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Dino Martini might accept his friend Seth as a lover—if they can stay alive.

Dino Martini is an old-school P.I. in a modern age. Sure, he may do most of his work on
a computer, but he carries a gun, drives a convertible, and lives on the beach. Best friend and
mechanic Seth Donnelly will back himin afight, and there'snot alot more Dino could ask from life.

Until hisworld is turned upside down.

A dangerous case and anew apartment are just the start. His friendship with Seth has turned
into aromance, only Dino has never had aboyfriend before. Can he handle this sudden twist? Just
as he begins to believe it's possible, he loses Seth in more ways than one...

Content Warning: Graphic M/M sex, language



Highlight

Seth sat on the stool, and | wrung out a dishrag to clean him up. When | turned to him, |
noticed the blood had soaked through hisshirt and was streaked all over hischest. “ Stand up,” | said.

“You just told meto sit, Dino.”

“Now I’'m telling you to stand. Y ou got blood on your chest.”

| handed him the rag and he took a couple of half hearted swipes at himself and thrust it back
at me, leaning against the counter. “It hurts too much, you do it.”

“Oh, now you're just bein” a baby.”

“Sue me.” Hetried to smirk, but it was weak.

| laughed and started to wipe the blood off his chest, while he sipped his beer. His cheeks
were flushed pink where they weren’t bruised or bloody, and I thought the whiskey was hitting
him. He never took his eyes off me once.

Finally, he spoke. “Can | ask you a question?’

“Shoot.” | dipped the rag in the water and squeezed it out again.

“Why in the hell were you carrying your gun?’



Like Coffee
and Doughnuts

by

Elle Parker



Like Coffee and Doughnuts

978-0-9824170-5-8

0-9824170-5-5

Copyright © 2009, Elle Parker

Edited by Pamela Tyner

Book design by Emma Wayne Porter

Cover Art by Renee Rocco

First Lyrical Press, Inc. electronic publication: May, 2009

Lyrical Press, Incorporated

17 Ludlow Street

Staten Island, New Y ork 10312
http://www.lyrical press.com

eBooks are not transferable. All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used

or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of
brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work isillegal. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded
or distributed via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without the publisher’s
permission.

PUBLISHER'S NOTE:

This book isawork of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of
the writer’ simagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real.
Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizationsis entirely
coincidental.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author
or third-party Web sites or their content.

Published in the United States of Americaby Lyrical Press, Incorporated


http://www.lyricalpress.com/

Dedication

| had alot of support and encouragement from alot of people while | was writing this book,
and | want to thank everyonewho cheered me on. There are afew peoplewho deserveto be thanked
by name because they went above and beyond, and | want them to know how important they are.

Lynda—who got me started on this, kept me going, and put me back on the right path.

Sara—who is willing to take time from whatever she’'s doing to dissect plot points, run
scenarios and trouble shoot with me.

Ande—who'll shake her pompoms any time you ask, and who was aways cheering me on.
She also gives great beta.

Amberly—who gave me some great advice and a solid lesson in how to really critique my
own work.

My sister Tracy—who was the first to say, “Hey...you've really got something here.” And
who gave one very sage piece of veterinary advice.

En—who gave me alot of excellent pointers on alcohol.

My editor Pamela—who is excellent, skilled, and treats me like arock star—thank you so
much.

And maybe most importantly, my husband Scott—who cooked dinner about 361 times in
the last year, was perfectly willing to sit in a bar and discuss the nuances of gay romance, and
generaly puts up with me.



Chapter 1

When | went into Ed's Garage looking to get backup from my friend Seth, 1 knew
immediately my job was going to be harder than I'd thought. Seth and his latest “date,” a blonde
with short spiky hair and pretty legs, were tangled up on top of ared Ford Torino necking like
the world was coming to an end. Neither one of them had a shirt on, but she wore a black and
pink polka dot bra. She also wore apale green skirt under which Seth’s hand had disappeared. My
timing wasn't good, but | was glad | hadn’t come any later.

She saw me first and gave me a pretty smile, apparently not too disturbed by a stranger
walking in on her fun. Seth was doing something to her neck that might have been kissing, but
reminded me of the way he ate.

She prodded him and said, “Hey, we' ve got company.”

When Seth raised his head, he looked surprised, but that quickly changed to irritation when
he saw who it was. He didn’t need to say aword for me to know exactly what he was thinking.

| smiled. “1 thought you had to have the hood up to do atune up.”

“Not when we start with mefirst,” he said. “Don’t you have someplace better to be?’

“I’'m sorry, | had no choice. Believe me, | did not want to do this, but duty calls.”

“Tell duty to call back in about an hour, Dino.” He went back to what he' d been doing.

“You're Dino?’ the girl asked, lighting up. “I’ ve heard about you.”

“Dino Martini, at your service,” | said. “Nice...bra.”

“Thanks.” She grabbed a fistful of Seth’s hair and pulled him up to look at her. “Don’t be
rude to your friend. He' s obviously here for something important.”

“He's here because whatever job he's got going this evening involves a high likelihood of
him getting his ass kicked.” He turned to look at me. “Am | wrong?’

| shrugged. “Hard to say with a case like this, but | don’t like to take chances.”

“What now?’ Seth looked defeated already, which was good, because it meant thiswouldn’t
be nearly as difficult as I’ d thought.

“Cheating wife,” | said. “Y ou know how those can be.”

“Yeah, yeah, al right.”

Seth Donnelly isabout fivefoot seven, hasan unruly mop of carrot colored hair, and although
he' sthirty-three, he often actslike he' stwelve. He' s my mechanic, but he’ saso been agood friend
for alot of years, and there’sno one I’ d rather have next to mein afight.

He dlid off the hood of the car and told the girl, “I guess I’ m gonna have to catch you some
other time.”

“That's okay,” she said, climbing down and pulling her shirt on. “I have to get to work
anyway. Can you look at my car tomorrow?’
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“Sure, bring it by after three.”

She gave him a quick kiss, got in the Ford and drove out, turning left, toward the beach. |
was willing to bet she worked in one of the tourist bars down in John’s Pass.

“Sorry about that,” | said, turning to Seth.

“No sweat. Buy me dinner and we' re square. She’s cute enough, but her brother’s the one
I’d really like to nail.”

| shook my head. “Y ou bring a whole new meaning to the word ‘ leaze’, you know that?’

“Oh, come on, it’s not like that. She knows. She'sjust in it for the fun and the free service
on that wreck she drives. Did she look especially brokenhearted to you?’

“No,” | admitted. “I can’t say that she did.”

“So tell me about the case,” he said, grabbing his shirt off the workbench.

“Not that much to tell. Thisguy’s had mefollowing hiswifefor awhile, and | finally caught
her cheating on him with along haul trucker. Turns out she’'s been meeting up with all kinds of
them off awebsite called The Hot Trucker’s Hookup.”

“No shit, are you serious?’

“Yep.”

“Sweet deal for the truckers, man. They can line up something everywhere they stop.”

“That’s pretty much theidea,” | said. “ They’ve got quite the little community on there.”

| had followed Amy Ware all the way out to Florida s Interstate 75 and wound up spending
an afternoon playing “Peeping Tom” through the ground floor window of a cheap hotel. On my
fifth pass, | nearly swallowed my cigarette. She had her guy trussed up in a horse’'s harness and
reins with the thing in the mouth and the whole nine yards, and she was ridin’ him for all he was
worth. | took easily fifty shots of that.

I’m kind of a mix between the old school P.I. and the modern “private investigator,” which
means| do my fair share of computer searchesand background checks on top of the moretraditional
tailing of cheaters and mystery solving. But | drive a Mustang convertible, | carry a gun, and |
live on the beach.

Well, close to the beach.

You are what you drive, they say, and | am a 1966 model of stylish sophistication with a
gporty rakishness and a lot of muscle. Instead of Vintage Burgundy, though, I’'m your average
Italian color, and | have maybe a moderate amount of muscle. When | was a little younger, | had
the classic Italian greaser ook going on. Now | don’t have quite enough hair on top to pull it off,
but I'mtold I still look pretty damn good.

| named the car Matilda because of her white ragtop, which makes her look like an old lady.
Sheis, without adoubt, my most prized possession. | bought her eight years ago, after an especially
lucrative case, and while she was in pretty good condition to begin with, Seth and | restored her to
the level of perfection she existsin most of the time these days.
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Outside, Seth dropped into the front seat next to me. He looked in the side view mirror
and scrubbed his fingers through his hair. That's what passes for styling for him. He plucked his
sunglasses out of the collar of his shirt and dlid them on. It never fails to impress me how he can
make slovenly look good.

“You goin’ in carrying on this one?’ he asked.

“1 don’t think so,” | told him. “This guy is money. If he gives me trouble, it’s going to be of
the fist swinging variety, which iswhy | wanted you along.”

“Arewe gonnarun it the usual way, then?’

“If you expect to be fed.”

Certain people do not take bad news well, and if they can’t lash out at the object of their
anger, they’ Il often take it out on the closest thing available. | generally happen to be sitting across
from them at that point, and I’ ve learned to take precautions.

If the guy is big enough, or bad enough, | won't hesitate to slip my gun into a holster. Most
of thetime, | just bring Seth for backup. He may be small, but he’ swiry and he likes to fight. Best
of all, he’ll doit for the price of a steak.

For situations like this, | prefer to arrange the meet in a nice dark bar. They’re noisy, so
you're not likely to get overheard, and you don’t look out of place. Plus, it feeds the average Jo€'s
romantic vision of a private eye. People seem to like it better if it goes down the way they see it
on TV. And who am | to argue? | like bars.

The*usua way” isl goinfirst to find the client and get settled, and about five minutes later,
Seth comesin and takes a seat at the bar where he can keep an eye on things. Nine times out of ten,
nothing happens and he gets to enjoy a beer and flirt with the bartender, but on the rare occasion
some idiot decides to take a pop at me, it’s nice to know he's got my back.

I’d chosen adive called Henry’s, well outside of Ware' s territory so there’ d be little chance
of him running into someone he knew. Not like it would be tough to explain, but | hate to put aguy
in that position right after he’ s found out hiswife isthe Calamity Jane of the eighteen wheeler set.

| parked around back as usual. No sense in advertising what | driveif there’'s a chance there
might be trouble. | grabbed my briefcase, which held the folder of photos, and climbed out of the
car.

“Seeyou in afew minutes,” | said.

Seth saluted me and slouched in the seat.

Inside, Henry’ swas busy, but not packed. Mostly old guys with nothing better to do, or blue-
collar types shaking off the workday. | spotted Ware in a back booth, clutching a glass of scotch
or bourbon. He looked pretty grim. Of course, he had to know it was bad news. It doesn’t take a
face-to-face meeting for me to say, “Hey, your wife is pure as the driven snow and only has eyes
for you, and by the way, | have some lovely shots of her shopping for Bibles.”

| sat down across from him and set my briefcase on the seat. “ Good evening, Mr. Ware.”
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A cute waitress with a ponytail and a low-cut shirt came over, and | ordered an amaretto
on the rocks.

“Cut to the chase, Martini.” Hetook asip of hisdrink. “Amy’s cheating on me, isn’t she?’

“Yes, sir, I’'m afraid so.”

Seth strolled past me and plugged the jukebox, messing around with the touch screen for a
minute before he took a seat at the bar. Hisway of |etting me know he wasin the room, since Ware
had left me with my back to the door.

“Who isit? Ware asked.

“Unfortunately, | wasn't able to determine that in such a short time frame,” 1 lied. Since the
guy was just one of many, | didn’'t see the need to share that information with Ware. “1t’s highly
unlikely he’s anyone local.”

The waitress brought my drink, and | spent about half an hour explaining the deal with the
truckers and the website to Ware. | also gave him instructions on how he could do alittle sleuthing
of his own on hiswife’s computer. He asked me if that was something | could be hired to do, and
| told him it was, but I’ d need access to her computer for awhile. He said he’ d hang onto my card
and think about it.

When there wasn’t much left to say, | brought out the folder and passed it across the table.
He stuck it into his own case without looking at it. That’s pretty common. Most people don’t want
an audience when looking at candid porn starring their beloved for the first time.

At this point, | usually like to say something sympathetic and heartening, maybe give them
abit of advice. | wasjust opening my mouth when a beer bottle whizzed past my face and bounced
off thewall, nearly hitting Ware.

Peopl e were shouting and a couple of bar stools crashed to the floor. When | turned to ook,
a guy the size of atank had Seth pinned like a bug on the bar, one meaty hand clamped around
histhroat. Seth gripped the guy’ s forearm and kicked hislegsin the air, trying to score a hit or get
away, | wasn't sure which. The ponytailed waitress bounced around, swatting at the tank with a
bar rag and begging him to stop.

Ware looked horrified and shot up. “I think | should go. Listen, thanks for your time and
trouble,” he said, stuffing a check into my hand. “If | decide to have you do that computer thing,
I’ll get intouch.”

| gave him anod and a pat on the back and sent him on hisway. Then | turned back to the
scene on the bar.

“Rick, honey, come on,” the waitress was saying. “He didn't mean anything. He's just a
customer, babe, they say stuff like that all the time, you know that.”

“1 know his type,” the tank roared. “All these guys think they can hit on you just because
you bring "em drinks. It’s time someone taught 'em alesson.”

Seth sguealed something in protest, but his throat was too constricted for anyone to make it
out. He flopped like afish out of water.
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| drained thelast of my drink and took adeep breath, then stepped up to the moose and tapped
him on the shoulder. “Hey jack, why don’t you let the little guy go, he wasn’t hitting on your girl.”

“Why don’t you mind your own business?’

“Thisis my business,” | snapped, getting up in the guy’s face. | may be skinny, but | can
intimidate the hell out of people when | want to. “I can personally guarantee he wasn’t hitting on
her, so why don’t you get your fucking hands off him before | really get mad.”

There was a crowd of people standing around us staring. | could see them all mentally
calculating the odds of me against Rick the Caveman. The bartender hovered near the phone just
in case. But see, | fight smart, and | know how to knock guys like this off their game.

“Y ou can guarantee that?’ he sneered, pausing in his attempt to strangle Seth. “ And just how
are you gonna do that when you weren’t even here?’

“Because he's my boyfriend, jackass, and if you don’t get your filthy paws off him, I'm
gonnakick your ass.”

A hush fell over the room, and Rick looked down at Seth like he was suddenly holding a
rattlesnake. He yanked his hand away, and Seth immediately started wheezing air.

“You mean...you and him...” Rick tried to puzzleit out.

“That's right.” | pulled Seth down off the bar and held him tight against me while he got
his breath back. “And if | ever catch you trying to feel up my guy again, I’m gonna have to teach
you alesson. Y ou got that, asshole?’

Rick’s face turned pink and then red. He looked like I’d sucker punched him. “1 was not
feeling him up!”

“Yeah, that’s what they all say.” | went over to grab my briefcase, and came back pointing
at him. “And yet time and time again, | got some big ox like you putting his hands all over my
friend and | gotta’ step inand break it up.” | wrapped an arm around Seth and squeezed him. “Are
you okay, baby?’

Seth sniffed. He was struggling not to laugh. “He hurt me, Dino. | was just having a nice
beer and talking fashion with that girl and suddenly he was all over me.”

| gave Rick awithering stare. “For shame,” | said, steering Seth toward the door. “I really
can’'t get over some people’ s manners. Think they can do whatever they like.”

| glanced over my shoulder on the way out to see Rick dumbfounded, the bartender looking
relieved, and the waitress trying not to crack up. Everyone else was already back to business as
usual.

Seth fell into the car laughing his ass off. He rubbed his neck where Rick had grabbed him.
“You realize half the bruisers in thistown think we' re dating?’

“Well, | am about to take you out and buy you dinner,” | said, starting up the car and backing
into the aley.

“Sure, but that’s for services rendered.”

| gave him a sideways glance. “Y eah, that makes it sound much better.”
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Seth smirked and hung his arm over the side of the car. Clearly, he wasn’t traumatized by
the incident.

“What did you do to set him off, anyway?’ | asked.

“Oh shit, | was just flirting with the waitress alittle. It was harmless. | told her those jeans
must be from outer space because her assis out of thisworld.”

“Oh my God, did you really bring alame line like that?’

“Sure,” hesaid. “Usgoofy little guys can get away with shit like that. Peoplethink it’ s cute.”

“Cute and goofy are not what I’m generally going for when | approach women.”

Seth rolled his eyes. “Because you' re such aladies man.”

“1 can be. | just have standards, isall. I’'m very selective about who | choose to spend time
with, whereas you' Il fuck anything that moves. And several things that don’t.”

“Touchy, touchy,” Seth said, reaching over to pet my hair. “It's al right, honey, you have
anice asstoo.”

| shoved his hand away. “ Shut up and figure out where you want to eat.”

“Aw...comeon, Dino,” hepurred, crawling across the seat to breathe on my ear. “Y ou chased
off my sure thing for the night. The least you could do is take her place...”

A shiver ran down my spine in spite of myself, and | turned to give him the stony look |
usually do when he gets thisway. When | said he'd fuck anything that moved, | wasn’t kidding.
He' s game for anything and anybody, and it doesn’t matter what goodies they have on their plate.

“Dinner?’ | reminded him. “ldeas?’

He sighed. “How about...the Oar House? | could eat a burger.”

* % % %

After dinner, wewent back to Ed’s. My car was piled with the last |oad of boxes and suitcases
from my apartment. The building was being torn down to make way for more condos, and Seth
offered me his couch until I could find a new placeto live.

The garage is asmall red, white and blue auto shop located right next to the marina on the
Intracoastal Waterway, between Madeira Beach and St. Petersburg. Seth more or less runs the
place, since Ed has taken to spending al his time buying stuff at junk auctions and selling it on
eBay.

When | pulled in, Ed's dogs were yapping and running around the parking lot. One is a
pug with the coloring of a Siamese cat, and the other is an old mutt whose forehead is so flat she
couldn’t possibly have abrain inside.

| shut the engine off, and Seth got out of the car. He cast a glance over the mound of stuff
in the backseat and shook his head. “Matilda looks like a pack mule, man. That is no way to treat
avenerable old lady.”

“ Although you are absolutely correct, | would like to point out that this car isthe exact same
age as me, so watch it with the ‘venerable old’ talk. Where in the hell did you learn to use the
word venerable, anyway?’
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“l usewordslikevenerable,” Seth said, mildly disgruntled. “ And Matildaisforty-one, that’s
like...ninety in car years.”

“She may look like an old lady, but inside she till purrslike akitten.”

“Same as you,” Seth said with awink.

“1 have never looked likean old lady.” | grabbed the nearest box, shoved it into Seth’sarms,
and took another for myself, following him through the shop to the back room where the rest of
my stuff was stashed. It took us three trips to get everything inside. The only things left in the car
were my suitcase and garment bag, a box of stuff off my desk, and my laptop computer.

Seth took the box and | grabbed the bags, and we climbed the wooden stairway that ran up
the outside of the garage to an apartment built over it. This was Seth’s place. And mine, for the
foreseeable future.

The steps creaked alarmingly and bounced more than | generally liked in my climbing
apparatus. “Don’t you worry about these falling of f?”

“Naw,” he said, pausing to lean on therailing and look back at me. | used to, but that bugged
me, so a couple of years ago, | spent about half an hour out here jumping up and down for all |
was worth to see what would happen. Turns out they’ re more solid than they seem. Here I’ll show
you—"

“Do not jump on these steps right now, or | will smack the shit out of you.”

Seth grinned and ran the rest of the way up.

Seth’s monkey-like qualities extended to his living habits, and | never failed to be a little
dismayed when | went into his apartment. Junk was littered everywhere. Magazines, pizza boxes,
beer cans, laundry. Dirty dishes and open cerea boxes covered the counter in the kitchenette.
The coffee table was spread with newspaper and sported a vast array of engine parts and beer
cans. Behind that, against the wall, was a massive brown sofa with fat, low slung cushions. It
was...pristine.

“You cleaned it?’ | asked, disbelieving.

“Yup.” Seth beamed. “| even pulled out the cushions and vacuumed all downinthere. | knew
you'd freak out about sleeping on it if | didn’'t.”

“Since when do you own avacuum?’

“1 brought the Shop-Vac up here. Does the same job, right?’

“It would appear so,” | said, putting my bags down on the one clean surface in the entire
apartment. “Now all | have to worry about is what might crawl out of the darkness to get me in
the night.”

“Yeah, well, | think there’ sabox of doughnuts under the chair. Y ou can toss those to distract

“You are disgusting, you know that?’ | unzipped my garment bag and laid it out on the sofa.
“Where can | hang my clothes up?’
Seth stared at me blankly.
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“Got some space in a closet? | need to hang these up or they wrinkle.”

“Um, right.” Seth pivoted on his heel and kicked a path to the tiny coat closet by the door.
He pulled a few computer boxes out of it and bounced them into acorner. “Y ou need me to make
some space in the bathroom for your curlers and make-up?’

“Fuck you. Normal people hang their clothes up. Thisisthe usual way in which grown-ups
do things.” | bent down to look under the chair. “ Are there really doughnuts under there? Thisis
not a healthy way to live. Seriously.”



Chapter 2

“There' salot of apartmentsfor rentin St. Pete,” Seth said, reading the classifieds and taking
asip of his beer.

Wewerein the Blue Bottle, adumpy place donein somekind of attempt at a beach house-sea
shanty motif, which ended up looking more like an Italian crab shack. Worked for me. They had
the typical seaside stuff on the walls, like starfish and life preservers, but the tables were covered
in checkered red and white cloths and empty mayonnaise jars with candles in them.

“Noway, | hateit over there. Hell, you couldn’t get out of there fast enough, now you think |
should live there? It’ stoo bland. | came down here for the beach, and | want to stay by the beach.”

“Too bland? Y ou're worried about too bland?’

“Well, yeah. | gotta’ live in aplace with alittle style, you know?’

“O-kay...” Seth said with alow whistle. “Dino needs a spicy apartment.”

“Stylish,” I corrected him. *“ Charismatic.”

“Charismatic? You're gonnalive in the place, not dateit.”

The bartender brought us steamed clams and chicken wings, and we shuffled the papers
around, making room for the plates. | took a sip of my drink and started in on the clams. | love
any kind of seafood as long asit’s not in a condition to fight back, but | especialy like food that
requires alittle effort to eat. | scooped one out of the shell and dipped it in butter.

“Mmm, man, these are good.” | hummed, closing my eyes to savor it.

“Yeah, they’re not too bad.” Seth slurped one into his mouth and washed it down with a
drink of beer. He wiped the butter from his chin with the back of his hand.

Seth will eat anything you put in front of him, regardless of the state it's in. I'm not even
sureit hasto befood. Let’sjust say | wouldn't reach in front of him to get the salt.

He bit into a chicken wing and flipped over the section of newspaper he was scanning. “ Hey!
Here' s something,” he said, marking the ad with a buffalo sauce fingerprint.

| took the paper from him and read out loud. “Madeira Beach. One bedroom apartment
located in commercial neighborhood. No pets. No kids. No floozies. Call Adele.”

“Got enough character for you?’

“No floozies? Are they serious?’ | dunked another clam and ate it, staring at the paper. “If
these are Bible nuts, | wouldn't be able to take it.”

“Call the number,” Seth said.

| pulled my cellphone from my pants pocket and flipped it open, checking the ad as| dialed.
The phone rang several times, and | wondered if | was going to get anyone when there was finally
an answer.

“Yes?’ came the feeble voice of an old lady.

9
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“Ah, hello, ma am. Would | be speaking to Adele?’

“No. That's my sister-in-law.” Her words were well formed and clipped at the end. “I’ll get
her.”

| could hear her set the phone down and muffled voices in the background.

“Yeah, what can | do for you?’ This voice was deep and gravelly, and you could just about
hear the lung cancer over the line. There wasn't a doubt in my mind this woman was a heavy
smoker and probably had been since prohibition.

“You havean apartment for rent?’ | asked. “I’mlookin’ at your ad hereinyesterday’ s paper.”

“You got pets?’ she asked.

“No, ma'am. And | don’t have kids, and | am most definitely not a floozy.”

“You date’em?’

“Nope, and I’m not really in the market for aroommate at the moment, if that’s what you're
getting at.” The broad was blunt, but | kind of liked her. She sounded like she didn’t take shit from
anybody, and | doubted I’d have to worry about any Bible thumping going on.

“The apartment is on the second floor, six hundred a month, plus utilities. We don’t put
up with late payers, loud tenants, or people who mess up the place. And, you gotta’ pay athree
hundred dollar deposit and a month’s rent up front.”

“What about parking?’ | asked. Seth nodded his approval.

“There s parking in the front, off the street.”

“Sounds good. When can | come seeit?’

“Anytime, | guess,” she said. “We'll be around until tomorrow afternoon at least. Y ou can
come tonight if you don’t make it too late.”

“Tomorrow sounds great. What' s the address? | could be there around ten if that works for
you.”

“That’ d be fine. Nine twenty-seven First Street. Up past the Winn Dixie.”

“Sure, | know the area. I'll see you tomorrow. Thanks.”

She hung up the phone without saying goodbye. | put mine away and took asip of my drink.
It sounded promising. Madeira Beach is crammed into about two square miles, in the middle of a
long string of other little beach towns, and the area she mentioned was convenient to everything.

“Well?" Seth asked, sucking the last bits of meat off a chicken bone.

| shrugged. “ The priceisright. Location might not be bad. Y ou want to check it out with me?”’

“Yeah, sure.”

* % % %

“l can't believe you don't own a coffee maker,” | groaned as Seth and | sat waiting for a
stoplight. It was nine in the morning, and | didn’t feel properly awake, since | hadn’t been treated
to my daily dose of caffeine for the second morning in arow.

Seth, on the other hand, was full of piss and vinegar and some neon puce colored drink that
camein anindustria can. | didn’'t know the name of it, because | couldn’t bear to watch.
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“Coffeetasteslikedirt,” he said. “And it stinks after about the first fifteen minutes.”

“It isanecessary part of life, and if you don’t shut up, I’m going to kick you out of the car
and run over you. Repeatedly.”

Seth chuckled. “I said | would buy you a cup somewhere, just find a place and pull over.”

“1 know where I’'m going. | refuse to drink convenience store coffee after the lousy night
of deep | just had.”

* % % %

The apartment turned out to be a sweet deal, and | snapped it up. We signed the papers on
the spot. Calling the First Street neighborhood a “commercial area” was a bit of a stretch. There
was a plumbing outfit, the back side of a mini golf course, and the CVS at the end of the block.
Everything else was apartments.

Adel€e’ sbuilding was aplain, two-story block with aground floor storefront and abig, faded
sign over the door that read Triggs Hardware. The layers of dust on the plate glass windows
suggested it had been closed for years, and from what | saw through them, it appeared the space
was being used for storage now. The apartments, entryway and stairs were all clean and relatively
well cared for.

It took a little charm, but | convinced them to let me move in right away. | used the same
charm to get Seth to spend the day helping me haul furniture. | also used alot of beer. Much as |
enjoyed his company, | needed to be back in my own space as soon as possible, and | pushed to
get as much done as we could in one shot.

Seth caught hisend of the mattressas| dlidit out of thetruck, and we headed for the entryway.
“You are avery surly man when you're on amission,” he said. “It’s not at all attractive.”

“I’ll buy you dinner after we're done with this, how’ s that?’

“Y ou have to buy me beer too.”

“1 aready bought you beer.”

“Y eah, but we're nearly out of that beer, and I’m going to need more beer later.”

“Fine, I'll buy you dinner and beer.”

“Next you' Il be expecting me to put out.”

Adele chose that moment to come into the hall, carrying a big, vinyl purse and a shopping
bag. We were halfway up the stairs with the mattress, and she stopped and stared at us through
huge, black sunglasses.

“Ah. Good evening, maam,” | said, nodding to her. Seth grinned at me with the smug
expression of someone who’s not dealing with his own landlord.

“You candrop al that ma am bullshit. Adeleisfine. | thought Ruth said you weren’t moving
in until tomorrow.” She had a sour expression that made me feel like a roach she’d discovered in
her kitchen.

“Well yes, ma—Adele, she did say that, but you see there were extenuating circumstances,
and when | explained them to Ruth she told me | could move in right away.”
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“What kind of circumstances?’ she asked, all gravel.

“My friendisapig.”

Seth huffed in protest. “I’'m not apig, | just have a messy house.”

“Your furniture has its own ecosystem.”

“My furniture s fine, you're just a candy assed prima donna.” He shoved on his end of the
mattress and nearly plowed me over.

Adele shook her head. “I think this is where | came in,” she said and headed down the
hallway. “Y ou won't be moving furniture around at all hours of the night, will you?”’

“We'rejust going to do one more load this evening and get the bed set up. We won't be any
trouble at al,” | assured her.

“All right then, good night,” she said, and | eft.

| scrambled the rest of the way up the stairs as Seth continued to mow me down.

An hour later | had my dining table and chairs set up by the kitchenette, and Seth was in
the other room putting together my bed for me. He was clearly going for lobster and prime rib
on my dime.



Chapter 3

The next morning | woke up and sighed with satisfaction. My back didn’t hurt, my pillow
smelled fresh and clean, and | wasn’t itching any place suspicious. There are very few things as
good in life as sleeping in your own bed, and | liked mine so much at that moment | rolled over
and didn’t get out of it until ten thirty.

That right there is one of the big reasons | decided to become aprivate eye. | don’t like other
people telling me what to do and when to do it. I'd much rather take care of business on my own
schedule. If | want to sleep in, | sleep in, and if | want to work all night, then | work all night.
Thisis also why | don’'t have roommates to speak of. Lovers can be as bad or worse than bosses,
and | tend to like them better at a distance. Once in a while one captures my attention and I'm
willing to be amused for a bit, but | meant it when | told Seth I’'m selective. | haven't had alot of
success in the relationship department, and there aren’t many people in the world | want to spend
that much time with anyway.

Seth, on the other hand, treats sex and dating like one big party, and everyone' sinvited. He's
deeply appalled by my loner lifestyle and isforever trying to set me up with people, both male and
female. Because in his book, you never limit your options. For all | know, he’s got the right idea.
I’ ve been attracted to a guy or two in my time, but never did anything about it.

When I'd finally had my fill of clean sheetsand a soft mattress, | got out of bed and stretched
[uxurioudly. | dug around in a box in the corner until | found a couple good CDs and took my
player into the bathroom, where | cranked up Elvis and took a long, hot shower. That, too, was
like heaven after Seth’s place where | think new forms of life were breeding. Next time | use his
bathroom, I'm wearing a Hazmat suit.

After afairly obscene amount of time, even by my standards, | finally turned off the water
and scrubbed myself dry with atowel—also clean, fluffy, and fresh smelling. Maybe | should have
Seth stay at my place for a couple of days and see if he doesn’t develop a yen for clean living
himself.

The last thing missing from my perfect morning was hot brew. | wrapped the towel around
my wai st and went out to the kitchen, grooving to Heartbreak Hotel. | ground up coffee beans and
measured them into the basket of the coffee maker, filled it with water, and switched it on.

| was about to go get dressed when there was aknock at my front door. Seth had left adoggie
bag in my car with ahunk of primerib, afew stuffed shrimp, and apile of dinner rolls, and | figured
he was back to get it. God forbid he should starve.

“Anything you leave in my car isfair game,” | chided as | yanked the door open.

“Is that so?’ said a regal looking dame with a slow Southern drawl. “In that case, you're
likely to find me decorating your back seat, darlin’.”

13
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She was dressed in a flowy pantsuit kind of thing and glittered with jewelry, ailmost to the
point of being overdone. Her perfect make-up and frosted hair suggested she was an expert at
making herself pretty and never went anywhere without doing just that. I’d put her in her mid-
sixties, but even so, she was unusually attractive, and back in the day she must have been quite a
dish. The way she was looking at me made me feel like a main course. Cheap, and a little dirty
even. Then | remembered | was half naked.

“Oh, ah...I'm sorry, | was expecting someone else,” | said lamely.

“That’s quite all right, honey,” she said as she swept into the room. “You look just fine to
me.” She cocked her head and smiled, holding up the plate she was carrying. “| brought you some
hot buns.”

| clutched at my towel, because | had the distinct feeling if it fell off, | was the one who was
going to get the shock of hislife. This woman knew exactly what she was doing.

“You are Dino Martini, aren't you?’ She extended a bejeweled hand over the plate of
cinnamonrollsand said, “I’m DellaVinson Owen. I’ m your next-door neighbor. | cameto welcome
you to our little family.”

“That’s very nice of you, maam,” | said giving her hand a squeeze. “I’'m sure I'll enjoy
them very much.”

She snatched the plate out of my reach and headed for the kitchen. “ They’ re my own personal
recipe, I’m sureyou’ re going to just love them. Now, you have aseat and I’ [| pour us some coffee,
and we can get better acquainted.”

That fact that me getting dressed wasn't included in her list of instructions didn’t escape my
notice, and | began to get the feeling | could bein abit of trouble. Not that | was especially worried
about my virtue, but the last thing | needed was to piss off my neighbors right out of the gate.

“1 was so happy when Adele told me we had anew tenant, and that he was a charming young
man,” she was saying as she poked around in my cupboardsfor platesto servetherollson. “| share
the apartment next door with Ruth Fletcher.”

“Adele said | was charming?’ | raised an eyebrow.

Shelaughed. “Well, she didn’t use that word, exactly, but shedidn’t use alot of other words
I’ veheard her call people, so just read between thelines. And hereyou are, charming asanything.”

She set the table with silverware and napkins, and put the rollsin the middle, then went back
for coffee. Since it appeared | was going to have a brunch date whether | liked it or not, | snuck
into the bedroom for some pants.

When | came back out afew minutes later, dressed in light slacks and a green silk shirt, she
clapped her hands together and said, “Oh my, don’'t you look handsome. | do like a man who's
asnappy dresser.”

Shetook me by the arm and led meto the table, pulling out a chair for meto sit downin, and
taking a seat opposite. Sheleaned forward, chinin hand, and said, “Now, tell meall about yourself.”
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“Not al that much to tell, ma am.” | tore off a hunk of my cinnamon roll and buttered it.
“1 grew up in New Y ork, went to school there, then got sick of the cold weather, so | came down
here. | likeit, so I’ ve stayed here ever since.”

“And what do you do for aliving? | bet it's very exciting.”

| knew that was a standard line and it didn’t matter what | said. She'd claim to be incredibly
impressed even if | told her | sorted bolts, but | really hated to sound like | was playing into it.
Besides, | hadn’t exactly been honest with Adele about my job. If shedidn’t want flooziestraipsing
through her building, | didn’t think she'd be too keen on having a P.I. there, either.

“I’m kind of a personal consultant,” | said. “I help people sort out problems.”

“My goodness, that sounds very interesting,” she said, right on cue. “You must be a very
clever man.” The coy smile she gave me was right out of the Southern belle handbook, and | had
to admit shewasn’t at al bad to look at even if she was about twenty years out of my range.

| shrugged and took asip of coffee. “1 guess| have aknack for figuring thingsout. Y ou learn
to be pretty street smart when you grow up in acity like New Y ork.”

“I'll just bet.”

“What about you?’ | asked. “ Thisdoesn’t seem like the sort of place one would find a classy
belle such as yourself living. How did you end up here?’

“Oh, | used to livein amuch fancier apartment when | was married, but you know how itis
when you're single and living off alimited income,” she said offhandedly. She deflected further
guestions by busying herself with fetching more coffee. “Besides, | like the ladies who live here.
WEe've al gotten to be quite good friends over the years.”

In the kitchen, she happened to glance out the front window and squeal ed with delight. “What
awonderful car. Isthat yours? | just love Mustangs, | think it's such a masculine car.”

| chuckled. “Her nameis Matilda.”

That brought peals of girlish laughter and she came back to sit down at the table. “What a
guaint name for your car. | think | like that very much. You'll have to take me for aride with the
top down sometime.”

Thetone of her voice left mein no doubt about the thinly veiled innuendo, and I’ m not sure,
but I think | blushed. | must have, because she laughed out loud and said, “Oh honey, | am going
to enjoy having you around here.”

“Say, since you're here,” | said, “do you know what’ s going to happen with the storefront
downstairs? Does Adele have any plansfor it?’

She looked curious. “Nonethat | know of. We just useit for alittle extra storage. Why? Are
you interested in it?’

“1 was thinking it might make a good office. My old one is getting torn down along with
my apartment building.”
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“That’'s a shame. Well, having your office right here would be very handy, wouldn't it?’
She beamed, and | could tell she was aready thinking she’ d be able to drop by any time she liked.
I’d have to set things up so she could only do that when | wanted her to, and not when it might
compromise a client. Aside from that, | wouldn’t mind a dishy broad bringing me lunch once in
awhile.

“That’s what | was thinking,” | said. “I’m not in the office all the time, but having it close
to home makes things easier.”

The beeping of my cellphone drifted in from the bedroom, and | excused myself to go answer
it. | glanced at the screen as | picked it up and saw | had a message from one of the insurance
agencies | do work for. That could wait.

When | went back out, Della had cleaned up the dishes from brunch and was drying off her
plate. “WEell, Dino, it’s been just lovely getting to chat with you, but | think | better go, now, and
let you get to work. | wouldn’'t want to keep you from your clients. | do hope we can do thisagain
sometime.”

| told her I'd like that, and | meant it too. I’ve got nothing against playing a little cat-and-
mouse with abrassy chick who knows what she' s doing. Nine times out of ten, it’sjust the flirting
they’re after anyway.

* % % %

After Dellaleft, | got my keys and wallet and went downstairs. | remembered the message,
and while | was listening to my voicemail, | took a minute to check out my new home some more.
There was a small patio off the side of the building with atable, chairs, umbrella, and ateeny grill
on a bench. There was also a coffee can half full of sand and cigarette butts. This was all outside
the windows and side door of what | assumed was Adel€e's apartment. It was kind of a cute set
up, if somewhat plain.

The voicemail from the insurance agent sounded like a pretty decent job, so | added them to
my list of stops. | was about to get in my car when | noticed Adele walking back from the Winn
Dixie with a plastic shopping bag. | waved.

“Adele” | said jovially. “Just the woman | wanted to see.”

She eyed me. “Isthat so?’

“It isindeed. | have a question for you.”

“And what would that be?’ She took a pack of cigarettes out of her pocket and shook one
out, sticking it in her lips while she felt for alighter.

“1 waswondering if the storefront here might be available for rent aswell? 1’ m in the market
for an office, and | was thinking that space might work out for me.”

She took a long drag while she appeared to consider it, blowing smoke up toward the sky.
“Well now, | don’'t know exactly. We' ve got some thingsin there we' re storing. I’ m not sure what
we'd do with that. Tell you what, let’s go see what it looks like.”
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She had me wait while she got the keys, and we went into the shop through a side door
connecting with the hall. It was essentially alarge room with a couple of offices in back. The air
was stale and smelled like dust. The floor was littered with scraps of paper, old price tags, and the
odd cigarette butt. Brown grime covered the windows and filtered the sunlight, making it hazy.

| wandered through the room, looking at the furniture and old cardboard boxes scattered
around, and turned back to Adele. “ Y ou know, | don’t need all that much space. If you let me build
acouple of wallsin here, you could still use part of it for storage. This stuff iskind of spread out,
and if it were arranged better it would fit in a much smaller area.”

“Hmm,” she said, thoughtfully. Streams of smoke blew out her nose. “Y ou’d have to do the
work. And the cleaning. We're not interested in getting this place all fixed up for you.”

“Of course not, ma’am, I’'m sure | could arrange to have all the work done.” She sounded
skeptical, but there wasn’t more than a couple days” work involved. “You wouldn’t have to be
troubled with it at all, other than to approve the plans.”

She nodded and flicked her ash on the floor. “1I’ll have to talk it over with my sister-in-law,
Fern, and see what the other girls think. Don’t know what we'd charge for the rent yet. Have to
figure that out.”

“Why don’t you do that,” | told her as | picked my way back over to her. “Maybe let me
know in aday or two? If you think it’ [l work out, I’d like to get started right away.”

“All right. We'll see what we can come up with.”

Asshewalked out, | said, “Hey, Adele, can | bum a smoke off you?’

“Yeah, sure.” She pulled the pack out of her sweater, shook a couple loose and held it out
for meto take one. “Need alight?’

“1 have one. Thanks,” | told her, reaching in my pocket for abook of matches. | try to always
carry one, because you never know when they might come in handy.

On my way out to the car, | flipped open my phone and dialed Seth’s number. He answered
with, “Talk dirty to me.”

“Okay,” | said. “How does an afternoon spent getting all hot and sweaty grab you?”’

“Dude, that’s not bad. We might just make a pervert out of you yet. What did you have in
mind?’ Thetone of hisvoice was pure sex, and | think | blushed for the second time that morning.

| gave myself a shake and said, “1 think Adele will rent me that storefront for an office, and
| need your help cleaning it up and building a couple walls.”

“Oh, you were so close.”

“Yeah, yeah. Can | count on you?’

“Sure. | have afew accounts | could use help collecting on, you take care of that for me
and we'll call it even.”

* % % %

Later that evening, | returned home with abag of actual groceries since my food supply was
in dire straits and I’ d been overdosing on the takeout lately.
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Inside the entryway, the smell of pot roast was so strong | started to drool immediately. My
stomach growled, and | was glad | had food with me. Before | could reach the stairs, Della came
sweeping down them with a china bowl in her hand. “Why, sugar, what alovely surprise! You're
just in time for supper. Come with me.”

“Oh, no thanks, Della. | don’t want to impose.”

“Nonsense, honey, we' rehaving alittledinner party, andit just wouldn’t be compl ete without
our newest tenant.” Shetook me by the arm and pulled me down the hall to Adel€’ s apartment with
asmooth style that didn’t brook resistance. So | didn't try.

| let her lead me through the living room into the dining room and kitchen area, where there
was a cozy scene. They had Glen Miller playing on the record player while Ruth and another old
woman fussed around in the kitchen making salad and mashed potatoes. Adele sat at the counter
with adrink and a cigarette, telling some story about her late husband and how men are. The table
was set with old-fashioned china, nice silverware and a pot of flowers. | smiled and felt like | was
akid back homein New Y ork with Ma and my grandma cooking Sunday dinner.

“Look what | found, girls,” Dellaannounced with abroad smile. “ Shall we set another place
at the table?’

Ruth turned around, sucking mashed potatoes off her thumb, and lit up. “Mr. Martini, what
anice surprise. Yes, please stay, we have aton of food here.”

Ruth had silver gray hair cut short in a man’s style, rimless glasses, and wore jeans and a
plain sweater. She looked like the type to ride her bicycle everywhere and she was probably in
better shape than | was.

The other woman, a powder-faced lady older than any of them, looked fairly sour at the
prospect of a strange man joining the party. | assumed she must be Fern.

Adele said, “Sure, comeonin, I'll make you a drink. What’ s your poison?’

This was old-fashioned entertaining of the kind they just don’t do anymore, and it wouldn’t
have taken much to make me believe I’ d stepped back about forty-five years. | think | fell in love
on the spot.

“You know, ladies, | would be honored to join you. Just let me go upstairs and put my
groceries awvay.”

There was a chorus of approval from all but Fern, so | took my bag up to my apartment and
grabbed a bottle of wine and the last of my Disaronno. | know what’ s expected of men at dinner
parties like these—they bring liquor and they flatter ladies. And | was in amood to flatter ladies.

When | returned, they had Peggy Lee playing and they were putting dinner on the table.
Fern was just taking a pan of white rolls out of the oven, and my stomach growled at the smell
of fresh bread.

| looked at Adele. “Do you have a corkscrew?’

She nodded and crushed out her cigarette, coming around into the kitchen to get one.

“Oh, how lovely,” Dellasaid, clasping her hands.
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| opened the wine while Ruth plopped butter on top of a bowl of steaming green beans, and
Fern poured dressing over the salad, tossing it before passing it to Della. There was aKey Lime
pie on the counter next to the sink.

Adele put out wine glasses, and | went to pour, but Della stepped into my path. She fondled
the lapels of my suit jacket. “Don’t you just look sharp as a tack,” she purred. “You'll dress up
thislittle party very nicely.”

Adele rolled her eyes. “Wipe the drool off your chin and sit down.”

Della shot a look over her shoulder. “God made men good lookin’ so we could appreciate
them. It would be rude not to.” She turned back to me and gave my jacket alittle tug. “Would you
like me to hang this up for you?’

“Thanks,” | said and let her dip it off me, switching hands with the wine to get my arms
out of the sleeves.

| filled the glasses while Adele and Ruth went to the table, then | held a chair for Dellawho
smiled and sat down like aqueen. Fern came shuffling out of the kitchen with abig platter of sliced
pot roast, which | offered to take for her. She scowled, but she let me, so | figured | was making
progress. When | held a chair for her too, I’'m sure | saw her flick a suspicious glance at me.

Dinner itself was amarvelous affair, with swinging music, good conversation, and amazing
home cooked food. | made asilent toast to the guy who tore down my old place and thought maybe
he’ d done me afavor.

| learned alot about the quartet. Adele was originally from Jersey, and Fern was her sister-
in-law. Adele and her husband had moved to Florida for his health shortly after they married, and
opened the hardware store. When Adele’s brother Walt died, Fern came to live with them, and
when Adel€ s Henry passed away, they closed up the shop and rented out apartments.

Ruth had been an Economics professor in Pennsylvania, but was now retired and spent a
lot of her time traveling. Like the others, her husband was long gone, but she’d divorced him in
her forties.

Dellawas born and raised in South Carolina and had also come to Florida with her husband
when he retired. She didn’t say so, but | gathered they had come from money, and living in an
apartment above an old hardware store was most definitely not the style to which she'd become
accustomed. To her credit, that didn’t seem to squash her spirit in the slightest.

After dinner, Fern served pie. | got up to pour myself a glass of amaretto and offered some
to the ladies.

“My, how elegant,” Dellasaid, coyly holding out a glass of ice.

Ruth looked amused. “You are an interesting man, Mr. Martini,” she said, but accepted a
glass aswell.

“You can call meDino,” | said.

She smiled and nodded.

Adele passed in favor of bourbon and water, and we all sat down again.
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Then Ruth asked the thousand dollar question. “So, Della says you' re a consultant? What
kind of work do you do?’

“Yeah, interesting story there.” | studied the ice in my glass and figured it was time to come
clean. “That is the truth, but not the whole truth. What | am isa private eye.”

“Oh, go on,” said Dellawaving ahand at me.

| grinned and took out my wallet to show her my P.I."s license.

She looked it over and said, “Very sexy!”

Y eah, okay, it wouldn’t be the first time | got akick out of impressing someone with it, and
I’m sure it won't be the last. Sue me.

Adele, onthe other hand, looked alittleticked off, and she pointed at me with thetwo fingers
clutching her latest cigarette. “ That’ s what you want to use the storefront for,” she said, “and have
a bunch of thugs running in and out of here like a Mickey Spillane movie?’

| tried my very best placating smile on her. “It's not like that, | swear. It's mostly very
run of the mill stuff,” | said, and | told her about the lawyers and the insurance agents and the
sweet, elderly ladies who just wanted little Jimmy from the old neighborhood to have something
to remember them by.

“You can redlly lay the crap on thick, can’t you?’ she said.

“Yes, ma am. Comes with the job. | got top marks in my crap spreading class.” | grinned,
because she was, and added, “But I’m serious when | tell you | have almost never had an incident
at home | would call at all dangerous. Mostly it’sjust pissed off husbands who want to take a piece
out of mefor telling their wives they’ re cheaters.”

“My goodness,” said Della, fanning herself with her napkin.

“And what do you do about that?” Ruth asked.

| leaned back in my chair and smiled. “I’m a charming guy. | just explain to them how it's
all better off thisway, and she was gonnafind out anyway, and that really I’ ve done them afavor.”

She leveled her gaze on me and said, “And if that doesn’t work?’

“1 knock "em on their asses and threaten them with police action or blackmail, whichever |
think will scare them the most. That usually does the trick.”

Fern looked positively scandalized, but the rest of these ladies had been around the block
afew times, and | got a sense that while on the one hand they were concerned about safety and
the sanctity of their homes, on the other, they were al thinking that having a resident P.1. would
be akick.

“Ladies, please, you won't even know I’'m here unless | get hungry and come looking for
more pot roast.”

Della giggled, and Adele said, “All right. You can set up shop, but you piss me off and
you're out of here.”

“| aready assumed that was a given, ma’ am.”
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“And cut the ma am bullshit.” She got up and poured herself another drink, and offered me
one, which | accepted.

“I'll try,” | said, “but where | was raised, ladies hurt you if you don’t show them the proper
respect.”

They all laughed, and we sat around the table trading stories while Adele and | smoked and
Della and Ruth polished off the wine. Fern didn’t say all that much, but she sat and enjoyed her
coffee and listened. Around eleven o’ clock, | secured myself in their good graces by rolling up my
sleeves and offering to help with the dishes. | know what side my bread is buttered on, and even
Fern seemed to appreciate me as she snapped instructions on how she wanted her china washed
and | followed them to the | etter.
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| was up early the next day, feeling antsy and ready to get back into the regular swing of
work. I"d been neglecting things for the past few days and needed to catch up.

Since | currently had no office, we'd set up my desk and chair in the corner of the living
room, with the filing cabinets next to it. | got myself a cup of coffee, turned on the stereo, and sat
down, pulling a box full of assorted desk crap to my feet. | stuck the pen cup and stapler on the
desk and started to sort through the folders and paperwork I'd stuffed in there in a hurry. | spent
about an hour humming aong to the oldies station while | worked, setting aside a few things for
billing, and filing the rest.

Next, | set up my laptop and printer, put the*In” and “Out” boxes where they belonged, and
arranged file and mail sorters. It felt good to get back to normal. When | was done | had a clean
desk and a stack of envelopesto mail.

| was getting up to change clothes, when my phone rang. The call was from Ernie
Schmendrick of Ernie’s Used Autos. | do repossessions for the guy, and he usually calls every
couple of months with anew batch of cars for meto fetch.

| flipped open the phone. “Hey, Ernie, how’sit goin’?’

“Not bad,” Erniesaid. “I got ahandful of jobsfor you if you want ’em. Y ou could stop in for
the paperwork thisafternoon. | was hoping maybe you can run some of these down for metonight?”’

“Probably. Work’s light right now. If | can get Seth, we should be able to pull in afew for
you.”

“Great. Seeyou later then.” Ernie hung up, and | shut my phone and headed for the bedroom.

