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Confidence creates people who are far too comfortable with reality.
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Old Habits

Flimsy clouds formed above, painting the once clear sky with a shade of light gray, shrouding the lonely forest below.

Nimble rain sprinkled, slowly darkening the soiled asphalt road, as a man leaned against a white wrecked 1928 Buick Master Six; its front smashed and crumbled against a dark spruce tree.

Two blood-soaked bodies—both beaten, bruised, and riddled with holes—lay beside him, forming red streams which mingled with the rainwater.

Observing the tall, slender pine trees from where he stood, he clenched his rifle, a Winchester Model 1894, before gazing at the miserable sky.

The light rain kissed his face, and he let out a long and deep sigh.

Twenty-four years had rolled by.
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It’s a Good Day

“So... that’s about it, really,” said Benny tiringly.

“Well, I’ll be damned. You folks have gone completely mad,” replied the plump bartender.

“It is what it is, I suppose, Mister Steinman,” Benny moped, bathing in the golden flare of the descending summer sun.

“Cheer up, Mister Falcon,” he enthused, wiping a white cloth along the tabletop and mopping up a small puddle. “We can’t always control everything, can we?”

The bar was dimly lit and almost soundless, occasionally being interrupted with the erratic clinking of glasses and the chattering among the few customers.

Benny perched onto a worn barstool and his finger idly traced the rim of his small whiskey glass. “Well, nothin’ we can do about it now,” he mumbled, sipping onto his grand whiskey before adjusting his white rolled-up sleeves.

“Exactly, Benny,” Mister Steinman replied happily. “Ain’t no need to be paintin’ your face with a frown. You know, when I got no control over something, I just forget it ever happened,” he chuckled.

Benny smiled and voiced, “Anyway, is it usually this quiet right about now? In Valport? I’m surprised. Folks around here usually go crazy this time of year.”

“I was startin’ to think the same thing,” replied the bartender, gazing through the window and patting the sweat on his brow. “Perhaps this heat has gotten to ‘em.” He turned around to face Benny. “It was busy earlier today, but ain’t no drink worth a sunburn. Besides, we might as well make the most of this early June sun, right? The winter was awful! And don’t get me started on last year’s heavy snow.”

“You’re right about that, my friend,” Benny added, raising his whiskey glass and gulping the last of the tawny liquid.

Grabbing a bottle, Mister Steinman asked, “Hey, care for some more, Mister Falcon?”

Benny shook his head and sighed, “Thank you, but that’s it from me. I gotta drive home... in one piece, at least.”

“I’ve known you a long time, Benny, so here you go, buddy. Drink up!” he responded, smirking and pouring more whiskey into his glass.

“If you say so,” said Benny, steadily bowing his head and straightening his circular glasses.

The bartender coughed into his fist and gently dropped the cloth onto the tabletop. “You know, word’s been goin’ around about what you fellas did over a year ago. The whole... train robbery and Mister Galvani’s murder. Remember?”

“’Course I do,” Benny answered sharply.

“Yeah, well, everyone’s heard about it, but your names ain’t been brought up.”

“Thank God. What’ve folks been sayin’? Anything we should be worried about?” Benny probed.

“Nothin’ at all,” he responded, stretching his neck to one side. “Conspiracies, nonsense... That sort of stuff. Hey,” he continued, clicking his tongue and fingers, “some people was sayin’ it was a good deed killin’ off Galvani. But guess who they reckon was responsible.”

Gently, Benny shut his eyes and grumbled, “Peacekeepers.”

“Exactly. I mean, the people ain’t wrong, but they suppose the Peacekeepers were behind it all,” returned Mister Steinman, and glared out of the window, squinting his eyes. “Say, do you know these men, Benny?” he put forth when he saw the two approach the door.

“Guess we’re about to find out,” Benny retorted, and watched a pair of scruffy men enter the bar.

“Gentlemen,” the bartender acknowledged, bobbing his head toward the door. “What can I do you for?”

The strangers remained silent.

“Did the two of you get your ears painted on your head or somethin’?” Benny asserted, chuckling under his breath.

Steadily, the untidy pair marshaled toward Benny and grabbed him by the arms, lifting him from his stool and shoving him toward the door.

“Easy, fellas. Ain’t no need to be doing that,” Benny said calmly, throwing a right hook at one before being elbowed in the face by the other.

