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Chapter 1
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Max

The world swam before me as I blearily squinted my eyes open. My cheek was pressed against the worn wooden surface of my desk, a pool of drool staining it. I could feel the pounding of my heart in my temple, making me squeeze my eyes back shut against the pain. This did much to dull the headache but did little to stop me from smelling the reek of whiskey on my breath.

I pulled my face off the desk and used both hands to rub my aching temples, brushing drool off of the left side of my mouth in the process. “Fuuuuuuck...” I groaned out.

No one answered me as there was no one else present in the small room I called my office. I rented it for a reasonable price from a dim-sum restaurant located directly below me. They didn’t care about what I used the space for, as long as I paid the rent on time, but I supposed they had been desperate to get back to making food rather than being a landlord. The restaurant bustled with customers no matter the day, serving hungry people who happened to see its sign poking out into the pedestrian walkway.

That was a stark difference to my business—my detective agency. What flowed easily below me stagnated here; the air, the customers, the life. When I started renting out this space, I had enthusiastically gone to a local thrift store to furnish it with a modest desk, a few chairs, file cabinets, an assortment of fake plants, and even a water cooler. I had hoped the agency would bring normalcy back to my life after I had retired early from the Denver police force.

And initially, the cases had come in strong. My former coworkers on the force had sent me clients they didn’t have the bandwidth to assist, and a friend from those days, an older woman named Debra Johnson, earmarked any cold cases she thought I could assist with.

But then the darker side of detective work had returned; a cheating husband, a business deal gone awry, and corporate espionage. Most of these cases had ended with murders, and all had reminded me of the reason why I retired. I had left the force in order to reduce the amount of trauma surrounding me, but instead it had just been a different kind of pain.

And then the last two cases. They had nearly done me in; I hadn’t been able to solve them. I had pushed myself to the breaking point, called in all my favors, tried to really help the grieving family members who had banged on my door about the men in their lives who had gone missing. But the cases had listed too far into my own personal hell, and I had failed; backed off from the cases and returned the money given to me.

I plucked the halfway empty tumbler off my desk and held it to my temple. The slightly cooler glass gave me some immediate relief, and a second later a swig of the remaining whiskey chased the headache to just a dull throb.

I looked around my office. Bits of dust lazily sailed about the darkened interior, only reflecting the sparse light coming from a dim lamp in the corner. The fan above my head twirled on its lowest setting, giving some circulation to the otherwise stale air.

Two chairs sat across the desk from me, the seats worn in from numerous fidgety clients and shoddy materials, but no one had complained yet—people knew what they were getting if they knocked on my door. My reputation was not stellar and those that came to me were truly in deep need.

My desk itself was stacked high with legal binders, crumpled notes from the field, and the empty bottle of bottom shelf alcohol I had purchased yesterday. The only other item on the desk that was clean—in the whole room—was a picture frame currently lying on its face. Its silver border glinted in the dim light, worn smooth with my touch. I wanted to reach out and set it upright, but I didn’t want him to see me like this.

“Fuck,” I uttered again, more resolutely.

That’s another thing, I wasn’t over him yet. I don’t think I could ever be over him. My therapist—back when I could afford a therapist—had told me it was good to move on. “One day, Max, you are going to wake up and the pain will be a little bit less. The next day it will be even less. And then after a little while of this process, it won’t hurt so bad.” I was still waiting for that process to begin.

I pushed my chair back from the desk and stood, extending my arms above my head and stretching the sleep from my muscles. I was hungry. I was restless. My head hurt. I’m getting food. I resolved.

I looked about the room, finding my coat crumpled on the ground where I had thrown it several hours earlier, scooped it up, and slipped into it. The warm leather fit snugly around my shoulders and arms, but the solid press of my service weapon in its folds was what actually gave me warmth.

I patted my pants, finding my wallet and keys within, and shifted to the door. I turned the handle, pulled it open, and was startled to see a figure standing on the opposite side, just about to rap their knuckles on the surface.

* * * *
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Charlie

The kindly woman from the Justice Center had told me the address of what I was looking for, but I hadn’t quite believed it would be above Denver’s central avenue. Sure enough though, I had parked on the road and followed what looked like a hand-painted sign reading DETECTIVE in all bold letters up a set of stairs, and there it was: a small wooden door set into a slab of a wall. Max Evans, Detective was printed on the door in faded silver letters. Underneath this print, there was a piece of paper stuck to door. Curiosity got the better of me, so I sheepishly shifted forwards to get a better look at what it said.

