them unless he’s crazy.”

“I think killing Ms. Lee sort of defines ‘crazy’,” Michael replied dryly.

Daniels chuckled. “You have a point, but you know what I mean. My guess is, he’s not going to do anything. If he was, he had two chances, at the restaurant and at your building. Since he chose to show himself, he was probably trying to scare you into keeping quiet if you did recognize him.”

“Which is what I said,” Reid told Michael. “Well, more or less.”

“It didn’t work,” Michael replied to what Daniels had said. “Yeah, I’m not happy but I’m not going to put my life on hold because of him.”

“Understood. As I said, if you do see him again, let us know.”

“I will. Is there anything else you need from me?”

“Not at the moment. Thank you for coming in,” Daniels said.

Michael nodded then he and Reid left.

“Are we still on for tonight?” Reid asked as they walked to the lot where they’d both parked.

“You bet. What time?”

“How about I pick you up around five? That way we can eat first.”

“Sure, but I’m paying. It’s my turn.”

Reid laughed. “Working on that theory, we’ll trade off every time we go out?”

“Maybe?” Michael liked the idea that Reid was planning ahead.

“Good. I’ll see you at five. And Michael, be careful. I don’t think the guy will show up again. Especially if he was around this morning and followed you to the police station, but, yeah, be careful.”

“I plan on it.”

“What are you going to do while I’m slaving away on my next story?” Reid asked.

“Grocery shop. It’s my normal Monday chore.”

Reid frowned. “Maybe I should…”

Michael held up a hand. “Forget it. You can’t keep playing bodyguard. You said it yourself. The chances he’s still watching me are nil. I’ll be fine. Go. Slave. I’ll see you this evening.”

Although he looked as if he didn’t want to leave, Reid nodded and got into his car. Michael watched as he drove away and then went down to his car in the next aisle. Before getting in, he checked the lot and shook his head. The guy would be crazy to be anywhere around here, this close to the police station. Stop being so paranoid. The cops know what he looks like, now. With any sort of luck, they’ll pick him up and, well, arrest him, I guess.

That idea made him feel better. Leaving the lot, he went home long enough to get his shopping list, then headed to the grocery store. He was home again by noon, laden down with enough food and other necessities he’d run out of to last him for the week. More than enough food, actually, because he planned on cooking dinner for him and Reid next Sunday, if their date this evening went well enough to make that an option. If it doesn’t…Not an idea he liked but he knew it was a possibility. It’s barely been a week since we met. We might find out we’re not as compatible as we think we are.

He faced that reality as he put everything away. Then, getting his book, he settled on the balcony to read after checking to make certain the man wasn’t down on the street watching his place again—which he wasn’t.

* * * *

Michael was dressed, in jeans and a nice shirt, and pacing the living room when his buzzer let him know Reid had arrived. “I’ll be right down,” he said when he answered, a bit surprised when Reid didn’t reply. “Did you hear me?” he asked, a logical question since the phone for the call boxes in the building sometimes was less than reliable. There was no answer, so he figured it was acting up again. Checking to be certain he had everything; he locked up, set the alarm, and went downstairs. He frowned when he didn’t see Reid in the entryway. His frown deepened when Reid’s car pulled up in front of the building seconds later and Reid got out.

“Waiting for me?” Reid asked with a smile when Michael came out to greet him.

“I thought you were here already,” Michael replied, explaining why.

“It could have been someone who pushed the wrong buzzer and realized it when you answered,” Reid said, but he didn’t look convinced. Putting his arm protectively around Michael’s shoulders he said, “Let’s get out of here.”

Michael nodded, looking around as they walked across the street to the car. He didn’t see the man, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t him who had buzzed. If he was trying to find out if I was home. He shivered at that idea.

“Michael,” Reid said when they were on the road. “There’s no reason for him to stalk you anymore. The police know what he looks like so showing up? Uh-uh. He can’t be that stupid.”

“He might not know they know,” Michael pointed out, but he had the feeling Reid was right. Whoever had buzzed had pushed the wrong button. That was all. “Where are we going?” he asked.

“Aiden’s, again. The food’s good and we had a nice time while we were there,” Reid replied.

“Until the man showed up.” Michael shot him a look. “Are you hoping he will again?”

“No. Honestly, I’m not, so get that idea out of your head right now. As a matter of fact we’ll go…you name the place.”

For a moment Michael was tempted to do just that then shook his head. “It is a nice restaurant. We’ll sit away from the window, though.”

“Deal.”

Reid found a spot in the same lot they’d used the last time. As they walked from there to the restaurant, Michael glanced at the people on the pavement across the street, seeing no sign of the man. When they got inside, he gave his name to the hostess and a few minutes later they were seated at a table well away from the windows.

The waiter took their orders for drinks, iced tea for both of them, and their meals. When he left, Michael said, “If we knew his name…”

“According to the tag on his vest, it’s Parker.”

“Not the waiter’s name. Damn.”

Reid smiled. “I know, and for the next couple of hours the guy and the murder are off the table. Period, end of subject.” He leaned back, asking, “So when do you start worrying about Halloween?”

“A month ago.”

“It’s only August,” Reid pointed out.

“And? I have to place orders for costumes we’re going to buy, plus all the accessories like masks, makeup, anything you can think of that people want for the holiday. Carolyn and I decide which costumes should be on the top of her make-list, based on what movies and TV shows are popular. Well, some of that we figured out a while ago, otherwise she wouldn’t have time to sew and help out when I need her to.”

“Why only the two of you?” Reid asked.

“It’s a small shop. A good one, but not so large I need dozens of people working for me. I think I told you, I do hire temps to work from the end of September through the holiday season. Once Christmas is over, we’re back to me and Carolyn except for the week before Mardi Gras.” He turned the question back on Reid, asking, “Do you have a busy time of year?”

Reid snorted. “Every day. Okay, not true. Since I cover the crime beat, how busy I am depends on what goes down in any given week. Holidays are prime time for theft and larceny. Assaults and rape tend to go up in the summer, as does burglary. But that’s a generalization. Any of those can happen at any time.”

“Burglary because people have gone on vacation?”

“Yep. This is all according to statistical analysis, but I’ve found it tends to be accurate, at least here.”

“So statistically, it’s not surprising Ms. Lee was murdered this month.”

“Michael, that subject…”

“Is off the table. Sorry.”

Reid reached over to take his hand. “You need to think about other things for now, like, umm, what we’re going to do next Sunday.”

“Another movie?”

Reid nodded. “Or…There have to be other things to do.”

“Hit up a museum or…” Michael grinned. “Hang out at a mall and pretend we’re in high school again.”

Laughing, Reid replied, “I remember doing that, though it wasn’t the girls I was eyeing.”

“Me, neither, although I acted as if I was. Mom may have known I was gay, but the kids I went to school with? Nope. And I wasn’t about to come out to them. That didn’t happen until college.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t ask, but what about when you were in prison?”

“I kept it to myself and since I don’t fit the stereotype, so to speak, I survived. I guess I was lucky. A couple of guys…” He stared off into space for a moment. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I don’t blame you, and I should have kept my mouth shut.”

“No, not really,” Michael protested. “If we’re getting to know each other we have to ask questions. Right?”

“Right, but we don’t have to answer them if we don’t want to. So, back to the original topic. What do we want to do next Sunday?”

Michael took a drink of his iced tea, which seemed to have magically appeared although he knew that was because he’d been more intent on their conversation than what was going on around them. “A museum, the zoo, a picnic lunch?”

“A picnic lunch at the zoo,” Reid replied.

“Sure, that works. Now watch, it’ll rain all day.”

“Nope. I won’t let it,” Reid said with a firm nod.

“You control the weather? Great. How about no snow except on Christmas Eve.”

Grinning, Reid replied, “I’ll put on my weather wizard hat and make it so.”

Their meals arrived at that point; putting an end to any conversation for a while other than talking about how good the food was and where they’d go the next time they decided to eat out together.

“Dessert?” Reid asked when the waiter began clearing away their dinner plates.

“If you’re asking me,” Michael replied, “I’ll pass. I’m stuffed.”

“Nope, I was asking the waiter.” That earned Reid a chuckle from the man, and a raised finger from Michael.

Michael paid the bill and left a tip. Then they walked to the movie theater, which was two blocks away.

“You’ve finally relaxed,” Reid said, halfway there.

“Umm, I guess?”

“You haven’t once checked who was around us.”

“Oh. Hmm. You’re right. Being with you, I feel safe. I mean, not that he’s going to do something even if he is still stalking me, or us.”

“He’d be stupid to try,” Reid replied. “Okay, enough of that. We were going to table any discussion of him and I just blew it.”

“It’s okay. I forgive you.”

“Be still my heart.” Reid grinned, then took out his wallet since they were at the theater. When Michael protested that he could pay for his ticket, Reid said, “You sprang for dinner, I’ll buy both of them. If we decide to stop for coffee afterward it can be your treat.”

“Fair enough,” Michael agreed.


Chapter 5

They did go for coffee and were sitting on the shop’s patio when Michael’s phone rang. He checked the caller ID, shook his head, and muttered, “Does he work twenty-four-seven?”

“Daniels?”

Michael nodded as he answered.

“Michael? Detective Daniels. I have some news about Mr. Trask.”

“Who?”

“Sorry. Robert Trask. He’s the man you saw with Ms. Lee.”

“You found him?” Michael held the phone so Reid could listen in.

“We found his body, or rather a guest at the Mann Hotel did.”

Michael hissed in a breath. “He was murdered?”

“Yes. Strangled, like Ms. Lee, and left in a restroom stall. The guest who found him immediately called us.”

“Damn. You’re sure it’s him?”

“Yes, Michael, I’m sure. I do know what I’m doing,” Daniels replied.

“I know. I’m sorry. I guess I should say I’m relieved, but…”

“If it connects with Ms. Lee’s murder, then maybe he wasn’t the man who killed her,” Reid said.

“I’m leaning in that direction,” the detective replied. “I won’t be able to say for certain for a while, one way or the other, but I thought you’d like to know.”

Michael thanked Daniels and they hung up. “I guess I can stop looking over my shoulder, now,” he said to Reid.

* * * *

“Probably. I mean, yeah, you can,” Reid replied. But he wasn’t certain that was true.

“Probably?” Michael frowned.

“If the two murders are connected, their killer is still out there.”

“He won’t be looking for me. The only person I saw with her is dead.”

“Yeah.” Reid took a drink of his coffee to give himself time to decide if he should point out that wasn’t quite true.

Michael beat him to it. “You’re worried about the two men she was with on the balcony, right? I didn’t see enough of them to be able to identify them. I told you and Daniels that.”

“Not to scare you, but if one of them was her killer, he doesn’t know that. If he was aware you were out there when he was…” Reid saw Michael wince and said, “Okay, I’ll shut up. He probably wasn’t, since he was paying attention to her.”

Michael nodded, but he didn’t look as if he believed Reid. Still, he replied, “Remember what I said earlier. We have to be open with each other if we want things to work between us. I don’t think the killer will come after me, but I’m going to continue to be careful until he’s caught.”

Reid wanted to say that would be hard while Michael was at work. Anyone who comes in saying they want to look at costumes could corner him somewhere and kill him. It wouldn’t be all that hard since it’s only him and Carolyn and I bet she spends most of her time in a workroom making more costumes.

“Do you want to get out of here?” Michael asked, bringing Reid back to the present.

“Yeah, we should. You have to work tomorrow.”

“So do you,” Michael pointed out.

“True, but I can keep my own hours as long as I come up with stories for my column. Speaking of which, I need to talk with Daniels. I’ll do that after I take you home.”

“Okay. You will let me know what he says.”

Reid grinned as they got up. “You can read it in the paper tomorrow.”

“Smartass.”

“Sometimes.”

“Most of the time,” Michael grumbled, but he was smiling.

On the way back to the car, Reid put his arm around Michael’s shoulders. He told himself it was to make him feel safe, but he knew he was kidding. He liked having Michael so close to him. I’d like it even better if he were much closer and naked, but that’s not happening any time soon, if at all.

When they got to Michael’s building, after a relatively silent drive, Michael said, “Call me if you find out anything from Daniels.” He gripped Reid’s hand, looking directly into his eyes. “I do not want to wait to read it in the paper.”

“I will, I promise.” For a moment Reid hesitated. Then he did what he’d wanted to for the last hour. Hell, for the last couple of days. He kissed him.

Michael pulled away and Reid was certain he’d blown it. Then, smiling, Michael leaned in to kiss him back. “I guess this proves one thing,” he said a moment later. “We are moving toward being more than friends.”

“You had any doubts about that?”

“Not really, but it’s nice to know you agree.” Michael kissed him again, quickly, and then said, “I should get moving. Carolyn will shoot me if I’m late for work tomorrow.”

“We don’t want that to happen. If I do learn anything from Daniels, I’ll wait until morning to let you know.” Reid grinned. “Before you get a chance to buy the paper.”

Michael snorted in amusement as he got out of the car.

Reid waited until he was certain he was safely in the building before taking off, heading to the hotel where Trask had been killed. There were the usual compliment of gawkers hanging around outside, even though Reid was certain the body had been moved to the morgue a couple of hours earlier. Thankfully, as far as he was concerned, there were no reporters, which he figured had to do with the fact the murder had been discovered around eight and it was now almost midnight. They would have left by ten-thirty, after interviewing the police for their nightly news programs.

He went inside, flashed his ID at the desk clerk, asked where the police were, then walked down the hallway where the clerk pointed.

An officer he knew stopped him before he got to the restroom, saying, “You’re like a bad penny, Reid. You always show up. I can’t let you inside, but I’ll tell Daniels you’re here.”

Reid thanked him and leaned against the wall, figuring it would be a while before Daniels came out. He was surprised when the detective appeared a few minutes later.

“I don’t have much for you,” Daniels said. “I wouldn’t tell you what I do know if I didn’t trust you to keep it to yourself until I say otherwise, and because I think Michael should know.”

Reid almost joked, “Keep it to myself but tell Michael.” He refrained because he didn’t want to alienate the detective.

“The ME’s primary assessment after examining Mr. Trask’s body is that he was probably drugged before he was killed. That fits with what happened with Ms. Lee, who was given Rohypnol just prior to her death.”

“A roofie would definitely make it easy to murder them without they’re being aware of what was happening and fighting back.”

“The ME won’t know for certain, of course, until he does the autopsy and runs a tox screen. It’s just his feeling from the condition of the body. There were no defensive wounds, no indication that Trask tried to fight back. Even if he were attacked from behind, he would have done his best to stop the strangler, if he could have.”

Reid nodded, promising Daniels he’d keep that bit of information out of his story. In exchange, Daniels went into detail about who found Trask’s body and who Trask was—”A minor cog in the call-girl ring Ms. Lee worked for. We don’t know why he was with her the night before she was murdered, but I intend on finding out.”

When Daniels finished talking, Reid thanked him before saying, “You think it’s possible the killer might come after Michael, to tie up loose ends, don’t you?”

“Unlikely, but Michael should be aware that it could happen.”

“At least he doesn’t bar hop, so the killer can’t spike his drink,” Reid said.

“He told me he no longer drinks alcohol. That doesn’t mean he stays away from clubs,” Daniels pointed out.

Knowing Michael, Reid disagreed, but he wasn’t going to argue with the detective. He thanked Daniels for the interview and left. As soon as he was outside the hotel, he called Michael.

“You were going to wait until morning,” Michael said sleepily when he answered. “What time is it, anyway?”

“Around twelve-thirty. I would have waited but I found out something. I think we should talk so I’m on my way to your place.”

“What did you…? Never mind. I’ll let you in when you buzz.”

“Not until you know it’s me. Don’t—”

“I’m not stupid. Well, usually,” Michael replied sourly. “See you in a bit.”

* * * *

As soon as they’d ended the call, Michael got up, went into the bathroom to throw some water on his face, and then put on a pair of jeans. He’d barely finished when he heard the buzzer. Going to the call box, he asked, “Who’s there?”

“It’s me,” Reid replied, his voice sounding tinny over the intercom. Fairly certain it was him, Michael buzzed him in, then waited, standing in his open doorway. When he heard the elevator arrive on his floor, he tensed, ready to slam his door closed if anyone other than Reid appeared around the hallway corner.

“It really was, is me,” Reid said as soon as he saw Michael.

“I figured, but at this hour I wasn’t taking any chances.” Michael stepped aside to let him in, then closed and locked the door. “Okay, what’s so important it couldn’t wait until morning?”

“Give me ten minutes and let me use your computer, then I’ll tell you,” Reid replied, walking to Michael’s desk.

Michael watched at Reid booted up the computer and went online. “Filing your story?”

“Yep,” Reid replied distractedly.

“I’ll make coffee.” Michael did, and when it was ready, he brought two cups into the living room, setting one by Reid’s elbow. Reid nodded his thanks as he continued typing. A few minutes later he sent the story off, shut down the computer, and, after picking up the coffee he joined Michael on the sofa.

“So what’s going on?” Michael asked.

“This is between you and me. I promised Daniels it wouldn’t go any farther, including into my story. Do you know what a roofie is?”

“Yeah. A date rape drug. Why?” Then Michael got it. “They found some in Ms. Lee’s system.”

“Yep. And Daniels said the ME thinks Trask was drugged too, although he won’t know for sure until he runs a tox screen.”

Michael sucked in a breath before saying, “If the killer does come after me he’ll have a hard time spiking my drink since I don’t drink and I don’t hang out at bars.”

“It doesn’t have to be alcohol. It could be put in whatever you order when you take your lunch break, or stop for coffee on your way into work, or…” Reid paused and he didn’t look happy.

“Spit it out.”

“Remember when we were worried Trask might come in while you were at the shop? That could happen with the killer and you wouldn’t know it was him. He asks to look at some costumes and when you go into…You have a showroom, right?” When Michael nodded, Reid continued. “You go in, expecting him to follow. It would only take him a few seconds to dump something into the coffee on your desk while you’re not looking. Then he lets you show him around, tells you he’ll think about it, and leaves.”

“At which point he waits outside and watches until I drink the coffee? Fine in theory, but he’d have to come back to strangle me. I think Carolyn might object. Hell, she’d probably find me passed out before he returns.”

“One can hope, but…”

“Yeah.” Michael barely smiled. “So I don’t drink anything except when I’m at home. I’ll be real dehydrated by then.”

“Better than being real dead.”

“You had to point that out.”

“I did. I like you, Michael. Probably, no, definitely more than like, and you know it. I don’t want to lose you to some crazy guy who thinks he can get away with murder, again.”

“Then we have to find him.”

“That’s Daniels’ job.”

“We could speed things up,” Michael said, nodding slowly.

“Uh-uh. Whatever you’re thinking…” Reid tapped Michael’s forehead. “Forget it.”

“It was just an idea.”

“What was?”

“Okay, we don’t know he’ll come looking for me. I don’t see why he would when it comes down to it, despite what you two think. But he will if we give him a good reason to.”

“Let me guess. You want to let it out that you saw a man with Ms. Lee on her balcony and can describe him.”

Michael waggled his hand. “More that I have a vague description of him, and the police want me to be hypnotized to see if I’ll remember details which could help them. Of course if he never went out there with her, he’s not going to worry, but…”

Reid obviously gave his idea some thought before saying, “You don’t have to be that specific. You, or the police, claim you saw her several times in the three weeks she lived here, and most of the time she had a man with her. With the exception of Trask, they were probably johns. It could have been a john who killed her because she was blackmailing him. Unfortunately, doesn’t explain why Trask was stalking you.”

“It might, if Trask or the man he works for thought I could identify the john. Or…” Michael worried his lip between his teeth. “Or she and Trask were in on it together. Obviously Trask knew I saw him with her. He turned away when I opened my door, but he couldn’t know if I’d seen enough to identify him. Then, after she was murdered, he began to wonder if I had, which is why he stalked me and accosted me at the restaurant. Not his brightest move.”

“Not really,” Reid agreed. “If we’re right and they were blackmailing one of her johns, the guy would have wanted Trask out of the picture, too. He just had to find the right time and place, which is why it took a week between her killing and Trask’s.”

“We need to run this by Daniels, and then get him to ‘announce’ that there’s a witness who saw some of the men she entertained at her place,” Michael said. “But so briefly that his descriptions are worthless, so Daniels wants him; okay me, to be hypnotized to see if I remember more. Especially the man I caught a glimpse of on Sunday when he…what? He’d know I didn’t run into him in the hallway.”

“You might have seen him getting on the elevator as you came into the lobby.”

“I park in the garage.”

“Okay.” Reid paused momentarily. “You pulled in right when he was getting on the elevator. He could have parked in one of the visitor spots down there, instead of outside. Probably would have, the same way I do sometimes. Daniels doesn’t have to go into detail about when you saw the man. In fact he can’t, because he doesn’t know when the guy killed her. Not down to the minute. That’s almost impossible for even the best ME to figure out.”

Michael leaned back, closing his eyes as he thought about what they were planning. He jumped when Reid tapped his shoulder, asking if he was falling asleep. “Not even.” He repressed a yawn. “I think this will work, if Daniels is willing.”

“We’ll find out in the morning. What time do you have to be at work?”

“We open at ten.”

“Okay. I’ll call Daniels and try to set up a meeting for nine. I’ll call you to let you know if that works for him. Right now, go back to bed.” Reid pointed to the bedroom.

“I have to let you out, first,” Michael replied.

“Good point. One night sleeping on your sofa was enough. Not that it isn’t comfortable, but…”

Michael chuckled as they walked to the door. “Your bed is better.”

“Definitely.” Reid waited for Michael to open the door. Then, before stepping into the hallway, he put his arms around him. “This might not be the best time to do this. I’m going to anyway.” With that, he kissed Michael.

Michael had no problem with returning the kiss. When they parted, he said, “There’s no wrong time as far as I’m concerned.”

“I hope not, because I’m going to do it again, although not right this second. I’ll see you in the morning, or whenever Daniels agrees to talk with us.”

“The sooner the better. If he goes for it, I’d like to get it set up and over with.”

“Absolutely.” Reid hugged Michael then walked down the hallway. Before going around the corner to the elevator, he turned back, smiling. “Set the alarm and then get to bed.”

Michael grinned tiredly, saying, “I am, I am.” As soon as Reid disappeared from view he closed and locked the door, turned on the alarm, and did go back to bed.


Chapter 6

“Tell me what this great plan is so I can say no and finally go home and get some sleep,” Daniels said at eight-thirty Tuesday morning, after taking Michael and Reid up to his desk in the squad room.

One look at him and Reid knew he was serious—at least about the sleep part—so he quickly explained. He ended by saying, “I can do a story for the paper that’ll come out tomorrow morning. Then it’s wait and see if the killer takes the bait.”

Turning to Michael, Daniels said, “This would put you dead in the killer’s sights, if you aren’t already. Are you willing to take that chance?”

“I am,” Michael replied firmly. “Are you okay with it?”

“Not in the least. That said, at this point we found nothing at the scene of Trask’s murder that points a finger at the killer. Trask was seen in the hotel bar by two people who work there, but they say he was by himself. According to the bartender, he appeared to be waiting for someone, because he kept checking the time, but the bartender says no one approached him, that he saw, and he didn’t leave with anyone. He did get a call, however, right before he left.”

“Was he drinking?” Reid asked.

Daniels rolled his eyes. “It’s a bar. What do you think?”

“I didn’t, the few times I went to one after I got out,” Michael said.

“Not even water or a soda,” Reid asked.

“Okay, yeah, water with a twist, but…” Michael nodded. “It would be as easy to spike that as a beer or mixed drink.”

“Exactly,” Reid agreed.

“The bartender says Trask was drinking. Scotch and soda,” Daniels told them. “Only one before he left, but that’s all it would take.”

“So he’s there, has a drink, then leaves when he gets the phone call,” Reid said. “It takes around twenty minutes for the effects of a roofie to kick in. The killer would know that. He spikes the drink when no one’s watching, goes into the hallway, and waits. When it’s time, he calls Trask to say he’s…waiting in the hotel lobby, maybe, or whatever. Trask leaves, the killer’s right there to catch him when he passes out. If anyone saw it happen, they’d figure Trask was drunk and the man was helping him get to the restroom.”

Daniels smiled dryly. “At this point, that’s how I’m figuring it went down. The killer got lucky that no one was in the restroom at that point because they’d have been able to identify him.”

“Not if he kept his head down, or put Trask between him and whoever,” Reid said.

“True. Anyway, back to your plan, which sucks, but it could still work.”

Reid chuckled. “As much as you hate the idea of civilians being involved?”

“Exactly. The problem is, Ms. Lee’s pimp won’t give up the names of her johns because he says he doesn’t know who they were. He claims she was what he calls an ‘independent contractor’ who paid him a percentage to be able to work in his territory.”

“Huh? That’s a new one,” Reid said.

“I agree, but he won’t back down on his story. He also claims that Trask was a minor enforcer, to keep his stable in line, and he had no idea that he and Ms. Lee knew each other.”

“Right. As if.” Reid drummed his fingers on Daniels’ desk. “What if, and maybe this is pushing it, the pimp found out what Ms. Lee and Trask were doing and wanted to stop them? Blackmailing a john would not be good for business. So he…Does he have a name?”

“Joe Fine,” Daniels replied.

“Okay. So Fine decides to get rid of both of them, to teach everyone who works for him not to step out of line. Our plan would still work. Michael could have seen Fine the way we’re going to claim, but not well enough to identify him unless he can be hypnotized into remembering more details.”

“Give me a moment,” Daniels said. He opened a file on his desk, thumbed through it, and took out a photo. “This is Fine. Have you seen him in your building, Michael?”

Michael studied it then shook his head. “Not that I remember.”

“Okay. Didn’t figure you would have, but it was worth a try.” He put the photo back in the folder. “I’ll need to run your idea past my lieutenant before we can move on it,” he told Michael and Reid. “If he’s willing to go with it, we’ll have you under twenty-four-seven surveillance, Michael, and hope Fine, or whoever the killer is, bites.”

Michael grimaced. “Even when I’m at home?”

“Can you think of a safer place for the killer to take you out, if he could get into your place while you were at work?”

“The building security is very good.”

“Michael, no matter how good it is, someone who knows what he’s doing can break in,” Daniels replied.

“Yeah, I guess. Okay, talk to your lieutenant. I have to get to work, so call me when you have an answer?”

“I will, and if it’s a go I’ll let Reid know, too, so he can write the story. I’ll also have an officer come by…What time do you close?”

“At six.”

“He’ll be there at six.”

“So will I,” Reid said. “You’ll have a double escort home.”

“I won’t need one until your paper publishes the story and that won’t be until tomorrow morning.”

“I’m not taking any chances,” Reid replied. “Neither is Daniels, apparently.”

“I’m not,” Daniels agreed. “Better safe than sorry.”

Michael nodded. “I’ll be waiting for your call,” he said, getting up.

“We both will,” Reid added as he and Michael left.

When they were at Michael’s car, in the lot where they’d parked, Reid said, “I’ll follow you to your shop.”

“Damn it, I’m a big boy. I think I can make it there on my own. Besides which, whoever the killer is, he’s not going to be interested in me until after the story comes out.”

Reid wanted to argue that they didn’t know that, but the tight look on Michael’s face stopped him. “All right. I’ll see you this evening.”

Michael started to open his car door, sighed, and said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have jumped down your throat.”

“No problem. You’re tense, which isn’t surprising.” Reid stepped close enough to put his arms around him. “This is going to work, if Daniels gets the okay.”

“If you think I’m tense now…”

“I know, which is why, starting tonight, I’m not letting you out of my sight until Daniels catches whoever murdered Ms. Lee and Trask.”

For a moment Reid thought Michael was going to argue with him. Then Michael smiled. “If you can stand sleeping on the sofa, I can stand having you around. I’ve even got enough food, believe it or not.”

“I believe it.”

“Good. Now give me a kiss so I can get going.”

Reid had no problem with that. When it ended, Michael got into his car and took off. Reid watched until he was out of sight. He was tempted to follow, to make certain he got to the shop safely—but didn’t. He’s right; the killer won’t be interested in him until the story breaks. If I did tail him it would only piss him off. But I meant it. Starting tonight I’m not letting him out of my sight. That is if I can figure out a reason to be hanging around the shop while he’s working. He didn’t know how he’d do that, but he would, because he wasn’t about to let the man he already cared deeply about die if he could help it.

* * * *

Michael looked up when he heard the shop door open and saw Reid, followed by man he’d didn’t recognize. “We’re about to close,” he told the man.

“He knows,” Reid said. “This is Officer Barnet. He’s your official watcher.”

Barnet snorted. “Not sure I’d put it like that. You’re Michael, I presume. Why don’t you give me a quick tour of the place? I need to know the layout and it’ll make me look like I’m here legitimately.”

“I’ll tag along since I’ve never been in here,” Reid said.

Michael did as Barnet suggested, including taking them into Carolyn’s domain, which took up the back quarter of the building. It served as her sewing area and the laundry room, with a small fridge and a table for the coffeemaker next to the back door leading out to the alley.

“Company?” Carolyn asked as she hung up the costume she’d been working on.

“This is Reid,” Michael replied.

“The infamous reporter.” Carolyn grinned, holding out her hand, which Reid shook while admitting he was.

“And this is Mr. Barnet,” Michael told her.

Carolyn eyed him. “You’re a cop. Why are you here? Before you deny it, my dad was one. I can spot you guys in an instant.” She turned to Michael. “Why’s he here?”

“Well…” Michael sucked in a breath.

“It has to do with that woman’s murder, doesn’t it?” she said. “The killer saw you and now the cops are protecting you. A bit late, but still.”

“Sort of.” Michael got a nod from Barnet, so he explained to her what was going on.

“Are you crazy?” she said when he finished.

Michael shrugged. “Probably, but whoever it is has killed two people, so I volunteered to help catch him.”

Carolyn turned on Reid angrily. “You’re letting him?”

“Well, yes. Not that I could stop him. He’s going to be all right, I promise. I’ll be with him every second until this is over.”

“Oh…really?” She grinned. “Every second?”

“He’s sleeping on my sofa, so get that idea out of your head right now, Carolyn,” Michael said hastily.

“Bummer. I guess I’m okay with this, as long as both of you keep him safe. I like my job. I don’t want to go looking for a new one.”

“They will, I promise,” Michael replied, giving her a hug.

“How will you keep an eye on him when he’s here?” she asked Barnet.

He looked around the room before replying, “I’ll keep you company. There’s no reason for the killer to come in here. As soon as you close tonight, two of our people will come by to set up surveillance cameras. The monitor will be in here.”

Carolyn seemed mollified by his answer. “You, however…” She pointed to Reid.

He grimaced. “I haven’t figured that one out, yet.”

“You don’t have to be here during the day, since Barnet will be,” Michael said. “Come by just before closing and we’ll act like we’re heading out to eat before going back to my place.”

Reid nodded. “That works.” He thought for a moment. “Better yet, on our way home tonight you’re going to drop your car off at a garage to get it looked at, because it’s acting funny. It’ll give me a reason to drive you everywhere for the next couple of days.”

“Good idea,” Barnet said. “Once they’ve finished here, one of our men will come by your place, Michael, to put up cameras there, as well. I’ll need your key to the back door of the shop so they can get in and lock up when they’re done.”

Michael took the one they’d need off his key ring and told him what the security code was. Then, since it was after six, he suggested it was time to leave. Barnet and Carolyn did, first, while Reid waited for Michael to turn off his computer and shut off the lights. After setting the alarm, they left as well, walking down to the lot where they’d parked.

“Do you have a garage you use?” Reid asked when they got there.

“Yep.” Michael told him where and twenty minutes later they had left his car there and were heading to Michael’s building in Reid’s car. “The mechanic did his best not to grin full-out when I said the car was acting up and I needed him to figure out what was going on. I have the feeling I might be looking at a pretty large repair bill.”

“If our plan works, we’ll let the police department pay it.”

“Uh-huh. I’m sure Daniels’ lieutenant will love that.”

“He won’t complain too much if we catch the killer.”

Reid pulled into the parking garage, taking one of the visitors’ spaces. Before he let Michael get out, he went to check the emergency stairs and the elevator when it arrived. Only then did he come back to say it was safe and get his bag. When they got to Michael’s floor, Reid had him wait while he made certain they were the only people in the hallway.

“Now you’re going to make me wait out here while you make certain no one’s hiding in my place,” Michael said, shaking his head. “You know no one will be. They’d have to know the security code and how to pick the locks.”

“Remember what Daniels said about that.”

“Yeah, and? I’m going in with you.” He smirked. “You can’t get inside without me disarming the security box.”

“Tell me the code.”

“No. Damn it, I survived four years in prison and I’ve kept in shape since then. I can defend myself if he’s in there and jumps me…us. So stop babying me!”

Reid wanted to say, “Against a gun?” but didn’t. He understood where Michael was coming from. I’d feel the same way if our situations were reversed. “Okay. But be aware. If you see anything that looks different or out of place, even if it’s a book you know you left open on the coffee table that’s closed, now…”

Michael nodded. “I’ve seen my fair share of cop movies.” He unlocked the door, opened it a crack to peer inside. With a nod, he pushed it the rest of the way open and went in, disarming the security. “Satisfied?” he asked when nothing happened.

“I am.” Reid followed him into the living room, set down his bag, then, putting a finger to his lips, pointed to the bedroom and bathroom, indicating he’d check them while Michael took care of the kitchen.

“Told you, nobody’s here,” Michael said when they got back to the living room.

“I know. We’ll consider this a dry run for tomorrow and however much longer it takes.”

“Okay.” Michael didn’t look happy, but obviously accepted what Reid had said. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving. What do you have? I’d even settle for hotdogs right now.”

“I think I can do better than that,” Michael replied. “Burgers, tacos, burritos…”

Reid laughed. “Homemade fast food?”

“You did say you were hungry.”

They settled on burgers and fries, and had barely finished making them when there was a buzz from the callbox. Michael went to see who was there, with Reid right behind him.

“Michael,” the man on the phone said, “It’s Steve. Barnet asked me to drop off the book he borrowed since I was in the neighborhood.”

“Book?” Michael asked.

“Yeah. You know. ‘The Keys to Successful Pictures’.”

Reid chuckled. “Code for he has the key to your shop and is here to install the cameras?”

“I guess.” Michael buzzed him in. A couple of minutes later there was a knock on the door. He looked through the peephole, calling out, “I’d like to see some ID.”

The man held up his wallet with his badge and ID, which said he was Officer Steven Grange. Satisfied, Michael let him in. “Why the code, as Reid called it?”

“There was a couple in the entryway, so I decided better safe than sorry,” Steve replied. As he handed Michael the key he sniffed. “Don’t let me interrupt your dinner. This will only take a few minutes.” Going into the living room, he set the case he was carrying down on the coffee table.

Taking him at his word, they sat down to eat while watching him hide two cameras in the living room, and another in the kitchen. When he went into the bedroom Michael rolled his eyes. “There goes my privacy.”

Reid grinned. “You can always throw something over it when you’re getting ready for bed.”

“If I can find it. I wonder if he’s put one in the bathroom, too.”

“Nope,” Steve said as he reappeared. “The one in the hallway covers the bathroom door, and the window in there is too small for anyone to get through. I want you to change your code on your security box, just as a precaution, and do the same for the one at your shop, first thing in the morning.”

“Will do,” Michael replied. “Is there anything else?”

“Yes. I’m going to install a camera in the exterior hallway, in the light fixture. Like the other cameras it’s motion sensitive and will let us know whenever someone approaches your apartment. The interior ones will let us know whenever anyone’s in here. The same for the ones at your shop. If we see anything wrong, an officer will be dispatched immediately.”

“Thank you.” Michael let him out and then reset his security code. He started to tell Reid, stopping when Reid mimed writing it down, and did so. “Erring on the side of caution?” he asked.

“Always,” Reid replied.

They finished eating, cleaned up, then settled down to watch TV. Reid took a chance, even though he thought it probably really wasn’t one, and put his arm around Michael.

Michael smiled, resting his head on Reid’s shoulder. “This is nice,” he murmured.

Kissing his temple, Reid replied, “Better than nice. I could get used to this, given half a chance.”

Looking up at him, Michael said, “I’m not going anywhere,” and then he kissed him.

Reid returned it and the kiss deepened until he eased back to say, “We should stop or I might be tempted to take things further. Not that I don’t want to, but it’s still early on, and I don’t mean the hour.”

“I know.” Michael traced his finger over Reid’s lips. “We’ve got all the time in the world, so one step at a time.” He grinned. “Damn it!”

Reid laughed, but at the back of his mind he prayed that was the truth. With the killer out there somewhere, and the story we came up with that’ll be on the front page of the paper tomorrow morning…He hugged Michael tightly. “Yeah, we do.”


Chapter 7

“I never thought I’d find someone who would care about me,” Michael said as he and Reid made breakfast the following morning. “Not at my age and with my background, I guess.”

“First off, thirty-two is not old. It better not be because I’m thirty-three and in my prime, as far as I’m concerned,” Reid replied. “As for your being in prison? You made something of yourself when you got out, which is what counts, so you have nothing to be ashamed of on that score.”

“Tell that to a couple of guys who ran as fast as they could when they found out,” Michael muttered.

“They were stupid. I’m glad they ran, though. I would have lost out on finding the perfect man for me if they hadn’t.”

Michael looked at him and saw the sincerity of his words in his expression, which made his pulse beat faster at the same time that it disconcerted him. Swallowing hard, he quipped, “Even though I made you sleep on the sofa?”

“Yep. That’ll change in time. We both know it,” Reid replied, kissing him quickly. “Right now, though, let’s eat and get you to work.”

“Where you’ll leave me to Barnet’s tender mercies.”

“You bet.” Reid paused to put the eggs and sausages on plates, while Michael poured coffee. He continued as they took everything to the table in one corner of the living room. “If we get lucky, the killer has read my story and is already planning how to deal with you.”

“Hopefully sooner than later. I mean, I don’t really want him to try killing me, but if he doesn’t, the police are pretty much back to square on.”

“Unless Daniels had turned up something since we last talked. But if he has, I think he’d have let us know.”

“God, I hope so.”

Changing the subject, Reid asked, “What are we going to do this Sunday?”

“I thought we decided on a picnic at the zoo.”

“Right. I forgot.”

“Better not have. You promised to make sure it didn’t rain.”

“I’ll dust off my weather wizard hat as soon as I get home,” Reid promised, laughing. He hugged Michael. “You know one reason I like you? You’re fun.”

“Me? You’re the comic. I’m just the foil.”

“Uh-uh. Not even. We make a good pair, you and I. And if we don’t eat and get moving, Carolyn’s going to have your ass.”

“No kidding.”

* * * *

“Oh, hell.” Michael looked at the TV trucks parked on the street in front of the shop and cringed. “Keep going and drop me at the alley.”

“That won’t solve the problem,” Reid replied.

“Sure it will. They can’t come inside to interrogate me without my permission.”

“Unfortunately, they can. It’s a business, not a private residence.”

Michael’s shoulders slumped. “Okay. Let me out here. I’ll tell them I’m under a gag order from the police. They can like it or not.”

Reid chuckled as he pulled to the curb. “They won’t, but there’s not much they can do about it. Give me a kiss and I’ll see you tonight.”

Michael did, got out of the car, and, squaring his shoulders, he crossed the street.

“Mr. Wright,” a reporter called out, shoving a microphone at Michael. “Do you think you’ll be able to give the police more information about the killer while under hypnotism?”

“No. I’m doing it to entertain them,” Michael replied sarcastically. “If I didn’t think it would help, I wouldn’t do it.”

“According to the police, you saw the killer at your building around the time of the first murder. Aren’t you afraid he might come after you to keep you quiet?” another reporter asked.

“He’d be stupid to try,” Michael spat out as he reached to front door and unlocked it. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a business to run.” He waited when he saw Carolyn a couple of feet away, smiling to himself when she deftly avoided being questioned by reporters.

As soon as they were inside, she shook her head. “I heard what you said. Are you throwing down the gauntlet?”

“I didn’t plan on it, but the reporter…Damn, how dumb does he think I am? Of course I’m afraid,” he replied angrily, before apologizing for yelling at her.

“It’s okay. Come on, let’s go in back so you can calm down.”

When they got there and he saw a man standing by the coffee machine, Michael froze, ready to run…or fight. Then he realized it was Office Barnet.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Barnet said. “I got here an hour ago and let myself in by the back door.” He took a key from his pocket. “I got a copy made of yours before I gave it to our men so they could set up the cameras. This way no one will know I’m here other than the two of you.”

“Thanks for letting me know ahead of time,” Michael replied tightly, going to get a cup of coffee since Barnet had already brewed it. He took a swig as he started to leave the room.

“Leave that here,” Barnet ordered.

“No. I won’t drink any more of it, but if our man shows up he’s going to wonder why I don’t have the cup on my desk, the way I always do.” Without waiting for a reply he went through the showroom to the waiting room. Setting the cup down, he booted up his computer, checked for email as well as phone messages, and answered them. With that finished, he unlocked the front door and turned the sign to ‘Open’.

