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Chapter One

VEDIE

 

By ten, I’m sweaty as a deckhand from bussing tables on the beach, and I’m sorely in need of a brew or six. But seeing as I’ve got no cash to burn, I’m gonna have to leave my coworkers—who’re revving up over by the tiki bar—to their night of hard partying. I grab my leopard-print backpack from the hook on the back wall of the bar and head to the men’s room to turn into the other me.

And just as I figured, Joey’s waiting on me there. “You gonna come party with us tonight, sweet Vedie?”

“No can do, Joey, much as I want to.” Safe inside a stall, I pull off my sweaty green The Only Tiki Hut on Placida Island work T-shirt. As soon as I replace it with a dark red, stretchy lace off-the-shoulder number, I can breathe easy. Next, I strip off my khaki shorts and yank on my favorite black velvet pair. Even though I’ve gotta ride my bike home, I kick my high-tops into my backpack and slide on a pair of jeweled flip-flops. After taking a quick piss, I head out of the stall and plant my ass in front of the mirror beside Joey, who’s standing there like he’s got nothing better to do than count the drips of water leaking from the faucet.

“Lookin’ good, pretty Miss Vedie…mmmhmm…”

No matter if I’m dressed like a dude or a lady, Joey always stares at me like I’m a juicy bowl of strawberry shortcake—he licks his lips, and I know he wants to take himself a nice big bite of a flavor he can’t get at home. Then he slaps his hand hard against my thigh, and creepy-slow, it climbs my leg. It’s headed for my ass cheek, or my name ain’t Vedie Wilson.

“Hands out of the cookie jar, Joey, my man.” I don’t appreciate it when any dude gropes me without asking for permission first. But the sad truth is I’m never gonna want Joey’s hands on me. While he gawks, I pull a shimmery hairband out of my bag and wrap it around my head to hold the damp dreads off my face. “Got yourself a sweet tooth, looks like, Joey. You’d be wise to get your ass home to your sweet wife, not that you asked me for no words of wisdom.”

“Not gonna even think about goin’ home ’til I had me some fun,” Joey replies, jamming his hand in his pocket—probably to keep it from curving around my ass.

When I bend to rinse the sweat off my face, he stays quiet and doesn’t goose me. Maybe this time he heard what I told him about getting his ass home to Mrs. Joey. But more likely he’s checking out my butt.

“Baybeee…uh-huh…mmmhmm…nice ass you got there in them sweet little shorts…”

I sigh real loud, “I’ve got some shit to do here, big dawg, so if that’s all you wanted.” The only way to get this guy to take a hike is to tell him point-blank that he’s gotta head on out. “Catch ya on the flip side.”

He leans in so close his scratchy beard brushes my neck, and I shiver in the bad way. He takes a deep sniff—I guess he likes the smell of sweaty dude—and then finally bails. And right about now, I sorely wish the tiki hut restaurant had one of those one-person anything goes restrooms—for a dude, a lady, or whoever you feel like at the moment—but at least now I’m finally alone in the men’s room.

I pull out my makeup bag and quickly powder my nose so it doesn’t shine in the moonlight, and I glide a deep shade of maroon over my lips. But I take the time to be an artist with my eyeliner and mascara because I figure eyes oughta say something. When I look good enough that I’d wanna do me if I got hot for ladies, I figure I’m looking good enough for public viewing. And my new perfume smells like the freedom I’ve got down here on Placida Island—coconuts and wildflowers and the ocean and honey. I spray it on heavy all over my neck and chest.

As I saunter out of the men’s room, I don’t miss that it’s funny how I went in here looking all-dude, but coming out, you could mistake me for a lady. Ha! More like a red-hot, sexy mama—smooth and silky everywhere except for the four-day beard.

I’m a guy, though, even when I’m dressed this fine. And in my opinion—not that anybody gives two shits what I think—the combo of smooth legs and a stubbly chin says, in your face, assholes! I don’t have to choose how I show myself to the world anymore.

