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AUTHOR’S NOTE

My thanks again to Laura Baumbach, owner and publisher of MLR Press, also to my editor Kris Jacen for her ongoing support, and to my partner and friend of sixteen years, Phil - love always.





PROLOGUE

Some years ago…

Emily lay in the dark, her eyes wide open, listening for the sound of his approaching footsteps. She had lain this way night after night for as long as she could remember. She could feel her heart thump within her chest and her breath become ragged with fear as the time drew near for his visit.

He came to her almost every night. He would smile and whisper close to her ear that he loved her above all others. She was his favorite, he would tell her, his pet. She knew he was lying, for she knew he loved her sister too, in the same way. They had spoken of it one day, when the burden of what they were concealing from each other, and from their brother Anthony, became too much. 

The words had tumbled from their lips; their hatred and loathing for what he had done to them at last manifested in their sharing. They had cried and held each other, the two of them. There was some comfort now in the fact that they had spoken of it, but that comfort was dispelled when they were alone in their rooms—and he came to them.

Their father.

There was no protection for them within the family, for they both knew the truth—their mother was fully aware of her husband’s perversion and would not, dared not, interfere. Emily had overheard her parent’s conversation, when her mother had confronted him with the fact that she knew what he was doing to his children.

“How could you?” her mother had whimpered through her sobs. “Have you no shame at all?”

He had threatened her with all kinds of recrimination if she ever breathed a word of what she knew. He would throw her out, take the children away from her, tell her friends she was frigid and a worthless wife. His daughters would never betray their father, of that he was sure, and as Emily listened outside the door, she knew it to be true. They would never have the courage to admit to the humiliation they were forced to endure—and so it continued. 

Paula finally begged her mother to help them.

“Shut up!” her mother had screamed at her. “Don’t say such disgusting things about your father! You’re a liar!”

Paula had stumbled away, incredulous that her mother would not help her. The sisters sought solace in each other’s company, and the bond between them strengthened over the years.

When Paula left to go to college and Anthony to military school, Emily thought her heart would break. She was all alone, and without the support of her sister and brother her life became unbearable.

The first time she tried to kill herself by slashing her wrists, but her father found her and rushed her to a doctor friend of his who stitched her up, ignoring his duty to report such incidents to the police. The second time she almost succeeded. She waded out into the lake near her home, submerged herself and opened her mouth under water. She lost consciousness, but a group of boy scouts had seen her and swam out to save her. With great efficiency they revived her and she begged them not to tell anyone what she’d done.

It was then she decided she should live…and her father should pay for what he had done.





CHAPTER ONE

Peter Brandon glanced from the canvas in front of him to his subject seated on a chaise in his studio. He smiled at her, and she, dazzled by his good looks and the cobalt blue of his eyes, smiled back at him in what she hoped was a sultry, come hither expression.

Gloria Pedersen was a beautiful woman. Her smooth pale complexion, limpid green eyes, and a startling crown of long golden hair made her the center of attraction in any crowd. She wore a black velvet gown, deeply cut to reveal her ample breasts. Hanging from her neck was a stunning diamond pendant which she now held between her thumb and forefinger and played with somewhat suggestively.

Peter chuckled and grinned at her. “Now, now, Gloria. You know I’m a happily married man.”

“Darn it, Peter. You could at least act as if you might be interested.” She rose from the chaise and crossed to where he stood adding a few deft touches to the almost completed portrait. She kissed him on the cheek and stroked his bottom as she looked at his work. 

“Mmm, nice buns…” She draped herself over him. “Do my breasts really look that big?” 

Peter laughed, putting his arm round her waist. “Bigger, actually. I’ve refined them, somewhat.”

“Pig.” She giggled and kissed him again. “I need to get out of this damned dress. Unzip me, darling. I’m having afternoon tea with Carol, and she’s a bitch if I’m one minute late.”

Peter complied, and she turned to face him wearing only her bra and panties. 

“Isn’t there anything here you could go for?” 

 “You are, without doubt, a shameless hussy, Gloria. And I don’t think that very large and well-muscled husband of yours would approve of your wanton display in front of me. He might resort to violence.”

“Are you joking? Johnny loves you and your gorgeous Jeff. Never stops talking about how great you guys are.” 

“Well, I’d like to keep him a fan of ours, thank you.”

Laughing, Gloria blew him a kiss and disappeared into the bathroom to finish getting ready for her appointment. 

Peter hadn’t known Gloria long, but her fun loving nature and easy conversation had quickly drawn her to him. Her husband, Johnny Pedersen, a successful defense lawyer, had contacted Peter asking if he could commission him to paint his wife’s portrait for her thirtieth birthday.

 Peter had agreed, meeting Gloria for lunch in Laguna Beach near Peter’s home to set up a sitting schedule. They had warmed to each other immediately and a few days later she invited Peter and his partner, Jeff, to dinner at her home in Corona del Mar. 

Johnny and Jeff, both being ex college football players, had a rapport going the whole evening while Gloria had monopolized Peter’s company, anxious to hear his version of his recovery from a coma that had claimed three years of his life. She had listened with wide eyes as Peter recounted the aftermath when he and Jeff had discovered who was behind the attack that had killed his former lover, Phillip, and left himself severely injured. 

“God, Peter, how awful for you to find out a family friend was behind all of that.”

“Yeah, it was pretty devastating. These days I’m a little more wary of people.”

“That poor detective’s wife…Susan, was it?”

“Mmm, she really had her life fall apart in front of her eyes. Practically overnight her husband changed from being her dream come true to being her worst nightmare.

“You have to wonder why she was attracted to him in the first place.” 

“Seems he was a different man around her. He loved her with as much passion as he hated everything else he couldn’t understand.”

“Meaning you?”

“Well, I was a part of it. Jeff too, but it really started out as plain greed. He was paid to attack Phillip and me.”

“What a bastard,” Gloria said vehemently. “What happened to his wife?”

“She moved back with her folks and, hopefully, is getting over it by now.”

“And you? How are you after all this?”

“I’m one of the luckiest and happiest guys around. How can I not be, with Jeff in my life?”

“You certainly did bag first prize.” Gloria looked over to where Jeff stood talking with her husband. “That man is one of the cutest I’ve ever seen.”

“Cute?” Peter laughed. “Rugged and butch is more like it.” 

“Whatever—you’re a lucky son of a gun.”

And Peter had to agree he was lucky. Since Jeff had moved in with him the previous Christmas Eve, he had felt himself completely healed from the trauma that had gone before. Even the nightmare of being held at gunpoint by a psycho cop had faded to a merely unpleasant memory. Jeff’s presence in his life had brought him a feeling of love and security he had not realized he needed until then…and because of that, his desire to create and paint had increased. He was now even more prolific in his output than he had been before his coma. Gloria was just one in a long line of clients anxious to commission him to paint their portrait. He knew this was due in part to the publicity forced on him by the drama of past events. People seemed to have some kind of need to know those who’d been close to danger and death. The lurid and unusual was a powerful aphrodisiac for some.

Jeff’s business had also benefited from the press exposure. He had moved his office south to Laguna a month after moving in with Peter and had been forced to limit the number of new clients he could take on. Even Andrew Connor, Peter’s friend and physical therapist, now found his engagement calendar totally full. He had laughingly told Peter that one patient had blatantly told him she wanted ‘the same hands that had massaged that divine artist’s body’ to be the only ones to touch hers. 

“She was furious when I told her I had no opening for her,” Andrew had told Peter in amazement. “I mean, how kinky can you get?”

Gloria, returning from the bathroom, interrupted his thoughts. 

“Have to run, sweetie.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, picked up her bag, and headed for the door. 

Peter walked her downstairs. “I should be finished with your portrait in the next few days. Do you want me to arrange for the framing or do you want to choose one yourself?” 

“I’ll leave it to your impeccable taste, darling.” Gloria gave him a hug. “And don’t forget—you and Jeff are the guests of honor at my party for the ‘Grand Showing.’” 

“Oh, we’ll be there.” He watched as she ran down the steps to her car, then he returned to his studio to wash out his brushes and straighten up the studio. He picked up a couple of dirty glasses, taking them down to the kitchen. As he slipped the glasses into the dishwasher, the phone rang. 

“Hello?”

“Is Jeff there?” The man’s voice had a slight accent Peter couldn’t quite place.

“No, he’s not home yet. Can I take a message?”

“No. Is this Peter?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

The line went dead.

Jeff had said he’d be home around six, so Peter prepared a light meal for them both to have later. It was a beautiful, warm July evening. He set the table on the terrace so that they could enjoy watching the sunset over the ocean. He thought of inviting Eve, his mother, to join them then remembered she was going out with her old boyfriend, Fred. Ever since Peter’s father had died, Fred had been there to support and comfort his mother. He’d been there for her when Phillip was murdered and Peter lost to them for the three years he lay in a coma. Now Eve was free to enjoy Fred’s company even more as she no longer had to center her life around her constant visits to the hospital. 

Eve still lived in the annex attached to Peter’s house that Phillip had designed for her after Paul, Peter’s father, died unexpectedly from a heart attack. She had talked of moving out now that Jeff and Peter lived together, but they had both insisted she stay. Peter knew that Fred still had high hopes of Eve agreeing to marry him—and secretly, Peter hoped she would eventually. He wanted his mother to know the same love and companionship he now enjoyed with Jeff, and he knew Fred would always adore her. So far though, she had resisted all of Fred’s attempts to persuade her to marry him.

She can be as stubborn as…me, he thought, chuckling to himself. He heard the garage door open and his heart lifted as it always did when he knew Jeff was home. 

“Hi there, you.” Jeff crossed the few steps to where Peter stood and gathered him in his arms, kissing him tenderly on the mouth. “I’ve missed you,” he murmured between kisses. 

“Me too,” Peter whispered. “Don’t go to work anymore.”

“Someone has to provide for you.”

“Darn it, that’s true. Like to provide for me—upstairs?”

“Anywhere you like—the kitchen table?”

“Uh…upstairs.”

Jeff chuckled. “I need to take a shower. Join me?”

“You bet.”

They were almost undressed before they reached the bedroom, playfully pulling at each other’s clothes as they ran up the stairs together. Peter never tired of seeing Jeff’s powerful body unclothed. The rigorous police training he’d undergone in his early twenties had honed muscle and sinew to near perfection; a body any sculptor would love to have as a model. And oh, that delectable ass…

Peter liked it all even better when Jeff wrapped him in his arms and held him pressed to his warm, smooth flesh, as he now did, his hot hard cock pressed to Peter’s own burgeoning erection

“Mmm…you feel good.” Jeff’s lips glided over Peter’s throat then down across his chest, sucking on each nipple in turn, hardening the tiny nubs, sending tingling jolts of pleasure through Peter’s body. 

Still in each other’s arms Jeff backed Peter up until they reached the bathroom and Jeff could turn on the shower. “Get in,” he growled, smacking Peter’s ass.

Peter moaned. “More.”

Jeff chuckled. “You enjoy it too much.” He squirted body wash onto a sponge and started soaping Peter’s lithe and compact body, trailing kisses over the nape of his neck and shoulders.

“Oh, man…” Peter pressed his back to Jeff’s hard chest and ground his butt against the erection he could feel throbbing between his ass cheeks. Jeff ran the soapy sponge down to Peter’s crotch, circling it with slow sensual movements that had Peter gasping with excitement and anticipation. He turned in Jeff’s arms then sank to his knees, eager to take Jeff’s erection into his mouth. While the shower water cascaded over them he slid his lips down the length of Jeff’s hot, hard flesh. Jeff’s fingers smoothed Peter’s wet hair from his forehead and caressed his face as he thrust in and out of Peter’s mouth. Peter ran his hands over Jeff’s butt, pulling him in closer, deeper inside his mouth, his throat muscles gripping the head of Jeff’s cock.

“Uh…you’re gonna make me come,” Jeff panted.

Peter released him and looked up. “That’s good isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but not so soon. C’m up here…” He pulled Peter back onto his feet and held him, his lips searing Peter’s with a long, scorching kiss, their tongues dancing inside each other’s mouths, searching, tasting every part of their wet heat. Peter’s hands roamed over Jeff’s back then slid down the length of his spine, lingering in the hollow on the small of his back before grasping the round, muscular globes of his ass and pulling him in, grinding their erections together.

Their kiss deepened, their breath filling each other’s mouths. 

Jeff pulled away from their kiss. “Let’s get out of here. I need to be inside you.” He turned off the shower and grabbed their towels from the rail. Quickly, they dried one another then practically ran into the bedroom, flinging themselves onto the bed, arms and legs tangling, their lips and tongues scouring each other’s damp skin. They maneuvered themselves into a sixty-nine position and Peter grasped Jeff’s pulsing shaft at the base, bringing the glistening head to his lips, shuddering with pleasure as he felt his cock being enveloped by Jeff’s mouth.

His tongue swirled around Jeff’s cockhead, scooping up the copious precum, swallowing it down, greedily taking the whole throbbing length as far as he could into his mouth and throat. He gulped and his body spasmed as Jeff slid a finger inside him, each pass over his prostate sending fire and ice zinging straight to his balls.

“Uh…” Now it was his turn to protest that he was coming too soon. He released Jeff and pulled himself up into Jeff’s arms. “Want you to fuck me…”

“Want that too…” Jeff reached for the lube then warmed the gel in his hand before inserting one, then two fingers into Peter’s opening. Peter sat astride Jeff’s thighs then lowered himself slowly, impaling himself on the hard flesh, gasping as his opening was stretched, and each glorious inch of Jeff’s cock slid deep inside him.

“Oh…yeah…” Peter’s head fell back in ecstasy and his hips moved up and down, meeting every one of Jeff’s thrusts in a mutually created rhythm that took both of them closer and closer to the brink of orgasm. 

Jeff raised himself up then eased Peter onto his back. Without breaking their rhythm he drove his cock even deeper inside his lover, thrusting harder, faster, his breath quickening in his chest. He gazed down at Peter’s face, transformed by his ecstasy, his eyes dark with desire, his lips parted in expectation of Jeff’s kiss. Their mouths met and Peter wrapped his arms around Jeff’s neck, locking them together in one long, rapturous kiss. Jeff squeezed a hand between their tightly pressed torsos and grasped Peter’s rock hard erection, pumping it, urging it rapidly toward release.

Peter shuddered and gasped into Jeff’s mouth and Jeff groaned, unable to control the rush of his orgasm. “Ah, babe…I’m coming.”

“Yes…” Peter arched under him, and the sensation of his lover’s semen surging between their bodies and spilling through his fingers took Jeff over the edge. One last thrust, his body stiffened, hard and taut as a strung bow as he climaxed. Spasm after spasm wracked his body and a thousand lights sparkled behind his closed eyelids as he filled his lover with his hot seed.

He collapsed over Peter, burying his face in the hollow between Peter’s neck and shoulder. 

“Beautiful,” Peter murmured.

And if Jeff could have found his voice at that moment, he would have agreed.

Later, as they lay in each other’s arms, watching the lengthening shadows reach across the bedroom wall, Peter remembered the strange phone call. “Oh, I almost forgot, you had a phone call earlier. Some guy with an accent. Wouldn’t leave a message, but he knew my name.” His fingers strayed over Jeff’s left nipple, teasing gently.

“What kind of accent?” Jeff gripped Peter’s hand to stop the sweet torture.

“I’m not sure. It was faint…maybe Hispanic?”

A flicker of wariness crossed Jeff’s face for just a moment. “Obviously he didn’t leave a name?”

“Uh-uh,” Peter smiled at him. “Are you hiding a secret life from me? Should I be worried, hire a private investigator?”

“No.” Jeff stretched his long powerful body against Peter’s and held him tightly. “I’ve told you all there is to know about my past, believe me. Joey is the only one I knew who had any kind of accent. It couldn’t have been him. I haven’t heard from him in years.”

“Kind of strange though that whoever it was knew who I was.” 

“Not really. Think of all the press coverage we had after the Frank Meeks fiasco. Our names were linked in several articles.” 

“Yeah, that’s true.” Peter unwrapped himself from Jeff’s embrace. “Come on, I’m famished. I set the table outside, but I think we missed the sunset.” Pulling on a pair of shorts, he left the bedroom and ran downstairs to the kitchen to prepare their meal. 

Jeff sat up in bed, his eyes fixed on the open door. He frowned as he mulled over the information Peter had just given him. Could it possibly have been…? No, surely not after all this time. He sat a while deep in thought until he heard Peter call him from downstairs.

“Hey lazybones, did you fall asleep?”

“No. I’ll be right down.” He headed for the bathroom to clean up before dinner, deciding he’d think about this later. 





CHAPTER TWO

Emily Hastings pulled her white polo shirt down over her head, and frowned at her reflection in the mirror. At twenty-two she still looked like a teenager. She turned sideways for another look and wished that her breasts were bigger like her cousin Gloria’s. Gloria was stacked. She’d overheard a couple of guys say just that when she and Gloria had been out shopping together the other day; and Emily had to agree. Gloria was stacked—and beautiful. She and Johnny, her handsome husband, made quite a stunning couple. 

Emily wasn’t envious exactly. She just wished she had more to offer her boyfriend, Jerry. He was waiting for her downstairs while she changed into her tennis whites. Last night he had asked her to marry him and she had said yes. She hadn’t told her parents yet knowing her father would react unfavorably. 

Most other fathers would look on Jerry as a great catch. He had a great job and wealthy parents. He was tall, attractive, and athletic. All the right ingredients for a Hastings girl to latch onto. More importantly, Emily loved him. She had not believed that possible. Not after years of trying to hold men at bay, never wanting to get close enough to be intimate. Every time she’d met some eager beau wanting to get to know her better, she had panicked at the thought of what might happen if he tried to kiss her or fondle her breasts. The idea of it had made her want to throw up. 

With Jerry, it had been different. He was so kind and gentle, as if he understood her fear. The first time he kissed her, she had frozen in his arms, her lips remaining stiff and unyielding against his. He hadn’t pushed her away calling her frigid or tried to force her mouth open like some of the other guys had. He had smiled into her eyes, kissed the tip of her nose, and, taking her hand in his, had suggested they go for a little stroll together. He had told her of his childhood, of feeling he couldn’t compete with his older brother, of his struggle for recognition in his father’s eyes, until one day he’d suddenly realized he didn’t have to care what others thought of him—he was his own person—and he was damned proud of it. He had good grades, he was a champion swimmer, and, he was suddenly aware, girls liked him. 

“I get the feeling you don’t know just how beautiful you really are,” he’d told her that night. “And you’re funny and amusing. It feels great just being with you.” 

Emily had looked up at him in amazement. No one had ever told her that before—especially the beautiful part. She wondered if he was saying this just so he could take advantage of her. 

“Don’t let anyone ever put you down Emily. You’re bright and beautiful—and it’s time you realized it.” His goodnight kiss had been a feather light touch of his lips on her cheek. 

They had seen a lot of each other over the next few weeks and, gradually, Emily fell in love. Despite the feeling of warmth and safety Jerry instilled in her, she wondered how he would react if she ever told him what her father had done to her and Paula, her sister. She was terrified that he might be disgusted and end their relationship. She couldn’t bear the thought of that. Sometimes, when she looked at his strong but gentle face and clear blue eyes, she felt he might just understand. Jerry was a good person, but he was not naive. He knew there was evil in the world and he knew it could touch anyone regardless of who they were. Often, because of whom they were. Still, the words would not come and she was ashamed that she could love him so much, but not trust him with this secret. 

She had asked her sister Paula if she told her husband about what had happened and Paula had looked at her in horror. “What are you talking about? Nothing like that ever happened to us, Emily.”

Her sister’s reaction caused Emily total bewilderment. How could she not remember those nights of terror? Later, she realized that Paula was in complete denial. It was never to be brought up again. She had considered asking her brother Anthony’s advice. He had returned from military school a tall, leanly muscular young man; a far cry from the shy and timid little boy he had once been. But he was aloof and distant, spending as little time at home as he possibly could, at odds with the father who resented the time Anthony spent away from home. 

No one would have guessed the emotions Emily harbored, unseen by everyone she met. Despite everything she’d suffered, or perhaps because of it, she had learned to smile quickly and often, to mask her true feelings. No one knew the depth of those feelings, except her father. When in one another’s company, they circled each other like wary animals, never quite sure of the other’s next move. He would goad her sometimes, with an unpleasant remark, but she would never rise to the bait. Never would she show, in front of others, just how much she despised him. But she knew he knew from the looks of loathing she would cast his way when no one was around to see—and at such times, it gave her satisfaction to think she might just cause an icy shiver to run down his spine.

He had long ago stopped coming to her room in the night. When she became a young woman she no longer interested him. Jerry had no idea how much Emily hated her father. He had sensed a tension between them, but when he’d asked what the problem was she had changed the subject immediately. If he wondered why she was reticent in replying, he didn’t pursue it. 

He was waiting for her at the foot of the staircase. His smile, as always, made her heart race and she ran into his arms, kissing his warm lips and snuggling into the strong, protective shelter of his embrace. There had been a time when Emily could not have imagined wanting, needing, to be this close to any man, to have his lips thrill her and desire to rage in her blood, but Jerry wasn’t any man, he was hers, and she reveled in the love she knew he had for her. 

“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” he murmured against her lips. “Gloria and Johnny are here already waiting for you on the patio.”

“Sorry…” She kissed him again. “Did they get something to drink out there?” 

“Orange juice and coffee. They’re fine. Come on; let’s beat the pants off them.” They picked up their tennis gear and walked, hand in hand, out to the patio. 

Emily ran over to hug Gloria and Johnny. “Gee, I’m glad you could make it today. Haven’t seen you guys in ages.”

“Jerry has been keeping you way too much to himself these days,” Gloria teased. “It was good of him to include us in your busy schedule today.”

“Oh, right, like you’re sitting around, twiddling your thumbs waiting for an invitation.”

“And we get to see you twice this week,” Gloria reminded her. “You are coming to my birthday party on Saturday, aren’t you?” 

“It’s the grand portrait unveiling.” Johnny slipped an arm around his wife. “She’d be crushed if you weren’t there to ‘Ooh and Ah’ over it—it’s a Peter Brandon you know.” 

Gloria gave her husband a playful dig in the ribs. “Ignore him, babies. Just wait ‘til you see it though. Peter’s made me look even more fabulous than I am.” 

They all laughed together and Gloria took Emily’s arm as they walked over to the tennis court. “Where’s your father?” she whispered as they walked ahead of the men.

“Away, thank goodness. He won’t be back ‘til Friday.”

Gloria was the one to whom Emily had turned when her mother had denied her support. She had been horrified by what Emily told her, but had believed every word. Even as a little girl, Gloria had never cared for her Uncle Charlie. There was always something there, beneath the surface that she found intolerably creepy. Gloria had been revolted at an early age by her uncle’s roving hands and always managed to distance herself from him at any family gathering. 

Johnny had noticed her obvious dislike of her uncle after he met the Hasting family for the first time, but she didn’t dare share Emily’s secret with him, much as she hated keeping anything from him. So she had made up some silly story about how he’d embarrassed her once in front of the entire family about her lack of tennis prowess. Johnny had seemed to buy it and she had reminded herself not to look too good on the tennis court the first two or three times they played together.

She grinned at her cousin. “You’re looking awfully pleased with yourself Emily.”

“Jerry asked me to marry him last night.”

“How wonderful…Of course you said yes.”

“Uh huh, but we haven’t told anyone else yet.”

“I am so happy for you Emily.” Gloria turned to the two men walking behind them. “Emily just gave me the good news. Congratulations Jerry.”

Johnny raised an eyebrow. “What’s this—a job promotion or something?” 

Jerry smiled happily. “I asked Emily to marry me and she said yes.” 

“Hey, congratulations.” 

Gloria steered Emily toward the tennis courts. “How do you think your dad will take the news?” 

“With his usual bile I expect. He’s already shown he doesn’t like Jerry; but he likes the pedigree well enough.”

“He always was a snob. Well, I for one am thrilled for you. Jerry seems like a great guy—not to mention hot.”

Emily chuckled. “I’ll tell him you think he’s hot…and you’re right. He’s also unpretentious. You’d never know he came from all that money.”

“Well, he’s not exactly marrying a pauper. As much as I don’t care for your father, I have to admit he’ll leave you very well set up when he finally kicks the bucket.” Emily was silent for a moment and Gloria added, “Sorry. I’m being crass. Don’t pay any attention to me.” 

She quickly changed the subject to remind Emily again of her impending birthday party. “You’ll get to meet Peter. You know, the artist I told you about who was in a coma for years—and his partner, Jeff. Jeff’s a private detective. They are the most divine looking men you will ever see.”

“Gloria, why are you even looking at other men when you have Johnny?”

“No harm in looking, Emily. When I stop looking, I’ll be dead.” She laughed then added, “But I have to admit there’s not much point—he’s gay. Jeff is his lover, sweetie—and they are devoted to one another.”

“Oh, what a waste,” Emily said.

“Isn’t it though? Except I don’t think either one of them would agree with us on that!”





CHAPTER THREE

“Jeff?” Monica, Jeff’s receptionist, called over his intercom.

“Yes, Monica?”

“There’s an Alfonso Gutierrez here to see you. I don’t have him down for an appointment, but he says he only needs a few minutes of your time.”

“Okay, send him in.”

Jeff frowned and looked at his appointment schedule. Nothing for an hour. Most of his clients didn’t care for early morning appointments so he usually used the time to catch up on paperwork and billing. He got up from his desk as the door opened then froze, recognizing the man who appeared in the doorway. 

“Joey.” 

“Hey, amigo.”

Jeff’s breath caught in his throat as he gazed across the room at the man he had thought he would never see again. In six years he had hardly changed at all. Still tall and slender, still the honey colored skin glowing with health and vitality, the thick black hair combed back from his brow, emphasizing the sleek planes of his face and the green of his eyes. He closed the door behind him and, with a dancer’s easy grace, walked slowly toward Jeff and into his arms. 

“I’ve missed you, amigo mio,” he whispered, then took Jeff’s lips in a long and passionate kiss. Several moments ticked by as Jeff gave into the sensation that coursed through his blood. This beautiful body he’d thought he would never hold again was pressed against his, bringing alive every fiber and nerve ending in a tumultuous sensation of desire. His arms tightened around Joey’s slim and supple body and he could feel the man’s erection pressing against his own burgeoning cock.

Jesus, what am I doing?

Realization of the full measure of just what had happened hit Jeff like a slap in the face and he pulled away from Joey’s embrace holding him by the shoulders at arms’ length. Joey smiled sweetly and reached out to fondle Jeff’s crotch, but Jeff moved away to the comparative safety of his desk.

Joey smirked. “You are obviously very pleased to see me.”

Once again in control, Jeff’s gray eyes glittered with anger. “You walk in here after six years using a false name and expect me to just fall into your arms like nothing happened?”

“Well, you didn’t resist my kiss…and you got a hard on. Don’t deny it—I felt it.”

“I won’t deny it. You always did have the power to turn me on instantly. It was always about the sex with you and me. But things have changed now…”

“Oh yeah, I know all about that. ‘The gifted artist, Peter Brandon…’ I read all about you two in the magazines. Well, you certainly landed yourself a big fish! He’s loaded, I understand.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This Peter is wealthy, no? Well, I could use some of that wealth. I’m in a bit of a mess financially. I owe to some people who are getting impatient. What about talking to your wealthy boyfriend and—”

“Stop right there,” Jeff cut in. “Whatever you have in mind you can forget. Jesus, you think I’m with Peter because of his money?”

Joey laughed. “Oh, come on. It doesn’t hurt that the guy is loaded. Makes things a lot easier for you, eh?”

Jeff sat down behind his desk and stared at Joey, the first traces of dislike on his face. “This is why you’re here? To see if I could get Peter to float you a loan?”

“No, not a loan, amigo. I have a loan. I want to be free of that loan.”

Jeff fought back the angry retort that trembled on his lips. “Why don’t you tell me what kind of trouble you’re in? Maybe I can figure out a way to help.”

“Oh, always Mr. Nice-guy. There is only one way to help—get me the money.”

“No way. That’s not going to happen.” 

Joey came round to where Jeff sat and knelt at his side. “Please Jeff, please? I beg you…help me.” He put his hand on Jeff’s thigh and began to stroke it, his fingers inching near the zipper of Jeff’s slacks. 

Jeff knocked Joey’s hand away then stood, pulling Joey to his feet. “I’ll help you, but not that way. You don’t have to give me a hand job to get what you want.”

“Believe me, the pleasure would be mine.” 

“It’s over, Joey. I’ve moved on.”

“You think so, eh? I think you’d like to fuck me right now.” He reached out and tore Jeff’s shirt open, pressing his lips against his bare chest.

“Stop that!” Jeff pushed him away roughly. “What don’t you understand about ‘it’s over’?”

Joey’s expression of disbelief quickly turned to anger. His eyes blazed as he hissed at Jeff, “Asshole. You want to see me dead? That’s what I’ll be if you don’t help me.”

“Calm down, for God’s sake.” Jeff grabbed Joey’s arm. “Tell me what happened.”

“You don’t give a damn what happened.” Joey pulled himself from Jeff’s grasp. “All you care about is that prissy artist guy you live with—who you say you love. You don’t care what happens to me.”

“Stop being such a drama queen Joey. Just tell me who you owe the money to and how much.”

“A syndicate in Puerto Rico.” Joey began pacing the office floor. “I owe them five hundred thousand.” He slumped down on Jeff’s desk as though suddenly deflated. 

“God Almighty.” Jeff gasped. “Five hundred thousand? How the hell did that happen?”

“My partners ripped me off. They left me high and dry, owing the money.”

“And the syndicate is only after you? What about your partners? Don’t they want them too?”

“They disappeared.”

“And you couldn’t disappear? I thought that was something you were very good at—disappearing.”

“I tried, believe me.” Joey ignored Jeff’s barb. “I came back here, but they caught up with me somehow. They know where I am and they’ve given me five days to get the money—or it’s over.”

Jeff leaned back in his chair and stared grimly at Joey. The man avoided the eye contact, a faint tint coloring his cheeks.

“All right Joey. Now tell me the truth. I’m not buying any of that hogwash.”

The man’s eyes widened in surprise. “You think I’m lying to you?”

“I know you are. I know you’re way too smart to be caught in a deal like that. You might need money, but it’s not because some “syndicate” is after your hide. Try telling me the truth, it might just help.”

“Oh ho, Mr. Clever who thinks he knows everything.” Joey got up from Jeff’s desk and paced about the office again. Jeff watched him in silence, figuring Joey was rethinking his strategy. “Okay,” he said finally. “You win, there’s no one after me, but I need some money quickly.”

“Get a job then.”

“I have a job, smart-ass. My own business. I have a photographic studio in LA.”

Jeff raised his eyebrows in surprise. He knew Joey had been a talented photographer and Jeff had urged him to take advantage of his gift, but at the time he hadn’t been interested.

“So you’re finally doing something you’re good at.”

“Yes, but now I’m in trouble with the landlord. I can’t pay the lease—he wants six months in advance because I’ve been late so many times.” 

Jeff’s mouth twitched. “The rent is five hundred thousand dollars?” 

“No, of course not. But it’s two thousand a month and I haven’t got it.”

“Have you tried negotiating with him? Say a couple of months in advance?”

“I don’t have a couple of weeks.”

Jeff looked at his ex-lover and slowly shook his head. How typical of Joey to come busting in like this, giving him a song and dance about Puerto Rican syndicates and threats on his life, when all he needed was a bill paid off. He’d lived in Joey’s over the top world long enough to know he was an inveterate liar who would spin any tale to get what he wanted—the more bizarre, the better—and if he thought he could actually convince Jeff to come up with five hundred thousand of Peter’s money, he’d go for it. 

“Where have you been, Joey?” Jeff asked quietly. “You left me without a word, without any idea of what might have happened to you. Do you know that I have imagined you dead after all this time? Now you barge in here, lying through your teeth, demanding money, and with not one word of apology.”

Joey looked downcast. “I am truly sorry, Jeff. I was just…scared of the commitment you wanted from me.”

“Bullshit. You just wanted out. It had run its course for you and you wanted out. Plain and simple.”

“I can’t fool you anymore, eh Jeff?” Joey slid his body onto Jeff’s lap and began kissing his face. “But I still find you very sexy…”

“Cut it out,” Jeff roared.

Joey jumped to his feet laughing. “All right amigo, I get the message. You love Blondie, with or without all his money.”

“That’s enough, Joey.” Jeff’s expression shut his ex-lover up momentarily. “I’ll see if I can raise enough for you to pay your landlord. But I’m not asking Peter for it. How much money do you have?”

“A thousand dollars, but I have a car payment in a week’s time.”

“Call your landlord. Ask him if two or three months rent will do it for the time being”

“Thank you, Jeff.”

“And for God’s sake, cut out the game playing.”

“Oh, you used to love the games we played…remember?”

“That was different.”

Joey looked at him through half closed eyes, a little smile playing about his lips. “Not so different, really.” He took a step closer. “If you would just relax and let me in again.”

Jeff gazed into Joey’s beautiful eyes and, despite himself, he felt a tremor somewhere in the pit of his stomach. He stood up quickly. “Let me have your phone number, Joey.” His voice sounded thick in his own ears.

“Sure, here’s my card.” Joey was looking at him, a small smile of triumph on his face.

Jeff studied the card. “How did you raise the money for the studio in the first place?” 

“A—a friend wanted to put me up in business. He gave me the capital to put it together.”

“And this friend can’t help you out now?”

“He bailed on me after a year.”

“Whatever…” Jeff didn’t want to hear the details. “By the way, if you call the house again, be sure to leave your name. Anonymous phone calls are pretty childish.”

“I didn’t want to upset Blondie.”

“Stop calling him that. Peter isn’t exactly the type to get upset over an ex-friend of mine calling to talk to me. Besides, he knows all about you.”

“If he really knows all about me, he should get upset.”

“Don’t flatter yourself, Joey. Even your charm is fallible.” Jeff stood up, signaling their conversation was over. “Call me after you speak to you landlord.”

Joey attempted a grateful look. “Thanks, Jeff.” 

Jeff did not move to give him the hug he obviously expected, so he shrugged slightly and turned to go. “Oh, and give Peter my regards please,” he added, unable to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.

For a long moment Jeff stood looking at the closed door. He could not quite believe what had just happened. Joey was back in his life—and, oh God, how he wished he was not!





CHAPTER FOUR

Gloria’s house stood within a gate-guarded community in Corona del Mar. Jeff showed his invitation to the young security guard at the gate who gave him the directions to the house.

“Enjoy your evening sirs.” 

Jeff glanced at Peter as he pulled away from the security gate. “Before we go inside I want to say thank you again.”

“For what?”

“For being so understanding.”

“What brought that on?”

“I was just thinking about the Joey situation and how well you took it when I told you he came to my office the other day and what he wanted.”

“Oh, that.” Peter covered Jeff’s hand with his own. “Don’t sweat it. I don’t think an old boyfriend coming back on the scene can threaten what we have.”

“And you’re not upset I’m going to help him out?”

Peter grinned at him. “Just don’t make a habit of it.”

“No chance. And you know, once Joey gets what he wants, I’ll probably never hear from him again.”

They got out of the car and walked up the driveway toward the house. Jeff put his arm around Peter’s shoulders. “You’re the best.” He pulled Peter closer and kissed his forehead.

Peter chuckled. “Anymore of that and we’ll have to skip this party.”

The spacious entry to Gloria and Johnny’s house was filled with flowers and balloons. A smiling young woman greeted Peter and Jeff at the door then ushered them into the crowded living room. Gloria spotted them immediately and rushed over to greet them.

“Darlings! Thank God you two are here.” She guided them out on to the patio where a bar had been set up. “What’ll it be?” She appeared already quite tipsy, her eyes sparkling with mischief and merriment. “I’m so glad now you’re here to liven things up a bit.”

“I’m sure you’ve been keeping everyone on their toes all by yourself Gloria.” Peter hugged her. “You don’t need anyone else to liven up your shindigs.”

“Oh, Johnny invited some of his partners and their wives—and they’re so boring.” Gloria’s stage whisper brought a smile to Peter’s lips. “I’ve been standing glassy eyed for the last half hour, listening to them prattling on about their tea parties and charity drives and,” She shuddered dramatically. “They’re trying to get me to volunteer. Can you believe it?” She glanced toward the French doors as a young couple stepped out on to the patio. “Emily…Jerry…Now all my favorite people are here.” She dragged the couple over to where Peter and Jeff stood by the bar. “This is my cousin Emily and her fiancé, Jerry. And this is Peter, the artist I told you about…and his partner, Jeff. 

“Now tell the nice bartender what you’d like to drink, darlings. I’ll go rescue Johnny from those boring old farts and bring him out here.” She swept off, teetering slightly on her heels. 

Emily giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. Peter smiled at her, admiring the long dark hair that hung around her shoulders in shiny waves. He noticed her large blue eyes, still sparkling with amusement. 

“Johnny’s going to have his hands full tonight,” Jeff remarked.

Jerry chuckled. “I think he’s probably quite used to it.”

“You two are engaged?” Peter asked. “When’s the happy day?” 

“We haven’t quite settled on that yet,” Emily said after a quick look at Jerry. “We only got engaged last week.”

Jerry slid his arm around her waist. “We have to let the folks at home get used to the idea first.” 

Jeff handed Peter a glass of champagne. “They don’t approve?”

“Mine do, but Emily’s father…” 

“Oh, he’ll come around.” Emily slipped her hand inside Jerry’s. “Besides, we’re both over twenty-one.”

Gloria re-appeared with Johnny in tow. Hanging on to her husband’s arm, she beckoned them over. “Come on. Time for everyone to see me in all my splendor…courtesy of the greatest artist in the world.”

“Gloria…” 

Peter’s protest was waved away by the lady. “Don’t go getting modest on me, Peter Brandon. I know you better than that.”

Jeff took Peter’s arm. “Better get it over with.” 

Peter grimaced and let himself be steered towards the waiting crowd in the living room. Champagne was being poured for the birthday toast and all eyes were on the covered portrait now hanging over the fireplace.

“Ta-da!” Gloria cried. “I know you all can’t wait to see it, so Johnny, expose me!” 

Johnny dutifully pulled on the silk cloth hiding the portrait Peter had recently completed and revealed Gloria’s seductive smile to the assembled crowd. 

“Wow…” Jerry, standing near Peter and Jeff, exclaimed. “That’s really something.”

“It’s beautiful,” Emily murmured her agreement.

Peter turned and met Emily’s eyes. Behind that attractive smile he sensed something else—a sadness perhaps? A secret knowledge she was keeping from everyone else. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but looking into her eyes, the feeling grew stronger in him, and he touched her arm as though to comfort her.

Then, for a moment, it seemed as if they were alone together in the room. The sounds of laughter and conversation faded away. A connection had been made, a feeling shared by two people who had both known anguish and suffering. 

Peter was suddenly aware that Jeff was looking at him strangely and he stepped back, breaking the invisible thread that had bound he and Emily together for that brief moment. People were now surrounding them, congratulating Peter on his work.

“Are you all right?” 

Peter nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll tell you later.” He squeezed Jeff’s hand gratefully, then forced a fixed smile on his face as a large woman in a pink dress gushed at him about how he had captured the unique planes of Gloria’s face and how the flesh tones were ‘just right’ and how on earth had he managed to make her eyes so alive? 

Peter answered politely, but from the corner of his eye he saw Emily and Jerry engaged in what looked like an argument with an older man. The man was tall and imperious with iron gray hair. He might have been handsome once, but from the look of his flushed and florid face, too much alcohol had left its mark. It was obvious he’d been drinking and his voice carried over to where Peter stood as he tried to concentrate on what the lady in pink was saying.

“I don’t give a damn what you think…” Peter heard him say, then the rest was lost as a group of people, headed by Gloria, descended on him and the gushing lady in pink.

“Everyone loves my portrait, darling,” Gloria said, swaying slightly in front of him. Peter made his excuses to the pink lady then took Gloria’s hand and led her off to a quiet corner.

“Who’s the guy talking to Emily and Jerry over there?”

Gloria followed his glance and frowned. “Oh, that’s Emily’s father, my Uncle Charlie.” Unable to hide her dislike, she said, “I had to invite him and my Aunt Patricia, though I can’t stand either one of them. Look, he’s drunk and they arrived late. Absolutely no class. I don’t know how Emily can stand living in the same house with them after what she’s been through.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Oh—oh nothing, sweetie.” Gloria appeared strangely flustered. “I’m just rambling. Too much of the bubbly. Look, there’s Johnny and Jeff hiding in the corner. Let’s join them.” She whisked Peter across the room to where the two men stood talking. She flung herself into her husband’s arms. “Oh, thank you so much for my lovely gift, Johnny. It’s just so wonderful.”

Johnny looked ruefully over her head at Peter and Jeff as he held his wife close. “You’re welcome, honey. Now slow down on the champagne or you’re not going to last the night.”

“I’m not as drunk as old Uncle Charlie over there. Look at him giving those two kids such a bad time. He really is a creep…I’ve a good mind to go over there and tell him to shut up.”

“You will not.” Johnny restrained his wife with a firm grasp on her arm.

“But look how he’s upsetting Emily.”

“Okay. We’ll just wander over there and break it up like we don’t know they’re having a problem—and be diplomatic.”