He was surprised, and relieved, to see the TV trucks and reporters had left. Going back to his desk, he began adding to the list of what he needed to order for Halloween.

As the morning progressed, he took care of a few people who came in, mostly wanting to see what type of costumes the shop had. In between them, he began placing Halloween orders. At no point did he have the feeling he was being watched and none of the customers made him uneasy, although he did make it a point not to leave them alone in the waiting room.

Which was stupid of me. If one of them was our man, or if someone comes in this afternoon who is, they won’t be able to spike my coffee if I’m hovering over them.

A couple of times he went into the back room, ostensibly to refresh his coffee but mainly to take a breather from the stress of wondering if the next person through the door might be the killer. The first time he did, he found Carolyn and Barnet in the midst of a conversation about their respective jobs. The second time, she was explaining to Barnet what went into making the costume she was working on. From the looks on both their faces they seemed to be enjoying each other’s company, which made Michael smile as he wondered if Barnet might ask her out once the killer had been caught.

Carolyn left for lunch, coming back with a sandwiches and sodas for Michael and Barnet. When she handed the soda to Michael she said, grinning, “It’s safe. It’s unopened and I chose it at random from the cooler.”

He chuckled, popped the cap, and took a long drink. “I don’t think I’ve had anything that tasted this good in forever.”

She snorted. “It’s just a soda.”

“Yeah, but…”

Smiling, she patted his arm. “I got what you meant. Keep it with you and you can finish it without being afraid.”

Michael didn’t go that far, but he had drunk more than half of it before anyone came into the shop to look at costumes. At that point, he set it aside on the corner of his desk and didn’t touch it again.

I know I’m being paranoid. If anyone comes in while I’m in back and tries to mess with it, or my coffee, Barnet will hear the bell and check the monitor, hoping it’s our killer and that he will drop something into the bottle, or my cup. Then, we’ll have him.

That hadn’t happened by the time Reid arrived to pick him up. Carolyn left via the front door while Barnet waited in the back room, telling Michael that he’d stick around for fifteen minutes after Michael and Reid left. “Then I’ll go out by the back door. For your information and peace of mind, Michael, no one has been in your apartment since the two of you left this morning.”

“What about in the hallway, or next door?” Reid asked.

“The manager showed a man what used to be Ms. Lee’s apartment. They left together and neither one returned.”

“What are the chances the man was the killer, checking out access to Michael’s place?” Reid asked.

“There’s no way of knowing,” Barnet admitted. “We do have his face on file, now, and the officers staking out the front and back of your building, Michael, will keep an eye open for him.”

“I didn’t know you were doing that,” Michael said.

“After Reid’s story in the paper, you should…okay, you’d better be in the killer’s sights. The chances are, despite the precautions we’ve taken with my being here, he’s more likely to strike at your place where the only witness would be Reid.”

“Who would be a dead witness, if he did,” Michael replied.

“Not if we can help it,” Barnet said, at the same time Reid said, “Not if I can help it,” eliciting brief chuckles from both men.

At that point, Barnet suggested Michael and Reid leave, “It’s already past the time you normally do, Michael.”

They did, but not before Reid reminded him he was supposed to reset the security code, which he could do via the box by the back door so that Barnet would know what it was.

Reid had parked in front of the shop, making it easier on Michael’s nerves as he locked up and walked to the car.

“I almost wish the guy had tried something today,” he said once they were on their way back to the condo.

“If the killer’s smart, and he has gotten away with two murders so far so we know he is, I agree with Barnet. He’s going to try for you at your place. Not to scare you, but if he does, I doubt he’s going to go the ‘spike your drink and strangle you’ route.”

“He’ll come in shooting, like something out of an action movie.”

“Or try shooting from one of the rooftops across the street, which means you don’t go near any of the windows. If it’s Fine or one of his people they’ll know what they’re doing. If it’s a john Ms. Lee and Trask were blackmailing…” Reid shrugged. “He’ll probably still go for the direct route, not from a roof.”

“So I can’t watch the sunset from my balcony,” Michael said wryly.

“Probably not your best idea at the moment,” Reid agreed.

When they got to the parking garage in Michael’s building, Reid pulled into Michael’s spot since it was empty and, as he pointed out, closer to the elevator. He told Michael to wait in the car until he’d made certain no one was lurking on the emergency stairs or in the elevator. Then he beckoned for Michael to join him.

Getting off the elevator on Michael’s floor, Reid did as he had the previous evening and checked the hallway before they went down to the condo.

“We don’t have to search all the rooms,” Michael said when they got inside and it looked as if Reid was going to. “Not with the police monitoring the cameras.”

Reid smiled wryly. “You’re right, so let’s try to relax, starting with eating dinner.”

Michael took out the chicken breasts he’d remembered to move from the freezer to the fridge that morning. “We can fry these, or get fancier and make curried or stir-fried chicken.”

“Curried,” Reid instantly replied. “If it’s hot.”

“Of course. Cold curry is yuck,” Michael replied, straight-faced.

He ducked when Reid took a swipe at him while saying, “I mean spicy.”

“I know that and it will be.”

He was right, as Reid found out when he sampled it while it was cooking. “I hope you have some…Okay, never mind, you don’t drink.”

“Milk works better anyway,” Michael told him. They both agreed it did, liberally drinking it between bites while they ate.

After dinner, they settled on the sofa to watch one of the movies Michael owned. Part way through, Michael decided they were sitting too far apart and remedied that problem by sliding over to lean against Reid’s shoulder. Reid slipped his arm around him, and when Michael turned his head, smiling, Reid kissed him.

It wasn’t like the ones they’d shared before. It was a full-out, mind-blowing kiss that rocked Michael to his core when he opened to Reid. He returned it as given, with heartfelt passion. They parted, breathing hard, then kissed again, ramping up their need for each other.

“We were going to…” Michael managed to say several moments later.

“We should…” Reid replied even as he began unbuttoning Michael’s shirt.

“Guess we’re not.” Michael tore open Reid’s shirt, vaguely aware when a couple of buttons went flying. Then they were kissing again, hot, naked chests pressed together, hands tangled in each other’s hair.

It took a second for a loud noise on the balcony to register. Reid instantly pushed Michael down, rolling them both onto the floor in front of the sofa.

“It came from the balcony,” Reid whispered.

“How could anyone…?”

Before Reid could answer an explosion shattered the glass in the balcony door, followed by smoke and flames. They were on their feet seconds later, dashing to the hallway.

“The fire alarm,” Michael cried out as he headed toward box by the emergency stairs. Breaking the glass, he pulled the lever and opened the door to the stairs. Before he could start down, Reid grabbed his arm.

“Up,” Reid said. “He could be waiting for us down there.”

Other people from Michael’s floor passed them as they stood there, moving quickly toward the ground floor, some in daywear, others already in pajamas and bathrobes. As Michael and Reid started the climb up, they ran into more people going down. Some gave them questioning looks but didn’t say anything other than to ask if they knew where the fire was. Neither man bothered to reply.

When they got to the top floor, Michael pushed open the door to the roof. The sounds of sirens greeted them from the street below from fire trucks and squad cars.

Both their phones rang at the same moment. As soon as Michael answered his, Officer Barnet asked, “Where are you?” When Michael told him, Barnet said they were to wait there until he gave them the all-clear. “The fire personnel should have things under control soon. You’re safer up there than you might be on the street.”

“That’s what we figured. That whoever did this might have been trying to flush us out so he could shoot me…or…whatever.” By the time he finished talking, Michael began shaking as his adrenalin high wore off.

“Easy, now. We’re alive and help is here,” Reid said, putting his arm around Michael.

“Ten stories down,” Michael muttered, leaning into Reid’s embrace. “Do they know who threw that thing?”

“Not according to Detective Daniels. Whoever it was, he was smart enough to use a grenade launcher from, Daniels thinks, the roof of the building across the street. Of course none of the cameras were facing that way because they were supposed to let the police know if anyone came into your place.”

“It would take someone really fast on their feet to shoot it and then get back down to the street in time to catch me coming out of the building,” Michael said.

“Unless there were two people involved.”

“Had to say that, didn’t you,” Michael replied sourly. “If there are, that points to Fine, not some john Ms. Lee and Trask were blackmailing.” He heard the door to the roof open and swung around, his hands raised defensively. Like that helps if the guy has a gun.

The ‘guy’ did, holstered at his waist. “It’s just me,” Barnet said.

“Tell me you caught the guy.”

“Sorry, but no. Whoever it was, he’s undoubtedly long gone by now.”

“You don’t know that. He could be waiting outside for me,” Michael replied.

“There’s an ass ton of fire personnel and cops down there and in the building, so I seriously doubt it,” Barnet told him. “I checked your place on the way up here. The fire’s out, but I don’t think you’ll want to stay there for a while.”

Michael grimaced. “How bad?”

“Most of the damage is in the living room, but the whole place stinks of smoke and wet ash.”

“Damn it. I suppose I can sleep at the shop until I can get everything cleaned up.”

“Nope, you’ll be staying with me,” Reid said. “And no arguing. I’ve got room.”

“Thank you.” Michael caught the knowing smile on Barnet’s lips—and ignored it. “If I can get into my place now, I’ll pack some clothes. I’ll probably need to wash them before I wear them, and everything else, too. It’s a damned good thing there’s a washer and dryer at the shop. The shop! What if he did something there?”

“He didn’t. The cameras would have let us know, but just in case, a couple of officers did a drive-by,” Barnet assured him. “Everything’s fine. Right now, I’ll walk downstairs with you before I leave.” Michael had a feeling that he wanted to be very certain the attacker, or attackers, hadn’t managed to get into the condo amid all the excitement of the fire.

Other than two firemen who were setting up a huge fan in the living room window to suck out the smoke, the condo was empty. One of them suggested that Michael call a window repair company to come out and cover the broken balcony door with plywood for the time being, and then replace the glass during business hours. He gave Michael the names of two companies before leaving.

“This sucks the big one,” Michael said angrily as he surveyed the damage. The carpet between the balcony and the sofa was a charred ruin, as was the sofa and some of the other furniture close to it. The rest of the room was in better condition, other than everything being water-soaked. The kitchen and bedroom had come through unscathed, if Michael discounted the overpowering aroma of smoke.

“Go pack,” Reid said. “I’ll get a window company out here. With luck they have a twenty-four-hour service for things like this.”

“Grenade damage?” Michael replied with a wry smile.

“Not specifically, but…” Reid got on his phone while Michael went to put some clothes and personal items in his bag. “They’ll be here in twenty,” Reid said a few minutes later, coming into the bedroom. “In the meantime, I’ll file my story by phone, since your computer is down.”

“Damn it,” Michael muttered. “Another thing to add to the insurance report when I file it.”

“Tomorrow,” Reid replied as he sat on the edge of the bed and began transmitting his story to the paper.

As promised, the men from the glass company arrived within twenty minutes and quickly covered the balcony doorway with plywood. Michael promised he’d be in touch with them soon to have them replace the missing glass there, as well as the cracked glass in the window that now held the exhaust fan.

“Now, let’s go home,” Reid said when the men had left. “I have a feeling we’re both going to sleep like the dead.”

“Better than being dead,” Michael replied, going to get his bag. “How far do you live from here?” he asked.

“About a ten-minute drive, at this time of night.”

“What time is it, anyway? It feels like at least midnight.”

“It will be by the time we get to my place.”

Reid called it right. They parked in the attached garage and walked into his house at one minute after midnight. If the living room was any indication, Reid’s decorating scheme leaned toward casual and comfortable. Not that Michael cared at the moment. All he wanted was sleep, preferably with Reid next to him so that he would feel safe. He didn’t think his attacker would try anything more tonight, but…

“Let’s get you settled in,” Reid said. “I’ll give you the grand tour in the morning.”

His bedroom, off a short hallway at one side of the living room, was roomy enough to hold a king-sized bed, a large dresser, and two chairs in front of the window, as well as a bookcase crammed with books.

“We both need to shower,” Reid said. “We smell of smoke. And no, we won’t do it together. That could lead to something neither of us have the energy to deal with right now.”

“Like finishing what we started earlier, before some bastard decided to try to kill me? For that, alone, I owe him,” Michael replied as he put his bag beside the dresser.

“We owe him,” Reid said, giving him a hug. “Eventually he’ll pay.”

Michael nodded, returning the hug. After taking a pair of sweatpants and his kit from his bag, he went down the hallway to the bathroom. He showered quickly, washing away the physical reminders of what they’d gone through, if not the mental ones. All he could think about was how close they’d come to being another statistic on the list of murders in the city. Right under Ms. Lee and Trask. It’s not happening. The killer’s going to make a mistake and then the cops will arrest him and I can go back to living my life. With Reid in it, I hope.

When he finished, he brushed his teeth, ran a comb through his hair, and returned to the bedroom, the clothes he’d been wearing folded in a bundle that he put on the dresser.

“You look better, and smell better,” Reid said. “You can toss all your clothes in the washer in the morning before you get dressed.”

“Thanks,” Michael replied, trying to suppress a yawn.

Reid had pulled the covers back on the bed, so Michael got in. He smiled when Reid gave him a kiss before saying, “I’ll be right back.”

Michael drifted off, waking briefly when Reid returned and slid into bed to wrap his arms around him. “Now, I feel safe,” he whispered.

“You are safe, and I intend to keep you that way,” he heard Reid murmur in reply as he fell asleep.


Chapter 8

“What time is it?” Michael asked when he found Reid in the kitchen the following morning.

“Breakfast time,” Reid replied. “Your clothes are in the dryer and…”

“You didn’t have to do that.” Michael saw the clock above the kitchen table and grimaced. “You should have gotten me up an hour ago.”

“Why? I’m quite capable of doing laundry. I do my own at least once a week.” Reid paused what he was doing, which was frying eggs and sausage, to give Michael a kiss. “Coffee’s ready if you want some.”

“Big time.” He poured a cup before seeing the newspaper sitting on the corner of the table. “Oh, boy,” he muttered when he read the headline below the fold—’Witness to two murders attacked’. The story, with Reid’s byline, related what had happened, as well as recapping the fact that Michael was going to be hypnotized by the police to help him recall, if possible, more details about the men he’d seen with Ms. Lee or in the building around the time of her murder. He frowned as Reid set breakfast on the table.

“Don’t like eggs and sausage?” Reid asked.

“Huh? No, I love them. It’s…I was wondering something. Why didn’t he just shoot me, instead of firing the grenade through the door? If he’d used a rifle with a decent sight, I’d be dead now.”

“Good question. Maybe he’s a lousy shot at that distance. Maybe he thought it would be fun to burn you to death.” Reid gripped Michael’s arm when he shuddered. “Sorry, not exactly the nicest thought, I know. Or perhaps we were right and he hoped to flush you out so his cohort, if he has one, could deal with you up-close-and-personal, to make sure you died.”

“Blew that, didn’t he.” Michael took a deep breath. “Okay, enough of this for now. I have to get to work, which means we need to finish eating and I have to get my laundry so I have something to wear. I don’t think my customers would appreciate me showing up in sweatpants and nothing else.”

“I don’t know.” Reid grinned. “I think it’s a great look.”

“You would, however…” Michael shook his head in amusement. “I’m still going to dress like a respectable business owner.”

He did, once they’d finished eating. They left the house by the side door to the garage, but not until Reid made Michael wait in the kitchen while he checked the car.

“Tell me you don’t think he sabotaged it somehow,” Michael said.

“Doubtful. I have great security on it and the house, but you can never be too careful. Something I’ve learned since I started working the crime beat. More than one person I’ve written about has been less than happy with my stories.”

“Damn, you’re kidding,” Michael replied when Reid beckoned to let him know it was safe.

“It happens. Usually they’re all hot air, but I’m still cautious when I think I have to be, like now.”

When they arrived at the shop, they found Carolyn sitting on the front steps. She jumped to her feet, hugging Michael hard. “I saw the news. Unbelievable. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. We’re fine.” Michael chuckled. “I’ve even stopped shaking, finally. I take it the good officer hasn’t arrived, yet.”

“Barnet? Nope. Or if he has, he didn’t bother to let me know and let me in,” Carolyn replied. “There were a couple of TV people here, but I sent them away with their tails between their legs. Okay, that’s a lie.” She smirked. “I told them you were taking the day off to recuperate.”

“Smart,” Reid said. “My bet is Barnet was up a lot later than us,” Reid said. “He’s probably sleeping in. I would if it were me.”

“True.” Michael unlocked the door, turned off the alarm, and let them in.

As it turned out, Barnet was there, in the back room. When Carolyn grumbled that she’d been sitting on the steps for what seemed like hours when he could have let her in, he pointed out that it wouldn’t do much good for him to be there if the killer knew he was. “I want to catch him, not drive him away.”

“If you can stay awake,” Carolyn replied, looking him over. “You need coffee, and lots of it.”

Barnet smiled, giving her a salute. “Yes, ma’am. Coffee will help.”

“Did you get any sleep?” Michael asked as he started the machine.

“Enough,” Barnet replied. “I’m a cop. I’m used to living on four hours a night when necessary.” He shot a stern look at Michael. “Before you say it, I’m not going home to catch up. My job is making certain you’re safe while you’re here. The only reason I showed up at your place after the attack last night was because I caught it on my scanner and I wanted to be there to make sure you survived.”

Reid said. “I’m sure you could have found out without showing up in person.”

Barnet shrugged. “Call me dedicated. Michael’s my charge, so…”

“I appreciate that,” Michael said. He poured coffee for everyone except Reid, who said he had to leave, and then, minus Barnet, they returned to the waiting room.

“I’ll pick you up tonight,” Reid said as Michael unlocked the front door. “Be careful, and do not leave that—” he pointed to the coffee cup on Michael’s desk, “—unattended.”

“Trust me; I know the routine by now.” Michael wrapped his arms around Reid. “You be careful, too. Okay?”

“You bet.”

They kissed then Reid left. When Michael turned around he caught Carolyn grinning. “Stop that. It was just a kiss,” he admonished her.

“Michael, there’s no such thing as just a kiss between two consenting adults. Next thing you know, you’ll be spending your nights at his place, or vice versa.”

“Been there, done that,” he replied. “Strictly platonically.”

“So far.” She winked then turned serious, asking, “Do you want me to stay out here, in case, you know?”

“No. The cameras will catch anything, if there’s anything to catch.” Unless he comes in with a gun, but if he did, there’s nothing she could do anyway, except maybe get shot, too. That idea did not make him happy. I should have taken the day off, or the week, or however long it takes for the cops to catch him. Or not. No one knows who he is. It could be one of Ms. Lee’s johns, or Fine, or one of his people he sent to shut me up. Unless they’re caught in the act, I’ll be spending every waking second looking at the people around me, wondering ‘Is it you?’. “So come after me again, damn it. Let’s get this over with.”

Going to his desk, he booted up the computer. While it warmed up, he went to get the day’s working cash from the small safe in the back room, returned, and put it in the cash register on the corner of the counter. Then he unlocked the front door, turned the sign to ‘Open’, and began the business day.

There were a few customers before noon—mostly just looking, although one man did rent a costume for a promotion he was doing at his store. Over the lunch hour he was hit by a group of young women who needed costumes for a booth their company would have at the Labor Day fair in two weeks. With Carolyn’s help, he got them set up with what they needed and put the costumes on the reservations rack until it was time for them to pick them up.

Once they left, he was more than ready to eat—but he hadn’t brought anything with him since he’d spent the night at Reid’s house. He went in back to ask Carolyn watch the front while he went to the restaurant next door to get take-out.

“I’ll do it,” Barnet said. “Tell me what you want.”

“I don’t think anything’s going to happen to me between here and there,” Michael retorted.

“Are you willing to take that chance?”

“Yeah. I need to get out of here for a few minutes. Those girls…” He rolled his eyes and Carolyn laughed.

“Sorry, but this is not up for debate,” Barnet replied. “It’s obvious from what happened last night that the man’s getting desperate. Undoubtedly because both the stories in the newspaper and the ones on TV said you’re meeting with the police and the hypnotist tonight.”

“Why don’t we order in,” Carolyn suggested. “We do that over Halloween.”

Michael was about to reply when he heard the bell over the front door ring. “Do it. Pizza,” he said as he left the room. When he got out front, he saw a man standing at the counter.

“How can I help you?” Michael asked.

The man rested one hand on the counter, leaned in, and said softly, “You can keep your mouth shut about who you saw, unless you want all you loyal customers to know they’ve been dealing with someone who spent time in prison for a vicious assault against an unarmed man.”

Michael tensed, his hands fisting, about to deny what the man had said. Then, he decided to call his bluff. “I have no intention being blackmailed, so do your worst.”

“I was afraid that’s what you’d say. You have guts, Mr. Wright. Too bad I’m going to spill them all over your nice clean floor.” His other hand came into view, holding a gun.

Instinctively, without thinking of the consequences, Michael grabbed his wrist, slamming the man’s hand down on the counter just as he pulled the trigger. The bullet went wild, the glass countertop shattered when the man’s hand hit it, and the gun fell to the floor. Then Barnet was there. He gripped the man’s shoulder, spinning him around, and snapped one end of a set of handcuffs around his uninjured wrist. “Show me your ID,” he ordered, training his gun on the man’s chest.

“It’s…it’s in my pocket,” the man replied, his face ashen with shock and pain. “You can get it.”

“Move and I shoot,” Barnet said. He took out the man’s wallet, flipped it open, and looked at the driver’s license. “Stanley Norwood, you are under arrest for attempted murder and assault with a deadly weapon.”

“And attempted blackmail,” Michael said shakily.

Barnet nodded as he called for back-up and an ambulance. Then he ordered Norwood to sit in one of the waiting room chairs. When he did, Barnet snapped the other end of the cuff to the chair’s arm.

“I’m bleeding,” Norwood said, stating the obvious since blood ran down his fingers.

Michael got a roll of paper towels from under the counter, tore off some, and handed them to Barnet.

“Barely a scratch,” Barnet said as he wiped the blood away, revealing a deep gash on the side of the man’s hand.

“I’m going to sue you for false arrest and…and you—” he pointed at Michael, “—for attacking me.”

Barnet snorted. “Good luck with that. The cameras caught everything that happened.”

“And I saw it, too,” Carolyn said, coming into the room. She looked at the man, shaking her head. “I guess some people are just born stupid.”

Sirens sounded outside the shop before an ambulance pulled to a stop in front. Two EMTs came in moments later. From there things proceeded as Michael figured they usually did. The EMTs examined and bandaged Norwood’s hand while Barnet read him his rights. In the midst of all that, including more police officers and Detective Daniels arriving, a teenager came into the shop carrying two pizza boxes. He took one look, his eyes widening, then asked, “Did someone here order a large pizza with everything, and a meat-lovers?”

“That would be me,” Carolyn said, gesturing to the counter, “Put them down there, please, and I’ll pay you.”

“What happened?” the kid asked as he did what she said.

“Nothing much. That guy tried to kill my boss is all,” she replied, checking the bill he handed her then getting cash from the register to pay him.

Taking the money, the kid whistled. “And I missed it. Damn.”

“Be glad you did,” Michael said dryly, having regained some of his composure. “It wasn’t as exciting as it sounds.”

By then, Barnet had released the handcuff from the chair’s arm and snapped it around the man’s other wrist. Then he left with Norwood and the EMTs, to ride with them to the hospital, he told Michael.

Once the place cleared out, except for Daniels, Michael sighed in relief, sinking down into one of the chairs. “Was he one of her johns?”

“We won’t know until I question him,” Daniels replied. “Does he look familiar, like you saw him with Ms. Lee?”

“God, I don’t know. Maybe?” Michael shrugged. “You know I only saw them very briefly.”

The shop door slammed open, startling them. Reid stood there for a second before closing it, coming over to Michael. “I had to hear about what happened on my police scanner instead of someone calling me.” He shot an angry look at everyone. “Damn it, Michael. Just…damn it.” He pulled Michael to his feet, wrapping him in a hard embrace.

“I was kind of busy,” Michael replied defensively, even as he held tightly to Reid.

“I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled but when I heard, and I was halfway across the city, and all I could think was maybe you were dead…”

“I’m not,” Michael murmured, understanding Reid’s fear. “It was close but…”

“He stopped him,” Carolyn said proudly. “I saw it on the video from the camera. He grabbed the man’s hand like the hero he is and stopped him.”

“I’m no hero,” Michael protested as he eased out of Reid’s embrace. “It was him or me and I was damned if I was going to go down without a fight.”

“Do you know who he is?” Reid asked Daniels.

“His name, yes,” Daniels replied. “I’ll know more when I interrogate him, and maybe not even then if he lawyers up.”

“You know he will,” Reid said. “He’ll be facing two charges of murder, as well as what happened today. Speaking of which, I want the details, please.”

“So you can file a story with your paper?” Michael asked. He knew it was Reid’s job, but right now he wished otherwise.

Reid nodded, then grinned. “I could throw you to the wolves.” He gestured toward the door. Michael saw why. There were two TV vans parked on the street. Cameramen focused on their respective reporters, who were talking animatedly as they walked toward the shop. “Now that the police have left, they’ll want their ten minutes with you,” Reid said.

“Yeah? Well, they’re not coming inside,” Michael replied. Opening the door, he went out to stand on the steps with the detective right beside him.

“Mr. Wright, can you…” “Detective Daniels, will you…” The reporters threw questions at them. They answered some, avoided others, and a few minutes later the reporters left, followed moments later by Daniels who said he wanted Michael to come to the station in the morning to press assault charges against Stanley Norwood.

“My turn for an interview?” Reid asked when Michael came back inside.

“If you insist,” Michael replied. “Not yet, though. Let me close, and then we can go in back and eat cold pizza.”

“I’ll stick it in the microwave,” Carolyn said, picking up the boxes and heading to the back room.

Even though it was early, Michael turned the sign on the door to ‘Closed’, locked the door, then went through his usual closing routine. “Remind me, I need to get new glass for the counter.”

Reid chuckled. “I think you’ll remember when you get here in the morning. The glass company is going to love you.”

“Fuck. I forgot to call them about my door.” Michael checked the time. “I’ll do it now. Maybe they’ll be willing to work after hours.”

“Get them here, if you can, and set it up for tomorrow at your place. The manager can let them in.”

Michael took Reid’s advice. He gave the man he spoke with the dimensions of the glass he’d need for the counter and was told to expect someone in half an hour. After setting a time in the morning for them to go to his condo, he called the manager to inform him so he could let the glass people in.

“Someone from the fire department came by to get the fan,” Michael said when he hung up. “Once the door’s fixed, and the window, I guess I’ll need to call a restoration company and buy some new furniture, and…” He shook his head in dismay.

“Until everything’s back to normal, you’ll stay at my place,” Reid told him. “No arguments.”

“I wasn’t planning on arguing,” Michael replied, putting his arm around Reid’s waist as they walked to the back room.

While they ate reheated pizza, Michael and Carolyn told Reid what had happened when Norwood had shown up that afternoon, while Reid took notes. They had barely finished when the shop doorbell rang. Michael figured it was the men from the glass company, which it was. They replaced the countertop, Michael paid them, and when they left he locked the door again before returning to the back room. Carolyn had re-boxed the remaining pizza, telling the guys to take it home “For breakfast.”

“Yuck,” Michael muttered.

“A late-night snack, after you finish playing around?” She grinned knowingly.

Reid winked. “Maybe?”

Michael rolled his eyes, suggesting it was time to leave—which they did.

* * * *

“First things first,” Reid said as soon as they got to his house.

“Filing your story.”

“Yep. Then, we’ll get to what’s really important.” Reid took time to kiss Michael quite thoroughly before getting on his computer.

While Reid was writing and sending it off, Michael went into the kitchen to put the pizza in the fridge and make them coffee—giving Reid a cup when it was ready. Then he went over to the shelves in the living room to see what sort of books Reid read. Not too surprisingly, as far as he was concerned, there were true crime ones, and reference works relating to criminal investigation. There was also a shelf of sci-fi—hard sci-fi he discovered after taking a couple out to read the blurbs.

“Find something you like?” Reid asked, coming over.

Michael turned and nodded. “You.”

“I’m not an easy read,” Reid quipped.

“Maybe not, but I’m persistent. Like a good book, I’ll stick with it until the end.” Michael put his arms around Reid, gazing at him. “It will be worth it.”

“I hope you’ll always feel that way.”

Michael kissed him, whispering against his lips, “Always.” The kiss intensified as, by mutual accord, they moved to the bedroom.

“Think we’ll be able to get more than our shirts unbuttoned this time?” Reid teased as he set to work on Michael’s.

Michael nodded, more interested in removing Reid’s shirt than talking. “Shirts off. Now pants,” he said when he’d succeeded.

They managed to get each other totally undressed between more kisses. Then Michael stepped back, raking his gaze over Reid. “Pretty much as I imagined.”

“Only pretty much?”

“Well…” Michael ran his hand up Reid’s hard cock. “This is more than I imagined. Not that I’m complaining, you understand.”

Reid cupped Michael’s balls, rolling them between his fingers. “Neither am I.” When Michael drew in a ragged breath, Reid stopped, putting his hands on Michael’s waist to walk him backward to the bed, then tumbled him onto it. Opening the nightstand drawer, he got a condom, knelt, and sheathed Michael’s cock.

Michael moaned when Reid licked from the base to the head before slowly sucking it into his mouth. He moans deepened when Reid proceeded to torment him until he was certain he’d come—as much as he wanted to wait for Reid.

Reid drew back as if sensing Michael’s wishes. Getting onto the bed, he pulled Michael to him, kissing him deeply before sprawling on his back, his legs spread as he lifted an eyebrow in question. Michael’s response was to get another condom. After sheathing Reid, he set to work at driving his lover to distraction. From Reid’s groans and writhing, he knew he was succeeding. He didn’t stop until Reid gasped, “Enough, or…”

Sliding up Reid’s body, Michael took his mouth in a heated kiss which was returned with equal passion. When they broke apart, Reid took a deep breath.

“I need to know, do you want me to…? Are you…? Hell.”

Michael worried his lip, hesitating as he looked at Reid. “You’d rather top, wouldn’t you? I think it’s all right with me. I used to like bottoming, but…Damn it.”

“You said nothing happened while you were in prison,” Reid replied, instantly understanding what Michael hadn’t voiced.

“Nothing did, because I didn’t let it. I told you that. But after I got out, the idea that someone, a man, could have that much control over me didn’t sit well, if that makes sense. But…” He put a finger over Reid’s lips to keep him from saying anything. “This is you. The man I care about. The man I trust. So if it’s what you want…God, I’m talking this to death. Just fuck me, before we lose the desire, I guess.”

“Michael,” Reid replied, holding him close. “I’ll never lose my desire to make love to you. If you’re certain it’s all right.”

“I am,” Michael replied unwaveringly. “I want this. I want you. More than you know, I do.”

“You have me. All of me.” Reid kissed him tenderly before saying, “I think…Yes. On your back, if you would. I want…need to watch you while we’re making love.”

Michael rolled off Reid onto his back, his gaze locked on his lover as Reid generously lubed his cock and fingers. When Reid asked, Michael pulled his legs up, gasping when Reid eased two fingers into him. One cool finger touched and then stroked his gland. Michael wanted more. He wanted it all, and said so.

“Yes, sir,” Reid replied with a smile, bending to drop a swift kiss on Michael’s lips. Pulling his fingers out, he pressed the head of his cock to Michael’s entrance and slowly pushed in.

Michael expected the pain and rode through it, waiting for the pleasure. It came, building in intensity as Michael met each of Reid’s thrusts with one of his own. “This is…” he whispered, savoring not only the act but the mix of caring and desire in Reid’s expression.

“Perfect,” Reid murmured, grasping Michael’s cock, pumping it as he rode him faster and harder. Suddenly he arched back with a cry of release.

That was all it took. Michael’s orgasm flooded him with an intensity he had never experienced before. Because I’m with the right man for the first time in my life. He knew that was the reason and prayed Reid felt the same.

* * * *

“That was everything I hoped it would be,” Reid said when he could finally get out a few coherent words.

He had been aware when Michael came and had time to savor the ecstatic expression on his lover’s face—seconds before collapsing on him, every nerve pounding from the strength of his climax. After that, talking or even thinking hadn’t been an option for several minutes.

“It was,” Michael replied. “I mean for me, too. Who knew…?” He didn’t finish what he was going to say, kissing Reid instead.

When the kiss ended, Reid said, “That it could be so fantastic?” He smiled, brushing Michael’s sweat-soaked hair off his forehead. “It takes being with the right man and for me, that’s you.”

“I think, no, I know you’re the perfect man for me. What’s amazing is, it’s only been a week since we met. How could it happen so fast?”

“Fate?” Reid suggested. “The situation we were in intensifying our feelings? Does it really matter? It did and I’m damned glad of it.”

“Me, too.” Michael looked at him and a grin turned his lips up. “I’d be even gladder if you’d move. You’re heavy, we’re sticky, and I for one need a shower.”

“Gladder?” Reid laughed as he pulled out and eased off Michael.

“It’s a word. You know it is, Mister Reporter.”

“It is.” Reid got up, waiting for Michael to join him. “We’ll keep it to a shower and nothing more.”

“Until after we eat the rest of the pizza.”

“That works. It’ll give us enough energy for round two.” Reid knew there would be more loving that night. The way they felt about each other, it was a given. Morning was another thing. Michael had to work and before going there, they needed to stop by the station to see Detective Daniels and file an official assault charges against Stanley Norwood.

When Reid said as much to Michael while they waited for the pizza to heat, Michael replied that he wasn’t certain why that was necessary, since there had been witnesses. “Won’t that be enough?”

Reid shrugged. “You’d think. Daniels is probably covering all bases, in case Norwood hires a good lawyer.”

“If he works for Fine, I’m sure he can afford the best,” Michael replied.

“The same holds true if he was one of Ms. Lee’s johns and she was blackmailing him. You don’t try to do that unless you know the victim can afford to pay. But enough of this for now. Let’s eat then see if we can surpass our first time making love.”

Michael said he was all for that, so they did. As far as Reid was concerned, they definitely surpassed their first attempt, in spades. They needed another shower, of course, after which they fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms.


Chapter 9

“What we know so far,” Daniels said once he, Michael, and Reid were seated at his desk Friday morning, “is that Mr. Norwood was involved with Ms. Lee on a personal level. He admitted that much, against his lawyer’s wishes. Then he clammed up.”

“So you don’t know if she and Trask were blackmailing him,” Michael said.

“No. He is married, and very well, with three children. They and his wife are in seclusion at the moment to avoid reporters.” Daniels shot a look at Reid, who merely smiled in return. “He’s also a professor at the local university and will be eligible for tenure in approximately six months, presuming he meets all the qualifications.”

“Somehow I think he’s blown that,” Reid said dryly.

“If he was one of her johns and she threatened to let either his wife or the university know he was, umm, playing around on the side, I guess, that would certainly give him a motive to want her dead,” Michael said.

“Agreed,” Daniels replied. “One interesting fact. He was in the Army Reserves, so he knows how to use a grenade launcher. However, we didn’t turn one up, or any firearms in fact, when we searched him home. His wife claims he’s very anti-gun, for what that’s worth.”

“That doesn’t mean he didn’t get his hands on one to pull his attack on Michael’s place and then dispose of it later,” Reid said, getting a nod from the detective.

Daniels took a form from his desk drawer, handing it to Michael. “This is merely a technicality, since Officer Barnet was on the scene, but it could be useful when Norwood goes to trial, even if it’s only for attempted murder.”

“Only?” Michael got what he was saying, but given the circumstances, he didn’t think Norwood’s trying to kill him was an ‘only’. He filled in the information, signing the form with Reid and Daniels as witnesses. “Is there anything else,” he asked when he’d finished.

“Not at the moment,” Daniels replied. “I’ll keep you informed about what’s going on with Norwood.”

Michael thanked him, then he and Reid left.

“I think I can pick up my car, now,” Michael said when they got to where Reid had parked.

“You don’t approve of my chauffeuring skills?” Reid asked with obvious amusement.

“I love them, but you don’t need to be running me around everywhere anymore. You do have the kind of job where you might need to be somewhere just as I’m supposed to head to work, or when I close the shop.”

“All right, I’ll accept that logic, as long as you don’t forget where I live. You still need a place to stay until your condo is back in shape.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “As if I would.”

“Then I’ll see you tonight?”

“Reid, if I have my way, you’ll see me every night, whether it’s at your place or mine.”

Reid smiled slowly. “I was hoping that would be your answer.”

* * * *

Michael did get his car back from the garage, and much to his relief the owner was honest and told him they hadn’t needed to do anything to it other than change the oil. It was one reason he used the place. They didn’t try to take advantage of him because he wasn’t knowledgeable about automobiles.

As soon as he was back at the costume shop, he did his due-diligence about the local restoration companies and then set up a meeting with representatives from two of them for Monday so they could assess the damages and give him a bid on what it would cost to fix everything, and how long it would take.

With that accomplished, he got down to what he was there for—running his business. Being Friday, they were busy enough to keep his mind off everything that had happened over the last couple of weeks, and how it had ended.

Life slowly returned to normal over the following week. The restoration company Michael chose did an excellent and speedy job of getting the damage in the living room repaired without draining his savings too much.

“They did a damned good job,” Reid said early Saturday evening as he surveyed the results. He paused, inhaled deeply, and took Michael’s hands in his. “It should add to the value when you sell the place.”

“Now why would I want to do that?” Michael asked, trying to control his rising emotions. He was certain he knew the answer but if he was wrong…

“Hmm, let’s see. For one, there’s this guy who gets very lonely, bouncing around in his house with no one to keep him company. Two, it would save on gas if you decided to take his offer to live with him. Three—”

“I think I get the picture. Now if I knew who this guy was…” Michael smiled slowly. “It wouldn’t by chance be a certain reporter I’ve grown very fond of, would it? Let’s see, what was his name again?”

“Michael,” Reid growled.

“Yes, Reid? Oh, right. That’s his name. How could I have forgotten?”

“Are you trying to drive me crazy?” Reid pulled him into his arms. “What do you think? Would you be willing to move in with me to save me from a lifetime of loneliness?”

Michael’s reply was to kiss him deeply before pulling back to gaze at him, whispering, “I would.” He kissed Reid again. “The sooner, the better.”

* * * *
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Chapter 1

The jagged ring of the landline next to my bed startles me, and I shudder awake, my heart pounding like a scared rabbit.

Half asleep, I fumble in the dark for my phone. “Yeah,” I say into the wrong end of it, and flip it upright so my mouth is connected with the mouthpiece. I mumble, “Fuck,” but I can hear my superior rattling on in my ear about a dead body.

“Ballinger?” the chief of police, Danny Barton, says.

“Yeah. Yeah. I’m here.” I knuckle my eyes and squint through the hazy shroud of sleepiness to the time clock radio on my nightstand.

Two A.M.

“Where?” I ask my boss who sounds chipper, as if he’s slept for ten hours. I hear voices from other officers and radios squawking in the background.

“Twelve Firewood Road. Apartment two. By the railroad tracks.”

I want to tell him I know where it is; I’ve lived in this backwoods town for five years. But I let the chief ramble. He likes to hear his own voice: a tough-as-nails narcissist, and womanizer.

As the chief talks, I hear the guy I met at Luscious’ bar last night sitting next to me, and I feel the ends of his sandpaper fingers brushing my naked back.

I lean forward and close my eyes, and the incessant nattering of Chief Barton’s explanation of tonight’s grisly crime scene makes me edgy. I knead my sweaty forehead.

I can feel the oscillating draft of cool air from the floor fan blowing across the swampy-damp room. My skin prickles.

Chief Barton’s deep voice drills the facts of the case: The killer’s M.O., religion motivated. A dead girl, post-adolescence, her body positioned on the hardwood floor inside a pentagram, outlined in blood.

He tells me she’s clutching a rosary. He says, “I’ve tried to pry it from her hands and bag it for evidence, but it’s affixed with glue.”

My head is still fuzzy with sleep, and I want to pull the bed sheet over my head and forget about my job and the crazy people in it.

I feel the bed sheet slipping from around my waist as my night visitor curls his body up against mine.

My body tenses from his touch.

Rain slashes the glass doors leading outside to the balcony.

I can smell the musky heat of my one-night stand behind me, and feel his moist mouth on my lower back. His kisses are gentle, but he is making me increasingly anxious.

I shift, sigh, and reach out to put a hand between us as if I’ve got an itch to scratch. He recoils back onto his side, and I hear him moaning and complaining.

Chief Barton is still talking, warning me not to eat before I arrive at the scene. I tell him I don’t usually eat until the sun comes up. I’m grumpy, and hate being woken in the early hours.

But murder never takes a fucking holiday. “I’ll be there within the hour,” I say.

I hang up before he begins to protest, and I stay hunched over on the edge of the bed, my head hanging in my hands.

The gears of the fan rattle in the corner of the room, rain spraying in from the opened balcony doors. I hear raccoons in the trees, and a bicycle circling down the street.

Then Scott breaks the silence next to me. “Another nightmare?”

I let out a long sigh and shake my head. But he doesn’t see me answering him in the dark. So when he repeats the question, his tone edgy and annoyed as if I’ve ignored him, I say, “No, it’s work.”