* k% % %

When | went over to Ed's to see if Seth would be free, he was on his back under a Ford
Fairlane, growling a lot of extremely rude things about the placement of starter bolts. He swore
loudly and whacked the underside of the car with hiswrench. | have it on good authority he doesn’t
treat Matildalike that, and | think it’s best for everyoneif | just choose to believeit.

“Hey ugly,” | called, leaning on the workbench with my handsin my pockets. “Y ou wanna
make some money tonight?’

“I keep telling you, Dino,” he said from under the car, “1"m not that kind of boy.”

“That’s not what | heard.”

“Come on, now...the rumor about the three sailors and the goat islies, | tell you, al lies.”

“That goat happens to be avery good friend of mine.”

“Y ou motherlovin’ whore!” Seth snarled and his hand appeared to feel around for adifferent
wrench.

“Strange, that’ s exactly what the goat called you.”

22
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“Fuck off, Dino.”

Seth’ s sense of humor fades quick when he's frustrated, so | cut the jokes and said, “Ernie
called me awhile ago. He' s got some repos for us, if you're interested.”

“Yeah, | could probably pitch in,” he said, gritting his teeth. His feet scrabbled at the floor
like he was having a seizure, then he gave aloud whoop. “ Got’ cha, you little steel bastard.”

He rolled out from under the car, holding the starter on his chest, and grinned at me. He set
it aside and grabbed arag, wiping his hands while he got up. “Easy ones or not?’

“1 don’'t know yet. I've still gotta’ get the paperwork from him and see how many | can track
down. | just wanted to find out if you were free. | can give you acall later with the details.”

“Sure thing, dude.”

* % % %

Doing repossessions is good work and fairly easy to get. | know guys who make an entire
career out of it. It sdirty work and can be dangerous, but at a hundred and fifty bucksapop, it pays
well. Seth and | can do three or four of them in anight, depending on where they are and how much
trouble we have. He' sinvaluabl e to the process, and he’ s got the tow truck if we need it, so we split
the repo fees. We also list Ed’ s as the actual repo agent because it looks more official that way.

Ernie’ sUsed Autosis adecent sized dealer over in St. Pete, and he carries cars of al shapes,
sizes, and price ranges. He's also willing to do alot of the financing through his own office, and
because of that, he finds himself in need of repossessing vehicles on afairly regular basis.

| parked Matilda on the side street across from the lot and walked over, scanning the rows
for Ernie. | found him showing the virtues of a VVolkswagen Bug to a pair of pretty young ladies,
and he wasreally workingit. | set down my briefcase and |eaned back against a Chrysler, crossing
my arms over my chest. It could be awhile.

Ernie’ sapudgy guy with thick, black hair he wears on the long side, so it falsinto his eyes
alot. He has a classic salesman personality, but possesses a ring of sincerity most of them don’t
have. He's an okay guy, and | like him. We meet up for beers once in awhile.

After afew minutes, the girls both shook his hand, and seemed to be giving every indication
of planning to come back, judging by the smile on Erni€’ s face as he walked up to me.

“Dino, what’s with you, man? Why don’t you ever park your car in the lot? It hurts me, it
really does.” Ernie clapped me on the shoulder and grinned.

“1 don’'t want your clientele drooling al over my baby. Besides, she’'d outclass everything
you got. I’'mjust tryin’ to be considerate here.”

“You're atrue gentleman, Dino. They just don’t make ’em like you anymore.”

| laughed. “What have you got for me?’

“Come on into the office,” Ernie said, nodding toward the tiny building in the center of the
lot.

“How’sbusiness?’ | asked as we walked.
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“Not too shabby really. We' ve been doing pretty brisk sales, and not having too much trouble
with the loans. No more than usual, | guess, and that’s about what we could hope for. It’s good,
real good.”

“I’'m glad to hear it.”

Ernie held the door open and | went in, crossing the salesfloor to his private office in the back
corner. The place smelled liketire rubber and old coffee, and everything was covered in athin film
of the particular kind of grime that comes from being around cars. Seth’s office had it in spades.

| shut the door while Ernie went behind his desk and pulled a stack of manilafolders off the
top of afiling cabinet. He leafed through them. “There are a couple of newer cars here that came
with key codes, so that’s nice, and this one | happen to have a spare key on file for. The rest of
"em you' re gonna have to crack.”

“Thanks, Ernie,” | said, taking the files as he handed them over. | took a quick peek at them
myself and dlipped them into my briefcase. | appreciate the business.”

“Don’t thank me,” he said, holding up his hands. “Y ou’ re doing me abig favor. | don’t have
anybody around here | could send out for this kind of thing.”

“We'll pick up as many aswe can tonight, and I’ ll stop over tomorrow to give you areport.”

“Thanks, man.” Ernie held the door and we left, heading for the front. “Hey,” he said, “Did
| hear you lost your office recently?’

“Y eah, that was a complete screw over, but | got aline on anew place, so it’sal good.”

“Excellent, excellent. | knew you’'d land on your feet.”

We said goodbye and | went out to the car, tossing my briefcase in the back seat.

Next came the work of tracking down the cars and planning how to approach each one. State
laws say you have to conduct repossessions in a peaceful manner. That's all fine and dandy until
someone decides to take offense to a couple of guys making off with his car minus the benefit of
introductions.

The best way to avoid unnecessary bloodshed isto get the car when the owner’ s not around.
Most of the time, this means taking the thing in the middle of the night, which is actually kind
of fun. | have to admit | get a very juvenile thrill out of the whole cloak-and-dagger operation of
sneaking onto someone’ s property and stealing their car.

That’swhat repo work is, alegal steal.

We swipe the cars and call it in to the cops at the first opportunity, then the cops have the
fun of notifying the former owner their car’ s been repossessed. We send out aletter and inventory
list on Erni€’ s letterhead the next day, telling them where they can pick up any personal effects.
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Back home, | spent an hour in my apartment running title searches on the files Ernie gave
me, seven in al. A couple were out of state, and I’ d either deal with those later or kick them back
to Ernie who had someone he could call for longer range jobs. The rest, | was able to get up-to-
date information for.

| packed the information into my briefcase and went to the bedroom to changeinto old jeans
and a sweatshirt. Out on the street, | opened Matilda' s trunk and made sure | had everythingwe' d
need. Thereweretwo flashlights, which | tested, apack of extrabatteries, the slim-jim for breaking
into carswedidn’t have keysfor, macefor dogs, and afully charged stun gun for unpleasant human
beings. | carry a gun too, but that’s more for show. Waving around a Glock is actually far more
peaceful than zapping the shit out of some guy on hisfront lawn. The State of Florida disapproves
of that in most cases, so | try to avoid it.

It took me about an hour and a half to drive around town and check out the cars so | could
decide which oneswe'd try for first. Three of them weren't there, but | found the addresses and
scoped out theterrain. The other two were parked out front, and | hoped they’ d still betherelater on.

When | had the legwork done, | stopped off at Hamm’ s Cafe and picked up two huge bacon
cheeseburgers, two orders of onion rings, and a six-pack of Coke. Then | headed for Ed’s Garage.

Seth was nowhere to be seen when | went inside, so | set the food on the workbench and
took alook in the office. He wasn't there either. The only thing that appeared to be in the shop was
the Fairlane. | figured he must have gone up to his apartment, and | headed for the side door.

| was walking alongside the car, when a hand shot out and clamped around my ankle. | just
about hit the roof. When my heart started beating again, | swore loudly, and yanked my leg free.
“Get your ass out from under that car!”

Seth rolled out, laughing like a hyena. “I’ve never heard anyone shriek like that.” He lay on
the floor clutching his sides. “ Are you sure you’ re a badass private eye?’

“Asshole. Y ou want meto kick your scrawny little assto prove it?’

“l am not scrawny.”

“And | do not shriek.”

Seth lost it all over again. After aminute, he stopped and said, “Hey, | smell onion rings.”

“That would be my dinner.” | wasn’t really pissed at him, but | couldn’t let him get away
with it. | had to yank his chain at least alittle. Y ou wanna grab me some napkins while you're
upstairs scraping Cheetos off the rug or whatever you plan on eating?’

| kicked him in the ass and went to get my food and a can of Coke. There' san old bench seat
from a Ford pick-up sitting on the floor in the corner of the garage, with acouple of milk cratesfor
tables. | sat down and flipped open the lid, inhaling the scent of fried things and moaning loudly.
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“You're such ajerk,” Seth said as he got up and brushed off his hands and hair. “Here I'm
gonnawork al night for you, and you gotta’ be flaunting your hamburger in front of me.”

“Yeah, well, | think the burger fairy left you a surprise on your workbench.”

“Oh?" Seth came around the back of the car and smiled broadly. “ Sweet. Thanks, dude.”

“You're welcome.”

He took a couple of plastic cups off the beat up old refrigerator at the end of the bench and
filled them with ice from the freezer, then came to join me, handing me a cup and opening up
hisfood.

“So, what did you find out?’ he asked, stuffing the cheeseburger in his mouth. He' d barely
started chewing when he tried to cram an onion ring in with it.

“Were you born in afucking barn?’ | asked.

“Yefff.”

| shook my head. “Okay, we' ve got five possiblestonight, and | have keysfor three of them.
| scoped out all the locations and there’' s nothing tricky at any of them. I’ ve seen two. The others
weren't there at the time.”

Seth somehow managed to swallow and asked, “ Anything fun?’

“As a matter of fact, yes,” | said, grinning at him. “There is one | think you're gonna like.
Seventy-eight Corvette. Sold for a pretty penny so it must be in good shape.”

Seth groaned and turned huge doe eyes on me. “Y ou’ re gonna let me drive that one, aren’t
you?’

“Sure, why not? It’s your ass on the line out there too.”

“Yes!” Seth pumped his fist and went back to attacking his burger like awild animal.

“But | gotta’ warn you, it's in a pretty dicey neighborhood, so we're going to have to do
it carefully.”

“Fine with me,” he said, swallowing a mouthful of onion ring and taking a swig of Coke. “I
have zero interest in getting my ass shot off.”

| was starving and concentrated on eating while we sat in a comfortabl e silence. When Seth
finished, he got up and dumped his garbage in a rusty trash barrel standing against the wall. He
came back holding a newsprint Auto Trader folded open.

“Check it out,” he said, dropping back onto the seat next to me and holding the magazine
in front of my face.

| took it from him and ate my last onion ring. “Which one am | lookin’ at?’

“That one.” Hetapped hisfinger on an ad for a1972 Chevy Chevelle, dark orangewith white
stripes. It was selling for a song. Seth had been in the market for a muscle car to work on for a
while, but hadn’t found anything that caught his eye.

“Nice.” The photos were small and grainy, but from what | could tell, it seemed to be in
pretty good shape, body-wise. “What's wrong with it?’
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“Doesn’t run at all. The guy said the engine’s seized up, and it’s been sitting in storage for
about four years now.”

“Yougolook at it yet?’

“No, | just called on it today.” Seth took the magazine from me and leaned back against the
seat gazing at it like it was a porno mag. “Thought you might want to take a run out there with
me if you're free some evening this week. Overhauling that engine would be a fuck of a lot of
work, but what a blast.”

| got up and threw away my garbage, brushing my hands off. “Y eah, | could do that. She's
abeaut. | think you might be on to something there.”

We had some time to kill before dark, so we sat around talking about the Chevelle, about
Matilda, and about the schedule for the evening. It was a pleasant way to spend thetime, and it | eft
me relaxed and ready for an unpredictable night of work.

That’ sthe thing about Seth. His antics are amusing and he' sgot alot of assetsthat make him
auseful friend, but what | like most about him is how well we get along. It’s always comfortable
being with him, and given the precious few people | actually like to be around, that’s important
to me.

* % % %

Around nine thirty, we got everything we needed out of Matilda and loaded into Seth’s tow
truck. | guess technically it would be Ed’ s tow truck, but Seth was shaping up to be owner of the
place through sheer habit if nothing else. | had a feeling the old guy was planning to leave it to
him when he died. If he ever did.

Seth climbed behind the wheel and we took off. We drove out to the farthest car on our list,
taking aroute past each of the others to check on them. We had gotten pretty good at this and had
asolid routine down.

Three of the five possible cars were at home, leaving only a Trailblazer and the Corvette
unaccounted for. The Corvette didn’t surprise me in the least. | figured we'd have to wait until
pretty damn late to get a shot at it. | really hoped we weren’'t going to have to stay up until dawn
to bringitin.

Reconnaissance was done in half an hour and we parked up the street from a newer model
Mercury Sable. Thiswas one of the cars |’ d been able to have a key made for, and | didn’t expect
any trouble claiming it.

Seth leaned on the steering wheel. “ I’ [| keep watch until you’ re off and follow youto Erni€’s.
Let’s hope they’re al this easy tonight.”

“No shit. Don’t count your chickens, though. See you on the other side.”

Hegrinned at me, and | jumped out of the truck. Walking casually acrossthe street, | reached
into my pocket and took out a penlight. | had a folded copy of the purchase agreement and used
it to check the VIN number before | unlocked the car and got in. Smooth as butter, and not an
ounce of trouble.
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| drove it to Ernie's and parked in the back of the lot, where he’'d made room for us. Seth
rolled right in behind me.

“Did you call it in?” he asked as | climbed back into the truck.

“Yep, on the way over. | told her we' d have afew more, so they’re expecting it.”

The next one on thelist was an’ 85 Chevy Caprice. Seth was disgusted. “Who the hell would
take out aloan to buy afuckin’ Caprice?’

With no keys, we had to pop the lock and tow it back to Erni€e’s, but our luck was running
good for the evening, and we didn’t raise any eyebrows with that one either.

Thethird car went just as smoothly, and the next time we checked on the Trailblazer, it was
finally parked in the driveway. The bedroom light of the house was still on, so we sat in the truck
until it went out twenty minutes later.

“Should we go for it?” Seth asked.

“Eh, let’s give it another ten. Maybe they’ |l fall asleep fast.”

“Come on, Dino, don’t be a pussy, we've got keys for this one. Just go get it and let’s get
the fuck out of here.”

| scowled at him. “I am not being a pussy, | just don’t wanna push our luck. We've had
a good evening, and we gtill have the dangerous one to do. | think it’s worth taking a few extra
minutes on this one.”

I’ ve had it happen a couple times, where I’ m sitting in the driver’ s seat of some car cranking
the key while the engine hacks away, not quite catching, and watching the house light up out of
the corner of my eye. That’s when the thrill fades right off.

“Yeah, okay, Grandpa.”

“Here'sanidea,” | said, holding up the slim-jim. “Why don’t you shove this right up your
ass? That should keep you amused for awhile.”

“Well, | would, except that I’ll be needing it to get into the’ Vette later on.”

“Speaking of that, are you gonna be able to hotwire it?’

“Sure, no sweat,” he said. “Easy as pie.”

“If you can’t get it, you say so and we'll hoist it up on the hook. | don’t want to be screwing
around there any longer than necessary. | did alittle checking on this Darryl Serrano, and he’ s not
opposed to causing trouble, if you know what | mean.”

Seth raised his eyebrows. “Does he have arap sheet?’

“Nothing huge. A few arrestsand alittlejail time. He sanidiot, and he pulls stupid shit like
speeding and reckless driving after already losing his license. He' sjust the type of moron to stand
on hisfront step and blast you with a shotgun. Do not fuck around on this one.”

“It’1l be fine. Thiswouldn’t be the first time everything went right, you know.”

“And it wouldn’'t be the first time we got our asses handed to us either,” | reminded him.
Seth’s not stupid, but he can be reckless a lot of the time, and | had a feeling the lure of driving
that flashy car was going to make him take chances.
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| checked my watch and figured enough time had gone by. The sooner we got this one, the
sooner we could get the ’ Vette out of the way and go home.

Snatching the SUV was as slick as the rest, and soon | was parking it at Ernie’swhile | put
in acall to the front desk of the cop shop. | gave her the scoop and let her know we had one more
to go for the night. She wished me luck and hung up.

| walked up to the truck as Seth came to a stop for me and got in. “Should we go find you
aCorvette?’ | asked.

“1 have to use the can first,” he said. “ And we could stand to get more gas before we finish.
It would really suck if the truck died right in the middle of this dude’s street.”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

We drove across the street to the Hess station to fill up and use the bathroom, and | got acup
of coffee. | refused to let Seth get one of his caffeine bomb, battery acid drinks. Thelast thing inthe
world | needed wasfor him to slam twenty-seven grams of sugar beforetaking off in ahot Corvette.

When we got back in the truck, | took the driver’s side so Seth could be ready to jump out
and hit the car running. Before | started it up, | went over the file with him again so he was sure
of the details and had the VIN number.

“All right,” | said, pulling out of the gas station. “Let’s get this done. Y ou be careful .”

Seth smiled broadly at me. He's actually got a Cheshire grin when he smiles like that, and
a couple of his teeth are pointy, so the whole effect is alittle feral. It's weirdly charming, but it
often spellstrouble.

“l am not shittin’ you, Seth,” | said, pointing at him. “We do this quick no matter how we
have to, and we get the hell out of there.”

He nodded. “| hear you, Dino.”

We got to Monroe Street and circled the lot of Serrano’s tiny apartment building. The car
wasn't hard to spot. It was cherry red, sitting low on the ground and gleaming in the parking lot
lights. | heard Seth moan quietly, and | turned to stare at him.

“Fuck, Dino, I know, all right?” He held up his hands like an exasperated teenager. “| swear,
if it doesn’t start right off 1’1l give you the sign and we'll tow it.”

| nodded and moved the truck to where I’d be able to back straight in if we needed. We
decided since this was the last one, and because it was so flashy, we'd park it behind Ed’s for the
night and throw a cover over it. | wasn't comfortable with leaving it at Ernie’s, because when this
guy found it missing, he would certainly come looking for it.

Seth got out of the truck and shut the door quietly, taking the slim-jim, a screwdriver, and
his pocket knife with him. | watched him crouch low and trot over to the car. He checked the
VIN number against the paperwork, and went to work on the lock. Less than two minutes later,
he climbed in the car, half the battle won.
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| had the truck idling and gave it a soft rev so if | had to move fast, it wouldn’t stall out. |
kept my eyes glued to the back window of the 'Vette, where | could just make out Seth moving
around inside. | waited afew more minutes and checked my watch. Nothing happened.

“Comeon,” | muttered through clenched teeth.

| was about to make my move when the car finally roared to life. It was loud as hell. If we
hadn’t been noticed before, we certainly would be now. Seth clearly understood the same thing,
because he didn’t bother backing out slow and quiet, he just whipped it out of the parking space
and wheeled smoothly around to the parking lot entrance.

| turned and stepped on the clutch to pull out after him, when a blurred figure exploded out
the door of the apartment building and streaked past me. It was a young guy, mid-twenties or so,
with short blond hair and a button-down shirt only half on, flapping around him asheran. | guessed
thiswas Darryl Serrano. He hollered after the Corvette, using quite alot of colorful words, but his
hands were empty, which was arelief. If he had a gun on him, he' d have pulled it by now.

What he did next surprised memorethan agun would have. Hewasreally moving and started
to chase down the car. | pulled out on the street in time to see him catch Seth at the intersection
when Seth slowed to make the turn.

Darryl launched himself into the air and landed on the hood of the’Vette in aflying tackle,
screaming and pounding on the glass. Seth snapped the front of the car toward the curb and stomped
onthebreaks, rolling the guy off onto the grass, then streaked away with asqueal of tires. | imagined
he enjoyed the hell out of that, and | didn’t expect him to sleep for two days.

With Seth out of danger, and long gone, | drove along slowly asif | was a mere passerby. |
kept an eye on Serrano while he picked himself up and limped back toward the apartment building,
swearing and waving his arms. He picked up a beer can and hurled it at the block of mailboxes
on the lawn.

Once he was inside, there wasn't any reason for me to hang around, so | stepped on the gas
and drove back to the garage. | wasn't the least bit surprised | was the first one to get there, and
| already had the car cover out and ready when Seth finally pulled in, some kind of heavy bass
beat making the windows throb.

He didn’t get out of the car right away, and | could see him inside thrashing around to the
music, so | supposed we were going to wait out the end of the song. | leaned against the door frame
and folded my arms over my chest, grateful 1 was on this side of the glass.

When the song ended, he drovethe car around back wherewe’ d decided to stashit. | followed
him and met him climbing out of it.

“Fuck, Dino, is that a sweet ride,” Seth said. He grabbed an edge of the cover and helped
me drape it over the car. He was practically bouncing. “Are you absolutely sure we have to give
it back?’
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“Ah, that would be adefiniteyes,” | said, grinning. “We haveto giveit back. Trust mewhen
| tell you you’'re going to like the Chevelle a whole lot better. Personaly, | think it completely
outclasses this thing even with a fried engine.”

“Yeah?’

“No question.”

We got the Corvette stowed away, and Seth was still crashing around asif he had downed a
can full of sugar. | was extremely grateful I’d pulled rank on that one.

“Driving that car really got you wired, didn’t it?” | asked, watching him shadowbox a
Firestone Tire sign and then kick it right over.

“Areyou kidding? I’ ve had aboner for half an hour. I’'m completely jazzed right now.”

| had to ask.

Sinceit wasonly onethirty and the paperwork could wait until morning, | said, “Well, you're
gonna have to handle the hard-on yourself, but I’ d be happy to take you down to the Oar House
and buy you afew beersto settle you down.”

He gave me an absolutely predatory smile. It made me alittle weak in the knees, and | was
prepared for one of his offhanded come-ons, but instead he just said, “You're on,” and jogged
halfway down the sidewalk before coming back to walk with me.
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| woke up the next morning feeling moderately hung over, and pissed when | realized I'd
left Matilda at the garage and was going to have to walk to Seth’s in that state. My new place was
only eight blocks or so from him, but there’s no amount of walking | want to do on a bright and
sunny morning with a hangover.

Turns out, it had taken quite a lot of beer to calm Seth down, and not only had we closed
out the Oar House, but we' d walked over to the Backroom Bar which tends to do a lively after
hours business. Seth and the bartender dug out a pile of bartending guides she’'d printed off the
internet, and amused themselves by making every drink that had a dirty name. | wasn't allowed to
leave until 1" d thoroughly discussed the merits of Sex on the Beach versus a Screaming O. Since |
chose to be a good sport about the whole thing, they rewarded me with an amaretto Sweet Pussy,
which was actually pretty good.

My cellphone was on the nightstand next to me, so | grabbed it, figuring | could call Seth
and make him bring the car to me, but it went straight to voicemail. Irritating little shit.

| crawled out of bed and into the shower where | washed off the bar smell and cigarette
smoke. Then | went to the kitchen and brewed coffee while | dug out the biggest mug | could find.
If | had to take the walk of shame, | was doing it armed with caffeine.

Unfortunately, | ran out three-quarters of the way there, and there's no decent coffee to be
had in that part of town, so my mood hadn’t lifted any by the time I climbed the wooden steps
and beat on Seth’s door.

He wasn't answering that, either.

We had along Saturday ahead of us, which included inventories of the repossessions and
cleaning out the storefront, and | was in no mood to piss around. | pounded on the door until |
heard crashing and groaning inside, and Seth pulled it open, staring blearily at me. He had on jeans
and nothing else.

“Fuck, isit morning already?’

“Itis, and | have no coffee, and we have alot of work to do, Red, so wake up. Y ou’ ve got
only yourself to thank for the state you'rein.”

“Well, aren’t you Mr. Sunshinethismorning,” he deadpanned, holding the door open for me.

“You can thank yourself for that too. | would have been perfectly happy with beer.”

“Hey, | don't remember anyone pourin’ the stuff down your throat, man.” Seth grabbed a
T-shirt out of apile, sniffed it, and pulled it on.

“1 think there's probably alot of things you don’t remember, because that is exactly what
you tried to do. My damn shirt was sticky when | got home.”

He grinned obscenely and said, “Oh yeah, that must have been the Blow Job.”

32
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| rolled my eyes. “Don’t start. It was cute last night, but now? Not so much.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Seth took me by the arm and dragged me into the kitchenette, pointing
over my shoulder. “L ook...coffee. How much do you love me now?’

“You don’t have a coffee maker,” | said, even as | was staring at a shiny white KitchenAid
with a pot of decent smelling coffee steaming away on it.

“It’ snew. It hasatimer and everything. | don’t know shit about grinding up beans or whatever
the hell you do with them, so you have to suffer with canned coffee, but it’s better than nothing,
right?’

“Yeah, thisis great,” | said, pouring some into my cup. “Thisis remarkably thoughtful for
you, I’'m impressed.”

“Quch, asshole, why don’'t you twist the knife alittle more.” Seth hopped up on the counter
and peeled open a pack of Pop-Tarts, taking a big bite before continuing. “So, what the hell was
up with that Serrano dude? I’ve never had anyone try to tackle the fucking car before. Did you
see that?’

“Yeah.” | blew on the coffee and took asip. “| was going to talk to you about that last night,
but you didn’t give me chance. Anyway, | told you | thought that guy was going to be trouble, and
| was right. There’s no way he’s going to let this drop. I’m gonna give Ernie a call and warn him
as soon as the lot opens, and | think we should be careful when we take the car over there.”

“Think Ernie’ s going to have trouble with him?’ Seth asked.

“Maybe a little, but Erni€’s got insurance for that, and he knows a guy on the police force
who' s usually willing to do afew extradrive-bys for anyone who'll drink beer and watch football
with him.”

“Can | driveit over there?’

“Aslong as you promise not to try to jump Ernie afterward. Hiswife isthejealouskind, and
she could totally kick your ass.”

* % % %

We went outside to check on the Corvette, which was right where we' d left it, and | called
Ernie to give him a report of the previous night’s work. He was thrilled to hear we' d gotten the
"Vette back and said he'd give hispal acall just to be on the safe side.

When | got off the phone, | found Seth already init having somekind of religious experience.
| rapped on the window. Herolled it down and | said, “Let’ s do the inventory and condition report
here and then take it over. That'll be less time we have to hang out at Ernie’s while we do the
others. I’ d rather not be there if Serrano is gonna come and make trouble.”

Seth agreed and | went to my car to get the forms out of my briefcase. | gave him aclipboard
and the Condition Report form, and took an Inventory Report for myself. | also carried a small
cardboard box to collect whatever was inside.
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Whilel got in and started to go through the glove compartment, Seth moved around the car
making note of any damage or modifications. | noted the usual stuff, owner’s manual, tire gauge,
registration, sparefuses. Serrano also had aFloridamap, Miami map, two Snickersbarsand abunch
of matchbooks from a place called The Shark Pond in South Beach. There was a cheap paperback
fuck book wedged between the passenger seat and the console, and a silver lighter on the dash.

“Hey,” said Seth, poking his face in the window. “What’ s the odometer reading?’

| peered at it and read the numbers off.

“Thanks.”

In the interest of being thorough, | climbed out of the car so | could check underneath the
seats. Therewas nothing under the passenger seat, but under thedriver’ sseat | found asmall padded
envelope, folded in half and wrapped with rubber bands.

“What the fuck isthat?’ Seth asked when | stood up, turning it over in my hands.

“l have no idea,” | said. It was dirty, presumably from riding around on the floor of the car,
and contained something fairly bulky.

| pulled off the rubber bands and unfolded it. There was a return address label from one of
those mail order porn places, and amailing label that was addressed to Serrano, but had a Miami
address.

Seth said, “Oh-ho, have we found Serrano’s sex toy stash? My money’s on leopard print
lovecuffs, what do you think?’

“Lovecuffs?’ | asked, casting asidelong glance at him.

He shrugged. “| read the catalogs. There’' s al kinds of crazy shit in there.”

“Yeah, 'cause you need that.”

“Just biding my time, baby...”

| lifted the envelope flap and looked inside. What | saw was curious in how unremarkable
it was.

“Well?" prodded Seth, trying to see for himself.

| tipped the contents into my hand. There was a small notebook, also wrapped with a rubber
band, akey card, and aset of keys. Just two keys on aplain ring with agreen rubber fob advertising
Chico’s Car Wash. One was a car key, and the other a small gold one.

“Well...that’ s interesting,” Seth said, picking up the keys and examining them.

| tucked the envelope under my arm and looked at the notebook. There wasn’t anything
special about it | could see. | took the rubber band off and started to flip through it with Seth 1ooking
over my shoulder. Most of the pages were blank, but a few had notes on them, and several pages
had lists of numbers written in groups.

“What thefuck?’ Seth muttered. “ Obviously this stuff means something or he wouldn’t have
stashed it under the seat like that.”
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“Yeah, but what?” | mused on it for a few minutes, trying to come up with a plausible
explanation. Most of the information looked like it might be in code, which certainly piqued my
curiosity.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Seth said, “these keys aren’'t for the ’Vette. This one’s new, and
it fitsaBMW.”

“1 wonder where that car isthen.”

“Good question.”

“Listen,” | said, ignoring the protest my conscience was making. “Let’s not list this on the
inventory, all right?1’d like to have a closer look at it. We can aways drop it off with Ernie later,
say it fell out of the box on the way over or whatever.”

“You smelling amystery here, Nero Wolfe?" Seth joked, elbowing mein theribs.

“I’m not Wolfe,” | said. “I’m Archie Goodwin.”

“Well I'm sure as hell not Wolfe.” Seth looked horrified.

“No, you're Fred Durkin.”

“Who the fuck is Fred Durkin?’

| rolled my eyes. “Y ou need to read more.”

“So who is he? Is he hot like me?’

“Yes. He s hot like you.”

“You're doing that thing with sarcasm again, aren’t you?’

| smirked and wrapped up the notebook and keysthe way we' d found them. Y eah, | know—
keeping it was very unprofessional, not to mention stupid, but | was curious as all hell, and | was
itching for something alittle more intriguing than skip tracing and tracking cheaters.

* % % %

Later at Ernie’s, | had already completely inventoried the Caprice, and done the Condition
Report before Seth finally rolled in with the hotwired Corvette. It's a damn fine thing Ernieis a
good sport. When Seth still hadn’t shown up fifteen minutes after | arrived, and Ernie was looking
alittle concerned, | told him | thought Seth might be taking the’ Vette for atest drive. | don’t think
I’ ve ever seen Ernie laugh so hard.

When Seth did show up, he pulled up next to us and climbed out, giving me awicked leer
and a shit-eating grin. | was shocked to realize | knew damn well he had a hard-on. Ernie tried to
give him a sales pitch on the car.

“Seth!” | yelled. “We have three more to do, and a pile of paperwork for this. Get your ass
ingear.”

Seth flipped me off. “Hey, Ernie,” he said, “have you read the Nero Wolfe books?’

“Sure,” Ernie said, nodding. “ Those are pretty good reads.”

“Who is Fred Durkin?’
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| steered Seth away and shoved him in the direction of the three vehicles we had left to
do. Behind us, Ernie yawned and trudged into his office. He'd been dragging all morning, and |
wondered what was up. Ernieis usually a pretty perky guy.

Twenty minutes was all it took for usto get done. | tucked the paperwork into my briefcase
and went to tell Ernie we' d have the finished reports for him as soon as possible.

“Thanks,” he said choking back another yawn. “ Sandrawill have your check ready, and you
can come get it anytime you want, unless you' d rather have her just mail it.”

“Great. I'll come and get it, | don’t trust the mail at the new place yet. What' s up with you,
don’t you sleep at night?’

“Nothing serious. The alarm went off in the wee hours of the morning, that’ sall. It' snot abig
deal, happens every couple of months, short in the system or bird hitting the window or whatever.
But it'sapain in the ass, because | have to get out of bed and come down here to meet with the
police to make sure everything' s all right.”

“And wasit?’ | asked, because | didn’t think this was any short in the system.

Seth had just stepped in the door and gave me a dubious |ook.

“Yep, everything's accounted for and nothing’s broken. Y ou know, the only time I’ ve ever
actually been robbed was in broad daylight when some punk took a Firebird out for a test drive
and just kept on going.”

“Yeah...” | said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I think this was more than a bird hitting the
window. | wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if it was that crackpot | told you about who jumped
the’Vette.”

“You think?" Ernie looked completely dumbfounded. “1 suppose anything’s possible. I'm
glad he didn’t tear the place up when he didn’t find the car. That was good thinking, you guys.
Anyway, my buddy’s going to keep an eye on the place for afew days.”

“Good plan,” | told him. “ Get some sleep tonight.”

It was time for lunch when we got out of there, so | offered to buy Seth aquick sandwich if
he'd help me do the paperwork before we started cleaning the storefront.

There' salot of paperwork involved in doing repossessions. | don’t mind it so much. | happen
to be one of those rare people who doesn’'t hate paperwork with a passion. | love to sit down with
afull “In” box around lunch time and end up with an empty one just in time to go out and get
some dinner. Seth, however, hates paperwork and complains like ababy, so he ended up in amood
similar to mine of that morning.
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“That’s my foot you dropped a credenza on, motherfucker!” Seth yelled as he squeezed out
from behind it, limping.

“Well, I just told you | was gonna put it down, get your damn toes out of the way!” | said.

“What the fuck is a credenza anyway?’

“It'sone of those things,” | said, wiping sweat off my brow with the back of my hand.

Mother Nature seems to have a sick sense of humor about these things, and it was at least
ten degrees hotter than usual and twice as humid. Seth and | were both tired, drenched in sweat
and getting pissy. We' d worked all afternoon, moving boxes and furniture, sometimes twice, until
we had everything arranged in the least amount of space, but in away you could still get to most
of it. The credenza was the last thing we had to move.

Seth stripped off his shirt, scrubbed the sweat off his face and flung it across the room. “If |
had any idea what a bitch of aday this was gonna be, | never would have agreed to it. | hope you
know you'’ re gonna buy dinner and beer all night.”

“I’m doing collectionsfor you,” | reminded him, sitting in achair we had parked in front of
thefan. “And | bought beer al last night.”

“Not enough. That is just not enough for this kind of torture. And you still owe me for
helping you move too.” Danny Williams's White on White came on the radio, and Seth made a
gagging noise. “And this...” he said, heading for the radio. “You have a redly twisted sense of
what constitutes decent tunes, | swear to God.”

“You touch that dial and | start snappin’ fingers,” | said, pointing at him.

“Asshole.” He spun around and planted his hands on his hips, staring at me. “Now what?’

“Now we clean.” | got up, grabbed a broom out of the corner, and started to sweep the floor.

Seth took over my spot in front of the fan and bent forward to let it blow across his head. He
sat up and leaned on the back of the chair, propping his head in his hand, and watched me.

After awhile, he shook afinger at me and said, “Y ou know, thisisagood look for you, with
the old jeans and the wife-beater and your arms all glistening with sweat, workin’ the broom. Y ou
look all tough and blue-collar.”

“Flattery will not excuse you from working. Get off your ass and grab that dustpan.”

Hedid, but with alot of overblown bitching and moaning. His contribution was to sit down
on the floor and hold it half-heartedly while | swept. We got the first pile of crap cleaned up and
dumped in the garbage can, when Della came in carrying a tray with a pitcher of lemonade and
large glasses of ice oniit. | could have kissed her.

“You boys are just working so hard in this terrible heat, | thought you could use a little
refreshment.” She smiled at us and cocked her head.

37
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Seth flopped onto his back and waved ahand in her general direction. “Look, Dino. Angels!
We died of heat stroke, and angels have come to take us away.”

Della set the tray down and poured him a glass of lemonade. She knelt down to hand it to
him. “Poor baby,” she said, brushing the hair out of his eyes and patting his cheek. “Y ou look just
plum tuckered out.”

“Yeah, don’'t encourage him, Della,” | said, pouring myself some lemonade. | drank the
whole thing in one shot and filled my glass again, while Seth pouted and held out his glass for
Dellato refill. It was sad, it really was, and | told him so.

“Oh, don’'t be silly,” she said. “Who could refuse an adorable face like that?’

When she turned to pour him another glass, Seth stuck his tongue out at me, so | flipped
him off.

I’ll say something for Southern hospitality, being fawned over and downing three big glasses
of ice cold lemonade will do wonders for anyone's disposition, and within a few minutes, | was
feeling a hell of alot better than | had all day. Judging from the blissed-out smile on Seth’s face
as he leaned against the credenza, he was feeling better too.

Della checked out our work and was remarking on what a fine job we'd done when Dean
Martin came on theradio singing Sway. She clapped ahand to her chest and sighed, looking dreamy,
and | wondered what she was remembering.

Feeling inspired, | set down my glass and held a hand out to her. “May | have this dance? |
know I’m not exactly dressed for the occasion, but what are you gonna do?’

Both she and Seth looked at me like | was crazy at first, but then aslow smile spread across
her face and she took my hand. “Why, yes, | think | will, Dino. There's nothing | like better than
a sweaty, handsome man.”

| took her waist and led her into a swishy rumba she didn’t have the dightest difficulty
keeping up with. I happen to love to dance, and Sway is one of my all time favorites. Thereisa
moment with a dance partner, sometimes, when you both realize you know what you’ re doing and
you can really cut loose. When Dellafigured out | could actually dance, she lit right up. She was
good too, and we sailed around on that old wood floor, twisting and spinning and turning. At the
end of the song, | dipped her, and when she stood up, she beamed at me and clapped gleefully.

“Oh, darlin’, you are a marvelous dancer!”

Seth was staring at me in that main course kind of way Della had when she met me, and he
arched an eyebrow. “Where in the hell did you learn how to dance like that, man?’

His open appraisal of me was a little different than his usual teasing, but the tone of voice
was all Seth, if maybe deeper than | was used to. | shrugged and sat down, pouring myself the
last of the lemonade. “My grandma lived with us, you know, and she loved to dance. So when |
got tall enough, she made me be her partner every Sunday afternoon when they did the ballroom
dancing show on the radio.”
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“Oh, that is so sweet,” Della said, playing with a string of pearls she wore. “You are arare
breed, Dino Martini.”

Seth chuckled. “ She’ sright dude, you were clearly born in the wrong era.”

| grinned at them. “What can | say?|’m aclassy guy.”

* % % %

After we finished cleaning up, Seth assured me he' d been completely serious when he said |
was buying him dinner, and went home to shower and change clothes. We ate at an especially nice
restaurant, and it was clear from Seth’s meal he’ d decided money was no object. | figured | owed
itto him, so | didn’t argue. He was more than paid back for his hard work.

We were both in great spirits that evening, feeling comfortably full of crab legs and sweet
potato french fries, and enjoying the satisfaction of ajob well done. Neither of ushad any inclination
to turnin early, so we decided to hit the bars again for beer and pool, ending up at one we' d never
tried before.

It was asmallish place and kind of seedy, but in the way that givesabar character. The room
was long and narrow, with the bar running nearly al the way down one side of it and a row of
booths and video games on the opposite wall. No pool table at this one, so wetook stools at the bar.

| hailed the bartender. “ Couple of Landsharks down here.”

Seth sat backward on his stool, |eaning against the bar while he checked out the crowd, which
was pretty healthy even for a Saturday night. He reached over to poke mein the ribswith his elbow
and gave me a conspiratorial look. “ So, you got something going on with Della? That was pretty
hot stuff today, man.”

“Ah, no, | don't,” | told him. “That’s just Della. Y ou hang around enough and she’s gonna
be puttin’ the moves on you too. | think she just likes the chase.”

| told him about the impromptu dinner party and everything I'd learned about the ladies.
“And you know, | actually had apretty good time. They’ realot different when they aren’t standing
on manners and they’ll act normal around you.”

“Boy, | don’t know...” Seth said with aslow shake of hishead. | could tell he wanted to take
my word for it, but couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that a person could have a good time
with agroup of old women.

The bartender delivered the beers, and | slid aten dollar bill across to him. Seth spun around
and took his, squeezing a lime into the beer and shoving the rind down the neck of the bottle. He
licked his fingers off and took a drink. When he saw me watching him, he grinned and licked his
lips. | rolled my eyes.

“So, | started thinking about the office after you left,” | said.

“That’s great. You're going to be so much more fun to be around when you're not going
completely anal about the whole relocation thing. | like you better when you' re settled.”
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“Ah, yeah, fuck you. Okay, I’ ve got to figure out the right way to do this, because I’ ve been
thinkin’ it would be good to have kind of atwo part office, so there’ saplace | can meet with clients,
but they won't be able to see everything on my desk, you know?”’

“You're getting pretty high class on me here, | don’t know. Better be careful, Dino. Next
you'll be wanting a secretary, and then it’s gonna be all about playing slap-and-tickle at the office,
and you won't get any work done. The money stops coming in, you lose al your clients, then you
wind up as a homeless wino and you die in agutter in Poughkeepsie.” He took a swallow of beer.

| stared at him for amoment. “Right. So, anyway, here’swhat | was thinking...”

| took a notepad out of my pants pocket, flipped it open to a clean page and started to sketch
out what | had in mind. Seth stuffed a couple of pretzels in his mouth and looked over my arm
at the paper.

That's when all hell broke loose. One second he was watching me draw, and the next he
sgqueaked with surprise and slammed face forward into the bar with a sickening crack. | turned to
see what was going on and found Rick, the big ox from the other night, towering over us with the
meanest ook on hisface I’ ve ever seen.

“What the fuck?’ | was on my feet in a flash, shoving myself between him and Seth, who
dlid to the floor with dazed groan. A chill raced through me when | saw that his face and the front
of his shirt were covered in blood. At least he was conscious.

White hot anger seethed through me as| turned to face the huge bastard. “ Rick,” | said, going
ice cold, “you just made a big mistake, my friend.”

“Don’t give me that boyfriend bullshit,” he said, taking a pop at me, which | managed to
duck. “Y ou two made afool out of me, and nobody makes afool of me and gets away with it.”

He swung a second time, catching me square across the jaw. Then he shoved me against the
bar and kicked Seth in the ribs making him cough and double over, inhaling blood from his nose
and spitting it onto the floor. Without even thinking about it, | reached into the waistband of my
pants and pulled out my gun, shoving it under the guy’s chin and pushing him back away from
Seth. The room went silent, other than the dinging of the video games and the drone of the TV
behind the bar. He was furious, and barely in check, but the gun in hisface gave him enough pause
for me to get the upper hand.

“Youguysan't acouple,” he said, glaring daggers at me. “Y ou were just shittin’ me.”

“Don’t think that doesn’t mean | won’t fucking take you apart, you son of abitch,” | growled,
advancing on him slowly. “Y ou and me are gonna have a little talk outside, Ricky, and if you're
lucky, you'll be able to crawl away from it.”

The bartender came rushing around the end of the bar, waving his hands. “Hey, hey, none
of that shit in here. We don’t want any trouble. Why don’t you boys just calm down now and put
that away?’

“Wewerejust leaving.” | looked up at Rick and jerked my head toward the door. “Y ou heard
the man, out. Let's go.”
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Behind me, Seth was struggling to his feet. Someone handed him a napkin, which he stuffed
up under hisnose, groaning like hewasn’t compl etely with the program. | felt likel should probably
help him, but there was still Rick to deal with, and my own burning need to kick the shit out of
this guy. Testosterone won out, and | herded Rick toward the door before he got any ideas about
taking a parting shot at Seth.

At the front door, | spun him around and held the gun to his back, shoving him down the
sidewalk. “ Around back, slimeball,” | said. “We' regoin’ inthealley, and I’m gonnakick your ass.”

“Y ou’re dead, motherfucker,” he shot back over his shoulder.

“I’'m what? I’m dead? |s that what you said?’ | jabbed him in the back. “You just attacked
a very good friend of mine, and you think I’'m the one who’s gonna be dead? Y ou are not very
bright, Ricky boy.”

We got to the edge of the alley, and he stopped and turned to face me. “Y ou’ re not gonna
shoot me,” he sneered, and hauled off and punched meright in the eye.

| went down, but | was ableto control it so | could roll over and plant ahard kick right below
his knee. He dropped to the ground swearing, and | was already on my feet in a crouch when he
looked at me. | held his gaze long enough for him to see me flip the gun over in my hand, and
then | smashed the butt of it into the side of his head. He bellowed like an el ephant and held up
his hands to try to deflect the next one, but | planted a knee on his chest and shoved them out of
the way, hitting him again.

“You pissed off the wrong guy, jack!” | yelled, backhanding him with it this time.

| was going for another solid blow to the head when Seth appeared at my side, catching my
arm. “Dino,” he said. “Come on, Dino, that’s enough, man.”

Adrenalinewasrunning highand | tried to jerk free of him, but hewas prepared and wouldn’t
let me. | relented and took a deep breath, eyes locked on Rick as | stood up and backed away,
letting my arms go limp.

“That’s good, real good,” Seth said patting my chest. “Excuse me just a minute.”

He eyed me for a second to make sure | was going to stay put, then turned to Rick, who was
on his knees and trying to pull himself up using the corner of a dumpster.

“Okay, asshole, that is the second time you’ ve pinned me to a bar and I’ m starting to take
it personally,” Seth said, kneeling down to look at the guy, “So I'd really appreciate it if you'd
leave me the fuck alone from now on, all right?” Then he punched old Rick in the gut hard enough
to give him dry heaves.

We left him like that and got into my car, pulling out of the alley and turning to head for my
place. Once |l calmed down, my head started to throb and | could only imagine how much Seth hurt.

Seth leaned the seat back and said, “Correct meif I’'m wrong here, but did we just get beat
up for not being fags?’

* % % %
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Up in my apartment, | yanked open my kitchen cupboard, took out a bottle of whiskey and
set two glasses on the counter. Seth closed the front door and wandered over while | poured a
couple of shotsin each one.

“Whiskey?’ he asked.

“Dulls the pain, gets the taste of blood out of your mouth, and makes you fedl better about
the whole situation. What more could you ask?’ | pushed aglass at him.

My attempt at humor fell flat because | was still pissed as hell, and it came out sounding
grim and dark. | looked at Seth and winced. He was a mess. Blood stained the front of his shirt
and his face, as well as his hands and arms from trying to stop the flow of his bloody nose. He
had a cut on his forehead and bruises forming down the side of his cheek and jaw where he’ d hit
the bar the hardest. On top of al of that, he was standing in a guarded way that told me his ribs
were hurting pretty bad.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” | said, tipping back half my whiskey in one swallow. “I’ll grab
you one of my shirts. Y ou drink some of that, it’ll help.”

When | came out of the bedroom holding a T-shirt for him, he was clutching the glass and
wheezing. “How in the hell do you drink this shit, man?’

“You thinkin' about your pain right now?’ | asked.

He shook his head and grinned wryly.

| turned on the hot water, then switched on the radio and got a couple of beers out of the
fridge which | gave to Seth to open. | put the stopper in the sink and put alittle soap and two clean
dishragsin the water. Then | went to the bathroom and came back with my first-aid kit.

“Come here and take your shirt off,” | told him, shutting off the water and swishing the rags
around to soak them. | pulled a stool over and pointed to it.

Seth came around the end of the counter, setting his beer down, and grabbed the hem of his
shirt. He got it about halfway up before he stopped with a sharp gasp and some vile language. |
went to help him take it off, which he seemed to appreciate judging by the expression on his face.

“Areyou all right?’ | tossed the shirt on the floor by the garbage can.

He arched an eyebrow at me, but didn’t look upset. “Now you ask?’

“1’ve been watching.”

“Yeah, | think I’'m okay.”

There was a large bruise starting to darken the left side of his chest, and | ran my fingers
along it as gingerly as| could, feeling each rib. He barely made a sound, but when | was done, he
reached for his whiskey and drained the rest of it.

“Sorry "bout that,” | said, “but | don’t think any of them are broken. Cracked maybe. But
I’m no expert.”

“Can’t do much about it either way,” Seth wheezed. | took the glass out of his hand before
he dropped it.
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He sat onthe stool, and | wrung out adishrag to clean him up. When | turned to him, | noticed
the blood had soaked through his shirt and was streaked all over his chest. “Stand up,” | said.

“You just told meto sit.”

“Now I’m telling you to stand. Y ou got blood on your chest.”

| handed him the rag and he took a couple of half hearted swipes at himself and thrust it back
at me, leaning against the counter. “1t hurts too much, you do it.”

“Oh, now you're just bein” a baby.”

“Sue me.” Hetried to smirk, but it was weak.

| laughed and started to wipe the blood off his chest, while he sipped his beer. His cheeks
were flushed pink where they weren’t bruised or bloody, and | thought the whiskey was hitting
him. He never took his eyes off me once.

Finally, he spoke. “Can | ask you a question?’

“Shoot.” | dipped the rag in the water and squeezed it out again.

“Why in the hell were you carrying your gun?”’

| shrugged and thought for aminute, because | wasn't sure myself. “I don’t know, | just sort
of had afeeling that | might need it tonight, | guess. Like | knew something might happen, but |
didn’t know what.”

Seth considered that and nodded. “Well, next time you wanna share that feeling with me,
please?”’

“Now you can sit,” | told him. | spent a few minutes cleaning up his face and sticking a
bandage over his cut, for which he was remarkably cooperative, then | held his head steady and
felt along his nose with my thumbs.

“Ow,” he said finally, struggling out of my grasp and poking at it himself.

“That’s not broken, either,” | said, picking up my whiskey glass and finishing it. “You're
lucky.”

“Yes, | feel very lucky right now.” He stood up and | helped him put on the clean shirt, then
he said, “Your turn.”

“My turn, what? I’'m fine.”

“You're bleeding. He put a gash right above your eye. Didn’t you notice?’

“1 haven’'t been thinking about that.”

He gave me awarm look and said, “Sit.”

| took aseat and | et Seth dab at my eyewith afresh rag. Hetook histimeabout it, and | wasn’t
sureif hewas drunk or tired, but it didn’t matter. The slow pace helped me cam down and finally
relax. | think maybe he knew that, because he said, “Y ou know, you kind of scared me out there.”

| made aface. “1 scared you? What do you mean? Y ou’ve seen me in a fight before. Hell,
you' re worse than me when you’ ve got your head on straight.”

He paused and cocked his head. “Dino—you just pistol whipped a guy in an alley on my
behalf. No, | have never seen you do that before.”
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“Well...maybe you’re just not usually lookin’ in the right direction.”

He gazed at me flatly while he peeled open a bandage.

“Fine,” | said with a sigh. “I don't know. | don’t know what got into me. | was just so
incredibly pissed off, and | really, really wanted to hurt that guy. It wasjust... Y ou know, things have
actually started to turn out good lately, and | was having agreat time, and then this huge schmuck
had to come and fuck it al up. | saw you on the floor, and all the blood, and | just...snapped.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Seth said, “I think the guy was totally asking for it. I’ ve just never
seen you quite that over the top before. Personally, | thought it was hot, but | wanna make sure
you're not flipping out or anything.” He stuck the bandage to my forehead and smoothed it flat
with his fingers, still moving in slow motion. | wondered if he was dragging it out on purpose.
Another one of histeases, only maybe more serious this time.