In red, ominous letters Eviction Notice was printed on the letterhead. Underneath, more legal language around an unpaid balance was detailed. My eyebrows raised when I saw the sum owed: $20,000. I stepped back. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

Did I really want to contract a private detective who was that much in debt? Did that mean he wasn’t that good of an investigator? The kind old lady at city hall had patted my hand and assured me that, “Max is a kind soul and was a good cop. He can help.” It rather looked like this Max was going to need my help as much as I needed him.

I shouldn’t even have to be here. If I had decided to go home with David that night, if the police had allowed me to file a missing persons report more immediately, or if any other number of ifs had occurred, I wouldn’t be.

Instead, every cop I had talked to had raised their hands and said they couldn’t do anything but take my statement. I wasn’t related to David, I wasn’t next of kin. They couldn’t even tell me if anyone else had reported him missing. Then they had just as kindly shown me out of their offices.

I understood the police’s perspective—they didn’t round up all the troops just because one person submitted a missing persons report—but I was nothing if not stubborn. Something was seriously, absolutely wrong, and I would go to whomever would help me figure out what.

I shifted in my shoes, the heels grinding on the gritty stairway floor. But can I trust this Max? I asked myself as I tried to make up my mind. I had read some not-so-glowing reviews of this agency on Google, but everyone I had talked to at the Justice Center had given me positive reinforcement to at least try this place.

Then there was the matter of payment. The tips I had pooled from my show director job was not much for a guy this much in debt, but I was hoping this Detective Evans would at least accept a down payment to start. Maybe. Hopefully.

I shuffled back towards the door again and raised my hand to knock on it. Just as I was about to tap on the fogged glass, the door swung open and I was face to face with the most handsome man I had ever laid eyes on.

Deep brown eyes looked out at me from underneath heavy brows as the man took a step back, in as much surprise as I was. He had a coarse brown beard flecked with shocks of gray around the edges, and he bit down on full lips as he recovered and took me in. My breath caught in my throat under his gaze. He is very tall, I thought to myself.

I was just under six feet, but I had to look up to match his eyes. “Uh...” I stuttered, my rehearsed lines getting stuck on my tongue.

The surprise written across his face was erased quickly and his face hardened as he let go of the door, placing his hands on his hips. A well-loved brown leather jacket shifted across his broad shoulders as he moved, and his chest jutted out as he took in a breath. “Are you looking for a detective?” he asked.

“Uh...” I stammered, trying to snap out of staring at his close cropped hair and the flexing of his jaw underneath his skin. “Uh, yes. Yes, I am.”

I didn’t know what to do in the silence that followed, so I stuck out my hand. “I’m Charlie.”

He looked at my outstretched hand for a moment too long but then shook it firmly. He was solid. His hand was calloused and felt like it held many stories of his past. Then, the rank smell of alcohol wafted over to me and my nose crumpled up before I could stop it. “I’m Max Evans,” he replied. “I was actually just leaving when you...” He trailed off as he released my hand.

“Sorry, I can come back later?” I offered.

He sighed and then shifted out of the doorway. “No, it’s okay. Come on in.”

I took a beat to look into the dingy office, then stepped inside. Max closed the door behind us, and I stood awkwardly in the entryway. He walked towards the solid desk in the back of the room, sitting heavily in the high-backed chair behind it with a grunt. He gestured for me to take a seat as well, which I did.

I unwrapped a scarf from around my neck, one of the many I had sewed for myself, and folded it across my lap. The weather in Denver had been seasonably cold for January, but this room was warm—too warm for many layers. Max still wore his leather jacket, so I kept my puffy coat on but unzipped it slightly to not overheat. The chair creaked underneath me as I shifted my weight. “I am looking for your help.”

“You said as much already.” He replied. His voice was deep, the low tones rumbling deliciously in my ears. I shook my head, trying to stay focused.

“No?” He raised his eyebrow, misreading my headshake.

“No. I mean yes. Yes?” This was going nowhere. I took another breath, reminding myself that I wasn’t here to ogle this straight guy. “Yes, I’m looking for a detective. For you. Debra Johnson told me to let you know she sent me.”

