
  
  
      
        
          Dearly and Deviant Daniel

          
		      
          L.A. Kaye

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Kaye Klub Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Copyright


This book is an original work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
Copyright ©2022, 2026 (Sam E. Kraemer Writing as) L.A. Kaye
Cover by Jo Clement, Designs by Jo
Formatted by TL Travis
Published by Kaye Klub Publishing
These characters are the author’s original creations, and the events herein are the author’s sole property. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any form, printed or electronic, without the express permission of the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.
All products/brand names mentioned in this work of fiction are registered trademarks owned by their respective holders/corporations/owners. No trademark infringement intended.
Note: NO AI/NO BOT. I, Sam E. Kraemer/L.A. Kaye, do not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium without express permission from the author. I support the right of humans to control their artistic works.
Some incidental typos have been left in the manuscript in support of my assertion that this novel was created by humans, from the author to the cover designer to the editor and the formatter.






  
  Author’s Note to Readers


Welcome to the world of Keir Dearly and his departed! I’ve had so much fun writing this first book in the series, and I hope you find something to love about it as well. I will warn all the romantics out there—Keir’s love life will be a slow burn. There will be love and romance and sexy times, but it won’t come easy for the man. 
I want to thank Beau, my editor, and Mildred, my proofreader, for their wonderful work on this new series. They help make the reading experience much better, trust me! 
I definitely can’t say enough words of praise for my cover designer, formatter, marketer, confidante, shrink, right hand—you name it, and Arden does it. Without him, this series might have never happened. Thank you for your encouragement, support, and friendship. Without these things, I’d be a hot mess waiting to happen!
I must thank my family for all their support and listening ears. They definitely see me at my worst on occasion, but they love me anyway. That’s means the world to me.
I truly hope you enjoy reading about the mortician and his friends, along with all of the guests who find themselves on his table!
--L.A. Kaye






  
  Summary


When the family business is death, what does it take to feel alive? Maybe a gorgeous motorcycle mechanic with a dark past has a few ideas? 
Mortician Keir Dearly has a secret he plans to take to his grave. If he tells anyone he speaks with the dead who come through his funeral home, who will believe him? Keeping the secret prevents Keir from pursuing a love life because how would a lover react to such news? 
Mechanic Dashiell Clegg owns Clegg Cycles, the family business his father left to him and his estranged brother Daniel. Dash has only seen Daniel twice since Dash was released from prison, and that’s perfectly fine with both of them. The brothers stay out of each other’s lives until one day, Dash gets a call that changes everything.
When Dash’s brother, deviant Daniel Clegg, shows up on Keir’s table with a final request: Keep my brother from being blamed for my murder, the temptation to jump into the mix is too much for Keir to resist. Can Keir save Dashiell Clegg without telling anyone about his conversations with the dead? 
After being warned about communing with the Departed, will Dearly have to pay a price for assisting them in finding their final peace? 
L.A. Kaye’s debut novel, Dearly & Deviant Daniel, is the first tale in the Dearly & the Departed M/M paranormal romance series. It’s a little mysterious, a little creepy, and a lotta sexy, so be sure to check it out! It’s approximately 90,000 words in length and ends happily for now. 






