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Six complete bestselling mystery and suspense novellas by one of the leading authors of Male/Male crime and mystery fiction.

 

The Dark Horse - Paul Hammond is dead. That’s what tough and sexy LAPD Detective Daniel Moran tells his lover, Hollywood actor Sean Fairchild—and Sean wants to believe him, but what about those threatening postcards in Hammond’s handwriting?

 

A Vintage Affair - Somewhere in the cobwebbed cellar of the decrepit antebellum mansion known as Ballineen are the legendary Lee bottles—and Austin Gillespie is there to find them. What he finds is the dashing and disturbing Jeff Brady.

 

Blood Red Butterfly - Despite falling in love with aloof manga artist Kai Tashiro, Homicide Detective Ryo Miller is determined to break the alibi Kai is supplying his murderous boyfriend—even if it means breaking Kai with it.

 

Don’t Look Back - Peter Killian, curator at Constantine House in Los Angeles, wakes in the hospital to find himself accused of stealing a Tenth Century Chinese sculpture.

 

Lovers and Other Strangers - Recovering from a near fatal accident, artist Finn Barret returns to Seal Island in Maine only to learn his twin brother has been missing for three years.

 

Cards on the Table - Fifty years ago a glamorous Hollywood party ended in murder—the only clue a bloody Tarot card. Timothy North is trying to find out what happened that long ago summer’s night.

 

 


M/M MYSTERY & SUSPENSE BOX SET

6 NOVELLAS

Josh Lanyon

 


To all those for whom The Charioteer made a difference.

 

 


 

The Dark Horse

 

 


“But I should have come back, anyway. I should have had to come back.”

The Charioteer, Mary Renault

 


Chapter One

 

The postcard was nestled between Variety and the Edison bill.

Just an ordinary picture postcard. White font proclaimed MALIBU! across the mai tai-colored sunset. I turned the card over, and there was the spidery black writing I had thought I would never see again.

Miss me?

No signature. No signature needed. I looked at the postmark. Pacific Coast Highway. Yesterday’s date.

I stared for a long time while Dan’s deep voice receded into the cries of the gulls overhead and the pound of the waves on the beach a few yards away, until those too faded to a kind of white noise.

No. God.

Then Dan stretched across and took the card from my unresisting hand, and I was abruptly returned to the present.

The wooden chair creaked as he leaned back, his long muscular body at ease. His dark brows drew together. Absently, he raked his still-wet hair back. It wasn’t like there was a lot to read. One simple sentence.

Miss me?

A rhetorical question if there ever was one.

Water glistened on Dan’s broad sun-browned shoulders, one drop trickling down between his rock-hard pecs, sparkling through the dusting of dark hair across his flat abdomen. The tiny flicker of irritation I’d felt at his arrogance faded in the wake of lust. After he’d spent nearly a month playing Bodyguard to the Stars, I couldn’t blame him if he still occasionally reacted like he was getting paid for overtime.

“It’s not Hammond,” he said, and tossed the card to the table. It landed face up in a blob of crabapple jelly.

“The writing is the same.”

“Superficially. We’d have to get it analyzed. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Say one of his cards was delayed for a few days; it doesn’t change the fact that he’s dead.”

“If he is dead.”

His eyes, blue as the surf behind him, met mine levelly. “Sean, he’s dead. I saw the car. No one could have survived that crash.”

“Then why wasn’t his body recovered?”

“It’s somewhere in the aqueduct. I don’t know. It must have been swept away or lodged somehow.”

I nodded tightly. It’s not like there’s high tide in the California Aqueduct.

Dan’s large hand slid under my fingers nervously fiddling with a teaspoon. “It’s over, chief. Trust me.”

“I do.” It came out more husky than I’d intended.

He turned my hand palm up, lightly kissing it. The warmth of his lips against my surf-chilled skin made me shiver. I dropped the teaspoon. It hit the edge of my saucer with a silvery chime. He grinned.

You only ever hear about closeted cops, so Dan’s relaxed attitude still caught me off guard. He was probably more at ease with his sexuality than half the “civilians” I knew. He sure as hell was more relaxed than me.

I pulled my hand away at the familiar yap-yapping of the four-legged hairball belonging to our nearest neighbor, Mrs. Wilgi. Sure enough, a moment later “Mrs. Wiggly” came around the cairn of rocks, armed with her usual binoculars and police whistle.

I caught Dan’s eye. His grin was wry. He was getting to read me pretty well.

I said, “Hey, for all I know Mrs. Wiggly has a spy cam concealed in her muumuu.”

He forked another waffle off the plate. “I don’t even want to think about what that muumuu conceals.”

I laughed. My glance fell on the jam-stained postcard, and I made myself look away. If Dan said it was over, it was over. He was the expert here.

All the same, after a year of being stalked, it wasn’t so easy to drop my guard. One week after Paul Hammond lost control of his car during a police chase on Highway 138 and crashed into the California Aqueduct, I still tensed when the phone rang, waiting for that familiar whisper. I still sorted through my mail fast, trying to get it over with in case, like today, something ugly fell out of the mix. I still watched the rearview mirror everywhere I drove, although for the past three weeks Lt. Daniel Moran of the LAPD had been riding shotgun with me—when he didn’t insist on doing the actual driving.

I said, talking myself away from my anxiety, “I just don’t want to turn up in the National Inquirer as the gay Bennifer or something.”

“Dansean?” Dan suggested, playing along.

“I’m the celebrity,” I pointed out. “My name gets top billing. Maybe…Seandan.”

“You can be the top anything you like.” Dan’s eyes were very blue. “Just say the word.”

Heat rose in my face.

I mean, how ridiculous was that? You’d think I was a blushing virgin of seventeen, instead of being a reasonably experienced twenty-five-year-old veteran of the Hollywood party scene. True, most seventeen-year-olds probably saw more action than me—although things were definitely looking up these days.

Automatically, I returned Mrs. Wilgi’s wave as she tromped along the shoreline, her red-and-yellow dress puffing out and flattening against her ungainly body. The dog, barking hysterically, veered off, galloping toward the deck where we sat, as though he’d just noticed this house on the otherwise empty beach.

“Doesn’t that thing have an off button?” I murmured.

Mrs. Wilgi began clapping frantically and calling to the dog.

“Binky! Binky!”

“Speaking of off buttons,” Dan remarked, “I’m supposed to start back at work tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

I tried to hide it, but I knew he could see my disappointment.

He said, his tone very casual, “Were you planning to stay out at the beach for a few days or should I drop some things off at the house?”

“The House” being my place in the Hollywood Hills. My place and now, maybe, Dan’s place, too. It was still so new this relationship, so unexpected. We were both tentative, feeling our way along. Trying not to take too much for granted. Or spoil it by not taking enough for granted.