Peter watched as their hosts approached Emily and her parents. Johnny, all smiles, shook Charles Hastings by the hand then kissed Emily’s mother on the cheek. Peter couldn’t quite make out what was being said, but he saw Emily and Jerry relax a little at the obvious change of subject. Gloria turned and beckoned Peter and Jeff over to the group. Somewhat reluctantly, they walked over to join them.

“I’d like you to meet my uncle and aunt, Charles and Patricia Hastingsh.” Gloria was deliberately slurring her syllables, and the effect was hilarious. Emily giggled involuntarily as Gloria, leaning on her husband, continued, “This ish Peter and hish friend Jeff…”

Emily and Jerry were convulsed by silent laughter as Peter, trying to keep a straight face, shook hands with the grim pair. He only just managed to control the laughter building inside him as Charles Hastings glowered at Gloria.

“You’d better have that speech impediment looked at young lady.” There was not a trace of humor in his voice. He turned his attention to Peter. “So, you’re the one who paints. Patricia, my wife here, has always had a yen to have her portrait painted. Probably should have had it done years ago, though.” 

His wife’s face took on a pained expression at the implied insult, but said nothing.

“Well, let’s take a closer look at the work of art.” He grabbed his wife’s arm, leading her away from the rest of the group who let out an almost simultaneous sigh of relief.

“I’ll get us another drink,” Jeff headed for the bar outside. 

Peter watched him go for a moment then turned to Emily and Jerry. “You two all right?” 

“Oh, yeah. Thanks to Gloria’s performance. She certainly broke up the tirade we were getting from Emily’s old man.” 

“Jerry…don’t.” Emily gave Peter an apologetic look. “We don’t want to air our family problems at a party.”

Once again as their eyes met, Peter could feel some form of connection with her. Instinctively, he knew there was more, but he also knew he would not get the answer here. 

“Did I piss my Uncle Charlie off, do you think?” Gloria was hanging on to Johnny’s arm for support.

Johnny kissed the top of her head. “Come on beautiful. I’m taking you out for a breath of air.”

Emily smiled as Johnny led her cousin outside. “She is so funny when she’s had one too many.”

“A happy drunk,” Jerry agreed. 

When Jeff returned, drinks in hand, Jerry suggested they find somewhere to sit. 

“There’s some room in the den, I think.” They followed him as he led the way into a comfortable room off the living area. After they sat down he said, “Peter, I’d like you to paint a portrait of Emily if you would.” He smiled at his fiancée. “It would be my engagement gift to you, darling.”

“Oh Jerry, that’s so sweet.” Emily took his hand. “But I think Peter is very busy, and I’m such a fidget when it comes to sitting still, even for a photograph.”

But Jerry was adamant. “You would find time for her, wouldn’t you Peter?”

“Of course. And don’t worry, I don’t believe in lengthy sittings.”

“Peter has a photographic memory,” Jeff interjected. “It’s come in quite handy a couple of times.”

“Really?” 

“Did you know he was in a coma for three years?”

Jerry nodded. “Yes, Gloria and Johnny told us about your ordeal, Peter. That must have been hellish.”

“When he started to regain some of his memory of the attack, he was able to draw a sketch of one of the perpetrators.”

“Wow,” Jerry exclaimed. “That’s some memory—three years down the road.”

“Well…” Peter set his glass down on a nearby table. “Remember, it didn’t seem like three years to me. Time was like, kaleidoscoped for me into a much shorter time frame. Anyway, Jeff’s right. I could paint you now from just the time we’ve been together. What I like the sittings for are to more or less talk to my subject, get a feel for their personality, the way they smile, move, that kind of thing. Something I can use to make them a real individual, not just a flat image on canvas.”

“So it’s all settled then?” Jerry’s excitement flared in his eyes.

Emily looked nervous at the prospect, so Peter said gently, “Why don’t I call you in the morning and let you know my schedule? I’m sure we can fix up some suitable times.”

“That’s a great idea,” Jerry enthused.

They were interrupted by party guests, some wanting to congratulate Peter on his portrait of Gloria, and others who’d heard of Emily and Jerry’s engagement. For a time they were engaged in small talk, then Peter winked at Jeff who nodded. That was their signal that they were ready to go.

“Well…” Peter got to his feet. “What say we find our merry hostess and bid her a fond farewell?”

After telling everyone good night, and Peter reminding Emily he’d call her in the morning, he and Jeff went off in search of Gloria and Johnny to let them know they were leaving. They found the two of them on the patio, slow dancing now to the strains of some Latin American music.

“Oh, you can’t go yet.” Gloria pouted from the haven of her husband’s arms, but it was a weak protest and she sleepily kissed them both goodbye before pressing her face against Johnny’s chest again and closing her eyes. Johnny grinned at them both over the top of his wife’s head.

“We’ll see ourselves out…”

The room had thinned out now and Peter noticed Charles Hastings standing by the fireplace alone. He was looking grimly around him as he downed what looked like yet another bourbon.

“What a dick,” Peter remarked as they pulled away from the house.

“Who has?”

Peter nudged Jeff with his elbow. “Not who has, who is. Emily’s dad. Didn’t you see him standing by the fireplace looking totally pissed off?”

“Yes, I did. Not a happy man. Now tell me what happened between you and Emily a little while back.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, when I asked you if you were okay?”

“Oh that…” Peter paused to think how he could explain the feeling he’d had. “I sensed something in her that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Some real kind of sadness she can’t quite shake off no matter how happy she is at the moment.”

“You mean like she’s hiding something from everyone?”

“Yeah, something like that. I got the feeling too that she felt the connection with me, just for an instant. That’s probably why I looked a bit funny. Something is definitely wrong between Emily and her father.”

Jeff nodded. “I got the impression he’s not crazy about her marrying Jerry.”

“I wonder why. Jerry seems like a nice guy; good looking, and according to Gloria, comes from a wealthy family.”

“Maybe he’s jealous? Some fathers are you know—jealous of the man who wants to marry his daughter.”

“Could be. He just seems like a nasty type to me. And the mother didn’t have a word to say about anything.”

“Don’t think she’d get much of a chance with him around. He reminds me of the father in that English Victorian story, you know, where he rules the household with an iron fist. Everyone was terrified of him, did exactly what he said. Then one of the daughters stood up to him…”

“You mean The Barretts of Wimpole Street?”

“That’s it. She runs off with the man she loves—the poet…uh, what’s his name…?”

“Robert Browning.”

“Right. She was a poet too, wasn’t she?”

“Elizabeth Barrett Browning.”

They looked at each other then laughed. “Okay, smarty,” Jeff grinned at him. “What’s the penalty for roughing the kicker?” 

“Now you got me.” Peter chuckled. “I don’t know a tight receiver from a wide end.”

Jeff roared with laughter. “Ouch. You really do need some education. I’ll give you some lessons when we get home.” 

Peter squeezed Jeff’s thigh. “Hands on, I hope.”

“You bet.”

“So step on it, Mister.”

§ § § §

Jerry held Emily in his arms and kissed her gently on the lips. “I hope you didn’t mind my asking Peter to paint your portrait without talking to you first?”

“You are so good to me Jerry. I’m just a little nervous of having it done. Gloria is so beautiful. She’s the perfect one to have a portrait hanging in her house so everyone can admire her. Me?” She paused. “I’m afraid I’ll end up looking like one of those ghastly women you see in museums, all pointy chin and pursed lips.”

“Of course you won’t. You’re a lovely woman and I think Peter’s the one to do you justice. Please do this…if only for me.”

“How can I say no when you put it like that?” She sighed. “If only my father wasn’t being so stupid about all of this.”

“He’ll come around eventually Emily, don’t worry. And if he doesn’t, so what? We’re getting married anyway.” 

“Las Vegas, here we come?” 

“Well, I was thinking more on the lines of Tahiti or Australia. That way, your Poppa can’t throw any last minute glitches at us.” They chuckled together then Jerry whispered, “I love you, Emily. Nothing will ever change that.” 

Emily returned his kiss and hoped fervently, in her heart, that what he said was true. She couldn’t quite erase from her mind the earlier confrontation with her father at Gloria’s party. His drunken rudeness toward Jerry had been deliberate and she knew that he had intended to drive a wedge between Jerry and her. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. If it came to a showdown with her father, Emily would leave and go to Gloria’s house. She was not about to let him destroy her chance at happiness with Jerry. Nothing her father could say or do would change her mind about marrying the man she loved—nothing.





CHAPTER FIVE

Jeff pulled into a parking space behind Joey’s studio in West Hollywood. He had spoken with Joey’s landlord and the man, though sounding like a complete asshole, had agreed to accept two months advance rent on top of the one owing if Jeff delivered a cashier’s check to him personally at Joey’s studio. Despite the inconvenience, Jeff had agreed to meet him and hand over the check. He knew there was only a slim chance Joey would ever repay him and mentally he had already written it off as a loss. He walked round to the front of the building and scanned the nameplates on the outside.

“Photography by Fernandez” was on the second floor. He sprinted up the stairs and pushed open the glass door that led to a small reception area. Examples of Joey’s work filled the walls and Jeff took a moment to look them over. No doubt the man has talent, he thought, admiring some of the black and white studies of people, buildings, and vistas of oceans and mountains. He was startled momentarily as his eyes met his own, gazing at him from one of the mounted portraits.

God…yes… Joey had taken this photograph of him when they were living together. Must have been at least seven or eight years ago. He was shirtless in the portrait. His naked torso gleamed under the dramatic lighting that revealed every well-honed muscle of his chest and abdomen.

“Sexy guy, eh?”

Jeff turned to see Joey standing behind him, a lazy smile playing around his lips. He came forward and embraced Jeff.

“Thank you for doing this for me.” His lips fluttered over Jeff’s ear. 

Jeff disengaged himself from Joey’s arms. “Your landlord here yet?” 

“Relax, Jeff…” Joey bared his teeth at him. “I won’t molest you—unless you want me to.” He stepped back. “Come on, I’ll give you the Cook’s tour while we wait for the vulture to arrive…”

They walked into the small studio and Jeff once again found himself face to face with his own likeness. This time it was a full-length portrait. He was standing; his arms and legs spread wide apart, his face upturned. He was naked, but clever lighting shadowed his crotch, leaving what was hidden to the viewer’s imagination. Jeff felt a flush of embarrassment as he gazed at this picture.

“You were so beautiful,” Joey murmured, standing close to him. “Of course, you still are. Only now, you are more the man.”

“It seems like a lifetime ago.” Jeff’s voice was hoarse as he turned to look at some of the other portraits on the wall. Joey’s physical nearness was having an effect on him that he knew was trouble. Deliberately, he walked to the other side of the studio away from where Joey stood; a knowing smile on his lips.

“Who’s this?” Jeff pointed to a picture of a young woman holding a rose between her bare breasts.

“No one.” Joey crossed smoothly to Jeff’s side. “Just a model I use now and then. This one was for an advertisement; can’t remember for what.” Impatiently, he took Jeff’s arm. “Let me show you my latest conquest. He is almost as beautiful as you, almost.” He led Jeff over to a table where several prints were lying. “I only developed these yesterday. What do you think?”

The young man Jeff now looked at spread before him was indeed blessed with an extraordinary beauty. He was naked in every picture; his symmetrical, perfectly sculpted body shown to great effect in the poses Joey had chosen for him. His close cropped black hair gave the planes of his face a harder edge than Jeff cared for, yet something about the face made him lean forward to get a better look.

“Oh, you like this one?” Joey laughed, misinterpreting Jeff’s interest. “It’s a magnificent body, eh?”

“He’s remarkable, that’s for sure. He reminds me of someone. Can’t quite get it. Anyway, where’s that landlord of yours? I have to get going shortly.” 

He breathed a sigh of relief when the door to the reception area opened. A short, stocky man in his late thirties appeared in the doorway. He had a thatch of thick red hair, a moustache that needed trimming, and bushy red eyebrows. His icy blue eyes narrowed speculatively as he looked Jeff over.

“Jeff Stevens?” 

“That’s right.” Jeff walked forward to meet the man.

“Bob Thomson.” He shook Jeff’s hand coolly. “Well, you must be a good friend to do this for him.” He threw Joey a cold glance. “You can kiss your money goodbye though. He’ll never pay it back. Believe me, I know.” 

Joey’s face flushed with anger. “Okay, Bob,” he rasped. “Just take the money and save us the recriminations.”

What’s going on here? Jeff wondered.

Bob noticed the puzzled look on Jeff’s face. “Guess he didn’t tell you the whole story. I’m the one who set him up here. We were in a relationship at the time. He got what he wanted and I was out the door. Couldn’t understand why I could be pissed about the situation. Typical Joey from what I gather now.”

Jeff sighed. So now he was bailing Joey out from the wrath of a former boyfriend. His ex returned Jeff’s frown with an air of innocence.

“I own this building you see,” Bob said. “My folks left it to me. It brings in good money—when the rents are paid on time. Of course, Joey didn’t have to pay rent when we were together. But now he does and he just never seems to have it. Don’t let him fool you, he’s doing well here. He just doesn’t want to use his income for the important things like rent and utilities. No…” He indicated the pictures on the table that Joey had, moments before, proudly shown to Jeff. “…he wants to spend it on that pretty kid he’s lusting after night and day.” 

“Okay, that’s enough Bob,” Joey snapped. “Take the damned check and get the hell out of here. I have work to do.”

Bob looked over Jeff’s shoulder at the portrait of him on the wall. “Oh, now I get the connection. You’re the guy on the wall over there.”

“That was done quite some time ago. Joey and I haven’t been in touch for many years.”

“Too bad for you he got a hold of you again.” 

“I can handle it, don’t worry. Here’s your check. It’s for the next three months plus the one he’s behind on.”

Bob whistled through his teeth. “He is a good friend, Joey. You better make sure you don’t piss him off any time soon so he can bail you out next time too.” He turned to go then looked back at Joey and smirked. “Just so you know, I saw your new lover out on the town last night. Didn’t see you anywhere around, though. He was playing kiss and show with some dude he was clearly very into…”

“Get out,” Joey yelled.

Bob’s laughter was without mirth as he closed the door behind him.

“Well…” Jeff broke the short silence that had fallen over the studio after Bob’s departure. “You certainly know how to make friends and influence people.”

“That jerk,” Joey growled. “I never liked him from the beginning.”

“But you used him to get what you wanted.”

“He’s loaded. He wanted to do this for me. I didn’t twist his arm.”

“But he thought he was getting you in the bargain, right?”

“He should have known better. Look at him, for Christ’s sake. Dios, you think I could be interested in a man like that?”

“You are quite disgusting at times, you know,” Jeff said quietly. 

“I never used you, Jeff.”

“Oh please, let’s not go there. You used me all the years we were together and just now you used our so-called friendship to help bail you out—and as usual, only told me half the story.” Jeff sighed then moved toward the door. “Well, I gotta go.”

Joey stepped in front of him. “Don’t go yet, Jeff. Let me explain how all this happened.”

“I really don’t want to hear the sordid details, Joey. You told me the guy bailed on you. Now I know that was another lie. Anyway, you’ve got what you wanted and I really have to go. I have an appointment in Long Beach in an hour.” 

Gently, but firmly, he pushed Joey aside and gripped the doorknob.

“Jeff, please don’t think unkindly of me.” Joey’s eyes brimmed and for a moment Jeff almost relented. Then he saw again in the green depths of Joey’s eyes the practiced manipulation behind the look that was meant to melt his heart.

“Sorry, Joey. Good luck with the studio—and everything.”

Joey watched the door close behind Jeff then walked back into his studio. He went over to the table and picked up one of the photographs he had shown Jeff. His lips hardened as he looked at the picture of the young man. 

“You better not be cheating on me, amigo,” he muttered. “Christ help you if you are.”

§ § § §

Peter’s day had gotten off to a shaky start. After Jeff had left that morning, Peter felt a rush of apprehension watching him drive off. He knew he could trust Jeff. The fact that he had been so open about Joey’s first visit and the reason behind it was proof of that.

It was Joey he didn’t trust.

Peter had formed an impression in his mind of the type of person Joey was, simply by listening to what Jeff had told him, and he was pretty sure he was right. Joey was the kind of man who used his beauty, and the power that it gave him over others, to get what he wanted, regardless of the consequences. Peter was sure that he would try to seduce Jeff again and it annoyed him that he was not there to hinder Joey’s chances. His preoccupation with what might be happening in Joey’s studio at that very moment was interrupted by the phone ringing. Quickly, he picked it up. It might be Jeff… 

“Hello?”

“You sound funny.”

“Oh hi, Andrew.” Peter couldn’t quite keep the disappointment out of his voice.

“Well, I’ve had warmer greetings. What’s bugging you?”

“Sorry, I was expecting Jeff to call.”

“Something wrong?”

“No, no. Just me being paranoid. What’s up with you?”

“Are you doing anything right now?”

“No. Want to come over?”

“I’m right outside, actually. I’d like to talk to you.”

Peter looked out the living room window and saw Andrew’s car parked on the driveway. “Well come on in, silly. You know you don’t need an invitation.”

“Be right there.”

This sounded serious and Peter hoped there was nothing wrong with Andrew, or with his relationship with his lover, David. He had been Peter’s closest friend since he had come out of the coma. Andrew had been his physical therapist and had helped him learn to walk again, but even more importantly had been there as a friend to get him through the dark times of his depression. Peter would never forget how supportive Andrew and David had been. Since the beginning of Peter’s relationship with Jeff, the four of them had been almost inseparable.

He opened the door and knew from the look on Andrew’s face that his news was not going to be good. The two friends hugged each other tightly.

“Like some coffee?” Peter asked him as they walked into the kitchen.

“Sounds good.” Andrew perched himself on a barstool at the counter and watched as Peter poured them both a mug of steaming java.

“All right, don’t keep me in suspense. What’s the problem?”

Andrew ran his hand through his fair, curly hair and sighed. “David’s been offered this incredible job. A transfer within the company, a huge promotion, and a heap more money.”

“But that’s terrific news, Andrew. You must be so proud of him.”

“I am of course.” Andrew stared into his coffee mug. “But Peter—the job’s in New York.”

“New York?” Peter stared at his friend for a moment as he realized the implication of that. “Of course, that means you’re going too.”

“Yeah. We’ve talked about it for days, but there’s no way we could survive living that far apart.”

“No of course not,” Peter agreed sadly. “God, I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ve been dreading this part.” Andrew took Peter’s hand. “Telling you about it, I mean. I’m just so glad you have Jeff in your life.”

Peter’s eyes brimmed with tears as he looked at his friend. He wiped them away with the back of his hand. “Look at me, blubbering like a kid. I should be happy for you and David—and I am. I’m just being selfish.”

“No you’re not. We both want the same thing. Sometimes it just doesn’t work out that way.”

Peter put his arms around Andrew, trying to push away the feeling of depression that had settled on him. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. He had wanted to tell Andrew about Joey, but he couldn’t do that now. Andrew had too much on his mind. So Peter hugged his friend and remained silent.

“We’re not going right away,” Andrew was saying. “Probably in a couple of weeks or so. And we’re going to rent out the townhouse. We don’t want to sell it.” 

“Good, then I know you’ll be back one day.”

“And you and Jeff will have to come out to visit as often as you can.”

“Of course we will. I love New York at Christmas time. We’ll plan on it.”

Andrew’s news almost made Peter forget he’d promised to call Emily and arrange her first portrait sitting. After hunting around for a few minutes, he found the number Jerry had jotted down for him and quickly dialed the number. Emily answered almost immediately, as if she had been sitting by the phone.

“Hi Emily, this is Peter Brandon.”

“Oh, hello Peter.” 

“Did I catch you at a bad time?” 

“No, no, I’m sorry if I sound put out. It hasn’t been a good day.”

“For you and me both.” Peter chuckled, trying to draw her out a little. “I’m calling to see if you’d like to meet with me sometime this week so we can get a start on your portrait.”

“That would be nice.” Her voice sounded flat and somewhat disinterested.

“Any day not good for you?”

“You set the time and day and I’ll fit it in, don’t worry.”

“Fine. What if you come over here to my studio tomorrow afternoon. Say…two o’clock?”

“That sounds good.”

Peter gave her the address and directions, then added, “Are you all right Emily? You sound really down.”

“I’m sorry Peter. I’m all right, really. I’ll see you tomorrow. Bye.”

Frowning, Peter put his phone down. He wondered if he should call Gloria to see if she knew what was bothering Emily, but then decided it was none of his business. After all, he’d only met the girl the other night. For all he knew she could be the moodiest person in the world; up one day—down the next. However, he couldn’t forget the connection he’d felt with her. Something was troubling her, of that he was certain. And hadn’t Gloria hinted at some problem Emily had been through? Perhaps she’d open up over the course of time it took to paint her portrait. A few well-chosen questions might get her talking.

He frowned as he suddenly thought, I’m beginning to see dark shadows in everyone’s life!

§ § § §

Emily sat quite still on the edge of her bed after talking with Peter. 

She’d had a bad night’s sleep, the second in a row, waking at odd hours and immediately worrying over the way her father had behaved at Gloria’s party. She knew this was never going to get better. Her father was out to prove he still had the upper hand and that she was still the obedient daughter.

A part of her was, even now, afraid of him. 

Not physically, not anymore, but she knew he was capable of letting Jerry know, in some way, just what kind of hold he had over her. There was no point in trying to enlist her mother’s help. She had long ago become the invisible woman in the family. Her opinion, if she had one, went for naught as far as her husband was concerned. He had beaten her will down a long time ago. She was stiff and silent, showing no affection towards either of her daughters. Her maternal feelings were reserved solely for her son, Anthony. 

In her mind both her daughters had replaced her as the object of her husband’s desire. She had lived in a loveless marriage, knowing her husband sought his sexual fulfillment with his daughters. Emily had never been able to understand how her mother could have gone on ignoring the situation. Why had she never done anything to stop it? Why had she not scooped her daughters up in her arms and left home forever? Was she that silly and weak? 

Emily had tried many times to justify her mother’s actions, but could not. She would probably never have the answer to why her mother had not tried to save them, as she was never going to acknowledge her daughters’ pain. And now that Paula was in total denial of the entire situation, Emily would never be able to confront her parents with any kind of support. She was terrified of her father’s mood swings and drunkenness. He was capable of almost anything when he became as vicious as he’d been the night before. 

How would Jerry react to knowing of her father’s perversion? Would his love for her be enough at that point to live with the knowledge that his wife-to-be had been molested for years by her own father? Jerry was a sweet and kind man, but were there limits to what he might be able to ignore in spite of his love for her?

It would be best that he never found out.

§ § § §

Joey could not believe he was being kept waiting—again. Glancing at his watch, he muttered under his breath as he paced restlessly across the studio floor. Bitterly, he reflected that it used to be him who kept his dates waiting, not the other way around. Recently however, he had found himself more and more under the sway of his new lover—if lover he could call him. Yes, they made love—wild, passionate love. At the thought of it, Joey’s body trembled with desire. But where was the affection afterwards? He wanted to lie in bed with him after the sex, caress that perfect body, run his hands over that smooth, warm skin, and hold him tightly in his arms murmuring words of endearment and promise. He’d never felt this way about any man before, but now that he was ready to give his heart, he had a terrible premonition that it would be broken. 

Adam didn’t seem capable of showing he cared after the sex. He was up and out of the bed immediately after, pulling on his clothes and leaving Joey with a curt, “I’ll call you,” as he left.

He looked at his watch again. Where the hell was he? Could that bastard, Bob, have been right about seeing him out with someone else last night? Joey hated being in this position. It was foreign to him. He was usually the one in control. But damn it, he loved him so much.

He sighed with relief as he heard the door to the reception area open—and there he was, his tall leanly muscular body slouched against the doorframe in an arrogant pose. He walked slowly toward Joey, a little smile playing around his lips, obviously enjoying the effect his presence had on the man. All Joey’s petulance drained away as strong arms enfolded him. This was no time for recriminations. Here before him, was the object of his desire, and Joey’s blood ran hot in his veins at his touch.

“Oh, Adam, mi amor. Thank God you’re here.” 

The heat of Adam’s lips scorched the skin on his throat. Their bodies pressed hard against each other and Joey almost cried out in ecstasy as lust and need flooded through him. He sank to his knees, freeing Adam’s erection from the confines of his jeans. As he took the hot, hard flesh between his lips, he looked up with adoration, and was rewarded by the beatific smile that transfigured Adam’s face into an almost angelic expression of pure joy. 

You are still mine, Joey thought with a quiet triumph. Still mine!





CHAPTER SIX

Peter poured Jeff and himself a couple of Scotches. “So, tell me everything.” 

“Gosh, pushy aren’t we?” Jeff took the proffered glass.

“No, just nosey. After all, it’s not every day I send you off in the morning to meet with a former lover. One, who by all accounts, still seems to be warm for your form.”

Jeff laughed as he clinked his glass against Peter’s. “Okay babe, you can un-arch those eyebrows now.” He brushed Peter’s lips lightly with his own. “You’ll be happy to know that I was able to resist Joey’s considerable appeal once more. The biggest surprise,” he added as he leaned back on his barstool, “was the fact he has two studies of me on show in his studio.”

“Nude studies?”

“Uh, well yes. How did you guess? In one of them I’m nude, but you can’t see anything.”

Peter chuckled. “That’s got to disappoint a lot of people.”

“You think?” Jeff grinned at him. “Of course, he didn’t tell me that Bob Thomson, his landlord and the one he owed the money to, is actually his ex-boyfriend —a pretty pissed off ex-boyfriend at that.”

“Joey doesn’t seem to be the nicest guy in the world, does he?”

“You’re right, he’s not. He’s a user, first and foremost. Everything for Joey. Now he’s flaunting a new guy in Bob’s face. He showed me pictures of him—quite stunning, but very young.” Jeff paused, his brow wrinkling.

“What’re you thinking?” 

“Oh, nothing really. It was just the guy in the photos reminded me of someone, but I still can’t figure it out. It’s going to bug me ‘til I do.”

“Ready for my news?” Peter launched into it before Jeff could respond. “Andrew and David are moving away.”

“You’re kidding. Why?”

“David got this huge promotion, in New York. They’re moving in a couple of weeks.”

“Wow. Are you upset?”

“I am, but this is really great for them. And we can visit. I was already thinking of Christmas in New York.”

“Still, you and Andrew have grown so close—you’ll miss your buddy.”

Peter sighed. “Yes, I will. Thank God I have you.”

Jeff put his drink down and wrapped Peter in his arms. “You’ll always have me, Peter. You know that, don’t you?” 

Their kiss was long and sweetly passionate and both men felt the first ripple of desire. Jeff unbuttoned Peter’s shirt, then lowered his head to nuzzle Peter’s nipples.

Peter moaned. “Keep doing this and you’ll never get any dinner…”

“Then I’ll just have to eat you up.” Jeff’s voice was muffled as he buried his face inside Peter’s shirt. They both groaned as the phone rang and Jeff reached out to grab it from the kitchen counter. He raised his head from Peter’s chest. 

“Hello?”

“Hi, it’s Andrew.”

“Hey, what’s up?” It’s Andrew, he mouthed at Peter. “Congratulations to David, by the way.”

“That’s why I’m calling. I know it’s a little late to be asking, but we wanted to take you guys out for dinner tonight—to celebrate?” 

“Sure, uh, let me just check with Peter.” Peter nodded after Jeff had explained the invitation. “That’ll be fine, Andrew.”

“Great. We’ll pick you guys up in an hour.”

“See you then. Bye.” Jeff put the phone down then gave Peter a sexy smile. “We still have an hour.”

Peter grinned at him then ran from the kitchen. “Race you upstairs,” he yelled over his shoulder.

Over the eight months they had lived together, they had made love countless times, and each time seemed better than the time before. Jeff was an inventive lover. Sometimes playful, sometimes tender and affectionate, other times deeply intense and passionate. Peter reveled in their love-making. To him it was much more than just sex. It was an embodiment of everything that they meant to one another. Now, as he lay gazing into Jeff’s smoky gray eyes, Peter moved sensuously beneath his lover’s powerful body and all thoughts of Joey Fernandez were banished from his mind. Here in his arms was the man who meant everything to him—and he wanted nothing more than this.

“Have I told you lately that I love you?” Jeff murmured; his lips a feather light touch on Peter’s mouth. 

“Yes, but tell me again.” Peter slipped his tongue between Jeff’s teeth. 

“Iwuvyu…”

Laughter overtook them and they collapsed into each other’s arms. “Oh my God,” Peter gasped when he could breathe. “Don’t you know you should never talk with your mouth full?”

The laughter that had done nothing to cool their ardor, stilled as their lips met in an all consuming kiss and soon they were lost in their passion. 

§ § § §

The restaurant in downtown Laguna where David had made reservations was a particular favorite of Jeff and Peter’s. They both loved its vibrant atmosphere and Old World decor. They had a table close to the huge stone fireplace that dominated one wall, its glow giving off a feeling of warmth and comfort on this night that had, for some inexplicable reason, turned misty and chilly.

“That’s better,” Peter remarked as they sat down. “I’ll never understand how it can get so darned cool so quickly. Well…” He raised his glass of champagne he’d ordered at the bar. “Here’s to David and Andrew. Jeff and I wish you both every success in New York.”

They clinked glasses then Jeff said, “It goes without saying, of course, that we’ll miss the heck out of you guys. It’s been a real treat for me to be a part of such a great group.”

Andrew put his glass down. “We’re gonna miss you guys too. If this wasn’t such a terrific opportunity for David…”

David’s dark eyes glittered in the firelight. “Andrew’s been so great about all of this. When the promotion first came up I was worried about how he’d react. I should’ve known he’d give me total support. Not that I wanted to put any pressure on you, Andrew, but I wouldn’t have accepted the promotion if it had meant us living apart.”

“No way I would let that happen,” Andrew said. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, buckaroo.”

There was a long pause as Andrew and David smiled at one another, then Peter chuckled. “You guys need to get a room.”

Andrew laughed. “You’re right …time and place, David. Hey…” He leaned forward in his chair. “Tell us about the party you guys went to the other night. You know; the portrait-unveiling thing.”

“Very interesting evening,” Jeff said.

“That’s all? Gloria Pedersen’s party was just interesting?” 

Peter chuckled. “Well, it was a bit more than that. Gloria was already tipsy when we arrived—totally outrageous as usual. Johnny’s the only guy in the world who could handle that woman. We did meet Gloria’s cousin, Emily, and her fiancé Jerry. Nice couple. Her father’s a bit of an ogre, though. He kind of caused a scene.”

“What kind of scene?” 

“Family type thing,” Jeff answered. “You know…” he adopted a stentorian voice, “You’ll do what I say young lady—I’ll brook no nonsense from you, damn it!”

Andrew’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. I hope she told him to take a hike.” 

“No, but Gloria sashayed over and put an end to it, dragging us along to be introduced.”

“Did everyone love the painting?” David asked.

“Of course. Peter was the hit of the evening. Even got another commission out of it.”

“Jerry, Emily’s fiancé, asked me to paint her portrait to celebrate their engagement,” Peter explained. “I’m meeting her tomorrow, as a matter of fact.” 

“What’s the fiancé do?” 

“Works in some financial powerhouse his father owns. I think that’s what it is anyway. Gloria was a bit vague.”

Jeff laughed. “Gloria’s always vague. D’you think she cares what Johnny does all day? Just as long as he brings home the bacon.”

“Oh, that’s unkind Jeff,” Peter said. “She’s very proud of Johnny’s success.”

“Maybe, but next time you see her, ask her to name the other partners. When I asked her the name of the company, she said it was Thingy, Thingy and Pedersen.”

Peter pointed an accusatory finger at him. “You just made that up.”

“Right, but you have to agree, it’s the kind of thing she could say.”

“God, we’re gonna miss you guys.” Andrew was suddenly gloomy.

David nodded. “Yeah, and we don’t know anyone in New York.”

“You’ll make some new friends, I’m sure,” Peter said, trying to cheer his friends up. “Rod

and ‘A’ are always in New York for any new show. They’d love to look you up. Don’t worry, it’ll all be terrific.”

§ § § §

Joey lay alone in the darkness of his room. Once again, Adam had left him as soon as the sex was over. He hated this. Hated the way he felt. So empty and abandoned, and so damned vulnerable. This time he had even pleaded with him not to go, had told him how much he loved him.

“Please stay with me tonight.” He had clung to the young man’s hand. “I want to wake up in the morning and find you still here. Please…”

“Sorry Joey. I can’t do that. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He’d ruffled Joey’s hair and left. 

Joey had wanted to follow him just to see where he was going, but what if he was seeing someone else? Joey knew he wouldn’t be able to stand it if it were so. “Oh God,” he moaned aloud, staring up at the ceiling. This agony of not knowing was surely worse than if he found out. Or was it? Angrily, he flung himself off the bed and began pacing the floor. Why had he allowed himself to fall in love with this man who obviously could care less? What was he hiding from him?

He knew absolutely nothing about his background. Where he lived or what he did. He had gone through Adam’s jeans’ pockets one night when he had gone to the bathroom and found nothing. No driver’s license, no billfold; just some dollar bills and loose change. Any personal questions Joey ever asked were met with either a vague reply or dead silence. 

Once, when he had asked if his parents were still living, he had seen anger in the young man’s eyes for a moment before he looked away and simply nodded. Before Joey could pursue the subject, he had abruptly left with his usual departing words, “I’ll call you.”

“Damn it!” Joey muttered under his breath, still pacing. He would go mad if this continued. He should tell him never to come back, but who would be more hurt by that? He wished Jeff thought more kindly of him. Maybe then he could ask him to do some kind of background check. But Jeff would never go for that. He was too much the honest guy, the straight arrow—and all the rest of that bullshit. 

He had hoped for more from Jeff. He had thought perhaps he might have been only too willing to pick up where they had left off. Joey could have used that desire to his own advantage. Blondie must be really good in the sack if Jeff didn’t want to come running back into his arms. Never mind that he had broken Jeff’s heart when he left—he was back now and he needed Jeff’s friendship.

Maybe he’d made a mistake leaving Jeff without a word. He should have known one day they would meet again. He had loved Jeff in the beginning. How could he not? He was so good looking, so strong, so damned good. But Joey couldn’t bear to be so restrained by a relationship. He had cheated on Jeff almost from the beginning. At first, he had felt some remorse. He knew Jeff would never forgive him if he ever found out, and so he went to extreme lengths to make sure he never did. But the last one, the one he ran away with—that one, he could not give up. Or rather, he could not give up the wealth, the Armani wardrobe, the red Jaguar convertible—those were just some of the gifts his new love had showered on him. How could his head not be turned by things like that?

Poor Jeff. Poor indeed—struggling on a police officer’s pay. He could never compete. So he had left him without a word and with just a little sadness. Oh, he had thought of him often and many times he had even wished it was Jeff there with him as he lay on a Caribbean beach or poolside in the south of France. The man who had footed the bill for Joey’s pleasures had not a tenth of Jeff’s good looks or charm. There was always some little flaw in every arrangement, was there not? 

There was certainly a very big flaw in this present arrangement. Try as he may, Joey could not figure out Adam’s reluctance to open up more. They enjoyed the most exciting sex Joey had known in years and they were both always ready for it. There was little conversation for sure, but Joey had figured the man to be the silent type, not a senseless talker. But when they made love, it was as if he gave Joey his whole soul. Their bodies would cleave to each other with an intensity that would leave Joey spent and breathless.

Mostly though, he would be lost in the wonderment of it all. When they would lie in each other’s arms for that oh too brief a time afterwards, Joey would feel as though his whole world was complete. God, how he loved him.

Joey sat down on the edge of his bed again and thought desperately of a way to keep this man’s love. He had to know if he was being betrayed. He had to know. Next time, he would follow him when he left. There was no other choice. Let the fates lead him where they might, but he had to know. 





CHAPTER SEVEN

Emily leaned back on the chaise lounge in Peter’s studio and tried to relax. Peter had done his best to make her feel at ease, but she still felt slightly ridiculous and out of place sitting there. Of all the things she’d ever thought of having done, this was probably the most surprising to her. She just wasn’t the raving beauty her cousin Gloria was. Who on earth was going to think that her portrait, hanging in a prominent part of any room, would be worth looking at?

Only Jerry, of course, and after all, it was only him she wanted to please above all others. Her father had sneered; her mother had said nothing as usual. She hadn’t even bothered to tell Anthony about it, thinking he could have cared less. Her attention was drawn back to Peter as he smiled at her from his easel.

“Just tilt your head a little more to the left, Emily, please. Look down then up at me quickly… That’s good, that’s the expression I want.” For some considerable time he worked in silence, his hand moving rapidly and skillfully over the canvas. 

“There…” He threw down the charcoal stick and smiled at Emily. “That’s enough for today. I can see you’re getting restless. Would you like some tea?” 

“Oh, please don’t bother, Peter.”

“It’s no bother. I’d like a cup myself.” He crossed the room to where she sat and gallantly offered her his hand. Responding to his playful show of chivalry, she placed her hand delicately on his.

“Come, m’lady,” he said, bowing before her, “your tea awaits.”

They went downstairs to the kitchen and Peter plugged in the electric kettle.

“You have such a lovely house, Peter. So warm and lived in. Not like that great museum I live in.”

Peter had not yet been to Emily’s house, but he’d heard from Gloria that it was enormous and very much a show place rather than a home.

“Where are you and Jerry going to live once you’re married?” 

“We’re still looking. I’d like to move here to Laguna and Jerry loves this part of the coast too.”

“It’d be great to have you as neighbors.” 

She was silent as she watched Peter busy himself preparing the tea. 

“You seem sad Emily. Is something wrong?”

She looked back at him and gave a guilty start, answering too quickly. “No, no—I’m fine really.”

She looked away from his steady gaze. “You had a wonderful childhood didn’t you? I envy you that.”

Peter poured the now boiling water into the teapot. “Yes, I was a very privileged kid. My mom and dad were the best parents, loving and understanding. My mother still is of course. I lost my dad some years ago. My only regret, I think, is that I didn’t have any brothers or sisters to grow up with.”

Emily’s smile was rueful. “That’s not all it’s cracked up to be, believe me. I have one of each and recently they haven’t been much support.” Her face colored slightly and Peter guessed she felt she’d spoken out of turn.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I’d love to have had you as a sister.” He grinned at her as he handed her a cup of tea and pushed the cream and sugar in front of her.

“That would’ve been terrific.”

“I get the feeling that your dad isn’t crazy about you getting married to Jerry.”

“To Jerry…or any man. He’s jealous, always has been.”

“But why?”

“Because he feels he will lose control of me, just like he lost control of Paula when she ran off to get married. He has to be the dominant one.”

“But why would he want to control you? You’re not a child anymore.”

“Oh believe me, he knows that… He never wanted me to grow up. Just stay ‘Daddy’s little girl’ forever. The idea of me marrying and moving away is…abhorrent to him.”

“Like it means he’s getting older?”

“No, because I’m getting older. He doesn’t like us getting older.”

Peter looked at her, puzzled.

“I’ve said way too much.” Emily put down her tea cup. “I should go.”

“Is there something I can do to help?”

“You’re a sweet guy, Peter. You and Jeff are nice people. Until Jerry, I didn’t know many nice people, apart from Gloria and Johnny. My father doesn’t attract too many nice people.” She gathered her purse and car keys together and stood up. “I really should get going.” 

“All right, if you have to.” Peter hugged her gently. “Remember, you can always talk to me if you need to. You’re always welcome here, you and Jerry.”

“Thanks Peter. That is really nice of you. Sorry I’m such a downer.”

“You’re not a downer, Emily. You’ve been great company. I look forward to our next session.”

“Next Monday, right?”

“Right.” He walked her to the door and watched as she got in her car and drove off. 

What a sad little thing... Something is really troubling her. 

He climbed the stairs back to his studio. For a few moments, he gazed at the work he had done so far, then he picked up his charcoal and added some touches from memory. He knew he could already do this portrait without another sitting, his keen photographic memory still holding all her features intact in his mind.

But he wanted her back.

There was so much more he wanted to know about Emily Hastings. She needed help, he could tell that already. There was something in her past she wanted release from. Something she held locked up within her and could not discuss with anyone. Gloria had hinted at it the night of her party, but had stopped herself, claiming she’d drunk too much. What could it be? Peter was sure it involved Emily’s father. There was definitely no love lost between them. Was it just his heavy handed attitude, or was there more? As he stared at the sketch before him, he realized he had drawn a melancholy expression on Emily’s face.

“That won’t do,” he muttered, rubbing at the charcoal with his thumb. Jerry probably would not appreciate his bride-to-be looking like she had just heard the worst news in the world. He walked away from the easel and sat down at the far end of the studio, looking back worriedly at the sketch. 

“What’s wrong, Emily?” he whispered, leaning back in his chair. “Tell me what I can do to help you.”

§ § § §

That same evening, Jerry arrived at Emily’s home to take her out to dinner. They tried to spend as many nights together as they could and Jerry knew Emily was always happy to get away from the house and her parents. 

How could she have survived this long in such an oppressive atmosphere? He wondered. 

She appeared to be such a fragile being, but some time ago Jerry had seen in her a steely resolve that was not at first apparent on the surface. He admired her for the optimism and good humor she displayed despite the uncomfortable relationship with her father. He wished she was closer to her brother and sister. Together, they might have been able to support one another. Jerry had only met Paula once and it had not been a happy occasion. There was almost as much tension between the two sisters as he had noticed between Emily and her parents.

Her brother, Anthony, seemed not at all interested in his sister’s welfare. He hardly ever stopped to say hello when Jerry was at the house, merely passing through with perhaps a nod in their direction. Given that Emily and Anthony shared the same roof and had at one time been very close, Jerry was surprised that the two appeared to have so little in common.