“Enough of that!” Mister Steinman screeched, trying to grab a hold of the man, but he was too far. “I said enough of that! Get out! Both of ya!”

As Benny endured the continuous shoving and relentless exchange of blows, he stumbled backward, crashing through the ebony door and landing onto his back. There, he lay with shallow breath, uttering, “Goddammit,” before being lifted by his deep red suspenders.

“Ain’t so tough now, are ya?” the untidy man spat before smirking.

“I ain’t feelin’ it today, to be honest,” Benny chortled, grabbing the man’s thin arms. “But, since you insisted so kindly, you’d best hide those teeth.”

In a swift motion, Benny squeezed his hand into a tight fist and delivered a forceful blow to the man’s chin, sending him staggering backward, where his body flopped against the wooden wall.

“What are you lookin’ at?” Benny stated, glaring at the other foul man.

Quickly, the tired bartender dashed through the door. “You all right, Benny?” he panted.

“I’m fine,” he replied, wiping a thin cut on his lip.

At once, the dirty troublemaker scuttled along the path, lifting his friend up from the ground.

“Don’t come back! Your kind ain’t welcome here!” Mister Steinman crowed.

Benny breathed slowly and said, “Well, that was odd. Who in God’s name were they?”

“No idea, Mister Falcon. Never seen those ugly bastards in Valport before,” said the sweaty, old bartender, gazing at Benny’s tired face. “Anyhow, come on back and let me fix you up, my boy.”

“All right,” Benny mumbled.

Gently, a warm hand settled on his shoulder, prompting him to freeze and face the other way.

“Mister Falcon, is it?” probed a stern voice.

“Who’s askin’?” Benny retorted, staring at the young, well-built gentleman before him.

“My name is Jesper Torello,” the man voiced, smiling in return and sticking out his hand. “Looks like you and I need to have a little chat. I’m glad I finally caught up with you.”

“Are you? And why’s that?” Benny grumbled, raising his chin and squinting his eyes through his circular glasses.

“Oh, trust me, Mister Falcon. You’ll want to hear what I have to say,” Jesper added, and his smile widened.

Benny rubbed his forehead. “If you say so, kid,” he sighed, seizing his hand firmly and giving it a sturdy shake. “Let’s go grab a drink and then we’ll talk, Mister Torello.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear,” Jesper said joyfully, pointing his finger at the much older man.

“Save it for after we’re done talkin’,” Benny insisted, steering toward the small building as he watched a flock of sparrows soar through the golden, cloudless sky.

Jesper hurried after him and said, “You’re gon’ wanna hear this, and you’ll like what I have to say.”

“Yeah, I heard that the first time,” Benny muttered, continuing to pace up the wooden steps and into the cordial bar.

“It’s quiet around here,” Jesper added, following the older man.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. You should see this town during the day,” Benny responded, holding the door open for him.

Gasping heavily, Mister Steinman welcomed the two and wiped the sweat from his face. He closed his eyes and blew out a long breath.

“You’re tired already? Nothin’ even happened, man,” said Benny, perching onto a stool.

“I suppose my age is startin’ to catch up,” replied Mister Steinman, as he unbuttoned the top of his white shirt and leaned against the counter.

“It’s probably because you’re fat,” Benny hushed, sipping onto his whiskey again.

“Did you say something?” Mister Steinman countered, then glared at Jesper. “Evening, son. I haven’t seen your face around these parts. Say, what can I get ya?”

Jesper laughed and erected his finger. “Gin with lime, please.”

“Sure thing,” the bartender returned. “But I gotta see some money first, especially with newcomers. Your face ain’t familiar to me.”

Sluggishly, Benny raised his hand. “It’s fine. Don’t ask the kid for money. Here...” he removed his brown wallet and settled a two-dollar bill onto the counter, nodding toward the bartender.

“You sure?” Mister Steinman asked, handing the cold gin over to Jesper.

“It’s nothin’,” said Benny.

“I appreciate that. Thank you,” Jesper acknowledged.

Soon, the burning sunset projected a warm glow upon the dark green walls and caressed the polished oak floor, painting the dimly lit bar with a hint of soft yellow. A gentle breeze carried a delicate flowery scent as it entered through the open windows, blowing dust particles through its partially drawn curtains.