I said, going for the same off-hand note, “I was thinking of staying out until next weekend. What do you think? Malibu too far to drive every evening?”

“Not if I’m waking up next to you every morning.”

My heart skipped a beat. How the hell could he say this stuff and not sound corny? Practice, I guess. Dan was ten years older than me—and they had been an active ten years.

I said, “That can be arranged.”

We’d been sleeping together for one week, starting with the night Dan had returned home to tell me Hammond had crashed into the aqueduct. But the attraction had been immediate. My manager, Steve Kreiger, kept saying what a great screenplay it would make. Gay cop falls for the gay actor he’s assigned to protect from a crazed stalker. And it was true: for once real life was every bit as satisfying as the movies. Dan was a decorated officer frequently held up as the poster boy for the new and improved (read “sensitive and diverse”) LAPD. It didn’t hurt that he was articulate, smart, and old-fashioned movie-star handsome. A straight arrow in every way but one—and that one way got him assigned to my bodyguard detail.

So now we were finding out what happened after the screen faded to black and the final credits rolled.

Mrs. Wiggly was blowing her police whistle like a crime was in progress. The fur ball ignored her, barking shrilly, plumy tail waving frantically as he stood at the steps of the deck.

I tossed a sausage link, just missing Binky’s indignant nose. Both Dan and the mutt disapproved of this—the mutt vocally, Dan silently. I was getting to know him well enough to translate his silences. I smiled at him, and he shook his head a little.

“I’m trying to win him over,” I said.

“I don’t think he appreciates your cooking the way I do.”

“I guess not.”

I was going to miss our early morning swims followed by these lazy breakfasts. I was going to miss having Dan around all day. Hopefully, I’d be going back to work myself before long. But what happened if the next film I got required a location shoot? Dan and I were way too new to survive extended long distance. I knew, without asking, that he would not be willing to hang up his career in law enforcement to keep me company in New Zealand or Romania for twelve weeks. And I was at a place in my own career where I had to pick my projects carefully.

He pushed his chair back and said, “I think I’ll have a quick shower and drive into town. I want to pick up a few things.”

“Okay.” My gaze wandered back to the postcard.

“Want to help me try out my new back-scrubber?”

I laughed. He made it so easy. I rose, dismissing the card, but as I followed Dan indoors, I couldn’t help wondering…if Paul Hammond hadn’t sent that card, who had?

* * * * *

“Gotta admit, I had my doubts about you when I saw the pink bubble bath.” Dan squirted pastel gel into the ramie mitt and slid it over my shoulders. Scented steam rose from the granite floor of the large shower stall.

“Mm. That feels good.” I bent my head, and he smoothed the mitt down the nape of my neck. “It’s not bubble bath. It’s shampoo slash shower gel. There’s a difference.”

“You’d know. I’ve never seen so many grooming aids in one bathroom.” The rough cotton felt good on my wet skin, and Dan applied just the right amount of pressure. I relaxed—only recognizing at that moment how wound up I’d been.

“Tools of the trade,” I informed him. “I’m a commodity. I’m in business, and I am my product.”

“That attitude and a pair of tight jeans will get you arrested on Hollywood Boulevard.”

“They tell me attitude is everything.”

He pulled me back against his wet, hard body. I arched my neck for his kiss and his mouth closed on mine, warm and male, and with a hint of the tart-sweetness of crabapple. Our tongues slid together, twined. My heart started that heavy slow beat that matched the throb in my groin.

“You are so beautiful…”

“I bet you say that to all th—” His hands slid over my slick body, flicking my nipples. I moaned into his mouth, words failing me. If felt so good. Everything he did felt good. He never made a wrong move; that was the advantage of having so much experience. Of course, that kind of expertise was a little intimidating sometimes.

Putting my hands over his, I held them against my chest. He palmed the nipples, back and forth, just the right amount of teasing abrasion.

I turned to face him—wrapped my arms around him.

Smoothing the mitt over my ass, Dan gave one cheek a playful squeeze before sweeping the mitt up my spine. My dick came up like a divining rod, nudging his already hard thickness. Heart pounding, I pressed against him, wanting more, wanting closer. I was surprised the shower drops didn’t sizzle on my skin; I was so hot for him. Dan shook off the mitt and his hands closed on my ass, urging me closer. I groaned, feeling for his cock.

“Yeah, Sean, just like that,” he muttered.

His fingers slid down the crevice between my butt cheeks, intimate and familiar, finding the mouth of the secret passage. He delicately circled my opening, then slipped the tip of one finger inside: a sweet and slow piercing. I caught my breath.

Just a fingertip, like the press of a button—a button I badly wanted him to push. That weird clawing ache started in my belly. I made a sound in the back of my throat; even I wasn’t sure what I meant.

Dan’s kiss gentled. He kissed the underside of my jaw, his finger simply holding its place, like a book he meant to read later.

Let go, I instructed myself, impatiently. What the hell is the hold up? You want him. He wants you. Act, if you have to.

Act like…a porn star.

I found his mouth, kissed him back hard, surging up against him. I could feel his surprise. His mouth covered mine hungrily. He pushed his finger into me deeply; I started, my foot slipping out from under me in the sudsy warm water.

He steadied me, both hands on my arms, smiling. “Easy, chief.”

“Yeah.” I laughed, but after a week of this I wasn’t fooling anybody, including myself. “I’m just not sure about that yet,” I said, feeling like a fool. I still felt the memory of his finger in my body—an erotic fingerprint.

“I know.” He sounded easy and a little amused.

“I mean, I want to,” I said. “I’m just…” Why did I have to say anything? The last thing I wanted was for this to turn into an issue. Why couldn’t I just have let it happen, naturally, spontaneously?

“We don’t have to rush it.”

Was six days rushing it? Probably not. His dick poked into my belly like an elbow in the ribs reminding me that he had places to go and things to do, and so far this morning he wasn’t getting anything but talk.

Porn star, remember? Act. It’s what you’re good at.

“Let me tell you a little secret,” I said and slid to my knees to take the head of his cock into my mouth.

“Oh, my God,” Dan said, closing his eyes. His fingers brushed my cheek. “What you do to me.”

Yeah, this I knew how to do, sucking him with soft wet heat and then hard. I murmured encouragingly—not really an act, come to think of it—and tugged with my lips. Sweet and soft. Tight and hard.

Dan’s breathing went slow and deep, fingers fluttered over my ears, the base of my skull, urging me closer, but not forcing—never forcing.

The water sluiced over his shoulders and rained down on me. I tasted shower gel and clean skin and the salty tang of pre-cum. His swollen cock throbbed between my lips; he pushed deeper into my mouth. I relaxed my throat muscles and took more of him. A muscle in Dan’s cheek jumped. He looked down at me, and his eyes seemed dazed.

I made soft sounds, inciting him to riot.

Groaning, Dan braced his hands on the granite tiles. His legs trembled.