 

“HOT DAMN! WHO be dat fine lady?” Joey knows I’m no lady, and I wish he’d shut his trap. I turn my head away and roll my eyes twice as I head past the bar. “Who’s the lucky guy who’s gonna get some of dat tonight?”

“Not gonna be you, Joey.” And sure, I say it out loud, but not loud enough for him to hear, because I don’t want to piss him off. Pissed-off dudes can be dangerous.

I’ve only been working here a week-and-a-day now, but I’m pretty sure my coworkers are cool with how I dress. At work, I have to wear my green Tiki Hut T-shirt and tan shorts, just like everybody else. But I don’t hide my ladylike side down here on Placida Island; I’m never gonna hide her again. The world thinks the way I show myself is all fucked-up, but I’ve come to understand that it is what it is, and it’s why I’m never going back to Boston. I can’t go back up there and be me—not if I want to live to see another day.

“Haven’t you people ever seen a boy dressed up nice and pretty before?” I shout it back over my shoulder, flashing a big grin, knowing my lips look good, all shiny and red.

“Vedie, have yourself a good evening!” one of the ladies calls out. I smile inside because I think some of my coworkers like the real me, and I’m not used to being liked just the way I am. Maybe the rule truly is “anything goes” on this tropical island in the middle of nowhere.

I glance around to see if Crazy Matt is lurking around the bar. Crazy Matt—that’s the name all of the waiters at The Only Tiki Hut gave to this gorgeous but pissed-off-looking customer I made a play for earlier tonight. I actually leaned down and whispered into his ear, “Take me home tonight, Mateo.” I like how Mateo sounds way better than Crazy Matt, and it’s pretty much the same damn name, at least it is in my neck of the woods.

I didn’t stop and wait for his answer because I know it doesn’t work that way with guys like him. If Mateo wants to hook up with me, he’ll make it happen. If he doesn’t, there’s nothing on God’s green earth I can do to make him change his mind. So I pointed out real clear that I was one of his options, and then I moved on.

 

I TOSS A piece of gum in my mouth and head out to the back of the restaurant so I can grab my bike. Picked up an old BMX at a pawn shop as soon as I landed down here on Placida Island, and it’s been my set of wheels ever since. It’s pretty as a picture—lime-green and white. Soon as I get some extra cash, I’m gonna pick up a hot-pink bike seat. Bonus on the bicycle situation: pumping this baby around the island keeps my ass nice and tight.

I bend over to unlock it, glad that Joey’s not around to feel up my ass, because sure as shit, it’s what he’d do. I toss the chain into my pack and swing it onto my shoulder thinking I’m looking too fine tonight to head straight home—a total waste of hotness—but, oh well, that’s the way it goes when you’re broke.

“Hey.”

It’s funny, but with just this one-word greeting, I recognize the voice.




Chapter Two

VEDIE

 

Mateo stands in the dark shadows close to the building and somehow looks hot, not creepy.

“Mateo, why’re you here?” I don’t sound too friendly, but then, me and him aren’t friends.

“Guess I’m in the mood for dessert.”

The dude’s studying me like he’s never seen a boy dressed in girl’s clothes. When he’s done gawking, he tilts his head and asks in a cool voice, “You in drag tonight?”

“Nah. I’m not in drag.” I stare him in the eye and add, “This is just how I feel right now.” And I wait to see if me being dressed like a lady might be a deal breaker.

He’s checking me out, but his eyes are spooked, just like they were when I brought him his first drink at the Tiki Hut. I’ve seen eyes like his before—right off the bat, they make me think of Mrs. Diaz, my downstairs neighbor back when I was in middle school. She had the exact same look in her eyes on the day of the drive-by shooting near Ryan Playground…the day her little Rosita got shot in the back of the neck.