He’d asked her about it, but she hadn’t seemed to want to talk about it, so he’d let it go, thinking she might open up some more as their relationship grew stronger.

As the maid let him in, he almost bumped into Anthony in the foyer. 

“Hi, Anthony.” 

“Hi…” The young man appeared about to breeze by, but then he paused and looked Jerry over as if seeing him for the first time. “I understand congratulations are in order.” He offered his hand to Jerry.

Jerry shook it firmly. “Thank you.” He couldn’t quite keep the surprise out of his voice.

“I don’t envy you getting my folks as in-laws. But I’m glad Emily has found someone to get her out of here. She needs a better life.”

“Anthony,” Jerry said on impulse. “Why don’t you join Emily and me for dinner tonight? We’ve never really had a chance to talk or get to know one another. I think Emily would like that.”

A flicker of regret crossed Anthony’s handsome face for a moment. “Sorry, I have plans. Maybe some other time. You two enjoy yourselves.” With that, he strode out, closing the door behind him. Jerry turned to find Charles Hastings watching him from the stairs, his face flat without expression.

“Well…You managed to get more than two words out of him. What’s your secret?”

“Oh hello, Mr. Hastings.” Jerry forced a smile at the man. “Actually, I think that’s the first time I’ve spoken to Anthony.”

“The kid’s never here these days. Always gallivanting off on some pretext or other. Of course, your folks probably say the same thing about you. You always seem to be over here.”

“Don’t worry sir. My parents are very happy about Emily and me. They think the world of her.”

“Do they now? Well, there’s nothing special about Emily. I can assure them and you of that.”

“I happen to think you’re wrong about that, sir.” Jerry could feel his face flush and his jaw clench with anger as he glared at the older man. “Emily is very special to me.”

Both men turned as Emily ran down the stairs. She ignored her father and ran into Jerry’s arms.

“Let’s go,” she whispered against his ear pulling him toward the door. Jerry could not stop himself from glaring at her father again before they left. His look was met with one of such venom that for a moment, gave him pause to think—That guy is capable of being truly evil.

“Emily…” He held the car door open for her. “I hate to say this, but your father is a complete ass.” 

She waited until he got in beside her then leaned over and kissed him. “I heard what you said to him; about me being special, I mean.”

“And I meant every word, my darling. You are very special to me.” He held her for a moment, then trying to cheer her mood, he teased her. “We have to get married soon. You do some very strange things to my body.”

“Why do we have to wait until we’re married?”

Jerry looked at her with surprise. Did she mean what he thought she meant? “Emily… I thought…”

“I know what you thought—that I’m afraid of sex. But I don’t think I could ever be afraid of you.”

His hand trembled as he touched her cheek. “I love you so much.”

“I know you do. I think that’s what makes me the happiest. Knowing you love me just as I love you. Now, let’s get out of this driveway.”

They drove down to the coast and found a small hotel that boasted all their rooms had ocean views. While Jerry went to the front desk, Emily gazed out of the lobby window at the sea below and the first pang of uncertainty about what she had suggested closed in on her like an unwelcome memory. This would be the first time she and Jerry would be fully intimate with each other. The first time she would see him naked, the first time he would touch her bare flesh, the first time he would— 

“We’re all checked in.” Jerry smiled and touched her cheek. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She took the hand he offered and followed him to their room. It was small but had an old world charm that helped Emily to relax a little. Jerry led her out to the balcony where they stood, feeling the cool night breeze.

“Look,” Jerry murmured. “A shooting star. Make a wish.”

“There’s only one thing I would wish for…”

“Don’t tell me.” He kissed her gently on the lips. “It might not come true.”

“It already has.” They clung to one another then he picked her up in his arms and carried her back into the room. Thinking she might be shy about undressing in front of him, he turned off the bedside lamp.

“There’s enough light from the moon.”

Emily stood still watching Jerry take off his shirt, revealing a smooth, toned chest. She shivered with anticipation as he took her in his arms, and for a moment she let herself be lost in the sensual touch of his soft, warm lips on hers, of the strong yet gentle arms that encircled her.

But as she felt the hard bulge of his arousal press to her body, suddenly, there it was again—that insidious flare of panic she could not control, nor hide. 

God, why did I think I could do this?

 “Oh, Jerry… I’m sorry, so sorry. I can’t…” 

She had hoped for a miracle. That somehow all the ghastly memories would be washed away by the power of their love for one another.

“Shh, my darling,” Jerry crooned. “It’s all right, it’s all right.”

“But I wanted this—for us.” She was sobbing now, hot tears scalding her cheeks. 

Jerry kissed her tear streaked face, holding her tightly, his mind a jumble of disappointment and longing. 

I shouldn’t have been so eager. I should have insisted we wait just a little longer… 

But how could he, when she had appeared so willing? He could only hope this would not change Emily’s mind about marrying him. He knew she would be filled with remorse for what she had been unable to do. He would just have to make sure she knew he was not blaming her for this.

Emily sighed against his chest. “Why do you put up with me?”

“Because I love you; and because I know we can get over this. Look, there’s no point in beating yourself up because you had second thoughts. We have to wait, that’s all, until you’re ready.”

“I thought I was ready.”

“Come on…” He released her and picked up his shirt, pulling it on quickly. “Let’s not talk about this anymore tonight. I don’t want you getting more upset by it.” He tucked his shirt into his pants then held Emily lightly in his arms. “I think we should go find someplace to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m suddenly starving.” 

Emily looked at him and put her hand to his face. “I promise I’ll make this up to you, Jerry.”

They left the hotel and drove to a nearby restaurant. 

“Hey, how did that sitting go with Peter today?” Jerry asked. Emily had been too quiet in the car and he wanted to get her mind off what had just happened.

“He seemed pleased with it. He’s a really nice guy. Very easy to talk to.”

“That’s good. He didn’t strike me as the arrogant type.”

“No, he’s not. He did his best to relax me.” She paused then said, “Just promise me you won’t want to have a huge ‘unveiling’ like Gloria had. I couldn’t stand all that fuss.”

Jerry chuckled. “No, I know that’s not your style. By the way, I forgot to mention that Anthony offered his congratulations on our engagement.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah. Came over and shook my hand. Almost smiled. I was so surprised I asked him to join us for dinner, but he said he had plans.”

“He always has plans, Jerry. I very rarely see him anymore.”

“Well, he did seem concerned about you.”

“We used to be very close until he went to military school. Since he came back he’s not been the same. I think something happened there and he’s not willing to talk about it to me—or anyone. Of course, our father only makes it worse by yelling at him.”

“What about your mother. Is he closer to her?”

“He always was her favorite. But he’s pulled away from her too. They don’t fight or argue. He’s always polite to her, just kind of evasive. She’s always asking where he spends his time and he never gives her a straight answer. I know it really bugs her.”

Jerry listened attentively. What a strange atmosphere they had all created for each other. All of them living separate lives under one roof. Never sharing, never confiding in one another. Just existing in a cold and unloving environment. No wonder Emily was afraid of her feelings and emotions.

He pulled up in front of a restaurant they both liked and parked the car. He reached across and took her hand in his, kissing her palm, and holding it against his cheek. Utterly touched by this show of affection, Emily’s eyes glistened with tears.

“I love you Jerry,” she whispered. “Please, always love me.” 

“That’s the one thing you never have to worry about.” Jerry leant over to kiss her. “Now, let’s go eat.”





CHAPTER EIGHT

When Anthony returned home later that evening, he found his mother waiting up for him. 

He’d known this was going to happen sooner or later, and now he braced himself for the confrontation he knew was unavoidable. He and his mother had always been very close. Despite his feeling of betrayal when she had not resisted his father’s decision to send him to military school, he could not stop loving her. She was weak, and totally under her husband’s control, but he knew she loved him in her own way. She just wasn’t brave enough to face his father’s anger should she ever have dared contradict any of his decisions. 

He stepped down into the living room, smiling at his mother as she rose from her chair by the window and came to greet him.

“Hi, Mom. Why are you still up?”

“You know why, darling.” She accepted his perfunctory kiss on her cheek then took his hand and led him over to her chair. He perched himself on the window seat and as his mother sat down. She smiled sadly at her handsome son.

“Anthony…you seem to be spending a lot of time away from home.” It was obvious to him she was choosing her words carefully. “I know things are very strained between you and your father right now and frankly, I’m worried about you too.” 

“Dad’s not worried about me, Mother. He’s just pissed off that I won’t do what he wants. Mainly, join him in the business. Well, I have no intentions of bowing to that wish of his. I’ll make up my own mind what I’ll do with my life.”

“And just what is it you are doing with your life, Anthony?” His mother leaned back in her chair, elegantly crossing her ankles, waiting for his reply.

“Right now? I’m enjoying myself. Making up for lost time, for the years when enjoying myself was next to impossible because of the archaic regimen and discipline that god-awful place I was forced into branded into me.” He glared angrily over his mother’s head, as if directing the conversation at his

father whom he knew was upstairs in his room. “I’m free now and I’ll be damned if he will ever tell me what to do again.”

“Anthony…” His mother looked nervously round the room. “Please don’t shout.” 

“I’m sorry Mom, I really am. None of that was your fault, but please don’t ask me to give in to what he wants. You, of all people, should know what happens when you do.”

Patricia Hastings’ face clouded at his words. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Oh, come on, of course you do. You think I don’t know what went on here for years? Thank God Paula got out and now it looks as if Emily has found someone decent to look after her at last.”

His mother’s face twisted into an expression of disapproval. “I don’t really want to talk about the girls. It’s you I’m concerned about.”

“You should be concerned for all of us, Mom—and for yourself. My father has done irreparable harm to this family. It’s no wonder we all walk around ignoring each other. We’re all so damned— damaged.”

“What are you saying?” His mother looked stricken. “Did something happen at military school?”

“Nothing that didn’t happen to me long before I went there.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“Ask Daddy dearest about that. He has all the answers, though I doubt whether he’d be too willing to let you in on this little dirty secret of his.” He rose from his seat by the window. “I’m going to bed.” He bent to kiss his mother goodnight.

She held him for a moment and whispered, “Tell me he didn’t do those terrible things to you.”

“No mother, he didn’t.”

She wanted to feel relief in what he had just said, but that inflection left her wondering with dread just what it was her husband had done.

On his way to his room, Anthony noticed a light shining under Emily’s door. For a moment he hesitated, then walked slowly over and tapped gently on the door.

“Yes?” His sister’s voice sounded wary.

“Emily, it’s Anthony.” He heard a key being turned then she opened the door for him.

“Sorry,” she said. “Old habits die hard.” 

They stood looking at one another for a moment then, almost shyly, Anthony put his arms round his sister and hugged her.

“Can we talk a little?”

“Of course. Come on in.”

She sounded surprised, Anthony noted, and for that he couldn’t blame her. He followed her into her room. She curled up on the bed and he sat down beside her.

“I’m sorry, Emily.”

“For what?”

“For not being a better brother. For not telling you how much I missed you when I was away. For not telling you how happy I am for you now. That guy of yours seems really nice.”

“Thank you.” Emily smiled at him and touched his hand. “I missed you too. Was it really terrible there?”

“Pretty terrible. It could have been worse though. I did have a friend who helped me through some of the roughest times.” He paused then continued. “Without him, it would have seemed an even bigger waste of my life.”

“Are you still in touch with your friend?”

“No, he was killed in a plane crash a few months ago. His brother was giving him flying lessons. Something went wrong with the plane. They were both killed.”

“Oh, Anthony…”

“It wrecked me. I couldn’t function for weeks. I didn’t realize how much I had depended on him until he was gone. How much I loved him, Emily.”

She looked at her brother, a sudden realization dawning on her.

“His name was Mark,” he added softly.

“Oh Anthony, I’m so sorry.” She put her arms around him and he rested his head on her shoulder.

“It’s okay, Sis, I’m all cried out on that one.” She tightened her arms around him and he proved himself a liar as she felt his body tremble with his grief. “Jesus…” He pulled away from her, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand. “I didn’t come here to talk about this. I wanted to talk about you and Jerry.”

“I’m just glad you wanted to talk, period. It’s been too long. You don’t know how much this means to me, having you here, talking just like old times.”

“So, how’s it going with the boyfriend?”

“He’s terrific, Anthony. You’ll like having him for a brother-in-law.”

“He asked me to join you guys for dinner and I felt like a jerk for saying no, but you probably wanted to be alone anyway.”

“Tonight it might have been better if you’d come with us.”

“How come?”

“Oh…nothing really. Just a difference of opinion, but we smoothed it out.”

“Lover’s spat?” Anthony smiled at her. “You’ll have lots of them.”

“Jerry’s not the ‘spatting’ kind fortunately.” 

“Well, I better let you get to sleep.” Anthony slid off the bed and stood for a moment, smiling down as his sister.

Emily took his hand. “Let’s do a lot more of this, please?” 

“You bet.” He kissed her then turned to go. “Sweet dreams,” he said as he closed the door.

Sleep eluded Anthony. He was glad he’d finally talked to his sister, though he had not intended to open up to her like that. He’d held in his grief about losing Mark the whole time he’d been home. Obviously his parents wouldn’t have understood. He should have known Emily would, though. She had always been his supporter, even more so than Paula. The three of them had had their share of fights and squabbles, but Emily and he had always been the first to make up. Paula could pout longer than anyone else he’d ever known when she didn’t get her way. 

He remembered the horror he’d felt when his sisters confided in him with what their father was doing to them. He remembered hoping that somehow his father would die so that his sisters would be saved. He’d even plotted to kill him himself, but he was only nine years old and the intricacies of committing the perfect crime were beyond him. He would lie awake at night dreaming of the several ways he could carry it out, but in each scenario he would be found out. For a time he considered it might be worthwhile being caught if it saved his sisters, but when he mentioned it to them they forbade him to ever try anything that would put him in danger.

“We couldn’t bear it if they took you away,” Emily had cried, begging him to forget these ideas. He knew she was lying when she added, “It’s not so bad really. It’s only a few minutes.” 

When he told his mother what he knew, she had laughed at him and told him his sisters were just dreaming. “Just dreaming that’s all, Anthony. Forget all about their naughty dreams.” But he never could forget, even when the abuse stopped. He still wanted to kill his father; and his animosity and dislike unnerved the man to the extent that he’d shipped his son off to military school as soon as he was old enough to be enrolled. Six years of that harsh life changed Anthony, but never dimmed his hatred for his father. 

The only saving grace in all that time was his relationship with Mark. When he closed his eyes he could still see that sunny smile that lit up Mark’s face and warmed the core of Anthony’s heart. He remembered that feeling of overpowering joy the first time Mark had told him how he felt about him. He wasn’t alone anymore. Here was someone who wanted to hold him, kiss him, make love to him, and make him feel like the most special person in the world. It made up for all the mind numbing boredom, the grinding routine and discipline that the Academy inflicted on him. Their time spent together alone gave Anthony hope that his life would be forever joined to Mark’s. He had not foreseen the tragedy that would one day take Mark away from him forever. 

He lay, one hand idly stroking his chest, remembering the sweet sensations of Mark’s soft lips on his, the strong yet tender hands that stroked and caressed him…the murmured words of love. Those words echoed in his mind. He would never forget them, nor the man who had gazed into his eyes and whispered, “I love you, Anthony. I love you…”

Anthony’s hand slid down his torso to grasp the erection that had sprung so quickly and unbidden between his thighs. He stroked the hard length, all the while picturing Mark’s supple body as it had lain over him the last time they’d made love. That beautiful body would be forever embedded in his memory; sculpted muscles moving gracefully under smooth golden skin.

Anthony writhed at the memory of Mark’s lips tracing a sensuous pattern over his skin, his mouth parting to take him in, to drink him down. He relived that moment when they had come into one another’s mouths. He moaned, feeling his balls tighten. His breath caught in his chest as the electric charge of his orgasm raced up the length of his cock. Hot semen exploded onto his chest.

“Mark,” he said when his breathing had once again calmed, “I miss you so much.”





CHAPTER NINE

Peter was looking forward to seeing Emily again for her next sitting. He was pleased with the preliminary work and when Eve had dropped by earlier he had let her see it.

“What a lovely girl. Such beautiful hair.”

“Yes, she’s very attractive and doesn’t seem to be aware of it at all. It’s almost as if she thinks she’s quite plain.”

“False modesty?”

“No, no, I don’t think it’s that. I get the feeling she believes herself to be unattractive.”

“Why on earth would she believe that?”

“Well, the parents are a bit cold. Jeff and I thought the father was not the kind of man to throw compliments around. Might even be a bit cruel in his way.”

“What a shame. But you said she’s engaged?”

“Yes, and he seems to be a nice guy. They make a great couple.”

When Emily arrived Peter introduced her to Eve, who made a point of complimenting her on her appearance.

“Your mother is so sweet,” Emily said after Eve left.

“She’s the best,” Peter agreed. “How’s Jerry?”

“Oh, he’s swell. Says to tell you and Jeff hello and he’s dying to see how the portrait’s shaping up. His words Peter, not mine.”

Peter chuckled. “Well, you tell him it’s shaping up just fine. Come and look.”

Emily stood by his side and stared quietly at her likeness. “Do you really see me like that?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, look at my hair. You’ve made it so dark and rich looking. I’ve always thought of it as ordinary.”

“Now look here young lady, this has got to stop.”

“Excuse me?” Emily looked at him in surprise.

“This—putting yourself down all the time. You are a very attractive young woman, blessed with the most gorgeous hair I’ve seen in a long time. Some women would kill for your hair. Plus you have lovely blue eyes. Hell, doesn’t Jerry ever tell you this stuff?” 

Emily blushed. “Yes, all the time, but I…” 

“Well, believe him. Because he’s right.” He patted her arm gently. “Now go sit over there and no more self-flagellation today, if you don’t mind.”

Emily sat demurely on the chaise lounge and Peter grinned at her. Their eyes met and once more Peter was momentarily stunned by the connection that was made. For a moment he thought he could see a look of terror on her face, but just as quickly the vision faded.

Where did these sensations come from? 

Ever since he recovered from the coma he’d been aware that somehow that trauma had awakened in him some kind of paranormal sense. For a time he’d attributed it to his conviction that Phillip had, in a sense, helped him put his life together again; that he was leading Peter to discover who was responsible for the cowardly actions that had changed their lives forever. But these strange sensations had not stopped, even after the mystery was solved, for here again it seemed he could see and feel what most everyone else could not.

“You all right, Peter?” Emily’s concern was etched on her face. 

“Yes…” He picked up his brush and busied himself with color mixing. “Just daydreaming—sorry.”

He worked in silence for a time, but his mind whirled as he tried to fathom just what had happened a moment before. He was reticent about asking Emily too many personal questions. She would have all the right in the world to tell him to mind his own business and yet he felt there was something she wanted to tell him. What she did say next floored him.

“Do you know any nice single gay men, Peter?”

“What?” 

“Well, do you?” 

“Uh, well, not many. One or two maybe. Why do you ask?”

“This is going to sound like I’m being a busybody, but well…my brother Anthony is gay and, I think, very unhappy. You see, his friend was killed a few months ago and I just found all this out the other night. We hadn’t really talked since he got back home and then he came in and told me all this stuff and I didn’t have a clue, which made me feel bad because I thought I knew him, and there’s this whole part of his life I knew nothing about and I felt if I’d been more accessible he’d have had someone to talk to before—as it is, he’s been really upset all the time I’ve been so happy with Jerry….”

She paused for breath and Peter, putting his brush down, walked over and sat beside her on the chaise lounge. This was not what he had expected to hear, but at least it was a situation he knew a lot about.

“His friend who died. Were they lovers?”

“Yes, I think so. He said he never knew how much he depended on him, or how much he loved him, until he was gone.”

“Jeez, the poor guy.”

“He said he was so happy for me and Jerry, but Peter, he has to be really hurting inside.”

“Does he have any friends?”

“I don’t think so, at least not close ones. He goes out every night almost, but he won’t tell anyone where he’s going.”

Peter could imagine what Anthony might be doing; looking for love in all the wrong places, just like that old song said.

“Why don’t you, Jerry, and Anthony come over for dinner one night? Just a casual thing—no big deal.” 

“That’s so nice of you Peter. I think he’d like that.”

“Okay. I’ll check with Jeff and then we can set a date.” He paused for a moment then decided to broach the subject that was bothering him the most. “I wish you’d tell me what troubles you, though. Here you are, worrying over your brother and it’s obvious you’re hurting inside about something.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Obvious?” 

“To me anyway. Don’t you feel some kind of connection between us Emily? Every time we’re together, I get this sensation that our minds have met somehow. Just for an instant I get a glimpse of something that has really haunted you for a long time—something you’ve kept secret.”

Emily’s face paled as she stared at him. “Well… I’ve felt very close to you ever since we met. But how could you know about that?”

“I don’t know what that is. Only that it really troubles you. Perhaps if I knew, I could help somehow.”

“Oh Peter, I can’t tell you—it’s too terrible.” Tears sprang into her eyes as she looked at him. He put his arm around her shoulders and held her close.

“There, there,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to upset you. Forget I ever asked.”

“If only I could tell you, but I haven’t even been able to tell Jerry. I think he’d stop loving me if he ever found out.”

This was a lot more serious than Peter had imagined. What on earth could possibly stop Jerry from loving her? Only if she had murdered someone at the very least. He almost laughed at the idea, but it was obviously something of which she was terribly ashamed.

She looked up at Peter again, her eyes searching his face as if trying to find the courage to tell him. Finally she whispered, “Will you promise you won’t think less of me, if I tell you?”

“Of course I promise.”

“And you’ll keep this our secret?”

“I promise.” 

She rose and walked over to her portrait. She stood staring at Peter’s work for a long time then she turned to look at him and said almost in a monotone, “My father sexually molested me, and my sister, when we were children.”

Peter sat stock still. As hard as he tried he was unable to control the horror he knew was plainly etched on his face. 

She shrank back from that look. “I knew I should never have told you.  Now you’re disgusted with me.” 

Peter rose and walked swiftly over to where she stood. He took her into his arms. “No, not with you. With that bastard that calls himself your father.” She pressed her face to his chest and let out a long shuddering sigh. He rocked her gently in his arms. “Does your mother know about this?” 

“Yes, but she and Paula are in total denial of the whole thing. Anthony wanted to kill him when I told him, but he was just a little boy at the time, just a year older than me. He hates my father as much as I do.”

Peter groaned with frustration. What could he do about this? Nothing. He had promised her he would keep her secret. But oh, how he’d love to punch Hastings’ supercilious face just once. He knew in that first and only meeting with Charles Hastings that the man was capable of evil doing, but this went beyond anything he could have imagined—and the mother knew. God Almighty, what kind of a woman was she to allow this to happen to her daughters? Why on earth hadn’t she blown the whistle on him years ago? He shook his head in bewilderment as his mind began to take in all the implications of what had just been told to him. The damage this must have done to each one of them—to the very fabric of the family.

“How can you go on living in that house with him?” 

“He stopped every attempt I made to leave when I was underage. Then, when I realized he knew how much I detested him, it gave me some form of perverse pleasure to stick around and let him feel my hatred. Now, I just want to marry Jerry and get out.”

“Why don’t you and Jerry move in together?”

“We’ve actually decided to do that. It’s becoming really unbearable there and the other night Jerry and my father got into it. So now it’s just a matter of finding a place. Jerry has a realtor working on it.”

“Remember what I said—if, in the meantime you and Jerry need to get away, you’re always welcome here.”

“Thank you, Peter. I’ve been going back and forth about whether I should tell Jerry or not. I asked my sister Paula and she looked at me as if I had three heads. She’s never told her husband and won’t even admit it to herself anymore. Somehow she’s managed to wipe it from her memory.”

“Can’t say I blame her. It’s not something I’d want to live with in my head. You’re a very brave girl and yes, I think you should tell him. He deserves to know what you’ve been through. And for the life of me I can’t imagine him turning away from you because of it. I don’t know Jerry well at all, but he struck me as being a very compassionate man.”

“He is the sweetest guy I’ve ever known.”

“And he loves you.”

“Yes, he does love me.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about now, is there?”

She looked up at him and shook her head. Then she walked over to get her purse and pulled some Kleenex out. Peter watched her as she dabbed her eyes and tried to smile at him.

Well, he thought, I was right. But even I didn’t guess just how terrible it really is. What a family.

§ § § §

That night, try as he might, Peter could not fall asleep. The conversation with Emily hung like a dark shadow over his mind. He lay on his back comforted by the sound of Jeff’s steady breathing and the slight pressure of his hand resting on his chest. Gently, he stroked the back of Jeff’s hand and felt his fingers curl in response.

“Why are you awake?” Jeff’s voice was muffled by the pillow.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you. Go back to sleep.”

Instead, Jeff sat up, snapped on the bedside lamp, and looked at him with concern. “You’ve been worried about something all night.” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Why don’t you tell me what it is?”

“I can’t tell you. I promised someone. I can’t tell.”

“Emily, right?” Jeff began to stroke Peter’s chest as he spoke. 

“You’re too shrewd by half. Yes, Emily.”

“Well, she was here this afternoon and you’ve been quiet all evening—which is so unlike you.” Jeff continued his caressing. “It was elementary, my dear Peter.”

“I’ll give you a week to stop doing that.” Peter writhed sensually under Jeff’s touch.

“Don’t change the subject.” Jeff removed his hand. “C’mon, tell me what the big dark secret is.”

“It’s worse than I thought.” 

He knew he could trust Jeff with his life, so what was the point of trying to hide anything from him? This would go no further, he knew, and after all they had promised each other at the start of their relationship there would be no secrets between them. 

“That creepy father of hers molested her, and her sister, when they were kids.”

Jeff’s expression hardened. “That bastard should be in jail. Of all the vile things a man can do, molesting children is the worst.” He sat straight up in bed, glaring at the wall, fuming inwardly. Then he turned to look at Peter. “God damn him,” he hissed. “I knew there was something I hated about that guy.”

“Jeff, please don’t let on you know about this.” Peter grasped his arm, alarmed at his lover’s reaction.

“No, no of course I won’t. I wouldn’t betray Emily’s trust in you, but it just kills me to think someone can get away with this, Peter.” He swung his lean, powerful body out of bed and pulled on a robe. “I can’t go back to sleep for the moment.” He cinched the robe about his waist. “Can I get you some juice or something?”

“Wait.” Peter jumped out of bed. “I’ll come down with you.” 

They went down to the kitchen together, Jeff’s hand on Peter’s shoulder. 

“Sorry I came unglued like that,” Jeff said as he poured them two glasses of orange juice and handed one to Peter. “That’s just about the worst kind of news I could ever hear. Remember I told you when we first met I worked with homeless and displaced kids in LA?”

Peter nodded.

“Well, so many of them had run away from just that kind of horrendous environment. One little kid told me she’d been raped by her father and three brothers since she was five years old. How in hell can anyone put a decent life together after that kind of experience?”

Peter was touched to see tears glistening in Jeff’s eyes. He knew this news had come as a shock to him, bringing with it memories he’d rather soon forget.

“Trouble is,” Jeff continued, “most kids never tell. They can be so traumatized by the whole thing, they just curl up and die inside or they live in denial.”

“Emily said her sister Paula has done just that. Emily’s mother apparently knows about this and just pretends it never happened.”

“That’s typical too. Remember, this is something most people could never bear to have made public. Even within the family most relatives would never know what was going on. How does Emily cope with this?”

“Well, obviously she’s a heck of a lot stronger than she looks. She even said she got some kind of perverse pleasure by just letting her father know how much she hates him.”

Jeff grimaced. “Time for her to get out of there. Too much hatred is no good for anyone. It can twist a person inside out—especially if they’re enjoying it.”

“I’d hate to think she was enjoying it,” Peter murmured, almost to himself. “Anyway, she and Jerry are planning on getting a place together soon.”

“Good.” Jeff drained the last of his orange juice. “Tell me, does Jerry know about this?”

“Not yet. She’s been afraid he might react badly, but I told her she should. If he loves her enough he’s not going to walk away.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“You think it could be a problem?”

“Hey, people react strangely sometimes. Especially when they’re faced with something so alien to their own way of life.”

Peter thought for a moment. Had he given Emily the wrong advice? Should he have just kept his mouth shut and let Emily decide for herself? He’d never forgive himself if what he had encouraged her to do backfired and left her having to face this trauma alone again.

“Now I’m worried,” he said aloud.

“Don’t be. We could tell he adores her. It’ll probably be all right.” He put their glasses in the sink. “Let’s go back to bed. Don’t forget, we’re driving Andrew and David to the airport tomorrow morning.”

“Yikes, I had forgotten that little detail. Let’s go.” 

When they had climbed back into bed, Jeff slipped his arms around Peter and held him tightly. He pressed his lips to Peter’s ear and whispered, “I love you. In all this madness that sometimes surrounds us, you are my sanity.”

Peter laid his head on Jeff’s chest and returned his embrace. Finally, they slept.





CHAPTER TEN

Joey could not believe what had happened the night before. He was still furious when he awoke. How dare that boy stand him up? He had never waited for anyone before. He had wasted a whole hour of his time last night and the bastard never showed. Inside his fury, Joey felt despair creep in as he realized he had no way of getting hold of Adam. He had no phone number, no address, not even a last name. If Adam decided not to get in touch with him again, it was over and there was nothing he could do about it.

Sullenly, he pushed back the sheet and got out of bed. He stood in front of a full length mirror and stared at his naked reflection. How could this kid not want him? He was, he thought, still beautiful at thirty. His body was in magnificent shape, sculpted to perfection through many long hours in the gym. His smooth, honey colored skin was still supple and wrinkle free. He ran his hands through his rich black hair and watched, pleased, as the waves fell almost exactly back into place. Even first thing in the morning, I’m perfect, he thought.

So what was wrong? Why was the kid stringing him along like this? Hadn’t he made it abundantly clear that he was in love with him?

“Christ!” Joey muttered, looking down at his cock. “Maybe I’m not big enough.” 

No one had ever complained before, quite the contrary; and besides, he thought smugly, it was a match for Adam’s any day. So what the hell was the problem? Joey grunted in disgust, threw on a pair of shorts, and shuffled into the kitchen to make some coffee. He sat down waiting for the coffee to brew, his head in his hands then jumped as his phone shrilled nearby.

“Hello?” 

“Hey, it’s Bob.”

Disappointment hung heavily on Joey’s voice as he replied. “What do you want?”

“Just thought I’d let you know your buddy’s check cleared so you’re paid up for the next three months.”

“That’s a reason to call me?” Joey’s dislike for the man soured his words.

“Hey, I could have thrown you out anyway, you fuckin’ ingrate.” 

“Go to hell, Bob. You got your money, now leave me alone.”

“Listen, Joey…” Bob’s tone was suddenly wheedling. “Don’t let’s you and me fall out over all this. I miss you Joey. Couldn’t we get together tonight?”

“Not a chance.”

“Why? You still seeing that spoiled rich kid?” 

“Rich kid? He’s not rich.”

“That’s all you know—and here I thought you were so close.”

Curiosity got the better of Joey. “How do you know this?” 

“I was talking to a guy at a bar the other night and he pointed out your Adam. He was pretty drunk, dancing all by himself in a corner. The guy said he had been talking to him earlier and he’d told him his father was some big mucky muck in the trading business. Worth millions apparently.”

Joey was silent, his mind racing. He had never imagined Adam to be that well off. Yes, he wore nice clothes, but no jewelry to speak of and he had never seen his car. Could Bob be right about this—or was he just making this up to piss him off?

“Well…” Bob sniggered. “I’d thought for sure you’d know that little detail about the love of your life. I know how important money is to you.”

“Shut up Bob. Go annoy someone else.” Joey slammed the phone down and jumped to his feet in frustration. “Shit!” First, he was afraid Adam was dumping him and now he’d found out the kid was wealthy. Very wealthy, according to Bob. Just his luck.

He had to find Adam and tell him how much he loved him. It was even more important now.

§ § § §

LAX was mercifully not the congested mess it could have been as Jeff and Peter accompanied David and Andrew into the terminal.

Andrew headed for the bar. “Just time for a farewell drink.” 

Peter raised an eyebrow. “This early?”

“It’s already lunch time in New York,” Andrew replied.

“Let’s get some coffee.” David took Andrew’s arm. “You can have a drink on the plane.”

“I need one to get on the plane.” 

David sighed. “He’s not kidding either. He’ll be a nervous wreck without at least a glass of wine.”

“Okay,” Jeff said. “We’ll have coffee and watch Andrew get drunk enough to board the plane.” 

“You guys,” Andrew whined. “I can’t help it if flying scares me shitless.”

Peter chuckled. “Well, you have David’s hand to hold…among other things.” He rolled his eyes as Andrew ordered an extra large glass of Chardonnay from the bartender who had suggested it—“For just two dollars more.” 

The four friends were doing their best to be light hearted about this imminent departure, but when the time came for David and Andrew to get in line and go through security, Peter and Andrew made quite a spectacle of themselves as they hugged for so long people began to stare. David and Jeff stood quietly by trying not to look embarrassed as they watched their respective lovers say goodbye.

“Call us as soon as you get to the apartment,” Peter yelled at their retreating backs. He gave Jeff a sheepish smile. “I’m going to miss them so much.” 

“I’d never have guessed,” Jeff said wryly. He put a comforting arm round Peter’s shoulders and led him to the escalators.

On the way back to Laguna, Peter remembered the invitation he’d given Emily. “Oh, by the way, I suggested to Emily that we all get together sometime soon for dinner. I thought we could have them over and include her brother, Anthony.”

“Sounds like a plan. Have you met him?”

“No. Emily told me he’s gay. She was quite funny actually. Asked me if we knew any eligible gay men he could meet.”

“That’s all he’d need. The two of us trying to play match makers.”

“I couldn’t think of anyone anyway. Most people we know are coupled already. Do you know anyone?”

“Let’s not go there, Peter. Just invite him for dinner. We have no idea what kind of guy he is or what interests he might have.”

“Well, he’s just out of military school; that much I know. Maybe he’s still into discipline and stuff.” 

“Oh great. Let’s invite some masterful type in leather then.”

“You know anyone like that?” 

“If I did, I’d keep quiet about it. No telling what you’d get up to.”

Peter punched Jeff’s arm in protest. “I do kind of go for the masterful type, though.” He smiled slyly. “That’s why I chose you.”

“I thought you kind of forced yourself on me, actually.” 

“Huh. Like you put up much of a fight. Okay, let’s get serious. Would Thursday night be good? Supposing they can make it, of course.” 

“Thursday’s fine. You should invite Eve, too. It’ll even up the boy/girl quotient a bit and they’d all get along, I think.”

“Good idea. I’ll make the arrangements when we get home. Do you have to go back to work?”

“Yeah, unfortunately. I have an appointment with Durable Insurance Company. They want me to check out some claims for them.”

“Sounds boring.”

“It is, but it’s the bread and butter stuff that keeps the doors open.”

Peter had his own thoughts on that topic, but decided wisely to keep them to himself. The one and only argument they’d had since Jeff had moved in had involved finances. Peter hadn’t wanted Jeff to pay him rent.

“I don’t need it,” he’d said at the time. “And if your expenses are less you won’t have to work so hard. You can be here at home with me.”

Jeff had looked at him like he had three heads. “I certainly will pay my share. I will not be your kept man, Peter.”

Peter, realizing he’d maybe acted too cavalier, tried to lighten the moment by saying, “Well if not my kept man, how about my love slave?”

“I think I’m that already,” Jeff had growled, pulling Peter into his arms. And that had been the end of that particular conversation.

Peter called Emily when he got home, and after checking with Jerry and Anthony, she called back to say they could all make it. “I was so surprised when Anthony said yes, Peter. We haven’t been anywhere together in ages. And for him to visit people he doesn’t know, it’s amazing. Of course, I did tell him you were the one painting my portrait and he seemed keen to meet you.”

“Well, Jeff and I are looking forward to meeting him and to having you and Jerry here. My mother is joining us, by the way.”

“Really?” 

“I hope you don’t mind.” Peter could hear the surprise in Emily’s voice.

“Oh, of course not…She seems really nice.”

“Uh, by the way…have you spoken to Jerry yet about…you know…?”

“No, I haven’t. Not yet. I haven’t found the courage.”

“Only, I was thinking, maybe you should give that a little more thought.”

Emily was quiet for a moment. “You think it might change things?” 

Peter sighed impatiently. “I hate talking about this on the phone. Maybe we could talk about it again when we’re alone—probably best not say anything just yet.”

“All right Peter, I won’t. Honestly, it’s an easy thing to agree to.”

After his conversation with Emily, Peter went upstairs to his studio and worked on her portrait for a while. He found her an easy subject and so far he was pleased with the expression he had captured. Not sad, not exactly smiling. A look of thoughtfulness was how he thought of it. 

Peter liked to convey that expression in people he found interesting. He had used it when he had painted Andrew, although that had been mixed with a certain sensuality. Here, in Emily’s clear blue eyes, there was nothing but innocence. The irony was not lost on Peter. He grimaced as he thought again of what Emily had confessed to him. In his wildest imaginings, he could not begin to come close to feeling the terror she must have endured all those years. He put his brush down and gazed at the sweet face on the canvas. How had she managed to come out of it as well as she had? There was no doubt in Peter’s mind that Emily was one strong girl. He heard the door close downstairs, then Jeff’s footsteps mounting the stairs.

“Hi there, you.” He walked over to kiss Peter hello then looked at the portrait. 

“Wow, you’ve done a lot since I last looked.”

“What do you think?”

“I think you’ve done it again. Another masterpiece.”

“I’ll bet you say that to all the artists you know.”

“Yep, I do.” Jeff hugged Peter from behind, resting his chin on Peter’s shoulder while he studied the portrait. “I think you’ve outdone yourself this time. I don’t know how, and that’s because I’m not an artist, but you just make your subjects seem so real. Not just paint on a canvas, but real warm flesh and blood.” 

“Thank you, kind sir.” He leaned back into Jeff’s embrace and rubbed his face against Jeff’s. The feel of the late afternoon stubble on Jeff’s cheek caused a ripple of desire to course through Peter’s body. He wriggled his rump against the growing bulge he could feel pushing into his butt.

“One of these days I want you to sit for me. Naked, of course.”

“What happened to that photographic memory of yours?” 

“Oh, I can conjure up every little detail vividly…”

“Hey, not so much of the little.” 

Peter laughed, turning in Jeff’s arms to nuzzle his neck. “Nuthin’ little about you, baby. Wanna show me just how big it gets?”

Jeff chuckled. “How could I resist that oh so eloquent invitation?”

Peter pushed his crotch into Jeff’s hardness. “Obviously you can’t. Mmm…I think I just might have to take care of this big problem right now.”

Jeff’s lips on Peter’s brought them both an immediate and welcome rush of desire, and in a flash their shirts were flung aside, pants were discarded, and their naked bodies were pressed together while they sucked on each other’s tongues. 

Jeff lifted Peter into a bear hug and carried him out of the studio into their bedroom.

“We’ve still got our socks on,” Peter said, looking at their feet as Jeff deposited him on the bed.

“Kinky,” Jeff murmured against Peter’s ear.

“Kinky or not, they’re coming off.”

“Allow me.” Jeff slowly stripped Peter’s socks off then nibbled on his toes. “You have such pretty feet,” he said between nibbling and licking. 

“Uh…” Peter curled his toes in protest. “That tickles.”

“How ‘bout this then?” Jeff released the sensitive feet and kissed his way up Peter’s legs, rubbing his bristled jaw over Peter’s inner thighs, smiling as he forced little moans and whimpers from Peter’s throat.

“Like that better, huh?”

“Love it…”

Jeff took Peter’s hard cock between his lips and swirled his tongue over the head.

“Love you doing that too.”

Jeff sucked his way down to the blond, springy curls at the root of Peter’s cock, then back up, dragging his tongue over the underside, swirling once again over the head. His hands caressed the sides of Peter’s torso then roamed over his hard, ridged abdomen, finding his nipples, teasing them until they stiffened between his fingers. 

His lips moved up and down over Peter’s throbbing cock. He caressed and gently squeezed Peter’s balls then slid one finger over the soft skin of his perineum and into the cleft between his buttocks.

Peter squirmed over the invading finger, drawing it up inside him, gasping aloud as it passed over his sweet spot, sending jolts of unadulterated pleasure through his blood.

“Uh…oh God, Jeff…” Peter’s moans intensified and he arched his hips upwards, driving his cock deeper into Jeff’s mouth. His hands twisted in Jeff’s thick, wavy hair. His eyes rolled back in his head as he gave himself up to the ecstasy of Jeff’s strong, rhythmic sucking.

“Can’t hold back…” He was so close to coming and he almost groaned with disappointment when Jeff released him. But then Jeff was kissing his way back up over Peter’s writhing body, sending delicious and irresistible frissons of pleasure through him.

“Fuck me…”

“That’s the plan…”

Jeff reached for the lube, coating his cock and Peter’s ass with an urgency that had both men breathing heavily, almost panting with desire.

Peter raised his hips and wound his legs around Jeff’s waist as Jeff guided his erection into Peter’s slick opening, penetrating him with one long slow glide. Peter’s body arched, not in protest at the burning sting, but with the rapture that followed the brief pain. He gazed up into Jeff’s eyes and saw his own reflection there, his expression one of complete bliss. Jeff’s mouth covered his, his tongue slipping past Peter’s parted lips, the effect as erotic as Jeff’s cock that moved deep inside him, each pass over Peter’s prostrate like an electric shock through his blood.