“No, I’'m not flipping out.” | took a sip of beer. “I just got alittle out of control isall. And,
ah, you thought that was hot?’

Seth grinned. He touched a finger to my lower lip. “Looks like he got you here too, | think
there’ sacut. You should put someiceonit.”

“Seth?’

“Yes, Dino, | thought it was hot. Really, really hot. Like you' re hot when you're all sweaty
in your undershirt, and you’ re hot when you dance the tango.” He was still touching my lip.

“Rumba...actualy.”

Okay, so | had a bead on what was going on, but | wasn’t sure where it was coming from.
It's no real mystery that Seth could be into me, if he wanted. He's pretty much into anything that
seems like it would be a good time, but he’s never once acted genuinely serious about it, so I’'ve
never brought it up. Besides, | never have figured out what | would say, anyway.

“Whatever it was, dude, you looked good.” He smiled real slow and put his hands on my
shoulders, moving closer.

| caught him gently by thearms and said, “ Seth, | think the whiskey’ s getting to you. You're
drunk.”

“I’m not that drunk.”

“You've never honestly hit on me before,” | pointed out. Taking a shot at your best friend
isamove you shouldn’t make when you’ ve had your bell rung and you're half in the bag. | didn’t
believe he really knew what he was doing.

“Don’'t think that hasn’t taken some work, either,” he told me.

“Oh, really,” | said, giving him alook.

“Yeah, really. You find that so hard to buy?’

“Ah, yes, | do, actualy.”

Seth snorted. “I’m trying to figure out which one of us you're selling short.”

“I’m not doing either, I'm just sayin’ you've had a hell of along day, and you're saying
things you don’t really mean.”
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He turned serious and said, “Y eah, Dino, | mean what I’m saying.”

| didn’t have areply to that. | still thought I wasright, of course, but he was sure he was right
and wewerejust going to go around in circleson that point. | was about to suggest wecall it anight,
when he put a hand under my chin and kissed me. He moved slow and careful, like everything else,
which | finally realized was one big seduction. He knew damn well what he was doing.

My pulse shot right up, which | took to be panic, and | froze. | could taste beer on hislips,
and the coppery scent of blood still lingered under the soap. When he backed away looking like
the cat who swallowed the canary, | blurted out, “I’m too old for you.”

Helaughed. “An eight year age difference is not exactly stretching the bounds of math.”

“You're too young for me, then.”

“1’m thirty-three years old, Dino. I’'m not some horny teenager grasping at straws, here. |
know what I’m doing.”

“Yeah, | know what you are. Not too many people left who don’t.” He narrowed his eyes
so | let that drop. “Why now, then?’

“Shit, Dino, | don’t know. Because you’ re hot and | like you, because this seems like a good
time? Because you almost killed a guy for me tonight?’

| rolled my eyes. “I didn’t aimost kill him. | just gave him a very good reason not to mess
with you again.”

“And I’'m just sayin’ that’s ahell of athing.”

“Y ou would have done the same for me.”

“Doesn’t that tell you something?” He gave me ashit-eating grin. Then he pressed up against
me, standing between my legs so his body brushed my thighs. It felt absurdly intimate, given who
he was. My pulse raced again, and this time | knew it wasn’t panic. Damn if he wasn’t getting
under my skin.

Seth smirked. “How’ s this? | just got my face bashed in because we jerked a guy around by
acting like acouple, and | think | should get to do what | got beat up for.”

“Yes, that’s an excellent reason to jump into bed.”

“Dino, shut the hell up.”

His hands were resting lightly on my neck and he dlid them up to hold me captive while he
kissed me again, longer and more insistent. This time he was not going to take no for an answer.
He moaned softly and ran his tongue along my lower lip. His fingers tensed on my skin and he
pulled me deeper into it, like he was either going to convince me by sheer will or get his money’s
worth while he could.

The whiskey left me warm and mellow, and the heat of his mouth on mine made my head
spin, weakening my resolve that this was a bad idea. The rest of me was right on board with Seth,
because it had been along time since I’d had a warm body pressed up against me, and | wrapped
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my arms around him in spite of myself. There are some urges you just can’t resist, and pulling
someone close once they’re in your arms is one of them. It felt good to be holding someone like
that again, even if it was one person | knew damn well | shouldn’t.

It also scared the shit out of me, because friends like Seth don’t come along often, and |
didn’t want to mess up a good thing. Seth apparently wasn’t worried, because he had one hand
cupped around the back of my head and was starting to fumble at my shirt buttons with the other.
| knew where that led.

We had to slow things down, and fast. My own lack of arecent date was no excuse for me
to abandon reason at just the point when Seth clearly had none at all.

| broke the kiss and said, “Let me try the practical approach with you, then. Have you ever
tried doin’ it with banged up ribs?’

Helifted hishead to look at me quizzically, and | gave him an extrafirm squeeze. He groaned
with pain and slumped over my shoulder. “God, you’ re an asshole.”

“I'm just tellin’ it like it is, kid. You're out of commission with me or anyone else for a
couple of days at least. You're also tired, drunk, and in for alot worse pain than you have now, so
| think you should try to get some sleep before it setsin.”

“Here?’ he said with aslow smile.

“Sure,” | told him, untangling myself and standing up. “Y ou can crash on my sofa.”

He scowled and backed away from me, snatching up his beer and drinking the rest of it. All
the way down the hall, | could feel his glare on my back while | went to get him a pillow and
a couple of blankets. | spread them out while he sulked against the counter with his arms folded
over hischest. Theice didn’t thaw much when | held out a hand to him, and he came over slowly,
broadcasting loud and clear what he thought of this plan.

“Trust me, Seth, if thisall hasjust been thewhiskey talkin’, you'll thank meinthe morning.”

“It'snot.”

“Then we'll talk about that tomorrow.” | nudged him down on the sofa. “Get some sleep,
al right?’

“Yeah, al right. Goodnight.”

| put away the whiskey bottle and drained the sink, then snapped off the lights and went
down the hall to fall into my own bed, mind reeling and body aching. It felt like a million years
since we were sitting in Paradiso eating crab and talking about football. | had to figure out what |
thought about it all, because there was no way | could pretend nothing had happened.

| was drifting off when | heard feet padding across the floor outside my bedroom. Seth
appeared and climbed into bed, peering down at me. | opened one eye and he said, “You didn’t
really think | was going to sleep on the couch, did you?’

“You can stay, but we' re sleeping, got that?’

“Fine by me. | have a splitting headache,” he said, easing down onto his back.
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| woke up the next morning with an immediate awareness that | wasn't alone. Everything
from the night before came back to me in arush, and | opened my eyes to find Seth sitting up,
staring at me.

He blinked at me with a bewildered expression and glanced around at the bed and usiin it.
“Dino? Y ou wannatell me what’s going on here?’

For about three seconds, | was gripped by an ice cold chill, then | caught the tiniest flicker
of mischief in hiseye. | sat bolt upright and grabbed him by the collar, pulling him to within an
inch of my face. “Do not yank my chain over this, you hear me?’

He snickered. “You were so askin' for it, with all your worrying last night.” He leaned
forward and kissed me. It was lazy and relaxed, and | was stunned at how easily he could switch
gears. He pushed me down on my back and rolled onto me, stretching out gingerly.

I, however, do not adapt so easily, and | was trying to struggle out from under him without
hurting his ribs, when Seth caught alook at the clock radio and said, “ Shit, is that the time?’

“Youinahurry, here? | think we have afew things we need to go over, don't you?’

Hehad already scrambled off the bed and disappeared into the bathroom. When | turned over
and saw theclock, | discovered it wasonly eight inthe morning. “ Oh, what the fuck areyou doing?’
| groaned. | hollered out to him, “1t's Sunday, we don’ t need to be getting up at the crack of dawn!”

Seth appeared in the doorway, buttoning up hisjeans. “| have avery sick little Chevy in my
shop whose owner thinks | actually work during the week instead of chasing you around, and is
expecting to be able to get her car tomorrow.” He turned and darted back down the hall.

“What do you mean chasing me around?’ | said, throwing back the blankets and getting up.
“Y ou spent one day helping me move.”

“And a whole afternoon cleaning out your new office, and the better part of a day doing
inventories and paperwork.”

“Hey, | could have taken the ' Vette to Ernie’ s and left you to your work, you know. You're
the one who made that call.”

“My point is, I've gotta’ make a living. And you need pants because you have to take me
home.”

I’d gone into the kitchen while he flailed around getting dressed, and was filling a pot of
water. “1 haven't had my coffee yet.”

“Then give me your car keys,” he said, sitting on the arm of my sofa to put his shoes on.
He winced and sucked in breath when he bent over to grab them, and came up slowly, clutching
hisside.
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A pang of sympathy gripped me, and | went to the bathroom to get him some ibuprofen. |
brought it to him with a glass of water. “Y ou look like hell, you know, and you’ re not movin’ too
good. How are you gonnawork on cars?’

“I’ll bedl right. If I pour enough caffeine and pain killers down my throat, I’ll be too wired
to know if | hurt.”

“That’s aterrific plan.”

“It’s not the first time I’ ve been beat up. | can handleit.” He came up to me and kissed my
neck, cupping the side of my face with his hand. He whispered, “Now give me your keys.”

“Over my dead body.”

* % % %

| dropped him off at the garage no more than twenty minutes later, in spite of what he tried
to say about doths, the progression of time, and hell freezing over. He was moving pretty slowly
himself, but more out of necessity than laziness. | felt sorry for him, so | offered to go get him
anything heliked for breakfast. Predictably, he chose doughnuts, but | think he sensed | wasfeeling
guilty because he plastered on an especially pathetic face and requested doughnuts from a bakery
which happens to be halfway across St. Pete. It was a nice enough day, and | didn't have any
pressing plans, so | agreed, pathetic face or not.

He gave me a saucy smile and was about to get out when | grabbed his arm. “When are we
gonnatalk?’ | asked.

“Tonight? Y our place?I’ll bring some pizza.”

“Yeah, dl right,” | said, letting him go. “Take it easy today.”

“You too.” Thistime his smile was genuine.

| watched him head inside and wondered what in the fuck I’d gotten myself into. See, the
thingis, | don't doflings. | don’t mess around, | don’t have affairs, | don’t usually go out on adate
with aperson unlessthey’ re someone think | could get serious about. | just don’t operate that way,
because I’m not very casual about my lovelife. Or my sex life. Those aren’t separate thingsfor me.

Seth is the exact opposite. He runs around, dates more than one person at a time, and has
one night stands. He's aways out there having fun. It's rare that I’ ve ever seen him get serious
about anyone.

So, | didn’t know what thiswas to Seth, and | didn’t know what letting myself get dragged
into it meant for me. It had huge potential to end badly, which is what bothered me the most. |
sighed and ran my hands over my face. Somewhere in the back of my brain, | realized it also had
the potential to turn out pretty good, and | think maybe that worried me too.

With these happy thoughtsin mind, | set off, first to get coffee, then to fetch Seth’ sdoughnuts.

* % % %

I’ d gotten maybe two blocks from Ed’s when my cellphone rang. It was Seth.
“Think of something else you want?’ | answered, reaching over to turn down the radio.



Elle Parker 49

“You need to get back here,” he said, sounding edgy. “ Someone broke into my apartment.”

“How can you tell?’

“Oh, that’ srich. Har, har. Get your ass back here.”

He was not amused, and he hung up on me. | tossed the phone on the dash and whipped a
fast U-turn. It was highly unlikely whoever broke in was still there, but the image of Seth hunched
on the floor, covered in his own blood, was still fresh in my mind, and | had no desire to see that
again anytime soon.

When | pulled into the garage lot, Seth’s door was wide open. | could hear Seth up in his
apartment swearing ablue streak, and | was no longer worried about intruders hurting him. In fact,
| really hoped for their sake they were long gone.

| reached the top of the stairs and poked my head in to see a mess about twice the size it
normally was. And that’s saying something. The place was trashed. All the kitchen drawers had
been pulled out and dumped on thefloor. The cupboards hung open, most of the contents swept out
over the counter. Theliving room furniture had been upended and the undersides slashed, cushions
ripped and flung on the floor.

| followed the streak of violent swearing into the bedroom, where Seth stood in the midst
of more of the same devastation. The bed had been tossed, but the mattress |ooked like it was still
intact, which was something. CDswere all over thefloor. In fact, they were scattered like someone
had flung them across the room, which was the first real sign of purposeless destruction I’d seen.
Seth was so angry, | wondered if he'd doneit.

“It was that fucking asshole,” he seethed. “I know it. That fucking rat bastard didn’t think
beating the shit out of me was enough, he had to come and fuck up my place too. | should have
let you beat the cocksucker’ s brains out, Dino.”

“We don't know that.” | picked my way along the wall to have alook in the bathroom. It
was the samein there, cupboards open and drawers dumped on the floor. The shower curtain hung
only from two rings. Some of the other rings had snapped from the pressure of being yanked, and
lay in pieces at the bottom of the tub with the soap and shampoo. Another sign of loss of control.

“What do you mean, we don’t know that? Who the fuck else would comein here and do this?
Of course it was that fucker, it’s obvious. He' s not gonnalay off until we really have a showdown,
and | tell you what, I’'m gonna give him one. If that fucker thinks he can scare me by tearing the
shit out of my place, he’ sasdumb as heisugly. W€ re going out tonight, and we' re gonna hunt that
prick down and settle this once and for all.” He picked up an empty beer bottle and threw it at the
wall as hard as he could. It exploded with aheavy crash that sent pieces of glassflying everywhere.

“Hey, stop that,” | said. “Get a hold of yourself. We're not doing any such thing.”

He turned on me with fury in his eyes, and friend or not, | took a fight stance, just in case.

“The hell we're not, Dino. You saw what that cocksucker did to me last night, and I’'m not
letting him get away with it.”

“Wedidn't let him get away with it. We took care of that.”
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“Does this look like it’'s taken care of to you?’ He gave the bed a ferocious kick and then
wheezed with pain, clutching at his side.

“All right,” | said, going over to help him get steady on his feet and prevent any further
violence. “If you're done playing twelve pounds of fury, here, I’d like to point out a couple things
toyou.”

“Fuck off, Dino,” he snapped, giving me adirty look. “Thisisn’t funny. He raided the shop
too, you know.”

“1 know it’s not funny. Y ou want to listen to me now?’

“What?’

“Okay, first of al, if thiswas someone lookin’ to get even with you over afight, they would
have done a hell of alot more damage.”

He got indignant and gave me a shove. “Y ou don't think they did enough?’

“Get agrip!” | snapped, glaring at him. He locked eyes with me and silently panted with
rage. After afew seconds | saw him get control over his anger and ease off. “Y ou gonna behave
yourself now?’

He scowled, but nodded and looked at me expectantly.

“What | mean,” | told him, “isthis place hasn’t been vandalized, it’ s been ransacked. If this
was revenge, he’ d have smashed your TV and your stereo, broken some windows, maybe spray
painted threats on thewall. He' d make damn sure you knew who was here, and why. But thismess?
This was made by someone looking for something. Y ou got robbed, Seth, and the only connection
it hasto last night is that you weren’t here, so they could.”

“Well, if | got robbed, wouldn’t they have taken my TV and stereo?’

“Not necessarily. Some guys don’t deal in stuff like that. They take cash, jewelry, and
anything they can use for identity theft. Small, portable stuff.”

Truthfully, that didn’t seem too likely either, because those thieves don't hit crappy garage
apartments, they work the expensive high-end homes in the suburbs. But I’ ve seen enough search
jobs to know what one looks like.

Seth looked around slowly, taking in what I’d said, but he was shaking his head. “1 don’'t
know, Dino, | don’t believe in coincidence. That bastard was in here last night, I’ m sure of it.”

“No, you just want someone you can kick the shit out of for this, and he’'s convenient. | can
pretty much guarantee he wasn’t in any shape to do much of anything last night.”

That finally got him to calm down and climb off the Kill Rick the Rat Bastard platform. He
knew damn well | was right because his own parting shot would have been enough to put the guy
out of commission for the night.

“Well, then who in the hell was it?” he asked, grim faced and till boiling just under the
surface.

“1 don’t know, but I’'m gonna find out, okay?’ | put a hand on his shoulder. “I think we
oughta’ report this, though.”
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“Y eah, fine, whatever.”

“Listen, why don’t you try to figure out what’s missing. Don’t dick with stuff too much, just
have alook around so you know what to tell the cops when they get here.”

“Where are you gonna be?’

“My phone is down in the car, and | want to take alook at the shop. I'll call itin whilel do
that. Are you calm now? Can | do this and not worry about you goin’ all vigilante on me?’

He flipped me off, but nodded. “Y eah. I’m good. | think. Shit... What am | gonna do, Dino?
| don’t have time for this crap. | have work to do.”

| looked around. “Don’t worry about it. We'll talk to the cops, and then you fix the Chevy
and I'll start cleaning up the mess here. Y ou wouldn’t know how to do it right anyway.”

“You can’t do this all yourself.”

“Oh, | don't planto,” | said. “But | can get agood head start while you catch up downstairs,
then you can help me finish.”

“Shit, we'll be up al night...” With his anger wearing off, he sounded weary and annoyed
over the whole situation.

“No, no. We can start in here, and do the kitchen so it’s livable, and tackle the rest later.
It'll be good, you'll see.”

He nodded, but didn’t look entirely convinced as he started to poke around. | gave him a pat
on the back and went outside to get my phone.
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| have a couple of good friends on the force, and we help each other out from time to time.
They occasionally have situations where their need to follow the letter of the law hampersthem in
getting the job done, so | come work the edges for them. Then there's times when | find a more
official approach makes my job run smoother. Generaly, it's a win-win situation, as long as we
don’'t step on each other’ s toes.

| flipped open my phone and dialed while | crossed the parking ot to have alook in the shop.
It was actually in much better shapethan I’ d been expecting, based on the mess upstairs. Obviously,
someone had gonethrough thewhole place, digging in drawersand shoving stuff around on shelves,
but it wasn’t the whol esal e sacking the apartment got. My impression wasthey’ d started downstairs
and gotten sloppier and more destructive as they’d moved on.

The phone rang severa times, and | was about to hang up and try someone else, when a
breathless voice came on the line. “Hello?’

“Teresa, hi,” | said brightly.

“Dino? Wow, it’s been awhile.”

“Yeah. Say, did | catch you at a bad time?’

“I was in the back yard playing football with the boys. | think you did me afavor actualy,”
she said with asmilein her voice. “I was getting my ass kicked. How are you?’

“Well, you know, I’ ve been better, but I’ m getting things straightened out. Listen, | need a
favor. Someone broke into Seth’ s place last night and | want to report it, but I'd like to keep it low
key. Can you come and take the report?’

TeresaClyneand | had been friendsfor almost fifteen years. | met her when shewasworking
as a Service Aide for the police department in the early days of her career, and | could always get
her to do alittle digging in the police records on the sly for me. If she hadn’t already been married
to a construction worker, with two little kids, | might have asked her out.

“l see,” she said. “And why do we want to keep thislow key? What did you do, Dino?’

“Ah, | can't redlly get into specifics, you know how it is, but let’ sjust say there may be some
circumstancesinvolved. | don’t know.”

She sighed heavily. “ Are you asking me to bend the rules, here, or toss the manual right out
the window? | do have limits, you know.”

“Hey, come on, you know me. You know | don’t operate that way. I’d never ask you to do
anything serioudly illegal.”

There was along pause. “Yeah, al right. | can’t promise you carte blanche, though. You
know that, right?’

52
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“1 know that,” | said. “You're a sweetheart. We're at Ed's Garage just off the causeway.
By the marina.”

“Sure, | know the area. I'll be there in about half an hour.”

| thanked her and we hung up. Then | spent afew more minutes checking out the shop. The
Chevy was there waiting, an old green thing with rust around the wheel wells. The other slot was
empty. In the office, it was clear someone had gone through all the drawers, but these ones hadn’t
been dumped. | went over to thefiling cabinet where Seth kept the cash box and opened the drawer.
The cash box was there and undamaged, but | couldn’t tell from looking at it if it'd been opened.

Seth appeared in the doorway and ran ahand through hishair. “1 can’t come up with anything
that’s missing, Dino. | mean, | don’t have a lot of shit anyone would want to steal. Granddad’s
pocket watch is still there. It s really not worth much, but it’s an antique. Petty thieves wouldn’t
know any better.”

“Did you look in here?’ | asked, nodding toward the file drawer.

He looked startled. “ Shit, no. | wasin too big a hurry to seeif they’ d been upstairs.”

| reached in and flicked open the latch as gingerly as | could, but decided either there were
printsall over the place or thereweren’t any. | lifted thelid. Insidewasasmall stack of bills, mostly
fives and tens, a cup of assorted change and aroll of quarters. | looked at Seth.

He shook his head. “I just did a deposit on Thursday. | left about a hundred bucks total for
petty cash, including the change. | could count it if you want, but it looks likeit’s al there.”

“Y eah, so robbery’ s not looking so good anymore.”

Seth’s expression turned dark again. “Y ou want to take a run down to Henry’ s tonight and
bust that fucker up?’

“Jesus, will you coadl it, already? When did you start channeling Joe Pesci?’

“Damn it, Dino, | don’t get why you'’ re not with me on this.”

“Because it doesn't fit, that’s why.”

| was saved from further argument by the sound of acar pulling into the lot and shutting off.
Seth and | walked through the garage and reached the door in time to see Teresa climb out of her
SUV. Teresais areasonably attractive woman in her late thirties with shoulder length brown hair
and practical cop clothes. She's down to earth and has awarm smilel like.

“Hey, Dino,” she said, giving me that exact smile as she came up to us, opening a small
notebook and taking out a pen. “Aside from the circumstances, it’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you too. You know Seth, right?’

“We've met a couple of times.” She looked Seth over, then me, then crossed her arms and
stared pointedly at the bruise around my eye. “Okay, what happened to you two?”’

“I fell down the stairs.”

“I raninto awall.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, sucking her teeth. “ That’s how you' re playing this?’
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“Dino told you about the break-in, right?’ Seth asked, hedging toward the stairs. “That is
what you're here for?’

“Yep, itis, lead the way,” she said, giving us both a dubious |ook.

Teresa followed Seth up to the apartment and | went after her. She did the usual, checking
the door for signs of forced entry, which there were, and making notes about the events of the last
twelve hours as she gquestioned Seth.

She stood in the middle of the living room, looking around, and asked, “Have you been able
to come up with alist of what’s missing?’

“That’s the thing,” Seth said, studiously ignoring me “ There's nothing missing. | think this
was apersonal attack. They didn’t even take the cash box. Thiswasjust to scare me or get revenge
or something.”

“Someone was getting even with you?’ Teresa asked, raising an eyebrow.

| groaned inwardly.

“Well, look around at this mess,” Seth said, getting testy. “They didn’t take anything, so
what do you think?’

She poked a pizza box with her toe and flipped it up to reveal a handful of crusts and two
dlicesof pizzadried into stiff curls. “ And these vengeful thugs brought rotting pizzaand dirty socks
with them to really do the job right?’

Seth gaped at her and then looked to me. “ Thisis your idea of help?’

Teresalooked at me too, grinning. “How much of this messis vandals?’

“Half,” | told her. “Maybe athird.”

“That’s great,” said Seth, stomping around. “Make jokes. That’s real nice. Both of you can
just suck my left—"

“Hey!” | barked, glaring awarning at him. | turned to Teresa. “Y ou saw the door. Someone
was definitely here.”

“Oh yeah, | can see that,” she said with a nod. “They did a hell of ajob too. Lucky thing
you weren't here at the time.”

“Exactly,” said Seth, “and what’ sto say he’s not going to come back and finish the job?”’

“Ah, now we're getting somewhere,” Teresa said, looking smug. “Who's he?’

It finally occurred to Seth to shut his mouth, but of course it was alittle too late for that. It
didn’t matter much anyway, the idea Rick the Rat might come back to finish the job was exactly
why | wanted to fileareport inthefirst place. | still wasn’t convincedit washim, but if it wasand he
was going to keep going after Seth, | wanted something on record. | just had to be careful about it.

“Come on, boys,” she said in the exact same tone I'd heard her use with her sons. “Who
wants to go first? Red? What happened to your face? That’s not even aday old.”

Seth sighed and gave her a brief account of our tangles with Rick, starting with hitting on
the girlfriend, and ending with Rick taking a swing at me in the bar. In his version, that’s where
it ended. | didn’t say anything.
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“Sounds pretty cut and dried,” Teresa said. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Dino?’

“Yes?’ | tried to look innocent, but she wasn’t buying it and continued to regard us both
suspicioudly.

“What? That attack in the bar was totally unprovoked,” Seth said. “There were about thirty
witnesses who saw him jump me.”

| gave up. “Yeah, and those same thirty witnesses saw me herd the guy out the door at
gunpoint, Seth.”

“No, | am not hearing this...” Teresasaid, holding up her hands. “1’m not hearing this, don’t
say another word.”

“Now you understand why | wanted to keep it low key?’

“You didn’t shoot him, did you?’ she asked.

“1 did not shoot him, | swear,” | told her. She seemed significantly relieved and | said, “What
kind of athug do you think | am?’

“It’sonly because | actually do know what kind of athug you are, and are not, that I’m not
hearing any of this.” She stuffed her notebook in the back pocket of her jeans. “I'll file a very
carefully worded report which will get conveniently lost on my desk. If you have any moretrouble
with thisguy, it’'ll be on record. But | am telling you both...do not have any more trouble with this
guy, you hear me?’

“Yeah, yeah,” | said. “Trust me, we don’t plan to. Personally, | don’t think it was the guy.”

“What makes you say that?’ she asked.

Seth looked mutinous, but | could worry about that later. “It’s not right for a revenge or a
scare tactic. The place was methodically searched, not outright vandalized. Don’t you think?’

“Yeah, | can seethat,” Teresa said thoughtfully as she studied the scene again.

“But what in the hell would anyone be looking for?’ Seth said, throwing hishandsintheair.

Then it hit me. Of course. | knew exactly what someone might be looking for, and | had a
pretty good idea who it probably was. Mentally, | gave myself a good, swift kick in the ass. How
could I have been so stupid?

“Ah, yeah, you're probably right,” | told Seth, patting him on the back. | turned to Teresa
and said, “Well, we' ve kept you away from the kids long enough. Thanks for stopping by. If you
need afavor just give meacall.”

| ushered her toward the door, but she resisted, looking highly skeptical. “Y ou sure changed
your tunein ahell of ahurry.”

“Yeah, you didn’t hear that either.”

“Dino...” she said reproachfully.

“It’s probably nothing,” | said, pushing her outside. “If it turns into something, I'll let you
know.”

“You'd better,” she said as she went down the stairs. “I’ [l be keeping an eye on you.”
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| went back in to find Seth crouched on the floor carefully lining up engine parts on the
coffee table. He looked up me with a smug expression, which | took great delight in squashing
with the words, “Darryl Serrano.”

“What?’ he asked, screwing up his face.

“Darryl Serrano. That'swho wasin here, I’d bet you a hundred bucks.”

“What the hell areyou—" Seth stopped as understanding dawned on hisface. “ The shit from
the’Vette. You mean fuckin’ Ernie ratted us out?’

“No, no, remember how tired he was? He was havin’ a bad day because the alarm went off
the night before. We thought it was Serrano then too, but | never figured he'd go any farther. Ed’'s
Garageislisted al over the paperwork as the repo agent.”

Seth stood up and rubbed his hands on the front of his jeans. “ Then he’ sgot your nametoo.”

“But no address. | never gave Ernie the new address, and it’ stoo early for anyone to be able
to trace where I’'m at. It s not like he can just look me up in the phone book right now.”

“Wéll, | guess that weird-ass little notebook is worth something after all,” Seth said.

“Yeah, and | bet he wants his car keys too. You and | both know he didn’t find what he
was looking for.”

Seth looked around at the trashed apartment. “ That is very true. | think for my own personal
safety, and yours, I’'m going to have to sleep at your place again tonight.”

“Y eah, but who' s gonna keep me safe from you?”’

He flashed awicked grin, which was pretty convincing in spite of the bruises on his face.

“I’m serious, Seth, we need to talk.”

“Hey, if | can walk and chew gum at the same, | sure as hell can talk and fu—"

“All right, al right!” | said, cutting him off. “Just go downstairs and get to work. I'll start
in on this mess, see how far | can get.”

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” he said, clearly relieved to be getting out of cleaning duty.

“Seth,” | said, catching him on the threshold. He turned to look. “You're buyin’ the beer
thistime.”

He gave me a thumbs up and was gone.
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| spent most of the day cleaning Seth’s apartment, and athough I'd made pretty good
headway, the place was still awreck. That meant it was more or less back to normal, but | figured
since he' d helped me move, | could probably put in some extratime and get the place really fixed
up. That wasn’'t going to happen in a day, though.

The problem with working there alone was it gave me too much time to think, and | wound
up more confused than ever. When Seth hollered up to say he was going to work through lunch, |
was relieved, but at the same time, it was driving me nuts to keep putting off the talk we needed
to have. | wanted to know what in the hell was going on in his head.

| certainly wasn't having much luck figuring out what was going on in my own head. | knew
damn well the whole thing was a very, very bad idea, and | was reasonably certain it was mostly
Seth’ sown impulsive nature at work, rather than anything serious. But | couldn’t deny that in some
small way he' d gottento me. If I tried, | could amost feel hismouth, and his body under my hands.
Part of me wanted to feel that again. If nothing else, | was curious to see if | responded to him
the same way.

Sometime in the early evening, someone knocked at the door, and | went through the living
room to answer it. To my surprise, there stood Seth. He was wearing his sunglasses and leaning
against the door frame with a pizza in one hand and a six-pack of Coke dangling from the other.
“You ever played that game with the pizza delivery boy and the lonely housewife?’ he asked.

“Asamatter of fact | have, and | left both of them begging for more.”

“Oh, big talker.” He came in and put everything on the kitchen counter.

| shut the door and followed him, pulling out some plates and napkins and putting them next
to the box. It wasfrom Spinelli’ s, my favorite pizzaplace, and | wondered if that was an intentional
gesture on his part. | went to the fridge and took out a beer, twisting the cap off and tossing it at
the garbage can. It hit the wall and bounced in.

“You want abeer?’ | asked, taking asip.

“Nope, I’'m good.” He snapped a can of Coke out of the six-pack and held it up.

Having pizzawithout beer isdamn near acrimein our book, and | raised my eyebrowsat him.

“You're not going to have to wonder if anything | say or do tonight isthe result of impaired
judgment,” he explained.

“Yeah, all right, | guess that’s fair.” | felt alittle clammy because this was it, and | wasn’t
sure | was ready.

Seth sat down acrossfrom me, piled several slicesof pizzaon hisplate, and opened his Coke.
“So what’s it gonna be, Dino? Y ou think you can handle me?’

“You think you can be serious for ten minutes?’
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He blinked at me, mouth stuffed full of cheese and pepperoni, and nodded. His eyes met
mine and held my gaze asif he could proveit to me. It had the effect of making him look extremely
earnest, even with tomato sauce on hislip.

“So, you want to tell me where in the hell this came from?’ | asked. “We' ve been hanging
out for alot of years and never once have | gotten the idea that you were actually interested in me.
It was all just kidding around.”

He swallowed. “Y eah, well, it’s not like you’ d notice, man.”

“What' s that supposed to mean?”’

Seth wiped his mouth and took a drink of Coke. “Y ou’re not really the most...romantically
attuned person I’ ve ever met.”

| frowned. “I can be very romantic when | want to be, what the hell would you know about
it?’

“That’ sjust it—when you want to be, which asfar as| cantell is pretty few and far between.
| don’t know how the fuck you maintain sanity. Y ou get laid like, what? Twice ayear?’

“So what am |, a charity case for you?’

“No. Y ou wanted to know why you had no clue that I’ ve checked you out from timeto time,
and I'm just saying it’'s because you' re never looking for that.”

“Then why, what is this?’

He finished gnawing on a pizza crust and dropped it on his plate. He wiped off his hands
and said, “1 don’'t know, Dino, | really don't. I’ve aways thought you were hot, and you’ re great
to hang out with. This past week has been kind of cool. And when you tried to beat a guy to death
for melast night, | got to thinkin" maybe you'd go for it.”

“You know I’ve never dated aguy,” | said, drinking beer.

Seth coughed into his fist and smirked at me. “Right, you’re the poster boy for Straight
America”

“Excuse me?’

“Sorry, you just don’t scream hetero he-man, dude. | wouldn’t call you flaming or anything,
but let’s just say your toes are singed. Hell, | read straighter than you do.”

“You know, having alittle class and style doesn’t have anything to do with—"

“That’ snot my point, Dino,” Seth said, cutting me off. “L ook, | may never have seen you date
aqguy, but | sure as hell have caught you checking them out, and as far as|’m concerned everyone
isat least alittle bit bi given the right circumstances. | just thought | might have found yours.”

Y eah, well, given my reaction, maybe he had. | could seethat. But | could also see wherethis
was a dicey proposition for what was currently a great friendship. “ So what does all that mean?”’
| asked. “What’sin it for you?’

“Are you always this uptight about relationships?’

“Yeah. Yes, | am. That’smein anutshell, right there,” | said, challenging him. “That’swhy
we're sitting here having this discussion. It’s a'so why you think | only get laid twice ayear.”
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Seth leaned across the table with a hopeful expression. “Oh, please tell me it’s more than
that?’

| rolled my eyes and got up from the table, collecting the plates and putting them in the sink.
| dropped the napkins in the garbage, then closed up the pizza box and shoved it in the fridge.

Seth wasright behind mewhen | turned around, giving me avery calculating look. He pushed
me gently back against the fridge and leaned into me. My brain simultaneously spit out the fact
that he felt pretty good, and areminder of everything | knew about his dating habits.

“1 don’t do flings, Seth,” | blurted out. “I don’t mess around much at all, and I’ m really not
sure I’ m your type. Or speed.”

“You need to relax,” he said evenly.

“That’s easy for you to say, you do this kind of thing al the time.”

He smirked. “ Then you know you'’ re in expert hands.”

“I'm tryin’ to be serious, here,” | said, pushing him afew steps back.

“Dude, | know that, I’'m being serious when | say you have to relax, at least a little. Get
messy, go with the flow. Ease up, man.”

“You sound like a hippie.”

“Youwereintoit, Dino. Y ou wanted melast night.” He leaned back against the counter and
slouched into a pose he had to have perfected years ago, given how naturally he dlipped into it.
“Tell meyou don't like what you see.”

| took a drink of beer and considered him. He's very good looking when it comes down
to it, minus the bruising and black eye. He'd raked his thick hair in place with his fingers, and it
curled up at the back of his neck. He had a day’ s worth of razor stubble, and | realized he had the
damnedest bedroom eyes. I’ m pretty sure | was meant to notice, and it made me want to touch him
again, which unnerved me and excited me at the same time.

| moved closer, trying to negotiate the strange tension between us that was half flirtation and
half challenge. | licked my lips and nodded. “Yeah, | likewhat | see.”

“You're pretty good lookin® yourself, you know.” His eyes gleamed, and he reached out to
pluck at my shirt. “Come on, take a chance. Please?”’

| did want him. | couldn’t deny that after theway I’ d reacted. | had alot of reservations about
it, but I still wanted him. So, | tried kissing him. Y eah, | know I’ d kissed him afew timesin the last
twenty-four hours, but those were all him hitting on me. Thistime, | was the one doing the kissing
and | meant to take my time about it, find out if this was something | really wanted to jump into.

| kissed him softly a couple of times, brushing over hislips. Getting acquainted, so to speak.
Then | pressed my mouth to his, kissing deeper and longer, learning the taste and the feel of him.
He moaned and melted against me, clutching at my waist. It was good. My pulse raced, and | felt
drunk. Before | knew it, | was holding him back against the counter, pressed hip to hip, while |
completely dominated akiss | wasn't willing to end.
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After afew minutes, Seth’ s hands clamped over my wrists, and he broke away to take adeep
breath and pant, “ Jesus...you are fucking intense when you finally figure out what you want.”

“1 don’t have anything figured out,” | said. “But once athing like thisis out of the bag, you
can't stuff it back in and pretend it never happened.”

For better or worse, it was out there, and the fact remained that he was right, for whatever
reason, he' d gotten to me.

“Not too easily,” hesaid. Hekissed meagain, nipping at my lip and mouthing ahot trail down
the side of my neck. Then he dipped out from between me and the counter and started walking
backward toward his bedroom, eyeing me with a shit-eating grin.

My heart was pounding and my breathing heavy. | could feel an electric buzz on my skin
everywhere we' d touched. | watched him in the dim light, and his grin widened.

When | didn’t follow, he peeled his T-shirt off and dropped it to the floor. | know he was
trying to be sexy and maybe tempt me to do the same, but | didn’t miss the fact that it hurt him,
and my eye wasinstinctively drawn to the dark, menacing bruise stretching across hisribs. A flash
of anger shot through me, and | went over to him, kneeling to check the damage.

Seth gave an exasperated sigh. “For fuck’s sake, Dino, I'm fine aready. If you're so
concerned about my health, let’s talk about the monumental case of blue balls I’'m gonna have
when | finally get you into bed.”

| smirked, but couldn’t help running a hand down his side, feeling for anything that seemed
out of place. He was right, of course, there was nothing wrong that time wouldn’t fix. Although,
| did think a couple of Ace bandages might help.

“If you want to have the serious talks,” he said, “how ’bout you tell me where this came
from. When did you develop such a mother hen complex?’

| stood up and sighed. “| don’t know, | just don’t like seeing you hurt, especially when | was
sitting right there. | do care what happensto you, you know. Friends care about each other.”

“Well, Mom, you can relax. Now do me.”

He started to flick open the buttons of my shirt with surprising dexterity, and | watched with
impressed interest for a moment before | caught his hands. “ Seth...you' re still not in any shape to
be doing this.”

“1 can personally guarantee that getting a blow job will not in any way affect the healing
of my ribs.”

| grinned, but said, “Well, I’m still getting used to thisidea. | told you | wasn’t your speed.”

He scrunched hisfingersin my shirt slowly. “Thisisn’t as completely out of the blue asyou
think it is, Dino.”

“Itisfor me,” | said. “You’re gonna have to give me alittle more time.”

He relented, and managed not to look terribly put out. “Yeah, al right, | hear ya. But you
can't expect meto likeit.”

“1 wouldn’t dream of it.”
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“And you said | should stay at your place tonight.” He licked his lips and glanced up at me
from under his eyelashes.

“1 dtill think you should. But | do expect you to behave yourself.”

He nodded and turned to head toward the bedroom. “1’ll be ready to go in about ten minutes.
I’m just gonna go take a cold shower and stab myself in the heart with my toothbrush afew times.”

“Okay,” | said. “You need meto lock up downstairs?’

Half an hour later, | parked Matildaoutside my apartment building. Seth’ s caffeine had worn
off, and his injuries were taking their toll. He was exhausted and had fallen asleep in the seat on
the way over. | nudged him until he sat up with a startled expression.

| smirked. “Y eah, and you thought you were gonna make time with me like some big shot
Casanova...”

“Shh,” he said, putting a finger to his lips. “Don’t tell anybody, | have a reputation to
maintain.”
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Seth had managed to flip my world right onits ear, and | don’t think he even knew it.

| tried to spend the next afternoon skip tracing for a bond agent who's a regular client of
mine, but | couldn’t concentrate. My mind kept drifting back to Seth. His sudden interest had me
at atotal loss. | had no frame of reference for turning a friend into alover, male or female, and |
didn’t know what the rules were. | wasn't even sure it was such a hot idea.

But, | couldn’t deny | wanted him, and I’d made the choice to kiss him. Right or wrong, |
was knee deep in it, and | had to figure out where | stood. The best solution | could see was to
approach the situation the only way | knew how.

Attwo o’ clock, | gave him acall.

“Hey,” he said, sounding pleased to hear from me. He managed to put one hell of aseductive
lilt into that single word.

“Listen,” | said, “how’ d you like to have dinner at my place? I’ [l cook.”

“Y ou wanna cook dinner for me? Y ou mean like adate?’ He sounded dubious.

“Yes, likeadate. You know, it’ sthat thing people do when they’ re into each other and want
to spend time together. If you had anormal love life, you would know this.”

Seth made arude noise. “I know what dating is, asshole.”

“Really? Tell me about your last date.”

“You met her,” he said, “you tell me.”

“The girl in the garage?’ | rolled my eyes. “That wasn't a date, that was combat.” His
response to me was pointed silence. “Did you buy her dinner first? Talk to her? Do you even know
her last name?’

“Yes, | know her last name.”

“Well, that's a start. See, the thing is...I date. I'm an old fashioned kind of guy and there's
just a certain order things are supposed to happen in. Thisis how it's done where | come from.”

“Ah, | got news for you, Dino,” he said with a chuckle. “New Y ork is hooker central. Fifty
bucks gets it done where you come from.”

| sighed. “First of all, | was referring to the way | was raised, and second, New York is a
very romantic city.”

“Don’'t get your pantiesin awad, I'm in, | would love to have dinner with you. Should |
bring the beer?’

“Yeah. Come early, you can help me cook.”

“Shit, you' re gonna make for work for everything, aren’t you?’ he groused, and hung up.
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| put the phone away feeling akind of anticipation | hadn’t felt for awhile. | wasalso nervous
as hell, because thiswas still Seth | was thinking about, and part of my brain kept telling me it was
flat-out wrong. Seth was for football games and fist fights, not dating and sex.

| was committed to my plan, though. | wanted to find out if my reaction to Seth wasreal, and
if there was anything behind it. There was no question that | cared about him, but | was curious
to see how far that went.

| walked to the grocery store to pick up the ingredients for Cioppino—fish stew my mother
used to cook. It’s easy to make, but you look impressive as hell when you’ re chopping fresh herbs,
slinging around white wine, and have six different kinds of seafood sitting on the counter.

While | was out shopping, | began to get into the spirit of getting ready for a date. | was
planning to wine and dine Seth whether he liked it or not. He would just have to deal with me. If
it felt right, that would be a sign we were headed in the right direction. If it didn’'t, well...it was
still food and beer.

After | got the herbs, tomato sauce, and other ingredients at the grocery store, | stopped off at
asmall fish market | like. Looking at what was fresh, | picked two kinds of fish, mussels, shrimp,
scallops and a big lobster tail to chunk up. | got white wine for cooking, red wine for serving, and
afresh loaf of bread from the bakery. Then | headed for home.

First, | had to get the fish stock for the Cioppino going. | cleaned the two fish, throwing the
heads and bones into a stock pot, then did the same with the shrimp and lobster, adding the shells
and putting the meat away for later. | put onion and celery into the pot, ground some pepper on
top, and covered it al with water. Then | put it on the stove to simmer. The rest could wait until
Seth got there to help.

Once the stock was well under way, and the kitchen cleaned up, | took a shower and got
dressed. | combed my hair, brushed my teeth, even shaved and slapped on alittle cologne. | put on
black slacks and athin, gray sweater | think sits on me pretty good.

As | dressed, it occurred to me that | got a charge out of the vast difference between my
style and Seth’s. Something about the contrast between us appealed to me. | didn’t know what,
exactly, but I would have been disappointed if he showed up in anything other than aratty T-shirt
and old jeans.

| went into the living room, turned on the stereo, and put on my favorite Dean Martin
CD. | played That's Amore twice, because | don’t care what anyone says, that’'s a hell of a good
song. After that, | programmed the player to skip it, because it would more than likely send Seth
screaming from the building.

Around five-thirty, he let himself in through the front door, shoving his sunglasses up on his
head and carrying a six-pack of beer. It wasn’t cheap beer this time, it was Corona and he had a
lime jammed in among the necks of the bottles. He didn’t disappoint mein his choice of wardrobe,
either. His jeans were soft and faded, and his T-shirt had a cartoon bunny with the caption “Hi.
Eat me.”
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He paused in the middl e of the room and |ooked me over, then glanced at the stereo, gnawing
his lip the way people do when they’ re trying not to laugh. | flashed him a smug smile.

Seth gave me one of his own, which made his eyes sparkle with wicked glee. Without saying
aword, he set the beer on the counter and put his sunglasses with it. He came into the kitchen,
slammed me up against the refrigerator and kissed me hard and dirty, shoving athigh between my
legs. | returned the favor by grabbing a fist full of T-shirt and wrapping an arm around his waist
to pull him closer.

When we had to break it up for air, he said, “Just checking.”

“Checking what?’

“That you haven’t gone completely Martha Stewart on me.”

“Not completely,” | said.

Hetook two beers out of the box and tossed me the lime before putting the rest in the fridge.
| took down the cutting board and dliced it into wedges, while Seth hopped up to sit on the counter.

“Have agood day?’ | asked, stuffing alime into my beer and taking asip.

“Fuck,” he said with a disgusted tone. “Ed got it into his skull that he should see how the
shop is doing, so | came home to find him crashing around in there rearranging everything. For
some reason, he thought the garbage cans should be on the other side of the workbench, then we
had to resort all the tools. And on top of that, he made me haul a bunch of shit in from the truck.”

| couldn’t help but chuckle.

“1t’snot funny, Dino. | have the shop set up just how | want it, and he getsin there and fucks
it al up. Drives me crazy, | swear. | think he's getting senile.” Seth shook his head and took a
long drink of his beer.

| got the herbs and vegetables from the fridge, and set them by the cutting board, then took
aknife and minced garlic while Seth talked.

“After al that, he wanted to piss around in the office and look at the books and everything.
| mean, that’s fine, it’s his business and all, but he gets crotchety about it and the whole thing is
just one giant pain in the ass.”

“That iswhy | work for myself. | don’t think | could work for anyone else again.” | scraped
diced celery off the cutting board into my hand and put it in a bowl, then took a drink of beer and
started on the onion.

“Yeah, well, that’s my goal,” said Seth. “ Someday, that old fart is going to realize he's old,
and then he'll let me have the place. Problem is, | think | get the fuckin’ dogs too.”

“1 like the flat headed one,” | said. “ She’'s a sweet dog.”

“Yeah, she's cool. But Edgar is an irritating lump of shit, and I’d give my left nut to be
allowed to drop-kick him over the fence just once.” Seth finished his beer and tossed it in a neat
arc, landing it squarely in the wastebasket.

“You gonna help me out here?’ | asked, gesturing to the food on the counter.
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“No, you seem to have it covered pretty well,” he said, leaning back on the palms of his
hands. “I’m just here to look pretty.”

“Fuck that. You'll look just as pretty opening cans of tomato sauce and getting out askillet.”

Seth jumped down and pulled open the drawer underneath the oven. “Which oneisaskillet?’

“A fry pan. Sauté pan.” | turned to look. “The flat one, moron.”

“Hey, don't get shitty with me, I’'m not the cook around here.” He set the skillet on a front
burner and dug through drawers until he found the can opener. | pointed to the cans of sauce, and
he started to open them.

When the onion was chopped, | threw it in with the celery and did the peppers. Seth opened
a second beer for himself and sat on the counter near the stove while | cooked.

| put both butter and olive ail in the pan like my mother used to. When it started to sizzle,
| dumped al the vegetablesin and gave them aquick stir.

| handed Seth the wooden spatula and said, “Keep an eye on that.”

“What’s it gonna do?’

“1t’s gonna cook down alittle. Just push it around afew times so it doesn’t burn.”

“Where are you going?’

“Ah, two feet away. | think you can handle this.” | smirked to myself as | went to chop up
the basil, oregano and parsley.

“Hey, bitch, get in here and cook my damn dinner!” he barked.

| flipped him off.

After | threw the herbs in the pan, | added the garlic and a few other seasonings and gave
the whole thing another stir with the spatula Seth gratefully handed over. Delicious smelling steam
rose out of it and combined with the scent of the fish stock still simmering. Took me right back
to my childhood.

Seth sat there with his beer in his hands, watching with interest. More than once, | could feel
his gaze squarely on me, rather than the cooking, and | got a rush from the attention.

“1 don’t suppose you know how to open a bottle of wine?’ | asked him.

“Nope,” he said, taking a swig of beer.

| turned down the heat under the skillet and got out the wine opener, then put the white wine
on the counter in front of me, peeled off the cover, and dealt with pulling the cork.

Seth grinned. “Y ou know, all this skill in the kitchen, it sreally hot, Dino.”

“Thisgetsyou hot?’ | asked, holding up the wine opener and the cork I’ d just twisted off it.

“Yup,” he said, giving me one of those smoky looks of his. “It’svery sexy. | likeit.”

As | said, Cioppino is impressive stuff to make. | poured some wine in the pan with the
onions and celery, and added Tabasco and Worcestershire. | mixed everything together and took
out another soup pot to put it in. The final step was to add the tomato sauce and let it simmer
alongside the fish stock.
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“There,” | said, wiping down the counter and rinsing my hands. “In about an hour we can

“Gee, what should we do until then?”

| moved to stand between his knees, dliding him to the edge of the counter so we fit together
nice and cozy. It was awkward and bizarre to be coming on to him, but | wanted to do the evening
right, and | already knew | liked what came next. “| imagine we can come up with something.”

He draped his arms around my neck, and | leaned in to kiss his throat. He was warm and
smelled spicy and clean. | ran the tip of my tongue over his skin, lapping at him as | kissed my
way up to his ear. He moaned, and the sound went right to my cock, making me half hard. I'd
barely touched him.

| wrapped my arms around his waist and held him tight, not just because | liked the feel of
his body against mine, but because | was overwhelmed by how much | actually wanted him there.
| wasn't expecting that. He hooked a leg around me and moved so he could kiss me on the mouth,
lips moving seductively over mine until we were both breathless. | felt light-headed.

“Dino?’ he asked softly, dipping down to lick at my throat.

“Yeah?

“Are you going to make me listen to Dean Martin all night?’

“l might.”

“You are such aprick.”

| grinned. “Y ou got something else you want to listen to?’

He gave me an enthusiastically sloppy kiss and slid down off the counter. While he ran out
to his truck to get some CDs, | stirred both the soup and the stock and drank some of my beer.
What | was feeling had moved away from my initial panic and was starting to feel like something
| could maybe get used to.

When Seth came back, he was clutching a stack of CD cases that |ooked like they had seen
better days. He headed straight to the stereo. | went and looked over his shoulder while he took
out Dean Martin and replaced it with some band I'd never heard of, that had a name | couldn’t
pronounce. Themusic, if you could call it that, sounded like someone knocked over all the garbage
cans and stepped on acat.

“Thisisyour idea of something good to listen to?’ | asked, staring at him.