It’s nighttime, so I can’t tell if his eyes are dark or light, but they’re as hollow as an empty cardboard box dumped on a city sidewalk. And it’s like there should be blood smeared on his chin or sprayed across his forehead, because the look on his face screams, “I got jumped!” But there’s no blood and no city sidewalk and no Mrs. Diaz hollering in the alley and no shiny black car peeling away with a screech. I can’t see anything around us except for the pretty tropical, nighttime sky and palm trees blowing gentle in the breeze—the shit I came down here to no-man’s-land for.

I’m lying… That shit’s nice, but it’s not why I came here.

Warm sun and clear skies dotted with tall palm trees and smiling vacation faces—all fine in my book—aren’t the true reasons I went south. The real deal is I’m here to get away from up there. And I’d bet my sorry life that handsome, broken Mateo here, with his “I’ve been through hell” eyes, came to Placida Island for the same damn reason.

His white ass is hiding—same as my black one is.

Anyhow, I don’t look away while he’s thinking me over, and when he finally nods, I figure he gets it. Or he kind of gets it, because who the hell really gets shit like Vedie Wilson being a dude who likes to dress like a lady?

“You got a bike?” I’m an official shit-for-brains. Of course the dude didn’t come here on a freaking bicycle.

“I’ve got a truck.” He turns around and looks toward a dark-colored pickup in the corner of the parking lot. Not a pimped-out rig with fancy-ass tires, just plain and clean.

“Cool.” If we’re gonna hook up tonight, I have to go in his truck. There’s no way his ass would fit on the back of my wheels.

“Let me grab your bike and stick it on the truck bed.” He steps forward, looks at my bike for a second—I swear he shudders—and then makes a move to grab it.

But I stop him, remembering in the nick of time not to touch him because the dude might snap my hand off. “No, man. I got it.”

He steps right up close. He’s tall, way taller than me, even though I’ve been called a tall glass of water a time or two. And the man smells good—I so hope not better than me. “I’ll get your bike…you look…well, I-I don’t want you to get your outfit messed up.”

Heat rushes to my face as quick as tears flood my eyes. I’m not exactly a princess waiting on some knight in shining armor to do my bidding, and his politeness wrecks me. I blink and blink until I’ve blinked all the wetness away, and of course, I say another something totally dumbass. “Gonna get a hot-pink bike seat one of these days.”

Shit. For. Brains.

He grabs my bike and tosses it onto one of his big shoulders, and I follow him across the parking lot to his truck, thinking that if you’d asked me an hour ago, I’d never have figured this sweet shit would be going down between us. I watch as he places my wheels real careful in the truck bed, but when he comes to the passenger side, unlocks the truck, and opens the door for me like a gentleman…I lose it for real.

 

MATT

 

Seeing this kid cry slices easily through my thick skin, and I don’t appreciate it one bit. There’s a heart somewhere under all the armor I wear, but I like to keep it under wraps. What’s most fucked-up about this situation, though, is that less than two hours ago, we were complete strangers, not exactly enjoying a friendly interaction.

When he came to my table, he asked, “Yo, man. What’re you drinking?” I guess I must have looked at him cross-eyed because I didn’t recognize the kid as a regular worker at the Tiki Hut. And I should know; I’ve eaten dinner here several nights a week for the past decade. But he got right on my case. “What’s your friggin’ problem? I asked you real nice, seeing as it’s my job and shit!”

It was as if he’d read my mind when he sized up my expression, which made me shiver because nobody knows what I’m thinking, and I like it that way.

“Just water,” I told him, and then I stared out over the beach, craning my neck like I was watching for somebody even though there’s never been anyone for me to watch for.

He hadn’t liked being ignored, so he started to play the smart-ass, a part he’s quite good at. “Sorry, big dawg, your lady’s a no-show. You’re gonna have to fill your bed with somebody new tonight, looks like.” He’d actually waggled his eyebrows.

“Guess today’s not my lucky day because I’m planning to sleep alone,” I told him and meant it.