Jeff’s groan told Peter he was close. He grasped his erection and pumped it to their quickening rhythm. The thrusts came harder, faster, their kiss deepened and they came together, their sweat slicked bodies shuddering in each other’s arms, their moans muffled by the kiss that went on and on, heightening their mutual orgasms.

“Wow…” Peter could barely breathe, yet he kept Jeff pressed against him, loving the weight of his muscular body on top of him, the hammering of his heart thumping in time with his own.

Jeff kissed Peter’s nose. “My thoughts exactly.” He rolled onto his side, keeping Peter close. “Love you.”

Peter snuggled deeper into Jeff’s arms. “Love you too,” he said trying to suppress a yawn. He closed his eyes and let sleep carry him away.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Patricia Hastings watched from her bedroom window as Emily, Jerry, and Anthony climbed into Jerry’s car and drove off. She felt a stab of jealousy as she recognized that Emily and Anthony were once again as close as they had been before he went away. 

She had enjoyed the fact that things seemed a bit strained between them in the weeks that Anthony had been home. Patricia did not like either of her daughters. She loved Anthony only. Her son had been the only happiness she had ever gleaned from her family. Her daughters were obstacles to her happiness, especially when they had spun their wild stories about their father’s perversions. 

What if anyone had ever found out? 

A long time ago she had convinced herself that the only way to deal wither husband’s perversion was to act as if it had never really happened. He had threatened her with the loss of her home and public humiliation. She knew, only too well, that he was capable of carrying out his threats…and what would happen to Anthony then?

What had happened to him? She was still unsettled by their conversation the other night.

“No mother, he didn’t.” 

His words echoed in her head. What had that meant? Intuitively, she knew Anthony was hiding something from her. She suspected he had confided in Emily, though. She’d never get it out of her—Little Miss Loyalty. She knew Anthony had made a habit of visiting Emily in her room over the past few nights. She had heard him knock on his sister’s door and the murmur of voices from inside. She had searched both their rooms for some clue, but found nothing. 

Climbing the stairs, she paused outside the door to Emily’s room. They’d be gone for hours…she had plenty of time. The door was locked, but Patricia produced a key from her housecoat pocket. As she opened the door and flipped on the lights, she gasped with surprise. There, on the floor by the bed, was a leather bound book…obviously a journal of some kind. Patricia picked it up and flicked through some of the pages. Her eyes narrowed as she began to read the latest entry:

Knowing Jerry has given me new hope for the future. With him, I’m no longer afraid. Even the terrible things my father did to me seem bearable when I’m with Jerry. I love him so much. I never thought it possible I could love anyone as much as I love him. All these years I thought hatred would be my strongest emotion—hatred for my father—but in Jerry’s arms I feel that I am loved by a truly wonderful person. I can hardly wait for the day he takes me out of this house of misery, away from my father’s alcoholic rages and my mother’s indifference. I’m so happy Anthony came to talk to me last week. His friendship has always been important to me. I am so sorry for what he’s been through and I pray he will meet someone who can love him and give him the happiness he deserves.

Patricia thumbed back through some of the earlier entries and discovered they went back only a month or two. Years ago she had discovered a journal of Emily’s, filled with details of her father’s nightly visits to her bedroom. Furiously, she had ripped it to pieces and flung it in her daughter’s face, screaming at her to stop imagining this filth. She had thought then that it would end there, but obviously she’d been wrong. Emily must have gone on writing in secret and hiding her journals…but where?

My God! If anyone should ever read them and believe that what she has written is true…

Kneeling, she looked under the bed to see if there were any more volumes tucked away, but found none. Emily must have dropped this one in her haste to leave tonight. Couldn’t wait to rub herself all over that Jerry, probably. Patricia sneered at what she perceived to be her daughter’s foolishness.

Let her marry the man and then find out just what a pig he really is. It’ll serve her right…all men are swine, disgusting pigs that rut and slobber over you, then leave you at the drop of some other pretty girl’s pants! All men—except my darling Anthony.

How she wished he would show confidence in her the way he used to. It wasn’t her fault Charles had sent him to military school. What was it Emily had referred to in this last entry? What had he been through? Why wouldn’t he confide in her instead of Emily?

“Damn her,” she muttered. “First she takes my husband from me—and now my son.” 

Angrily, she flung the journal down on the floor and left the room, slamming the door behind her. She crossed the landing to her room, unlocked her dresser’s bottom drawer, and pulled out a small locked box. Some years before, she had stolen one of Emily’s journals. It was filled with the same crazy imaginings she had berated the girl for earlier, but this time she had not torn it up. She had read it through and had taken some kind of twisted pleasure from Emily’s fear. She had not read since then, but now she felt impelled to reread and relish Emily’s account of the nightmare both she and her sister endured for all those years.

§ § § §

Peter looked at Eve with admiration as she stood in the middle of the living room talking animatedly with his three guests. Elegant and vivacious as ever, it was hard to believe she was even old enough to be his mother. More like an older sister, really. Emily was gazing at her almost with adoration and Peter knew without a doubt she was comparing Eve with her own mother. Poor Patricia wouldn’t come out of that comparison very favorably. 

Peter walked over to the group carrying their drinks on a tray. “Here we are,” he said, bowing slightly like a good maitre d’. “Chardonnay for the ladies, Scotch and water for you Jerry, and a vodka tonic for Anthony.” 

“Thank you.” Emily winked at him over her glass. “Where’s Jeff?” 

“Oh, he’s running a little late. And I asked him to stop and pick up some more wine for dinner. He’ll be here shortly.” 

Anthony took the proffered glass. “Thanks for inviting me, Peter. You have such a great house and that painting over the fireplace is to die for. It’s so…powerful.”

He looked again at the seascape Peter had painted years earlier. Its dramatic sweep and color never failed to inspire admiration from its viewers.

“Yes.” Eve couldn’t keep the pride out of her voice as she said, “I think it’s my favorite of all Peter’s paintings, that and of course…the portrait of Phillip.”

“Phillip?” Anthony looked at them quizzically.

“My lover, Phillip. He died…was murdered, some years ago.”

“Oh, my God, I am so sorry. Did the police—?” 

“I’d rather not talk about it tonight,” Peter interjected with a quick smile at Anthony. “Some other time perhaps. This is a party, so let’s drink to new friends.”

He breathed a small sigh of relief as Jeff entered the living room and greeted everyone in his usual affable style, but Peter could not help but notice the expressions of puzzlement followed by the shock of recognition that appeared for a few moments on the faces of the two men as he introduced Anthony to Jeff.

The moment passed and Jeff said, “Pleased to meet you, Anthony.”

Anthony managed a faint smile as they shook hands.

“So, Mr. Bartender…” Jeff took Peter’s arm and steered him toward the kitchen. “Where’s my libation?” 

“What’s up?” Peter whispered once they were alone and he was fixing Jeff’s drink. 

“You won’t believe this—that’s the kid Joey has photographs of in his studio. The one he’s crazy about.”

“Anthony? Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure—and I could tell he recognized me—probably from the portraits Joey has on the walls. When I looked at those photos of him, I thought I’d seen him before, but of course, it was the family resemblance. He and Emily have that same great bone structure.”

They were suddenly aware they were no longer alone. Anthony was standing in the kitchen doorway. He cleared his throat as he slowly walked toward them. 

“Small world isn’t it?” 

“It is that.” 

Peter looked from one man to the other and tried to think of something he could say to lighten the atmosphere. He couldn’t think of a thing.

“Uh…” Anthony was the first to break the stalemate. “I’m sorry if this has upset you.”

“No, not at all,” Jeff assured him. “Just surprising, is all. You’re probably the last person I expected to see here tonight.”

Anthony smiled wryly. “I could say the same thing.”

Peter suddenly realized he’d been holding his breath for way too long. He let it out with such force that both Jeff and Anthony turned to look at him.

“What?” 

“Relax Peter,” Jeff squeezed Peter’s arm, “I don’t think Anthony is going to challenge me to a duel or anything.”

Anthony chuckled. “I don’t think there’s anything to duel about do you?”

“What a coincidence though,” Peter said. “Both of you knowing Joey and having relationships with him—I mean, not you Jeff, at least not now…”

“I wouldn’t call what Joey and I have a relationship.” Anthony shrugged. “I haven’t seen him in several days as a matter of fact.”

“Well, that’s none of our business.” Jeff refilled his glass. “And we should save any more talk of it for later, if ever. Right now we have guests and they’ll be wondering what the heck we’re all doing in here. Let’s go back in.”

“You’re right.” Anthony held his glass out for a refill. “I certainly don’t want to spoil the evening for us all.”

Peter made Anthony another drink then said, “You two go on back in. I’m going to prepare the salad and get things rolling here.”

Dinner was a success despite the earlier distraction and Peter was pleased to see Emily so relaxed and enjoying herself. He was also gratified to notice that Jerry paid her a lot of attention. Again, he thought they made a great couple. Surely Jerry’s feelings wouldn’t change if she told him of her father’s abuse? It was obvious he was very much in love with her. Peter watched as Jerry recounted a business story and Emily hung on his every word. Lost in his thoughts, he was unaware that his mother was looking at him curiously until she touched his arm.

“Where are you, Peter?” she asked. 

“Right here, don’t worry Mom.” He smiled then said quietly, “I was just thinking what a great looking couple Jerry and Emily make.”

“Yes, they are both very sweet, and her brother seems like a very nice young man.”

“Mmm…I think the jury’s still out on that one.”

“Really? You don’t like him?”

“Oh yes. I just think there’s a lot more there than meets the eye. Bit of a dark horse, I think.”

“Really?”

“What are you two whispering about?” Jeff fixed them both with a stern look. “Didn’t your mothers tell you it’s rude to whisper in company?”

“I was merely congratulating Peter on his dinner,” Eve said, hedging. “I didn’t want to embarrass him by singing his praises too loudly.”

“Thank you, Mother.” 

Jeff gave them both an “I know better” look. “I’ll talk to you two, later,” he muttered into his wineglass. 

“Hey, Peter.” Jerry grinned at him across the table. “Why don’t you show us Emily’s portrait?”

“Because it’s not finished.” 

“Oh, come on, please, please, please.”

“Jerry…”

“Pretty please?”

“Oh, for goodness sake.” Peter rose from the table. “I can’t stand begging.”

“Yay!” Jerry jumped to his feet. “Begging always works.”

Laughing, they trooped up to the studio where Peter turned on the lights and removed the oilcloth that covered Emily’s portrait.

“Wow,” Anthony murmured. “You look beautiful, Sis.”

Jerry stood with his arm around Emily’s waist, gazing at the portrait of his fiancée in silence. Then, much to Peter’s surprise, he flung his arms around him and hugged him tightly.

“You’re a genius Peter—a genius.”

“Does this mean you like it?” 

Jerry released him and turned to look at the painting again. “Like it? That doesn’t even come close. You’ve captured her very essence. The beauty inside her. Oh, Emily…” He looked at her with tears in his eyes. “Jesus, I’m making a fool of myself,” he said, his face flooding with color. 

“You’re the sweetest guy in the world.” Emily hugged him back. “Now enough. That’s about as much attention as I can stand in one night.”

Later, their guests gone, Jeff poured a nightcap for Peter and himself. “Well, I don’t think Jerry liked your painting very much.”

“He really is a great guy. I think they’ll be very happy together, don’t you?”

“Totally.” He handed Peter his glass and they sat together on the couch. “Now, what were you and your co-conspirator whispering about earlier?”

“Anthony. Mom said she thought he was very nice and I said I thought he was a bit of a dark horse.”

“You think so? Is that your psychic self talking?”

“Maybe. I mean, he seems very nice, but what kind of guy runs around with someone like Joey?”

“Excuse me?” Jeff looked at Peter, his eyebrows raised. “You’re talking to the guy who lived with Joey for four years, remember?”

“That was different. You were young then. Joey hadn’t had time to grow into the user he is now.”

“Wait a minute; you’re assuming an awful lot aren’t you? Yeah, it’s true that Joey’s self centered, scheming, and money hungry, but—well, okay, I see what you mean.”

They both laughed then Peter said, “Makes you wonder why Anthony would bother with someone so shallow.”

“Probably the sex. Joey was very good in the sack.”

“How good?”

“Never mind how good. Not as good as you, of course,” he added quickly.

“Do you still have feelings for Joey?”

“No, I do not.” Jeff rubbed Peter’s thigh. “Don’t ever worry about that. I love you and only you.”

§ § § §

Anthony left Emily and Jerry to say their goodnights and went up to his room. It had been an interesting evening without a doubt. Despite the surprise of seeing Jeff face to face under those circumstances, he liked the guy and his partner, Peter.

What a talent that guy has, he thought taking off his shirt. He guessed he should have mentioned to them that he had not told Joey his real name. Not that it probably mattered. They didn’t seem to be in touch with Joey on a regular basis. Besides, he was going to tell Joey he couldn’t see him anymore. He’d made his mind up the last time they’d been together. Joey just wasn’t what he wanted. Sure, he was good-looking and great in bed, but there was no substance, no real connection.

Not like the one he’d had with Mark. He’d probably never find that again with any guy. That had been special. Mark had been a special person. Like Jerry. Emily was very lucky to have him. He’d look after her for sure. He was almost envious of his sister, but she deserved to have this happiness. A sudden, insistent tapping at the door interrupted his thoughts. He opened the door and Emily slipped in, closing it behind her. She was holding her journal.

“Someone’s been in my room while we were out.”

Anthony slipped on a t-shirt. “Are you sure?”

“The door was unlocked. I always lock it when I’m out of the house and at night when I go to bed.”

“Maybe you just forgot to lock it tonight. We did leave in a bit of a hurry.”

Emily thought for a moment. “No, I’m sure I locked it. My journal was lying on the floor. Someone could have read it…”

Anthony wanted to calm his sister down, but he would not put it past either of his parents to go snooping around when they knew he and Emily were out.

“Jeez Sis,” he said. “Did it look like your journal had been read?” 

“I don’t know.” Emily frowned at the journal in her hand. “I could kick myself for leaving it out. I never do, but when Jerry arrived—like you said, we left immediately. It must have fallen off the bed. Maybe I could have left the door unlocked, but it makes me sick to think my father might have been in my room looking around, touching my things. If he read what I wrote in this journal, he’ll see it in black and white how much I loathe him. Not that I care about that so much, but he might use it to get between Jerry and me.”

“You put that much in there?” 

“I’ve been keeping these journals for years. All the stuff that happened is in there. I’ve got them hidden away. Remember when mother found one and ripped it to pieces, screaming at me that I’d made it all up?”

“Yeah, I remember.” 

“Then I lost one, or she stole it, and probably ripped that one up too, but I rewrote everything and kept it truly hidden.”

“Where do you keep them, Emily?” 

Emily gazed at her brother wondering if she could trust him with this vital information. She studied his face for a moment. His concern had brought back that stern look that reminded her so much of her father, and she shivered involuntarily at the likeness. Instantly, she felt she was being unfair. Anthony was nothing like his father—even though he had inherited the older man’s tendency to adopt a cool and unfriendly expression when worried about something. 

When Anthony smiled, his whole face was transformed. When her father smiled, it was more like a sneer with no trace of humor. Still, for now, this had to be her secret.

“In my room, under some clothing.”

“That doesn’t sound too safe. Perhaps you should find somewhere else, in case either Mom or Dad were in the room tonight.”

“Yes, I’ll do that. Well, I guess I’d better get to bed.” She paused with her hand on the doorknob then turned to smile at her brother. “Did you have a good time tonight?”

“A very good time. You’ve made some great friends, Emily. Peter is totally talented and his friend and his mother are cool people.”

“Very cool,” Emily agreed. “Don’t you wish our mother could fit in so well?”

“That would take a miracle.” Anthony’s laugh was without humor.

Emily kissed her brother on the cheek. “Goodnight, Anthony. Sweet dreams.”

“Night, Emily. You too.”

When she returned to her room and locked the door, Emily went over to the nightstand on the far side of the bed. Pulling it away from the wall, she knelt and lifted the carpet. She pried up one of the floorboards beneath and pulled out a large metal box. She breathed a sigh of relief as she saw it had not been unlocked. No one had discovered this hiding place. She’d been right to go to this trouble all those years ago. After her mother had ripped up one of her diaries and possibly stolen another; that was when she had thought of this hiding place.

Last year, when her mother had decided to have the whole house re-carpeted, she had panicked a little and had driven around with the box in the trunk of her car for three days until the workmen were done. Then she had returned the box to its secret place. Once, long ago, she had considered burning some of the older journals and recently, since Jerry had come into her life, she’d had the same thought. It seemed petty somehow, to harbor so much hatred for one person when there was now so much love surrounding her.

Perhaps it was time to let go of the past and dispose of these reminders of the horror of those years? Maybe then she would be able to shake off the fear that kept her from satisfying Jerry completely. She smiled as she remembered how emotional he’d been tonight after seeing her portrait. He really, truly loved her. Perhaps…yes, she decided. She’d take care of this as soon as she could. She replaced the box under floorboards, patted down the carpet, and pulled the nightstand back into its original position.

Another decision. It was time to tell Jerry. He had the right to know what had haunted her all her life. She was sure, positive that he would not be ashamed of her. He loved her too much to turn away from her. If she’d had any doubts about his love for her, they were dissolved this evening. She could rely on Jerry’s love. Of that she was certain.





CHAPTER TWELVE

As was his habit on every Wednesday evening after leaving his office, Charles Hastings pulled into the parking lot of the Seasons hotel in Newport Beach. He was meeting his old friend Dr. Tom Watt in the bar for a quick drink before heading home. He also wanted to check up on a “little favor” Tom had done for him two nights before.

Over the years, the man had done him several “favors”, but none as crucial as this one. Hastings knew he had put Tom in a dangerous position. Still, Tom should never complain about it after what he, Charles, had done for him in the beginning. As he entered the bar, he saw his old friend sitting at one of the tables. The years had not been kind to Tom, Hastings thought as he approached him. He looked tired, worn out almost, as if life had defeated him somehow. He looked up, but did not smile in greeting. Instead he merely waved at the drinks he’d ordered and Hastings, sensing the mood Tom was in, sat down with some reluctance. 

“What’s the problem today, Doc?” he asked flippantly. 

“You’re the fucking problem, Charles,” Tom almost snarled at him. “You and that kink of yours will get us both into hot water one of these days.”

“Keep your voice down, idiot,” Hastings hissed, then threw back the entire contents of his glass in one gulp. 

Tom signaled impatiently at the waitress to bring them two more drinks. “That was the last time I clean up after you lose control of yourself. What the hell were you thinking?” 

Hastings looked grimly down at his empty glass. He had gone a bit haywire the other night, he had to admit that to himself, but lately he’d needed that extra kick in order to justify the vast amount of money he put out each time. His contact had got greedier of late and the price for his pleasure had gone up. It seemed only fair that he should get a little more satisfaction for his money. 

“That girl was in terrible condition.” Tom glared at him. “It’s a miracle you didn’t kill her. Why the hell did you have to beat her? Wasn’t fucking her enough?” 

“Shut up, Tom,” Hastings said through clenched teeth. “Do I have to remind you of your little perversions? I wouldn’t go further with this, if you know what’s…” He fell silent as he saw the waitress approach with their drinks. Sensing the tension at the table, she set their drinks down quickly and left without her usual cheery comments. 

“…if you know what’s good for you,” Hastings finished when the waitress was out of earshot.

“I never use violence Charles. What you’re doing is beginning to scare me.” 

“Well, it won’t happen again. My contact won’t be calling me again. He got cold feet.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“There’s plenty more out there. It just takes time to establish the necessary link.”

“God, be careful Charles.” Tom’s eyes darted about nervously. “This last time could have turned very ugly if she’d died.”

Hastings seemed not to hear him. He was already trying to devise a way to find another source. Perhaps one of his old contacts was still in ‘business’.

“Are you listening?” Tom rasped.

“Yes, yes I’m listening. Don’t worry Tom, I’ll be more careful in the future.”

He left the hotel about a half hour and a total of three bourbons later. It was only a short car ride home and so far he had never encountered any problems driving with two or three drinks under his belt. Tom was really becoming an old woman of late, he mused. Too bad he had to rely on him for so much, but without a doubt he was the only doctor he could go to in a crisis. Ever since Emily had tried to commit suicide all those year ago, Tom had covered for him. Of course he’d really had no choice.

After what I did for him, he thought smugly, he couldn’t very well refuse. I could have ruined him with one word.

He recalled a night several years before when he and Tom had gone on a fishing trip taking young Anthony with them. The kid hadn’t wanted to go…always the sissy, but he’d insisted and Patricia had reluctantly agreed. She always did in the end. He had already decided he needed Tom in his power, ready to drop everything to come to his aid should he ever need it and he had found the perfect lure—Anthony. 

He knew Tom lusted after the kid. He’d seen it in his eyes many times when he’d been at the house. One day, Anthony had come in from the pool wearing a skimpy bathing suit; his slim, tanned body still damp and glistening from his swim. Hastings had noted with some delight that Tom seemed mesmerized by the sight. No doubt he had sired a handsome kid—and one that could be infinitely useful to him.

And so he had sacrificed his son’s innocence on that fishing trip. Sitting in his tent, stoked up on bourbon, he had listened to his son’s screams as Tom forced himself upon him. He had grunted with satisfaction when the screams became a pathetic whimper, and then finally when he could hear nothing at all. He had fallen into a drunken stupor and when he awoke, Anthony was sitting in the tent, staring at him with such concentrated hatred, that for a moment his blood had run cold.

It did not end there of course. There were many other ‘trips’ and Hastings soon convinced himself that his son did not mind Tom’s attentions. Always knew he had the makings of a little faggot, Hastings had thought coldly. Nothing was ever said between father and son on the matter. Anthony avoided his father as much as he could from that time on, and his silence and obvious dislike for his father were what prompted Hastings to send his son to military school. Oh how Patricia had wailed and begged him not to do this terrible thing. What was so terrible? The boy would benefit from the discipline…give him some direction in life and, best of all, would get him out of his father’s sight.

Not that he felt any remorse for what he had done. Remorse was not an emotion that Charles Hastings had ever felt. He had no time for what he considered womanly feelings; that could bring a man down. Remorse was when you regretted something and he regretted nothing. What had happened between him, Emily, and Paula, was for him, the natural way of things. A father’s love for his daughters manifested in its highest form.

No matter that they had struggled against him in the beginning. They’d had to be weaned into loving him back, and eventually, they had. They had lain submissively as he’d cooed in their ears and told them how beautiful they were and how much he loved them—and he had loved them, until they’d grown too old for him to love anymore. Then he was forced to seek his pleasure elsewhere. Damned inconvenient at times. He’d got used to having it all under his own roof. Now it could get downright dangerous. 

And the sex was no longer enough. Now he felt the need to punish the little sluts for being what they were. He’d like to punish Emily too. She’d got far too uppity recently, ever since that fool Jerry had come into her life. He didn’t like Jerry, and if he had anything to do about it, he’d make sure Jerry never married his daughter. That would be just too much happiness for her. She did not deserve it. Not after the way she’d turned against him and took obvious pleasure in hating him so much.

No, he would definitely have to squash any hopes she had of marrying that idiot. Paula had got away—but Emily would not. 

He drove his car in to the garage and, entering the house, went straight up to his room. Years ago he and Patricia had opted for separate bedrooms and bathrooms, or rather, he had insisted on it. She wouldn’t have to put up with his comings and goings in the middle of the night and he did not have to be discreet. He had enlarged his room, turning it into a suite by taking over the bedroom next door and converting it into a den and office so he could spend hours there by himself, coming down only for the occasional meal.

He threw off his clothes, selected a silk robe to wear, and walked over to his computer. He could spend some time investigating that new website he’d heard about. If his contact had to let him down, he’d just have to find some other way of procuring likely young girls.

“Yes?” he snapped irritably as the intercom buzzed nearby.

“Are you coming down for dinner, Charles?”

“No. Have what’s-her-name bring me something up on a tray. I have some business to attend to.” He could never remember their maids’ names. They came and went too quickly these days. He didn’t care why. Probably couldn’t stand his wife. Well, he hadn’t been able to stand her for years. Only good thing about her was she didn’t get in his way. Knew when to shut up, too. Best for her that she did.

“It’s the maid’s night off, Charles.” His wife’s carping voice irritated him even more. “I’ll bring something up if you insist on staying there.”

“I’ll come down.” Damned nuisance of a woman. Now she’d waste his time complaining and whining. Well, he’d have her make him a drink or two. That would help. Sighing heavily, he plodded downstairs to the dining room.

“Where’re the kids?” he asked his wife, seeing her sitting at the table alone.

“Both out.”

“I suppose Emily’s with that Jerry again?”

“Of course. Anthony went somewhere...” Patricia hesitated for a moment. “I’m worried about him, Charles.”

“Don’t be, he’s a big boy. Doesn’t need his mother at his heels anymore.”

“What would you know? You pay no attention to him.” 

“He doesn’t pay any attention to me, you mean.” Hastings glared at his wife angrily. “I tried to talk some sense into him about coming into the business with me. Wouldn’t hear of it, damned rude kid. Get me a drink, would you?”

Patricia rose from the table and crossed over to the bar. She looked at her husband’s reflection in the mirrored wall as she said, “He’s troubled by something. Do you know what it is?”

“No, how would I? He never tells me anything.”

She brought Hastings his drink and set it down in front of him, then stood looking at him.

“What?”

“I think you do know, Charles. He intimated as much to me the other night.”

“What the hell are you blabbering about?” For a moment, Hastings felt a tremor of misgiving. He had never seen this look of determination on his wife’s face before. What had that kid told her?

“If you’ve done something to hurt Anthony again I will never forgive you, Charles.”

Hastings flung down his napkin and rose from the table in a fury. Gulping back his drink, he strode to the bar and poured himself another. “Look…I don’t come home here after a long hard day of keeping you and those two ingrates in luxury to have you cross examine me about something that has no relevance. Now shut up! I’m going back to my room where I can enjoy peace and quiet.”

Patricia cringed under his anger, but as she watched him leave, she knew she had been right. Something had happened between Anthony and him. Something that had scarred her son in some way. She was determined now, more than ever, to find out what it was.

§ § § §

Jerry smiled at Emily across the table of the little Italian restaurant that had become their special place to have dinner and be by themselves.

“Good news today. Les, the realtor guy I know, has two places for us to look at tomorrow. One with an ocean view.”

“Sounds wonderful. You know I can’t wait for us to move in together.”

“Me too. Once you’re out of that house, things will be a lot better for you…and for us.”

“Jerry, there’s something I want to tell you. Something I feel it’s only right you should know.” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s something that happened to me a long time ago when I was a little girl.”

“I’ll bet you were the cutest little thing.” Jerry grinned at her. “With little bows and ribbons in your hair and….”

“Jerry, this is serious…and I’m not sure how to begin.”

“What’s wrong, darling?” Jerry squeezed her hand. “You know there’s nothing you can’t tell me.”

“It’s about my father, Jerry. He—he did things to me when I was little.”

Jerry’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of things Emily? You don’t mean; he abused you?”

Emily nodded miserably. 

“You mean sexually?” Jerry whispered in anguish.

She nodded again, unable to speak. Tears started to fill her eyes and she rose to her feet. “I have to get out of here!” She ran from the restaurant. Jerry threw some money down on the table and rushed after her.

“Emily—” He ran into the street after her. “Wait!”

“I shouldn’t have told you,” she cried as he caught up with her.

“Calm down.” He took her hand in his. “Let’s walk a little.”

They walked slowly away from where Jerry had parked his car. 

I have to get my head together, he thought. That bastard Hastings—how could he have done something like this? 

He looked at Emily and felt wretched that he could not find the words to make her feel better. Despite the love he still felt for her, something had gone from him. Something that he had held most dear about her had been taken from him. He knew he was being selfish and unfeeling, but he just couldn’t help himself. 

Emily put her hand on his arm and looked up at him, her face still wet from her tears.

“It’s changed, hasn’t it?” she asked him quietly. “How you feel about us, has changed.” His silence was her answer. “And I thought you would understand.”

“Emily, please. Give me a little time to deal with this. You just broadsided me with this. It’s not an easy thing to accept, that you….” He faltered and fell silent.

“That I’m not the sweet innocent virgin you believed me to be?”

“Not that, no. I just can’t… Damn it all to hell, he’s ruined everything, the bastard.”

“He’s done more than that, Jerry. Much more than that.” She turned back toward the car. “Please take me home now, Jerry.”

Surrounded by a miserable silence, they drove up the Coast road. Jerry glanced at her as she looked out the car’s side window. You are a complete jerk, he berated himself, yet he couldn’t bring himself to reach across and touch her to show her he cared. 

What had happened to him? What part of him was so offended by what she had told him that he could not find it in himself to tell her he still loved her—and everything would be all right? His throat was dry and hot, his head spun with a thousand thoughts, but worst of all was the image of Emily and her father…doing it!

He gasped aloud as this vision impaled itself upon his mind. His hands slipped from the steering wheel and the car swerved dangerously close to the median.

“Jerry!” Emily cried out in alarm.

“Sorry,” he muttered, gaining control again. Nothing more was said until he parked the car on the driveway outside her home. They looked at each other sadly for a moment. 

“Just give me some time Emily, please? I’ll call you tomorrow.”

She nodded and opened the car door. There was no goodnight kiss. He watched her as she walked to the front door, opened it, and disappeared inside.

As he drove out onto the street, Anthony’s car pulled in. Jerry acknowledged Anthony’s cheery “Hi!” with a desultory wave then drove off. 

Neither Emily nor Jerry could have imagined that this evening was about to become an even bigger nightmare.

§ § § §

Emily walked slowly upstairs. From her father’s room she could hear his TV blaring. She wanted to go in there and kill him. Once again he had ruined her life. He deserved to die. She paused on the landing, taken aback by this overpowering feeling of hate. She shook herself and turned to walk the few steps to her own room. The door to her father’s bedroom opened and he staggered out onto the landing.

“There you are. I’ve been waiting for you to come home. You and I need to have a little talk, young lady.”

“We have nothing to talk about,” Emily snapped, unlocking her door.

Her father lurched over and grabbed her by the shoulders. He reeked of bourbon. Viciously, he slapped her hard across the face and pushed her into her room.

“You’ll do as I say!” He ripped her jacket open. “Time you and I had one for old time’s sake. Let’s see if that wimp you’re engaged to will want you after this.”

Emily could not believe this was happening. Her father intended to force himself on her. She opened her mouth to scream then she saw Anthony appear in the doorway. He strode across the room and pulled his father away from her. Violently, he shoved him back against the wall, his face a mask of hatred and disgust. He put his arm around Emily to protect her.

“You touch her again and you’re dead,” he snarled at his father.

The older man sneered. “What’s this? Finally grown a pair?”

“Slut!”

Both Anthony and Emily gaped at their mother as she appeared in the doorway, her face twisted with rage.

“My daughter, the whore—up to your old tricks again.” 

“What are you talking about, Mom?” Anthony stepped in front of her.

“She started this. I saw her enticing him into her room, just like she used to.” 

“That’s crazy,” Anthony exclaimed. “You know better than that.”

“She and her sister both,” Patricia continued to rant. “Both of them flaunting themselves all over the place every night, inveigling him with their naughty ways. Nasty little girls.”

Anthony looked with despair from his mother to where his father stood, swaying drunkenly.

“You despicable excuse for a human being,” he rasped. “Look what you’ve done to us all.”

His father glared at him, but the drink had got the better of him. He could not form the words he needed to berate his son. He spluttered incoherently and Anthony turned again to his mother.

“How could you blame Emily for this? Or Paula? You’ve known for years what went on night after night and still you defend him? Well, here’s something you won’t find so easy to defend…”

“Anthony.” His father had found his voice, though it was little more than a croak. “Don’t you dare say another word.”

Anthony ignored him. “Remember when I was a kid, Mom—those little fishing trips he would take me on—along with Dr. Tom? Well, he served me up to the dear doctor. My own father let the letch have his way with me, Mother. He let him fuck me.” 

Patricia gazed at her son, transfixed with horror, then her body swiveled in one jerky movement and she faced her husband, her hands outstretched like claws as if ready to tear him apart. Anthony stepped in between his mother and father and Patricia collapsed against him, sobbing. Hastings stood stock still, trembling from head to foot. Even his arrogance could not let him ignore the hatred, anger, and danger that had manifested in this room. Without a word, he lumbered out and a moment later they heard the door to his room slam shut.

“I’ll be back in a minute Emily.” Anthony led their mother from the room. 

Emily sat down heavily on the edge of her bed, her mind still reeling from the events of the last few minutes. Thank God Anthony had come home just then. She had not thought it possible that her father would ever attempt to violate her after all these years of not showing any sexual interest in her. She had considered herself fairly safe from him that way. More than ever now, she had to get out of this house. But now, it would have to be on her own. Jerry would not be with her. She could feel her heart break as she remembered the look on his face when she had told him. Why had she told him? Why hadn’t she listened to Peter’s warning to wait a little longer? She had ruined everything. She had lost the one man she felt she could depend on. 

Anthony tapped on the door and came in. He gave his sister an encouraging smile and took her in his arms. 

“It’s all right Emily. It’s all over now. He won’t try anything like that again.”

“I—I told Jerry about what Father had done and now everything’s changed between us. He doesn’t love me.”

“He said that?”

“He didn’t have to. It was written all over his face.”

Anthony looked shocked. “I figured he’d be there for you,” he said quietly. Gently he pushed a strand of her hair back from her wet face. “Tell me what happened.” 

“He said he needed time to deal with it.” 

“Okay, so it’s not that bad, Sis. It was a shock, that’s all. Would be for anyone, let’s face it. You were shocked when I told Mom about the doctor.”

“Oh God, that had to have been awful.” Emily dried her eyes on Anthony’s shirtsleeve.

“No more awful than what happened to you and Paula—and it’s not what made me gay, if that’s what you’re thinking. I knew about my feelings for men even before that happened. If anything, it should have turned me off for life. The doctor was not a gentle man. What made it so disgusting was the fact our father allowed it to happen. Encouraged it, even.”

“He is so evil,” Emily said vehemently. “What did you do with Mother?” 

“I gave her one of her sleeping pills. God knows what she’ll do in the morning though. If Dad’s got any brains at all, he’ll get the hell out of Dodge for a few days.”

“We have to get out of this house, Anthony. Why don’t you and I get a place together?” 

“What about Jerry?” Anthony took her hand gently. “Don’t write him off so soon. I bet you anything he’ll be calling on you tomorrow, looking all apologetic and lovable.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes, so don’t go breaking up with him, I might be tempted to jump in there—just kidding,” he added, laughing lightly, seeing his sister’s eyes widen. “I’m happy for you and him. And besides, I don’t think I’m his type.”

Emily, recognizing her brother was trying to cheer her out of her depression, hugged him tightly. “I’m so glad you’re here with me.” 

“Don’t worry about a thing Emily. Everything’s going to be just fine. I promise.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Peter heard the phone ring while he was in the backyard sweeping up fallen leaves. Throwing aside the broom, he ran into the kitchen to answer the phone.

“Peter here.”

“Hi Peter, it’s Gloria.”

“Hey there, Gloria,” he replied in a jaunty tone even though Gloria did not sound like her usual ebullient self. “What’s new?”

“Emily’s here Peter, kind of upset. She told me you know about the situation with her father…” 

“Has something happened?”

“I’m afraid so. She told Jerry last night and he didn’t take the news well at all. She thinks it’s all over between them.” 

“Surely not. Of all the guys I could imagine handling this; I thought he’d be the one.”

“Well apparently, it was just too much of a shock for him. Peter, d’you think you could come over? She thinks the world of you. It might help if you could talk to her. Last night seems to have been pretty traumatic.”

“Of course I’ll come, but I’ll have to shower first—I’ve been working in the yard. I should be there in an hour or so.”

“Great. I’ll tell her you’re coming.”

Peter ran upstairs to the bathroom. Turning on the shower, he remembered Jeff’s caution about telling Jerry. Seems he was right, as usual. I wish I’d never suggested she tell him. Silently, he prayed that this would not be the end of Emily and Jerry’s relationship. They were just too right together for this to happen.

Despite her worried expression, Gloria looked as glamorous as ever as she opened the door for Peter. Dressed in a white cotton blouse and black shorts, with a minimum of makeup she still managed to look breath taking. 

“Thanks for coming over. Emily’s in the den. She’s still pretty upset.”

Emily looked up miserably as Peter entered the den. He hugged her then sat next to her.

“I should have listened to you,” she murmured, “when you said I should wait a little before telling him.”

“I should never have suggested it in the first place. Me and my big mouth.”

“But I think Emily was right to tell him,” Gloria said. “If he found out after they were married—and you can bet old Uncle Charlie would have found a way of letting him know—it could have been much worse.”

“I’m sure Jerry will eventually realize he’s acting like a jerk,” Peter said.

“He’s not a jerk, Peter,” Emily protested. “If you’d seen his face. I could tell he was still concerned for me even though he was shocked by what I’d told him.”

“Even so, he has to know what it cost you to tell him.” Peter got to his feet. “Let me give him a call. Maybe I can help him see he needs to be supporting you right now, not wallowing in self pity.” As he said those words, he winced, recalling how Jeff had told him the exact same thing the first day they met. How angry he’d been then, unable to see that Jeff was trying to pull him out of his inability to face the truth and get on with his life. “Well, perhaps not in those exact terms.”

Emily touched his hand. “Please don’t upset him any more than he is right now.” 

Gloria sat by Emily and put a comforting arm around her. “I think Peter should try and have a word with him. Maybe he needs another man’s input on this…and God knows, Peter, you’ve been to hell and back a couple of times yourself. He should listen to you.”

“That’s not to say he will. But if it’s okay with you Emily, I’ll give it a try.”

Emily looked at both of them for a moment then nodded.

“Do you have his number? I’ll call him right now. See if he’s free for lunch.” She gave him Jerry’s phone number and he dialed it quickly. Taking a deep breath, he listened to the phone ring twice then Jerry’s secretary answered.

“Mr. Lambert’s office. How may I help you?”

“Is Jerry there? This is Peter Brandon, a friend.”

“One moment please.”

A moment later Jerry came on the line. “Hi, Peter.” He did not sound very happy.

“Hey, Jerry. Listen, so happens I’ll be in your neck of the woods later today and wondered if you were free for lunch?”

“Lunch?” 

“Yeah, lunch. You know; where you sit down and eat something? Off a plate, usually.”

“Sorry, Peter, I’m a bit spacey today. Yeah, that’d be fine. What time were you thinking?” 

“Oh, about one o’clock. That good for you?”

“Yeah, one’s good. There’s a little cafe right outside my office on Broad Street, Ramon’s. Do you know it?” 

“I’ll find it, don’t worry. See you at one.” 

“Look forward to it.” Jerry sounded sincere enough.

“See you later then.” Peter closed his cell. “Okay, that’s done.”

“Please don’t upset him too much. He may not take too kindly to you knowing about this.”

“Peter will be the soul of tact,” Gloria assured her. “Now, tell him what else that bastard father of yours did last night.” Emily glanced uncertainly at Peter, and Gloria blurted out. “He tried to… to take her by force again.”

Peter gaped at them both. “What? My God, the man should be locked up.” 

“That’s what I said. Fortunately, Anthony came home at that moment and intervened. Pushed old Charlie against the wall and let him have it.”

Peter listened, his face a frozen mask of shock as Emily haltingly related the rest of the story, including what Anthony had revealed about his father giving him to a doctor friend.

“Jesus.” Peter’s jaw clenched in anger. 

“If he showed up here right now,” Gloria hissed, “I’d take Johnny’s gun and put a hole through my Uncle Charlie’s black heart.”

“Gloria, please,” Emily cried. 

“Sorry sweetheart, but I do hate him for what he’s done to you and the rest of his family.”

Peter shook his head. “Unbelievable. Will you stay here with Gloria and Johnny?” 

Emily nodded. “I wanted Anthony to come too, but he said he’d be all right, and he didn’t want to leave Mother alone. I’m going back to pick up some things later.”

“I’ll call you after lunch and let you know how I got on with Jerry.” Peter hugged her. “Chin up, little one. Everything will be all right.” 

“That’s what Anthony said.” Emily’s eyes glistened. “I hope you’re both right.”

Peter had no problem finding the restaurant Jerry had suggested. He arrived on time and ordered a coffee while he waited for him. He knew he’d have to tread carefully. He didn’t want to come across as a busybody; meddling in something Jerry was sure to consider it none of his business. He wondered how he would have reacted to news as terrible as this. 

How do you come to terms with the fact that the person you love had been repeatedly molested for years? You’re outraged, of course. But isn’t there a moment when you ask yourself—Why was it allowed to go on for so long? Of course, Emily and her sister had gone to their mother and received no help from her. How devastating that must have been for two young girls with no one to help them. And Anthony…Jesus, Charles Hastings must have no conscience whatsoever.

After a time he glanced at his watch, and noted with surprise that Jerry was already fifteen minutes late. Was he going to stand him up? He was just about to call him when he saw the young man enter the diner.

“Sorry, Peter.” He offered his hand. “I got caught up in some last minute business and couldn’t get away.”

“No problem.” Peter took in Jerry’s disheveled appearance, his hair a little mussed and his tie askew. It didn’t detract from the man’s good looks; in fact it gave him an endearing, boyish look. “Did you have to wrestle your way out?”