That caught his attention, he shifted forwards in his chair. “Debra, huh? Well, anyone who she sends my way is welcome. The least I could do is hear you out and decide if your case is something I can help with.”

It was reassuring to hear him say that. “Thanks.”

“So, what brings you to my door?” Max asked as he settled back into his chair.

I closed my eyes, centered myself, and began the story I had already told a police officer, two detectives, and any friend who would listen.

* * * *
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The stage lights glinted off of the thousand jewels crisscrossing David’s body as he twirled and twisted his body in the final moments of his performance. The crowd, pressing against the stage and mesmerized by the youth, the athletics, and the raw performing power on display, cheered and raised one-, five-, and ten-dollar bills aloft for David to gather from their outstretched hands.

WHAM!

A door slammed behind Charlie, causing him to jump. A gust from the November night must have slammed it against its frame.

Charlie rolled his eyes. I have told management so many times to fix the latch on that thing. He thought to himself. But do they listen to their show director? Not unless I am making them money instead of costing it.

He walked the ten or so paces over to the back door and pulled it closed by its handle, making sure to latch it with a small metal bar. A rubber band, the thick elastic covered in nail polish, mascara, and any number of shades of body makeup, dangled limply on the door frame. Charlie hooked a finger inside it and looped the band around the door handle—twice. A simple solution to what might be a more complicated, and expensive, repair.

Charlie returned his attention to the stage as the music climaxed and David slammed himself down on the stage in time with the final notes of the EDM mix he had been working on up to the final moments of this performance. Sweat slicked every inch of his exposed skin; he was only wearing a racy thong and jewels he and Charlie had spent weeks individually hot gluing onto thin threads of wire. They were fake jewels, he was only performing in a gay bar, and he had only twenty dollars in his bank account—but as David looked out at his friends, regular patrons of Z-Bar, and fellow performers celebrating him, he felt like he was on stage at the Denver Center for Performance Arts—blue bear and all.

He sucked in a breath and smiled broadly as the cheers drowned out the MC’s note about the next performer. He gently plucked the remaining outstretched bills, blew a kiss to the crowd, and then spun backstage. As soon as he was past the curtain, David was in Charlie’s arms. His eyes were wet as he embraced his best friend.

“That was beautiful,” Charlie said as he hugged David. “All those burnt fingers were worth it!”

David giggled, still out of breath, and hugged Charlie tighter. “I can’t believe they stayed put, mostly! Whatever prayer you uttered to the glue gun gods, thank you.”

Charlie pushed David away with kiss on the cheek. “Alright sweaty boy, go get cleaned up!” David flicked a droplet of sweat off of his fingertips at his friend and laughed at Charlie’s disgusted reaction, then pushed past the backstage crew to the cramped dressing room.

Thirty minutes later, he emerged with a cute crop top and booty-hugging jeans that rode low enough to show he was still wearing the thong. Charlie was still there, waiting in the wings for another performance to end and to help collect any garments cast off during the number. David hugged his friend from behind and pressed his chin into his shoulder. “Want to have a slumber party at my place tonight? Dream about next week’s act?”

Charlie reassuringly patted David’s arms, focusing on the stage. “Not tonight, I have a few more acts to work on here, sorry babe.”

David released his friend and quipped, “Your loss,” before turning to leave.

Charlie looked at David’s retreating back and called, “I’ll text you later.” David threw up a hand, unlatched the back door, and disappeared into the night.

Charlie looked back towards the stage and missed the shadowed figure slipping out the back a moment later.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Max

As Charlie was finishing his story, I couldn’t help taking in the man sitting before me. I had been so ready to turn him away at the door, but his brilliant green eyes had looked so earnestly and openly at me that I hadn’t the heart to stop him from at least hearing what Charlie had to say. His right ear and right eyebrow were both pierced, one with a silver stud and the other with a silver bar. He had tousled dirty blond hair that he kept running his fingers through as he talked about his friend. I wonder how my fingers would feel through his hair. The thought burst into my mind. I flicked my eyes to the overturned picture frame and then back to Charlie.

“...I never saw him after that. I called and called and he never responded. I even went to his apartment in LoDo, and he wasn’t there!”

He was getting more animated now. He set his jaw at an angle, and I couldn’t help but notice the string of tense muscles just underneath his perfectly smooth, alabaster skin. A tear rolled down his cheek as I looked up to his eyes to find them welled with emotion.