“Yeah. Thisisraw and powerful. It kicks ass and gets me pumped up. Can’t you feel that?’

“1 can feel it making my fillings throb.”

He shook his head sadly. “We have got to expand your horizons, man.”

He spent the next hour trying, with limited success. After awhile, | checked my watch and
said, “You know, | think we could finish the Cioppino just about any time.”

“Great, I’'m starving. It smells amazing in here.” Seth snapped a CD into its case. “I’ll pick
some music for dinner.”
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“Ah, no, youwill not,” | said, catching his hands and moving him back away from the stereo.
“We're not listening to anything that’s going to ruin my digestion.”

“You don’t trust me.”

“Not on this| don't.”

| put Dean Martin back in, and thistime | didn’t skip That’s Amore. Seth rolled his eyes and
muttered something | couldn’t make out, but assumed wasn’'t complimentary. | smirked.

“When you do the cooking, you can pick the music,” | told him.

“1t’s adamn good thing you're as hot asyou are.”

| went back into the kitchen and took the fish stock off the stove so | could strain it. Seth
came up behind me and made a face at the bones and fish heads in the strainer. He said, “Dude.
Maybe there' s part of this process | didn’t need to know about.”

“1 throw away the fish heads, you know,” | said.

“Oh, thank God.”

| laughed at him, and tossed the fish bits in the garbage, washed the strainer and put it away.

“That’s nothing,” | said. “Wait until | put it all together.”

| washed the pot from the fish stock and set it on the stove, then combined the stock and the
tomato base. Thefinal step, when you add the seafood and pour in a healthy splash of white wine,
isthereally showy part, and | was pleased when Seth made appropriately admiring remarks.

“All we have to do now iswait about ten minutes for the fish to cook,” | said.

We talked about the storefront project while | ripped up the loaf of bread and put it in a
bowl. Seth had some ideas about how we could build the walls, and we discussed the layout of
the offices. The subject hadn’t come up since the incident in the bar, and | found myself glancing
at the bruises on Seth’ s face.

Before long the stew was steaming, and the whole apartment smelled warmly of tomato,
herbs, and fish. | got out bowls and ladled the right mix of fish and seafood into them, topping
each with a couple of open mussels.

Seth carried the bowlsto the table and came back for the bread. | followed with the red wine
and glasses, which | filled. | also put a candle in the middle of the table and lit it.

Seth shook his head and glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “You must really be
hoping I’'ll put out, man.”

“Shut up and eat your dinner,” | said, grinning at him.

| passed the bread, and we had exactly the kind of pleasant meal I’d been hoping for, with
me doing most of the talking and Seth doing most of the eating.

Afterward, we cleaned up, and | poured more winefor each of us. It was getting dark outside,
about thetime you' d turn on alight if you had anything to be doing that wasn’'t romantic in nature.
As things stood, however, | was pretty sure that’s exactly what was next on the menu, banged up
ribs or not, so I didn’t bother with any.
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| went into the living room where Seth was flipping through CDs, and set his glass down for
him. He was reading song titles written on ahomemade disk, and showed it to me when | came up
behind him. Most of it was decent stuff, songs |’ ve heard on the radio. He dlipped it into the player
and turned to me. Any lingering concerns | might have had about hiswell being vanished when he
ran his warm hands up my chest under the sweater. He tugged on it, and | let him take it off.

At first | felt ridiculous, standing half naked in the dark with my best friend, but | forgot all
that when he mouthed a path along my collar bone, breath hot on my skin. He bit me firmly, then
smoothed it over with histongue. | shivered, and swallowed hard, going hot wherever he touched
me. It took me a while to remember | should return the favor. | pulled his T-shirt over his head,
dropping it on the couch, and began to slide my hands over his body. He kissed me, and | met his
tongue with mine, teasing. | could taste the wine on hislips.

Pushing meforcefully, he steered me backward to awide, low armchair and shoved me down
into it. He climbed in my lap, and we settled into a tangle of warm bare skin and roaming hands,
necking like a couple of teenagers. Before long, | was hard as arock, and so was Seth. | knew this
because he grabbed my hand and shoved it into hiscrotch, thrusting against me with an eager moan.

“Shit,” he panted, pressing his face against my neck as | obligingly rubbed his cock through
his jeans. “How in the hell do you go so long without this?’

“1 have avery talented right hand.”

“Yeah?' he said with a grin. He scrambled to his knees, wedging one leg down beside me
and resting the other on my thigh. Sitting back on his heels, he popped open the buttons of his
fly. “Show me.”

That wasahell of asight. Seth Donnelly perched in my lap, half naked, fingerslightly teasing
hisown cock. He stared at me with unvarnished hunger. | swallowed hard and reached out to touch
him, trailing my fingers down the length of his erection. I’d never touched a man like that before
and it shocked me as much as it thrilled me. | circled my hand around him lightly, trying to get
the feel of doing it for someone else.

Seth looked down, breathing hard and trying to keep still. He was stroking my wrist and arm
like he wanted to make me go faster, but knew he probably shouldn’t. Either way, he was screwed
on that score, because not only did | need to figure out a whole new set of bedroom skills, | was
also getting seriously turned on by his desperate desire, and | had no intention of giving him any
kind of quick release.

“Christ, Dino,” he said, clutching my arm and rocking his hipsinto my hand.

“Did | lie?" | asked, amused.

“No, you sure as hell didn’t.”

Heleaned forward to brace his free hand on the back of the chair, bringing him close enough
for me to kiss his neck. He tilted his head for me, then moved so he could reach my mouth. His
kiss was rough, fueled by need and his attempts to restrain himself. That was a whole new level
of hot, especialy when | had his bare cock in my hand.
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| did my best to draw it out aslong as | could, ignoring his moaning and swearing. Thiswas
aside of him I’d never seen before, and | liked it. Eventually, Seth reached the do-or-die point and
he wrapped his hand around mine, setting the pace he needed to finally get off.

“Oh, fuck...” he moaned loudly, burying hisface in my shoulder.

| held him tight against me and squeezed his cock, making him shudder and jerk hiships. He
came, wet and warm, over our hands, thrusting forcefully until he was spent. When he was done,
he sat down in my lap and leaned against me with closed eyes, breathing hard. | wiped my fingers
off on hisjeans, and rubbed his arm and his back slowly, earning me a contented smile.

“Holy shit, man,” he said. “If that’s how you treat a simple hand job, then | can’'t wait to try
you out on bigger and better things.”

“Yeah, well, we'll see about that,” | told him, running my hand over his chest. We' d reached
the limits of my practical experience of things you can do with aguy, so | wasn't entirely surel’d
be able to measure up.

After afew minutes, he slid out of my lap and onto the floor.

“Hey, where are you going?’ | asked.

“Just right here,” he said, kneeling between my legs and resting his hands on my thighs.

“Ah. You look good there.”

He smirked. “ Thisis nothing, wait and see.”

He tugged me forward in the chair, making me slouch, and reached for my belt buckle. HE's
got nice hands and watching them yank it open was hot as hell. That was nothing compared to the
first touch of hisfingers on my bare cock, though. His grip was warm and solid, and desire curled
in the pit of my stomach. | felt my skin flush.

“Oh my God,” | moaned as he worked me with expert strokes.

Then to my surprise, he bent down and ran his tongue up the length of my hard-on. | nearly
lost it then and there. My mouth went dry, and al | could do was stare. He looked up at me with
those blue eyes of his, then took my cock in his mouth. He was as good at that as he was with his
hands, and it didn’t take long before | was gripping the chair arms, breath ragged and short.

| took one look at him, actually sucking me off, and knew what he’d meant when he said
“wait and see.” | reached down to thread my fingers through his thick hair, and he moaned around
my cock, leaning into my touch.

“Damn, Seth. Y ou are somethin’ else.”

His response was to put his al into it, so | wouldn’t ever forget that, apparently. He was a
marvel of hot mouth and clever tongue and strong hands, and | could barely remember my own
name. My whole body shook, and when | finally came, | came hard, thrusting involuntarily and
groaning with pleasure. He kept at it until | sat weak and breathless in the chair.

| opened my mouth to say something, anything, but my mind was blank.

“Like that better than your own right hand?’ he asked, looking smug.

“What you do you think?’
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“1 think that’s the best blow job you’ ve ever had.”

| rolled my eyes and gave him alook, because | wasn’t about to tell him it probably was.
Not yet anyway. | sat up and dlid off the edge of the chair, settling down on the floor with Seth
between my legs. He fit himself against me and let me kiss him thoroughly.

When | stroked his hair, he moaned again and | said, “You like that...”

“Yep.” Henodded. “I likeit alot.”

“Kinda ...romantic for you, isn't it?’

“Shut up.”

We stayed there half naked, pants undone, necking for half an hour. The mood was lazy and
comfortable, but it was late, and Seth eventually yawned, reminding us both there was a world
beyond our sexual desires and we were expected to be a part of it when morning came.

“1 suppose we should think about heading to bed,” Seth mumbled, hanging his head over
my shoulder.

“You can stay for the news if you like,” | told him, reaching for the remote and turning on
theTV.

He grumbled his disappointment. “I could stay alot longer. | need a bodyguard anyway.”

“1 don’t know. I'd like you to stay, but I’'m thinking it might be a good ideafor both of usif
you didn’t. Nothing' s happened since the break-in, | think you're safe.”

Seth chuckled softly. “Y ou need me to get out of your hair so you can freak out about doin’
it withaguy.”

“No, it’s not the guy part that freaks me out, it’s the friend part. | don’t want to lose a good
friendship.”

He shook his head slowly and leaned in for a remarkably sensual kiss, which | imagine he
meant to be reassuring, but came acrossto melike he didn’t want to make any promises he couldn’t
keep. | dlid my arms around him and pulled him close, not exactly sure what | should be feeling.

On the one hand, there was no question | was intrigued, and it seemed stupid to walk away
from agood thing just in case it turned bad. On the other, | still wasn't sure thiswasthe right idea,
because if things went wrong, | stood to lose my best friend. | couldn’t really see us going back
to being buddies. Even if everything worked out, | realy didn’t think | was Seth’s speed. Sooner
or later, he was likely to wonder how in the hell he got himself mixed up with an old-fashioned
dinosaur like me.

The whole thing gave me a headache. | sighed and put my head back on the cushion of the
chair, squeezing my eyes shut and wishing for answers.

“Dino?

“Yeah?

“You're not supposed to start freaking out until after I go home.”

“I’'m not freaking out,” | lied. “I’'m fine.”
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He made a rude noise and said, “Yeah, and I'm six feet tall and have a dick the size of a
Buick.”

“Good thing | have big hands then.”

He laughed and climbed over me to head to the bathroom. While he wasin there, | fastened
my pants and went to find our shirts. Wandering around in the TV flicker, with the stereo playing
in the background, reminded me of being in high school. | half expected Seth’s dad to bargein and
threaten to beat the shit out of me.

When Seth came out, | gave him his shirt and helped him put it on because his ribs were
hurting him again.

Seth said, “I’ve got a full load tomorrow. I’ll be busting my nuts at the shop all day. You
want to swing by after work?’

“Yeah, | could dothat.” | was about to say something else, but the picture on the news report
caught my eye and | reached over to turn it up.

The anchorwoman had finished with the world news and was moving on to local headlines.
“ A tragic boating accident claimed the life of ayoung manin Clearwater early this morning. Police
were called on the scene when bystanders noticed an overturned boat abandoned in the water.
The body of the man police have identified as that of Darryl Serrano, was discovered nearby. It
is believed that he drowned when his boat capsized. Serrano, aged twenty-four, was formerly of
Miami and recently residing in St. Petersburg.”

Seth raised his eyebrows and looked at me curiously. “Y ou buy that?’

“l don’t know,” | said. “It’s possible, | guess, but | don’t like the coincidence.”

“Me neither. At least | don’t have to worry about him breaking into my apartment again.”

“Yeah, well, watch your back anyway.”

“1 alwaysdo.” He stepped backward away from me, reaching for the doorknob with aloopy
smile. That damn near undid me, and | felt apang of something alot more than ordinary friendship.

Then he was gone, and for the second night in arow, | was left wondering what in the hell
I’d gotten myself into.

* % % %

After Seth left, | pulled out the package we' d found in the Corvette and set it on my desk.
With everything that had happened in the past coupledays, I’ d been too busy to look at it. Serrano’s
death coming right on the heels of the break-in, gave it awhole new importance.

| took the rubber bands off and unfolded the envelope. It was obviously recycled, pulled out
of the trash or whatever, and used to keep the stuff together. Nothing remarkable about it, aside
from providing an address for Serrano in Miami, and confirming the guy was interested in sex.
Aren't we al?

Next, | looked at the contents. A notebook, two keys and a swipe card. What the hell was so
special about them they needed to be wrapped and hidden? It was certainly reason enough to trash
someone’ s place over, and maybe enough to kill.
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The car key was one of those new electronic keys, and thanks to Seth, | knew it fitaBMW.
| had no idea what model, other than a car with electronic keys would be new, and probably
expensive. The small gold key on the ring was more mysterious. It could fit any number of things.

The key card was plain white, nothing on it all except for the magnetic strip. It wasn't likely
to be a hotel room key, since those all have the name and logo on them. | tried to think what other
places | knew used them, but came up blank.

The last item was the notebook, and that was the oddest thing of al. | took the rubber band
off, turned it upside down, and fanned the pages to see if anything fell out. Nothing did. The
notebook itself was unremarkable. Just a spiral bound notebook smaller than an index card, with
adark green cover sporting the Mead logo. The edges of it were worn, like it got carried around
alot, but it wasn’t in bad shape.

| opened it to thefirst page, which had a phone number scribbled down the side of the paper,
the way you do when you need to write something down quick. | made anote of it and kept going.
| cameto one of the pagesthat looked like it waswritten in code. There were sets of numberslisted
down the middle, with a random letter thrown in here and there. It made zero sense to me. All
together, | counted twelve pages like that, and two of them had the corners folded down.

Aside from those, there was a page that had two nicknames with phone numbers to go with
each. Thefirst was Snake, very original, and the other was Tango. It was like abad Eighties movie.
There were a couple of shopping lists, which might have been part of the code, but | didn’t think
so. Nothing on the back cover, nothing inside the covers.

| spread everything on the desk in front of me and leaned back in my chair staring at the
strange assortment. It hardly looked like anything someone would go to that much trouble for, but
without knowing what the codes meant, | had no idea.

Unfortunately, my mind wasn’t really on the job. My thoughts kept drifting back to Seth.
How he felt, how he kissed...and what he had in mind for us.

| put everything back in the package the way I'd found it and stashed in my desk, then
snapped the light off and took my drink into my bedroom. Sleep was along time coming.



Chapter 12

Tuesday at five thirty, | was done for the day and driving toward Seth’s with the top down,
the radio on loud, and my suit jacket on the seat next to me. | was looking forward to seeing him
again, but nervoustoo. | didn’'t know what to expect. | kept thinking maybe it was all afluke.

Only oneway to find out. | pulledinto thelot, hopped out of the car, and went into the garage
to look for Seth. He wasn't immediately visible, but that’s not unusual. “ Seth?’

“Out back!” Hisvoice drifted in through the side door, and | followed it to a spot behind the
garage where he and Ed have a bunch of chairs set up in the shade of some palm trees.

It was the ugliest collection of plastic loungers and makeshift tables you’ ve ever seen, but it
was a hell of a place to hang out in the afternoon drinking beer and listening to a baseball game on
theradio. Especially with Ed and a bunch of old codgers who were there in the days when basebal |
really was the American Pastime.

| turned the corner to find Seth alone, stretched out in atacky green and white lounger he'd
claimed for hisown. Hewore a T-shirt and jeans, and a pair of amber sunglasses. There was a six-
pack of cheap beer on the table next to him, one of which he was already drinking.

“Hiya, sexy,” he said with asmile. “Got a beer here with your name on it.”

“Thanks,” | said, walking over and taking one. | twisted it open and tossed the cap into an old
garbage can. “| talked to Teresatoday. Got her to do alittle digging on that Serrano thing for us.”

“Yeah? What did she say?" Seth took a drink.

“They’ve officially ruled it an accident. Police say there was acohol involved, no signs of
foul play, the whole nine yards. Notify the family, and case closed.”

He shook his head. “ Still seemsweird if you ask me.”

“Yeah, | know what you mean. Maybe someone was gonna repossess the boat, and he tried
to tackle that too, but missed.”

| put my hand in my pocket and stood there sipping my beer, wondering what to say next.
It was a whole new experience to be bullshitting like usual when I could vividly remember Seth
going down on me.

“S0, you done freaking out yet?’ he asked.

| shrugged and studied the dirt around my feet. “Yeah. | don't know. I’'m not exactly sure
what it’ s supposed to feel like when | do.”

Seth drew his knees up and pointed at me. “We need to get you to stop thinking of me asa
friend, and start thinking of me as that incredibly hot mechanic you' re sleeping with.”

“You are afriend, why do we need to do that?’

“Because you're stiff as a board and not in the way | want you to be.”

| chuckled and shook my head. “I’m just sayin’ that I’ d rather have you be both.”

73
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“1 «till am, Dino, but you seem to be lagging behind in the viewing me as an incredibly hot
mechanic department. Which, you know...” He stretched out on the lawn chair, posing for me.
“You'retotally missing out, dude.”

“Isthat so?’ | asked, rocking back on my heels.

He nodded gamely. “I think you need a lesson in the old Donnelly sex appeal .”

| raised my eyebrows at him, and he smirked. He set down his beer and rubbed a hand down
his chest to hisgroin, palming it lewdly. | rolled my eyes.

He seemed to take that as a challenge, because the smirk faded, and what | could see of his
eyes through the amber glasses appeared to be fixed on me in the most mesmerizing way.

He popped open the button of his jeans and unzipped them, then dipped his hand inside,
rolling his hips and sighing in a soft hum. When he seemed sure he had my attention, he licked his
lips and started to rub his cock through his underwear.

| glanced around to see if there was anyone nearby who might notice what was going on.
“Yeah, okay, Seth, you're very sexy, point taken.”

He just smiled and pushed the underwear out of the way, exposing himself to me. Without
atrace of self-consciousness, he ran hisfingerslazily along the length of his prominent erection.

“1 am not fooling around with you out here,” | told him. “Where’'s EQ?’

“Ed is out junk hunting for the rest of the week, and you don’t have to fool around with
me. Just watch.”

| got warm under the collar and short of breath when he wrapped his hand around his cock
and started to stroke it slowly, settling back on the lounge chair and spreading his knees to give
me a better view.

“You'regonnajerk off right there?’ | asked him. Which wasapretty stupid question, because
that’s exactly what he was doing. Guys get like that when you put sex in front of us. Our brains
go straight south.

“Ohyes,” he said, but the tone left me wondering if that was an answer, or amoan. The fact
that he was biting his lip suggested the latter.

| felt conspicuous standing around while my friend—make that my hot mechanic friend—
whacked off right there in broad daylight. Drinking my beer did nothing to alleviate that. Neither
did loosening my tie.

“Oh man,” Seth panted. “Do that again.”

“Do what, drink beer or mess with my tie?’

“Both. Mostly thetie.”

| reached up and tugged on my tie for him. He rewarded me with athroaty moan and arall
of hiships. His hand worked steadily over his cock, and | found myself staring and thinking about
putting my hands on histhighs. | had a raging hard-on.

“You're crazy, you know that?’ | said.
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He gazed up at me, cheeks and neck flushed, free hand thrust under his shirt to rub his chest.
“Y ou have any idea how hot you’ ve got me right now?”’

“1 don’t know,” | said, taking a deliberate sip of beer. “I think you better show me.”

“God,” Seth groaned, reaching up to grab the top of the chair behind him. The effect was
stunning, and | noticed things about him | never had before, like the way the musclesin his neck
moved when he swallowed, and the freckles on his forearms.

| almost lost it myself when he started rocking his hips and thrusting up into his own hand.
Helet his head roll back, muttering, “ Oh please, oh please, oh please...”

“Pleasewhat?’ | asked, captivated by what | saw. “1 hope you’ re not asking me for anything,
because you told me | just had to watch. I’ m not touchin’ you.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he cried out, and came with his back arched and his knees drawn up so
he could brace his feet on the chair. His hips jerked reflexively a few times and come ran down
hisfingers, then he went slack, panting hard.

| was completely breathless, and stared at him helplessly. | wanted to come so bad | could
taste it.

“Damn,” he said, reaching out for his beer. He looked down at himself and grinned. “I’'m
kind of amess, en?’

When | finally found my voice, | said, “I can't believe you just did that.” | pulled my
handkerchief out of my back pocket and held it out for him.

He stared at it and blinked. “ Are you for real? What erawere you born in?’

“Youwant it or not?’ | asked, finishing my beer and throwing the bottle in the garbage can.

Seth took it and mopped himself up, then stuck it in his own jeans pocket. He looked up at
me and laced his fingers behind his head. “Y our turn.”

“Ah, no, | don't think so.” | still had a desperate need to get off, but performing like a
sideshow act really wasn't my thing. Seth could sure as hell make it work, but I'd look like an ass.

He sat up and leaned forward, arms on knees, cocking his head at me. “Oh, yes, you are...”

| shook my head and scowled at him. “What are you gonna do, make me?”’

“That’s not a half bad idea,” he said, and leapt out of the chair.

He was on me before | had time to react, grabbing hold of my tie and pushing me up against
the back of the garage. | could feel the concrete window ledge digging into my shoulders and
smell the faint hint of gasoline. | could also smell the heat of Seth’s body, pressed up against me,
emanating sweat and the spicy deodorant he wore.

“If you won't do it, I’'ll have to,” he said in alow voice, wrapping my tie around his fist,
and yanking open my belt buckle.

If I’d thought my need to come was bad before, it was nothing compared to what | was
facing now. | wasn't going to last long at all. The power he had to turn me on was unnerving, and
| wondered why I’d never known about it before.
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Then Seth’s hand was in my pants, and | felt his fingers close around my dick, warm and
strong. He didn’t give me any time to catch a breath, starting right in with long, firm strokes that
had my knees weak in seconds.

“Jesus,” | gasped, bracing myself against the wall. | let my head fall back and closed my
eyes, completely caught up in what he was doing to me.

“Oh, no, Dino.” He gave the tie a jerk, snapping me to attention. “You look at me. We're
workin' on changing the way you see me, remember?’

| opened my eyes, took one look at the fierce, wicked determination on his face, and came
almost immediately. | know it was more than watching him jerk off, and more than having him
do me. The situation was so bizarre, what with being outside where anyone could see us, and Seth
still wearing his sunglasses...hell, just the fact that it was Seth. Maybe it wastheillicit thrill of the
whole thing, but | don’t think I’ ve come so fast in my whole life.

Maybe his idea worked, because when he got out the handkerchief and cleaned me up, it
wasn't nearly so weird. And when he took my tie off and opened up two more beers, that wasn't
very weird at al. Best of all, when we sat down in the lawn chairs and talked about the same shit
we always did...that felt pretty normal. Maybe better.

Eventually, the conversation turned to Darryl Serrano and what the hell we thought was
going on surrounding him and the strange string of events over the past few days. Although | was
pretty sure he'd been responsible for both the break-in at Seth’s and the disturbance at Erni€’s, |
had no proof whatsoever, and even if | did, that still didn’t explain the man’s death. | don’t like
coincidences very much, and this one was about as fishy asit gets.

“That reminds me,” | said, pulling out my cellphone. “I’ve been meaning to check in on
Ernie.”

“Goodidea,” Sethsaid. “Whileyou dothat, I'll order dinner. How do gyrossound? My treat.”

“Hey, did hell just freeze over?’

“Yeah, fuck you,” he said, getting up and tossing his beer bottle. “1 buy plenty and you know

| grinned and told him gyros were fine, then dialed Ernie’s number. He sounded perfectly
healthy when he answered, and | said, “Hey, how’s it going?’

“Can’t complain. We' ve had a pretty quiet couple of days here, which is nice for achange.”

“That’s good to hear. | wanted to find out if you've had any more trouble since the alarm
went off.”

“Nope. Everything' sbeen fing,” Ernie said. “Hey, did you hear about that guy, though? Talk
about having a bad week.”

“Yeah, | caught it on the news last night.”

“The guy’ s brother-in-law called today, wantsto stop in and pick up the personal effectswe
got out of the car. He's in town helping the family deal with everything as quickly as possible. |
guessit hit them pretty hard and they don’t want to drag it out any longer than necessary.”
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“] can seethat,” | said. What | was thinking was it seemed pretty unlikely to me that in the
wake of a sudden death, anyone would be hot to retrieve a porn novel, some matches and atire
gauge. “Did he say when he was going to drop by?’

“Some time tomorrow, | guess. Sounded like early afternoon most likely. Why?’

“1 might try to be there, check the guy out. Y ou know me, always curious.”

“You know what they say about curiosity, Dino,” he said with agrin in hisvoice.

“Yeah, yeah. That'swhy | don’'t have a cat.”

Ernie laughed. “Wéll, feel free to stop in. Y ou' re welcome anytime.”

“Thanks, man, have a good night.”

| stuck my phone in my pocket and opened another beer as Seth was coming back from
ordering dinner. He looked as skeptical as | was when | told him about Serrano’s brother-in-law,
but he was in favor of blowing it off for more pleasant conversation, such as his campaign to
change my view of him. So, | let it drop and spent the evening playing hard to get just for the fun
of making him try.
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After amorning’ sworth of fairly fruitless cold calling, | picked up asandwich and coffee for
lunch and headed in the direction of Ernie's. | wanted to see this guy who claimed to be Serrano’s
brother-in-law. For one thing, | didn’t buy the story as told, and for another, | had a pretty good
ideawhy he really wanted the stuff from Serrano’s car.

| had the package with me in my briefcase, and | planned to slip it into the box when | got a
chance. We' d already had ataste of what happened when someone went looking for that notebook
and came up empty, and | didn’t want to provoke any more violence. | was also interested to see
what he’ d do when he had it, but beyond that | didn’t have a plan.

| parked in my usual spot across the street and wandered over, eating the last corner of my
sandwich.

Ernie was just shaking hands on a deal and sent the guy toward the office so he could come
talk to me. He shook his head. “Y ou never fail to amuse me, Dino. | knew you' d show up.”

“What can | say?’ | shrugged. “It'swhat | do.”

“WEell, your timing is good. He just called, he's on hisway over right now.”

“Great,” | said. “Let metake alook at the stuff before he gets here.”

“Sure. What are you looking for, anyway?’

“If I knew, it wouldn’t be a mystery.”

Ernie rolled his eyes and led the way into the office. | know | was being cagey with him,
but it was mostly the truth. What | really needed was a chance to put the package back so it could
be found.

Inside, Ernie pointed to a stack of boxesin the hall closet. “They’re right where you guys
left them. Well, except for a couple the owners already came to get. | haven’t had time to deal
with them.”

That was @l to the good as far as | was concerned. | didn’t think Ernie would have been too
terribly bent out of shape, but | preferred not to tell him that I’ d been withholding items from the
cars, since | don't actually make a habit of that. | stalled until hisback was turned, and did alittle
sleight of hand. When | carried the box over to the sales desk, everything was asit should’ ve been.

| took out the book and thumbed through it several times to see if there was anything
stuck between the pages. There wasn't. | even checked all the matchbooks for phone numbers or
messages, but they were blank too. Whatever Serrano’ sweird gig was, it centered on that package.

We had afew minutes, so | poured myself acup of coffee and talked shop with Ernie and his
receptionist, who's cute, but kind of a severe gal. She keeps the paperwork in line, but I wouldn’'t
want to deal with her every day.
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A gleaming black SUV pulled into the lot and parked smack in the middle of everything,
like he owned the place. The door opened and a slick looking suit with mirrored sunglasses got
out. He had short, sandy blond hair, and a bored expression. He looked like money.

When he came in, he sized us up and decided Ernie was the guy he needed to talk to. “Ira
McCann,” he said, extending a hand. “I believe we spoke on the phone earlier.”

Ernie shook hands with him and said, “Yes, sir. I'm very sorry for your loss. We have your
brother-in-law’ s effects right here.”

He led McCann over to the box and McCann peered in, noting the contents with efficient
disinterest. He placed both palms on the edges of the box and said, “Now, this is everything that
wasin the car?’

“Absolutely,” Erniesaid, falling all over himself toimpressthe guy. “We' re very meticulous
about that. This is the guy right here, Dino Martini.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “He does
all our repo work, he's a licensed private investigator, bonded and everything. You can't ask for
anyone more reliable.”

| cringed. Why didn’t hetell him my addressand dick sizewhilehewasat it?1 bit my tongue
and nodded. McCann raised an eyebrow, but only nodded back.

“Well then,” he said, scooping up the box, “it seemsthat everythingisin order. Do you need
meto sign areceipt?’

“Yeah, right here.” Ernie dlid the paperwork across the table and handed him a pen.

McCann scrawled a hasty signature on it and left. | was faced with a decision—Iet it go
and swallow the nagging itch of an unsolved mystery, or follow him. And do what? Peek in his
windows? Eavesdrop on his phone calls? | didn’t think so.

Ernie was hotfooting it out to the lot to check on some prospective customers, so | gave him
awave and went back to my car. | felt a strange mix of relief and dissatisfaction. It annoyed the
crap out of me to leave something unsolved, but in this case, it wasn’t mine to solve anyway. |
opted, instead, to focus on something | could finish. My office.

With that decision made, | turned in the direction of home and planned to spend some time
in the store taking measurements.

| was about halfway there when my cellphone rang. “Dino Martini.”

“Ah, Mr. Martini.” It wasthe dlick from Erni€ s place, with hisbizarrely cultured speech. He
sounded very East Coast. “We met earlier, at the car dealership. The gentleman was kind enough
to give me your number when | called him. If | remember correctly, he said you were a private
investigator?’

“That’ s right. Something | can do for you?’

“As a matter of fact there is. There are some unusua items in Darryl’s effects, and I'm
wondering if you might be able to shed somelight on them. Thewholefamily isjust terribly broken
up over hisdeath, and | have some concerns.”

“Unusual items,” | said, “really? Boy, | sure don’t remember anything out of the ordinary.”
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“No, you might not. | didn’t notice it at first, either. Not until | pulled over for lunch and
got curious.”

Didn’t notice it, my ass. “I’d be glad to take a look at anything you got. When would you
like to meet?’

“1 don’t suppose you're free at the moment?’ he asked. “Y ou see, | need to be getting back
to Miami, and I'd like to have al this unpleasant business wrapped up.”

| was already making a U-turn. “Works fine for me. Where are you now?”

“A restaurant called the Longhorn Steakhouse. It’ s not very far from the dealership.”

“1 know the place,” | said. It was one of Ernie s favorites, and I’ d bought more than my fair
share of steak there, for both him and Seth. “1 can be there in about fifteen minutes.”

“1 appreciate you taking the time, Mr. Martini.”

We hung up and | spent the drive trying to figure out this guy’ s angle. When | heard he was
coming, I’ d been pretty damn sure he knew exactly what he was looking for. So, why did he need
me? | tossed out the idea that he was legit, because | just couldn’t buy it. More likely, he hadn’t
bargained on the notebook being in code.

| spotted his SUV as soon as | pulled into the parking lot, but went around the side to keep
Matilda out of sight. | prefer to put her in the shade, anyway.

Inside, the crowd was light and he wasn't hard to spot. He stood and shook my hand when |
came up to histable, then invited me to sit. | ordered a beer, and we got down to business.

Not surprisingly, McCann pulled the package out of his coat pocket and laid it on the table.
| feigned polite interest ashe dlid it over to me. “Isthis the unusual item?’ | asked, reaching for it.

“Yes, I'm concerned due to some of the contents.” He paused and took a sip of hiswine.
“Darryl was quite a black sheep, you might say, and | would hate to see some of his indiscretions
come back to haunt the family.”

| opened the envelope and tipped the familiar items onto the table. Everything wasthere, just
asl’dleftit. | madelike | was examining the keys and the card, but | was paying more attention to
McCann out of the corner of my eye. “And you don’t know what or who these belong to?’ | asked.

He shrugged and shook his head. “1 have no idea. He didn’t drive anew car. | suppose you
know that, of course.”

| smiled and opened the notebook, flipping through the pages slowly. “I certainly can see
why you thought this was unusual,” | said, laying it open to one of the coded pages.

“Do you think you can figure out what it means?’ he asked, overplaying the concerned
innocence. “Find out if he wasin some kind of trouble?’

| thought it over for a minute, weighing my options. Y eah, it could be kind of dangerous,
but my decision seemed pretty clear. I’ d get to continue investigating the package and get paid for
it. Hard to see the downside there.

“Three hundred aday, plus expenses,” | said, accepting the job. “First day up front.”
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The guy took out his wallet and gave me three-fifty in large hills. Clearly, affording my
services was hot going to be an issue. “I hope that’s sufficient to cover your expenses for now,”
he said smoothly. “If not, please let me know.”

He pulled out a business card also, and handed that over. | glanced at it before shoving it
in my suit pocket with the money. It had nothing more than his name and contact numbers, no
business information.

As| packed up the envelope, | said, “It’ Il probably take me a couple of daysto get alead on
this and figure out where to go from there. I'll give you a call with areport, but if you have any
guestions, you’ ve got my number. Are you heading back to Miami today?’

“1 believe so. There's not much left for me to do here.” He watched my hands intently as |
worked, and | wondered if it bothered him to give it up so soon. He' d just gotten ahold of it. Still,
it probably wasn't much use to him if he didn’t know what it meant. | was curious as to what he
did know about al this, but of course, | couldn’t ask him.

* % % %

That evening, | sat at my desk with the package in front of me yet again. | was right back
where |’ d started, only three hundred dollarsricher. | tried to call Seth to let him know what was
going on, but only got hisvoicemail. That wasn't unusual. If he was hip deep in someone’ sengine,
he rarely bothered to answer.

In the meantime, | got to work. | was already familiar with everything, so | started with the
notebook, turning to the first page. The lone phone number. It was easy to figure that out. My
laptop was on, so | pulled up the Miami White Pages and plugged the number in. No hits. | tried
the Y ellow Pages. Bingo. The number was for Sammy Chan’s Seafood & Chinese Takeout.

| flipped open my cellphone and dialed the number, looking at my watch. Right inthe middle
of dinner rush. That was good, they’ d be too busy to think real hard.

“Chan’s,” camethe answer. “Can | take your order?’

“Uh, yeah, ah...| gotta’ order dinner for my boss,” | said with a nasal tone, trying to sound
as dumb as possible. “But he didn’t say what he wanted. | thought maybe you guys keep regulars
on file or something?’

“Get real, man.” A female voice with way too much attitude. | could hear aton of noisein
the background. “We don’'t keep anything like that. Y ou’ll have to figure it out on your own. Y ou
want to order now or call back?’

| toyed with the idea of yanking her chain for a while to teach her alesson about manners,
but decided against it. She was the type who'd just hang up on me, anyway.

“No, I'll haveto call you back,” | said. And then she did hang up.

| hadn’t honestly expected to gain much, and even if | had, what would knowing Serrano’s
preference in Chinese cuisine get me? If the restaurant had any significance at all, | would have
to be able to drop Serrano’s name, and that would only work if it was to the right person, under
the right circumstances.
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| pulled out a pad of paper and jotted down what | knew so far. That was a hell of a short
list. After that, | reached for my file on the latest batch of repossessions, which | still had on my
desk because it held the rap sheet for Serrano. | made copies of al the paperwork for the Corvette
and started a new folder.

My phone rang, and | saw it was Seth, which hit me in a completely different way than it
used to. Now, instead of thinking immediately of food and beer, | started thinking about the weight
of his body, and sex.

“Tak tome,” | said.

“What are you wearing, Dino?’ he asked in a sultry voice.

“Little Bo Peep costume, how ’bout you?”’

“Oh, dear God, so many sheep fucking jokes, so little time. We may actually have to try
that one of these days.”

“1 am not fucking you wearing a pinafore.”

“Come on, dude, loosen up,” he said. “Thismight be agood timeto tell you about my secret
lifeasafurry.”

“A what?’

“Oops, that’ s right, you' re adinosaur. Never mind.”

“Did you call for areason?’

“Of coursel did. | want to see you, man.”

“You didn’t get enough of me last night?’

“Nope.”

“Or the night before?’

“Nope.”

| smirked. He may be in his thirties, but he sure doesn’t act it. | said, “What are you,
insatiable? You'll give me a heart attack.”

“Do you know what I’ m doing right now, Dino?’

“Ah, talking on the phone?’

“That only takes one hand...” | could hear the grin in hisvoice.

“Okay,” | said, “I'll bite. Where' s the other one?’

“Down the front of my boxers, stroking my cock while | listen to your voice.”

“You're not serious.”

“Yes, | am,” hesaid, sounding alittle breathl ess, which got me thinking maybe hereally was.
“1’m gitting here with my coveralls open, and my jeans unzipped, and my hand in my underwear.”

“And when did you start doing this?’ | asked, leaning back in the chair. | put my feet up on
the desk, and took a sip of my drink. Things were about to get entertaining.

“ About ten minutes ago.”

“Y ou can last ten minutes?’

“Fuck you, Dino,” he snapped.
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“Where are you?”’

“I’m sitting in the front seat of Mrs. Beasley’ s Oldsmobile, with the seat back.”

“You're whacking off in some old lady’s car? You really are asick little shit.”

“You know | am,” he said. “Come on, | want to hear you too.”

“You want me to jerk off on the phone with you?”’

“Hell yeah, Dino, whip it out. Guys rack up huge credit card bills for the experience you're
about to have.”

He moaned, probably louder than necessary, but it was enough to get me hard, and | could
picture him leaning back in a car seat with his eyes closed and his mouth open, running his hand
over his cock. | felt my skin go hot.

“Yeah, okay,” | said, putting down my glass and unbuckling my belt.

“Ooh, yes...” he moaned. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

| got my pants unzipped and was pushing my shorts out of the way, when the memory of
Seth stretched out on that lawn chair came back to me, and | could see him arching his back and
rocking his hipsinto his own hand. “Jesus,” | gasped as | grabbed my dick.

Seth’s breath was ragged in my ear, so close | expected him to lick me at any moment.
“Mmm...that’s good, Dino. Tell meyou're doing it.”

“l am,” | said. “l was just thinking about you in the yard yesterday, behind the garage.”

“Oh yeah?’

“Yeah.”

“You liked that.” Seth was panting now.

| fisted myself steadily to get as close to the edge as | could. “That was one of the hottest
things I’ ve ever seen. Y ou should always wear sunglasses when you jerk off.”

“Asamatter of fact, I’m wearing sunglasses right now.”

“You arenot,” | said, but | groaned anyway. | could vividly remember the way he smelled.
That scent of hot sunshineand motor oil, slightly sweaty. Like he probably wasat that very moment,
sitting in the garage in someone else’s car. “ Oh shit, Seth, I’ m right there.”

“Metoo. Go for it, | wanna hear you.”

| let go and stroked myself hard and fast, giving voice to alot more groaning and swearing
than | would have done on my own, playing it up for Seth’s benefit.

Before | could even catch my breath, Seth was swearing, and | could hear him writhing in
the car seat. “Fuck, yes. God, Dino, do you have any idea how good you sound when you come?’

“1 think 1 do now,” | said, feeling incredibly relaxed and mellow after all that. “Y ou’re not
so bad yoursdlf, kid.”

“My God,” he moaned. “I’m totally wasted. Y ou did me in without even touching me.”

“You're spreading it alittle thick, don’t you think?”

Seth snickered. “Fine, but this seriously was hot as hell.”
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“Yeah, I'll giveyou that,” | said. “Were you really already playing with yourself when you
caled me?’

“Yep, | really was.”

“What got you goin’?’ | stood up and went to the kitchen to clean myself off.

“The usual stuff,” Seth said, starting to sound like hisregular self again. “ Thinkin' about the
other night, and what else we could do with that chair. So, you want to get some dinner?’

“1 think I’'m gonna beg off tonight. I’'m beat, and | could use some extrasleep. I'll just have
something here and turn in early.”

“Eh, al right,” he said, sounding alittle disappointed, which | have to admit pleased me. “I
suppose it wouldn’'t kill me to catch up on invoicing. Did you meet Serrano’s supposed brother-
in-law?’

| tucked the phone against my shoulder so | could zip up my pants. “1 did, and | have some
news about that.”

“Yeah?

“The guy hired me to check out that notebook.”

“You're shitting me.”

“Paid the first day up front and everything. | have his card in my pocket. Listen, | want to
swing by there tomorrow and have you take another look at this stuff. Y ou might see something
| don't.”

“Sure, anytime,” he said.

“Thanks. I' [l see you tomorrow then.”

“G'night, Dino.”



Chapter 14

A good night’s sleep never fails to do wonders for my outlook, even when my outlook was
pretty good to begin with. Which it had been. Yeah, life had thrown me a few curveballs lately,
but overall, things were pretty damn good.

| cranked up the tunes, took a long, hot shower, and dressed a little better than | normally
would for going to hang out with Seth. It's not that | actually dressed up, so much as | dressed to
look good. | put on my watch, pocketed my phone and wallet, and was out the door by nine.

Since | was in a Seth impressing mood, | drove down to the bakery at the corner of John’s
Pass and picked up a dozen doughnuts. Sharp clothes may or may not attract his attention, but a
box of concentrated sugar sure as hell would.

When | walked into the garage, Seth was bent over the engine of some Chevy, rapping along
with the radio about whoresin fast cars. He didn’'t hear me comein, so | took a minute to admire
his ass. I’d seen it that way lots of times, but now | had a whole new appreciation of it. | set the
box of doughnuts on a shelf and put my briefcase down so | could sneak up and cop afeel before
herealized | was there.

He sgueaked and said, “Y ou better watch it, jack. My boyfriend is one tough motherfucker,
and he'll tear you limb from [imb if he catches you with your grubby mitts all over my ass.”

“Maybe he'll think you' remessin’ around on him and tear you limb from limb, did you ever
think of that?’

“No way,” he said, still working on the car. “He worships the ground | walk on and would
never harm a hair on my head.”

| scoffed. “Yeah, | wouldn’t go bettin’ the farm on that if | were you.”

Seth finally stood up and graced me with that Cheshire smile of his. Then he caught me off
guard by throwing his arms around me and kissing me in an especialy dirty fashion. | kissed him
back, but then struggled to get free.

“Okay, okay,” | said. “The doors are wide open, and you' re gonna get grease all over my
clothes.”

He gave me an arch look and said, “Nice to see you too, asshole.”

“Well, come on, you're dressed for this kind of thing. I’'m not.”

“Yeah, fine, I'll giveyou that. I'll pay alittle more attention. But you can kiss my ass on the
doors being open. | don't give aflying fuck who sees us.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” | muttered, checking out my slacks and shirt.

“Wait aminute,” Seth said, turning to face me with his hands planted on his hips, clutching
awrench. *Y ou mean you can tell abar full of thugs!’m your ‘baby’ if we're not dating, but when
wereally are, no one should see?’
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| laid on every inch of New York sarcasm | had and reached out to stroke his cheek with
the back of my fingers. “That bruise of yours is healing up real nice. It oughta’ be gone in afew
more days.”

He slapped my hand away. “ That happened because we jerked that guy around and made an
ass out of him, not because he thought we were gay.”

“You think so? | don’t.”

“It doesn’'t matter, because | don't give a shit anyway.” He challenged me with a look and
went back to work under the hood of the Chevy.

| let it drop because the truth was, | hadn’t given it a whole lot of thought. Somehow, |
just figured it was going to be business as usual, with the addition of a physical side that went
on more or less behind closed doors. | hadn’'t considered anything else. | filed away the issue for
consideration later.

For awhile, | leaned against the corner of the car and watched Seth change out a cracked
gasline. Findly, | said, “1 brought doughnuts.”

He stood up and took arag out of his pocket to wipe his hands, not looking at me. “I made
coffee,” he said nodding toward the back workbench. | turned to look and saw he’ d brought down
the new coffee maker and set it up.

“So, you want to take alook at that package we found in the’Vette?’ | asked.

“Yeah, you said you started in on it yesterday?’

Just like that, the ice was melted. Seth sniffed out the doughnut box and tucked in, and | got
myself a cup of coffee and perched on the stool at the end of the workbench with my briefcase.

“Hey, could | have one of those before you inhale them all?” | asked, not willing to risk loss
of limb by simply reaching for one.

He handed the box over, and | fished the package out of my briefcase. | took an apple fritter
and bit into it while Seth turned the package over in his hands, examining it with interest. He
went through the same routine | had, pulling off the rubber hands, reading the mailing labels, and
dumping out the contents.

He picked up the keys first, tossing them in the air and catching them. “So, somewhere
there's a car that’s not going anywhere,” he said. “And it's no wonder the dude defaulted on his
loan if he wasfootin’ the bill for abig ticket car like this.”

“Maybe he didn’'t bother to pay for thisone.”

“No doubt,” Seth said with a nod. “But that’s assuming it’s his. He could have these for
whole lot of reasons. Say his girl was cheating on him and he kicked her to the curb. Snagging her
car keys on the way out the door would be pretty sweet revenge.”

“You'reavindictivelittle shit,” | said, taking asip of coffee.
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Seth flashed an evil grin. “You know, if he stoleit, it would be too hot to drive around for a
while. So, he could have stashed it to pick up later, and he keeps the keys tucked away safe until
it's time to go back. Personally, I'd rather have the ’Vette, but these Miami boys like everything
cutting edge.”

“Yeah,” | said. “It could aso be his mother’s for al we know.”

Seth pulled the key card from the pile and held it up. “Ten to one says this gets us into
wherever he's got the car stashed.”

“That’s got potential. Look at the notebook, see what you think.”

Seth put down the keys and grabbed the notebook, sliding off the band and flipping it open.
He thumbed through the pages fast a couple of times, and then again slowly, stopping to look at
one that was written on. Finally, he shook his head, looking perfectly bewildered.

“Well...the first one's a phone number. But I’ m guessing you probably already worked that
out.”

| swallowed my last bite of fritter. “Goes to a Chinese takeout place in Miami. | didn’t get
anything there.”

“Snake and Tango,” Seth read off the last page, laughing. “ That’srich.”

“Yeah. My money says they have a combined IQ of nine. They do sound like the kind of
guys who would hang out at a place called The Shark Pond, though.”

“The what?’

“The Shark Pond. It's a place in South Beach. Serrano had a bunch of matchbooks from
there in the glove box. Maybe there’ s a connection.”

“Did you check it out?’

“1 just thought of it.”

“Well, work some of your cyber hocus-pocus and see what you get.”

“I’ll do that tonight.” | took the notebook out of his hand and turned it to one of the pages
of codes. “That leaves these to consider, and that’ s gonna take some work. | didn’t get to that part
last night.”

| showed him the twelve pages of seemingly random characters, each one looking more or
lesslike this:

1417

1269227
1FTDR11T5GTAO01050
R9-17

132209
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Seth looked them over and said, “WEell, | guess the dog eared ones are important, since
they’ re marked.”

“If you'd gone to the trouble of putting something important into code, would you go and
stick big red flags on them that said, ‘ Get Y our Answers Right Here?”

“I might if 1 was the kind of guy who had friends named Snake and Tango,” Seth said with
agrin. “Maybe they’ re decoys and one of the other pagesisthereal deal.”

| considered that while | flipped back and forth through the coded pages. Seth stood at my
shoulder so he could read them at the same time.

“VIN numbers!” he blurted out, smacking me upside the head. “ Y ou and | both should have
picked that up without even thinking about it.” He looked disgusted.

“Then why am | the only one who got hit?’ | asked, smoothing my hair back into place.

“Because | did seeit.”

| looked, and sure enough, each page had a set of characters that fit the pattern. “Not only
are you pretty, but you're smart too,” | told him, patting him on the stomach.

“Hot.”

“What?’

“Hot. I’'m hot, not pretty,” he said.

| gave him aquick appraisal and said, “Y eah, | guess hot works too.”

“You guess? Clearly, | need to step up efforts to change the way you see me.”

“1 liked phase one,” | said. “What do you have in mind for the next step?’

Seth pressed against me and reached down to run a hand over my thigh. “Hey, | know,” he
said, breathing on my ear while he spoke. “Let’s go to Miami.”

“What?’ | asked, looking at him like he was nuts. “1 hate Miami.”

“You've got to check out this Shark Pond place anyway, right? Let's go do it in person,
instead of you looking it up on the net. We could hit a couple clubs, get a hotel room... You
following me?’

| thought about that for aminute. “Y eah, | could see that. | wasfiguring I’ d probably end up
going there for the job anyway, no reason not to get ajump on it.”

“Perfect. And then | can jump you,” he said with agrin.

“What about work?’ | asked, glancing at the car he’ d been tuning up.

Heturned to look. “I’ll have this finished up early afternoon. That’ d leave us plenty of time
to drive down, get checked in, and still be early for clubbing. | only have two appointments for
tomorrow, and | can reschedule those.”

“Okay, that works. | have a couple other jobs | need to work on, and | have a client meeting
in St. Pete at one. | could be ready to go after that.”

| finished my coffee, and we agreed to touch base around lunchtime, so we could make plans.
Seth pulled meinto the office and gave me agoodbye kissworthy of apornfilm. | left weak-kneed,
hard as hell, and wondering what he had in mind for the hotel room.
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* % % %

At two-thirty, we put Matilda stop up to cut the wind, and headed south. Seth eased his seat
back and took a short catnap, and | spent the time going over everything | knew about Serrano’s
notebook and what | thought it might mean. Not like | really had a clue. It wasn't the first time
I’d headed into a job without much to go on, but | knew eventually we' d get that first break, and
everything else would start falling into place. It almost always did.

About an hour into the drive, my cellphone rang and | took it out and answered without
looking. “Martini.”

“1’d love one, thanks,” Teresasaid inmy ear, and | swore silently. Thiswas not the best time
to be hearing from her, since the only thing she and | had talked about recently was the Serrano
case, and | didn’t want her knowing | was working on it.

“Better not let your husband hear you talking like that, or he’s gonna get jealous and kick
my ass.”

“Oh, please,” she scoffed.

| preferred not to know which she thought was laughable, her husband kicking my ass, or
the idea she might actually be interested in me.

“So,” shesaid, “I understand you did a vehicle repossession on Darryl Serrano just a couple
nights before he died. Y ou neglected to mention that little detail.”

“1 didn’t think it was important. | sure as hell didn’t drown the guy.”