  
  Prologue 

Keir Dearly
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Summer 1997
My double bed was shaking so hard I was sure we were having an earthquake. I’d been through a few small ones growing up, but they still scared me. Of course, living in California, we all knew there was the possibility the whole state would fall into the ocean one day, leaving Arizona and Nevada as the new West Coast. When my eyes opened, I was somewhat expecting to be surrounded by water. 
There were no crashing sounds of anything falling off my desk or dresser, so I assumed it was a mild tremor and turned over to face the window where the moon was lighting up my room through the second-story window. What I wasn’t expecting was to see a man sitting in my desk chair watching me. I was a naïve fifteen-year-old, and I totally thought I was going to die, either at the stranger’s hands or out of sheer fright.
“Puh… Pl—Please don’t kill me. I’m sort of an asshole, but my parents would be devastated,” I stammered, trying to remember any prayers beside the dinner one that I learned from Nana Dearly when we used to go visit her in San Francisco after she moved into the retirement community. 
Nana had been a hyper-religious person, always talking about evil spirits haunting the funeral home. Dad used to laugh and tell her nothing was going to hurt us and that he was careful, though I never knew what he was careful about.  
“How about you leave us alone, and you can take my Sega 32X and all my games. My Nokia phone is charging on my desk, and I have $134.15 in my middle desk drawer from cutting grass and doing chores around the house. Please don’t hurt my mom and dad. I don’t know where they keep their money, but I can try to find it,” I babbled nervously.
The man held up his hand for me to stop talking, which was probably for the best because I tended to be annoying when I was nervous—or scared shitless, as the case seemed to be.
“Are you Keir Dearly, son?” my guest asked in a low tone. Considering how large he was, it was a surprise he didn’t have a booming voice.
“Yes, sir. I’m Keir,” I responded, equally as quiet. I assumed he was trying to keep from waking my parents in the bedroom next door, which was probably smart because my father knew how to get rid of a body—so to speak.
“Keir, will you tell my son I’m very sorry?” the man asked me. Of course, I had no idea what he meant because I didn’t know him, so how the hell could I know his son?
“Who’s your son, and what are you sorry for?” I asked as any sane person would do if they woke to find a stranger sitting at their desk at three in the morning. I glanced at my clock to confirm my guess.
“Billy Townsend. I think he’s in your class because I’ve heard your name before. I know he’s a bully, but he learned it from me, which is a god-awful thing to teach a child. I’ll be sorry about that forever. I tried to talk to your father, but he couldn’t see or hear me. Besides, I believe your mother taught you how to be a caring, compassionate young man. All I taught my son was how to be a mean bastard, especially to people he doesn’t understand. I was the worst kind of person when I was alive, and his mother’s probably going to jail for stabbing me in the heart. Please tell my son I deserved to die, and I’m sorry for giving him a terrible example of what a man should be, okay?” the man’s quiet voice was shaky as he seemed to beg me.
None of it made a damn bit of sense to me. Billy Townsend was a son of a bitch at my school who I avoided as much as possible because I’d had too many busted lips, black eyes, and a few broken fingers because of his bullshit. The last run-in resulted in the broken fingers because the asshole pushed against my locker door when I had my hand in the way. 
I wanted nothing to do with the kid, but I was too fucking scared to tell the man I assumed was his father that I wouldn’t pass along the message. Hell, I didn’t know how to do it, anyway, without sounding like I’d lost my mind.
Finally, I took a deep breath. “Are you gonna kill me?” I asked the man straight out.
He laughed as he shook his head. “No, son. I’m not in a spot to hurt anyone, anymore. My wife was justified in what she did, and I hope the cops figure it out quick so she doesn’t get mistreated. She doesn’t deserve to be punished,” the man explained, which had me more confused than anything.
“Why are you here in my room?” I asked as the blue and white lights lit up my bedroom walls. I walked over to the window and looked out, seeing an ambulance had backed up to the rear of my home where the receiving bay was located.
“When the ambulance driver asked where to take me, the morgue attendant told him to bring me here. I remembered hearing your name from my son and that you lived in a funeral home,” the man explained. My brain was scrambled eggs by then.
Dearly & Son Funeral Home was one of several funeral homes in Reardon, California, a town located twenty miles outside of Sacramento. My parents were the funeral directors—my dad the mortician—and I was the weird kid who lived in a funeral home. My father, David Dearly, inherited the business from his father, Paul, and Dad had slept in the very same room as a boy where I now slept every night.  
As family businesses went, I wished to hell my parents owned a car dealership or an ice cream parlor, but no, we owned a funeral home. With a funeral home, of course, came dead people. That fact alone made me the least popular kid in my high school, not surprisingly. 
I wanted as fucking far away from Reardon as I could get when I finally graduated because I’d never live down the fact my father was a mortician. Sadly, I took after my father in the looks department, physically embodying the description of anyone who ever owned or worked in a funeral home—pale, tall, and weird.
My skin was like my father’s, white as paper, and like my dad, my body temperature ran a cool 97.1 degrees, which meant I was cold all the time. I was a walking stereotype, plus I was shy and quiet, which the kids at school said made me creepy. Add in the fact that I had really dark brown hair and ice blue eyes, and one could only imagine the plethora of nicknames I heard called out when I walked down the hallway. I didn’t play sports and tended to be more effeminate than the other guys, so most of those lovely terms of disparagement were of the female variety. 
Surprisingly, many of the kids at school were afraid of me because I was around dead bodies all the time. It was like they thought me some sort of vampire or zombie who could harm them with a glance. The upside was nobody, aside from Billy Townsend, tried to beat me up like they did some of the other oddballs at school. It was strangely empowering.  
As I looked at the stranger sitting at my desk, only one question came to mind, though the clarification might suck worse. “Are you seriously dead?” I asked as I watched the man get up from my desk and walk toward the door of my bedroom.
“Yeah. Tell Billy I’ll miss my little soldier. Tell him to be good to his mother,” the man told me before he walked through my bedroom door, scaring the living fuck out of me. I didn’t go back to sleep for the rest of the night, seeing my breath fog the air as I tried not to hyperventilate. It was creepy as fuck.
The funeral was on Tuesday, and from my station by the chapel doors, I saw Billy Townsend crying next to his mother as they sat in the front pew. I was dressed in my suit as was required by my parents if I wanted to earn the cash to buy my own car when I turned sixteen the next year. My stomach flipped at the idea of even seeing Billy, much less talking to him.
My job at the service was to hand out programs and assist people into the pews I’d had to dust that morning before my dad brought in Mr. Townsend. I’d helped a few blue-haired old ladies up the aisle to the benches because the guest of honor had been an Army veteran turned town mechanic, and he’d offered senior discounts. I assumed they didn’t know the man beat his wife and kid on a regular basis.
I paced at the back of the chapel as I watched Billy Townsend and his mother greet those people who came to pay their respects. When Billy walked down the left aisle out of the chapel, I had finally gathered my nerves to approach him. “Hi, Billy. I’m sorry about your loss,” I offered louder than I usually spoke.
Billy turned to see where the sound came from, his face morphing from sadness to pure hatred at the sight of me. “Where’s the bathroom, you little puke?” I pointed down the hallway and decided to regroup until he came out. 
A few minutes later, Billy walked out of the bathroom with toilet paper stuck to his shoe and his fly open. “I’m sure your dad is gonna miss you. He, uh, actually, he told me to tell you he’d miss his little soldier, and you shouldn’t be upset with your mother because she stabbed him,” I offered as I wrung my hands.
When his fist connected with my nose—which wasn’t really a surprise—I remembered that saying about killing the messenger. It definitely wasn’t worth it.
On occasion, I’d noticed my father talking to himself around the funeral home, but then again, he’d been labeled as an odd man, or so I’d overheard many people say about him. To me, though, he was a good man doing a job not many other people wanted to do—especially me. I vowed never to do the work of the dead again.
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  Chapter One