I backed off a little, laved the cleft in the head of his cock with my tongue, took him back in and sucked hard.

“I’m going to come,” he warned throatily.

His cock jumped and he began to come. Hard.

Not a problem for me. I liked this part. I swallowed enough to show I cared, then buried my head in his belly, nuzzling his genitals. He twitched and shivered. Petted my wet head, stroking the hair back from my face.

I smiled, watching him. After a few moments he shook his head like a wet dog and gave a shaky laugh.

“You are one crazy guy.”

“Hey.”

“Hey, you.” He reached up and turned off the tap, drawing me to my feet. Energized. And how the hell that worked, I had yet to figure out.

There were dents in my knees from the granite floor, and my legs felt wobbly with my own need. He pulled me against his long strong body, one hand cupping my balls. I rested my head on his shoulder, breathing in the scent of his clean wet skin. The hair on his chest tickled my nose. Just the feel of those steely fingers handling me…

I guided his hand to where I needed it to be. He wrapped his fingers around my cock.

“I like that little sound you make,” he whispered.

The bedroom phone rang.

“What the hell!” I opened my eyes.

“The machine will get it.”

I nodded absently, listening. Dan’s heart was settling back into its normal rhythm. The phone rang again. Dan’s hand slowed. I rested my hand on his, urging him on. He tightened up a bit, and I caught my breath. Big brown capable hands. Good for all kinds of things: gripping a gun or shaking cocktails or…driving me to total distraction.

The phone rang a third time, and then the answering machine picked up.

“Dude!” the tinny voice of Steve Kreiger, my manager, drifted from the other room. For an eerie minute it was like he stood in the doorway watching us; I could picture him scraping the lank red hair out of those mournful basset-hound brown eyes. “You there? T.J. Hooker got you handcuffed to the bed or what?”

“Damn! I’ve got to take it.” I popped open the shower door and abandoned that sweet steamy warmth, sprinting for the bed and the night stand beyond. I heard the shower door close behind me.

I bounced on the white duvet and stretched, grabbing the phone off the receiver. “Hey.”

“Hey. So you are still alive.”

“Yep. Alive and…uh…kicking.” I sucked in my breath as two hard hands wrapped in a plush bath sheet closed around my waist. Dan toweled me down with hard efficiency, blotting shoulders and ribs and butt through the folds of the oversized towel. He rubbed my head briskly. I put the phone against my ear, listening through the fluffy cotton.

“I got a copy of The Charioteer script. I was planning to drop it by this afternoon,” Steve said.

“Roll over,” Dan ordered quietly.

I rolled over, the Naturlatex mattress molding to the contours of my body. The duvet felt damp beneath my back. I stared into Dan’s blue eyes.

He smoothed the towel over my chest, sliding down to my groin. My dwindling erection made a pup tent of white towel.

I closed my eyes and expelled a shaky breath as Dan’s fingers wrapped around my dick once more. “Er…great.” And it was great. I’d been hounding Steve to get me a look at the script for weeks. You wouldn’t think that the screen adaptation of a minor gay classic would require security clearances worthy of the Pentagon—especially given the typical indie film production budget.

Dan’s hand slid up the length of my cock. Slowly slid down. I gritted my teeth to keep from moaning.

From a long, long way away Steve said, “Yeah. But there’s a problem. Lenny Norman is directing and he doesn’t want you.”

I sat up, dislodging Dan’s hand. “You’re kidding!”

“Nope.”

“I’ve never even worked with him. Why doesn’t he want me?”

“For one thing he thinks you’re too good looking for the part of Laurie.”

I glanced across at the reflection of myself in the mirror hanging over the bureau dresser: tall, lanky, brown eyes, brown hair. “I’m not that good looking,” I protested.

“I agree. I don’t think you’re so good looking. In fact, I think you’re butt ugly. This is his opinion.”

I gnawed my lip, ignoring these witticisms. “That’s it? He doesn’t want me because of my looks?”

Steve said, a little more serious now, “That, and he thinks you’re not gay enough.”

“What? What the hell does that mean?”

“Hey, I’m just telling you what was said.”

“But what does that even mean? I’m gay. I’m out. What more does he want?” Dan’s hand closed around the nape of my neck, his fingers knowledgeably prodding the muscles knotting up. I felt a spark of annoyance; I could practically hear him telling me to take a deep breath, relax. I didn’t feel like relaxing. This was business. This was my career.

“It’s not like we had an in-depth discussion. I think it’s a political thing with him. He feels like you’re walking a line with straight audiences, that you’re not openly gay. You play it too straight, that’s what he said.”

“Well, so does Laurie! So does Ralph. I mean, it’s historical drama. It’s World War II. Nobody was out. What’s this idiot planning to do, portray them as a couple of flaming queens?”

“Chill, dude. Don’t kill the messenger. I’m just letting you know what you’re up against. He went ahead and FedExed me a copy of the script, so you’re not totally out of the running.”

I was silent. Dan scraped the back of my neck with his fingernails and I shivered. Never mind the P-Spot. Apparently I had an N-Spot.

I made myself focus.

“Do they have someone else in mind?”

“For Laurie, no. For Ralph I think they’re looking at Peter Grady.”

I swore. The last film I’d done with Peter Grady had earned us the title of “The Gay Tracy and Hepburn” in the queer press. I loved working with the guy; we had major league screen chemistry—one more reason I so wanted to do this project.

Steve soothed, “You haven’t read it yet. Maybe you won’t like the adaptation. Maybe you won’t want to do the film. Let’s not worry about it anymore ‘til you’ve seen the script. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“I’ll see you around two.”

“See you.” I hung up and flung myself back against the mountain of pillows.

“So who’s the bastard with the bad taste not to want you?” Dan inquired. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, putting his watch on, so apparently we had lost our window of opportunity.

“Oh.” I grimaced. “Lenny Norman. He’s directing that film I told you about. The adaptation of The Charioteer. He doesn’t want me. He thinks I’m too good looking.”

“The guy must be blind.”

It barely registered. “It’s that goddamned People magazine article. “People’s 50 Most Beautiful People.” I was number 49 or something.” I brooded over this for a moment. “And he thinks I’m not gay enough.”

Dan’s brows rose. “You seemed gay enough to me five minutes ago.”

I grinned reluctantly. “Maybe you could vouch for me.”

He got off the bed, the squeak of floorboards giving voice to my inner protest. “I’d have preferred to do something else for you, but now I’m running late.”

I shot him a quick look. He sounded regretful, not annoyed; his smile was rueful. “Sorry,” I said. “I kind of had to take that call.”

“Yeah, I know.”

