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      Greenville Resident Stabbed and Abandoned in Hayworth Neighborhood Park

      

      By Connie Watson, Greenville Gazette

      January 23, 2013

      

      Hayworth police are investigating a brutal attack on Greenville resident Bliss Busby. Sexually assaulted and stabbed multiple times, Busby was found unconscious early yesterday morning. The attack is believed to have occurred the night before.

      

      According to police, officers were dispatched to a neighborhood park in the suburban town of Hayworth, outside Fresno, at 7:15 a.m., after Busby was spotted by a group of teens on their way to school.

      

      Busby, 28, is the CFO of Draper Brothers Investment and Financial Group, headquartered here in Greenville.

      

      Details of Busby’s condition are unavailable at this time. Police have not identified any suspects and no arrests have been made.

      

      Sid Draper, Busby’s uncle and CEO of Draper Brothers Investment and Financial Group, is offering an undisclosed amount in reward money for information leading to an arrest.
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        Todd’s Fight

      

      

      

      “TAKE THE bat!”

      Lia’s shout burst out of her tiny body. Stopping at the alcove leading to the alleyway, Todd glanced back at her. Music blasted from the speakers, and people jostled up to the bar looking for places to squeeze in. The air reeked of alcohol and sweat. With a grimace, Todd pulled his T-shirt away from his sticky skin while the guy waiting to punch his lights out bellowed from behind him. “Are you comin’?”

      “Wait the fuck outside!” he yelled back.

      Lia stabbed her chin in twitchy little jerks at the floor. No, not at the floor. At the counter behind her where she kept her bat. A bat she had no problem using.

      He shook his head while a guy behind her leaned over the counter. “Hey, Lia, honey! Little service!”

      Lia spun.

      Poor guy.

      “I’m not your goddamn honey!”

      As the guy backed off, palms up, Todd headed for the door to the alleyway again but only got three feet down the corridor before two guys in ball caps with GV Paper patches on them scurried up to him.

      He stopped. They stopped. He stared. They glanced at each other. The skinny GV guy looked back at Todd. “We’ll watch your back.”

      Todd shook his head. “You’ll stay out of my way.”

      “Sure,” agreed the skinny guy. “Whatever you say.”

      “We woulda cut ’em off too,” added the other guy.

      The minute Todd slammed through the back door, cool air blew on him like a breath and stirred bits of paper in the culvert that bisected the alley. The GV guys piled out behind him and spread wide, one against the brick wall on the far side of the alley and the other against the stucco wall of Sid’s Place, where a light slid across a window upstairs. It wasn’t lamplight because the room stayed dark.

      A shimmer from the hallway, maybe.

      Todd waited, and a shadow appeared. Then it drew back to the edge of the windowpane. The guy was watching him. Now that was a mystery Todd wanted to solve. The Sad Puzzle of Sid’s Reclusive Bookkeeper. Except it wasn’t a joke because the guy never came out in the daylight.

      Why not, baby?

      “We gonna do this, or what?”

      Todd dropped his gaze and stared wordlessly at the couple facing him. “I vote what.”

      He cracked his knuckles, and the girl half of the couple fixed her attention on his fingers. No way was Todd as big as the bruiser beside her, but his heart thumped a slow, easy beat. She yanked her gaze away.

      “Stevie….”

      The guy frowned at her. “What?”

      “Do something.”

      “How ’bout you call a cab?” Todd suggested.

      “A cab?”

      “Yeah. You know. A car you pay somebody to drive you in.”

      The guy swiveled back to look into the parking lot at the other end of the alley. Then he faced forward again. “I got a car.”

      Todd scrubbed at his hair and the girl swung her purse at her side. Her tongue flicked out, scraping a pale, dry lip. Todd smiled at the guy beside her.

      “You want, walk away. This is stupid.”

      Color flooded the guy’s face. “We’re not stupid! We’re fucking customers!”

      “Your girl was plastered.”

      At that, her purse sailed at him on the end of its strap, displacing air with a whoosh. It swung in an arc through empty space and pulled her into a staggering run on her six-inch heels. One of the GV guys flung his arm out to stop her before she plowed into the wall. She wailed back at Todd. “You did that on purpose!”

      He rolled his eyes and then stilled when his gaze settled on the window upstairs again. It was set flat into the brick wall under the eaves of the roof. The shadow against the glass blurred into a face. Moon-like, half-hidden behind the edge of the windowsill. The guy’s a vampire, Joop had told him. The tug on Todd’s heart made no sense. Who was he?

      A stranger.

      Nobody.

      One of the GV guys yelled from behind him. “Watch out!”

      Todd dropped his gaze as a massive fist rushed through the air. He ducked and hooked his fist into Stevie’s kidney as the guy stumbled by, following the momentum of his own swing. Stevie lurched and grabbed onto his back.

      A shadow slithered up the wall as the girl slunk out again too, winding up her purse for a swing until one of the GV guys stepped out in front of her.

      “Oh, no, you don’t. We’re keepin’ this fair.”

      Now the guy was making a run at him, and Todd hunkered and met him halfway. The force of the collision sent Todd flying back against the wall opposite the back door of the bar. Stars shot in his eyes as his head smacked against the brick.

      “Take this, asshole!”

