
Chapter One 

			The Contract

			I had turned on our lights and neon Open sign when a full-size, cherry red Ford F-150 truck swerved up to the door. I stepped outside as a stubby little man in a short-sleeved white shirt, lightweight dress pants, and cowboy boots thumped to the pavement from the cab and shut the vehicle door. The truck’s electronic security system locked the vehicle with a loud click.

			“May I help you?” I asked.

			“You might,” he said. “If your name is Lyle James.”

			“Then you’re in luck.”

			His face lit up. “Mr. James, I hoped I might catch you before the day got too busy.” His enthusiasm felt out of place for an auto repair shop at ten past seven in the morning.

			“Well, you got me. How can I help you?”

			He paused. “It’s actually a little complicated. May we go into your office?”

			“I don’t see why not,” I replied, ushering him in. “Take a seat,” I said, pointing to the two client chairs opposite my desk. I stepped into the small kitchenette next to my office and started to fill the coffeepot. “I haven’t had my second cup yet this morning,” I said. “Would you like to join me?”

			“No, thank you.”

			I poured the water into the machine and turned it on before returning and taking my seat behind my crowded desk.

			“So, how can I help you,” I asked for the third time.

			He reached into his front shirt pocket, pulled out a business card, and handed it to me. It bore the civic seal of St. Michael’s Harbor and identified him as Benoit Corde, Director of the city’s Procurement Department.

			The coffee maker bell rescued me from an immediate response. I stood up and went to the kitchenette, where I splashed some milk in my mug and followed it with a healthy dose of my weekday fuel while my mind whirled.

			Three weeks ago my business, Bonne Chance Motors, bid on a contract from St. Michael’s Harbor to service its utility and safety vehicles.

			I knew the bidding would be competitive and ours would likely not be the lowest offer since I specified using a better, more expensive paint than others would have chosen. Further, this would be our first contract with the city.

			Now, less than one month later, the procurement department director shows up looking to get work done? I walked back in my office and sat down, stirring a teaspoon of sugar into my coffee. He looked at me with anticipation.

			“Mr. Corde, I’m delighted you would consider us for work. But as you probably know, we have an outstanding contract bid that your department will decide whether or not to grant. So, our taking any other personal work from you right now strikes me as really inappropriate.”

			I sipped my coffee as his face fell, then registered confusion and a bit of annoyance.

			“No, no,” he blurted. “Please, you misunderstand me. Of course that would be inappropriate. We don’t work that way.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his forehead. “Please, let me explain.”

			I nodded.

			“You might remember about two weeks ago, two of my colleagues came by for a site visit at your facility.”

			Actually, I had been out delivering an expensive car to one of our more finicky clients and had been gone during the visit. But I remembered it was on the schedule. I nodded.

			“Well, I was supposed to be on that visit but missed it because my daughter fell ill. And since three of us are supposed to conduct these site visits, I thought…” His voice trailed off, and he raised his hands, palms up.

			“You thought you would go ahead and make up your site visit right now?”

			“Exactly. But only if it’s not too much trouble. We know you’re in business for your clients and not for us.”

			“In that case, thank you for coming,” I said, draining my coffee mug and putting it down. “I’d be glad to give you the nickel tour.”

			I showed him around the shop and introduced him to my chief mechanic, Mr. Parker O’Brian, and his assistant, Vahn Dinh. We went through the mechanic and body shops, then out to the new paint shed, ending up in the parking lot, where I stood with Corde beside his truck.

			“Thank you for the tour,” Corde said. “It was very informative. I can tell you’re proud of what you’ve built here.”

			“Thank you for being thorough and wanting to see it,” I replied. “And thank you for your personal business. We look forward to being able to help you after the department awards the contract.” I paused as Corde opened the door and climbed into the cab.

			“Without breaking any rules or anything,” I said, “I don’t suppose you might be able to forecast when we might hear about a decision? I’m not trying to be inappropriate, but if we knew a timeframe we could know when or whether we might need additional resources.”

			Corde rolled down his window and extended his hand to shake mine.

			“I might be able to help,” he said with a trace of a smile across his lips. “Congratulations, Mr. James. Bonne Chance Motors will service St. Michael’s Harbor utility and safety vehicles for the next five years.”

			“Wow. Oh my God! Thank you,” I exclaimed as I pumped his hand. “You will not regret this decision, Mr. Corde. Thank you so much for the opportunity.”

			“Well, I need to get to the office,” he said. “I’ll call you with a formal notification later today, and then we’ll have a series of meetings to set up a schedule, but welcome aboard. The City of St. Michael’s Harbor looks forward to working with you.”

			* * *

			An endless line of cars stretched in front of me when I finally eased onto I-95, so I hit the outskirts of St. Michael’s Harbor three hours later than I intended. The place had grown since my last visit, and not in a good way, I thought. But downtown had remained much the same. I smiled and beat a rhythm to the radio on my rental car steering wheel until I turned right into Tommy’s new neighborhood of bungalows and fading Victorian manors.

			I glided into one of the diagonal parking spaces in front of number 34. A solid-looking wall with a cracked adobe facade and two tall trees prevented me from seeing the house, but the ornate wrought iron gate said 34 above it in new, shiny black numbers. I must be at the right place, I thought.

			Getting out of the car, I stretched, feeling like one of my mother’s pleated origami animals, holding the memories of their previous creases after unfolding. A ring attached to a chain stuck out from the wall next to the gate. I grabbed it and gave it a solid pull. From somewhere in the depths of the property, I heard a series of deep gongs.

			I waited, but no one came. I stepped up to peer through the wrought iron but saw a primordial tableau of trees, ferns, and bushes. When I thought I might pull the ring again, I caught sight of Tommy hurrying to the portal.

			“Manny! Oh, it is Manny, isn’t it?” he called out as he approached the gate. “I was afraid you might not make it here until tonight, and after I took off work to be here when you arrived.”

