
  Left behind by everyone he’s ever loved, Alonzo Grover lives as if he’s got no tomorrow. The discovery of a letter from his deceased boyfriend breaks him out of his rut and spurs him to right an old wrong, but the local stick-in-the-mud sheriff’s lieutenant seems determined to ruin his plans.


  



  Lieutenant Sebastian Haas despises tangling with his small town’s most promiscuous party kid. Alonzo’s youth and recklessness drive him crazy in more ways than one… As does the uncomfortable secret they share. But when Haas’s estranged family arrives in town to throw a wedding he wants no part of, he jumps into Alonzo’s car to avoid the family drama.


  



  Together, they wind up on an unexpected road trip, filled with one setback after another. It looks like they might kill each other before they make it home to Evergreen Grove. That is, unless they find something better to do than fight.
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  Prologue


  Alonzo  Then


  I dont know who gave birth to me. My adopted parents, I dont remember them much, either. They died when I was seven.


  I do remember the last thing my mom said to me was that shed do anything for me. Because she loved me.


  (She also said I was her Baby Snuggle Bug, but thats not something I like to spread around.)


  For a long time, I fucking hated those words. Anything because she loved me? Really? Thats a hell of a thing. More than that, if she loved me enough to do anything, why couldnt she have stayed with me? Why couldnt she have stayed alive? When I needed her most, she left me alone. Everybody did.


  Stupid thoughts. Illogical thoughts. But kids arent logical.


  That was a long time ago. I get it now, doing anything for someone. Sometimes whether you want to or not.


  Come on, the place is empty. Nobody ever comes up here except Mr. Specter, and hes gone to Vegas for the weekend. Were good, okay? Terrence pulls the blinds to the office door and turns around to grab my wrist. He tugs me forward with his strong arms that are already full of muscle.


  Me, I keep getting taller but never any bigger around. Easy for you to say. You dont have to worry about people making fun of your scrawny ass in the puppy dog drawers your foster mom got you.


  I dont much like it here, at this boxing gym. The man who runs the place, Mr. Specter, hes real shady. Strange. He picks out the promising kids from the after-school program and hooks them up with fights though, so maybe hes not all bad. Terrence says hes been treated well, but I cant shake my uneasy feeling about this place.


  Terrence kisses me though, and I forget everything. The thumps and yells coming from the downstairs part of the gym fade away. I forget my fear of the man whose office were messing around in. After all, Terrence does his homework here. Eats here and hangs out after school. If Terrence trusts Arlo Specter, maybe I should too.


  Here, Ill lock the door if that makes you feel better. When he reaches over to turn the shiny silver bolt with one hand as hes pushing up my shirt with the other, my brain scrambles something crazy.


  You sure this is okay? I dont want him to have a reason to kick us both out.


  He lets me do anything I want. Its fine. You gotta learn to ease up, Alonzo.


  Uh…yeah. whatever.


  Easy to say, but hard to do. I dont have any idea what would come out of that creepy guy catching us in here with our pants down. Wouldnt be anything good.


  But Terrence wants this. So do I, after a minute. The way he explores all my sensitive skin has me needing him. I need his hands on me. His skin is midnight dark, compared to mine which is the milky brown of a mug of hot cocoa. Sometimes when he touches me, I see the contrast and wonder where I came from.


  Was my biological dad dark and my mom light? The other way around? Did my birth parents die the way Terrences did, or was I plain old unwanted? Who left me behind?


  Ive learned thats just the world, though. People leave. First, whoever brought me into the world, and then my adopted family, followed by more than one set of foster parents and siblings. But Ive got Terrence for right now, for as long as hell have me.


  His lips press against mine. My face gets hot from the way were pushed together and how it feels so good. I want to wrap around him and hold on forever. Hell, its nice to have a chance to get with him; someplace that isnt the school janitorial closet, while Im balanced on a bucket of powdered chlorine and trying to keep a broom handle out of my eye. If Terrence says its safe here, then its probably safe.


  Hopefully.