      He must’ve ducked because he heard the clunk of a fist meeting something solid and a howl of pain that echoed in his ears. Shaking his vision clear, he saw the guy bouncing from foot to foot, grimacing over the fist he had cupped in his other hand. Todd swung a hook into his gut underneath the guy’s arms and caught him in the side of the head as he bent in half with a grunt and dropped onto one knee.

      Purse girl shrieked. “Stop!”

      Todd clobbered the guy on the back of the neck. Then the guy got up, shook his head and rolled his eyes like some cartoon character. Todd swung again. Got him on the nose. Blood spurted, and he jumped back. Groaning, the guy clapped both hands over his face and swayed.

      His girl stood with her feet apart, pointing at Todd with her purse while her gaze slid sideways to the GV guys and back to Todd again, slow and calm as a snake’s. “You’re gonna pay for this. I’m gettin’ you fired.”

      “Whatever. Just get ’im out of here, an’ maybe I won’t kick his ass anymore.”

      Todd felt sorry for the guy, actually. Fuckin’ hurt getting your nose broken. Fuckin’ hurt getting your head knocked up against a wall. But losing his job was going to hurt even more if that happened. Fear stabbed him for the first time that night. He needed this job. Without it—

      No. He couldn’t get off track. Couldn’t take the chance he’d never get back on again. That everything in his life wouldn’t unravel.

      Sweat prickled his skin, itching under his shirt. As he watched the pair bumble out of the alley, he pushed a hand through his hair. No blood. But he winced when his fingers brushed a lump. Wonder if he could get hazard pay for this?

      One of the GV guys patted his arm. “Okay?”

      He made his smile widen into a grin. It wasn’t every night he entertained the customers with a brawl in the alley. First night for that in the four months he’d worked here, actually. “What’s your name?” Todd asked.

      The guy grinned back at him. “Roger.” Lifting an arm, he gestured at his friend standing nearby with his hands in his pockets, looking a little sheepish for having enjoyed this. “That’s Grant.”

      “And I’m Sid.”

      And that was a voice that sent the blood rushing to Todd’s head, where it pounded its drumbeat under the knot on his scalp. Can’t lose this job. Can’t.

      He made a slow turn to the back door of the bar. His boss stood there, shoulder resting against the doorjamb. Roger gave a quick wave. Todd nodded without looking away from Sid. He couldn’t read the guy’s expression.

      Roger and Grant disappeared around the corner.

      Todd rested a palm on top of his head. He brushed it over the lump under his hair. “Sorry about that.”

      “Do you make a habit of it?”

      “First time.”

      Sid nodded. Todd liked Sid well enough, but there was something going on in him he couldn’t pinpoint. And he was a good judge of people. It made him good at his job.

      “Any particular reason why?”

      “The girl was trashed. The guy close. I refused service. They got offended.”

      “Next time, call the police.”

      Todd blew out a lungful of air, squinting at a stab of pain in his head. He dropped his hand. “Sorry. Didn’t think of it. I kind of take care of things on my own.”

      Sid stared with a slow frown building on his face and then sighed and straightened. “Come talk to me tomorrow before your shift starts.”

      “Sure. Okay.”

      The door shut on him. Fuck. Well, he’d fix it. Had to. He poked at his head again. Looked up. Caught that face in the window. He couldn’t really see it though. Couldn’t see the scars that kept the guy hidden away. He didn’t know why he did it, or that it would change everything in his life from that moment on… but he winked.
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        Bliss Sees Todd

      

      

      

      BLISS PRESSED his forehead to the window. The blond was clobbering the big guy. Doing a two-step up and a two-step back, bebopping side to side. Giving the big guy a chance to back off. The blond’s teeth flashed in the shadows, catching the beams of lamplight and splintering them like the glittery sparks off a disco ball.

      The blond was hot. Hot like the sun. Like he was flashing rays of energy.

      “What’s goin’ on?”

      “Fight.”

      The blond would win. Those broad shoulders rolled, loose and easy. Long legs and a light bounce. The big guy lumbered.

      “Back off. Lemme see.” Cruz shouldered his way to the window, looked out and groaned. “Fuck, Rif. What the hell?”

      “Rif?”

      “Yeah. Pay attention, Brice. You print his checks.”

      “The checks don’t come with pictures on them, Cruz. And don’t call me that.”

      “Wait here… Bliss.”

      The mockery in Cruz’s voice boomed in Bliss’ head and felt like a pair of hands clamping down on his ears, crushing against the tiny bones inside. Wincing, he took his place back at the window in time to watch the blond bend over and rush the big guy. The glass was cold and chilled his forehead where he touched it. This close up, he couldn’t see his reflection. The thrum of music from the bar below reverberated through the vents, the vibration running through the thin glass like a reminder of fragility. One slip below, a conk on the head, and somebody could die. That easy. Nerves buzzed in his belly. He stood poised for the blond to look up. Poised to jump out of sight.

      “Still goin’ at it?”

      “Yeah.”

      A grunt sounded behind him as Cruz settled back in his place. Without looking, Bliss knew he’d be slumped against the edge of the desk, legs crossed at the ankles, arms folded across his chest. Like he was made out of stone. Six three, 220. Bigger than the bruiser, probably. The tall, dark, and mysterious type.

      Bliss’ rock.

      Cruz had liked him just a few days ago. Now he didn’t like him. And the change was just like that. Like a lamp switching off.

      Light to dark.

      Friend to nothing.

