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        If you only read the books that everyone else is reading, you can only think what everyone else is thinking.

        Haruki Murakami

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      “Just because it’s ugly doesn’t mean it tastes bad.”

      I threw the deformed-looking carrot in a bin. It had three roots attached by a single stem, and if I’d allowed it to be sold, it would rot before anyone bought it. At the end of everyone’s shift, I allowed my coworkers to take whatever they wanted from the bin, and then gave the rest away to the local food bank.

      It overflowed with oddly shaped eggplants, peppers, carrots, and potatoes. The grocery store I managed only sold organic produce grown locally, and the farmers didn’t see a difference between a standard carrot and one that was purplish and curvy. But customers did, and they wanted nothing to do with misfit veggies. 

      It was stupid, because when you looked at the misfits, they were far more interesting than the standard, generic-looking produce. I held up a disfigured pear and shook my head.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you.” I murmured.

      “Max Ortega.” I heard a woman’s voice behind me, dropped the pear, and spun around.

      “Why are you talking to that grotesque piece of fruit?” Mrs. Coleman from down the street tilted her head, then peered into the bin with the other ugly produce and shuddered. “It looks like something grown in radioactive dirt.”

      I shook my head and sighed. “How are you today, Mrs. Coleman?” She was a friend of my mother, so I forced a smile.

      “Doing well, Max.” She was in her sixties and had short white hair with a blueish tint. “I had a wonderful time at your brother’s wedding last weekend. To think, your younger brothers and sisters are all married now.” Mrs. Coleman yanked a plastic produce bag open and filled it with perfectly round white potatoes. “Maria,” she said, referring to Mom, “...is loving all the grandchildren she gets to babysit. When are you going to settle down? Meet a woman and have some kids of your own?”

      Mrs. Coleman always pretended like I was into women, though she knew better. The first few times she’d mentioned marrying me off, I’d reminded her I preferred men. Now, I didn’t care. It wasn’t like men or women were beating down the door to be with me.

      “Just haven’t met the right person yet, Mrs. Coleman.” I turned away and pretended to neaten the celery.

      “If you really cared about your mother, you’d find a nice girl and have a houseful of babies.” She grinned, then snatched another produce bag off the stand and filled it with green beans.

      “Yes, Mrs. Coleman.” I sighed, wishing I could escape, but I couldn’t be rude to Mom’s friend. 

      “Where did your brother and his bride go for their honeymoon?” 

      “Um, they went to Cancun.” I muttered, and a picture of Juan and Tracey on a beach drinking fruity cocktails filled my head. The closest I’d ever been to paradise was Belle Isle, a tiny island in the James River filled with snakes, stoned teenagers, and poison ivy.

      “You have a stable job, Max, and the way you take care of Maria is a sign that you would make an excellent father and husband.” She grabbed a sack of glossy red apples and placed them in her cart. “Stop disappointing your mother and start a family of your own.”

      The older woman abruptly swung her cart around and marched over to the tiny bakery on the other side of the store. While she strolled away, the loudspeaker blared.

      “Max. Come to register three please for customer assistance.”

      I’d worked at Oregon Hill Fine Foods since the store opened twenty years ago, and it was the only job I’d ever had. My father died when I was seventeen, and as soon as I graduated high school, I’d found a job as a stock boy. I worked long shifts through the night while the store was closed, stocking shelves in order to support my mother and six younger siblings. Over the years, I’d been promoted by my boss, Mr. Perry, to cashier, then shift manager, and now that he was approaching retirement, I managed the entire store.

      When I got to the register, Pam, the cashier, had her hand on her hip and was glaring at the customer, who I couldn’t see, since the woman was staring in the opposite direction. 

      “This coupon is expired.” Pam stated, a steely tone in her voice. The woman turned around and I saw it was Mrs. Gillespie, who worked part-time at the day care center Mom worked for.

      “Max.” The older woman smiled, then hugged me. “I would’ve sworn this coupon was still valid. Is there any way you can…” Her voice trailed off. 

      “Of course, Mrs. Gillespie. Let me fix this for you.”

      Pam rolled her eyes, then stepped away from the register while I manually overrode the system. She saved twenty-five cents on a pound of organic coffee. 

      “Thank you Max. Every penny counts, you know.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Gillespie.” I sighed, then Pam went back to checking her out.

      “Your brother’s wedding was wonderful, dear.” She said, then I stepped around her and bagged the groceries. “I can’t believe all of your brothers and sisters are married, and here you are, the oldest of the bunch and still single.”

      Pam’s eyes met mine, and she bit her lower lip, probably to keep from laughing. This was a near daily occurrence, friends of my family coming in and pestering me about my love life. “Yeah, boss. When’s it going to be your turn?”

      “I’ll get married when you do.” I winked, knowing Pam had no urge to settle down soon. She played the field, a rotating cast of women filling her bed.

