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Prologue

 


Well, that was bullshit.

Daniel Walsh could almost hear the
sound of the bouquet of flowers he was holding falling down to the
floor with a loud thud.

Thwack. Petals. Petals everywhere on the
carpet. That was going to be a bitch to clean up.

Thank God he wasn’t going to be
anywhere near here in five minutes.

Life just had a crappy way of
springing things on you, didn’t it?

He didn’t need to stay more than five
seconds to figure out what had seared into his memory. No matter
how many times he was going to wish he wanted it erased from his
mind, Daniel was going to keep repeating the same five seconds
over, and over, and over until he vomited from how horrible it made
him feel.

In fact, his insides lurched
already. “Oh God,” Daniel cursed to himself. Please, please, please let this
all just be a dream.

A slam of the door and a quick stride
to the elevator. He kept pressing the down button, hoping the damn
thing would open in time and things wouldn’t get too awkward. It’s
not like he was equipped to run all the way down the twenty flights
of stairs to the lobby. No, he just wanted to get the fuck out of
here, and fast.

Never mind that he had just left his
home, where he had been living for three years with his boyfriend,
Thad.

Thad, who had ensnared his heart as
soon as they’d met in college, six years ago.

Thad, who had pursued him for so long
and made Daniel feel like he was attractive, and whom Daniel had
poured all of his love into for all those six years.

Thad, whom he’d just caught,
naked, with another person in their bed.

Memories flooded into Daniel’s
head. His lips quivered as he fought back the tears.
No, no, this isn’t
happening. This is just a dream. You’re going to wake up from it,
and things are going to be fine.

No, it isn’t,
a contrarian voice
piped up from somewhere inside him. Things are going to shit. It’s probably
your fault. You’re the one who forgot that yesterday was your
anniversary. But you were working! At his father’s company.
Forgetting shouldn’t have been that big of a problem!

Even with his eyes closed, he
could still see the image of his boyfriend—ex-boyfriend—balls deep inside a person
Daniel didn’t even know. On their bed.

Maybe he shouldn’t have entered the
bedroom when he’d already heard was what happening
inside.

The squeaking of the bedsprings, the
guttural moans, that high-pitched whimpering from a woman who
seemed like she was clearly faking it—not that Daniel knew when a
woman was faking it, he’d never done anything remotely sexual
except kiss that one kind of cute girl in band camp when he was
ten—with a combination of sounds like that, Daniel already knew
what he was going to be seeing.

Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him
from peering inside and then slamming the door when he confirmed
what he needed to know.

Yup, that’s Thad. Yup,
he’s cheating on me. Yup, he was on the cusp of orgasm. Who knew he
still had it in him?

The fact that the person Thad was
currently hilted into was a woman didn’t even register in his mind.
Cheating was cheating, and the mere sight of skin-on-skin contact
was enough to make Daniel dry heave in a bad, bad way.

“Daniel!” He heard someone
exclaim behind him, trying to call his attention.
No, no, anyone but
you, Daniel
said to himself, frantically pressing the button to the elevator.
“Daniel, wait, baby, I can explain—“

“Oh, no no no no.” Daniel shook
his head. Every instinct inside him was clawing at him, telling him
to let loose and punch Thad in the face. “We’re not going to do
that little dance here. We’re not going to go into that whole
cliché conversation. How are you going to explain your dick inside
that woman, Thad? How are you going to lie to me, to my face, about
how you weren’t just fucking another person in our bed, where we
used to sleep together? Where we were building a life
together?”

Nope. This was definitely
not
going well. Not for
Daniel’s self-control, anyway. He was a hair’s breadth away from
slamming his fist into Thad’s stupid, Adonis-like, chiseled fucking
face.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t quite
control himself.

“M… M…” Anger was rolling through
him. Bubbling. Seething. It felt like he was about to explode. He couldn’t even
finish what he was about to say.

Thad tilted his head. He raised his
eyebrow. “Look, baby, I—”

“M … mail, motherfucker!” His
fist flung outward and straight up into Thad’s gorgeous, yet
dishonest face. There was a satisfying crunch as knuckles came into
contact with nose, before the elevator bell dinged and the doors
flung open.

What the fuck?
Daniel didn’t know
what came over him. His eyes widened, and a spreading sense of
shame, more than he ever felt before, unfurled inside him.
That’s the best you
could come up with? No Hasta la Vista, baby? No? Okay.

“Ow! Motherf—” Thad brought a
hand to his face, stunned and standing there with an angry scowl.
“Son of a bitch! That hurt!”

