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  A Letter from the Author


Dear Reader, 
Thank you for purchasing A Ginger Snaps and returning with me to Tansy Hollow—America’s Gay Mecca, where the romances are passionate, the scandals are public, and secrets rarely remain secret for long.
Max Pembroke’s journey is one of betrayal, second chances, and learning the difference between a love that merely feels familiar and one that feels safe, honest, and true. I hope you enjoy following Max and Bam-Bam through every unexpected turn—and that their story makes you laugh, ache, and believe that even the messiest hearts can find their way home.
As an independent author, I’m deeply grateful whenever a reader chooses one of my books. Your purchase allows me to continue expanding the world of Tansy Hollow and telling stories about men searching for love, belonging, and the courage to live openly as themselves.
If you enjoy reading A Ginger Snaps, I hope you’ll consider leaving an honest rating or review on Amazon or the bookseller site where you purchased it. Your review doesn’t have to be lengthy—even a sentence or two can make an enormous difference. Ratings and reviews help other readers discover the Tansy Hollow Gay Romance Series and give independent books like this one a much-needed boost.
And if you’d like to keep up with all the romances, rumors, scandals, and general misbehavior taking place around town, I invite you to subscribe—completely free—to The Tansy Hollow Tattler, the newspaper of the Tansy Hollow community. It’s the best way to receive the latest news from Tansy Hollow, learn about upcoming releases, and enjoy special features from America’s Gay Mecca.
Subscribe here:

https://dannhazelbooks.com/mailing-list


Thank you again for welcoming Max, Bam-Bam, and the rest of Tansy Hollow’s wonderfully complicated residents into your reading life. I’m honored to have you along for the journey—and I hope you’ll return soon. After all, in Tansy Hollow, there’s always another romance beginning…and another scandal waiting to break.
With gratitude,
Dann Hazel






  
  Chapter one
The Delicious Madness of the Back Room Boys


The Velvet Lantern, Tansy Hollow’s premier entertainment complex, throbbed with Saturday night energy like an accelerated heartbeat. Upstairs in the main lounge, drag queens served drama along with revelers’ cocktails. But down in the cellar club, called The Velvet Underground, The Back Room Boys owned the stage. 
Lead singer Max Pembroke gripped the microphone stand and leaned into the spotlight, letting the amber beam warm his face. Three hundred people packed the room, and every single one of them was his—at least for the next ninety minutes.
"All right, Tansy Hollow," he yelled, his voice carrying that raspy velvet quality that had landed gigs for him and his band from Asheville to Nashville to Tampa Bay before he'd come home for good to sing for his community—a community which treated him well. "You know what Saturday means."
A woman near the stage cupped her hands around her mouth. "It means you're ours tonight, Ginger Boy!"
Max grinned—wide, unguarded and devastatingly attractive. It was the grin that sold records, broke hearts and made the Tansy Hollow Tattler call him "charismatic as a cult leader, but with better hair." His copper curls, deliberately mussed, caught the light like brand new spun pennies.
"Careful, darling," he said into the mic, winking. "I'm a taken man."
The crowd whooped, because of course they didn't believe him. No audience ever did. The Back Room Boys had been Tansy Hollow's worst-kept secret for four years now. Max had cultivated his reputation as the elusive bachelor with the golden voice and the steel-trap heart. Let audiences think what they wanted. It was safer that way.
He yelled something over his shoulder to Darnell, their drummer, but no one besides the band could understand him.
The beat dropped—slow, sultry, dangerous. Max closed his eyes and let the music flow over him, because this was the only place where he didn't have to think about what came next in his life. Nor did he have to calculate risks or guard his words. On stage, he was pure electricity, pure nerve, pure joy. He lived in his body when he sang, his every gesture deliberate, every hip gyration calculated to drive his audience deliciously mad. Besides, this hot ginger was sexy enough to drive anyone attracted to men absolutely crazy and those who weren’t were inclined to reconsider their proclivities.