      It rattled him. Not knowing why Cruz didn’t like him. Asking only got him laughed at. Cruz had never laughed at him before. Not the way Doug had. Bliss had always felt safe with Cruz. As though Cruz had an agenda, and Bliss was part of it. Now he just acted like an employee with a job to do.

      Taking a breath, Bliss shifted away from the window, still with one eye on the alley below, and tugged on the hood of his jacket to hide the other side of his face.

      “Cruz—”

      “No.”

      Shit.

      “No what?”

      “No to your drugs, Brice.”

      “They’re not drugs.”

      “Sweetheart, if you’re callin’ your pills candy now, you have a real problem.”

      “I do have a problem. I need to sleep.”

      “Go to a doctor.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Not my problem.”

      Fuck. He pressed closer to the window but could only see the blond now. He stood in the middle of the alley, running his hands through his shaggy hair. Rif. He was Bliss’ type. Blond like Sid. But Sid liked suits and piano concertos and Silver Tree vodka. Rif probably drank beer. He probably tasted like beer, with a warm, slippery tongue. He probably liked girls. “It’s over,” Bliss said.

      “Who won?”

      “The blond.”

      He twisted to look into the room behind him, still holding the hood across his face. Almost as he’d imagined, Cruz was leaning against the desk, ankles crossed. But his hands rested on the top of the desk, fingers loosely curled around its edge. Also Bliss’ type, big and gruff, though Bliss had never actually been with anybody who was his type except for Sid. Giving a couple blow jobs just to get his drugs didn’t really qualify as being with someone. Plus, Cruz always acted like he was doing Bliss a favor, like Bliss wasn’t any good at sucking dick. Blood flooded his cheeks thinking about that. He turned away again.

      Saw the blond look up. Wink.

      Shock froze him. Then, a second later, he darted back against the wall, breath stuck in his throat. Even his dick was too shocked to react. Cruz stared at him. Bliss looked away, swallowed his air and focused on the footsteps in the hall.

      A moment later, Sid appeared in the doorway, hands in the pockets of his dove gray slacks. He wore a light blue dress shirt, top button undone. Behind him, the hall was lit, but he reached over to the wall anyway and hit the light switch. Bliss ducked deeper into his hoodie, tugged the edges of the fabric across his face and stared at Sid over the tops of his fists.

      Sid sighed and leaned against the edge of the door. “What do you think of Rif, Cruz?”

      Cruz shifted his weight on the edge of the desk. “Good guy. Pretty centered. Not easy to push around. Good with the customers.”

      Sid smiled, and Bliss’ heart jumped a beat. He drew in a deep breath and let it out without a sound. Sid’s smile made a slow, amused curve of his lips. “Pity he just beat one of those customers up.”

      Cruz shrugged. “My money’s on Rif having a good reason.”

      Sid nodded. “This time.”

      Bliss waited, and Sid looked over at him. Then his smile disappeared. He crossed the floor, and Bliss met him halfway but didn’t look up. The freedom he’d once had with Sid was gone. He was nervous now, like a gawky, pimple-faced kid facing his favorite movie star. They’d been in love. Hadn’t they?

      His hands shook a little, and he kept his gaze on the floor. Sid reached up to clasp the sides of his neck through the cotton fabric. His body warmed under the pressure of Sid’s fingers. “You look upset.”

      “Will Cruz drive me home?”

      “Tonight.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      Sid sighed. “Bliss….”

      Twisting away, Bliss backed up again. He glared out the window, but nobody was out there anymore. “I don’t need a fucking babysitter, Sid. I just need Cruz.”

      “We’ve had this discussion. You don’t need to work. You know that. I don’t mind if you do, but I need Cruz. That means we need somebody else to get you there. You also need care, Bliss. Groceries—”

      “I don’t. I don’t need that. You treat me like a fucking invalid.” Cruz barked out a laugh, and Bliss glared at him. “Fuck you.”

      “You won’t go outside during the day.”

      “You can’t see in the dark!”

      His words knocked all the other sounds out of the room.

      God, why’d he say that? He was sorry he’d brought it up, but he couldn’t take it back. He was trapped worse than Sid was, though. Sid couldn’t see in the dark. Bliss… Bliss lived in the dark.

      In the silence, Sid lifted his chin and tugged at his loose collar. Cruz folded his arms across his chest again. Bliss swallowed. “I just… I mean, I’m okay too. You adjusted. I can adjust. I just need a ride to work. I’m doing okay.”

      “You aren’t doing okay. Here’s the deal. You go outside during the day without that hoodie and we’ll reevaluate. Until then, I want somebody to check up on you. Drive you wherever you want to go. Keep an eye on you.”

      The imaginary hands clamping down on his ears pushed in. Blood surged and roared. Its friction built heat under his skin. He shoved his knuckles against his scars and clutched the hoodie against his face. Without a sound, he backed all the way up to the window again.

      After scraping a palm over his buzzed skull, Cruz dropped his hand with a sigh and then straightened. “Gimme a minute, an’ I’ll take you home.”

      Sid followed him into the hall, switching off the light on his way. Their voices floated back, comfortingly familiar. Bliss returned his gaze to the window. The guy had winked at him. A shaggy blond with the kind of hard face that was exactly Bliss’ type. Like Cruz. But not like Sid.

      He let his hoodie fall away from his face now, the image across the glass ghostlike, webbed with fine fractures like an old painting.