After a long pause, he asks, “Thanks for letting me stay here last night.”

I reach for my water glass on the nightstand. There is just enough tepid fluid to wet my dry lips. “I need to go,” I say, flipping on the lamp next to the bed, globing our faces in honey light.

I walk across the room for my uniform pants and shirt. My Glock is in the bottom drawer where I keep my socks and underwear. “You’ve got to go,” I say, half turning to him in the amber pool of light.

“Now?” he says, annoyed. “It’s two o’ clock in the morning.”

I bend down to pick up his muscle shirt and pink frilly shorts from the floor and toss them to him on the bed.

He sighs, deeply frustrated.

I sit on the footstool to tie my boots.

“Can I see you again?” he asks, pulling his T-shirt over the grooves of his swimmer’s build.

I pretend I don’t hear him.

When he stands to get into his shorts, he says, “I really like you, Jack.”

I swallow back ingrained images of my deadbeat father, the man responsible for my dismal childhood. “Listen, Scott. I’m not somebody you want to be with.”

“It’s Steve, and I don’t agree.”

I clench my hands together until my knuckles pop. “It was a one-night stand. That’s all.”

“Then why did you let me spend the night?”

Anger swells inside me, and my father’s bearded face flashes across the veil of my thoughts.

I don’t answer him.

“Your generosity is overwhelming,” he says, grunting.

I hear the sarcasm in his biting tone, as I stand and head to the closet for my raincoat. “We both need to go.”

“Is it because of my pink hair?” Steve says, coming up behind me, puncturing my safe space with a hand on my back.

I turn and gaze in his direction, trying not to make eye contact. “What?”

“My hair? Is it too weird?”

“No. Your hair isn’t the problem.”

Steve fingers his Justin Bieber bangs. He is young enough to be my nephew. “It’s my favorite asset,” he says, trying to lighten the mood.

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?” A pause, then, “Are you embarrassed to be seen with me in public?”

I hear my father whispering in the back of my mind, spewing his venomous hate and ignorance. Faggot. Loser. Waste of life. You won’t amount to anything.

I grab my raincoat and climb into it.

Turning to leave, grabbing my car keys on the kitchenette counter, I feel Steve’s hand on my arm. “Please, Jack. Give us a chance.”

“I’m going to be late,” I say, pulling away from him and shutting off the fan and closing and locking the balcony doors.

On my way past Steve, I turn off the light and show him the way out of my apartment.

I lock the door and head down the carpeted corridor to the stairwell, Steve following a mile behind me, his footfalls heavy.


Chapter 2

There is no warning when the charcoal-gray sky crackles to life with thunder, and a drumbeat of rain thrashes me in the face.

I park in the gravel driveway of the apartment complex, next to the chief’s SUV, and jog up the steep ramp to the front door where I notice a group of college-aged girls standing on the sidewalk crying and hugging each other.

Deputy Alan Hawkins, on the wrong side of fifty, looks cold and tired, his clothes damp from the rain. He is manning the door as I approach the building. He nods at me. He is bulky around the middle, and most of the hair on his head is white, but he dyes his mustache black.

“Prepare yourself before you go in there,” he says, standing statue still like a window-dressed mannequin.

We make brief eye contact, but my vision is hazy and glossy with rain and sleep; I hunker against the driving elements as I continue through the door he holds open for me.

Water sprays everywhere as I shake my head like a dog in the bright foyer and wipe my hands dry on my uniform pants underneath my raincoat.

The climb up to the second floor feels long, and I’m breathing heavily when I reach the landing where I follow the chatter of voices of my superior and another rookie standing outside the last door at the end of the hallway.

Chief Barton is ordering the CSI photographer to photograph the room from a different angle.

When I poke my head around the corner, I see the gargoyle silhouette of the chief of police behind a frosted glass screen dividing the living and dining area as if he were directing a photo shoot for Home Design magazine.

I clear my throat to steal his attention.

He turns, wide-eyed, as if my presence is a surprise and he isn’t expecting me. I watch him limp toward me, and holding out a pair of rubber booties for me to slip on over my work boots. “Watch out for the trail of blood splatter,” he says, gesturing at the breadcrumb dots of dark fluid on the hardwood floor.

“What happened here?” I ask, observing the claustrophobic five hundred square foot apartment. I don’t like being in small spaces with other people. Everybody makes me nervous, and the noise of the camera clicking over and over drills inside me like a chattering of teeth. Sweat trickles in the warm spot beneath my uniform collar, and my palms are clammy.

“That’s what we’re here to find out,” he says, and as I step further into the apartment, I can detect tobacco smoke in the air. The sharp smell tickles my nostrils. “We’ve already spoken to the landlord. He didn’t know anything.”

“Who called it in?” I ask.

“A friend of the victim. Sorority girl named Callie. Redhead. Pretty little thing.”

“I passed a group of young girls outside on my way in.”

“They’re still here?” The chief sighs. “I told them I’d check in with them at the sorority later today. There’s nothing else they can do right now.”

“Have you notified the vic’s parents?” I ask.

“We’re working on it.”

“What did the girl’s friend have to say?”

“Callie told me she tried calling the victim but couldn’t get through to her. So she walked over here from the sorority house to check on her. When she arrived, she came across her friend dead on the floor.” He sighs, shakes his head, visibly shaken.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be free of all it by the end of the year, Chief.”

“After tonight, retirement couldn’t come sooner.”

“You’re going to be missed,” I say, hoping he can’t see through my thin veneer of lies. In retrospect, he and I got along like a house on fire. But that isn’t always the case. Barton has a prickly personality and, at times, can be two-faced and untrustworthy. Other rookies would attest.

“Stella will be happy to have you at home more,” I say, talking about his model-thin wife.

“She wishes I’d keep working,” Barton says. “She thinks I’ll become a homebody or slob, and sit around the house watching television.”

“Not a bad idea,” I say.

“This way.”

I follow the chief around the glass partition to the living room where the body of a young woman—early twenties—lies in a cross-like position. Her arms are outspread and feet bound together in heavy-duty cord.

The deceased is half dressed in a bra and panties and clutching a rosary in her right hand. I bend down, making sure I don’t break the bloody circle of the meticulously drawn pentagram outlined in the middle of the room.

I ask the chief for a pen. He digs into the inside of his coat pocket and hands me an expensive fountain pen. “Didn’t you bring your own?” he asks.

Ignoring him, I try to wedge the tip of the pen into her clenched right hand.

“What are you doing?” he asks, his tone heavy and high.

He’s right: the plastic rosary is gorilla glued to the victim’s right palm.

“Jesus Christ, Ballinger.” He swipes his shiny white pen out of my hand and examines it as if it is evidence.

His roving gaze is wild as rage boils behind his eyes and he looks at me squarely as if he wants to wallop me on the nose.

Tucking my hands in my coat pockets, I step around the body to an east side window to get a better look at the dead girl and notice the broken skin on what used to be a porcelain smooth face. It looks like she has been stabbed in the forehead, the deep gash between her eyes, a black wound of clotted blood and brain.

Chief Barton holds up a plastic evidence bag with the bloody pocketknife inside it.

I turn to my former partner Officer Cory Ryan, twenty-nine, bisexual, dark-skinned and a Patriots fan, writing furiously in his notebook ten feet from me in the far corner.

A falling out between us last year led us to working with different partners on separate cases. I blame Ryan’s mood swings and lack of patience and professionalism, and the way he handles cases, walking away from interviews and not speaking to me for days later.

Six years separate us, and I miss the time we spent together, drinking beer and watching college and professional football games at a bar after work. I stop thinking about our past, as a booming crash of thunder shifts my position, and I jump, startled, and let out a soft yelp.

“Jumpy?” Barton asks, and I hear the bite in his authoritative voice that he is still upset about his pen.

“What’s with the religious arrangement?” I ask.

The chief shakes his head. “We don’t know yet.”

“Have you talked to the other tenants?”

“Some. Not all.” Ryan joins us around the pentagram.

I look at him. “What are they saying?”

“Nothing. They didn’t see or hear anything.”

After a long pause, I stare down at the victim. “What’s her name?”

“Kimberly Block,” Barton answers.

I can smell the chief’s breath. He is chewing bubble gum. “She’s so young,” I say.

“She had her whole life to look forward to,” the chief says. “It’s a tragedy.”

“Did she smoke?” I ask.

“I don’t think so. We didn’t find a pack of cigarettes or a butt on the premises,” Ryan says.

I meet his stare. I never noticed his gray-green eyes. They’re almost hypnotizing. I nod and pull my gaze away from him. “It’s not from cigarettes,” I say. “It’s pipe smoke.”

All our gazes fall across the young girl’s face.

“She doesn’t look like a pipe smoker to me,” Ryan says.

“A rookie mistake,” Barton says, looking up at Ryan and me. “You should know better than to make any assumptions.”

“Where’d the killer enter from?” I ask, looking around the room.

“We don’t know,” the chief says, pointing at the plate glass window behind him. “It was locked, as was the front door, which suggests—”

“That the victim might have known the killer,” I say, “and let him or her in.”

Barton nods. “Exactly.”

I look to Ryan and the chief and head in the direction from which I had come. “Where are you going?” Barton asks.

“To knock on some doors.”

Ryan is at my side; his cologne is overpowering. My olfactory senses are aggravated by the heady scent of whatever name brand he is wearing.

In the hallway, I hear Barton talking about a missing Jeep Cherokee, his walkie-talkie crackling with static.

Ryan and I start at the head of the hallway where Ryan ended before I got here, and I rap on an apartment door belonging to an elderly woman named Cora Findings. Our presence elicits the gunfire barks of a small dog somewhere behind a closed door in the apartment.

Ryan starts to back away from the door, sliding up behind me. “What’s wrong with you?” I ask. “Where are you going?”

“I was bitten by a dog when I was young,” he says. “I don’t like them.”

I turn to the pale, weathered face of Ms. Findings, shadowed in the hall’s dim light. “We’re police officers, ma’am. And we’re asking everyone in the building if they heard or saw anything unusual this evening.”

She squints through glasses clouded with dust, but doesn’t speak.

“There’s been a break-in across the hall,” I say.

“Dear God.” She is shaking. Parkinson’s controls the erratic movements of her hands and head.

“Have you heard anything at all?” Ryan sounds impatient behind me.

I’m not sure how much she tells us is true. She looks confused, looking from me to Officer Scaredy Pants standing behind me breathing warm air on my neck.

I’d think being awakened out of a deep sleep in the wee early hours would make anyone groggy.

Sinking into my inner thoughts, I dream of a place where I’ve felt the exact same feelings. Since I joined the police force five years ago: the phone would ring in the middle of the night or a rap of knuckles on the apartment door would arouse me from deep sleep, and I’d have to crawl out from between the warm sheets of my bed, and head out to work a case.

Domestic disputes. Automobile accidents. Missing children. Barroom brawls. Murder.

I am glad for the occasional murder, or testosterone-fueled fistfight at the local watering hole, or a drunk driver crashing his vehicle into a telephone poll. They remind me how lucky I am to be alive.

I accept anything but the abusive, haunted life I had come out of during my childhood. I’d see my father’s bearded face and hear him hissing at me when I closed my eyes at night: Sissy Boy. Mama’s boy. Queer.

I fight to put people like him behind bars where they belong.

Ms. Findings yanks me out of my trance, a muffling discord of jumbled words.

I nod and blink a few times, inhaling deeply, pretending that I’ve heard and comprehended every word. She sounds sleepy when I hear her say, “A door slammed shut. I heard footsteps. But after Killer stopped growling, it went dead quiet. I rolled onto my side and went back to sleep.”

“Killer?” I say.

She looks at me strangely. “My dog.”

I smell the sweet peppermint Lifesaver Ryan is sucking on. He is making a racket with that tiny piece of candy, clicking it back and forth between his teeth.

I look down at my notepad. It is blank. I have not written a single word.

My mouth tastes bitter, acidic. I ask the elderly woman, “What time did you hear all of this?”

Another look, her pencil-lined eyebrows furrowing. “Did you not hear me?” She stops talking as if she’s lost her breath, and her expression changes.

I hear footsteps behind and turn to see Barton standing in the doorway across the hall from the victim’s apartment. “Fellows,” he says, “you need to hurry it up.”

Ryan nudges me. “Let’s go,” he says, nodding at me. To Ms. Findings: “Thanks for your time, ma’am.”

Her eyes are wide and spooked, and her head is shaking like one of those bobblehead toys.

She slinks back into her dark apartment, shutting the door in our faces. I hear the chain lock slide into place and her small footsteps pad away, receding into the apartment.

“You all right?” Ryan asks me.

I look at my blank notepad and then up at my former partner, nodding. His jaw is working overtime, chomping another peppermint to smithereens.

We knock on a handful of other doors and talk to more tenants, but our inquiries come up empty. Nobody heard or saw anything.

Everyone was asleep.

We meet up with the police chief in the victim’s apartment to exchange our minimal list of notes, but when we’re all standing around talking and strategizing, the county coroner arrives, followed by the flashing red and blue lights and screeching siren of a Black Hills ambulance.

Dr. Alfred Stully stands five-six feet and carries his trusty medical handbag. He rakes a liver-spotted hand over the Trump comb-over strands of hair left on his receding hairline.

“Wicked weather,” he says, his breathing labored and wheezy as he waddles over to us standing around the dead girl. He clicks his tongue, emitting a tsk-tsk sound and circles us like a shark. His jowly chin jostles as he shifts around the room, examining the corpse.

“Poor girl,” he whispers, mostly to himself.

But the chief hears him, and says, “How soon will we know a time of death?”

Dr. Stully moans as he crouches and kneels by the body, reaching a hand out to the armchair for support. He stops and asks, “Has this been dusted for fingerprints?”

Barton nods, folding his arms across his barrel chest.

We watch the coroner work his magic, staring intently at the dark bruising around the vic’s doll-like neck. “The strangle marks are deep,” he says, touching the blue skin with a gloved hand. “Boy,” he adds, groaning and wincing and protesting aloud about his arthritic knees as he pulls himself up and stands, wiping his sweaty face with the crook of his arm.

After a few more minutes with the deceased, he conjures up a short answer. “I’ll know more about time of death during my autopsy.”

I yank on the chief’s coat sleeve, and gesture him away from the eyes and ears of everybody else in the room, as the CSI team in white suits continue to dust and photograph the scene.

Ryan joins us by the door, hovering over the chief’s shoulder. “You look like you’ve got something on your mind, Ballinger,” he says, waiting for me to talk.

“Our killer may still be in the area,” I say, feeling the tiny follicles of hair prickling on the back of my neck.

“We canvassed the area before I called you,” Barton says. “I’m sure the killer is far from here by now.”

I nod, but the look in my buddy Ryan’s doe-like gaze when I notice him staring back at me, weaves a dark, different tale. He watches me assuredly, his head cocked to the side, gesturing me out into the hall.

I turn to the chief. “How do you want us to proceed?”

He shrugs. “Not much more we can do here tonight. Head home. Get some sleep. I’ll call if I hear anything. Thanks for your help.”

I know I won’t sleep. After working a case, I’m usually wide-awake for a few hours. Decompression comes later when I’m sitting in front of the TV, watching football and struggling to keep my eyes open.

“Thanks, Chief,” I say and walk out into the hall.

Ryan catches up to me and stops me when I’m descending the staircase.

I watch him running toward me in slow motion like one of the “Baywatch” lifeguards.

I wonder what he looks like in a speedo, and I fight the urge to dispel the thought.

He catches me off guard. “Do you want to grab a beer?”

“I’m beat, man,” I say, gripping the railing and turning to go down.

He blows a stream of air out from between his bleached white teeth and a knee-buckling smile. “Suit yourself.”

We’re just friends, I tell myself. Two guys who work together.

Nothing more.

He says, “Maybe we can catch a game. Shoot the shit. Get our minds off this shitty job.”

“Maybe another time.”

He nods. “All right. Fine. See you tomorrow. Drive safe.” He turns to leave.

I yell, “Ryan, wait,” and step up onto the landing.

He ambles back down the hall, his long arms swinging at his sides. His expression is piqued with curiosity, waiting for me to speak.

I glance down at the bottom of the dark staircase then up at my ex-partner’s face, highlighted by a light fixture on the wall. “I’m sorry if I was an asshole.”

He squints at me, and his lips start to move, but I can see he is struggling to find the right words.

It’s been a long time, I recall, since Ryan and I hung out.

“I don’t like to commit to anything,” I say. “Not even a beer. I’m going through some stuff right now.”

“You like to be alone,” he says. “I get it. My sister is the same way. She likes to keep to herself. There’s a word for it, but I can’t remember it.” He scrunches his nose, and looks upward, thinking. “Intel…Intro…Invoice.”

I laugh. “Introvert.”

He points at me, wagging a finger. “Yeah. That’s it. It’s cool. I understand. I’m like that sometimes.”

“Have a good night, man.”

“Yeah.” It is a short, snappish response.

As he turns and heads back to the commotion down the hall, high-pitched voices and heavy footfalls, a bar of light from the harsh white fluorescence flashes across his soft features. But something changes in his expression.

As our gazes lock and I glimpse his hard stare, a cold shiver crawls down my back.


Chapter 3

Deputy Hawkins is still manning the front door when I toss my booties into a trashcan by the foyer door and step out into a drizzly warm night.

“You look like a mannequin standing under the porch light,” I say, smiling and wishing him a goodnight.

“Fuck you, Ballinger,” he retorts, a hint of humor in his deadpan delivery.

I laugh and wave a hand over my shoulder at him. I cross the spongy front lawn and reach the sidewalk.

The street looks like a scene in a horror movie, as I walk through a thick blanket of fog to get to my car. It is as if smoke is being pumped from a machine, obscuring the leafy limbs of sycamore trees around me.

The group of four sorority girls that were outside the apartment when I arrived earlier is still waiting on the sidewalk. I walk a few feet from where they’re standing under a large elm tree next to my cruiser.

Before I can introduce myself, one of the girls asks if there is any more news about their friend Kimberly.

“It’s still an ongoing investigation,” I tell them.

“How could this have happened?” one of the girls asks, crying so hard it is difficult to understand her.

“Which one of you reported the incident?” I ask.

The shortest girl in the group releases her friend’s hand and steps forward. Curls of red hair poke out from beneath the hoodie of her raincoat.

“Are you Callie?” I ask.

She nods and sniffs, wiping her tear-stained face.

“May I ask you a few questions?”

“I’ve already spoken to the chief of police.”

“Would you mind answering some follow up questions?”

I can tell Callie is having a difficult time keeping herself together. She is shaking and crying, which prompts Sarah, the team leader, to come over and wrap her arms around her, trying to keep her calm.

“What can you tell me about Ms. Block?” I ask, pulling out my notepad from my jacket pocket and blinking back heavy rain falling into my eyes. “Was she involved in a relationship with anybody?”

Sarah shakes her head and answers for Callie who is crying uncontrollably and cannot talk. “We made a pledge when we joined the Phi Sum Beta sorority that we’d abstain until marriage.”

Odd, I think, but reserve my opinion as I look to Callie. She is sobbing into her friend’s shoulder. “Callie, may I ask you some questions?”

She nods and takes a deep breath, squaring her shoulders, trying to compose herself. Her makeup is smudged and running down her cheeks. “What time did you call your friend Kimberly tonight?”

She looks to her sorority sister for encouragement, and after she gathers enough confidence, she answers, “It was around midnight, I think.”

“And Ms. Block didn’t answer?”

Headshake. “After the second call, I got worried that something was terribly wrong.”

“Why were you worried?”

“Because Callie never misses a phone call.”

“It was midnight. She could’ve been asleep.”

Callie says, “Kim always answers our calls.”

After I finish writing in my notepad, I look up at the girls. “I’m not familiar with sororities,” I say. “But if Ms. Block was involved in—” I check my notes for the name of the sorority house “—Phi Sum Beta, then why was she living at this apartment building?”

Sarah answers for Callie. “The college campus proposes separate housing for sorority students so not all of us have to live in sorority houses, if we choose not to.”

“Do you know why Kimberley chose to live at this apartment and not in a sorority house?” I ask.

“Kimberly told us that her parents had some reservations about her living in a sorority house with other girls.” Callie shrugs. “They had heard negative things about sorority life.”

“Like what?”

Callie hedges. “Hazing. Parties. Sex.”

“Do they exist?” I ask.

“Not in our little group,” Sarah answers.

“Not even sex?” I ask, hoping my question doesn’t sound presumptuous.

Sarah says, “Like I told you earlier, it’s the house rules.”

Bizarre.

“What if somebody from the sorority doesn’t follow the rules?” I ask.

“She’s expelled from the sorority house,” Sarah says. “Indefinitely.”

“Is your sorority religious?” I ask, recalling the rosary in Ms. Block’s hand.

“Phi Sum Beta is a Christian sorority,” Sarah answers, nodding. “Why do you ask?”

“Kim was holding a rosary in her hand,” Callie says before I can answer.

I look at Callie who is crying hard into her hands.

Sarah puts a hand on her sorority sister’s shoulder.

“Did Ms. Block have any enemies?” I ask.

Sarah almost laughs. “Enemies? No. Kimberly was a people pleaser. Everybody liked her.”

Not everybody, I want to say, but instead I turn to Callie and ask, “Did you see anything out of the ordinary when you arrived at Ms. Block’s apartment tonight?”

She wipes her nose with a tissue that Sarah hands her. “No.”

“What time did you get here?”

“The chief of police has already asked us these questions, Officer,” Callie says, defensively.

“It’s an ongoing investigation, Miss. I’m just following up on some loose ends.”

“I’m sorry.” She heaves a deep sigh. “Close to midnight. Somewhere around there.”

“Did you see anybody else in the vicinity?” I ask.

“I wasn’t paying attention, Officer. I was in shock when I saw Kim lying on the floor.”

I glimpse the other girls in the group standing five feet away from us. “Did any of you see Ms. Block prior to midnight?”

Everyone answers no, and shakes their head—except Sarah.

She looks up at me and says, “We hung out before Bio class. She was supposed to come over to the Phi Sum Beta house for one of our meetings with the other sorority girls.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“She told me she had something to do after class.”

“Do you know what she meant by that?”

“No.”

I scribble more notes into my notepad. “Thanks for your time,” I say, looking up at the girls and closing my notepad.

“What happens now?” Sarah asks.

I slide the notepad into my uniform breast pocket and wipe my wet face with the back of my hand. “The police department will continue to investigate the case. We’ll be in contact.”

“That’s it?” Sarah asked, embracing Callie.

“For now. We’ll be in touch.” I watch the group of girls turning and walking away. “Would you like a ride back to your house?”

Sarah thanks me for the offer, but declines, and all four of them continue down the sidewalk, hunched against the driving rain.

I step out into the street to my car to unlock the driver’s side door and get in behind the wheel. But it is not until I start the ignition that I notice a scrap of paper tucked beneath the left windshield wiper.

I stare at it, puzzled. Is it a ticket?

I look out the window to the shoulder for a no parking sign. I can’t see through the dense rain.

“Shit,” I mumble, opening the door and getting back out.

Looking around the street, everything is quiet. I have to lift the windshield wiper to remove the damp paper without tearing it. I get back inside the car and hold the note under the dull light of the console, squinting to read the almost illegible handwriting.

The interior of the car is chilly, despite the August heat. I re-read the three words written in the messy penmanship: I miss you.

I start to panic, my heart beating unusually fast. I turn over the meticulously folded piece of paper and feel along the raised grooves where the tip of the pen was pressed down firmly.

I stare out the window at the cloak of rain enveloping vehicles on the side of the street, and the hazy outlines of nearby houses. My gaze falls to the piece of paper in my lap as a familiar name jumps out at me from the lingering darkness.

Steve.

I see him clearly, his brown eyes burrowing a hole in the back of my head. The frayed ends of his punk band pink bangs hang over one side of his face.

He wears braces to straighten his bottom teeth, and when he opens his mouth to smile, I return the favor.

I smile in the dark, holding the paper up to the light and staring at the words he wrote, over and over. A niggling voice in my head urges me to call him.

Do it, you idiot. Talk to him. Tell him how you feel.

Then I hear another voice, not Steve’s, not mine, blurring between this world and the other. It is drowning out my thoughts, and the image of Steve vaporizes in the air.

My father is talking to me: Be a man. Show me how tough you are. Real men don’t show their feelings.

He is not hissing, not this time. But his words are like weapons. I can feel the burning sting of them as my hands clench around the steering wheel, drowning out Steve’s words.

I clamp my eyes shut and see the color red, brightening around the edges of my vision. I see my father’s face, the intensity in his eyes, and the way he says my name, “Jack.” His voice is grating, slicing the ends of my nerves.

I turn the key in the ignition and scan through the radio stations, pleased to hear other voices beside my father’s.

Hip-hop. Rap. New Age.

Anything. Everything.

I pull away from the curb, reaching down for the mysterious note in my lap, and heading to my apartment, driving slowly through hard rain.

Twenty minutes later, I sit outside the townhouse building of my apartment with the car still running.

The dark scrim of night is opaque like thick soup. I look to where the bottle of Russian Standard Vodka sits in a brown paper bag on the passenger seat.

Booze: my favorite vice.

I turn off the car and grab the paper bag next to me. I open the door and step out into the empty street. The air is moist and fragrant and I smell lavender, jasmine, and honeysuckle wafting past me from a neighboring garden.

I slam the car door shut, lock it, and run up the cobblestone walkway to the apartment’s front door.

Inside, I shake off the rain and notice that the elevator is out of service.

So I climb the stairs, one at a time, my legs feeling heavy as I reach the second floor. When I swing the door open to the fourth-floor landing, I am relieved to be home.

It is far from the noise of people and death, and I am back in a comfortable safe space.

I fish out my keys, digging into my coat pocket, and as I pass the quiet corridor, I hear a chain link rattling, sliding and unlocking from inside one of the apartments behind me.

Turning, I see movement, a shadow of light sliding from beneath the door of apartment five.

I know the tenant.

Miles Goldman.

Bald, lips shaped like a fish, puckered when he talks, and coke-bottle size eyes. He’s spooky but harmless. When you talk to him, you learn immediately that he has a stuttering problem. He says he was born with it, but it is hard to understand him at times.

When I met him five years ago after I first moved into the building, he told me he felt safe having a cop living close by.

As I slide my key into the lock of the door, I hear the door across the hall creak open. Mr. Goldman is whispering at me from around the doorjamb.

I turn and wave.

He never smiles. Nor does he lift one of his craggy hands to return the gesture. He just stands there, his withered old face illuminated in pale light from the soft hall fluorescence.

“What are you doing up so late?” I ask, the paper bag crinkling in my hand.

He stares at me but doesn’t answer. Looking at him sends an icy finger down my back. When I turn around to pull the key out of the door, I feel a breeze stirring behind me.

I whirl around and let out an involuntary gasp. I jump back a few inches and almost lose the grip on the paper bag.

Mr. Goldman stands arms-length behind me in the obscured shadows.

He extends a gnarly finger over my shoulder. “There was somebody at your d-door earlier.”

I swallow and nod and turn to my apartment. I look back to him, though my gaze doesn’t linger. I am a bit frightened by his presence at this early morning hour.

“A man,” he says, moving his skinny arms up and down to adjust the estimable height. “Tall.” He lifts his long arms to illustrate, his eyes as wide as half dollars. “Slender man, tall.”

A horror movie junkie, I am aware of his references. I back up to the edge of the doorway. “When was he here?”

Miles takes a moment to answer, then says, “An hour ago.”

He sounds certain, as if he’s been up all night.

I run off a list of names in my head of tall, slender men in my life.

It can’t be Steve. He’s the opposite of Miles’ description.

Maybe it is one of my fellow police officers checking in with me.

Otherwise, there is nobody else who has visited me in the last few hours, or days.

I exhaust all avenues until all my ideas dry up, and I feel the itching heat of sweat running under my uniform. I hold up a hand to acknowledge him, but more to keep him from coming any closer.

I’ve never seen Miles smile, so when he lifts the corners of his craggy mouth, the pale pinkness of his gums stretches like taffy from ear to ear.

His skin is thick like tree bark and withered from years of sun exposure and smoking. “Bad night?” he asks, looking down at the paper bag in my hand, the top of the vodka bottle poking out.

I ignore him and tuck the bag under my arm.

His gaze shifts from the bag to my gun secured to my utility belt. His eyes are bloodshot.

I keep an eye on his hands, which are shoved into his red plaid pajama bottoms. My gaze falls to his feet, and I think he is wearing shoes made from snakeskin, but he is just barefoot.

“You better get back inside,” I tell him. “You’re going to catch a cold running around barefoot.”

“You don’t catch a cold from being barefoot,” he says. “You get a cold from viruses.”

I don’t know if he is trying to be funny, but he is not smiling. So I nod, and start to head into my apartment, pushing the door open with my boot.

I glance into the pitch-blackness of my apartment, and scold myself for not leaving a light on before I left.

Contemplating whether or not I should walk three feet into the apartment and flip on the light switch near the refrigerator, I feel Miles staring at me.

I see him outlined in my periphery—a tall, thin apparition silhouetted against the cold-white light of the corridor.

His description of my night visitor burrows deep into my psyche, and I shudder at the thought of somebody making a house call during this time of night.

As I push my apartment door open and step further inside, a feeling of dread sits heavily in my chest. I bring my hand up to my gun and leave it there.

Then I think: if the door was locked, there is nobody inside.

I reprimand myself for being weak, but I know I locked the door before leaving earlier.

I turn to Miles, and nod. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for keeping me company.”

Miles shuffles back to his apartment across the hall. I wave to him as he creeps back inside and locks the door.

I see movement underneath the door, a bar of light from his outline, moving from left to right. It looks like he is dancing with himself. Light behind the peephole is swallowed up in blackness.

He is watching me.

It is not until I get inside my apartment and shut the door, sliding the bolt lock firmly in place, that I know I’ve been holding my breath.

* * * *

I’ve been sitting in the dark for an hour in front of the rain-streaked balcony window on a rattan armchair I found at a yard sale a few months ago.

An old relic is somebody else’s fortune, my mother once told me. It’s got a couple more good years left, I surmise, as I pour three fingers of vodka into a tumbler half filled with melting ice and take a slow sip, chips of broken ice sliding down my throat like shards of glass.

This is the only time I am by myself, a cosmic stillness, to think and rationalize.

Staring out at lines of rain crisscrossing down the sliding glass doors, I see a young dead girl lying in her own blood, clutching a rosary, her face distorted and covered in blood from a deep knife wound.

What does it mean? I wonder, tipping the glass and emptying the vodka in one long pull.

I refill, wishing I had bought two bottles when a single soft knock at the door rattles me, and I lose my grip on the bottle and glass.

My drink spills across the scattered rug, and the edge of the glass smashes against the armchair at a ninety-degree angle, slivers of glass splintering across the floor.

“Fucking-A.”

There’s another knock, harder, more urgent.

I stand, wiping beads of alcohol off my hand and arm, and turn, staring at the closed door.

The time on the microwave reads 3:36 A.M.

Nobody visits this early in the morning. I wait and listen, hoping whoever it is will go away.

Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.

Then…

Two raps, hard, forceful, and demanding to be answered.

I shudder, and my heartbeat rages in my ears.

As if paralyzed, fear traps me in place, and my hands are trembling and clammy and cold.

But I conjure up enough strength to yell, “Hello?”

I hear mumbling, but the words are unclear.

I swallow hard and step over broken glass, walking in the semi darkness to the edge of the mini kitchen, inching closer to the door.

“Hello?” I say again, reaching for my gun on the counter and cocking the hammer.

There is no answer.

I skulk to the edge of the door and lean up against the eyehole, straining to glimpse a tall lean shadow stretching across the far wall in the hallway.

Stepping back, I aim the gun at the closed door, hearing my neighbor’s voice in my head.

Tall. Thin. Ghostly.

“Who is it?” I yell.

No answer.

I am buzzed from the booze, my head swimming with unpleasant thoughts. I step toward the door and unlock the chains, my hand hovering on the handle.

I look out through the eyehole; the hall is empty.

I aim the gun out in front of me as I turn the bottom lock counterclockwise and pull the door open slightly, the chain link lock still affixed, clattering in place.

Staring out the crack, I don’t see anybody. “Hello?”

But there is no response.

I close the door and step out into the hallway, slowly, cautiously, looking left to right. Right to left, aiming the gun in every direction.

At the far end of the corridor, near the stairwell exit, I see a figure, masked in a dark hoodie, staring out the window to the tenant parking lot below.

“Hello?” I yell.

The figure turns in slow motion, and I catch a glimpse of his long face in the bright moonlight spilling in from the high window.

The end of the whole dilemma eight months ago resurfaces like a nightmare that won’t stay dead, as I glare into the face of my past sins.

Sheridan, my ex-boyfriend, stares back at me from out in the hall.


Chapter 4

My life with Sheridan Dees is complicated.

Was. We no longer talk.

Until now.

Goddamn it!

I feel my shoulders stiffen, as my thoughts backpedal to a place of unhappy times between the two of us.

Think of a roller coaster teetering on the edge of its metal tracks, or someone standing on the precipice of a steep mountain and staring down hundreds of feet to the infinite bottom, ready to jump.

That sums up our entire existence.

Tension. Anxieties.

On again/off again love is tricky and dangerous and uncertain.

Complicated. That word again.

He pushes past me into my apartment.

I watch him roam my place like a lost spirit, unspeaking. He stares out the balcony window, his back to me, his hoodie still pulled up over his head and face.

The soles of his sneakers are damp with mud, I notice, as he leaves a trail of ghostly footprints along my floor. The carpet absorbs most of the impact, but I let out a frustrated sigh at his presence back in my life.

After eight long months, I ask him, “What are you doing here?” My tone is slurred from too much alcohol, and I have to yell over the hard, pouring rain.

He answers me, but I can’t hear him over the jackhammering sound of the storm.

The relentless drilling on top of the roof is heightened for a few odd seconds, but then everything goes quiet, as if we are in a dream, and somebody is flipping a light switch on and off.

On. Off.

Sheridan looks elfin since I’ve last seen him, even in his bulky raincoat, which hangs on his skeletal body like shedding skin.

I stare down at my gun on the counter in front of me and then up at the back of Sheridan’s head.

“What do you want?” I ask, gripping the edge of the kitchen counter.

He turns around slowly, and I glimpse the side of his square jaw, sunken eyes, and gray skin. In the light, his face is the consistency of crepe paper.

“I needed to see you,” he says directly, sharply, as if his voice is someone else’s.

The ends of my fingers are turning blue and numb from the vice-like pressure on the counter. “This is a really bad time,” I say, clenching my teeth.

I see him struggling not to make eye contact with me. He is turned sideways so he can direct his gaze on anything but me.

I glance at the gun and raise my trembling hand to pick it up.

Opening the kitchen drawer where I stash sharp knives to debone chicken, I drag my weapon into the drawer and slam it shut.

Sheridan looks up at me, his face half-masked in my dimly lit apartment, his expression unchanged by the commotion and noise.

“It’s a bad time,” I say again, and before he can answer I am moving with urgency toward the living room.

We are standing inches from each other’s mouths. So close I can smell his familiar maleness. The warm heat of his animal musk is cloying. I inhale deeply, my nostrils flaming.

“You have to leave,” I say, breathing hard. “Now.”

Sheridan looks away, and walks across the room to the armchair and sits, making himself at home.

“What are you doing?” I am shaky and losing control.

“Sitting,” he says, pulling the hoodie off and looking up at me, his gaze dodgy.

His emaciated facial structure is something made of nightmares. He is almost unrecognizable in his new face: gaunt cheeks and cadaverous eye sockets; taut, spineless skin; and small lips, dry and splintered.

Ravages of dehydration and drugs, I surmise, but I am the last person who should cast blame.

I hear my father in my head, heckling like the sound a long-ago neighbor: “Those who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones.”

Queer!

Sissy!

Fag!

I clench my hands into fists, wincing at my father’s degrading choice of words.

I am unsteady, my brain disoriented and drowning in a haunting, humiliating past. “We’re like day and night,” I say.

He scowls, almost snarling, his gums lifting over his teeth, a rabid animal on the verge of drawing blood.

“This is why I left you, Sheridan. Your rage.”

I do not want to stoke those unspoken memories from our past, but Sheridan gives me no choice.

He is shaking so hard the veins in his neck and forehead are visibly clear and pulsing, as he gets angrier, his wild eyes unblinking, and the bone-white complexion of his cheeks redden to dark crimson.

“Sheridan, you’re going to have to leave if you can’t control yourself.”

I can hear an animalistic rumbling building in the back of his throat. He draws a breath, as his chest rises and sinks in a slow, unsteady pattern. He closes his eyes and opens them at the sound of my stern voice.

“Why are you here?” I ask, feeling the heat of his stale breath in my face.

“I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately.”

“It’s been eight months,” I remind him.

He knuckles saliva from the corner of his mouth and looks at me with a damaged, troubled stare.

Sadness envelops me and I feel myself falling down the rabbit hole. I fold my hands behind my neck and shake my head. “No. No. We can’t, Sheridan. My life is different now. I’m different.”

“I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you.”

Jesus Christ. What’s happening here?

“I was an asshole,” he says. “I know that.”

His childish pleading is annoying and manipulative. “Sheridan, there is no future for us,” I say. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you came here just to hear that, but I thought you knew how I felt about us eight months ago.”

He looks hurt, his eyes downcast, and I notice he is trembling harder than before.

Then I remember how manipulative he was. I wonder if this is just a ploy, Sheridan playing the victim and feeling sorry for himself.

“Sheridan,” I say, but he talks over me in his usual, sociopathic defiance.

“I didn’t come here to ask you to come back to me,” he says, which takes me off guard.

I’ve lived with him long enough to know his controlling tendencies: when he interrupts me, or his voice gets loud and accusatory. “Then why are you here?”

“Like I said, you’ve been on my mind.”

“Thinking about your ex and showing up in his life almost a year later are two very different things.” I pause. “This is out of the blue, Sheridan, and I’m not only surprised but concerned.”

“Concerned?” His voice takes on the tone of a small child and I’m aware in the subtle shift in his body language that multiple characters may be living inside his head.

He is gentler, kinder in those split seconds, and the wiry hairs on my knuckles start to tingle. “Why?” he asks.

I stare at him speechless, fighting the urge to hit him. “We haven’t talked in a long time,” I say. “And you just show up at my door eight months later. I have every right to be worried.”

“I wanted to see you. That’s all.”

“You’re eight months too late.”

“I tried calling, but you changed your number.”

“For obvious reasons.”

His mouth curls into a clownish grin, and he looks away.

I think it is the trick of the light playing games with me. But no, he is smiling.

He stands and walks to the dark screen of the glass doors and gazes out into the rainy night.

“What do you want?” I ask, losing my patience.

He sighs and says nothing.

“I want you to leave,” I tell him. “Before I call the police.”

He laughs, and I realize what I’ve said. “You are the police,” he mumbles.

“Get out!”

“I just wanted to see you,” he says, calmly.

I stand behind the kitchen counter now, my hand gripping the drawer handle. “Get out, Sheridan!”

He turns and stares at me in the coiling shadows of the room.

“I want you to leave,” I say, my heartbeat pulsing at an unsettling rate.

“I thought you loved me, Jack,” he says, walking toward me, recapturing that quiet-like child voice.

I think, once upon a time, but say, “I want you to leave.”

He skulks to where the living room and kitchen meet, and stops at the end of the counter, his dark gaze settling on me like hot flames. “I didn’t come all this way to be rejected.”

“I think you’ve said enough.”

The menace in his triggering stare makes me shudder.

But I keep calm.

Do not show him you’re intimidated.

As he slides up next to me, his shoulder brushing mine, a muscle in my face twitches.

Then a firm rap on the apartment door separates us, and I feel a sense of strange relief when Sheridan pulls away and turns to the door. “Expecting company?” he asks, looking at me, the unhappiness in his voice taut and sharp.

I start for the door but he steps in front of me, blocking my path. “Get out of my way,” I tell him, staring at him.

“Is e-everything all right in there, Jack?” Out in the hall, I hear my neighbor Miles.

I glare at Sheridan. “Move.”

He shifts, slowly, making a narrow space for me to answer the door.

Miles looks like a scarecrow silhouetted against the hall’s pale light when I open the door, and he stares over my shoulder into my apartment at Sheridan, looking frightened, his eyes big and wild. He pulls the top of his pajamas closed, as if shaking from a cold draft, and says to me, “I heard voices. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

I nod. “I’m fine. Thanks, Miles.”

His gaze locks with Sheridan. “That’s him,” he says in an audible breath.

I follow his gaze to Sheridan. I turn back to Miles. “You know Sheridan?”

He shakes his head. “That’s the man I saw k-knocking on your door earlier tonight.”

I turn to Sheridan, but his face is vacant. He is glaring at Miles.

I look at Miles. “I appreciate it, Miles. Goodnight.”

“Right. Goodbye.” He looks to me then Sheridan, and shuffles off to his apartment, mumbling to himself.