They launched into their signature ballad, "Midnight in the Garden.” Max opened his eyes to find a familiar face in the VIP box above the floor. Even in shadows, he recognized the silhouette—broad shoulders, the slight stiffness of a man more comfortable in suits than in this crowd of glitter and denim.
Fitch Baker. City Manager of Tansy Hollow. Max's... well, whatever. Complicated didn't begin to cover it, though that was the word Max used when people pressed. Which they did. Frequently.
Fitch lifted his whiskey glass in a silent toast. Max held his gaze for two beats longer than necessary, felt something unspool in his chest, and turned back to his audience with renewed energy.
Show's almost over, he told himself. Then Fitch will be all mine.
***

The after-hours crowd at Mum's Music was dramatically smaller than the concert crowd, but they were significantly drunker. Max had invited the band’s inner circle—his bandmates, the sound engineer, a couple of regulars who knew when to leave well enough alone. They sprawled across the vintage hand-me-down couches in the music shop's listening lounge, surrounded by shelves of vinyl and the soft crackle of a 1970s Marantz turntable playing Coltrane at a respectful volume.
"You're going to lose your voice if you keep doing that growl thing," Darnell said, nursing a craft beer. "You're not twenty-five anymore, Pembroke."
"That's true, but I'm only thirty-four, thank you very much. Besides, my growl is insured for half a million dollars."
"Well, that’s a damn good thing. Because you’re going to ultimately need to file a claim if you maintain this pace."
"Always the cynic, aren’t you, Darnell?" Max poured himself two fingers of bourbon and dropped onto the window seat overlooking Main Street. From here, three stories up and perched above his own music shop on the ground floor, he could see much of Tansy Hollow's historic district, including Chadwick House, the city’s most famous haunted house owned by Charles Towne-Landon and Guy Archambeau. Meanwhile, the city's vintage gas lamps flickered and the late diners at the bistro across the way finished their suppers. The comfortable small-town bustle drew him back home after a decade of chasing bigger stages but alas, no greater satisfaction.
He'd built this space himself—and for himself. Mum's Music—named after his mother’s enduring love for the chrysanthemum flower—had started as a dream and a business loan. Now it was the crown jewel of his empire, if one could call a struggling independent record and guitar store and small performance space an empire. He stocked rare vinyl, hosted acoustic sets on Thursdays, and sold just enough musical instruments mostly to kids taking lessons locally—the products with the highest profit margins, actually—to keep the lights on. Above all, the shop was his, and his only. No Nashville producers, no Los Angeles managers, no one telling him how to dress or who to date or what kinds of songs would "test well with eighteen-to-thirty-five-year-olds."
"Earth to Max. I repeat. Earth to Max."
He blinked, then saw Darnell waving a hand in his face.
"Your phone's been buzzing," the drummer said. "The City Manager, your most recent piece of ass, is probably wondering if you're still dressed."
A flutter of something—not quite nerves, but something more complicated—rippled through Max's stomach. He checked his screen.
Fitch: I'm downstairs. Can you let me up?
Max typed back: Door's unlocked. Come on up. We're on the third floor.
He heard the footsteps two minutes later—heavy and deliberate, the walk of a man who considered efficiency the highest of moral virtues. Then Giovanni, Max's Pembroke Welsh Corgi, abandoned his chew toy and launched himself at the newcomer. The canine's enthusiasm characterized a pet who had absolutely no sense of dignity nor restraint.
"Easy, Giovanni. Yes. Well, hello, your majesty. I love you too." Fitch's voice carried from the hallway with a mixture of embarrassment and warmth. "Max, this boy’s gotten a little bulky. Have you noticed?"
"Prosperity has filled him out," Max called back, feeling that familiar lift in his chest whenever he was in Fitch’s presence. "Like his owner."
Fitch appeared in the doorway. "Well, that's not exactly true. You're as buff as the day I met you."