  Come on, he says again. If youre so worried, then hurry and get your drawers off.


  I nod my head. I smile, and bite his lip the way I know he likes, and then I reach for my belt buckle. Because Terrence asked me to.


  Because I love him so much, and Id do anything.


  1. HOW IT IS


  Alonzo  Now


  Ive decided sex is all a game.


  Not the toss-a-beanbag-at-the-X kind of game, or like a crazy match of Ping-Pong, but more the kind of thing where you roll a dice and see who youre going to be that day. You choose your skill based on who youre up against. Maybe you need to be the smooth operator, or maybe you need to be the rough asshole who goes all night. Only with sex, you keep it in your head, because nearly everybody takes Im a level-ten oral-sex wizard with strong stamina as a challenge, and even my jaw gets tired sometimes. Point is; Im good at giving people what they want. Its fun, and I like it.


  Mmm. I love this new tattoo. Did it hurt a lot, there on your rib cage?


  Naya trails her fingers around the edges of my recent ink, a swirl of interconnecting lines and flourishes that I came up with one night when I couldnt sleep. Ive come up with most of my tattoos this way. Lucky thing my tattoo guy enjoys my BJs enough to open the shop at all hours.


  This girl here, shes someone Ive hooked up with off and on in the past. Shes all kinds of freaky, and better yet shes got plans to get engaged to some guy after graduation that her familys got a raging boner about.


  See, most importantly? Once everyones gotten off, I can pack up my dice and go home. Just me and a drink and a nice football game.


  No trouble. No hurt feelings.


  Rather than answer her question, I grab her from the waist and settle her on the sink, ready to get down to business. As I push her skirt up, her hands tug at my hair. Her nails scrape and pull. Much as I usually enjoy this sort of thing, Im too distracted tonight.


  I take a pause from biting my way up her inner thigh. Yo, Naya? Im digging the hair pulling but youre bout to throw me off my trajectory.


  She giggles. Oops. We wouldnt want that, would we?


  Theres a knock at the door, but we ignore it in favor of some sloppy making out. Then Im about to try and get my head under her skirt again when the door of the bathroom were in rattles hard enough to almost bust the hinges. When we still dont answer, it happens a second time.


  I hope nothing illegal is going on in there. Also, other people need to use the bathroom.


  Fuck. I recognize the commanding voice. Its rumble makes the muscles bunch at the back of my neck, so I pull away and get to my feet. Looks like well have to put this on pause. Rain check?


  Naya fluffs her mane of dark curls and pulls a lipstick from her skirt pocket to touch up. Maybe. Ive got a big end-of-semester project, and Im visiting my family and Farzans in Sri Lanka over the holiday break, so…


  She shrugs, and I laugh. Hey, lemme ask you something. Whats the deal with you and that guy? What are you fooling around with me for when youve got him?


  Naya presses her newly painted lips together, rubbing them back and forth. Right now, hes attending university in Australia. He does what he does, and I do what I do. No questions. Our families have been friends since childhood, so they have certain hopes. You know how it is.


  Actually, I dont. But whatever.


  Another shrug. Anyway. Ill see you when I see you?


  I shake my head. The way people treat relationships fucking amazes me.


  She laughs off the dig. Havent you done things to please someone you love?


  Now that is a question I refuse to answer. I think your lips might need another coat of shellac there, sweetheart.


  She sticks out her tongue. My lips are great, asshole. Youre just mad because you know Im right. Someday youll have someone youd do anything for. Youll see. Then youll understand.


  Its a nice theory except falling in love is on my hell no list, right between joining a cult and having my asshole bleached. I shake off her laugh. Anyway. Ill see you when I see you.


  She pecks me on the cheek and flounces out of the tiny fluorescent-lit room. Someone on the other side of the door makes her stop and say hi. A flirty giggle floats my way before the door closes behind her.


  I take a moment to adjust myself and wipe the lipstick from that kiss off my face. Then I give my own goofy ass a thumbs-up in the mirror because why the hell not? Ive had a couple of gin and tonics tonight. Not even some surly asshole cockblocking on the other side of the door can get me rattled.