“Well, why don’t you let me be the judge of what’ simportant, hmm?’ Teresa sounded just a
little too shrewd, and | could tell her bullshit senses were tingling. That was part of what made her
a good cop, she could spot aline of crap amile away. She also wasn’t any fonder of coincidence
than | was.

“I'm sorry, what was that?’ | asked, raising my voice. “I must be switching towers or
something, you dropped out there for a minute.”

“| said, tell me what you got, and I'll et you know if means anything.”

“What? You're breakin’ up pretty bad, | didn’t catch that.”

She raised her voice to match mine. “Dino? Where in the hell are you?’

“I"'m really sorry, Teresa, I’'m barely getting anything here, you're all static. | hope you can
hear me, I’ll call you later when I’'m home.” Then | snapped the phone shut and tossed it onto
the dashboard.

Seth was awake and looking at me with agly expression. “ That was cheap,” he said.

“Yeah, | know. | just didn’t want to explain the whole thing to her and make a big deal out
of something that might be nothing. She’stoo hard to lie to, so | opted for the easy way out.”

“Telling her the line was full of static wasalie, Dino.”

“But | only had to pull that one off for afew minutes.”

“You're asneaky son of abitch.”

“It'sajob requirement.”



Chapter 15

Earlier, while | was waiting for Seth to finish with the Chevy, 1’d looked up the address for
The Shark Pond. I’ d aso found a decent looking hotel that was probably within walking distance,
and made areservation for us. Although | was getting more used to theidea of Seth and metogether,
there were still afew things that threw me for aloop, and getting us a room knowing what would
happen there was one of them.

The Shark Pond was wedged into one of the less fashionable corners of South Beach, a fact
that made me want to claw my eyes out, but had Seth wired with anticipation. Asit turned out, he
made relatively frequent runs down to this part of Miami and knew hisway around pretty well. He
was able to help me pick my way through traffic, and find both the club and the hotel. | locked the
car, and wewent inside to check in. | don’t know if it wasin deference to my reaction in the garage
that morning, or something else, but Seth hung back until I got on the elevator, and slipped in with
me. | didn’t say anything, because | still had no idea where we stood on that issue.

The room was nice. Simple and clean, but stylish, and | liked it. | doubted Seth cared either
way, as he tossed his duffel bag on the bed and announced he was going to take a shower. “Y ou
want to join me?’ he asked, peeling off his shirt.

| had to think about that for a minute, and | admit | was damned tempted. Not only did he
look good, but the thought of sharing a hotel room had been on my mind all afternoon. So had the
job, though, and | figured it would be wise to put that first. “Business before pleasure,” | said, “or
we might never get there at all.”

“And that would be a bad thing?’ He slouched against the wall and unbuttoned his jeans
slowly, making me start to reconsider.

“Yes,” | told him resolutely, “that would be a bad thing. Get in there.”

He gave me an incredibly adorable pout and disappeared into the bathroom.

It didn’t take us long to get ready, in spite of Seth’s screwing around, which | enjoyed. He's
so easy going about nearly everything in life, and he's very comfortable to be around. Soon, he
looked trendy and hot, and | looked more stylish, but hot.

It was early yet, so we had dinner in the hotel, then set off in the direction of The Shark
Pond. The night was balmy and mild, with alight breeze off the ocean. Asjobs go, it was a pretty
sweet one for the moment, and | was having agood time. | found myself picking up the energy and
excitement of the people around us. Seth spent the entire walk gawking at the scenery and pointing
out al the hottest T& A like some kind of tour guide.

“Do you think I'm incapable of noticing these things for myself?’ | asked him.

“Yes,” hesaid. “You are the most bizarrely asexual person I’ ve ever met. If | hadn’t seen it
for myself, I’d be worried you didn’t have adick at all.”

90
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“Well, you know there' s no problem there.”

Seth snickered. “Y ou ever heard the phrase ‘useit or lose it?”

“Why don’'t you let me worry about that, all right?’

“Oh, man.” Seth grabbed my arm and moaned indecently. “Check out the ass on that chick.
Don’'t you just wanna sink your teeth into that?’

“Youareapig,” | told him.

“Hell, her date’ seven better,” Seth said, as a good-looking guy in his twenties trotted across
the street and gave the girl akiss before walking away with her.

“You wannasink your teeth into him too?’

Seth smirked. “ Something, anyway.”

“Am | supposed to be charmed by this?’ | asked. “Areyou like this on all your dates?’

“1 might feel bad,” he said, “but you actually looked.”

“Of course | looked. I am human, you know.”

We walked five blocks and ended up on the sidewalk outside The Shark Pond. It was a
smallish place with murals of underwater scenes on either side of glass double doors. Along the
bottom edge were plantersfull of shrubsthat had seen better days, and over the doorswas a curved,
black awning. Most people werewalking right past, but occasionally someonewould go in or come
out.

After ten minutes or so of watching the crowd and scoping out the surrounding area, we went
inside. The interior was like the outside, done up in varying shades of blue, green and black, with
glitter sparkling from the walls and ceiling. The bar was wave shaped and glowed deep blue off
to one side of the room, while the dance floor was washed in green and blue light that oozed from
one color to the next in aslow ripple. It wasn’t exactly my kind of place, with the pulsing music
and black lights, but | was impressed with the effect.

There wasn’t a huge crowd yet, but there were a few groups here and there. Seth went up
to the bar, and | followed, trying to check out the nooks and crannies of the room without being
too obvious about it.

We sat down on stoolsand | turned to watch thefloor, while Seth studied the offerings behind
the bar. The bartender passed by uswith a“hi” sign that said he’ d be with usin aminute, and Seth
started studying him instead. He was lean and pal e, with old jeans, awhite tank top, and some kind
of scruff on his chin that passes for a beard with guys of a certain age.

When he finished with the girls at the end, he came down and leaned on the bar in front of
us, smiling broadly. “I’m En, what are we drinking tonight?’

“N?" | asked. “What isthis, Sesame Street?’

Hegavemean archlook and said, “ That’ sfucking hysterical. Think that up all onyour own?”’

“Yeah, | did, actually. Bring me a beer.”

Seth smiled at him and said, “Why don’t you surprise me.”

En sized him up for aminute and said, “| think you'd really like Sex With an Alligator.”
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“Dude, you have no idea...”

That earned Seth asexy grin, and after En shoved abeer at me without bothering to ask what
kind I'd actualy like, he put a drink shaker on the bar and started to fill it with various types of
liquor, all of which glowed in the black lights of the bar. Boy, did this guy read Seth right. He gave
it agood shake and set two tall shot glasses up on the bar.

He cast a sidelong glance at me and asked Seth, “Y ou with him?”

“Oh, yes.”

En put another shot glass up and filled each one about half full of puce colored liquid. Then
he took a bottle of blood red liqueur and poured some down the inside edge of each glass so it
settled at the bottom. Finally, he added something to the top, making the whole thing layered. It
wasn’t exactly the bartending as performance art you hear about, but it was still kind of impressive.
Not nearly asimpressive as Seth was making it out to be, but noteworthy nonetheless.

After En dlid useach aglass, he and Seth toasted and tossed them back in one quick swallow.
How Seth can do that, but choke on whiskey, 1’1l never know.

Sincethis guy was currently our most likely source of information, | raised my glassto them
both, put on my game face, and downed the shot. It wasn’t al that bad, but | sincerely hoped |
wasn’t going to have to do any more to prove to him | wasn't ready for the walker and ear horn
just yet.

While En fixed another round, he made the usual light conversation. “So, you guys are a
couple of new faces. | haven't seen you around before.”

“Yeah,” Seth said with acasua air. “We don’t get down this way that much, but you know,
when you get a chance to take advantage of the action, you don’t passit up.”

En smirked and gave Seth another shot.

| tried to cut to the chase. “We're lookin’ for aguy named Darryl Serrano, you know him?’

A shadow crossed En’ s face, and his manner toward me went distinctly cold. “Ishe afriend
of yours?’

“Fuck, no,” | snapped. | could easily read the guy’ s attitude on this one. “ The son of abitch
owes me money. A lot of it. And | aim to collect one way or another.”

The threat of violence against Serrano clearly put me back in the good graces of our
bartender, because he offered me another round of the alligator shit.

“No thanks,” | said. “Beer’sjust fine for me. So, can you tell meif he’s been around lately?
Someone told me he hung out here.”

En shook hishead. “Haven't seen that fucker in months. He used to work for the owner once
inawhile, but not anymore, | cantell youthat.” If he knew Serrano was dead, he wasn’t letting on.

“That’'s not a real big surprise now, isit?’ Seth scoffed, downing his second shot. “Guy’s
aclass-A moron.”

En laughed. “The shit that always got to me, was his stupid cloak-and-dagger crap. Nothing
was ever easy or straightforward with him. It was like everything had to be a game, you know?”’
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“A game?’ | asked.

“Yeah,” En said dismissively. “Four phone calls when one would do, cryptic notes, sneaking
around everywhere. Shit drove me crazy. | used to hate it when Ollie would ask me to send Darryl
on errands, because it turned into such a fucking hassle.”

“Ollie...that your boss?’

“Y eah. He pawned that shit off on me because he didn’t want to deal with it himself.”

The crowd was starting to grow and business was picking up. A second bartender had come
on duty and was working down at the other end. En brought me another beer, and glanced at the
clock on thewall. “I’d better take my smoke break before it gets much crazier in here, or | won't
get the chance.” He gave Seth an especially rakish grin and took off.

Seth polished off his fourth shot. Or maybe it was his fifth, I’d lost count. He grinned at
me and said, “You hang tight for a bit. | think I might have a chance to get a little more dirt on
Serrano, here.”

“Yeah,” | said, leveling my gaze on him. “1 think you mean get a little dirt on your knees,
don’'t you?’

Seth gaped at me and | had to laugh, because it’s not often | can shock him. “Dude, | can’t
believe you just said that out loud.”

“Don’t get mewrong,” | said, “I really admire your dedication to the job.”

He smiled as he dlid off his stool and started walking backward toward the hall where En
had disappeared. “No worries, baby, I’'m all yours tonight,” he said with a saucy wink. “Thisis
strictly business.”

Since it appeared | was going to be on my own for a while, | took my beer and opted for
wandering the crowd. | wanted see if there was anything that might give me a clue as to what
Serrano did for them, or why he liked to hang out there.

Therewasn’t ahell of alot to see that | thought would help us. | saw afew small-time drug
deals go down, which stood to reason. That was regular trade all over South Beach. | worked my
way along the edge of the dance floor slowly, trying to look morelike | was scoping out the action,
and less like | was casing the joint. Must have worked, because | caught a fairly pretty, young
woman checking me out.

| nodded and said, “Hi.” She smiled at me and went back to talking to her friends.

| was about to move on and maybe get another beer, when the back door opened and En
camein, followed by Seth. They were talking about some band I’ d never heard of, and | imagined
that was probably just as well.

Seth looked fairly smug, which | took to be a good sign. He stopped next to me and said,
“You ready to head out?’

“I am,” | said, tossing my empty beer bottle into a garbage can at the end of the bar. We
thanked En and started to pick our way through the crowd.



94 Like Coffee and Doughnuts

Out on the sidewalk, Seth turned to me with a huge grin and said, “Boy, have | got some
great shit for you.”

“On Serrano?”’

“Yep.” We started walking back toward the hotel. “ En wasn’t kidding when he said Serrano
was atotal crackpot. All that shit about games he used to play? Turns out the guy had some serious
James Bond delusions. Like, he spent most of his time practically play-acting spy movies.”

“He' d pretend he was James Bond?’

“Not by name exactly, but En said he carried around some kind of stupid spy gear he bought
off the internet, like little cameras and stuff. And he wouldn’t let En give him orders directly, he'd
refuse to listen unless En called him on his cellphone so he could duck out of sight, be all sneaky
about it.”

| rolled my eyes. Crackpot was a polite word for Serrano. “ The guy leadsthe life of apeon,”
| mused, “so hetriesto spice it up with imaginary games, make it more exciting.”

Seth nodded. “WEéll, it was about to get awhole ot less exciting. The club owner was starting
to get sick of all the bullshit, and Serrano was on hisway out. En told me hewas going to get fired.”

“1 suppose he saw it coming, decided to split town instead.”

Details were starting to click into place, bit by bit. Now we had some kind of a handle on
Serrano, and a clue as to how the guy operated. | felt the satisfying rush | always did when | got
atoehold on acase.

“You'reright,” | told Seth. “ That is some good stuff. Knowing Serrano’ staste for spy games
might shed some light on those codes of his.”

Seth beamed at me. “Does that mean you' re feeling especially grateful to me right now?”’

“Asamatter of fact, it does. | would say businessis concluded for the day. We'll start trying
to break the codes tomorrow. With the VIN numbers, and this new information, we' ve got a good
starting point and it’s looking promising.”

“Excellent.” He lit up and rubbed his hands together with glee. “ There's a fantastic club |
want to take you to, just a couple blocks from here. Let’'s go.”

He turned and crossed the street, rather than heading down the sidewalk like I’ d expected. |
ran to catch up with him. “Club? | thought we were going back to the hotel.”

He gave me a horrified look. “ The night is still young, Dino. Come on, man, live alittle.”

“Yeah, but your kind of club? | don’t know.”

“Dino,” he said, stopping to nail me with a stare. “1 ate dinner with candles on the table.
Now, you're gonnasit in a club and have a drink and maybe even dance, got it?’

“l gotit, I gotit,” | said, holding up my hands. Dancing, | knew, was nothing even remotely
resembling what I’ d been taught, but he had a point, and | figured turnabout was fair play.

It was dark out, or as dark as it could be with all the neon around, and the party that was
South Beach surrounded us. South Beach is alittle like being on Mars, and you never know what
in the hell you' re going to see.
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Seth’s club turned out to be farther than a couple blocks, and from the outside it didn’t look
like much. It was a plain, concrete building with a blue awning that said Tease on it. Inside, it was
more interesting. There was a bar that looked like an English pub, with men sitting around in fat
armchairs having drinks. | thought | could probably have a decent time in spite of the volume of
the music, but Seth pulled me straight through that room and into something more like I’d been
expecting in thefirst place.

There were alot more guysin thisone, younger too, and at least half of them were shirtless.
The music pulsed so loud it made my insides feel weird. Seth immediately started bouncing to the
music. He told me to stay put, and | watched as he made his way up to the bar. | noticed several
other guys watch him too, and | wasn’t sureiif | liked that or not.

When he came back, hewas carrying two tall drinks. “What’ sthat?’ | hollered above thedin.

“Long lsland Iced Tea,” he said, pressing close so he could talk by my ear. “They’ retwo for
oneright now. You'll like it, everyone likes them.”

| took asip, and it wasn’t bad. Better than Alligator Sex or whatever En had fixed us. Seth
raised his eyebrows in question, and | nodded, which made him smile. | felt his hand dlide along
my back and saw that a couple of the guys who had been watching him, were now looking at me
rather enviously. | definitely liked that.

Seth gave me anudge and steered me deeper into the room, pointing ahead of us. There was
a stage featuring a well oiled guy in gold lamé underwear, gyrating in the most unlikely way. |
glanced back at Seth and rolled my eyes. He laughed and took up a stance behind me, watching
around my shoulder. He had one hand on my waist and was still rocking his hips along with the
music, which wasjust finewith me. | could be agood date and watch strippersfor awhile. The song
changed and they brought out a different guy, who was alittle more my type. I’d only ever really
looked at naked men on-line before. Having one on stage right in front of me was a completely
different experience, but | liked it.

Actualy, al around me would be a better description, because it wasn't just the guy on
stage. Lots of them were half naked and dirty dancing or making out. | guessed this was part of
Seth’ s plan to loosen me up about us, because he was suddenly way handsier than he’' d ever been.
| realized he was touching me constantly, rubbing or caressing anywhere and everywhere. He was
practically glued to my side too, which was probably agood thing. If hewasn’t, I’m sure he’ d have
been hit on relentlesdly.

When we finished our drinks, Seth took my glass and set it on atable, then led me through
the crowd again. We cameto aset of stairsand joined the steady stream of guys going up and down.

“What now?’ | asked, as we paused while traffic sorted itself out.

“There’ sabar up hereyou'll like alot better,” he said, glancing at me over his shoulder. He
grinned and leaned back against my chest for amoment, before people started moving again.
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His enthusiasm was infectious and | tried to soak it up, although | felt awkward as hell. It
wasn’t so much that | was out of place. | mean, aside from the eleven million shirtless college boys,
there were drag queens and plenty of older guys, some real freaks, and quite a few women. But
| was definitely out of my element.

It might have been different if | was working, because | can play a part, and I’'m not really
myself. This, though? Thiswas all me, in agay bar, with my best friend.

Seth was right. | did like the upstairs room better. It was a long open veranda, with
comfortable chairs and sofas to sit on, and the most relaxing ocean breeze blowing through. The
music wasstill loud, but it wasn’t nearly so pulsing, and we could talk if we kept our headstogether.

Again, hewent to the bar and came back with drinks. Same asbefore, but stronger, if possible.

“Areyou trying to get me drunk so you can take advantage of me?’ | asked. We settled onto
asofain apleasantly dim corner.

He smirked. “1’m trying to get you drunk so | can drag you out onto the dance floor in the
next room.”

“Ah,” | said, and took a good long swallow of my iced tea.

Seth wedged himself as close as he could get to me without sitting in my lap and proceeded
to tell me al about the club and several of hisadventuresinit. I’m guessing there are alot of them
he |eft out.

| began to feel the alcohol go to my head, and | was far more relaxed than when we' d walked
in. Seth probably thought so, because he left off whatever story he was in the middle of and put
down his glass. He shoved me back against the cushions and kissed me hard and dirty.

Instinct took over and | pushed him back, bracing my hands on his shoulders. “Hey, hey!”
| said, looking around in a panic.

He gave me a stern look. “Dino. We are in South Beach, Miami. | could do you out in the
middle of the street and people wouldn’t even notice.”

| was willing to bet they would, but | got his point. They weren’t holding Bible school out
there.

He dipped an arm around my neck and settled against me. “Look around,” he said. “Who in
the fuck is even going to give us a second glance? Except maybe that guy at the end who's been
checking you out.”

| ignored that last part, and looked around obediently. There were, of course, lots of other
guys doing exactly what we were doing.

Seth continued. “Gay guys come to gay bars to do what everybody else does. Haven't you
ever made out with some chick in a bar before?’

“No,” | said, looking back at him, “I haven’t. That’s not really my style. And | don’t date
‘chicks.””

“You don't date,” he said with awicked smirk.

“Yes, | do.” | took asip of my drink. “Y ou should see the hot mechanic I’ m sleeping with.”
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“Asshole,” Seth murmured in my ear, right before he licked it.

Thistimewhen hekissed me, | let him, and pulled him into my lap, holding him tight against
me. He responded with alot of moaning and enthusiastic wriggling. It got to the point that | had
to smile. “Are you taking this seriously?’ | asked.

“I’ll take it serioudly later. Right now I’'m all about having fun.” He jumped up and drained
his drink, then held out ahand. “ Time' s up, let’s go!”

“You're not talkin’ about the hotel, are you?”’

“Nope.” He snapped his fingers.

“All right.” I let him pull meto my feet. “ Just...be gentle with me.”

* % % %

The dancefloor was actually pretty small, but it was packed with the same assortment of half
naked guys and drag queens that filled the other rooms. The music was louder, but better, since
there was alive DJ working this one. Strobe lights pulsed in time to the beat. So did the crowd.

Seth picked up the rhythm and started dancing as we worked our way through the throng of
people. Therewasalow wall around the edge of the dance floor, and | found aplace along it where
| could lean and watch. Once he got onto the floor, Seth cut loose and | was surprised to find out
he really could dance. He' s lean and coordinated, and he moved effortlessly.

He caught me staring and licked his lips, pouring it on thick for my benefit. | gave him an
encouraging smile. | wasn’t the only one noticing him. A couple of the guys on the dance floor
picked up on him, and started to do a serioudly dirty bump and grind with him. Seth could put the
hired dancers downstairs to shame. Even without the gold underwear.

Eventually, he came over and pulled me away from thewall, so he could use the same moves
onme. | know | looked like an ass, completely out of place, but Seth’s energy was infectious, and
his sex appeal wasin full force. | wound up like several other guysin the room, willing to do just
about anything to keep hisinterest fixed on me.

Tease definitely wasn't my scene, but | do have moves, and | managed to modify what |
knew into something more or less passable. Apparently, it was good enough for Seth, because he
seemed to approve.

| held my own for awhile, but | was starting to get aheadache. | pulled him close and leaned
down to hisear. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” | said.

He got a smoky look on his face and nodded, rubbing up against my hip onelast time before
making for the stairs.

* % % %

Thewalk back to the hotel wasasbig acircusasthewalk fromit, only Seth waslouder, ruder,
and dirtier. That was all right, though, because so was the rest of the crowd. He was absolutely
right—we could have had sex right there on the street and no one would have cared a bit.
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“Thisisaside of you | don’t think I’ ve seen before,” | told Seth, as he flirted outrageously
with a group of guys who were hanging out on the sidewalk, teasing everyone who went by. He
was silly and sultry, and fit in naturally with the people and the surroundings.

“Dino, you have no idea. | can be extremely gay when | want to be.”

He sounded extremely gay when he said it, and | was amazed at how that suited him just as
well asthetough guy in abar fight, or the hardworking mechanic, or the pig with the pizzaand beer.

Once we hit the elevator, he turned al that silly, sultry attention back on me...and then
cranked it up anotch. It was all | could do to keep him dressed until we got to the room.

Inside, he kicked off his shoes and jumped onto the bed, bouncing as he pulled his shirt off
over his head. He twirled it around on one finger and danced like he had in the club, all thrusting
pelvis and writhing body. | went over and turned on the radio on the bedside table, scanning the
stations until 1 found one playing the same kind of techno-crap they had in the club.

“Comeon,” | said, “let’s see you take it all off.”

He matched the beat of the music and treated me to a striptease far more interesting than
the ones I’ d seen earlier. When he unbuttoned his jeans and eased them down over the tops of his
thighs, | saw he wasn’t wearing any underwear. My growing hard-on sprang to full attention, and
| said, “I wish you would have told me that before.”

“Wéll, if you weren’t so uptight, you would have found out for yourself.”

“l am not—"

“Dino, don’'t even try to argue it,” he said with a smile. He finished out the song, dancing
with his jeans half off, then dropped down onto his butt so he could kick them the rest of the way
off. “Your turn,” he said, giving me awink.

“Oh, no. Not achance,” | said, holding up my hands.

He shook his head and got off the bed, coming to undo my shirt buttons. “I just meant get
naked, not the dancing part.”

“Ah,” | said, watching his hands as he took my shirt off.

| let him undress me while | looked him over. I’d never actually seen him completely naked
before. Sure, I'd seen him shirtless plenty of times, and even wearing nothing but atowel. But I'd
never seen that long stretch of pale skin, unbroken from his neck, down the angle of his hip bone
and along hisleg. He was gorgeous, but | felt bizarre, like | was out of line for looking.

| put my hands on his shoulders and ran them down his arms, tracing the muscles with my
thumbs. He was hot and a little sweaty, and | could smell it on him, earthy and raw, mixed with
aftershave and cigarette smoke and the scent of arousal.

He was working on my belt buckle, but | sat down on the edge of the bed so | could study
him closer, trailing my fingers down his smooth torso. He went still and let me explore, resting a
hand lightly on the back of my neck. When | pressed my mouth to his stomach, he moaned and
leaned into me.
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This| could do. I’ d spent the better part of the evening feeling awkward, but this| could do.
| could stop thinking altogether and lose myself in the physical. | slid my arms around him and
pulled him against my body, reveling in the feel of skin against skin, and the solid weight of him.
He was hard, and excited, and | could feel his chest swell with each heavy breath. | ran my hand
over his ass and down the back of hisleg asfar as| could reach.

“Oh man,” he said, kneading my shoulders with hisfingers. “I really like this silent, intense
thing you do. Y ou have some serious focus goin’ on.”

“Yeah,” | said, kissing aslow path across his chest.

“Come on, stand up, | want you naked and on the bed, like...now.” He was breathless and
getting more than alittle intense himself.

| got up and dropped my pants, using my feet to pull my socks off. The second | was done,
Seth pushed me onto my back and crawled up over me. | never got the chance to notice if I'd feel
weird being naked in front of him. By that point, we were both so turned on, | didn’t care.

He straddled my hips and lay down on top of me, half kissing, half licking my neck. “Holy
hell, Dino, you feel good.”

| agreed with him, but for the moment, | couldn’t speak. | was completely unprepared for
the experience of being skin to skin, al over. “Holy hell” didn’t even come close to what | was
feeling. All I managed was an inarticul ate moan.

“That good, huh?’

“Oh, yeah.”

The hard length of Seth’s cock pressed into my belly, radiating heat. He pushed up onto his
hands and knees and started to deliberately rub it against me, sliding over my skin in long, light
strokes. A tease. An even bigger tease when he shifted so he was brushing against my cock, over
and over. It was a hell of a sensation and sent shivers down my spine.

The light from the desk gave me a remarkable view of what he was doing, and | watched,
mesmerized. When | glanced up at him, | saw he was just as taken with the sight as | was, which
excited me even more.

“Jesus, Seth,” | moaned.

“No shit,” he said, panting. “Y ou are fucking hot, Dino.”

So was he. His body was taut with the effort of controlling his motions, and his face and
chest were flushed. His cock was making us both dlick.

Things were moving fast, and | got nervous. “Y ou gotta® know that I’ m not really sure what
comes next, here, right?’

“Just follow my lead.” He spit into his hand and coated both our cocks with it.

“Classy,” | said, running my fingers along his thigh.

“When have you ever known me to be classy?’ He lay back down on top of me, pushing
one arm under my neck, and grasping my shoulder with his other hand. | liked that a lot, because
| was able to touch him almost anywhere | wanted.
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His face was mere inches from mine, and he flashed one of his dark |ooks, before he shoved
down hard with his hips. Our cocks ground together, trapped in the damp heat between us. He
arched hisback and did it again, which made my skin go hot and my spinetingle. My breath caught
in my throat, and | could only stare at him with dumb pleasure.

When he did it athird time, I met him with a thrust of my own, and both of us moaned out
loud. “Oh, shit, Dino, that’s the ticket. Keep it up.”

We found arhythm that worked for us and rubbed against each other eagerly. It felt amazing,
and | was desperate for more. | had to have him harder, closer, tighter. Anything to feed the desire
he'd created. | wrapped my arms around him and pulled him down, planting a hand on his ass to
hold him close as | drove hard against him.

“God, yeah,” he moaned, clutching my shoulders tighter. “ This is one of my favorite ways
to fuck.”

He writhed in my arms, reminding me of the way he danced. The hot rush of his breath
warmed my neck, and his thighs squeezed me as he pumped his body, our cocks sliding together
relentlessly. | braced my feet on the bed, straining upward each time he thrust against me. | still
had a buzz from the drinks at the club, and it heightened the experience, making my head spin as
waves of pleasure washed through me.

Seth looked as turned on as | was. Soon he was moaning steadily, and the bliss turned into
alook of deep concentration, eyes squeezed shut and brows furrowed. His hips jerked erratically,
and he clawed at my shoulders with hisfingers.

“Come on, Seth,” | whispered, butting my head against his lightly. “Come for me. | wanna
seeyou lose it, right here.”

“Fuck, Dino, I’m about to,” he groaned.

The hard, wet slide of his body reached a fever pitch, and he cried out, holding on tightly as
he rode it through. The effort he put into it, and the sudden warmth of his climax, was enough to
pull me right along with him. | came hard, grinding my cock against him with fierce need.

When it was al over, we lay in atangle, panting hard, but grinning stupidly. | hooked an
arm around his neck and pulled him close so | could plant akiss on his forehead. “1 can see why
you like that so much,” | said. “It was incredible.”

“Yes, it was.” Herolled over onto his back and stretched with a satisfied hum. “Y ou want
to shower off with me and get some sleep?’

“Sure, just as soon as | can move.”

He got off the bed and grabbed my ankle. “Come on, ya big dinosaur, you can make it.”

| did, just barely, and when we fell back in bed, | was out like alight.
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| woke up the next morning, disoriented by the unfamiliar room. Reality returned in the form
of Seth snoring from the other side of the bed. | pulled one of the pillows out from under my head
and tossed it at him, bouncing it off hisface. The snoring stopped, and the pillow came flying back.

“It'stoo early for that kind of shit,” he groaned, rolling over.

| looked at the beside clock. “It’s eight-thirty. Time to get moving. We have a lot of work
to do today.”

“Nrrgmmph.”

| crawled out of bed and went to peer through the window. It looked like another bright and
pleasant day in Florida, so | went to start a pot of coffee and take a shower.

When | got done, Seth wasjust coming in the door with afistful of loose change and a bottle
of something bright blue. He was half naked and his hair was a bigger mess than usual. | wasn't
sure he was entirely awake yet.

“Y ou went out in the hall in your underwear?’ | asked him.

“All the X-rated junk is covered,” he said, squinting. “Are you done in the shower?’

“Yeah, it'sall yours.”

While he got into functional shape, | poured myself acup of coffee, dried off and got dressed.
| grabbed my computer bag from the corner of the closet and unzipped it, setting up my laptop
on the table.

Seth finished his shower and came out wrapped in a towel, chugging the last of his blue
stuff. He paused by me, bumping my arm with his hip, then rummaged around in his duffel bag
and disappeared again with his shaving kit.

My stomach growled at me, unhappy about the assorted kinds of weird acohol I'd poured
into it. | went to the nightstand and dug out the room service menu.

When Seth came back, he looked over my shoulder. “What' cha got there?’

“Breakfast.” | stuffed the menu into his hand. “Order me the vegetable omelet.”

“Jesus,” hesaid, readingit. “ Do they come and spoon feed you? For six bucksthese pancakes
better suck me off before | eat them.”

“McCann’s footin’ the bill, | don’'t plan on starving.” | sat down at the table and started to
leaf through Serrano’ s notebook while my web browser |oaded.

Seth picked up the phone and dialed room service. He ordered my omelet, a pot of coffee,
steak and eggs, two pancakes, and a large glass of milk, then gave them our room number.
Afterward, he grabbed the remote and turned on the TV. “So what’'s the game plan for this
morning?’ he asked.
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“1’m gonnarun these VIN numbers, seeif any of them are legit. If they are, maybe they can
tell us something.”

“Shit, | hope so,” Seth said, perching himself on the end of the bed.

He clicked through the channels erratically, rejecting each onein turn. A random assortment
of words spilled from the TV—partly sunny, recommended daily amount, checked into rehab,
coming up next. It was enough to drive me crazy.

“Would you pick something, already? Or you could help, you know.”

“There’'snot alot | can do right now, Dino.”

“Get apad of paper out of my briefcase, you can take notes.”

He nodded, but couldn’t resist clicking the remote a couple more times. The shrill sound of
awoman screaming erupted from the TV, followed by gunfire. | rolled my eyes.

“Hey! Check it,” Seth said, standing up and pointing at the screen. “It’ s James Bond. Speak
of the devil.”

| looked over, and sure enough, a good-looking man with a handgun was chasing some
arch villain through the streets of a dated looking European city. | was about to comment on the
coincidence, when there was a knock at the door and the muffled call of “Room Service.”

Seth opened the door and led two waiters in, each one carrying atray holding silver topped
plates. | was especialy interested in the one who had my pot of coffee, and | went to snatch it while
he unloaded the food on the dresser. Seth signed the room charge and tipped them, then quickly
flipped up al the tops to find his food.

| took my omelet and went to make room for it on the table, while Seth grabbed his plate
and sat down in front of the TV.

“You're actually going to watch that?’ | asked.

“1’m doing research.”

“Right.”

| dliced off a bite of egg with my fork and ate it while | pulled up the AutoSafe website |
useto trace VIN numbers. It s one of about adozen websites designed to help the average used car
buyer avoid getting stuck with alemon. For thirty bucks, you can plug in the VIN of the car you
want to buy and find out about nearly every accident and repair job it’s been through. Y ou also get
areport of each time the car changed hands officially. All thisinformation comes in pretty handy
for private eyestoo, and | buy the unlimited account.

Thefirst one | ran came up invalid. | reached into my briefcase for a pad of paper and a pen
and tossed them at Seth. “I thought you were takin’ notes for me,” | said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he said, wedging aforkful of pancakesinto his mouth.

While he chewed, he set down his plate and picked up the paper. He looked like a chipmunk
when he turned to me and raised his eyebrows.

“First pageisabust,” | told him. “The VIN’sno good.”

He jotted that down and went back to watching Bond.



Elle Parker 103

| flipped the page and entered the next VIN number. Thistime, | got a hit on a 1996 Chevy
Caprice. “Hey, here we go,” | said to Seth, poking him with my foot.

He put his empty plate on the dresser and came to read over my shoulder. The car had been
registered in Georgia, sold twice, been reported in a minor accident, sold again and reregistered in
Florida, and finally listed as salvage. Not surprisingly, the final location was Miami.

“Want me to write al that down?’ Seth asked, reaching for the pad.

| shook my head. “Not yet. | can save thisto afile until | run the rest of them, if even half
of these are for real, there’ s going to be alot of information. It would be better to sort it out when
I’m done.”

He looked relieved and put the paper and pen on the table. Then he went back to watching
the movie. Calling it research wasn't al that dumb under the circumstances, and | said so, telling
him to pay attention for anything about Bond that might actually give us a clue.

“Well,” Sethsaid, “ I bet if we asked any of the chicks Serrano knew, they’ d tell us he thought
he was some kind of player.”

“1 could say the same thing about you,” | said as| typed in the next set of digits.

Seth smirked. “No. If you asked about me, they would tell you that | am aplayer.”

| smiled, because from what little | knew, he was right. | was pretty sure | didn’t want to
know awhole lot more.

Thenext VIN was ahit too, and | scanned the report, looking for similarities. The only thing
| could find was this car ended up salvaged in Miami also. | saved it and ran the next one. It was
adud.

Onthe TV, some blonde was being fragile and irritating, and giving Bond a hard time about
something. He was trying to explain the situation to her, but she, of course, was having none of it.

| stood up and watched as Timothy Dalton chewed up the scenery, trying to act as though
he'd been drugged. “Let’ s hope he didn’t get hisinspiration from the worst Bond ever.”

Seth snorted and turned back to the TV. | finished running the VIN numbers.

At the end of an hour and a half, | had alist of a dozen bogus numbers and four real ones.
The movie ended before | was done, and Seth prowled around, alternating between watching me,
making faces out the window, and juggling his tennis shoes.

“Okay, that’s the last one.” | pulled a fresh sheet of paper off the pad and copied down the
codes for each of the VIN numbers that led to an actual car. | also copied the one page that didn’t
fit the pattern of the rest of them. It had no VIN, and | was reasonably sure it had a real purpose.
| got up to stretch and use the bathroom.

When | came out, Seth was in my chair, looking through the notebook. | poured myself the
last cup of room service coffee and sat on the corner of the bed.

He turned to me. “Well?’

“The only link | seeisthat al the real VIN numbers are for cars that have been salvaged
in Miami.”
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“There’ sno way that’s a coincidence,” Seth said.

“Nope. | don't think so.”

“So what the hell does it mean?’

“Well, whatever thisis about, McCann wanted it real bad. Maybe enough to kill for. | don’t
think alot of junked carsfit the bill. But, when you think of it, wrecked cars aren’t a bad place to
hide something if you don’'t plan to leave it too long.”

Seth jumped up and rubbed his hands together gleefully. “All right then, let’s get cracking.
Where are we going first?’

| looked at him warily. He was completely wired and going stir-crazy, and | didn’t think he
was going to like my answer. “1 have no idea.”

“What?' He frowned at me. “But you ran them, you said they were al salvaged, so where
are they?’

“They’rein Miami. That's al | know. They don't list final resting places, just the last thing
reported to the DMV.”

He flopped back in the chair and stared at me.

| smiled. “Y ou want the computer or the phone book?’

“Say what?’

“To search salvage yards,” | explained. “If he hid something in wrecked cars, | would
imagine the rest of the code is what we need to find the cars.”

He looked about as excited by that as | expected him to be. “I’ [l take the computer.”

“Fine,” | said, getting up to pull the phone book from the nightstand. “But stay off the porn
sites, | don’t want you fucking up my hard drive.”

“What the hell do you take me for?” he groused as he twisted around and pulled the laptop
in front of him.

“1’m serious. No porn.”

He flipped me off over his shoulder.

| brought the yellow pages to the table and sat down in the chair opposite him, turning to
the Auto section and scanning the columns until | found salvage yards. There were at least twenty
of them.

“What are we looking for?’ Seth asked, over the top of the screen.

“Get alist and start looking for anything that might match something in Serrano’ s notebook.”

He made aface. “ That’s like looking for a needle in a haystack!”

“Welcome to the reality of detective work, my friend.”

| read through the listings acouple of times, getting familiar with them and looking for things
that might have appealed to Serrano, something that would make him choose a particular place. |
even looked for Bond references. | didn’t find any.
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Across the table, Seth scrolled through computer screens and muttered irritably to himself.
| suppressed a smile. Usually, when he helped me out, it was bar fights, tailing people, and repo
work. The fun and interesting stuff. He' d never spent a sweltering afternoon at City Records with
me, or sat through three hours of computer searches brainstorming keywords.

| thought maybe location was a key, so | jotted down the addresses for a couple of likely
looking places, choosing them based off how flashy their ad was, and flipped to the maps in the
front of the phone book. | found the street index and ran my finger down the columns to find the
first one. It was in section K-four on page fourteen.

My brain started to get the kind of itch that happens when an idea is just out of reach. |
paused to see if it would come, but nothing happened. Turning to page fourteen, | followed the
side bar down the page to row K. Again the itch. Still no idea. As | scanned the top of the page
and found column four, it finaly hit me.

“Son of abitch,” | said, smacking the phone book and leaning back in the chair.

Seth looked up. “What’ s the matter?’

“1 got him,” | said, giving him ahuge grin, which he cautiously mirrored back at me. | could
tell he wasn't completely ready to believe anyone could make sense of a wacko’s scribblings. “I
figured out another piece of the code, and it’s a doozy.”

“So, spill.”

| knew damn well he was chomping at the bit, and if | was right, we weren’t too far from
going somewhere. | turned the phone book so he could seeit. “Look at thefirst line of each code,”
| said. “ They’ re map coordinates.”

“Like longitude and latitude?’ He looked deeply skeptical.

| shook my head. “Like atlas markings. The top and side bars you useto zero in on acertain
spot on the map. The first bit is the page number, and the rest shows you where on the page to
look.” | demonstrated with the one I’ d just been looking for.

Seth’ s eyes got wide and a slow smile crossed his face. “Hot damn.”

“We better hope like hell he used the Miami Y ellowBook, because if these refer to any other
map, we're screwed. | can only imagine how many different maps cover this area, we' d never
figureit out.”

“Only one way to know,” Seth said, shoving my notes at me. “ Page fifteen, M-eight.”

| turned the page and we both leaned in as | followed the M row to the eight column. |
grabbed apencil and outlined the square of map we were interested in. “Looks like we got twenty-
fifth through twenty-eighth avenues crossed by ninety-ninth street through a hundred and second.
So let’ s see if there’' sa salvage yard in there somewhere.”

Seth dlid the computer into the center of the table and started scrolling through hislist slowly.

“There’ sone on ahundred and first,” he said, pointing at the screen. He clicked the link for
it and a Google map popped up. The little flag showed us it was nowhere near the part of the city
we were concentrating on. He swore.
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“l haveanidea,” | said, pulling the computer closer. | used Google Mapsto search for salvage
yardsin the area, which got me amap covered in little flags. Using the phone book as areference, |
zoomed in on our square. Flags started dropping off the edges of the map asthe scale got larger and
larger. Eventually, only one flag remained, and it was well within the section we wanted. | clicked
on theflag and all theinformation for M & H Auto Sales & Salvage popped up on the screen. Seth
let out awhoop and slapped me on the back.

“You're afucking genius,” he said. He grabbed the page of notes and held it up next to the
screen. “And Serrano’ s not. Look at the second line of the code. It’ sthe freakin’ address.”

He was right. The second line of code was 993827. M & H was located at 9938 NW 27th
Avenue. | shook my head and smiled. | also got that rush again. It's one hell of afeeling, and |
will never grow tired of it. Sometimes, it’s the only thing that keeps me pushing forward until |
finally solve a case.

| took the sheet from Seth and set it down, labeling the parts of the code we'd figured out
—map, address, VIN. | did that for each set, so the information started to look organized and
meaningful.

Seth got up to get himself a glass of water and came back, looking significantly more
interested in the whole process now that it was producing something.

We used the same method to track down each of the other salvage yards. Having the address
line made it quick and fairly ssimple, and within twenty minutes we had all four yards, with names,
complete addresses, and phone numbers. | put al the information on the sheet with the codes. |
also marked each one on the phone book map and tore the pages out. Normally, | hate jerks who
do stuff like that, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

Seth took the paper from me and looked it over. He pointed at the last one, on the bottom of
the page. “What' s that? We don’t have anything down for it.”

“Got me,” | said, stretching. “It’s the only set that looks like that, so | figured it was
important.”

| wanted more coffee and had to make do with the crappy boil-your-own that came with the
room. Still, it was better than nothing.

At the table, Seth bent over the computer, chewing hislip and typing. | sat down on the bed
and watched. “What’ cha doing?’ | asked.

“1 was looking at this last code, and the first line looks just like the address lines of the
salvagelots. I’'m trying to seeif | can pull something up.”

| looked at our notes. The top line for that code was 8592124. It made sense to me, we till
had nothing to go with the car key or the card. Seth was searching the map for either 24th or 124th,
but wasn't getting very far. His idea was sound, but what we' d done before wasn’t going to work
without knowing what part of the city to look at.

“Try whitepages dot com,” | said.
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He pulled up the site and shook his head. “ That won’'t work, Dino, it’s asking for the name
of the place, and all | have is the address. Maybe.”

“Click onthistab that says ‘reverse lookup,’” | said, pointing it out to him.

“You sneaky bastard,” he said as he started to enter in various combinations of the address
numbers we had.

On the third try, he got alisting for EZ Mini Storage. Bingo.

“Nice work,” | said. “You wanna bet there's a BMW in there that fits this key? Do a map
search on it now.”

| added the new information to our sheet and marked the storage unit on the phone book
map. Seth looked exceedingly pleased with himself.

“Now can we get the hell out of here for awhile?’ he asked, turning sideways in the chair.

“Yup, put your shoes on.” | tossed them over.

“You know, this stuff with the maps and the squished up addresses and everything, it's
completely redundant. First of al, if you hide something that important, aren’t you going to
remember where? And if you have the addressesright there, you don’t really need the map numbers
too, do you?’

“Remember,” | pointed out, “hewasrole playing. It' sagame. He may not really need to ook
them up on the map, but he doesit because it feeds the fantasy that he' s some kind of secret agent.”

“What anut job.”

| tossed the notebook and papers into my briefcase, and put away my computer. We packed
our bagsaswell, and | stopped by the dresser to pick up my wallet and car keys. Seth shoved aball
cap on his head, shouldered his duffel, and we went down to check out.
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At around eleven in the morning on aweekday, the traffic in Miami is already pretty heavy
and starting to pick up for the lunch hour. That meant slow going for much of the drive. Three out
of the four salvage yards we were looking for were at the edges of town, situated where there was
more room to spread out. We decided to hit the farthest one and work our way back. Serrano had
usgoing in all directions anyway.

Seth drove because | couldn’t stand another minute of him fidgeting, drumming hisfingers,
or otherwise going crazy on me. Miami was easier to bear if | didn’t have to actively deal with it,
and he was smart enough not to abuse Matildawhen | sat within arm’ s reach of his throat.

That left me freefor navigating, and | had both a Floridaroad map and the phone book pages
on my lap.

“Whereto first?” Seth asked. He had one hand on the wheel and the other draped over the
side of the car, aviator sunglasses on, and cap turned backward.

“Lester’s Auto Salvage.”

“Hrm. Wonder if he'sanything like Ed.”

“No idea,” | said, reading the map. “Take the next exit up here. You're gonna turn left at
the top.”

He hit the turn signal and floated over onto the ramp, pulling to a stop at the light. It took us
another ten minutes to get to 27th, then five more cruising along until we spotted the salvage yard.

We parked at the far end of adirt patch out front and walked along the fence. Seth peeredin
at the cars, getting afeel for what was in there. He pulled his hat off and put it on the right way,
mashing it around until it sat right.

A bl jingled as we went in, and a large man in a dirty union suit came through a door
connecting the front office to the shop. Country music drifted in behind him, sounding tinny in
the concrete acoustics.

“What can | do yafor?’ he asked.

Seth smiled and readjusted his cap. “I’m looking for the right front fender of a ninety-five
or ninety-six Chevy Caprice. White if you' ve got it.”

“Well, now, | know | have afew of those out there. Probably got something that’ Il fix it.”

“1 sure hope so,” Seth said. He jerked his thumb at me. “Hiswifeisapicky bitch, and she's
not going to settle for just anything.”

The guy gave me aknowing nod and said, “ Ain't that always the way. They’ || have our nuts
in awringer one way or t’ other.”

“Tell meabout it,” | said.
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Wefollowed him through the side door, and he pointed out the section of the yard we needed.
“Most of the Chevys are over in that corner there, running down the hill. There's a few good
Capricesin there. Take alook at the ninety-seven too, | think there s at least a couple. Fender from
one of them oughta’ work, | think.”

“Thanks, man,” Seth said, and we started off down the center driveway. Behind me, | could
hear the guy singing along with Willie Nelson while he hammered on some old car part.

When we were well out of earshot, Seth asked, “What’s Serrano’ s code for the Caprice?’

| pulled the sheet of notes out of my back pocket and unfolded it. “ The parts we haven't
figured out are R-nine, seventeen and one-three-two-two-zero-nine.”

“Whatever the fuck that means,” Seth said.

He paused at the top of a small rise, and we looked out over the long rows of battered and
broken cars, snaking through the grass to the | eft of the driveway. They made neat lines like some
kind of automotive farm crop. With any luck, somewhere out there was the reason we'd been
through awhole lot of trouble.

“R-nine, seventeen,” Seth mused, folding his arms over his chest. “We know Serrano was
a moron, and we know the rest of his code was simplistic and redundant, so what the fuck does
R-nine, seventeen mean?’

“Are the spaces for the cars marked? Like some parking lots?’

“Shit, no,” Seth scoffed. “Not usually. Most of these places are loosely organized by type of
car, but that’s about it. Old codgers who've been around forever have it al in their heads. Some
of the newer or bigger places keep computerized inventories, but that wouldn’'t help us. Unless
Serrano had access to that information, and | highly doubt it.”

“All right,” | said, putting on my sunglasses to cut the glare of afew hundred windshields.
“What's R, then? Road?’

Seth smacked his forehead. “Row!” He looked like he was considering smacking me too.

“Row nine,” | said, nodding. A thrill was creeping up my back, and I grinned. “ Car seventeen
in row nine, maybe?’

Seth looked smug. “ Sounds pretty freakin’ obviousto me.”

| turned and looked back toward the front gate. The carsthere were morejumbled, and it was
harder to make out what actually constituted a row. Seth had afinger in the air and was counting
to himself, turning as he passed where we stood, and looking out ahead of us.

When he hit nine, | said, “Lead theway. Let’s seeif you'reright.”

“That red Monte Carlo,” he said, pointing. “I think that’s the row.”

We set off down the drive, walking fast, but resisting the urge to break into a dead run in
case the old guy was watching. No one gets that excited about fenders. Taking aleft at the Monte,
we both started counting. When we hit seventeen, we stopped and stared. It wasn't a Caprice. |
counted again to be sure, but the car seventeen spaces from the end was arusted out Impala. Damn.

“Shit,” Seth said.
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| turned and looked behind us. That one was a truck. When | turned back, Seth was aready
trudging through the tall grass between the cars to the next row over. Sure enough, there on the
other side was a green Chevy Caprice that had seen better days. Plus one very bad day. The front
end was crumpled and the windshield smashed into atight spider web of cracks. One of the back
doors was missing. | had afeeling someone didn’t walk away from this one.

Seth snatched the notes from my hand and went around to the driver’ s side, cupping his hand
over the glass to compare the VIN to what we had.

“You really think that’s necessary?’ | asked, figuring that if we'd gotten this far, it had to
be theright car.

“You want to waste an hour searching this pig and find out we were barking up the wrong
tree?’

“No, not redlly,” | said. “Arewe?’

Seth straightened up. “Nope. It's amatch. Can you believe this? It’ s like we're in afucking
Indiana Jones movie.”

“1 think that wastheidea.” | took alook at my watch. It was just after noon, and the sun was
beating down hot and clear. There wasn’t even a hint of breeze, and | could feel the sweat forming
on the back of my neck. | wasn't looking forward to crawling around in a stale, overheated car
full of native wildlife.

“Where do you want to start?’ Seth asked.

“Let’stry the trunk, seemslogical.”

Seth had brought a small pry bar from the tool kit in my car. He needn’t have bothered,
though. One look at the back end showed it was too banged up for the trunk to close properly. He
lifted the lid, and we both peered in.

The spare tire was missing, as well as the jack, and there was little else of interest inside.
The carpet was bunched up and the cover of the tire well was askew. Seth started pulling off fuse
hatches and interior panels, reaching into places | didn’t even know existed. | stood back and let
him work, deferring to his expertise.

After ten minutes he stood up and dusted off his hands. Helooked hot and irritated. “ There's
nothing here, Dino.”

“Son of abitch.” | wiped the sweat off my brow with the back of my hand. “All right, let’s
get to work on the rest of it.”

Seth took the driver's side and | took the passenger, both of us reaching under seats and
prying up the corners of door panels. | even checked the glove compartment, but that seemed a
little obvious, even for Serrano.

“What if we're wrong?’ Seth asked from down by the brake pedal where he was feeling
around behind the dashboard.

“Too much of it fits so far,” | said. “ There's no such thing as this much coincidence.”

“What if it's something really tiny like ajump drive full of secret files or whatever?’
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“1 doubt it. Too risky to leave something like that to the heat and the elements. Besides, |
don’t figure him for that kind of thing anyway. Not enough smarts for computer crime.”

| stretched out on my stomach in the grass so | could look underneath the car. | hoped like
hell he hadn’t buried his prize, or something equally obnoxious. | also hoped nothing was crawling
into my clothes while | searched.

“Well, fuck me sideways,” Seth said from inside the car.

| sat up. “Isthat arequest, or did you find something?’

“Can’'t it be both?’ he smirked.