“A few weeks later, people were at his apartment moving his things out. I tried to ask them what happened to David, but they didn’t know anything.”

Charlie took a shaky inhale and clenched his jaw again against the clear sadness coursing across his face. He gripped the cheap armrests of his chair, his puffy black jacket squeaking under the tension.

My heart chipped at the edges as the emotion in his voice welled. I felt a familiar pang of protectiveness, a lion beginning to roar in my chest.

“So then I...I went to the Justice Building. Thought I’d make a big stink and get further information. Maybe an update.”

I had been to that location many times. I had even been there last week. I barely saw any one of importance there, besides...

“So that’s where you met Debra, eh?” I questioned.

Charlie seemed relieved to have my interrupting question, giving him a moment to recenter. He sniffed into his jacket sleeve and nodded. “Yes. She was so gentle, kind of like a grandma. Just told me it would be okay. And that I needed to see you.”

I sighed at that last detail. Debra always saw the best in me, even if I hadn’t. She had been one of the few who attended his funeral with me, patting my arm as I had spiraled into the abyss. Handing me tissues. Telling me kind words. Charlie was right, she was like a grandma, the only one I had left in my life.

I nodded with Charlie. “Yes, she is nice.” It was simple to say, but I didn’t think he needed me to expound right now how much I cared for the woman’s friendship.

“When did this all occur?” I queried.

“In November. So, two months ago,” he replied, and my eyebrows shot up at the length of time.

That’s a long while for someone to be missing. I kept this thought to myself, as I didn’t want to add additional grief to Charlie.

“What is David to you?” I asked instead.

A small light erupted on Charlie’s face as he explained, “He’s my favorite person. We work together at Z-Bar, creating dance numbers for him to perform. We also make all of our own garments together. He’s my safe space.”

Before I knew what I was saying, the next question spilled out of me. “Is he your partner?”

Charlie giggled through the emotion at that. “Oh no! I mean he’s not...no. He and I love each other, but like brothers.”

His face fell, remembering the gravity of the loss of another. I knew that type of loss, and my heart continued to fracture for him.

A quiet blanketed the two of us, broken only by Charlie’s sniffles and the drumming of my fingers on the desk. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Charlie’s face was quizzical.

“I’ll take it. The case. I’ll help you.”

To say Charlie’s mouth split into the widest, brightest smile I’d ever seen would be a disservice to him. The brightness in the room increased by several levels as he beamed at me, fresh tears threatening to spill out of his reddened eyes. You’re going to fail this man, a voice in my head said. A dark voice. Just like you did the last one who trusted you.

I looked away from Charlie, but as if I had been staring into the sun, his smile was burned into my vision. When was the last time someone had smiled at me like that? When was the last time I had made someone smile at me like that?

I was startled to feel arms around me, and I rapidly pushed them away. I swiveled around and saw that Charlie had risen from his chair, walked around the desk, and attempted to bend down and hug me. His hands were raised in a placating gesture, and he had a look of fear etched across his face. “Sorry,” he croaked.

“No...it’s okay. Just don’t like...Didn’t expect it.” I stumbled out the words. “Sorry for shoving you.”

He relaxed and dropped his arms but still stood close to me. So close I could smell the slightly sweet cologne wafting off of him. So close I could reach out and touch him. Ask him to hug me. To touch me in the way I had missed. He’s a client. He came here for nothing else, I reminded myself.

“It’s just that no one else has said so directly they would help. Everyone just said I was worried for no reason.” Charlie walked back to the chair and slumped down. Then, he straightened up and exclaimed. “I don’t expect you to work for free!”

He pulled a wad of cash out of his jacket pocket and laid it on my desk in between a stack of papers. I had been so lost in his man’s eyes, in his story, in his need that I had fucking forgotten I was running a business here.

I took the stack of cash and flipped through it, noticing the bills were crumpled stacks of tens and twenties. “Thanks. This’ll do,” I replied.

“I can give you more in a few weeks if that’s still not enough. Maybe a month at most. But please at least start, okay?” Charlie hurriedly stated.

I looked him over again, this time closer than before and tried to not be distracted by how damn cute he was. He had smooth skin everywhere but his hands, which were crinkled and dry. The hands of a laborer? No, a person in the service industry, who regularly washes his hands. Underneath his jacket, that he had unzipped enough to show his neck which I had been trying to avoid hungrily staring at, the crest of a rainbow tattoo was peeking out at me. Gay? Most definitely. Or at least queer.