      He had no fucking taste in guys.
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        Todd’s Job Offer

      

      

      

      CLIMBING THE stairs, Todd felt for the walls in the dark. Then he saw a hint of light at the top of the landing and a flow of shadows reaching up to the coved ceiling. Down below, the terra cotta color scheme and dark wood floors matched the Spanish-style building. Up here, everything was bordello red. The hall floor had a Persian or Turkish carpet in reds and purples and blues running down the length of it. Red paper embossed with silver roses covered the walls. The light struggled out of yellow-glassed sconces.

      Midway down the hall was an office with its door open. Todd took a breath and counted to ten. His heart slowed. He’d learned how to hide his feelings years ago. Though he hadn’t lived with the worst foster families, he hadn’t lived with the best, either. It just made sense to hide most things.

      After another breath, he approached and rapped on the sill.

      “Hey.” Sid was sitting at a large wooden desk. He smiled and gestured to a chair on the other side. “Come on in. Sit.”

      The smile was a good sign, and Todd shook a little of the tension out of his shoulders as he sat and let his elbows press hollows into the cushy arms of his chair.

      Sid steepled his fingers under his dimpled chin. Dimples played hide and go seek on his cheeks, too. His eyes were gray, shrewd, amused.

      “How’s the head?”

      Bending his neck, Todd reached up and found the bump under his hair. He chuckled and wrinkled his nose. “You reminded me.”

      Sid rocked back in his chair and dropped his hands onto his desk. He drew a circle with his fingertip on the green blotter. “I’m surprised you forgot.”

      “I guess I didn’t,” Todd said.

      “No fun getting your head bopped.”

      “No. No fun,” Todd agreed.

      Sid’s office looked a lot like the hallway. Same kind of rug on the same wood floor. Dark wood desk and coffee table. A couch that wasn’t really a couch. A settee maybe. That sounded right. The chairs were upholstered in rich, red leather and tufted with black leather buttons. Maybe it was a style. Todd didn’t like it.

      “So,” Sid said. “What? Four months?”

      “That I’ve been here? Yeah. I’ve been enjoying it.” More than that. In a couple months he’d have the cash to put down on his friend’s bar, and he’d own his own place. Having to find a new job now would screw him.

      “Good,” said Sid. “Glad to hear it. Now. About the fight last night. You said you refused service?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. He wasn’t sorry about it, but it wasn’t all about the alcohol, either. There had just been something about fuckwit Stevie and purse girl that had made a skitter of nerves to go up and down his spine. “I wasn’t comfortable.”

      “Your call.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “I have a favor to ask.”

      “Sure. What is it?”

      “I do the hiring here myself. Ordinarily, I’d have a manager to run this place as well as the restaurant I just opened in Greenville. Draper’s.” He smiled almost awkwardly. “I don’t have an actual manager for either place. I have you, the bartenders, to manage the bar and a bookkeeper to handle bills and orders and payroll. Brice has been with me for a long time.”

      The hottie in the window.

      Of course, Todd couldn’t prove Brice was hot. Not from a distance. But something about that guy woke his dick up big time.

      Sid’s voice had trailed off, and Todd followed his gaze to a framed photograph on his desk. A woman with two girls under her arms grinned out at them. The woman had dark, curly hair and dark eyes. Ruby cheeks and lips. The girls were carbon copies of their dad. They had Sid’s blond hair, dimples, and gray eyes. One poked the tip of her tongue out through a gap in her front teeth.

      Todd waited. He pulled a leg up over his knee and rested his forearm on it.

      Marisa was Italian, he’d heard. Living in Italy now with her ailing parents. Sid took a month-long vacation twice a year to spend time with them. It seemed like a weird marriage, but it wasn’t any of Todd’s business.

      “I’m taking a chance with what I’m about to tell you,” Sid said finally. “I haven’t noticed anything particularly delicate about you, and you appear to be able to take care of yourself.”

      “Kind of had to,” Todd answered.

      Sid nodded. “Brice was my lover for a number of years. He was also an escort. I own an escort business called Diamond Dates. We cater to straight, gay and bisexual clients. I don’t advertise the business for obvious reasons and would appreciate your discretion. This is just background, it has nothing to do with what I want from you. If it disturbs you, if you have opinions about it, we can end this conversation now, and you can go downstairs and start your shift. No hard feelings.”

      “I don’t have any opinions. Not yet, anyway.”

      A quick smile crossed Sid’s face. Then he sat back with a sigh. “Would you like a drink?”

      “I’m working.”

      “Make an exception.”

      Todd felt his mouth stretch as he crooked a one-sided smile. “Yeah, alright. Want me to get it?”

      “There’s a bar behind you. Fridge in the cabinet. Silver Tree for me, please.”

      Todd returned a few minutes later with a Jack Daniel’s and Sid’s vodka and sat back down. Sid ran a finger up and down the side of his glass. “I won’t go into detail right now, but Brice had an accident almost two years ago. His recovery has been slow, and he may not improve any more than he already has. I’m hopeful but also practical. I gave him the job as a bookkeeper so he has something to do. I’d like to arrange for him to meet with clients again, and I’m looking into how that might work. Brice is… reclusive. Though I think of him as family, he’s a challenge to deal with. I’m warning you in case you agree to my proposal.”

