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      Danny was dodging my calls.

      Something was up with her and Justin Blake, but I didn’t know what. I’d asked what she was doing with her creepy bazillionaire sex buddy, but she’d been evasive. After a few back and forths she’d point blank refused to talk about him. Period.

      Which wasn’t like my Danny at all.

      So I was giving her space. She would come back. A shiver of ick squirmed deep in my guts, the fear that maybe this time she wouldn’t. I wasn’t worried about Justin; I was more terrified of her following some ordinary seeming guy into a McMansion out in the burbs to breed.

      I threw myself into my work, flogging my network to find new physical therapy clients. I even saved a little cash. My appetite for fun dried up. I ate PBJs standing at the sink. I skipped my nightspot tour.

      I did my man of the moment, Gunter, who thankfully seemed no more interested in real commitment than I was. I left scratches down his back and bruises on his body. He had stamina; for a man, he rocked. He’d left his marks on me as well, purple fingertip bruises along my hips and thighs, which I noticed while showering. They reminded me darkly of Danny’s Dom, Justin Blake, the kinky billionaire.

      Then I took a call from a number I didn’t recognize, who turned out to be Blake’s lawyer, James somebody. I told him I was busy but agreed to meet him Saturday morning; he suggested a cafe, so I invited him back to my place.

      I’d tell him what I thought of Justin Blake.

      

      The attractive, strongly-built African-American man on my doorstep wore an cray expensive-looking, perfectly tailored suit without an overcoat and looked completely at ease within it; I’m tall for a woman at 5’11”, but he looked down at me from what had to be six foot four.

      “Ms. Parisa?”

      “Call me Julia.”

      “I’m James Preston.” He offered me his hand, and while I’d planned on being a dick, I let my hand be swallowed up in his and resisted the thrill that flooded me at the strength of his grip. He was movie-star hot and smelled ostentatiously good, some combination of cologne and well-muscled, beautiful man.

      “Thanks for seeing me.”

      Honestly, even despite how hot he was, I’d rather have been sleeping. I was exhausted. I see a cross section of humanity, young and old, men and women, all in pain, all needing support in rebuilding their bodies after injury or surgery. I like what I do, but it takes a lot out of me.

      I led him into the old house’s common living room.

      Neil, one of my five housemates, was sitting in the center of the worn oriental carpet facing the picture window into the garden in the back yard, eyes half lidded, meditating. The not unpleasant reek of some flowery incense wafted from the tiny brazier in front of him.

      I tried to see the place as James would. The yellowed wallpaper, the huge water stain on the ceiling above Neil, the pine bookshelves lined with cheap, well-worn esoteric paperbacks. The twenty dollar, Three Worlds Escher print above the fireplace. The beat-up furniture draped with patched afghans and blankets, concealing even more tattered upholstery. It was all discards, stuff that passed the smell test but wasn’t anything anyone decent would have in their house. Not what the man in the five thousand dollar suit was used to.

      “Neil. Can you give us a minute?”

      He opened one eye, and then the other. He smiled at James as he unfolded himself carefully and stood. He had that wispy mustache and goatee, long gray-streaked hair parted in the center, and that slender, lightly-muscled build associated with Renaissance paintings of Jesus. He was barefoot. I was glad he wasn’t wearing his Birkenstocks.

      “Sure thing,” he said. He hesitated, as if waiting to be introduced.

      “Shoo,” I said, smiling. “Run along.” I didn’t want to explain James. Or Blake.

      Neil shrugged and exited the room into the entry hall, turned and padded up the stairs. We’d had a thing for a time. He’d handled the end better than most.

      I gestured at the big sofa while I took the armchair facing it. James settled in without looking like he was worried about getting cat hair on the suit, which was what happened the second he sat down.

      “So. You’re Danielle’s friend,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “You look out for her,” he said. “I look out for Mr. Blake.”

      “Huh. He needs you to look out for him?”

      James said nothing but held my gaze calmly. He wasn’t feeding into my anger, my sarcasm. Serious without being over-serious. He wasn’t ignoring me. He was just refusing to play my game.

      “I look out for Mr. Blake.”

      “You’re his attorney,” I said.

      “We were friends before I was his attorney.”

      “What’s the story there? How did you guys get together?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, half smiling. “Maybe I tell you that. Someday.”

      “You know what Justin asked me the last time I saw him?”

      A creased brow at that, though I didn’t know if it was from my disrespect, using his first name, or something else “No. I don’t.”

      “I thought you two were besties.”

      “He doesn’t share everything,” James said. And I could hear, under the calm, a whisper of doubt. I drew my legs up in the big overstuffed armchair on which I sat, wrapping my arms around my shins, putting my chin on my knee. I’m pretty sure I looked adorable.

      I make men nervous, but James seemed immune to my vibe. My gender-fuck, the haircut, the clothes, and my femme face and silhouette, create this frisson. Men want me but they don’t know if I think I’m a boy or a girl, so it scares them. What it would mean, wanting me? So they try not to, and they fail, because they’re men.