Keir Dearly
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Finger pointing. Loud laughter. I looked down to see I was naked as the day I was born, and I was standing in front of a group of young people who I somehow recognized, though those in the group didn’t make any sense. I knew them from my past, including that damn Billy Townsend, who seemed to be leading the pointing and laughing. “Look at his dick! It’s like a green bean! It’s a beanie wienie!” Laughter rang out in the room, echoing through my head like shouts bouncing around the Grand Canyon.
Waking up in a cold sweat wasn’t so much of a rarity these days. How it all started still left me as off-balance as it had when I was fifteen and was visited by Billy Townsend’s dead father. That early morning would change my life forever, though to this day, I wasn’t sure if it was for the better or for the worse. 
I was, once again, in my bed on the second floor of Dearly & Son Funeral Home, having had that stupid dream where I showed up at Reardon High School without clothes or school supplies. I’d been having it every night since the day Mom moved, and I didn’t see it ending anytime soon. 
Of course, I wasn’t an armchair psychiatrist by any stretch, but analyzing the dream wouldn’t require a professional. I was feeling quite uneasy, and I knew why. My mother had just retired and moved to a nice retirement community in Monterey near the beach, and the family business was now completely my responsibility. It was the business that supported the two of us and provided a service for the community, and it was resting squarely on my shoulders.
For most of my life, Mom had run the front-of-house side of things and provided the empathy and compassion necessary for those in need of our services, which had freed my father to do all of the hands-on work required of someone in his profession. After he passed about five years ago, I re-evaluated my priorities and realized that Mom couldn’t do it all on her own. 
With my assistance, Mom had hired a mortician recommended by an acquaintance of my father’s to do the work Dad had done, but it was soon obvious that fix was temporary. Brent Miller was a recovering drug addict, and Mom believed the recovery part of his journey had taken a far-left turn toward overdosing right there in the embalming suite, which prompted me to make changes in my life to make sure Mom wasn’t overburdened. Desperate times had called for desperate measures to keep the place open. 
At least I’d been smart enough to pursue an online degree in mortuary sciences while I was at UC-Davis getting my bachelor’s, and later my master’s, in network engineering. In the back of my mind, I sort of always knew I’d go to work with my parents some day when they were too old to run the place alone—and because I’d never imagined myself with a love life of any kind, I didn’t have to worry about how a spouse would be affected by my career decisions. 
I’d quit my job as a computer network engineer, taken my mortician’s examination, and stepped up to take Dad’s place because, in my heart, I knew it had never really been an option for me not to join the family business—Dearly & Son, me being said son. Hell, I’d trained for the job my whole life. 
After passing the exam with flying colors, we let Brent go, though he hadn’t gone easily. It had taken my best friend, Barry, to make Brent see his services were no longer required by way of physically dragging the large man down the driveway and into the middle of the street. Mom and I were quite grateful for Barry’s assistance. 
I’d followed in Dad’s footsteps at the funeral home, picking up the bodies from where they met their ends or at the hospital morgue, handling the back of house details by preparing the bodies for viewing and burial; and setting up the parlors for services and visitations. 
Everything had worked like a well-oiled machine between my mother and I until Mom decided she wanted to be around people who were alive versus our usual guests. Of course, I couldn’t blame her. She and my father had run the funeral home together for thirty-odd years before he’d died, and I knew it had taken a toll on her to carry on without him. 
Over the past five years since we’d begun working together, Mom had been slowly—and somewhat stealthily—withdrawing from most of the usual duties she’d performed for my father. I hadn’t really thought much of it until her birthday in December. 
I’d taken Mom out to dinner to celebrate, and she’d told me she’d decided to retire and move south. I’d wanted to rail against it and beg her to stay with me, but I was a grown man, so I kissed her cheek and wished her well. 
When Lucy Dearly moved to Monterey, I drove the U-Haul down for her, which was filled with the memories she wanted to take along to her new duplex. After it was unloaded and I was preparing to return to Reardon, I hugged my mother tightly and promised to visit as much as time permitted.
I was the third generation ‘& Son’ to run the family business. If I ran it into the ground, it was because I was a shitty businessman and an abysmal failure. I wasn’t prepared for the pressure, but was I, a forty-year-old man, supposed to tell my sixty-five-year-old mother she couldn’t retire?
I didn’t really have time to dwell or wonder when the recurring naked-in-school dream would stop. I had a busy day ahead of me with arranging interviews for staff positions because my best friend, Barrett, had put me on notice—he wasn’t going to be able to help me out at the funeral home any longer. He had refused to come over for dinner to my place and not because I was a shitty cook. He always chose a restaurant between our houses to meet when I had free time. 
Thankfully, Barry had mercy on me after Mom moved and agreed to help me for as long as I needed him, but the previous afternoon, Barry ordered me to get my ass in gear and hire someone because he was at the end of his patience with my lack of concern for my staffing issues.
To further complicate things, there was a body downstairs waiting for me. My guest was Fred Eigner, a ninety-year-old man who had died in his sleep and was discovered by his fifth wife when she came into the room to bring him breakfast. 
Fred’s private funeral was being held on Thursday morning. There would be no visitation before the service, and immediately after, his body was being taken to the crematorium down the street. 