  Im wearing my favorite shirt that has a picture of a dinner fork and a sheep in emoji-type pictures, which I make a point of tugging into position before I leave. Fork ewe, it says. Fork. Ewe. Get it? Ah, whatthefuckever. I love that shit. My life philosophy distilled into two characters.


  Okay. Cool. My lips are puffy and my hairs got some frizz, but I judge it good enough to rejoin the masses.


  Im about to turn and leave when the door slams in against the wall and I find Sebastian Haas, local sheriffs lieutenant and town hard-ass, giving me the stare down. His blue eyes glitter with the help of the bars twinkly fairy lights, serving me a look thats half Dont fuck with me and half Can U Handle It?


  Mr. Grover. Staying out of trouble this evening?


  Everything about this guy pushes my buttons. Cant stand his perfect cop face. Cant stand the way he pulls off the worlds ugliest green uniform thanks to a jaw that could crush rocks and a body with no signs of a donut fetish. This guy is the biggest fake goody-goody Ive met. And Ive met a lot of fake people in my time. The system is full of liars, let me tell you.


  Maybe youll want to help me get into some trouble. Eh, Lieutenant Haas?


  Yeah, I know. Youre supposed to be respectful around law enforcement. My buddy Tyler warns me all the time about the consequences of my attitude, even though I learned that lesson when I was eight. But theres something about Lieutenant Haas.


  He brings out all my ugly, as my old friend, Ruthie, would have said.


  Sometimes its just the way he stares. He seems out of place in this little town, looking like the product of a science experiment where Channing Tatum and Matt Bomer got smashed together into one person. Then that person put on a cop uniform that fits extra tight through the backside. And then acts so uptight, he could blow diamonds from his asshole.


  For real, how can a man so hot be such a bucket of cold water?


  Haas narrows his eyes at me and stands aside, so I can walk back into the bar area at Joes, our local townie watering hole. I happen to love this place. For one thing, Im only twenty-two but Im declaring myself a townie since I decided to take time off school. Nobody here seems to mind.


  A few college kids from the next town over come here. Naya does because I convinced her the nachos are out of this world. Doesnt hurt that I told her Id get freaky with her in the bathroom, not that that turned out as planned.


  Mostly, though? This place is full of old guys watching sports, and a few younger ones like me, who came to Evergreen Grove and never left. Some who, also like me, tried the college thing and found it lacking in any kind of realistic outcome, so now its alcohol and sports six nights a week. Its a perfectly fine life, thank you.


  I return Haass glare. Its now withering and full of judgment, the way everything he does must be. Fuck him though. The UFC fight is on, and I intend to drink and watch my boy Ty beat down Enele Sagaia.


  Anyway, Haas can walk the walk all he wants. I know damn well hes not the good community golden boy he makes himself out to be.


  Guess thats a no? He hasnt answered my invitation, so I just wink at him over my shoulder. Its fun to make the steam leak out of his ears now and again. Let me know if you change your mind.


  He never will, but its fun to play. Haas slams the bathroom door as I smile and walk back to my drink.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Sebastian


  Being a law enforcement officer in a small town has its definite advantages.


  Lieutenant Haas, thank you so much for coming over. Lucinda Breckwell pushes open her screen door with one hand and holds out a platter with the other. I made cinnamon rolls. Just for you. I know how you love my cream cheese frosting.


  I pluck a warm roll from the plate. I shouldntthe calories in that frosting alone are going to make me pay laterbut one does not simply say no to a gooey cinnamon bun.


  Mrs. Breckwell is sort of the towns Chatty Kathy, even more since her husband suffered a heart attack on a hunting trip and didnt return. Back when I was a new deputy, I responded to a suspected intruder and gave her my personal phone number. Ive somewhat regretted it since. Her kitchen has that warm but cluttered feel of my late grandmothers house, so its hard to mind too much.


  And the cinnamon rolls are damn good.