Across the hall, he looks back at me, and then retreats into his apartment.

He closes his door, but I hold mine open, waiting for Sheridan to leave.

“You’ve got good security around here,” he says, stepping out into the hall.

“Eyes and ears everywhere,” I say.

After a pause, Sheridan says, “I didn’t come here to fight, Jack.”

I start to close my door, but Sheridan slips his foot inside. “I find that hard to believe,” I say, staring down at his jerky movements.

“I’m serious, Jack. I just wanted to say that I miss you.”

“Please don’t come around here anymore.” I kick his foot out from between the doorway and slam it in his face.

I fumble with all three locks but eventually secure them in place. I run around the apartment turning off all the lights, submerging myself in complete darkness.

My heart is beating so hard as I stare out the balcony window onto the patch of front lawn trying to see Sheridan slinking away from the apartment. I squint through the silvery curtain of rain but I don’t see him.

The right side of my brain feels wooly, as if it is packed with gauze, and a dull hammering pounds behind my eyes. Nausea stabs me in the gut.

I let out a weighty sigh, as my chest expands and releases. I tuck my hands in my pocket, standing in the near dark apartment, and turn to the unmade bed where Steve and I slept side-by-side last night.

The indentations where our bodies had lain, the outline of his body spooned up against mine on the left side of the bed, are deep grooves in the sheets. The outline of our heads is molded into the tops of the pillows, as if we are still tucked in for the night.

I head to the bathroom to shower, but my fingers brush a piece of paper in my pocket.

I pull it out and stand under a pocket of light.

The note!

I forgot about it, unfolding it and shaking by the words rolling around in the cracked fissures of my brain: I miss you.

I hear the echo of Sheridan whispering in my ear before I shut the door in his face: I miss you.

I think about Steve, seeing him in my room, prancing like a delicate ballerina, offering to make me dinner after a long day at the job—my place or his.

I wonder if he wrote the note, but now it doesn’t remind me of his handwriting.

The loop in the S’s is too fanciful, the ends of them swirling like a coil of snakes. But again, Steve’s whimsical, larger-than-life personality may be behind all of it. I reach for the message he scribbled on the back of last month’s electric bill on the nightstand in hopes I’d read it this morning.

I dig you. Call me.

I sit on the edge of the bed and yank the landline phone from the base, but struggle to remember his number.

I recall something he said to me last night at the all-men’s club—an underground bar for gay men.

I am transported back to that evening where I navigate the congested dance floor through a mob of horny college and middle-aged men to the bar. I find a seat at the counter and place my beer order with Rue, the bushy bearded bartender with a sick sense of humor.

That is when I meet Steve, and we knock into each other—literally—when ordering our drinks. His back is to me, but my left shoulder slams into the side of him by accident, hard enough for him to turn around and notice me.

Our watery gazes meet.

If eyes are the windows to the soul, then Steve’s smile might be the front door to my world. I do not share this bit of poetry with him, but we do hit it off and start up a conversation.

His dense eyebrows are outlined with bright yellow theater makeup, and I am startled but convinced that I am in the right place at the right time.

It is after I talk to him that he tells me he is a dancer at the club every weekend. “You should come more often,” he says, flashing me a corner-of-the-mouth smile.

Later that night, after his second nearly nude number, he programs his contact information into my iPhone when we’re saying goodbye to each other in an alley outside the club.

“Call me,” he writes in a message.

Hugs and smooches.

He hugs me. He smells of sweat and a faint flowery perfume.

Neither of us wants to say goodbye, so I take Steve back to my apartment.

But something changes between us before the chief of police wakes me and calls me out on a case.

Maybe it is the five bottles of beer and a shot of Jagermeister I drank last night. Maybe it is the urge to fulfill a fantasy with another man since Sheridan.

Maybe it is fear.

Now, I look over my shoulder to where Steve told me he really liked me, which took me by surprise. “Will I see you again?” he asks.

That’s all I know. That’s all I remember.

My headache drills me back to reality, rain drumming the roof of the building and thrashing against the balcony door.

I feel ashamed, but I shouldn’t.

I slam down the phone and search my apartment for my cell phone. I find it under a stack of bills and junk mail on the kitchen counter and search my directory for Steve’s number.

Scrolling through work numbers, the dry cleaner, co-workers, I notice Steve’s number at the bottom, and I press call.

I am pacing, running a hand through my hair.

It rings three times.

Four.

“Jesus, Steve. Pick up.”

On the sixth ring, there is a click, and then, “Hello?”

“Steve. Thank God. It’s me.”

“Who is this?” He sounds different, strangely calm. Drowsy. Buzzed.

“Jack.”

“Oh. Um, I didn’t think I was going to hear from you again.”

“I’m sorry. Look. Can we meet?”

“When?”

“Now.”

“Now? I, uh—”

I hear him moving around, and another male voice in the background. “Steve?” I say.

“I’m here.” A pause. “It’s not a good time.” He is whispering, moving to a different part of his apartment.

I sigh. “All right. Well, I, um, I’m calling to see if you wanted to grab breakfast some time. Maybe a coffee.”

He is fumbling, moving things. “It’s four in the morning.”

“Yeah. I know. I can’t sleep.”

I hear him coughing. “Jack,” he says, sighing. “I don’t know what this means, but if you want, I can meet you somewhere in, say, half an hour?”

“Yeah. Perfect. Great. How about Lou’s Diner on the corner of—”

“I know where it is.”

I smile in between pauses. “Of course. I’ll see you soon.”

He clears his throat. “I’ll throw some clothes on.”

“I can’t wait to see you,” I say, but I hear a click, and the line is already disconnected.


Chapter 5

I walk instead of drive, leaving my vehicle on the street outside the apartment and set off through a light mist. I am inconspicuous in the early dusk hour.

Twenty minutes later and a mile from Lou’s Diner, I stop at a quiet four-way intersection in a residential area lined with two- and three-story houses next to St. Francis Church and a small public park for neighborhood kids.

I look over my shoulder at what I think are footsteps, somebody walking slowly then stopping, but when I look there is nobody on the street but me.

I’m still reeling from the vodka, my head swimming, but moving keeps me alert, and hearing Steve’s voice in my thoughts puts a bounce in my step.

I smile into the night, but the euphoria of seeing Steve again is fleeting. Picking up speed, I walk with purpose another three blocks to the downtown waterfront to Lou’s Diner.

* * * *

Steve is not there when I arrive, and I am the only one in the diner at this early hour. I check my watch: 4:20. The red neon sign flashes OPEN in the front window, and when I enter the stifling warm diner, Lou is watching TV. He turns and flashes me his gold-grill grin.

“Pretty early for breakfast, Officer Ballinger,” he says, wiping the counter and rearranging condiment containers. “You on duty?”

I shake his strong hand, and slide into a booth by the window. “No. I’m waiting for someone.”

As he comes around to the table with a carafe of hot coffee, I flip over the white cup already set at the table right side up and he fills it with a fresh Arabica blend.

“Much appreciated, Lou.”

Being a regular customer, friend, and cop has its perks: free coffee and glazed crullers.

I look up at him. He is as tall and big as an oak tree and one of the best guys around. His apron is a mosaic splatter of condiment colors.

“Too bad about that young girl found dead in her apartment,” Lou says. “It’s all over the TV.”

“Already?” I say. “Boy, it doesn’t take long for the bloodhounds in this town to ferret out a story.”

“It surprises you?” he asks.

I shrug. “After five years on the police beat, it shouldn’t. But yeah, it still does.”

“Any leads?”

“None.”

I crawl out of my raincoat and toss it on the seat next to me, wiping rain and the gluey moisture of summer off my face with a knuckle.

“What can I get you to start?” he asks.

“Are those almond croissants I see on the counter?” I ask, pointing at a cake stand by the register, half-dozen donuts stacked on top of one another.

“Fresh baked this morning.”

“Plate me up.”

“How did I know you’d want that?” Lou smiles and starts to walk away with the pot of coffee, but I tell him to leave it with me.

“I’m going to need more caffeine,” I say.

I shift in the booth, the cracked leather vinyl squeaking beneath me.

As I’m watching the sensationalized details of the young victim’s untimely death on the TV, I start to wonder what the young girl’s story is. Why her? Why was she killed so violently?

I turn away from the TV to check my watch for the third time.

It’s 4:25.

“Your company stood you up?” Lou asks picking up my plate littered with flaky crumbs from the buttery croissant.

I heave a sigh and stare out into the gloomy streets to the top of the monument bridge down at the water’s edge. I remember hearing about other beat cops patrolling the area in the 1980s and ‘90s when gay men would meet secretly for blowjobs and one-night hookups along the rocky embankment under the bridge.

Gazing down at my watch, I answer, “Hopefully not,” but I don’t sound convincing.

“Do you want me to put on another pot of coffee?” he asks.

I nod.

And then, as if on cue, the front door to the diner flings open and Steve walks in, his head wrapped in a white, silk scarf.

I stand.

Seeing him walking toward me brings a smile to my face. “You do realize it’s the middle of August?” I say, attracting Lou’s interest with my hasty comment.

“The wind’s picked up,” Steve says, unwrapping the scarf from around his head. “I didn’t want it to ruin my hair.”

I notice Lou is struggling not to laugh, as he comforts the light-brown bald spot on the top of his head.

“Can I get a lemonade, please?” Steve asks Lou.

“Coming right up,” he says before disappearing through a side door to the kitchen.

“Have a seat,” I say, gesturing across from me.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Steve says, hanging his scarf on the pegs next to the booth.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

He shifts in the scarred red leather booth and lifts his hand from the tabletop, examining it as if his finger touches something sticky.

I tilt my head to the side, watching him with amusement and feeling giddy at his theatrics. “What is it?” I ask, trying hard not to laugh.

He leans across the table, trying not to press his sequined red and gold tight T-shirt that shows off his pierced naval into the edge of the tabletop. Even though Lou is in the back room, Steve whispers, “The table could use a good cleaning. I got something all over my hand.”

“Pretend we’re back at the club where everything is crawling with sticky things,” I say.

He laughs and reaches for a napkin in the dispenser, a mischievous wink in his eye.

“Lou’s is the only place open at this hour,” I say.

Steve looks like he is thinking too hard, concentrating on cleaning his fingers and getting out of this place. Then he says, “We could’ve gone to your place.”

I lean forward, cross my arms on the table, and watch him ball the napkin up and set it to the side. “We still can,” I say.

He shakes his head.

“I hope I didn’t interrupt you and your company.”

“I sent Garrett home.”

“Garrett? From the club?”

Steve is quiet as he shreds paper napkin off his fingers. “DJ.”

“DJ Garrett. Nice ring to it.”

“His taste in music isn’t what interested me,” Steve says.

“He got rainbow hair too?”

Steve smiles. “More color than me.”

“Is his rainbow brighter than yours?” I ask staring at his cotton candy pink lip gloss. “That’s difficult to swallow.”

“Those were his exact words.”

I burst out laughing.

Lou delivers Steve’s lemonade, places the glass in front of him. “Freshly made an hour ago.”

“Thank you.” Steve stares up at Lou with his long, distractedly dark eye lashes, mascara cakey and thick.

Lou offers us both a menu. Steve refuses to eat, announcing it is too early, but I give Lou my order. “Scrambled eggs,” I tell him. “Lots of butter.”

“Coming right up,” he says, walking away, whistling.

“Why are you drinking hot coffee?” Steve asks, pulling his lips off the straw and leaving a smudge of pink lipstick on the tip. “It’s the hottest month of the year.”

“Because I don’t like cold coffee.”

We stare at each other for a long time, the passing silence stretching into a comfortable moment between two friends.

I ask, “Did you get all dolled up for me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I’m serious.”

“No.”

“Then why?”

“I didn’t realize I needed to explain my looks.”

“You don’t. But I’m curious.”

He turns to the image of himself in the window, then looks at me. “It makes me feel pretty.”

After a long pause, I say, “Your individuality is refreshing. But as far as I’m concerned you don’t need to dress up to be pretty.”

He shifts his head at an angle. “Are you uncomfortable seeing me this way?”

“What way?”

“All dolled up?” A placating smile, he winks.

“Not at all.”

“Even in front of him?” he nods at Lou scrambling my eggs behind the counter, the sound of butter popping and sizzling as it touches the hot grill.

“I told you, I’m not embarrassed.”

Steve flushes, his face puckering as he slurps his drink.

“Too sour?” I ask.

He dabs his lips with a napkin. “Let me ask you something,” he says.

“Shoot.”

“Don’t take it personally, but what do you see in me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we’re two completely different people. I’m flashy, and you’re…”

“Dull?” I say, smiling.

“No.” He curls his fuchsia red nails around the moist edge of his glass. “Well…”

I nod, amused. “I’m boring, I know.”

“I’m not sure what attracted you to me. I just find it strange that a police officer would be interested in a punk rock twenty-something with a life of problems.”

“I didn’t realize we had to fall into a specific category in order to be attracted to each other. And secondly, if you haven’t noticed, we’ve all got problems.”

“I’m trying to put myself in your shoes. From your experience, I’m sure you’re harassed and belittled by your peers for being gay. Homosexuality isn’t exactly water cooler conversation in your line of work.”

“No, you’re right. But I’m also not going to lie about who I am.”

“Even if it means verbal or physical assault? Or the loss of your job?”

“I’ve been in several scary situations when police officers who no longer work at the station have called me out for being gay. But I’m not worried about getting fired, or losing my job. However, if that does happen, there’s more to life than just work.”

“I wish I had your confidence.” He fingers the straw to his mouth and sips slowly, so as not to smudge his glossy lips.

“I’m a police officer. I can take care of myself.”

Leaning his elbows on the tabletop, he says, “I admire your bravery.”

“There’s nothing gallant about who I am.”

“This morning I thought I was just a one-night stand to you,” he says, switching the conversation.

I take a drink of my coffee. “You’re not a one-night stand. And you’re definitely not a mistake.”

“I didn’t say it was a mistake.” He chokes back a tear, and the hurt in his downturned gaze saddens me.

I reach for his hand. “I’m damaged and broken and have a lot to work through, Steve. But you’re not responsible for my baggage.”

“What sort of baggage?”

I think about how I’m going to tell him about my past without scaring or losing him or sending him off into another man’s arms. “My father was a violent alcoholic. He used to beat me with a belt and humiliate me by calling me names. I was worthless to him.”

“Nobody should have to go through that.”

“I’ve struggled with low self-esteem for many years,” I say. “I’m still surprised that I’m in this profession, and that I’ve made it this far.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I drank a lot to get through most of my adult life, to escape my father, and his hatred for me. I wasn’t even sure I’d survive being a police officer. I had so many fears that other officers would torment me for being gay like my father did growing up.”

He interlocks his fingers in mine.

“Whenever I have to deal with intimacy or show emotions, I don’t know how to do it. So I drink. It takes the edge off, and drowns all of my fears until I’m numb.”

Steve grips my hand tighter. When he looks at me, his eyes are damp and swimming in tears. “All of this just for being gay?”

I nod. “I’m a sad case.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not you who should be apologizing.”

“I don’t want to force you into something you’re not ready for.”

“I can make my own decisions. And I want to be with you.”

“I’m sorry for being so hard on you this morning,” he says.

“I’m glad I’ve got somebody to keep me in line. Growing up, I never had the freedom I do now as an adult. I had to suppress a lot of my feelings because of my father. I was attracted to other guys but I couldn’t act on those feelings. I was punished.”

Steve’s mascara is a squiggling mess of lines running down his face as he dabs at the makeup with a napkin.

“This confession doesn’t excuse my stupid behavior toward you,” I say, gripping his hand.

He smiles and inhales and exhales, nodding.

“What’s so funny?”

“Something that happened at the club last night.”

“I can’t remember much from last night.”

He laughs.

“What did I say?” I ask, feeling my cheeks burning with embarrassment.

“It’s not what you said.”

“Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good.” I pull up straighter in my seat. “What did I do?”

“You stuck your tongue in my ear and kissed me.”

I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

“I wasn’t complaining.”

“Is that all I did?”

He takes a drink of lemonade, and winces. “You were feisty,” he says, watching me, waiting for a response. “Touchy. Clingy.”

“It was the alcohol. I was probably terrified.” I shrug. “Getting close to somebody scares the shit out of me.”

“I figured you were scared, but I didn’t know about the booze as a defense mechanism until now.”

The coffee is making me feel more human.

Lou serves my eggs.

“They smell and look amazing,” I say.

“Lot of elbow grease went into making them look fluffy,” Lou says, proudly.

I look up at Lou’s face, satisfied and beaming. “Elbow grease doesn’t make them sound appetizing, Lou.”

“Lot of love, then?”

I smile. “I appreciate it.”

He turns to Steve. “Sure I can’t get you anything?”

“I’ve got a delicate digestion at this early hour.”

Lou smirks, shakes his head, and trundles off.

I fork a heaping amount of the buttery eggs into my mouth. After I swallow, I say, “If it wasn’t for meeting you at the club, I don’t know how long I’d go on living this lie and suppressing all of these feelings.”

He takes a drink, swallows, and meets my gaze. “How do you deal with your co-workers? Are you open about your sexuality? Do they know?”

“It’s true what they say about the police force. Like I said earlier, it’s a close-minded, testosterone driven, macho profession. It’s hard to deal with the other guys sometimes, so I don’t talk about it.”

“Do they know you’re gay?”

I shrug. “I guess. But I don’t talk about it. I hang out with other officers. We go for beers after work, but that’s the extent of our social circle.”

I think of my partner Officer Ryan, tall, dark, and handsome. But I shake off the rankling feeling of dismissal when he asked me to join him for a beer. His hard, troubled stare burrows deep into the back of my subconscious.

“How do you handle harassment?” Steve asks, signaling Lou for a refill.

“There’s always somebody cracking jokes. Nothing personal, but it’s difficult not to feel that way sometimes.”

Lou comes over with a pitcher of lemonade. He fills Steve’s glass half way, ice chips clinking against the edge of the glass.

“How’re the eggs?” he asks me.

I slide the empty plate to the end of the table.

“That good?” he says. “Get anything else for you?”

I hold up a hand. “I’m full.”

He takes my plate back to the kitchen, and I pull out a ten-dollar bill.

“I can pay for my own lemonade,” Steve says.

“It’s on me.”

Steve sits back and stares at me. “Why the sudden interest in meeting right now?”

I fold my wallet into my back pocket and reach for my coffee cup to empty it. I take a drink, biding time, and slide the mug to the edge for Lou to pick up.

We sit in awkward silence, and I notice Steve waiting for me to respond. I stare out the window at a burgeoning orange light peeking over the tops of the downtown lakeside monument and St. Francis Church’s stone steeple.

My hands are sweaty but I reach into my front pants pocket. I pull out the crinkled piece of paper, unfold it, and slip it across the table to Steve.

I watch as he picks it up between his fingers, and stares at it for what feels like hours.

He looks up at me, then down at the note.

I wait for a verbal response, a headshake, or nod.

Nothing.

Shit!

Sweat drips under my arms, and I wipe my damp palms across my pants.

When he looks up at me again, his expression is unreadable.

I swallow the acidic burn of bile rising in the back of my throat.

“I miss you, too,” he says, “but what’s this?”

I stare at him, speechless, my mouth dropping open slightly. “You didn’t write it?”

He hands me the piece of paper, shaking his head.

Fuck!

“Where’d you get it?” He sounds hurt, as if I’ve somehow cheated him.

I reach for the paper and close my eyes. I feel foolish and can’t look at him. Heat burns my face, my fingertips prickling.

I crumble the piece of paper in my sweaty hand and stare out the window at streets speckled with sunlight lacerating the early dusk.

“Jack?”

I can’t bear to face him.

“Jack.”

I squeeze my eyes shut and I have the urge to scream, my hands turning into fists across the table.

It doesn’t take me long to realize that I might have ruined the best thing in my life. I open my eyes and stare sideways at Steve. From the blurry corners of my vision, he gazes at me, but it all feels like a dream.

He looks at me, unblinking.

Doesn’t speak.

So I say, “It’s not what you think.”

Which sounds ominous when I hear the words come out of my mouth.

“You don’t have to explain yourself,” he says.

“But it’s not what you think.”

“What am I thinking?”

“That there’s another guy.”

“I wasn’t aware we were together,” he says.

I am floored.

“I’m sorry, Jack.”

I move my lips, trying to find the right words to create a cohesive sentence.

Excruciating silence fills the next thirty seconds, and we sit staring out at the dawning of a new day.

Golden light spills across the plate glass windows enveloping the diner.

Then my stomach heaves when I glimpse the familiar face of my ex-boyfriend Sheridan standing across the street, leaning against the side of the federal bank building, smoking.

Plumes of smoke billows around his head in a halo of toxic fumes.

“Fuck me,” I say, and Steve asks, “What is it?”

I look at him as I slide out of the booth and head for the front door. “My past.”

He calls out my name but I am already out the door and running across the street without looking behind me for early morning drivers coming down the one-way block.

“What are you doing?” I yell, staring fixedly at Sheridan, heading straight for him.

“He’s cute,” Sheridan says, nodding in the direction of the diner and at Steve as he sucks hard on his cigarette.

I raise my hand to him. “What are you doing here, Sheridan?”

He pushes off the brick building, blows out a stream of smoke in my face, and grinds the butt under his boot. “It’s a free country, Jack. I can go anywhere I want.”

“Stop following me.”

He is cool, calculating. “I wasn’t aware I was following you.”

“It’s almost five o’clock in the goddamn morning.”

“I’m aware of the time, Jack.”

“And what do you think you’re doing?”

“Going for a walk.”

“Why are you still in town?”

“I don’t need your permission to be here.”

I inhale, steadying my voice, and calming my nerves.

“You look like you’re having fun,” he says.

“Don’t come near me again. Do I make myself clear?”

“Crystal. By the way, you can do much better.”

“You mean I can do better than you?”

His Joker smile is unnerving.

“Leave me alone, Sheridan.”

“You came out here after me.”

“To tell you to leave me alone! Stop stalking me.”

“Stalking you? Is that what I’m doing?”

I swallow and take a deep breath.

Anger feels like hammering spikes behind my eyes as I dig out the piece of paper from my pocket and show him the note. “Did you write this?”

He backs up and squints to read it. “What the hell is it?”

“Did you write it?”

He laughs. “I didn’t write anything.”

“Liar!”

The tone in his voice is serious. “You need help, Jack.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” My voice is rising and getting louder.

“You’re cute when you’re angry.”

“What the fuck do you want, Sheridan?”

“You never could control your temper.”

“Why are you following me?” I notice the unwavering hate in his hard stare.

“I didn’t realize I needed your permission to go anywhere.”

I am shaking. “Where were you when that young girl was murdered?”

“What girl? Who are you talking about?”

“You were at the scene of the crime watching me early this morning, weren’t you?”

His lopsided smirk digs deep under my skin, unnerving me. “You’ve lost your mind, Jack.”

“Stop dodging the question.”

“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”

“It’s no coincidence that you’ve been stalking me.” It’s my turn to smile. “You’re the one who needs help.”

He steps closer to me and forces me to step off the curb. He is a towering giant. “It was always about you, Jack. Wasn’t it? You controlled everything for eight months of our lives. And now you’ll do and say anything to turn it around and blame me.”

“I’m not the reason for us breaking up,” I say, my voice quivering. “And stop changing the subject.”

“Your temper was the main reason for the end of our relationship.”

“Is that why you came back? To tell me I ruined our relationship? Is it? That I was a controlling, hot-tempered asshole?”

“You needed to hear it, Jack. And your behavior right now proves it. I needed to say it to your face once and for all.”

I step up on the curb, chest bumping him to make my point. “You don’t intimidate me.”

“It’s not about intimidation. It’s about validation.”

“Do you want me to arrest you?”

He laughs. “On what grounds?”

“Harassment. Stalking.”

“Stalking?” His laugh is a sonic boom. He rolls his eyes. “Here we go again.” A chuckle. “You’re pathetic. Look who’s harassing who? You’re accusing me of murder. Remember? Maybe I should report you to your department.”

“I don’t want to see you again, Sheridan. Do you hear me? Do not call me. Do not stop by my apartment. If you do, I’ll make your life miserable.”

“Your threats are meaningless.”

“Don’t test me.”

“I’m doing no such thing.”

“Then why are you still here?”

He shoves his large hands into his jean’s pockets. “To absolve my sins.”

I smirk. “Absolve? Do you even know what it means?”

“Fuck you, Jack.”

I turn and struggle back toward the diner.

He yells, “You were my worst mistake!”

Without turning around, I raise my middle finger over my shoulder and keep walking.


Chapter 6

Steve is not in our booth when I return to the diner.

Lou tells me he is in the restroom.

A sense of relief relaxes the knot in my tight shoulders. I take a seat at the counter and Lou stands off to the side, watching me over the top of the register. “I wish I could help,” he says, “but I don’t understand relationships. Since my wife Dorothy’s death ten years ago, I’ve never dated again. It’s different today. Not like in the old days.”

I sit hunched over on the leather stool. “Relationships are still complicated,” I say. “Doesn’t matter the day.”

“True. But people are different,” he says.

I look up at the sound of a door opening and closing in the back room and Steve’s shadow sliding across the linoleum floor.

I whirl around to meet Steve’s gaze. He is dressed, wrapped from head to foot in his coat and scarf.

“I’ve got to go,” he says, tapping me on the leg as he passes me.

I jump off the stool. “Wait.”

He stops.

Lou grumbles behind me as he wipes the counter, watching us.

I stare at the back of Steve’s head.

He turns and says, “I’ll call you.”

An incoming call on my cell phone interrupts us.

I hold up a finger as if to say Hold on.

I dig my iPhone out of my back pocket and stare at the screen: It’s Chief Barton.

I look up at Steve. “I’ve got to get this.”

Steve nods, and turns to go, leaving me standing alone in the diner with Lou.

“Hello?” I say.

“We’ve got another body.”


Chapter 7

It feels like déjà vu when I return to the scene of the crime at Firewood Road ten minutes later. Looker-loos post like statutes on their front stoops, and I hear them whispering in the light of morning as a shimmering swirl of red and blue light from three police cruisers illuminate the street. An ambulance is parked in the driveway.

I cuss under my breath as I walk up the gravel driveway to the apartment building.

The police chief is waiting for me at the front door. He looks brooding and grumpy, his arms crossed over his muscular chest. Sweat stains darken the underarms of his uniform. His face is damp with perspiration.

He looks tired.

I climb the stairs and catch his wary gaze.

He is pale and withdrawn under the porch light. I ask, “You feeling all right, sir? Looks like you’re going to throw up.”

He stares at me and says, “It’s bad.”

“Who is it?” I ask, heading through the foyer to the stairs, and am about to climb them to the second floor.

“This way,” he says, gesturing down the hall to a closed door manned by Hawkins.

“Déjà vu, huh?” I say to my fellow officer.

Hawkins doesn’t twitch.

The chief opens the door leading to the bowels of the basement and waves me to go first.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“Laundry room,” he says.

“Two bodies in one day. What the devil is going on?”

“I’ll show you.” His voice hardens.

The ceiling lights flicker, and a cold draft of air blowing up from the shadowy basement below sets me on edge.

I grip the metal railing as I descend the concrete staircase, the sound of my boots echoing down the corridor. As I step off the bottom stairs and stop abruptly, Barton bumps into me, mumbling for me to pay attention.

“Where’s Ryan?” I ask, moving out of the chief’s way. “He should be here.”

Something in the chief’s grave tone intimates an end-of-the-world conspiracy. “He’s not answering his phone.”

I let him pass and pick up speed to catch up to him. He is a man on a mission.

When I reach him at the end of the hospital green corridor, he lingers at the edge of the laundry room.

“It’s a disgusting sight,” he says as I come up beside him and stare around the corner into the room.

He tells me it is Ms. Findings, the elderly woman whom Ryan and I interviewed earlier about the first victim, the young woman living across the hall from her.

Ms. Findings lies face first on the floor, blood oozing from around her dyed brown hair. She is dressed in a white bathrobe, both of her arms tucked beneath her.

I turn to the chief, my forehead rutted in deep lines.

I shiver. “Why?” I ask, thinking, Who would do this to a nice old lady?

“Beats me.”

“Who found the body?”

“A friend of the vic. She lives two doors down from her.”

Nausea stabs me, and I feel dizzy. My stomach makes gurgling noises.

Barton glares at me. “Pull yourself together, Ballinger.”

“Poor woman,” I say. “She seemed so nice.”

“Accidental death is messy and complicated.”

I glance at the dead body and swallow back chunks of Lou’s buttery eggs and wince at the bitter taste left in my mouth. A green plastic laundry basket sits on top of one of the four drying machines. It’s filled with frilly, old lady’s clothes. “Doesn’t seem like a coincidence when two people from the same building are found dead on the same day.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

“It would help if my old partner was here, too.”

Barton sighs and pulls out his cell phone from his front pocket. “I’ll call him. Again. Oh. By the way, we got a call from the young girl, Kimberly Block’s parents.”

“And?”

“They’re mad, as can be expected. They’re also threatening a lawsuit against the college and sorority house.”

“It’s only going to get more complicated until we find out who’s responsible.”

“That could be a while.”

As he starts off in the other direction down the hall, I stop him and ask, “Where’s the dog?”

Annoyed, he throws up his free hand and looks at me as if I’ve asked him something in a foreign language. “What dog?” he says, his voice echoing down the long hallway.

I jerk a thumb into the laundry room. “The elderly woman’s pet.”

Barton shrugs, and turns back to his phone.

While waiting for him to finish, I look back to the scene of the crime and take a moment to glimpse the ghastly images in front of me.

The blood splatter patterns around the body suggest the vic may have slipped. I look down at the floor where the indentation of a single footprint marks the puddle of blood next to her head.

Crime scene markers identify the important blood patterns around the room.

I hear the chief ending his call as he heads toward me, his rubber soles squeaking down the hallway.

“Discover anything?” he asks, coming to my side.

“Have you contacted Ryan?”

“No. I left a message on his voice mail.”

“So, what about the victim’s dog?”

“It’s with another tenant,” he says, pulling out his notebook, and licking his fingers to flip pages. “Mrs. Jackson. A friend of the victim.”

“I’d like to talk to her.”

He gestured toward the stairwell. “After you.”

* * * *

Shirley Jackson holds the victim’s dog in her arms when she answers the door on my second knock.

She looks like she’s been crying, her eyes red and swollen. The dog, a fluffy, tan Pomeranian, barks and growls at me, as I stand in the hall, asking questions I know the woman won’t be able to answer.

“At what point did you know something was wrong?”

“When I heard raised voices coming from behind Cora’s apartment door,” she says.

“Can you remember what time it was?”

She shifts the dog in her arms as if it is a baby, shushing it and kissing its head. “An hour ago.”

“How did you hear the voices two doors down from the victim’s apartment? Were you out in the hall?”

“I couldn’t sleep so I opened the door to see if the morning paper had arrived.”

“Do you know if it was a male or female voice who was arguing with the victim?”

She shakes her head, her shoulders sagging. “I don’t understand who would want to hurt someone as nice as Cora.”

I hear the chief’s voice in my head: Accidental death.

“Were the voices male or female, ma’am?”

She cries and the dog stares up at her, its small head cocked. “Male, I think. But the voices were muffled.”

“Did you see anybody when you were out in the hall?”

“No. I only heard the voices.”

I stop writing in my notebook and look down the end of the hall, past the victim’s apartment, to the exit door leading into the stairwell.

I turn back to Mrs. Jackson. “How would you describe Ms. Finding’s mental state of mind, ma’am?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Was she depressed? Did she have dementia?”

Mrs. Jackson wipes her eyes with a finger. “What does this have to do with anything?” Her tone is accusatory.

“It’s routine, ma’am. I’m just trying to understand what happened tonight.”

“Two people are dead in the same day.” She shudders. “I’m going to be moving, Officer. I don’t feel safe here anymore.”

“I understand, ma’am. But right now, if you can help me to answer these questions. I’d appreciate it.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just frazzled and scared. What if somebody is targeting the residents of this building?” She looks out into the hallway, leans into me, and whispers, “What if the killer is here right now? Maybe he, or she, is listening to our conversation.”

I jot down the word paranoid into the margin of my notepad.

“Would you rather we continue talking inside your apartment?” I ask. “Would you feel safer?”

She shakes her head. “Killer is leery around strangers.”

I look down at the small dog staring at me intently.

“By the way, how long have you and the victim known each other?”

“Two years. Cora used to come over for afternoon tea. We’d catch up and share stories. Two widows sharing harmless gossip.”

“Right.”

“I want to know what happened to my friend, and to the young girl in apartment two.”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out, ma’am.”

“Of course. I’m sorry. This is all frightening and confusing.”

I nod. “Do you know if your friend had depression or the first stages of dementia or Alzheimer’s?

“I don’t know. Why?”

“She lived alone. Maybe she was lonely.”

“She had Killer. How could she be lonely?”

“Did you ever see her walking around aimlessly?”

She shakes her head.

I stare down at the dog. “When did you have access to the dog this evening?”

“I went to the apartment because I heard barking.”

“Did you go into the apartment?”

“No. I knocked.”

“What time did you go the apartment?”

Her expression is tight. “An hour ago, give or take a few minutes.”

“Did Ms. Findings answer the door?”

“No. But the door was unlocked and Killer was scratching at it. I pushed the door open and he came running out into the hall.”

“Did you go into the apartment?”

 “No. I called Cora’s name from the doorway, but she didn’t answer. Other tenants came out into the hall when they heard me calling for her.”

“My superior told me you found the body.”

She hugs the dog. “After I let Killer outside to do his business, I put him in my room with my cat and went to look for Cora.”

“Did Ms. Findings usually wander off early in the morning?”

“Not with her apartment unlocked, and Killer barking, no.” She shakes her head. “Cora never left her door unlocked, or Killer alone by himself.”

“So, what made you go down into the basement, ma’am?”

“It was the last place I looked.” She shivers. “I wasn’t expecting to find her lying on the floor dead.”

“Does she usually do laundry this early in the morning?”

“I, uh, I don’t think so. But who knows? Maybe she couldn’t sleep either.”

I write more notes on my pad. “When she came over for tea, did she ever confide in you that she was scared of anyone or anything? Did she have any enemies?”

Mrs. Jackson laughs, and it feels out of context. “Enemies? Cora? Are you kidding me? No, Officer. She was sweet as pie. She was a caring woman who helped so many people. She loved everyone, and everyone loved her.”

Not everyone.

“Do you know where I can reach the property owner?” I ask.

She thinks. “His office is out back.”

I jot down notes as she talks.

“I hope you find whoever did this,” she says, before retreating back into her apartment. “They deserve to be punished.”

In this line of work, I want to tell her there are no guarantees. None of us behind the badge can make promises. Most of the time they turn out to be false.

* * * *

I am alone in the hallway, finishing a thought in my notepad before I head to the end of the hall and open the door to the stairwell.

Staring down the flight of stairs to the bottom, an idea grabs me: What was Cora doing in the basement alone?

Laundry?

Possibly, I think, but doubtful.

Something smells fishy.

* * * *

Cora Findings’ body is covered in a white sheet and wheeled out on a stretcher as I stand on the sidewalk with the police chief and other curious onlookers from the neighboring block.

“I’ve got to get back home,” the chief says. “My wife is waiting for me. Will you head to the station and write up a report?”

“I’m on my way,” I say, pulling out my cell and scrolling through missed calls, but none of them are from Steve.

Barton slaps me on the back as he saunters off. “I’ll catch up with you at the office, say, in an hour? I’ve got an errand to run before I head back to work.”

I nod and stare down at the last incoming call.

Unknown.

Whoever they are left a message.

I hit accept, and hold the cell phone to my ear.

There’s a beep and heavy static and someone breathing heavily, almost panting.

I hear a faint sound of music or a TV playing in the background.

Then the line goes dead.


Chapter 8

Later that morning, I sit outside the police station on Barney Road and stare out at a strip of houses atop the steep rocky hill behind the high school and football field.

I think of the people living inside those dwellings and imagine them going about their daily lives, eating, laughing, dreaming, when Cora Findings and Kimberly Block lie dead in the county morgue, their lives cut short by unexplainable tragedy.

As I get out of the car and head up the sidewalk to the front door, Steve’s face flickers across my vision, and a feeling of regret punches me in the stomach.

The station is empty, except for a light burning in the last cubicle in the back of the room.

Officer Hawkins.

No one is manning the reception desk, I notice, as I dash into the restroom at the end of the hall, checking under all three stalls for a pair of feet, a visitor, but there are none.

Ducking into one of the stalls and locking the door, I call Steve, pacing in the small, tight space, my body trembling with each passing ring.

Three. Four. Five.

He doesn’t answer, and I debate whether or not to leave a message.

After the incident at the diner, I wonder if he wants to be left alone to think things through.

I recall him telling me that he’d call me.

At the small window of opportunity when the last beep encourages me to leave a message, I panic and hang up.

I lean against the wall, my hands clammy, my thoughts fuzzy, forehead glistening with sweat.

In the outer office, Hawkins is at his desk as I head to my workspace and sit down in front of the computer, shaking the cordless mouse to awaken the screen.

I switch on the tiny lamp next to me and stare at the blank monitor, struggling to write my report on Cora Finding’s death.

My thoughts keep returning to Steve, wondering how he’s doing and what he’s thinking. I reach for my cell phone to call him again when I feel a hand on my shoulder.

I let out a girlish gasp, drop the phone on the desk, and whirl around in my chair, looking up wide-eyed at the six-foot tall leggy blonde staring down at me with a sad smile.

Stella Barton, the chief of police’s wife.

I rise to greet her, but she pushes me back down into my chair, her French manicured hand tapping me on the shoulder playfully. “Sit, sit,” she says, sounding as if she is training a puppy. “You don’t have to get up for me, Jack.”

We’ve known each other and been longstanding acquaintances for five years, since I took the job. Stella doesn’t treat me like the other officers.

I think it’s because I’m gay, and she likes expanding her social circle, and she doesn’t feel threatened by me.

She’s had different experiences with other male officers, none of whom still work here, and who harassed her and hit on her.

She is ten years Barton’s junior. He likes his women young, fit, and blonde.

“Stella,” I say, surprised. “What brings you here this morning?”

She is dressed in jogging attire, spandex, a purple tank top, and running shoes. “I didn’t mean to startle you, Jack.”

I wave the thought away. “It’s been a long day already. What’s up?”

“I’m checking on my husband,” she says, “Have you seen him?”

I look at her, stupefied and speechless. “I just left him at a crime scene. He said he was on his way home to see you.”

“That’s so Danny. I was supposed to meet him here.” A wan smile. “I haven’t seen him a lot these last few weeks. I make dinner, and he calls and tells me he has to work late. I hate his schedule sometimes.”

She looks like a child, lost and pitiful.

“Is there anything I can do?” I ask. “Would you like me to try to call him?”

“Thanks, Jack. But that’s all right. I’ll just head back to the house after my morning run.”

I push out my chair and stand, staring over the partition separating my desk from the rest of the station. It is ghostly quiet except for Hawkin’s tapping at his keyboard, the top of his head haloed in the dizzying fluorescent ceiling lights.

“It was nice running into you, Jack,” Stella says, turning and heading down the hallway to the side exit doors. “You should come over to the house for dinner some time. We’d like the company.”

“Thanks for the invitation. I might take you up on that.” I watch her turn the corner and hear the exit door open and shut, locking behind her.

I head to Hawkin’s desk where I find him hunched over the computer, his nose to the grindstone.

I clear my throat to break his concentration.

He whips around, surprised, a hand flying to his chest in dramatic fashion.

I worry he might have backlash. “It’s just me, Alan.”

“Jesus, Jack. You scared me shitless. I didn’t realize anyone else was here.”

“Which is strange, don’t you think? Where is everybody?”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. I just want to finish my report for the chief so I can go home and get some sleep. I haven’t slept since yesterday.”

“I know the feeling,” I say, checking my watch: 8:00 A.M.

The shift changes in half an hour.

“Which brings me here in the first place,” I say, noticing the frustration on his acne-pocked face as he glares at me with a hawkish stare. “Have you seen the chief?”

He fidgets with his glasses, taking them off and cleaning them on the sleeve of his shirt, and sliding them back on the bridge of his bulbous nose. “The last time I saw him was at the scene at Firewood Road.”

I pat him on the back. “Thanks. I won’t bother you anymore.”

He glances at me over the rim of his thick glasses, his stare stodgy and sharp; an irritable sonofabitch. I leave him pounding at his keys, and walk back to my desk, stopping at the coffee station on the back wall near the chief’s office, and pour a Styrofoam cup with decaf.

I empty three packets of sugar and a dollop of almond milk, and stir.

At my desk, I leave the coffee untouched.

The phone rings.

I answer it. “Hello?”

It is Sarah Granger from the Phi Sum Beta sorority house. She is calling for an update on her sorority friend Kimberly Block.

“It’s still ongoing,” I tell her. “We’re still working on a few leads.”

“Care to share any of them with me? Do you have any suspects?”

“None at the moment. But we’ll be working around the clock until we do.”