“It can be your lucky day if you play your cards right.” He let go of the tray with one hand, dropped his palm onto my shoulder, and squeezed. “You don’t have to be lonely tonight if you don’t—what the fuck, man!”

I’d already jumped to my feet and practically stomped on the guy. “Hands off, asshole.”

“I hear you, big dawg, so chill.” The kid pulled back his hand and released a long sigh, like he knew he’d broken one of his own rules by grabbing me. “I’ll get my dumbass hand off of your badass shoulder, if you sit your ass back down on that chair and chill.” And after another sigh, he said, “Not gonna push the issue, man… Just offering you some company on a long, hot, lonely night.” Then he’d turned so fast his short dreads flew, and as he walked away, he grumbled, “If I wanted to get slammed for being a faggot I’d go right back up north where I came from.”

This is the brief and stormy history of our relationship. And so, with regard to the boy standing before me now, looking damned cute in a lacy shirt and short-shorts, I’m still in full-out fuck-you mode. Nonetheless, I’m here, hoping to take him home for the very same reason. But this sobbing dude in girl’s clothes is the polar opposite of the wiseass I met in the restaurant.

Once again, my mind is drawn to what passed between us in the bar. When he’d returned to my table, he told me off quite effectively. “Here you go, sweetness,” he delivered this line with a Mona Lisa smile and placed a glass of ice water on the table in front of me. He looked so smug—I wondered if he’d spat into it. “And with this water, my job here is done. Your waiter tonight’s gonna be Sheila. I’ll be sure to mention to her that you’re a friendly sort of dude, who enjoys a nice shoulder massage while placing your order.”

“Sheila knows me.”

“Then she knows she oughta put on body armor if she plans on brushing your shoulder with her elbow?”

For the record, I try not to ever look anybody directly in the eyes. There’s no reason for it. I live alone and work online, with four cats to keep me company, and besides that, I always have someone to talk to because I talk to myself all day, every day. But I glared right into his light eyes and informed him, “She already knows how I am.”

Then the guy grinned.

And for some crazy reason, I smiled back.

God knows I didn’t want to smile. In fact, it’d been so long since my lips formed the unfamiliar shape, I was afraid they’d get stuck that way and never go back to the straight line I always wear. I wouldn’t be able to scare off the whole damned world while wearing a stupid, shit-eating grin, now, would I?

But our unexpected grins had opened a door, and when he said, “Keep this in mind, Mister So-sha-bull—my offer still stands. If you decide you want something sweet and warm and chocolaty brown for dessert, I get off work at ten.” I took him at his word, so here I am.

But he’s not smiling right now. “Listen…uh…”

“My name’s Vedie…and I ain’t crying.” It takes him five deep breaths to make sure of this.

“Yeah…um, Vedie, if you want to come to my place with me, you know, it would be good. But if you want me to drive you home, that’d be fine, too.” My pick-up line isn’t smooth. In my defense, I’m extremely rusty in this department. Still, I hold open the car door and wait for him to slide his ass onto the leather seat.

The kid wipes his nose with a stretchy lace sleeve and shakes his head. “Don’t wanna go home, Mateo.”

I make a quick decision, because if he’s coming with me, he’s going to need to calm down. I don’t do well with drama. So I reach past him to the center console, grab a tissue, and tell him in a firm voice, “Dry off your face.”

He takes the tissue and dabs at his eyes. “My mascara’s probably all over the place by now.”

I glance at his face and shake my head. “No. You still look good.”

“Mama always told me honesty is the very best policy, though it didn’t do me too much good when I tried to explain to her that sometimes I get into dressing like a girl.”

What on earth is Vedie trying to get across by filling me in on his mother’s favorite saying? I’m tempted to pinch myself to make sure I’m awake, because I could very well be dreaming up this whole warped scene.

“And all I’m gonna say, Mateo, is you treated me…different from what I’m used to…and on account of that, I lost it.”