  Thank you, maam. I give her a nod and gesture toward the kitchen table. Should we have a seat so you can tell me whats going on?


  You know, I heard from Debbie over at the grocery store bakery that your sister is in town to get married. Said your mother visited in the summer and just loved that little art gallery up on The Ridge! Ill tell you, I adore that old place. Such gracious architecture, and so much light. Itll be lovely decorated for the ceremony.


  Mrs. Breckwell places her hand over her heart and closes her eyes. Probably lost in some romantic notion about my sisters wedding I couldnt possibly share.


  Half-sister. Not that it makes much difference. Yes, maam. Nice place up there.


  Ive only been to the gallery once, for a call. About a year ago, one of the employees threatened the owner with a knife for making accusations of theft. No evidence was found of the employee stealing, but the kid got fired and brought up on charges. Goes to show how often people ignore the lose-lose of a scenario when they should walk away. Also, sometimes pretty things have ugly stories.


  Mrs. Breckwell, about your call


  Honestly, she couldnt have picked a better spot. Your sister was smart to book it when she did.


  My back teeth make the same noise my brakes make when they need to be replaced. There are some equal and definite drawbacks to being in a small town. Im sure its going to be a lovely wedding. I try to smile past my clenched teeth.


  The weddings going to be an embarrassment and a lie. At least the lie will be well-dressed and wrapped in a pretty art gallery.


  Mrs. Breckwell clasps her hands together. Well, I just cant wait. I offered to help Delia with the catering, you know. She reaches across the table to nudge my arm. Unless somebody needs a plus one, of course. Im happy to do my part for a community hero.


  Since beating my head on her cherry wood kitchen table would be unprofessional, I refrain. Mrs. Breckwell


  Lucinda.


  Maam, I hate to rush you, but Ive got a busy day. Can we get to the reason why you called me?


  Oh, yes. Of course. She clasps her hands around a mug of coffee. The stuff inside is probably coldits been sitting there since I arrived. You see, as the head of the neighborhood watch


  The…what? Maam? I was unaware wed formed one here in Evergreen Grove. Not that crime doesn't happen, but its a quiet little town. Hell, the last homicide here happened before I was born.


  You and your department are doing a wonderful job, of course. She leans toward me with that look people get when theyre holding on to a juicy secret. But those college kids have all but invaded this neighborhood, and I most certainly do not trust them. You know, I think it started with that young man who moved into Ruthie Grovers old place. All those roommates and the parties they throw? Probably drugs, too. How else can some twenty-year-old college kid afford a place that size?


  I rub my forehead. Maam


  Lucinda.


  Its my understanding that she left him the house. I believe hes twenty-two, so hes not that much of a kid.


  Thats what I tell myself to feel better, anyway.


  And unless youve personally witnessed something illegal, I dont know what to tell you. Try calling a noise complaint next time theres a party and maybe well find cause to go in.


  Maybe. The truth I hate to admit even to myself is that I know all about Alonzo Grover and what goes on at his place. Ive made it a point to know, beyond keeping tabs on the general town population the way serving my community necessitates.


  Ive brought Alonzo in before. Once. I didnt like doing it and havent since. The lax attitudes of small-town law enforcement allow me to let some things slide, and with him they slide often.


  Its kind of funny. People see me as such a staunch rule follower. Must be the uniform.


  Mrs. Breckwell looks confused. Youre the law. Cant you simply go over there and put your foot down?


  About having a party? All I can do is talk to him. Unless someone witnesses an actual crime, we cant do much. Have you witnessed anything illegal?


  She wrinkles her nose. Not exactly, no. Her lips twist into a sour expression. Ive seen him on his lawn smoking some kind of something, but its hard to know for sure. Her eyes go cloudy and then sunburst-bright. But! I passed him one morning on my ride home from volunteering at the church, and he was operating one of those riding mowers they use in the park. Id never seen such erratic driving! And for a professional groundskeeper, his own yard is terribly unkempt. Theres been a porch swing in the middle of the grass for months. Im telling you, that Alberto has got to be on something.


