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And to all who have inspired me, whether you knew it or not.

Thank you.

This book contains content some readers may be sensitive to, such as drug and alcohol use, graphic sexual situations, mentions of CSA, and suicide.

Please read with care.

The violent thrash of red and blue danced against white picket fences and pristine flat lawns in the suburban neighborhood I had once called home.

My father's calloused fingers patted my thin shoulder, his voice barely above a whisper as they wheeled her away in a lifeless black bag.

“I'm sorry, buddy,” was all he said, tears coating his throat, his strength failing him for the first time in my life.

I couldn't recall the moment before. My mind wrapped it up in a black cloth, shoved it in a locked box and hid it in a dark corner of my mind that I never dared to venture towards.

All I knew for sure was that she was gone.

Ten years after bringing me into the world, Marilyn Eberly left mine forever.
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Chapter 1
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An Ode To Norman

––––––––
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My wife clasped the white pages of the manuscript shut between her fingertips and looked at me with an eyebrow raised in utter disbelief.

“You can't actually be considering submitting this to her, Ruben.”

“She wants it.”

“Well I don't want to be the wife of the gay fantasy erotica guy.”

“If it pays the bills then why do you care at all?”

“It's embarrassing, Ruben! Everyone is gonna think you're gay!”

It stung to hear, but she couldn't be right. Authors who craft tales of mobsters and organized crime aren't suddenly dubbed Al Capone. Sci-Fi novelists don't actually traverse time and space to weave their fantastical narratives. The men and women behind fictional espionage dramas aren't typically spies in disguise.

And a straight married man crafting a homoerotic fantasy isn't always a deeply closeted gay man.

Julie bit her lip and flipped forward a few pages.

“I just, I don't get why one of them can't be a woman. If your audience is women then one of them should be a woman, Fifty Shades, Twilight, Harlequin-”

“Harlequin is a publisher, not a title.”

“You get the point, Ruben. Just, make the vampire a woman or something. He reminds me too much of that guy you used to hang around anyways.”

“I'd be changing the entire story if I did that, it's not about a straight romance, it's a forbidden love in a world that doesn't accept them.”

“It’s gay smut smashed between angsty dialogue and pointless lore,” she shut the pages together again and tossed the manuscript to the coffee table in front of us.

I felt undoubtedly rattled, like a fish being shaken in a plastic cup. I couldn't just ignore her opinion, I respected what she had to say.

I just didn't want to hear her say it.

“People online seem to like it.”

“Honey, the people online are teenagers. Hormonal teenage girls who will read literally anything and call it Shakespeare. This book isn't gonna survive in the real world.”

Maybe she was right.

“I'll see what I can do.”

“Trust me. Sybil will understand if you change it.”

In my mind's eye, I saw myself transported back to the night I met the woman in question.

A friend of Julie's, she came over for a gathering and I happened to make the joyous mistake of getting drunk on a fine red wine she brought over.

It was one of those moments where you meet someone and suddenly you're subconsciously reliving every lifetime you spent together with them, a platonic soulmate. We fell into conversation like we were well known friends, effortless, like the urge to swim after jumping into water. 

At one point or another, I happened to reveal to her that I was a rather prolific author in the niche genre of homoerotic fantasy fiction online, and with her interest surely piqued by the alcohol, she prodded me into showing it to her.

Whether because she was amused by my antics that night or truly invested in my stories, she contacted me a week later and asked if I'd be interested in her being my agent and helping me get Bloodweavers published and on shelves.

I was elated.

Julie was not.

She had no idea what I was writing about. She never prodded, and I never wanted to tell her.

As far as she knew, it was poetry or short observational fiction, nothing to get too invested in. A hobby. Something to keep my brain sharp.

When I told her “I'm writing,” she likely never envisioned a graphic erotic moment between a well-toned domineering cowboy vampire and his submissive, gentle wizard lover.

But the only part of that she seemed to truly object to was the fact that both of the fantasy lovers were men.

When she asked me why I'd write something like that, I shrugged and confessed, “Because I wanted to.”

I wasn't sure what I was expecting when I asked her to read the manuscript, a two-hundred-fifty page compilation of my short stories featuring the vampire Dimitri, and Elias, his wizard lover, loosely based on fanfiction I had written about the main characters in a show called ‘Pyers.

From their bitter first entanglement to a slow and steady growth past broken trust and reluctant affection, thrusting full-force into a series of passionate sexual releases. It all led up to a consequential climax as they grappled with the societal unacceptance of not only their sexuality, but their supernatural statuses as well.