I stand beside him, nodding like I understand what he’s trying to tell me.

“So give me a minute to grab my bike from your truck, and I’ll get outta your hair. We can pretend like this shit never went down.”

And this is when I break my brand-new rule regarding interacting with hot young men dressed like ladies in dark parking lots. I reach out and touch him. I don’t grab him; I just brush his arm with my fingertips. “No, Vedie. I want you to come back to my place.”

He doesn’t even have to think it over. “I can do that.” Vedie speaks brightly and slides his ass onto my passenger seat. I push the door closed, go around the car, and hop in, my head spinning with this strange turn of events.

In silence, I pull my truck out of the parking lot and head south, down the coast. We both open up our windows and lean back, letting the wind blow away our worries. Or it’s what I’m trying to do, but I can’t stop my lips from moving as I silently verbalize the raging thoughts in my head.

 

ONCE WE’RE ON the screened porch, Vedie bends to look through the window into my kitchen. “You’ve got a lot of cats,” he says in a soft voice.

My cats are sitting in a crooked line—on the floor, the table, the chair, and the windowsill—staring out at us with calculating eyes.

“I only have four.”

My first-ever houseguest places all ten of his long, delicate fingers lightly on the screen. Jennifer, the oldest female, a fluffy tiger, presses her nose against them, one by one.

“They’re waiting on you,” he says. “I love cats, you know. I had a few…back home.” He sniffs and wipes his nose again.

I hope this means he’s finished with the crying. And I don’t ask him where “back home” is because it doesn’t matter. I already know tonight is a big mistake. But like the lonely fool I am, I unlock the door, hold it wide, and allow my eyes to follow along as he enters my home. Since the day almost a decade ago when I bought this cottage, he is the only human being besides my parents and me who has ever walked through these doors. And he’ll soon discover that the fluffy creatures are the only decorations I keep. “The cats aren’t used to people.”

“What are their names?”

I’m going to check out soon. I always do. The instant anybody starts asking me personal questions is when it happens, and it happens every time. No exceptions. The mental rug is always ripped out from beneath my brain.

I may be crazy, but at least I’m consistent.

“They’ve got names, don’t they?” He kneels on the floor, careful to keep his knees together.

“The one you’re petting is named Jen…Jennifer.” Ugh… TMI. I suddenly feel vulnerable.

So I focus on the details of my first-ever houseguest—his face, his hair, his skin. I’d say he’s not bad looking, if shit like that mattered to me. But shit like handsome or hot or sexy is immaterial to the forward progression of my life. Never made a difference to me, never will. If it did make a difference, I’d admit Vedie’s skin looks inviting—the color of the steaming sand on the beach in front of my cottage in the late afternoon right after a rainstorm. A sassy boy-man with a face of constantly changing expressions—full lips that twist and turn and eyes too light to be natural, his expression amused and teasing and a little bit smart-assed.

And then there’s his hair—you don’t see hair like his every day. Sticking out right and left—tangled stubby dreadlock frizz. Back at the bar, the sight of it had made me want to laugh, and not just a silent snicker inside my head. I wanted to laugh out loud—I wanted to laugh for real. But right now, it doesn’t look comical like it did in the restaurant. It looks crazy and disheveled and wild, much like I feel.

And there’s something timid in the light aqua-green eyes that don’t seem to belong in his dark-skinned face, watchful and wary like those of the deer that feed on the apples I toss into my backyard every morning. They want the damn apples, and they’ll risk about anything to get them, but they’re bloody terrified. So, yeah, everything I’d need to know about this man is written in those easy-to-read eyes.

He breaks into a huge grin, and it hits me: I don’t think I could be afraid of this young man if I tried. “Jennifer? You named your kitty Jennifer?”

He doesn’t need to know I named her after Jennifer Aniston, whose character on Friends reruns is so warm and likable. “And the one sitting on the chair is named Charlie.” On Two and a Half Men reruns, Charlie Sheen seems like a fun guy to have around. No commitment necessary with him—a drive-by friend, which works well for me.