  Alonzo.


  What?


  The young man we were discussing just now. The one who lives down the street at Ruthie Grovers place, and who mows the common areas around town. His name is Alonzo.


  Well, whatever his name is, I think theres a problem there.


  Ive got a problem with him myself, but not for the reasons youre saying. Hes an adrenaline junkie whos indifferent to the standards of social behavior, responsibility, or how close he stands when he talks to you. He screws around and behaves as if he likes to get caught. He also makes this low, raspy noise when he


  Fuck. I stand from the table, and Im not ashamed to admit I distract myself with another cinnamon roll before backing away. Mrs. Breckwell.


  Lucinda.


  I will not growl or gnash my teeth. I will not. Ok. What Ill do is swing by and have a talk with him. Will that satisfy you for now?


  Probably I wont get to it until later on. Tomorrow morning. Hell have sobered up from his latest bout of partying by then, and Ill be less likely to witness any bad behavior. Denial is a friendly place where Alonzo is concerned, and I like the water just fine.


  I guess thats the best I can ask for. She looks disappointed but recovers with a cheerful smile and waves me off. I decline the offer of a to-go container for more cinnamon rolls. The two I had will be reason enough to do an extra set of push-ups in the morning.


  When Im nearly out the door; Mrs. Breckwell squeezes in a demand that I absolutely must stop by the Evergreen Grove ladies brunch soon to talk about neighborhood safety.


  I make a mental note to delegate that meeting to Deputy Scotts, who will be less aggrieved by the advances of the Evergreen Grove Cougar Brigade. Anyway, hes new and fresh off a two-year stint working as a corrections officer. Ladies lunching should be a comparative walk in the park over bed checks and cavity searches.


  Once I escape from the toasty cinnamon clutches of Mrs. Breckwells house, its a short walk to my unmarked Crown Vic. Without her husbands old pickup in the drive, there was room for me to park my brand-new sedan.


  Fall is finally in the air in North Carolina and an abundance of dead leaves litter Mrs. Breckwells walkway. I entertain the notion of sweeping some away with my foot, but I stop myself rather than risk giving her the wrong idea. My confirmed bachelor status isnt a secret in Evergreen Grove, but clearly not many explicitly know why. Id tell them, but the well-meaning ladies in town feel entitled to my personal life enough as it is. Besides, its not as if anyone ever outright asks.


  The fewer hassles, the better.


  Speaking of hassles… A lap around the grassy park and other town common areas turn up no sign of Alonzo. The towns riding mower is parked outside of its shed at the back of the park, instead of where it belongs. Otherwise, nothing looks off.


  True, I already knew he wasnt working today, but at least Ive made a show of checking for erratic behavior. Ill stick with my plan of swinging by his house in the morning. My shift is almost over, so I have an excuse not to chase him down.


  Enough of one, anyway.


  2. SHIT-JUST-GOT-REAL


  Alonzo


  Anyone who knows me knows I can be counted on for certain things. A good party (usually with booze), a place to crash (also with booze), and the kind of orgasm thatll make your brain shut down (booze optional, but…you know). I take pride in knowing my name and number are on a few mens room walls (because I wrote em there myself), and a couple of ladies rooms, too. Because I hear things.


  Nobody calls me for the real serious shit unless they get desperate. Well, I guess someone got desperate, because Ive been called. And not for a good time.


  Called by a ghost, of all the fucked-up insanity.


  Im standing outside of Joes bar with my phone in one hand and a faded old letter in the other. Part of me wanted to throw it away as soon as I found it, but I cant. I need this thing, whether I want it or not.


  While I mull over the unexpected wrench in my life, I grill my friend Kate about how Tys doing. He got a nasty hit in that last fight. Lotta blood coming from his head, and the announcers were saying a possible concussion.


  Ever since Ty and Kate moved in together, theyre connected at the googly eyes, sometimes even if Tys traveling. Im happy for them, but I also kind of hate them both for being so disgusting. Who can stand that kind of sameness and having someone all in your space?


