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        For Alyce…

      

        

      
        It makes me smile to think what you would do with six more seasons.

      

        

      
        This series is dedicated to you...
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      “Gasoline, hatchet or window?”

      I glanced at Phil, wondering whether he was referring to the demise of my couch or making some benign reference to The Boondock Saints.

      “Gotta rope?” I asked.

      My geeky friend did not disappoint. “Bronson’s always got a rope.”

      I glanced from the door to the postage stamp-sized window in my studio apartment, curious how he planned to get the sofa bed through either. Phil caught me looking and did his own calculations.

      “Was this thing here before the building was erected, or what?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Probably. Was here when I moved in.”

      “You rented a furnished apartment?” Phil tossed his head back a let out an obnoxious snort.

      “So what if I did?” I retorted, refusing to bite his sarcasm sandwich.

      Phil shook my head. “You never fail to surprise me, Harper.”

      “This from the guy who announced he’d found me a new couch,” I replied, pursing my lips.

      “A single word of thanks would be appreciated.” Phil scoffed and pointed at the tattered lime-green furnishing. “Not only is that thing bad for your back, I don’t think that particular…shade has been popular since the 1970s. That’s roughly forty years—”

      “Thanks,” I interjected before he could spout the months, hours and minutes the dust mites had been lurking while I slept. Besides, math wasn’t one of my strengths.

      Phil started. “What’s that?”

      “Your single word.”
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      In the end, we determined the couch could be wedged through the door if we removed the cushions and turned it on its front.

      And then tilted it at an angle.

      To be completely honest, I was not fully prepared to part with it until I knew Phil’s find was a sure thing, so we left it in place as we made our way to the swank Pacific Heights neighborhood in the pickup he’d borrowed from a friend. Considering it was a shiny new Dodge Ram with all the bells and whistles, I wondered what kind of work this friend did and more importantly, how Phil had gotten that friend to lend us his new toy.

      “Dude owes me a favor.” Belatedly, I realized I had wondered that last bit out loud. “Did a few side jobs for him,” Phil added, as though that cleared things up.

      Having been caught, I could only nod, though my curiosity had ratcheted up a notch. I elected to give the cat a hiatus on its lives and changed the subject. “So you found this couch on Craigslist?”

      “Yup, guy confirmed it was still available.”

      “But you won’t show it to me.” I narrowed my eyes, which Phil conveniently avoided, pretending to focus on the road.

      “Nope. I need you to keep an open mind. Besides, the price is right.” Phil gave me a knowing smile, whatever that meant.

      I grumbled. I hadn’t actually been looking for a new couch, so the thought of spending money on a non-essential made this entire exercise rather ridiculous.

      “Let’s just hope he doesn’t turn out to be a Jeffrey Dahmer type,” I muttered.

      “Then it would probably turn out worse for me than for you, wouldn’t it?” Phil snarked in return.

      “Shut up and drive, would ya?” I grumbled, crossing my arms defiantly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Phil smirking, which only pissed me off that much more. As I seethed in silence, I plotted a way to return the favor.

      We pulled into the parking structure next to the condominiums where the seller had the couch. Whether he actually lived there or was even the owner of said item, Phil was not sure—only that the man had been eager to dispose of it.

      And yet another reason I was reluctant about venturing out on this cold San Francisco afternoon on one of the few days I had off when I could’ve tucked under the covers on my prehistoric relic, relaxing with a good book and a steamy cup of cocoa with marshmallows.

      I snorted as we made our way into the elevator that connected the structure to the condos. The things I did for friends. Of course, Phil caught my look and made his own ghastly sound. We were on the same wavelength, just on opposite ends of the spectrum.

      We found a balding middle-aged man outside the condo as we arrived, wearing a tread in the carpet while checking his cell phone.

      “About time,” he snapped when he saw us approach, jingling the contents of his pockets to emphasize his irritation.

      Given the redness of his face and his portly stature, it was a wonder he hadn’t exploded before we’d arrived. His manners made me wish I had a pin so that I could put that theory to the test.

      Unaffected, Phil replied casually, “You must be, Gene.” He stuck out a hand. “Phil. Phil Collins. And this is my friend, Harper Storm.”

      If Gene was amused by my friend’s name, he made no mention as he ignored the extended hand, turning on his heel to unlock the condo—perhaps he wasn’t a music fan? Or maybe his last name was Simmons and the joke had gotten a bit old? Then again, gauging his demeanor as he tossed the door open and stomped inside, he probably wasn’t much of a fan of anything.

      “It’s over here,” Gene’s voice echoed as he called out without glancing back.

      Phil and I entered cautiously and quickly peered around for any red flags lurking nearby. I gasped, surprised to find the living room portion of the otherwise vacant condo furnished with luxurious couches, chairs and ottomans. Each was covered in supple hand-sewn distressed Italian leather in colors so rich I was suddenly craving a pint of gelato—or at least that was the equivalent of what it looked like in leather. After carefully touching the armrest of one of the chairs, I upgraded to a full gallon.