The room was hushed, and Mister Steinman meandered leisurely, his steps unhurried as he merrily babbled with his customers and adeptly cleared the empty tables. Meanwhile, the jukebox spun a crackling vinyl record, filling the quietude with a mellow tune.

“So, about that... conversation,” Benny started, stretching his back and shoulders. “What was it you wanted to say? What’s so important?”

Jesper adjusted his butter yellow buttoned shirt and turned to face him. “I’ve got a proposal. If you wouldn’t mind, I would like to join The Lost Dogs.”
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Count Your Blessings

Still grinning, Benny laughed and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath, pivoted toward the confused gentleman, and sighed, “Why in God’s name would we let you do that? You don’t just... ask to join a gang, you moron. And that accent of yours. Seems like you ain’t from around here, boy.”

Jesper straightened himself and jerked his head. “My accent? What about it? I was born in New York. So what?”

“No, not that? You’re Italian, right?” Benny asked, coughing under his breath.

Quickly, Jesper’s dark brown eyes widened and his mouth unlatched. “How’d you figure that out?”

Effortlessly, Benny played with his small whiskey glass, swirling the last drops of the copper liquid around. “Trust me, kid, I know it when I hear it,” he said calmly. “I also know an Italian when I see one. No offense, Mister Torello. Hell, you dress better than most of ‘em. I’ll give ya that.”

“Fair statement,” mumbled Jesper, swallowing his tangy gin. “But what of it? Is there a problem with me being Italian?”

Sulkily, Benny sat up, massaged the back of his stiff neck, and said, “The Lost Dogs don’t align with Italians no more, particularly those from New York. And we haven’t... for a very long time.”

Above, the mahogany ceiling fans stirred the air, creating a soft downward breeze.

“Don’t worry, kid. Your type is always welcome in Knox. Just don’t go snoopin’ around in other people’s business and you’ll do just fine,” explained Mister Steinman, as he began fiddling with the bottles on his wooden shelves.

“Thank you, sir,” Jesper expressed his grin. Gently, he turned to Benny and stated, “I am serious, Mister Falcon. Hell, I’ll even pay the gang if you—”

“Pay us? What’s with the sudden disrespect? Bribing people like me... You may as well walk on some thin ice. You don’t know that?” Benny blurted out.

“Kid, you’ve got a lot to learn, man,” advised Mister Steinman, raising his thick eyebrows and pointing his fat finger at Jesper. “Paying a gang to let you join them? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

“I am sorry, Mister Falcon. I meant no disrespect in what I said,” Jesper expressed, as he raised his right hand, pointing his fingers toward him.

With a deep and heavy sigh, Benny grumbled, “Forget about it.”

Mister Steinman leaned against the counter, carefully watching Jesper.

“So, what do you say, Mister Falcon? Am I in?” asked Jesper, as he smiled politely.

Fretfully, Benny removed his glasses and wiped his face. “Look... I’ll take you to my boss and he’ll do one of two things. He’ll either shoot you or welcome you on board. But you’ve been warned. He ain’t easy to please.”

Jesper chuckled. “Let’s hope it’s the latter,” he said, shaking Benny’s shoulder.

“I was hoping it’ll be the first, to be honest,” Benny whispered, settling his spectacles onto his nose. “But let me get one thing straight... What’s so important about joinin’ us?”

Tediously, Jesper exhaled and tapped his fingers against his glass. “I’m wantin’ help on takin’ down the Peacekeepers.”

Together, Benny and Mister Steinman burst into laughter, with Benny stealing a glance at the young man and doubling over in even greater amusement.

“Gettin’ rid of the Peacekeepers ain’t our top priority right now, kid,” Benny said joyfully, smirking and slapping his hand onto his leg.

“But it will be, though, won’t it?” Jesper quickly injected, throwing an empty hand forward.

“Why’re ya so keen on gettin’ rid of ‘em, anyway? This ain’t a convenient time, Mister Torello,” Benny countered patiently. “Even if we were to do that, it ain’t gon’ be an easy job. You understand that, right?”

Jesper patted his oily hair and sharply said, “It’s been fifteen years since I’ve seen my old man. Slow and painful fifteen long fucking years of dreading where he might be or what happened to him.”

Soundly, Benny inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Peacekeepers probably took him,” Jesper continued, clenching his fists, “and he hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”

Mister Steinman began to crack his knuckles before leaning over the counter. “You seem pretty convinced it was the Peacekeepers.”