Fred’s ashes were to be interred next to his first-through-fourth wives in the family mausoleum at Suncrest Cemetery. Wife number five had a plane to catch at noon, or so she’d told me when she called to make the arrangements before I sent Barrett to pick up Fred at the family’s estate. 
Barrett said Fred’s wife, Trixie, had invited him to go with her on a trip, saying her girlfriend had backed out at the last minute. We had a good laugh about that one when we were unloading the poor man’s body from the back of the hearse. I laid odds Trixie had dancing in her history and not on the Great White Way, as Broadway was also called because of all of the white lights on the front of the theaters shining on the street. 
Just after I got out of bed that morning, the county coroner in Sacramento called to tell me I had a new guest on the way as soon as the autopsy was finished. It was a man of thirty-five. He was the victim of a murder, and I dreaded meeting him.
For the first couple of years that I’d been the mortician-in-residence at Dearly & Son, I’d ignored the spirits who’d tried to get my attention and get me to help them. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t been completely convinced I wasn’t losing my mind. I thought about my father walking around the building, seemingly talking to himself, and how I thought the old man might be cracking up. I didn’t want my employees—when I finally hired them—to think the same of me.
Over the past year, I’d been unable to resist a few of my guests. Their requests had been harmless, and I’d figured out how to couch the deceased’s words as if I was merely offering a condolence.
That all changed when I met my first murder victim. Corinne Burke was a young woman of twenty-five. She’d told me that she'd graduated college with a degree in social work, and she’d had a bright future. She’d reminded me a lot of my mother, who’d always been willing to help a stranger in need, and it seemed that Corrine, too, had worn her heart on her sleeve.
I opened the garage door to the receiving bay to see a private ambulance backing up to the ramp. I’d received a call at lunchtime from Dr. Joachim Arroyo, the Sacramento County Coroner, telling me that his office had been requested to deliver a deceased young woman to Dearly & Son. Her parents would call for an appointment later that day to make final arrangements, and they’d hired a private ambulance to deliver her to the mortuary.
“Keir Dearly?” a young man asked.
“That’s me,” I told him as I pushed a gurney near the back door of the large ambulance as he opened it. The guy clearly didn’t give a shit about showing respect for the dead—the smell coming out of the back of that vehicle could have given me a contact high.  
“Meet Cora Burke,” the guy stated as he glanced at the tag on the body bag on the gurney in the back.
“Corrine Burke,” I corrected the stoned idiot. “Help me move her to my gurney and then you can go. You smoke all the way here?” I asked the asshole. The skunk smell rolled off of him like a landfill breeze, so if he wasn’t smoking, he had an actual skunk riding in his bus.
The stupid dick laughed. “Hey, man, I was communing with the dead.” I wanted to smack the stupid right out of the guy.
After we transferred her to my table, he held out his fucking hand. I slapped it and turned my back. “Wait,” he stated.
I turned around and saw him puff up his chest. “I usually get a tip for delivery. You know… like flower delivery drivers and shit. Instead of FTD, call me STD.”
I looked at him and lifted an eyebrow in question. I had no doubt he was a walking, talking STD—as in sexually transmitted disease.
“You know—Stiffs to Deliver,” he clarified before he cracked up.
I stepped over to him, being taller but definitely not stronger. “Here’s your tip. Get the fuck out of here before I call every goddamn funeral home I know up and down the West Coast and tell them not to use your boss for transport. You have no respect for the dead, you asshole.”
“You can’t do that. Didn’t you take an oath to do no harm?” he snapped at me.
I laughed. “No, I didn’t. I don’t tell the secrets of the dead, but I’ll tell every mother fucker I know about you,” I snapped as I bumped chests with him.
He suddenly stepped back and ran to the front of the vehicle, peeling the tires to leave black marks on my concrete drive, the stupid moron.
I went back inside and closed the metal garage door. “Miss Burke, I’m so sorry you had to endure that disgraceful behavior. I’m Keir,” I introduced myself for reason’s I couldn’t begin to understand.
When I moved the gurney up the ramp and into the embalming suite, I was shocked to be met by a large man with an unhappy look on his face. “She fucking shot me,” he shrieked. 
I was taken aback for a moment. “Who are you?” I asked. I didn’t usually acknowledge the spirits, but I listened to them. So far, Corinne Burke had been silent and absent. I had to hope she’d already crossed over.
“I’m Eddie Wilbert, her boyfriend. She fucking shot me.” I looked up to see the front of his plaid shirt was soaked with blood where his heart should have been, which made me want to give Corrine a round of applause without even knowing why she’d shot him. He appeared to be a loud, obnoxious asshole to me.
“Where’s your body?” I asked as I slowly unzipped the bag to see Corrine was black and blue.
“She passed out, and somebody was knocking on the door to her place, so I went out the back. I lost a lot of blood, and I died in an alley. You gotta fucking tell somebody! I’m layin’ there alone in the alley behind a fucking dumpster, you asshole,” the man ordered, as if he held any power over me.
I laughed just in time to hear a female laughing along with me. I glanced to my left and then glanced at the body on the gurney. I turned to the spirit and smiled. “Hi, Corinne. I’m sorry this lowlife took yours. Can I help you with anything?” I asked her, going back on my vow never to converse with the dead again.
Corinne smiled, and the light around her was bright. “Leave him where he is. He doesn’t deserve your kindness. Let him be a John Doe,” she requested, so I nodded.
“Try your best to make me look okay for my parents. They are good people and don’t deserve to see me like this,” Corrine asked. That was an easy request to fulfill.
“Sure. Anything else?” I asked.
Corrine’s face turned somber. “Be careful talking to the dead, Mr. Dearly. Your father says there’s a balance that should never be disturbed.” 
Just like that, she was gone, and I was stunned. Was my father able to reach out from the other side? Maybe I was losing more of my mind every day?