      “So, you want it or not.” Gene nodded at the loveseat positioned at the end of the ensemble.

      I noticed he hadn’t presented it in the form of a question.

      “She’ll take it,” Phil replied after taking in my sappy expression.

      I could only stare at him with my mouth hanging open. Surely I couldn’t afford this? Phil hadn’t told me the price Gene had been asking and I only had fifty bucks on me. I was kind of ashamed to admit, I’d previously not been prepared to spend even half that amount. Of course, upon seeing Phil’s find, that notion had been launched out the window, right alongside my soon-to-be-departed antique.

      “Good,” Gene replied curtly, sounding no more pleased than when we’d arrived. “I assume you have a way to get it out of here?”

      Phil grinned and responded for me. “Indeed we do.” Apparently, I was not a party to this conversation. “I just need to grab a furniture dolly from the truck.” I glanced at him and received a satisfied nod.

      “Hurry it up, then,” Gene waved us out, “I haven’t got all day.”

      I hustled after Phil as he retreated from the apartment. While I did not wish to be left alone with Gene, even though he was too impatient to be the serial killing type, I needed to straighten out a few things before this transaction got completely out of hand.

      “Before you say anything, just admit that I was right—it’s perfect.” Phil gave me a ludicrously cheesy smile and if I wasn’t mistaken, winked, though it was hard to tell from behind that unruly mop he called hair.

      I nodded before unleashing a bounty of rationality on him. “I can’t possibly afford that, Phil! And, you damn well know it.” Exasperated, I thrust my fists into the air. “I can’t believe you got me all the way here just to get me all riled up. And now, we’re just gonna leave that guy standing there? Not that I mind, to be honest, he’s kind of a jerk—”

      “Calm down,” Phil interjected, looking mildly amused. “I told you I had this handled. And, for the record, we aren’t leaving anyone standing anywhere. I told you that I’d get you a couch and that’s what I intend to do. So, for the time being, close your mouth and help me get the furniture dolly so that we can get back there before the dude pops a vein.”

      I giggled. “He does seem rather agitated, doesn’t he?”

      “Like a washing machine on the fritz.” Phil laughed.

      “I was thinking more like a shaken soda can that’s been left out in the heat,” I added.

      “Creative, I like that.” Phil wiggled his eyebrows at me suggestively, feigning injury when I slugged his arm.

      Suddenly, a wave of horror rushed over me. “You’re not buying this for me, are you? Or forcing me to take a loan from you?”

      “Would it bother you if I did?” He rubbed his chin. “Now that you mention it, I kind of like the loan idea. In fact, I’m sure I can come up with creative ways to help you work it off.” Ugh, there he went with the eyebrows…again.

      Phil chuckled at my look of revulsion. “I was thinking more along the lines of laundry, Harper. You know, dirty socks, underwear…”

      I made a gagging sound. “Yeah, like that’s so much better.”

      Phil shrugged, barely managing to withhold a smile. “Whatever. Your loss.”

      “I think I can manage.” I pursed my lips. “Seriously, how are you…we going to do this?”

      “First, we’re going to grab the dolly from the truck. Then after a quick ride back up the elevator, we’ll load the loveseat on the dolly—”

      “No, Smartass, I mean the payment,” I snapped. “How are we going to come up with enough?”

      “Easy. He doesn’t want money.” He smiled at me and nodded, causing me to gag. I hoped we weren’t going back to the loan idea, only for Gene this time around. Double the gag when I unintentionally conjured a vision. “Relax, Harper. He just wants us to get it the hell out of his sight.”

      I gave him a confused look, forcing him to sigh.

      “He’s giving us the couch, Harper, for free.”

      Phil explained that Gene had learned his wife had gotten friendly with another man and had rewarded her by disposing of all of her possessions.

      Having met Gene, I couldn’t say his actions surprised me, though I did feel a bit bad about taking the woman’s furnishings, no matter what he believed she’d done to deserve it.

      Despite the fact we returned to the condo within minutes, Gene waved at us to get a move on while he yelled obscenities into his phone. Not needing to be told twice, we quickly loaded the loveseat, mouthed our thanks and skedaddled.

      Gene was too busy ranting at some unfortunate caller to notice our departure, though for a moment, I did wonder why he’d gone to the effort of disposing of everything, rather than just leaving his cheating wife in the dust.

      Then again, who knew half the reasons people did what they did. In my experience, one thing was certain—adding infidelity into the mix and pairing with a side of revenge would only result in a recipe for disaster. Not that my parents had suffered from that particular malaise but betrayal, like infidelity, could be just as damaging.

      In my mother’s case—when my father had walked out—it had proven fatal.
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