I found each short story flowed perfectly as an individual chapter, and the tale was essentially complete before I bothered to trim off any inconsistencies or indulge in exposition.

It was the first thing I ever created that I had confidence in. It was my child, incubated in the embryo of my mind, birthed through the labor of my fingertips, and deeply loved from the moment I looked into its eyes and saw my best friend.

And my wife hated it.

She skimmed through the first half, awkwardly gawked at the graphic depictions of intimacy, and didn't even bother touching the pages the last three chapters were written on.

I felt like a child watching his report card be read by his parents, unsure of whether her nearly uninterrupted disinterested gaze was a positive thing or a bad one, and shaking with fright when her eyebrows raised and her green orbs lifted from the page and sunk into me like bullets piercing my chest.

“You can't actually be considering submitting this to her, Ruben.”

How could I tell her that Sybil loved it, that she was wrong, that I wanted to believe with every fiber of my being that she was wrong?

I looked at her like she was something to be pitied, a woman whose husband couldn't see how his wild fantasies would affect her eventually.

I loved Julie. I didn't want her to be wrong. 

But I didn't want her to be right either.

I didn't want her to be ashamed to be my wife. I didn't want her to think I was anything but madly in love with her, all over some fictional characters I had thought up and put to paper.

I picked my legs up from the living room chair and excused myself onto our apartment balcony.

I took out a little white box of cigarettes from my back pocket and stuck one of the cancer sticks between my lips, struck a blaze from my chocolate bar imitating lighter and took in a puff of cottony tobacco breeze.

I exhaled the cloud like dragon's breath onto the unsuspecting bustling world below me, and I contemplated further. 

I should have just kept my wine drunk mouth shut that night.
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The cackle of the red-headed man to my left shook me from my dead-eyed examination of the charcuterie board on the coffee table in front of me.

I hardly even realized the wine glass in my hand was on the verge of tipping over when I came back down to earth and reinserted myself into the conversation at hand.

Friends of Julie's, a young couple from New York, the wife worked for a start-up tech company that was sure to last all of two years and the husband worked in IT.

I couldn't really stand either of them. They were full of themselves, bright eyed and bushy tailed for the sake of appearances alone.

Talking to them felt like conversing with storefront mannequins, everything from their clothing to their dialect to their musical taste and TV preferences was pre-programmed and determined by popular demand. Their interests changed with the seasons, ebbing and flowing according to what was in, what was cool, what was expected.

They hadn't a single original thought between them. They were pre-packaged people with no staunch opinions of their own, walking advertisements for everything they consumed.

In other words, they were fucking boring.

“So Ruben,” the feminine member of the duo spoke up, her red lips framing a practiced smile as she reached for a single cracker from the board in front of us, “how's the new job going?”

I had a million responses I could have given that were all far more honest than what I ended up saying, “It's great.”

It wasn't great. My boss was a dickhead. My coworkers were a bland mix of cocksucking ladder climbers, self-righteous assholes and corporate cogs who had long given up on their dreams.

Every morning before work was pure dread. Every evening after was a fast fading relief. Every weekend was meaningless, and it felt like I was merely counting down the days until I could either retire or die.

But Lynn and Henry didn't wanna hear all that, they didn't have the capability of processing a concept such as existential dread. Even if they did hate their jobs, they didn't know how to show it, and they didn't know how to give a shit about someone else expressing that hatred.

But I did what I had to do. I did the job I had to do, and I gave the response that was expected of me.

Henry finished a sip of his wine and shot a finger wag at me as he swallowed and asked, “Didn't you say something about a book deal you had going?”

Julie answered before I could even process a response, “Oh that's- that's still in the works. He's not taking it too seriously.”

She waved her hand like she was shrugging the entire conversation off before it could even be had, but I wasn't as quick to disregard something that actually interested me.

“Well, if it goes well I'll be taking it seriously. I even have an interview tonight with a podcaster who-”

“Honey, please,” Julie forced a close lipped chuckle and leaned forward to cut me off. She waved her hand again and chortled out a continuation to the duo, “It's just some story he wrote online, it's really not a big deal.”

I bit my lip.

“What's it about?” Lynn inquired, and Julie gave me a look of expectation in response. I knew she didn't want me to say it.

“It's a romance. Fantasy romance.”

“Ooh, that sounds exciting, like Game of Thrones?”

“Not exactly, more like-”

“He's changing it. Right now it's, what, like a vampire and a werewolf? It's very niche.”