I had the uncomfortable feeling that he did. Well, hell. I was out of practice at having relationships. Actually, who was I kidding? I’d never had a real relationship. Not like this. Not living together 24/7 with a for-richer, for-poorer, in-sickness and in-health option. The closest I’d come was when Steve and I roomed together for about a year after college. That was when Steve had still been trying to make it as a comic. Before he’d decided that managing my career would be easier and more lucrative than having his own.

I watched Dan move around the room dressing. Casual wear: khakis and a black T-shirt. Not the beautifully tailored suits and expensive ties he wore on duty. You couldn’t afford suits like that on a cop’s salary, but Dan supplemented his salary by working as a consultant for the film industry—which was the other reason he had snagged the bodyguard gig with me.

I tried to think what I would do all day. Now that I didn’t have to worry about being taken out by a potentially homicidal fan I’d have to find a new hobby.

Maybe I’d go for another swim after I worked out in the weight room. No problem going by myself now. Just like a big boy. Maybe I’d see if I had a copy of Renault’s The Charioteer here at the beach house and reread it. Or no, maybe that would interfere with my reading the script. Maybe I’d just put on some music and catch some rays. Sunshine was supposed to be good for depression—not that I was depressed. Exactly.

“What time will you be back?”

“About five.” Dan slid the leather badge-wallet into his pocket, double-checked the fit of his khakis in the bureau mirror. “You want me to bring something home for dinner?”

Home. That was kind of nice. I gave his question the careful deliberation it deserved. “I’ll cook. Could you pick up some scallops?”

“I’ll do that, chief.” He bent down over the bed and gave me a quick, hard kiss. “Have a good day. And don’t worry about anything.”

I answered with one of Steve’s favorite lines. “What, me worry?”

“You’re right,” said Dan. “That’s my job.”

 


Chapter Two

 

As usual Steve was late.

He showed up at a quarter to three, trudging around the back of the house to the deck where I sat sunning myself and flipping through the latest issue of Food and Wine. Duke Ellington’s “New Mood Indigo” floated through the open sliding door, sailing up to where the gulls wheeled overhead.

“Dude, you changed the lock on your front door,” he announced, tossing a powder blue-bound screenplay onto the patio table. “You never even used to close the windows. Was that Dan the Man’s idea?”

“Sort of.” The truth was I’d changed the locks after the first time Paul Hammond showed up uninvited in my living room. Steve had to be thinking of the old days—back when I’d believed I was the only crazy person to worry about.

He went into the house and reappeared a few moments later with a Corona. Pulling out one of the wooden chairs, he sat down.

“Where is he?”

I didn’t need to ask who. “He went into town to pick a few things up.”

He nodded noncommittally, took a long swig from his beer. “So how are you doing?”

“Good.”

“Yeah?”

I grinned. Steve’s answering grin was lopsided. He was my age, medium height, compact build, and an attractive freckled face. We’d been friends since college, practically as long as we’d been business partners.

He reached for the ring I wore on a silver chain around my neck. I put up a protective hand.

“Isn’t this moving kind of fast?”

I shrugged. “Feels right to me.” I could have explained the ring. It wasn’t what Steve thought. Dan and I had been in an antique shop. I’d seen the ring and said it was pretty, which it was: old-fashioned setting and “chocolate” diamonds. Dan had bought it for a couple of dollars. Mostly as a joke. It didn’t fit me or anything.

“So he’s moved in?”

“Not officially,” I admitted. “But we haven’t spent a night under separate roofs since he took the bodyguard gig.”

Steve’s smile was wry. “Well, you’re the happiest I’ve seen you in a long time.”

“I am.”

“Just…fuck, I don’t know.”

I studied him curiously. “You don’t like Dan, do you?”

He reached over and shifted the screenplay next to his elbow a fraction to the left. “I don’t know. He’s okay. I mean, he’s a great looking guy and he seems to really care about you. He makes you laugh, which is good.” He grimaced. “Maybe I’m jealous.”

“Nah. Come on. What is it?”

Steve’s brown eyes met mine. “He seems a little controlling. Possessive.”

I considered this. “He does?”

Steve raised a shoulder. “Yeah. Maybe it’s a cop thing.”

“Yeah,” I said slowly.

Steve drank more beer. “Hey, listen. I know you’re hot on doing this role, and I respect that. It’s a good script and a great role, I have no doubt. Just remember, it’s the kind of part that’s liable to get you typecast, which until now you’ve avoided. And that’s a good thing, regardless of what that asshole Lenny Norman thinks or says.”

“Duly noted,” I said.

“Peter Grady has already expressed interest in working with you again.”

“He has?”

“His people called your people.”

“You mean his agent called you?”

“Yep. And Winston Marshall, who is producing the film, is definitely interested in you—which I think is how we managed to score a copy of the script. I think he put pressure on Norman.”

It was all I could do not to grab for the screenplay then and there.

“Just keep in mind that working with a director who didn’t want you wouldn’t be a good thing. Especially for you.”

“Come on, Steve,” I said.

“Hey. I’m just saying. There are other considerations.”

“Like the fact that I wouldn’t get my usual fee? Such as it is.”

“Bingo.”

“Money isn’t everything.”

“It is when you need it.”

We talked a while longer and I invited Steve to dinner. He declined on the grounds that he had previous plans, and took off not long after. I wondered if he really had plans or if this was about Dan. It would be awkward as hell if Steve really disliked Dan.

I wondered what Dan thought about Steve. Or if he thought about him at all.

Rising, I got myself another beer from the fridge, changed the record to Frank Sinatra’s Only the Lonely and settled back in the lounge chair with the screenplay for The Charioteer.

FADE IN

EXT. DUNKIRK—DAY

The sea air worked its way into the script as I pictured the chaos of Dunkirk: the sprawl of the dead and dying beneath the black pall of smoke in the windless sky; the makeshift armada of ships and boats and skiffs and rafts and anything that could float; the exhausted and shamed British troops. Ice cold water, the whistle of shells overhead, the smell of guns and brine and blood and death—Laurie Odell with his kneecap blown off, out of his skull with morphia and pain and seasickness.

Sort of put my own problems into perspective. How the hell did anyone hold it together under those conditions? And how the hell were they going to convey the magnitude of the disaster of Dunkirk on a shoestring budget?

I had just reached the part where Ralph Lanyon realizes that the blood-drenched soldier he is asked to pronounce dead is Laurie Odell, a man who holds a special place in his boyhood memories, when I got that prickly feeling you get when you know you’re being watched.

Looking up, I expected to see Mrs. Wiggly on patrol. Nothing. The white beach was blindingly empty in the afternoon sun. A few boats dotted the distant blue glitter of the water.

I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned my head, staring up at the hillside behind the house. A man stood on the flat-topped rock that overlooked this private stretch of beach.

He was too far away to make out his face, but I recognized the shaggy blond hair, the baggy Hawaiian shirt, the black sunglasses.

Paul Hammond.

My mouth went dry. My heart started slugging hard against my ribcage.