“1 don’t know, sounds painful. What have you got?’

Seth pulled up the front edge of the driver’s seat upholstery to reveal along, jagged gashin
the foam padding underneath. He grinned and raised an eyebrow. Reaching in with his fingers, he
felt around carefully, face set in heavy concentration. After a moment, he eased out a slim, gray
cashbox about eight inches wide. It had a combination lock on the front, formed by arow of six
small tumblers.

He put it on the seat and said, “I’m willing to bet thisisn't afirst-aid kit. Can | assume the
last part of the code is the combination?’

| took alook at our notes. “Try this,” | said. “ One-three-two-two-zero-nine.”

Seth turned the box to face him, dialed in the numberswith histhumbs, and clicked the latch.
The lid popped open with an audible snap, and he grinned. So did |. He opened the box slowly
and let out alow whistle.

“I’ll be damned,” he said. “Would you look at that.”

| was looking. There in living color were three fat wads of cash and a veritable toy box of
various drugs. There wererolled up baggies full of pills, tiny amber vials of things both liquid and
powder, and sheets of paper that appeared to be stickers but were far more potent.

“Oh, | fucking hate Miami,” | said.

Seth poked through the drugs and said, “Looks like mostly Ecstasy, K, and acid.”

“You know what you're talkin’ about.”

He shrugged. “I hang out in clubs alot, | see what goes on.”

“You ever do any of this?’ | asked.

“1’d never have anything to do with acid, but I’ ve tried the others. Fun, but not worth all the
bullshit. I’d rather get drunk and have a good time the old fashioned way.”

| nodded. | was glad to hear it. Although I’ d never had any particular worries, if | had to pick
a personality type that would be attracted to drugs, Seth’ s was certainly high on the list.

| got up out of the grass and brushed myself off. “Close that up and stuff it back where you
got it. We're done with this.”

Seth snapped the box closed, wiping it clean with the tail of his T-shirt. “Don’t have to tell
me twice. There' s enough here to get us both put away for dealing.”
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“Exactly. | have no intention of running around Miami with a stash of drugs. Especially not
for some schmuck who probably knew exactly what he was sending us after. I’ m betting Serrano
was arunner for McCann and The Shark Pond, and he double crossed somebody.”

“Yeah, and he got killed for it.” Seth pushed the box back into the seat and pulled his cap
off, raking his fingers through his hair. “How exactly are we going to avoid the same fate?’

“By playing stupid. We go back and tell McCann that we're sorry to have to break it to him,
but it lookslike dear old Darryl was messing around in the drug trade. Wetell him where we found
the stuff and suggest that he make an anonymous tip to the cops. Then once we're out of his hair,
he can go pick up his shit and everyone' s awinner.”

Seth held out ahand so | could help him to hisfeet, and grabbed aquick gropein the process.
“Are we planning to call the cops?’

“No, we are planning to put as much distance between this and us as possible. It’s not my
job to make up for the failings of the Miami police department.”

“I’m cool with that,” he said.

We walked back to the office and thanked the old guy. | made a point of calling to him
through the open door of the auto shop, rather than going in. I didn’t want him getting another good
look at our faces on the off chance we got connected with McCann's deal.
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Back inthecar, | took out my cellphone and M cCann’ sbusiness card, and dialed his number.
When he answered, | said, “Y eah, thisisDino Martini. Listen, I'm in Miami right now, and | have
areport for you. Is there someplace we can meet?’

“So soon? I’'m impressed, Mr. Martini,” he said.

“1 know you and your family were very anxious to get things taken care of, so | gave it my
complete attention. | understand what a difficult time this must be for you.”

Seth rolled his eyes.

“| appreciate that,” McCann said. “1 have a short meeting in afew minutes, but I'll be free
after that. There’sanice bistro nearby that | like, we can meet there. Say, four 0’ clock?’

“Sounds all right to me.” | jotted down the address he gave me and told him we' d be there.

After | hung up, wefound the spot on the map and figured out how to get there. Therestaurant
was up in North Miami, on the waterfront, and was actually named Harbor Bistro.

Rush hour starts early on Fridays, so the drive took us every spare minute we had. Even so,
wearrived first. Wetook atablewhere we had aview of the door. The place was pretty swanky, and
the waiter seemed like he wasn't sure we belonged there, but he was polite anyway. We ordered
drinks, and Seth ordered an appetizer of cheese, smoked fish and crackers.

Fifteen minutes later, McCann strode in, looking pleased and relaxed, and not at all like a
man in the midst of great personal loss. He managed to plaster that on by the time he got to us.

“S0,” hesaid, after he sat down and ordered adrink for himself. “Y ou’ ve made some progress
aready.”

“A lot of progress, actualy,” | told him. “1 don’t think you’ re gonnalike what | discovered.”

He sighed and gave a painful nod. “1 was afraid of that.”

“I"'m sorry to have to tell you that it looks like your brother-in-law was dealing drugs,” |
explained, keeping my voice low. “The codes in the notebook led us to his stash.”

McCann kept asomber face, but his eyes positively gleamed. “ Oh, dear, that’s...that’ sreally
very unfortunate. What did you do with it?’

“Weleft it there,” | said. His eyes stopped gleaming. “As soon as we realized what we were
into, we put everything back the way we found it, and called you right away.”

“l see...” He concentrated on straightening his silverware.

| had already put the package back together the way it started, and | pulled it from my
briefcase and laid it on the table in front of him.

“Thisisasfar aswe'rewillingto go.” | set aslip of paper on top of the package. “ That’ sthe
address where we found it and a description of whereit is. Thisis amatter for the police now.”

“The police?’ he said, picking up the paper and reading it with interest.
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“Yeah. My suggestion is that you call the police and explain what you know. They have
anonymous tip lines you can use if you’ re concerned about getting the family nameinvolved.”

He glanced up at me. “Y ou didn’t notify them yourself?’

| shook my head. “1 didn’t feel it was my place, what with it being a delicate matter and all.
I’ll let you decide what to do about that.”

“That’ s very kind of you,” he said, gleaming again. “Y ou’ve done afine job.”

“Thank you,” | said. | gave him the hotel bill and gas receipts and he gave me five hundred
dollarsto cover those, plus the day’ s work. He didn’t even bat an eye.

As far as | was concerned, it seemed like a good idea to get out of there before McCann
started asking any more questions. | didn’t bother to give him my notes on the other salvage yards.
If | wasn’t doing the cops any favors, | sure as hell wasn't going to turn around and do it for the
bad guys.

We stood up and said our goodbyes as McCann pocketed the package, and left him to pay
the bill.

Outside, Seth asked, “Do you think he bought it?’

“Yup. | think he’'s a smug bastard who’ s too impressed with his own acting skills to even
consider that we might have thought he was lying. He's got no reason to doubt us.”

| pulled McCann’s money out of my pocket and handed two hundred to Seth. “Here, you
earned that.”

“Did | earn thistoday, or last night?’ he asked with adirty grin.

| gave him an exasperated look, but humored him. “If that was for last night, | would have
givenyou al of it.”

“Yeah, and don’t forget it either.” He stuffed the money in his pocket and climbed into the
car.

* % % %

Thetrip home was quiet and uneventful, which is exactly what you want after ajob like that.
We took turns driving, with me doing the first half and Seth taking the second. | know | fell asleep
at some point, because | was woken up by Seth’s catastrophic music blasting from the radio. He
was singing along with it and beating time on the steering wheel. | smacked his hand.

When we got back to Madeira Beach, he went straight to the garage and pulled into thelot. |
climbed out and stretched, and Seth came around the back of the car. Without warning, he grabbed
me by the front of my shirt and pulled me into a brutal kiss that just about knocked me on my ass.
He shoved me against the car and started grinding on my hip. Fortunately, it was already dark out.

When he broke for air and started to suck on my neck, | said, “Driving my car gets you
wired?’

“No, fucking you in Miami gets me wired. I’ ve been thinking about it for an hour, and I'm
hard as arock,” he panted. He yanked on my shirt and started dragging me after him. “Come on,
you're gonnafix it.”
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“Whoa, wait a minute. Where are we going?”’

“Upstairs,” he said, pulling me across the parking lot.

“Oh...no way,” | protested, putting on the brakes. “Y ou know I’ve become extremely fond
of getting naked with you, but thereis no way in hell I’'m going to do anything of the kind in your
disaster of abed.”

He snorted and tried pushing me instead. “1t’sokay, Dino, | cleaned it al up again. It’s been
good since you helped.”

“You'relying.” | braced myself at the foot of stairs. “You're just saying that so I'll go up
there, then you’ re gonna shove me down and pounce on me and not let me up until you’ re done.”

“All of that istrue except for the lying part. My bedroom really is clean. We'll have to kick
apath to get there, but | promise the sheets won't scare you. Now, get the fuck up the stairs.”

The mess wasn't the only thing | had reservations about. It was Seth’s domain, and | had
the definite impression things got pretty wild when he brought people up there. The thought sent
achill down my spine, but also turned me on.

Seth growled with frustration and said, “1n about eight seconds, I’ m gonnado you right here
on the stairs.”

That thought was kind of hot too, but | turned and trotted up to the apartment, Seth right on
my tail. He pushed past me so he could unlock the door. Inside, he didn’t even bother with lights,
he just dragged me through the mess to the bedroom, shoved me into it, and sslammed the door
behind us. He grinned at me and kicked off his shoes, and | suddenly felt like arat in atrap.

He peeled off his shirt as he crossed the room, tossing it and flipping on the stereo, which
came alive at top volume. It was like being assaulted. The song had a driving beat, with lyrics
screamed out of the speakers, rattling the windows. I’ ve heard explosions that were more musical.

| hollered something about turning it down, but Seth shook his head. “No way, man. It's
my rules now.”

“It was your ruleslast night,” | hollered back.

“Still is, Dino.” He looked wicked and feral, and my mouth went dry. | had no idea what
the hell | wasin for, but | wanted to find out. | locked eyes with him and pulled my sweatshirt off
over my head. He smirked...and attacked me.

Without warning, he shoved me onto the bed and jumped me, pinning my shoulders down
and kissing me recklessly. He dug his feet into the mattress and rubbed his hips in crude circles
against my groin. The sensation was electric, and | grabbed him by the waist, pulling him down
harder. He moaned loud enough to hear over the music.

He got up on hisknees, tearing at my pants. | tried helping, but it was clumsy work, wrestling
each other between wet, sloppy kisses. We dlid off the bed in the process. By the time the song
changed to something equally ear splitting, we were both naked on the floor.

Seth made a grab for my cock, stroking it as he panted in my ear, “Get back on the bed.”
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Then he was gone, digging through the drawer in the bedside table, while | did as | was
told. He climbed on top of me with a condom and plastic bottle clutched in one hand, rubbing our
erections together with just enough friction to drive me crazy. | threaded my fingersin his hair and
rolled over him so | could claim his mouth. He moaned and humped my leg like a dog.

Before long, he struggled to get free and pushed me onto my back, straddling my hips. He
stuck the condom in his mouth and tore it open with his teeth, spitting the wrapper on the floor.
It occurred to me | had no idea which one of us he intended it for, and | hoped he remembered
| was new to al this.

Whether he remembered or not, it was me he rolled the condom on to, and | was hugely
relieved. Among other things, | didn’t want to blow the mood by having to remind him of my
inexperience. | could deal with being on the giving end.

The driving pace of the music made everything seem frantic, and | was concerned we were
going alittle too fast, but Seth was absolutely focused on what he was doing. If | didn’t know for
afact he was stone-cold sober, | would have guessed he was on something. He' d gotten me ready
and was fingering himself, eyes squeezed shut. He took deep, ragged breaths. | sat up and kissed
his neck, biting and licking his skin the way he did to me.

“Oh, fuck, Dino,” he moaned, shoving me down so we could get on withiit.

He dlicked up my cock with more lube and moved so he could slide down on it. | held till
and watched him, aroused beyond belief, |etting him do whatever he wanted. He moved so slowly,
muttering, “ Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck...”

| put my hands on his thighs and stroked encouragement. It was al | could do to control
myself.

Ashe got used to me, he started rocking his hips, barely moving at first. It felt so good | was
shaking. He got bolder, and | realized | could join in, which was agood thing because | was on the
verge of going insane. | held onto his waist and started to thrust at his pace, following his lead. It
was amazing, and | hate to admit it, but the music was the perfect backdrop.

We were getting into it, moaning and writhing on the bed, when all of the sudden he stopped.
| got confused and wondered if maybe | missed something, because he actually eased off me and
made like he was going to get off the bed.

| grabbed his arm and gave him a questioning ook, which he answered by |eaning down and
saying, “You want more, you’ re gonna have to take it.”

“Excuse me?’

He grinned darkly and patted my cheek. “Y ou heard me.”

“You mean like grab you and hold you down and literally take it?’

“Yep, that’swhat | mean,” he said, twisting out of my grasp and pulling just out of reach.

He crouched there, daring me to attack him, but | said, “I’m not gonna do that. It's crazy,
you're not even healed up from your real fight.”

“Do not start with that shit, right now, Dino. | swear, I’'m fine.”
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“When | can't see bruises, then you're fine.” |1 know people play those kinds of games all
thetime, and it wasn’t so much that | was opposed toit, but | didn’t think | wanted to start out with
one. It felt like we were skipping huge stepsin the process of switching from friendsto...whatever
we were becoming.

“Areyou gonnafuck me or not?” Hisvoice carried an edge of frustration, but he still gazed
at me with hunger in his eyes.

That wasachallengel could meet. | took hold of hisarm and pulled himto me. “Y eah, | am,”
| said, kissing the side of hisneck, “but you' re gonnalie down hereand let medoit right. My way.”

“Does that include knee pads and safety goggles?’

“Fuck you,” | snapped, but inwardly | was relieved.

He sounded less irritated, and rubbed his cock against my thigh, impatient. “Yes, please,
I’m dyin’ here.”

| started to push him down, but he stopped me and said, “No, wait. | wanna be on my knees,
so you can actualy fuck me.”

“Yeah, sure, | can do that.” | was damn near breathless at the thought of doing that.

He arranged himself while | found the lube and got ready again. When he was in position |
pushed into him as slow as | could manage. My efforts were wasted, however, because he shoved
back onto my cock with aragged moan, and tried to start running the show again.

“Harder, Dino, | won't break. Come on, dude.”

“Giveaguy achance, will ya?’ | grabbed hold of hishipsand held him still, so | could catch
up. He may have been all about fast action, but | needed a little more time. | wanted to enjoy the
buildup, and savor the thrill of being inside him.

He clutched at the blankets and gave me about fifteen seconds to appreciate anything before
he took up his previous pace, forcing me along with him. | quit trying to fight it and fucked him,
matching pace with the music and letting it set the tone. He wanted it rough, and | did my best
to giveit to him. It worked better than | expected, and we fell into a steady rhythm. He felt great
beneath me, all hot slick skin and lean muscle. It wasn’t long before | lost it, driving into him while
| held his hips so firmly, | probably added to his collection of bruises. He met me thrust for thrust,
and his steady stream of commentary assured me he liked it. | came hard, panting uncontrollably
and moaning Seth’s name. The aftershocks shuddered through my whole body.

While| tried to catch my breath, Seth reached back and grabbed my hand, pulling it around
so | could stroke his cock. As soon as | started, he groaned and swore, shoving back against me
until 1 fucked him even harder. That put him over the edge, writhing between my hand and my body
for what seemed like ages, until he finally slowed to astop and dropped on the bed, gasping for air.

| hovered over him, making sure he was okay, and marveled at just how sexy hereally was.
Asfirst times go, I’m not sure | would have chosen to get rough like that, but as he said, we were
playing by hisrules. | brushed the damp hair off hisforehead and he smiled at me without opening
his eyes.
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“Son of abitch,” he muttered. “ That was fucking fantastic. | didn’t think you had it in you.”

“l am capable,” | said. “It’sjust not my usual order of things.”

“1 know,” he told me, rolling onto his back. “Y ou have this whole code of conduct deal or
whatever. Is there a handbook | should read?’

“You know what? Shut up.”

“I’m sorry.” Hewound hisarms around my neck and pulled me down ontop of him. “You're
an old-fashioned guy, | get that. | actually like that, Dino. It’s hot.”

“Yeah, al right.”

It's impossible to get mad when you're still buzzing from an intense orgasm. Seth’s body
was warm and comfortable under me, and | preferred to use what energy | had left kissing him. He
allowed me to be as slow and old-fashioned as | wanted, and that was apology enough.

It waslate and we weretired, so | |eft to get something to clean up with, and by thetime | got
back, he was sound asleep. | took care of us both and went to turn down the music. It took some
work, but I managed to get him roused enough to get under the covers, then he was out again. |
climbed in next to him and curled up along his back, feeling exhausted, satisfied, and completely
out of my league.
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| woke up early the next morning, disoriented and tense. Beside me, Seth snored softly, one
arm shoved up under the pillow and the other draped |oosely over his stomach. When he shifted and
rolled to hisside, | saw he had crease marks on his cheek from the pillow. God, helooked so young.

He looked like the shirtless college boys in the club in South Beach. Hell, he was like the
guys in the club. That was his world, wild all-night parties, heavy drinking, crazy sex, then do it
all over again the next night. What the fuck did | think | was doing?

It wasthefirst timein my lifel can remember actually feeling old. We al joke about it from
time to time, but this was real, this was me feeling old and like an ass for trying to be something
| wasn't.

Suddenly, | felt ridiculous being in his bed, so | got up. | went and used the bathroom, then
hunted around until | found my clothesand got dressed. | was putting on my shoeswhen Seth rolled
over into the middle of the bed. He made the usual waking-up faces and pried one eye halfway
open. He spotted me and frowned. “What’' cha doin’?’

“1 have alot of stuff to get done today,” | said. “I’m going to head home.”

“What time' z it?”’

“Early. Go back to sleep.”

“Mmm,” he murmured, eyes already drifting shut again. “I’ll seeyou later, 'kay?’

“I'll giveyou acall,” | told him. He was already sound asleep.

* k% % %

| drove to the bakery with the good coffee and bought some breakfast, then went back to
my place, letting myself in quietly so | wouldn’t wake any of the ladies. | shouldn’t have worried.
Ruth’s bicycle was gone, and the downstairs hall smelled of eggs and toast. My stomach growled.

| ate half my breakfast, but it wasn't sitting right. | was still tired, and mentally drained, so
| crawled in bed and slept for a couple more hours.

It was alittle after ten when | woke up. | reheated my coffee and sat down at the desk to take
stock of my day. There were several cases in my current workload that only required computer
time on my part. | separated those into one stack, figuring the state | was in, that would be the
best use of my time.

Even at that, | found | couldn’t focus very well. | decided to see if the ladies were around,
so | put on aclean shirt and went to find them.

Downstairs, the whole gang was sitting out on the patio, drinking iced teaand having alively
conversation about something they didn’t exactly see eyeto eye on. When | went around the corner,
| discovered the debate involved planters for a garden they were planning.
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“Ruth, you just can’t have a bunch of cornstalks and beanpoles all over the place like some
Farmer Brown. They’d be horribly ugly.”

Ruth laughed and said, “1’ m not planning to grow corn, Della. There are plenty of ornamental
vegetables that flower magnificently. They would look perfectly beautiful and make practical use
of the some of the space. | want to grow herbs too.”

“Adele,” Della pleaded, “can’t you talk some sense into her. Those garden society ladies
will think we're a bunch of hicks.”

“Why don’t you put a lid on the Southern drama,” said Adele. “This isn't Gone With the
Wind. | like Ruth’sidea.”

Dellaflapped her hands and made alittle pouting noise. | decided that was a good moment
to make my presence known.

“Good morning, ladies,” | said cheerfully, slipping my hands into my pockets and strolling
over to where they sat.

“Dino, darling!” Della jumped up and gave me a warm hug and a pat on the cheek. “We
haven’t seen you in days. How are you? Come sit down, you should have some tea.”

| sat in an empty chair, while Ruth poured me a glass. Adele said hello, and Fern stared. |
smiled at them all and said, “ Things have been fine. | just got back from a couple days in Miami,
working on ajob. Didn’t turn out to be much, but it paid all right.”

“It dtill sounds exciting,” Ruth said.

Dellasat in her chair and leaned toward me. “We were just planning our garden. Don’'t you
think that masses and masses of beautiful flowers are just the thing?’

Ruthintervened and explained, “Wegot to talking with one of thewomen in the Gulf Beaches
Garden Club the other day, and she agreed to bring afew of her friends to help us design agarden
out here. We're going to have them visit on Tuesday.”

“And Ruth wants to embarrass us al by telling those society ladies that we want to plant
vegetables.”

Adele piped up. “Where do you keep getting this society shit? It's a garden club.”

| took a sip of my tea and measured my words. Finaly, as gently as possible, | said,
“Della...you don't really think you can plant a society garden in the back yard of an old hardware
store, do you?’

“Oh, don't besilly, | just want to start getting invited to al those lovely garden parties. But
that’ s not going to happen if they think we' re planting crops out here.”

| laughed and shook my head. “My ma used to grow herbs and stuff in our backyard, and
it always looked pretty to me. Aren’t urban vegetable gardens supposed to be the big thing now?
Politically correct or whatever?’

Ruth laughed this time. “That’s true, and there’ s nothing as tasty as homegrown veggies.”
She gave me a conspiratorial smile that suggested she was grateful for my support.
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| stayed for awhile to finish my tea and listen to them talk about what they wanted to plant.
They also spent alot of time discussing how they were going to entertain their “society” garden
club guests on Tuesday afternoon. It was a pleasant break from the constant whirlwind going on
inside my head.

* % % %

Upstairs, in my apartment, | saw Seth had called my cellphone while | was gone. There was
avoice message, but | didn’t listen to it right away. It would be his usual “Give me acall or stop
by” with some newly added innuendo mixed in. I’d deal with it | ater.

| worked steadily for about an hour and a half, then went downstairs to smoke in the
storefront. That wasn't the best ideain the world, since it left me too much idle time to think about
Seth. | spent ten minutes mentally reliving the night in the hotel room and felt old all over again.

When | couldn’t take it anymore, | went back upstairs to work. After a while, Ruth tapped
on my door, and | invited her in.

“1 wasjust heading up to cook alittle lunch, and | thought I’ d stop and see what you’ ve done
with the apartment,” she said, looking around with interest. She gravitated to the desk where my
paperwork was spread out and ran a hand over the wood. “ Thisis stunning. Where did you get it?’

“It was my granddad’s. Ma gave it to me when he died. It’s pretty great.”

She stayed a few more minutes, checking out the place, then gave me the kind of shrewd
once over only mothers can do. “Dellaand | are going to get some pizza and wine and watch a
couple of moviestonight. Why don’t you come join us?’

| gathered she sensed my mood and thought | needed a little cheering up, which wasn't
entirely wrong. It might be good to get my mind off current events for a while and relax, and the
truth was, the set up around there was beginning to remind of me home.

“Yeah, I'll probably come over,” | said, “if | get enough work done.”

She smiled. “That’s fine. Y ou can join us whenever you want.”

| thanked her and saw her out, then sat down and buried myself in my work. If there was one
good thing that came out of the day, it was that | made a lot of money. At the end, | had six full
reports, complete with invoices, ready to mail out.

When | went over to Ruth’s, | left my cellphone behind and made a mental apology to Seth.
| just wasn’t ready to deal with that yet.
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Pizza and wine with pleasant |adies was a pretty good escape from my troubles for awhile,
but Sunday morning brought the full weight of them back down on me. | tried to stay asleep as
long as | could, but by nine, | had to admit | was awake. My brain was going to start working
whether | liked it or not.

| went through the motions of coffee and shower and breakfast, intentionally dragging my
feet just to use up time. | felt restless, like | had an itch | couldn’t scratch, but my motivation to
do anything at all was completely gone. | had no focus.

That's how | ended up wasting the entire afternoon at the Backroom Bar watching guys
shoot pool out back, nursing beers, and ignoring my cellphone. | didn’t want to think about Seth,
but he was on my mind anyway, and | knew | had to figure out what | was doing. | couldn’t keep
avoiding him forever, and | didn't want to. But | needed to get back to a place where things felt
normal again. | was exploring the possibility of going back to being just friends, when Seth himself
plopped down in the chair opposite me.

“So thisiswhereyou’ ve been hiding out,” he said. Helooked mildly irritated, but not exactly
pissed off. “Do you know how many bars |’ ve been to in the past two days?’

| shook my head. “I wasworking all day yesterday.”

“Isyour cellphone broken?’

“l wasjust real busy, Seth, I'm sorry. | had alot of catching up to do.”

He shot me alook that said he knew | was full of shit, and went to stick his head through the
bar window to ask for abeer. She handed one out to him and he came and sat down, taking a sip.

“I'm alittle surprised,” he said. “I thought a freak out of this size would have been reserved
for when | nail you, not the other way around.”

He had a wicked glint in his eye, and with one sentence, he brought back the memory of
Friday night so strong | could practically feel his skin against mine. | felt old and out of touch
al over again, and | needed that to stop. | didn’'t want to know what it felt like when he finally
realized | wasn't in hisleague.

“Look, Seth...I don't know about this.” The words tumbled out of my mouth before | even
thought about it.

Seth smirked and dismissed mewith awave of hishand. “What areyou talkin’ about? Things
are cool.”

“No, they’re not. Sooner or later, the novelty’s going to wear off and you’ re gonna decide
I’m just not your speed.”

He paused with his bottle halfway to hislips. “Dino, don’t.”

“You know I'm righ—"
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“I’m serious. Don’t do this.” His eyes were boring into mine. “What? Are you still hung up
about the age thing?’

“It'snot just age, it’s everything that goes with it.”

“What the hell does that mean? | thought things were great. We' ve been having a blast.”

“Yeah, it'sbeen one big party,” | said. “I’m sorry. | thought | could do this, but | can’t.”

“Dino, that’s crap. You know you were into it. You can't possibly try to tell me that you
realized you don’t dig men after all.”

“It’s not that. I’'m just pretty sure you and | won’t work in the long run, and we should cool
it before we both regret it.”

He quit arguing with me and stared for a moment. His eyes were like ice, and his mouth
pressed into afirm line.

“That’'sgreat,” hefinally said, barely audible. “That’ sjust great.” He got up and walked back
through the bar, leaving his beer half full on the table.

| don’t know what | was expecting to happen, but | didn’t likeleavingit that way, so | jumped
up and went after him. If he knew | was behind him, he didn’t show it, and he let the front door
swing shut in my face. | caught it and followed him out into the parking lot, in the fading light.

“Seth, come on,” | said. “I told you in the beginning it wasn’t such a great idea. Let’s just
go back to the way things were before. | wanna stay friends.”

In the blink of an eye, he whipped around and decked me so hard, | landed in a heap on
the ground, gravel digging into my shoulder. Pain exploded in my head, and | groaned, blinking
to clear my vision. | tasted blood. As | rolled to my back, | swiped a thumb over my mouth and
found | had a split lip.

| was still dazed when Seth dropped on my stomach and grabbed a handful of shirt, raising
hisfist to take another shot. | reached out to block the blow, catching hisarm and holding it at bay.
We struggled in the dirt, ending up locked in a stalemate.

“You son of abitch,” he seethed. “Y ou’ re so damned convinced I’ m gonnakick you to the
curb, that you had to do it to me first. What happened to all your bullshit about not doing flings
and taking this stuff seriously?’

He ignored my attempt to answer. Instead, he gave me one final shove and stood up,
muttering, “ Asshole,” before he trudged off in the direction of home.

| didn’t think it was agood ideato go after him again. It wasn’t just anger | saw on hisface,
there was hurt too.

| sat up and gathered my wits before trying to stand. That was the hardest punch I’ d taken in
along time, and | was going to be feeling it for a while. Aside from my head and jaw, there was
the throbbing pain in my shoulder where I’ d hit the ground. | felt like shit inside and out.

* % % %
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When | got home, | stopped in the kitchen and drank a shot of whiskey. Then | went into
the bathroom and took a look at my face in the mirror. My lower lip was starting to swell, and
there was blood smeared on my chin. My left cheek was red where he’d hit me. By morning I'd
probably have a pretty good bruise.

| got out the bottle of ibuprofen and swallowed acouplewith water from thetap, then grabbed
a washcloth and soaked it. As | started to wash my face, | thought about the last time I’d had to
clean up after afight. Ironic that it ended the sameway it began. That time, I’ d wound up with Seth
in my arms, and even though | was caught off guard, | knew damn well | liked it.

| liked it, and deep down | still wanted it. Problem was, I’d just made sure it would never
happen again.

“How fucking stupid are you?’ | asked my reflection.

It was fear that drove meto doit, plain and simple. Seth was absolutely right about that one.
| was afraid he'd get tired of me and leave. I’d also been afraid of him getting close in the first
place, because | just don’t usually let people get that close.

On top of everything, if | was being completely honest with myself, | was surprised by the
idea of being gay, and maybe that scared me alittle too. I’d never seriously thought of myself that
way, and that’s a pretty big leap of self-perception right there. It's afar cry from being attracted
to guysonce in awhile.

| thought about the look on Seth’ s face when he' d | eft the parking ot and considered for the
first timethat I might have been wrong. He wasn't just ticked off because he'd lost a fuck buddy,
he was genuinely hurt. I’ d treated him the way | was afraid he' d treat me, and not only did | throw
away what could have been ahell of agood thing in my life, but I'd probably lost afriend as well.

The thought made me sick to my stomach, and | had to splash cold water on my face.

Thewhiskey, on top of an afternoon of beer, made my head feel heavy and slow. Which had
been the idea, of course. Fix it so I'd fall asleep as quickly as possible. | went into my bedroom
and got undressed. Unfortunately, | lay in the dark feeling miserable for hours, torturing myself
with both the good memories and bad.
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Mondays are shitty enough without having lost your best friend, and | was in a foul mood
al day. | madeit through two meetings barely clinging to this side of civility, but I put the fear of
God into some kid | caught leaning on my car. | nearly beat the crap out of aguy | was supposed
to be pumping for information.

By three o’ clock in the afternoon, 1'd had it and called it aday. | picked up some Chinese
food for dinner later on and went home to sulk in front of the TV. | checked my messages several
times during the day, but Seth never called. | didn’t really expect him to.

At nine, | finally got sick of the dull ache lodged in my chest and decided to get thoroughly
drunk. I took down the bottle of whiskey, but it was almost empty. There was no way | had enough
to do thejob. Therefrigerator had two beersin it, and the only other liquor | had in the apartment
was half a bottle of amaretto. Y ou can get hammered on amaretto, but | don’t recommend it.

| grabbed my keys and phone, and went downstairs to make a liquor run. There’'s a decent
liquor store up the road in Redington Beach, so | went there and bought more whiskey.

On the way home, | found myself driving past my turn and toward the causeway instead.
| was headed for Seth’s garage, even though | knew | couldn’t face him, and | was pretty damn
sure he didn’t want to see me anyway. | pulled up out front and parked on the opposite side of the
street, out of range of the street lamp. | shut the car off and sat for a minute, trying to figure out
what the hell | was doing.

Both garage doors were up and the shop lights were on. | could hear music drifting out and
the occasional sound of the air wrench. Seth came out from behind a gray sedan and went to dig
through one of thetool chests. Heworejeansand adirty T-shirt, no coveralls. | wanted to touch him.

The ache in my chest twisted hard, and | reached for the bottle. | cracked open the seal and
took a healthy swig of whiskey. My jaw was sore when | opened my mouth, and my lip was till
tender. | drank it anyway.

| couldn’t bring myself to go in and talk to him, but | couldn’t leave either. So, | leaned
back against the door and put my feet up on the seat, getting comfortable. | took another drink and
watched him work. He changed out some filters and a belt, then got down under the car to change
the ail. | sat there for along time, just watching and drinking. Wishing | wasn’t so damn stupid.
Wishing | knew what was wrong with me.

| wanted him. That was never really in question. Whether or not | could deal with it wasthe
problem, but not having him turned out to be far worse. | didn’t care anymore what kind of fear
might come with seeing him. I'd live with it or deal with it, if | could just have him back. | didn’t
know what that might take, though.
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He moved slow, subdued, and | wondered what he was thinking. Did he hate me now, or did
he want me back too? | watched him wipe his hands off on a rag and disappear into the office. |
sincerely hoped he wasn’t getting ready to close up for the night, because | didn’t want to go home.
| drank more whiskey and waited for him to come back.

My cellphone rang and startled the shit out of me. My heart hammered in my chest as |
reached for it. “Yeah?’ | answered.

“If you think | don’t know you'’ re across the street getting drunk in your car, you' re wrong.”

| didn’t know what to say. His voice sounded flat and dry, but | didn't hear any anger.
“Ah..well...”

“Dino, get your ass in here, would you?’ He hung up and | was left staring into the garage,
torn between hope and fear. He probably didn’t hate me, at any rate.

It took afew minutes for me to work up the nerve to get out of the car, during which time,
Seth came back into view and glanced out at me before leaning over the engine of the sedan.

| walked across the street to the garage, which would have been considerably easier if the
ground wasn’t slanted so sharply. My head spun, and | was grateful when | could grab hold of
the door frame and work my way in. Mission accomplished, apparently. | made it to the stool and
sat down.

Seth turned around and leaned against the car, folding his arms over his chest. He looked at
me, wary, and | met his eye. Neither one of us spoke.

“What’sgoin’ on?’ he asked finally.

“1 don’t know.” | tried to find words for what was happening inside my head. “1 don’t know
what I’'m doing, Seth. | didn’t know what | was doing yesterday, either. Maybe you' re right about
me freaking out.”

He nodded and chewed hislip. “ Turns out you might not be the only one.”

“Oh?’

“1 thought about the stuff you said yesterday, and realized that maybe | gave you pretty good
reason to think you're not my speed or whatever. | did adamn good job of it, actually.”

He looked nervous, and | wondered what he was getting at. | kept my mouth shut, for fear
of saying something stupid, and waited for him to go on.

“There sanother side of methat you haven’t seen before,” he said, coming over to me. “And
you should have.”

He cupped my face in his hands and kissed me long and slow. There was nothing lewd
or playful about it, just clear, strong affection. | slid my arms around him and held him close,
something | didn’t think | was going to get to do again.

He kissed my cheek and whispered, “I love you, asshole.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he squeezed his eyes shut, shaking his head
with a pained expression. He opened his eyes and looked straight into mine. “I love you, and |
think | have for awhile now.”
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| stared at him, stupidly speechless, afraid | might not be hearing him right.

“That’s my freak out,” he explained. “I told you that you weren’t just some fling to me, and
| meant that, | know how you are. But the serious part, that’s new for me. | didn’t show it like |
should have.” He bit hislip. “Héell, I couldn’t even say it without getting cocky.”

“You said it fine.”

“Well, if I’d said it sooner, we could have avoided what happened yesterday.”

| smiled ruefully. “I’m not so sure about that. Thisis hard for me no matter how you dlice
it. It's gonna take me some time.”

“So, we freak out together.”

“That might work.” | ran my hand along his forearm. “How long?’

“Hmm?’

“You said you think you’' ve loved me for awhile. How long are we talkin’ about?’

He flushed and looked alittle guilty. “Probably longer than you’ d like to know about. It was
getting dishonest.”

“Why didn’'t you say something, then?’

He shrugged. “1 wasn't sure. Plus, the same thing you were dealing with. You just don’t
fuck your best friend.”

“And what changed?’

“1 finally figured you weren’t fucking anyone else, so | might aswell go for it.” He flashed
me that wicked smile, but there was awarmth in his eyes that was new.

“Prick,” | muttered.

“1 know.” Hewasidly running hisfingers through my hair and looking kind of curious, asif
he didn’t know hewould likeit. His gaze drifted down to my bruised jaw, and he winced, touching
it gingerly. “I’'m sorry about that. | was totally out of line.”

“Yeah, well... It' s good to know I’ ve been relying on some serious backup.”

| had gotten to the point | wasn’t holding him so much as clinging to him. Whiskey is one
of those insidious things that creeps up on you long after you've stopped drinking it, and | was
approaching significantly drunk.

My head spun, and | rested my face on his chest, inhaling the scent of motor oil and grease.
Beneath those, Seth himself. | tried to sort my feelings for him out of the whorl of my thoughts,
but | couldn’t pin them down. I’d never let myself think about it very hard.

“1 need you,” | said against his shirt. I’d figured out that much. “I still don’t know what I'm
doing, but | know | need you.”

“I’ll take that.” He wrapped his arms around me and rubbed my back.

“1’m probably just gonna keep fucking it up.”

“Y eah, me too.”

“And you still want to do this?’
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“Yep.” He pried me loose and held me at arm’s length, looking me in the eye. “I’m not
expecting perfection here. Everyone' s relationship gets messy.”

“When the hell did you become an expert?’

He raised an eyebrow. “Now who’ s the prick?’

| grinned and tried to focus on him, but | was losing the ability. | aso had a little trouble
sitting up straight.

He shook his head in amusement. “I think we need to get you home, buddy. Y ou are drunk
as hell.”

“Yes, | know. | did that.”

“Can you sit on your own for a couple minutes? |’ ve gotta close the place up.”

“Okay.” | grabbed hold of the vice bolted to the workbench.

Seth gave me aloopy, affectionate kind of grin and went to shut the doors and turn the lights
off. He came back dlipping on a sweat jacket.

“Comeon, I'll driveyou,” he said, pulling me to my feet. | could stand reasonably well, but
| couldn’t steer for shit, so he draped my arm over his shoulders and led me outside.

We wove an inelegant path to my car, and he opened the passenger door and pushed meinto
the seat. He buckled the seat belt across my lap, gave me a quick kiss and went around and got
in behind the whesl.

“Keys,” he said, holding out his hand.

While | fished around in my pockets looking for them, he picked up the whiskey bottle and
held it up to the light. It wasjust alittle over half full. “How much of this have you had?’

“1 jus bought it.”

“That’s great,” he said, rolling his eyes. | was having trouble getting the keys free of my
pants, so he put the bottle in the backseat and helped me get them loose.

“1 thought you weren’t ever gonna speak to me again,” | said, trying to explain.

“Not possible. | would never abandon Matilda.”

It only takes about three minutesto drive from his place to mine, but the fresh air on my face
felt good and staved off a vague sense of nausea |’ d been feeling.

When we got there, Seth hauled me out of the car and started herding me to the front door.

“You have to be quiet,” | said. “We don’t want to wake up the ladies. | don’t think | want
"em to see me al drunk like this.”

“It’s not really me we have to worry about, Dino.”

“Shit, am | too loud?’

“Yes. Shut up.”

We managed to get upstairs and into my apartment without incident, and without waking
anyone that we knew of.
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Seth led me straight to the bedroom and pushed me onto the bed, where | flopped on my back.
It was an incredible relief not to have to hold myself up anymore, and | melted into the blankets,
while Seth messed around in the living room. The hall went dark.

He came back pulling his shirt off, which he dropped on the floor, and reached for hisjeans.
| watched him strip down to nothing and climb on the bed. He started unbuttoning my shirt, and |
figured since he had that covered, | could do what | liked. | ran my hands over his body, enthralled
with his skin.

“Dino...could you work with me, here?’ he said, stopping to look at me.

“What?’

“Pay attention. | need you to pull your arms out of your sleeves.”

“I’m busy.”

“Oh, Jesus,” he muttered as he wrestled me out of my shirt. He got up to pull off my shoes
and socks, then went for my belt. “ The sooner we get you undressed, the sooner we can get to the
fucking part of the program.”

| smiled at the thought, but said, “I hate to break this to you, but I’'m probably too drunk
to fuck.”

“You think so?’ he asked, dragging my pants off me.

“Well, when you get to my age, things stop working after a certain poi—"

“’Cause you' ve got a hard-on.”

“1 do?’ | looked down, and sure enough, there it was. | was amazed. “ Cool.”

He stretched out on my chest, warm and heavy, and kissed me. It wasaslow caressof hislips
against mine, both of ustrying to make up for our own stupidity. It made me dizzy all over again.

“1 doloveyou, you know,” hesaid. He' d learned anew trick and wanted to keep trying it out.

“1 know.” | reached up to stroke his hair. “I think | could love you too.”

“That’s good, | want you to.”

“Yeah, metoo.” It was true, and | had a feeling it wouldn’t take very long. | just hoped |
could make it that far.

The last thing | saw was Seth straddling my hips so he could fit our cocks together. He
pressed down on top of me and started moving, but the rest is a blur of hot breath and slick skin.
I’m ashamed to say | don’t remember much beyond that point.
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Thefirst thing to reach my consciousness was white hot pain originating from my left eye. It
hurt so bad it glowed, and it took me afew minutesto realize the sun was shining in my face. When
| moved my head, things got better. There was still pain, but it was at amuch more tolerable level.

After taking a physical inventory, | sifted though the memories | had of the night before. |
remembered the drinking, the garage, and Seth. Pieces of our conversation started to fall in place,
and | remembered he said he loved me. Then | remembered him naked in my bed.

| turned to reach for him and ask what el se had happened, but there was no one there. Just me
in my empty bed. In my drunken state, my mind had cooked up what | wanted to see. I'd dreamt
itall.

But then | smelled coffee. Bad coffee. My stomach turned, but | knew | hadn’t made it, so
the prospect that Seth forgave me was still a sound one.

| sat up slowly and swung my legs over the edge of the bed with the intention of going to
find him. Instead, | saw a note propped up against my lamp along with a big glass of water and a
bottle of ibuprofen. The clock read eleven o’ clock. No wonder the God damned sun wasin my eye.

| picked up the note and unfolded it.

Hi,

| hope your hangover isn’t half asbad asit should be. | had a 7 AM appointment
this morning, and didn’t have the heart to wake you. I’ mnot sureif I could have
anyway, so you probably needed the sleep. | tried making coffee for you. | have
no idea how it turned out. It's not supposed to be a science experiment, dude.
Come on over to the shop when you wake up.

Love, Seth

| smiled. Not a dream then, which was good, but no Seth to find in my kitchen, either. That
was probably for the best, since | stunk like old booze and sex | couldn’t remember.

| got showered, shaved and dressed with a minimum of fuss, and went to the kitchen to find
out if Seth had destroyed my coffee grinder. What | found was a pot of weak |ooking coffee sitting
in the maker, still heating. It smelled old and burnt, which stood to reason since it had been made
about four hours before. It was clear Seth had tried to clean up after himself, but there was still a
fine mist of ground coffee on everything in sight. | was glad I’ d slept throughit.
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| poured out the bad coffee and gave the counter a quick wipe down with arag. | decided
coffee out would be a good idea, and 1’d pick up some breakfast too. My headache was almost
gone, and with something solid to settle my stomach, I’ d feel better than | had aright to.

| drove back to my old neighborhood and a little mom-and-pop grocery store | like, called
Donadio’s. Rosaand Dominic are the mom and pop that run the place. They’ d have the paper, good
coffee, and some fresh doughnuts at the small bakery counter that was Rosa’'s main contribution
to the business. It reminded me of New Y ork.

“Hey, it's Dino!” Dominic bellowed as | came through the door, jingling the little bell that
hung on the inside of the doorknob. He was sitting on an overturned milk crate, pricing cans of
soup and lining them up on the shelf in front of him.

“Morning, Dom,” | said, reaching to shake his hand.

Rosa poked her head through the bakery counter window and waved at me with adish towel.
“Hi, you,” she said. “Had your breakfast yet? I’ ve got some nice cinnamon buns today.”

“That sounds great, Rosa. I'll take three of them. And some coffee, please.”

“Hungry boy today,” she said, shaking open awhite paper bag.

“Two of those are for Seth. Y ou could probably put your rag in there and he wouldn’t know
the difference.”

She laughed. “Y ou could stand to put alittle meat on your bones. Can | put four in here?’

“Yeah, sure, why not.” | could alwayssaveit for later, and Rosa’ srollswere not to be missed.

| pulled a newspaper off the rack and put it on the front counter as Dominic came around to
ring me up. “How’ s business?’ | asked him.

“Oh, | can’t complain. Thingskeep pretty steady. It’sgood.” He punched at the buttonson the
old cash register. “And you? Where did you end up after they tore down the apartment building?’

“I’m over in the north end of town, on First. It's a nice place with a bunch of old ladies for
neighbors.”

Rosa carried over the bag of rolls and a cardboard cup of coffee. “I gave you some cookies
t0o,” she said. “ Those are on the house.”

“Thanks, Rosa, you' re too good to me. Y ou’ re gonna have me lookin’ like Dom before you
know it.”

She grinned and poked her husband with her elbow. “Y ou could do worse.”

| paid Dominic and stuffed my wallet back in my pocket. | tucked the paper under my arm
and picked up the bag and coffee. We said our goodbyes, and | went out to the car.

| was anxious to see Seth and try to get back to something approaching normal. A new
normal, and far from perfect, to be sure, but we could deal with that.

| pulled into the lot at Ed's and parked next to the tow truck. With the paper and rolls in
one hand, and my coffee in the other, | headed for the side door. | was surprised to find it locked.
| checked my watch. It was a quarter to twelve, a little early for lunch, and Seth was supposedly
expecting me.
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A guy in hismid-thirties poked his head around the corner of the building, saw me, and came
over looking put out. “ Are you the guy that runs this place?’ he asked.

“Nope, sorry. But | know him. He must have stepped out for a minute. He lives upstairs,
I’ll get him for you.”

The guy shook his head. “1 don’t have time for that. My wife is waiting, and we have to be
somewhere. Could you give him my card and the keys? I'll leave it parked out front. It’ s the blue
Buick. Have him call me when he gets back.”

“Sure, no problem,” | said taking the keys and card from him. Nice to know | look
trustworthy.

He got into hiswife' s car, and she roared away with more force than necessary.

| turned and trotted up the steps to beat on the door. “Hey, lazy ass!” | hollered, pounding
with my fist. “ Get back to work, you're pissin’ off people right and left here!”

| paused and listened for the sound of Seth crashing through the rubble.

Nothing.

| knocked harder, confused. “ Seth! Come on, this would be a really bad day to be fucking
around with me.”

| contemplated kicking in the door, but my cellphone rang. | pulled it out and breathed asigh
of relief as| looked at the screen. Seth.

“Where in the hell are you?’ | asked when | flipped it open. “I’m standing here beatin’ on
your door.”

“Y ou remember how we thought it would be a good idea to get our noses out of McCann’'s
business?’ he asked. His voice was gravely, and he sounded tired.

“What’'s going on, Seth? Where are you?’

“That's areally good question. | don’t know exactly, but | met some pals of McCann's. A
couple of "em might be Snake and Tango, but they don’t look smart enough.”

| heard the distinct sound of the back of a hand hitting someone’ s face, and Seth groaned in
the background as someone else came on the line.

“Mr. Martini,” said asmooth voice | instantly recognized. “Y ou’ ve been holding out on me.
Either you' re not as good adetective as | thought, or you still have information that belongs to me.
| decided to balance the scales.”

Fear shot through me, and | pictured Seth bleeding on the floor of the bar. “Where the fuck
did you take him, asshole?’

“You're asmart man, you know how this works.”

“Yeah, | giveyou what you want, and then you whack my friend anyway. And probably me
too, for good measure.”

“You've been watching too many action films. I’'m proposing a simple and civilized
exchange. No one needsto get hurt if you cooperate.”

“Tell that to Darryl Serrano.”
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“That was very unfortunate, but it wasn’t my doing. Mr. Serrano was never good at choosing
his friends carefully.”

“Yeah, | can seethat,” | said.

“Are we going to deal or not? | don’'t have all day.”

“All right, fine,” | said, going down to the car and tossing the rolls and newspaper in the
backseat. | turned around and leaned on the fender. “What’ ve you got in mind?’

“It'salovely day, Mr. Martini. I’m thinking you should take a drive.” He sounded relaxed
and friendly, like we were making plansto play golf. “Y ou can come down to Miami and visit me,
and we' | take care of business.”

“God, | fucking hate Miami,” | said, rubbing my forehead with my fingers to keep calm.
It shouldn’t have mattered, but knowing Seth was that far away made the whole situation worse.
“Where?’

“I’ll get in touch with you in afew hours. No sense in clouding your thinking with too many
details. You just come to Miami.”

“Let metak to Seth.”

| wasn't surprised when he chuckled and said, “We'll see you later, Mr. Martini.”

The line went dead, and | was | eft staring at the gravel in the parking lot. | was scared, and |
felt likeshit. Sethwasin trouble because | couldn’t keep my nose out of stuff, and | deeply regretted
the day | ever laid eyes on that package.

* % % %

The drive down to Miami was uneventful on the outside. No cops to speak of, and nothing
else to slow me down or cause trouble, so | made good time. On the inside, my mind was atangle
of thoughts, berating myself for getting us into this mess, concerned for Seth, and steeling myself
for what I might face when | got down there. Not even the radio could calm me down, and | finally
shut it off and drove in silence, letting the wind whipping around my head numb me for awhile.

| took the turnpike straight into Miami and kept on until | had to pull over to fill my tank. |
also put on my holster and gun. When | was done, | stood outside, leaning on the car, wondering
what in the hell 1 was supposed to do next. It was sunny and hot, but a breeze tugged at my shirt
and threw the scent of gasoline and exhaust in the air. It had been four hours since they’ d contacted
me, and | was getting antsy. | took out my cellphone and stared at it, wondering if I’ d be violating
McCann’srulesif | called him instead. It'snot like | didn’t have the number.

Fuck it. | flipped open the phone and dialed Seth’s number, assuming they would have his
phone right there. | was right, because it was answered in two rings.

“Are you getting impatient, Mr. Martini? | did say we would contact you.”

“Yeah, well, I’'m here, so let’s get on with this, all right? Where do | need to go?’

“We're holding your friend at an abandoned warehouse down by the waterfront. I'll give
you directions.”
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“ Abandoned warehouse? What do you take me for? | show up there and Seth and | are fish
food. How about we try for someplace alittle more public?’

“This isn't the old west, Dino. May | call you Dino?’ | could hear the smirk in his
voice. “We're not going to gun you down in cold blood. That would merely create unnecessary
complications, and I’ m too busy aman for that.”

“Fine then. I'm standin’ right across the street from a big steakhouse called Axel’s Girill.
Why don’t you come meet me there? Y ou can do business and take care of lunch all at the same
time. Very efficient. Y ou know, for a busy man like you.”

“Knowing how you think, perhaps | should be worried about walking into atrap,” he said.

“1 don’'t give a shit about you and your little penny-ante drug operation. If | did, I'd have
already called the cops. | just want to get my friend and get the fuck out of town, got it?’

“And what about him? He doesn’t seem to share your reasonable nature.”