“Well, no. It's a vampire and a wizard.”

“Oh! Like Harry Potter!”

I looked at Julie for some sort of approval, sighed and sullenly said, “Yeah. Like Harry Potter.”

Lynn smiled and raised her hand as she started babbling again, “Did you know there's a whole book series for Harry Potter? I've seen a few of the movies with my niece and she just started reading the books, I had no idea! But all of a sudden it's like I'm seeing them everywhere, they even have them at Costco!”

I nodded along as Henry added to that, then Julie gave her response. The swirl of voices encircled me until the topic was lost once more, and yet again the brown meat slathered wooden board on the table became the most interesting person in the room.
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Her side of the bed was ice cold that morning.

We always woke up late on Saturdays, a tradition we held onto for as long as we could while waiting for our family to come together, knowing that the addition of a child would strip that privilege away in due time.

In our six years of marriage she had never slipped out of bed earlier than me, at least not without waking me up first. The newness in that tiny detail made me uneasy, like the sun rising an hour later than expected, there was this feeling that the world had shifted in an unnatural and uncomfortable way.

I did some rounds through the apartment, there wasn't a red hair from her head in sight. She wasn't home at all.

I calmed myself with reasonable explanations; maybe she was out with a friend, running errands, family emergency, maybe she was planning a surprise for me.

But then I noticed her car keys were on the hook by the front door, and yet her favorite pair of brown sandals were gone from their usual spot on the shoe rack. Her purse was also mysteriously out of sight.

I grabbed my phone and rang her up.

No answer. Straight to voicemail, in fact.

I shot her a text reading where are you, and tried not to let my anxiety cloud my better judgment. She's probably fine, I reminded myself, if she took her belongings then she clearly intended to leave, so she wasn't kidnapped or something. She'll come home soon and you'll both laugh this off, just watch.

But she didn't seem too eager to quell my anxiety with a response to my text.

A new thought entered my mind, exactly how long do you wait until filing a missing persons report?

I shook off the anxiety and headed for the kitchen for a cup of coffee, only to find the pot cold and untouched.

Julie always makes coffee in the mornings.

Again, I shrugged it off. Maybe she was getting coffee at a shop today, probably having a girl date and forgot to tell me. No big deal.

I trusted her.

Even though I was having the horrible feeling that I shouldn't.

Something like a sixth sense in the back of my mind, like the chugging wheels of a train rattling the tracks and the high-pitched scream of the horn in the distance alerting you to the coming danger should you stay where you are.

But I wasn't standing on train tracks, and I had nowhere to run off to, no danger to jump away from.

It didn’t change the fact that no matter how much I told myself everything would be fine, I still couldn't shake the feeling that I needed to be ready to run.

I shook it off, made my coffee, and walked out onto the balcony to enjoy it with a morning cigarette to calm the ever growing anxiety.

The world below me buzzed with the start of the day, cars of all shapes and sizes lining up by the stoplight, a well-dressed woman walking from her parked car into the bank across the street, a tweaker screaming at the gas station next door while patrons walked by, ignoring him to the best of their abilities.

Just another day in the Sunshine State.

My eyes danced around the scenery, from the pale morning blue and shimmer of flamingo pink to the in-progress apartment building being painted with orange sunlight, all the way down to the moving van that had just pulled up to the tiny red stoplight.

Drawn to the backside of the vehicle, my breath hitched when I caught sight of a small tan rope hanging out of the hatch.

It was frayed at the end from many years of use, but tightly knotted in the middle. I could feel it in my hands without even being close enough to touch it, bristly and dry, scraping my fingers with force, leaving my tiny hands red and sore from pulling at it.

A racehorse thumped in my chest, running around my rib cage as fast as it could, bouncing between my lungs and strangling every other breath.

I closed my eyes to break the spell, waited until I heard the engines of the cars rev up and drive away after the little red light turned green, and I opened them again.

I took a sip of my coffee, a good long puff of my cigarette, and I exhaled in relief.
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Julie didn’t come home until the afternoon.

She walked through the door looking exhausted and in pain, like she had just run a marathon with a knife in her stomach.

She hardly greeted me, a mere, “Hi, Ruben,” before she waddled off towards our bedroom.

It was like watching an alien casually walk through my front door; I was in shock. I had been debating for hours whether or not I should call the police, I hadn’t heard a word from her nor any of her friends, and here she was, looking like the train wreck I was terrified of being caught in.