      I make them squirm. Most of the time this was irritating. Rarely, it amused the hell out of me. Me knowing something about Justin that he didn’t know—that was bothering James. But I wasn’t. Which was annoying.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” I asked, wanting to draw out the moment, to savor the brief power I would hold over this unflappable man.

      “Of course. Tea. If you have it. Any kind. I’m not picky.”

      Tea again. My housemates had about ten thousand different kinds, several of which were hallucinogenic. I got up and went to the kitchen, again, seeing it through fresh eyes. The bulky but serviceable battered enameled appliances. The cast-iron skillet on the stovetop half full of peanut oil for deep frying. The scarred butcher’s block. Mary Anne, another housemate, had lined the counter under the window with her spice collection, bulk stuff from the food co-op in a row of hand-labeled empty Grey Poupon mustard jars.

      Classy.

      The tea collection, in a row of battered tins next to the spices, was imposing. Fuck it. He could have lukewarm tap water instead. I filled a scratched plastic mug shaped like Spongebob Squarepants, walked back to the living room, and handed it to him.

      I took my seat. “We’re out of tea,” I said. “Sorry.”

      He sipped it, radiating genuine gratitude for our shitty tap water in the stupid mug.

      We settled in again. I smiled. He sipped his water. When it became obvious I wasn’t going to offer any more details, he asked. “What did Justin tell you?”

      “He said that if I thought his relationship with Danielle was, ‘making her something she shouldn’t be,’ that I should call him. And he’d stop seeing her.”

      James nodded as if this weird-ass, god-like pronouncement was the kind of thing Justin said all the time. “You don’t like Justin.”

      I snorted. “Does anyone?”

      “But you haven’t called him yet,” he said.

      Annoying. That he knew that. I acknowledged the point.

      I’d woken up beside Danielle, our first sleepover in ages, and we had breakfast together. I’d made pancakes from scratch before she got up, made a pot of drip coffee and we’d sat together. After, I’d thought of getting rid of Justin forever while she took a shower.

      I’d taken out my phone to call Justin when I’d heard her singing. Like a bird.

      My Danny, singing again in the shower.

      We’d had an act in high school. We’d played out in all-ages venues. Actually, house parties, mostly. I’d played a ukulele and she’d strummed a few chords on a guitar and we’d sung harmonies together that, if you’d been drinking or smoking, weren’t half bad. Silly songs we made up together about terrible boyfriends, both real and imaginary. And snack food. We sang a lot about snack food.

      That was years ago. We hadn’t sung a note together in ages. I’d tried to drag her to karaoke bars, but she’d put her foot down. Librarian Danielle didn’t sing anymore. Spanked-and-sodomized Danielle sang like a goddamn canary.

      “Yet,” I agreed. “I haven’t called him yet.”

      James nodded, obviously struggling. He had the look of a man who wants to say something he knows he shouldn’t say. Or rather, something he knows someone else thinks he shouldn’t. He sighed. “Mr. Blake changes people.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      James shook his head. “He makes dreams come true. And nightmares. Um. Do you know any wealthy people? Very wealthy people?”

      I nodded. As a matter of fact I did.

      “How many of them would you say are happy?”

      My sample size wasn’t large but I knew what he meant. Some of the kids from my college, the ones I’d grown up with who’d had the most, had turned out the most desperately weird and miserable.

      “Some people are better off leading a normal life,” he said.

      “Blake isn’t normal?” I said. I hated the word but James had used it and I was throwing it back in his face.

      James made an ambiguous head gesture, a see sawing motion. “No.”

      “Is he better than normal or worse than normal?”

      “Both,” he said easily. “Keep an eye on your friend, and if you call him, please, call me first.”

      “So you can talk me out of it?”

      “Give me a little warning.” He smiled. And some animal part of me shivered. He was unbelievably good looking, Hollywood hot. “Thank you,” he said.

      I know Gaydar isn’t really a thing, but we all think we have it, and James was flickering on and off my screen like a Klingon vessel with a broken cloaking device.

      “What are you?” I asked. It was a terrible question. I’d punched people for less. He took it pretty well with a grimace twisted quickly into a patronizing smile.

      “Which inappropriate question are you asking, Ms. Parisa? My race? My ethnic background? My sexual preference?”

      “What is Justin to you?”

      “He’s my best friend,” he said.

      I nodded. I held eye contact. I didn’t let it go. Neither did he. That tingle became heat, a feeling in my belly. I could still smell his scent, barely discernible through the fading incense.

      “I’m like you,” he said.

      I shouldn’t have been shocked I guess. It shouldn’t have made me want to cry. Punch him in face. Kiss him. Do all three. But it did. Did he mean pansexual? Did he mean he was in love with his best friend in a way that could never be returned? Both? How was he like me
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