			“Not to worry. It’s me. A bit worn from the trip, but otherwise fine.”

			The deadbolts fell with a series of clicks, and Tommy swung the gate open. He was wearing shorts, a tight white T-shirt, a tropically colored three-quarter robe, and sandals.

			“I’m sorry, did I get you out of the shower?”

			“Oh no,” he said with a giggle. “I’m making bread. This is what I wear when I don’t want to get flour or anything icky on my regular clothes. Is this all the luggage you have? You do travel light. Here, let me take the hanging bag.”

			The gate swung closed behind us with a metallic chunk.

			Tommy is cute, but in a nerd meets twink way. Think button-down shirts and sweaters, bow ties, khaki pants in different shades of gray and brown, and loafers. The thing is, it works for him. Tommy is about the smartest person I know. He’s two years younger, but he graduated with my high school class. He’s dressed this way ever since I’ve known him, although I got him to ditch the shirts with front pockets.

			He’s about my best friend in the world and someone I thought I knew, which is why seeing him dressed so casually and in a kitchen had me floored.

			“I never knew you baked bread.”

			“I don’t. Or at least I didn’t. This is my first time. I’m trying to make Danny’s favorite bread from his late grandmother’s recipe.”

			I flashed him a confused look.

			“Hmm, you know Danny’s grandmother died, right?”

			Danny is, inexplicably, Tommy’s boyfriend, currently two-thirds through a five-year Army tour of duty in Afghanistan. I replied I vaguely remembered seeing an email about her passing, following him as he set out walking down a narrow brick path, almost overgrown with different plants.

			The path turned and opened up on a small, highly stylized Victorian whose once-vibrant colors had faded to a gentler pastel palette. With its wraparound porch, steeply pitched roof, and gingerbread trim, the building resembled less a house than a retired amusement park ride.

			“Welcome to Shangri-la,” Tommy said, waving with a flourish. “Which it isn’t really, of course, but the foundation and roof are sound, and we’re far enough from Washington Street that we don’t hear traffic.”

			We walked up the short staircase to the porch, and Tommy gently opened the front door and we started down the hall. “First door on the left, living room or salon. First on the right, formal dining room. And now, we have the kitchen.”

			The hallway opened up to a large, sunny space, slightly dated but functional, with a double oven, two microwaves, and two refrigerators.

			“This part of the building was redesigned in the 1960s,” he said. “If I understood correctly, the quarters for the butler and cook were sacrificed for the larger kitchen footprint. Now, here are the back stairs. They are the only ones to your room. Let’s go up carefully. Some of them really creak.”

			We moved up slowly, and I tried to place my feet on the risers where he had stepped to keep from making too much noise.

			“This is the floor with your room,” Tommy said. “There are three rooms up here. You can choose which one you want, though the one at the end is bigger and closer to the bathroom, and I cleaned it up yesterday.”

			We walked down the hall to the end chamber and paused at the open door.

			As a room, it didn’t supply a whole lot. The space included an iron bed frame with both a mattress and box spring, a dressing room mirror, a small desk with a plain lamp, and a smallish wardrobe about the size of an old-fashioned telephone booth.

			“The bathroom is just down here,” Tommy said, pointing eight feet to the door at the end of the hall.

			I took a look at the bathroom and then came back down the hall to review the room again.

			“It’s fine,” I said. “But fess up, these were the servants’ quarters, weren’t they?”

			“Yes. But that’s why you’re getting it for only a hundred and fifty per month, basically half of what we pay—and without a lease. You pay month to month, so when you find a place of your own, you can move.”

			“Then I’ll take it. Thank you.” I reached in for a hug.

			“It is really good to see you,” he said, hugging me back. “Leave your bags up here and let me make you something to eat and you can tell me what’s up.”

			Later, over a slice of his first cinnamon bread, we talked about his work at the South Georgia Record and what I hoped to do there.

			“I’m glad to have you staying here, don’t misunderstand me, but I don’t know I would have chosen a former chauffeur’s room if I knew I could have a place at Albemarle,” Tommy said.

			Albemarle Estate has been my parents’ home since I left. It’s a bit farther down the coast, forty-five acres with everything you would probably expect from an estate.

			“But I don’t really have a place there,” I said. “Surely, you must see that. I’m already going to ask Dad for a job. I couldn’t very well do that from a position of strength living under his roof as well.”

			“Okay,” he said. “But even if I concede the point, which I am not sure I do, what do you think Dame Isabella is going to say about her baby boy living in the community but not under her roof?”

			My mother’s family belongs to one of those wealthier Cuban clans that fled Castro’s revolution, then structured their entire lives around returning and reclaiming the past. That meant my childhood was athletics and academic achievement mixed with grievance, paranoia, and conspiracy. And while passing years had muted some of those motifs, they still made the thought of actually living in my parents’ house less appealing.

			“Has she ever backed off the marriage thing?”

			“Nope.”

			Officially, I am out to both my parents, but their reactions have differed and fallen short of supportive. My father told me he didn’t care how I lived my personal life, but he had no desire to hear about it. My mother, by contrast, simply slipped into denial.

			“It’s up to you,” Tommy said. “You’re welcome here, but I’m afraid life is not going to be as smooth as you seem to think. When do you meet with the Old Man?”

			“Ten thirty tomorrow morning,” I said. “That’s really the meeting that makes or breaks this whole thing, so I should have conditionally accepted your housing offer. I will be glad to stay here conditional on my father hiring me for the South Georgia Record.”

			* * *

			Tommy warned me that construction equipment had taken up all the guest parking spots at the paper, so I took a rideshare to the South Georgia Record’s imposing building north of town. As I headed down the long hall toward my father’s office, my nervousness rose. Although we had spoken roughly every six months for a number of years, I hadn’t actually seen him during that time. Outside the door to my dad’s office suite, I paused and knocked.

			“Come in,” called Rosa, my father’s longtime secretary and my onetime babysitter.