“I hope you like bleeding all
over your date. Enjoy the rest of the night. If you have any shred
of human decency left, you’ll put my stuff in a box and I’ll pick
it up from the doorman.” Daniel’s voice was curt and low, and
exceedingly polite for how infinitely volatile he was
feeling.

“Daniel, wait! Please! Hear me
out!”

You don’t get the
satisfaction, Daniel thought bitterly. But at least I got to smack the shit out
of you.

****

Well, this week definitely could not
get any worse.

Apart from the humiliation of having
to see his boyfriend in bed with some woman he barely knew, the
very next morning he was sitting in his manager’s office, facing
the man head on.

Usually, Daniel would have
considered the man in front of him attractive. Who wouldn’t? What
with his golden blond hair, blue eyes, tall frame and slightly
crooked smile, his boss, Mr. Golden—how absolutely freaking apt,
Daniel thought to
himself—was basically a picturesque depiction of what Caucasian
masculinity should have been. He dressed well, too. And he had it
on good authority, from some of the office floozies, that Mr.
Golden was pretty well-endowed. Judging from the way Mr. Golden was
sitting, with his legs slightly parted as though offering an
invitation, Daniel had half a mind to just stare at the prominent
bulge that Mr. Golden seemed happy enough to share with the world.
Or at least, the office at large.

Well,
whoop-de-freaking-doo.

Maybe the only turn-off was the fact
that Mr. Golden had a poster on his office wall citing Leviticus
and the evils of sleeping with your fellow man. Why Human Resources
hadn’t called him out on it, who knows? Maybe it had to do with the
patriarchy.

At this point, Daniel couldn’t give a
shit.

The storm cloud hanging over Daniel’s
entire existence was starting to affect everyone around him. People
were beginning to avoid talking to him. He just didn’t have the
patience for bullshit, not when he’d been crying to break-up songs
all through the night.

Unbreak my heart, say you
love me again…

Goddamn it, Daniel,
he thought to
himself as he stifled his desire to cry. Get it together!

In spite of trying so hard not to be a
buzz-kill, one look into his eyes and his office mates could
probably see how dead he felt inside. This included Mr. Golden, who
was staring at him with so much feigned hesitation and sadness he
could win an award as actor of the year.

“You’re probably wondering why I
called you into the office. You see, we have a strict policy here
in Langham and Durr—”

Mr. Golden’s little speech was stopped
when his assistant, Jacqueline, knocked on the door and entered the
room. Offering a cordial smile and a nod to Daniel, she gestured to
the papers she was holding in one hand.

“Mr. Golden, here are the papers
from Accounting you asked for,” she said, placing them on the table
to the side of the door. “I’ll just put them here for you to take a
gander at later.”

“Excellent. Thank you,
Jacqueline. You know, you’re doing your work very well for a single
mother.”

Daniel blinked.
What the
fuck.

Jacqueline’s eyes narrowed, but she
exited the tiny little office without saying a word. If Daniel
could read lips, though, he could’ve sworn he read the words
“sexist bastard” fly out of her mouth.

Mr. Golden cleared his throat.
Daniel’s gaze went back to Mr. Golden, still wide-eyed at what had
just happened. “Anyway, here at Langham and Durr, we have a very strict
policy against violence, especially as it pertains to the son of
the CEO.”

This time, it was Daniel’s turn to
narrow his eyes. “Did that asshole report me to Human
Resources?”

“Now, now, Mr. Walsh, I can’t
disclose confidential information like that, but I’ll have you know
that punching him in the face in front of an elevator isn’t very
becoming behavior of an employee here at Langham and
Durr.”

Well that answered the
question. Motherfucker.

“Seeing as though this is the son
of the CEO we’re talking about, this is a rather serious
predicament we’re in,” Mr. Golden said. He tented his fingers and
leaned back against his chair and frowned. “It falls on me to bear
the burden of having to tell you that we’re terminating your
employment, effective immediately.”

Daniel immediately stood up,
indignant. “I’m fired?”

Mr. Golden cleared his throat
nervously. “Yes, please pack up your belongings from your cubicle.
Also, I’m going to need your ID as you will no longer be allowed
entry into the building. And I’m going to need your phone number,
too.”

Daniel’s mind was firing up a million
miles a minute. Fired? Because of that cheating jackass? Was this
really what his life had been reduced to? Was this really how
things were going to go?

Also, why did Mr. Golden want his
phone number?

“Wh-wh…” Daniel tried to speak,
but he was bewildered. “What exactly … I mean … what do you mean?
Don’t I get something for staying here for three years? Why do you even need my
phone number?”