      Todd took a long swallow of his drink and then rested his glass on his knee. Family? Like his weird marriage? The name of Sid’s business was the Draper Brothers Investment and Financial Group. Sid had never mentioned a brother though, and a quick look around the room showed Todd no other photos but the one on Sid’s desk. Maybe he just liked the way the name sounded. Like Diamond Dates. Sterling Studs. How to pimp out your boyfriend in five easy steps.

      Why did that bother him? None of his business.

      He waited. Took another sip of bourbon. Guessed Sid had a reason for the roundabout way he was getting at whatever he was getting at.

      “I’d like you to take on the job of his caregiver.” Todd felt his mouth fall open. “Not in any physical capacity. Brice is mobile and healthy, physically. The accident, however, has had a profound effect on him. He won’t go outside during the day. He won’t expose his face. He panics. He can’t drive. He’s virtually imprisoned. The only freedom I can give him is through the help of someone like you. You would drive him to work and back. Shop for him. Run errands. Keep him company. That part’s important, and he will resist you on it.”

      “He was here last night. Who’s taking him around now?”

      “Cruz.”

      “Oh.”

      “I need Cruz for other things.” Sid shifted in his chair, bringing a hand up to work the top button of his shirt free. Then he drew a circle with his fingertip on the blotter again, around and around. “I had a bad outcome after eye surgery and suffer from night blindness now. Cruz is involved in numerous aspects of my business, so it makes sense for him to act as my driver as well, but this means I need somebody else for Brice. I’d prefer somebody closer to his own age. Brice is thirty.”

      “Twenty-six.”

      “Perfect.”

      “But I don’t want it.” Sid grimaced and sank back into his chair again. After another swallow of bourbon, Todd said, “I have plans. This isn’t just a job you want me to take. This is a guy coming to depend on me. I told you when I came on here I was only going to stay about six months. I like bartending. I like the tips.”

      In another life, he’d snatch the chance at a job with Brice. But he wasn’t going to get another life. This was it.

      Sid gave him a dry smile. “I think I can match your tips.”

      “Really. This sounds way more involved than anything I want to do.” Way too involved. Like there’d be expectations. Emotions. Hurt feelings when he booked because he would. Had to. No question about that.

      “You’d be perfect.”

      He frowned, shook his head. “You can’t really say that.”

      “I’m a good judge of people.” Sid tilted his head against the back of his chair.

      So was Todd. And right at that moment – in the way Sid leveled a thoughtful gaze on him – Todd figured there was something Sid wasn’t telling him. Something that made him curious but not curious enough to give in.

      “I can’t.”

      Sid smiled. “One more favor?” Todd waited. “Think about it. Answer me again in a couple of days. In a couple of days,” Sid repeated when Todd opened his mouth to reply. “I’ll pay you five thousand a month. Think about it.” Then he dropped his hands onto the arms of his chair.

      Todd nodded and got up.

      Von. That’s who he’d think about. Von and the bar they’d always wanted and was almost theirs. You, doll. Only you.
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      Todd

      
        
        The Scoop from Joop

      

      

      

      SHORTLY AFTER dark, Todd pulled his car out of the parking lot behind his apartment complex and drove two blocks to the first traffic light. He turned on the green.

      Claremont Avenue was the main thoroughfare through Greenville and ended on a man-made tree rimmed lake. On the outskirts of O’town, where Todd was headed, Claremont became Clary Way. Clary ended on Frontage Road, a two-lane strip of pavement that followed the miles of property the old mill sat on. Branching off of Clary Way were lettered and numbered streets, and farther out were residential streets with pretty tree or fruit names like Amber Loop and Citrus Way.

      Sid’s Place was on C Street.

      F Street, locally known as Fornication Alley, was a strip of bars, pool halls, sex shops, a hundred year-old residential hotel, a tattoo and body piercing shop, a couple of hole in the wall restaurants, and an amazingly good Italian restaurant called El Fornio’s, which Todd had learned had nothing to do with fornication. It meant “the oven” or something like that.

      Pulling his car up to the curb, Todd got out and crossed the street to the front of the restaurant where Joop was waiting by the door. The kid was practically bouncing from foot to foot, probably salivating at the prospect of minestrone soup like any normal person would over a bowl of El Fornio’s “famous” spumoni ice cream. Joop was a loveable mix of nonchalance and jitters. Todd hadn’t felt as at home with anybody in a long time. Yet another reason to get out of Dodge. Though it was a guy in a hoodie that scared him most. Stole inside and burrowed low in his belly.

      Todd hopped the curb and shook his head.

      The coat Joop wore was a mid-thigh length, black and turquoise tweed, and Todd was pretty sure there was a thrift shop owner somewhere who was still laughing his ass off at the kid for buying it.

      With his hands stuffed in the pockets, Joop flapped the long tails against his legs like he was working up a fan to cool off inside the thing.

      Todd stopped in front of him. “You know it’s April, right?”

      Joop shrugged, whapping the coat like fan blades. “Whatever.”

      “Hungry?”

      He shrugged. “I could eat.”

      He was probably starving, but he’d never admit it. He didn’t like accepting gifts, so Todd pretended he never gave any.

      “C’mon. Get you out of that thing.”

      “It’s not a thing. It’s cool.”

      “Yeah, right. Fly, sick, dope. Whatever.”

      Todd pulled open the door and gestured Joop through. The kid leered at him. “So fuckin’ polite. Is this a date?”

      “You wish.”

      “I actually have a date, though. After this.”

