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  Chapter 1

Darryl
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Christian’s face looks like he’s just seen a ghost.  “Look, man, you ought to get into that Santa outfit and quick.  Kids are starting to come from the other end of the mall.” I inform him, watching little tykes scurry next to their mamas, from the back of the mall. 
“Is it too late to back out?” He asks, looking at his sister, Hanna.  I’m sure he’s deflated, given the hand that he was just dealt.  Sure, Perrie and her kid are out of sight, but the way she just treated him left a mark.
Despite that, Hanna sighs with a hand on her hip. “Christian, don’t start.  Y’all promised you’d do this.  Now, so, Perrie gave you attitude, over a misunderstanding or something.  Y’all don’t know what prompted that behavior.  Now, come on.  You’re going to let all those kids down, if you don’t.”
He sighs, reluctantly putting the rest of his costume on. 
“Dude. You want me to go talk to her?” I offer. 
“Na, it’s fine.” He waves. “I’ll go after I’m done with this fucking clown show.”
Hanna elbows him, hissing. “Christian!  Watch your mouth!”
An eye roll. “Lord, Hanna. I really don’t want to do this. I look like a fruitcake.”
“Well, y’all could have said no.”
“Really?” He almost squeaks. “Not with Mrs. Claus standing in as my sister.”
“Come on.  It won’t be that bad.  You’re making it out to be way worse than it is.  Now, quit being a baby, and come sit down on the chair, before these kids think that you’re not the real McCoy.”
Christian grumbles, but sits down, eying the store where Perrie works.  She’s out of sight still, and I know that it’s bothering him, why in the hell she would act like Christian was about to kidnap the kid, when he was the one that wandered over to Christian in the first place, is beyond me.  It’s not like I’ve never seen this happen before, I have to admit.  These single mamas, assuming that’s what she is, are like caged tigers when it comes to protecting their offspring.  But if he doesn’t want me to talk to her, then there’s nothing more that I can do.  “Alright, I'm outta here, amigo.  See you later?”
He scoffs.  “Yeah, I'll need a good, stiff drink after this shit.” I own a bar that he frequents.
“Sounds good.  The first one’s on the house.” I tip my hat to him and to Hanna, making my way out of the area, before I'm bombarded by Santa-crazed kids, vying for their spot on the fat guy’s lap.  As I make my way back to the bar, my head is still swirling.  I feel like such a shit for leaving Venus again, after everything that happened.  The lovemaking, the promises made, the agreement to have her move in with me, permanently this time, and not just because I’m trying to protect her from her scum of the earth ex, the murderer, either.
And as I'm feeling much like turning around and heading back to my place, to make up for the guilty feelings, I see a strange car parked in the driveway, next to my spot, which is marked.  It’s not Rickie’s car.  Rickie is my main waitress slash bartender.  My right-hand woman.  If it weren’t for her being my partner in crime behind the bar, I don’t know what I'd do.  I know that she didn’t get a different car, so I head inside, with furrowed brows.  I see Rickie pulling dishes from the dishwasher, a plume of steam almost covers her body.
“Who’s car’s in your spot?” I ask her, and then I see him.  This strange dude that I've never seen before, standing over, talking to one of my bouncers.  His hair looks like he’s fresh from the barber, with an aggressive hairline, clean shaven, and his pants look freshly pressed, too.  This boy means business from behind, but as he turns around and looks at me, I see that he’s got this cocky little smirk on his face, that tells me he’s not here to make a deal.
“Oh, that’s Drew’s.” Rickie states., gesturing with his hand, to the new person.  “He’s here to see you.”
“Me?” I look at him and hold out my hand for him to shake.  “Drew?”
He nods, looking me up and down in a way that no other man ever has.  “So, you’re Darryl.”
“I am.” I nod once.  “Have we met?”
“No.  And, trust me, I held out long enough.  I’m Venus’s best friend.”
Recognition comes to my face.  “Oh, shoot.  Why didn’t you say so?”
“Oh, thank God!” He gushes.  “I wasn’t sure what sort of reception I’d get from you, man.  Venus is so rusty on this relationship stuff.”
“Oh, man, not to worry.  It’s cool.  Can I get y’all something to drink?  It’s on the house.”
He waves.  “No, thanks.  I can’t stay long.  I just had to come and check y’all out, if you’ll forgive me for doing so.”
“Oh, not at all, I'm glad to meet you.  Do you want to come back to my office for a minute?  Get away from all the evaluating glances?”
He frowns.  “Sure.”