“Everyone knows you don’t just... disappear. It’s gotta be those bastards. If not, then who?” Jesper alleged, handing his empty glass over to Mister Steinman. “He’s pro’ly dead, and I want answers, Mister Falcon. I’m desperate. I need to know what the hell happened to my father,” he added, and his voice began to tremble.

“And then what?” Benny snubbed. “You don’t know if he’s dead for certain. And what if, Mister Torello, we find your old man in top shape? You got any idea what you’ll do if he is alive? You still want to take down the Peacekeepers if your dad is still breathing?”

Jesper released a sharp breath. “Regardless of whether he is dead or alive,” he said firmly, “it does not matter. The Peacekeepers have gotta pay, don’t they? Or whoever was behind this whole fuckin’ thing. I ain’t going back to my mother without any answers, Mister Falcon.”

Silence enveloped the bar.

“Hang on...” Benny remarked, as he raised his hand, “You told your mother about all this?”

“Of course I didn’t tell her. She’s still in New York, obviously. I only told her I was out for work, so I am not going back until I get to the bottom of this whole mess,” replied Jesper, swiveling on his bar stool and resting his elbow against the warm oak table.

A long and deep sigh emerged from Benny and he whispered, “Goddammit.”

“So, what do you say?” the young man smiled, bowing his head.

For a short moment, Benny looked patiently over to him before resting his sweaty palms onto the table. He stretched his back and grumbled, “Are you sure you’re wantin’ to join us? You realize there ain’t no goin’ back if you become a part of us, right? Once you’re in, that is it.”

“Yeah, I understand that. Whatever it takes, I’m all in,” Jesper returned, and his stomach felt tight, like he was excited. “It’s not about me winning. It’s about making sure the Peacekeepers don’t win.”

“Remember, there are other gangs out there that’ll probably help you out if ya change your mind. But I like your style,” Benny said respectfully. “However, it ain’t me you’re gonna wanna convince.”

Slowly, Jesper nodded. “Everyone has their own principles, Mister Falcon, and I have mine. I reckon we will align quite well.”

“That settles it, then,” Mister Steinman happily put forth. “Congratulations, kid! You’re part of your first gang. How do you feel?” he asked, leaning in toward Jesper.

“Knock it off,” Benny huffed, and he raised himself from his stool. “Come on, Jesper, let’s go meet my boss.”

“Understood,” he replied, and stood up, too.

“Leaving so soon? It was gettin’ interestin’,” proclaimed Mister Steinman, arching his arm and resting his hand on his curved hip.

The strange man, who Benny had knocked down earlier, entered the bar, stumbling in his path. “You!” he yelled, pointing his crooked finger at Benny.

Briskly, Jesper jerked Benny’s shoulder, moving himself in front of the older man. “Stand back, Mister Falcon,” he urged, then shoved the ragged, drunk man onto the floor.

“Could you at least have taken it outside?” Mister Steinman complained, rubbing the hot sweat from his forehead.

“Sorry,” Jesper responded.

“Let’s go before he wakes up,” said Benny, eagerly shoving Jesper from behind. As they walked through the door, Benny stated, “Thank you, Mister Steinman, and sorry about the mess.”

The warm breeze mingled with the thick scent of dry dirt as they stepped into the quiet, sleeping streets of Valport. A clear sky, once burning with orange, was now veiled in a dark blue shroud, decorated with white sparkles and a crescent moon.

Steadily, Benny turned to Jesper, placing his wrinkled hand onto his shoulder. “Listen, kid. Stay the night at the bar. Mister Steinman will hook you up with a room, and I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“What about meeting your boss?” Jesper countered, glaring into Benny’s eyes with confusion.

“I’ll bring him tomorrow morning. Eleven sharp. Don’t worry. Here... Take this, too,” said Benny, reaching into his wallet to retrieve a few green bills. “It’ll cover the rent for the night. Didn’t realize how late it was.”

“It’s okay, Mister Falcon,” said Jesper, as he respectfully moved Benny’s hand away. “I’ve got it covered.”

A warm breeze swept them, drowning out the tension that Benny felt. “Don’t go tellin’ folk about joining The Lost Dogs. We’ve already got our hands full, so we don’t want to handle any unnecessary attention. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” Jesper said merrily, and the two shook hands.