The room tilted slightly, the way it always did for Max when Fitch entered a room. Fitch was forty-two, silver threading through dark hair at his temples, and built like a former athlete who still ran five miles every morning before the town’s citizens woke up. He wore an expensive charcoal sweater and carried himself with the cautious formality of a man who spent his days managing town council meetings and infrastructure budgets.
But his eyes—well, they were something else entirely. Dark, searching, currently fixed on Max with an intensity that made the air thin.
"Gentlemen," Fitch said, nodding to the band. "The city council meeting ran late. Then a couple of council members wanted to chat after. Sorry I missed everything. Well, except the encore. Which was fantastic, by the way."
"Not a problem," Max said. "Shall I grab you a drink?"
"Water’s good enough. You know of my fraught relationship with alcohol."
Max poured Evian from the one-liter bottle into a glass. The two men settled onto the worn leather loveseat in the corner, the one positioned at an angle that gave them the illusion of privacy. Giovanni wedged himself between them, loyal and warm, his russet coat gleaming in the lamplight.
"From the little bit I heard, the audience thought you were good tonight," Fitch said quietly. "The whole band, in fact. And that new song. The one about winter."
"'Waiting on the Thaw'."
"Yes." Fitch's hand found Max's knee, hidden by Giovanni’s solid bulk. "It sounded personal."
"I’m convinced that all good songs are."
Fitch seemed determined to ignore Max's comment. "Is it? Personal, I mean?"
Max studied him. This was Fitch at his most dangerous—soft, unguarded, asking questions that cut closer than he realized. 
Or maybe he did realize. With Fitch, one never quite knew.
"My parents video-called this morning," Max said, intentionally deflecting. "Amsterdam looked overcast. Dad said he plans to learn Dutch, starting in a couple of weeks. It'll surprise me if he sticks with it, but who knows? Mom thinks he's got the hots for the instructor assigned the gig, but still, she's thrilled he’s learning the language. Says it's good for brain plasticity, especially at his age."
Fitch smiled. "That's good. That they're well, I mean."
"They want me to visit at Christmas." 
The words hung from the ceiling until Fitch broke the lingering silence.
"Will you go?" Fitch asked.
"And leave all this?" Max gestured broadly at the room and the people in it. "I've built something here, Fitch. I'm rooted. They understand that. After all, they did the same thing once—left everything familiar in their lives for something that fit them better."
"Yes." Fitch’s thumb traced circles on the denim stretched across Max's thigh. "You are rooted. I've never known anyone more certain of where they belong."
Max leaned closer, catching a faint whiff of Fitch's cologne—something expensive, but understated. "You belong in the Hollow too, you know. Even if you try to pretend you're just passing through."
Fitch's hand froze for an instant. For just a moment, something shuttered behind his expression—like a door closing, or a light going out. Then it passed, so quickly Max might have imagined it.
"Stay tonight," Max said, softening his voice. His performance high was fading now, leaving him raw and wanting. "In my apartment downstairs. Giovanni’s already claimed the foot of the bed, but there's still room for two grown men."
"I shouldn't. I have that presentation in a couple of days. The reservoir funding bill needs a boost from a bonafide advocate, and there's still so much research to do."
"You'll be brilliant, Fitch. You're always brilliant. You worry too much."
"Max, that brilliance you speak of comes only after hours of preparation."
"Just stay." Max touched Fitch's jaw and felt the tension there. "Let me take care of you. You're always taking care of everyone else. Like the whole town, for starters. Let me be the one who handles things for a night. Then you can start the new day fresh."
Fitch's eyes closed. He turned his face into Max's palm, lips brushing the calluses there, brought on by guitar strings, piano keys, years of making music. When he looked up again, his gaze was distant, as though focused on something far beyond this room.
"I'll stay," he said. "But I need to review my notes first, since the meeting is early Monday morning, and I have an assload of work to do this weekend. Can you give me twenty minutes?"