She begins to cry, and I try to put her at ease, telling her everything will work out in the end. “When we learn anything new, we’ll let you know.”

“Have you spoken to Kimberly’s parents?” she asks.

I say, “Chief Barton is in contact with them.”

“I’ve heard they’re going to sue the college for their daughter’s murder.”

“I can’t comment on any of that, Miss Granger.”

It is quiet on the line, and I think Sarah has hung up. But then I hear her breathing and sniffling, and I ask her if there is anything else I can help her with.

“Just find the person or persons responsible for Kimberly’s death,” she says. “That’s all the girls are praying for at Phi Sum Beta.”

“We’re doing our best,” I say.

She hangs up without a thank you or goodbye.

I feel my shoulders tighten after I end the call, and place the phone back in its base. As I stare at the blank computer screen, an idea hits me like a sledgehammer, and I shut off my laptop and head to my car in the parking lot out back.

* * * *

It is something the victim Cora Findings’ neighbor, Mrs. Jackson, said to me during her interview that sends me back to the scene of the crime at Firewood Road.

I track down the apartment building’s landlord, Dick Redding, a Mr. Magoo type: craggy-old and aided with a cane, in the back room of his outhouse size garage-turned-office behind the apartment building.

All he is missing is his four-legged doggy companion.

He is getting behind the wheel of his canary-yellow punch buggy, and mumbling.

I wave at him and knock on the driver’s side window, but he ignores me and shifts the car into reverse.

I tap on the hood loud enough for him to press the break. His lips are moving, regrettably cussing me under his breath. I press my police badge against the glass.

He puts the car in park and removes his sunhat, scratching his head and casting me a brief glance. When he turns away, I notice him closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath, debating whether or not to talk to me or drive away.

Eventually, he powers down the window and glances in my direction without making eye contact. He’s waiting for me to speak, holding his hat on his lap and fiddling with the frayed ends of it.

I lean in and say, “Mr. Redding, I’m Officer Jack Ballinger.”

“I’m in a hurry, Officer.”

“This won’t take long.”

He waits for me to continue. “By any chance, would you have a key to Cora Findings’ apartment?”

“Hasn’t there been enough police activity around here?”

“Two people are dead,” I start to say.

“I know it. I’m getting death threats and half of my tenants are invoking their leases and moving out because of this shit show.”

“It’s procedure, sir,” I say. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Well, I’m about to lose mine if you don’t wrap this up quickly and keep the newshounds from writing anything else about my business.”

“I’ve got no control about what is printed, Mr. Redding. But I can assure you that I’m trying my best to get to the bottom of what happened.”

“Yeah. Well. You better do it fast.” He trails off and sits his hat rakishly atop his head, shifting in his seat and gripping the steering wheel. “I don’t need any more negative publicity.”

“The faster we move to solve the case, the quicker it will be over, and you can go on with your life.”

“All this murder will be the death of my job,” he says, swinging the door open and stumbling out, cane in hand.

“Do you need some help?” I ask, as he slams the car door and stumbles around me, limping back to his office thirty feet from where we’re standing.

He grunts and shakes his head at me, waving his cane in the air as if signaling the start of bad things to come.

We are not inside his cluttered office more than five minutes before I start sneezing and coughing from the heavy dust motes flying through the confined space.

He opens a desk drawer and rummages inside it, pulling out a ring of silver and gold keys. His hands are gnarled with arthritis. I ask if I can assist him.

He ignores me, lamenting about my intrusion, and finally removes a rigid old gold key and tosses it across his desk for me to catch.

Shutting the desk drawer hard, he ambles past me to the front door. “You’ve made me late, Officer. Follow me. And close and lock the door behind you.”

I palm the key and follow him in his tracks back out to the end of the driveway, shutting and locking the office door as instructed.

As he struggles to get back into his seat behind the steering wheel, moving the seat backward to make room for his paunch belly, he yells at me across the yard before closing the door and driving off, “Return the key to my mailbox outside my office door when you’re done!”

* * * *

I climb the stairs to the second floor and walk to the end of the hall to Ms. Finding’s apartment.

Turning to the other closed doors behind me, I begin to wonder if anyone had seen anything from behind their peepholes when the two victims died.

I pull the key out from my pocket and slide it into the door slot, turning it and waiting for it to click before I grip the cold handle and swing the door open.

My arrival interrupts somebody already inside the apartment, and I reach for my gun in my holster, hearing movement coming from somewhere in the curtain-drawn room, blocking out the morning light.

I yell, “Police,” then hear shuffling and a door sliding open. I race into the dark apartment, running my hand over the wall for a light switch. “Police! Stay where you are.”

A long shadow falls across the back wall as I bump into the edge of a table and knock something to the floor. The carpet muffles the sound of the crash, and breaks the fall.

I run to the balcony window, the floor-length curtain dancing in the summer breeze like a flailing ghost. I run outside and notice a shadowy figure climbing down to the ground and landing with a thud, moaning as he jumps into a rhododendron bush.

His voice is loud and deep and familiar, and he is agile.

“Stay there!” I yell, aiming the gun below.

I can see the intruder as he makes a break for it, staying close to the edge of the property, then he is out of my sight, hidden beneath the awning of the apartment building.

As I lean over the railing, I glimpse the figure running through the thicket of pine trees at the end of the property, a baseball cap pulled over his face, concealing his features.

But the limp in his gait triggers a niggling reaction I had seen in my partner Ryan’s movements when I watched him walk away after declining his offer to meet up with him for a beer.

I smell pipe smoke in the air as I wander around Ms. Finding’s apartment, looking for clues from the intruder’s break-in.

Except for the fallen flower vase I had knocked to the floor, there is nothing else out of place.

Nothing I notice.

Except!

Wait a minute.

I navigate through the apartment, detecting the scent of a dog in every room, my eyes watering and itchy from the animal’s hair, fighting to dispel a sneeze.

In the victim’s bedroom, I notice the jars and bottles of face powders and night creams and arthritis ointment strewn across her bureau.

Orange prescription bottles lie on the carpet by the queen size bed, blue and yellow and white pills spilled across the floor.

The room looks like it has been ransacked, like someone was looking for something.

Except when I examine closer and notice a dark spot absorbed into the plush carpet.

I bend down to touch the pocket of gold-colored carpet in the corner, and when I lift my hand to the bright light streaming into the room from the sliding glass door, my fingertips are stained with blood.


Chapter 9

In the car, I call Ryan’s number again but it goes straight to voicemail.

Frustrated, I hang up and toss the cell phone into the passenger seat. I drive three blocks from Firewood Road to the county hospital.

I park the department’s cruiser in a one-hour space in front of the building and head inside. I check with the medical examiner’s secretary, Malloy Lane, at the front desk and slide my badge across the counter at her.

She takes the badge in her wrinkled hand, examines it through her glasses, and flashes me a white, toothy smile. She picks up the phone, and in a hushed tone, I hear her tell M.E. assistant Emmett Carlson, “There’s a police officer to see you.”

She hangs up and passes me a clipboard to sign my name.

As she nods, her double chin waddles, and she points down the hall, handing me back my badge. “Last door at the end of the hall. Then take the stairs down to the ground floor. Mr. Carlson will meet you outside the elevators.”

Visiting morgues is the worst part of the job for me.

But today, I am here on my own accord, trying to piece together a few loose ends.

Dr. Carlson is waiting for me when the elevator doors slide open and I step out into a blazingly bright hall. He is wearing a white lab coat and a pair of goggles around his neck.

He reaches out his hand for me to shake.

I take it and pump hard.

“What can I do for you, Officer Ballinger?” he asks, as the elevator doors close and he leads me down the hall to his office.

He motions for me to take a seat, but I tell him I can’t stay long.

“What can I do for you?” he repeats, fingering his gray goatee and taking a seat behind his enormous wooden desk.

The air inside the cube-size office smells strangely like gingerbread and is too warm and claustrophobic for my taste. I am sweating under my uniform and at the back of my neck where I can’t reach the annoying itch beneath the shirt collar.

“I’m here regarding the death of Ms. Cora Findings. You picked up her body this morning.”

“Ah, yes.” He leans forward on his table and interlaces his bony fingers together, gazing up at me with a lazy eye.

“Have you performed an autopsy on her yet?” I ask.

“Actually, I finished an hour ago.”

“Do you have a time of death?” I walk to the edge to the filing cabinet next to the door and lean against it.

“Yeah.”

“Would you mind if I have a look at the report?”

He shrugs, and pushes away from his desk to stand. “I don’t see why not,” he says, grunting and complaining about getting older. “What exactly are you looking for?”

I hedge. “I might’ve missed something in my report. I’m just covering all bases.”

“Here you are, young man,” he says, handing me a two-page report. “It’s a tragedy, ayuh.”

I study the pages carefully in hopes I will find what I’m looking for. I should not be surprised when I find it, but I am, and it changes everything.

* * * *

By late afternoon, after running errands around town, I drive to my apartment to shower off the smell of the dead and leave a message for Steve. I tell him I miss him and hope everything is fine. “Please call me. I want to hear your voice.”

At my apartment door, as I’m fishing out my keys in my coat pocket, I hear the sound of a door opening behind me. I turn to see my neighbor Miles staring at me from his doorway.

“Hello again, Miles,” I say, sliding the key into the lock.

“How’s the investigation going?” he asks, still dressed in his threadbare bathrobe.

“We haven’t arrested anybody yet, if that’s what you’re asking.” I turn the doorknob.

“It’s a real shame, if you ask me. Two lives ruined.” He makes a clicking noise with his tongue.

“We’ll catch whoever is responsible.”

“I don’t doubt you. If I was a betting man, I’d say that you’d be the one to catch the killer.”

“Thanks. I think.” A pause, then, “Well…”

“Wait,” he says, stepping out into the sun-spilled hallway, looking left to right and lowering his voice as if worried someone might overhear him.

“What’s wrong, Miles?”

He looks frightened, his eyes bulging in terror.

I’ve seen that look before.

“There was a man here earlier,” he says, pointing at my door.

Again?

My hand tightens around the door handle, and I turn to it.

Sheridan.

“He didn’t stay long,” Miles says. “I only saw him briefly. His shadow, I mean. Not his face.”

My heart is pounding as I listen to Miles tell his story. I nod and thank him. “What would I do without you, Miles?”

“We keep each other safe, right?”

I wonder how much of his imagination is distorted by all the horror movies he’s watched.

“I do my best, and I appreciate it.” I jerk my head toward his apartment. “You better get back inside where it’s warmer.”

I feel a cold draft coming from somewhere.

“Be safe out there,” Miles says to me, turning and heading back to his door.

I hear the door closing and the clinking of a chain locking.

I take a deep breath before swinging my apartment door open and aiming my gun out in front of me.

It’s not Sheridan I worry about as I step into my kitchen, but a white envelope lying on the floor with my name written across the front of it that is unsettling.

* * * *

After looking around the apartment and making sure the balcony doors are locked, I examine the plain white envelope, turning it over, looking for a return address.

My name is the only thing written on the envelope in a black Sharpie, the hasty scrawl of a five-year-old.

It is sealed, and I think about fingerprinting the paper for evidence, but tear the seal and pull out a crinkled sheet of paper from inside. I unfold it.

We need to talk. Call me.

Ryan.

* * * *

When I get Ryan on the phone, I am not only surprised, but I can barely hear him over the booming sound of music in the background. It is the same spotty reception I heard when I answered the anonymous call earlier that morning.

“Ryan, I can’t hear you,” I say, walking around my apartment for clearer reception.

“I need to see you.” He sounds drunk.

“Where are you? Are you all right?”

“I need to talk to somebody.”

Through the blaring TV and rowdy voices in the background, my tone rises to an uncomfortable octave in order for him to make out what I’m saying. “Where are you?”

“Snake Eyes.”

I stare out the sliding glass doors to a day awakening in blinding gold light and a dazzling sunshine peeking through oaks and sycamores in the front yard.

I close my eyes to my former partner slurring his words. “I need to see you,” he says over and over.

I settle into a deep trance after listening to his repetitive voice, and I see Steve’s face interrupting my thoughts, and the dead stare of Cora Findings staring at me from within the dark corridors of my mind.

It can’t be, I tell myself, thinking back to Ms. Finding’s autopsy report.

Ryan yanks me out of my daze and back into the ambiguous dream of our conversation. “Yes, I’m here,” I say. “I’ll be right there. Don’t leave.”

“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” he says, stammering.

I hang up, rush out the door, and lock the apartment behind me.


Chapter 10

I arrive at the small, dingy bar on Clifton Street where college students hang out when they’re not in class or studying.

I’ve tossed back an occasional beer at the hole-in-the-wall bar before retreating back to my apartment to drink alone, drowning in self-pity.

I find Ryan hunched over a bar stool at the counter when I enter the near empty saloon near the downtown Post Office and the housing project apartments.

A pungent smell of booze and body odor assault me as I take a seat next to Ryan.

“Looks like you’re getting an early start,” I say, waving off the burly bartender who slides a napkin in front of me and asks for my order.

A line of a dozen shot glasses sits atop the counter’s edge, and the shaggy-haired man goes back to drying them, one by one, staring up at flat screen TV behind the bar, engrossed in a college football game.

I lean against the bar and turn to my former partner. “I’ve been trying to call you,” I say. “I’m worried about you.”

His eyes are bloodshot and heavy and glassy from too much alcohol. He smells ripe and in desperate need of a hot shower, a good night’s sleep, or a shoulder to lean on.

He looks like he needs to confess something to me.

His right hand shakes as he lifts a shot glass that looks like it is filled with vodka. A wince on his pasty face confirms my intuition as he empties the glass, and slams it down, raising a finger to signal the bartender for another drink.

“What happened?” I ask him.

He waits for the bartender to pour him another drink before he answers me.

The bartender is tattooed in elaborate tats from his football-thick neck down to his hairy arms, the designs in the shapes of stars and snakes.

I watch Ryan sinking into a sorry state of depression as he empties the glass and gestures the bartender for another. He smacks his lips, and reaches across the empty space between us, slapping my shoulder.

“I’m not cut out to be a cop,” he says.

I look at him, surprised. “That’s the booze talking, not you.”

It comes out of nowhere when he slams his fist on the counter, and the impact urges me to sit up straighter on my stool.

Glasses clink and the salt-and-pepper shakers shift in their metal racks in front of us.

I notice the bartender glancing at us and turning back to the football game, unperturbed, as if he is used to inebriated customers.

The three sixty-something-year-old gentlemen with protruding beer guts sitting at one of the tables behind us are oblivious to Ryan’s outburst, their slurred voices distorted with talk and laughter as they share dirty jokes.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “I’m really concerned.”

“You’ve already said that,” he says, signaling for another drink.

I wave at the bartender not to approach us. “Maybe it bears repeating,” I say, vying for my buddy’s attention. “You’re my friend. You can tell me anything.”

The skin around his knuckles is broken, raw with dried blood. “What happened to your hands?” I ask.

He burps, and his face twists into an ugly grimace. “Heartburn,” he whispers, as he reaches for a glass in front of him.

“Ryan?”

He clears his throat. Swallows. “I punched a wall,” he says.

“Where?”

“My apartment.”

“Why?”

He struggles with the water glass.

I help him, sliding it across the counter into his shaky hand. “We’ve been good friends for a long time, Jack.”

He gulps the water down and beads of it trickle down the side of his quivering chin. He empties the glass and slams it down on the counter, wiping his face with the back of his hand. “I used to love drinking with you after our shifts,” he says. “It was a fucking release from the stress of the job.”

I touch his arm and give him a manly pat so he doesn’t get the wrong impression.

“But I can’t handle the job anymore,” he says. “The long hours. The stress.”

“I thought you were pissed off with me when I turned you down for a drink.”

His head is too heavy to hold up, I notice, and his eyes start to close.

I look around the room, but nobody, even not the bartender, notices us. I whisper to Ryan, “Let’s go. I’ll take you home.”

“Wait. Wait. Let me say something.”

“What?” I stand and hold a hand out to him, helping him off the stool.

“Do you love your job?”

I hedge. “Most days.”

“I thought you’d say that.”

“Come on. You need to get home.”

“You’d make a great lieutenant someday.” He slaps my face gently, and grins.

I think about my five years on the police force working alongside Ryan. “We’ve had a lot of exciting times,” I say.

He laughs, falling into my open arms, and I have to reach out for the counter behind me to keep from falling. Ryan’s strong weightlifter chest presses hard against me, pinning me between him and the bar’s edge.

I slap a twenty-dollar bill on the counter and signal the bartender. He looks down at the bill, and nods. I mouth, “Keep the change,” and stagger to the front door with Ryan wrapped around me like a giant boa constrictor.

We stumble down the steps to the ground, and he reaches out for the decrepit railing so he can catch his breath. “I need to stop a minute,” he says as something in his face changes, and he bends over and vomits along the broken cracks in the sidewalk.

I stand over him, listening to him retching. Feeling foolish, I don’t have any supporting words to offer him. I stare around at dog walkers and joggers passing us and gawking, rubbernecking in curious stares.

But nobody offers to stop and help.

I don’t blame them. What can they do?

I wait until Ryan finishes and pulls himself up, wiping his mouth, and grunting. “I drank too much,” he says, burping.

His pale-sick expression is dodgy and it looks like he might vomit again as I loop an arm around his waist and encourage him to keep walking.

After thirty steps we finally make it to the side parking lot and I tell him I’ll drive. “You’re not getting behind the wheel.”

“What about my Jeep?” he says. “I’m not leaving it here.”

“I’ll come back and get it,” I say. “You’re in no condition to drive.”

“Nobody drives my Jeep but me.”

“You’re not going to win this fight, Ryan.”

I help him to my car and open the passenger side door for him. “Get in,” I say, “and watch your head.”

“I don’t need help, Jim. I can do it myself.”

“You can’t even get my name right, let alone help yourself.” I struggle lifting him into the car. One leg in, one leg out, and he shouts about pains in his stomach.

“It’s like babysitting a small child,” I say, strapping the seat belt around him.

He raises his hands to mine, struggling with the seat belt, until I say, “Would you rather walk home?”

Shaking his head, saliva trickles out of the sides of his mouth.

“That’s what I thought,” I say, buckling him into place. “Stay put, buddy. I’ll get you to your apartment quickly.”

I slam the door and run around to the driver’s side. But before I get in, I notice Ryan’s dirt-splattered brown Jeep parked next to mine in the lot.

Something in the size and model of the vehicle triggers a red flag warning in my mind.

* * * *

Ryan lives near the airport a mile outside of town in a condominium on Sonora Street.

I park two doors down from his place because the space in front of his front door is occupied with another vehicle.

As I get out to help him inside, he starts mumbling things I can’t understand, and when I open the passenger door, he looks up at me, squinting against the blinding hot sun high in the sky behind me. He asks, “Am I under arrest?”

I slip one arm under him and am stabbed with a nauseating fermented smell rolling off him. “No, you’re not under arrest.”

“What will the neighbors think?” he asks as I pull one of his heavy legs out and set it on the ground, and then the other, and warn him not to bump his head on the roof.

“Like it’s just another day for Black Falls police.” I am struggling with the bulk of his dead weight in my arms, trying to keep him steady.

“You’re one hell of a cop friend, Jim,” he says, and I’m too busy keeping him upright to care or correct him. “I love you, man.”

I kick the passenger door to my cruiser shut with the back of my heel, and stumble through a narrow space between two parked cars to get to the front walkway leading to his apartment door.

“I feel sick,” he tells me when we reach the curb, and I lose my grip on him.

He falls against the hood of a white Porsche convertible and tumbles to the ground.

His impact crushes a flowerbed of daffodils as he lands hard on his back, staring up at me, eyes glazed. He cries out in agony, a piercing groan, just as I am looking around for any movement from behind one of the curtained windows in the bank of condos.

We eventually make it to his front door ten minutes later. Holding him with one hand, I dig around inside his mailbox for a house key.

Inside, I lay Ryan out on his couch and pull off his boots, covering him in a light blanket. “I’ve got an errand to run,” I tell him. “But I’ll check on you in a few hours.”

Before he falls asleep, he reaches out to me. “You’re a good guy, Jim.”

“Get some sleep.”

I use the bathroom before I leave, but when I get to my car, I pull out my cell phone to make some calls.


Chapter 11

At his request, I meet the police chief at his house an hour after I get off the phone with him.

A blue Honda is driving away from the curb in front of his house when I arrive.

I get out of my cruiser and walk across the street, up a pathway blooming with pansies and tulips, Stella’s signature green thumb, and climb the steps to the front stoop.

Before I knock, an idea I’ve been thinking a lot about all afternoon seizes me and I turn, descending the stairs and walking around to the side of the house.

I glimpse the inside of the three-car garage through one of the windows on the front door, cupping my hands around the glass to get a better look inside.

Satisfied, I go around to the front door of the house and knock twice. Barton opens the door to greet me. He looks like he’s just showered, his hair damp and dripping with water. “I’m on my way to the station,” he tells me after he invites me inside, running around the room picking up clothes tossed across the floor and on the back of the L-shaped couch, which dominates half of the room.

He gestures for me to come in. “I shouldn’t be long,” he says, disappearing around the corner and up a flight of stairs.

The air smells like sweet perfume covering up a stale odor of tobacco smoke.

I hear the chief rummaging upstairs, doors opening and closing.

When he returns a few minutes later, he is half dressed, tufts of chest hair exposed through a white buttoned-up dress shirt and his hair is combed, parted to the side, like the way he looks when I see him in the morning at the station. I watch him limping in and out of the living room, as he mumbles to himself, searching for something. I wait in the foyer with the front door open behind me as sunlight spills through the screen, warming my back.

“You said on the phone that you’ve learned something new in the investigation,” he says, coming back into the room, clasping his cuffs, and disappearing again as fast as he’d come.

“It’s a major piece of the puzzle,” I yell loudly so he can hear me in the other room.

His long shadow creeps across the far wall in the kitchen, and when he appears in the archway separating both rooms, he stops and stares at me, clutching his dark blue work tie. “A major piece of the puzzle?” he says.

I nod.

“So, what is it?”

“Cora Findings.”

His stare hardens, and the grooves in his forehead crumple. “Cora Findings?”

Again, I nod. “Her death has been puzzling me since I’ve spoken with her neighbors. You remember Mrs. Jackson?”

He nods, his gaze never leaving mine. “You’re acting weird, Ballinger. Spit it out. What have you learned?”

The late-afternoon heat on my back is welcoming, but when I open my mouth to speak, I feel a chill running up and down my spine. “Ms. Findings’ death wasn’t accidental.”

He is twirling the tie between his meaty fingers. His expression is unchanged. “What are you going on about?” There is a nervous twitch in his left eye.

“You told me Ms. Findings’ death was accidental.”

He shrugs. “So?”

“It’s strange, isn’t it?” I say, shaking my head.

An empty stillness settles over the room.

Then Barton says, “What’s so strange about it?”

“A few things.” I shift back and forth, trying to find my footing. “Mrs. Jackson, Cora’s neighbor, told me a different story this morning about her friend.”

He stares at me, walking further into the room and fiddling with his tie, looping it slowly through one finger, then another. “What did she say?”

“A lot, actually.”

He gawks at me. “I’m waiting.”

“She heard noises, loud voices between the victim and another person. A man, according to her statement.” I look at the police chief. He waits patiently for me to continue. “Raised voices, muffled, coming from behind the vic’s apartment door.”

“Did she see who her friend was talking to?”

“No. But she found it odd, as I did, that when she went to check on Ms. Findings a little while later, she discovered Ms. Finding’s apartment was empty, the door left unlocked with her dog scratching at it from inside.”

His expression changes, shifting and darkening in the light. “I’m not following, Ballinger.”

“According to Mrs. Jackson, the vic never left her door unlocked or her dog unattended.”

“Maybe she heard a noise out in the hallway and went to investigate.”

“There was nobody else in the hallway, sir.”

He looked confused. “I don’t understand. How do you know that?”

“Mrs. Jackson checked to see if the morning newspaper had been delivered. When she opened her apartment door, she didn’t see anybody else in the hallway. Only heard somebody arguing with Ms. Findings inside her apartment. Whoever that was had to have killed her and moved the body. He left Ms. Finding’s apartment door unlocked when he moved the victim’s body to the basement.”

The chief stares at me, his face frozen. “He? How do you know the killer was a man?”

“I’ll get to that.”

“And what do you mean the body was moved to the basement?” He laughs. “This sounds far-fetched.”

“I don’t think so. You see, I believe Ms. Findings was killed inside her apartment then relocated into the basement of the building to make it look like she had fallen and hit her head on the floor while doing her laundry. But she wasn’t doing laundry at that early hour. All of that had been strategically planned.”

“Wow. I knew you were a good rookie cop, Ballinger. But right now you sound like a scripted actor on a bad cop show.”

“I wish that’s all this was, sir. But we both know it isn’t.”

He cocked his head. “We?”

I pull out a piece of paper from my coat pocket and unfold it, holding it out to him. “I’ve got proof.”

“Proof? What proof?”

“Your negligence.”

He smirks and the light in his eyes dim.

I take a deep breath as I watch him tightening the grip on his tie and walking toward me in slow, deliberate steps.

I do not move. “Murder, sir.”

“Murder? Me?” His mouth curls into a grimacing smile. “I think you need to check yourself. Maybe even take a long break. Get your head together. The job changes people after a while.”

“I went back to Ms. Findings’ apartment to comb over a few things,” I continue.

“You’ve been busy.” A pause. “And what did you find?”

“The original crime scene. Pills and prescription bottles and tubs of body cream and a hair brush strewn across the floor in haste, a result from a struggle. I also found a spot of blood on the carpet in the corner of the room. The vic’s blood. I called the local lab and had a sample of it analyzed. I had them rush the results.” I hold up the white piece of paper. “It’s all in the M.E. report: Information that you hid from the entire department. I’d like to know why.”

Barton stands inches away from me, his face changing expression, a cold, mean stare lancing through me.

“You’ve got a wild imagination, Ballinger.”

“That’s not all. I suspect it was you I scared away out of the sliding glass doors when I entered Ms. Finding’s apartment a few hours ago.”

“It wasn’t me,” he says matter-of-factly.

“Why did you go back to the apartment? To clean up your mess?”

“You’re out of line, Ballinger.” He shrugs. “It could’ve been anyone else. How about Officer Ryan? He was missing for most of the shift. I tried calling him and couldn’t track him down.”

“Don’t throw Ryan under the bus, sir. He’s a good, honest man.”

“It’s just a suggestion.”

“Trying to shift the blame is more like it.”

“I’d like you to leave my house.”

“It’s funny, sir, that you’d mention Ryan. I left him at his apartment an hour ago before running my errand and coming here. He’s been in a bar getting drunk, and is neither lucid nor in any condition to walk. He could not have climbed down from Ms. Finding’s balcony, dropped one floor to the ground, and run off.”

“And I could?”

“You’re in better physical shape than he is. Except for your limp.” I point down at his right leg. “Someone with a limp, much like yours, was limping away from the scene today.”

He laughs nervously as his fingers work the length of the tie into a tight ball. “You’re reaching for straws, Ballinger.”

“I don’t think so.”

I wait for him to respond. When he doesn’t, I add, “Let’s discuss the first murder.”

He freezes. “First murder?”

“Kimberly Block.”

The girl’s name ignites something in the chief’s expression to go rigid. “What the hell are you talking about?”

A sheen of sweat glistens on his forehead. He clenches the tie in a pale-knuckled grip, glaring at me.

“Your first mistake,” I say.

“You’ve lost your mind.”

“I don’t think so. The proof is all here.” I wave the paper at him.

He loosens his grip on the tie and snatches the report from me, tearing it out of my hands and staring down at the paper.

“I don’t know if you and Ms. Block were romantically involved, but after a few hours of seeing things more clearly, I finally can put two and two together. You definitely knew each other. We’re the two of you in a relationship?”

He leans into me, which forces me to take a step back, the floorboards creaking beneath us. “Do you know who you’re talking to, Ballinger?”

“Yes sir.”

“I’m the chief of police.”

I nod.

“You’re a rookie beat cop,” he says.

I swallow down the hard lump in my throat.

When he grins, I notice the top row of his crooked teeth.

Crooked.

“You don’t know how wrong I wanted to be,” I say.

“You’re wrong, Ballinger. And for those glaring oversights, I’m going to strip you of your badge and terminate you from the police force. Your days as a cop are over.”

I stand firm. “I don’t think so, sir.”

Our noses are almost touching.

“What did you just say?” he says.

“Your breath, sir.”

He pulls back, squints at me in question. “My breath?”

“It smells like smoke.”

“I don’t smoke.”

“That’s what I thought when you told everybody at the department you quit last month.”

“I did. For Stella.”

I shake my head. “It’s the same smell I noticed in Ms. Block’s apartment early this morning.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“I’m making perfect sense, sir. In Ms. Block’s apartment, I detected the odor of tobacco smoke. Not cigarettes, but smoke from a pipe. You used to smoke a pipe.”

“Operative words: used to. A month ago.”

“I can smell the same pipe smoke in here as I did at the first crime scene. The only reason I didn’t notice it on your breath at the time was because you were chewing gum, which I’ve never seen you do. None of the other officers have either.”

Barton takes a deep breath, his fingers resuming an intricate knot in the folds of his tie, the skin around his knuckles turning white.

“If only you’d have immersed your talent in real police work, Ballinger. Instead of mimicking one of your favorite TV cop shows.”

“This is as real as it gets.”

“You’re delusional.”

I let him talk.

“You’re mistaken,” he continues. “You’re wrong. You’re fired.” He stops, and then adds, “Do you know what the repercussions will be for falsifying a police investigation?”

“You should be asking yourself that very same question, sir. It was you who falsified the report, not me. I was just doing my job.”

“Get out. I don’t want to hear any more of your ridiculous accusations.”

“I’m just getting started, sir.”

“Don’t call me sir. Get the hell out of my house. Mark my word, Ballinger, you’re terminated from the Black Falls police department.”

“I don’t think that’s how this works, Chief.”

“How what works? Coming here harassing me and making wild allegations?”

“My accusations are based on fact.”

“Stop talking. You’re making a fool of yourself.”

I nod. “Is that how you felt about Ms. Findings and Ms. Block before you killed them? Were they fools too?”

His face turns the color of puce from rage, as his hands turn into fists.

“That’s the same expression Ms. Findings had on her face when she saw you standing behind Ryan and me in the hall outside her apartment when we were interviewing her.”

His jaw clenches, and he glares at me with venomous hatred.

“According to the coroner’s report Ms. Block was murdered between eleven thirty and midnight. Ms. Findings must have seen you entering the apartment, and recognized you when we interviewed her in the early morning. She was scared of you.”

“You’ve got no proof,” he hissed. “This is all conjecture and smoke and mirrors, just to throw me off guard.”

“Why would I need to throw you off guard if you didn’t do anything?”

“Then you’re just trying to get under my skin to blame me because you don’t like the way I manage this police department.”

“Your narcissism is going to end your career. Not me.”

His nostrils flare. “I don’t believe you’ve got anything against me.”

“I’ve got all the proof,” I say. “Or, I should say, you’ve got the proof,” pointing to the piece of paper in the breast pocket of his dress shirt.

He shakes his head, smirking, showing me his teeth, like a teenage bully I used to know in grade school, who tormented me for being gay.

I think of my father and see him in the chief’s temper.

“Why did you kill those women? Out of shame? Anger? Blackmail?” I pause. “Do women intimidate you, sir?”

“I didn’t do anything to those women,” is all he says, his voice faltering.

“It’s over,” I say, the words rolling off my tongue easily. “Whether or not you confess to me isn’t the issue. All the proof I need is in the report. And something you said at Ms. Block’s apartment.”

He looks at me squarely, his jaw jutting, trying to keep a cool composure. “What did I say?”

“It’s been bothering me since the investigation.”

He waits.

“You slipped badly when you mentioned Ms. Block’s missing Jeep.”

“Jeep?”

“I remembered you saying it in passing at the victim’s apartment this morning. I didn’t think anything of it because you didn’t tell Ryan or me directly. It was a fly-by comment, which went by the wayside until a little while ago when I picked Ryan up at Snake Eyes and noticed his Jeep parked in the parking lot. It triggered something you said the morning at the crime scene about a missing Jeep Cherokee.”

“So what?”

“How did you know the victim drove a Jeep Cherokee, and why wasn’t it part of our investigation?”

“I think you’re confused.”

“I don’t think I am. I noticed it in your garage before you invited me inside. It’s sneaky of you to hide such a large piece of the puzzle on your property, where nobody would have ever looked for it.”

He is speechless.

“All of this suggests that you knew or were romantically involved with Ms. Block,” I say. “Now, not only will the college be under months of investigation, but you’ve also compromised the police department. We can expect a lawsuit against the victim’s parents.”

I let Barton soak in all the information.

“I think you need to check yourself, Ballinger,” he says.

“I think you need to stop lying and confess.”

“You’re out of line.”

“Does Stella know?”

He goes rigid. “Does Stella know what?”

“That you and the victim were…seeing each other?”

“You’re crossing a very fine line, Ballinger. Don’t you dare bring my wife into this convoluted conversation.” He thrusts a finger in my face.

“Why are you so angry?”

He laughs nervously. “Why am I angry? Because you’re in my house making up lies about me and accusing me of things I haven’t done.”

“I’m not lying about anything.” I am struggling to keep calm as my heart races like a beating drum in my chest. “It’s all in the details.”

He closes his eyes.

“Maybe you can explain the elaborate display of Ms. Block’s body at the crime scene. Why so dramatic? Do you despise women that much?”

He looks irritated.

“You strangled her to death and stabbed her in the forehead with a pocketknife, which you held up in an evidence bag for everyone to see. You wore gloves, obviously, so your DNA wouldn’t be detected.”

He turns away from me.

“What about the pentagram?” I ask. “Or the rosary glued to Ms. Block’s palm. What’s the significance?”

“Past sins,” he says, barely audible, glancing down at his hands, untwining the silk tie and letting it fall to the floor.

“Whose sins? Yours or hers?”

“I want you to leave.”

“And the rosary glued to her hand? Why?”

After a beat, he says, “Out of spite.”

“Were you blackmailing Ms. Block and trying to keep your relationship with her on the down low, and away from her sorority sisters?”

“Get out of my house.”

“I’m not leaving until you answer me. Why did you do it?”

“You’re accusing me of murder. This is outrageous!”

I wait for him to settle down before I continue. “Tell me what happened, sir.”

As he looks up, his face pales.

I feel the anger in his stare when I say, “My interview with Mrs. Jackson started to put things into perspective for me. When I decided to investigate on my own, I went to Ms. Findings’ apartment, and it all started to make sense. I just wasn’t expecting you to lie to me and send the rest of the officers on a wild goose chase.” I pause. “The nail in the coffin was the medical examiner’s report. You lied to me—to all of us—about what happened. But now you can explain yourself, and tell me what happened.”

He shakes his head, and it looks like he is going to cry.

“Why did you do it, sir?”

The chief takes a deep breath and I watch him look down at his hands. “When I first started this job twenty years ago, the job wasn’t as much bullshit as it is today.” He shakes his head. “Sure, we had the occasional drunk who went home after work and beat up his old lady, or we’d have to investigate an arson or burglary.”

He lifts his head to look up at me briefly, and turns away, pursing his lips into a tight thin line. “Murders were few and far between. Not like today, when every other call we receive is a homicide case.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” I ask, restless, fidgeting with the handcuffs on my utility belt.

He is quiet for a long time, and I think he is asleep, his head falling in front of him, his eyes closed.

“Chief?” I say, stirring him awake.

“When I started at the police department, I liked coming to work every day. I liked seeing the faces of my rookies, the young men and women whom I would help shape into lieutenants one day. Their hunger for power and enthusiasm fueled their ego. I enjoyed watching them grow into brave men and women, better than me. I wanted them to succeed. I wanted them to be more than they were. Most of them moved away from Black Falls to better their lives, and grow into higher ranks and positions.” His voice got bleaker. “But I’ve seen so much death and destruction over the years. Many of it has changed my view on life and everybody around me. I’m a different man, tired and worn out.”

And a murderer, I want to say, but I don’t.

He pauses. Then, “No one man, as powerful and strong as he is, can take on what I’ve had to tackle in this work. I’ve seen horrible deaths, suicides, and murders. I’ve killed people in the name of protecting fellow officers, and myself. And now the table has turned. After years of seeing people die all around me, it’s changed me. It’s made me—”

His voice trails off, and I wait for him to say something.

But he doesn’t.

Not right away.

So I ask again, “What’s made you do it?”

He looks at me, his gaze drifting to me and down to his wringing hands. “The world is a different place,” he says.

“It’s not the world we have to worry about, Chief. It’s the people in it.”

People like you.

He clears his throat. “It’s everything.”

“What do you mean?”

He raises his pronounced chin, nodding smugly at me as if he has all the right answers. “Life has changed.”

“Are you sure it’s you that has changed and not the world?”

I see him thinking about what I’ve said. He closes his eyes and rocks back and forth, as if the slow motion of his body is calming, and he reflects on the times. “At this stage in my life I’m hardwired to feel this way, and to act on these feelings.”

“Do you blame the job for what you’ve done?”

He turns to me, and he is sneering. “You’re not the sharpest knife on the team, Ballinger.”

A sting of electricity stabs the back of my neck, making me stand up taller. I stare at the chief, cool as a cucumber. “I’m not the one who killed two people,” I say.

I think he might charge at me, or fist punch me to the floor.

He doesn’t move, but he laughs, and the deep-throated snicker is grating and cruel. “Life has a way of chewing all of us up and spitting us out.”

“We’re all on borrowed time.”

“I guess mine is up,” he says. “This is the end.”

“You can make it easy or hard on yourself.” I pause. “It’s your choice.”

He grunts. “My choice is to take the high road.”

Is he going to run and make me chase after him?

Or…

Wait.

After a long minute, he says, “I’ve worked hard. I’ve paid my dues. I don’t want it to end like this.”

“Like what?”

He tweaks his nose, and when he pulls away, a pinprick of blood glosses the tip of his finger.

I reach for a tissue from the Kleenex box sitting on an end table. I hand it to him, but he brings his finger to his mouth and sucks the blood off it.

It makes me uneasy when he closes his eyes and swallows, looking satisfied.

“These last few weeks have felt like a bloody nose, Ballinger.”

I don’t know what to say so I let him keep talking.

“Do you know what I’m saying?” he asks, sounding delirious.

I stand there, speechless, wondering where he is going with all this gibberish. “I don’t know, sir.”

“I couldn’t control myself,” he says.

It all sounds like a confession to me.

“What are you talking about?” I ask.

His nose is bleeding again, a thin syrupy line of dark blood trickling through the maze of his mustache and mouth, and congealing in his wiry beard.

“Chief?”

“I feel sick,” he says.

From tasting your blood or committing murder?

“Why?” I ask.

His complexion turns pale and chalky and he looks like he might throw up. “I did what I had to do. I did what I thought was right.”

“Tell me what happened.”

His bravery is shattered with fear when he looks at me with a spooky stare. His ego is crumbling in front of me.

I can’t say I’m not amused. It all seems right and fair.

I listen to his confession.

Seconds pass and he leans against the long couch, releasing a ragged breath. “We’d been seeing each other for about a month. I’d pick her up a block from her apartment so nobody would notice my SUV, and we’d drive around town and find a place near the edge of the lake downtown to fool around. She was kind. Pretty. She had more going for her than Stella. Great body. Smile. Innocence.” He licks his lips. “It was the initial meeting that I’ll never forget. I met Ms. Block at her apartment when I was investigating a domestic abuse call. She was leaving as I was arriving, and she held the door open for me. It was her smile that persuaded me to ask her out. Guys know that look when girls stare them down. They want one thing. But dudes—we always get the bad rap for returning the stare or smile.” He shakes his head. “Ms. Block wanted me. I knew it.”

He looks up at me. “I don’t regret any of it. But then things started to change. She had become distant. She wasn’t returning my calls. I thought people knew about us. I was scared that she might’ve said something to her sorority sisters about our late-night hookups. I didn’t know.” He takes a breath. “She accused me of being a filthy, horny old man. Well, if she was going to play hard to get, I thought I could turn the tables and humiliate her.”

He stares down at the floor. “Her religion got in the way. She said if anybody found out about us—her parents or sorority sisters or friends—she’d go to hell. She said it over and over: I’m going to hell. I’m going to hell.” He pauses to unclasp his cuffs, and rolls up his shirtsleeves to his elbows. “I thought it was a cop out. She was yelling fire in a theater, and making me out to be a pedophile.” He shakes his head. “So, I shamed her. When I went to her apartment last night, I ended it.” He twists his hands into fists. “If she was going to blow the whistle on us, and I do believe she was thinking seriously about it, I had to shame her and her religion. I made up an elaborate scenario that would take the blame away from me. If she wanted to play the religion card, I’d deal her right hand. The pentagram was the polar opposite of Ms. Block’s beliefs.” More as an afterthought, he adds, “Now she can rot in hell.”