Mr. Golden smiled, though it was the
kind of deprecating smile that made Daniel want to punch him in the
face. “Oh, dear Mr. Walsh, you can always collect unemployment
while waiting for that next job. Rest assured I will give you a
glowing recommendation! Now, there’s just the matter of that phone
number.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed again, and he
could feel the annoyance bubble up inside him once more. “Why
exactly do you need my phone number, Mr. Golden?”

The blond-haired man cleared his
throat. “Well, you know, Human Resources needs it on file. And
since I’m no longer your supervisor, I can help you out during
these trying times! Be a shoulder to cry on, perhaps, even, someone
to make your nights a little less lonely…?”

Mr. Golden had the gall to
waggle his eyebrows. Daniel felt like his insides froze over
suddenly. You’ve got to be kidding. “You’re married, Mr. Golden.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“To a woman.”

“Yes. I don’t see how any of this
is relevant.”

“You don’t see how—” Daniel
gestured to the wall right in front of him right before he snapped.
“You have a poster of Leviticus on your wall!”

“Now listen here, I have a right
to practice my religion anywhere, even in the office! I don’t see
how any of this is relevant!” Mr. Golden said indignantly. “After
all, isn’t it no homo, bro?”

Daniel made a noise in disgust. He
immediately turned and walked out, laying his ID card to the table
on the side. “Maybe you should talk to your wife about whatever
hidden desires you might have, Mr. Golden. I’m sure she’d be very
happy to have a threesome.”

Mr. Golden’s face scrunched up. “A
threesome with Bethany? No, that would be disgusting—Mr. Walsh.
Hey! Mr. Walsh!”

Electing to ignore his former boss’s
calls, Daniel, as though in a zombie-like trance, decided to head
back to his cubicle and start packing his things up.

And as he caught sight of Thad with a
large black eye laughing as he spoke with some manager or the other
near the elevators, Daniel could only feel the burgeoning
resentment bubble up inside him.

None of this was fair. Hell,
none of this was right. How was there any justice in this world?

This week literally
could not
get any
worse.

****

In the downward spiral that was
becoming Daniel’s life, only a few things remained constant. At
this point, constancy was a good thing, considering how everything
around him was being snatched up like prizes at a county
fair.

One of those things was his best
friend and ex-roommate. The other had been chocolate-covered potato
chips. But his roommate beat those out by a small, seemingly
insignificant margin.

His bastion fortress when things
became rough, Daniel had relied on his best friend, Cecilia, even
before he’d ever said yes to being Thad’s boyfriend.

Thad. Daniel scoffed. That name was like
poison to him now.

Dr. Cecilia Savard, or Cece as Daniel
called her, was a woman of grace and poise and an exceedingly dry
and sarcastic sense of humor. Daniel had met Cece when she was in
medical school, and he was just a college freshman. The two of them
lived in off-campus housing. Cece, in fact, owned the apartment, an
apartment she lived in to this very day. And in spite of their
difference in years, the two of them got along pretty well. It
probably helped that Daniel was the kind of guy who didn’t disturb
her when she had a horrible test the next day, and Cece was the
type to provide insight into whatever awful thing was happening in
Daniel’s life at that moment in time.

This time, it happened to be the
breakup.

And as with every horrible event in
Daniel’s life, the two of them had a ritual. Daniel would appear on
Cece’s doorstep, either crying or angry or both; she’d break out
the wine and cheeses; they’d sit and talk until the sun rose in the
morning, and Cece would call in sick to work.

It was one of the perks of not
continuing on to work for a hospital, Cece
said time and time again. “I’m already working with a dead guy.
What’s the worst that could happen?”

Daniel appreciated her attitude that
way. Cece didn’t open up to very many people, but he was lucky
enough to be one of them. Plus, there was that deadpan, emotionless
way that she spoke, as though nothing could faze her.

Nothing probably did, considering what
she saw down at the morgue.

Cece flipped a hand through her long
black hair, tying it up with one of those banana clips before
swiftly uncorking the wine bottle with a satisfying little pop.
Sitting herself on the couch right beside Daniel, she poured both
of them a healthy dose of red wine before settling back against the
chair.

“So.” Cece took a long sip of her
wine. “He cheated on you.”

Daniel nodded bitterly. He took a long
swig of the wine before placing it on the coffee table in front of
them.

Cece looked Daniel straight in the eye
as she sipped her drink, speaking in her mirthless tone. “He also
fucked you out of your apartment and your job. A good one, I might
add.”

Again, Daniel nodded
bitterly.

It was Cece’s turn to frown ever so
slightly. “That sounds horrible. I mean, I had to pry a dead guy’s
chest open to find out how he was murdered today, but your thing
sounds bad, too.”