“Excuse me?”

“You look a little rumpled,” Peter kidded him.

“Oh that…” Jerry cleared his throat and straightened his tie. “Just the day’s wear and tear. What’ll you have? The BLT is great here”

“I was going to order the burger.”

“I’ll have the same.” Jerry jumped up and went over to the counter, returning in a few minutes with a burger for each of them and a coke for himself. After taking a bite of his burger, he leaned back in his seat and gave Peter a searching look. “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?”

Peter decided to come straight to the point. “I talked to Emily and Gloria this morning.” 

“Oh…” Jerry seemed to become fixated with the color of the tablecloth in front of him. “So you know.”

“Yes. As a matter of fact Jerry, Emily told me in confidence during one of our sittings. It was me who suggested she tell you. Something I hope I don’t regret for the rest of my life.”

Jerry’s expression was bleak. “Peter, you have to understand, this was a terrible shock for me.”

“Of course it was, but think how terrible it’s been for Emily all these years, enduring that hell.”

“I do think of that Peter. That’s all I could think of last night. How awful her life has been for years.” 

“And now she has you to make it better.”

“And I let her down. What a jerk I am.”

“It’s not too late to tell her that.”

Jerry nodded then a frown wrinkled his forehead. “What I can’t understand is how she and her sister could let it go on for all those years, without telling someone.”

“I asked myself the same thing, Jerry. All I can think is, they were just kids—frightened kids, without a loving mother to turn to. They did tell her and she ignored it, if you can believe that? According to Jeff, who’s had some experience with abused kids, it’s not unusual for them to swear those they confide in to secrecy. Sometimes it’s like they blame themselves for what’s happening. It’s hard for people like you and me, who’ve never had to face this kind of thing, to really understand what’s going through the victims’ minds. All we can do is give them the love and compassion they need to get over it—if they ever do.” He paused as Jerry shook his head then decided it was time to bring out the big guns. “He tried to rape her last night, Jerry.”

“Oh, my God, no.” Jerry stared at Peter with horror. “I sent her into that house last night without even a goodnight kiss—and then she had to face that bastard. He’s better off dead!” His knuckles turned white as he gripped the edge of the table, trying to control his rage. “He didn’t manage to—did he?” 

“No. Anthony arrived home in time to stop it.”

“Yes, I saw him drive in as I left. Thank God.”

“And that’s not all. I don’t know what Emily’s mother’s motivation was, but she blamed Emily for the whole thing…of enticing the old man”

“What?”

“The only thing that shut her up was when Anthony told her he had been sodomized by one of his father’s buddies—when he was a kid—and with his father’s knowledge.”

“Jesus, the poor guy. What the hell kind of father is Charles Hastings? They both have to get out of that house.” He was quiet for a moment or two than asked, “Where is Emily?”

“At Gloria’s. She’s staying with her and Johnny for the time being.”

“I have to see her.”

“Of course you do.”

At two o’clock that same day, Charles Hastings’ secretary, Dorothy Babcock, returned from her lunch break. She knocked on her boss’s door and went in to let him know she was back and to deliver his sandwich and coffee. He had told her he was expecting a visitor during the lunch hour, so he would not be going out. She remembered he hadn’t seemed too pleased at the prospect.

She walked across the office and laid the wrapped sandwich and the coffee cup on his desk. Dorothy frowned as she noticed his chair had been tipped over onto its back. Walking round the desk in order to pull it upright, she tripped and fell on top of Charles Hastings’ inert form.

“Mr. Hastings,” she gasped. “Are you all right?”

Then she saw it. Protruding from his forehead was a large decorative letter opener. Numbly, she recognized it as the Christmas gift she’d given him only last year.

Then, she started to scream.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

After Peter and Jerry had parted company outside the cafe, Peter drove down to Jeff’s office on the way home. Monica, Jeff’s receptionist, had already gone for the day so with Peter’s arrival, Jeff decided to close up shop. They went for a walk on the beach, and Jeff listened in amazement as Peter recounted the events of the day.

“Jesus, what a family.” Jeff stooped and picked up a pebble, flinging it into the sea in exasperation. “How in hell do people find themselves in this kind of mess? Those kids certainly deserve better lives than this.”

“Well, at least Jerry is going to be there for Emily.”

“Thanks in no small part to you.” Jeff squeezed Peter’s arm.

“I knew he’d do the decent thing. He’s that kind of guy. He was just torn up by what Emily had been through.”

“She’s going to need him now more than ever after last night’s scene. God, what a grotesque individual Hastings is. Where do you suppose his mind was when he was letting that other creep rape his son? How can he live with himself?”

“He’s a total degenerate. It’s just unbelievable that someone could willingly do this to his own family.”

When they got back home they listened to the message Gloria had left them on their answering machine. “Guys, you will not believe what’s happened—Uncle Charlie was found murdered in his office today. Aunt Patricia is under sedation. I’m here at their house with Emily. Anthony is nowhere to be found. Jerry’s on his way over. Please call me at Emily’s when you get this message.”

The message was timed at three thirty. Peter and Jeff looked at each other in disbelief.

“So someone finally had enough,” Peter said.

“Call Gloria and see if we can do anything,” Jeff said. “I don’t think they’ll be in mourning, but it’s got to be a shock nevertheless.”

“Right.” Peter grabbed the phone.

Gloria answered. “Hi, Peter. Thanks for calling.”

“How is everything there? Is Emily all right?”

“She’s better now that Jerry’s here. Looks like things are back to normal with them. I left them alone for a heart to heart. The police have been all over, of course. They’re trying to find Anthony to let him know.”

“You haven’t heard from him yet?”

“Nope. Patricia said he’d gone to speak to his father. Left around ten this morning, but the secretary says he never came to the office…at least while she was there.”

“Is there anything we can do?”

“Not really. Patricia’s still zonked out and there’s a nurse in attendance. Emily has Jerry…and between you and me, Peter…” She lowered her voice before she continued. “…the world is one helluva nicer place today, now that bastard is dead.”

Peter could not find it in himself to contradict her, as cold as she had sounded. Jeff was right. No one was going to mourn the passing of Charles Hastings.

“Gloria, be sure to call if you need anything.”

“Will do, sweetie. Bye for now.”

Peter put down the phone. “What do you suppose could have happened to Anthony? He’s not at home and the police are looking for him. Will they think that’s suspicious?”

“If he has a plausible story for his absence, he should be okay. It’s a little early to be suspecting him of murdering his father. He might have just gone off somewhere to get over the trauma of last night. People react differently to stressful situations. He could be in a bar, getting drunk.”

“Or getting laid.”

“That too.”

“He could have gone to see Joey…”

“Possibly, but he did say he wasn’t seeing Joey anymore, remember? Anyway, I’ll give Joey a call at the studio, just in case.”

“He’s going to be surprised we know he’s been seeing Anthony.”

Jeff grinned. “That’s right. He’ll probably think I’ve been snooping.” He pulled Joey’s card from his billfold and punched in the number to his studio.

“Hey Joey, it’s Jeff.”

“Ola, Jeff. What a surprise, amigo. Did Blondie kick you out?” 

Jeff chuckled. “Not yet. Tell me; is Anthony there with you by any chance?”

“Anthony? I don’t know any Anthony.” 

“Yes, you do. The kid you showed me the photos of in the studio. The one you’re so crazy about.”

“Adam! His name is Adam, not Anthony. Why do you want to know anyway?”

“He’s the brother of a friend of ours, Joey. We have an urgent message for him. If you see him have him call his sister right away, or his cousin Gloria. Will you remember that?” 

“I haven’t seen the son of a bitch in over a week,” Joey said angrily. “If I do see him, I’m not giving him any message—other than he can go to hell!” 

Jeff held the phone away from his ear as Joey’s voice rose in decibel level. 

“Okay Joey, but this is kind of important. I’d really appreciate it if you could help me out here.”

“Huh,” Joey huffed. “I have to go Jeff. Someone’s at the door. Adios.” Just before Joey put the receiver down, Jeff heard him say, “Oh, it’s you.”

Jeff looked at Peter, shaking his head. “Man, this is screwy. Anthony’s calling himself Adam and Joey has no idea he’s being lied to.”

“I told you I thought Anthony was a dark horse. He’s been leading a double life up in LA. Giving people a false name, but why?”

“Who knows what his reasons are. Someone just came in to the studio as I was talking to Joey and he obviously knew who it was. Could have been Anthony?”

“But wouldn’t Joey have told you if it was?” 

“Not necessarily. He was pretty steamed up about not seeing the kid in over a week. He probably wanted to have a scene right away. That’s Joey—always the drama queen.”

§ § § §

Joey looked at his visitor with distaste. “What the hell do you want this time? I’ve told you and told you, it’s over between us.”

Bob Thomson’s face flushed with anger at Joey’s words. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides as he fought to keep control of his temper. “Joey, I’m asking you for the last time and I mean for the last time, please—”

“Get out of here, now.” Joey’s expression was one of contempt. “I don’t want to hear anymore whining.”

“Please Joey, don’t do this. I’ll get down on my knees and beg if that’s what it’ll take.” His eyes filled with tears. “I’m dying inside. Can’t you see? Are you so insanely in love with that kid Adam that you’re blind to everything else around you? I could have thrown you out of here for non-payment of rent ages ago, but I didn’t because I love you, Joey. You mean everything to me, don’t you understand that? Forget Adam. He doesn’t want you like I do.”

“Shut the fuck up.” Joey regarded him with scorn. “Don’t you get it? I can’t stand you anywhere near me. I never could. You’re ugly. You’re disgusting. You haven’t one redeeming feature. Get out of here and get the fuck out of my life.”

Tears slid down Bob’s cheeks. “You can’t mean that. Not after everything I’ve done for you.”

“What you’ve done for me?” Joey sneered. “You think this…” He gestured around the studio with a deprecating wave of his hand, “This, could make up for all the times I had to grit my teeth and stop myself from screaming every time you touched me? You think you can mention yourself and Adam in the same breath? Have you looked in the mirror lately?” He turned away in dismissal then looked back at Bob, his face twisted with disgust. “You poor fool.”

The color was swept from Bob’s face as a murderous rage built inside him. “You fuck.” Snarling, he lunged at Joey and gripped him by the throat. The two men fell to the floor, struggling like maniacs. Joey was strong and physically very fit, but the mad rage inside Bob gave him strength that Joey could not match. Desperately, he clawed at Bob’s face.

“No,” he croaked. “Bob no, please, no—!”

But a fury now possessed Bob. All the months of pent up disappointments and frustrations Joey had inflicted upon him were now manifested in an intense rage that surged through his very being. All reason left him as he slowly squeezed the life from the man he had once loved above all else. Oblivious to the punishing blows to his body, he continued his paralyzing hold on Joey’s throat until the man’s struggling weakened, then stopped. Joey lay still and unmoving beneath him. Only then did he relinquish that devastating grip. Moaning softly as reason returned and the realization of what he’d done flooded over him; he lay down beside Joey’s body and wept.

How long he lay there, he did not know, but when his senses returned he looked about him furtively for evidence that he had been there. No one had seen him come in. The other offices were long since vacated for the evening. Panicked, he scrambled to his feet, and unable to look again at the man he had just murdered, started for the door. His breath caught in this throat as he heard footsteps outside. Darting back into the studio, he slipped in to the dark room and waited.

“Joey?” someone called. “Are you there? It’s…uh, Adam.”

Bob, peering through the crack in the door, could just see the young man enter the studio. He watched as he ran to where Joey’s lifeless body lay.

“Joey. Oh, my God.”

Opening the door to the dark room, Bob spied a metal tripod leaning against the wall. Grabbing it, he rushed at the young man, taking him completely by surprise. Viciously he swung the tripod against his head, grunting with satisfaction as Adam slumped over Joey’s body. For a moment he stood staring at the two men at his feet. Then he wiped his fingerprints from the tripod, thrust it into Joey’s right hand, and placed the other man’s hands around Joey’s throat. Picking up the phone from Joey’s work table, he dialed 9-1-1.

“Give me the police,” he whispered.

§ § § §

Later that night, Gloria called Peter in a panic. “I can’t believe what’s happening.” Peter could hear in her voice that she was very close to tears. “That bitch, my aunt Patricia, has more or less told the police that Emily might have killed her father.”

“What?”

Jeff looked up from the book he was reading as he heard the shock in Peter’s voice. “Listen Gloria, you’d better tell Jeff about this. He’ll know what to do.” He handed the phone to Jeff, muttering, “Emily’s mother is accusing her of the murder.”

“Hi Gloria,” Jeff said. “Start at the beginning again for me. How did this happen?”

“Apparently, she had an old journal of Emily’s she’d kept for years,” Gloria explained, her voice seething with anger. “The old bitch must have stolen it. Anyway, it details the abuse Emily and Paula suffered from their father and several times Emily wrote she wished her father was dead.”

“But that was just a child’s wish for revenge. I don’t think the police would take that very seriously.”

“Well, what makes them suspicious, I think, is that Emily left my house just after Peter did. She was gone for some time. She told me she was going to get some things from the house, but her mother says she didn’t come home.”

“What does Emily say?”

“She said she decided she didn’t want to go back to the house, so she went to the mall and bought some stuff to hold her over a few days.”

“And did she?”

“Well yes, she had some new clothes, but the police are saying she could have done all that and still been at her father’s office. Oh God,” she moaned. “I wish Johnny was here.”

“Where is he?” 

“In Chicago until tomorrow. If the police decide to arrest Emily, she’ll need him right away.”

“They’re not going to arrest her without something solid to go on, don’t worry—and if all they have is a child’s diary of events that happened years ago and an hour or so of missing time, that’s not enough. They might want to investigate this further, but they won’t arrest her. Is Jerry with her?”

“Yes, he’s been wonderful, but neither of them can believe this is happening.”

“I’ll bet. No word yet on Anthony?” 

“No, and Patricia is blaming that on Emily too. The woman is totally nuts.”

“Are the police still there?”

“No, they left just a few minutes ago saying they’d be back tomorrow for some further questioning.”

“Okay, I’ll be there too. Let me talk to Jerry.”

Jerry sounded very subdued as he muttered, “Hi Jeff.”

“Listen Jerry, I’ll be over there tomorrow when the police come back. Tell them you’ve hired me to investigate the murder. That way I won’t get as much flack from the detectives on the case.”

“Of course. And we do want you to help us, Jeff. Do you think they’ll arrest Emily?”

“Depends on how much credence they put on her mother’s statement. It’s hard to say right now, but downplay it as much as you can. No point in getting her more upset than she is. We’ll talk more tomorrow. I suggest you all try to get a good night’s sleep.”

“We’ll try, Jeff…and thanks.”

“No problem, I’ll see you tomorrow.” He hung up and groaned. “This is going to be quite a mess.” 

Peter gave him an anxious look. “You really think they might arrest Emily?” 

“Not right away. But they are definitely going to follow up on the mother’s allegations. They can’t just ignore that.”

“I know she didn’t do it. She couldn’t have done such a thing. She’s too good and—” 

“Peter,” Jeff interrupted quietly. “You would be amazed what people are capable of when they’ve been pushed too far. Let’s face it; Charles Hastings was not a popular guy. What he did was despicable, and the cops are going to be as sympathetic as anyone else. But he was murdered, Peter, and they have to do their job.”

“Just like they did when Phillip was murdered?” Peter couldn’t hide the cynicism in his voice.

“Sometimes they do a better job than others. It’s not a perfect system by any means.” Jeff pulled Peter into his arms. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m sure you’re right. Emily couldn’t have done it. It’s not in her to take a life, but someone killed him, and who that someone is—is what we have to find out.”

Jeff’s cell phone rang again after they’d gone upstairs to their bedroom. Jeff was in the bathroom so Peter yelled, “Want me to get that?”

“Sure…” 

“Hello, this is Peter.”

“Hi Peter, it’s Joe French. Jeff’s friend from the LAPD?”

“Oh yes Joe, how are you?”

“Good,” Joe replied. “Is Jeff there?”

“Uh, yes. I’ll get him.”

Jeff poked his head round the bathroom door. “Who’s that?”

“Joe French, for you.” Jeff frowned as Peter handed him the phone. “Hi, Joe.”

“Jeff, you know a Joey Fernandez?”

“Yes I do.”

“Thought so…” Joe sounded cautious. “I’m in his studio and there’s a couple of very good portraits of you on the walls.”

“You’re in his studio? Why—what did he do?”

“Nothing, Jeff. Was he a close friend of yours?”

“Used to be. What’s happened, Joe?”

“Well, looks like he was murdered, Jeff—strangled. We’ve got a suspect in custody.”

Jeff, feeling as if his stomach had just been dropkicked, sat down heavily on the bed. “When did this happen?”

“A couple of hours ago. Someone called it in. When the officers got there, they found Fernandez dead and a young guy sitting beside him. The kid said he found him that way and someone hit him from behind. The way it looks is, Fernandez hit him trying to defend himself, but the damage had been done.”

“Who’s the kid?” 

“So far we don’t know. He had no ID on him and he refused to talk. Only thing we have is there’s photographs of him lying around. On one of them there’s a name—Adam.”

“Anthony,” Jeff said dully. “His name is Anthony Hastings.”

“You know this Anthony Hastings?”

“Yes. As a matter of fact Joe, he was over at our house just a few nights ago.”

“What’s his connection with the victim?”

“They were seeing each other I guess, but Anthony told Peter and me he was breaking it off.”

“Lover’s spat maybe?” Joe suggested. “Got a little out of hand.”

“Could be, but I wouldn’t have pegged Anthony for a violent type. There’s something you should know, though. His father was murdered earlier today. I’m not sure if he knows this or not.”

“Jeez. Did he get along with his dad?”

“Not at all. A lot of animosity there.”

“So, could be he bumped off Dad, ran up here, spilled the beans—and Fernandez threatened to turn him in.”

“Well, there’s more to the story that you should know. Are you charging him?”

“Not yet, but we are going to hold him ‘til he makes a statement. He’s getting some medical treatment for the blow to his head. Medics thought he might be concussed.”

Jeff shook his head. What a mess, he thought. Emily and now Anthony both under suspicion. And Joey dead… Aloud, he said, “I’ll call you tomorrow Joe. See if I can learn some more in the meantime.”

“I’d appreciate any help you can give, Jeff.”

“Talk to you later, Joe. Bye.”

Peter sat by Jeff’s side. “Tell me,” he said softly.

“Joey’s been murdered and they think it was Anthony.”

Peter looked at him in disbelief. Could things get any worse? “My God,” he whispered. “I’m so sorry, Jeff. Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” Jeff leaned his head on Peter’s shoulder. “But it’s going to take some time to realize that crazy guy is gone.”
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Next morning, the first call Jeff got was from Johnny Pederson. Gloria had called him to let him know what was going on and he’d taken the first flight he could out of Chicago. He had already spoken with the police in Orange County and Los Angeles, telling them he was both Emily and Anthony’s attorney, and no more questioning would be allowed without him being present. He had also told them he had acquired Jeff’s services as a private investigator.

Together with Gloria, they went first to the Hastings’ residence where detectives Louis McKenna and Bob Sharpe informed them stiffly that they were not arresting Emily right away, but they were waiting for a warrant to search her room. Jeff was impressed with the way Emily was holding up under the stress. Jerry and she held hands as they sat on the sofa in the living room. Patricia stared sullenly at them from her wing back chair by the window.

Johnny walked over to her. “Patricia…I’m afraid there’s more bad news. Anthony’s being held by the police in LA.”

At the mention of her son’s name, Patricia jumped to her feet. “Why would the police be holding him?” Her narrowed eyes were fixed once more on her daughter. “He didn’t kill his father—she did!”

“Stop that…” Jerry glared at Emily’s mother. “Stop saying that. You know Emily didn’t do it. What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“Patricia,” Johnny said as Jeff put his hand on Jerry’s arm to calm him. “Listen to me. Anthony’s being held on suspicion of murder. He’s in a lot of trouble and I need to get up to LA to talk to him and the police. Jeff’s going with me. We’ll call you as soon as we’ve seen him.”

With a low moan, Patricia collapsed back into her chair. 

Emily looked with shock at Johnny. “When did all this happen?”

“Last night. When Jeff got the news from the police, he had Gloria call me, and gave me the details.”

“But why did the police call you, Jeff?” Jerry asked.

“Because the man they say Anthony killed was a friend of mine,” Jeff explained. “We found out the night you guys were over that they had been seeing each other. The detective in charge of the case is an old associate of mine, so he called me, figuring I’d want to know about Joey.” Jeff knew he had given them a watered down version of the facts, but there would be time later for a fuller explanation.

“Not Anthony,” Emily whispered. “He couldn’t have done this, Jeff.” 

Johnny turned to the two detectives who’d been watching silently. “Okay, guys. No more talking to Miss Hastings without me being present. When you get your search warrant, get it over with as quickly as possible. I’m going to LA now, but you can reach me on my cell if you have anything to discuss.” He handed over his card. “Emily, Gloria’s going to stay here with you ‘til Jeff and I get back.” He bent to kiss her cheek. “Don’t worry, everything will be all right.”

Emily gave him a wan smile. It seemed she’d heard that phrase too many times recently, and things were definitely not all right.

As Jeff and Johnny walked outside, Peter’s car pulled up. “Hi—glad I didn’t miss you. I want to go with you guys. I promise I won’t get in the way,” he added when Jeff looked at him, surprised.

“Let’s take two cars then,” Johnny said. “I want to get back here soon as I can. That way, Jeff, you can maybe do some more talking to your detective buddy.” 

Jeff shrugged and climbed into Peter’s car. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

“I just want to help, Jeff. Besides, I kinda thought you might like my company.”

Jeff nodded, realizing Peter had intuitively felt this might be hard for him on a personal level. “Thanks,” he said, squeezing Peter’s thigh. 

“That’s what I’m here for.” Peter steered the car out of the driveway.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Anthony looked up through blood-shot eyes as Johnny and Jeff entered the interrogation room along with Joe French. They had left Peter outside reading a magazine.

“How are you, Anthony?” Johnny asked.

“I’m all right. Just a bit confused.”

Johnny gave the young man’s shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. “You know Jeff, I understand.”

“Yeah, hi Jeff. Sorry to drag you into all this.”

“No problem; it’s what I do.”

“The medics said he had a slight concussion,” Joe remarked. “Nothing serious, though.”

“The police want you to make a written statement, Anthony,” Johnny said, gently. “Can you remember everything that happened?”

“Yeah, I told them already. I went into the studio. Joey was lying on his back on the floor. His eyes were wide open and I didn’t realize right away he was dead. I knelt down beside him. I was, shocked you know? Then I heard a noise behind me then, wham! Next thing, I woke up, totally dazed. I couldn’t stand up so I just sat there looking at him. The cops arrived, started asking me all kinds of questions. I told them someone must have knocked me out.”

“You didn’t see anyone else in the studio?” Jeff asked.

“No one.”

“Any sign of anyone else being there?” 

“Forensics are checking that now,” Joe told him. “There’re zillions of prints, of course.”

“Including mine,” Jeff reminded him. “How about on Joey’s body?”

“Nothing so far, but it’s still early. What we do have though, are Joey Fernandez’s prints on the tripod used on Mr. Hastings’ head.”

Johnny sighed. “That’s a given, don’t you think? If the tripod belonged to Mr. Fernandez, naturally it would have his prints on it. You’re saying the victim hit my client during the struggle?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“Then if he hit him hard enough to knock him out, how did Mr. Fernandez end up dead?”

“According to the coroner’s first examination, his larynx was crushed. Could be it was beyond repair when he hit his attacker. Even though the strangling stopped, he died from choking to death.”

“A dying man with enough strength to knock out a physically very fit attacker?” Johnny raised his eyebrows as he looked at Joe. “I don’t think that’s going to hold up, do you?”

“That’s not for me to decide, Mr. Pederson. I just present the facts and make the arrest.”

“Are you charging my client, then?”

“We’re going to hold him pending some more results from the lab and—” 

“Can I ask you something Joe?” Jeff interrupted.

“Sure.”

“The prelim…does it say if Joey’s knuckles were bruised?”

Joe referred to the prelim in his hand then nodded. “Mr. Fernandez had severe bruising to his knuckles, meaning he got in some punches.” His look told Jeff he understood where Jeff was going with his question.

“So whoever was on the receiving end of those punches would also be badly bruised,” Jeff said. “Anthony, would you mind lifting your shirt?”

“Sure.” Anthony stood and raised his shirt revealing smooth, tanned skin devoid of any dark patches.

“Nothing there.” Joe gave Jeff a wry smile. “I was getting to that of course.”

“Then without physical evidence to hold him,” Johnny said, “I expect you to release my client.”

Joe nodded. “There will probably be more questions, but looks like we can release Mr. Hastings under your cognizance, Mr. Pedersen. I’ll just go check on the paperwork.” 

Jeff waited until Joe had left the room before asking, “Did they tell you what happened to your father?” 

“Yes…” There was no sadness in the young man’s voice. “I think the cops thought I was capable of two murders, the way they told me. I didn’t go see my father yesterday. I was going to have it out with him, but then I changed my mind about going to his office. I was too damned mad at him after what he’d tried to do to Emily. I thought it best to stay away.”

“Where were you all day?” Jeff asked him.

“I came up here to LA. I went to the baths for a while, but I got bored so I went to a bar.”

“See anyone you knew?” 

“No, but I did talk to a guy in the bar for a while. His name’s Justin if that’s any help. We arranged to meet later in the week. When I left the bar I was feeling a bit guilty about not telling Joey why I hadn’t called him, so I went to his studio to explain things to him. That’s when I found him…”

Everything Anthony said had the ring of truth to it. He wouldn’t be completely off the hook, but unless the police could come up with an explanation as to why there was no bruising on his body, it didn’t look like they would have enough to press charges.

Jeff left Johnny to take care of the formalities with Anthony then went in search of Joe. He wanted to take a look inside Joey’s studio—to see if there was anything there that could help clear Anthony completely, and perhaps, find another suspect. 

§ § § §

Joe showed his badge to the police officer on duty at Joey’s studio then ushered Jeff and Peter inside. The first thing that caught Peter’s eye was the portrait of Jeff in the waiting area. He stood for a moment, finding himself admiring the artistry with which the picture had been taken. There was no doubt Joey had known his craft well.

“Very nice,” he murmured to himself.

They entered the studio and Peter shivered as he saw the taped outline of Joey’s body on the floor. God, he thought, what terror he must have experienced in those last few moments. As he stared at the floor, the hair on his body crackled with such intensity that, for a moment, he thought he could hear it. What the hell? He shivered again, his skin crawled.

“Jeff… I’m feeling a bit weirded out. Like—like there’s someone else here…” 

Jeff crossed to his side quickly and gripped his arm. “What do you feel? Can you see someone?”

“No, but what I feel is rage—it’s almost palpable in here.” 

Joe was giving him a strange look. “What’s going on?” 

“I know this sounds crazy Joe,” Jeff explained, “but Peter gets these almost psychic flashes sometimes. Ever since he came out of the coma, he’s had them.”

Joe looked at them both skeptically but before he could say anything Jeff added, “Remember how he drew the sketch of Billy Bach, one of the men who murdered Phillip Jennings?”

Joe nodded. “Yeah, that was weird.” 

“That’s how I feel.” Peter grimaced. “Weird. All I know is, or rather what I feel is, that there was someone else here.”

“In addition to Anthony Hastings, you mean?”

“Yeah…”

“How can you know that?” 

“I don’t know that, that’s the problem. It’s just a feeling. I can’t explain these things, Joe. They just happen.”

Joe nodded, but retained his skeptical air.

“Who called in the incident?” Jeff asked.

“An anonymous tip from some guy. From this number.”

“There’s someone you should probably check out. A Bob Thomson.”

“Who’s he?” 

“The owner of this building; Joey’s landlord.”

“Why him? Although we do have to inform him of what’s gone down here, of course.”

“He was also Joey’s sponsor—and ex-boyfriend.”

“Oh, yeah?” Joe looked more interested. “You think there was a spot of jealousy here?”

“I know there was. The day I met Bob Thomson, he was pretty open about how he felt about Joey seeing Anthony. Also, when I was talking to Joey last night, someone came into the studio. Just before he hung up he said, ‘Oh, it’s you’—so he obviously knew who had just walked in.”

“Well, I better pay Mr. Thomson a visit,” Joe said. “Thanks for the tip.”

“Even if he wasn’t here last night, I would hazard a guess he’ll probably know who else Joey might have been seeing recently.” 

“Right.” Joe walked over to the door and held it open. “Okay guys. Time to go. I’ll keep you informed, Jeff. Thanks again for your time.”

“No problem. I’d like to see whoever did this caught as soon as possible.”

The three men shook hands then Jeff and Peter went downstairs to where they had left the car.

“How’re you feeling?” Peter asked anxiously. 

“I’m good. Thanks for being here Peter. It really helped.”

As they got in the car, Peter said. “It definitely wasn’t Anthony, Jeff.”

“I love how you can be so sure of things,” Jeff smiled at him. “But you’re probably right—why would Anthony want to kill Joey? Bob Thomson, on the other hand, hated the fact Joey was so enthralled with Anthony. They could have got into a fight over it. Anyway, when forensics comes up with more evidence, like scrapings from under Joey’s fingernails, they’ll have a clearer picture.”

Peter started the car and pulled away from the curb. He drove out onto Santa Monica and headed for the freeway. Jeff’s cell phone rang as they approached the on ramp. It was Johnny.

“Jeff, where are you?” He sounded anxious.

“We’re just getting on the 405 on our way back. What’s up?” 

“The police got a warrant and searched Emily’s room. They found a box full of her journals going way back to when she was a kid. They’re pretty graphic about all the abuse, but here’s the thing the police are upset about. Several times she describes her suicide attempts.”

“Why are they upset about that?”

“Because, in one journal she says “Why should I die and he go on living? He’s the one who should pay for what he’s done—and one day he will.”

“But they know the kind of stress she must have been under when she wrote this. They can’t be taking that statement seriously.”

“Well, it doesn’t help that Patricia is insisting Emily threatened her father several times to his face—something Emily, herself, denies.”

“What a shrew that old woman is.” Jeff shifted irritably in his seat as he spoke.

“Tell me. She wants Emily arrested, if you can believe that. Anyway, the police want Emily and Anthony to go in voluntarily for questioning tomorrow morning. I’ll be with them of course, but Jerry wants you to do some sleuthing and see if you can come up with something.”

“Do you want us to swing by the house now?”

“If you don’t mind, Gloria and I are going to take Emily home with us tonight, but she’d like to see you guys before we leave.”

“Right, we’ll be there shortly.”

Jeff filled Peter in with the latest developments.

“What the hell is with Patricia?” Peter growled “Doesn’t she think Emily has been through enough hell in her life without her adding to it? To throw her own daughter to the wolves like this is plain unconscionable.”

“Not to mention suspicious.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, if I’d killed my husband and didn’t want anyone accusing me of it, I’d try and throw suspicion at someone else.”	

“You mean Patricia could have done it?” Peter asked, glancing at Jeff with surprise.

“No vibes there, huh?”

“Not really, but maybe she’s worried the police might consider Anthony a suspect and she’d rather sacrifice Emily, rather than see her son, who is obviously her favorite, having to face an interrogation.”

“That’s a possibility. But think of the torment this woman’s also gone through. Although she’s been in denial for years, she knows what went on, and she could have just snapped when Anthony told her what had happened to him.”

“True. She couldn’t have been able to ignore that, like she did his molesting the girls.”

“And then there is Anthony,” Jeff said. “Even though his story sounds all right, he has no alibi for the time his father was killed. He went to the baths. Okay, I can check that out. He met a guy in the bar. Maybe.”

“He could have the guy’s phone number.”

“Yeah, I’ll ask him.”

“Jeff...I just thought of something.”

“A psychic thought?”

“No, just something I remembered. Yesterday, when I met Jerry for lunch he was almost twenty minutes late. He said he’d got caught up in some last minute business, but he looked kind of rumpled and agitated.”

“Jerry?” Jeff was silent for a moment. “The motive’s there all right, no doubt about it. He’d just found out what Hastings did to Emily. Their offices are in the same part of town. He could have gone there, murdered Hastings then met you for lunch.”

“Something else,” Peter said, remembering. “When I told him Emily’s father tried to rape her the night before, he said, ‘He’s better off dead.’ Not he would be better off dead.”

“Could have been a slip of the tongue.”

“Right, because none of this sounds like Jerry does it?” 

“No, it doesn’t, but I’ve found that people are pretty good at putting up appearances when they have something to hide.”

“I doubt if he’d let Emily take the rap though.”

“Well, they haven’t actually arrested her yet. He might be waiting to see what’s going to happen there.”

“God, Jeff. What an awful thing. It would destroy Emily.”

“Let’s hope we’re wrong, then.”

“I hope Patricia did it.”

“What?”

“Well, it would be poetic justice in a way,” Peter said. “Wronged wife finally slays predatory husband. Something she should have done years ago.” 

“Wow, you are into an eye for an eye, aren’t you?” Jeff laughed at Peter’s dramatics.

“Darned right I am. That old bastard should have been stopped long ago. Think of the evil he’s done in his lifetime.”

“Yep,” Jeff responded. “Can’t argue there.”

The atmosphere in the Hastings household was tense when Jeff and Peter showed up. Patricia still sat in her corner, glaring at the rest of the people in the room. Gloria sat with Emily and Jerry on the couch, talking in low voices. Johnny and Anthony were standing by the fireplace having a drink, also engaged in conversation. 

Emily looked up at Peter and tried to smile. “Thanks for coming guys.” 

“Anything happen since we last talked?” Jeff asked Johnny.

“‘Fraid not. Have you had any thoughts on all of this?” 

“Several.” Jeff looked directly at Anthony. “None of them very flattering to the members of this family.” 

Anthony gaped at him. “You think I did it?” 

“Let’s put it this way. I think you could have done it, Anthony. You hated your father, you’ve said so yourself.” 

“But I didn’t kill him.”

“Tell me more about what you did yesterday. You said you met someone in a bar. D’you have his phone number?” 

“Yeah, like I said, we were going to meet later this week. He gave me his number so we could fix a time.”

“Can I have the number?”

“You don’t believe me?” 

“Anthony,” Johnny put his hand on the young man’s arm. “Jeff is simply doing what we’ve asked him to. If he can check out your alibi, we’re one step ahead of the police who are bound to question you at some point.”

“I know, I know…” Anthony tugged out a piece of paper from his jeans pocket. He handed it to Jeff who looked at the neat handwriting.

“Mind if I call him?”

“Just don’t tell him I’m under suspicion of murdering my father. I don’t think he’ll be too keen on having a date with a suspected killer.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll keep it generic.”

“Anthony,” Patricia wailed from her corner. “Please come and sit with me.” 

Jeff and Johnny watched as Anthony dutifully went over to his mother and sat on the floor by her side.

“He’s going to have his hands full with her, I’m afraid,” Johnny remarked.

Jeff pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll just make that quick call.” 

He walked into the kitchen and punched in the number Anthony had given him. He felt a rush of relief as he heard a man’s voice say, “Hi, this is Justin. Can’t take your call. Please leave me a message.” He didn’t leave a message, but instinctively he felt sure the rest of what Anthony had told them was the truth. Better check out the baths, he thought, just to be on the safe side. But he was pretty certain Anthony’s alibi would hold. He jotted down Justin’s phone number, just in case he’d need it again.

He leaned against the kitchen counter and sighed. A part of him still could not quite believe that Joey was gone. He knew they could never have been close friends again. Too much distance had grown in their separate lives over the years for them now to have been more than just casual friends. The Peter/Joey equation would never have worked out. Nevertheless, he would have been happy to see Joey finally succeed in what he did well. If only he hadn’t been such a user.

“Hey…”

He looked up as Peter walked into the kitchen. “Hey.”

Peter put his arms around him and nuzzled his neck. “Still sad about Joey?”

Jeff nodded then rested his head on Peter’s shoulder for a moment. “Thanks for being here with me.”

“Come on. You’ve done enough here.” Peter kissed his cheek. “Let me take you home.”

“Sounds good.”

They went back into the living room, and Jeff returned the slip of paper with Justin’s phone number to Anthony. Gloria and Johnny were preparing to leave with Emily and Jerry. Anthony walked with them to the door.  

He hugged his sister.

“Don’t worry Sis…I’ll talk to Mom and get her off this kick she’s on. She just doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

Emily looked at her brother gravely. “Yes she does, Anthony. Don’t let her fool you. She hates me and blames me for all of this.”

“I’ll come with you and Johnny tomorrow when you make your statement. I can tell the cops she doesn’t mean any of this.”

“That’d be good.” Johnny said. “I’ll pick you up around nine.”

§ § § §

“I don’t know about you,” Peter remarked as he and Jeff drove down Coast Highway, “But I’m truly starving. We haven’t eaten anything all day.”

“You’re right. I’d settle for just about anything yummy right now. You look mighty delicious.”

“Hold that thought. I’ll serve myself up as dessert when we get home.” Peter pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant they had never been to before. “Let’s try this place. Andrew said it’s pretty good.” 

“Then it must be so,” Jeff laughed, getting out of the car. “By the way, have we heard from them yet?”

“Yeah, I had an e-mail the other day. So much has been going on I forgot to tell you, and I haven’t answered it yet. He’ll be pissed.” 

“Well, you have many an excuse,” Jeff said, holding the restaurant door open for him. The warm air and home cooking smells assailed them, making them even hungrier. A pretty hostess showed them to a table and flirted with them both as she took their drink orders.

“So, what did Andrew have to say?” Jeff asked after she left.

“Oh, he misses us. David is at work all the time and he hasn’t found a job yet, so he’s thinking of becoming a male stripper or something.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Right…and if I know Andrew, he’ll soon pull it together and start his own business.”

“So…” Jeff said, changing the subject. “Still think the mother did it?”

“I didn’t say I thought she did it, I said I hope she did it.” 

“It’s quite a mess isn’t it? Charles Hastings murderer could be his wife, his daughter, his son, his future son-in-law…”

“Or the butler, or the cook,” Peter added, grinning. “It’s beginning to remind me of that old Agatha Christie movie, Murder on the Orient Express. Turned out, everyone was the murderer!”

Jeff chuckled. “I could use another of your psychic flashes round about now. Can’t you bring one on?”

Peter frowned and looked down as if in total concentration for a moment, then he looked back up at Jeff and winked. “Nope, nobody home.” 

“If only it were that easy.”

“If only. It’s Jerry I keep worrying about. Now when I think back on when he met me for lunch, he looked…guilty.” 

“Mmm. Well, I can check out his story. Someone else at his office had to be involved in the last minute business he described.”

“That’s true, and believe me, I hope I’m wrong about him.”

“And Emily,” Jeff said. “Remember, she’s the one under most suspicion. Her mother has most definitely planted a seed in the detective’s minds.”

“Huh…They’re way off base if they think for one moment she’s capable of murder,”

“You know, Peter, that same thing has been said about many murderers. People have gone on oath to say a particular person could never have done such a heinous thing, and often they have been proved terribly wrong.” 

Peter’s eyes reflected his dismay. “Tell me you don’t think she did this, Jeff.”

Jeff sighed. “I wish I could say that with complete certainty Peter, but I’m afraid I can’t.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Did you notice the strange looks Peter was giving me earlier?” Jerry asked, looking intently at Emily. They were at Gloria and Johnny’s house where Emily was staying for the time being. Their hosts had gone upstairs to bed, leaving Emily and Jerry alone to say goodnight.

“Uh uh,” Emily murmured.

“He thinks I did it.”

“Did what?” 

“Murdered your father. I could see it on his face. He’s probably thinking that because I was late for our lunch date, I was in your father’s office sticking a knife in his head.”

“A letter opener,” Emily said.

“What?”

“It was a letter opener, not a knife. See, you couldn’t have done it or you’d have known it wasn’t a knife.”

Jerry smiled at her. “You should be a detective.”

“Of course, you could have just used that slip to make it seem you hadn’t done it.”

“Oh, great, now you think I did it.” 

“No, I don’t.” Emily kissed him on the cheek. “But, I wouldn’t blame you if you had, after what I told you the other night.”

“Would you still love me if I had killed him?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to wait years for you to get out of jail.”

“You know…” Jerry put his arms around Emily. “What I don’t get is, here’s your father lying in the morgue and no one is feeling any remorse. No one is crying for him. Are we all so unfeeling that we can’t spare one tiny feeling of regret for his passing?”

Emily rested her head on his chest and sighed. “My father killed any feelings I had for him a long time ago. I can’t pretend I’m sorry he’s dead. I’m not sorry, Jerry. He was evil through and through. Just how evil I don’t think anyone really knows. Paula and I had firsthand knowledge of just how perverted he was, but I really believe it goes even further than that.”

Jerry tightened his embrace around her. “I wish I had killed him—for you. When I think of what he did—”

Emily put her finger to his lips. “Hush, Jerry. Don’t let’s go there. It’s over now. He can’t hurt me or Paula—or anyone, ever again. We’re finally free of him.”

“But what about your mother? Her ranting, off the wall though it is, could really cause trouble.”

“That’s all it is, Jerry—ranting. She really doesn’t believe it. She just hates me and wants to cause me more grief.” 

“But coming from her, your mother, must mean the police have to check it out.”