I remember Stella telling me she hadn’t seen her husband much in the last few weeks.

Now I know why.

Barton slides down to the floor, pulling himself up against the back of the couch, legs splayed out in front of him. He drops the tie to the floor. “It was worth it. I don’t have any regrets.”

“And Ms. Findings?” I ask. “What was your motivation for killing an elderly woman?”

After a long pause, he says, “What do you think?”

Ms. Findings had seen something, that much I know.

I fold my hands in front of me and stare down at him, shaking my head, but staying quiet.

When the front door swings open and I whirl around to see the chief’s wife running into the house, out of breath, sweating from her late afternoon jog, she looks terrified, eyes wide, staring down at her husband.

It is the nail in the coffin.

“Danny?” Stella says, looking from him to me, and back to him, her mouth fixed in the shape of an O. “What’s happening?”

The truth will set you free.

I hear tires squealing outside the house, and when I go to the door, there are five police cruisers blocking both sides of the street, driving across the front lawn and sidewalk.

I look to the chief.

He will have to tell his story publically.

I say, “It’s time. Stand up. Turn around. Put both hands behind your back.”

“You’re making a big mistake, Ballinger.”

“Danny.” Stella is crying into her hands and pleading with me not to take her husband, even when she discovers a pair of red Milanos overturned on the hardwood floor next to the stone hearth.

She looks to Barton and asks the inevitable question, “Whose are these? And why does it smell like smoke in here?”

He doesn’t answer, and I walk him out the front door to a block of gawking neighbors and police officers waiting for him in the street.

Before I leave, I want to tell Stella about the young brunette woman who I saw driving away from the house in a blue Honda when I arrived at the house earlier.

But she already knows.

She’s known about his infidelity for a long time.


Chapter 12

One week later

Police Chief Charged in Double Homicide.

The newspaper headline from Black Falls Daily stares back at me from the kitchen counter as I read the article that has rattled the small upstate New York town.

A week after the incident, the residents of Black Falls are still reeling. Taking a temporary leave has given me time to do some serious thinking about my future as a police officer.

By mid-week, I meet up with my pal Ryan for a drink at his place, and we are sitting in his living room, talking about football and work. I tell him I don’t want to discuss the job, and he opens another beer for me.

“What are you going to do?” he asks, his gaze glued to the screen as The Patriots’ Michael Bennett tackles a Los Angeles Ram player near the end zone.

“I don’t have a clue.”

“Whatever you do, don’t quit,” he says, and I stay for another hour to finish watching the game and the six-pack of Switchback.

* * * *

“You can’t quit,” Steve says to me when I invite him to my apartment for an afternoon drink a few days at the end of August when there is nothing or nobody to distract us. “It’s who you are.”

“Who I was,” I say.

He stares at me intensely and lifts his wine glass, taking a sip.

I stare at the blonde highlights in his braided hair and the way he wears his pink bangs, cut in jagged, zigzag lines as if it was styled by Edward Scissorhands. I smile at the chameleon colors of his constantly changing eyes. “Your eyes are beautiful,” I say, rambling, and sounding stupid.

“I like your eyes as well.”

I laugh. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”

He reaches for my hand across the table, and squeezes.

I find his gaze, and hold it. “I do like your eyes, though.”

He laughs and sets his glass down on the table, looking away, shy and speechless. His fingers interlock with mine, his friendly touch is warm.

“Why did you call me to come over?” he asks, pulling his hand away to pour a generous amount of pinot grigio into his glass, overfilling it and leaning forward to slurp the drink before it spills over the top. “Tell me.”

I finger a hangnail on my right thumb, pulling at the tag of skin gently, wincing as a spume of blood fizzes to the surface. I dab at the cut with my paper napkin and look up to find Steve waiting for an answer.

So I tell him.

I tell him how much I’ve missed him and that I’ve done some serious thinking about us following the days after the arrest of the department’s police chief and a looming lawsuit against the local college and police department. “You’re the only thing that makes me want to get out of bed,” I say. I tell him that he is the only person who makes me happy these days and I want to spend more time with him.

“I want you to sleep over. I want to wake up next to you. I want to cook you breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

He cocks his head to the side, watching me.

“After this crazy week, I’ve learned a lot about myself.”

“Like what?” he asks.

I sit up straighter, reaching my hands across the table. “Who I am. What I want from life.”

“Who are you, Jack? And what do you want?”

I pull in a ragged breath. “A lonely man searching for happiness. Something I lost a long time ago.”

“Nobody will be able to make you happy but yourself,” he says.

“I don’t believe that.”

“It’s true.”

“You make me happy, Steve. You make me laugh.”

“What’s changed you?”

“Everything. Work. Death. My past.”

He takes a sip of his drink.

I say, “So let’s start. Right now. Will you stay? I’ll cook dinner. We can watch a movie on Netflix. Anything you want.” I push back my chair and stand.

I amble around the small table to Steve and drop down to one knee. He glances at me, one of his eyebrows arching into question. “I thought we were taking things slowly.”

“I am. I mean, we are.”

“Then why are you proposing?”

I look down at my kneeling stance with my hand on his, and start to laugh.

He throws his head back, laughing harder.

“This is not what it looks like,” I say, feeling lightheaded and happy and woozy in love. “Please stay, Steve.”

“There’s a lot we need to discuss,” he says.

“I want to be with you.”

He nods.

“I know I’ve got some stuff to figure out,” I say. “My anxieties, my past. But I want you with me so we can work on life’s challenges together.”

“Let’s take it slowly and see where it leads us.”

* * * *

I don’t have any recollection of my father hugging me or telling me he loved me. Not the way my mother loved me before breast cancer took her away from me at an early age.

Returning to my father’s grave the next day at Black Falls Cemetery rehashes old memories I wish I could forget. He was arguably the most wretched human being, with the disposition of an old mule.

Hatred bubbles to the surface of my thoughts, and I don’t know why I’ve come back to this awful place.

Maybe I’ve come to kneel and pray and embrace my mother’s small tombstone. I unwrap the bouquet of purple and white lilies from the cellophane I’ve bought for her, and place them across her grave.

I loom over my parents’ marble headstones that are chipped and weathered by the bare elements. The second R in my father’s name Barry has deteriorated and is barely legible.

Teresa, my mother’s name, is intact and illuminated by the stunning sunlight winking through the foliage overhead.

I bend down and brush leaves off the headstone, placing my hand across the embossed letters of her name. Tears swell in the corner of my eyes.

“I miss you, Mom.”

A late summer breeze rustles elm trees around me, and I notice I am the only person in the graveyard on this late August morning.

I crinkle the cellophane into my coat pocket, and stand.

When I start to leave, I whisper to my mother that I’ll be back tomorrow.

As I head down the dirt path toward my car where I parked it near the wrought-iron gates, I notice a tall figure dressed in a black trench coat and hat leaning against a tree half a mile across the graveyard.

I get an uneasy, familiar feeling that he is watching me.

My interest piqued, I set off at a light jog, picking up pace along the windy dirt trail.

He turns and heads in the other direction, but I yell for him to stop, my voice strangled by the afternoon wind as it is carried through the tops of the rustling trees. I am out of shape, and I have to stop running to catch my breath.

I watch the man get behind the wheel of his car and drive away, churning up a cloud of dust as he peels away, tires screeching.

The make of the car is the exact same model as my ex-boyfriend Sheridan’s.

* * * *

That evening, I am sautéing chicken stir-fry for Steve, and waiting for him to arrive.

It is six o’ clock, and the day’s light is waning and disappearing behind the treetops in the front yard. A soft rain taps the sliding glass doors.

Fifteen minutes later, a knock on the apartment door announces his arrival. Steve is holding a pricey bottle of sweet Sauvignon Blanc. “Business at the club has been good,” he says, raising the wine.

I wink at him and hold his head in my hands, pulling him toward me so our lips are touching.

I hear my neighbor’s apartment door opening from across the hallway, and I notice Miles watching us from the doorway.

“Evening, Miles,” I say, wrapping my arm around Steve’s shoulder.

“I thought I heard voices,” Miles says, his owl-stare darting in Steve’s direction, then back at me.

“It’s just us,” I say, motioning Steve into my apartment and turning to Miles. “Do you need anything?”

He shakes his head. “I’m jumpy, that’s all. Even after the arrest of the police chief, I can’t sleep.”

“You don’t have to worry about anything, Miles. I’ve got your back. Just like you have mine.”

Miles nods, and heads back into his apartment. He closes the door and fastens all three locks securely in place as I go back into my apartment and join Steve for dinner.

We sit at the small table I’ve set up by the sliding glass doors in the living room, and Steve asks, “How was the rest of your day?”

I reach for my coffee cup and take a sip, setting it back down before answering, “I ran a few errands.” I am struggling to talk, but I continue. “I went to see my parents’ graves this afternoon.”

He pushes herbed carrots around his plate with his fork, and looks up at me. “Are you all right?”

I nod. “My mother had a rough life with that beast of a man. I hated growing up in that house,” I say, shredding the napkin into pieces in my lap and looking up at Steve nodding at me in support. “He was unarguably the worst father. I hated him for what he did to my mother, and to me.” My hand is trembling as I reach for my coffee cup and take a gulp of the black liquid to help clear my throat. “I still have nightmares seeing him coming at me with a belt.”

Steve calls out my name, but I don’t hear him.

“I wanted my mother to be happy. I wanted to be free from that dark place.”

“Jack—”

“He loathed me for being gay, Steve. He hated me so much he wanted me dead. He made jokes with his male co-workers in front of me just to see how I’d react. He told me one night that I was not his son, and he didn’t want to be associated with a faggot in the family. He said that to my face when I was fifteen.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know how you feel when people laugh at you for being different, and for dressing colorfully. I get it.”

He squeezes my hand.

“I like your company and we have a lot to share,” I say.

The tremors start in my shoulders, and the napkin falls from my lap when I push out my chair, stand, and walk over to Steve.

I don’t kneel this time, but straddle him on the chair, and feel his muffled laughter in the back of my throat through the vibrations of our mouths when I kiss him.

Carrying him to my bed five feet from where we sit, we remove each other’s shirts. He unstraps my belt and loosens my jeans, unzipping my fly. My hands fumble with the slim waistband of his tight drawstring slacks and I pop off two of the buttons on his shirt.

An hour later, we lie side-by-side, naked beneath the sheets.

“This doesn’t feel like we’re taking it slowly,” I say, my arm curled behind his neck, and his fingers playing in the brush pile of my wiry chest hair.

“But I like it,” he says.

“It feels like when you were here last. Lying in the dark, listening to the rain on the balcony doors.”

“Your heart is beating hard,” he says, lifting his head from my chest.

“I’m nervous.”

“You don’t have to be nervous. I’m not going anywhere.”

I hear him whispering to me not to be scared, but the words are echoing from Chief Barton’s mouth as I recall his last words to me before I cuffed his hands and led him like a lamb to the slaughter.

You’re making a big mistake, Ballinger.

Barton is due back in court the first week of September. I will be there to testify and bury this nightmare once and for all, and to bring justice to the deceased.

“What are you thinking about?” Steve asks. “You’ve got that serious look in your eye.”

I run my hand through his hair. “How all of this is going to shake out. What’s going to happen now?”

He reaches up to me and places his hand on my mouth. “Let’s worry about that tomorrow.”

I think about seeing Sheridan at the cemetery today, and watching him disappearing from my life again, hopefully for good this time.

In the chaos, I see and hear my father’s voice.

He is a black hole, a dark canvass of nothing, his voice getting quieter and quieter until I can’t hear it anymore.

Steve is smiling at me, telling me everything will be all right, his voice scaring away my nightmares into the shadows where they belong, far away from what I have now: the beginning of a new life.

* * * *

ABOUT THOMAS GRANT BRUSO

Thomas Grant Bruso knew at an early age he wanted to be a writer. He has been a voracious reader of genre fiction since he was a kid. He writes book reviews for his hometown newspaper, The Press Republican, and lives in Plattsburgh with his husband, Paul, and their miniature pincher diva, Riley. For more information, visit facebook.com/thomasgrantbruso.


Sudden Death by W.S. Long

To my husband, the man who introduced me to golfing: I will always want to golf with you on hot blistering Florida days, on cloudy, gloomy days, on any day we can play.

Chapter 1

Dimas Kanashiro eyed the fairway, blinking away the sweat that crept into a corner of his eyes. The blazing hot sun and few breezes in the Ponte Vedra golf course made the humidity more stifling.

Dimas played this same hole last year and double bogied it. That mistake pushed him from second place to a fourth place tie. Decent winnings for someone on the pro tour who’d been playing a little more than two years, but still a far cry from winning and holding the trophy and money purse for the champion.

He didn’t want that to happen again. Today, to get ahead and take the lead, he’d have to get a birdie. He’d have to hit to the ball to the left, not land in the water, and not have his ball fly too far. A par would maintain him in second place, behind Carl Dipshit Mullins. Ill-tempered, cigar-smoking, pot-bellied, boorish, rude, violent Carl Fucking Mullins.

There wasn’t any margin for error for Dimas.

If even screwed up a shot, Carl could catch up. Dimas didn’t want that, or to even up the strokes and then have to play a sudden death match play if they both tied.

He was only one shot behind Carl. If he made par for the seventeenth hole, he’d still be one shot behind.

He eyed his caddy. Joe filled in for his old caddy who retired two months ago. But Joe had never caddied in a PGA tour. Joe’s quiet demeanor was out of character for him when they arrived at Sawgrass. Normally Joe joked, sprinkled gossip he had heard at the clubhouse the night before, but so far on this tour, he was all business. He repeated facts: the slope, distances, and where other players were in standings. Joe was awed by Sawgrass and every day he seemed to be more awed by it. And Dimas couldn’t blame him.

Joe’s quiet bearing allowed Dimas to steal furtive looks at Carl’s hot caddy, Hunter Mullins, every chance he got. Everyone assumed that Hunter got the job because he was Carl’s stepson, and that was it. But, Hunter had been an outstanding collegiate golfer at Florida State. Dimas and Hunter had played on the same golf team. And not only did they become roommates and shared an apartment together in Tallahassee by sophomore year; they’d become lovers as soon as they’d moved in together.

Except many people didn’t know that.

Even Hunter’s stepfather didn’t know. At least, Dimas had no confirmation on this point.

And what most people also didn’t know was this: Hunter knew his shit. The only thing that kept Hunter from the pros was his long game. He had the best short game in all of collegiate golf. This guy, his boyfriend, could read greens like a psychic could read tealeaves in the bottom of a small cup.

The crowd clapped politely as Carl made the shot. The seventeenth hole was one hundred thirty seven yards from the tee, and yet it caused panic in every golf player since the small island green caused many players to overshoot and land the ball in water. It was more of a skill shot than a power swing. Sergio Garcia famously did a quadruple bogey a few years back, hitting his balls into the water, rather than landing them on the island green, resulting in the Tiger Woods win in the TPC Sawgrass tournament.

Dimas mumbled under his breath. Shit. He toed up to the shot, practice-pumped his club until he was ready, and then swung. Thwack. The ball made a quick, but silent arc as it hurled overhead more than one hundred yards, and landed three feet from the seventeenth hole.

The crowd grasped in unison. But the gasps were then followed by polite clapping again. Hunter lowered his head and tipped his baseball cap to Dimas. Hunter darted his eyes to the right and then scratched his left ear.

Dimas breathed in the humid air and scanned the crowd. He was finally going to redeem his loss a few weeks ago to Carl at the Bayhill Invitational in Orlando. Dimas had coveted winning the trophy at his adopted new hometown. Many spectators were rapt in the moment. He ignored the whispers about this being a battle between the ages. Him—the barely out of college pro, thin, olive-skinned, against an aging veteran in his early fifties, trying to earn a place in history next to Davis Love III and Sam Snead as one of the oldest players to win a major golf tournament. Dimas wasn’t the favorite on this course. Carl was. Carl was definitely the local celebrity and Dimas was the foreign interloper who came to America to play golf. The hours of playing golf, playing and winning some smaller tournaments were now paying off.

As the two leaders in the final tournament round, Dimas, his caddy, then Carl and Hunter walked to the seventeenth hole. The caddies stayed behind due to the small putting green area. Carl and Dimas both made their next shots on the seventeenth hole, walking off the island green as quickly as they both putted.

Unless Carl screwed up his shot on the eighteenth, Dimas would finish second. Not bad. Still good prize money, and points for the points’ cup, so he’d make some pretty dough this year. Not bad for an almost third year pro, right out of college. Still, winning the tournament would mean lots of Benjamins in endorsement, and then he could poach Hunter, and get him out of his indentured servitude to Carl.

The eighteenth hole was another interesting challenge. Water was almost immediately straight ahead, curving to the left, and the fairway curved to the left. It was a mixture of skill and power to land this. Carl made his shot. His ball traveled over two hundred yards to cut the distance to the hole almost in half.

Dimas practice pumped again and hit the ball. The hard thwack signaled a long shot. The ball landed further than Carl’s. Dimas’ heart raced. This could be it. If he could make a birdie on this hole, he would tie. If he made par, he would be in second place.

He eyed Hunter who stood talking to Carl. Hunter handed some notes on the eighteenth to Carl and Carl shook his head. Hunter turned away from his stepdad and pursed his lips.

Dimas took off his cap, and took a handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his brow. He brushed his dark brown hair back under the baseball cap. Some spectators had signs for the golfers. He caught one fan’s poster board.

A tall striking redhead, who wasn’t afraid to show off her bountiful bosom, had a small but tasteful sign on a manila folder that said, “Brownie hair, and brownie eyes, what’s not to love about Dimey?” He shook his head. There were rules about fan conduct, but he suspected because she was pretty, some tour volunteers overlooked her small sign that easily folded up. He didn’t mind her sign carried his nickname, a name only a few close friends and family called him, but he didn’t want any distractions.

Dimas focused on the next play. He moved closer to Joe who reminded him about the slope and distance that he had to make. It had rained the other day and based on how the balls played today, the course was a little slow.

Hunter handed a club to Carl, who waved it off and chose a different club. After Carl swung, his ball sailed into a bunker on the right.

“Joe, what club did Hunter try to hand Carl?”

“A seven.”

Dimas nodded. “Hand me a seven.”

“Dimas, I also overheard Hunter tell Carl the wind is pushing off south to north so to try to slice to the left a little. Obviously, Carl thinks that was dumb because he tried to slice right on that shot.”

Dimas smiled. He glanced over at Hunter who caught him looking at him. Hunter placed his head down and tugged his left ear again. Hunter’s signal.

Their signal.

Their code.

Dimas wanted to rush over there and hug him, and then punch Carl.

How could you ignore the best caddy in the world?

He wanted to pull off that baseball cap that covered up Hunter’s long, overdue for a haircut, strawberry blond hair, and stare into Hunter’s piercing blue eyes, then laugh when Hunter’s freckles stretched out from smiling. But this definitely wasn’t the time or place to any of that. Hunter and Dimas had agreed three years ago when he turned pro: on the course, it was business. Besides, Hunter got easily embarrassed with any public displays. If he hugged or kissed Hunter in public, or in front of Carl, the shit would hit the fan. He chucked softly to himself as he thought of the idea of Carl losing it.

Carl had always been a homophobe, and that was one reason Dimas didn’t care for him. The other reason was how he treated Hunter.

Dimas teed up his shot and made a perfect swing. The ball sailed more than two hundred yards and landed in the green, just a few inches from the hole. Dimas walked toward the putting green, thankful for some of the shade from the oak trees, and then put his marker where his ball rested. He waited for Carl to resume his play.

Hunter handed the sand wedge to Carl who swung to get the ball out of the sand bunker. He over swung it. The ball landed several feet away, on the edge of the rough. When Carl took his next shot, it sailed past the hole, and several feet away but still on the green.

If Carl made the shot, and Dimas made the shot they would be tied. The crowd held their breath as Carl prepared to make his next shot. Hunter stood and wobbled his shoes to the left. Carl shook his head, and tried to putt the ball straight, but the ball curved left and went past the hole. Dimas’ shiny marker on the green gleamed at him. Dimas wanted to yell but nerves forced him to remain still. The silent crowd unnerved him.

Carl took the next shot. The ball lipped around the cup and moved off an inch from the hole.

Dimas nodded to Carl who glared at him. If looks could kill, Dimas would be on the ground, gasping for breath.

Dimas now stood, his putter in his hands and wished the rules allowed him to have Hunter come over and tell him what to do, or better, for Hunter to putt this final shot. Hunter made this shot over and over.

Dimas eyed the crowd and scanned around. Hunter’s eyes were focused on the hole. No doubt Hunter had measured what it would take to land this shot, make a birdie, and win.

“What do you think, Joe?”

“I heard Hunter tell Carl that the ground’s going to be slower, to putt square but slightly facing right to make the ball straight.”

Dimas nodded. He had hired a guy who never worked the majors, but understood that some caddies knew more about golf courses than some players, especially if there was a caddy who knew Sawgrass like Hunter Mullins.

Hunter grew up in Ponte Vedra, worked this course as a kid, even helped cut the grass as part of the grounds keeping staff as a teenager. And if there was anything about Joe he really liked it was that Joe had street smarts. Joe gathered intel, soaking it up like a sponge. Joe easily picked up in the first round of play two days ago that Hunter knew his shit without being told by anyone.

Joe also knew that he would be getting a large bonus if Dimas won this event.

Dimas breathed, rocked his feet to keep his balance, did a practice short swing with the putter. Then he breathed again. Much longer and deeper to help himself relax.

He had to block out Hunter for the moment. He had to tune out the crowd. He had to block out all the rage he had towards Carl, and his wanting to take one of his clubs and beat Carl with it.

He had to win for him. Dimas Kanashiro.

If he won, he’d be the first Peruvian-Japanese player to win the event.

If he won, he’d have a win over Carl.

He wanted to win to make his secret lover, Hunter Mullins, proud.

He had one hundred one reasons to win.

And one of those was to wipe off that smug, shitty-faced grin that Carl Mullins perennially had when he eyeballed Dimas.

But, fuck, he just wanted to win it.

* * * *

Dimas threw his arm and accidentally knocked over two empty champagne glasses on the nightstand along with a bottle. Luckily, the Armand de Brignac Rosé bottle had been emptied hours ago, along with a bottle of Dom, and a bottle of expensive French brandy. His eyes opened slightly. He struggled with the bright sun coming through. He made out the blonde snapping her bra on. He didn’t say anything as she slid on her dress, picked up her pumps by the second messy double bed, and tiptoed out the door. He didn’t remember her name. The introduction had been fleeting and his memories dulled by celebrating and alcohol.

Once the door closed, Dimas moved closer to Hunter in the double bed they shared. Dimas snuggled up next to him, since Hunter was lying on his side, and ground his dick against Hunter’s boxers.

“Thank God she finally left, she snored worse than you did,” Hunter said, his voice hoarse.

“When did the other girl leave? The redhead…she was a redhead, right?” Dimas asked. He threw his arm over Hunter’s freckled shoulder and pressed his now semi-hard cock against Hunter’s ass crack.

“You and redheads,” Hunter sighed. “The redhead left right after you passed out, Dimey.”

“What I remember is we both watched them make out after they both stripped down to their underwear. I think they thought we would get off on it.”

Hunter groaned. “Yes. Then you passed out. The redhead left. She was disappointed. I think you were a notch on her belt. Fucking a TPC Sawgrass winner. That’s all she wanted from you. The blonde passed out after she finished my bottle of rosé. Then, I tried to bring you back to see if you had any life. Down there. No reaction.”

Dimas laughed. “I’m not sure if you’re madder at me that I couldn’t get a reaction, or that she finished your favorite brut.”

Hunter didn’t say anything so Dimas kissed the back of Hunter’s neck. “I hoped when I came back from the news conference, it’d only me and you.”

“I thought we’d agreed. You and I should always be seen with women. Hot, very attractive women.”

Dimas exhaled. Yeah, that is what they agreed. But, he didn’t know how much longer he could keep up the charade. It was a lot of work. And now? Winning one of the top tournaments would only put more of a microscope on Dimas’ life. His sports agent texted him last night the number of interviews he lined up for today.

“So you didn’t make a move on the blonde? You didn’t try to fuck her?” Dimas asked.

“No. Should I have?”

“You know the answer to that one.” Dimas stroked Hunter’s strawberry blond hair. “You think the blonde’s going to say anything? About what you tried? On me?”

“No, she was out. But if she woke up, and saw anything you could deny it. I’ll deny it. And the rumor gets buried soon as another story comes out on something else. That’s the way the media works these days.”

Dimas sighed. He was tired of the charade. “I think we should stop pretending,” Dimas said. “Your stepdad knows something’s up. He glares at me like he wants to gut me.”

“My stepdad hates you because you’re better than him, and because—”

“Because what?” Hunter lay quietly, not answering, and the silence was killing Dimas.

“Because you punched him a few years ago. He never forgot it.”

“What was I supposed to do? When I saw him slap you when he was drunk, after you failed to make the cut for juniors. I should be at fault because I punched him?

“He was drunk,” Hunter said.

“I just said that. And that scar on your collarbone. You told me it was from his belt buckle.”

“I crashed his car when I was fourteen and I didn’t have permission to drive his Corvette. And he was drunk.”

“God damn it, stop excusing his asshole behavior. He’s a fucking belligerent alcoholic who can’t control his temper.”

Hunter sighed. “When he’s not drunk, he actually is a good person. He was at my mother’s bedside every day for weeks before she died. He adopted me, provided room and board, paid for my college education.”

“I know. I visited too. Remember? Again, stop rationalizing. You’re still afraid of him. You haven’t even told him you’re gay. What did you say to him last night? How’d you get away? Did you tell him you were hanging out with me?”

“No. I didn’t say anything. I left a bottle of bourbon in the room, told him I’m going for a walk, and left. He already had a few after his portion of last night’s press event was done. None of us were driving home. That’s why we got a hotel suite here. Plus the porch at the house, you know, is going through renovations. The carpenters are noisy. All the hammering. When I told him I was taking a walk, he said ‘Fine, meeting some friends anyway.”

“What friends? Maybe the redhead went to his room.” Dimas chortled. “He was halfway drunk by the time he finished his portion of the news conference. He was mumbling when I saw him later, when I was headed back to the room.” Dimas grabbed Hunter’s face and forced him to look at Dimas. He brushed his hand on the scar, slightly faint under Hunter’s right collarbone. Dimas shuddered to think his lover had been punished so severely as a teenager. “You told me he never sexually abused you, right?”

“Yes, stop asking that question,” Hunter whispered.

“Because if he did, you know—”

“I know. I know. You don’t have to say it. I haven’t lied to you, about anything in the past, so stop looking for hidden faults in him.”

“I’d fucking kill him, if he had done anything to you.” Dimas said. His finger now gently tracing the scar. “I wouldn’t hesitate.”

“I know,” Hunter sighed. “He’s never used the belt after that incident. Mom made sure of that. But let’s stop talking about him. I didn’t sneak in your room last night with a hoodie, trying to be under the radar, after bringing two women to meet you, to talk about my stepfather.”

“Yeah, nice surprise. The champagne, the alcohol, you. Well, I’m glad, we’re alone now. From now on, no more bringing women in. I don’t care if anyone knows. I’m not going to hide it. I’m not going to shout about it either.”

“That’s probably the hangover talking. I’m hungry by the way.”

“You’re always hungry. How you don’t gain weight anyway is amazing.”

“Thanks,” Hunter said. “Going back to what we were talking about, you could lose endorsements, be shunned by the players’ and be the gossip of all of the tour.”

“You know what? That’s fine. I shouldn’t have to have you send me coded messages with your left ear that you love me while I’m playing golf. Besides, there are women in the pros who are out. Tadd Fujikawa is out.” Dimas kissed Hunter, softly, his lips caressing Hunter. “Maybe you don’t want to come out,” Dimas whispered.

“I don’t know how you could be so cocky about coming out. I’m scared to death that my family and friends will know, and that everything will change.” Hunter closed his eyes and pursed his lips.

“Everything will change. Just think of the weight and pressure that goes away by being honest.”

“I don’t know,” Hunter said, his voice in almost defeated resignation. “My whole world…everything I know. Maybe I’m just not as strong as you.”

Dimas kissed Hunter again. “My family knew before I left Lima to go to FSU that I was gay. They were cool with it. I guess if either my Mom or Dad didn’t like it, then it’d be different. Our teammates in college didn’t care.”

“Well, we were a close circle of friends. It’s different now. And if I came out, what would I do for a living? I couldn’t caddy anymore. Who wants to hire a gay caddy?”

“What do you mean? You’d keep working for Carl.”

“You know how he is about homosexuality! He’d be embarrassed to have me on the tour. I can just here him now, playing poker at the clubhouse, when he sees me, and talks to his buddy. ‘Here comes my faggot stepson.’ I would lose my job. He’d think I came out to personally attack him or something.”

Dimas kissed the tip of Hunter’s nose. While Dimas parents had no problems with him, Carl was the stereotypical homophobe. He suspected Hunter’s upbringing to be the major cause of the anxiety and stress of being open to the public about his relationship with Dimas. “That doesn’t make anything sense,” Dimas said. “You’re the best caddy that I know. You know golf. You can read a green like no one else. You’re like the Doctor Doolittle of putting greens. You were giving advice to Carl that he wasn’t taking, and he would be a fool to fire you. He could’ve won the tournament yesterday if he listened to you. And if he says faggot, and I hear it, I’ll knock him out. “

Hunter ignored Dimas’ last comment. “So you and Joe overheard everything I said to Carl?”

“I didn’t. But Joe did.” Dimas hesitated, but continued. “Come work for me. Quit your job with your stepfather.”

“I told you already. He paid for college. I agreed I’d work for him for at least four years if I couldn’t make pro.”

“I could buy you out.”

Hunter’s eyebrows furrowed. “Really? I’m just some commodity that you both sell and trade? And then what? What if we disagreed on the golf course? I give you a suggestion and you ignore it. And you make a bad shot?”

“Or I follow a suggestion of yours, and it’s wrong?” Dimas asked. “So what? At least we’re playing together. On the same team. Like we were in college.”

“Yeah but the dynamics are different. At Florida State, we were teammates, co-equals, and you didn’t have millions of dollars of prize money and endorsements on the line. Do you see any golfers whose girlfriends or wives caddy?”

Dimas shook his head. “No, but so? You and I can be the first.” Dimas ground his pelvis on Hunter’s thigh.

“I know you’re talking this way since you probably have the afterglow of yesterday’s win.”

Dimas sighed. He wanted to tell Hunter he meant what he was saying. He’ll have to prove it to Hunter. Somehow.

Hunter continued. “Let’s take it day by day. We should be getting out of bed soon. You should take a shower. You’ve got some interviews lined up. A lot of people want to see you and talk to you. I have to head back to my stepdad’s suite. See what kind of mess he’s in.”

“Yeah, get rid of the evidence of cocaine, pack up his stuff, bring his drunk ass down to the car, and take him home down to the beach. Let’s face it. Carl’s gone downhill since your mother passed.”

“I know,” Hunter whispered. He turned to the edge of the bed, and inched forward to get out, but Dimas tightened his hold.

“Come on. You have me all alone now.” Dimas pressed his fully erect dick against Hunter. Dimas reached out to stroke Hunter’s flaccid cock through Hunter’s underwear. He wanted the hardness to develop in his palm. Hunter moved back, pushing his body into Dimas’ caress. He pushed Hunter’s boxers down, circled his fingers around the base of Hunter’s dick, his fingers rubbed against the red pubes and stroked as he started thrusting in the warm invite of Hunter’s cheeks.

As Hunter’s dick came alive, Hunter ground his ass against Dimas’ dick.

“Why don’t you show me what you were trying to do to me last night?” Dimas asked. “I don’t want to work out this morning, answer any phone calls. For now anyway. And I definitely don’t want to run this morning.”

Hunter scooted down, throwing his underwear to the floor, kicking the bed sheets so they were both exposed. Dimas closed his eyes as Hunter caddied Dimas’ pole. When Hunter pumped Dimas’ dick, and then licked the head, Dimas stretched out his legs, and curled his toes. Hunter pleasured Dimas for a long while, taking his time with his tongue, fingers, and hand.

This is fucking heaven.

Dimas opened his eyes to find Hunter eyeing him as Hunter licked up and down the shaft.

“Yeah, that’s it baby.”

Hunter then moved his mouth up and down on Dimas’ dick, taking him down his throat. Dimas body heated, and his back was wet from perspiration as Hunter showered him with oral and manual attention.

“Fuck, that feels so good.” Dimas grabbed Hunter’s face, and hair and started fucking Hunter’s mouth, his balls slapping Hunter’s chin as he did so as Hunter eagerly strove to accommodate Dimas’ deep and hard thrusts.

Hunter’s moans of appreciation only egged Dimas to face-fuck him faster. After a while, Dimas couldn’t hold back. His breathing had become more pronounced. Hunter’s moans of pleasure spurred him to the edge. “Shit, I’m going to come.” Dimas arched his back, and tried to pull Hunter off his cock, but Hunter resisted and greedily swallowed everything Dimas could give him once he let the dam burst open.

Dimas tried to catch his breath. Hunter moved up to kiss Dimas and shoved some of Dimas’ cum back in Dimas’ impatient mouth, as both their tongues darted in and out of each other’s like greedy teenagers on a first date.

“God, that was so fucking good,” Dimas whispered. “Just like the first time.”

Damn? How many times has Hunter sucked him off since college?

“You say that every time.” Hunter smiled. He laid his sweaty body on top of Dimas. Their chests expanding in tune with each other’s.

“I mean it. Your mouth and your tongue. They fucking drive me wild.”

“You know what drives me crazy?” Hunter asked.

“What?”

They both lay there, trying to catch their breath. Finally, Hunter stood, showcasing his well-toned, gym body, and the ass that Dimas had made his countless of times. Hunter moved his hoodie that covered his book bag, dug through the bag, and then came back to bed with a bottle of lube and a condom.

Dimas smiled. “Let me guess.” Hunter moved in for a kiss and Dimas obliged. He loved this guy with all his heart. He really didn’t give a shit at this moment about anybody else but Hunter.

Fuck everyone.


Chapter 2

“Two chai lattes please,” Hunter ordered. As the barista prepared the hot drinks, a voice interrupted his idle fascination with the workings of the young woman getting the tea ready.

“Hunter Mullins? Is that you?”

Hunter turned to a familiar face. “Hi, Ida. What you doing here?”

“Carl gave me passes for the tournament, so the hubby and I came to watch. We were supposed to meet Carl for a late breakfast this morning, but he’s not answering his cell. And they won’t tell me if he is staying here.” Ida brushed bangs of graying dark brown hair to reveal her dark brown eyes. She didn’t have make-up on, like she normally did, and wore for a ponytail, and for half a second he wondered why she hadn’t worn any. Ida prided herself as being a fine member of the Ponte Vedra community so it was odd Ida hadn’t put on make-up or wore her hair to her shoulders so she could toss to the side, when she wanted to, flirting like she did at any man she fancied, sometimes even in front of Lenny, her husband. “Those lattes aren’t for Carl, are they? I can’t see Carl drinking chai.”

“No, they’re for a friend.” Hunter blushed. Dimas and his secret often put Hunter in this predicament. Usually, he could lie and shrug it off, but this was Ida. She lived close by, and she’d known him since he was a kid.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“No one.” He paused and tried to think of something but couldn’t. Ida had been good friends with his mom, often bringing her food and visiting her in her last days. He’d figured if anyone in Ponte Vedra knew about Hunter, she would since his mother probably told Ida. His mother had been the only one who knew about Hunter and Dimas. And Hunter didn’t like lying to Ida because she was always good to his mom.

“Well,” she sighed, her tone expressing disappointment, “tell Carl I’m looking for him.”

His eyebrows knitted together as Hunter scanned the hotel lobby for Lenny. “Okay, I will.”

Ida left quickly as she appeared. He followed her steps, and once he confirmed that Lenny wasn’t anywhere in the area, he palmed out his phone and texted his stepdad.

You up? Ida was looking for you.

Hunter slid the phone back in his pocket and sipped on the latte the barista handed to him. By now, Dimas should be out of the shower and dressing for the first of three interviews. It was close to noon. He headed back to Dimas’s room.

Their room.

When he arrived at their suite, Dimas was gone. He contemplated going to the news conference and leaving the chai there with an assistant but then changed his mind.

It’ll just get everyone talking if I do that. Why is Carl’s stepson delivering a latte to Dimas?

He picked up the dirty clothes Dimas had thrown to the side and threw it in the hotel’s courtesy laundry bag. Dimas must have left just a few minutes earlier because there was still steam on the bathroom mirror when he opened the bathroom door.

He placed Dimas’s tea on the nightstand next to the unmade bed, and left, making sure that the housekeeping door tag gave fair warning not to service the room.

He trudged over to the suite Carl booked one floor down, and stepped inside. The living room’s dining room table had several beer bottles on it. He stepped toward Carl’s bedroom, then knocked. When Carl didn’t answer, he twisted the doorknob and checked out the room. The drapes stood open and sunlight brightened the room. There were two wine glasses on the nightstand. A spoon lay next to a wine glass, no doubt with very minute traces of cocaine. As Hunter approached, he saw lipstick on the rim of one of the glasses.

Hunter walked quickly to the room he had left his suitcase, and saw his notebooks scattered on the bed. He had binders of notes for the next two golf tournaments. Hunter didn’t see his TPC notebook, so he squatted down to see if it had dropped below the bed.

He checked his bathroom, and didn’t see the binder there. He scratched his head, knowing he left it on the bed last night after the tournament.

He walked back into the living room and nearly jumped out of his skin.

“Lenny?”

“Hey, Hunter. The door was open. I was looking for Carl.” Ida’s husband’s eyebrows scrunched together. Lenny stood a few inches shorter than Hunter’s five eleven and he was stick-thin like Ida. His complexion was pale like hers too. The similarities between Ida and Lenny made them so similar that they were commonly mistaken as siblings. Lenny wore running shorts, and his thinning gray hair was all disheveled.

“He’s not here. I just checked.”

“Oh?” As if he didn’t believe him, Lenny stepped forward and peeked into Carl’s room.

“Yeah, I’m not sure where he is. I told Ida this a few minutes ago.” Dimas worried that Lenny saw the lipstick-stained wine glass.

Lenny cocked his head. “Where did you see Ida?”

“In the coffee shop off the lobby.” Hunter crossed his arms. “Did you and Ida stay here over night?”

“No,” Lenny shook his head. “Ida did, but I didn’t.” Lenny looked down at the ground, avoiding Hunter’s gaze.

“Do you want me to give him a message?”

“Just tell him I was looking for the paperwork. He knows which one.”

Hunter nodded his head. He didn’t want to bring up the fact that Ida told him something else earlier. His curiosity was now piqued. “Was Carl supposed to meet up with you?”

“No, not really. I mean…No. When you see Carl, ask him to call me.”

Hunter pursed his lips. He wasn’t sure what to make of Lenny’s sudden appearance in the hotel room. Before he could say anything else, the phone rang. Hunter walked to the phone and answered.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Mullins?”

“This is Hunter Mullins.”

“Mr. Mullins, this is the front desk. There is a deputy asking to come up to the suite to ask you some questions about Mr. Carl Mullins.”

“Oh?”

What’d he do now?

“May he come up?”

Hunter nodded. “Sure.” Before he could say anything else, Lenny left the room without saying a word.

“Okay, he’s coming right up.”

“Thanks,” Hunter said, wondering what Carl had gotten himself into.

A few minutes later, after a knock on the door, Hunter opened the door to find a corpulent deputy, dressed in a dark green polyester shirt, and pants, and a heavy gun belt, sweating with a small noted paid in his hand. “Mr. Mullins?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Is your father, Carl Mullins?” The deputy wiped his brow with a handkerchief.

“Stepfather. And, yes, is he in trouble? What has he done?”

“Maybe we should take a seat in the living room table area. I’m Deputy Myers. St. Johns County Sheriff’s Office.”

Hunter shook the deputy’s hand, after the deputy turned down the volume of his holstered walkie-talkie, then Deputy Myers walked in, along with a tall, dark suited man. The second gentleman, based on his name badge, was hotel security and another person, a pixie-cut brown-haired, diminutive woman trailed after him. The female wore a white starched shirt and over the left front of her blouse the words, “Crime Scene” had been embroidered.

“Do you mind if I look around?” she asked.

Hunter hesitated. “Hold on.” He took a step toward Carl’s room, but she blocked him.

“You can’t touch anything sir. Not right now anyway.” Her voice was firm, but not angry. It had a tone of empathy in it.

“We don’t care if there’s any evidence of partying,” Deputy Myers said.

Hunter nodded. “Okay, go on ahead…Wait, why do you want to look around?”

“I’m not going to beat around the bush. I’ll just spill it out. This morning, a jogger on the running path, found your stepfather. Ordinarily, we would have asked you to identify him, but he was easily recognizable.”

“How is he? Is he okay?” Hunter sat down.

“I’m sorry to say this, but he’s dead.” Deputy Myers spoke as if he had uttered those words countless of times. His voice was flat. Unemotional.