We walk back to my office, and he scans the room.  “So, this is the famous spot, is it?”
“Famous?”
He winks, making me a little unsettled.  “You and Venus...she tells me everything.”
My cheeks turn pink.  “Oh, Lord, I suppose she does.” I lick my lips.  “Listen, that wasn’t something that I planned.  I don’t usually do things like that.”
“Oh, I didn’t pin y’all for a man whore, Darryl, not to worry.” He says conversationally, and I feel myself relax.  “So long as y’all don’t mind that Venus shares everything with me.” His gaze goes to my bookcase, where I have lots of framed photographs and books.  “But don’t be insecure, dude, because I'm as gay as the day is long, if you don’t mind me coming out on you there.”
I like this guy.  Straight up is what I'm all about.  “Don’t mind at all, man.  Wouldn’t feel insecure even if you were as straight as I am, either.  Venus and I, we love each other, and I know that nothing can come between us.”
“Wise man, you are.  I can see what she sees in you.”
“Thanks.”
“So, you two are in love, huh.”
I nod once.  “That’s right.  I, uh, probably should wait to let her tell you, but, I asked her to move in with me, and she’s accepted.”
He waves.  “Yeah, I already knew that, darlin’, but thanks for telling me all the same.”
I chuckle.  “I suppose I look stupid now.  You did just finish saying that she tells you everything.”
“You’re not a stupid man, Darryl.  That I already know.  What, with owning a successful business, and being in love with my best friend.  I know you wouldn’t mix well with her if y’all were stupid.”
“I guess that’s true.”
He sighs and turns to face me, seemingly satisfied.  “I suppose I ought to go back over there and see that new office space with her.  You did hear about that, right?”
Another nod.  “I did.  I offered to help her out with that, but God love her, she wanted to figure that one out herself, and did very well.”
“Yes, she did.  Y’all want to come along with me?”
“Na, I best keep my distance.  That’s her baby.”
“I should go over there and bust up the cat fight.”
I lift a brow.  “What do you mean?”
“Well, y’all know that sister of hers is a bully.”
A scoff.  “Yeah.  Venus doesn’t appreciate the attitude, frankly.”
“Can’t say I blame her.  Raine’s always had some sort of chip on her shoulder.  I’ve never mixed well with her.  That’s how come I just dropped her off this morning.  Wasn’t in the mood, but now that I'm thinking of it, I should go over and be overbearing, too.”
“If she told her sister about us moving in together, I imagine Raine’ll have something to say about that.” 
He pulls his phone out of his back pocket and swipes the screen.  I assume that he’s calling Venus.  He waits, and then frowns a few moments later, as I go through a pile of bills on my desk.  “No answer.”
“Care to wager a bet?” I joke.  “See if she answers if I call?”
He smiles, playing along.  “Go ahead.  Let’s see who she’s playing favorites with.”
My phone is in my hand a second later, and I'm swiping to her number.  I get the same response.  “Either they’re really hashing it out, or she’s already with the realtor.”
His face changes.  “She’d send a text.” A ‘v’ forms between his brows.  “You know the story about her ex, right?”
“How he tried to pin her for murder?  I’m familiar.” I’m matter-of-fact.  “Y’all think he’s still in town?”
“Well, we’ll know in another minute.  I told her in no uncertain terms to send a text message, even if it’s one letter, just to let me know that she’s okay.  The signal is that if she doesn’t respond, there’s something wrong, and judging by the cold chill I just got up my spine, unless your air conditioning is up too high, I think we’ve got ourselves a problem.”
I set my phone back in my pocket and grab my keys.  “What’s say we don’t wait to find out, huh.” I start walking towards the door.
He follows me.
“I like this man.” Drew says in my wake.
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“You son of a bitch.” I seethe, seeing Justin’s finger on the trigger, and the gun pointed at my head.  His cover: his Santa suit, is throwing me off slightly.  “You don’t honestly think that you’re going to get away with this, do you.”
“Get inside or die right here on your sister’s front stoop.” He says coldly.
“You think I'm stupid?  I have a better chance of living staying out here, where all my neighbors will hear you pull that trigger.”
“Get inside, Venus!” He bellows, spittle flying out of his mouth, landing in his fake beard, hands shaking he’s so angry.
“You’ve got a lot of nerve, you asshole.” I growl, ignoring his demand.  “Go ahead and shoot me in plain sight, with witnesses driving past.  Try getting away with that.” I spit.
“You’ve got one second to get inside that house, or after I'm done killing you, I'll move on to your sister.”