“Look, Jerry…” Emily stepped back from his arms. “I’m sure every one of us is a suspect at the moment. We all have motive. The only person really in the clear, is Paula. She and her husband are in Vancouver on a business trip. Everyone else—you, me, my mother, Anthony, and who knows who else had motive and, maybe, the time to do it.”

Jerry stared at her, for the moment, lost for words.

“You’re forgetting me.” Gloria stepped into the room. “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep so I came down for some hot tea. Anyone else?” 

They followed her into the kitchen. She glanced at them over her shoulder as she filled the electric kettle. “Remember I hated your father too. Ever since you told me what he’d done I’ve hated him, and then what he tried to do to you the other night—that really pissed me off.”

“But, you didn’t do it, Gloria, did you?” 

“No, but I could have.” Gloria turned to face them. “Jerry, promise me you are going to look after this little girl and protect her with every fiber you have in your body.”

Emily laughed softly. “Gloria, don’t be so dramatic.”

“I mean it,” Gloria said. “You deserve the best. Are you the best, Jerry?”

“I—I don’t know,” Jerry stuttered. “I’ve never thought about it. All I know is, I love Emily and nothing can change that.”

“You’d better mean that.” Gloria looked him straight in the eye. “Or you’ll have me to reckon with, pardner.”

Emily stared at her cousin. “Gloria, what on earth…?” 

“I’m just so mad at the way your mother has turned on you, Emily. That old, bitter witch is determined to blame you for everything. It’s obvious she even blames you for what happened years ago—and now you and Anthony are close again, she feels threatened—so she has to get rid of you.”

“But, surely she knows this would never stand up in court?” Jerry interrupted. “Who’s going to think Emily capable of murder?”

“What her father did to her for years is good enough reason for some people to think she just might be capable. And people have murdered for a lot less. Johnny is taking this seriously, Emily. Don’t think he isn’t.” Her expression softened. “All I’m saying is this, Jerry; you need to be strong over the next few days to see Emily through whatever comes her way. She’s going to need all our support, but yours especially.” 

“You know she has that,” Jerry said, putting his arm around Emily’s waist. 

Gloria sighed. “You’re just so darn cute, the pair of you. It tears me up to think that old shrew of a mother of yours would want to ruin everything for you, Emily.”

“She won’t,” Emily said. “No matter what happens; Jerry and I are getting married when all this is cleared up.”

Gloria hugged them both. “Well, I’m taking my tea upstairs. So, I’ll let you two say goodnight properly and I’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” they chorused at her retreating figure.

Jerry’s smile was rueful. “She is really something, that cousin of yours.”

Emily took his hand. “She’s been a wonderful friend to me all these years. She was the only one, apart from Anthony, who knew what I’d been through and who cared about me.”

“Well, now you have me to care about you.” Jerry drew her back into his arms and kissed her.

Her response to the urgency in his lips filled Jerry with a need he found hard to control. Both of them were trembling. They broke off their kiss and looked into each other’s eyes.

There, in her shy, sweet smile of longing, was the answer he desired above all else. 

“I love you,” he whispered. 

“I love you too.” Emily took his hand and led him upstairs.

They must have dozed off for a while afterwards, for they were suddenly aware of a soft light creeping in through the windows of the bedroom. Jerry sat up, shivering and rubbing his eyes. He smiled sheepishly at her.

“Are you okay?” 

“Better than okay...wonderful.” She looked around at their clothes scattered on the floor. “But, we’d better tidy up in here before Johnny or Gloria wake up.”

He kissed her gently on the lips. “Thank you.” He gathered his clothes from the floor and began dressing quickly. “I’ll call you later,” he said, kissing her again. 

They grinned at each other like errant children as he ran downstairs and slipped out the front door. From the bedroom window, she watched him run to his car and drive off. Smiling, she crawled under the bedcovers and for the first time in a long while, she slept soundly until Gloria came to wake her a few hours later.

“Did you sleep all right, Emily?” her cousin asked. 

“Never better.” Emily stretched luxuriously. 

Gloria gave her a long look then sat beside her on the bed. “Oh, my God—you got laid.”

“Gloria, don’t be so vulgar.”

The two laughed together and Gloria hugged her. “Well, it’s about time.”

“You’re right. It was way past time actually.”

“And it was obviously much better than you thought it would be.”

Emily blushed. “It was wonderful. He was wonderful. Oh Gloria, I’m so happy.”

“And I’m happy for you. Now come on, get showered and changed. I’ll make us some breakfast before you and Johnny have to leave.”

“Oh, yes—that,” Emily said, coming down to earth.

“Don’t worry—”

“I know,” Emily interrupted “Everything will be all right. Boy, have I heard that a few times recently.” 

“Well, it will,” Gloria said with conviction. “I know it will.”

When Jeff accompanied Johnny, Emily, and Anthony to the police department later that morning, they were met by the two detectives who had been at the Hastings’ residence the day before. Detective Louis McKenna was a tall good looking African American. He shook Jeff’s hand then muttered he’d like a word with him in private. Jeff followed McKenna into a side office, feeling pretty certain he knew what was coming.

“Look, Stevens…” McKenna frowned at him. “We don’t like PI’s sniffing around so soon in our investigations. You guys tend to get in the way.”

“Believe me, I have no intentions of getting in the way,” Jeff told the detective. “I was a cop with the LAPD. I understand how you guys work.”

“Right.” McKenna nodded. “Your buddy up in LA, Joe French, called to tell us as much. Said you could be useful as a matter of fact, so we’re going to cut you some slack here, but don’t take advantage of our good humor.” McKenna allowed himself a little smile at that.

“Got anything yet?” 

“Only the journals and the fact that everyone in that screwy family has motive and could have done it. Any one of them, or all of them!” He lowered his voice. “Can’t say I’d blame ’em either, after having looked through those journals the girl wrote.”

“Hastings was a disgusting human being,” Jeff said. “And for the record, I don’t think Emily, or Anthony Hastings, had anything to do with it.”

“Well, she doesn’t look like a killer, I’ll give you that. But that would just make our job easier—if criminals looked the part.”

McKenna led Jeff to the other office where Sharpe was interviewing Emily. As they entered the room, Johnny was reminding the detective that Emily was here voluntarily and that no arrests had been made. A recorder was standing in the middle of the desk.

“Right, right,” Sharpe said impatiently. “Now Miss Hastings, can you give us an idea of your whereabouts at the time of your father’s murder, which we know happened between twelve thirty and one o’clock in the afternoon.”

“Yes,” Emily replied, her voice calm and even. “I was staying with my cousin Gloria after the row with my father. I told her I had to go back to the house for some clothes, so I left her place around eleven.”

“And you went home?” Sharpe asked.

“No, as my mother so happily told you, I did not. I went instead to the mall to buy some clothes. I just couldn’t face going back home at that moment, after what had happened the night before.”

“And the mall being the one very close to your father’s office.”

“That’s right, but I did not go there, believe me. The last person I wanted to see was my father.”

“So you didn’t feel like you wanted to have it out with him or confront him in any way?” 

“I may have felt the need for that—but there was no way I was going to that morning. I was still too angry.”

“Angry enough to kill him?”

“Probably. All right Detective, you want some kind of confession from me, so I’ll give you one.”

“Emily!” Johnny interrupted her, but she put her hand on his arm.

“Let me say this, please, Johnny.” She stared at the two detectives who leaned forward expectantly. Jeff held his breath and looked quickly at Anthony. The young man was staring at his sister, his hands clenched on the arms of his chair.

“No Emily,” he said, softly. “Don’t…”

Emily smiled at him. “Don’t worry Anthony, I’m only telling them the truth.” She turned to Sharpe and McKenna again. “I confess to hating my father. I confess to wishing he were dead many, many times throughout my life. I confess to actually wishing I could be the one to do it. I confess to feeling relief when I was told he had been killed, because it meant I could stop wishing for it—it had actually happened. And, I confess to feeling absolutely no grief whatsoever. But, I did not kill him. I don’t know who did, but whoever it was, did me and my family a favor.”

Sharpe and McKenna stared back at Emily, their faces grim, while the other three men let out an almost collective sigh of relief.

Emily smiled at the detectives. “By the way, I brought these with me.” She handed over two slips of paper. “These are receipts from the stores I was in. You’ll notice not only the date, but the time of day is printed on them. I think one of them is timed at ten minutes before one o’clock. Is that a good enough alibi?”

The detectives glanced at each other and McKenna shrugged. “Well…it does shave down the time you had to get to your father’s office.”

“Right gentlemen,” Johnny said. “I think you’ve got enough going here to realize Miss Hastings could not have been at her father’s office at the time he was killed.” 

Sharpe frowned, but didn’t argue with Johnny.

“We would also like to get a statement from Mr. Hastings, here,” McKenna said.

“No problem,” Anthony muttered. He recounted the same story he had told Jeff and Johnny earlier. Jeff watched as Sharpe’s face expressed displeasure when Anthony mentioned his visiting the baths in LA. McKenna’s expression did not change.

“So this guy you say you talked to in the bar,” Sharpe asked, his voice cold. “Is he a friend of yours?”

“I had never met him before.”

Sharpe shook his head and looked at McKenna.

“I have checked out that part of Anthony’s story.” Jeff parried the look of disgust Sharpe threw him and directed his next statement at McKenna. “I called the number of the guy he met in the bar. It checked out.”

“Sounds flimsy to me,” Sharpe said.

Johnny intervened. “Just a minute. Mr. Hastings has given you his statement. Mr. Stevens, whom we hired to help in this investigation, has told you he checked it out. If you want to take this further, Detective, I suggest you go about it appropriately.”

“Oh, we’ll do that all right, believe me.” Sharpe turned off the recorder, signaling the meeting was over. 

McKenna caught Jeff’s eye and nodded imperceptibly. Jeff waited outside the office as Johnny shepherded Emily and Anthony to the parking lot. McKenna joined Jeff a few minutes later. He guided him toward the coffee area away from the office.

“You think the boy is telling the truth?”

“Yes, I do.” 

“Sharpe thinks he’s lying about something, but he’s already prejudiced because the kid is gay.”

“He needs to disguise his feelings better than he does,” Jeff said. “That kind of bigoted reasoning can screw up an investigation.”

“I know.” McKenna grimaced. “I’ll tell him to cool it, don’t worry. You talk to the guy Hastings says he met?”

“No, there was an answering machine that identified him as the right guy. For obvious reasons, Anthony doesn’t want him to know he might be a murder suspect.”

“Well, he may have to know, unfortunately. Did you check out the baths?”

“Not yet.”

“I’d suggest you do. Sharpe is going to want to follow up on that and you’ll probably get more cooperation than he ever will.”

Jeff grinned at him. “Think so?”

“I know so!”

“What did McKenna have to say?” Johnny asked when Jeff joined them in the parking lot.

“He suggested I keep checking out Anthony’s alibi. Sharpe wasn’t happy with your story, Anthony.” 

“That guy’s a damned homophobe.” Anthony kicked the ground angrily. “As soon as he realized I was gay, he figured I just had to be capable of murder.”

“McKenna will keep him in line. He’s assured me of that.”

“What do we do now?” Emily linked arms with Anthony.

“Well, they’ll be following up on both your stories,” Jeff replied. “You certainly threw them with your statement, young lady. They weren’t expecting that.”

“Neither was I,” Johnny remarked. “I’ve told her, next time please warn me when she’s about to make any kind of confession.” 

Emily blushed prettily under the men’s protective stares. “Thanks for the tip about the receipts, Jeff,” she said. “I’m glad I kept them.”

“I’m heading up to LA to visit the baths—but for God’s sake, don’t tell Peter.” Jeff grinned at them. “Just kidding. I’ll need a photo of you Anthony, for identification purposes. Do you have one on you?”

“Just my driver’s license.”

“Here,” Emily said, digging in her purse. “I have one you sent from military school.” She handed it to Jeff and Anthony peered at it over his shoulder.

“God, I was only nineteen there, Emily.”

“It’ll do,” Jeff said, looking at the young man in uniform who gazed sternly at him from the photo. “You haven’t changed much in four years.” He started toward his car. “I’ll call you later, Johnny.” 





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

On his way up to LA, Jeff called Joe French. He wanted to thank him for putting in the good word for him with the O.C. detectives.

“No problem,” Joe answered cheerfully. “Always ready to oblige a friend. By the way, I followed up on your lead on Thomson, the landlord.”

“Anything?” 

“Not yet. He’s out of town for a few days, his secretary says. She didn’t know where he’d gone. We did get hold of your friend’s sister in Puerto Rico. She’s making arrangements to have the body shipped back there for burial.”

“Oh. That’s good, I guess.” 

“Yeah, there’s a deal of paperwork involved, of course. It’ll take a few more days. So, what’re you up to today?”

“I’m on my way to check out Anthony Hastings’ alibi. The O.C. police consider him a suspect in his father’s death.”

“Oh yeah? Let me know how that goes, will you?”

“Will do, Joe. Thanks again for your help.”

Traffic was fairly light on the 405 that day, so Jeff made good time up to West Hollywood. He knew where the Lion’s Den was. He’d been there a couple of times some years ago, but the baths had never been his scene, even when he was single. A quick grope or anonymous blow job was never fulfilling, and he’d been young enough then to have felt crushed by the general air of disinterest he’d encountered when he’d try to get to know someone better. His friends had told him he was a naïve romantic. 

And they’d probably been right, he thought as he pulled open the door to the Lion’s Den Baths.

The young man at the reception desk gave the tall handsome man who entered the Lion’s Den reception area a long appraising gaze then he smiled. This one was definitely going to brighten his day. He couldn’t wait to see him come out of the locker room with just a towel wrapped round his hips, or better still, without the towel.

“Hi! Welcome to the Lion’s Den. We have special discounts this early in the day.”

He felt his cock stir when his smile was returned with a slow sexy one. What a living doll, he thought, his mind chasing endless possibilities.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind, uh…?” 

“Bryan. I’m Bryan, with a ‘Y’. And you can ask me anything, anything at all. Did you want a tour of the place or something?” 

“No, not really. My name is Jeff Stevens, by the way. I’m a private investigator.” He handed Bryan his card who gave it a long look then stowed it the pocket of his tee shirt. 

“And what is it you’d like to investigate?” Bryan asked, running his tongue over his lower lip, the movement made as an invitation.  

Jeff pulled out Anthony’s photograph. “Have you seen this guy in here recently?” 

Bryan took the photo and studied it closely. “Oh, yeah. This guy I remember. Hot, hot, hot! A body to die for and such a cute, sad little smile. Believe me; he looks better out of that uniform.”

“Was he here the day before yesterday, say around one in the afternoon?” 

“Let’s see…” Bryan pretended to think, though he remembered exactly when Anthony had been there. “Has he done something wrong?”

“Well, I’m hoping he hasn’t. And if he was here when he says he was, then he’s probably not in any trouble.” 

“Yeah, he was here. I’d never forget that face—nor yours either. Are you two buddies?”

“Acquaintances. Well, listen Bryan with a ‘Y’… thanks for your time. I appreciate your help.” Jeff took Anthony’s photo from the young man’s unwilling fingers.

“Tell him I’m still hoping he’ll come back.”

“I’ll tell him.” 

“Sure you don’t want to relax for a while?” Bryan asked with a hopeful expression. “I give a great massage—free for you.”

“Maybe another time. Thanks again.” Jeff turned to go and Bryan watched him leave, disappointment creasing the corners of his mouth.

Shit, he thought mournfully. Two great looking guys and I strike out on them both!

On his way back, Jeff decided to pay Charles Hastings’ secretary, Dorothy, a visit. As of yet, he had not been at the scene of the crime and the secretary may just have more to tell him than she had the police. Sometimes, people were less intimidated by a private investigator and more liable to open up. Then again, of course, they could refuse to say anything. 

When Jeff introduced himself to Dorothy, she proved to be of the former kind. A very talkative lady who delighted in telling her story over and over again to whoever would listen. Jeff accepted her invitation to sit and leaned back, listening intently as Dorothy relayed her version of what had happened.

“You see, it was unusual for Mr. Hastings to schedule any appointments in the lunch hour,” she began. “I was never ever asked to bring him a sandwich before; really took me by surprise. He always went out for lunch—someplace really ritzy you know—different places. Places I’ve never been to of course, not on my salary. He did take me out once, on my birthday, just once and I’ve worked for him for ten years. The Seasons, very nice. I think that was his favorite place. He sometimes stopped there for a drink on the way home too.”

“How do you know that?” 

“He forgot some papers one night and asked me to drive them over. He was at the bar in the Seasons. He’d had a couple I could tell. Didn’t offer me one though, but then I don’t drink and drive.”

“So on the day he was murdered…” Jeff steered her back to the topic at hand.

“Oh right.” Dorothy giggled. “I do go off on a tangent sometimes. My friend, Marge says I confuse her sometimes the way I dart from one story to another. Just the other day I was telling her about Florence, one of the secretaries on the floor below us…” She giggled again. “There I go, Mr. Stevens. What must you think of me? Rambling on about people you don’t know.”

Jeff gave her a smile of encouragement and waited for her to continue.

“Well, like I said, he told me he had someone coming to see him. Sounded put out, you know, like he was annoyed, or maybe even a teeny bit worried.”

“You think he knew the person coming to see him?”

“I really don’t know, and it wasn’t written in his appointment book. I didn’t have a note of it so it had to have been last minute.” 

“You didn’t see anyone arrive before you left?” 

“No, but as a matter of fact, you see, I left just a teensy bit early. Maybe ten minutes or so. I was meeting my friend, Marge, for lunch, so I left early to get his sandwich before I met her.” Dorothy smiled mischievously at Jeff as if letting him in on her little secretive ways. “Well, it would have cut a good ten minutes of our gossip time.” She laughed gaily and Jeff smiled back at her.

“Tell me, Dorothy, you don’t seem too upset about your boss’s demise.”

“Oh, but I am,” Dorothy said quickly. “You see, I’ll be out of a job in a few days. The attorneys have asked me to stay on while they put his affairs in order, but they’re closing the business down. No one to take it over.” She gave him conspiratorial grimace, and added, “The son, you see. He doesn’t want to be bothered with it. They had a terrible fight, right here in the office just a few weeks ago about it.”

“Really? You heard them?”

“I’ll say. Mr. Hastings, senior that is, said some awful things to him. Then young Mr. Hastings went charging out of here, his face as black as thunder. If you ask me…”

“Yes?”

“He could be the murderer, the young one, I mean,” Dorothy said, with some satisfaction.

“He does have an alibi for that time frame.”

“Oh, he does?” She sounded disappointed. “Well, I never liked him. Couldn’t even crack a smile at me.” Her mouth pursed with disapproval.

“Did you get along with Hastings, the elder?”

“Oh yes, even though he was a bit tight lipped. Never talked about himself or his family. Of course, I knew things weren’t too good at home. I could hear him on the phone with his wife sometimes… That poor woman. I don’t know how she put up with his infidelities, really.”

“Excuse me?” Jeff leaned forward in his chair.

“You don’t know about that?” Dorothy was obviously relishing the notion she was about to impart some juicy gossip. “He was forever spending money on other girls—very young girls. Too young for him, really. It was all a bit disgusting, if you ask me.”

“How do you know this, Dorothy?”

“He had a drawer full of their pictures. I found it quite by chance.”

“It wasn’t locked?”

“Well, usually it was, but this day, I just happened to try it, and it opened, and I saw all the pictures. I was shocked, I can tell you.”

“Did you tell the police about this?” 

“No, of course not. None of their business really. They’d just tell Mrs. Hastings about them. I couldn’t see having her upset like that.”

“What happened to the pictures?”

“I have them in a box file right here. I couldn’t have just anyone finding them, especially Mrs. Hastings. I guess I’ll burn them eventually.”

“May I see them, Dorothy?”

She looked at him hesitantly for a moment or two then gave a little shrug. “I guess so,” she said. “You seem like a very nice young man. I’m sure you wouldn’t tell poor Mrs. Hastings about them, would you?”

“No, of course not,” Jeff assured her with a winning smile. 

“Here you are.” She handed him the box file and Jeff opened the lid. Inside were dozens of photographs of young girls, some barely in their teens. Most of them were head and shoulder shots, but some were full length, and in those the girls were nude. Jeff flipped the photos over and noted there were website addresses and phone numbers written on the backs of some of them. Quickly, he jotted those down before Dorothy could protest—but she only said quietly, “What he was doing, was wrong, wasn’t it?”

“Yes Dorothy,” Jeff replied. “Very wrong. Some of these girls are little more than children.”

“He was furious when he found out I had seen them. Threatened to fire me if I ever said a word. I didn’t even tell my friend Marge about the pictures. I was nervous she might blab, you know.”

“Thank you for showing them to me, Dorothy.” Jeff handed the box file back to her. “You’ve been very helpful.” He stood up and offered her his hand. She took it and fluttered her eyelashes at him coquettishly.

“You’re much nicer than the policemen,” she simpered. “So much easier to talk to.”

“I hope you find a new job soon,” Jeff said as he turned to go.

“Oh, don’t worry about me. When one door closes, another opens so they say.” She gave him a cheery wave as he left—and Jeff was sure she was right.

His next stop was at Johnny’s office to fill him in on what he had learned that day. The attorney’s face hardened as Jeff relayed the discovery of Charles Hastings cache of photos.

“So when Emily and Paula got too old for his taste, he started looking around for younger girls to satisfy him.” 

Jeff nodded. “Looks that way. He must have been using some kind of agency to arrange his meetings. I’ve got a couple of phone numbers and websites to check up on. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“Thanks. You’re doing a great job, Jeff.”

“I aim to please. By the way, Anthony’s story checks out. One of the employees at the baths remembers him being there.”

“That’s a relief,” Johnny muttered. “Once the police are convinced it wasn’t Anthony or Emily, they can start looking further afield for the killer.”

“Have you considered Jerry’s involvement in this?” 

“No, I haven’t. Why? Do you think there’s a chance? Surely not.”

“Well, Peter told me he and Jerry had a lunch date the day Hastings was murdered and he showed up pretty late. Gave some story about last minute business holding him up.”

“Could be true. That’s a high powered business his father runs there.”

“Of course it could, but he had just found out about what Hastings had done to Emily and he was pretty upset.”

“Who wouldn’t be? I can imagine how he felt.”

“So can I, Johnny. I don’t think there’s a one of us who is sorry for what happened to Hastings quite frankly.”

“But, Jerry a murderer? No, I can’t see it, somehow.” Johnny leaned back in his chair and thoughtfully tapped his teeth with his pen. Then he looked at Jeff as he suddenly remembered something. “Jerry’s going to be at our house tonight. You guys are invited too, I almost forgot. Gloria called me a while ago and said Peter was on his way over. We’re having an impromptu barbecue to try and cheer Emily up.”

“Great idea…”

“Maybe you could have a talk with Jerry. You know, ask a few leading questions without him becoming alarmed.” 

“Easier said than done, but I’ll try. My gut feeling is he’s in the clear, but it won’t do any harm to check him out.”

“Poor guy. Gloria’s invited him over for steak—and he’s the one who’ll be grilled.” Johnny chuckled at his own joke.

Jeff winced. “Ouch, Johnny. Don’t ever consider trading law for stand-up comedy.”

Even though his own office was not on the way to Gloria and Johnny’s house, Jeff decided to call in there and check out the information he had copied from the backs of the photographs. He picked up his messages from his secretary, Monica, then told her he didn’t want to take any calls for the next twenty minutes or so.

Sitting at his desk and firing up his computer, he logged on to one of the websites. As he expected, it was a “kiddy porn” site and he bristled as he read the warnings of the graphic nature of the contents should he wish to proceed further into the program. A password and identification were required or a credit card for “instant membership.” Jeff had seen these websites before when he was a police officer. He knew the kind of people they were geared to and he had no need to go further.

Instead he dialed one of the phone numbers he had also written down. He listened as the recorded message instructed him to leave his name and phone number—he would be contacted as soon as possible. He left his name and cell number, then settled back and waited. A few minutes later, his cell phone rang.

Without glancing at the caller ID screen he whispered, “Hello?” 

“Jeff? It’s Peter. You sound funny. Are you okay?”

“Oh hi, Peter.” Jeff laughed. “I’m fine. I was just practicing a new phone voice.”

“Oh, well I like your real voice better. Listen I’m running a bit late for this barbecue. Did you know we’re expected at Gloria’s tonight?”

“Yeah. So why don’t you come here, then we can go in my car.”

“Sounds good. See you in a few. Bye, sexy.”

Jeff was still smiling when his phone rang again. “This is Jeff.”

“You called me.” The voice on the other end was hoarse and accented.

“Uh, yes I did.” Jeff felt the hairs on the back of his neck tingling.

“What can I do for you?”

“A friend gave me your number. Said you could fix me up with what I need.”

“And just what is it you need?”

“What you provide, of course. A little diversion. What do I have to do?”

“Just what I tell you to do. We have to check you out. Be in Benny’s Bar on Harbor in Garden Grove at three tomorrow afternoon. You will be contacted there. Goodbye.”

Jeff blew out a sigh of relief as he punched the ‘end’ button. He was definitely not going to tell Peter about this until it was over. It would just worry him and he’d probably want to come too. Instinctively, Jeff knew what he was doing had an element of danger attached to it. Anyone involved in this kind of illegal operation was not going to take a chance of being exposed. The consequences of that would mean very long prison sentences. He wondered if he should bring Detective McKenna into the loop, just in case something went wrong. McKenna’s partner, Sharpe, worried him though. He was like a bull in a china shop.

His thoughts were interrupted as he heard Monica’s laughter in the outer office. Must be Peter, he thought, and sure enough a moment later his door was flung open and Peter bounced in.

“Hey good-lookin’.” He jumped onto Jeff’s lap.

“Oof! Are you putting on weight?” 

“Excuse me?” Peter gasped in mock horror. “If I am, it’s all muscle.”

Jeff held Peter tight. “Mmm, you’re right,” he murmured. “Nice and hard…”

“Hey,” Peter squirmed in Jeff’s arms. “We’re late already for Gloria’s cook out, so you’ll have to put all those craven thoughts right out of your head—at least for the time being.”

“Only for the time being.”

“You bet your sweet lips.” Peter rolled off Jeff’s lap. “Let’s go.” 

As it turned out, Jeff had no need to “grill” Jerry that night. Almost as soon as he and Peter arrived, and Gloria had thrust their drinks into their hands, Jerry approached them. 

“Can I have a word with you guys?” he asked after shaking their hands in greeting. “In private?”

“Of course,” Jeff replied. He and Peter waved hello to Emily, then followed Jerry into Johnny’s office.

“Johnny said we could talk in here.” He closed the door and turned to look at the two men. “I think I should clear something up. I have a feeling Peter was suspicious about my showing up late for lunch the day Emily’s father was murdered. The truth is…and this is difficult for me to say, but you know Emily told me about what her father had done to her and her sister for all those years? I just couldn’t get it out of my mind. I was angry at myself for not being kinder to Emily when she told me—and I was angry as hell at the world for letting a monster like Charles Hastings exist. I wanted to kill him, you guys. I really did!” 

Peter and Jeff looked at each other with concern as Jerry’s eyes filled with tears. Peter reached out and patted his arm to comfort him while Jeff said gently, “Go on, Jerry.”

“His office is pretty close to mine, so I walked over there just before one o’clock. I don’t know why I did; it was almost like I was on some kind of auto pilot. I stood outside looking up at his office windows, just seething with rage—and I knew if I went in there, I would probably kill him. Luckily, I managed to get a grip eventually, so I sat down in the square there and thought things through as best I could.”

“And you decided it wasn’t a good idea to kill your future father-in-law,” Jeff said.

“Right. When I became rational, I realized just what it would do to Emily’s and my future together. She’d been through enough without me screwing everything up even more.” He smiled ruefully at Peter. “Then I remembered our lunch date, looked at my watch, and saw I was way late. I ran all the way to the restaurant. I guess that’s why I looked so untidy, something you remarked on when I showed up.” He paused. “You do believe me don’t you?” 

“Of course we do,” Peter said immediately 

Jeff was amused at Peter’s willingness to let Jerry off the hook so quickly. He would have to remind him later that it was his suspicious mind that had put Jerry on the hot seat in the first place. He had to admit though, that the story was credible.

“I think that you were feeling what just about any decent human being would feel in the same circumstances. Peter will tell you, when I found out what Hastings had been up to, I was pretty pissed off.” 

Jerry breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God. I couldn’t let you guys go on thinking I could mess up Emily’s life even more. I’m just glad I didn’t make a terrible mistake and ruin everything for us both. Let’s join the others. I think I’ll enjoy this evening a lot more now.”

They went out onto the patio where Johnny was busy lighting the barbecue and Gloria and Emily sat quietly talking.

“There you guys are.” Johnny beamed at them “Everything kosher?”

“Everything’s fine,” Jerry said, walking over to Emily and sitting by her.

“I thought it best I had a word with Jerry about what we had talked of earlier,” Johnny said. “Hope you don’t mind. He told me why he was late meeting Peter and it sounded like the truth to me.” He looked quizzically at them “What do you think?”

“We agree,” Peter said, then gave Jeff a guilty look. “Don’t we?” 

Jeff chuckled then smiled at Gloria as she walked over to them. “You look particularly beautiful tonight.”

“What a charmer.” Gloria nudged her husband. “It takes a gay guy to appreciate a beautiful woman.”

“I would argue with that statement, actually.” Johnny leered at his wife and kissed her neck.

“I meant aesthetically, of course. You just want to ravish me.”

“Lucky you,” Peter said. 

Gloria kissed them both on the cheek, then whispered, “Old Charlie’s funeral is tomorrow at two o’clock. They managed to get a hold of Paula, finally, but she says she’s not coming back for it. Patricia is on the warpath, that’s why Anthony’s not here. He said he thought he should stay with her tonight.”

“Poor Anthony,” Johnny muttered. “And Paula’s finally showing her true feelings for her old man.”

“Well, I don’t want to go either,” Gloria hissed. “But Emily’s begged me to. Will you guys come?”

Jeff shook his head. “I can’t, I’m afraid. Too many appointments tomorrow.”

“I’ll go, I guess,” Peter said reluctantly. “Just for moral support.”

“Well, it’s all for show anyway. Can’t imagine there will be a big turn out.”

Emily and Jerry joined them at that moment and Gloria changed the subject quickly. “How’s the portrait coming along?” she asked Peter.

“Almost finished. It should be at the framers by the end of the week.”

“That’s great,” Jerry said. “We’ll have to celebrate. But just us…” he said looking quickly at Emily. “No big party.” 

“I want you both to accept it as a wedding gift from Jeff and myself.” 

“Oh Peter, we can’t let you do that,” Emily exclaimed. “You’ve put so much time into it.”

Jerry nodded. “Emily’s right. I did commission you. I can’t let you do this for nothing.”

“I insist,” Peter said. “Believe me, it was a pleasure—and we’ve made some new friends in the process.”

“Okay, you guys,” Johnny yelled. “Stand back; I’m putting the steaks on the barbie. Time to chow down!”

§ § § §

On the way home Jeff said, “That was nice of you, to give them the portrait as a wedding gift.”

“I look at it as a good luck charm.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning I hope it brings them all the luck they deserve. That’s all.”

Jeff was silent for a moment then he said. “You still think Jerry’s in the clear?”

Peter glanced at him with surprise. “Don’t you?” 

“I want to believe him, of course,” Jeff said, slowly. “But he admits to being there at the office, and if he did kill Hastings, he’d still have had to run all the way back to meet you. And he did lie about the last minute business.”

“Well…” Peter chuckled. “He probably didn’t want to tell me he’d just been contemplating doing in old man Hastings. Don’t you think you’re being a tad too suspicious now?”

“Hey, you’re the one who started me on this road, don’t forget.”

“But I believe what he said, about not wanting to cause Emily any more grief.” 

“Yeah, it’s a good story,” Jeff murmured “And for the record, I hope you’re right.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Jeff stood in front of his closet looking at the rows of clothes before him. What to wear for his meeting at Benny’s Bar? Should he go casually in polo shirt and jeans like some yuppie on his day off— or in a business suit, looking like he’d taken time out from a heavy schedule to keep this appointment? He finally decided on a light gray two piece suit, white shirt, and royal blue tie. 

Fortunately, Peter had decided to leave early and spend some time with Gloria and Emily before the funeral, so Jeff had avoided excuses as to why he was dressing so formally. He very rarely wore a tie these days, and frankly hated the feel of a closed shirt collar. Looking at his reflection in the mirror, he felt fairly satisfied with his appearance. No doubt he could pass for a successful business man with some money to burn on whatever his fancy chose. 

Earlier, he had called Detective McKenna and updated him on his progress checking out Anthony’s alibi.

“So it looks like the kid’s story holds up,” McKenna had remarked. 

“Looks that way. Listen, McKenna, I got a lead on some extracurricular activity that Hastings was involved in and I’ll be following up on that today.”

“Tell me more. Who gave you this lead?” 

“I’d rather keep that confidential, if you don’t mind.” 

“I do mind. I expect you to cooperate with us instead of trying to keep information from us.”

“Well, I’m not about to divulge my source, but I will tell you that I’m meeting one of Hastings contacts at Benny’s Bar on Harbor at three today.”

“Contacts?”

“Yeah, someone representing some kind of covert circle of sex on demand that Hastings used to satisfy his taste for little girls.”

“Christ. We’d better be there too.”

“Look, McKenna, it might be better if there aren’t any cops around. We don’t want to scare the guy off right away. I have a feeling the first meeting is a way of checking me out before they get down to business.”

“Could be you’re right. Okay, we’ll keep our distance, but don’t try any heroics. You don’t know what you’re dealing with here.” 

Jeff had actually felt better now that McKenna knew where he would be. No harm in having a little back up should his assignation turn ugly, for whatever reason.

§ § § §

Sitting in the chapel by himself, Peter looked around at the dozen or so people in attendance at Charles Hastings’ funeral. Johnny had been right. The turnout was small, surprisingly so for a man of his stature in the business world. Apart from the family, he did not recognize any of the mourners—if they could be called that.

He looked over his shoulder and his eyes dwelled for a moment on a man sitting near the back of the chapel. A dark haired man with a black moustache who met Peter’s gaze for a moment before quickly looking away again. Peter felt a prickle on the back of his neck from the contact. 

He was seated in the row behind the family. Anthony turned and smiled at him then in an instant the smile was changed to a sneer as his eyes flicked beyond Peter. Turning round again, Peter saw a rather nondescript man with stooped shoulders walking down the aisle. The man’s eyes nervously avoided Anthony’s glare of dislike. He took a seat some distance from the rest of them and sat with his head bowed, not looking at anyone. Peter glanced again at Anthony who was once again looking straight ahead. He breathed a slow sigh of relief. He had, for a moment, anticipated a confrontation of some kind between the two men.

Emily, Jerry, Gloria, and Johnny were sitting with Patricia, who was all but ignoring them, preferring to press against Anthony’s side and sob quietly into his arm. Peter felt an acute discomfort as he sat observing everyone. Something was making his skin crawl, and a faint feeling of nausea crept over him insidiously. He turned to look at the dark haired man again, but this time the man kept his gaze averted. Peter shook himself slightly and hoped this charade would soon be over. At that moment the minister took his place in the pulpit and began to intone what he hoped would be words of comfort for the assemblage. 

The man obviously had never known Charles Hastings personally, or his words would have choked him. As the phrases “pillar of the community” and “august humanitarian”, slipped smoothly from his lips, Peter heard Emily give a short bark of laughter, covered by a pretended cough. Without hesitation, the minister continued his silky oration, but seemed extremely put out when his invitation for anyone to stand and eulogize the departed was totally ignored.

Clearing his throat hurriedly, he drew the ceremony to a conclusion, and with great relief everyone walked out into the sunny Californian afternoon. Peter stood off to one side as the few who had attended whispered their commiserations to Patricia then quickly departed. He watched with fascination as Anthony strode over to the man he had seen him glaring at earlier and blocking the man’s path as he tried to reach his car.

Anthony got in the man’s face. “You have some fucking gall showing up here, Doctor Tom.” 

The doctor quailed under Anthony’s fury and tried to push past him.

“Anthony, please don’t.” 

Peter hurried toward them, certain Anthony was going to strike the man, but Jerry and Johnny got there first. Jerry took Anthony’s arm and pulled him away from the trembling doctor.

“Don’t do this, Anthony.”

Johnny signaled for the doctor to leave. The man needed no second bidding, but darted into his car and sped off. Anthony stood silently seething with rage, watching the car disappear then he pulled himself free of Jerry’s grasp. For a moment, no one spoke. Jerry and Johnny looked awkwardly at each other, unsure of what to do. Peter motioned for Emily and Gloria to join them, Patricia following in their wake.

Peter put his hand on Anthony’s shoulder. “Are you all right?” He could feel the rage emanating from the young man.

“Sorry,” Anthony muttered. “I lost it there for a moment.”

Patricia pushed herself in front of Peter, tugging at her son’s arm. “Take me home please, Anthony,” she whined. Anthony looked over her head at Peter with despair in his eyes.

“We’ll all take you home Mrs. Hastings,” Peter said. “I think we could all use a good drink right about now.”

§ § § §

Jeff entered Benny’s Bar just before three o’clock. He glanced around the dimly lit room, then sauntered over to the bar and ordered a beer. He over-tipped the bar tender, picked up his drink, walked over to a table, sat down, and waited. The bar was sparsely occupied. A man and woman at one table talking in low whispers—another man on his own sitting in a corner staring directly at Jeff. Could this be the contact or was the guy trying to pick him up? Jeff changed his mind on both counts when the man’s stare became a glare of intense dislike. 

He drew in a quick breath of surprise as someone slid onto the seat next to him.

“Mr. Stevens?”

“That’s right.” The man pushed a card across the table to him then left. Jeff picked up the card. It had a phone number on it and a message…Ask the bar tender to dial this number. Jeff rose from his seat, again aware of the man in the corner’s hostile expression. He walked over to the bar and handed the card to the bar tender who immediately picked up the phone and dialed the number, then handed the phone over to Jeff. It was answered on the first ring.

“Mr. Stevens?”

“Yes.”

“You are interested in our product?”

“Yes, I am.”

“It will cost you fifteen hundred dollars. Are you still interested?”

“Yes.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Jeff saw a young blonde girl climb on to a bar stool next to him. She ordered a drink, then turned and smiled at him.

“Remain in the bar,” the voice continued. “You will be contacted.” The line went dead. Jeff smiled at the young woman as he walked back to his table. A moment later she sat opposite him.

“You looking for some company?” 

“You could say that.” Jeff wondered for a moment if she could be the contact.

“Cost you a hundred.” 

Jeff dismissed the likelihood that she was the go between. No, just a hooker on the make.

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Fifty, then. You’re a good looking guy. I’ll cut you a deal.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Jeff said. “But I’m waiting for someone.”

“Screw you!” Offended, the blonde lurched to her feet and stomped off somewhat shakily on dangerously high platform shoes.

Jeff slipped further down in his chair and looked around the gloomy interior. One or two other patrons had sidled in, ordered drinks, and had taken up various positions in the bar. The man who had stared at him with such dislike earlier was still there and still glaring at him. Jeff studied him briefly. About forty years old, dark brown hair receding from his temples. Not a happy guy, Jeff thought as the man continued to cast a cold look in his direction. 

He was just about to go over and ask what the deal was when another man sat down at the table.

“Mr. Stevens?” 

Jeff locked eyes with a swarthy middle aged man. 

“Yes. And you are?” 

The man was about forty five, thickset, and Jeff guessed him to be Middle Eastern, probably Iranian. 

“My name doesn’t matter.” His voice was thickly accented. “You wish to buy from us?” 	

“Yes.” 

“Boy or girl?” 

Jeff struggled to keep his voice calm as he answered. “A girl.”

“You are a young man—and fine looking.” The contact looked Jeff over with suspicion, and at the same time licked his lips suggestively. “Why would you need our services?” 

Jeff fought down his revulsion, and his urge to punch the man’s face. “I prefer paying for my pleasure. And only with very young girls.”

“Very well, we can help you there.” The man’s thick lips parted in a mirthless smile. “We will make the arrangements for you, Mr. Stevens. Then we will contact you with the time and the place. The money will be paid in advance, of course.”

“I understand. Will it be soon?” 

“Tomorrow night. Is that convenient?” 

“Yes.” 

The man stood then left the bar. Jeff sat for a few minutes before walking out into the welcoming sunlight. As he got into his car, his cell phone rang. It was McKenna.

“Success?” he asked dryly.

“Where are you?” 

“Across the parking lot in the burgundy Buick.”

Jeff squinted through his side window and made out the car with the two detectives sitting in it. “I see you. Yeah, I made contact. They’re going to deliver tomorrow night. They’ll call with the time and place.”

“Anything else in there?”

“The bartender’s in on it and some dude kept giving me the evil eye the whole time I was in there. Not your friendly neighborhood bar.”

McKenna chuckled. “Okay, keep us informed.”

“Don’t worry, I will.” 

Jeff put his car in gear and eased out on to Harbor Boulevard heading for the freeway, and home. He felt dirty. The seediness of the bar, the revulsion he’d felt during his exchange with the contact now crawled on his skin. 

God, I hate these people. Their trafficking in the bodies of young children was to him, the worst possible sin. He had seen the end result of the damage done to the victims so many times. Kids on drugs, selling their bodies for another hit to help them escape into oblivion. Kids lying in doorways and alleys unable to find their way back, unloved, unwanted, and ignored by a seemingly ignorant society. Once they had fulfilled their purpose, they were cast out, like so much refuse.