			She had her head down, flipping through a pile of papers in front of her printer.

			“Hello, Rosa.”

			She looked up as if mystified for a moment, then her eyes focused and widened.

			“Manny? Is that Manny? Oh my God. Oh my God.” She got up from her chair, ran around the desk, and gave me a deep hug.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my father’s door open, and he leaned on the doorway with an amused expression. She was still embracing me as my father cleared his throat.

			“Oh, tell me you can stay for lunch,” Rosa said.

			“Probably, but look.” I pointed to my father in the doorway.

			“Ahem,” he said.

			“Oh, Mr. Porter, look, Manny’s home.”

			“I can see that, yes. Hello, son.”

			“Dad.”

			“Rosa, Manny’s here for an interview, so please hold my calls until it’s over. Can you stay for lunch, Manny?”

			“Yeah, sure.”

			“Rosa, please call Alfredo’s and make a reservation for three, if you can join us, of course.”

			“Yes, Mr. Porter.”

			Turning to me, he motioned to the inner office. “Shall we get started?” He walked behind his desk and directed me to one of the deep chairs facing it. I began to sit down when he held up his hand.

			“Let me get a look at you,” he said. “You’ve added a little bit to your height.”

			“I just learned to stand up straight.”

			“Put some muscle on too, I see.”

			“A little. Nothing extreme, but I like to stay fit.”

			“Well, I’m not going to jump around the room, but it’s good to see you. Your mother will be ecstatic.”

			I shifted my stance slightly and sat down. “About that…” I started to say.

			“Don’t bother. I’ve already had a talk with her about your moving back in with us. You don’t want to do that, do you?”

			“God, no.”

			“Good. Any other personal details?”

			“You’re looking good,” I said.

			“Yeah, I’m okay, I guess. I stopped smoking except one cigar on Sundays. Cut my drinking back to weekends only. Doc says my cholesterol is not bad, my blood pressure is on the high side of normal, and my heart beats like a machine. Can’t do much about my hair, though.”

			“I wouldn’t sweat it, Dad. You actually rock the bald.”

			“Thanks. Your mother says she likes it too, so I guess it’s a consensus. Now, are we done with the personal?”

			“Yes.”

			“So, now I am officially putting on my publisher hat.”

			“Okay.”

			“You know how I feel about nepotism. If I didn’t believe you had skills and talent independent of being my son, you wouldn’t be sitting there.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good, because I want to be clear about that. I know we haven’t communicated a lot, but I have been following your work, and I don’t mind telling you that I am eager to hire you. But I don’t want either you or the paper to be open to the charge that you got the job because of your last name.”

			I nodded.

			“Okay, I have a couple of things. You’re going to start in business. Then if you can show through your stories that you belong on the beat in the first six weeks, we’ll keep you there,” Porter said. “How’s that?”

			“Sounds fine to me.”

			“The second thing is that we don’t currently have a business editor.”

			“What happened to Ms. Owen?”

			“Extended medical leave. We’re holding her job for her and won’t hire anyone else, but that means you start by reporting to me.”

			“Okay, I guess.”

			“What do you want to be paid?”

			“What are you offering?”

			“Our reporters in the first two years start at between twenty-seven and thirty thousand,” he said. “But you’re coming in with more experience, so how about thirty-six to start? Performance bonuses possible up to forty. When you pass eighteen months, we’ll review.”

			He stood up and extended his hand. I rose from the chair and shook it.

			“Welcome aboard, Mr. Porter. Someone from HR will contact you with the details. I look forward to working with you.”

			“Thank you, sir. I expect to contribute a great deal to this paper and to make you proud.”

			Five minutes later, I poked my head around the door frame into Tommy’s office and saw he was on the phone.

			“On hold,” he said, taking the handset away from his mouth. “How’d it go?”

			I gave him a thumbs-up, and he shot me a wide grin.

			“See you back at the house,” I said.

			Later that day, after a light supper, we debated on how to celebrate. Tommy wanted to take in a French film debuting at an art house theater, but I craved going out to a club. The move, finding a place, and then the interview with my father had left me tense and wanting to cut loose. Once upon a time, Tommy would have been my partner on these evenings, but now I met resistance.

			“You were always more of a club boy than I was.” Tommy laughed. “Plus, Danny and I agreed that discos on our own are off-limits. But I can still help you pick one out and take you, if you want. You can rideshare back.”

			“The L&F was always my favorite. If it’s open, of course.”

			“Oh, it’s open all right,” he said. “I’ll drop you in front about nine.”

			




Chapter Ten 

			City Clerk

			“Sweet Jesus,” I groaned as I slowly sat up in my hospital bed.

			“I really wish you would reconsider checking yourself out,” Dr. Lundi said. “After all, just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should.”

			“I hear you, Doc, I really do, but I have too much to do to lie around in a hospital bed. Especially with Lucinda also laid up.”

			“Well, at least promise me you won’t drive yourself anywhere for another two or three days,” she said. “There’s only a small chance of your losing consciousness again, but it’s not impossible.”

			“All right. Someone on the staff can temporarily chauffeur me around.”

			I moved my body to the edge of the bed, and she stepped up to one side while an orderly approached the other.

			“I want to do this myself, so hands off, please, unless you think I’m falling.”

			They nodded.

			I moved my butt to the edge of the mattress.

			“On three,” I said. “One. Two. Three.”

			I stood up and instantly regretted it, but kept my balance through the pain and stayed on my feet.

			“Congratulations,” Dr. Lundi said to me, looking a little impressed. “I know that took something.”

			“Thanks,” I said, smiling weakly.

			“Okay?” She looked closely into my face.

			“Okay,” I lied.

			“Here are your pain medications.”

			“Sure thing, Doc.”

			“Now, last thing. What’s the rule I taught you about life outside the hospital for the first week?”

			I closed my eyes and tried not to feel like a schoolboy surprised by a pop quiz.