  
  Chapter Two

Dashiell Clegg
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“Can’t you assholes hear the fucking phone ringing?” I yelled at the guys working in my shop as I tossed a socket wrench into my toolbox and walked over to the once-beige telephone. Fucking thing was probably an antique, but it still worked. The cord had been taped straight a long time before I took over the business, but again, it still worked.
“Clegg Cycles,” I answered, snapping my fingers for them to shut up. I plugged my finger into my other ear so I could hear better over the compressor Simp was using.
“Mr. Dasheel Clegg?” a man asked. People always mispronounced my name, so I went by Dash. Much easier.
“Yeah,” I didn’t bother to correct him. Time was money, and he was taking mine.
“This is Detective Ramon Torres with the Sacramento Police Department. I’m afraid I have some bad news, sir. Your brother, Daniel, was found dead in his office at Lancer Investments this morning. We were wondering if you could come to the station to identify the body as his next of kin on record. Also, we have a few questions for you, so could you also free up some time? If you need a ride, I’ll gladly send a patrol car to pick you up. Today is preferred,” the man pretty much demanded.
I was stunned at the news that my brother was dead, but wasn’t it something I sort of always expected, too? Danny had been a wheeler-dealer since before he even graduated college, and not a lot of people appreciated that sort of guy. Danny and I really hadn’t spent much time together since we were snot-nosed brats, plucking at our mom’s last nerve. I’d seen him twice in the last couple of years, and that might have been two times too many.
Danny had gone to college after high school with a bright future ahead of him and no concern for our family. I’d gone to jail for working in a chop shop on the north side in Old Sacramento. Got a year for being an accessory after the fact, but it straightened my punk ass out damn quick. 
Turning nineteen in the state prison in Folsom had sucked. When I got out, I swore to my mom I wouldn’t so much as toss a gum wrapper in the street, and I’d stuck to my word.
Our old man, Lars Clegg, was a Viking through and through. That was his nickname in the Sacramento Sinners, the motorcycle club he rode with for many years. 
Lars was the one who taught me how to work on anything with a motor, and while he wasn’t a role model most people would respect, my dad certainly set an example of a strong work ethic that both Danny and I had followed, whether my brother would admit it or not. “Fuck the other guy before he fucks you,” my father always told us. We’d both taken his advice—each in his own way.  
These days, I ran a legitimate business, thanks to Pops, but if you stiffed me? You wouldn’t like the way I evened the score.
Our mom, Siobhan McCarthy Clegg, was a second generation Scottish American. She was a true Scottish beauty with night-black hair and big green eyes. Pop loved her with every white-blond hair on his head. Danny and I could get by with a lot of shit when it came to my pop, but crossing our mom got our asses beat without mercy. 
Personally, if I ever had a kid, I wouldn’t lay a hand on them. Of course, the chances of that ever happening were less than nothing, so I didn’t really worry about it. I had no grand aspirations of a husband and family, so I didn’t have to worry about whether or not to spare the rod.
Both of my—and Danny’s—parents were dead, having been killed in a bike crash on the way back from Sturgis about seven years earlier, and I had to believe we’d both missed them very much. I wasn’t sure how they’d feel about Danny being dead. Hell, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. I was already dealing with the regret settling into my soul for the relationship we didn’t have since we’d lost Mom and Pop. 
Bottom line, I should have been a better brother to Danny. Maybe I could have kept him from doing whatever the fuck ever he did to get himself killed, but it always seemed as if Danny didn’t want to acknowledge that I was his brother at all. 
We were total opposites, Danny and me, and we usually ended up rubbing each other the wrong way, so maybe it wasn’t meant to be that we’d ever be close. Now, it was too late to ever try to do anything about it.
“Uh, yeah, sure. I’ll clean up and be there in an hour, Detective Torres,” I answered, having forgotten for a second that I was on the phone with the cops.
An hour later, I parked my bike outside the police station on Freeport Boulevard. The old nerves were back. Every time I had to deal with the cops, I relived the fear of that shitty day when ten boys-in-blue came busting into Unnerstall’s Body Shop, arresting the six of us who were stupid enough to take a job working for Tim Unnerstall. 
Obviously, none of us were rocket scientists, but Timmy was the only guy hiring at the time, and you didn’t need to take an IQ test if you knew anything about a combustion engine. The day I went to work for Tim, he told me, “Keep your head down, your mouth shut, and do your fuckin’ job, and you’ll have no problems with me or anybody else. I got a few cops in my pocket, so I never get on the radar. You work for me, you won’t, either.” Famous last words…