“You’re a server? Or a bartender? At a gay bar?” I asked.

His mouth fell open, then he snapped it shut. “Close, I’m a show director. How did you know? Have you seen me at Z-Bar before?”

Ah. More than just a server. “I have been there before, but no I’ve never seen you.”

I stood, offering no further explanation, and pocketed the cash. “I’m hungry and was going to get some dim-sum from the restaurant below me when you...knocked. Let’s talk more over food, if you are comfortable coming with me.”

Charlie smiled at me with that kilowatt smile, through teary eyes. “Okay.”

My stomach tightened and my breath hitched in my throat.

* * * *
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Charlie

As it turned out, the restaurant was nothing more than an open kitchen, a warming station for completed orders, and a few chairs collected around a handful of round tables. A wall of glass surrounded the front entry door, separating the interior from Colfax Street’s busy sidewalk.

The food, however, exceeded the quality that the basic interior would suggest. Max set down a steaming bowl of ramen in front of me as I unwrapped a plastic fork and placed a similar bowl opposite me on his side of the table. Bubbling coils of heat cooked the delicate strips of beef in a stew of broth, bamboo shoots, green onions, and a single boiled egg.

I took a deep inhale of the delicious food as Max sat down in his chair. He had slipped the young cashier a card to pay before I had even the opportunity to offer my own card. He had mumbled something about, “You already paid me enough,” but I couldn’t help but feel weird about it. I was his client and should have paid at least half, but I was silently thankful I didn’t have to dip further into my meager savings.

As we settled into our seats, my sneakers accidentally tapped his boots under the table. “Oh, sorry. I hope I didn’t scuff your shoes.”

He looked under the table and then shifted back upright. “No, you didn’t. Plus, my shoes are dirtier than yours.”

I pulled my legs under my seat, awkwardly avoiding eye contact. I pushed the beef around in my bowl, making sure it got thoroughly cooked, and set in on scarfing down the egg and noodles. After a few delicious bites, I looked up to see Max staring at me. His fork was frozen in his hand, hovering over the surface of his meal. He blinked under my gaze and dove into his food, intentionally avoiding my eyes. I wondered what his constant attention was about but tried to keep it out of my mind.

A few bites later, he spoke. “So, I have a few questions.”

I looked up at him again. He still wasn’t looking back.

“These questions might be difficult to answer, but they may be important to the answers I can provide. Are you in a space to have a difficult conversation?”

I set my fork down and gave him my full attention. He swirled his fork around in his bowl, focusing his attention on the broth’s surface. “Okay, yes,” I replied simply.

“The last time you saw your friend—saw David—was when he exited Z-Bar, right?”

“Right.”

“Did he have any enemies that you knew of? Anyone that would wish him harm?”

“No. Just gentle ribbing from fellow performers, no enemies.”

“Alright, any other friend groups that would have seen him that night?”

“I’m not sure, but he said he was going straight home from the bar.”

“Did you see anything strange that night, with his behavior or with the patrons at the bar?”

“No.” I chewed my lip, casting my mind back to the night a few weeks ago. “Actually...maybe.”

Max glanced up at me at that admission.

“Nothing was different with David; he was all smiles and performance and beauty per usual. But I do remember earlier in the night...”

* * * *
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“Hey.” A voice behind Charlie spoke, causing him to jump and the water in the steamer he was holding sloshed onto his shoes.

Charlie spun around towards the voice. Before him stood Marcus Broady—Z-Bar’s resident manager. “Christ—Marcus, can you make a little noise before you sneak up on me?”

Marcus just arched his pencil-fine brow. “Jumpy today, are we?”

“I am jumpy when someone sneaks up from behind like that!” Charlie retorted, looking down at his soaked shoes.

Marcus walked over to the bar to grab a roll of paper towels, returning to Charlie to offer them to him. “Did you get the curtain steamed? The Diva kept complaining it was detracting from her number.”

Charlie rolled his eyes and held up the steamer, taking the roll in his other hand. “Yes. But also I think The Diva losing her wig mid-number contributed more to the distraction than a wrinkly piece of fabric.”

“Be that as it may, she always brings in the most drink tickets from barking outside before her number. Drinks make the money, babe.” Marcus paused, then continued with a glint in his eyes. “Besides, I thought you liked it from behind.”