			“Any loss of memory, call you,” I recited. “Any change in vision, especially blurred vision, call you. When in doubt about anything else, call you.”

			“Exactly right,” she said.

			Later, after they wheeled me outside, Parker pulled up in the shop van to pick me up.

			“Jeez, boss. Are you sure you should be checking out today?” he asked as he came over and started to push me closer to the van.

			It wasn’t just the wheelchair. I also wore a brace that ran from my left shoulder to my right hip to restrict my arm for at least a week.

			“It looks worse than it is,” I muttered, but I felt his eyes on me as I gingerly eased myself into the van’s passenger seat and he shut the door. He got in the driver’s side and started the engine. “Where to, boss?”

			“City hall. I want to visit the city clerk’s office before I take any more pain medication. I still have three and a half hours left on my last dose.”

			“City hall it is. Am I hanging around until you’re done, or are you going to call me?” he asked as he eased the van onto Lighthouse Parkway headed to the business district.

			“Wait for me, would you? You can grab a coffee and something to eat at the downtown Starbucks.”

			“What are you hoping to get from the clerk’s office?”

			“I got a tip from a reporter that they should give me a list of all TC property owners who got one of those eminent domain notices.”

			Parker took the Harbor Plaza exit and two stop signs later pulled into the parking lot opposite the municipal compound front gate. I opened the door and gingerly stepped down to the pavement.

			“I’ll text you if I beat you back to the van,” I said. He nodded as I turned and headed for the gate.

			The walled two-square-block St. Michael’s Harbor Municipal Center contains four buildings: city hall; the courthouse; Hawley House, the mayor’s official residence; and the old Turnby jail, now a museum.

			I don’t hold the other buildings in much regard, but I admire city hall, both for its architecture and its symbolism.

			First, it’s large. The three-story structure takes up a third of the total space in the compound. Second, it’s a circular building with a lovely garden in the center. Third, it’s divided along a line running east-west, so that the northern portion, housing the city council and its staff, is cut off but connected by two pedestrian bridges to the southern half-circle, which houses the mayor’s administrative offices. Its structure embodies the separate but unified nature of our government. I love it.

			I went through the compound to the administrative side’s main door, signed in at the security desk, and showed some identification. The office I wanted was on the second floor, so I took the stairs.

			Eventually I stood in front of 212, office of City Clerk James O’Hara, which had a white sheet of paper taped up on it that read “Please knock.” I dutifully rapped and then opened it after a loud buzz.

			Inside, I faced a thirty-foot slate-gray counter opposite a line of modest wooden chairs against the opposing wall. It looked like a bank interior, with a ledge and three teller stations at intervals along it. Two of the posts were unoccupied, but behind the one immediately facing the door stood a thin, pale man of medium height, with a pencil mustache and large, wire-rimmed glasses. I could have assumed he was an intern, but underneath his station, a removable sign identified him as Pierre Chamell, Assistant City Clerk.

			“May I help you?”

			“I hope so,” I replied. “My name is Lyle James, and I’m looking for some information from one of the city databases.”

			“Not a problem,” he said. “Would that be the Contractor Database or the Permit Database?”

			“Neither,” I replied. I got my slip of paper out of my pocket. “The one I need information from is called the Property Standing Dataset,” I said. “It might be called the PSD.”

			Chamell peered at me through his round lenses as I realized a hint of red had begun to color his neck.

			“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I took you for a contractor.”

			“Not to worry.” I tried to smile in a reassuring way. “Can I get information from that database from this office today, or do I need to go somewhere else?”

			“No, no, this is the right place,” Chamell said, nervously. “It’s just we don’t get many—hardly any actually—requests for that one. Will you please excuse me a moment?” He disappeared behind a wooden door.

			I braced myself against the counter while I waited. Two hours remained until my next round of painkillers, and my body began to share its desire for the pharmaceuticals.

			When the wooden door opened again, it wasn’t Chamell who returned, but another man wearing expensive shoes, suit pants, and a white dress shirt with sleeves rolled up on a pair of meaty forearms. My mind flashed momentarily to what Clem, the bouncer at the L&F, might look like if he ever put on a business suit. The man spoke.

			“I’m City Clerk James O’Hara,” he said in an accent I couldn’t place. “And you are?”

			I guessed from his face and hair he had to be past fifty but with a body much closer to forty, powerful and fit, with shoulders so muscle-corded they gave him a slightly simian posture. The weight and heft of his tattooed forearms, combined with their out-of-season tan, enhanced that impression. His knotty face was capped with a friendly if insincere smile. Nothing in his smirk matched his eyes’ cool appraisal.

			“Name’s Lyle James,” I said, extending my hand. “I came in today to see someone about some data.”

			He moved quickly, catching my hand with an audible slap then watching my expression as he applied much more pressure than demanded by the standard grip. I kept my face empty, but took care not to clench back too hard. I didn’t want him able to size me up too accurately just yet.

			“That’s what Pierre said.” He jerked his head at the ghost assistant, who had quietly come back through the door. “Said you wanted information from the PSD?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Thing is, we don’t usually have too much call from the general public for that one. Usually just from lawyers or big-name companies. Who did you say you worked for again?”

			“I didn’t. But I’m a small St. Michael’s business owner, and I’m doing some research. That’s okay, right?”

			“Oh yeah, certainly,” he said. “Of course, you’re going to have to fill out a GORA request for the data, but we’re fine with giving it to you.”

			“What’s a GORA request?”

			He gave a sharp, barking, laugh. “Gora. G-O-R-A. Stands for the Georgia Open Records Act. Says we have to give you the government data you want, unless it’s exempt, of course. Provided you follow our procedures getting it.” His eyes now looked more amused than anything else.

			“What are the procedures?”

			“Fill out a request form here and pay us a fee when you pick up the data or when we send it to you.”

			“What’s the fee?”