That hit a nerve.  After a brief stare down, I relent, and let him inside, closing the door.  His finger doesn’t leave the trigger, and that crazy look in his eyes remains.  My speech is through gritted teeth.  “What do you want, Justin.  What did you do?  Escape from prison to come kill me?  Ruining my life wasn’t quite fulfilling enough for you?”
“Shut up.  I’ll do the talking.” 
“Fine.  What do you want.”
“Your confession.”
I start to laugh mirthlessly.  “Really.  You honestly think that’s going to solve the problem?  Are you stupid?”
“I escaped from prison, Venus.  No stupid person could accomplish that.”
“Good for you.  What do you want?  A fucking medal?”
“No.  I want a signed confession.  And I want you to deliver it personally.”
I laugh so hard I start to cough.  “Are you nuts?  Do you honestly think that I'm going to go anywhere with you?  Especially to confess to a crime that I didn’t do?  The jury already found me innocent, Justin.”
“My attorney says that verdict will be nullified with a signed confession.”
I'm deadpan, speaking flamboyantly with my hands, something I learned from Drew, to get a point across firmly.  “So, you’re saying that my options here are to get shot, or go give up my freedom for the rest of my life, just to get you off, when y’all murdered a man out of jealousy?  I think you’re on drugs, Justin.”
Justin’s speech comes measured, slow, cold as ice, and low, guttural.  “You’ll do it, or the next meal your sister makes will have your blood in it, because I'm going to smear your fucking brains all over the goddamn kitchen here.” He gestures with his chin towards the kitchen, without diverting his gaze from me.
“I am not going anywhere with you.  And you won’t get away with it, either, Justin.  I don’t know if you’re familiar with the concept of small-town living, but more than likely, at least a half dozen people saw you coming in here, and recognized your vehicle, plus, you’re in a fucking Santa outfit, you moron!”
“Nobody saw me.” He says, nostrils flaring.  “So, you best come with me, Venus, or it’s over.”
My phone is in my back pocket.  It starts to ring, making me smile.  “Oh, would you listen to that?” I chuckle.  “See, Justin, everyone I know here knows that you’re on the loose and lurking in town, so anyone that I don’t answer the phone to immediately, is going to come and hunt me down.”  I say righteously, listening to the call going to voicemail.
“By the time they hunt you down, I'll have you in my car, halfway to fucking Dallas.”
The phone starts ringing again and I smile too sweetly at him.  “See, genius?  It’s happening.”
As I stand there, with a smile on my face, he aggressively pulls off his beard.  The elastics behind his ears pull them down, and he winces when they snap against his skin.  I start to laugh.  “What are you trying to do, Justin?  Disrobe?  Better hurry up, because anyone I know lives within a five-minute drive from here, if they’re not already on their way, that is.”
“Shut the fuck up and help me with this garb!” He demands, panicked.  His hands shake as he struggles with his costume, while futilely trying to keep the gun level with my head.  I feel like dodging it, becoming a moving target, but I feel like that will just throw him over the edge.  
“I’m not helping you with anything, Justin.  I think I've already done my job, loser.”
He gets ugly, coming at me, growling, hands shaking, with his shirt half opened.  “God, I always thought killing you would be fun!”
“As fun as killing John?” I taunt.
“Fuck you!”
“Well, you did kill him.  I'm not lying.” I scoff, keeping surprisingly cool, considering I have a gun pointed at my forehead and the gunman is literally trembling with anger.  But I find a certain satisfaction in pissing him off so successfully.  Justin is usually a very level-headed type of guy and it’s fun to see him so unglued.  
“Help me with this thing!” He shouts, eyes red, veins popping out of his neck, eyes bulging.  Spittle flies into my face and I shove him.  With his weight off in his stance slightly, I manage to move him, and I pull his shirt, growling.
“Here, I'll help you!” I bellow, pulling it off his arm aggressively, setting him more off balance, hoping to God that the idiot will drop the gun.  He’s no marksman.  Next, I grab his pants, tugging them down to his knees, so he’s teetering.  I’d love it if someone walked in right now, seeing him holding a gun with his pants at his knees.  I laugh at the thought.  “There, is that better?” I chuckle loudly. 
He’s not impressed.  “Pull them all the way off, or I'll use them to soak up all your fucking blood!”
I pull them down further, but just to slightly above his ankles, so he has to wiggle out of them with more effort.  I figure that’s when I’ll grab the gun, when he finally loses his balance.  But he doesn’t.
And then I pull his arm further, hoping like hell that I'll make him fall flat on his ass, but he doesn’t.  