      “A real date?”

      Joop threw a look at him from over his shoulder. The kid had a boyfriend, some other kid named Howie. But at the rolled-eye look Joop gave him, Todd guessed Joop’s date was the paying kind.

      The restaurant was long and narrow like an old row house, with an enclosed staircase along one wall. Shadows swayed on the paneling, keeping time with the flicker of the candles below. Joop dropped onto a booth with a huff and rapped the edge of the table with his fingertips.

      “Minestrone.”

      His skin looked soft in the candlelight. He could have been twelve instead of eighteen.

      “Order some spaghetti. Veal Parmesan. You’re a fuckin’ rail.”

      “I’m willowy.”

      Todd almost laughed. That had to come from the kid’s mom. Definitely not from some normal middle-class, lawn-mowing dad or the kid’s asshole of an ex.

      Joop smirked and shrugged out of his jacket. Todd stared at his T-shirt. Black with red lettering. FUCK LOVE. I ANIME YOU. He rolled his eyes.

      “So what do you want? Information…? Stories?” Joop added with a grin.

      After they’d first started to get to know one another, he’d told Todd he wanted to be a writer, and that was the way Todd had roped him into accepting a free meal a couple of times a month. It was an even exchange. Stories for food. Now it was a lot more, but Todd was happy pretending it wasn’t if that’s what Joop needed.

      Stretching his arms across the top of the booth, Todd said, “I don’t want you runnin’ out of stories.”

      Joop snorted. “Fat chance. Besides, if I do, you can still see me. You know my prices.”

      “God, you’re an asshole.”

      “You used to like my asshole.”

      “I moved on.”

      “Oh!” Joop clapped a palm to his chest. “Fucker. That was cold.”

      “I—”

      He stopped. Their server, a girl whose name tag he couldn’t read in the undulating gloom, came up to their table with a grin. Besides Joop’s minestrone, Todd ordered salads, garlic bread, gnocchi in pesto sauce, and chicken Parmesan.

      “Coke,” added Joop.

      So,” said Todd after the girl had hurried away. “Tell me what you really know about Brice Banyon.”

      Joop gaped at him, round-eyed in surprise. “Now you wanna know about Brice? Have you seen him?”

      “I want to know facts.”

      “Dude, I don’t know the guy. I only know the gossip. But I have it on good authority he ain’t Sid’s nephew.”

      “I know. Whose authority?”

      “A guy who worked with him once. On a threesome. The guy’s a whore.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Joop, but the word is escort, so how would a guy you know end up workin’ with a high class escort?”

      Joop scowled at him. “The guy set it up. The client did, I mean.”

      “And now?”

      “Fucked up. Stabbed twenty-eight times and dumped in a park to die.”

      “Jesus. Stabbed? You never told me that.”

      Joop rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I did. You just didn’t listen.”

      “I’d remember that.”

      “You said the guy was a bookkeeper.”

      “He is.”

      “Yeah, well, supposedly, he almost bled to death an’ got—”

      “Vampire blood. That I remember.”

      Joop scowled and sat back. “You wanted to know.”

      “The facts. I was thinking car crash.”

      “There was a newspaper report, I think. Somebody stabbed him. Raped him, too. Hey, is that new?”

      Joop pointed at a tattoo on his forearm. His skin was covered in ink. The one Joop meant was a small cross he’d had touched up. It was one of his first. Too light of a color, it had faded out, surrounded by the others that now covered his arms and torso.

      He shook his head. “No. Gettin’ a new one, though. Wanna come?”

      “Hell, yeah.”

      Joop’s grin lit up his face. One day a couple of months ago, he’d appeared in the shop where Todd was getting a new tattoo. Another kid, Howie, had come in with him, but when Joop saw Todd he’d kept Howie away from him. Todd had just been a trick then. He’d barely known Joop, but Joop had been fascinated with the tattoos. After he’d gotten his nipples pierced, he’d left with his boyfriend, but the next time Todd hooked up with him, they’d started talking to each other like friends.

      Todd wasn’t sure that was a good thing, though. Wasn’t sure he wouldn’t regret it.

      Now they fell silent while the server set down their salads. After she left, Joop picked up his fork and asked, “So what’s with the twenty questions?”

      “I got offered a job to watch over Brice.”

      “Like with Kevin Costner and Whitney Houston?”

      “Yeah, Joop, just like that.”

      Joop rolled his eyes again. “How come?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not doin’ it anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m gonna be buying a friend’s bar. The guy’s getting married an’ giving me a break. I get to pay him half now an’ the rest over time.”

      “Yeah? That’s cool, right?”

      “Yeah. I’m short, though.”

      “How much time do you have?”

      “End of the year.”

      “Your own bar, dude.”

      “Yeah.” Von’s dream. His dream. “I hope so.”

      “What’s this got to do with not wantin’ the job, though?” Todd stared at him. “Your new job,” said Joop.

      “Taking care of somebody? I dunno.”

      Joop shrugged and swallowed a mouthful of bleu cheese-covered lettuce. “Some people say Sid did it. That Brice was stepping out on him. Now he keeps him locked up.”

      “Steppin’ out, how? The guy was an escort.”

      Joop’s whole forehead rippled into furrows. “That has nothin’ to do with your relationship.”

      Todd shrugged. He had a feeling Joop didn’t sleep with Howie, but he wasn’t going to push him to find out.