			“At least fifty dollars, but it could be more if gathering your information takes a lot of extra time or work. Chamell,” he shouted.

			“Yessir,” Chamell said as he got up from a desk behind O’Hara.

			“What was our highest fee ever?”

			“The highest fee GORA lets us assess is five hundred dollars. We assessed that fee twice in the last fiscal year.”

			“And that’s the only way to get the data.”

			“From the PSD, yes.” His eyes had narrowed.

			“Then I guess I better fill out the form.”

			“That would definitely be your best option,” he said. “Chamell, help him fill out the form, since he’s one handed.”

			“Yessir.”

			“Now, if you will excuse me, Mr. James, I have a meeting,” O’Hara said.

			Turning on his heel, he left Chamell facing me, looking sympathetic. “H-h-how did you hurt your arm?” he asked me as he turned on a computer terminal next to him.

			“Work accident. What’s involved in filling out the form?”

			“Not much. I’ll ask you questions and type your answers right into the online form and then you can sign electronically.”

			“Okay.”

			The form’s basic name and contact information only took a few moments, but the process slowed significantly when it came to describing the data desired.

			“We can go as detailed as you want,” Chamell said, “but the search will take longer and be more expensive. You’d be better off running a search of the whole city over a tight timeline, say a month or two months.”

			In the end, I agreed that would be the best approach. If it worked, the database would give me the names and property address of all the estate owners in St. Michael’s Harbor who had been sent eminent domain notices over a three-month period this year.

			“How long will this take to run?”

			“Oh, not too long, I shouldn’t think,” Chamell said. “I’ll have an estimated completion date in a just a second.” He tapped the keyboard a few more times, then frowned.

			“Problem?”

			“It keeps giving me a date that’s like eight weeks out, but this search shouldn’t take that long. Let me see if I can resolve it. I’ll return momentarily,” he said, vanishing behind the wooden door again. A few minutes later, I heard raised voices. Chamell’s, I thought, and another I couldn’t identify. After ten moments he reappeared, looking flushed.

			“I apologize, sir, but we seem to have be having a technical problem I could not resolve on my own. I’ll keep working on it, but as of now I’m afraid it’s slated for release in December.”

			I started to protest, but without the next round of drugs, my body throbbed painfully. “Okay, if that’s the best you can do. But we really do need that data more quickly.”

			“I understand. I’ll keep working on it, but I can’t guarantee anything. If we can get it more quickly, I will let you know.”

			“Anything left to do?”

			Chamell brought out a small black box with a pocket-sized pen-like item.

			“Just sign this screen,” he said, handing me the pen substitute.

			“I can’t believe this is going to look much like my signature.”

			“It doesn’t have to be perfect, but I can’t have a blank signature line or the data request won’t be valid, and we won’t be able to work on it.”

			I used the pen as best I could to sign my name. Chamell watched his screen.

			“Okay, got it,” he said.

			“Thank you for your help. I hope I didn’t get you in trouble with your boss.”

			His face darkened. “He shouldn’t be the boss,” he said in a lower voice. “But it will be okay. We’ll get you what you need.”

			“Thank you,” I said again as I left. Every step reminded me I hadn’t used any more painkillers yet, and I decided to take the elevator instead of the stairs. That meant going a bit out of my way to get back to the main door, and I was fully half an hour late when I made it to the van.

			“I was about to come looking for you,” Parker said.

			I eased into the van. “Turned out to be more complicated than I expected.”

			“Back to the shop?”

			“Absolutely,” I replied.

			“Hurt a lot?”

			“More than I would care to admit.”

			Parker stopped at the light for the Lighthouse Parkway Uptown exit.

			I thought I needed to call Lucinda to let her know how the clerk’s office visit went, but then remembered that I couldn’t, and I had to turn my face to the window so Parker wouldn’t catch sight of any tears.

			But any temptation to self-pity disappeared when we pulled into the shop drive to see the multicolored WELCOME BACK! banner that hung across the front of the building. I groaned in mock complaint and turned to Parker. “Is this your doing?”

			“Don’t look at me, boss. I knew nothing about this,” he said with a grin.

			I eased my way out of the van. Damn, everything hurt. And I felt so tired. I passed my collection of paperwork and my wallet over to him. “Here are the paper copies of my prescriptions, along with my billfold. Would you pick them up for me?”

			“Sure thing, boss.”

			I walked slowly up the drive to the front door when I heard Carlos shout.

			“He’s back!”

			Then the whole staff came out on the drive, surrounding me, smiling and wanting to both give me hugs but not to hurt me. Christine, my painter, couldn’t help from crying a little bit, and I noticed Carlos and Vahn dabbing their eyes. We moved into my office, where a box about the size of a case of booze sat on my desk. I looked around.

			“A guy brought it for you earlier today,” Carlos said. “He said he’d be back later today, and you were supposed to put the contents in your refrigerator.”

			“Can you bring it upstairs?”

			“Sure.”

			He picked up the box, which didn’t appear heavy, and we walked over to the elevator. I stopped in front before I hit the button and addressed the room.

			“Thank you, everyone, for the wonderful welcome,” I said. “I sincerely regret whatever anxiety or worry you might have felt in the past forty-eight hours. I’m in better health than I appear and mostly just need time to rest and heal.”

			The small gathering applauded, and I hit the elevator button, stepping in with Carlos as soon as the elevator opened. I put my thumb on the biometric key, and we started to rumble upward. “Do you know what’s in the box?”

			“I’m pretty sure it’s food,” Carlos said, looking embarrassed. “It’s from that fancy French place up on Breaker.”

			“Thanks, Carlos. Put the box in the kitchen, would you?”

			We exited the elevator, and I sighed, putting on the lights and turning on the heat. It felt good to be home.

			“Should I put everything in the refrigerator?”

			“Yes, please,” I said, gently settling into my couch as he packed away the food.

			“Who was the guy who brought it? Delivery man?”