He reaches up to pet my big black cat. “Hi, Charlie…” After sniffing his hand, Charlie lets Vedie scratch his neck. “Look, Mateo—he’s letting me scratch him. I think he likes me.” And I think Vedie’s enjoying the scratching session almost as much as Charlie is. “What are them two’s names?” He glances to the windowsill at the two younger cats.

“The orange one is Conan.” I wonder if he’s detected a too-much-television-watching pattern in the themes of my cats’ names. “And the gray one, he’s Bob.” It’s Sponge Bob, to be exact, but I don’t feel a need to confess all of the tiny details to a man who, after tonight, I will likely only see in passing at the Tiki Bar. But the sad truth is, other than these cats, TV is my only companion.

“You gave your cats people names.”

“Uh-huh.” I walk over to the refrigerator. “Care for a beer…or a soda?”

“I’ll take a brew. Long night at work…and hot, too.”

I can’t believe I’m still here with this guy. Mentally, I mean. I guess I’m just a little bit too lonely—as desperate for human contact as a man shipwrecked on a tropical island for ten years—because I’m not sure I’m gay, and I’m definitely not into whatever it is this guy, who’s decked out in lace and velvet and wearing full makeup on top of his scruffy beard, is into. But still, I’m doing this.

“Come on, let’s go to the couch. You must be ready to get off your feet.” It sounds like I want him on his back, and that thought makes my dick go numb. “What I mean is, we can sit and talk, I guess.”

Vedie rises to his feet in a ladylike manner and flashes a smile, followed by a little bit of eyelash batting, as if he’s trying to flirt. With me. Crazy Matt. “Cool. I could sit for a few.”

I head to the living room followed by Vedie, Jennifer, and finally, Charlie, all in a row, like I’m the Pied Fucking Piper. Before we even get to the simple brown couch, Conan and Sponge Bob go racing by all of us. My cats are apparently far more comfortable with having company than I am, but I’m still here. I’m still here.

I gesture to the couch, and Vedie sits and crosses his legs. I take a seat beside him, if you count two feet away to be “beside” somebody. And I’m expecting it to happen. Any second now, my head’s going to jump ship, leaving only my body bobbing aimlessly on the open water.

Looks like I’m needy enough for a little physical contact that I’m willing to give this a shot. And there’s always an outside chance I’ll stick around for the good stuff.

Strangely, the change happens in Vedie, not me. He sits up straight and his shoulders go back and the word sassy again pops into my racing brain. “So you don’t have any questions for me?”

I’m surprised by his boldness. His eyes flash in a way that makes my consciousness briefly dim, and I ask, “Uh…questions?”

“About all of this?” He gestures to his outfit, and then he actually pulls off one of his decorative sandals and holds it high in the air. I think he might swat me with it, but he relaxes his fingers and drops it to the floor. “And the makeup and stuff.” As soon as he utters the words “makeup,” he seems to remember the damage his crying episode likely did to his mascara. He pulls a polka-dotted zipper bag out of his leopard-print backpack and retrieves a small powder compact, which he pops open to carefully fix his eyes.

“Not my business, I guess.”

“Not your business?” He stuffs the bag of cosmetics back into his pack. “Big dawg, I’m in your house, on your couch, drinking your beer. And um…aren’t we gonna…you know…get busy tonight?”

This is when it happens. The numbness starts in my belly and quickly spreads north to my head and south to my toes, and just like that, I’m a mere bystander in my own living room, watching the hazy events from above.

 

VEDIE

 

“Mateo…hey, man, you okay?”