Hunter blinked. “What?” He slouched in his chair as if someone just punched him in the stomach. “That can’t be. There must be some mistake.”

The crime scene tech that’d been taking pictures of the living room, walked up to Hunter. She eyed the deputy who nodded. She held her digital camera and her finger flipped through images. She finally stopped at one and showed it to Hunter.

Carl was on the ground, his face was up, and his eyes were closed. Dark, dried blood appeared on the side of his face. A pond was in the near distance of the photo.

“Where?” Hunter asked, his voice hoarse as he tried to stop the tears from flowing.

“Just beyond one of the holes, near the running and bike path,” the deputy said.

“From the looks of it, he’d been there more than two hours, based on body temperature,” the crime tech volunteered. “The ME might know better about the time of death, though.”

Hunter closed his eyes and tried to hold back, but silently his eyes watered, his nose became congested and he couldn’t speak. Thankfully, the hotel security guard quickly moved and grabbed a box of tissue that had been on the side of the table and handed it to Hunter.

“I’m sorry to have broken the news this way. We’ll have you officially confirm it’s your stepfather, but right now the area where he was found is cordoned off until crime scene techs are done.”

Hunter nodded.

The female investigator raised a finger to ask a question. “Whose room is whose?”

“Mine is to the left, my stepdad’s is over there.”

She nodded, lifted her camera, and walked over to Carl’s room. “Deputy, there are two wine glasses here. There also appears to be lipstick on one,” she shouted. Then she started clicking away with her camera, doing close ups of the spoon, the wine glasses, and the immediate areas of the bed.

“Did your stepfather have a guest?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t stay the night here?”

“Oh?” The deputy flipped open his notebook and started writing. The hotel security guard took out his cell and texted.

Their activity unnerved Hunter, and he couldn’t figure out why.

“Where were you when your stepfather was entertaining?”

“I was with a friend. In the hotel. With whom, I’d rather not say.”

Deputy nodded. “You understand that if the investigation reveals foul play, we’ll have to take you in for more formal questioning, and you’ll have to say where you were.”

Hunter nodded. He hoped he didn’t have to divulge he was with Dimas. Carl’s death didn’t have anything to do with his boyfriend, so why risk Dimas’s golf career?

“I have to ask you some questions to make sure we’re on the right track and to rule out any possibilities. Please don’t take offense to the questions I’m asking you.”

Hunter nodded, curious to find out what the tech was doing because he saw camera flashes going off every second in Carl’s bathroom.

“Do you wear lipstick?” the deputy asked.

Hunter furrowed his brow. “No.”

“I’m sorry I have to ask, but have you ever had a sexual relationship with your stepfather?”

Hunter straightened from his chair, and his face reddened. “No!”

“I had to ask these questions to see if I can rule out suspects. Now, before I came up on the elevator, we ran a list of calls to your home with your stepfather in Ponte Vedra. Several domestic calls were made. One was several years ago.” Deputy Myers showed on his phone the date and time and the complaint caller’s information. “Your mother called in to report that your stepfather was drunk and was hitting you. When deputies arrived, you denied any physical abuse although the deputy noted that your face was red and you had been crying. There was a car that crashed into the side of the house. They later took you to the hospital with severe lacerations and bruising to your arm, collar bone and shoulders, and your mother and you refused to give any details. Everyone refused to press charges. Then there’s the call almost four years ago. Neighbors called because your stepfather started breaking the windows of your car and calling you—”

“Faggot. He was calling me a pussy and retard too.” Hunter beat back the tears. “We had just lost a junior tournament. He was mad. He came out to watch the tournament. It was the first and last time he caught a collegiate tournament of mine. He thought I was weak, and made the team lose.”

Deputy Myers sat there silently for a moment. The hotel security guard pinched his nose and sat down at a chair away from both Hunter and the deputy. “If your stepfather’s death was caused by foul play, you’d have motive to rid of him. I’ve been a deputy a long time.”

“He wasn’t a bad man.” Hunter wiped his tears with the tissue, and then blew his nose. “He just became a different person when he was drunk. It was like Jekyll and Hyde with him. Give him several drinks and he could become a monster. He wasn’t always like that.”

Deputy Myers cleared his throat. “We need an alibi from you from around midnight to a couple of hours ago.”

Hunter nodded. “All I can tell you is I was with someone.”

“Excuse me, deputy,” the dark suited man interrupted. “Our records show that at two in the morning a call was made from this room to the front desk, and then transferred to room service. Room service arrived around two-thirty with two hamburgers and two glasses of wine. We just pulled a security feed that shows that Mr. Carl Mullins poked his head out of the room around two-thirty to accept the food and signed for the check.”

“I don’t see any remnants of room service here.” Deputy Myers scanned the living room.

The security representative nodded. “Early in the morning we walk the halls. Because of the number of guests that stayed for the tournament, we had a large number of room service calls, so around five this morning, each floor was checked, and food carts cleared out. The next time a room key was swiped to gain entry into the suite was about a half an hour ago. We don’t keep track of exits from this room, but the RFID key card system told us when an entry is made.”

“That would have been the time I came in,” Hunter said.

“Do you have your keys?” Deputy Myers asked.

“Yes.” Hunter fished out the room key, but now he wasn’t sure which suite was which, so he put two keys out.

“Which one is the key to this room?”

“I’m not sure,” Hunter answered.”

“And the other key?”

“Where I stayed last night,” Hunter said.

“And you still can’t tell me who you were with?” the deputy asked.

“No, I can’t say.”

“Can I get any help on this?” Deputy Myers asked hotel security.

“I would have to take both keys and read them using the RFID chip reader to see which room is assigned to which.”

“That would violate my privacy and the privacy of the other person,” Hunter said, his voice coming across sterner than he intended. “I’m not a person of interest, right?”

Deputy Myers shook his head. “Not yet, but I’m trying to make sure you’re not. Clearly, you could have the potential motive to have your stepfather dead. Preliminary reports of his death suggest some blunt force trauma to the back of his head. We’re not sure if it was from a fall, or from some sort of weapon. The impact point is rather small and required a lot of force.” The deputy hesitated. “What’s usually used if it’s murder is something nearby, like a bat, a heavy stick. Even golf clubs if heavy and swung a certain way. Do you know where your stepdad’s golf clubs are located?”

“It would be downstairs with the bell valet. I think the tournament officials took them from me to transfer back to the hotel.”

“That’s good then. Since you’re not in possession of the golf clubs, you won’t mind if we test each club for any forensic evidence.”

“I have nothing to hide, so test away.”

“Except the identity of who you were with last night,” the deputy mumbled. “And if you’re trying to protect this person, he must be very famous.”

Hunter involuntarily gasped and then flushed. It dawned on him that Deputy Myers had been fishing for information, and Hunter’s reaction just confirmed it.

The security manager, who’d ignored this exchange, glanced up from his cell phone. He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips, then crossed his arms. Hunter wasn’t sure what the hotel representative had just read off his cell phone, but the fact that he eyed the keys on the table and then his cell phone again made Hunter uneasy.

When the dark-haired hotel security manager gritted his jaw seconds later and stared at Hunter almost in disbelief, Hunter went numb. The hotel must have security video showing Hunter going into Dimas’s room last night, and then leaving this morning. They had cameras in every hallway. They could easily confirm Hunter’s alibi. But now they knew Hunter’s horrible secret and in learning this, they could expose Dimas too.

“Deputy, I’m being called by the hotel manager, so excuse me.” The dark-haired man stood up, glanced briefly at Hunter.

“Sure,” Deputy Myers said.

As the dark-suited man approached the door, he glanced back to Hunter. Again. That moment was like a gut punch. Carl was dead. His life was upside down, and the secret of the man he loved will no longer be a one if the hotel and the deputies had their way.

He wanted Dimas with him, to tell him that everything was going to be okay, and this feeling of loneliness and sadness would go away. But Dimas wasn’t there, and the inquisitive deputy, and the photo-taking crime scene tech only made Hunter sadder.

He wondered what happened to Carl. Why was he up so early in the morning? What made him go outside that early? And if it was murder, who would want to kill him?

His spine shuddered when he remembered Dimas’s words earlier in the morning. “I’d fucking kill him.”

* * * *

Dimas laughed. He hadn’t expected a series of questions in Spanish. But he answered them anyway. He had to give her credit; the journalist’s questions were direct and on point. At least in this tournament, no one asked him about Tiger Woods, or Rickie Fowler. Golf analysts when he started the pro tour had compared Rickie’s game with Dimas, even though their style of play was completely different. Dimas was not offended by the comparison, since Rickie was a great player, but he was tired of comparisons made by the media to him and other Asian, or Asian-mixed players like Tiger, or Rickie.

After the female reporter was done, he asked if anyone wanted to ask him questions in Japanese. The TV crew laughed. Dimas studied the small group that had been asking him questions, and wished Hunter was among the group. He wanted to share this moment with him.

If only Hunter wasn’t so scared of what people thought. What Carl thought. He wondered if anyone would really care if Hunter came out.

Luckily, after almost an hour of it, the questioning ended. His agent, impatient, since he had to take off for New York, signaled the interviews were done. Dimas himself didn’t wait for the camera assist to come over and remove his microphone off his golf shirt: he removed it himself and stood up, shaking hands quickly with several people who were near the exit.

He practically ran up the stairs to his suite instead of taking the elevator, texting Hunter as he made his way up, and when he arrived in their room, he was disappointed to find it empty. He stepped into the bedroom and saw the latte sitting on the nightstand. He picked it up; it was room temperature.

But no Hunter. And still no text.

He wondered if Hunter was with Carl since Carl was supposed to check out today.

He’d been thinking all morning about the two of them, Dimas and Hunter. In fact, the idea of the two of them becoming more public distracted him most of the morning. He wanted Hunter and wanted talk to him, but his absence was painfully disquieting.

Where the fuck is he?


Chapter 3

Six Years Earlier

Dimas whistled. “Nice house.” Hunter never carried himself off at school as an entitled or privileged kid like some others on their golf team, but the large house clearly dispelled this myth. Dimas chuckled. Hunter and his secrets. He still marveled that Hunter Mullins was the stepson of Carl Mullins, the pro golfer, a secret he just recently been told. Dimas had been sworn to secrecy by Hunter not to tell the others on the golf team. He wanted to be treated like anyone else.

“Thanks,” Hunter said. “My mother likes the Victorian style.” Hunter parked on the driveway, not bothering to open up the detached garage door. “Come on.” They took their carry-ons and walked up to the front door. Hunter struggled to open the door with his key, when the door flew open. A petite strawberry blonde woman stood.

“There you are!” She threw her arms open and hugged Hunter.

“Hi, Mom!”

“This is my friend, Dimas,” Hunter pointed to Dimas, who promptly shook her hand. She grinned from ear to ear and cocked her head to Hunter. “I’m glad to meet you.”

“Thanks for inviting me for Thanksgiving, Mrs. Mullins,” Dimas said.

“It’s our pleasure. I’m glad you can join us. And please, call me June.”

Dimas stepped inside the house, putting his carry-on by the front door, next to Hunter’s, marveling on the polished wooden floors, and the Victorian details. He stepped into the foyer and the smell of turkey roasting in the oven greeted him. His stomach rumbled. They’d left Tallahassee about six hours earlier, and the Burger King breakfast was now a memory.

An hour later, they sat to dinner. Carl joined them shortly as the turkey was placed on the table. He’d played golf earlier, and Carl’s freckled cheeks were red from the wind and sun. As he started carving out pieces, he gazed over to Dimas. “Your last name is Japanese, but Hunter says you grew up in Peru?”

“Yes, my grandfather came over from Japan, Okinawa actually, to Peru around 1900 looking for work. He worked on farms, then stayed, married, and my father helped start a farm with him.”

“I would have never guessed you were part Japanese,” June said. She smiled, passed the mash potatoes to Hunter, who sat across from her, then the gravy. “Has anyone told you look like one of Hunter’s favorite TV actors?”

Dimas turned to Hunter, who sat on his right. “Oh? No.”

“Stop it, Mom. Don’t embarrass me,” Hunter mumbled, his face turning red.

“I can’t remember his name, but I remember the show, Saved By the Bell.”

“Well, I hope I don’t remind you of Principal Belding.”

Hunter shook his head. His face still red from embarrassment.

“It’s the Zack kid, you look like.”

Dimas let out a hearty laugh. “Thanks, I get that a lot. You know the actor who plays Zack is part Dutch, part Indonesian. So, like me, he’s mixed Asian.”

“Do you speak Japanese?” June asked.

“I do speak some Japanese, but my grandfather says it’s good enough to be a tourist, but I’d probably would never be considered a native. I can’t read Japanese.”

“Your English is pretty good,” Carl said.

“My mother’s Canadian, so it was English and Spanish spoken at home, and I listened to my father and grandfather in Japanese.”

“My family’s Scotch-Irish, I suspect some German ancestry,” Carl chimed. “And Hunter will carry on that legacy.”

“I’m partly Scotch-Irish,” June said. “We came to live with Carl when Hunter was around five, and Hunter took Carl’s last name after the adoption papers were signed. I’ve been fortunate, we’ve been fortunate to travel to Ireland and Scotland, and look up our ancestry.”

“You’re on the same team as Hunter?” Carl asked as he passed the turkey platter. “And how is Hunter on the golf team?”

“He’s great. Coach thinks we can make nationals this year.”

Carl nodded. “He needs to work on his long game though. He under swings the shot and doesn’t consistently follow through.” Carl took a long sip of his white wine.

Dimas glanced over to Hunter, who had his head down, silent as he ate.

It must be tough living with a stepfather who’s a pro and trying to escape his shadow.

“Until he fixes those problems, he’ll never make it into the pros. Everyone’s trying to be the next Tiger Woods these days, and you see the mess he got himself in recently. But Hunter, and I’m being honest for Hunter’s sake. He’s got to make major changes in his golf game before he can even make it.”

Dimas didn’t say anything. He hadn’t expected Carl to take these shots at Hunter, not at the dinner table and not on Thanksgiving. Hunter didn’t say anything, and June’s flushed face displayed embarrassment too. He wanted to break the awkward silence.

“Hunter’s moving in with me at my condo. The condo’s not far from the Southwood Golf Club. As roomies, and extra practice we’ll have a better shot in pushing through and winning collegiate tournaments.” Dimas took a bite of the green bean casserole.

“Well, I don’t know how he’s going to do that, unless he takes a part-time job or something. I’m paying for tuition and board at Florida State. That was the promise. When I was growing up there was never any promise that my college would be paid by my parents. As it is, Hunter’s barely pulling a C plus right now.”

“My psychology grade,” Hunter added, “didn’t help with my GPA.”

“So he doesn’t need distractions. No partying, no girls,” Carl said.

“Yeah, I don’t think you’ll have to worry about too many girls,” Hunter said.

“What does that mean?” Carl asked, raising his voice. He poured more white wine into his glass. Carl openly glared at Hunter and waited for a response, while Hunter chewed his food slowly.

“What do you think of the green bean casserole?” June asked. “It’s my mother’s recipe.” She smiled, weakly.

Dimas nodded. “It’s great. I love it. The food’s delicious.”

Carl sat back in his chair, moving away from Hunter’s personal space. Clearly, Hunter was intimidated by Carl. Dimas interpreted June’s interjection as proof that she often played peacemaker between the two. He wondered what happened when she wasn’t around and it was only Carl and Hunter.

The foyer and hallway opened from the formal dining room, and Dimas saw Hunter’s carry-on next to his. Something told him that it’d be better if Hunter and he weren’t here for this weekend.

“On the way in, my parents emailed me that they’re flying into Miami today.” Dimas held Hunter’s hand under the table and squeezed it. “I appreciate the offer to stay here this weekend, and this meal is amazing, but Hunter and I plan on spending the remainder of Thanksgiving with my parents. Great golf courses and great weather this time of the year in south Florida.”

Dimas studied Carl who seemed ambivalent. Hunter squeezed Dimas’ hand, acknowledging his thanks.

“Oh, honey, I was hoping to spend some time with you this weekend,” June said.

“I never cared too much for Miami,” Carl said. “Don’t get me wrong. Doral—that’s a nice course to play—but too many fags. They’re everywhere down there. Doesn’t even seem to be part of Florida.”

Dimas almost yelped when Hunter crushed Dimas’ hand after Carl’s comment. “Yeah, we’re hoping to hit at Doral. Plan to hit other golf courses too besides spending time with my parents. You know the more you practice, the better.”

No one said anything for a while. Dimas almost broke the silence again but June spoke out first. “Well, that sounds nice,” June said. “Family is everything.” Her shoulders drooped in resignation as the meal continued in silence.

After dinner and dessert, and after Carl had started dozing watching football, Dimas and Hunter helped June put away dishes and pack away leftovers. As soon as everything was washed, and the table cleared, June walked them both out as Carl snored in the living room.

They both hugged June goodbye. Dimas caught June whispering to Hunter that she liked Dimas and wished they could’ve stayed for the holiday.

They were soon slowly driving past the little mansions of Ponte Vedra, but it wasn’t until they saw a sign that read, “Leaving St. Johns County,” that Hunter talked about dinner. “I’m sorry about dinner. I thought he’d be more pleasant.”

“You weren’t at all surprised at dinner how he acted. It was like you expected it.”

“My mom said he’s been drinking a lot lately. More than usual. He hasn’t won a major in a few years. And the endorsements aren’t going to him like they used to. So money’s been tight.”

Dimas nodded, his hands on the steering wheel. “He doesn’t have to treat you like shit though. He should be more supportive.” Dimas bit his lip. “I guess this is when I tell you that I lied. My parents aren’t coming to town.”

“I figured.”

“So you went along?”

“Of course. When you squeezed my hand, really hard, I knew you wanted me to go along. So where are we going?”

“We’re going to Miami. My parents sent me some money from Peru, enough to have a few good days in the warm south Florida sun.”

“Is there someone in Miami we’re visiting?” Hunter’s tone betrayed his concerns.

Dimas shook his head. “No, I broke up with her last term. I’m going to Miami to get away from it all. You’re coming with me. Because—’’

“Because? Because what?”

“Okay, I’ll say it, and you don’t have to say it back…because you’re my boyfriend.”

Hunter chortled. It was low, unexpected, then it turned into a giddy laugh. “Really?” Hunter kissed Dimas’s cheek so hard that his head cocked over to the left a little.

“Hey, I’m driving.”

“I know, I know…boyfriend.”

Dimas laughed. If passionate kissing while driving on the open highway weren’t dangerous, he would do it. But for safety reasons, he’d have to save his kisses for later. He was just happy to hear the laughter and smile in Hunter’s voice again. And glad he’d gotten him away from Carl.


Chapter 4

Dimas’s cell buzzed, and he fished it out of his pocket and answered it right away because Hunter’s caller ID appeared. “Hey, what’s up? I’ve been looking for you. You haven’t responded to my texts.”

“I’m sorry,” Hunter whispered.

Dimas’s brow furrowed. Hunter’s voice was hurried and stressed.

“I’ve been in Carl’s suite. They found him.”

“Was he missing—”

“He’s dead. They say he’s dead,” Hunter’s voice broke over the phone. “They want me to identify him. I don’t know if I can.” Hunter cried into the receiver.

Dimas’s heartbeat quickened. “What’s the suite number, babe? Tell me the suite number! I’ll be right there.” Dimas grabbed the pen by the nightstand and wrote down the suite number. It was on the other side of the hotel, but Dimas ran and before he knew it, he was standing outside the open door.

A million thoughts flooded Dimas’ brain. All of them colliding with each other. Hunter was okay? Right? He didn’t sound right on the phone. Guilt knotted his stomach. He said a lot of bad things about Carl, and now he regretted saying them to Hunter because he knew Hunter cared for his stepfather. He hoped Hunter was okay.

What the fuck do I say to him? What are the right words?

A deputy stood near the door blocking Dimas from going in.

“I’m here to see Hunter Mullins.”

“And you are?”

“A friend of the family,” Dimas said, his heart beating fast. “Hunter just called me.” He repeated for emphasis. “Hunter Mullins.” Dimas was prepared to walk in, pushing past the outstretched arm, but Hunter came forward.

“It’s okay, deputy,” another man said.

Hunter collapsed in Dimas’s arms, sobbing. Dimas was both shocked and relieved. Shocked that Hunter rushed into his arm. Relieved that Hunter rushed into his arms. He rubbed Hunter’s back while Hunter cried. While Dimas hugged Hunter, he eyed the man who stood with his arms crossed. “Want to tell me what’s going on, deputy?”

“They found Carl,” Hunter said his voice low.

The deputy nodded. “We found Mr. Mullins earlier this morning. We need his stepson to identify him.”

“But if the sheriff’s office has identified him, why do you need Hunter? Can’t you see he’s not wanting to do that?”

“It’s just protocol, Mr. Kanashiro. Congratulations on the tournament win, by the way.”

“Can you go with me?” Hunter asked. “Please?”

The deputy nodded, and Dimas whispered, “Yes, I’ll go with you.”

The deputy furrowed his brow, as if he had a question then spoke on his walkie-talkie. The deputy then beckoned them to follow him. The deputy that’d blocked the door ensured the suite door closed as they walked out, and was right behind Dimas and Hunter. They walked the hallway and waited for an empty elevator. As soon as they arrived on the ground floor, hotel security greeted them, and escorted them.

Dimas caught the shocked looks of bystanders in the lobby. Some teenagers lifted their cameras, presumably to videotape them leaving the hotel. Hunter had his head down, and instinctively Dimas threw his arm around him, and brought him close to him. Hunter dropped all protocol and moved closer so as they walked, more intimate than they’d ever been in public. They walked this way for several yards until the investigating deputy stopped. One patrol car was parked off to the side, with another with its red and white lights on, blocking part of the road.

They walked a few feet to where the deputy stood, past yellow caution tape and more officers. The deputy lifted the yellow caution tape and motioned for Hunter and Dimas to come closer. They walked for several more minutes until the deputy they followed held up his hand. On the ground a body lay with a white sheet covering it. It wasn’t on the fairway, or on the green, but in the tall, high grass that everyone considered rough. The deputy lifted the sheet that covered the face, and Hunter quickly turned away so he could avoid looking.

“It’s him,” Dimas said.

A gurney appeared, and the deputy waved them to follow him. “Mr. Kanashiro, can I ask you some questions?”

“Here? Now?” Dimas asked. “Can we walk back to the hotel? To my suite?”

“Yes, that’s fine,” Deputy Myers said.

Dimas dropped his arm around Hunter and whispered. “Are you okay to walk back with me? Should I drop you off at home first?”

“No, I don’t want to be alone.” Hunter barely raised his voice and his voice broke. They quickly walked back to the hotel. There were more people in the lobby than before. He heard a screech of tires behind him, and a television camera van pulled in and parked in the hotel’s porte cochere.

Hotel security walked past Hunter and Dimas and stopped the news crew from entering. Dimas, Hunter, Deputy Myers and a second deputy walked into the open elevator. After Dimas swiped his hotel key for security, and punched the elevator button, he held Hunter close. He’d already caught Deputy Myers’ judging glances during the walk to and from Carl’s body. But, at this point, he didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was the guy next to him, whose whole world was turned upside down.

* * * *

Dimas sat against the back of the chair in his suite. He’d been asked the same question twice and he was beginning to regret not calling a lawyer. “Let me repeat. Hunter was with me last night. He was my alibi, I was his. We didn’t leave the room. I’m sure there’s hotel video surveillance showing what time I came up to my suite, and what time Hunter arrived. Hunter was here before I was, so if Carl died in the early morning, we don’t know how or why.”

“And these women that were invited in the suite…could they be witnesses?” Deputy Myers scribbled in his notebook.

“I think one stayed but she had passed out. I didn’t get her name,” Dimas said. “Don’t you have the surveillance videos?”

“We’re still in the process of obtaining them. The hotel tells me that its corporate counsel hasn’t given the green light to turn it over. It might require a subpoena or a warrant from a judge.”

“The hotel can tell you when I swiped in. Right?”

“It has record of swipes coming in, but not any evidence of when anyone left. Conceivably, someone could leave the room, and come back without swiping in—you could theoretically be inside the room and allow someone in with activating entry access.”

“I’m in one of the suites. You have to swipe the card to get the elevator to come up here.”

“That’s something the hotel hasn’t given us info yet, since it involves other guests on the same floor. That might require a subpoena too, if corporate doesn’t agree to turn it over.” Deputy Myers paused. “What do you know of Hunter Mullins?”

“What does that mean?” Dimas crossed his arms.

“Sorry, that was a bad question. What do you know about any bad blood between Hunter and his stepfather, Carl?”

“I don’t know how to answer that.”

Deputy Myers sighed. “Did you know deputies were called out to their house a couple of times in the last fifteen years? Domestic disturbance calls?”

“All I know is Carl is an alcoholic. It had gotten worse when his wife, June, died a few years ago. And Hunter? He wouldn’t hurt Carl. Carl wouldn’t win Father of the Year award or anything but still Hunter still looked up to him. It’s actually kind of annoying.”

“You mean, was kinda annoying? Did you know that we found traces of cocaine in the room that Carl had? On the nightstand specifically.”

“Not shocked there,” Dimas said. He was thankful that Hunter was in the next room with the door closed, and not in close proximity to hear what they were saying.

“Do you have any reason to believe that someone would want him dead?”

“I don’t know anyone that would want that! Are you saying this wasn’t an accident?”

“There was blunt force trauma on two sides of his head,” Deputy Myers said. “We’re not sure which one was the cause of death or both. An official autopsy report could take weeks.”

“I have no idea who would want him dead. Carl’s been drunk before. I’ve been at some of these post tournament functions where he almost has to be carted off. He would have just gone walking and tripped on something.”

Deputy Myers stopped to answer his walkie-talkie. “Hold on.” He then checked his cell, and without saying anything, stood up and left the suite, walking out to the hallway. The door automatically shut behind him. It didn’t take long before there was a knock on the door.

Dimas stood up to open it. Deputy Myers stood there. “Sorry, but I have some more questions. Do you mind?”

“Not at all,” Dimas waved the deputy back in to the suite’s living room area.

“The sheriff’s office has officially released information about Carl Mullins. There are already two news crews downstairs, not to mention the lingering golf journalists who haven’t checked out of the hotel. I imagine they want to talk to Hunter, and probably you.”

“Why me?”

“Some teenagers leaked Snapchats, and photos showing you walking out with Hunter. There are reports questioning the nature of your relationship.” Deputy Myers paused. “I’m assuming it’s just a close friendship. Right?”

Dimas closed his eyes. His thoughts weren’t about him, but focused on Hunter. “I have nothing to hide. People can draw their own conclusions.” He wasn’t ready to out Hunter, even though he wanted to out himself.

“Then they’ll draw the worse conclusions; that’s human nature.”

Dimas nodded. “Thank you for your concerns, but I’m not worried. I don’t care what is said about me.” He wondered if Hunter was okay as he said this.

“I also have to tell you the reason I stepped out was to take a call. Since the news cycle started, the sheriff’s office received an anonymous tip that Carl was severely in debt. He apparently has a large debt in Vegas, took a second mortgage on his home in Ponte Vedra, and is on the verge of defaulting on some bank loans.”

“Wow, that’s some anonymous tip!”

“We’re trying to trace this tip, but so far the Vegas debts have been confirmed. Hunter can help us out on the mortgage issue,” the deputy said. “Maybe we can search the home?”

“But what you’re telling me means Carl’s less a victim of foul play. It sounds like those are motives for offing himself.” Dimas scratched his head. Hunter had never told him that Carl was in debt. “Unless the anonymous tip was trying to throw off you deputies from investigating further.”

“Exactly.” Deputy Myers stood. “You’re not checking out today, are you?”

“No, we’re checking out tomorrow.”

“We?”

“Hunter and I. We were headed south to Miami. It’s his birthday in a couple of days. We always head down to South Beach for his birthday. You can call the Mandarin Oriental. We have reservations for a week starting tomorrow.”

“I might have a few more questions for you and Hunter so we can wrap up the investigation.” Deputy Myers paused. “It sounds like wherever you are, Hunter will be there. And wherever Hunter is, you’ll be there. Does that sound right?”

Dimas nodded. He didn’t really care for the tone but he was more worried about the pending investigation. “You don’t think that Hunter and I have anything to do with Carl’s death?”

“I don’t know. I feel like you’re not telling me whole story yet. You’re both vouching for each other, but you both are holding back. I don’t think you’re persons of interest, but to be honest we’re still gathering information.” The deputy paused. “When I was young, I remember my favorite uncle. Bachelor until the day he died. He seemed pretty lonely except when a buddy of his came to visit. They’d do a lot of fishing. I always wondered what would’ve have happened if he lived to this day and age.”

Dimas scratched his head. The deputy was laying bait. He probably didn’t have an uncle. “Well, thanks for being honest, deputy.” Dimas stood and opened the door.

“I’ll be relaying my information to my sergeant. Hotel security will be downstairs ensuring only hotel guests are using the elevators. If it does become a murder investigation, a detective will be assigned. It’s only been a few hours since we discovered Carl Mullins’ body, so anything can happen until we do a preliminary review of the circumstances.” Deputy Myers stopped by the door and held out his hand. “Congratulations again on the tournament win. If things were different, I’d ask for your autograph right now.”

Dimas shook the deputy’s hand, took the offered business card, and then closed the door. If the deputy hadn’t been so concerned about Hunter and Dimas’ relationship, he would’ve gladly signed an autograph for the cop. He closed his eyes to compose his thoughts, and then opened the bedroom door to find Hunter, fully clothed, curled up on top of the bed. He toed off his shoes, and lay next to Hunter, throwing his arm over Hunter. His lips mere inches from Hunter’s ear.

“Did he leave?” Hunter asked.

“Yes.” Dimas hugged Hunter. “I’m sorry babe, about your stepdad.”

“I feel like my whole world is on fire. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do next. Where do I go from here?”

“That’s easy, babe. You live with me. You take it one day at a time. I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

Hunter didn’t say anything for a moment, and it worried Dimas. “I do,” he finally said. He faced Dimas, and they kissed. “Are they releasing his body? I have to make funeral plans. I think he’ll want to be cremated like my Mom. Maybe just a memorial service. I don’t know what to do. I really don’t.”

“When your mother passed, what did the two of you do?”

“We went to a funeral home. I think they did all the arrangements.” Hunter became silent again. “Will you go with me?”

“Of course,” Dimas said. He stroked Dimas’ hair. “The deputy asked if we were checking out tomorrow. I told him about our plans to go to Miami. But we’ll go check out the funeral home tomorrow.”

“Sorry about Miami. I’m not sure if I want to go.”

“Don’t worry, babe. It’s easy to cancel. We can go down there another time.”

“Did the deputy give you any information about how Carl died? About what’s going on?”

It was Dimas’s turn to be silent. He wasn’t sure how much to tell. He didn’t want to upset Hunter or freak him out. “We talked about a lot of things. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

“Yes, please don’t hold back. The more I know, the better.”

Dimas closed his eyes for a moment, and sighed. He reached out to Hunter, and brushed his cheek. Hunter’s eyes were wide with anticipation.

“Okay, let me tell you everything that we talked about.”

Hunter’s eyes fixated on every word Dimas said. When Dimas was finished recounting what the deputy asked about and revealed, Hunter exhaled sharply. “I had no idea about the gambling debts. I knew he gambled, but making bets with a Vegas bookie? Had no idea.” Hunter sighed. “And the house? I didn’t know he took out another mortgage.” Hunter didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes before he broke the silence. “So you think he committed suicide?”

“I don’t think the deputy thinks so. I gathered he thought the anonymous tip was self-serving.”

“When I was looking for Carl this morning, I saw two wine glasses. One clearly had red lipstick. And then Lenny, Ida’s husband, showed up in Carl’s room. Somehow he walked in, and I thought the room was locked.”

“Who’s Ida?”

“Our neighbor. I saw her this morning too. She didn’t have on any make-up, wasn’t dressed up like she normally does.”

“What are you saying then?” Dimas asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you think they knew about your stepdad’s troubles?”

“Who’s to say? Lenny was close to Carl, but—”

“But what?”

“Well, Ida was even closer. You don’t think they were having an affair?”

“Who?”

“Ida and my stepdad.”

Dimas sighed, and kissed the tip of Hunter’s nose. He thumbed Hunter’s cheek and then kissed him softly. “I don’t know. And if they did, how would that tie into what happened to Carl?”

“Maybe she’d want him dead?”

“How can we find out?”

“I could ask her,” Hunter said.

“And she could deny everything. And even if she has having an affair, what does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, if Lenny found out, I could see him getting very upset about it.” Hunter exhaled.

“I think there are a lot of what if’s and theories. Maybe we should talk to the deputy some more and try to get more details.”

“Okay,” Hunter said.

They lay still for a moment but soon Hunter shook in Dimas’ arms. “You cold?”

“Yes,” came the whisper.

“You need to rest. Undress and slip under the covers.” Dimas helped Hunter pull off his shirt, and after Hunter threw his pants on the floor, Dimas lifted the duvet to let Hunter slip underneath. Dimas lay on top of the bedspread. It didn’t take long for Hunter to start snoring. Dimas rested, going over what they had just both said about Carl’s death, Lenny, and Ida. The deputy knew something too, but Dimas didn’t know what that was.


Chapter 5

Footsteps woke him. Dimas struggled to open his eyes and once he fluttered them open, he wished he hadn’t. Hunter was pacing, back and forth. “Good God, what time is it?” Dimas asked.

“It’s after two.”

“In the morning? Why are you up?” Dimas yawned, his throat parched. “Come back to bed.”

“I can’t. I need to figure who killed my stepdad.”

Dimas sighed. “We don’t know if he was killed. The sheriff’s office is still gathering evidence.”

“I know he was killed. Carl knows this course practically like I know it. He couldn’t have died like he did by accident. I don’t care what the deputies think, unless they agree that he was killed.”

“You’re crazed with anger, rage, and depression about your stepdad.”

“I know you hated him. So I know you’re not going to agree with what I’m going to do.”

“I didn’t hate him. That’s such a strong word. I hated how he treated you. That he was homophobic. I still remember his words at Thanksgiving—remember?”

“He was just like that because he knew…At least I think he suspected.”

“About you?”

“Yes, and you.” Hunter shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe my head’s turned upside down. I don’t have any proof that Carl knew about us. Just like I don’t have any proof that he was killed. But I just feel it in my gut.”

“Well, does your gut tell you should climb back into bed?” Dimas threw open the bedspread. “Come back to bed, baby.”

“I can’t. My mind, my heart tells me I have to do something. Find out what happened.”

Dimas yawned. “I’ll be happy to help.” His voice trailed off, and his eyelids closed shut. They opened again when Hunter sat on the bed.

“I think right before the sun comes up, around the time he got killed, we should be back on the golf course, where they found his body.” Hunter moved further on the bed, pushing Dimas to the middle of the mattress.

“You don’t think there’s police tape still around?”

Hunter shook his head. “I don’t care. I want to know what happened.” Hunter lay back on the bed. “I can’t get how he died out of my mind.”

Dimas spooned Hunter. “How about instead of going to Miami like we were planning, we do something else? To get away after everything the funeral service?”

“Like where?”

“Well, how about you come meet my parents? Mi madre y mi padre.”

“Really?” Hunter faced Dimas.

“You want to meet them, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Hunter said. “But you don’t have to do it. I know what you’re trying to do.”

“What am I trying to do?”

“Get my mind off things, off Carl.”

“I want you to meet my parents. I want you and me to be out. I want you and me to be a couple in public, not just here alone. I want my parents to meet the man I love.”

Hunter remained silent for a moment, while his eyes searched Dimas’.

“I’m being serious.” Dimas said sternly.

“Of course I’ll go.” Hunter paused. “You’re okay being out?”

“Yes. And if we aren’t, it’ll be the subject of media for some time. You saw reporters in the lobby. I’m perfectly fine being an un-closeted professional golf player. Are you okay being out?”

Hunter didn’t blink when he answered. “Yes. If you are, I am.”

Dimas moved close and kissed Hunter lightly on the lips. “I can’t wait to show you Lima. You know there are some pictures of me when I wrestled in my high school. I would have to show you my old school.”

“So tell me about Lima and your family.” Hunter said.

“My parents now live in a small apartment home in Miraflores. It’s not very big. And they probably overpaid for it, but they think when they retire from teaching they can sell it. The apartment is a quick walk down from the hill to the Pacific Ocean. We used to live in Callao, the port city of Lima.”

“Can you take me to the Lima Golf Club? Show me where your father coached you and the other kids?”

“Sure. I can show you that, my old schools in Callao, and the historic district. We could even stay a little longer. I could show you Cuzco, Aguas Calientes, and we could hike Macchu Picchu.”

“How long are we going to be in Peru?”

“I think to really show you my country, maybe two or three weeks.”

“You’d miss some tournaments,” Hunter said.

“That’s fine.”

Hunter’s eyes widened. “You’d miss the Masters.”

“I know. But as the TPC winner, I have two more years of invitation. I’d rather take you away from this all, and take you to Peru.”

“You’d give up the Masters?”

“For you? Yes. I would.” Dimas kissed Hunter again. “I love you, babe. You know that.”

Hunter closed his eyes and rested his head on Dimas’ chest.

Dimas placed a hand on the back of Hunter’s neck and cradled it. Before long, Dimas closed his eyes and soon faded off to sleep.

* * * *

“Babe, it’s almost light out,” Hunter whispered. He was anxious to start. He barely got a few minutes sleep after he spooned with his boyfriend. He got up earlier even, and scrounged for food in the hotel lobby.

Dimas nodded then yawned. Hunter rolled out of bed, and headed to the bathroom. Dimas yawned louder.

When Hunter returned to the bedroom, Dimas stood and stretched. “God, this is early.”

“You don’t have to come with me.”

“Umm…no, that’s out of the question. I’m going.” Dimas wiped the sleep out of his eyes. “Let me put some clothes on.”

Hunter grabbed a pair of running shorts, T-shirt, and a flashlight. He slid into his sneakers and watched Dimas slowly get ready. Dimas moved like a zombie trapped in a box, and when it was his turn to pee, he struggled to stand without swaying over the toilet.

When Dimas approached Hunter several minutes later, he was better, having washed his face and drinking water from the bathroom spigot. They left the room, and took the stairs. Hunter led them to a side exit. In the distance, parked off to a side was a TV station van.

“Shit,” Hunter whispered.

“I think it’s empty.” Dimas pointed a way. “Come on. This way.”

Hunter followed, trusting Dimas as they made their way through the early morning hours. Fog hugged the ground, and crickets and frogs provided a noisy symphony. Pretty soon they would stop as the sun lifted her head over the horizon. When Dimas stopped, Hunter almost ran into him.

“I’m not sure the way now.”

Hunter patted Dimas’ shoulder. “I know my way around here.” He stepped around Dimas and walked through a small path through the pine trees and saw palmetto. Dew covered the ground. “Is this where it happened?” Hunter pivoted, trying to confirm this is where his stepdad lay.

“No, it was over here.” Dimas pointed. “There’s nothing to see here.” Dimas walked further away. “I don’t see anything.” Dimas brushed his foot over the grass, looking, scanning for anything that appeared out of the ordinary.

“Neither do I. This was a stupid idea,” Hunter sighed. They canvassed the area in silence, covering one end of the pine trees and then another. After several minutes, Hunter spoke. “We should head back. I don’t see anything that would help us. I know he’s dead. But not why?”

“Sorry, babe.” Dimas walked close to Hunter, and patted the top of Hunter’s back. Hunter turned and hugged Dimas.

“Let’s go,” They headed back but then heard voices.

“Shit, someone’s coming.” Dimas grabbed Hunter and they crouched behind a large saw palmetto bush, big enough to cover a Volkswagen beetle. Dimas let out the breath he was holding when they both saw it was a runner jogging past, music blaring from the headset. Sunlight now peaked. Hunter stood, but Dimas placed his hand and forced Hunter behind the foliage. He placed a finger to his lips to quiet Hunter from protesting.

A woman’s face appeared in the grassy area where Hunter and Dimas had scoured minutes before.

“That’s Ida,” Hunter whispered into Dimas’ ear.

Ida focused her attention on the grass. Bile welled up inside Hunter. There was no reason for Ida be there unless…unless she killed Carl. Or knew someone who did.

Hunter moved to stand up and confront Ida, but Dimas’ strong, painful grip on his arm forced him to maintain a crouched position. Hunter’s head spun. He couldn’t believe Ida, a friend of his mother, could even be involved. Was there a clue he missed about Carl and Ida? It’d be one thing if Ida cheated on her husband with Carl, but murder? Was it her lipstick on the glass by Carl’s bed?

Ida knelt on the grass and scoured it, looking left then right, right then left. She did this several times, finally placing her hands on the grass where Carl’s body had been outlined.

Hunter’s head lurched while he fought the urge to vomit. His throat burned; the bile surged and he could taste bitterness. Hunter almost fainted. He steadied himself and silently counted. He needed to breathe. He wanted to breathe, but his chest constricted. Fortunately, Ida moved away, scared off by another jogger. As soon as she moved far enough away, scared off by the runner, Hunter moved forward and placed his hands on the ground. He breathed in, but he couldn’t stop it, and soon he vomited.