Tim’s faith in his pocket pals had been without incident until one of the cops got caught picking up a donation to a nonexistent police officer’s charity from a local business owner. The traitor gave up anybody he knew who had any dirty deals in the hood, and it seemed poor Timmy was number one on the cops’ hit parade. That stupid bastard would never see the light of day after his asshole cop buddy spilled his guts, and we all went along for the ride right to Folsom.
I walked into the police station, heading to the front desk to see a cop, shiny as a new penny, standing there with a big fucking smile. “Good afternoon. How can I help you?” Junior G-man-wannabe asked.
“I’m here to see Detective Ramon Torres. I’m Dash Clegg,” I explained.
The guy grabbed the phone and punched in a few numbers, watching me and making me more fucking nervous than I’d been the first time I had sex. That hypothetical kid I’d never have, yeah, I’d tell him or her to wait to lose their cherry until they were mature enough to accept that people lie about anything to get what they want. 
Skylar Weber taught me that lesson, the prick, and I was never going to let anybody treat me like that again. No way would I let another guy make a fool out of me.
“Detective Torres said you should go upstairs. He’ll meet you there,” Copper Penny told me as he pointed to a staircase at the end of the hall. I nodded and walked away, wishing that young guy the best of luck. He was going to need it if he ever hit foot patrol. The streets would eat that kid alive.
I jogged up the two flights of stairs to find a guy waiting for me at the top. He wore a snarl I’d seen a thousand times. 
The detective had checked my record and knew I’d been around the cell block. He was ready to find fault with me immediately. It was absolutely nothing new.
“Mr. Clegg? I’m Detective Ramon Torres. I’m sorry to call you down here at such a difficult time, but like I said, we need a confirmed ID of a man we believe to be your brother, Daniel Clegg. The deceased was found in an office building downtown this morning when the company opened,” the man reminded me of my gruesome task.
“Sure. Where do I need to go?” I asked, ready to hot-foot it out of that station as soon as possible.
“Come on over to the conference room. You don’t have to go to the morgue, Mr. Clegg. The coroner took pictures to save you the trouble. When was the last time you spoke to your brother?” Torres asked.
I followed the man, glancing around the large room to see men and women at desks out in the open, none of them paying attention to me as I walked through their space and into a conference room on the other side. The detective took a seat opposite an empty chair and pointed for me to join him.
Torres flipped open a manila folder where there were a few photographs. He flipped them face up on the table in front of me, likely for dramatic affect. They were both pictures of Danny, and aside from the fact it was the first time I’d seen him with his mouth closed in years, he looked like he was sleeping. I felt a lump in my throat I hadn’t felt since we’d lost our parents.
“Yeah, that’s Danny,” I managed to croak out before I swallowed down tears I damn well wasn’t sharing with a cop.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Clegg. When was the last time you spoke to your brother?” he asked, again.
“Uh, last Christmas. He invited me to a Christmas party at his condo. He proposed to Shannon that night. Damn, has anyone called her?” I asked, remembering the sweet woman who was foolish enough to fall in love with my whore of a brother.
Danny had always fucked around a lot, and I was shocked he’d finally decided to settle down with someone, much less invite me to a party. “Please join Shannon and me for a Christmas party,” the invitation I’d received in the mail had read. 
At the party, he’d proposed to her in front of everyone, though he’d avoided discussing anything resembling a wedding date. Hell, the fact he’d narrowed down one woman to tie himself to had been a big fucking surprise to me. The people in attendance that night didn’t seem to give a damn one way or the other, which was odd for so-called friends, or so I thought.
Detective Torres flipped through his notes and looked up at me. “No, no, we haven’t. What’s Shannon’s last name? We spoke to Daniel’s boss at Lancer Investments, and we went over the contacts list in his phone. There were three contacts listed as Legs, Tits, Ball-and-Chain. Since you’re his emergency contact, according to the human resources director at Lancer, we decided to ask you which of these are you, or are any of these people known to you?” Torres asked.
I chuckled because it was all fucking surreal. “Ball-and-chain was how he introduced Shannon Greeley to me before he proposed to her at the party. I’ve got her number if you need it, or will you let me break the news to her? As of Christmas, she hadn’t moved in with him yet. I know she travels for her job a lot. She might not know he’s… Anyway, I’d like to be the one to tell her,” I requested.