			“No,” Carlos said, sounding a little uncertain. “He said his name, but I don’t remember it.”

			“What did he look like?”

			“Latinx, young. About my height. Short hair, Fit. Dressed sharp. Christine was like ‘ooh la la.’” He laughed. “Anything else?”

			“No, that’s good.”

			“Then I’m headed back down, boss.”

			“Thanks, Carlos, man. When Parker gets back, ask him to just head on up. Thanks.”

			“Will do, boss. See ya later.” And he was back down the elevator.

			Damn, I’m glad I bought this couch, it’s comfortable, I thought. I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew Parker was shaking me awake.

			“Hey, boss, I’ve got your prescriptions.”

			“Oh yeah, thanks,” I said, slowly getting up.

			“Where you want them?”

			“Put them on the kitchen counter. I’m heading in there anyway.”

			“Okay. You’re on the schedule to open tomorrow. I assume you’re probably good with me taking that instead.”

			“Oh, yeah. In fact, clear me on the schedule for the rest of the week. By the way, what time is it?”

			“Coming up on five o’clock.”

			“Man, it feels much later,” I said.

			“You probably pushed it today, boss. You don’t want Dr. Lundi coming down on you,” he said with a grin.

			“I hear that.”

			Parker said good-bye and headed down on the elevator while I took a look at the food. Carlos was right, it was from Au Pied du Cochon. I opted for the soup and some of the bread. The doorbell rang. I hit the intercom button.

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, Lyle, it’s Manny. Can I come up?”

			I hit the button to summon the lift and went to the elevator as it began its clanking ascent. The door opened with the familiar chime. He stepped out uncertainly.

			“Hello?” he said.

			Damn, he looked good. He must have come from work, wherever that was. He wore a thick, black overcoat over a pale blue shirt and what appeared to be expensive pants and dress shoes. A small dark duffel bag hung from one shoulder.

			“Hey,” I replied. We looked at each other.

			“Oh my God,” he said softly. “What the fuck? Are you okay?”

			We started to exchange hugs but the arm brace and my pain got in the way.

			“I’d take your coat but…” I looked down at my arm with chagrin. “You can hang it and drop your bag on the rack just over there to the right.”

			“Right,” he said, putting his bag on the top shelf as he took off his coat and hung it up. I watched his muscles flex beneath his shirt and admired how well he fit in those pants. I felt some blood start to head into my crotch. I chided myself. You can barely stand and you still can’t keep sex off your mind? Dirty bastard.

			“I was just getting something to eat,” I said, going back to the kitchen. He followed me.

			“Is this from you?” I asked, indicating the soup and brioche on the counter.

			“Yes,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. “I hope I didn’t overstep. I heard about what happened, and I remembered what I didn’t see in your refrigerator. I thought how I would feel if I came back from the hospital to find nothing to eat…”

			“You didn’t overstep, and it was very thoughtful. But it did make me wonder if you might be a little sweet on me.”

			“I don’t know that I’d go that far,” he said with a grin. “But you have been on my mind.”

			“Ah, I guess that’s good to know. Will you join me?”

			“No, thank you. I attended an event before I came by, and they fed us.” He watched me preparing to warm the soup in the microwave.

			“In fact,” he said, moving around the counter into my space. He gently pushed on the small of my back. “Why don’t we switch places so you can sit on the other side and I can warm your food?”

			“Nonsense. I can prepare my own food.”

			“Yes,” Manny said. “I agree. The one-armed man can spend thirty minutes getting into the container of soup so he can heat and eat it, or he can let his two-armed friend do it in thirty seconds and then move on.” He opened the plastic container and poured the sweet, nutty-smelling brown liquid into a glass bowl. He covered it with plastic wrap, poked some holes in it, and slid the whole thing into the microwave before hitting the power button for two minutes.

			“Point taken,” I said. “What did I get in the box?”

			“You’re about to have what is almost surely the best soup you have ever tasted,” he said, “combined with a rich, fortified bread that will make you forget any other bread you have ever eaten. Other food in the box includes a quiche Lorraine, which is a cheesy pie with bacon, and a roast chicken so tender it will melt in your mouth, leaving behind only the delicious crunchy skin. It all came from Au Pied du Cochon because I ate there recently, and I thought it was the best food I had ever eaten.”

			“You sound like a chef.” We both chuckled.

			“Not so much,” he said, “but I’ll take that as a compliment. Mostly, I just like to eat. I don’t cook so well myself.”

			The microwave dinged, and when he opened the door, the room suddenly smelled wonderful.

			“Oh my God, that smells good,” I said.

			“See? And it tastes every bit as good as it smells. Bowl for the soup?”

			He opened the empty stand-alone cabinets that would hold dishes and silverware if I had any and looked over at me with a baffled expression.

			“In the dishwasher,” I said.

			He opened the machine and pulled out one of the four bowls I owned. I had bought them at Walmart a few years ago, and each of them had a picture of a piece of fruit on the bottom. I know they weren’t elegant, but they were inexpensive and functional.

			“Are these all your bowls?”

			“That’s probably all my dishes and silverware in there,” I said.

			“Okay. Well, sit down, sir. It’s dinnertime.”

			I sat down on one of the counter stools as he poured the thick liquid into the bowl and sliced the brioche on a cutting board and set out a little butter. I lifted the spoon to my mouth and let the lovely flavor envelop me. He was right, this was the best soup I’d ever had.

			“Good, huh?”

			“Everything you said.”

			He smiled again, that quick flash of white across his handsome face.

			“No, for real. This is that good.”

			“I’m glad,” he said.

			I paused to take bread, spread on some butter, and use it to chase a spoonful of soup. “You have a lovely smile,” I said. “I wish I saw it more often.”

			He laughed. “I don’t know why I don’t smile a lot. I think I’m a happy person most of the time. But I guess I show my serious side more.”