“Julie,” I got up from my spot on the couch and followed her to the bedroom, “where were you?”

“I was out with some friends, I’m sorry I didn’t call you,” she was making her way to the bathroom, her face turned away from me, her hand firmly grasping her stomach.

I followed her up to the bathroom door, but she turned and shut it before I could join her. I crossed my arms and stood by, my worry being even worse now that she was actually here.

“Did you have fun?”

“Yeah, we went to the mall,” she whined. I heard the shuffling of clothes hitting the floor and the rattle of a pill bottle being opened.

“Everything alright? You seem like you’re in pain.”

“I’m fine, got my period, cramps are bad. I’m gonna take a shower.”

“Alright, anything I can get you? I can make you a cup of tea.”

“No, I’m fine. Just give me a bit.”

“Alright. I’m here if you need anything,” I heard the shower start, and I contemplated whether I should stay by the door, barge in and make sure she was okay, or just walk away.

I stepped back and walked forward towards the living room, sat down on the couch and mindlessly eyed the TV screen.

I couldn’t tell you what was playing even if I remembered, Julie was acting beyond strange, and I had fewer answers than what I started with this morning.

I picked up my phone and messaged Sybil, did something happen to Julie today?

She responded pretty quickly, a contrast to when I messaged her and a few other friends of Julie's earlier, lady issues, just give her some space.

Twenty minutes later my wife came out of the bedroom in a black bath robe, looking twice as exhausted as before, her eyes barely staying open as she joined me on the couch and laid on her side against the arm.

I didn’t want to grill her if she wasn’t feeling well, but the constricting feeling in my chest wasn’t going to leave if I continued taking her at her word.

“Have you ever had a period this bad?”

She shrugged and said with a sigh, “Some are worse than others, Ruben. Don’t overthink it.”

“I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’ll tell me if you’re not fine, right?”

“God, Ruben, just stop. I’m fine!”

“Can you blame me for being worried? You leave early in the morning, you don’t call, you don’t text, you come home in pain looking like you just climbed a mountain, what’s going on?”

She sighed, and straightened up slowly, the squint of pain in her eyes shifting more into a gleam of guilt. She gulped and wiped an invisible tear from her ducts as she quietly said, “I had a procedure done today.”

“A procedure? What kind of procedure?”

She sighed. She didn’t look at me.

“An abortion.”

My heart physically dropped into my stomach, sloshing my innards around and jolting me forward.

“You... what? I didn’t even know you were pregnant.”

“I was eight weeks along.”

“But why? I thought we wanted kids, wouldn’t you want to-”

“Because, Ruben,” she snapped, then calmly continued, “it wasn’t yours.”

I didn’t think the beating brick in my chest could sink any lower, but it did.

“You’ve been with someone else?”

“We haven’t been able to be intimate in months, Ruben,” she looked at me and shook her head gently, her eyes saying what her lips couldn’t quite get across; that she was done with us, done with me.

“So you cheated on me? I can’t get it up anymore so you sleep with someone else?”

“If you’re putting it that way, I guess. And I’m sorry, Ruben, but, this thing with the book, with you, you’re... you’re... I don’t know what you are but you’re not straight!”

“Julie, I love you.”

“It doesn’t matter, Ruben. I’ve found someone who gives me what I need, and you’re not him. I’m tired of fighting for you.”

“Fighting for me? You’re married to me, I chose you already, how are you fighting for me?”

“Fighting for your affection, your attention!” she groaned after shouting, grabbing her stomach and pulling herself forward before seething and settling back onto the couch.

“You’re not happy. I’m not happy. I’m done trying.”

“So, you’re leaving me?”

“I don’t have any plans yet. I was hoping I could take more time to figure out what I wanted, but... but I don’t know anymore, Ruben.”

My eyes welled up like storm clouds ready to burst. I took a deep breath to calm myself, but I couldn’t stop the tingle at the edge of my lips from pulling them down into a frown.

I couldn’t understand it. I thought I was a good husband. I thought I gave her everything she needed, everything she wanted.

So what if I couldn’t perform in the bedroom anymore? I still did my best to satisfy her. I worked hard for her, I provided for her,  I did everything a man was supposed to do, everything my mother would have told me to do for my wife, I did it.

But I wasn’t enough for her.

“Why weren’t you honest from the start instead of going out and fucking someone else?”

“Because I know you, Ruben. You would’ve tried to fix things, you have no capacity to understand when to just walk away.”

“It’s our marriage, of course I’d want to fix it!”