  Hes fine, Alonzo. I swear. It looked scary, but after the stitches come out, he should be good. You know how I panic when he gets hurt. I wouldnt tell you hes okay if he wasnt. I know how you feel about lying. The doctor said no sign of concussion.


  I shiver. Pulling the back of my shirt up to cover my cold neck does absolutely nothing. The Carolina fall may have been warm enough during the day, but its after dark now. Doesnt help that I never remember a jacket. Youre sure hes good?


  Theres a pause. A long one. Most likely Kate trying to gather her patience, but I tend to assume the worst. Tys fine. Hes in our hotel room right now making jokes with his trainer. Now tell me about this letter you found?


  Yeah. About that… Not gonna lie, Kate. Im messed up about it. This is shit-just-got-real territory, you know?


  You mean the letter? Seems to me that shit got real a while ago. But I think I get it. Id be shaken if I found an old letter from Terrence, too. Really shaken. Shes rustling around with something on the other end of the line as I stuff the letter in my pocket and head into Joes.


  Yeah, you could say Kates got some ugly history with my dead ex. I loved Terrence, but if he did to me what he did to her? I dont know that Id be able to say his name with her level of calm.


  I look down at my feet, which are vibrating from all the bar traffic. Joes is a second-floor place, with open wooden steps that lead from in front of Delias Bakery and Café on the ground level. Townies thunder down the wooden stairs, making the platform shudder beneath me. Everyone looks like theyre walking tall and getting into cars to drive home. Must be the quick-beer-before-heading-home-to-the-missus crowd. Makes me revisit my disbelief about relationships. Who needs to be tied down?


  These people leaving Joes may not have been drinking hard tonight, but after reading that letter about twenty times? I sure need to. So I hustle inside and signal the bartender, LeeAnne. She shakes her head, swishing her long brown ponytail back and forth, like shes thinking, Damn, its him again.


  I take a healthy slug of my gin and tonic before pulling that damned letter, from the only guy I ever loved, back out of my pocket. You know what I feel shitty about, Kate? I shouldve done more. I wasnt completely ignorant. I knew something was going on between Terrence and that weird asshole, and I knew it wasnt cool. He kept telling me he had it under control. I didnt realize hed gotten in so deep.


  Didnt realize Id inadvertently been part of the mess. Terrence had lied to me, and Id eaten it up with an extra-large spoon.


  Kate hums into my ear. Clinking glasses and low-volume football sounds surround me at the bar. One of the strings of fairy lights that line the perimeter of the small establishment has been set to blink by accident, and I watch them go on and off with the fascination of a gambler following a dog race.


  Honey, Terrence was always sort of…cagey. He kept a lot to himself. You cant take his problems on yourself. Anyway, how come youre just now reading this letter?


  I shrug, not that she can see me. The answer is easy but to say it out loud is hard. Before you ever told me you suspected it, I knew hed probably killed himself. I found the letter the morning after he died. You were still in the hospital. At the time, I couldnt deal. So I stuffed it inside a book and forgot it existed.


  See, this shit is what I get for trying to clean up my stuff.


  I reach for my drink again. Not that Ive ever shied away from confrontation, but this conversation requires more liquid fortification.


  Yeah. Kates heavy sigh echoes in my ear. You expected the worst. I get it.


  Exactly. Imagine my shock when it turned out the worst was way beyond the bad things Id considered Terrence might say with his final words.


  So… Kates still talking in my ear, but Nayas sidled up beside me, one hand brushing mine. Expectation lights her face, same as the fairy lights strung up around the bar. What are you going to do?


  Fuck if I know. What I want to do, without question, is to order another drink and pretend today is the same as yesterday. I dont know for sure if my first and only boyfriend killed himself. I dont know if I played an unsuspecting role in why. I sure as hell dont want to know


  You know what? Never mind, Kate says with a sudden frosty tone. It isnt my business what you do.


  Sure it is. You were caught harder than any of us in his wake of destruction. Kate was in the same accident that killed Terrence. We almost lost her, too. Im glad she pulled through, but I have all kinds of conflict about it. After all, there was no saving Terrence.