			I continued eating until the soup was a thin layer against the bottom of the bowl. “I’m going to be rude,” I said, “so don’t judge.” I tore the remaining bread into pieces and used them to wipe up the thin layer of soup before I ate them. He laughed, watching me.

			“I’m hardly one to judge,” he said with a smile. “I do the same thing but without the warning.”

			“Now, for dessert, pass me that blue pill bottle over there.”

			“Hmm,” he said, reading the label. “An opiate, so that’s a serious pill.”

			“That’s why there are only eight of them for over three days. The ones in the yellow bottles are basically over-the-counter meds at a higher dosage.”

			“Water?”

			“No thanks, I got it,” I said, gathering some saliva in my mouth and then swallowing the pill.

			“Wow. That’s something I could never do,” he said. “If I have to take a vitamin, I’m like pour me a tall glass of water, tea, cola, something.”

			I stood up and started to collect the dishes, but he stopped me.

			“I can handle that. Another one-armed thing that will go faster with two. How long do we have before you’re legless?”

			“From the drug? Probably thirty minutes or so.”

			“So, let’s get you stripped and in bed,” he said. “I have a hunch your doctor would have put you to bed hours ago if she let you out at all.”

			“Ha! I knew you had an agenda,” I said, half-joking, but he didn’t laugh.

			“No question. If you were one hundred percent, I would absolutely want you naked. You’re a beautiful man clothed and an even more beautiful man unclothed. But given your condition, my only agenda is to see you asleep. No fooling around.”

			To tell the truth, I wouldn’t have minded some fun. But my vision had started going fuzzy at the edges. I let him steer me from the kitchen to the bedroom space as he followed behind.

			“Let’s see about this thing first,” he said, indicating the layers of webbing that made up my arm brace and kept my arm from going more than an inch. Once freed, I tentatively moved my arm and shoulder, encountering an ache but no sharp pain. I didn’t press the arm too far.

			“Turn and sit,” Manny said.

			“Enjoy ordering me around now. It won’t be as easy when I can stand up straight.”

			“I look forward to it,” he said as he unlaced my boots and eased them off my feet, followed by my socks.

			I began to relax. My body didn’t ache at all anymore, and I could almost see sleep rushing up at me. The last thing I felt was Manny’s hands at my belt buckle, and that was all.

			I woke up in the dark with a sudden flinch. The clock by my bed read 2:35, and I badly needed the bathroom. My eyes gradually accustomed themselves to the shadows and I gently sat up, then stood. Aches, yes, but nothing sharp.

			Naked and alone in the room, I went into the lavatory and quickly eased the pressure on my bladder. My body still hurt, but not as much. I decided to tour the apartment before I went back to bed.

			I turned on the kitchen spots. Everything appeared extremely clean. The washing machine had been run. Was Manny still here? The guest bedroom was empty, but I thought I heard faint snoring from my living room. He was sprawled on the thick, leather couch, partially covered with one of my grandparents’ quilts and using a couple of folded bath towels as a pillow.

			Damn, he’s cute, I thought. Not everybody looks hot asleep, but he did. Lithe and strong, his body at repose still looked poised to act. Tribal Aztec or Incan tattoos circled both his biceps, and I loved the way his fine hair darkened and thickened as it moved down his body until it finally disappeared as a lovely treasure trail beneath the waistband of his underwear. Everything about Manny screamed grace, strength, and masculinity. All I wanted to do was make him mine.

			I gave my cock a quick snap to the head. Down, boy, I thought. I softly pulled the quilt up farther on his body, but not carefully enough. His eyes snapped open.

			“What’s wrong?” His voice tense, eyes alert.

			“Nothing. Relax. I had to piss and decided to see if you were still here,” I said. “Why are you sleeping on the couch?”

			Manny moved up onto his elbow so he could rearrange his towel-pillow and yawned. “We didn’t talk about it before you fell asleep, and I didn’t want to disturb you. I thought about staying in the other bedroom, but that seemed like it was for guests and I didn’t feel like that, either. It was getting late, and I thought this couch looked big enough to sleep on, so here I am.”

			“Well, come on back to bed with me,” I said. “If I knew you were going to be here, I would have been fine with your sharing my bed.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely. In fact, I won’t be able to sleep thinking of you sleeping out here.”

			He stood up and pulled the quilt around his shoulders like a cape, and we walked back to my bedroom. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

			“Truthfully? Still a little bit achy. But better than yesterday. But I still have some time on the painkiller, so ask me again in like four hours.”

			The bedside clock read three o’clock when we both got into my bed and pulled up the blankets.

			“Lyle.” A stiff voice.

			“Yes?”

			“Just because I’m in your bed, I don’t think fooling around is a good idea yet.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Really?”

			“The lust quivers, but the body aches. Sleep tight, Manny.”

			“You too, Lyle.”

			




Chapter Eleven 

			Getting to Know You

			I woke up from a dreamless sleep, one of Lyle’s massive arms draped around me as he spooned into my back. God, this is nice, I thought, feeling the steady stream of his breath on the nape of my neck and his cock firmly nestled against me. His regular exhalation signaled a deep sleep after our early-morning encounter. I hated to wake him, but I needed to get to my phone to check voice mail and call in to work, not to mention use the restroom. Gently, I tried to untangle our bodies, but I couldn’t without disturbing him.

			“Mm-mmm,” he groaned. “Where you going?”

			“Um, bathroom, then phone.”

			“Come back after.” He let go of me and slipped under again.

			I found the quilt I’d wrapped around me last night on the floor beside the bed and put it back on. The room’s slight chill brought on a burst of goose pimples across my arms and back.

			I used the facilities and took a quick shower. The multiple heads and steam chased away the goose bumps, and I stepped out feeling refreshed. Dried and wrapped in the quilt again, I found my phone in the living room. No voice mail but three texts. One was from Tommy.

			Didn’t come home so guess food was a good idea?? Hit me back so I no ur not dead–T

			Food went over great. Remind me re: card for Aunt S. Patient recovering nicely, I typed before going back to the bedroom.