When he was done, Dimas offered to help him up. “Everything okay?” Dimas asked. “Are you sick?”

Hunter appreciated Dimas’ concern. “I got dizzy. Thinking about Ida, Carl and his death…I don’t know. I’m a little queasy but I’m okay.”

“How’d you vomit any food? We haven’t eaten anything.”

“I couldn’t sleep so I went downstairs when you went back to sleep. I had a couple of muffins and some Cheetos from the mini-snack bar they had.”

“Well, let’s get out of here,” Dimas said.

Hunter nodded and accepted his help getting up, but something bright shone on the ground after he stood. The sun hit something at the right moment. Underneath the edge of the saw palmetto bush was something shiny. Hunter avoided the puddle of his own vomit and moved towards the shiny object. He crawled underneath the brush, avoiding the sharp saw palmetto petrioles, and the pointy leaflets of the palm. His fingers pawed through the soil and when his fingers encountered a round object, he pulled out an earring.

“What is it?” Dimas asked.

Hunter crawled backwards, careful not to get his eye poked by parts of the palm that spread out. He held up what he found in his hand. “You don’t think this is what Ida was looking for?”

Dimas eyed the object. “An earring?”

“Looks like a clip on too,” Hunter said.

“Does Ida wear clip ons?”

“Anyone can wear a clip on,” Hunter said. “How do we know its Ida’s?”

“We don’t.” Dimas motioned Hunter to follow him. “Let’s get out of here. It’s getting lighter out. We don’t need that.”

“Okay,” Hunter said. He stuck the earring in his pocket and followed Dimas. It couldn’t be sheer coincidence that there was an earring not far from where Carl’s body had lain and Ida looking for something off a well-known path, that couldn’t be coincidence either. Then Hunter thought about all the foot traffic present during the TPC tournament. It could be just coincidence. The clip on could have belonged to any number of people, possibly using this way as a shortcut between holes. “I think we need to find out if this earring was Ida’s.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Dimas stopped and faced Hunter. “Are we going to show Ida the earring and confront her? We have no proof it’s hers. I think you should turn it to the deputy or whichever detective is in charge.”

“And then they’ll ask us why were near the crime scene. What do we say to that?”

Dimas nodded. “And what do we say to that? My boyfriend thought he was one of the Hardy Boys?”

‘I just couldn’t wait for the police to tell me what happened.”

Dimas shook his head. The hotel loomed closer. “We didn’t gain anything by going there you know. We don’t know why or how Carl died. Whether it’s an accident, or someone killing him.”

Hunter’s head hung low. “I know. But we can’t stop trying.”

* * * *

Dimas rolled his luggage to the door. He still didn’t know if Hunter was able to go back and retrieve his personal items from the hotel room he had shared with Carl. He unfolded the courtesy newspaper that had been shoved underneath the hotel door, and folded it back up. The local paper headline about Carl’s death shouted in bold letters: “Sudden Death.” Without hesitating, he pulled open the garbage can and threw the newspaper away. He didn’t want Hunter to see it. If Dimas wanted to read about it later, he would try an online copy.

He’d already packed whatever was left of Hunter’s clothes in Dimas’ suite.

A gentle opening of hotel room door and a moment later, Hunter was in the room.

“Well?” Dimas asked.

“Hotel security said the police hadn’t released the room yet, so I can’t get any of my personal belongings or remove anything. I’m not sure if they’re finished. I saw black powder in Carl’s room. I was able to look and see what they’ve done but just for a few seconds. They asked where Carl’s golf clubs were because they weren’t with the hotel, and I told them I wasn’t sure.”

“Why would they want to know that?”

“I have no idea. I left them with the bell captain after the tournament. I can’t believe they’re missing.”

“Maybe Carl took them before he—”

“Died?”

“I haven’t checked the house to see if he went back. With all the construction and renovation, I’d be surprised.”

Dimas scratched his head. “Why would Carl renovate the place if he was heavily in debt?”

“I don’t know. A lot of things right now don’t add up.”

Dimas kissed Hunter on the cheek. “Let’s go to your house. We can plan the memorial from there. I can look for Carl’s clubs.”

“Well, I know what they look like. I was with him when he got his newest set, so I should be the one looking for it.”

“You’ve got a lot on your plate. I’m just trying to help.”

Hunter laid his head on Dimas’ shoulder and sighed. “I know, I know. Maybe we can figure it out when we get to the house.”

Dimas scanned the room to make sure he hadn’t left anything behind. “Come on, let’s go to your house.” They took the elevator and walked across the lobby. Dimas kept his eyes on the ground. From the corner of his eye, he caught Hunter doing the same thing. They were both ignoring the guests in the lobby. They were almost through the doors out into the open when a small crowd rushed them. “Shit,” Dimas said under his breath.

“Mr. Kanashiro, care to make a statement about Carl Mullins’ death?” one reporter asked.

A microphone was shoved near Hunter, with a different reporter asking, “Aren’t you Carl’s stepson? When did you hear about Carl Mullins’ death? Where were you when you heard about it? Has the sheriff’s office told you anything about his death?”

With his free hand, Dimas forcibly grabbed Hunter’s arm and dragged him towards his car down the hill. The reporters hadn’t given up, waiting for one of them to comment and walked briskly behind them, easily keeping pace. Hunter almost tripped on Dimas’ luggage that he was hauling.

“What’s your relationship to Carl Mullins? To his stepson?”

Dimas stared straight into the camera, and moved towards the microphone and without thinking blurted his answer. “Hunter’s my boyfriend. How about letting him time to grieve!” Dimas said it loud enough for the other reporters to hear and for a brief second nothing happened other than cameras clicking, taking photographs. By then Hunter and Dimas were close to Dimas’ Tesla.

“Please allow Hunter to grieve!” Dimas shouted this time while the cameras gave birth. Dimas caught a few of the media double-checking to make sure they caught the last two sound bites. Luckily, the news reporters moved away from the car, expecting maybe for Dimas to peel away like a bat out of hell, and before they knew it, after Dimas threw his rollaway in the back seat, Dimas was down the block, heading toward Hunter’s house. He reached Hunter’s house in less than ten minutes since traffic was moving. As soon as Dimas pulled up in the driveway, he shut off the power.

“I can’t believe what just happened.” Hunter sat in his seat, staring straight ahead.

“That was crazy.” Dimas pounded the top of his steering wheel. “You would’ve thought hotel security would have been able to keep them away.”

“No, it’s not that. You just came out to the whole fucking world! How about letting me decide with you, and not you deciding for me!” Hunter’s voice cracked.

Dimas avoided staring at Hunter whose face was red as a fire hydrant. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I know we talked about it. Yeah, I’m sorry it came out…It just happened.”

Hunter opened the car door and left the gull wing up. Dimas pushed a button and Hunter’s door closed. He closed his eyes and counted backwards from twenty. He hated it when Hunter had his self-described display of Irish temper. They’d had lots of fights in college when they lived together. Stupid fights like how to load the dishwasher, or when Dimas was accused of checking out another guy at a pub, or at the gym.

Usually the flare-ups were short-lived.

He sighed and got out, rounded the corner, and then Dimas approached the partially reconstructed porch. The turned the doorknob, but it was locked. “Hunter!” Dimas yelled. “Come on, open the door!”

From the back of the house, Hunter shouted. “I’m back here!”

Dimas ran around the old Victorian style home, concerned with the wary tone that Hunter had when he yelled. Dimas was careful not to trip over some plywood that had been dropped on the ground by the construction crew. Hunter stood by the door that led to the kitchen. Off to one side was the split garage. “What are you doing back here?”

“I forgot my key…actually, I think my keys are back in the hotel. I didn’t get a chance to grab them from Carl’s room. There’s a spare key we keep back here, and I got it. But look!” Hunter pointed to the doorjamb. The door had been forced open. They could see pieces of wood poking from the latch, and scratch marks that looked like they were gouged by some metal object. It could’ve been a crowbar, maybe a screwdriver that was used. Something that forced the back door latch.

Hunter’s eyes were wide from fear. Dimas never saw this look before, and he didn’t like it. Without thinking, he pushed the door open and stepped inside. Sunlight entered through the windows and illuminated the kitchen. They walked as quietly as they could. Hunter grabbed two knives, handing one to Dimas.

Nothing was touched in the kitchen that he could tell, or the dining room. The living room opened up the front door and sunlight brightened the whole room. They both stopped at the stairs that led up to the bedrooms. Unlike the hard wooden floors below, the stairs and the second floor were all carpeted. Dimas had been over enough when Carl wasn’t around to worry about the third step that creaked. Hunter remained quiet and close. As soon as he got to the second floor, a thud came from the master suite.

Dimas tiptoed to the open room. Carl’s bedroom was a mess. A honeycombed shade moved with the wind, and forced it to rattle against the pane. A brass amp plugged into a dresser lay on the floor, the lampshade crumpled but still intact.

“That shouldn’t be open,” Hunter said.

Dimas walked to the window to close it and pulled a small piece of flowery fabric that had been caught in the corner. He raised the honeycomb and peered out. He didn’t see anything outside but the partially finished porch below.

He closed the window and latched it, and without thinking, stuffed the piece of fabric in his pocket.

“I think someone’s been here,” Hunter said.

The closet doors were open, as were the dressers. The top mattress had been pulled so the box spring beneath it was partially exposed. “Let’s go check out the other rooms first.”

Dimas followed Hunter. The spare bedroom was untouched. Hunter’s mom used it before she passed. An old hemodialysis machine still remained in the corner on top of a counter.

Hunter’s room was next door. The queen-sized bed occupied most of the room. It had one nightstand and a couple of bookcases peppered with trophies and knick-knacks. Several autographed baseballs were perched on the top of one bookcase.

“Looks okay to me,” Hunter said.

The sewing room was smaller than all the other rooms. Unused since Hunter’s mother died, Dimas was about to head back when the floral print of one of the rolled yards of fabric caught his attention. He stepped closer toward the yard, stacked on top of other ones. A Singer sewing machine sat on a table next to the fabric, and in the sunlight, Dimas noticed the layer of dust on the top of the Singer 1725. He pulled the fabric yard and then fished what he found in the window.

“They match!”

“Why would a piece of that be in Carl’s window though?” Hunter asked.

“Could be anything. Does he dust using old clothes?”

Hunter snorted. “Dust? Carl does any domestic? He still has a housekeeper come in once or twice a week from the Merry Maids or something like that.” Hunter walked to the closet of the sewing room, and opened it. It had nothing but piles of fabric, spools of colored thread stacked neatly built in cubbyholes.

It wasn’t clear to Dimas why Carl didn’t want to make any changes to this room. He knew it wasn’t his place to say anything.

Dimas followed Hunter to the spare room, where Hunter’s mother spent her last weeks. He threw open the closet there to find it empty. “We donated a lot of my mother’s clothes to charity. Ida took some too when she was having a yard sale and gave the sale proceeds to Carl.”

“Why does everything circle back to Ida?” Dimas asked.

Hunter’s shoulders sagged. “I don’t know. They were good friends. My mom and her. They got closer in the last few months of my mother’s life.” Hunter paused to fish out his cell from his shorts. He showed the screen to Dimas. Unknown number. He shrugged and answered. “Hello.” Hunter waved Dimas to come closer.

Dimas moved closer to Hunter to hear as Hunter lifted the receiver an inch from his ears.

“We logged in everything from the hotel and want you to take a look at a list to see which one was your stepfather’s and which one’s yours. Do you need anything right away?” The male voice asked.

“No sir, just my keys. I left behind some clothes, but I don’t need them this minute.”

“Are you still in town?”

“Yes, deputy. We’re here until the memorial. I’m still planning it. Looks the funeral home can do it but not tomorrow, but the following day.”

“Good, I’ll have a patrol car bring your things around, so I will send you an email of the evidence log so you can tell me which ones are your personal items. If nothing turns up, we’ll release your personal items to you.” There was static on the phone and then the deputy came back on. “Have you heard from the investigating detective yet?”

“No sir.”

“Apparently, he’s been away the last three days with family for vacation, but he’s back to work. You should be getting a call from him today. I talked to the bell valet that was on duty the morning Carl died. He said your stepfather grabbed the clubs and walked with them, headed to his car. We checked his car, nothing in the trunk, and there weren’t any clubs at the scene. Do you have any idea where Carl would’ve have put them?”

“No, but deputy, someone broke into our house—here in Ponte Vedra, and it looks like they were rummaging through Carl’s bedroom.”

The cell was quiet for a moment. “What’s your address? Did you touch anything?”

“Yes,” Hunter said. “We came in to make sure no one was inside, to see if anything was taken.”

“We?”

“Yes, Dimas Kanashiro and me,” Hunter said. “He actually pushed the door open since the kitchen door and been pried.”

“I’ll send the patrol car now and email you the list too. Don’t touch anything else.”

“Yes, sir,” Hunter said.

“And one other thing…the coroner thinks the death is suspicious. It looks like less of an accident and more intentionally inflicted.”

When the deputy hung up the phone, Hunter walked to his old bedroom, and sat on the edge of the bed. Dimas sat next to him and put his arm around him. Hunter’s face was ashen after hearing the news from the deputy. Hunter put his shoulder on Dimas, and when Hunter’s quiet tears stopped, Dimas wiped Hunter’s face with his shirtsleeve.


Chapter 6

Hunter turned his face away from the window and the lightning that lit up the room, and spooned next to Dimas. Florida monsoon-like afternoon rains had moved in, and he wanted to be in the comforting embrace of his lover. He didn’t even want to look at Dimas’ watch to see what time it was. He guessed they had fallen asleep for thirty minutes. Forty tops. The weather radio had come on downstairs off and on, alerting them to rain bands moving through. Before they both napped, Dimas confirmed that the rain bands would completely moved off from the Atlantic and inland by midnight.

Hunter removed his belt and slid off his shorts, leaving the golf polo on. He wanted to do the same for Dimas who had curled into him, his cotton socks rubbing against Hunter’s legs.

It had been a busy morning since the deputy’s phone call.

After the first patrol car arrived, and checked the scene, then confirmed no fingerprints could be found on the kitchen door, a second patrol car dropped of Hunter’s things. By then, Dimas had called a locksmith and new deadbolts had been installed for both the front and kitchen doors after the scene was cleared.

Hunter nuzzled his face into Dimas’ neck as thunder rolled in the distance. Dimas’ snoring stopped and Dimas exhaled. Hunter kissed Dimas’ Adam’s apple, and then caressed Dimas chest and arms.

Dimas, still with eyes closed, kissed Hunter. “God, I’m so tired.” He yawned. “It’s probably from waking up so early.

“Thank you.” Hunter whispered as he placed his hand on Dimas chest.

“For what?”

“For being here. For everything. I don’t know where I’d be if It weren’t for you.”

“You don’t have to thank me. I would do anything for you, you know that, right?”

“I do,” Hunter said. “But I wanted to thank you.”

Dimas kissed Hunter, pressing his soft lips against his, and drew him closer. When Dimas caressed Hunter’s face he melted. “I can’t wait to take you to Peru and meet my family.”

“I can’t wait either.”

“So you forgive me for outing you? I know that was your prerogative.”

“No, I’m good.” Hunter stared into Dimas’ doe-brown eyes. “When the police were here earlier, and they kept asking about what happened when we got here, and you just casually said you were with me because you were my boyfriend, I was happy. I didn’t have to make up a reason. Didn’t have to worry about the officer’s perception. When the deputy was interviewing me in the hotel, I kept evading his questions. He probably suspected I knew something that I was hiding about Carl, but I wasn’t.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Dimas kissed Hunter’s forehead. “You should tell the deputy that you were with me all night, so he gets the complete story.”

The house phone rang, and Hunter picked up. “Hello?” The line was silent. “Hello?” Hunter waited a second, then he heard a click. “Weird.”

“Telemarketer?”

“No, nothing on the line.” Hunter hung up the phone, and then picked up the handset again. He heard the steady stream of four or five tones. “There are messages on the phone.”

“I still can’t believe you have a land line.”

“Carl was old school. He has a hard time throwing away old things. The sewing machine and the fabric? Couldn’t bear to throw it away. I’m surprised he gave away or donated my mom’s clothes.”

Hunter punched in a code on the landline, and then put the phone on speaker. The messages replayed. Several of them were from the contractor, asking about payment. The last contractor message threatened to stop work if they didn’t get another check. There was a message from Lenny about a land sale, and then some automated telemarketing messages. The last three messages were hang-ups.

“What land sale is Lenny talking about?” Dimas asked.

“I have no idea. He wouldn’t have the money to buy it.”

“Well, he placed second in TPC, so he’s getting some money.” Dimas hugged Hunter. “You probably should hire a lawyer to go through this mess that Carl left behind. I’ll call my lawyer and see if he knows anyone who does that type of work. Real estate, whatever.”

“Okay,” Hunter said. Dimas’ phone on the nightstand buzzed.

Dimas scanned his text. “It’s my agent. He wants me to confirm a magazine shoot, but that can wait until after the memorial.” Dimas kissed Hunter again, and they lay in each other’s arms for a while. Hunter started drifting back to another nap when Dimas nudged him.

“I think there’s someone downstairs. Maybe outside. I hear something.”

“All I hear is the rain.”

Dimas untangled himself from Hunter and got up from the bed. He walked out of the bedroom and opened the door.

“Hear anything?” Hunter asked.

“I’m going down to investigate. It’s probably nothing. Just wait here. Okay?”

“Okay,” Hunter said, still unsure if he should join Dimas or continue to lie in bed.

* * * *

Dimas tiptoed downstairs. He caught a shadow on a porch and crouched down. He searched for something to protect himself.

¡Joder!

There was nothing he could grab. The shadow moved away from the front door and toward the corner of the house. Dimas followed the movement, and whoever it was stopped. Dimas backed up, making sure not to take his eyes off the perpetrator. He bumped into the kitchen wall, and his hand searched for the knife he laid down earlier, before they had napped.

Once his hand found it, he gripped the handle tight. He wished he had something more substantial than a Cutco steak knife in his hands. The shadow was at a window, and was trying to push it up and open.

This was probably the noise I heard earlier.

He worried about Hunter. Surely he remained put. For his safety. Dimas silently counted all the windows he had seen earlier. The locksmith had changed the two door locks, replacing them with heavy deadbolts, and reinforced the one door in the kitchen. No one had bothered to check the windows, if they needed extra security.

The interloper moved to the next window.

Dimas couldn’t believe that whoever was attempting to burgle them would do so while they were inside.

Fuck! He cussed this time in English. The phone call earlier. Maybe whomever it was trying to find out if anyone had remained in the house.

Dimas moved towards the front door and turned on the lights to the porch. Instantly, they came on and for a second Dimas fretted that the act only spurred the criminal outside. But his worry was misplaced. The quick steps of the shadow running away prompted him to fling the front door open and go after the person. He caught glimpses of a pale bare leg going around the corner, wearing a floral dress.

Instinctively, while running, he shouted, “Ida!” He didn’t know it was Ida, but it only made sense. But “Ida” pulled away, not bothered by the steady, cold rain, running faster than Dimas did, shocking the shit out of him. Dimas, after all, had run track in his high school in Lima.

Ida ran toward a field behind the row of houses and headed for the pine trees. Ida’s hair bounced with each step, but almost as if they were one, not bothered by drops of water. The movement wasn’t natural.

Dimas had barely cleared the field when Ida disappeared into the trees. He stopped and bent forward, putting his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath. He glanced back to the house; he couldn’t see it. He must have run five city blocks or more to even get to the field. He had a choice to go back to the house, or to go into trees. His brain told him to go back. To be with Hunter.

But his anger, his anger chose a more illogical route. He straightened up and headed into the pine trees.

* * * *

Hunter stood up straight in bed and rushed to put his shorts back on when Dimas had yelled, “Ida.” Hunter ran to the window, picking up the end of the venetian blind to peer out. All he saw was grayness, rain, and Dimas running, in long pants. He couldn’t make out who or what he was chasing.

Hunter worried what would happen if he actually caught Ida, so he ran downstairs, grabbed an umbrella, making sure to lock the door right behind as quickly as he could. Once he got outside, he walked, he wasn’t sure what direction Dimas had been headed.

“Dimas! Dimas!” Hunter yelled. He walked between two houses looking for signs of his lover. The vibrant green St. Augustine grass that each neighbor treasured and kept uniform in compliance with homeowners’ association rules revealed no footsteps, no trace of Dimas.

Hunter walked a block and a half and then stopped. Ida and Lenny’s house stood at the end of the cul de sac, with a field behind them that stretched almost half of a football field into pine trees in the far distance. The pine trees provided privacy between their gated community and the highway. On the other side, more expensive beach homes fronted the Atlantic.

He doubted that Dimas ran into the house. The last time Hunter saw Dimas he was running behind the homes, including Ida and Lenny’s.

Still, curiosity compelled Hunter to move closer to the concrete steps of the two-story plantation style home. A lamp was on, shining light on a coffee table and music played in the background. He’d been to this house many times. But not recently. He rang the doorbell and waited. And waited. He rang it again. Still no response. The rain roared behind him and he wondered where Dimas was. He rang the doorbell again. But when he was about to give up on the door opening, Ida opened the door. She was barefoot and wore a red tracksuit. Her hair was up, but unlike the other day in the lobby, her face was made up.

“Hi, Hunter! Are you staying at the house?”

“Yes, ma’am. I was wondering if you saw Dimas?”

She shook her head. “No. I dozed off waiting for the clothes to dry, and just woke up when I heard the doorbell. I was fixing to make some tea. Would you like some?”

“Sure,” Hunter said. He stepped in the open door, and toed off his wet shoes in the front.

“You still remember?” Ida said, smiling as she did after she saw he removed his shoes.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“It seems just the other day that you would come over to cut the grass. Good gosh, how long ago was that?”

“I was thirteen and fourteen at the time. I remember every time I was finished, you would give me twenty dollars and a cold bottle of Coca-Cola to drink.”

“Do you still drink Coke?”

Hunter followed her to the back of the house. “Yes, but I’ve actually switched to Diet Coke.”

Ida shuddered. “Oh, that’s nasty stuff there. You should switch to the Coca Cola imported from Mexico. No fructose, just cane sugar. More natural.”

He passed a small sitting room, and noticed a overstuff leather chair with a blanket, a book lying face down, the pages open to a spot. The dryer was running, behind the kitchen. “I’ll have to give that a try.”

Ida motioned Hunter to take a seat by the small table in the nook by the kitchen. She then took out a whistling teakettle and poured water into then turned on the electric stove’s countertop and placed the kettle on a burner. “It won’t take long. I like boiling my tea the old fashioned way. That kettle was my mother’s believe or not, so when I hear the whistle, and the steam coming out, I remember her making tea in the afternoon. She loved oolong tea. I’m pretty partial to Earl Grey breakfast tea myself. What kind of tea do you like?”

Hunter shrugged. “I’m not picky.” He paused, curious about what he saw earlier in the morning. “I saw you.”

“Excuse me?” Ida faced Hunter, her head cocked to one side in disbelief. “When?” Her brown eyes fluttered.

“At the rough, where Carl’s body was.”

She sighed and grabbed two teacups from the cupboard. “I was worried someone would see me, but I just had to find out about something.”

“What?”

“If my grandmother’s earrings were there…where Carl was.”

Hunter’s brow furrowed. What is she admitting? “Why would they be there?”

“If I tell you, it would be all over. And I don’t know if I can.” Ida closed her eyes and then stood still. The kettle whistled that the water was ready. She turned off the counter top and poured hot water in the teacups. “Earl Grey okay?”

Hunter nodded. He couldn’t give up. Not now. “Why would your grandmother’s earrings be there?”

“Well, you see, I worried that Lenny had borrowed it because it was missing.”

“Why would Lenny borrow it?”

“I guess this would be the time to tell you about a few things so you understand.” Ida came over, back to the table with two teacups with orange colored tea for both of them.

“I first met Lenny at Flagler College. He was studying business, I think. I was studying boys.” She laughed at her own joke, then continued. “I had the biggest crush on Lenny. Back then he was dashing, energetic about life. One thing led to another when we met, and next thing you know, I was pregnant.” She blew air on her hot tea to cool it. “Lenny proposed, and I accepted. After all, I was in love with him at that time. Things changed after I miscarried. He focused more on work, and not this marriage. I tried to get Lenny into counseling but he refused. I thought about leaving him many, many times.”

“I remember my mother said you and Lenny had problems.”

“We rarely had sex after the first year of marriage. Eventually we evolved into a sexless marriage. I even tried to make him jealous, but he didn’t seem to care. In fact, he encouraged me to find what I needed outside of the home. He just didn’t want to know specifically with whom, until a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry,” Hunter said, putting his teacup down. “That must have been tough.”

“It was…for the first few years. I wondered why he couldn’t love me, why he didn’t want to be with me. We even went to counseling. I hired a divorce attorney at one time. He got really mad over that. Eventually, I just came to terms that we’re in a platonic, if you can believe it, marriage. But, everything changed when he encouraged me to be with Carl.”

“What?” Hunter’s voice raised but then immediately lowered his voice after Ida’s frightened reaction.

“It was several months after your mom passed…the three of us got together, and ate at that nice seafood restaurant overlooking the ocean. You know the one? Your mom’s favorite. But, I forget the name. After dinner, Lenny encouraged me to go out with Carl. I liked Carl too. I didn’t want to see Carl, in that way, and I didn’t want to make this to be a public, almost public kinda thing. After all, if people suspected I was with Carl, then that make Lenny a cuckold, as they used to say. I don’t know…do they still use that word?”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Hunter added as he accepted more hot water and a fresh tea bag.

“I didn’t realize until recently that this was Lenny’s opportunity to get Carl to invest some money into some of his ideas. I was basically a pawn in Lenny’s game to flip houses, and sell them with Carl involved, taking a second mortgage I found out too late.” Ida sighed. “By then, I was too much into Carl.”

Hunter’s eyebrows arched as he swirled the tea. He had no idea where she was going with this, so he remained silent. He picked up the teacup to sip some more tea.

“I cared very much for Carl, probably too much. He told me he thought he loved me.”

Hunter almost spit out his tea. How could I not know this? “And, did you love him?”

“I don’t know. I can’t say that I would have a problem leaving Lenny, but Lenny’s always been good to me. More like a big brother than a husband.”

“I still don’t understand about you being at the rough, looking for an earring.”

“The earring was my grandmother’s.”

Hunter nodded. He didn’t want to say she already told him that. He didn’t want to come across as rude. This was Ida after all.

“Around the time Lenny told me it was okay to be with Carl, if I wanted to, he was acting different. Peculiar?”

“Peculiar?” Who says this word anymore?

“One night I came home early, by at least an hour. I guess he didn’t hear me. I heard music in his bedroom upstairs. We’re on opposite sides of the house, so I have to pass his bedroom to get to mine, and I saw him. He was in front of a mirror, wearing one of your mom’s old dresses. He was dressed head to toe as a woman.”

Hunter’s hand shook as he put the teacup down on a saucer. “Whoa.”

“I confronted him. He said he’d never felt that he could be who he truly was, so he was exploring this part of him that he’d kept inside. Of course I was shocked. But in time, when I look back on our twenty-plus years of marriage, it all made sense. He’d been conforming to what everyone wanted him to be. I was probably a part of that too. And I felt bad.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Hunter said.

“I think it’d been tough on him. Once he told me all of this, he would ask me help in buying clothes. I sometimes bought dresses with him in mind, so he could borrow them. He would take off for days at a time. I don’t know where. Maybe Jacksonville, but probably Orlando or Miami. He would drive dressed as a woman. I know he’d be too scared to be seen here in Ponte Vedra, or even in St. Augustine.”

“Okay,” Hunter said, pressing through his shorts the earring he picked up earlier. The fabric of his shorts concealed its identity but at this moment it seemed like his shorts were on fire.

“But in the last year, he changed a little. He started hanging out with Carl more. Sometimes, I felt a little jealous. But lately, Carl had been stressed. I tried to ask him what is going on. But whenever the subject of Lenny comes up, he would get upset.”

Hunter replayed what she said in his mind. “So everything was okay until just what? A few months ago?”

“Yes. The morning that Carl died, Lenny wasn’t home. Now he runs a lot, but he usually does it at sunrise. But when I woke up that early morning, I didn’t see him. I hadn’t even put on makeup. I had no idea what was going on. I went to the hotel. That’s when I ran into you.”

“I went back to our room that morning. Carl had someone with him, after the tournament. Was it—”?

“Yes. I did stay with him a little while. But he was drunk pretty early and he fell asleep the evening after the tournament, so I left. I had to take the stairs. There were a lot of journalists in the lobby when I met up with Carl, and I didn’t want to run into any of them.”

“Well, that explains the wine glasses with lipstick. But the spoon next to the nightstand?”

“Carl’s…I think he started using after one of the Vegas trips with Lenny.”

“How did I not know this?” Hunter asked.

“Honey, you were spending a lot of time with your boyfriend. Everyone knew. Carl knew what you and Dimas were to each other. He didn’t like it, but he really couldn’t say anything could he? I mean really when you think about it, you went to a few tournaments only throughout year. That’s what? Four days or so for each tournament, like five or six times a year? How many times did you stay with Carl at the house?”

Hunter’s face flushed. He probably hadn’t stayed more than six times in the year at the house when Carl was there. He normally joined Carl on the road. He had wondered why Carl never questioned where he spent his time. Carl kept Hunter on a small allowance, and he never bugged Carl for money. Dimas, the generous boyfriend, and he lived a pretty simple life on endorsements and small tournament wins in Orlando, two hours, three hours tops from Ponte Vedra.

“So Carl knew all this time?”

“Yes. He never came out and said it, but every time Dimas’ name came up, he would make a face like he swallowed a prune. I don’t think he ever liked your boyfriend.”

“And here Dimas and I thought he never knew about us.” Hunter hesitated for a moment, and then decided there was not point in hiding it. He fished out the earring from his pocket. “Is this yours?”

Ida’s eyes gleamed. “Yes, that’s my grandmother’s earring. I was so mad when I found it missing. I asked Lenny if he had borrowed it.”

“He borrowed it?” Hunter’s throat tightened.

“When I came home from the hotel, that morning, after I ran into you getting what was it? Some kind of chai latte? I found a dress in the washer. He was actually washing clothes. And when I got to my bedroom that’s when I noticed my jewelry box was open. I don’t have a lot of jewelry, and this piece,” Ida held up the earring, “it’s a pretty large costume jewelry clip on. The only value is sentimental.”

“I found it on the rough. Near where Carl died.”

“Oh,” Ida said, her eyes downcast. “I was afraid of that.”


Chapter 7

Dimas swore. He’d almost caught up to the runner. Ten minutes into chasing someone he’d thought was Ida, he discovered Lenny, wearing a dress. Dimas would’ve still been in frazzled ignorance about the speed and agility of Ida, but for a lightning flash that illuminated the darkening late afternoon sky, and revealed Lenny’s face. Soon after Dimas found out who he was chasing, Lenny’s wig caught on a branch and he left it behind, afraid to be caught by Dimas.

Nightfall was approaching, and Dimas didn’t want to be running through pines, slipping on wet pine needles, dodging sharp thorny branches, or viny kudzu that had infiltrated this part of Florida too.

He sensed Lenny was tiring because Dimas was easily getting closer. As soon as Lenny broke free of the pine trees and ran through the field, Dimas was less than ten yards away. And gaining.

Lenny’s speed had definitely slowed. Still, Dimas had to hand it to Lenny who was probably no taller than five-feet-five inches to have been able to run like this the last twenty minutes or so. He guessed Lenny too suffered nicks and cuts from running in the small pine barrens.

Lenny made a beeline for his house on Maple, and Dimas neared, so close Lenny’s labored breathing was more pronounced. As soon as Lenny jumped on the porch and fumbled with the front door, Dimas grabbed him from behind and tackled him. Lenny tried to kick him, but Dimas easily put him in a choke hold and scissored Lenny’s legs.

Ida and Hunter stood in the doorway, their mouths open. Dimas dripped water onto the floorboard.

“Get me something to hold his hands and feet.”

“What happened?” Ida asked.

“I can’t hold him for long. I’ve been running, chasing him for thirty minutes. Dropped the knife in the woods chasing him too.”

Lenny struggled and tried to say something, but Dimas’ arm around his neck prevented him. The years of wrestling in school had paid off, he was able to contain and manage Lenny. For now. Ida stood there, her hand to her mouth in shock. She didn’t protest Dimas holding Lenny this way, in this chokehold of sorts. When Hunter showed up with duct tape he grabbed from somewhere behind the kitchen, he told Hunter what to do. He duct-taped Lenny’s legs. When Dimas changed his choke hold so Lenny’s face was now down on the floor, Hunter duct-taped Lenny’s hands together at the wrist and laid Lenny on his side.

“Someone needs to call the police,” Hunter said. “Ida just admitted to me that Lenny was there when Carl died.”

“Yes, but Lenny didn’t tell me why he was there. My grandmother’s earring proves he was there.”

“If you didn’t have anything to do with Carl’s death, Ida, you should call it in,” Hunter said.

Ida nodded, then ducked into the sitting room and called 911. Dimas, Lenny, and Hunter stood by as Ida waited to say something to the 911 operator. Lenny whimpered, “No, no, no.”

“Nine-one-one, you need to come to One Maple Drive. I think my husband killed Carl Mullins.”

Even though Dimas kept Lenny from moving, Lenny shook his head. “It was an accident. You have to believe me, it was an accident.”

Ida hung up the phone and approached Lenny. “What happened? Where were you that morning?”

“I told Carl I wanted to meet him early in the morning. He texted me he was leaving the hotel early to drop off his clubs, and to let him know when would be a good time. I couldn’t sleep that morning, so I decided to go for a run, but this time, I dressed up. You know. I had my wig, I put on some make up, I borrowed your earrings. You were asleep. I think you came back late from partying, or maybe you were with Carl.”

“Go ahead,” Hunter demanded. “Tell me what happened.” Hunter balled his fists, and if Dimas weren’t wet, dripping, holding and restraining Lenny, he would have let go to hug Hunter.

“I didn’t expect him to cut through the course to get home. But I guess I should’ve. He was looking down at the ground, carrying his golf clubs when I practically ran into him. He didn’t recognize me at first. Then he started laughing. He had no business to laugh. You know, Ida, we are in so much debt because he borrowed money from me, and some of it is your money! He ran up debts in Vegas, took out a second mortgage.”

Lenny stopped. He squeezed his forehead then started beating it.

“Go ahead, Lenny. It’s okay,” Ida said.

Lenny nodded his head. He closed his eyes for a moment and then when he opened them, he spoke some more. “He thought by partnering with me to flip homes he would make easy money, but he over extended himself. And here he was laughing at me. Not just laughing at me but making hateful derogatory comments. So I took a golf club from his bag and hit him. He fell because of the golf bag he was carrying made him lose his balance, and he hit a rock. The back of his head hit a rock. I bent down to see how he was and he just reached out and tried to pull me close. But he died right after that.”

Lenny started bawling. His make-up ran, and when he tried to wipe some tears, the more smudgy his face got. “I never meant to kill him. He just made me so mad. That’s how I lost your grandmother’s earrings. Somehow when I bent down, and when he reached me, it must have come off. I don’t know.” Lenny gulped for air between the tears. “I didn’t mean to kill him, you got to believe me.”

Lenny kept crying, and when the lights and sirens arrived, he sobbed even more.


Chapter 8

One year later

Hunter finished eating the breakfast sweet potato and screwed on tight the thermos full of coffee he had made for Dimas and himself. He stood by the window and gazed out into the cool, damp Lima morning. Already traffic started picking up, but on the sidewalks here and there men and women walked their dogs. Dimas had wanted to leave earlier to catch Valparaíso as the sun hit the water, but they woke up later than they had planned. They agreed to tour one of the poet Pablo Neruda’s house and stop at one of the wineries on their way to the coast.

“You ready to go, babe?” Dimas asked. His freshly showered hair glistened in the light. “Ready to see the other sites of Peru?”

“Yes.” Hunter smiled as he kissed his fiancé. “Remind me to grab the small bag of food your mother made for us as we leave. She even baked the caramel biscuits you love so much, and put some in the brown bag.”

“Yum, I missed my mama’s alfajores”

Hunter broke off Dimas embrace. If they kept this up, they would be leaving later and he really wanted to see the coast. “I got an email from Ida earlier.”

“Yeah, what did she say?”

“The bank started foreclosure on our old house. And she sold hers. So she’s going to work for another realtor in town. She’s been writing Lenny in prison to keep his hopes and visiting.”

“How’s he doing?”

“I guess it could’ve been worse for him.” Hunter followed Dimas out of the room, downstairs, and next to the front door.

Dimas grabbed the brown bag left on the table, next to the door. Hunter then followed Dimas out of Dimas’ parent’s apartment. They both nodded to a passer-by, walking a golden retriever.

Hunter continued as they walked to the car. “I think the judge’s sentence was affected by our requests for leniency for him. They’ve got him segregated in prison. Ida says he is getting counseling on gender reassignment. Apparently, there’s a federal ruling that says that he can get hormones if he wants to transition. If that’s what he wants.”

“I didn’t know Lenny that well, but he’s lucky he has you. And Ida.”

“Dimas, you testified for leniency too.”

“I know.” Dimas hesitated. “And it was only because you asked me to. And well…I believed it was an accident.”

“Do you think we did the right thing? Turning him in?”

“Yes. He killed Carl. He didn’t mean to do it. But when Carl died, he tossed his clubs in the large pond, then tried to cover it up. You heard the judge at the sentencing. Sure, Lenny didn’t have any prior convictions, but his actions subsequent to what happened, the judge couldn’t ignore. But at least he got the lightest sentence possible, and in a few years, he’ll be out of prison.”

Hunter sighed. “Okay. I just feel bad. I don’t know why.”

“It’s because deep down inside, and you won’t admit it, Carl was an asshole. What Lenny did, was to react emotionally when he was confronted by Carl. We did what we could to make sure the judge took into account all of that.”

Hunter stepped inside the vehicle, while Dimas closed the door. He waited for Dimas to get inside the car before he continued. “I guess you’re right. There were no winners in this one.” Hunter put on his seatbelt.

“Well, at least I have good news!” Dimas smiled, lifting Hunter’s face so they could be almost eye-to-eye.

“What’s that?”

“There’s a condo for sale here in Lima. It’s in a nice area in Miraflores. It has a view of the Pacific. If you want to, we could live here part of the year like we’ve talked.”

“And live in Lake Nona the other parts?”

“Sure. Lake Nona is right by the Orlando airport. We’re about an hour away from the beach, and the Space Coast. Just minutes away from theme parks. Our neighbors, sort of, are Annika Sorenstam, and a few other pro golfers.”

“So part of the year in Peru, and the other, Orlando?”

“Yes, if that’s okay with you. I thought you liked the idea. Right? Or was that idle talk on the plane trip over?”

“Of course, I want to live here. I want to be with my husband.”

“And I want to be with the best caddy in the world.” Dimas laughed.

“Nice,” Hunter said, shaking his head. “Keep talking like that and you won’t get any later tonight.”

Dimas chortled some more. “You know I’m just joking.”

“About me being the best caddy in the world?”

“Oh boy, this is going to be long drive to the coast,” Dimas said.

“No, it won’t.” Hunter pecked Dimas’ cheek as Dimas started the car. “It’ll be a great day. With the man I love.”

“Same here. I love you Hunter Mullins.”

“I love you Dimas Kanashiro. Now, are we going to get there anytime soon? I’m already hungry. I’d hate to eat all these coconut-dusted caramel biscuits before we get there.”

“Babe, you’re always hungry.”

“I know,” Hunter said.

Dimas laughed. “When we get there, I want to read you some of the most romantic poems in the world written by Peru’s own, Pablo Neruda, and I want to read to you on the steps of his house, facing the Pacific.”

Hunter smiled. “You can read me anything. You can read me the menu from a diner and I’d never stop you.”

“That’s good to know.” Dimas chortled some more as he started the engine and then made their way down the street in the Renault.

Hunter sighed happily. They had their whole life ahead of them, and there was no rush to get to their destination. Hunter squeezed Dimas’ right hand after Dimas released the stick shift. “Do you remember the first time you called me your boyfriend?” Hunter asked.

“Yes. Why?”

Hunter leaned over and kissed Dimas on the cheek hard so that Dimas’ head almost hit the driver’s side window.

“Hey, I’m driving. We were late this morning because of you.”

“You’re not complaining about this morning are you?”

Dimas shook his head. “I would never complain making love on a foggy Lima morning. Never. Mi corazon.”

“Good, because I’ve got a lot more to give,” Hunter said as he peered out into the colorful streets of Lima.

In the past year, he had followed Dimas’ advice of following his heart more, and not overthinking things. And his heart was telling him that they would make many more beautiful memories here in the streets of Lima and Peru.

He felt it. He knew it. And Dimas knew it as well.

* * * *
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