      “I think that’s a stretch.”

      “Guy’s all alone.”

      “He’s got Cruz.”

      “Dude’s a cop.”

      Todd guffawed. “I don’t think so. You thought I was.”

      “I’m just careful.”

      “Well, he’s not, an’ you’re not guilting me into this.”

      Todd had a plan. A bar. A place with room for the garden Von had always wanted. A kitchen for burgers and fries, and no kid with Von’s light brown hair and dark brown eyes slurping up minestrone soup to remind him of the way things used to be. No guy he’d be dumb enough to wink at again hanging around him. No entanglements. No strings.

      Nobody.
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      Bliss

      
        
        Irma at the Door

      

      

      

      GODDAMN IT.

      Somebody was pounding on Bliss’ door, and he was a sweaty, sticky, over-slept, groggy mess. Tumbled out of dreams he barely remembered now. His brain was full of images he hated. Boats. He didn’t know why he hated boats. Flags. Fog. Berry bushes. The slapping of water against wood.

      The knock came again, and he stumbled and threw an arm across his face, half blinded by the viciously bright light blazing through his living room window.

      “Bliss.”

      “What?”

      “Open the door.”

      “No.”

      But he was already looking for a hoodie, spinning himself in a dizzy circle before he snatched one off the chair by the desk. He pulled it on. Hot air and sunshine poured into his eye sockets and set up a dull throb behind his forehead. His throat went dry and confused him. Was he hungover? No. But the image of a half-frozen bottle of vodka in the freezer filled him with thirst.

      Half moaning, he got the door partway open and pressed an eye to the thin wedge of gray.

      “Fuck, Irma. It’s the ass crack of dawn.”

      Cheers from the TV upstairs drifted down into the “lobby”, which was really a foyer. This was Bliss’ house, but Sid had arranged for the reconstruction to allow for a rental upstairs. Technically, Bliss now lived in an apartment, but he owned the house. Irma was supposed to handle all the maintenance issues, but maybe his new babysitter would do that.

      Crap. Just the thought of a new guy made him groan.

      “One o’clock is hardly the ass crack of dawn, Bliss.”

      “Weren’t you going camping this weekend?”

      Irma brayed in a percussive blast that ricocheted off the walls and bounced around the lobby in contagious echoes and dragged up the laugh that rumbled in his own chest at the sound of hers.

      He bit his tongue and glared at her. She wore a short gray skirt, pink stilettos, and a pink sweater set with pearls. Her hair was long, bleached blonde and teased. She fluttered black mascaraed eyelashes at him. She should have been a grandmother. Instead she was a bombshell.

      “Honey, I don’t camp.”

      “Whadda you want?”

      “I have books for you.”

      She brought him books. She went shopping for him. He glowered at her. “Put ’em down.”

      “Bliss.”

      “I’m not opening the door.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake.”

      That was probably her favorite expression. He’d heard her screaming it at Wiley often enough. Wiley was her sports-addicted boyfriend. Tall, thin, brown-skinned, and spider-limbed, he sometimes dropped off the groceries Irma bought for him, and once set a pile of books on the stairs after Bliss had slammed the door on him. Which he’d only opened because he’d thought it had been Irma knocking. When he’d peeked out again a moment later to make sure Wiley was gone, it had been in time to see him setting the books down on a step. At the reopening of the door, Wiley had turned to him with a wink. “Mack Bolan. The good stuff.”

      Remembering that wink made Bliss think of Todd. Made his cock twitch. Great. Like there was anybody around to help him with that.

      “Seriously,” he said. “I thought you were going camping.”

      “Wiley thinks that. Really, can you see Wiley camping? Without a TV?”

      “Portable,” he said, because no, he couldn’t see Wiley without a TV. He was pretty sure he hadn’t yet gone through a day without hearing the sounds of baseball or football or Ping-Pong or something like that drifting through his ceiling.

      Irma blinked at him. “No camping.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’m going shopping though. Anything you need?”

      Pop-Tarts. “No.” He didn’t need Pop-Tarts. He was fat. Would Rif think he was fat?

      Why did he care? Shit, why was he thinking about things like that? He didn’t even know him. Rif worked for Sid, not him. He didn’t even really know what he looked like up close. Were his eyes blue or green or brown? Was he cheerful or moody? He was tough enough to pound that guy in the alley. Not like he’d wanted to, though. He hadn’t looked like he wanted to. Just that he could. Which was even better. That he might not like a thing, but that he’d step up anyway for the right reasons. Yeah, that was a fantasy guy. A blue-eyed guy with big, strong hands.

      A shiver ran through him.

      Though the real Rif probably had a girlfriend and couldn’t care less about Bliss.

      Somebody was nudging the door. His gaze dropped. There were spots on the floor. Red spots. He ignored them for a moment. “Who’s that?”

      “Homer.”

      A cat. All gray. Almost lost in the dim haze of the foyer. The only light came through the half window in the door. Golden eyes peered up at him. He shifted his gaze again and saw two other cats on the stairs. Irma collected them. He supposed he should object because he was pretty sure Sid would have put a no-pets clause in the lease. Sid was almost phobic about animals. Which was weird to Bliss because Sid was a nice guy. He was the kind of guy Bliss saw with a golden retriever. But he had let Bliss get a dog once. An English bulldog named Gertie they’d gotten from a rescue.