“You seem like a good kid... So far. Anyhow... Get a good sleep. See you tomorrow,” Benny mentioned, jaunting carefully toward his pristine Hudson Hornet.

Besides the late revelers, Valport slept, carrying whispers of the day’s lingering heat as Benny meandered through the blissful streets.

The Hudson Hornet roared through the open roads and its sound echoed through the grassy hills, as Benny watched the quiet town slowly fade away in his rearview mirror. As he drove through the clement night, the wind played with his graying hair through the open window. He arrived at the glorious manor, parking his car by the lavish water fountain. He rolled up the window and was startled by Al’s sudden welcome.

“Evenin’, Benny,” said Al joyfully, as he appeared from the tall black garden gate. His smile began to disappear when he worriedly put forth, “What happened to your face?”

“You shoulda seen the other guy,” Benny answered grumpily. “Anyway, Mister King... What in God’s name are you doin’ out at this hour?” Benny asked, frowning.

Al scratched his head and replied, “I was out for a walk. Cooled myself down a little.”

“At this time?”

“Sure! Why not?” Al beckoned, adjusting his leather eyepatch.

“It’s night,” said Benny, locking his door with a silver key. “You lost your brain out there or something?”

Al smirked and waved an arm out to Benny. “I’ll see you inside, Mister Falcon.”

“Before you go,” Benny interrupted, “I’ve got somethin’ I wanted to tell ya.”

“Is that so? Let’s head inside and talk there,” Al added, guiding Benny into the manor’s cool interior.

Upon entering, the serenity was undisturbed.

“They’re all asleep?” whispered Benny.

“Good,” mumbled Al. “That gives us a chance to speak in peace, I suppose.”

Unbuttoning his collar, Benny switched on a small lamp, lighting one side of the parlor room. With a long exhale, he perched onto a cushioned chair by a table.

“Whiskey, Mister Falcon?” asked Al, handing the tired old man a glass of the golden liquid.

“That’ll do me just fine. What’s one more?”

Al sat beside Benny. “What did you want to discuss? Is this about Mister Marlowe’s plan?”

Slowly, Benny shook his head while swallowing the ice-cold drink. “No. I trust that man and his plan. He knows what he’s doing.”

Silence filled the room.

“I met a guy at the bar earlier today. In Valport,” Benny continued, playing around with the ice in his glass. “Said he wanted to... join The Lost Dogs.”

Al looked over to him, displaying a grin.

“What’s with the look, Boss? You’re creepin’ me out with that smile, man,” said Benny, peeking over his glasses.

“It’s nothin’. I just thought that we ain’t had someone join us for a while,” laughed Al, pouring more whiskey into his glass. “Who is he, anyway?”

“Some young kid from New York. About Sloane’s age. Very ambitious man.”

“Well, there goes the youth. Any mention on why he wants to join us?” questioned Al, stretching his neck.

“I’ll let you hear it when we see him tomorrow morning,” replied Benny, slapping Al on his leg before standing up.

“You already arranged all this?” asked Al, sitting up in his chair and placing his glass onto a table beside him.

“Hey, it ain’t a problem, Mister King,” Benny retorted, drinking the last drops of his whiskey. “Listen... A word of warning. He’s got a little Italian blood in him.”

Quickly, Al wiped his face with his palm. “Christ,” he muttered. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Relax, Boss. He’s a good kid. You can see him tomorrow and tell me how you feel.”

“An Italian? After what happened a few years ago?”

“He ain’t gon’ be a problem, Al. Have some trust in me,” added Benny, walking aimlessly around the cozy room.

“Italians are traitors, Benny. Remember?” hissed Al, shaking his head. “What were you thinkin’? Shoulda said no.”

“Not all of ‘em, Boss. Besides, this kid is different. You’ll like him,” Benny reassured.

“Different? How? And what’s his name?” Al pressed, bowing his head and eyeballing the man.

“His name’s Jesper Torello.”

Seeming confused, Al probed, “Torello? That name seems familiar.”

“Yeah, I thought so, too, but can’t quite remember where I heard it,” Benny said quietly.

The room was engulfed in silence.

“All right,” Al sighed grumpily. “And if anything goes south, it’s your—”

“It’s all on me. I understand,” Benny interrupted. “We’ll meet him in Valport tomorrow mornin’. He won’t disappoint. And I’ll get you some ice cream. That’ll cheer you up, won’t it?”