  I give Naya a strained smile and pull my hand away so I can take another drink. Wasnt planning to see her tonight and I dont have the energy. The burn of gin and the sourness of the tonic is a good enough distraction right now.


  I just dont know, Kate whispers. She knows Ty is still trying to resolve what happened to his brother. But I guess shes not feeling it. Its not as if theres any fixing what happened.


  True enough.


  Except…I think… She sighs. That asshole hurt you, too, Alonzo. Hes the reason Terrence died. If there was some way to make sure that man never hurts anyone else, I guess if it were me, Id have to try.


  The thing is, I agree. I know thats the reason Terrence left me the letter. He wanted me to fix what he couldnt. And I want to. I do. Im also hating Terrence right now, because why the hell did he have to drop this knowledge in my lap? Couldnt he have told me how bad things were when he was alive?


  We could have handled anything together. Wed promised each other that we would.


  Okay. I fold the letter into my pocket again and motion to LeeAnne for another gin and tonic. Wave to Naya, whos gotten tired of waiting for me to end my call. She waves back as she heads across the room to say hi to one of the guys from search and rescue. Greener pastures and everything. Maybe I should mind, but I dont.


  The calculating grin on Nayas face tells me shes looking to give someone a wild ride tonight. My loss.


  Okay, I say again to Kate. I need to go. Gotta think about this thing. Or drink about this thing, really.


  You should call Dante. Hed know what to do.


  Dante Ramos, hes Evergreen Groves former boxing champ who also used to train under that dirt bag Arlo Specter. Hes pushed hard to get the dude locked up. If I go to him with something like real proof that we can take to a DA, Dantell be on it like a kid about to see his first set of boobies. Once I let the information out there, its out there. Dante wont stand for anything less, not that I blame him.


  No. Im not ready to tell him. I need some time before someone else sees what all is in this letter.


  I hate lying, but I change the subject so I dont have to tell Kate Im ignoring her advice. Hey. Do me a favor and let me know if anything changes with Ty, I tell her before hanging up.


  I stick my phone in my pocket and order another drink.


  [image: Scene Break]


  Sebastian


  Most people dislike Mondays. For me its the easiest day of my week. The troublesome citizens are still sleeping off their weekend hangovers. Nobodys had time yet to get rowdy.


  In Evergreen Grove, I can count on certain things. Tuesdays bingo night at the lodge results in my having to run interference with one or more of the towns senior set; Wednesdays discount beer night at Joes Bar means one of us will have to escort Milford Hill back home to his wife; Thursdays, things are getting noisy at the local college; and Fridays and Saturdays, its easy pickings near the entrance of town. People fly right by on their way to a party, sometimes while intoxicated.


  When I stop into Joes bar, Im wishing very much that it was Monday. Especially when I see the subject of all my most frustrating encounters.


  For a Sunday night, the little small-town bar is more cozy than crowded. The perimeter is lined with paraphernalia from classic rock bands, ambience-inducing holiday lights, and a handful of punk-ass college students. Better than Saturday, but not by much.


  Stopping into the bar to hit the bathroom and grab a free to-go cup of coffee is tough enough when the press of drunk twenty-somethings from the next town over are all staring at you like frightened baby deer. Worse is when Im headed to the john and have to contend with Alonzo groping the ass of a pretty girl.


  Tonight, theres no girl. Just a shit-eating grin on his face and a mixed drink in his hand.


  Hey, bartender, how about hooking me up with another gin and tonic? His speech isnt slurred at least…not yet.


  By the look of him, Id guess hes on his second or third drink about now. Which makes my skin prickle and my feet speed up, suddenly focused on getting in and out before I see something I wish I hadnt. The number of times Ive caught Alonzo doing something he shouldnt be in public is embarrassing. I pride myself on doing the right thing, but with this guy I have trouble remembering what those right things are.