      He gazed back down at Homer. Irma squatted to set her pile of books on the floor. God, he was an asshole.

      Damned if he was opening the door, though.

      Homer’s tail twitched.

      “Fuck you, Homer.”

      “Bliss, for God’s sake, let him in.”

      “Why?”

      “To be nice.”

      He didn’t want to be nice. Homer made him think about Gertie, and he didn’t want to think about Gertie. Losing her had broken his heart. Sid had spent all kinds of money trying to locate her after she’d gotten out, but Bliss had never seen her again. He wasn’t going to be nice to Homer.

      But he pulled the door open a few inches wider.

      “What are you doing?”

      Irma was still crouched down, gathering the little red dots he’d forgotten about into a pile. She glanced up, and he almost crushed Homer’s tail in the door when he slammed it shut again to hide his face. Then he opened it back up a crack. Irma straightened with a grimace. Wobbled in her heels. Christ, he didn’t think he could walk in those things at thirty let alone sixty-something. She stretched out her hand. There was a little pile of cinnamon hearts on her palm.

      His heart jumped. Sweat broke out and ran down his ribs. His hands shook on the door. He slipped his fingers around the edge to keep from slamming it again. The candies wavered in the dull light like little mirages. They weren’t real. They didn’t float in his memory like boats and flags and… and…

      Other things.

      Things he couldn’t remember.

      He blinked at the candies.

      Homer rubbed against his bare leg, and he glanced down. He was standing there in his underwear and hoodie with goose bumps popping out on his skin. Sun poured through the windows. His gaze swept the garish room. Then he looked back out again.

      “Is that candy?”

      Irma nodded and glanced from side to side, looking for other pieces. “I’ll throw them away.”

      “Okay.”

      “Keep Homer as long as you want.”

      “Okay.”

      He didn’t want Homer. His gut pumped acid into his throat, saliva flooding out to wash it away. Clapping a hand to his mouth, he darted to the window and peeked around the edge to watch Irma come out and shake her hand over the gutter. There were people in the park across the street. People on the sidewalks. Parked cars. A shadow in a car. A guy.

      Bliss scrambled back and stood in the corner of the room. Homer jumped up onto the couch and stared. He dug his fingers into his cheeks and swallowed spit. Cinnamon. This had to have something to do with his attack. Why else would he be so scared? But of what? Did he even want to remember?

      His empty memory haunted him.

      It was a hole in his life that everything else circled around. He imagined getting sucked into it, lost forever, and wanted to throw up.

      He peered out the window instead.

      A guy. In a car.

      Watching him.

      He flattened himself against the wall.

      “Homer,” he whispered. Homer stared. “That guy’s watching me.”

      Still staring, Homer curled sideways to scratch his ear.

      Swiveling, Bliss looked back out the window. Splinters of sunshine ricocheted off of glass and metal. A pair of dogs raced across the park.

      The car was gone.
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      Todd

      
        
        Todd’s Plan

      

      

      

      “THIS A holiday?” Todd muttered to Lia. “Nobody’s here.” Only a handful of people sat at the tables, a few at the bar. The TV was on, set to a bunch of guys shooting skeet on the sports channel.

      “Not a holiday,” said Lia. “We’d be busier.”

      Todd snorted and took her tip jar off the counter. By the time she pulled a bottle of Corona out of the fridge and slid it over to the guy sitting across from her, he’d counted out seventeen dollars in ones and three in change.

      “You workin’ Saturday night with me?” he asked.

      “Nope. Scott, I think.” She snagged the twenty-dollar bill he held out to her and removed her apron. “You’re a weirdo by the way.”

      He glanced at the bat lying on the shelf where she kept her purse. Pot to kettle, babe. “I have a diabolical plan for this,” he said with a grin.

      “I bet.”

      The change was for the swear jar that funded his tattoos. In the beginning, his jar was a Coke can Von had given him, a way to keep him out of trouble for all the swear words that had poured out of his mouth every day. Back then he’d fed the jar quarters. Now he gave it dollar bills.

      “See ya!” Lia yelled.

      She barely topped the counter and bellowed like a sailor.

      Wielded a bat.

      The girl was tough.

      Tying on his apron, he nodded at a couple headed for the door that opened onto the street. Tall, skinny guy and an older lady in stilettos that reminded him of purse girl’s. The lady pushed a dollar bill into his tip jar.

      “Bye, honey.”

      “See you.”

      A couple more guys came in. The stools filled up. He set down beer bottles and sliced a few limes. A guy leaned against the counter. “Get me a Lemon Drop?”

      “Sure.”

      As the guy stood waiting, snapping his gum, he made the Lemon Drop and a pair of Mojitos. A few minutes after that he brought out a tray of clean glasses and set it down on the bar back. A row of five photographs of the old Greenville Paper Mill leaned against the bottom of the mirror. He paused to admire them. Great shadows. After he unloaded the tray, he took it back and got a jar of olives out of the storeroom.

      Now there was a dog show on the TV. Mojito girls sat at the bar, and the Lemon Drop guy sat under the TV.

      Todd wiped down a few of the tables, picking up napkins and empty glasses. The tattoos on his forearms ran together in the dim light that spilled out of the Tiffany-style pendant lamps overhead.

      Behind the counter again, he pushed his sleeves back, the ink rippling on his skin, and then opened the jar of olives and refilled his condiment trays.

      His first tattoo was a cross, his
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