He was already reaching for his briefcase, the leather one that never left his side. It was also the one Max had learned not to ask about because, in response, Fitch always deflected with talk of municipal codes, budget projections and confidential documents that always seemed to be stashed there.
But Max had learned to read Fitch Baker over many months of stolen hours and secret dinners. He knew the position of Fitch's shoulders when something weighed on him. He knew the particular quality of his distraction—not the focused abstraction of work, but something closer to fear.
Something's definitely wrong, Max thought. Something's been wrong for weeks.
And yet, he said nothing. He'd learned the hard way that pushing Fitch only made him retreat into himself, into the fortress of competence and courtesy he'd built around his heart. So Max smiled, topped off his drink and let Giovanni distract them both with demands for belly rubs.
Max was good at waiting—and wanting. On stage, he could have anything he asked for—anyone he desired, any sensation he craved. But in the quiet spaces between songs, he'd learned that the things worth having were the ones you held gently, without gripping too tightly.
Because too tight of a grip could mean destruction.
And Fitch? Well, he was worth having. Max felt certain of that, even if their arrangement defied definition—too intimate for casual, too secret for official, too fragile to name. Fitch Baker belonged to him, but only in the dark hours, in the spaces between council meetings and city ordinances. 
And Max belonged to the music, always, forever, first and last.
Max watched his lover work. He frowned at spreadsheets while running his hands through his thick salt-and-pepper hair, pretending not to feel Max's eyes studying him. And Max felt the old familiar hollowness open in his chest. The one that singing couldn't quite fill. The one he'd stopped expecting anyone else to understand.
"Hey," he said softly, when the silence grew too heavy.
Fitch looked up.
"Would you play something for me?" Max gestured to the acoustic guitar leaning in the corner. "That thing you learned. The Spanish piece."
"I've only half-learned it, Max. And it’s terrible. I need more practice."
"I don't care. I want to hear it."
And because Fitch loved him in his strange, guarded, incomplete way—or because he felt guilty, or because he was stalling—he set aside his briefcase and took up the guitar. His fingers found the strings, hesitant at first, then gaining confidence.
Max lay back on the loveseat and closed his eyes, letting the imperfect music wash over him. Giovanni curled against his side, warm and solid and uncomplicated in his affection. 
Across town, The Velvet Lantern was closing for the night. Across the Atlantic, his parents slept in their Dutch apartment, possibly still saddened that they had finally drawn the inevitable conclusion that they could no longer live in the United States. It had been better to pull up roots and settle in a place whose sociopolitical climate aligned more with their own values.
And here, in this room filled with vinyl and the soft, persistent hope that things could be different, Max Pembroke allowed himself to believe—just for tonight—that he was enough. That the life he'd built was enough. That the man playing badly for him in the corner would someday stop hiding, stop hedging, stop treating their love like a liability to be managed.
Finally, the song ended. Fitch cleared his throat. "That was worse than I’ve ever played it," he said.
"It was music from the heart, and it was perfect." Max didn't open his eyes. "Come to bed."
He heard Fitch pack up the guitar, then the rustle of fabric. An instant later, he felt the weight of another body settling into the mattress beside him. For a while, in the darkness, they simply breathed together—two men with their specific complications, their separate kingdoms, their borrowed time.
Outside, Tansy Hollow slept. But here, inside the secret lair where Max lived above his shop, Max held Fitch in his arms and waited for morning.






  
  Chapter two
The Tattler Speaks Truth to Power


Tish Pilkerson had been preparing the coffee station for the Tuesday morning staff meeting when she heard laughter. It wasn't the sound itself that stopped her. City Hall frequently echoed with laughter, with arguments, with the hum of copiers and the jarring ring of phones. It was the quality of the laughter—intimate and unguarded—that struck her. 
With a stack of manila folders pressed against her chest, she stood frozen behind the partition that separated the reception area from the hallway leading directly to the mayor's office. The voices were low, but the acoustics in the old building played tricks. You could hear everything from just the right spot if you stood still enough.