“Venus!  Quit fucking around!  I’ll kill you, goddammit!” He shouts.
“You ought to keep your voice down, Justin.  You know that the neighbors can probably here you and your big mouth.”
“Shut the hell up, Venus!” He repeats.
...and then something happens that makes him wish he’d eaten his Wheaties today.






  
  Chapter 2

Darryl
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“It’s kind of funny, you know.” Drew comments.  “Two guys in love with Venus.” 
“I suppose.” I say.  “But I'm sure she’s loved by many, my man.”
He lifts his brows.  “Not the way that we do, my brother.”
“Well, that’s true.” I agree, stepping on the accelerator, as I pass by the squad car parked in a nearby coffee shop.  I wait until the precise moment that he’s out of sight in my sideview mirror, and I gun it.  The last thing I need is to get pulled over at a time like this.  Sure, I could explain the situation, but chances are he wouldn’t believe me, and he would end up wasting too much time.  Getting to Venus to make sure that she’s okay is the priority here.  And if I've got to dodge a few cops in the process, then so be it.  
“Can this thing go any faster?” Drew taunts, good-naturedly.
“Did you not see the cop back there?” I chuckle.  
“Yeah, I was just testing you.”
“Liar.” I tease, as we turn onto Raine’s street.  “You carry, man?” I ask, eying the glovebox.
“Do I look like I'm trained to use a pistol, dude?  The only trigger I pull is the one attached to my hairspray bottle.”
“Okay, then, you grab Venus and get her safe, while I look after the dirtbag, okay?”
“Sounds good to me.” He nods.  “Gosh, and I just bought these delicious dress pants yesterday.  I hope I kept the receipt.”
“What are they worth?  I’ll pay y’all back for them if it bothers you that much.”
He gives me an unimpressed look.  “These were the last ones on the rack.  And they hug my ass perfectly.  No amount of money will cover a replacement, so you better just shoot nicely.”
Is this guy for real?  I chuckle.  “I’ll do my best.  Are you worried more about your pants or your best friend?”
“Trust me, Venus will understand.”
We pull up to the house and note the strange vehicle parked on the curb just down the way, enough that nobody would see it if they were inside the house.  “Looks like she’s got company.”
“I don’t recognize the car, but Justin’s smart, it’s probably a rental.  That would be a rookie mistake not ditching your vehicle.” He licks his lips.  “So, what’s the plan here?  Just, like, knock on the door?”
My tone is flat, direct, as I pull the gun out of the back of my pants.  “How about we just walk right in and surprise ol’ Justin, hm?”
He shrugs.  “Works for me.”
“So long as your pants agree.” I add as I approach the door, gun at the ready.  Drew rolls his eyes as I open the door.
To my surprise, Venus has who I'm guessing is Justin, in a scuffle on the floor.  They’re literally wrestling on the floor, impressing the shit out of me.  The gun is about six inches away from Justin’s foot, and she’s trying like hell to keep him from reaching it.  So I just walk over and rest the barrel of my gun on his temple.  “How about y’all step away from the lady, hm?”
Stupidly, he tries to grab my leg, but I kick him instead.  “Don’t pull anything fishy here, my friend.  I’ll pull the trigger, and I've got a witness right here, that’ll be all too happy to tell the tale.”
Justin looks up at Drew, giving him an evaluating glance, like he’s staring at a pile of vomit on the floor.  “That fruitcake?  Hell, he’s probably more concerned with his dang pants.”
Cue lip biting, so I won’t smile.  Drew gives him a self-righteous look, as if Justin just insulted his best attire.  “You’d best keep your mouth shut, Justin.  I have no problem righting a wrong, hanging a scumbag like you out to dry.”
“You okay, Venus?” I ask, watching her get up off her knees and dust herself off.
“I’m fine.  It’s about time this asshole got caught, though.  You know what he came here for?” She squeaks, accentuating her statement with her hands.  “He wanted me to deliver a signed confession to his lawyer!  He’s out of his fucking mind!”
“Amen to that.” I agree, and then I address the loser on the floor. “How about you get down on your belly for me.”
He sneers at me.  “Do I look stupid?”
I’m deadpan.  “You really want me to answer that?”
“I thought he was Christian, showing up in this Santa suit.  It was smart, that I'll give him, but the rest, dumb as a rock.” Venus states, taking her phone out of her pocket.  “I’ll call the sheriff.”
I nod and then address Justin again.  “Don’t make me ask you again, partner.  Unlike you, I'm trained to shoot, and dying from a gunshot wound, close range, is nothing to smile about.”