“Put him on the phone, I'll make sure he behaves himself,” | said. “Seriously, though,
bringing him to a steakhouse is the best way to keep himin line.”

There was a pause and faint footsteps, then Seth’ svoice. He still sounded tired. “Hey dude,”
he said. “What’s going on?’

“I’m trying to convince them to meet me somewhere a little more in our favor. Our friend
there doesn’t think you' [I cooperate. Haven't you been playing nice?’

“Fuck no. Someone snatches me at the fucking crack of dawn and doesn’t give me breakfast?
| tend to get alittle cranky.”

“Well, knock it off, because it would be nice if we could get out of this smoothly. Are you
al right?’

“Yeah, mostly.”

“You in any shapeto fight if it comesto that?’

“Sure, if I’'m not tied to achair.”

That was apparently as much as the thugs were willing to let him share, because McCann
came back on the phone. “Do we have an agreement? We'll come to you if you can assure us of
cooperation on both your parts?’

“Yeah, dl right. | can’t help you if you piss him off, though.”

“We'll seeif we can avoid that,” he said. “1 pick the venue, however. A restaurant isalittle
too public for usto be able to speak freely. | have acompromise | think is sufficient.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“We'll bring Mr. Donnelly to a hotel, and you can meet us there. I'll call you with a room
number as soon as we' ve checked in. That way, we can do our business privately, but you can be
assured of some measure of protection. Although, | say again, if you cooperate, youwon't need it.”

| considered for amoment. “That doesn’t sound like much protection to me.”

“That’ sthe best you' re going to get,” McCann said, getting impatient. “ Give us half an hour
to work on your friend, and I’ m sure he'll be able to convince you.”
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“No,” | said, cringing at the thought. “I get it, I'll be there. Just give me the details.”

McCann told me to wait for his call and hung up, leaving me standing in the parking lot,
helpless. | thought about Seth, and memories of him in my bed alternated with ones of him bruised
and bloody. | felt sick. Didn’t seem like we could catch a break lately.
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Half an hour later, | was headed for the Days Inn Airport, room 115. There was to be a man
waiting for me at the side entrance. | still would have preferred to meet somewhere with alot of
handy witnesses, but McCann was calling the shots, and the fact that | got him to compromise at
all was something.

The Days Inn was about as posh as you' d expect from a hotel located three miles from the
airport. Which isto say, it wasn't at al. | was surprised it had a pool. | pulled into the parking lot
and shut off the car, taking a couple minutes to gather my wits and put on my game face.

When | was ready, | stuffed Rosa s rolls into my briefcase, got out, and strode toward the
side door with as much ass-kicking attitude as | could muster. | waved to a couple getting into their
car and said hello. As | approached the door, a garden-variety thug, complete with tight black T-
shirt and sunglasses, got up from his spot on the stairs inside and let me in. He had an ugly fresh
cut down his cheek and afat lip, and | thought | recognized Seth’s handiwork.

| gave him aknowing smirk and said, “Y ou wanna show me the room, maybe let your boss
know I’'m here?’

“He knows,” the guy said. “ Second to the last door on the right.”

| walked down the hall with him hot on my tail, which didn’t look remotely suspicious, and
rapped hard on the door. My plan was to call as much attention as possible to our presence, so if
something did go down, someone might notice. It wasweak, but it wasthe best | had at the moment.

The door swung open and there stood McCann looking every bit as poised and refined as he
had when 1I’d first met him. He slipped his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels.
“It’s good to see you again, Mr. Martini. | trust you had anice drive?’

He stepped back and held the door for me, but | stalled long enough to nod at two pretty
girls getting off the elevator. The thug gave me a shove, and | shoved him right back, curling my
hand into afist in case | needed it.

McCann sighed heavily and regarded us both with a deadpan expression. “Isit possible for
any one of you to do so much as scratch an itch without resorting to physical violence?’

“lsn’'t that what you breed "em for?’ | asked, pushing past him into the room.

My gaze went immediately to Seth, who was bound like a calf and lying on the bed. There
were new bruises on his face and blood on his shirt. He had a cloth gag tied in his mouth, and
managed to look exhausted and pissed off at the same time. When he saw me come in, the look
changed to relief, and he tried to smile.

The thug caught up with me and grabbed my arm. “Y ou want me to frisk him?’ he asked
McCann.

136
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“That won't be necessary. | have no doubt that Mr. Martini isarmed, and given thejob he's
about to do, that’s probably just as well for his sake. We're not going to have any trouble, | don’t
think.”

| broke free and went around the side of the bed to pull the gag from Seth’ s mouth, brushing
the hair off hisforehead in lieu of being able to kiss him. “How are you doin’?’ | asked.

Hegrinned and said, “I’ ve been better. | think one of these guys might be Rick’ sbig brother.”

That suggested more injuries | couldn’t see at the moment, and | winced. “Y ou gonna be
al right?’

“Nothing alittle TLC won't fix,” he said with awink. | marveled that he could be making
come-ons at a time like this, but it meant he wasn’t hurt too badly, and for that | was extremely
grateful.

“Untie him,” | said, straightening up and looking around the room. McCann had needed
three thugsto get Seth there, even bound, and not one of them looked like they’ d appreciate having
him loose again.

“Fat chance,” said the one with the cut on hisface. “He stays just the way heis.”

“Chicken shit asshole,” Seth snapped. “ Somebody better fucking untie me, because my hands
are numb, and | have to take a piss. Don’'t think 1 won't just flood the bed if | have to.”

| cocked my head at McCann and said, “Whatever happened to being civilized?’

“You did assure me that he would behave,” McCann said, nodding at one of the thugs. “It's
on your head if he doesn’t.”

| gave a Seth a stern look while the guy cut through the ropes and he nodded at me, wisely
refraining from any snarky comeback.

Oncefree, he sat up on the edge of the bed with amiserable groan. He rubbed hiswrists and
tried to stretch, flexing his ankles. It made me ache just to watch him, and | felt terrible. | helped
him to hisfeet and kept him steady while he crossed the room.

The head thug took up a post by the bathroom. “Door stays open.”

“Helikesto watch,” Seth said to me with a smirk.

McCann went to the dresser where there was an ice bucket, glasses, and a bottle of scotch.
“Can | offer you adrink?’

“Fine,” | said, following him and looking around, “then let’s get this show on the road.”

The room was standard discount fare. It had beige everything centered around a big beige
bed.

He handed a glassto me, and one to Seth, who had come out of the bathroom, moving easier
ashisblood got flowing. Seth looked at it skeptically, but drank somewhen | nodded that he should.
It would dull the aches and pains until we could get something better.

| took a seat on the end of the bed and sipped what turned out to be some fairly top shelf
scotch. Seth came and stood next to me. | asked, “What the hell isthis all about?’
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“Don’t play coy, Mr. Martini. You and | both know you found significantly more from that
notebook than you reported to me.”

“What makes you think that?’ | asked. “ Serrano was pretty small time, and that stash was
nothing to sneeze at.”

“Because | know how much there was supposed to be,” he said, gazing at meflatly.

| shrugged and reached for my briefcase, pulling out the pages of notes we’'d made on the
locations of the other wrecked cars. There wasn’t any point in playing cat-and-mouse with him.
McCann looked over the sheets, and for thefirst time, | saw hisrefinement dlip. He seemed irritated
and made a pained grimace as he read.

Finally, he shook his head and handed the pages back to me. “Y ou certainly have your work
cut out for you,” he said, taking asip of hisdrink.

That was anew twist. “Excuse me?’ | narrowed my eyes at him, afraid | knew exactly what
he was getting at.

McCann gave me a smug, oily smile. “Retrieving al that is going to be a highly dangerous
job, and | have no intention of sending my men after it. Unfortunately, they were spotted going
after the first stash, and now we are surely being watched carefully. You, on the other hand, are
unknown to our rivals and should be able to dlip in undetected.”

“Not a chance,” | said, shaking my head. “That wasn’t part of the deal. There's no way in
hell I’'m carting aload of drugs around Miami for you.”

| glanced up at Seth who didn’t look the least bit surprised. In fact, he looked distinctly
apologetic, and | realized he knew what McCann had in mind. | started to do some fast thinking.

“Listen,” | said, “there’'s no way | can pull off ajob like that on my own. I’'m gonna need
Seth with me. It s strictly atwo man deal.” If he wasn’t willing to put his own guys at risk, then
he' d have to give me Seth, and that gave us a whole lot of opportunity.

“1 completely agree with you. However, before you attempt to do anything rash,” McCann
said, “I think you should have avery clear picture of what’s at stake.”

He had an ominous ook | didn’t like one bit, and something told me he was holding all the
cards. He tapped a couple buttons on the cellphone he held, and we heard the ring of a call over
the speaker.

“Yeah, boss?’ came the answer with a crackle of static.

“I’m having drinks with Mr. Martini and his friend, and we'd like to hear a report on your
assignment.” McCann held my eye the whole time he spoke.

The guy on the other end sounded bored as hell. “ Them old ladies spent all morning fucking
around out in the yard with tables and chairs and shit, and now they got some other ladies there
and they’ re having some kind of atea party or some shit.”

The picture suddenly became very clear to me and | jumped up, sslamming my glass on the
table and grabbing McCann by the tie. “If you hurt one gray hair on a single one of those nice
ladies, I’'m going to tear you limb from limb, you sleazy little cocksucker.”
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All three thugs made a grab for me, but Seth got there first and pulled me back. He said to
McCann, “Dino’s very big on chivalry and shit like that. Threatening ladies is about as low as it
getsin his book.”

McCann smoothed out his tie and took another drink. “That was precisely the idea. | find
that with the right leverage, you can get anything done.”

Seth pushed me back down on the bed, and | shot him aglance. “Y ou knew thiswas coming.”

“Yeah, | heard them planning it, and there wasn’t a fucking thing | could do about it. It's a
shitty gig, | know that, but we can pull this off. Let’sjust get it done, all right?’

| was so pissed off | had to fight hard to think clearly, but | could see Seth had a point. It
didn’t matter to meif we furthered the Miami drug trade or not, and if McCann got what he wanted
out of us, | didn’t see why he'd feel the need to hurt any of my neighbors.

| turned to glare at him. “Do | have your word that you' |l leave them alone if we do this?’

“They’ Il never even know they were involved,” McCann said. “1’ll shake on that.”

| shook his hand, because some guys get very serious about that kind of thing, and | had the
sense he was one of them. | could keep the ladies safe if | was willing to play ball, and | wasn't
going to let them down.

“Fine,” | said. “Spell it out for me. | wanna know the whole story, so | know what we're
heading into.”

McCann poured me another splash of whiskey and gave my glass back. He settled into his
chair and got comfortable, crossing hislegs. “1 own a popular nightclub herein Miami, and | make
an excellent living at it. Part of the reason for that is| make sure my club offersall the amusements
people look for when they go out for a night of fun, as well as an attractive hassle-free setting to
do themin.”

“Y ou mean drugs.”

“1 mean upscale designer drugs, companions, private rooms, secluded spaces for a little
romance. All the natural outcroppings of a place where people come to drink and dance.”

“So, drugs, hookers and probably afew other things frowned upon by the Miami PD.”

“It’s a competitive market, and | have to offer what the people want.” His expression was
completely unapologetic.

“How do Serrano and his notebook fit into all this?’ | asked.

McCann'’ s face darkened. “ Darryl Serrano was employed by one of the seedier clubs| often
do business with, The Shark Pond. Y ou’ve been there. He generally acts as a courier when we
purchase supplies from them.”

“He' s your drug dealer.” | loved how he was putting a respectable spin on everything like
we both didn’t know just what the hell he was talking about.
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“He was a runner. He didn’t have the brains or the attention span to deal drugs,” McCann
said. “He did, however, have barely enough street smarts and reckless stupidity to do an end run
around my man during the last drop. He made off with a substantial amount of my money and the
equivaent in hisemployer’s designer drugs. He's made alot of people very angry.”

“How much are we talking about?’ | asked.

“One million dollars.”

Seth whistled. “Of each?’

McCann nodded.

“Is that why you killed him?’ | asked, tipping back the last of my drink. “Did you kill the
guy that let him make off with your money too?’

“My man was taught a hard lesson and let go,” he said. “Asfor Serrano, he was alive when
my boys|eft him. He was extremely unhappy and not incredibly coherent, from what | understand,
but we got theinformation about the notebook out of him. Wethought that would be all we needed.”

“Who killed him then?’

McCann raised an eyebrow. “| really couldn’t say. But if | were to hazard a guess, I’ d think
it was the other party he screwed over. They’re an unsavory bunch, and their methods are crude
and extreme.”

“1 see. And you want to wind up with the drugs and the cash in the end?’

“Exactly,” said McCann. “And if we can do so without alerting the denizens of The Shark
Pond, then so much the better.”

“So, now you' re gonna do the double crossing.”

“Not at all. It was their employee who broke the rulesin the first place. With him gone, and
the merchandise till at large... Well, as far as I’'m concerned it’s fair game. I’m quite sure they
view it that way too, and | would be out my money if they found it first.”

| mulled that over. “Y ou have any ideaif they’re looking?’

“They would be stupid not to be,” McCann said. “1 suggest you watch your back.”

“All right, here’s the way it’s gonnawork,” | said. “We'll scope out the other sitesto get a
feel for them, but we are not goin’ after this stuff until it’s dark. | want as much of an advantage
as possible.”

“That’s understandable. You can return here when you're finished, and I'll collect my
property then.” He stood up and brushed the wrinkles from his suit. “Well, I’ ve taken up enough
of your time. I’'m sure you’ll want to get to work right away. The room is yoursto use, of course,
and I' [l have afew of my men keeping tabs on your progress, to make sure you stay on track.”

Seth made aface, and | had a feeling he was about to say something rude, so | cut him off.
“Just make sure they stay the hell out of our way.”

“You'll hardly even know they’re there,” McCann said smugly.
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He and his men walked into the hallway, and | went to the peephole. | looked out to see
the four of them in a hushed conference before McCann and two others strode down the hallway
as if they had somewhere to be. The other guy had the slower gait of someone who'd just been
assigned stakeout duty.

Back in the room, Seth was pacing like a caged dog. “ This stinks, Dino,” he snapped. “How
in the fuck are we supposed to get anything done with those pricks all over our backs?’

“Relax,” | told him, catching his arm to take the barely touched drink out of his hand before
he sloshed it all over the bedspread. “ They want usto get thejob done, so | don’t think they’ll give
us a hard time as long as they know we're workin’ oniit.”

| finally had him alone, and | wanted to tell him how sorry | was, how scared I’d been all
morning, but it didn’t seem like the best time.

“You hurt bad?’ | asked, running a hand over him slowly. | was checking for injuries, but
| didn’t mind when he took it as a caress and pressed up against me, resting his forehead on my
shoulder.

“Not really.” He looked up me and grinned. “And | got even.”

“Yeah, | saw that.” | touched his bruised lip with my thumb. “Did it ever occur to you that
you could save yourself alot of pain?’

He shrugged. “What’ sthe fun in that? Y ou got anything to eat? I’ m starving. Those assholes
didn’'t feed me.”

| didn’t need to answer him, because he was already rooting through my briefcase. He found
the bag from Donadio’s and pulled out aroll, stuffing it in his mouth as he turned back to me. He
ripped off one bite and swallowed it whole, then tore off another.

“Hey,” | said, “don’t scarf those down like a mangy dog, those are Rosa’s.”

“And they’re great,” he mumbled through a mouthful. In fifteen seconds he’'d eaten one
entire roll and took a second one from the bag.

“1’m serious. It s alarming to watch you eat that way. Y ou’ re gonna choke yourself.”

He paused for a moment, looked vaguely ill, and then belched obnoxiously.

| shook my head. “Y ou are disgusting.”

“1 haven't eaten anything since last night, Dino, I’m about to pass out here.”

“Not likely,” | said. “ So tell me what happened.”

“Hey, there’ s cookiesin here.”

“Give me one of those.”

He handed me acookie and said, “ Those fuckers are sneaky. One minute | was Joe Mechanic
about to open up for the day, and the next, | got some thug cramming something in my mouth. |
woke up awhile later in heap on the floor of avan driving who knows where.”

“They drugged you?’

“Yeah, but | got even for that too. | puked on their carpet.”

“Shit, I’'m sorry...”
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Seth shrugged and ate another cookie. “I felt fine after that. They took me to some old
warehouse and kept me in the van until Slick in the Suit showed up and started asking me about
Serrano’ s notebook. | gave him the party line, which was that we only knew about the one stash of
drugs and he should feel freeto go fuck himself. Then me and the boys played afun game of ‘ beat
the shit out of Seth’ while Slick messed around with my cellphone.”

“That’swhen | got the call?”’

“Yep.”

“Did you spend the next three hours antagonizing them?’

“Of course | did, what do you think? Had to entertain myself somehow.”

| shook my head. Seth wadded up the empty bag and tossed it in the garbage can. “Got any
cash on you?’ he asked. “| saw some vending machines when they dragged mein here, and | want
asandwich.”

“Sure,” | said. McCann had left the room keys on the dresser, so | took one. “I’ll walk down
with you.”

Once we were out in the hall, | said, “I think we'd be wise to assume the hotel room is
probably bugged, and by now they would have had time to bug Matildatoo, if they’ re going to.”

“1 wish | could tell you,” Seth said. “The way they had me on that bed, | couldn’t see much
of what was going on. What do we do about it?’

“Nothing. Just keep it in mind and don’t say anything you don’t want them to hear. Either
writeit down, or saveit until we're somewhere clear. Trying to find or destroy the bugswould just
piss them off, plus they’d probably do it again anyway. Better to let them think we don’t know.”

Seth nodded and said, “Can | spend all my time talking about how ugly and dickless they
al are?

“Sure, knock yourself out.”

One of the vending machines sold toiletries, so | got some Tylenol for both of us, and a
sandwich since | hadn’t eaten either. Seth got an egg salad made on fluorescent orange bread that
was supposed to taste like cheese. He also bought a bag of chips, a package of Oreos and two of
those horrible energy drinks he likes.

“1t’s no damn wonder you barfed in their van,” | said, when he dumped it all on the table
in our room.

“Dude, | wish | could’ve had orange bread and Oreos. That would have been awesome. |If
they try anything tonight, I’m going to try to take a gut shot.”

“Well, stay the hell away from me then,” | said, unwrapping my food.

Seth wolfed down his lunch, then stalked around the room with a scowl on his face. He
grabbed a handful of ice out of the bucket on the dresser and started flinging cubes at the wall.
“This is gonna be one long ass afternoon, Dino. | don’t know if | can hack it, | just want to get
out there and take care of this.”
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“Y ou need to settle down and pull yourself together,” | said, looking up from my notes and
folding my arms over my chest. This was not the time | wanted to be dealing with one of Seth’s
minor meltdowns.

He turned and started pelting me with ice cubes.

| swatted at them and said, “ Stop that, asshole.”

He had the good grace to look mildly chagrined and dumped the rest of the ice back in the
bucket. “Look, we know where everything is, why don’t we just go get it and be done?’

“Because we only think we know where everything is, and | don’t want to have half amillion
bucks worth of drugs in my possession when we hit a snag we weren't ready for.”

| got up and stopped his pacing, rubbing his neck to calm him. “We' re gonna head out right
now and check on the other cars, make sure we know where stuff is and what it’s going to take
to get it. All right?’

He nodded reluctantly. “Yeah, al right. | just need to let the food kick in. I'll be fine once
we get moving.”

“Okay, then, let’'s go.”
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Thefirst stop on the agenda was Auto Parts Unlimited, where we were in search of an older
Buick Riviera. We pulled into the lot and parked near the back. | studied the top of the surrounding
wall and the corners of the building that housed the main office. There were no cameras or other
obvious security devices, just afew halogen spotlights that probably stayed on al night. A sign by
the main entrance announced Lyle Taggart, General Manager .

Aswewent inside, | checked the office door for any kind of alarm system and was surprised
to find nothing. Apparently, Lyle and company relied on the power of good old-fashioned locks
and the decency of humanity.

We ran the picky wife routine again, and followed Serrano’s clues to the car in question. It
was a blue Riv with only one remaining door and no front seats.

“Where do you want to start?’ Seth asked.

“Why don’'t you look inside while | try to get the trunk open.”

| went around to search the back end of the car. The paint was scratched and dirty, and there
was rust dotting the edges and seams. | tried simply lifting the trunk in case it wasn’t latched, but
nothing happened, so | felt along the lip. Just to the right of center was a chewed up spot that was
dented and flared.

“Hey, Seth,” | called. “1 think | got something.”

He backed himself out and stood up, brushing dirt and bits of safety glass off his jeans.
“Good, because | really doubt there' s anything inside, it's destroyed in there.”

“Look,” | said, pointing to the damage on the trunk lid. “This has been pried open.”

Hebent downtolook at it closely, flicking away some of the chipped paint with hisfingernail.
“Yup, not very much rust, either. It wasn’t al that long ago.”

He reached into hisjeans and took out his pry bar. With one good yank, he popped the trunk
open and raised the lid. It took some work, but we found the box hidden underneath the flooring.
The contentswerethe same asthefirst onewe’ d found. Seth gave alow whistle and shook hishead.

“Okay,” | said, “close that up and stuff it back where you got it. We have two more to find,
and then we have to come up with agame plan.”

Seth snapped the box closed. “Why don’'t we just take this with us now so we don’t have
to come all the way back out here?’

“Noway. | don't see how we could get it past the front gate without someone noticing, and |
don’'t want it with us now anyway. We come back tonight and do this under the cover of darkness.
We're fucked if we get caught, and | want every advantage we can get.”

* k% % %
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A-1Auto Salvage & Towing wasalittle harder to find than the first lot, because it was down
asmall side street, and we missed it the first time. Although this yard was smaller than Unlimited,
it had twice as many cars, at least. More than half of them were stacked two high, and | hoped like
hell we weren’t going to have to start scaling wrecked automobiles.

On the plus side, our luck seemed to be holding well in the security department. | cased the
area as we walked toward the office and didn’t see anything more sophisticated than the motion
lights and gate lock. There was a fairly tough looking dog on a chain, sleeping in the sun by the
entrance. | couldn’t place the breed, but he was on the smaller side of huge and looked like he had
alot of teeth. It didn’t take much hard thinking to realize he was probably let loose in the yard at
night. We' d have to consider that in our plans.

The other thing that gave me cause for concern was the house located right next door. The
worn, sandy path between it and the office building made it pretty clear the business was owner
operated and they lived on the premise. Another slight complication.

This time, the box was hidden in the engine compartment of alate model Thunderbird, and
wasabitchto get at. We stuffed it under the seat, instead, to make things easier when we came back.

When we tracked down the final box, we found it in the wheel well of a rusted Geo
Hatchback. In each case, | paid close attention to the security measures the salvage yards used, and
any potential obstaclesto getting in and out quickly.

“1 got ahunch about why he picked theyardshedid,” | told Seth aswe stood under theisland
canopy of agas station, filling up the tank.

He leaned on the side of the car, hands stuffed in his pockets. “Y eah? What' s that?’

“Easy to break into.”

Seth smirked. “No shit? That would be fucking convenient, wouldn’t it?’

“It looks that way to me. | mean, think about it, he’ s just adumb schmuck who wantsto play
at being a secret agent. He doesn’t want to get caught at it, so he scopes out a bunch of places and
goes for the ones he figures are easy marks.”

“Sweet. | finally have areason to appreciate his delusional tendencies.”

“They’re all older, small-time operations. None of them have cameras or decent security
systems. It’ s about time we caught a break.”

| left Seth to keep an eye on the pump while | popped Matilda's hood and checked the ail,
washed the windshield and made sure the tires had enough air. We used the restrooms, bought a
couple of candy bars and got moving again.

“Next stop on Moron Serrano’s Magical Mystery Tour, EZ Mini Storage,” Seth said. He
pulled out and turned right, following the directions I’d given him.

| slid the page of notes out of the stack and laid it on top. The code for the storage unit was
shorter and simpler than the others.

8592124
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27272727
361429

We knew the first line was the address and were able to find it without any trouble. The
one he'd picked was right off the Regan Turnpike, and | wondered if he'd planned it for a quick
getaway.

Seth turned into the parking lot and pulled off to the side. A sheet metal fence ran all the way
around the outside of the storage lot, ending on either side of the office building. To the left of the
building was an automatic gate with adrive-up card box on the side.

Seth pointed to it. “Key card?’

“That would bemy guess.” | reached into my briefcase and took the key card out of Serrano’s
envelope, dropping it in the palm of Seth’s outstretched hand.

He put the car in gear and eased up to the box, dliding the card into it. The box beeped, and
there was an audible click from the gate, then a motorized whir as it rolled open. We drove in,
and it closed behind us.

“Now where?’ Seth asked, pausing to look both ways.

| showed him the paper with the code. “ Y ou wannabet we' relooking for unit number twenty-
seven?’

He snorted and said, “ Y ou' re shitting me.”

“What else do you get out of that? They’re all two digit numbers from what | can see.”

“Wow,” hesaid, following the directional signsto the twenty-onethrough thirty section. “He
must have really been scraping the bottom of the barrel when he came up with that one.”

“Probably burned out hislast two brain cells,” | said.

Seth rolled to a stop in front of twenty-seven, and we both turned to stare at the unit door. |
grabbed Serrano’s key ring and the notes, and got out of the car. Seth came around the front end
to stand beside me.

The steel hasp on the side was fastened by not one, but two locks. One was a standard issue
black and silver combination lock, and the other was a gold padlock.

“Well,” Seth said, “what do you think is behind the door? A lady or atiger?’

| shot him aglance. “That isasurprisingly literary reference for you.”

“I resent that.”

“Youknow I’'mright,” | said, trying the small gold key. | was hoping it fit the padlock, which
would make sense given Serrano’s style.

Luck was holding with us, and | grinned when the lock snapped open. | had bolt cutters that
would have gotten usin, but | generally prefer the easy routeif | can get it.

Seth looked over my shoulder. “One down, one to go.”

“Yeah. Here,” | said, handing him the paper, “read me the combination.”

“Thirty-six, fourteen, twenty-nine.”
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That worked too, and we raised the garage door. Seth let out the kind of low moan he usually
reserved for sightseeing in bars. The door was barely halfway up when he ducked insideto explore.

“A motherfucking Z-four,” he groaned, running his hands along the sides of a gleaming
black convertible two-seater sports car, top down. “Three point oh liter, two hundred twenty-
five horsepower, dual overhead cam. Twenty-four valve, inline six cylinder engine with double-
VANOS variable valve timing. Shit, Dino, have you ever seen anything so gorgeousin your entire
life?’

“Yes, | have, and she' s right behind us so watch your mouth.”

He went back to fondling the car, muttering things about struts and transmissions. When he
made his way around to the driver’s side, he reached in and popped the hood. As soon as he lifted
it and disappeared from view, the moaning started again.

| rolled my eyes and folded my arms. “Y ou two want to be left alone for awhile?’

“Yeah. About ten minutes will do just fine. Wait, better make it fifteen, | want it to last.”

“Shut up and see if this key goesto that car,” | said.

He dropped the hood and practically danced back to the driver’s door as | tossed him the
keys. Theway he jumped in and slid down into the driver’ s seat, | felt like | should be averting my
eyes. Three seconds later, when the car roared to life, I’ d forgotten any such concerns.

“Thisisexcellent,” | said, going over to the side of the car. “I’m willing to bet we' re looking
adecent chunk of McCann’s stash right here. He' s probably gonna have a shit fit.”

“1 wouldn’t say that McCann having ashit fit was excellent, Dino,” Seth said, looking up me.

“Well, | don't givearat’sass. | didn’t spend his money. Thisis good for us.”

“Why?’

“Because now we don’'t have to run around Miami with a pile of drugs in a car that's
registered in my name, that’swhy.” | stopped and waited for the implication to hit Seth.

He froze in the middle of stroking the steering wheel and turned to gaze up at me over the
top of hissunglasses. The gleam in his eye was complete, unadulterated lust. He opened his mouth
to say something, but was speechless for the first time since I’d known him.

| grinned. “Yep. You get to ride in this car tonight.”

“Ride?’ The gleam turned instantly cold. “What the fuck do you mean ‘ride,” Dino?’

“Okay, okay,” | said holding up my hands. “Y ou can drive. You didn’t really think | would
try to get between you and a hot car, did you?’

He eyed me sharply for along moment. “| would hope not.”

| had to laugh. “Y ou are so fucking easy...”

“Look who'stalkin’, baby.”

For a few minutes, we were able to forget about the trouble we were in and toss shit back
and forth like we were in Ed’s garage changing Matilda’s oil. It was refreshing, and | needed it.
In spite of the spectacular progress we' d made, there were still quite afew details | hadn’t worked



148 Like Coffee and Doughnuts

out yet, not the least of which was how this adventure ended. That had been nagging at me all day.
| was struggling with my impression of McCann as a practical man, versus the risk of letting us
go knowing what we did.

“All right, listen,” | said, checking my watch, “it’s getting late, and we have a couple of
things to take care of before tonight. | think we should get moving.”

“No problem, | could really use some dinner soon.”

“Yeah, we don’'t want you starving to death. Y ou really should eat more. Growing boy like
you.”

“Har, har,” Seth said, climbing out of the car. He dlipped the keys into his pocket and
readjusted his sunglasses.

We pulled the unit door shut, and | secured it with the padlock only. We had the key, and
| didn’t want to have to screw around with a combination in the dark. Then Seth took us back to
the hotel.
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Halfway between the car and the door of the hotel, Seth brushed up against me and said in
alow voice, “I could use alittle bit of that TLC right about now...”

| glanced at him and he was looking up at me through his eyelashes with the barest hint of
agrin on hisface. It was one of the damnedest looks I’ d ever seen.

“Absolutely not,” | told him. | sincerely hoped I’ d see it again sometime in the near future
when I’d be able to enjoy it.

“Why the hell not?” Seth frowned at me. “We've got to kill afew hours before we can even
think of getting started on the job.”

“Because I'm pretty sure that room is bugged, and there is no way we're screwing around
in there.”

“Oh dear God,” he said, snorting with exasperation and looking up at the sky. “Do wereally
give afuck if McCann hears us gettin’ al hot and sweaty?”

“Yes, we do, and it’s not because I'm a prude.” | cut him off with alook and went on, “He
used our friendship as leverage against me. How dangerous do you think it would be for you if he
knew how things really stand?’

“Thissucks,” he said, kicking a plastic bottle cap on the ground. | wasn't sure if he actually
agreed with me, but it seemed he wasn’t planning to argue, and for that | was grateful. I’d already
fucked up and landed him in alot of trouble, | wasn't going to do it again if | could help it.

“We both could use some rest anyway,” | said. | held the side door open for him. “We've
got along night ahead of us, and we' re gonna need to be sharp.”

In the hotel room, | arranged what we' d need for the job, and packed up my computer and
briefcase to stash in the car when we left. | didn’t want anything left behind we' d have to come
back for. The minute we handed over McCann’s stuff, | planned to hit the road and get out of
Miami as quickly as possible.

Seth lay on the bed, propped up on one elbow and watching me quietly. When | wasfinished,
| draped my jacket over achair, kicked off my shoes, and went to join him. He smiled and shifted
to make room for me.

When | settled my head on the pillow, he leaned over me with a grin and put afinger to his
lipsin asilent “shh,” before he kissed me long and slow. He edged closer and dlid a leg up over
mine. Every move he made was deliberate, intent on not making a sound.

The experience was surreal, and he was obviously pushing it after the conversation we'd
just had, but after everything that happened in the past few days, | wasn't about to let go of him.
I’d spent too much time fearing 1’d lost him, one way or the other, and it was good to have him
right there with me.
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He went too far, though, when he slipped open the button of his jeans and eased the zipper
down, quiet as a mouse. | narrowed my eyes in warning, but he took my hand and pulled it to his
straining hard-on. | shook my head and started to pull away, but the look on his face stopped me.
There was no trace of cocky game playing, or any kind of challenge, just plain and simple need.
He looked tired and beat up and tense, and | realized he was only looking for some release and
achance to wind down.

That | could do for him, and | kissed him softly as | slid my hand into his underwear
and caressed his cock. He was hot and hard, damp in the confines of his jeans. When | started
stroking him, he blew out aragged breath and bit hislip. His mouth fascinated me, and the lines of
concentration on his brow. | watched his face until he curled in closer, muffling his thick panting
against my shoulder as he struggled to keep quiet. He wrapped an arm around my waist and thrust
erratically when | worked him faster, trying to up the tension as much as possible.

In spite of the circumstances, or maybe because of them, it was one of the most erotic
moments | could remember. | was hard, and | wanted him so much, every instinct | had was urging
me to push him down and take him. My heart and my mind may have struggled with the concept
of dating Seth, but my body had been on board from the first moment he touched me.

When he seemed close to coming, | tightened my hand and pumped him hard and fast. He
pressed closer still, rubbing his body against mine, and trapping my hand between us. Moving was
somewhat awkward, but it blocked the noise, which was good. When Seth came, his body jerked,
and his mouth fell open in silent moans that ghosted hot breath against my neck.

| stroked him lightly until he calmed down and finally slumped against me. He let his head
roll back so he could smile lazily at me, still breathing hard. | was pleased to see no traces of
tension left on his face. | met his gaze and held it, trying to show him I’d meant it when | said |
could easily love him.

He rubbed a hand down across my erection and back to my belt buckle, but | stopped him
and shook my head. He frowned and looked at me quizzically, raising an eyebrow. | leaned to
whisper in his ear. “Y ou can owe me.”

| kissed him to show him | meant it, and he seemed to accept that, because he got up and
went into the bathroom. | was too concerned with the events ahead of us to have enjoyed it, and |
still thought it was taking ahell of arisk, so | was just as willing to wait until we were home.

When Seth came back, his jeans were buttoned and he was carrying awet washcloth, which
he used to wipe traces of come off the front of my shirt. When he was done, it barely showed at
all. 1 took the washcloth and tossed it into the corner.

“You really should try to get some sleep,” | said quietly, pulling him down next to me.

He settled in with one arm wrapped around his stomach and the other hanging loosely over
me, his head resting on my shoulder. Within five minutes he was asleep.

* % % %
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Around eight o’ clock that night, | lay on the bed staring up at the hotel ceiling, watching
the blinking red light on the smoke detector. | never did get any sleep. My mind was too busy
replaying the day’ s events and running potential scenarios for the outcome. | forced myself to lie
there anyway, figuring some rest was better than nothing at all. Seth appeared to be out cold, but
it was hard to tell because he was so qui€t.

At eight fifteen, | couldn’t take it anymore and got up. We'd set the alarm clock for nine,
which would leave us plenty of time to go out for dinner and get ready.

On impulse, | grabbed my cellphone and my cigarettes and let myself into the hallway as
quietly asl could. | took thelong way around and went out through the lobby, away from the prying
eyes of McCann’s thug. They were only making a token showing of it anyway.

In front of the hotel was a matching pair of huge potted palms, and on either side of those
were cement benches. | chose one and sat down, lighting a cigarette and taking a long drag. |
smoked about half of it and tried to clear my head, which was easier with a nicotine buzz going.
Accomplishing that for afull two minutes probably did more for me than the couple hours | laid
on the bed.

| flipped open my phone and dialed Ruth’s number, taking another drag while it rang. An
airplane roared overhead and curved toward the runways.

On the fourth ring, she picked up. “Hello?’

“Hey, Ruth, it'sDino,” | said, blowing out smoke.

“Dino! How niceto hear from you.” | heard a squeal of delight in the background and Ruth
said, “Della’ s here. She saysto tell you hello.”

| smiled. “Say hi for me.”

Ruth chuckled and said, “I think you' Il get to yourself. She'd like to talk to you when we're
finished.”

“Sure,” | said. “That'd be great. Listen, | just wanted to make sure everything was okay
there.”

“Well, of courseit is. Is something worrying you?’

“No, not really,” I lied. “I was just wondering how the garden party went and if | can look
forward to fresh veggies or bouquets of flowers.”

“You'll have both,” she told me. “We're going to have plenty of space, so we reached a
compromise.”

“That’s great. Everything else like normal around there?’

“Yes. Dino, is there something going on we should know about?’

“No, no, I’'m sure everything' sfine.” | reached over and crushed out the butt of my cigarette
in the sand of asmall garbage can. “I’m down in Miami and just wanted to check up on things. It's
what | do, don’t sound so suspicious. Dellawould eat this up with a spoon.”

“Mmm,” Ruth agreed, sounding mildly amused. | could hear chatter as she passed the
information along. Then she said, “The police were here looking for you today.”
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Damn it. She’ d been waiting to spring that on me, | could tell.

“Female? | asked. “A detective?’

“Yes.” She sounded surprised that I’ d guessed.

“That's Teresa, she's afriend of mine. It’'s okay, we' ve just been trying to touch base and
haven’t had much luck lately. I’ll call her when | get back.”

“1 think you should. She didn’'t seem very happy about missing you,” Ruth said. “She aso
seemed to be acting in an official capacity. She asked me quite a lot of questions about you and
where you’ ve been the last couple of days. Are you in some kind of trouble?’

“Nah,” | said, trying to sound as casual as possible. “We' re working on a case together, and
she' sticked because | haven't had time to meet with her about it.”

“1 see,” she said, which in my experienceisfemalefor ‘| don't believe aword of that crap.’
Ruth was a shrewd one, all right.

“Everything' s fine, Ruth. Just take care of yourself, okay?’

Her tone was quite a bit warmer when she said, “I’ll say the same to you, Dino.”

“Yes, maam, | will.”

She said goodbye and handed the phone over to Della who immediately gushed, “Dino,
darling, how are you? Areyou enjoying Miami?1 just adore Miami. All those barely dressed boys
on the beach, | could just sit there for days and days.”

“Y ou can have them, Della. | hate Miami. | can’t wait to come home.”

She laughed and asked, “When will that be, sugar?’

“Tomorrow, | hope. That’s the plan anyway.”

“Well then, I’ [l make sure to have something hot and steamy waiting for you,” she said, and
then added saucily, “And maybe I’ll bake too.”

“Délla, you slay me.”

When | finished talking with them, | hung up and lit another cigarette. It made mefeel better
to know things were going all right there. It was also good to get a reminder of why | was doing
this. A little something to strengthen my resolve.

After a few minutes, | took a deep breath and dialed Seth’s cellphone number. McCann
answered immediately. “Dino. | was beginning to wonder when I’ d hear from you.”

“Oh, cut the crap. Y ou know where we' ve been and what we' ve been up to.”

“Yes, | do,” he said smoothly. “And | understand things are going well. | realy am quite
impressed. Y ou're saving me agreat deal of trouble.”

“I'm just that kind of guy,” | said, although I redly didn’t have it in me to banter with
the asshole. “We'll get started in afew hours. | figure we'll probably be done around two or so,
depending on how things go. | got one condition, though.”

“Really. And what isthat?’

“No tail for this. | don’t want your guy fuckin’ things up and blowing this for me.”

“My men are very professional—"
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“Bullshit. At least one of your men screwed up enough to put all of usin this position to
begin with. Seth and | are on our own, or we're not doing it at all, and we'll find some other way
to keep you off my neighbors.”

| heard McCann take a deep breath, and | knew it galled him to givein. “All right. We'll do
this your way. It would be safer to distance myself from it anyway.”

“Good,” | said. “Make sure you're ready when we are. I’m not dragging this out any longer
than necessary.”

“Just return to the hotel when you're finished. I'll be waiting for you there.”

“Fine,” | said, and | hung up on him.

| finished my cigarette, and on my way back through the lobby, | stopped at the hospitality
table and got a cup of coffee. It was old, but it was the restaurant coffee, and it wasn’t too bad.
Plus, it was hot, which can’t always be said for coffee that’s been sitting around awhile. | sipped
it carefully as | went back to the room.

Inside, Seth was up and moving and had evidently been to the vending machines, because
he was chugging down a green energy drink and eating a candy bar.

“Where wereyou?’ he asked.

“Qut front having a smoke. | called and gave areport to McCann, and | told him to call off
the tail.”

While | spoke, | grabbed the pad of paper off the table and jotted down: Called Ruth,
everyone' s fine. Not that | figured McCann would care, but | didn’t like the idea of him listening
to anything involving my neighbors. | showed it to Seth.

“Excellent,” he said with anod. “| was thinking about dinner. There sthisgreat little Cuban
restaurant I’ ve been to afew times. Teofilo’s. It’ sdown in South Beach, and thefood isincredible.”

“My favorite part of town.”

Seth grinned. “Y ou can’t deny the scenery’ snice, and it beats the hell out of fast food, right?
You'll likeit, trust me. My treat even.”

| raised my eyebrows. “Twice in one month? Y ou must be getting soft.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You in or not?’

“Yes” | said. “Yes, I'min. I’'m starving. That sandwich was crap.”
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Teofilo’'s was a small, rundown place with green stained-glass windows. The floor and
furniture were all bare wood, giving the room arustic look. Two large celling fans hung down on
poles, turning slowly to keep the spiced air moving. It smelled like heaven. Therewas still adecent
sized crowd, but we were able to get atable right away, and soon we had a couple of beers.

Lively music played in the background, along with the usual restaurant noise of a dozen
conversations, the clattering of silverware, and the occasional hiss and sizzle from the kitchen. It
was almost possible to forget the situation we were in, save for the apprehension sitting in my gut
and the guy in the corner. McCann’'s thug had slunk in right behind us to grab some dinner while
the getting was good. | sincerely hoped McCann planned on keeping hisword and pulling the guy
when things got started. For the time being, | was willing to ignore him.

| took asip of beer and said, “We need to stop at a drugstore and pick up some sleeping pills,
and then run by adrive-thru for a hamburger.”

Seth’ s gaze darted toward the corner. “Y ou’ re gonna drug the guy? What do we care?’

“Wedon't care,” | said, frowning at him. “Thisisfor the dog at A-1 Auto. Even if he's not
the type to take a chunk out of my ass, | don’t want his barking to wake up the neighbors.”

“Yeah, good luck with that,” Seth said. “ Every dog I’ ve ever met would hork down the burger
likeit's starving and then spit the pill on the ground. | have no idea how they do it.”

“Well, shit. Got a better idea?’

“Booze. Knocksthemright out if you can get them to drink enough. They seemtoreally like
the fruity stuff like strawberry flavored rum or lime vodka.”

| tilted my head and eyed him. “And you know this how?’

“Ed'sdogs,” he said with asmirk. “ They come sniffing around when | have parties out back
sometimes and get into people’ sdrinks. It's never Cuervo or Jack Daniel’ sthey go for, it’saways
the sweet stuff.”

“And you let them.”

“Weéll, no, of course not. | wouldn’t waste good booze on the mutts. They wait until no one's
looking.”

“Okay,” | said. “We skip the drugstore and hit aliquor store, instead.”

We paused as the waiter brought our meals and set them down in front of us, the plates
steaming enticingly. | leaned forward and inhaled deeply, humming with anticipation. Seth |ooked
pleased with my reaction.

“Actualy,” he said, “we're not that far from The Shark Pond. We can get a burger from the
diner across the street, and then stop in there and get a couple shotsto pour onit. It'll save time.”

“Uh-huh.”

154



Elle Parker 155

“What? It’s not like we have all night.”

“Well, yes, we do have all night. | think you just want to see that bartender again.”

“He' sjust eye candy,” he said with agrin. “Eat your damn dinner.”

We agreed not to ruin an excellent meal with talk about McCann and his shitty job. Instead,
we spent the time talking about cars, us, football and beer. We didn’t rush either, enjoying our meal
to the fullest and even going so far as to order a dessert of papaya topped with cream cheese. We
also had Cuban coffee, which was about all | needed to die happy. It occurred to me that might be
adistinct possibility, but | pushed the thought out of my head and had a second cup. If it weren't
for the nasty situation we were in, it would have been a decent dinner date.

Seth must have read my face, because he grinned and said, “1 want to do this again when we
don’'t have thugs and drug dealers snapping at our heels.”

“Y eah, me too.”

Eventually, there were only afew tablesleft with people at them, and the staff was reaching
that state of tired politeness that screamed “Get Out,” so Seth paid the bill and we left.

We crossed the street to the all-night diner. The crowd there was livelier, being mostly
twenty-somethings starting a night of club hopping. Raucous laughter came from several different
tables. There were two free stools at the counter, so we sat down.

A blond waitress came over, my age or a little younger, cute in a bookish sort of way. She
had glasses and a short haircut, and looked more like she belonged in Minnesotathan Miami. When
she greeted us, she sounded like maybe she was from Minnesota.

“Hi, there,” she said. “Are you having a nice evening? Can | get you a couple of menus?’

“No, thanks,” | told her. “We just need a hamburger to go.”

“Just one?’ she asked, looking between the two of us.

“It'satreat for my dog.”

“Lucky dog!” she said. “You know what the dog said when its tail got run over by alawn
mower, don’t you?’

“Ah, no?’

“Won't be long now!”

Seth groaned, but | gave her a smile. “Do you have one of those big Styrofoam boxes you
could put it in?’

“Yeah, sure,” she said, and hustled off to put in the order.

A couple of obviously drunk young men came in and sat down next to Seth, giggling and
clutching at each other. The waitress came over and watched them with amusement.

“Nice night for barhopping,” she said. “Did you hear about the two peanuts that walked into
abar?’

They gaped at her curiously, and Seth buried hisface in his hands.

“One of them was a salted!”
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The two drunk guys busted up laughing and seemed to think that was the funniest thing
they’d ever heard.

While she was handing out menus and working her way down the counter with a coffee pot,
Seth leaned close and said, “Is she for real? What the fuck?’

“Comeon,” | said. “I think it'skind of cute.”

“Y eah, but you don’t date, you wouldn’t know.”

“1 think you’ re cute sometimes.”

Down at the end of the counter, she rang up someone's bill and said, “Do you know how
you stop an elephant from charging? Take away his credit card!”

“For fuck’ s sake,” Seth muttered. “Just shoot me now.”

“Benice.” | jabbed him with my elbow. “She's packing up our burger.”

She carried over the box and set it on the counter in front of me. “I have a friend who's a
vegetarian, but | say if we're not supposed to eat animals, why are they made out of meat?”’

Seth winced and rolled his eyes. “Oh my God,” he muttered.

She turned and fixed him with arather piercing gaze, and | thought | could detect a wicked
gleam in her eye.

“Hey,” she said, nodding at him, “how does a farmer find a sheep in the tall grass?’

Seth merely raised an eyebrow at her.

She smirked. “Very satisfying.”

The stunned look on Seth’s face was priceless. He stared open mouthed for a minute and
then said, “Come again?’

“Only if the sheep isvery docile,” she shot back.

| laughed out loud and put aten dollar bill on the counter. “Keep the change, and thank you
very much.”

“Y ou betcha,” she said with awink.

Seth was still staring at her in shock, so | grabbed the box and dragged him out of the diner.

Out on the sidewalk, he finally found his tongue. “Dude. Did your cute little waitress just
jump straight from kindergarten stuff to sheep fucking jokes?’

“Yes, shedid,” | said. “Y ou should have seen your face. She got your number, al right.”

“Wow. That is...that is actually kind of hot.”

“See? | would know.”

* % % %

We figured we were about six blocks away from The Shark Pond, and it would be easier to
just walk than to try to move the car. It was a nice night, which | was extremely thankful for, and
the fresh air would do us both some good. The general atmosphere was wilder than it had been
thelast time.
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Thistime, we didn’t bother hanging around outside the club, but went right in. The club was
much busier and louder, and it took some work to make our way to the bar. We had to hang out
for afew minutes before a spot opened up and we could squeeze in.

En wasworking again, pouring drinks with both hands, and Seth gave him awave. He smiled
brightly and flipped a bottle in the air before putting it away. When he finished the round he was
serving, he wiped his hands on his jeans and came down to where we stood.

“Well, well, look who’s back,” he said, leaning on the bar. “Just couldn’t get enough, |
guess?’

“Something like that,” Seth said, grinning slyly.

“Too bad | already had my break. What can | get you guys tonight?’ He was a bit less
gregarious thistime, and | imagined that had a lot to do with the crowd and how busy he was. No
time for screwing around.

“I’ll take an amaretto on the rocks,” | said.

“Red Bull.”

En looked at Seth. “Red Bull and...”

“Just the Red Bull. I’'m driving tonight.”

“Good looking and responsible...nice.”

Seth shrugged and gave a humble little nod | knew was pure bullshit. He's never had a
humble moment in his life. He leaned in and said, “We do need about five shots of lime vodka
for the hamburger, though.”

That gave En some pause and he narrowed his eyes at both of us. | lifted the lid of the
Styrofoam box dightly so he could see inside.

“1 getit,” he said. “Y ou skipped the drinking and went straight for the drugs.”

Seth smirked. “No, serioudly. | have this buddy who's always pulling shit on me—pranks
and stuff—and | need to get even. He's been watching his girlfriend’s dog, and she's due back
tomorrow morning, so | want to get the dog drunk as shit and leave him holding the bag.”

“That is so fucked up,” En said with abig grin. “You are an evil little bastard.”

He put a can of Red Bull up on the bar for Seth and went to fix my drink. When he came
back, he had a glass for me and a bottle of Smirnoff lime vodka.

“Here, give methat,” he said reaching for the box. He looked at me. “I gotta’ say, you don’t
really look the type for shit like this.”

| shook my head. “No, no, thisis not my show. | just came out for some dinner. I’'m going
home and heading to bed like normal people do.”

They both laughed at me. En opened the box and grabbed along bar straw, which he used to
poke about fifteen holes straight through the hamburger. He tossed that and picked up the bottle,
pouring vodka slowly over the top to let it soak in. | was impressed with the effort he was putting
into it. When he was done, the whole thing was a glistening, soggy mess sitting in a quarter-inch
deep clear puddie. Carrying that back to the car was going to be a treat.
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| took adrink of my amaretto and said, “You're areal professional, that’sahell of ajob.”

En nodded. “Damn straight. | don’t do anything half-assed.”

Hetook the bottle down to the other end of the bar and put it back up on the lighted platform
with therest of them. | closed the hamburger box and took another sip of my drink, when something
caught my eye.

The club manager had cornered En and was talking to him. That in itself wouldn’'t be
unusual, but what made me notice was he was pointing at us, and it was clear we were the topic
of conversation.

“Oh, | do not like this,” | said, poking Seth with my foot.

He raised his eyebrows in question, and | cut a glance to where En was.

He looked at me and mused, “I don’t know. The guy probably saw the stunt with the burger
and wanted to know what the hell was up. They’ re probably talking about what to charge usfor it.”