It can’t be, I thought. Don’t flip out over a coincidence. This is a beach town. Half the guys around here have shaggy hair. Half the guys out here wear sunglasses and Hawaiian shirts.

I blinked. The guy on the rock was still looking my way. Or maybe he was just facing my way. Don’t start imagining things, I told myself.

Shading my eyes with my hand, I tried to get a better look, and as I stared—trying not to be too obvious about it—he waved to me.

I short-circuited, incapable for several long seconds of thinking what my next move should be. Finally, shakily, I stood and walked into the house. From inside the doorway I stared back at the hillside.

The man was gone.

He couldn’t be gone, gone. He must have moved on down the hillside where I couldn’t see him from where I stood.

“Maria?”

Maria Martinez, my housekeeper, withdrew from the oven, holding up her inky-stained orange plastic gloves. “Sí?” She gazed at me with her beautiful, solemn olive eyes.

“When you cleaned up the breakfast dishes, what did you do with the postcard that was on the table?”

“I didn’t see no postcard, Mr. Fairchild.”

“There was a picture postcard on the table. Right next to the jam pot.” I could hear the agitation rising in my voice despite the silliness of the words.

Maria was staring at me, slowly shaking her head. “No.”

“Yes.” I made a little square with my hands as though that might refresh her memory. “There was a postcard.”

Somehow her expression managed to look both polite and like she thought I was losing it. Then she brightened. “Oh, sí. Mr. Moran. He take something off the table. You ask heem, Mr. Fairchild.” She smiled to show me there were no hard feelings and returned to scrubbing the inside of the stove.

I walked over to the sliding door and stared out through the screen. Chaparral stirred in the wind. The hillside was bare of anyone.

 

 

Dan was late getting home—and that was not usual.

I told myself to get used to it. I’d done enough cop shows to know that detectives keep irregular hours—even when they’re not working.

It was five thirty when the screen door suddenly slid open. I nearly jumped out of my skin, but Dan didn’t seem to notice, walking out on the deck and kissing me hello.

“Sorry I’m late. Traffic was a bitch down PCH.” He handed me a bottle of wine and a flat brown-wrapped parcel.

“It’s okay.” I glanced at the wine—a very nice chardonnay—and took the parcel. “Are we celebrating?”

“Aren’t we?” Just for a moment his smile was unsure.

“I guess we are.” I picked at the string of the package. “What’s this?”

“Something for you.”

“Yeah?” I couldn’t remember the last time somebody bought me a gift Just Because. When you’re the guy with the money, people just assume you’re picking up the tab.

I tore open the wrapping and studied the indigo-blue cover: Ella Fitzgerald’s profile faced the New York nightscape. The original 1957 Verve recording of Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Gershwin Song Book.

“My God, where did you find this?”

“That little place in Santa Monica where you buy the phonograph needles.”

“I…thank you.” I turned the cover over and studied the play list. “‘The Man I Love,’” I read aloud. “‘Nice Work if You Can Get It.’” I smiled at him.

“Ain’t that the truth.” He leaned forward and kissed me again. Fresh male with a hint of mint. If this kept up I would soon be addicted to the flavor of him. “Want me to put it on?”

I nodded, handing it over and following him inside to unwrap the scallops sitting on the counter. Looking through to the living room I could see Dan’s suitcases sitting by the staircase.

I was smiling as Ella launched into “But Not for Me.” Wrong this time, Ella.

I washed the scallops while the chopped onion and garlic sautéed. Dan poured himself a martini and refilled my glass.

“So what did you do today?”

I shrugged. “Relaxed mostly.”

“Good. That’s what you need.”

I bit back my first response. He didn’t mean anything; he was thinking of the last couple of weeks, that was all. And I couldn’t really blame him. By the time Steve had persuaded me to go to the police, panic attacks were becoming part of my daily routine—right there with all the grooming aids.

I replied, “Then I got what I needed. I worked out. Read. Steve brought the script by.”

I measured out white wine and chicken stock, poured them into the frying pan, turned the heat down to a “smiling boil.” I love that phrase: smiling boil. The aroma of the cooking garlic, onion, and wine worked their magic. Cooking as therapy.

“How’s old Steve?” Dan settled on the bar stool across the counter, sipped his martini. Not that many guys can carry off a martini glass, but he had that kind of ‘50s cool that enabled him to drink martinis and still look tough.

Adding the Pernod to the pan, I reduced the heat. “Okay. Like usual.”

I hesitated. I wanted to tell him about the guy that looked like Paul Hammond, but I knew what he would think. And I knew that Paul Hammond was dead.

I did know that, it was just…

“So what did you think of the script?”

“I’ve only started reading it. I like the choices they’ve made so far.”

He picked up the plate of scallops. “You want me to start these?”

I nodded. He went outside and I added more Pernod to the sauce and took the rice off the burner. The asparagus had been perfect ten minutes earlier, but there was no way of fixing that.

When I stepped outside Dan was seated on the railing, staring out at the sunset. The water looked dark and purple, the sun orange, like a Malibu postcard. I didn’t want to think about postcards.

He glanced my way and asked, “So you think you’ll want to do it?”

I knew what he meant. “I think so, yeah. Assuming Lenny Norman can stomach the idea of me playing the lead in one of his films.”

He held his glass out and we clicked rims.

“You get restless not working,” he observed. “Cooking is not much of a diversion. And God help you if your metabolism ever slows down.”

“I’ll become the forty-ninth most beautiful character actor in Hollywood.” My metabolism would never slow down. No one in my family was fat.

Or gay.

“Those are ready,” I said, nodding to the scallops sizzling away on the grill.

According to Dan, any cooking that didn’t involve charcoal or a spatula was out of his class. He claimed he had two dishes he served for dates: his secret recipe spareribs and his eggs Benedict special. I had the impression these usually followed one another closely in his social calendar. He hadn’t fixed either of them for me yet; I wasn’t sure if that was a promising sign or not.

He rescued the scallops, handing the plate over to me. “Are we eating inside or out?”

Evenings were chilly here on the coast, but I liked being outside, liked the sound of the waves a few yards away, liked looking up at the stars. It felt like we were a million miles from town—just about far enough.

“Out.”

Dan brought down sweaters and we ate by the flickering candlelight, listening to Ella through the open glass door.

I talked to him about the script. In one of my rare pauses for breath it occurred to me that he didn’t have much to say tonight—but then Dan chose his words carefully. I wondered if he liked it this way or if I needed to give him more chances to get a word in edgewise.

In a way it had been easier a week ago when we were just dealing with being attracted to each other—now that we were embarking on a relationship—and we were embarking, the luggage in my front room made it official—it was suddenly much harder. I found myself worrying about stuff I’d never previously considered—like was he liable to suddenly notice that I was boring and self-absorbed?