Al snickered.

“Best get some rest, Boss. Tomorrow’s gon’ be an even hotter day,” said Benny happily, returning his empty whiskey glass to the table.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Mister Falcon,” Al added, watching him vacate the room.

“Oh, and don’t be late, Al. Be ready to head off before eleven,” stated Benny.

“Whatever you say, Mister Falcon,” Al mumbled.

Benny sniffed sharply and left the room. Short and ample footsteps emerged from the hallway, thudding toward him.

“Hello, Mister Falcon,” Desmond greeted the older man before him. “What happened to your face?”

“Yeah, Al already asked me that. Long story. Forget about it.”

Nodding, Desmond grinned. “Fair enough. Listen, Boss... I hate to have to tell you this but Houston and Reese keep arguing again. I’m gettin’ worried.”

Slowly, Benny sighed. “Well, you gotta tell ‘em to knock it off, ‘cause that shit’s gettin’ old.”

“Honestly, I did not want to interfere with their bickering, but I tried that. They don’t listen very well,” Desmond voiced, patting Benny on the arm. “Anyway, sleep well, Benny. I’ll catch you in the morning.”

“Same to you, Mister Kane.”

Gently, Benny plopped onto the edge of his warm bed, removed his circular glasses, and buried his face into his palms. His head felt light. A small, white clock ticked, ringing through the silence of his bedroom. He dragged his fingers through his hair and whispered, “These days keep gettin’ stranger.”
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Friends and Neighbors

Benny awoke, wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. The summer heat had made it almost impossible to sleep.

A soft knock on the door caused the old man to spring up. “Come on in,” he said out loud.

“Morning, Mister Falcon,” Sloane charmed in a soft tone, peeking from around the door in her dazzling, pale, yellow dress. “What would you like for breakfast?”

Coughing lightly, Benny replied, “Mornin’, Sloane. I don’t know what I feel like eatin’.” He sat up, brushing his hair backward. “Tell you what... Surprise me, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure!” her delicate voice filled the warm bedroom. “Everything okay, Benny?”

He nodded.

“I’ll see you downstairs, Mister Falcon. Oh, and would you like some coffee?” the beautiful young woman asked, raising her eyebrows.

“No, but thank you, Sloane,” Benny added, and watched her gently close the door and disappear into the bright hallway.

Faint chirps were heard from the tree outside of his bedroom window, and Benny stood, cracking his back as he stretched. A light, hot breeze swept into the room, caressing the man’s wrinkled face.

Soon, a second gentle knock on the oak door was made clear.

“Who is it?” Benny asked grumpily, and reached over to fetch his glasses from the bedside table.

“Good morning, Mister Falcon. It’s Valentine. I have your clothes,” announced the pretty woman as she entered, donning a soft pink dress. “Why don’t you take a cold shower? Cool yourself down, Benny.”

“Good idea. I’ll do that,” Benny said cheerily.

“Sloane’s making breakfast, and here are your fresh set of clothes,” Valentine informed, and placed a clean white shirt and black pants onto a chair. “Can I get you anything else?”

“Don’t worry about me, darling. Thank you, though,” the gentleman replied, nodding in her direction.

The cold water dripped down his body, digging through his aging hair. Quietly, Benny began to sing and whistle, while rubbing coconut soap across his chest and shoulders. Bubbles dripped down his legs, and he found himself feeling relaxed under the chilling water.

He drew the elegant floral curtains, inviting the vibrant sunlight into his tepid bedroom, painting the walls with its bright yellow hues. The carpet burned Benny’s feet as he rushed himself around the room.

“I’m gon’ be goddamn late,” he mumbled, while fidgeting with the buttons on his white cotton shirt.

“About time,” Al made clear, watching Benny stumble into the mellow kitchen. “What happened to not being late?”

“My bad, man. That cold shower was too good,” Benny replied, settling onto a stool.

Sloane marched over to him, carrying a dinner plate consisting of greasy bacon, fried eggs, and two slices of golden toast. “Here you are, Benny,” she said delightfully. “Orange juice?” she presented the large carton.

“If I say no, you’ll pour it in for me, anyway,” said Benny, digging into his steaming breakfast.

“It
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