“You and I have been trying to fix this situation of a marriage for years now, Ruben. If I came right out and told you it wasn’t working you would’ve been hard-headed and insistent. I needed an out. This is my out. It’s my final message to you.”

“You’re no better than my goddamned father,” I got up from the couch and tore myself away from her, my hands clawing at my arms like they were the edge of a life raft in the middle of a storm-swept sea. I held back lashing out on account of the burning fire in my belly, took a deep breath and moved out of the way of the pieces of my world falling apart.

“Come on, Ruben. Least I gave you a chance to see the writing on the wall. I didn’t up and leave you with a kid.”

“No, you cheated on me and tried to hide it.”

“I wasn’t trying to hide anything. I don’t want kids. Not with you or anyone else.”

“We’ve wanted a family for ages!”

“You wanted a family, Ruben. You wanted kids, you wanted to get married.”

“I gave up everything for you! I haven’t seen my best friend in ages because you couldn’t stand him! I gave up my dream job because you wanted me to make more money! And this entire time I thought that’s what I was supposed to do because I wanted you to be happy!”

“You want me to be happy? Stop pretending like you’re some perfect husband. Stop embarrassing me with your stupid smut stories that you just have to tell all of my friends about.  Stop making everyone question me on why I married a gay man. You want me to be happy? Get the fuck out of my life.”

“I’m not gay, Julie, I-I-”

“I don’t care what you think you are. But you don’t belong with a woman. You don’t belong with anyone. You’re too wrapped up in looking the part that you have no idea what it actually takes to be a good husband. You don’t take me on dates. You don’t hold my hand. You kiss me like I’m your fucking sister. You’d rather sit up on your laptop and write your stupid little fanfics than come and make love to me. And when you are with me you’re softer than a wet rag!”

“I told you, I’ve been stressed from work, it doesn’t mean anything!”

“I don’t care what your excuse is! I’ve found someone who cares about giving me what I need, what I actually need. And now I need you gone.”

The dams broke, and my eyes glistened with the sting of saltwater. I walked away from her, towards our bedroom, my legs shaking like my muscles had liquified inside of my skin.

I felt like a puppy thrown out of the warmth of his mother’s side and onto the cold dark road. Up was down, left was right, everything I knew was crumbling before me like shattered glass and I was powerless to stop the breakage.

I packed my laptop and cord in a black computer bag, grabbed a duffel bag and some clothes, a couple shirts, a couple pants, a sweater and some boxers. I grabbed my toothbrush, leaving Julie’s reflected in the mirror behind it, and feeling like it was a traitorous action despite her desires being known.

I grabbed my phone and walked towards the door, looking back to her in hopes she’d shake off the vitriol and invite me back, but she barely looked at me.

“Do you know where you’re going?” she asked. I shrugged.

“Does it matter?”

“I didn’t mean for you to leave right away, Ruben.”

“What do you want me to do then?”

She didn’t say anything. She just sat there as the seconds piled on. Had she said stay, I’d stay. If she said go, I’d leave.

She said nothing.

I reached for the door.

“Be careful.”

“I’ll try.” 

I stepped outside, and I didn’t look back.
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Chapter 2
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Finding Inky

––––––––
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Vacancy.

That's all I needed to see to know that this was the place I would be spending the rest of the night.

I didn't need much, just a spot to clear my head, a tub to cry in, and a bed to dream of better times on while I worked out what my next move should be.

I drove into the surprisingly crowded parking lot, trying not to think of how many couples were there right then, cheating on their wives and husbands in those very motel rooms, despite the fact that most of them were probably just average patrons or unlucky folks needing an escape like myself. But no matter how much I blocked out the thought, I kept thinking about her, if she came here with the man she had been unfaithful with, if things would’ve been different had I been more attentive, had I worked harder to be what she needed me to be.

I walked up to the front desk, a middle-aged woman, tired from a lack of sleep and wrinkled from the overflow of cigarettes that crowded her desk, looked up at me, and rolled her eyes as if to say damn it, not another one.

Her speech was rough and gritty, but she did manage to sound sincere as she said, “Listen, guy, I know the sign says vacancy, but we have no rooms available, the NO broke and our wonderful staff here at the Marigold have yet to fix it.”

“Damn,” I sighed out before taking a moment to gather my thoughts and think about where the next motel would be, “well, thank you anyway.” 

I was just about to turn around and leave when the woman gave out a deliberate cough and started speaking again, slower and softer.

“If you're desperate, I can make an unorthodox suggestion.” 