I’m not about to pretend like I’m some kind of head doctor, but something major is wrong with this dude. I try and push away the warped realization that this makes two big-time fucked-up people in one small, plain-ass cottage. I oughta be thinking that I’m so out of here because this dude is wack. And besides, seeing as he hasn’t got any pretty curtains on his windows, we can’t have a single thing in common. But I’m not leaving. Because I just saw the light leave a man’s eyes—like the light went out of little Rosita’s eyes, right there on the sidewalk that July day so long ago. The thing is, this guy hasn’t been shot, and he’s still breathing, far as I can tell, and…and I’m no Mother Teresa, but this guy needs serious help.

I’m hesitant to touch the dude seeing as he nearly offed me last time I tried, but I figure it’s a chance I have to take. “I’m gonna put my hands on you, man, but I’m not gonna hurt you, and I ain’t gonna try and mess with you, either. Got me? I’m gonna lie beside you on this here couch and hold onto you. Ya got me?”

No response from the guy, but I don’t let that stop me, probably because I’m a dumbass. I somehow manage to pull him down and lean sideways on the end of the couch, with Mateo hunkered down real awkward beside me.

“Look at me, Mateo…”

My voice comes out soft and sweet—exactly how I hoped—but he doesn’t look at me. For the first time since I met him, his thousand-yard stare is history, and he’s gazing past me, nice and peaceful.

“That’s right; just keep on looking at the ceiling if it cools your jets. And don’t worry, you won’t have to move your ass because I’m not going anywhere any time soon. If you fall asleep, well, that’s no big deal at all.” I stop babbling, and we both simply stare. I stare at him; he stares at…well, at nothing. Strange as fuck, but at least it’s not awkward.

And damn, this man’s got a one-in-a-billion kind of gorgeous thing going on. His eyes are a shade of brown too light to look human but surely are stunning. And stunning isn’t normally in my vocabulary, but it’s the only word that works for his cat eyes. Not to take anything away from the rest of his face, because it’s perfect, too. Everything—straight nose, pointed chin, smooth skin, even the thick stubble on his cheeks. It all fits just right and is framed by silky golden-brown waves. I think he’s about the prettiest person I’ve ever seen close up, except on a movie screen. Nope—changed my mind; he’s prettier than the folks on movie screens too.

I’ve got no plans to look away from his eyes so I can gawk at his super-hot body. That wouldn’t be classy. But I’m holding his strong shoulder right in my hands, and I’ve been rubbing his arm, off and on, for the last couple of minutes. I think if I wanted to, I could count all of the strands of muscle there.

How can it be that this beautiful man is so broken? Sure as shit, he’s worse off than even me. The world doesn’t want to let me be me, but this dude has suffered some serious shit, and it’s left him halfway gone.




Chapter Three

MATT’S JOURNAL DATED JULY 2005

 

I’m supposed to write down my memories to get them off my chest and out of my head. I guess it can’t hurt at this point, so here goes…

Daniel Blankenship took me when I was seven.

The asshole fucking dragged a little boy off his brand-new seventh-birthday BMX bike because he wanted a new toy. When he yanked me from my bike, and I saw it resting on the sidewalk, the front tire still spinning, my major concern was that if I left it there, some kid would come along and steal it. But when he stuffed me into his van, I quickly got the bigger picture. I was being stolen, and my bike was the least of my worries.

I do my best not to think about the things he did to me for the next eight years, until, at fifteen, I was too old to do it for him. So at this point, the twisted shit he did is tightly sealed in long-term storage—in a fireproof, waterproof unit at the very back of my brain—where I plan to leave it and forget I ever put it there. God knows I’ve recalled it all—every revolting detail—and I’ve suffered over each memory I fought my ass off to own. But I can’t dwell on that shit anymore, or even talk about it, as everybody in my life seems so bound and determined to make me do.

I’ve reached the conclusion that I can no longer live in the company of other people.

 

MATT

 

As is not unusual, I dreamt about the day I was torn off my bike, ripped away from my mother and father and brothers, my friends and teachers, my dog, and everything I knew and loved.