“I can shoot, too, loser.” He spits back, stupidly.
“I bet you can, but since I'm the one with the gun, I'll make the demands, okay?  Now get on your belly, before I have Venus grab me some of her sister’s kitchen twine.”
“Fuckoff, asshole.”
I look at Venus.  It takes her ten seconds to make the call, and then she goes into one of the drawers in the kitchen, and grabs the twine.  “I’m not sure if this’ll hold him.”
“I’m not worried.  He’s staying on his belly at any rate.” I grunt, taking the twine from her.  Justin’s still on his knees.  “What’s it gonna be, partner?  The sheriff’s going to be here any minute, and it’ll look much better for your case if you’re not trying to uphold the law again.”
“Get on your belly, jackass.” Venus sneers, kicking him in the crotch.  He falls down like a sack of potatoes.
I tilt my head, impressed.  “Well, that’s one way to do it.”
The man lays there, writhing on the floor, in pain.  “You’re lucky I don’t go after your teeth next.” Venus growls.  “You ruined my life, asshole.  I hope you burn in hell.”
“Oh, he will.” I interject.  “Now, if he was from Huttonville, he might have a fighting chance, but since he’s from Dallas, oh dear.” 
“My lawyer is well paid.” Justin coughs, in agony.
“And he should be, considering all the business you’ve sent his way.” Venus shouts at him.  “Just what were you thinking?  Did you honestly think y’all were gonna get away with this?”
“Well, to be fair, he thought he’d get away with a lot of things, before you left.” Drew points out.  “Murder, for one.  Being locked up, for another.” He counts off on his fingers.
“Shut up, you pansy ass!” Justin shrieks.
Venus goes over and kicks him again, this time in the stomach, showing some mercy, maybe.  “You watch what you call him!  He’s got more morals than one fiber in your body!”
“And better hair.” Drew adds.
“Better everything.” Venus agrees.
“Why, thank you.” Drew states.  If he had a crown on his head right now, he’d be adjusting it.
We hear the sirens outside.  “Shit, that was fast.” I comment.  “Gosh, I don’t think I've ever seen the authorities around here move like that.”
“Well, I guess this is your first escaped convict, holding a citizen at gunpoint.”  Drew comments.
I grin.  “I’m not so sure.”
Justin stirs slightly.  “Do I need to kick you some more, amigo?  Quit moving around until the cops get some cuffs on you.”
He grumbles but relents.  He knows that he’s a sitting duck in a fucking Santa suit.  Idiot.  Venus goes over and opens the door, and moments later, two uniformed men arrive.  “Where’s the sheriff?” I ask.
“Golf game.  Charity.” One answers.  He’s taller than the other one, but he looks like he’s got more attitude.  Not sure if I like that or not.  
I look down at Justin.  “Make no mistake, gentleman.  This here is not Santa Claus.  He’s the dude we reported.  He’s escaped from prison. And now he came over with this here gun, and pointed it at my girl, Venus.”
“He tried to frame me for murder, and now he’s trying to get me to sign a confession.” Venus adds.
“That true, partner?” The taller officer, asks Justin.
“I’m not saying a dang word until I've got my attorney present.”
“That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day, amigo.” I comment, letting the shorter officer put handcuffs on him.  I hand him the gun and he places it inside his vest, and then we both help pick the sumbitch up off the floor.
“You three mind following us down to the station to give statements?” Taller officer asks.
“Right behind you, sir.” I gesture with my hand for them to lead the way.  I take Venus’s hand in mine, and address Drew.  “You want the front seat or the back?”
“I’ll take the back, so long as you love birds don’t get it on up front.” Drew states, as soon as the officers are out of earshot.
We get into my truck, watching the men put Justin into the back of the cruiser.  “See, Drew.  I told you y’all wouldn’t dirty up your good pants.”
“He’s a man of his word, Venus.” Drew states with a satisfied frown.
“That he is.  How did you two end up coming here together?” Venus asks.
“I went to scout him out at the bar, when I tried calling you.” Drew explains.
“Does he pass your test?” Venus asks.
“So far so good, man.  And he gets bonus points for keeping my pants clean.”
“That’s just what I was after, too, man.”
“I hope this doesn’t put a wrench in your plans for today.” Venus says, concerned.
“Don’t worry about me, sugar.  Y’all worry about the meeting with your realtor.”
Recognition comes to her face.  “I’ll make a call.”
She takes a moment to call her realtor, and when she finishes, I tell her.  “Besides, I was just out making errands at the mall.”
“Oh, okay.”
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