She then placed a hand on his knee,
awkwardly patting him there. Daniel frowned.

“Are we trying to one-up each
other right now? Because we both know police medical examiner beats
bad breakup any day.”

“It’s not a competition,” Cece
answered. “But if it was, I’m winning. Still, I’m not gonna sit
here and tell you I told you so, but I think we can definitely
agree that I’ve warned you, on more than one occasion, how Thad was
bad news.”

Daniel nodded. Cece
had
warned him about
that. “Love gives us rose-colored glasses. Suddenly all of the bad
stuff isn’t so bad because you love the person. And damn it, I
still love him, you know?”

Daniel’s voice teetered on the
verge of tears once more. Shaky and soft, he had to stifle it by
taking another swift gulp of wine. Get it together, Walsh!

“Why else would you be acting
this way? You obviously still have feelings for him,” Cece said,
reaching for a little slice of sharp cheddar to dip into her mouth.
“Love sucks. It’s both incredibly terrible and awesome. I’m also
pretty sure your mind is still in that twilight state between
feeling bleak about the breakup and absolutely hating his guts.
Don’t worry. You’ll want to dig your key into the side of his car
and carve your name into his leather seats.”

“I also kind of want to slash a
hole into his tires,” Daniel said, feeling just a little bubble of
satisfaction at the idea.

“Just remember to only slash
three tires. That way, his insurance won’t pay for damages and
he’ll have to pay for it out of his pocket,” Cece chimed in
helpfully. “Then again, he’s the son of a millionaire. Tires are
the least of his problems.”

Daniel felt that bitter bubble of
resentment once more. “I’m so sick and tired of this. He fucks
another woman, I punch him in the face, and now I’m out a job and
an apartment. My entire life is a mess because I based so much of
it around him and pleasing him and loving him and … and…” Daniel
took another deep breath. He sipped his drink, but he couldn’t
fight back the lone tear that fell down his face and the quiver in
his voice. “I haven’t even told my mother yet, and who knows how
she’s gonna take it? I can’t even imagine. How am I going to tell
her that I have basically nothing in my life now?”

Cece raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you
know your mom’s tougher than that. She got through when you came
out to her, so she can certainly get through you telling her you
broke up with Thad.” She then took a sip of her wine. “Besides, you
don’t have nothing. You still have some money saved up. It could help
you get right back to job hunting. You could go back to school.
Hell, you could go visit home for a little while. Besides, you know
you’re always welcome here. Your old room is yours whenever you
need it.”

Daniel looked at her and felt that
little pinch in his heart whenever someone was being nice to him.
He even stuck out his bottom lip a little. “Do you really mean
that?” he asked, in his best impression of what he thought was a
cute puppy dog.

Cece rolled her eyes.

“Yes, but I also think getting
Thad out of your system is going to be good for you.”

Daniel sighed. His heart ached, but
his head hurt as well. There was so much involved with breakups.
Cece was right. He needed to get Thad out of his system, and
truthfully, he just wanted to get away from it all.

That’s when a bright idea popped
into Daniel’s head. Well, bright enough, anyway.

“What if I go on a trip?” Daniel
asked. “I think it might just be what I need. I can’t deal with all
this drama.”

“Well, do you have enough money
saved up?” Cece asked.

“I have some, but I can sell the
stuff I bought for our apartment and just go on a long, long trip.
I got my passport renewed because we were supposed to go to Hong
Kong for our next anniversary, but…”

Daniel closed his eyes.
Stop thinking about
that shithead. Right now. You have to get on with your
life.

“But that plan is basically moot
now. Well, okay. If you have some money saved up, you know, you’re
an adult. You’re twenty-four years old,” Cece said, filling in the
details. “You can go wherever you want. Hell, I heard you can hire
a male prostitute in some places in Southeast Asia for about fifty
dollars. Maybe less if you haggle.”

Daniel gave his best friend a look.
“Cece, I’m not going to go on a sex tour of Asia.”

“Hey, some of us get drunk and
make bad decisions when we have a shitty breakup. That might
include fucking someone you shouldn’t sleep with, like a drifter
who injects meth into his taint, or a Wall Street guy. But that’s
only probably because we have a job holding us back and no money to
do the things we want to do,” Cece said. “Do something that makes
you happy and fuck what anyone else thinks. You’re free! Make good
use of it. My only real piece of advice is to tell your mother
before you do anything drastic. Also, don’t stay in the vicinity of
sharp, bladed objects. Suicide is never the answer.”

Daniel couldn’t fight the urge to
grin. “What the hell
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