His determination to put a stop to this particular vice ring had now even superseded his need to find Charles Hastings’ murderer. As far as he was concerned, Hastings had earned his fate. Whoever had killed him and for whatever reason would eventually become clear, but for now, hopefully with McKenna’s help, he would put an end to this obscene operation.

He was relieved not to see Peter’s car in the garage as he pulled in. He would have time to shed these clothes and take a shower, thus avoiding any explanations. He still didn’t want to let Peter in on what he was doing. When it was over, he’d tell him. He began pulling off his clothes as he climbed the stairs to the bedroom. Throwing his shirt and underwear into the laundry basket, he stuffed his suit into a dry cleaning bag. All of it needed the residue of this afternoon removed.

He stepped under the scalding water and rubbed vigorously at his skin, trying to wash away the pervading feeling of sliminess. He was overreacting, he thought, as he stood beneath the powerful spray, but he could not wash away the images of children being used for nefarious purposes. Pedophilia, in any shape or form, was abhorrent to him, and he deemed himself too close to this to remain unemotional. The shower helped clear his head, however, and his heart lifted as heard Peter’s voice call him from downstairs.

“Just getting out of the shower,” he answered. “Come on up.” He heard Peter bound up the stairs then he entered the bathroom, all smiles.

“Hey there, you.” Jeff opened his arms to him. 

“Oh, now you’re making me regret my natural hospitality.” Peter sighed and pressed himself against Jeff’s still damp body.

“What do you mean?” Jeff asked, kissing Peter’s neck.

“Anthony’s on his way over. He’ll be here in a sec. He was so down after the funeral I asked him if he’d like to have dinner with us here, and to my surprise he said yes.”

“That’s okay…you can take care of this later.” They both looked ruefully at Jeff’s burgeoning erection just as the doorbell rang.

“Damn,” Peter sighed.

Jeff chuckled. “Go answer that while I make myself presentable.” 

Peter ran downstairs and flung the door open. “Come on in, Anthony. Jeff will be down in a moment.” 

“Thanks for inviting me over.” Anthony stepped down into the living room. “You guys have such a neat place—feels like a home should.” 

“Thanks, we love it here. Can I make you a drink?”

“Just a beer, if you have one.”

“Sure thing.” Peter ambled into the kitchen, Anthony following.

“So you and Jeff have been together how long?” he asked as Peter opened the fridge and brought out a can of beer.

“Well, we got off to a rocky start, actually. But he eventually moved in Christmas Eve last year.” 

“What do you mean; rocky start?” 

Peter related the story of how he and Jeff had first met when Jeff had been approached to investigate Phillip’s death. “He was pressuring me into reading about the attack on Phillip and me, something I hadn’t been able to do. Of course, he meant it for all the best reasons, but at the time I was overly sensitive about the whole deal. We got into a shouting match—well, I did the shouting and told him to leave.”

“You’re kidding me.”

Peter’s smile was rueful. “Sounds stupid now. Anyway, Jeff being the kind of guy he is, didn’t give up on me. He came back to the house. My mother was there, and she kind of smoothed things over—gave me time to calm down. Jeff apologized for being so forceful. We talked some more. I read the reports of the attack, made a fool of myself crying like a baby. Jeff was really compassionate and understanding. I didn’t know it then, but when I think back on it, that was when I started to fall in love with him.” 

Anthony listened enthralled. “And you found the guy who killed Phillip?”

“Yes, guys actually—two of them. Cops, if you can believe it.”

“Jeez. What happened to them?”

“They’re both dead. But that’s another installment. Ah, here’s the light of my life now.” 

Jeff entered the kitchen, handsome in khaki shorts and a white polo shirt that complemented his tan. “Hi, Anthony.” He greeted their guest with a friendly hug. “Bit of a grueling day for you, I expect.” 

“It’s better now, thanks to Peter. He’s been telling me all about how you guys met.”

“Oh, that tired old story.” 

“Excuse me?” Peter exclaimed with mock indignation. “I rather think of it as the love affair of the century.”

“Well, you might just have something there.” They exchanged smiles and Anthony coughed politely.

“Uh, would you guys like to be alone?”

“No. Please excuse our bad manners. We’re very happy to have you here. Peter just has to learn how to behave himself in front of guests.”

“Well, I’m very happy to be here,” Anthony said, enjoying the playful banter of his two new friends. “I really couldn’t have faced another evening with my mother pretending she’s heart-broken over Dad’s death.”

Jeff perched himself on a barstool next to Anthony while Peter prepared his usual Scotch and water on the rocks. He listened as Anthony continued.

“Then, on top of it all, that creep, Dr. Tom Watt, the guy who raped me all those years ago, showed up. I could have beaten the shit out of him and probably would have if Jerry hadn’t stopped me.”

God, what a day, Jeff thought, knowing he couldn’t share his story at this moment. “So…” He accepted his drink from Peter. “The doctor and your father must still have been friends.”

“I guess so.” Anthony downed half his beer in one gulp. “But he should have stayed the hell away.” 

“Well, it’s over now,” Peter said. “You’ll probably never see him again.”

“That’ll be fine with me. It just creeps me out to think that slime ball is out there, supposedly treating sick people—and he’s the sickest of them all.”

“Come on.” Jeff slipped of his barstool. “Let’s go sit on the terrace and enjoy the view. We all need a change of scene, I think—and subject.”

“Right, I’m sorry.” Anthony slid off the stool and followed them outside. 

The three were silent for a few minutes as they each contemplated the beauty before them. Peter, for one, never tired of this view and he’d spent countless nights watching as the sun prepared for its final descent below the horizon. Now, it hung heavily in the sky, casting an orange glow across the ocean.

Jeff sighed, his mind conflicted between the serenity he now saw spread before him and the turmoil this afternoon’s investigation had stirred within him. How could so much beauty exist side by side with so much ugliness?

Anthony stood at the verandah’s edge, his eyes searching far beyond the horizon, as if perhaps he might see where his destiny would lead him. He had to get a life, he knew. Once this mess was all cleared up, his mother settled, Emily and Jerry married, he would move on. To where, right now, he did not know but somewhere he could find the kind of life he craved. It was too soon to hope that the chance encounter he’d had with Justin a few days ago could amount to anything more than just that.

Peter glanced at his two companions and cleared his throat. “Well, aren’t we the gloomy trio? I didn’t invite you down here to get even more depressed, Anthony.”

“Oh, I’m okay, really.” Anthony smiled at him, his face turning to gold under the reflection of the sun’s rays.

He looks like a dark angel right now, Peter thought with a slight shiver. An avenging angel. Lord, am I being fanciful or what? Pull yourself together…

“Right,” Jeff said, “What’s for dinner, Chef Brandon? I’ll give you a hand.”

“No need. Sit and enjoy the sunset. I won’t be long in there. It’s just poached salmon and salad. You two stay and talk.” 

Anthony sat down opposite Jeff. “Have the police found out any more about Joey’s murder?”

“Not yet. I told them they should talk to his ex boyfriend Bob Thomson. Did you know him?”

“Uh uh, I don’t think so.”

“He was also Joey’s landlord. Owns the building he had his studio in. Bit of a rough type. Short, stocky, very red hair. Ring a bell?”

Anthony hesitated then nodded. “Sounds like a guy that tried to pick me up in Rebels one night. He did say he was a friend of Joey’s, now when I think of it, and he knew my name—or at least, he thought my name was Adam. I don’t remember what he said his name was. Anyway, I didn’t give him the time of day.”

“Why the change of name?” Jeff asked.

Anthony looked embarrassed as he replied, “Oh, it was just a silly game I started playing when I went to the bars in LA. I wanted to be anonymous, not have guys calling me, that kind of thing. So I didn’t carry ID and told them my name was Adam. I was playing a part, really. I thought it gave me an edge, a sort of dominance. An unfortunate trait I’ve inherited from my father. Stupid, now I think of it. I was going to tell Joey my real name eventually, and I probably would have the night I went over there and found him … you know…” He faltered for a moment. “Who would really want to kill Joey, do you think?”

“It probably wasn’t premeditated. He could have started an argument. Joey had a shitty temper. He could say things that would make a person mad—ugly things, sometimes. I know from experience he could get very nasty.”

“I never saw that side of him.”

“He was crazy about you. He told me as much.” Both men fell silent for a moment then Jeff asked, “Did you ever call that Justin guy?”

“Yes, we’ve spoken a few times. I had to keep apologizing for the delay in our getting together, so I let him in on some of what has been happening. He’s been really understanding, and as a matter of fact, we have a date tomorrow night.”

“Great. He lives in LA?”

“Yeah. He works for some publicity company—celebrity stuff, I think. He’s a bit older than me, twenty seven or eight.”

Jeff laughed wryly. “An old dude.” 

“Not that much older…”

“Well, good luck. He sounds like a nice guy.”

“Thanks. So, did the police ever talk to Joey’s landlord?”

“No, he’d gone out of town for a few days according to his secretary. I’ll be talking to my buddy, Joe French, tomorrow about it. See if he’s made any headway finding him.”

“Okay you two,” Peter sang out from the dining room. “Dinner’s ready.”

Jeff smiled at Anthony. “Better not keep the chef waiting.”

“Lead me to it—I’m famished.”

§ § § §

Emily and Jerry sat, side by side, on the couch in her mother’s living room. They looked anxiously at each other as they waited for Patricia to come back downstairs. They had reluctantly agreed to stay with her at Anthony’s request; even though Patricia had made it abundantly clear she would rather be on her own.

“If my son feels he has to be with someone other than his mother tonight, I see no reason for you two being under my feet,” she had told them rudely when Emily had explained that Anthony was going out to visit friends. 

Emily had gritted her teeth and said nothing. She didn’t want to be here either, looking after the woman who had tried to implicate her in her father’s death. She couldn’t blame Anthony for wanting to get away from this grim atmosphere for one night, but she would have much rather gone off with Gloria and Johnny after the funeral.

Patricia exaggerated her surprise as she entered the living room. “Are you two still here? I told you I don’t need any one here with me. I would prefer to be on my own, if you don’t mind.”

Jerry took Emily’s hand. “Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s go, Emily.”

“Mother,” Emily protested. “Anthony doesn’t want you to be on your own, that’s why we’re here.”

“But I don’t want you here.” Her mother’s spite loaded voice rang through the room. “Why would I? You, who did your best to destroy my happiness with your wanton ways. You and your sister—both sluts.”

“Stop that.” Jerry’s jaw clenched in anger. “You know you don’t believe any of that garbage. Why are you blaming your daughters for your husband’s perversion?”

Patricia eyed him with disdain. “My husband was a pawn in their hands.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake, Mother,” Emily cried. “I’ve had it with your vindictive attitude. For years you turned a blind eye to what was going on. You ignored the abuse Paula and I went through, and now you blame us for it? You stand there, pretending to grieve for a man you detested as much as I did. For a man who threatened to throw you out if you ever went against his wishes. You’ve only got yourself to blame for your unhappiness. No one else.”

“How dare you!” Patricia screamed, stepping forward to strike her daughter.

Jerry grasped her raised hand in his own. “That’s enough,” he snapped. “You will never get another opportunity to hurt Emily. She’s leaving with me—and you can go to hell.” 

Patricia gave him a murderous glare as she pulled her hand free of his grasp. “You poor fool. You think she’s a saint, don’t you? Well, you’re in for a big disappointment. She’ll be no good to you in bed.”

Both Emily and Jerry looked at her aghast as she continued to glare balefully at them. 

“You are a sorry excuse for a mother,” Jerry said finally. “Come on, Emily.” He led her to the door. “I guess you won’t want an invitation to the wedding,” he added, looking back at Patricia. “If you ever feel like apologizing to Emily, we might let you see your grandchild one day.” 

Jerry pulled the door shut on whatever Patricia was saying as they left. He took Emily in his arms and held her tightly. “Don’t let her get to you,” he whispered into her hair. “She’s borderline insane.”

“She’s been doing this for years, Jerry. I think she’s always wanted to say these terrible things, and tonight they just spilled out.”

“Well, you’re not going back there. Let’s go over to Gloria’s. We can call Anthony from there. Let him know we left—and why.”

They got in Jerry’s car and drove the short distance over to Gloria’s house where they explained what had happened. 

Gloria was furious. “I should call that old cow and let her know what I think of her. I’ve always wanted to anyhow. How could she say these awful things?” She hugged Emily. “You poor darling. Thank God you were there, Jerry. Seems to me, you answered my question of the other night—you are the best.”

Johnny, who had been standing by listening, ushered them into the living room “Let’s not stand out here in the hallway. Come on in and I’ll fix us a drink.”

“And don’t even think of going back to that house,” Gloria said, taking Emily’s arm. “You can stay here until you and Jerry move in together.”

“Thanks, Gloria.” Emily hugged her cousin’s arm to her side. 

She called Peter’s number and asked if Anthony was still there. “I’m sorry to interrupt. We had a problem with Mother and I thought he should know.”

“I’ll put him on.”

Emily explained to her brother what had happened, 

“Gosh, I’m sorry, Sis. I never dreamed she would be that crazy.”

“It’s not your fault, Anthony. She’s just mad at the whole world right now, I guess. I’m an easy target for her, you know that.”

“Well, I’ll go home now,” he said. “Try to calm her down.”

“Good luck with that. Best to let her sleep on it. By the way, I won’t be coming home again. After tonight, I just couldn’t. I’ll be staying with Gloria and Johnny until Jerry and I find a place.”

“I’m happy for you, Sis. Tell Jerry I said ‘Hi’.”

“Will do. See you soon.” 

“Sorry guys, got to go.” He explained to Peter and Jeff what had happened. “But I had a really nice time here. Peter, you’re a great cook. Thanks for the invitation.”

He rose to go and as they walked him to the door, Jeff said, “Don’t let this situation with your mother rule your life, Anthony. She has to come to grips with reality, and you need a life of your own.”

“I know.” Anthony hugged them both. “Hey, I’ll let you know how my date goes tomorrow.”

They watched him run down the steps to his car. “That poor guy.” Peter shook his head as he closed the door. “He’s too young to be faced with all this responsibility. Patricia Hastings really is a piece of work.”

“Yeah, if he’s not careful she could drag him down into a messy situation. She’s trying to create a rift between him and the rest of the family. She doesn’t want him taking sides with Emily and Jerry. Could be nasty.”

“She’s vindictive enough to try, that’s for sure.” 

As they cleaned up the dinner things, Jeff said, “Something Anthony said tonight bothered me a bit.”

“Oh yeah? What was that?”

“I asked him if he’d ever met Joey’s ex boyfriend. You know, Joey’s landlord, Bob Thomson. He said no, but when I described him he said someone like that tried to hit on him at Rebels one night. The day I was in Joey’s studio to give Thomson the rent check, he was goading Joey about seeing ‘Adam’ in a bar with another guy; said they were all over each other.”

“You think the other guy was actually Thomson?” 

“That’s what I’m thinking. He tried to pick Anthony up so he could throw it in Joey’s face. Then, when it didn’t work, he had to let Joey know Anthony had been in the bar and embellished it with the story of another guy being all over him. What worries me about this is Thomson knows what Anthony looks like.”

“Is that a problem?” 

“It could be. If Thomson did kill Joey, he might just want to finish off what he started. Remember, Joey’s killer tried to set Anthony up. If it was Thomson, he obviously blames Anthony for breaking him and Joey up, so he might be out for revenge. He didn’t get him the first time. Didn’t think it through enough, but now he’s had time to work something out.” 

Peter frowned. “You think Anthony could be in danger?” 

“I could be wrong of course, but I just have a hunch I’m right. I’m going to call Joe French and see what he’s found out about Thomson.” He picked up the kitchen phone and punched in Joe’s cell phone number. 

“Joe French.”

“Hey Joe, it’s Jeff. Any word on Bob Thomson yet?” 

“We interviewed a couple of friends of his and they confirmed he was really pissed off at Fernandez over their break up. He’s still not back at his house or place of business so we’ve issued an APB on him. That’s it so far. You got anything?”

“No, not really. Just a gut feeling he’s your man.”

“I’ll let you know when we find him.”

“Good, thanks Joe.” He hung up. “The police have issued an APB on Thomson. I think I’ll tell Anthony he shouldn’t go to LA tomorrow ‘til they get this guy—at least for questioning.”

“Sounds like you’re sure it was Thomson.” 

“I just like to play it safe where murder is concerned. Remind me to call Anthony tomorrow. Maybe he can persuade his date to come down to Newport.”

“All of this is beginning to feel horribly familiar,” Peter said. “Promise me, if you get anywhere near the danger zone again, you will be very careful.” 

“Of course I will, silly goose.” He held Peter close and whispered. “Now, didn’t we have some unfinished business to attend to?”

“Oh, believe me, I haven’t forgotten that.”

Their lips met in a long, languorous kiss. Peter slipped his hands under Jeff’s shirt, sliding them up the sides of Jeff’s warm, smooth torso while Jeff  went straight to Peter’s crotch, stroking him through the fabric of his pants. Peter pushed his hips forward into the caress, then shivered as Jeff pulled down the zipper and inserted his hand, massaging Peter’s already hard cock. Jeff eased the hot flesh out of the confinement of Peter’s briefs then bent to lick at the precum oozing from the slit.

He went down on his knees, taking all of Peter’s erection in one long, smooth glide, nuzzling his nose in the blond curls at the base, inhaling his lover’s musky scent.

“Mmm…” His murmured approval vibrated the length of Peter’s cock causing his balls to pull up tight. Jeff cupped the sensitive sac in one hand, gently squeezing, bringing gasps of pleasure from Peter’s throat. 

“Oh, babe,” he moaned, “let’s take this upstairs. The kitchen’s no place for what I want from you, right now.”

Jeff chuckled and stood up, lifting Peter off the floor in a bear hug.

“You’re so demanding,” he teased. “C’mon then…” He made for the stairs, carrying Peter in his arms. 

“Unhand me, varlet,” Peter protested weakly, his face buried in Jeff’s neck, his legs wound round Jeff’s waist.

“Not ‘til I have my way with you, fair sir. So get ready for some fun’n’games!”

“Always ready—” Peter yelped as Jeff threw him on the bed then fell on top of him, stripping him of his shirt and pants. “Oh, yeah…” He reached up and tore Jeff’s shirt off, baring his beautiful chest, a sight that Peter knew he’d never get tired of. “Bring that down here so I can feast on those nipples I love so much.”

Jeff shuddered as Peter did just that, using his lips, tongue, and teeth to send ripples of excruciating pleasure over Jeff’s skin. He lifted Peter’s legs to gain access to his butt then dove between the cheeks, his tongue swirling around the tight but eager pucker. Peter bucked and writhed under him, his breathing loud and rasping as he fought to control the orgasm Jeff’s skillful rimming was bringing him close to. A murmur of protest changed to a sigh of anticipation when Jeff raised his head and reached for the lube.

The cool gel helped him focus as Jeff’s fingers slid into him, passing over his sweet spot. He wound his legs round Jeff’s slim waist, and raised his hips in invitation, one that Jeff was quick to accept. His hard cock pushed past Peter’s resistance, the burn brief, the ecstasy increasing with every downward plunge from Jeff’s powerful body. Their tightly pressed bodies rocked together to a rhythm born of mutual need and longing to fulfill one another.

Peter wrapped his arms around Jeff’s neck and held him locked in a kiss that brought Jeff a sweet delirium. His thrusts quickened, went deeper, his control slipping away as Peter’s silken heat enveloped his rigid shaft and his climax stirred deep in his balls. 

Each thrust brought a muffled moan from Peter who clung to him as if his life depended on it, his lips still firmly pressed to Jeff’s, his tongue weaving its own magic inside Jeff’s mouth. He felt the surge of Peter’s hot semen against his torso, then he came in long, gut wrenching spasms, his body shuddering, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself into Peter’s hot core.

They lay locked in each other’s arms for long silent minutes, content to relish the satisfying afterglow as their bodies relaxed into one another before sleep took them away.

 





CHAPTER NINETEEN

Jeff called McKenna from his office the next day and apprised him of the appointment he was scheduled to have that evening.

“They’ll call me sometime today with a time and place,” he informed the detective. “How do you want to handle this?” 

“Well, we want to bust this ring, of course,” McKenna said. “But like you, we’re also looking at it as a possible lead to Hastings’ murderer.”

“If you scare the shit out of them, someone may just talk—if they know anything.”

“Right. Either way, it’ll be good to take these bastards down.”

“I agree,” Jeff said.

“Here’s the deal. When you’re contacted, let us know. We’ll take it from there.”

“Hey, I don’t want to be left out of this.”

“You won’t be, don’t worry.” McKenna laughed wryly. “You’ll be the bait. I hope you’re up for it.”

“I’m up for it. I’ll call you when I hear from them.” Jeff put the phone down, then immediately picked it up again and dialed Anthony’s number.

“Hi Anthony, it’s Jeff.”

“Hey, thanks again for a great evening. You and Peter make a great team.”

“Thanks. How’s your mother?”

“Oh, ranting about Emily and Paula as usual. She’ll never give up on it, I’m afraid. Emily has moved out to be with Jerry. Best thing she could do really under the circumstances.”

“I think you’re right. Can you cope with your mother?”

“Oh yeah. She does tend to calm down a bit when I talk to her. I’ve suggested she goes away for a few days to visit my aunt in Philadelphia. I’m taking her to the airport this afternoon.”

“Listen Anthony, I’d like for you to postpone your date in LA tonight. Make it another night or ask him to meet you closer to home.” 

“Why?”

“The police are looking for Bob Thomson, the guy I told you about last night. I have a hunch he’s the one who murdered Joey.”

“But what has that got to do with my meeting Justin?” 

“Could be Thomson just might be after you too.”

“What?” 

Jeff explained his theory to Anthony, but it was clear the young man was not buying it.

“This is all just supposition on your part, Jeff. I spoke to Justin this morning and he’s made reservations for dinner. I really don’t want to let him down.”

“You don’t have to let him down, Anthony. Just suggest he comes down here.”

“No, I don’t want to do that. I’m really looking forward to seeing him in LA—away from here, you see.”

“Anthony…” 

“I’ll be fine Jeff, really. If there is some loony tune out there I can handle myself, believe me.”

Jeff could see he was getting nowhere. “All right, but just remember, if anything looks strange to you, call me right away. I mean it, right away. Carry your cell phone—wait, let me have the number.”

“Okay, but don’t go calling me every half hour to check up on me like a big brother or something. That could get embarrassing, not to mention awkward.”

“I’m serious about this, Anthony.”

“I appreciate your concern, Jeff. I really do. But honestly, I’ll be fine.”

“Well, be careful.” Jeff hung up. The conversation had left him feeling like an old worry wart. Maybe he was over reacting to this situation, but the feeling of apprehension would not go away. Perhaps Peter’s psychic sense was rubbing off on him, he thought, smiling slightly. He called Joe French again, but he had nothing new to report.

“You sound anxious,” he remarked.

“My gut is telling me I’m right about Thomson. And I’ve got a situation with the cops down here I have to take care of tonight. A stakeout on a child prostitution ring. It’s giving me the jitters.”

“Well, take it easy my friend. We’ll find Thomson, don’t worry.”

An hour later, the call he was waiting for came through on his cell phone.

“Mr. Stevens?” The oily voice made Jeff shudder despite himself.

“You got him.”

“You will be at the Pembroke on Orchard in Costa Mesa, room two twenty-two, at exactly seven o’clock tonight. You will give the fifteen hundred dollars to the man who brings you what you have asked for. You will be left alone for exactly one hour then he will return and reclaim the gift. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

The line went dead and Jeff sat for a long moment looking at his phone. So, it had begun. No turning back now. He dialed McKenna’s number to give him the details of the meeting place and time.

“Right, here’s what we’re going to do,” McKenna said smoothly. “You show up as arranged, give him the money, and take the girl into the room. We’ll have our man take photos of the transfer and we’ll make the arrest as the pimp leaves.”

“What happens to the kid?” Jeff asked. 

“We’ll find out where she lives and make sure her parents or guardians are contacted so they can come get her. We’ll have a woman police officer and someone from Child Services there to help her. Don’t worry, she’ll be okay. With any luck, we’ll get enough information to put this one out of business permanently.”

“I sure hope so,” Jeff said. “And get a lead on the Hastings murder.”

“That too. Okay, Stevens. Just do your bit and it should go down real smooth.”

§ § § §

Anthony was pleased his mother had agreed to visit her sister for a few days. He’d been surprised when she had insisted on making the arrangements for that very day. He called the airline and made a reservation for a flight leaving late afternoon. He needed time away from her too. There was not much more he could do for her. She needed someone new on whom to vent her anger and frustration, and her sister might be able to talk some sense into her. After all, she had to know the story, or at least part of it.

He was looking forward to his much delayed date with Justin. He frowned as he remembered the conversation with Jeff. Surely there was no possible danger in going to LA tonight? It was just speculation on Jeff’s part after all. There was no proof that Joey’s ex boyfriend had anything to do with the murder, and if he had he would probably be long gone from LA. Besides, like he’d told Jeff, he could handle himself in a fight. Military school had taught him the art of self defense and he was good at it. He’d be fine. Nothing to worry about.

“Are you ready, Anthony?” His mother stood in the doorway of his bedroom, suitcase in hand.

“Yes.” He picked up his leather jacket. “You look nice, Mother.”

Patricia smiled demurely under her son’s flattery. He took her case and carried it downstairs to the car. Taking her to the airport in LA worked out well with his plans for the evening. He didn’t know if Justin would ask him to stay over. He kind of hoped he would, but if not, he could wait.

“You seem preoccupied dear,” Patricia said as they drove away from the house.

“Do I? Just thinking that so much has happened in the last few days I guess.”

“I’m not sorry to leave it all behind for a while. Ever since I told her Charles was murdered, your Aunt Harriet has been in disbelief over the horrors I’ve been continually subjected to.”

Anthony grimaced, wondering what version of the story his mother had told her sister. Whichever one, he knew Emily would not come out of it well. He had given up trying to make his mother be reasonable and recant the accusations she had made against her daughter. She had deluded herself for so many years she was not about to face the truth now. He glanced at her as she sat looking straight ahead, her face composed and serene, as if not one event of the past few days had affected her in any way.

“What will you do with yourself while I’m gone?” she asked.

“See a few friends, go to a movie—look for a job. Not necessarily in that order.”

“What kind of job?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking of a career in law. I’ve talked to Johnny and he was pretty encouraging, so I thought I’d enroll in a law school next semester and go from there.”

“But that will take you away from home again.”

“Not necessarily. We’ll talk about that when you get back. Right now, forget about everything and relax with Aunt Harriet.”

For the rest of the ride she was quiet, and Anthony let her be lost in her own thoughts, bizarre though they might be. 

Forty minutes later he was watching her pass through the Security gates at the airport, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he waved her goodbye. He still had plenty of time to get to the restaurant in West Hollywood that Justin had chosen for their first date. As he drove north on the freeway, he experienced a subtle thrill in the pit of his stomach as he realized just how much he was looking forward to this evening. Justin’s blond good looks and ready smile had reminded him of Mark. He had immediately felt at ease with this stranger as they talked in the bar, and each time they had spoken on the phone he had felt the rapport between them deepen. 

Of course, it was early days yet, and there was so much to find out. All he really knew about the man was that he worked for a publicity agency, that he was easy to talk to—and smokin’ hot. As he pulled into the restaurant parking lot, he saw Justin getting out of his car. Anthony beeped his horn as he pulled in alongside him.

“Great timing,” Justin laughed, taking Anthony’s hand in a strong grip. Anthony grinned at him, delighted that his memory had not played tricks. Justin was every bit as hot as he remembered, and Anthony felt himself get hard under that warm smile.

“Are you hungry?” Justin guided him to the restaurant door, a hand on Anthony’s shoulder.

“Always,” Anthony replied.

“You’ll like this place. The chef’s a friend of mine from high school.”

“Great.”

They were seated immediately and after the waiter had left with their wine order, Justin said, “I’m so glad we finally got to do this.” 

“Me too. It’s the one bright spot in a bitch of a week.” 

Anthony had clued Justin in on some of the events over the phone and Justin’s concern for Anthony’s well being was evident as he listened to his new friend recount his mother’s strange behavior toward her daughters. If he thought Anthony’s family sounded somewhat bizarre, he did not mention it. He simply listened attentively as Anthony poured out his heart. At one point, he gently rubbed Anthony’s wrist with his fingertips as if to comfort him and Anthony was thrilled at the intimate contact.

“Jeez,” he said as he sipped his glass of wine. “I’ve done nothing but bend your ear about my family since we sat down. I’ll shut up now so you can tell me about you.”

Justin chuckled. “Hey, compared to you, I’m a boring fella. Nothing much going on in my family, at least, not that I know of. My dad died two years ago—cancer.” He paused for a moment. “That was rough,” he continued, clearing his throat. “Mom lives in Pasadena and my sister—she’s married with two kids. She lives in Oakland. Her husband’s an architect for the city. That’s it.”

“Are you close to your family?”

“Very. Mom and I talk all the time on the phone. I told her I had a date tonight and she already wants to meet you. She’s just started seeing an old school boyfriend. His wife died a few years ago. She was real happy I had a date.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, I’ve been out to my family since I was a kid. Mom always wants to hear what’s going on in my life—‘course, I give her the censored version,” he added, winking at Anthony.

They sat back as their food arrived along with Justin’s chef friend, Robert, whom he introduced to Anthony. After a few friendly exchanges they were left alone to enjoy their meal and each other’s company. Anthony could not remember enjoying an evening like this since Mark died. Careful, he told himself in the middle of his euphoria. Don’t expect too much, too soon.

§ § § §

Jeff paced the floor of the hotel room, anxiously anticipating the knock on the door that would herald the arrival of the girl and her procurer. He was hating this. He wanted it to be over and the creeps in charge of this vice ring in jail. The phone in the room rang suddenly and he jumped involuntarily. He recognized the oily voice.

“We’re on our way up. Do you have the money?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” The line went dead and Jeff replaced the receiver. He picked up the envelope containing the fifteen hundred dollars that McKenna had given him earlier with the wry admonition—“Don’t go spending it on anything I can’t get approval for.”

A few moments later came the knock on the door. Jeff strode over and opened it. A young girl was pushed toward him by the man he had spoken to in Benny’s Bar. His hand was outstretched to receive the money.

Jeff, resisting an urge to pull the man into the room and beat him to a bloody pulp, handed him the envelope.

“One hour,” the man said then left.

Jeff closed the door and turned to look at the girl. She appeared dazed but managed a little smile, then went to sit on the bed. She began unbuttoning the front of her blouse. 

Jeff walked quickly over to her. “You don’t have to do that, sweetheart.”

She put her small hands on his face, looked at him with big questioning eyes, then reached up to kiss him.

“It’s all right,” he whispered. “You just sit there. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

He could tell she had been given some drug to make her acquiescent. Valium probably, he thought as she looked at him with an unfocused stare.

“Please,” she whimpered. “They’ll beat me if you don’t like me.”

Jeff put his arms around her. “No one’s going to beat you ever again sweetheart, believe me.”

Just then the door crashed open and a man, brandishing a gun, rushed into the room. “Get away from her, you bastard!” he yelled at Jeff who leapt to his feet away from the girl, taking her out of the line of fire. 

“That’s right, pervert!” The man’s face was contorted with rage. “Stay away from her.” He glanced at the girl. “You all right, honey?” The girl nodded then looked anxiously at both men. “He’s not going to touch you now.” The man, who looked strangely familiar, waved the gun in Jeff’s face.

Jeff’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the man. Where the hell do I know you from?

“You’re through molesting little girls, buddy,” the guy snarled.

“Wait.” Jeff held his hands out to show he wasn’t armed. “You’ve got this all wrong. I’m a private detective. The police are waiting downstairs to arrest the guy who brought her here.”

“You take me for a fool? I saw you in the bar making your little arrangement for tonight. I’ve been tracking these guys for days, ever since my daughter came home to me with her face all smashed up by one of your type. You disgusting perverts. I’m going to stop you and them from harming any other innocent kid—just like I stopped the other guy.”

The other guy? 

“You don’t understand—this is a police operation. You’re getting in the way.” It was then Jeff recognized the man as the loner in the Bernie’s Bar. The one who had looked at him with such loathing. “Hey, that’s right, you were in the bar the other day. You saw me make contact with these sleaze balls. It was a set up—”

“Shut up! You’re not talking your way out of this. Get out of the room,” he told the girl. “Wait for me in the lobby. I’ll be down soon as I take care of this piece of garbage.”

The girl appeared to be close to tears. “He’s a nice man. He promised he wouldn’t hurt me.”

“Do what I say,” he snapped, his voice quivering with nerves. 

Jeff took the opportunity that the man gave him when he looked away for a moment at the girl. Jeff lunged at him, grabbing for the gun. They fell to the floor, the gun going off with a deafening roar. The girl screamed and ran from the room as Jeff and the man wrestled grimly in silence. Jeff succeeded in getting on top of his assailant and, sitting astride him, pinned his hands to the floor.

“Listen to me,” he panted. “I’m working with the police. I told you this is a set up to catch these guys in action. You walked right into the middle of a police operation.”

The man looked up at him, bewilderment spreading over his face. Jeff could tell he finally believed him. He stopped struggling and lay limply, tears seeping from his closed eyes.

“They almost killed my baby. I had to stop them…” 

Jeff took the gun from the man’s hand then jumped to his feet as McKenna and Sharpe burst into the room at that moment.

“You okay?” 

“Yeah,” Jeff replied. “Did you get the girl?”

“She’s in the lobby being looked after. Who’s this guy?”

“Says his daughter was beaten by someone using this prostitution ring. You better ask him for the details.”

Sharpe pulled the man to his feet none too gently. He slipped his hand into the man’s inside pocket and pulled out his billfold. “Jack Feldman.” Sharpe read the man’s ID. “What’s your story, Mr. Feldman?”

Feldman remained silent, his head bowed. 

“Read him his rights,” McKenna said. “We’ll take him down for questioning.” He turned to Jeff. “You did good, Stevens. We got good pictures and we arrested the guy as he was leaving. With yours and the girl’s testimony we should be able to nail him and get the names of the others involved.”

Jeff breathed a sigh of relief. “If you don’t need me for anything else, I think I’ll head home.” 

“Fine. Stop by the station tomorrow and we’ll take care of the details.”

McKenna and Sharpe led Feldman to the door and Jeff followed them to the elevator. In the lobby, he saw a policewoman sitting with the girl. He went over to them and knelt by the girl’s side.

“How are feeling, sweetheart?” 

Her eyes appeared less dazed now. “Thank you for being so nice to me,” she said, and Jeff’s heart broke just a little as she hugged him.

The policewoman stroked the girl’s hair. “We’re trying to locate her parents,” 

“What’s your name, little one?” Jeff asked.

“Jennifer.”

“Well Jennifer, you’re safe with this nice lady now. You take care.” He stood and turned to go, pausing at the hotel exit to take one last look at her. She gave him a little wave and Jeff felt tears sting his eyes as he walked out into the balmy night air. Peter would want to hear all about his day when he got home, but what Jeff wanted more than anything was to feel the comfort of his lover’s arms around him and the words of assurance that everything in their world was all right.

§ § § §

Anthony and Justin walked out of the restaurant and sauntered slowly into the parking lot.

“Thank you for inviting me tonight.” Anthony slipped his fingers into Justin’s warm hand.

“At the risk of sounding pushy, I’d really like to see you again, very soon.”

“I’d like that too.” Anthony tried to hide his disappointment that Justin wasn’t about to ask him to stay over.

“I have some work to do for a client tonight when I get home,” Justin said as if he had read Anthony’s thoughts. “Do you have plans for tomorrow night?”

“Nothing that can’t be changed.” Anthony hoped he wasn’t sounding too eager. “I have an idea. Why don’t you come down to my place? We can kick back by the pool. No one’s there but me right now. We’d have it all to ourselves.”

“Sounds wonderful. I can get off early tomorrow, so I could come mid afternoon— if that’s okay?”

Anthony took one step forward and in the dark shadows of the parking lot, kissed Justin lightly on the lips. “The sooner, the better,” he whispered against Justin’s mouth. “Call me tomorrow. I’ll give you the address and directions.”

Justin pulled him into a hard embrace. “This parking lot is not the romantic place I envisaged for our first kiss. Let’s save the good stuff for tomorrow. I’ll call you around noon. Goodnight, and drive carefully.” 

He kissed Anthony lightly on the cheek then walked toward his car.

Anthony watched him leave before walking slowly to his own car. He sat in the darkness for a while, savoring the memory of Justin’s hard body and the promise of what tomorrow could bring. Then he started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot onto Santa Monica Boulevard.

He was totally unaware that a black Mercedes, the occupant of which had been sitting in the darkness watching the exchange between him and Justin, was now gliding almost silently behind him. The car kept a safe distance behind Anthony’s, only picking up speed as it followed him onto the freeway heading south. For the next forty minutes, the car’s owner maintained that respectable distance, falling back even more as Anthony exited on Jamboree and headed for the Coast Highway—and home.





CHAPTER TWENTY

Peter woke up the next morning, and was immediately gripped by a strange feeling of apprehension. He lay on his back staring up at the ceiling, going over what Jeff had told him about the previous night. He was sure Jeff had spared him some of the details, but it still gave him the shakes when he thought of what might have happened.

Beside him, Jeff stirred and slipped an arm across his chest, burrowing his face into Peter’s shoulder. Not wanting to wake him, Peter remained still, but his thoughts were troubled by this uneasy feeling he couldn’t let go.

“What’s up?” Jeff mumbled, pulling him even closer.

“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

“No.” Jeff sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Something’s bothering you. What is it?” 

“I don’t know what’s wrong. I just have this weird feeling that won’t go away. Maybe it’s just because of what you told me last night or everything that’s gone down in the last few days. I keep thinking about the abuse Emily and Anthony suffered—and now this little girl you saved…”

“It just makes me so damned mad,” Jeff said, “when I think of those rats taking advantage of these lost kids.” Jeff tightened his arms around Peter as he continued. “I’m thinking I haven’t been doing my bit to help recently. There’s a half way house in Santa Ana for runaways. I think I’ll volunteer my spare time there. They always need help and I’ve had the experience in LA.”

“Sounds like a great idea. I’ll volunteer too.”

“You will?” 

“You bet. I’m not going to sit home when I could be helping you.”

“Great. I’ll call them later and offer our services.”

“Can I offer you my services now?”

Jeff’s reply was muffled as Peter pulled the sheet up over their heads.

Later, as they sat in the kitchen having their morning coffee, the phone rang. It was McKenna.

“We struck gold last night Stevens,” he said, his deep voice sounding excited. “That guy, Feldman, confessed to the Hastings murder.”

“What?” Jeff almost choked on his mouthful of coffee.

“Yeah. He opened up like a flood gate when we started questioning him. Said his daughter had been a runaway. He’d been looking for her for months then she showed up one night, pretty beaten up. She told him she’d been part of this kiddy prostitution ring and that one of the customers had gotten violent with her. He’d taken her to a doctor who’d patched her up then they let her go. She was savvy enough to know her bosses wouldn’t want her back in that state so she went home, thank God.”

“And it was Hastings who beat her up?” 

“According to Feldman, the kid pointed out Hastings’ office as the place she was taken to, so he went there, he says, to scare Hastings with exposure. They got into a fight and Feldman grabbed the first thing he could find—the letter opener—and stabbed Hastings with it.”

“Jesus,” Jeff breathed. “So that takes care of the Hastings case. What about the guy who delivered the girl last night?” 

“So far he’s not talking, but we’ve got enough on him to book him on felony charges. He’s not going anywhere.”

“And Feldman?”

“The DA’s considering involuntary manslaughter charges. There’s a certain amount of sympathy for the guy, considering what Hastings did to his daughter.”

Jeff put the phone down after his conversation with McKenna. “Well, there’s the Hastings case solved.” He filled Peter in on the details. “I’ll call Johnny so he can tell Emily and Anthony their father’s murderer has been apprehended. Boy, that’s a load off my mind knowing that all the people we suspected are in the clear—including Jerry.”

Peter was looking at him, his eyes strangely unfocused.

“What’s wrong?”

“Something. Anthony—call Anthony, now.” 

Jeff gripped Peter’s arm. “You’ve gone white as a sheet.”

“I just got this feeling of danger.” 

“I’ll call him right now.”

The phone at the Hastings’ residence rang three times before the answering machine picked up. Jeff left a brief message asking Anthony to call him right away then he pulled Anthony’s cell number from his brief case and dialed that number. His call went to voice mail.

“Damn. I wonder if he stayed in LA with Justin last night.”

“Do you still have Justin’s number?” 

“Yes, I wrote it down—here it is.” He dialed the number and breathed a sigh of relief as he heard Justin answer.

“Hi, Justin. You don’t know me. My name is Jeff. I’m a friend of Anthony’s. Is he there by any chance?”

“Uh…no, he’s not,” Justin replied with just a trace of wariness. “Why do you ask?”

“Don’t worry. I’m not a jealous lover or anything like that. Just a friend.”

“Well, he’s still not here. I’m supposed to call him around noon today and get directions to his house. Is something wrong?”

“I may be mistaken—and I hope I am, but I have a feeling he’s in some kind of trouble. When did he leave you?”

“Around eleven. But he called me when he got home. That would have been just before midnight. We talked for a little while then he said he’d see me tomorrow—that is, today.”