			Inside I found Lyle sitting up, propped against the pillows, naked with his lovely thick cock pulsing softly.

			“Damn, look at you,” I said.

			He gave me a wry grin. “Thank fuck you’re finally back,” he said. “I thought I was going to have to come hunt you down.”

			“You know. Phone and texts and stuff,” I said, feeling stupid.

			I tried not to stare, but seeing Lyle in the altogether, that orchestra of muscle, tattoos, and attitude still mesmerized me.

			“You look like you want to eat me up,” he said with a chuckle.

			“I know. You’re just so…damn.”

			He slid his hand slowly down his torso, took hold of his cock, and shook it at me. “Well, if you want your favorite toy, come and get it!”

			I dropped the quilt and sat back down on the bed with what I hoped was a stern expression. “How are you feeling?”

			“About one thousand percent,” he said. “In fact, I’m going to try not to take any of the opioids today. If I have to take painkillers, I’ll take some of the glorified aspirin.”

			“So, good enough for sex,” I asked, smiling and crawling up between his spread legs.

			“Yes.” he said slowly. “Probably nothing too acrobatic, but a basic sixty-nine would just about hit the spot.” He paused. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Don’t lie, I saw something come across your face just now.”

			I felt my previous blush deepen further. “I can’t do sixty-nine.”

			“What? You don’t know how?” He looked at me, surprised. “Trust me, it’s dead simple.”

			“No, I mean I can’t. I love sucking cock, and you know I do that great.”

			“Absolutely!”

			“But if someone else is on mine at the same time…I just can’t. It’s like I can’t focus on sucking if I’m getting it. It’s too distracting.”

			I was looking at the blankets when I felt the bed move as he came down to lie beside me and speak softly in my ear. “Don’t worry. We can do something else.”

			I detected the relaxed smile in his voice and grinned back. “Thanks,” I said. “Not everyone has been so patient.”

			“I hope I’m smarter than whoever else you’ve been with!” He moved back into position against the pillows and leered at me. “Now how about you get busy!”

			Afterward, we showered together again, not because I needed another, but I wanted to be there with him. I could tell from his face he wasn’t as far along the healing road as he wanted me to believe.

			“Damn, that feels good,” Lyle groaned as he stepped into the warm shower flow I got started for him.

			“I thought you were being a little optimistic about your progress earlier,” I said.

			“Yeah? Well, whose fault is that being so damned cute,” he shot back, but with humor in his voice.

			I smiled at him and turned around slowly. “What can I say? Not everyone can control themselves in the face of all this,” and I moved my hands down my body in my best impression of a stripper.

			“Ha!” He started to soap up.

			I noticed he favored his left hand, so I came up on that side with some soap. “Let me,” I said, and I began lathering where his injured arm would not let him reach. He started to object but then gave in as I soon had him clean and rinsed.

			“Ready to get out?” I said.

			“What about you?”

			“I’ve already showered, remember? This was just so I didn’t go through the day smelling like sex.”

			Outside I toweled him off, then let him hold on to my shoulder to pull on a pair of shorts and helped him maneuver into a loose shirt. I thought getting him showered and at least partially dressed had gone well, but I could read the frustration and pain on his face.

			“Can’t wait for this to be over,” he muttered as we went back into the bedroom.

			“Ready for some painkillers?” I asked. “Earlier you talked about not taking the opioids. Are you sticking to that position?”

			“I think so,” he said. “But let’s hold off on that decision until after breakfast.”

			In the kitchen, we faced the next challenge. What did he have to eat?

			“One of those push-down coffeepots is in the center cabinet,” he said, “along with a bag of coffee. Creamer is on the fridge door. Sugar is in the side cabinet. Bagels in the freezer. The wide mouth toaster on the counter will make them nice and brown. Peanut butter in the cabinet top right or soft cream cheese in the fridge.”

			After he caught my glance, he bristled slightly. “What? It’s usually only me, and I don’t have time to cook breakfast. I got things to do and places to go.”

			“Okay, chill,” I said. “Sit down, and today I’ll make you some breakfast.”

			He sat at the counter while I busied myself with heating water for coffee and dropping three frozen bagels into the toaster. The peanut butter and cream cheese were just where he said they would be.

			Coffee made and poured, bagels toasted on a plate, small bowls with cream cheese, peanut butter, and honey waiting with spoons or spreaders, I looked over the counter with some pride.

			He grunted. “This is nice. I don’t usually go to this trouble for just me.”

			He sipped his coffee, smiled again, and spread some peanut butter on a bagel. I grabbed one as well but went for the cream cheese. He took a bite of his and then put it down.

			“Manny, this is nice and all, but we need to talk, and now is probably the best bad time to do it,” he said.

			I put down my bagel. “This sounds bad,” I said.

			“It’s just…man, what are you doing here?”

			I didn’t have any words then.

			“I mean this was—is—very nice and all. And the dinner was great. And it’s been great having help to do stuff I can’t do, and of course you’re sexy as fuck, but the last time we saw each other we were gonna leave things on hold until—maybe—maybe a couple of phone calls and maybe go on from there.”

			I felt a red tide of embarrassment creeping up from my neck to engulf my face but still lacked any words. He got off the stool, refilled his coffee cup, and started pacing back and forth on his side of the counter.

			“Now you’re here like Florence Goddamn Nightingale, and you’re in my bed, and you’re making sure I’m fed and I take my meds and I get dried off after I shower. And please don’t get me wrong, I’m thankful as hell for what you’ve done, but man, what the fuck? Why are you here? What’s your angle?”

			“Maybe I don’t have an angle?” I ventured softly.

			“Bullshit. Everybody has an angle. What’s yours?”

			“Okay,” I said, thinking aloud. “One, you’re the sexiest man I have ever been with in my life, so I’m naturally drawn to you. Two, you made me feel things in bed the other night that
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