Sliding off the couch, I spread my arms wide and bend in half to rub my cramped calves. I’m weary from having slept curled up in a ball on the couch, as I’m too tall a man to get away with doing that. And this morning, I’m more confused than usual. When I went to sleep, I wasn’t alone, which in itself is a complete departure from my usual meticulously solitary routine.

Upon waking, I find no one else is here.

Vedie must have breathed a loud sigh of relief, having escaped the loony bin unscathed. My solitary state should come as a relief to me too, as it saves me from having to oust Vedie from my apartment and somehow inform him he isn’t welcome to return. But strangely, all I feel this morning is more hollow than usual.

I saunter to the kitchen, hoping a cup of orange juice will provide me with the energy my stretching didn’t, and when I get there, I’m surprised to find the cats have been fed. Vedie couldn’t have left too long ago, as Jennifer and Conan are seated in a patch of sunlight on the kitchen floor, still performing their after-breakfast grooming. I want to be angry he violated my privacy by rummaging through my cabinets in search of cat food, but I can’t muster up the energy. I grab a mug, go to the fridge, pour the OJ, and when I sit at the kitchen table to drink it, I see the note. It’s written in pen on the back of a paper towel in the rounded flowery script of a high school girl, ostentatious in the austerity of my cottage.

 

Last night you were miles away. Not sure where you went to, but one second you were with me, and then you were gone. You probably don’t remember it, but I stayed w/ you mostly until sunup. Hate to leave you right now, but I’ve got to work the breakfast shift. Come on over to the Tiki Hut if you’re hungry, dude.

V

 

I owe Vedie an explanation for my disassociation last night, which is what my shrink used to call it when the connection between my mind and my body and the rest of the world got lost. Not that it’s a huge deal for me—I’ve been zoning out for as long as I can remember.

 

VEDIE

 

“I didn’t catch your last name, dude.”

Can’t believe he came here for breakfast. Never thought it’d happen, but Mateo is sitting right in front of me, eating scrambled eggs at the bar.

He cracks a smile. The dude should smile more, because seeing it’s like chomping down on a mouthful of eye candy. “That’s because I never told you.”

“Ouch. You sure do know how to kick a guy.”

I’m feeling all-boy right now. I’m wearing my tan shorts and my green work shirt, and I’ve got my high-tops on with white Nike crew socks sticking up. Not a hairband or a hint of lip gloss—tiny studs fill in all the holes in my ears instead of hoops and danglies. Dressed this way, I could pass for a tough guy, even back home.

“North…Matt North,” he says real serious, like Bond…James Bond. And it’s weird how he doesn’t seem too freaked out that he let me hold him like he was a baby for most of last night. Probably, he doesn’t remember it.

“North…as in, Up North, where I came from and am never going back to?” I ask and wink at him.

He smiles again, causing little Vedie to perk up in my pants. “Yeah,” he says, his voice breathy. “Something like that.”

“Hey, Vedie!! Spill on table twelve!” Angie hollers from halfway across the beach.

“I’m on it!” Mateo is watching me with his eerie, undead eyes. “Duty calls, man.”

Before I have a chance to start the hike toward table twelve, which is practically on the water’s edge, Mateo jumps off the bar stool and calls, “Wait up!”

Seeing as I wasn’t on my way yet, I keep my feet planted on the sand.

“Come over to my place for a swim when you get off work.”

“Love to, but I’m not too sure I remember the way.” Wish I could say Sure, I’ll be there by three, but it was dark when he drove me to his cottage last night, and I wasn’t paying too much attention to the road. I barely managed to get back to town this morning.

“I’ll wait for you and drive us there.”

“You’ll wait here? I’m not off until two.”

Real slow—and I’m not lying when I say real shaky—he reaches over and touches my arm. “I don’t mind waiting.”

“I haven’t got my swimsuit,” I warn him.

I get one of those knock-me-flat smiles. “I’m not worried.”

I can feel his golden eyes on me as I head over to clean up the big spill.
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