"There’s no way that I can keep doing this," the mayor, Scott Kanipple, was saying. The mayor was halfway through his second term, had a wife at home with multiple sclerosis, and enjoyed a reputation for being the steady hand of local politics.
"I know," Fitch Baker, the city manager he'd hired to clean up the budget crisis three years ago, replied. 
Tish didn't move. Then, when a folder slipped in her hands, she caught it, silent, her heart hammering.
She stayed there until she heard the door to the mayor's office click shut. Footsteps retreated down the back stairs. Then she walked back to her desk, set the folders down, and sat very still and proper. The coffee maker gurgled behind her, filling the pot, steam rising in the fluorescent light.
Tish was old school and proud of it. She believed in institutions. She valued them. She believed that when people elected you, they handed you something fragile. She'd grown up in Tansy Hollow, had answered the phones through three floods and the textile mill closure, and had watched her father lose his pension to corporate theft while city officials shook hands and promised transparency. The betrayal tasted familiar. It was civic, not personal.
She didn't sleep at all that night. By Wednesday morning, she had typed up what she'd heard—dates, times, the particular quality of stillness that suggested more than friendship between the mayor and his city manager—and she placed the document in a manila envelope addressed to the Tansy Hollow Tattler. 
Only The Tattler. 
Because The Tattler lived for shit like this.
The paper hit subscriber doorsteps Friday, just before dawn. Max found his copy outside his apartment door, its dry condition enviable, at least to those citizens whose papers were still damp from the morning dew. He almost didn't bother unfolding it. He had rehearsal tonight, strings to replace on his Telecaster, and a vague but annoying headache from too much cheap wine the night before. He flipped to the local news out of habit, his eyes scanning for the band listings.
But one headline, in particular, stopped him cold.
MAYOR SCOTT KANIPPLE, CITY MANAGER FITCH BAKER: BEHIND CLOSED DOORS
The Tattler led with a photograph of the two men taken at last year's major charity gala hosted by The Velvet Lantern. In the photo, their shoulders nearly touched. Ironically, Kanipple's wedding ring caught the flash. The article beneath was written with that particular voice the Tattler had perfected—righteous indignation wrapped in compassionate concern, scandal served as a community service. "The citizens of Tansy Hollow," it read, "elected Scott Kanipple to steward their trust. What they did not elect was double-dealing, nor private arrangements that are likely to compromise his ability to serve without divided loyalties."
His hands shaking uncontrollably, Max read the piece three times.
It wasn't the affair—or The Tattler’s exposure of it—that freaked him out. It was the timeline. Eighteen months.  The article laid everything out with bureaucratic precision: meetings that occurred after hours, shared hotel rooms at regional conferences, the gradual entanglement of the personal and the professional that had begun eighteen months ago.
Quickly, Max calculated it in his head. He had been with Fitch for eighteen months, fourteen of which overlapped the city manager's affair with the mayor.
Devastated, he sat down on his kitchen floor, his back against the cabinet, the paper crumpling in his fist. The tile felt cold through his jeans. He thought of Fitch that morning, as they kissed each other goodbye just before he opened the apartment door. He remembered that Fitch had said not to wait up because he had budget reviews until late. 
Don't wait up, my ass! Max thought. Consider yourself busted, bitch!
Fourteen months of thinking he and Fitch were building something. Fourteen months of dinners and tangled limbs and Fitch's hand resting on the back of his neck during movies, of meeting his friends, of learning the particular way he took his coffee. And for four of those months, Fitch had been—what? Parsing his time? Keeping inventory?
Fucking the mayor?
Max had considered himself many things, but never naive. He'd not only survived his twenties in Chicago, his city of origin, but also had learned the hard way about men who treasured bearing secrets. He'd thought he'd developed radar for detection. But standing in his kitchen, the Tattler headline staring up at him from where he'd thrown the paper, he felt the ground shift beneath fourteen months of memory. Every late night. Every sudden call. Every time Fitch had seemed distant and Max had naively blamed work stress.