The man nodded. “You don’t know the identities of the other two contacts?”
“No, but my brother always loved the ladies, especially strippers. I met him once for a beer at a club called Tip Top Gentlemen’s Club in Rancho Cordova. That’s a good place to start, I’d guess. How was Danny killed?” Seemed like something I should ask. 
All the man had told me was Danny was found dead in his office that morning. How it happened hadn’t been mentioned.
“Your brother was shot. We’re still working on the details. Do you happen to have a firearm in your possession?” the cop asked. I wasn’t sure if he was for real or not. I was a convicted felon. I couldn’t own a fucking gun, and we both knew it.
“No, I don’t, and I’m sure you know why, Detective. My felony conviction prohibits me from owning or licensing a firearm in the state of California, not that I’d own one anyway. I don’t have anything that I’m so attached to that would cause me to shoot another human being for trying to take it,” I responded, wanting to tell the man to fuck the hell off.
I glanced at the clock to see it was nearly five, and I was guessing the guy had to get home to those two-point-five kids to play catch or walk the dog or paint the picket fence in front of his house. 
“Bottom line this for me, Detective. Do you think I killed my brother? I have an alibi for the last twenty-four hours if you’re interested,” I taunted because the bastard pissed me off. The arrogant prick only nodded.
“Well, I got up yesterday morning, went downstairs to my place of business, and opened it up. When Quinn, one of my mechanics, showed up, I walked to the coffee shop next door to buy donuts for him, Georgia, Fish, and Simp, the people who work for me. We ordered pizza for lunch,” I outlined for the asshole.
He didn’t seem impressed, so I continued. “Last night after I closed the shop, I went upstairs to my place, ate ramen noodles, and played Ride 3 on my PS4 until I went to bed at midnight. I got up this morning at six and went downstairs to open the shop. When Quinn showed up, I walked to the coffee shop for donuts, and today, we ordered Thai food for lunch. I hope you can see where this is going…” I challenged him. 
“What’s Ride 3? Is it a multiplayer game where you interact with other gamers who could corroborate your alibi? Is there anyone who could corroborate your alibi? A girlfriend, maybe?” Torres asked, which pointed out to me that there was nobody who knew what I did with my time except me. 
I had no one in my life who could vouch for me after I left the shop at night and before I walked into the shop in the morning. It was bad timing to realize it after learning my brother had been murdered and the cops might have thought I’d been the one to do it.
“Nope. Just my word, which I’m sure you think is for shit. When should I expect the arrest warrant and the new metal bracelets? I’ve got bills to pay, and I need to get Georgia to show Quinn how to report hours so she can do payroll and billing,” I told the man, only half-heartedly joking. The look on his face made me certain I was looking at bars again—and not the kind where I could get a drink and pick up a hot twink.
“Do you want to confess to killing your brother, Mr. Clegg? A shot to the heart is often considered a crime of passion. Did your brother do something to piss you off enough to shoot him? I can get video equipment in here in a few minutes to take your video statement, and we can take care of this now,” the detective replied as if we were on a timetable or something. I couldn’t tell if the dick was joking or not.
After staring into his wrinkled face for a minute and wondering if the man had ever had a happy moment in his life, I finally figured out he was dead serious about me making a confession. “Nope. I didn’t do anything to confess. Guess you’ll have to get your shoes dirty out there tracking down leads. Where’s my dead brother’s body?” I asked, ready to be done with his bullshit and whoever was behind the glass observing the two of us.
“You can find your brother at the morgue. We can arrange for him to be picked up and taken to the funeral home of your choice, Mr. Clegg,” the man suggested.
What the fuck do I know about funeral homes? “I, uh, the funeral home where my parents… Wait! That one caught fire last year. Uh, do you have a list of them or something? I, uh, I’ll have to try to arrange with them how to pay for this until I figure out Danny’s financial situation,” I stated out loud without thinking.
“If you’ll give me your cell number, I’ll call you after I speak to the coroner’s office. They have lists, and they rotate among the funeral homes in the area if the next of kin doesn’t have a preference. I’ll be in touch,” the detective offered a pen and paper, so I scribbled down my cell number and thanked the man, leaving the station to go home and think about how to tell Shannon she wouldn’t be getting married anytime soon.