Charlie smirked and a flush of red burst on his cheeks. “Shut up, Marcus. You wish.”

Marcus winked and meandered towards the bar to most likely accost one of the bartenders—his favorite activity—and left Charlie to wipe up the water.

As Charlie bent down to sop himself up, he heard a scratching noise coming from somewhere backstage. Straightening up, he put down the steamer and roll of paper towels, and jumped onstage to investigate.

As he did so, the scratching stopped, and Charlie slowly stepped behind the curtain into the cramped backstage area. No one was here, as the bar hadn’t opened yet. None of the towering stacks of boxes had shifted either. There shouldn’t have even been any traces of rodents either, as the bar had gotten a complete bug and rodent treatment recently as part of its ongoing health inspector obligations.

Charlie shrugged and turned around to resume his chores when the scratching returned. It was clearer now that he was behind the curtain, and Charlie whirled around. It was coming from the back door.

A shock of fear ran up his spine, and Charlie got the urge to be as quiet as possible. So, he tip-toed towards the back door, eyes wide and pace slow. When he got within reaching distance of the back door, that’s when Charlie saw it.

A slick, plastic card had been wedged between the door and its frame and was currently wiggling slowly up the crack towards the latch. Charlie froze for half a second before exclaiming, “Hey!”

The card stopped, then retracted swiftly. Shuffling noises on the other side of the door prompted Charlie to call out over his shoulder, “Marcus, come here! I think someone is trying to break in!”

He could hear Marcus’ heavy footfalls as well as several more; the bartenders had been called as cavalry by their boss. As backup arrived, Charlie grabbed the latch, opened it, loosened the rubber band, and banged the back door open.

Crisp November air rushed past his face and the light of a streetlamp illuminated the space behind the door, but no one was there. Charlie took a step out the door and glanced down the alleyway. To his left was only a stack of beer boxes ready to be broken down and recycled. To his right was an empty alleyway.

“We’re here, what happened?” Marcus called to Charlie from inside.

“Nothing. I just thought...nothing,” Charlie concluded, closing the door behind him.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Later that day

Charlie

I stared at the various soups on the shelves in front of me, not really reading their labels, my eyes unfocused.

It had been about an hour since I had said goodbye to Max and hailed an Uber from the hole in the wall restaurant to the Trader Joe’s I frequented in downtown Denver. I wasn’t hungry, but my cabinets at home were empty, and I knew I would be missing dinner if I didn’t pick up something.

“Excuse me.” Someone asked as they pushed their cart between me and the shelves.

I shifted sideways, trying to move myself out of the way. Trader Joe’s was always packed, even if it was late afternoon. It gave me some anxiety to be around all these customers jostling for goods, the employees constantly restocking, and kids running to and from their parents, but it was the closest grocery store to my apartment, and not fast food.

Max and I had exchanged numbers, and he promised to be in touch within a day with any next steps or information he had gathered. My phone was burning a hole in my pocket with anticipation of a text or phone call from him, but I would give him space. There wasn’t anything more I could tell him, beyond annoyingly asking for updates.

Recounting my last night seeing David had taken a lot out of me. My heart felt heavy, like someone was sitting on it and refused to move. My throat was tight, scratchy from the long conversation, and my eyes were most likely bloodshot from the tears.

Yet my brain was still buzzing. It couldn’t stop thinking about how Max had looked at me; with such understanding and care. Like he really was hearing me.

In all my conversations with those in the police force, there were moments of the same care and attention present, but they were not able to directly clue me into the progress of their investigation. Not even the movers taking all of David’s furniture, pictures, and precious items had been able to give me clues.

So when Max had captured my eyes in his, when he had asked for consent, my heart had leaped. Finally, someone was seeing the pain I had stored in my heart for nearly two full months. Someone was peering into my head, hearing my words, and cherishing them as truth. It was more than just that though, as I felt a twinge of need when I spoke to Max. I wanted to clue him into my inner thoughts and feelings, just to talk to him like an old friend.

“Behind you.” I shifted out of the way again.

Max was straight, most likely. And even if he wasn’t, it was probably a violation of detective-client relations to have relations. Was that even a thing?

I shook my hands, trying to dissipate the electricity in my fingertips. Giving them something to do, I reached out and grabbed the first soup I could reach—broccoli cheddar—and whirled around towards the checkout, nearly crashing into a woman who was careening down the aisle.