I turned around, an eyebrow pre-raised.

“Uh, how unorthodox?”

“There's an out-of-order room I can offer you, it's not at all up to our standards and it's missing a couple essentials, but it's a place to stay if you want it.”

“Does it at least have a bed and a toilet?”

“It's got two beds, can't guarantee the toilet works.”

Worst case scenario, I shit in the woods tonight. 

“I'll take it.” 

She gave me a key card and sent me on my way. Room two-two-one, be it heaven or hell, I didn't care, I just wanted a place to relax and write.

I opened the door slowly, and immediately the scent of cannabis hit my nostrils like a frying pan.

Beer cans and dirty shirts littered the floor, joint nubs and empty baggies cluttered the coffee table in front of the couch. You couldn't walk five inches without stepping on something that either belonged in the trash or in a laundry basket.

The receptionist didn't mention that the room was used.

It was atrocious. I didn't know what to expect but this was definitely far from it. And the smell of weed was so strong I couldn't help but wonder if someone was in there smoking right now.

I tried to shake the worry off, surely there was no one in the room. And if there was, hopefully he murdered me so that the nightmare that had become my life could be over with.

I made my way over to the almost totally untouched secondary bed, and started undoing the laces on my black sneakers.

“Ayyy! Miz Bates found us another roomie!” 

I shrieked as I turned around to see a man, tan and lanky with dirty golden dreads hanging off his head. His eyes were bright but calm, like a kind old dog, and he spoke with a thick, stereotypical surfer dude accent.

“Who the hell are you?” I questioned him. He was wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist. 

"Name's Wes, you got the share-a-room package."

"Share-a-room pack... This room is supposed to be mine."

"Not according to that door," he pointed to an almost completely destroyed divider door, it was hanging off all but the bottom hinge and swung open.

“Did- did you break into this room?” 

He slammed himself into the bed opposite the one I had claimed, wetting the exposed white sheets with his drenched hair.

“If you want, you can take that side, I haven't been in it since I got here,” he rolled himself up into a sitting position, his legs crossed as he grabbed the remote that was next to him, “but I wouldn't recommend it. Think something died in there. Inky noticed the door was broken so we been staying on this side.”

“Why didn't you just tell maintenance or something...” I trailed off before looking around the room a bit more. How bad could the other side be if they would rather stay in a room that didn't even have a working toilet?

“Who's Inky? Is he staying here too?”

“Inky is my mate since, like, yesterday.”

“Yesterday? So you barely know the guy?”

“Yeah man, met him in the parking lot at Publix, he was sleeping in his car. We started chatting, shared a joint, now we're amigos. He should be back with some more booze soon.”

“Good. Maybe he'll be the one to kill me."

“By the way, don't tell Miz Bates about our little arrangement here. Two rooms for the price of one is a steal,” he chuckled and looked back at the TV, flipping through each channel until he found one with animals.

“Is Miz Bates the receptionist?”

“Yeah. I mean that ain't really her name but that's what I call her. I always call people by whatever pops into my mind the first time I see them.” 

He looked at me again, this time very deeply.

I turned away, acted like I was looking out the window, and then looked back at him. 

“What did you think of when you saw me?” I was thinking perhaps, sad, lonely, desperate, needful, hurt, broken. But no, I got-

“Cardinal.”

“Cardinal? Like the bird?”

“Yeah. Something about you just says, bright red bird with a little tiny mohawk.” 

I opened my mouth a bit, entirely puzzled by what he meant. I could assume Inky had a lot of tattoos, and Miz Bates, well, either he was a Hitchcock fan or he was predicting a very grisly ending for us at the Marigold. Regardless, I could make some connections when it came to those titles.

I looked down at myself, I was average beyond comprehension, maybe slightly overweight, but I was not bright red nor a bird, so, why cardinal?

“How do I remind you of a cardinal?”

“Dude, I can't just explain how my mind sees things, it just does. You watch, cardinals are gonna become a very important part of your life.”

The door opened, and my heart couldn't help but jump. This had to be who Wes referred to as Inky, and Inky could be one of three things with the knowledge I had thus far.

One, equally as insane as Wes. 

Two, slightly less insane than Wes. 

Or three, completely normal, which was highly unlikely if he was hanging out with Wes.

I heard his voice before I saw his face, and that familiar crisp, melodic tone sent shivers down my spine as he spoke, “They didn't have the beer with pinup girl on it so I got the beer with the white dog on it instead.”

And when I saw his familiar
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