      [image: image-placeholder]After I returned home from the police station, I decided the best thing to do was cozy up with a fifth of Jack and reminisce with my brother’s memory. I poured two shots in the mismatched glasses on the scarred pine kitchen table—one for me and one for Danny, just like I wished it had been if I hadn’t gone to prison and Danny hadn’t become a complete and utter asshole. I opened two beers and slipped off my boots to prop my feet on the table. 
I raised my shot glass in the air. “Sorry you’re dead, Danny,” I announced as I knocked back my shot and then his, loving the burn all the way down.
When they both warmed my belly, I stared across the table at the empty chair for a moment, letting the booze settle. “Who fuckin’ shot ya, Danny? Who’d you piss off enough that they wanted to put a bullet in ya to be sure you’d be gone for good? I mean, you pissed me off enough growin’ up that there were times I’d have killed ya if I could have, but I’d have strangled the shit outta you and watched your fuckin’ eyes bug outta your head, not given you a quick exit,” I said to nobody. 
I poured each of us another shot, staring out the window before I slammed them both back. I could have sworn I heard the son-of-a-bitch laughing in that snide way he used to do when he got away with shit and I got the blame.
I finally found my balls to make the call to Shannon, figuring I was about as ready to tell her the bad news as I’d ever be. “Hello?” she answered on the second ring.
“Shannon, hey. It’s me, Dash—Danny’s brother. How’ve you been? You got a minute to talk?” Great lead in, dumbass.
“I’m okay, now. I guess you heard, huh?” she asked me.
“Oh, uh, yeah. I, uh, I heard about it earlier today. I was gonna come over to talk to you in person, but I needed a drink to sort of settle it in my mind, and now I shouldn’t drive anywhere,” I admitted. 
I took a swig of my beer before I continued. “I just… I’m so sorry, Shannon. I feel horrible about it for you. You know Danny and I weren’t close… Hell, we haven’t been for most of my life, so I can’t imagine how you must feel about it,” I offered, not exactly sure what was appropriate to say to a woman who had just lost the man she loved. I’d never had to tell someone the person they loved and were preparing to marry had been murdered. Thankfully, she already knew about it, so it wouldn’t be a shock.
“You, uh, you’ve had a few drinks, I see. I guess I didn’t realize it would upset you so much, Dash. I mean, we only met the one time, and you seemed so miserable at the party. I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine. I’m just glad I didn’t move, you know?” she responded.
“Do, uh, do you think you could help me… I mean, I, uh, I could really use someone to let me know who I should contact…” I admitted. I was a thousand percent sure she’d be better at figuring out how to plan a fucking funeral than me.
“That’s really nice of you, Dash, but all I plan to do is tell my parents later this week when I’m in Cleveland for a layover. I’m super dreading it because they really liked Danny the few times they were around him. I hate he disappointed them like that,” she offered, which caught me off guard.
“Your parents? Oh, yeah, I guess… Why would your parents be disappointed Danny was murdered?” I couldn’t help but ask. I supposed if they liked him so much, they would be disappointed he’d been shot, but it seemed a little off to blame my brother for being killed, though I was sure he’d done something to provoke it.
“Murdered? What the hell are you talking about?” Shannon asked, which confused the fuck out of me.
“What are you talkin’ about, Shan? Danny was murdered in his office last night. I had to go to the police station and identify
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