“1 hope you' re right. We could have raised afew suspicions asking about Serrano the other
day. En may not have known he was dead yet, but I’m willing to bet the manager did.”

“Shit. | wish I’d thought to tell him to keep that to himself.”

| shrugged. “No real way to do that without making him suspicious too. Don’t worry about
it. Let’s get the hell out of here as quick as we can, though.”

“Anytime, man. | can take thiswith me.”

| waited until En worked his way back to us and said, “What do we owe you?’

“Twenty bucks ought to cover it,” he said. | gave him twenty-five.

He gave Seth a steamy look and said, “Next time you come around here, be early.”

Seth smirked. “Will do. Y ou can count on that.”

“Good luck with your dog intoxication. Hope that works out for you.”

“Thanks, | could useit.”



Chapter 27

Back at the car, | let Seth have the keys, mainly because | didn’t trust him to transport the
swimming hamburger without spilling vodka all over my seats. Thankfully, it wasn’t that far a
drive to the mini-storage unit, and we were there in less than fifteen minutes.

We let ourselves in with the key card and drove quietly around to number twenty-seven,
where Serrano had his car stashed. | jumped out and unlocked the garage door, pushing it halfway
up. Seth parked so Matilda strunk was right by the door. That way we could load what we'd need
into the Z4 without calling alot of attention to ourselves.

Seth shut the car off and came around back. “I’ll go open up the Z-four,” he said.

“Why don’t you put the top up too, | don’t want to be that visible tonight.”

“I"'monit,” he said, and ducked under the garage door.

In the trunk of my car, | put together what | thought we would need with us. | had a duffel
bag to carry the boxes, the set of lock picks from my surveillance kit, flashlights, and the stun gun.
| also added the pry bar and an extraclip of ammo for my gun. The gun itself, I checked over and
dlipped into its holster, nestled at the small of my back.

“You amost ready?’ Seth asked, sticking his head out the door.

“Yeah.” | handed him the empty duffle and the tool kit.

He disappeared with those while | opened my briefcase and got the mapsto the salvage yards
and our notes with the box combinations. Serrano’ s package wasin there, with the notebook, and |
grabbed it, figuring I'd give it back to McCann. None of us wanted any |oose ends floating around.

| tapped on the door and Seth peered out at me. “Here,” | said, giving him the envel ope with
the notebook in it, “stick that in the empty bag.”

“Right. Isthat everything?’

“I think so. You ready in there?’

“Dude, you have no idea.” His eyes gleamed wildly.

| pointed at him. “No fucking around tonight, this is damn serious. We can not get pulled
over for any reason, you got it?’

“You don't need to tell methat,” he said with ahint of exasperation.

“Yeah, | think do, Seth. You look about this close to goin’ right over the edge on me.”

“I'm fine, | swear it.”

“All right.”

“Nag, nag, nag.” He stood up and pushed the door open the rest of the way so we could
switch cars.

“Y eah, bite me.”
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| held out my hands, and Seth tossed me my car keys. He flashed me a big grin as | threw
him the keysfor the Z4. | shut the trunk and went around to get in the driver’ s seat, starting her up.

| watched in the rearview mirror, and after the Z4 backed slowly into sight, | jockeyed
Matilda around until | could back her into the space. That way, when we were done, we could pull
straight out and get the hell out of there.

| shut off the engine and gave her a pat on the fender. “Wish me luck, baby. I'll be back
soon,” | muttered.

Outside, | pulled the door down and snapped the padlock in place. Seth eased forward in the
Z4 and | got in, setting the hamburger box on the floor between my feet. He had the radio tuned to
something obnoxious, and after a couple seconds, | realized my seat was heated. Like alittle kid,
he' d already been messing with the levers and buttons.

“Is this thing sweet or what?’ he said, practically purring with lust. “I can’t wait to get on
the road with it.”

“Well, now’sthetime,” | said. “Just keep it cool until we' re away from here.”

“l said I'd be good, and | meant it. I’ll even wait until we're on the freeway to really open
her up.”

“Within reason.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

He drove slowly up to the gate, which rolled open automatically from the inside when a car
set off its motion sensor. True to his word, Seth kept it barely over the speed limit through the
frontage roads and side streets. When we reached the entrance ramp to the freeway, however, he hit
the gas and the Z4 surged forward like a cat. Seth merged effortlessly into traffic and wove in and
out, playing with the easy maneuverability of the car. It wastheideal placeto et him havefun with
it, because at that hour, there were plenty of flashy hot rods zipping around like it was a playground.

“Oh baby,” Seth moaned, eyes on the road, one hand on the wheel, and the other on the stick
shift. I waswilling to bet he' d totally forgotten | was there.

| took a penlight out of my pocket and checked the map. “Y ou’ ve got a nice long stretch on
here before you have to worry about any changes. Knock yourself out.”

By way of an answer, he cut across two lanes of traffic and sailed past a Maserati before
darting back into the center lane.

| settled down into my seat and said, “On the other hand, please keep in mind that thisis
quite possibly a stolen car.”

“1’m keeping an eye out,” Seth said.

He was clearly not the least bit worried, and | didn’t have the heart to spoil his fun when
there was such agood chance it was the last he was going to have for awhile. Besides, it appeared
he had a pretty good knack for being only the second fastest car on the road at any given time, so
if acop did show up, he'd have bigger fish to fry.



Chapter 28

We headed for A-1 Salvagefirst. It wasthe farthest north and easy to get to by freeway. Plus,
it had the dog, and | really wanted to get rid of the booze-soaked hamburger. The combination of
alcohol and tepid beef is a disgusting smell, and the inside of a Z4 is damn small. | kept tabs on
the road signs and let Seth know when we were getting close to our exit.

When | did, he veered across traffic and up the ramp with a squeal of tires. “Hey,” | said,
“you wannatake it easy?’

“1 deserved one last hurrah. From here on out it’s got to be granny driving all the way.” He
coasted up to the intersection and stopped neatly.

“It’ sgot to be inconspicuous driving,” | said. “Y ou go too slow and you' | draw just as much
attention asif you were speeding.”

He gave me an irritated look. “1 know, Dino. | wasn't born yesterday. Will you give me a
little credit here?’

“Sorry. Thisis not my idea of a good job. There's no way | can lie my way out of this or
pull one over on someone. We get caught, and that’sit.”

“Wewon't get caught,” he said.

To prove hisworth, he drove perfectly therest of the way. When we reached the lot, he drove
down to the end of the street, turned around, and shut the lights off. Moving at a slow creep, he
inched quietly back along the far side of the road until we were just past the salvage yard, pointed
in the right direction for afast getaway. A couple of large palms drooped heavily, swaying in the
light breeze. Seth pulled over beneath them and shut the car off.

“Let’ s hope Fido’' s a booze hound,” he said.

| leaned down and picked up the box. “Y ou’ re the expert here, you wanna do this?’

“No.” Seth eyed me and settled down in his seat.

“Fine.”

| got out of the car, leaving the door gjar and walked across the road, staying well to the
far side of the gate. The only motion lights were right above the office door, and | didn’t want to
risk setting them off this early. With any luck, they were set to light up if anything came into the
parking lot. If they’ d been trained on the yard, the dog would set them off every time he moved.

The old chain link gate hung crooked, sagging on worn-out hinges. There was alarge gap at
the bottom, between the gate and the fence. | crept up to it, hoping not to alarm the dog, and opened
the hamburger box. Back in the shadows, | heard afaint jingling and the snuffle of something live.
Hello, Fido.

161



162 Like Coffee and Doughnuts

| set the box on the ground and poked it through the gap in the gate, dliding it as far as my
arm would reach. | was met with alow, menacing growl, and | yanked my hand out of there before
he ate the wrong thing.

“Come here, boy,” | called, barely above a whisper. “Come and see what we brought you.
You'regonnalovethis.”

The growl became more intense at the sound of my voice, and the dog moved closer. He
paced the length of the gate, eyeing me warily. | froze and held my breath. | needed him to notice
the burger before he decided to raise the alarm.

“Easy,” | murmured to him as he came closer.

He lifted his snout to the air, sniffing rapidly, and started to cast around, swinging his head
from side to side. His attention was still firmly fixed on me, but | hoped the smell of food would
starttosink in. | crept alittle further to the side, trying to draw him toward it. The movement caused
him to snarl at me, and | stopped obediently.

This time when he snuffled around, he found the burger and gobbled it up with large savage
bites, three of them at the most. When there was none left, helicked the inside of the box, following
it through the dirt as his tongue pushed it along. | took that opportunity to back away and cross
the street.

Seth was standing by the car watching. “1 thought you were gonna have to hand feed the
dumb bastard,” he said.

“So did I. He was not real impressed with me.” | reached into the car to get my notes and
tucked them in my shirt pocket with the penlight. “How long until he passes out?’

He held up hishands. “Don’'t know. He' s bigger than Ed’ s dogs. They usually pass out after
about twenty minutes.”

“That sucks. I'd like to get this over with.”

“Thisisthe hard one,” Seth said. “The rest will be a piece of cake.”

“Yeah, okay,” | said. “Pop the trunk, will ya?’

He pulled the key from his pocket, unlocked the trunk, and lifted the lid. | leaned in and
unzipped the tool bag, taking out my lock picks, which | slipped into my back pocket, and the stun
gun. | grabbed the empty duffle bag and closed the trunk.

“Here, take this,” | said, handing Seth the stun gun. “In case there’s any trouble with the
dog, you zap him.”

Seth nodded and clipped it to the front of hisjeans.

For the next twenty minutes, we leaned on the car and watched the shadows across the road,
trying to see the dog. I’ d hoped he' d just stagger around in front of us and fall over, assuring usa
bite-free job, but no such luck. When we went back to the gate, the Styrofoam box was in pieces,
and there was no sign of the dog.

“You see him?’ Seth asked.

“Nope, so keep an eye out,” | said. “Come and hold alight for me.”
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| dlipped sideways along the gate to the padlocked chain in the middle, trying to avoid setting
off the motion lights. They cooperated better than the dog. Seth trained the beam of his penlight
on the lock and | set to work on it with the slim picks. The lock was old and worn, so it took me
longer than usual, but eventually | got it right and it clicked open. | |eft the lock and chain hanging
on the fence, and we eased open the gate and slipped inside, listening for any sign of Fido. There

was nothing.
“All right,” | said. “ This on€’ s the Thunderbird. Y ou remember whereiit is?’
“Yeah, | think s0.”

We stuck close to the side of the main road and walked the same path we had earlier that
day. | watched for familiar cars. Seth was just ahead of me and looked like he had it under control.
He paused to turn and count rows, so | stopped next to him, and in that moment, | heard a chilling
sound.

Seth heard it too, because he froze and looked at me. “Isthat was| think it is?’

Thesound cameagain, only closer thistime. It wasthelight jingling of dog tags. Seth reached
for the taser. When it came again, closer till, the jingling was accompanied by heavy panting and
the sound of clawsin the dirt.

“Oh, fuck me,” Seth said through clenched teeth.

Fido was right next to us. | could make out his form in the dim moonlight, but couldn’t see
his face. He huffed and whined pitifully, pitching up at the end in a kind of doggie question. |
clicked the light on and shined it at him.

He sat down and looked up at us with a dopey expression, tongue hanging out of the side
of his mouth. He wagged his tail and reached up at me with one paw, batting the side of my leg.
When he did, he tipped to one side and had to scramble to right himself.

Seth snorted with laughter. “He's totally hammered. He wants you to give him another
hamburger.”

“Sorry, pal,” | told him. “That’sal | got.”

Realizing we were in no immediate danger, we picked up counting where we' d left off and
crept through the dark. Fido tagged along, occasionally crashing into my legs. Ten minutes later,
the three of us were still wandering around blindly.

“Whereinthe hell isit?’ | snapped.

“1 don't know,” Seth said. “Everything looks different in the dark. | could swear it wasright
down here.”

“1 think we' ve been down here twice already.”

Fido gave awhiney grumble. He was going to be deeply sad when he found out we weren’t
looking for hamburgers.

Seth shined his light along the row of cars, studying them. “All right, | remember that Pinto
at the end. We went around that, and the next row was a bust, but we found it right after that.”
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Hetook off with asense of purpose and | followed, playing back our earlier visitin my mind.
We were on the right track, and when we walked down the path two rows over, the terrain looked
familiar to me, even in the dark.

“Here!” he said, trotting down the line to the Thunderbird.

“1t’s about time. Let’s do this and get the hell out of here.”

Seth eased open the door and reached under the seat where we' d |eft the box. | unzipped the
duffel and stood next to him, so he could dlip it inside. So far, so good.

| turned to start heading back to the front gate, but my foot caught on something large and
solid. | pitched forward and landed in the grass with a muffled curse, taking most of my weight
on my bruised shoulder.

Seth turned on his light, and there in the middle of the path was Fido, sprawled out and
snoring softly. At least we wouldn’t have to explain why we were leaving without giving him any
more treats.

Seth snickered and flicked the light at me. “1 told you so,” he said.

“You wereright.” | got up and brushed myself off, and we made for the center drive.

We dlipped out, locked the gate, and drove away quietly without any further incident.

“One down, two to go,” said Seth as he turned onto the main street, and we joined the ranks
of regular night owls again.

“Let’s hope the others go alittle smoother. We gotta’ be faster about it.”

“Should be. No dogs to deal with, and the other lots are more organized.”



Chapter 29

The next one on the list was Unlimited where our target was in the trunk of the Buick. The
game was serious now that we had aquarter million bucksworth of drugsin our car. Getting caught
was completely out of the question. | tossed my cellphoneinto the ashtray so | didn’t haveto worry
about it going off at an inopportune moment.

Breaking in was trickier, since the lock proved to be a bitch. I’ ve rarely met one | can’t get
the better of, and soon we were in. Unfortunately, not soon enough to avoid setting off the motion
lights, but there were enough shadows to hide in, and they had a short range.

Seth was carrying the pry bar this time, in case the trunk had latched again. All we had to
do was lift it, and he dove in headfirst to dig under the flooring. We stuffed the box in the duffle
bag and left, relocking the gate on the way oui.

Back at the car, Seth opened the trunk, and | stashed the bag inside. It now held two of the
three boxes and Serrano’s notebook. The hairs at the back of my neck prickled. For all our care
and precautions, thiswas still just a crap shoot, and the sooner it was done, the better.

Part of my unease was due to the fact that we were headed deeper into the heart of Miami.
The remaining salvage yard wasin amuch more urban setting. That meant more light, more people,
and a strong possibility of more cops. Seth seemed to be feeling it too, because his attention to his
driving was faultless and the usual smart-ass comments were at a minimum.

| was watching the side view mirror and noticed a black Mercedes fall into line behind us.
At first, | simply kept an eye on it while | gave Seth directions to the last yard, but after awhile
| got pissed.

“That damned smug son of abitch,” | muttered as | stared at the reflection.

“What's up?’ Seth shot me a concerned look and peered into the rearview.

“We're being followed. That prick promised me he' d leave us on our own for this. Asshole.”

| grabbed my cellphone and hit theredial, glaring at the car in the mirror whileit rang. When
McCann answered, | didn’t let him finish his greeting. “What the fuck do you think you' re doing?
| thought we had an agreement.”

There was a dlight pause. “What, exactly, are you referring to? I’ ve stuck to my end of the
bargain so far.”

“Yeah? Then why do | have one of your guys crawling up my ass as we speak?’

“What do you mean?’

“What thefuck do you think | mean?’ | snapped. “1 thought you agreed to pull thetail off us.”

“l did,” he said. There was muffled conversation in the background. “If you're being
followed, it’s not any of my men. They’re all accounted for.”

“And I’'m supposed to believe that.”
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“1 think you’ d better,” he said, sounding cool now. “Y ou’ ve got trouble there, and it doesn’t
have anything to do with me. | warned you | wasn’t the only one who had a stake in finding out
where Serrano hid the drugs.”

“Shit.” | squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my forehead, because | knew he was telling the
truth. “We might be later than we thought.” | shut the phone and put it back in the ashtray.

“Well?" Seth glanced over at me.

“McCann’s not having us followed. He figures it’ s the other guys.”

“From The Shark Pond?’ Seth asked. “How in the hell would they know where we are?’

| thought back to En and the unsettling conversation with his boss. “Because they followed
us tonight. They’ ve probably been with us the whole time.”

“Shit. Now what?’

“Think you can lose them?’

Seth grinned dlyly. “I can sure have fun trying.”

He downshifted and stepped on the gas, surging ahead smoothly. Just like on the freeway,
he dipped in and out of traffic asif it wereastroll in the park. The only problem was the Mercedes
swelled up behind us and stuck to him like glue. Each move Seth made, they followed. If Seth
managed to put another car between us, the Mercedes would come charging around the other side.

Seth swerved down side streets and shot through alleys, and every time, the Mercedes would
be one step behind. | read the map and shouted directions.

“Son of abitch,” he snapped, taking another hard left. “This guy is like a fucking magnet,
and if we keep this up much longer, we' re gonna start attracting attention.”

The guys in the Mercedes either agreed, or didn’t care, because they started to get more
aggressive. They roared right up on our bumper, floating from side to side, looking for a chance
to come around and run us off the road. Or shoot us.

“Oh, no, you don’t, asshole,” Seth said, glaring in the mirror. “You're nutsif you think I’'m
giving you an opening.”

His hands were tight on the wheel as he cut them off time and time again. It was clear by
the way they charged us, they were getting frustrated. We sped along a street in some industrial
area, surrounded by warehouses and truck yards. There wasn't much traffic, which was good for
driving, but not so great in terms of being able to blend in.

While Seth concentrated on driving and staying out in front, | tried to keep track of where
we were and look for an escape option. | was also watching the guys behind us, hoping to gauge
what they had in mind.

“Oh shit.” | watched one of the side windows go down and had just enough time to shout
“Gun!” before there was a sharp pop and the tinny sound of a bullet hitting metal. | saw a quick
flash of sparks.

Seth swore and said, “They are not shooting holes in this beautiful car!” He sped forward
and dodged around a parked minivan.
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They shot a couple more times and missed. Seth was muttering a constant string of foul
oaths. He turned right, down aroad flanked with brick buildings on one side and a chain link fence
on the other. Beyond the fence were rows of semi-trailers and trucks. Out of the corner of my eye,
| caught movement at the far side of the lot, nearly ablock away. | turned to look and realized we
were about to have a very big problem.

“Train,” | snapped, just as the red lights started flashing at the crossing ahead of us.

“Perfect,” Seth said, leaning forward.

“What do you mean ‘ perfect’ ? Take the next left or we' re gonna be trapped.” The fence ran
right up to the crossing, and the tracks slipped through a neat gap in the warehouses. Not an inch
of space was wasted.

“1 mean thisis our way out. Hang on.”

“Hang on?’ | watched the red and white striped arms fold down across the road. The train
was only half ablock away and appeared to be closer to the crossing than we were. It moved pretty
damn fast for inside the city. | shook my head. “Y ou can’t be serious. Do not try to run that train,
do you hear me?’

Seth ignored me and mashed the accelerator to the floor.

“Turn left, Seth, now!”

He shook his head slowly. “No can do, Dino. Thisisthe only way.”

In one single, terrifying blur of red and white, he swerved hard left, then hard right and
zipped around the crossing arms, screeching tires the whole way. | grabbed for the dashboard and
my seatbelt strap. The lights flashed red, and the headlight of the engine blinded me through my
window. Then came the deafening blast of the train’s horn. | shouted a string of Italian curses,
while Seth let out awild cheer like the Dukes of Hazzard.

A fraction of a second later, everything was cool white light and the quiet swish of air along
the doors as we sailed down the empty street. My heart was pounding so hard in my chest, it hurt.
| whipped around to look and saw only along chain of boxcars sealing off the street. Through the
gaps, the headlights of the Mercedes blinked helplessly, fading in the distance.

| sagged into my seat and let out a sigh of relief. Then | glared at Seth. “Y ou are fucking
crazy! Areyou trying to get uskilled?’

“1 had it all under control,” he said, grinning ear to ear. “You’ve just gotta’ trust me, babe.
| know what I’m doing. It worked too, you can’t deny that.”

“Yeah, well, I'm still not sure I’ m not gonna have a heart attack.” | clutched at my shirt and
took afew deep breaths.

“You're acontrol freak, that’s your problem.”

“Excuse me?’

“Y ou do dangerous stuff all thetime. Y ou’ re just getting bent out of shape becausethistime
you didn’'t have any say init.”
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“You'redamn right,” | said. “I fail to see how that makes me a control freak. It’s perfectly
rational to not want to get flattened by atrain.”

“Hey, alittle appreciation would not be amiss here.” He flashed me his hurt face.

“Amiss? Oh, for Christ’ssake.” | rolled my eyes. “All right, yes, you lost the bad guys. Very
nice work. Thank you for not killing me in the process.”

“You're welcome,” he said with a smirk. “Besides, | just finally got you into bed, I’'m not
about to kill you now.”
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Once we were free of the Mercedes, Seth resumed his more sedate driving practices, and
we took stock of our situation. I’d been able to keep us more or less on course during the chase,
and we were only a couple blocks off from where we needed to be. We got to M & H Auto within
ten minutes. Seth parked the car around the corner from the entrance, hidden in the shadows at
the edge of an alley.

Whilel got the tool bag, Seth was absorbed with checking out the damage from the gunfire,
rubbing his fingers over an ugly bullet hole with a stricken expression.

“It’s not like we' re gonna have to put her down,” | said. “Come on.”

He followed me across the street and along the battered wooden fence of the salvage yard.
“1 seem to recall you being pretty torn up when Matilda got shot.”

“That is not your car,” | reminded him.

“It' still acrime.”

We reached the gate, and | handed Seth the bag. He held his light while | picked the lock,
and like each of the other yards, we dlipped inside. One last box and we were done. We could head
back to the hotel, give McCann his stuff and get the hell out of town.

This yard was arranged a little differently than the others. It had large steel racks that held
cars stacked three high, and a couple forklifts for getting them up there. They stood in short rows,
lined up one after the other in ahuge grid, like amaze. The car we wanted was on the ground level
several rows back, almost in the rear corner. Because the yard was laid out so neatly, we had no
trouble finding our target. This was the Geo Metro with the smashed hatchback window. | was
able to reach right up in the wheel well and fish out the cashbox, feeling like it was about time
things started to go our way.

We were turning to head back, when | caught the sound of voices. | paused and listened,
trying to get afix on where they were coming from. Seth stopped next to me. | could see his face
in the faint light, and he looked concerned.

Then the beam of aflashlight flickered aong the row of cars at the opposite end from us. It
was pale and diffuse. They were still near the entrance. Seth and | glanced at each other.

“Shit,” he whispered. “Now what?’

“Stick to the shadows and keep still. When they get close, we dlip around the end here and
make for the gate while they’re searching the back of the lot. Fool them into thinking whoever
was hereislong gone.”

Seth nodded, and we both pressed up hard against the side of awrecked sedan.

The voices grew louder, and | thought | could make out three or four. One of them said,
“What makes you so sure thisis the right place?’
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“Because, you moron, the gate’ s hanging open.”

“Oh, right...” There was a pause where you could ailmost hear the guy’s brain cells firing.
“Well, what if they’re gone already? | didn’t see no car.”

A different voice said, “ They’ ve been locking up after themselves. They’re still here. Now
shut the fuck up.”

| crouched down and peered through the racks of cars. There were a couple of guys within
two rows of us, including the one with the flashlight. A third guy hung back alittle ways, trying to
squint down the rows, and afourth guy stood squarely in the front gate. Damn.

Seth look plain old pissed now. “How in the fuck did they find us? Thisisunreal.”

“1 don’t know, but we need to get the hell out of here.”

He leaned over my shoulder. “We're gonna have a bitch of a time getting past the one up
front.”

“I know.”

“1 might have an idea.”

“Yeah?

“The street we parked on runs down the other side of the yard.” He pointed to the wall
opposite us. “We might be able to bust through the fence. It’s a piece of shit. | could probably do
it with about three good kicks.”

“We' d haveto be quick about it, because they’ [I know right where we are. And we still have
to get there.”

The guy with the flashlight was just one row away now, and we inched down to the end of
the rack, dlipping through one of the gaps as he passed us. | gave Seth a nudge, and we kept going
through to the next row. Then we started to make our way across, hoping to sneak behind them
and reach the fence on the other side.

We almost made it, but the thug at the tail end of the group happened to turn around just as
we were disappearing between two racks. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw hishand come up and
heard the blast of a gun. The window of atruck shattered right behind me. | pulled my own gun
and ducked into the shadows. More gunfire. Ahead of me, Seth did the same, minus a gun.

There was shouting and alot of commotion as the thugs figured out what was going on and
got themselves organized. By that time, Seth and | had put several rows of cars between us and
them and were crouching quietly in the dark trying to get our bearings.

Seth leaned over to whisper. “This is what they mean when they say don't count your
chickens before they’ re hatched, isn't it?”’

“Thisis what they mean when they say we' re fucked.”

The beam of aflashlight played around the ground at the edge of our row, and we started to
movetoward the other end. Seth stopped short and | bumped into him. | was about to say something
rude when | realized there were voices coming from that direction and we were trapped.
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| raised my gun to take a pot shot at them, hoping to drive them away long enough to move.
Before | could squeeze the trigger, Seth grabbed my arm and pulled me through a gap in the cars.
It was atight fit and we had to crawl over the framework of the center shelving, but in a minute
we were standing in the next row over and had a clear path in either direction.

We walked silently toward the end of the row, still trying to go in the genera direction of
the far wall. The shouts of the thugs were mostly behind and to the left of us again, and | heard
a couple more gunshots that weren't even close. That was good. They were confused and didn’t
have any idea where we were. If we could keep it that way, we' d have a clean path out of there.

Somewhere in the center of the lot, | heard another sound that sent a chill down my spine.
| grabbed Seth and whispered in his ear, “Y ou hear that?’

“Sirens. Son of a bitch. When we're fucked, wereally do it up right.”

“Figures we'd find the only neighborhood in Miami where they don't ignore random
gunfire.”

Seth said, “No shit. Now we really have to haul ass if we want to get out of here. They're
fucking close.”

“There’' s more than one squad car from the sound of it. We're gonna get penned in even if
we make it to the fence. We need to keep these thugs occupied long enough so we can dlip away.
If they stop us, we' re screwed.”

“What have you got in mind?’ Seth asked.

| knelt down and used the pry bar to bust open the lock box we'd picked up and stuffed as
much of the cash and drugsinto my pocketsas| could carry. | handed everything else over to Seth.
“Something that’ |l take them out of the running altogether and let us get out of Miami without them
on our tail. Think you can make it to the fence on your own?’

“Sure,” Seth said, pulling out the stun gun. “Where are you gonna be?’

“I’ll be behind you. Just be ready to take off when | get there. We' re gonna want to be quiet
about it. No door slamming or squealing tires. They can’t know we were here.”

“Okay. Just make sure you come back to me. If I’m not allowed to kill you, neither areyou.”
He punched my arm and took off.

The thugs were still chasing around in the dark, hollering to each other and shooting for the
fun of it. | wasn't sure they’d heard the sirens yet, which was good news for me. | ducked back
through the hole we' d escaped from and eased down toward the center aisle. Glancing around the
end, | could see one guy trotting to the back of the lot and another disappearing into one of the
rows on the other side.

The car | was standing next to had no windows left, and | saw the rearview mirror lying loose
on the front seat, shining in the dark. | reached in and grabbed it. After looking around to make
sure no one was going to notice the movement or the reflection, | flung it into the back corner of
the lot where it made a fantastic racket, bouncing off the hood of a car and hitting the fence.
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Even better was the racket made by the thugs as they fell for it. They al went tearing for
the source of the noise, bellowing threats and shooting anything in their path. With al of them
distracted, | was able to move from row to row without attracting attention. | hoped the same was
true for Seth, and | wished I’d brought a second gun for him. That stun gun wouldn’t do him a
hell of alot of good.

It took me a minute to reach the front gate, and | stopped there in the shadows to check
the scene. The Mercedes was parked at a careless angle just outside. All the windows were down,
whichwasideal for my plan. Thethug leaning on the front fender wasn’t so great, but he was easily
dealt with the same way his buddies were, using arock. While he went to investigate, | crept up to
the car and dumped the drugs and cash into the back seat, spreading them out to make it nice and
obvious. | made damn sure | got every last little baggie out of my pockets.

Just as | was giving myself afinal pat down, asquad car, itslights flashing, came screaming
around the corner at the end of the street. The volume of the siren seemed to double. That got the
attention of the thugs, both those inside the yard and the one I'd sent down the sidewalk. | had
about five secondsto dive for the shadows and get lost before they al converged on the car. If they
were hoping to make a fast get away, they were too late. The squad car pulled in, blocking their
exit, and two cops jumped out, guns drawn, hollering for everyone to get down.

| ignored that request. If they couldn’'t see me, they didn’t know they were talking to me.
| crouched low and raced along the inside perimeter of the yard, until 1 found the hole Seth had
kicked in the fence. | climbed through and found him waiting there for me with the BMW running,
passenger door gjar. | got in and held it closed. Seth eased down the street, leaving the headlights
off until we got to the corner. My hope was the cops were too tied up with the thugs to notice
anything else. At least long enough for usto get out of there.

“Everything okay?’ Seth asked.

“1 think so. A drug bust will keep them nice and busy for awhile, and there’ s no chance of
these guys talking their way out of it.”

“The fact that they were shooting up a salvage yard isn’'t enough?’

“Probably would be, but this'll put areal wrench in the worksfor The Shark Pond and could
gain us a few points with McCann. He might be more inclined to stick to his word if we've just
done him afavor.”

Seth’ s hands were tense on the steering wheel, and it looked as if he was having a hell of
atime driving like we had no place better to be. “You don’t think he might get a little testy that
you used his money to do it?’

I’d considered that, but | shrugged and said, “Y ou gotta’ spend money to make money. He's
a business man, he knows that. And if some of his competition gets knocked out and no one can
pinit on him, he's ahead of the game.”
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Seth turned another corner, and | got a peek down the street at the salvage yard. Another
sguad car had joined them, and the cops had someone down on the ground in handcuffs already.
It looked like they had things under control.

“Okay,” | said, “just take it nice and easy back to the storage locker, and we'll pick up
Matilda.”

He nodded and settled back in the seat.

It took twenty minutes to get there, and they were a damned long twenty minutes. It was
work to keep my calm, but | managed, and when Seth stopped outside Serrano’s unit, | handed
him the keys for the lock and my car.

“What gives?’ he asked.

“1 want you to drive Matilda, and I’ [l drive this one. We' re not completely out of the woods,
and I’ d rather be the one in the hot seat if something happens.”

“I"'mfine,” he said with a shrug.

“And you'll be finer in my car, so go. I’'m not gonna argue about this.”

He sighed and took the keys, and we both got out. | waited until he had the garage door open
and said, “ Go back to the hotel, we' [l meet up with him there. Got a map?’

“Yep. But I’'ll stay behind you. That way if something does happen, I'll know right away.”

“That works,” | said.

Instead of going inside, Seth came around the front of the car and grabbed my shirt, pulling
me close. He gave me a hard kiss, and | could feel both stress and relief mixed up iniit. | wrapped
my arms around him and held him tight. For al the witty banter, we both knew we'd just had a
pretty close call.

“Waiting for you to come out of that lot was the worst thing | think I’ve ever had to do,”
he said.

“Now you know how | felt this morning. We're even.”

He snorted and shook his head. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”
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The drive back to the hotel was uneventful, and if | wasn't sitting on a fortune in drugs and
lifein prison, I might have enjoyed it. Seth wasright, it was anice car.

| pulled into the parking lot and noticed an upswing in the number of black SUV's around.
McCann had arrived and was probably in our room waiting. | made it easy for him and parked next
to one of his vehicles. By the time | shut off the car and got out, Seth was pulling in. He parked
near the edge of the lot, well away from the thug fleet. | was half tempted to climb in the car with
him and call McCann from the freeway, but that wasn’t the way it worked.

Besides, | wanted to get aread on McCann's character when thiswas all said and done, and
make damn sure he had aread on mine. If | was right about him, he was a man of honor, however
twisted his version might be. Even so, | wouldn’t mind leaving him with reasons other than honor
to avoid pissing me off.

| got my tools out of the trunk of the Z4 and carried them over to Matilda, where Seth was
waiting. | left everything else right where it was. | had no intention of touching it again.

We headed inside, ignoring the thug waiting for us by the stairs, and went straight to the hotel
room. Wedidn't even have to knock. Another thug was ready at the door and let usin. McCann sat
inhisoriginal spot at the table, sipping a scotch and looking mildly bored with the whole situation.

“I"'msorry | didn’t wait for your call,” he said. “But it was getting to be about the right time,
and | assumed you’'d be along shortly. And here you are.” He smiled at me in his oily way, and
| wanted to deck him.

“Yep. Herewe are, and your drugsare out in the parking lot, and we' re going home.” | tossed
the key to the BMW in his lap. “You'll find them in the trunk of Serrano’s little toy. | imagine
your money probably bought that.”

McCann held the key out to the guy standing just behind his right shoulder. “You won’t
mind if we have alook before you go, will you?’

“Of course not. You're going to find it alittle short, though.”

“And why isthat?’

| had to play it right so | came out doing McCann a favor instead of pissing him off. “We
had alittle trouble at the end. Y ou were right about who was following us.”

He raised an eyebrow and nodded at me, looking expectant.

“The guysfrom The Shark Pond caught up with us, and we had to find away to dodge them.
Someone had already called the cops, but | wanted to make sure they stayed plenty busy whilewe
took off, and | figured | could maybe give you aleg up at the same time.”

“Really? How did you manage that?’
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“Wéll, | had to spend some of your stash to doit.” | paused to let that sink in, watching the
calculation in McCann’s eyes. He showed no sign of his feelings on the matter. “I set them up by
dumping some of the drugs and money into their car. Most, if not all of them, have aready been
hauled off to jail on drug dealing charges.”

McCann nodded slowly, musing. “Well, | can see how that would disable The Shark Pond
for ashort time, but men of that caliber are easy to replace...”

“1 thought of that,” | said. “I also threw in a book of matches with the club’s logo, so the
cops would know right where to follow up.”

The tiniest hint of a smile touched the corners of McCann’s mouth, and | knew that got
him. With evidence like that in the car, the cops would be stupid not to investigate, which would
serioudly throw awrench in the works for his competitors.

| dipped my hands into my pockets. “I try to always keep a book of matches on me. You
never know when they’ re going to come in handy.”

“Dude,” said Seth, who hadn’t heard this detail before. “Is this where you're like Archie
What' s His Face?’

“Goodwin,” | said, rolling my eyes. “Remind me to get you some books for your birthday,
would ya?’

McCann'’ s thug slipped in while we were talking and gave a terse little shake of his head.

“1 gather you found it a bit short,” McCann said to him.

“There s about a quarter of it missing, maybe more.”

McCann nodded. “ That would seem to corroborate your story, Mr. Martini. Especialy if we
take Serrano’ s taste in cars into account. | believe you're free to go.”

| took a couple steps closer so | could tower over him. “Before | do, | want your word that
you're gonna forget those little old ladies even exist, and you’ re gonna leave me and my friend
alone from now on.”

“1 told you in the beginning that wasthe deal. Y ou’ ve kept up your end, now I’ [| keep mine.”

“That’s good,” | said. “Because if you don’t—if any one of them, including Seth, gets hurt
in any way—I’m going to hunt you down like the dog you are and make sure you regret it for the
rest of your short, short life. And you can have my word on that, got it?’

“Don’t give me areason to hurt any of them.”

“l don’t plan on it.”

McCann smiled placidly, but hiseyeswere dead serious, and | was pretty sure we understood
each other perfectly. “Then you have nothing to worry about. I’ m a reasonable man, Mr. Martini,
but | suggest you go before I change my mind.”

“Fine.” | turned to Seth and said, “Let’ s get the hell out of here.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”
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We wasted no time getting out of there, and only paused to put Matilda's top up. Even that
was so | could speed on the freeway without the wind choking us both. | was anxious to get back
and make sure everything was okay. | considered calling Ruth or Adele, but it was two o’ clock
in the morning and | didn’t think they’d appreciate that very much. Not without explaining the
situation, at any rate, and | figured they’d like that even less.

During the first part of the drive, Seth read the map and gave me directions, but once we
cleared the city and it was a straight shot home, he stuffed everything in the glove box and shifted
so he could study me. He had a seductive expression, and | knew what was coming.

“S0,” hesaid, dlipping into hisextremely gay South Beach tone, “| still oweyou from earlier.
We could pull over somewhere, and I’ ll make good on my debt...”

“No, we could not.” It came out sharper than I'd intended, and Seth looked taken aback. |
sighed and explained, “1 want to get home and make sure the ladies are all right. | still don't feel
like we're out of the woods.”

“Yeah, hey, | can see that,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder. All traces of teasing
were gone, and for the moment he was my best friend again. “Why don’t you let me drive when
we make a pit stop? You didn’t get any sleep earlier.”

“We'll see. I'm fine right now.”

Werodein silencefor awhile, then he asked, “ Y ou think McCann’ sgoing to be a problem?’

| thought about it for aminute and tried to honestly pin down my feeling. “My gut sayshe'll
keep hisword aslong aswedo,” | said finaly. “But the threat is still out there, you know? There's
always a possibility, and | don’t like it.”

“You're just gonna have to let it go, Dino. It bothers you because you know about it, but
there’ s a dozen other threats out there that aren’t a problem, because we have no idea they exist.”

“What are you, a philosopher now?’

“1 am capable of deep thoughts, you know.”

“Yeah, well...it'smy job to know they exist.”

“You're not fuckin’” Superman. You can’'t handle everything, Dino. All you can do is deal
with what’ s in front of you.”

“1 haven’'t been managing that too well lately,” | said. “Look at the mess| got you into.”

“Quit assuming everything isyour fault. | could have told you not to mess with that package
in the first place, but | didn’t. It didn’'t seem like a big deal to me, either.” | glanced over at him
in the dim glow of the dashboard lights, and he grinned at me. “And you and | both know it's my
own damn fault | got beat up.”

| shrugged and nodded. “Y eah, I’ll give you that.”
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“All right, then,” he said, leaning back in the seat. “Knock it off with the angst fest. You
already had your mid-life crisis this weekend.”

“Oh, isthat what that was?’ | asked, biting back a smile.

“You're fucking forty-one, you dinosaur, you were clearly due.”

That forced a chuckle out of me, and | was grateful for the break in the tension.

In spite of that, | was too wired to switch places when we stopped, and | drove the whole
way home, speeding as much as | could and keeping a sharp eye out for cops. We were making
good time, though, and it would have been worth the price of aticket. We hit St. Petersburg by
five-thirty and were pulling up to my building at six.

The prettiest sight | ever saw was Ruth and Dellasitting out on the patio having their morning
coffee. | shut the car off and sat there for aminute, letting the relief sink in. Seth wasright, and if
McCann or his thugs came sniffing around later, I’ d deal with that when it happened. We got out
of the car and said good morning to the ladies.

“Dino,” Ruth said with asmile. “How was Miami?’

“Kind of like an asphalt hell. How goes the garden planning?’

Della set down her cup and clasped her hands. “ Darling, it’s going to be simply marvelous.
We hired a charming young man who's going to come on Thursday and start building the boxes
for us.”

They offered us breakfast, but we explained we' d been driving all night and just wanted to
sleep until noon. Dellamade alot of sympathetic cooing noises, which | appreciated, and we made
our escape.

Inside, Seth hesitated at the stairs and gave me a cautious|ook, asif hedidn’t want to assume
anything and start another mid-life crisis.

“Get up there,” | said. “Y ou owe me.”

He grinned broadly and bounded up the steps two at atime.

| let him into my apartment and went to close the drapes against the early morning sun. When
| turned back, he stood in the middle of the room, eyeing me with that dark gaze of his. Desire hit
me hard. | wanted him, and | wasn’t just thinking with my dick, either.

He came forward to kiss me, and | let him, for a moment. But | was impatient and wanted
more. “Come on,” | said, herding him toward the bedroom.

| shut the door and pulled the drapes shut there as well, blocking out not only the sunlight,
but the whole damn world. Thistime when he came up to me, | pulled him into my arms and kissed
him hard. Since the phone call at the garage, I’ d felt like | had arubber band wound up tight inside
me, and now it was finally loosening.
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Actualy, I’d been tied up in knots all week. | sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Seth’s
shirt off over hishead, so | could get at hisskin, pressing my lipsto his chest and running my hands
up his back. He was warm and smooth and solid, and | needed to feel him more than | thought
possible. It hit home to me just how close | came to losing him. He had several new bruises, and
| traced them with my fingers until he started getting impatient.

“Dino, comeon, man,” Seth said, tangling hisfingersin my hair and tugging gently. “You're
going al mother hen on me again.”

“Sueme,” | mumbled against the soft line of his stomach.

He huffed and squirmed, but didn’t try to get away, which was fine, because | wouldn’t have
let him anyway. I’d nearly lost him twice, and | was struck with a need to fully appreciate having
him. 1’d been given a second chance, and dumb as | had been lately, | wasn’t stupid enough to
wasteit.

| let go of him and started undoing the buttons of my shirt. “I want you in my bed,” | said,
pulling it off and dropping it to the floor.

“Yup,” was his most coherent reply. “I’'m on it.”

We stripped ourselves, because we were dead tired and not up to afull-blown seduction. All
| wanted was Seth naked and next to me, | didn’t care how we got there.

He climbed onto the bed and waited, and | liked the way he watched me as he rested on
his knees, eyes shining, but calm. | kicked off my shorts and damn near got tangled in my socks,
trying to hurry up and get to him.

When | did, | pushed him to his back and held him there so | could study him for aminute. |
knew | wouldn’t get completely comfortable with being gay overnight, but it was happening faster
than | expected. | trailed my fingers over his chest and stomach, and along the inside of thisthigh,
absorbing the details.

“Oh man, Dino,” he breathed, staring up at me.

“l don't want to have to be afraid for you like that again,” | said, settling onto him and
nudging his head to the side so | could kiss down over hisjaw and along his neck.

“Not that | want you to suffer, but | gotta’ say...I kind of likeit.”

| moved to kiss histhroat. “I think I can manage this without putting you in mortal danger.”

“Even better,” he mumbled, distracted by the path of my hand sliding over his hip.

Asl’vesaid, | canlearn, and | had been paying attention. | rose up and straddled him, angling
my hipsto drag my cock lightly over hisbelly and down along the groove of his thigh. He moaned
softly and arched his back, straining for the contact he really wanted. | stayed just out of reach,
teasing slowly, and enjoyed the view of him lying naked on my sheets.
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| could only manage that for so long. | wanted it as much as he did, and | rubbed my cock
tight alongside his. He was hot and hard, and the sensation was el ectric, making us breathl ess with
anticipation. Seth gripped my arms and pushed up with his hips. He slid his hands down my body
and caressed my thighs. He clearly wanted more, but he didn’t try to run the show thistime. | think
it took some effort in his part, but he let me set the pace and the mood.

| wanted it slow, and | wanted to express with my body what | hadn’t been able to say yet.
My physical self had thisall figured out, and it was so easy to dlip into sex as away of connecting
with him. | knew it couldn’t stay like that for long, but it worked in the short run.

| slid our cocks together with lazy fascination, again and again, aimost the only place we
touched. There was the press of his thighs between my legs, and his hands clutching at my hips,
and the dizzying brush of our erections. Excitement made us slick, which fueled my desire, and
| couldn’t hold out any longer.

| eased down on top of him, and Seth’s mouth fell open in a low moan. His body felt
incredible beneath mine, warm and eager, and | moaned too. He wrapped his arms around me, and
| lined up our cocks, trapped in the crush of our bodies as we moved.

“Jesus,” Seth groaned as he thrust against me. “Y ou are amazing. | could put up with alot
of mothering for this.”

“You might have to.” | shifted so we lay side by side, and | could pull him closer, hooking
my leg over his. We settled into a comfortable tangle, pressed tight, with just enough room for the
hot friction of our cocks. | rested my forehead against his.

“1 can live with that,” he said, panting lightly.

Weweretootired to be overly energetic and it took along time, building slowly aswerocked
our hipsin a steady grind. That was fine with me, plenty of time for kissing and caressing. He
opened his mouth to me and moaned when | flicked my tongue over his. | lost track of everything
but Seth and my own pleasure.

When | finally came, the intensity of it caught me by surprise. | rolled Seth to his back,
holding him down with the weight of my body while | shoved my cock hard against him, moaning
inarticulate words | couldn’t finish for lack of breath. Seth groaned and met me thrust for thrust,
clinging to my waist and fucking forcefully until he was spent. The wet heat of his climax spread
over my stomach and sent a shiver down my spine.

He was flushed and breathing heavy, eyes half closed. | kissed him, first on the neck, and
then on the lips, passionate and slow. | didn’t speak for fear of what kind of sappy drivel might
come out of my mouth.

When | finally went to find atowel to clean up with, Seth barely moved. He looked over at
me and smiled when | dropped down next to him. He said, “Man, | cannot wait to teach you to
suck cock. You're gonnarule.”

“What makes you think | can’t now?’
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Seth snorted and laughed so hard he turned pink. When he was finaly able to breathe
properly, he sniffed and put a hand on my stomach. “Sorry ’bout that. Seriously, though.”

| rolled my eyesat him and pulled a pillow under my head. Truthfully, | waslooking forward
to it myself, but | sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him at the moment.

He leaned over and kissed my shoulder before curling up and falling asleep, and it felt good
to rest my arm over his back and drift off next to him.
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We dlept for afew hours, but eventually had to get up and face the world. | reached for my
jacket to check my cellphone messages, but was met with an odd jingling from the pocket. Inside,
| found the set of keys and business card Seth’ s customer had given me the morning before.

“Uh, oh,” | said, holding them out for Seth to see. “Y ou’ re gonna have one really pissed off
guy on your hands. He wasn't too happy yesterday. Sorry.”

Seth looked at the card. “ Ah, yeah, this guy. Hiswife' s the bitch, he' s not too bad. I should
be able to smooth things over. The fix is an easy one. | could have it done in a couple of hours.
Y ou willing to drop me off?’

“Sure, no problem.”

It was odd to be back to life as usual. Good, of course, but odd. | didn’t have any idea how
things were supposed to be now that we were officially dating, or whatever we were calling it. All
| knew for sure was Seth definitely wanted more than just sex, and | had finally gotten used to the
idea of wanting him at al. Where we were headed from there, | had no clue.

| was mulling it over when | pulled up in front of Ed's. Seth climbed out of the car and
grinned at me. “ See you later?’ he asked.

“Yeah,” | told him, smiling back. “All right.”

He clapped his hands together and gave me athumbs up before taking off at atrot. | watched
him go, and drove away thinking about what we'd do that evening.

In the meantime, | had errandsto run, and acop to kissup to. | couldn’t tell Teresathe whole
story, because that would cause trouble for both of us, and | didn’t want to lie to her any more than
strictly necessary. | thought with some creative editing | could get back in her good graces. I'd
doneit before, and | could do it again. | turned in the direction of the station and started practicing
what I’ d say.

* k% % %

| am, at heart, avery traditional guy. A very romantic one too, if I do say so myself. | knew
seeing Seth wasn’'t going to be the same as dating women, and | was going to have to learn afew
new tricks. But you don't just toss away forty-one years of teaching and experience, and frankly,
some of my old tricks were damn good ones.

So, when dusk rolled around, | showed up at the garage. The air was still warm and salty,
and the bugs were getting louder, doing whatever it is bugs do when the sun goes down. Seth was
inside, working on some dismantled engine part he had spread out on the workbench.

| got out of the car with a bag of Chinese food and a bottle of wine. It was time to work a
few of the old tricks on him.
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When | went in, Seth greeted me with a smile and wiped his hands off on arag. He also took
the time to unzip his coveralls and kick out of them before coming over to give me aracy kiss that
was part hello and part innuendo.

“Fuck, I'm starving,” he said as he broke away and dug through the bag of food.

| grabbed a couple of plastic cups and opened the wine, pouring us each a glass. We sat at
the workbench and ate in comfortable companionship, talking about the day and our adventure,
but mostly just hanging out. | was waiting to put my plan into action.

When we' d had our fill and were on our second glass of wine, | made my move. | switched
off Seth’sradio and took a CD out of my suit pocket, dropping it into the player.

“What'sthat?’ Seth asked when | turned it on. He looked mildly amused.

Peggy Lee's I’'m Beginning to See the Light started to play as | dlipped off my jacket and
hung it onarack of belt clamps. | rolled up my sleeveswhile he watched, and met his gaze, holding
out my hand.

“You're not serious,” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

“1 am. Get your ass over here.”

“Aw, man...” He made a big show of dragging his feet, but he did come forward. “I don’'t
even know how to dance to this stuff.”

“| can teach you.”

| taught him a very basic move, which he mangled for a while before we finally started to
fall into step. The next song was Elvis, singing One Night which had the kind of rhythm | was
looking for.

“Thisisso sappy,” Seth said, shaking his head. In spite of that, he was becoming remarkably
cooperative.

| grinned. “WEéll, if you think thisis sappy, just wait until you hear the next song.”

| lipped my arm around his waist and pulled him closer, still leading him through the dance
step, but pressing up to him so our bodies touched from chest to knees. With alittle work, | was
ableto rub against hisgroin with each step. It didn’t take long to get him hard, which madeit easier.
It also got me hard, which made it more fun.

Seth’ s cheeks were flushed, and he was breathing heavy. “Y eah, okay,” he said, following
my lead as best he could. “Thisisn’t so bad.”

The song switched to Unchained Melody, which fit the steps much better, and | put some
style into it, managing to be suave as well asincredibly sexy, and just alittle dirty for Seth’s sake.
He faltered and tromped on my toes, clutching my shoulder to steady himself.

“Keeping watching your feet,” | said. “It takes awhile to get really comfortable with it.”

“My feet are not my primary interest right now,” he said in arough voice.

Y eah, they weren’'t mine either.

He toughed it out until the end of the song, then grabbed my hand and started dragging me
to the side door. “Playtime’s over, now we get busy.”
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“What are you, eighteen? Have allittle patience,” | said with a chuckle.

“Shut up and walk, Dino,” he said, giving me a heated look. “And bring that disc with you.”

He let go of me and disappeared through the door, heading up to his apartment and forcing
me to follow if | wanted any more of him. I grinned and took the CD out of the player. We could
worry about the lights later.

| grabbed the bottle of wine too, and went after him, thinking maybe | was going to be able
to keep up with him after all.
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