I mean, I played make-believe for a living—and earned (when I did manage to get paid) a ridiculous amount of money for it. Dan was a real-life hero. He had saved lives. His job made a difference—he made a difference.

“You’re quiet all at once,” he observed.

“Makes a nice change, doesn’t it?”

He shook his head a little as though that wasn’t worth answering. “So what’s the deal with this movie? Why do you want to do it so much?”

I shrugged. “It’s hard to explain. The book was a big influence on me. You’ve never read it?”

“No.”

“It’s beautiful. It’s by Mary Renault, the one who did all those historical novels about ancient Greece. This one is contemporary—well, it was when she wrote it. Kind of a wartime romance. I probably can’t explain it without making it sound trite.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a wounded English soldier who falls in love with a conscientious objector during World War II.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Telling you the plot doesn’t really explain it properly.”

“I’m guessing they’re both gay?”

“That’s kind of the point of the novel. Coming to terms with their sexuality. Laurie knows he’s—”

“Laurie?”

I had the sinking feeling that if he kept interrupting, or worse, if he mocked the book, it was going to change the way I saw him, the hopes I had for what was happening between us.

I took a deep breath. Tried again. “Short for Lawrence. Mostly he’s called Spud. Anyway, he knows he’s gay, but the kid, Andrew, who is a Quaker as well as a CO, doesn’t. Doesn’t know that he’s gay. Actually, he doesn’t know that Laurie’s gay either.”

I hesitated, expecting another interruption. Dan said nothing.

“And then there’s also Ralph who was Laurie’s house master or whatever they called it when he was at school. Public school—which in Britain is private school. Laurie was sort of in love with Ralph, without realizing it. Because back then, he was like Andrew. Laurie, I mean, not Ralph. So his feelings for Andrew mirror his own relationship with Ralph, but they aren’t realistic. They aren’t real life love, see? And the book is really about that, about balancing the needs of the soul between the earthy and the ideal—and about living your life with honor and dignity. It’s based on one of Plato’s dialogs, Phaedrus, and Renault refers back to the metaphor of a charioteer trying to control two horses, a white one and a black one.”

I was babbling. But Dan nodded as though I was making great sense.

“So, anyway, Ralph comes back into his life and Laurie has to choose between Ralph and Andrew.”

“Who does he choose?”

“He chooses the dark horse. He chooses life with all its complexities and contradictions and disappointments and…delights.” I half swallowed on the last word, surprising myself by my own intensity. I tried to explain, “I read it when I was…ill.”

I met Dan’s eyes. In the wavering candlelight his gaze was attentive, understanding. I had to look away. Maybe it would have been easier if he had just laughed.

Hurriedly, I said, “I don’t know how good a film it will make because it’s a lot of talk and a lot of Laurie thinking. And it’s a period piece. And it’s a gay romance.”

“But you want to do it anyway.”

I nodded. “It…helped. The book, I mean. It helped a lot. It convinced me that there were people out there like me. Men like me. And that they were decent and honorable and courageous, not the warped diseased things that my parents believed in.”

God, how much had I drunk? I couldn’t believe I’d told him that. I wished he would say something. I felt naked; I had said too much. I shrugged. “I can’t put it into words. It struck a chord with me. It struck a chord with a lot of people. It’s considered a classic.”

“I’ll have to read it one of these days.” He covered my hand with his.

“Or maybe you can just see the movie.” Belatedly I was the one trying for lightness.

“I’ll be in the front row.” He lifted my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist, his lips sending little frissons over the sensitive scar tissue.

* * * * *

Later, when we were undressing for bed, I said impulsively, “I thought I saw Paul Hammond today.”

Dan, mid-shooting his boxers into the dirty clothes hamper, halted and turned my way. “Where?”

“On the hill behind the house.”

I knew immediately it had been a mistake to tell him. He continued to study me for a long moment, not saying anything, just assessing the situation like a good detective.

I said quickly, “I know it couldn’t have been him. It just…spooked me. It looked like him from a distance.”

“What was he doing?” I knew that neutral tone.

“Nothing. I mean, I guess he was looking out at the ocean. He waved to me.” Dan’s face changed. Before he could say anything I qualified, “I mean, I was staring his way and he waved to me, so obviously he couldn’t have been Paul Hammond. Especially since he’s dead.”

Okay. Shut up now.

Dan said, “It’s natural after a year of that bullshit that you’re still keeping an eye out for him. And it’s natural that somebody with Hammond’s build or coloring would remind you of him.”

I nodded. Was he trying to reassure me or himself?

 


Chapter Three

 

There was another postcard in the mail the next day.

Vintage colored pencil drawing of the old “movie star colony” on Roosevelt Highway. I stared at the little white houses with their red and green roofs as though I could see my poison penpal sitting inside plotting his next move.

The message on the back was in Hammond’s writing.

Soon…

I rang Dan at work.

He listened in silence as I finished, “If it’s not Hammond, then who’s sending these? The postmark is Malibu.”

He said quietly, “It’s probably some nutcase who read about you and Hammond in the papers.”

“How would he get the beach house address?”

“It might be someone local. Malibu has its share of whack jobs like anywhere else.”

“Great. So now what? I have another psycho after me? Have they found Hammond’s body?”

“It’s not Hammond.”

I clamped my jaw on a lot of things that I knew I would regret saying later.

“Fine. It’s not Hammond. So who is it? And, by the way, what did you do with the postcard from yesterday?”

I heard him draw in a breath. He said very patiently, “Okay. Look, do you want me to come home?”

I did, but hearing him say it brought me back to Earth fast. Maybe it was the word “home.”

“No.”

“Are you sure? I know this is the last thing you needed right now.”

Maybe he meant because I was in the middle of reading a script for a movie no one wanted me to do. Or maybe he meant because I wasn’t bouncing back as quickly as he’d hoped from my last psycho-stalker bout.

“I’m okay. I just don’t understand why this is happening again.” What the hell were the odds of attracting two stalkers within a year? Was it my aftershave?

“I promise you, if I thought this was a genuine threat—”

“What did you do with yesterday’s postcard?”

Did he hesitate? I couldn’t tell. He said, “I’m having it analyzed.”

So was that reassuring or not? He obviously thought the threat was real enough to investigate—or maybe he was just being careful. He was a very careful guy.

“Well, how long will it take before you know anything?”

“It’s not like TV or the movies. It takes time.”

“I know that. How long do you think?”

“A couple of weeks maybe.”

“Weeks?”

He said matter-of-factly, “It’s not high priority, Sean. I’m doing it for confirmation, that’s all.”

Into my silence, he asked again, “Are you okay or do you need me to leave work early?”

There was only one appropriate answer. I said, “I’m fine. I’ll see you this evening.”

 

Swimming makes me ravenous. I was raiding the fridge after a late morning dip when the phone rang. I poured OJ into the glass Maria handed me, and passed her the plate with zucchini-walnut muffins to heat in the microwave.