His task? To determine how much of Fitch's drama had been bullshit.
His phone buzzed. He ignored it. It buzzed again. And a third time. It was as though the city was collectively waking up. The comments sections in The Tattler’s online version were filling. Max could imagine the sentiment of those comments—Tansy Hollow was gay-friendly, yes, but it was also a small city, and it took its honesty seriously. The outrage wouldn't be about who Fitch loved. It would be about the lying. The compartmentalization. The small corruptions of power. The loss of voters’ trust.
And Max? Well, Max was nobody in this story. Not identified. Not even a footnote. Just the invisible third point in a triangle he hadn't known he was even part of. 
In essence, the other man. Fitch's convenient side piece.
Impulsively, he threw his phone across the room. It hit the wall and fell against an area rug, but the silence was worse. The silence highlighted his own rapid breathing, the edge of something building in his chest that felt like it could rip the drywall apart.
He wouldn't call Fitch. He knew that with absolute certainty. Whatever he might say now would be the equivalent of pouring gasoline on an open flame. He could feel it—the rage was alive and wanting revenge. If he made a phone call now, he would say things that couldn't be unsaid.
But he couldn't be alone, either. The isolation was already calling to him, a familiar dark room where he could nurse his outrage and dismay, then let it scar over, thick and defensive. He'd done it before. After his grandmother’s funeral. After his plan to move back to Chicago had collapsed at the last minute, the hunk he was chasing told Max: "Sure, you should move back to the Windy City. As long as it's not exclusively for me. I have quite the reputation in Boys Town, and I won't change how well-deserved it is." He knew the shape of that room. He knew how safe it felt until you realized you hardly had the strength to open the door.
He picked up his phone—he was relieved to see that the screen, buffered by the carpet, was uncracked—and texted Jules, his closest friend in the band.
Are you at the studio?
The reply came in seconds. Yeah. Working on tough spots in the new song. Why?
I’m coming over, if that's okay. Don't ask questions yet.
No problem. I’ll be here.
The studio was really just a converted garage behind Jules's home, done in the Arts and Crafts style, but they'd soundproofed it last summer and spent more on the mixing board than any of the band spent on rent. Jules was strumming his bass when Max walked in, but he stopped mid-song when he saw Max's distraught face.
"Jesus, Max. You look like shit. Sit down. Talk to me."
Max sat in a chair facing Jules. He hadn't rehearsed what he'd come here to say. He'd driven over with the windows down, the air slapping him awake, trying to outrun the static in his head. Now the words refused to come out in order.
"The Tattler," he managed. "There's an article that—."
"Already saw it." Gently, Jules set his guitar on the guitar stand. "The mayor and—wait. Fitch. Shit. Max, Fitch is—"
"My boyfriend. Yeah. Well, he was. Now, I don't know." Max laughed, but it sounded wrong, like a broken hinge. "Fourteen months, Jules. Fourteen months and I didn't know. Their relationship started fourteen months ago."
Jules pulled his chair closer to Max, facing him, but not touching. They’d been friends long enough for Jules to know Max's protocols. "You want to talk or would you rather break something?"
"I want to—" Max stopped. His hands were clasped tight, knuckles white. "I want to know how I didn't see it. I want to know what I was to Fitch. A convenience? A cover? No, that's not—he wasn't closeted. I'm not—" He broke off, stood, walked to the window overlooking Jules' backyard. Outside, Jules's Persian cat was stalking something in the tall grass. "I thought we were committed. I thought we were building something. And the whole time, he had another life, as well as this whole other person, and I'm just..." His voice trailed off. "I'm expendable."
"That's bullshit. You're not expendable, Max."