“Listen, my friend Peter and I are going to drive over to his house and make sure he’s all right. We’ll have him call you when we talk to him.”

“I’d appreciate that. No wait. Give me his address and directions. I’ll drive down early so if there is a problem I can be there too.”

Jeff gave him the information then hung up. “That Justin seems like a nice guy,” he remarked as he put the phone down. “Okay,” he added seeing the worried look on Peter’s face. “Let’s go.”

§ § § §

Anthony opened his eyes slowly. His head was throbbing so violently he was almost afraid to move it. What the hell had happened? His last memory was of talking to Justin after he’d returned home before walking upstairs to his room. Then…nothing.

He was lying naked on top of his bed, his arms and legs outstretched. With a gasp of horror, he realized he was tied to the bed. Thin cords bound his wrists and ankles and were attached to the bed posts. He struggled weakly against the cords, but soon fell back with a groan as the pain in his head increased.

“So…finally awake, are you?”

Anthony jumped at the sound of the voice and peered into the dimly lit room. The drapes were closed and what daylight filtered through served only to partially let him see the silhouette of a short, broad shouldered man standing by his bed.

“Who the hell are you?” His mouth felt like it was filled with cotton balls. 

The man turned on the bedside lamp and Anthony’s eyes widened as he looked at a naked, barrel chested body covered in red hair, incongruously at odds with the hair on his head and his moustache obviously dyed black.

“Bob Thomson. Don’t you recognize me? I own the building where Joey had his studio. I was his landlord and one time boyfriend before he met you. I tried to pick you up in Rebels one night and you refused me. None too politely either, the way I remember it.”

“So because I was rude to you, you’ve got me trussed up naked on my bed? How did you get in here anyhow?” 

“Easy, really. You forgot to turn on the alarm, so when you were on the phone with your new boyfriend, I broke in downstairs and waited for you to finish your phone call. You were so wrapped up in the conversation you didn’t hear a thing.”

“Well, you better get the hell out of here. My family will be back any second.”

“No they won’t, I’m afraid. You see, I’ve been watching these goings on for a few days now. Ever since I killed Joey and saw the police release you. I followed you and your fine looking friends all the way back here and I’ve been stalking you ever since. I was even at your Daddy’s funeral. Surprised?”

Anthony felt a cold stab of fear as he looked at the man. So Jeff had been right to warn him of this danger—and he had totally ignored him.

Jesus, what a fool I was.

“Yeah, I was sitting at the back of the chapel and some blond guy made a pass at me. Then I saw you drive your Mommy to the airport yesterday. I followed you up to LA where you had a date with your new lover boy. I saw it all.” 

Bob was looking down at him, leering lasciviously, and stroking his hard penis as he did so. With his other hand, he caressed Anthony’s chest.

“Joey was right,” he said, his voice thick with desire. “You do have a beautiful body.”

Anthony grimaced. “What is it you want?” 

“Stupid question. I want you. I want a taste of what Joey died for.” Bob licked his lips then mounted the bed and sat astride Anthony’s struggling body. Bob grinned. Bringing his face close to Anthony’s he whispered, “I’m going to fuck you.”

“No!” Anthony struggled against his bonds, revolted, and not a little terrified by the thought of what was about to happen. 

“Oh, struggle all you want. It just makes it more fun for me.” Bob’s laughter was a little off kilter. “I could have done it when you were out cold, but I wanted you to feel it too. I’ve been waiting for hours for you to come round. I must have given you too much of that drug I injected you with. You’ve been out for ages, but now—it’s show time.”

He clamped his lips over Anthony’s, forcing his tongue into the young man’s mouth. Anthony bit down hard and Bob screamed then punched Anthony in the face.

“You little bastard!” he yelled, his face inches from Anthony’s. “Anymore of that and you’ll be unconscious again. Then I can do anything I want.”

Anthony heaved himself upwards, trying to dislodge Bob, but the man had a vice like grip on Anthony’s torso, and his legs being tied down gave Anthony little leverage.

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because you took my Joey from me.”

“But I never even heard him mention your name. I didn’t know he was involved with you.”

Bob’s expression hardened at those words and Anthony knew he’d struck a nerve. Of course it was the truth. Joey would have forgotten Bob even before he met Anthony, but the man had probably always nursed the hope that one day, even if it were only for financial reasons, Joey would want to come back to him. 

He shuddered as Bob smiled lasciviously and thrust his cock towards Anthony’s mouth rubbing it against his firmly closed lips.

“Open wide,” Bob cooed. “And no biting or you’re dead.”

Anthony could feel cold steel pressed against his neck and realized with a shudder that Bob had a knife in his free hand. He gagged with revulsion as Bob’s penis entered his mouth.

“That’s it, just keep your teeth to yourself and you’ll do just fine,” Bob’s voice began to thicken as his excitement mounted. He thrust deeper and Anthony’s eyes bulged with terror as he felt himself choke, his throat unwilling to accommodate Bob’s erection. He started to cough and Bob withdrew his swollen cock.

“You give lousy head,” he muttered.

§ § § §

Peter jittered with impatience as they sped up Coast Highway in Jeff’s car.

“Stop that,” Jeff said. “You jumping up and down isn’t going to get us there any faster.”

“Sorry. It’s just that this feeling is driving me nuts. It won’t go away. What on earth causes this do you suppose?”

“We should probably have you checked out by a reputable psychic. I’ve never really believed in this stuff, but being around you has changed my mind.”

“Well, it never happened before I was in the coma. When it started to happen, I thought it was the trauma with Phillip and the bang on the head I took when we were attacked. But it’s never gone away. In fact, it seems to be getting stronger.”

“Bang on the head?” Jeff laughed wryly. “That’s a masterful piece of understatement if ever I heard one.” 

“Well, you know what I mean.” 

They both groaned simultaneously as they saw flashing police lights on the road ahead of them.

“Must be an accident.” Jeff sighed. “Damn, this will slow us down.”

“Can we go around?”

“No, look at the tail back. Everyone’s rubber necking trying to see what’s up.”

They slowed to a crawl and Peter’s impatience mounted as they seemed to be making no headway. The feeling of dread was now so overpowering he wanted to crawl out of his skin. He fell back in his seat, nauseated. Jeff glanced at him anxiously.

“Are you okay, Peter?” 

“I’ll be fine, don’t worry. Why don’t we call Gloria? Maybe she can have Johnny get over to the house ahead of us. I think Emily and Jerry are there too.”

“Good idea,” Jeff said, handing Peter his cell phone. Unfortunately, no one was at home at the Pedersen residence. Peter listened to Gloria’s chirpy message on their answering machine. He left a message and his cell number just in case someone came home.

“Maybe Justin will get there ahead of us,” he said, closing Jeff’s cell. “God, can you imagine if nothing’s really wrong and we all show up pounding on the door. Anthony will think we’re all crazy.”

“Well, at worst, we’ll just look like nervous nellies. But from the looks of you, I don’t think it’s going to be a false alarm.”

The traffic ahead finally cleared and they picked up speed again, arriving at Anthony’s house about a half hour later that they had intended. There were no cars in the driveway as they pulled up outside the front door.

Anthony squirmed as Bob’s wet lips trailed down his torso and rested on his limp penis. Bob began to suck like a hungry child then grunted in disgust as Anthony failed to respond.

“Can’t get it up for me, eh? Well, let’s see how you like this.” He reached over and retrieved a tube of lubricant he had placed on the nightstand. He began to smear it on his cock and poked his lubed finger into Anthony’s anus.

“I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked.” He leered down at Anthony who gritted his teeth and glared at his assailant.

“At least use a condom for God’s sake.”

“Not on your life. I hate those things. Now, as they say, your ass is mine. I’m going to untie your legs so I can get to it. No funny stuff or you will definitely be the worse for it.”

Placing the knife on the nightstand, he leaned back and untied Anthony’s right ankle, then his left. He hoisted Anthony’s legs over his shoulders and with his hand on his rigid cock, he began to guide it between Anthony’s legs. He froze, as the sound of the door bell ringing echoed through the house.

“Help!” Anthony yelled. “Somebody help me!”

“Shut up, you little bastard,” Bob fumed, clamping a hand over Anthony’s mouth. But Anthony, taking advantage of the position he was in, tightened his legs around Bob’s neck and held him in a paralyzing head-lock. Bob grunted, pulling at Anthony’s legs while he tried to reach for the knife.

Anthony, using the cords that still bound his wrists as leverage, squeezed harder, and heard with satisfaction Bob’s breathe becoming labored. Then with all his strength he flung Bob sideways off the bed. The man crashed to the floor, dazed and momentarily unable to get up.

“Help!” Anthony yelled again. “Help me!”

Jeff and Peter stood outside the house looking around as they waited for an answer to their constant door bell ringing.

“Did you hear something?” Peter asked.

“Yeah, something. Did you?”

“Sounded like a shout, I think.” He walked around to the side of the house. “Look here, Jeff. There’s a broken window pane.”

“Shit. I knew that kid was in trouble.” 

He pushed the window open. As they scrambled through, they heard a car turn into the driveway behind them.

“Anthony!” Jeff shouted, striding through the living room. “Are you here?” 

From upstairs they could now both plainly hear the call for help. There was a pounding on the front door and Peter rushed to open it as Jeff sprinted up the staircase. Peter flung the door open and he and Justin stared at each other for a moment.

“You must be Justin.” Peter grabbed him by the arm and pulled him inside. “Jeff went upstairs to—” He stopped talking as Justin pushed past him and rushed upstairs “Okay…” Peter followed in Justin’s wake.

“The damned door is locked,” Jeff announced as they reached him.

“Let’s knock the damn thing down then,” Justin yelled. “Anthony, are you all right?”

“Justin?” They heard Anthony’s voice from inside the room. “Thank God. But no, I’m not all right. He’s got me tied to the bed. I’ve knocked him out I think. Oh—son of a bitch, he’s coming to.”

Justin slammed his shoulder against the door, but it budged not an inch. “Ouch!” He rubbed his shoulder ruefully. “That door is solid.”

“Wait,” Jeff said, “we need backup.” He pulled out his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1.

“Let’s try again.” Justin grabbed Peter by the arm while Jeff waited for an operator to answer. Together they put their full weight against the door, but again it refused to give.

“Hurry!” Anthony now yelled. “The bastard’s getting up. Hurry!” 

Bob was on his feet and, snarling with rage, he advanced on Anthony, hands outstretched to grip his throat. Anthony kicked out with both his feet aimed straight at his assailant’s chest, and caught him a punishing blow on the sternum. Bob staggered backward then, arms flailing, he crashed to the floor again. Screaming with impotent rage, Bob jumped to his feet, his hands clutching his chest.

Outside, Justin was pale with frustration as he listened to the chaos within. “We’ve got to get in there.” 

“I know—everyone calm down,” Jeff said. “Okay, we need a concerted effort. All three of us at the same time. That should do it. On my count: one, two, three!” 

This time the door cracked under the weight of all three bodies and burst free from its hinges. Peter found himself sprawled on the bedroom floor, looking up at the naked hairy body of Bob Thomson, and just managed to dodge a kick to the head. Justin careened into Thomson and the two of them hit the floor, Thomson on top. Jeff grabbed him by the shoulders, yanked him to his feet, and delivered a punch to his jaw that sent him down again. This time he did not get up.

Justin sprang to his feet and rushed over to where Anthony lay, still tied to the bed. He loosened the cords then pulled Anthony into his arms and gave him a long and meaningful kiss.

“I’m naked, you know,” Anthony whispered. “And the effects of that kiss are definitely showing.” Justin smiled at him and covered him with the edge of the comforter to hide his arousal. 

Peter and Jeff looked at each other and grinned. All was going to be well there.

Jeff hauled Thomson to his feet again. “Get your clothes on Bob, before the cops get here.”

Sullenly, Thomson began pulling on his pants. “How did you know to come here?” 

“I just had a feeling you’d try something like this,” Jeff told him.

“Wait a minute,” Peter huffed. “I’m the one who had the premonition of trouble.”

“Well…” Anthony said from the shelter of Justin’s arms. “…Jeff did try to warn me earlier, but I wouldn’t listen.”

“We owe both of you our thanks,” Justin said diplomatically. “I can’t imagine what that bastard would have done if it hadn’t been for you two.”

“Well, I can,” Anthony said grimly. “And it wouldn’t have been pretty.”

Jeff pushed Bob toward the door as he heard the sirens followed by police cars pulling up outside. “Okay, Mr. Thomson. Time to face the music.”

Peter chuckled. “That’s a bit corny, isn’t it?”

§ § § §

“So, the man who killed my father did it out of revenge for what happened to his daughter?” Anthony said after listening to Jeff’s recounting of what McKenna had told him earlier.

Jeff nodded. “I don’t think he went there deliberately to kill your father. From what he said, it looks like he wanted to scare him—threaten to expose him I guess, but they got into a fight.”

The four men were sitting in the living room of Anthony’s home, drinking coffee and trying to wind down after the excitement of the previous hours. The police had hauled Thomson away and Jeff had called Joe French to let him know.

“And this doctor my father took the kid to…do they know who he is?” Anthony asked.

“Not so far,” Jeff replied. “The girl was a bit hazy on that part. I expect she was pretty scared and in quite a bit of pain. But I’m guessing whoever it was had to be an associate of your father’s.”

For a moment a hint of recognition glinted in Anthony’s eyes then he said, “God...My father. Even I couldn’t imagine he’d sink this low.”

Justin took his hand and squeezed it gently to comfort him. An awkward silence fell on the room as no one could think of anything to say for the moment.

Peter cleared his throat. “Well, at least it’s all over and you can get on with your lives.”

Anthony’s voice quivered slightly as he asked Justin, “How do you feel about being around the son of a monster?” 

Justin squeezed Anthony’s hand. “You don’t have to worry about that. We might have just met a few days ago and there’s a whole lot I don’t know about you, that’s for sure—but one thing I’m pretty certain of—you’re not like your father.”

Peter looked at Jeff and signaled with his eyes that it was time to go.

“Okay…” Jeff stood up on cue. “We have to be on our way. You guys have a lot to talk about and you should call your mother to give her the news about Feldman.”

“Will do.” Anthony smiled at them. “And, again, thanks for everything. I owe you so much…including my life.”

“I have a feeling we’ll be seeing a lot of each other,” Justin said, shaking hands with Jeff and Peter. “And let me add my thanks for saving Anthony from….”

“From a fate worse than death.” Anthony chuckled. “I definitely know what that means now.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Emily and Jerry stood on the steps of the registrar’s office and smiled happily for the photographer. Emily was wearing a white silk jacket and long skirt and, Jerry thought, as he gazed at her, had never looked lovelier. Their friends and families looked on as the happy couple kissed and Emily tossed her small bouquet into the crowd. Everyone laughed as a blushing Anthony caught it by accident.

“Oh, my God,” he yelped. “What do I do with this?”

Emily kissed his cheek. “Keep it, silly,” she whispered, “and you’ll get married next.” 

“You just might be right, Sis,” he whispered back. They hugged each other tightly then he released her and held out his hand to Jerry. “I’m so happy for you both.” 

Jerry ignored the intended handshake and instead put his arms around his new brother-in-law. “Thank you. At least you are here today,” he said, alluding to the fact that neither Emily’s mother nor sister had attended the wedding. Paula had sent congratulations but was just ‘too busy’ to come to her younger sister’s wedding and Patricia was still ‘in mourning.’

Anthony had soon found out that there were still some obstacles to be overcome before he and Justin could be happy together. His reunion with his mother had been less than joyful, particularly when he’d introduced Justin as his boyfriend. Patricia had simply ignored Justin’s presence and walked out of the room.  Later, she and Anthony had a bitter confrontation. His mother had glared at him as he told her of his relationship with Justin. 

“You are not the son I thought you were. I can never accept that kind of behavior. All my children are now the most profound disappointment to me.”

Anthony had attempted reasoning with her, but she would not be moved.

Justin had tried to console him by telling him his mother would eventually come around and accept her son’s sexual identity, but much as he would have believed that, Anthony knew his mother better. Any woman who could for years deny her husband was molesting her two daughters would now be able to deny her son’s very existence if it suited her to do so.

The day before Emily’s wedding he tried again to persuade her to change her mind about not attending. 

She regarded him coldly and said, “There is no way I would ever go to that slut’s wedding.”

Anthony could not mask his shock. “Mom, you can’t mean that.” 

“Oh, I mean it all right—and as for you Anthony, if you wish to continue seeing Justin you had better look for somewhere else to live. I certainly don’t want to see him here in my home again.”

Anthony tried to find a trace of the mother he loved and whom he thought would never turn her back on him, but what he saw now was a bitter faced shrew seemingly devoid of all maternal instincts.

“So, your love for me was as shallow as that?”

Patricia avoided her son’s glistening eyes. “My love was for the son I thought I knew. What you’re doing now confounds all reason. I don’t know who you are anymore.”

“Mom, I haven’t changed. I have been gay all my life. All the years you loved me, I was gay—don’t you understand that?”

“No, I don’t understand that, nor do I wish to discuss this any further. This whole homosexual thing is abhorrent to me.”

“So now, along with your daughters, you’re throwing me aside. It’s like my father’s reaching out from the grave and still manipulating you, just like he did when he was alive. If you’re content to let that happen, then God help you. You’re going to be a very lonely old lady.”

He’d turned away from her, strangely unmoved. He now knew where his destiny lay and he could not wait to embrace it. 

As Jerry held him, Anthony shook his mind clear of those bitter memories and hugged him back. 

“Thanks again for being here,” Jerry repeated. “It means the world to Emily, and to me.”

“Wild horses wouldn’t have kept me away.” 

Justin walked over and put his arm round Anthony’s shoulders. “Has he told you he’s moving in with me?” 

“That’s wonderful news.” Emily winked at her brother. “See? I meant for you to catch the bouquet.”

“Okay, okay…” Jerry’s father approached them. “Stop hogging my new daughter-in-law you guys. It’s time to get to the reception.” He kissed Emily on the cheek. “We have a little surprise for you at the house. Well…not so little actually.”

“What is it?” Emily smiled at her father-in-law and took his arm.

“Patience, young lady. You’ll see.”

Peter and Jeff had gone on ahead to the Lambert’s residence, taking with them the now framed portrait of Emily. They had arranged with the Lamberts to have it temporarily installed in the foyer of their home so that all the guests could see it on their arrival. Peter knew Emily didn’t want a big fuss made of it, but didn’t think she’d object to it being shown, along with all the other gifts.

The last month had been hectic for Jeff, and Peter had nagged him into taking some time off from work after he had helped the police wrap up both murder cases. Jeff had given in to Peter’s pressure and had agreed to a week’s vacation in Hawaii. They were to leave the day after the wedding.

Bob Thomson had confessed to Joey’s murder and in addition faced charges of attempted rape, torture, and kidnapping. He would be gone for a long time.

Feldman, Charles Hastings’ killer, had been arraigned on murder charges also, but Jeff had heard his attorneys were cutting a deal with state prosecutors. The outcome of that was still undecided, but Jeff felt pretty certain the charges would be reduced due to the extenuating circumstances.

The owners of the child prostitution ring had been arrested and were currently in jail without bail pending trial and, as they were non-citizens, possible deportation. McKenna had expressed his thanks to Jeff, and even Sharpe had reluctantly added his.

“Wow,” Peter exclaimed as they pulled up onto the Lambert’s driveway. “Will you look at this place?”

Jeff laughed. “Since when did you become the material boy?” 

“But look at it—it’s so grand.”

Jerry had told them it was his father’s pride and joy. He had it built twenty years before from the profits of the first fortune he made. He’d had it copied from the exterior of a castle he had visited in France when he was a boy, never forgetting the grandeur of the place.

“It’s even got turrets.” Peter shook his head in amazement. “Thank God Jerry and Emily got their own place and don’t have to move in here.” 

Jeff said. “C’mon, give me a hand with this thing. It weighs a ton. What’s it framed with anyway—marble?” 

“Don’t be crass, my man.” Peter assumed a haughty air. “A good frame is made from only the best woods you know.”

“Feels like you have the whole tree in here.” 

They were stalled in their banter by the arrival of two men who announced they were in Mr. Lambert’s employ and would take care of the heavy package.

“Mrs. Lambert has left us instructions on where to place it, sir,” one of the men told them as they shouldered the painting and carried it toward the house, Peter and Jeff following.

They entered the foyer of the house and found it even more opulent than the exterior. 

“Jeez,” Peter whispered. “I feel like I’m in a museum.”

“Ssh…” Jeff watched the men prop Peter’s painting on a specially prepared dais by the far wall. They began to strip the wrappings from it and Peter walked over to help.

“Maybe if you turn it this way a little,” he suggested. “It’ll benefit more from the light that way.”

“Certainly sir,” he was told, then given a consultative look as they waited for his approval.

“That’s better. See Jeff? The light from the window in the ceiling there brings out some of the highlights. What do you think?” 

“You’re the expert. I just think it looks terrific.”

The sound of voices from the doorway announced the arrival of Jerry’s parents and some other friends and family, along with Anthony and Justin.

“Quickly, everyone,” Jerry’s mother exclaimed. “Gloria’s keeping them busy outside. Everyone stand in front of the portrait so they can’t see it when they first come in.”

The guests scrambled to carry out her orders then waited expectantly for Emily and Jerry to walk in. As they did, the crowd in front of them parted to allow them a view of the portrait at the far end of the foyer.

Emily’s hands flew to her face in surprise and her eyes welled with tears as she gazed at her likeness, brought to life with such cunning craftsmanship.

“Oh, Peter. I can’t thank you enough for this.”

Jerry stood staring at his bride’s portrait with a stunned expression on his face. Finally, he turned to Peter. “I thought it was beautiful the first time I saw it in your studio, but it’s even better now,” he said. “I was right—you are a genius.”

Everyone applauded their approval and gathered around as the waiters appeared with trays of champagne.

“A toast!” Mr. Lambert shouted above the clamor of chatter and laughter. “A toast to my son, Jerry, and his beautiful wife, Emily.”

“Jerry and Emily!” Everyone roared at the tops of their voices.

“And to Peter Brandon,” Jeff whispered. He clinked his glass against Peter’s. “You’ve done it again, kiddo.”

§ § § §

The day after the wedding, Anthony paid Doctor Tom Watt a visit. Anthony had thought long and hard about what he would say to the man who had taken his innocence all those years ago. Several times, over the years, he’d contemplated confronting the doctor, but then would put his anger aside, thinking perhaps that Watt was filled with remorse for what he’d done and that might be punishment enough.

But this latest development, where the doctor had willingly aided and abetted his father in his revolting pursuit of young girls, Anthony could not forgive. The excuse that Anthony’s father might have been putting the screws to the doctor, blackmailing him, perhaps, into helping him because of what Charles Hastings knew of the doctor’s own weakness, would no longer do. Doctor Tom Watt had shown little compassion for the young victims—now Anthony would show him that same lack of compassion. 

The doctor cringed visibly as Anthony entered his office unannounced. “Anthony,” he croaked, getting shakily to his feet. “What on earth are you doing here?”

“Why Doctor Tom, aren’t you pleased to see me?” Anthony smiled at him as he settled himself, uninvited, into the soft leather chair opposite the doctor’s. 

Watt collapsed back into his own chair and gaped at the young man he had molested years before. Nervously, he shuffled some papers in front of him. “I’m very busy, Anthony. You should make an appointment, you know.”

“Cut the bullshit, Doc,” Anthony said coldly. “I think you know why I’m here.”

“To exact revenge, I expect. But, surely that’s all water under the bridge. Look at you…” The doctor’s attempted smile looked more like a grimace “A fine, handsome young man in the best of health. No harm’s been done apparently.”

“You’re right, actually Doc. No harm’s been done, to me. But that’s not why I’m here. It’s like you said—water under the bridge. I don’t blame you for my being gay. I was probably gay before you sodomized and brutalized me.”

The doctor flinched before Anthony’s steady gaze.

“If anything, what you did to me should have repulsed me for life, but fortunately, I met someone who showed me that physical contact between two men, when shared with love, can be a beautiful and wonderful thing.”

“That’s—that is wonderful, Anthony.” Watt’s puerile attempt again to smile reminded Anthony of a death mask

“Yes it was, Doc. It was wonderful. The scars you left me were erased somewhat by Mark’s love for me. If my poor departed father had known that by sending me to military school he had given me the chance to meet my salvation, he would have shit.”

“Anthony, please.” 

“But, like I said, Doc, that’s not why I’m here.” Again, he smiled across at the older man. “No, I’m here about a little girl.”

“A little girl?” The doctor’s voice quavered. “I—I don’t understand.”

“Let me refresh your memory then.” Anthony let the smile slip from his face. “My father brought a young girl to you some weeks ago, badly beaten I believe, by his own hand. You patched her up then put her out on the street and failed to report this incident to the authorities. From what I understand, this wasn’t the first time you had done this. In fact, it goes way back to when my sister Emily slashed her wrists and you didn’t report that either. Quite a history of cover ups, Doc, isn’t it? How many more times I wonder, did you have to cover up my father’s crimes?”

“Anthony, you have to understand—” 

“Oh, I understand, Doc. My father had you by the balls, didn’t he? Because of what he let you do to me, you couldn’t refuse him. Right?”

The doctor stared at Anthony, his pale face now so pinched by despair and fright that for a moment Anthony thought he was going to keel over.

“Oh please, don’t have a heart attack now, Doc,” he cried with mock anguish. “There’s something I need you to do for me.”

“What? I’ll do anything to make amends, Anthony.”

“Good to hear. I want you to call the police and confess to your part in my father’s sordid liaisons.”

“No, I can’t—I’ll be ruined!” 

“You’ll also go to jail as an accomplice,” Anthony told him, his smile returning. “Oh well, it’s either that or I tell the world what you did to me. The press, the police, the Medical Board; just about anyone who’ll listen.” He paused, then added almost as an afterthought, “It’s funny, you know, how much more harshly the rape of a child is dealt with by the judicial system.”

“Oh, my God.” The doctor wept. “Anthony, please…I’m begging you. Please don’t.”

“Please don’t?” Anthony looked coldly at the cringing man. “You know Doctor Tom; it seems to me that I said those exact same words to you that night, several years ago on our little fishing trip.” He stood up and leaned menacingly over the doctor’s desk. “As I remember it, all my pleas for mercy were ignored by you. Now, I’m simply returning the favor.” 

He turned to go then paused by the door. “You have until tomorrow noon to call the police—or I will. Bye, Doctor Tom.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Peter rolled over on the beach blanket and looked at Jeff who lay sleeping beside him. The week in Hawaii had done them both good, he thought as he admired Jeff’s tanned and muscular body. There had been way too much stress in their lives for the past few months. He propped himself up on his elbows and gazed out at the blue Pacific, at the few surfers daring the breakers, and the less adventurous folk paddling at the water’s edge.

“Paradise,” he murmured to himself, lying back down again and letting the warmth of the morning sun caress his bare skin. A whole week of doing nothing other than eating, sleeping, sunbathing, and making love was just what Doctor Peter had prescribed, and it had worked wonders on their libidos.

Right now, Emily and Jerry would be on their honeymoon in Tuscany and Anthony would have moved in with Justin in LA. He really had to call Andrew on his return to the mainland. He’d been neglecting his friend recently and he didn’t want that to become a habit. Andrew had been too good a friend to him when he really needed one—and now he had a feeling Andrew could use a good friend to turn to.

Beside him, Jeff stirred and squinted at him, holding his hand up to shield his eyes. “Was I asleep?”

“Yes, you was. I was just thinking of Andrew and how I need to call him when we get back.”

“Oh, no. We’re going back?” 

“Sorry, but you’re the one who insisted we only take a week off.”

“I know, I know,” Jeff groused, rolling over on top of Peter and tickling him.

“Argh…” Peter didn’t put up much of a struggle. “Not in public, please.”

Jeff leapt to his feet, dragging Peter up with him. “Oops!” he exclaimed, looking down at the bulge in his shorts. “Now look what you’ve done, you naughty boy.” 

With one quick motion, he threw Peter over his shoulder and charged down the beach, flinging himself and Peter into the waves.

“You bully!” Peter spluttered as he surfaced. 

“You love it,” Jeff yelled, throwing his arms around him and lifting him off his feet.

“You’re right—but you don’t have to be so damned smug about it.”

§ § § §

Two days later

“Good to be home,” Jeff said, stacking the suitcases at the foot of the stairs.

“This from the man who didn’t want to leave Hawaii,” Peter teased.

“I know. Still, it’s always sweet to come home.”

Peter grinned at him. “I’ll just go next door and tell Mom we’re back.” 

“Bring her back for a drink, why don’t you, if she’s not busy. I’ll take the luggage upstairs then I’ll fix us a drink.”

“Be right back.” Peter ran the few steps to Eve’s door and rapped a merry tattoo on the window pane. 

His mother beamed a welcoming smile. “Oh, I missed you both,” she said, kissing his cheek. “Where’s Jeff?”

“He’s in the house. Come on over. He’s making drinks for us.”

“Just for a little while then. You must be tired after that long journey.”

“Not at all. We’re totally rested up. How about this tan?”

Eve smiled at him. “You look very handsome darling.” She eyed his Hawaiian shirt. “That’s a bit startling isn’t it?”

“Wait ‘til you see Jeff’s—it’s even louder.”

Jeff chuckled when he saw Eve’s eyes widen as she gazed at his shirt of wildly mixed colors and birds of paradise. “Your son picked this one out for me.”

“And I’m always bragging about his good taste. I must say, you both look very colorful.” 

Jeff handed Eve her martini and Peter his Scotch, then they walked out together on to the patio.

“I saved a couple of interesting articles I saw in the newspapers while you were gone,” Eve said after sipping her drink. 

“Oh, yeah?” 

“One I especially liked—Jeff got mentioned several times, saying he helped crack the child prostitution ring.”

“That reminds me,” Jeff said. “I have to call that children’s shelter tomorrow and volunteer our time. That is, if you still want to help, Peter.”

“Of course I do.”

“The article said a lot of shelters are lacking support,” Eve said. “I think I’d like to help too.” 

“Great. I’ll sign us all up.”

Eve got up from the table. “I’ll be right back. You should read this—and there’s another article you’ll really find interesting.”

Jeff watched her walk away, a curious smile on his lips.

“What’s on your mind?” Peter asked.

“Your mother. She is, without a doubt, the sweetest lady I’ve ever met.”

“Well, she loves you too, you know.”

“I know. It makes me feel guilty that I don’t hold my own mother in the same high esteem. That I’m not closer to her.” Jeff shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I haven’t been to see her in Arizona since I moved in here with you.”

“You know…” Peter stroked Jeff’s arm. “People have to put something into a relationship to get something out of it—it can’t be a one way street all the time. Your mother hasn’t made much of an effort to show her affection. We might be adults, but when it comes to our parents we’re still kids really. We still need our parents love, and without it we feel the emptiness. I’m lucky, I’ve never felt that, but I’ve seen your pain when you talk of her.”

“One of these days,” Jeff said, “I have to try and close the gap between my mother and me. If anything should happen to her—well, I’d feel pretty rotten if I hadn’t at least attempted…” He broke off as Eve returned carrying newspaper cuttings.

“Look at this one, Jeff.” She handed him a newspaper clipping.

“Doctor Found Dead In Office,” Jeff read aloud. “Doctor Thomas A. Watt was found dead in his own office. He had apparently committed suicide.” He whistled softly. “The doctor was discovered when his receptionist arrived for work at 8am. He had been dead for several hours, a police spokesperson said. An autopsy would be ordered, but several empty drug bottles were found near the body.

“Dr. Watt had been a resident of Newport Beach for a number of years and was a close friend of the late Charles Hastings, a Newport Beach businessman who was found murdered in his office several weeks ago. Associates of Dr. Watt said they knew of no reason why he should take his life. He did not leave a note, according to the police report.”

“Wow,” Peter murmured.

Jeff glanced at the date of the article. “This was written two days after Emily’s wedding,” he said thoughtfully. “That means he committed suicide the day after her wedding.”

“What are you thinking?” Peter asked. 

“Anthony had a lot of animosity toward the doctor, if you remember. He also said it wasn’t over between the doctor and him.” 

“You don’t think Anthony killed him, do you?” Eve gasped.

“Not directly. But he knew his father had taken that little girl he’d beaten up to a doctor. He might have figured Dr. Watt was that doctor, went to his office, and threatened to expose him. The doctor panicked, knowing it would ruin him—so he committed suicide.”

Peter’s mind went back to that night he stood on the verandah with Anthony, and seeing him caught in the gold of the sunset, had imagined him as…“An avenging angel!” he murmured.

“What?” 

“I was remembering the night Anthony came over—after the funeral.  As we were all standing on the balcony, I had a sudden vision of him as a kind of avenging angel. Pretty fanciful, eh?”

“Well, as it turns out, you might just have been right about him.”

“If you’re right Jeff, has Anthony done something wrong?” Eve asked.

“Well, not really. Ideally, he should have contacted the police and let them know of his suspicions. But, it probably appealed to Anthony’s sense of poetic justice that he do it that way—if he did it, of course.”

“Will you ever ask him?” Peter wanted to know.

“Maybe one day. I’ll always be curious.”

“Well, if he did, I can’t say I blame him, knowing what that man did to him.”

“I have a feeling I don’t want to hear about that,” Eve said, getting to her feet. “Come on you two, I’ve prepared a little snack for you inside. It’s getting chilly out here and even the reflection off those shirts isn’t warming me up.”

Later, as Peter and Jeff lay dozing in bed after a bout of hot lovemaking, the phone rang shrilly in their ears.

“Damn,” Peter muttered, extricating himself reluctantly from Jeff’s embrace.

“Hello?”

“Peter, it’s Andrew.”

“Oh, hi Andrew. We were just talking about you!”

“Liar,” Jeff mumbled from under the covers.

“I’ve been meaning to call you just about every day for the last three weeks,” Peter said, punching Jeff’s arm.

“I miss you guys.” 

“Are you okay? It must be late in New York.”

“It’s one thirty in the morning. David had to go out of town for a few days on business. I can’t sleep, so I just wondered if you’d be home.”

“Well, I’m glad you called.”

“So what have you been up to?” Andrew asked.

“Oh my God, Andrew. You wouldn’t believe what’s been going on here. Okay, it’s all kind of involved, so pay attention.”

Jeff sighed and sat up in bed. He pulled a magazine off the nightstand and hunkered down to read.

This was going to be a long phone call.





EPILOGUE

Emily gazed appraisingly at the flower arrangement she had just created in the dining room of her new home. She and Jerry had returned from their honeymoon three weeks before, and since then she had been kept busy getting the place looking and feeling as homey and comfortable as she could in that short space of time.

Her main frustrations had been the slowness of some of the furniture deliveries, but yesterday the new dining room suite had arrived. Emily had fallen in love with the design and the texture of the rosewood table the very first time she set eyes on it in the store.

Jerry had chuckled at her almost childlike enthusiasm as he watched her lovingly stroke the highly polished wood and look at him wistfully with a ‘please buy it for me’ glint in her eye. Of course he had bought it for her and she had counted the days until it arrived. It looked stunning sitting on top of the black and gold Persian rug Anthony had given her as a wedding gift. The table was perfect, the room was perfect, the house was perfect. But best of all, she and Jerry were at last married and she was freed from all the stress and bitterness of the past.

She couldn’t wait for him to come home tonight. She had some extra special news to tell him. Something she knew would make him an even happier man. With a little smile, she walked into the living room. Jerry had hung her portrait over the fireplace—the most conspicuous place in the room.

“I want everyone to see my beautiful wife’s portrait as soon as they step into this house,” he’d said, smiling at her with pride after he and Peter had completed the task together.

Now she paused for a moment and stood looking at her likeness smiling thoughtfully back at her. She shivered slightly as she remembered the day she had told Peter of her father’s perversion. How, she wondered, had Peter managed to catch that almost serene look when what she had actually been feeling that day was closer to despair. She had been convinced at that time that somehow her father was going to find a way to stop her from marrying Jerry. It had even crossed her mind that her father’s death was the only sure way of knowing he could not ruin her life.

She had wished for him to die—and he had. Did that make her as guilty as the man who had actually done the deed? Be careful of what you wish for, the old saying went. It just might come true. She knew she would never have had the strength to carry out her father’s murder, but she could not hide from herself the fact that she was very glad he was dead. If that made her a bad person, then so be it.

A knock at the door made her jump and brought her back to reality.

“Anyone home?” 

She smiled as she recognized Peter’s voice. She had invited him to drop by this morning for coffee. He and Jeff lived only three blocks away, something that had made Emily even more delighted with her new home. 

“Hi, gorgeous,” Peter sang out as she opened the door. After a hug and kiss he handed her a large brown envelope. “This was sitting on the porch.”

Emily looked at the envelope and frowned. “That’s my mother’s handwriting. What on earth can she be sending me?”

“A belated wedding gift? A check maybe?” 

“Not likely.” She threw the envelope down onto a chair. “Come see my new dining suite. You have to say you love it, even if you don’t.”

“I do love it. It’s beautiful. The flowers too. Jerry’s still sending you bouquets, I see.”

“No. I mean, yes, he does.” Emily laughed. “But those I bought this morning and arranged myself.”

“Such talent the young lady has.” 

“Let’s have the coffee in the kitchen, shall we?”

“Sounds good.” Peter followed her into the large sunny kitchen, picking up her mother’s envelope as he went.

“Here…” He handed it to her. “Better get this out of the way.”

Emily sighed as she tore open the envelope. “I haven’t heard a word from her since the day of the funeral, Peter. I can’t think she’s about to send congratulations now.” She pulled two pieces of thin cardboard from the envelope. Sandwiched between them was a photograph. Emily looked at it in silence then handed it to Peter.

It was a family portrait, obviously taken several years ago. Emily’s mother and father sat stiffly side by side, Emily on her father’s lap. Paula and Anthony stood on either side of their parents. Not one person in the picture was smiling.

“Lord,” Peter muttered under his breath. 

“I remember that day very well. I was six, I think. Father took us all out for dinner afterwards, and that night he came to my bedroom and…” Her voice broke and she gazed at Peter with tears glistening in her eyes.

“Why on earth would your mother send this to you now?”

“Because she hates me. Because she wants to remind me of that horror. She knew what happened that night. This is her way of trying to spoil my happiness with Jerry. She and my father never had anything like the relationship I have with Jerry and she hates me for that.”

“What an incredibly bitter bitch she is,” Peter said.

“Look, there’s even a note.” With a trembling hand, Emily lifted a small scrap of paper and read, “‘Perhaps this will help you to never forget your real family.’”

Peter reached out and took Emily’s hand in his. “But you have a new family now, Emily. You have a marvelous husband who loves and adores you. You have Anthony and Gloria and Johnny who love you, and last but certainly not least—you have Jeff and me who think you’re the bravest lady we know.”

Emily smiled. “I know, and believe me it more than makes up for the hate my mother feels for me. She’s probably got a voodoo doll she’s sticking pins in every night.” She laughed quietly at the thought then her eyes cleared as she looked at Peter again.

“Well, there’s something I’m going to tell you. I was saving this for when Jerry gets home tonight, but if you promise not to tell anyone, I’ll tell you.”

“I promise. Scout’s honor.” 

“I’m pregnant.”

Peter let out a whoop and jumped up to hug her. “I am so happy for you. When did you find out?”

“I went to see the doctor yesterday. I had a feeling I was, but I wanted to make sure. He called this morning and gave me the good news.”

“My God, Jerry will be thrilled.”

“Yes, he will. He wants children—lots of ’em he says.”

“Emily, one thing I am certain of; this child will have the best parents he or she could ever wish for.”

“Yes. He’ll have parents who love him unconditionally, no matter what…and who will never, never hurt him.”

“Or her,” Peter added, chuckling.

“Or her.”

“And Grandma Hastings? What of her?”

“If she’s very, very good, she might just get to see her grandchild every now and then.”

“Not much chance of that by the looks of things.”

“Peter, I can’t grieve for my parents. They had every chance to be decent loving human beings, and they chose instead to make their children’s lives a living hell. My mother has even turned against Anthony—Anthony, who loved her when I could not. Well, she’s lost him too—and you know what? I’m glad. Glad, because he’s finally happy now that he’s found someone who really loves him.”

“It’s all about love then, in the end,” Peter said.

“It’s so simple really, isn’t it?” Emily gripped Peter’s hand. “Earlier today, before you arrived, I was looking at my portrait and wondering how you managed to make me look so serene, so assured, when on that day I was feeling anything but. Did you see beyond that and somehow look into the future—to know how I feel now? Because, if you did, you got it right. That’s exactly how I feel now.”

“Well, I’m not going to take the credit for knowing all this would have a happy ending. Heck, I hardly knew you then. But, although I saw your sadness, what I painted was what I wished for you.”

“Thank you, then. Because your wish came true.” 

“You know,” Peter said, “I think I’m going to circle today’s date on my calendar. It’s definitely one to remember as a very good day.”

“One of the best, although I have to put the days Jerry and I were on honeymoon slightly ahead in the favorite stakes.”

“I’ll bet.” Peter grinned at her. “Well, if we’re going to go there, there’s a few I could also shove to the top of the list, young lady.”

“Oh, here we go.” Emily laughed. “And I thought this day was going to be your favorite.”

The corners of Peter’s mouth lifted slightly as he pretended to reminisce. Then, with an angelic smile, he said. “Oh, well—I lied.”
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