“Dude, you’re not going to believe this,” Steve began as I picked up. “I think someone shot at me yesterday afternoon!”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No shit. There’s what looks like a little bullet hole in the Sebring’s windshield.”

“When did it happen?”

“I don’t know. Sometime after I left your place yesterday afternoon.”

“Have you called the cops?”

“Dude. What would I tell them? I don’t know when it happened, let alone where or who might have done it. It’s probably kids screwing around. It looks like a BB hole to me, to tell you the truth.”

“You should probably report it, though.”

“Uh, yeah. Sure.”

On impulse, I said, “Are you doing anything this afternoon?”

“Yeah. I’m taking a meeting at Warner Bros and then I’m driving down to Santa Anita Park.”

“On a weekday?”

“You’re kidding, right? The Oak Tree meet runs all this month.”

“Could you postpone the race track and meet me for lunch?”

I thought for a moment Steve’s cell phone had cut out, then he said with unusual seriousness, “What’s up? Something with Dan?”

“Dan? No. No, it’s complicated.”

“Okay. Yeah. I can meet you. At the house?”

“No, I want to get out of here for a little while. Maybe Pt. Dume? We could eat at Coral Beach Cantina. I like the crab enchiladas.”

“Yeah,” said Steve. “‘Cause nothing goes with crisis like crab enchiladas. Okay, but I can’t be there before two thirty.”

“That’s fine. It’s past Heathercliffe on PCH. Down the big hill.”

“I remember,” Steve said. “I’ll call you if I’m running late.”

I said, “You’re already running late. I’ll wait.”

* * * * *

Sitting on the tree-shaded patio of the Coral Beach Cantina, I ordered a microbrew and nachos. The jukebox was playing “Boys of Summer” by Don Henley, and I was counting the disproportionate number of blonds, both male and female, filling the seats around me, when Steve dropped into the chair across the table.

“Dude, you’re so mysterious. It must come from living with a cop.”

I summoned a weak smile.

“So what’s up?” He reached for a tortilla chip. Gooey strings of cheese stretched a foot from the platter.

“You want to order first?”

Steve grimaced and waved the waitress over. We ordered and then Steve sat back in his chair. “Okay, come on, Sean. You’re starting to make me nervous. Are you looking to change representation?”

“Of course not.”

“So what’s the deal?”

I said, “I think Paul Hammond is still alive.”

Steve swallowed his beer the wrong way. He set the mug down shakily, coughing into his bare arm. When he had his voice back, he questioned, “Why the hell would you think that?”

“Because they still haven’t found his body.”

“Because his car crashed into the aqueduct.”

“So what? There should still be a body.”

“It washed down the aqueduct.”

“It’s not like there’s a riptide in the aqueduct. They had divers looking and they couldn’t find the body.”

“Yeah, but Sean, there’s no way he could have survived that crash. I saw the photos in the newspaper. No way he walked away from that.”

“What if he wasn’t in the car when it went into the aqueduct?”

“It was a high speed pursuit. It’s not like he had time to stop, get out and push the car in and then hide behind some bushes. He was under police surveillance for another thing.”

“It was night. Someone might have missed something.”

“Sean—”

“I got a postcard from him yesterday. And another one today.”

Steve’s brows drew together. “What are you talking about?”

“The postcards have started again. Yesterday’s card said, ‘Miss me?’ Today’s said, ‘Soon.’”

“Was the handwriting—?”

“Dan’s having it analyzed to be sure, but I know his writing. It’s Hammond.”

“So Dan knows about this?”

I nodded. “He was there when I got the first card, but he doesn’t believe Hammond is alive.”

“Then who’s sending the cards?”

“He thinks it’s a copycat stalker. Someone who read about Hammond and me and decided to pick up where Hammond left off.”

“He’s the expert, I guess.”

“There’s more,” I said. I lowered my voice as though afraid somebody—Dan?—might hear this part. “I think I saw Hammond yesterday.”

Steve had a weird expression. “You are shitting me. Where?”

“On the hillside behind the house. I couldn’t be sure, but from a distance it looked a hell of a lot like him: same build, same shaggy blond hair, same baggy Hawaiian print shirt, black shades.”

“But that was from a distance,” Steve pointed out.

“I know. But I did see someone. Dan thinks—” I bit the rest of it off.

“Dan thinks what?”

Reluctantly, I said, “I feel like maybe he wonders whether I’m imagining things. Or that I’m making too much of a coincidence.”

Steve said slowly, “He knows about your breakdown, right?”

I nodded.

Steve thought it over. “But you didn’t imagine the postcards.”

“True.”

Two tanned twenty-somethings stopped by our table. A chubby blonde handed me a damp cocktail napkin to autograph.

“You were so great in Winchester 2010,” she said. “I was so, like, totally pissed when they killed you off.”

“Thanks.” I ignored Steve’s snickers.

“Told you so,” he remarked to no one in particular.

“Are you really gay?” the red-haired one said. She offered a Sharpie and her bare shoulder for me to sign.

“Nah,” I replied. “It’s just something I say to meet girls.”

They giggled then moved off whispering and looking back.

Steve drained his beer, and leaned forward on his elbows.

“Look, why don’t you come down to Santa Anita with me? Spend the weekend kicking back. I think it would do you good to get away.”

I studied him, liking the broad freckled planes of his face and his wide wry mouth. I remembered kissing that mouth. And how weird to think of that now.

I shook my head. “I don’t like crowds. And I’m tired of relaxing. I want to get back to work.”

His gaze dropped down to my chest, as though making note of the ring on the chain. “Okay. Well…what do you want me to do?”

“I don’t know. Obviously we can’t go to the cops again, since the cop I live with doesn’t believe there’s a problem.”

“Dude.”

The waitress brought our lunches. I waited for her to depart before I offered a lopsided smile. “I don’t know that there’s anything to do at this point. I needed to talk to someone, that’s all.”

“Hey,” Steve said, “I’m still here for you, you know that. Besides, I remember how long it took to convince you to go to the cops over Hammond. You don’t panic that easily. If you say something’s going down, I believe you.”

“Thanks, Steve.”

“One thing I can do,” he said, “is talk to LAPD myself. Find out where they are in recovering Hammond’s body.”

I said, “That would help.”

“Not if Hammond’s still alive,” he said with an odd laugh.

 

 

What I like about cooking is that, so long as you follow the recipe exactly, everything always turns out perfect. It’s too bad there’s no recipe for happiness. Happiness is more like pastry—which is to say that you can take pains to keep cool and not overwork the dough, but if you don’t have that certain light touch, your best efforts still fall flat.

The work-around is to buy what you need. I’m talking about pastry, not happiness, although money does make things easier all around.