* * * *
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My apartment was a ruddy tri-level building with beige stucco walls and yellowed windows looking down at a north Denver side street. My Uber driver didn’t even attempt to access its small entrance, preferring to drop me off at the next major street over.

That was alright with me as I still felt the tingle of energy in my muscles that needed to be walked off. By the time I walked up the flight of stairs to my apartment’s door, I was feeling much more grounded and at ease. No thoughts of the detective, please, I reminded my brain.

My front door creaked open on rusty hinges with the clatter of my keys, and I closed it unceremoniously behind me. My apartment was cozy, just one room with an attached kitchen, and I had filled it with plants scrounged from the dumpsters of Lowe’s, video game figurines gifted to me on birthdays and holidays, and a smattering of soft blankets and pillows. I had also painted several walls a lively shade of deep green, a color accented by the plants hanging off walls, nestled on windowsills, and curled around my sparse furniture.

A couch faced off against the TV I had bought from a neighbor when they had attempted to throw it out—an opportunity I took advantage of. The couch had a few stains and coffee circles, but I didn’t care; it was comfortable enough and had been thoroughly cleaned. Behind a half wall was my bed, and I threw my jacket on top of the fluffy blue comforter I had bought for a steal when the local Bed Bath and Beyond went out of business.

It was as cheap as the building surrounding it, but it wasn’t gross or ruddy. It was home.

I took the can of soup and a loaf of banana bread I had snagged at checkout out of the paper sack, putting them away in the kitchen, sighing at the empty shelves.

I had given up all kinds of pleasantries, even ice creams and trips to the local arcades, to be able to afford Max but I thought it would be worth it. When David is back home safe, we’ll make it up together. A show to remember, I hopefully thought.

Max. Oh no. Here I was thinking about him again. My heart leaped. It had been a few months since the last time I had taken a boy home. But Max was a man, from his rustled hair to his strong hands with veins snaking across their surface, to his scent. A mix of forest, of sweat, and all male. I had been unable to avoid smelling him as we ate, so close from one another.

But then there had been the scent of alcohol between each word. I frowned as I washed my hands and changed into more comfortable clothes, remembering the unwelcome odor.

You would think that I would get used to that smell, working at a bar and all, but I hadn’t. I still hated when over-served patrons hit on me, pushing their bodies on me and slurring their unwelcome compliments.

Even my friends at Z-Bar, lovely as they were, turned into people I didn’t want to be around when they were drunk. I guess that’s why I would never pick up dates at the bar, at least one of the reasons. The other was that I didn’t like to hook up. My nickname was Miss Pollyanna at work, as everyone knew that a relationship was what I truly lusted after.

Sure, I had needs, and when the lonely nights and quiet thoughts became too much to bear, I would troll on the apps for someone to come and push themselves into me and relieve some of the pressure. But it never developed into anything more. I always thanked them, kissed them goodbye, and never saw them again. And then I would go back to my cold bed, ripe with new, unfamiliar scents, and wonder what it would be like to have someone stay.

I sighed and rubbed my eyes. Today had taken so much out of me. I just hoped that taking a chance and following that nice old lady’s advice would lead to something. If David was out there still, I would always keep the candle lit. One way or another.

* * * *
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The next night I was scheduled to work from three P.M. to one A.M., so I arrived at Z-Bar around noon to grab some food from the meager kitchen in the back and to see if I’d be able to squeeze in a few extra hours. The kitchen served only simple burgers and fries, but it was free and I liked the cook, Rebecca.

Rebecca had come to Z-Bar from a job in food catering she labeled as unfulfilling and had the background training in restaurant management to convince Marcus to let her build out a kitchen in the back of the bar. She had a strong handshake, a stronger sense of self, and never let anyone from the staff go hungry. She was also one of the only lesbians working at the bar and would always remind the gay men working around her that, “lesbians created the gay movement, and don’t you forget it.”

This headstrong nature made her often butt heads with Marcus as she advocated for an expanded menu and resources. As I pushed into the narrow kitchen, I could hear the two of them yelling. “...people have to eat, and if we give them quality food, they may order more in the future!” Rebecca’s voice reached my ears.

“The bar is what makes our mortgage, dear. Not you,” Marcus retorted, putting an inflection on dear.

They were standing
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