  Tonight, I dont have the patience for his behavior. I barely have the patience for my own. Tomorrow begins my week-long vacation, which on its face is because Ive got family in town for the wedding. Secretly, I put in for leave so I could avoid the Mrs. Breckwells of the world and their Oh, isnt it wonderful? nonstop gushing.


  Still. It burns me that Im missing work for this nonsense.


  My trip in and out of the unisex bathroom at the back of the bar is quick. Nothing like not having to wait for a drunk to finish heaving before I can relieve myself to perk up my mood. While I wait for LeeAnne to get me some coffee, I hear the words that make my ears go hot:


  Lieutenant Haas! Hows it hanging?


  I know pretty much everyone in this town by name. I also know that old Mr. Rickman calls dispatch for a potential intruder every time squirrels run across his roof, Bailey Crowley can be straightened up by threatening to sick his momma on him, and Alonzo Grover can never let the opportunity to tease me pass him by.


  So here we are. Mr. Grover, I think the better question is, how are you going to stay out of trouble this evening?


  I try not to give much thought to all the times Ive caught Alonzo misbehaving. Which means I chew on it constantly.


  Staring hard into his drink, he shakes his head. For a guy who seems to live to tell the next joke and raise the next toast, he looks practically forlorn. No worries. Im on the straight and narrow tonight, Haas.


  Huh. Coming from him, thats almost funny.


  I hope that means I wont find you breaking the law in any back alleys anytime soon. My neck is hot as soon as I let the indictment fly.


  He raises his eyebrow, bringing back his usual smile. When Roy Englewood shouts his disapproval at one of the bar TVs, Alonzo slides off his stool to put himself in my space. Would you be disappointed if I did bad things in a back alley, Haas? Or if I didnt? He laughs. Its quieter though, drier than his usual laugh. Its all good, Haas. No need for you to worry about me, he says.


  His smella smoky, musky colognecreeps right up my nose. I tell myself its only impatience that makes me take an extra-deep breath.


  Ahem.


  My turn to raise the eyebrow, as a to-go cup of coffee lands on the bar in front of me. You live in my town. Its my job to worry about you. So do me a favor and give me one less reason to stay up at night, will you?


  What I try to do next is grab my coffee and stride out, like the badass sheriffs lieutenant I am. The coffee is molten though, and so is Mr. Grovers stare.


  He leans into my space. How about you let me keep you up for other reasons, huh, Haas?


  I blame the hitch in my step on the hot cup in my hand. Not the weight of Alonzos dark amber eyes sweeping from the tops of my boots to the knot in my tie, and on up to meet my hopefully disinterested gaze. Not for the first time, I wish Alonzo Grover lived in someone elses jurisdiction. Far, far from mine.


  Goodnight, Mr. Grover. My dismissal doesnt even appear to register. Alonzo Grover has been hitting on me every chance he gets for the last year or so. I dont take it seriously, and even if I did… Well, it doesnt matter. The man screws everything on two legs.


  Gotta leave so soon, Haas? I feel like we have unfinished business, you and me. The innuendo is so thinly veiled its practically naked. And his low whisper is so smooth and smoky, the words all but rub up against my ear and purr.


  My fault, for mentioning the alley.


  That knowing gaze of his bothers me. Evergreen Grove is miniscule. So small that if I were to stop a person on the street and ask if hed seen Scooter Pitman, Scooters mother would send him to the station in under half an hour. I certainly dont harbor illusions that Im keeping the news of my orientation all to myself.


  I prefer to keep my behavior professional, thats all. But Alonzo has seen me slip. Maybe he knows that, in spite of all the eyes in this bar, Im zeroed in on his right now. His lopsided, secretive smile tells me how much he enjoys my reactions to him.


  Doesnt matter. I take a step away. He can taunt all he wants. Im not playing his games. Like I said. Goodnight, Mr. Grover.


  If I brush past a bit too hard on my way to the door, thats only to show him I wont be baited by his hints and his flirting.


  When I return to my cruiser, I remember my conversation with Mrs. Breckwell. I guess thatll have to wait.
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