There are a number of café bakeries in Malibu, but I mostly satisfy my sweet tooth at Cooke’s Family Market, which is where I headed after saying good-bye to Steve. I felt better having shared my fears with someone who didn’t instantly suspect I was cracking up, and I spent a pleasant half an hour selecting pastries for Saturday morning breakfast, lingering over the varieties of cheese and the amazing selection of olives.

I wasn’t allowing myself to think about Paul Hammond. I focused my thoughts on The Charioteer screenplay, and while I shopped I thought about what it would be like to lose a knee cap. Now they could probably reconstruct the joint—maybe do something bionic—but back in the ‘40s? You’d be crippled, no doubt about it. And any injury to a kneecap was going to be excruciatingly painful. Laurie Odell was younger than me; what would it be like to face years of pain? To face the rest of my life as a disabled man? I tried to think of all the things I took for granted: swimming, running—having sex. The film-Laurie was going to wear a leg brace. I felt that was gimmicky and heavy-handed, but it would make it easier to play. No having to remember which leg or faking a limp.

Pushing the cart, I turned into the arctic produce department and froze—literally. Paul Hammond stood a few feet away. He held a cantaloupe, weighing it in his hand.

I couldn’t seem to move. He was so close I could have rammed my cart into him. It was him: blue Hawaiian shirt, bushy blond hair that looked like a fright wig, deeply tanned pock-marked skin, black sunglasses…

He had to feel me staring at him, had to have followed me into the market, but he just stood there, ignoring me, fondling melons.

His cheap aftershave filled my nostrils. I felt cold to the bone, shaking on the inside and out. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t think of what to say. If he had spoken to me—even looked at me—but he did nothing. We were alone here. Why didn’t he acknowledge me?

I couldn’t think of what to do. It was surely something obvious.

Hammond replaced one melon on the pyramid and chose another. He stepped a foot closer as he reached for a plastic tear-off bag.

I abandoned my cart and fled.

 

 

“Hi!” I said brightly as Dan walked into the kitchen.

Dan pulled off his sunglasses and studied the countertops crowded with plates of food: baked ham, scalloped potatoes, cheese macaroni, cauliflower-broccoli salad, applesauce, and pineapple cottage cheese. “Are we having a dinner party?” he asked.

I dumped a pan of corn muffins into a basket, wrapping a tea towel around them to keep them warm. “I just thought I would do something special for supper.”

Dan’s brows rose. He tilted my chin up to kiss me hello; a nice leisurely kiss that told me he had missed me and was glad to be home. I resisted the impulse to plaster myself to him and pour out my latest trauma.

“Catch any bad guys today?”

I thought my tone was just right but he was frowning a little, still watching me. “Not today.”

“Slow day for crime? Everything is ready. Why don’t you get changed?”

He ran an absent hand up and down my back. “Okay. You want me to open a bottle of wine?”

I nodded.

“Let’s see. What goes with everything in the pantry?”

I considered. “Martinis?”

* * * * *

Despite some really fabulous culinary exertions on my part, dinner was not a success. I wasn’t hungry and Dan seemed preoccupied, although he listened without interrupting as I chattered on about this and that and the other. Mostly the other.

It wasn’t until the third time I reached for the pitcher containing the blueberry vodka martinis, that he stirred.

“That’s your fifth, chief.”

“Third, but who’s counting?”

He didn’t bother to argue.

I was irritated, but I tried to keep my tone easy. “Does it matter?”

“It doesn’t so long as you’re not planning on going for a swim or getting behind the wheel. But you’re going to have a hell of a morning.”

“Promise?” I batted my eyelashes at him.

His lips twitched. “Now that is definitely the liquor talking.”

What did that mean? I thought I knew and opened my mouth to object, but Dan had apparently more to get off his chest.

“A couple of things I’ve noticed,” he said. “When you’re stressed-out you cook for a cast of thousands. And you stop eating.”

“I’m eating,” I protested.

“You’ve had one bite of ham and three bites of salad.”

“And five drinks. Jesus, am I under surveillance?”

“Hey.” His smile was crooked. “Naturally I notice what you do.”

“You notice what everyone does. It’s how you make your living. I don’t like it when you turn it on me.”

As usual he did not allow himself to be distracted from his point. “So far I’ve heard about the seasoning in the crab enchiladas at Coral Beach Cantina, I’ve heard that you’re not sure you approve of the sex scene in this new script, I’ve heard that damn dog crapped on our deck, and I’ve heard that the weather was perfect this afternoon. When do I hear what’s really on your mind?”

I laughed. And I knew I had it exactly right: lazy, untroubled. “Dan, relax. I’m just making after dinner conversation.”

There was a funny silence. He said, “You’re acting.”

Which I guess was better than being told I was lying, except he sounded like it really bothered him.

I stared at him. He stared back. It felt unpleasantly close to being emotionally strip searched.

I blurted out, “I think I saw Paul Hammond again.”

He didn’t move a muscle. At last he said, “Where?”

“At the market in Pt. Dume. I went grocery shopping after Steve and I had lunch.”

Surprisingly, this did distract him. “You didn’t tell me you were with Steve.”

“It was an impulse. Why do you care?”

“I find it odd. This morning you were freaking over postcards from the grave and in the afternoon you’re having a lunch date with Steve.”

“It wasn’t a date and it’s not like I tried to hide it.” But as I said it, I realized I had been avoiding telling him that I’d been with Steve; I wasn’t sure why exactly—or maybe this was why: the instant interrogation.

“Is that the issue?”

“Do we have to make an issue of it? You’re not on the job now. According to you there’s no danger, right? Hammond is dead.”

“I’m not talking about my job,” Dan said curtly. “I’m talking about the fact that we’re supposed to be a couple.”

Something in the way he said it caught me off guard. He was so cool and self-assured that it never occurred to me that he might not be secure about his place in my world.

For the first time it occurred to me that if I had decided to go to Santa Anita with Steve I would have to—should, at least—run it past Dan first.

I opened my mouth but before I could explain, Dan asked, “Did Steve see Hammond?”

“No. This was at the market afterwards.”

“Did anyone see him?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t point him out to anyone. He…” I stopped, knowing how it would sound.

“He what?”

“He was picking out melons. Or at least pretending to.”

“I see.”

His expression couldn’t have been more impassive.

“I know you think I’m imagining this. I know—”

“Did this guy who may or may not be Hammond make any attempt to speak to you?”

I shook my head.

“Did he do anything that could be construed as threatening?”

“He was avoiding looking at me.” I couldn’t hold Dan’s gaze. I knew how it sounded—which is why I hadn’t told him.

“That doesn’t sound like Hammond, does it?”

I shook my head.

A little more gently, he asked, “Are you sure it was Hammond?”

“It looked like him.”

“You’re not sure.”

“No.” I said, “What about the postcard that came this morning?”
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