"Then why didn't he tell me? Why didn't he end it with me if he wanted someone else? Why string both of us along?" Max turned. His rage was in full force now, humming in his sternum, narrowing his vision. "I want to go to his house. I want to—" He stopped, frightened by the specificity of the image. Putting his fist through Fitch's window. Screaming until his throat bled. The satisfaction of it felt real and yet, terrible.
"Okay," Jules said, keeping his voice calmly level. "Okay. That's option one. What's option two?"
"Option two?"
"You always have multiple plans, Max. You're the guy with the backup plan for the backup plan. So. Option one is you go nuclear. What happens after that?"
Max stared at him. The question was simple enough, but it shifted something inside him. He thought of Fitch's face—soft in the morning, vulnerable in ways Max had once treasured when he was convinced those expressions were exclusive to him. He thought of the mayor's wife, who he only knew from newspaper photos, her smile careful, her body fragile and still. She looked like someone he might like to know.
"He's broken," Max said slowly. "I'd happily break him even more, but then I'd have to live with it. And the town would have more to talk about, and I'd be—the crazy ex. The unstable one. Tattler would eat that shit up."
"Not unstable," Jules said. "Betrayed. There's a difference. But yeah. You'd become the story instead of the victim of it."
"Fuck being the victim."
"Yeah. Fuck it." Jules waited. The silence in the studio was its own language. The words sat heavy between them. "You want my advice?"
"I want you to tell me I'm right to be furious. I want you to tell me he's garbage and I should burn his life down in the most public, humiliating way possible."
"You're right to be furious. He is garbage. But burning his life down?" Jules shrugged. "You came here instead of going there. That means some part of you knows that fire doesn't give a shit who it burns."
Max slumped back into his chair. The adrenaline rush was subsiding now, leaving something worse behind. Hurt had already settled in and made itself comfortable. Fourteen months of memories, each one now shadowed by the truth no one would have ever expected.
"He made me feel chosen," Max said quietly. "Every time he picked me over work, over his meetings, over his life. I felt like I was special. Like I'd broken through something. And now it's... what? He was just good at scheduling?"
Jules, though he saw the humor in Max's comment, was smart enough not to respond. After all, there was no good answer.
"I need to not be alone tonight," Max said. "But I can't—I can't go home. I keep seeing the headline. I keep imagining all the shitty things people must be saying—and all the shitty things they’ll say once they know of my involvement."
"My couch is yours for tonight. Don't forget you'll need to get Giovanni for a sleepover. And Ali's bringing Thai. We'll get drunk and you can vent in whatever way you need to."
"Will you stop me if I say something that makes me sound pathetic?"
Jules cast him a cunning smile. "I don't think so, Max. Instead, I'll record it for posterity."
Max laughed. Despite the injury he currently felt, Jules, as always, had a way to alleviate his pain.
They sat in the same spots until the light changed, until Jules's phone buzzed with the announcement of Ali's arrival, until Max felt steady enough to drive to his apartment to pick up his Corgi. He left the Tattler folded in his back pocket, a small hard square of lightly tattered evidence against his hip. He would have to face Fitch eventually. He would have to face the town, the questions, the well-meaning sympathy that would feel like sandpaper against tender flesh.
But not tonight. 
Tonight, he would let his friends hold the perimeter while he figured out how to curb his desire to burn the whole fucking world down. He’d get up early to greet Giovanni when he awoke, then give him extra hugs and the best breakfast a dog could imagine.
Meanwhile, on the other side of the darkening city, Tish Pilkerson was reviewing her workday from the comfort of her bed. She earnestly believed she had served the public good. The office coffee maker was clean. The files were in order. The trust had been broken, yes—but at least now, she thought, everyone knew that Fitch and Scott were more than mere colleagues.
Still, she knew nothing about Max. Not yet. In fact, she wouldn't learn his name for days. When she did, she would feel a small, sharp regret, quickly folded then filed away. Civic duty was clean and her decision to blow the whistle was easy. Personal fallout was someone else's mess.
The Tattler had spoken. 
And the town would be sorting out the echoes of this scandalous story for months to come.
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