      “Max, your mother and I have discussed this at length. Now that your younger siblings are all paired off, you need to settle down too. I know a beautiful girl over on Pine Street…” Mrs. Gillespie blushed, then her voice deepened. “Sorry, Max. I meant to say there are quite a few handsome men in the area. In fact, several of them drop their kids off at the day care center.”

      “Well, Mrs. Gillespie, usually if they have kids, they already have a partner.” I muttered, not mentioning that no one was interested in me.

      “Be that as it may, you are a wonderful catch, Max, someone who takes care of his mother. If you ask me, that makes you perfect husband material.”

      “That’ll be $47, ma’am.” Pam interrupted. Mrs. Gillespie pulled a wallet out of her battered leather purse and fished her debit card out.

      “Maria worries about you, Max.” She used a pen to punch her PIN number into the machine. “Your mother told me you spend almost every night at home, alone. Max, you have a decent job, and a big heart. Don’t let your family down by never finding a, um, man.” She whispered 'man.'

      “I’m fine being single, Mrs. Gillespie, I promise.” 

      “How old are you now, Max?”

      “Yeah, how old are you?” Pam drawled, a sneaky grin splitting her face.

      “Thirty-eight.” I sighed, then Pam handed Mrs. Gillespie her receipt. I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me, or at least the courage to tell the older woman to fuck off. But, my mother would kill me if I did.

      “You are far too old to be all alone, Max.” Mrs. Gillespie grabbed the cart with her groceries and walked toward the exit. Then, she called out over her shoulder. “I’ll keep my eyes open, and if I see anyone you’d…”

      She walked out the automatic door, her voice fading away.

      “Damn it.” I muttered, then Pam laughed.

      “Dude, you need to catch a man, or these old biddies will never give you a moment’s peace.” She shook her head then patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t let them get to you.”

      I took a deep breath, spun around and stalked to my office in the back of the building. Unlike the rest of the grocery store, my office was dark and small, the walls covered in ancient wood paneling. I fell into my desk chair, placed my face in my hands, and groaned.

      “It’s not like I haven’t tried to meet a guy.”

      The back of my head tightened, and I wondered if I was getting a headache. I glanced at the clock on the wall and saw I only had two hours to go until my shift was over. Usually, when customers got to me I’d hide back here for a few minutes and calm down. Family, friends, and customers had harassed me ever since the wedding last weekend, badgering me to know when I was going to get married.

      “Gotta find someone who actually wants to go out with a fat asshole like me first.” I patted my gut, then opened the bottom left-hand drawer of the desk and pulled out a bottle of whiskey I kept there, leaving the tiny shot glass in the drawer.

      “Shit.” I muttered, then untwisted the top of the bottle and brought it to my lips, relishing the burn of the amber liquid as it slid down my throat.

      “Don’t let them get to you.” I whispered, and put the bottle back in my desk, and shut the drawer. “In two more hours I can go home, maybe go see a movie with… who the hell am I kidding? I’ll go where I always go, the stupid bar, and I’ll hang out with my so-called friends.”

      I tugged at my beard, and remembered glancing in the mirror this morning, noticing with dismay a smattering of gray hairs interspersed with the black ones. Ten minutes with a pair of tweezers took care of that problem.

      “I’m going to grow old, alone.” I muttered, then opened my top drawer, fished out a mint and popped it in my mouth. “Men don’t like me. I’m fat, and managing this grocery store isn’t exactly the greatest career.”

      I pulled my phone out and opened a dating app. “These guys want to go out with lawyers, doctors, architects. Hell, I barely made it through high school before I was forced to go to work. My family would’ve starved if I hadn’t.”

      My father died of a stroke at a young age, and at the time Mom spoke very little English. If I hadn’t stepped up to the plate, who knows what would’ve happened to my family. I groaned, then opened the bottom drawer and pulled the bottle of whiskey out for another shot.

      “Max. Come to the seafood department.” The loudspeaker interrupted, so I put the bottle back and got to my feet.

      “This is what I have to look forward to for the rest of my life. Might as well make the best of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      When I pushed open the door to the bar, it was like nothing had changed from last Friday night. All the same guys were there for happy hour. The only difference was the guys were all wearing slight variations on the same clothes they wore every weekend. 

      “Hey, Max.” The bartender waved, and I lifted my hand in return. Behind the bar, a wide-screen television was showing the latest football game, and the air smelled like old sweat mixed with disinfectant.

      “So, who’s winning?” I asked Virgil, an older man who was always there, then I signaled to the bartender for a beer.

      “Seahawks, damn it. Of course, I bet on the Cowboys to win in the office pool.” Virgil patted me on the shoulder, while the bartender placed a beer in front of me.

      “Hey, you seen Marcus?” I asked, scanning the room for my buddy.

      “He’s out back on the patio.” Virgil responded, and with a sinking feeling realized Marcus was probably smoking again, even though his doctor had told him to give ‘em up. I took my beer and sliced through the crowd of men, hoping I was wrong. Then, I saw him at a rear table holding a newspaper in front of him. 

      “Hey, Marcus.” I slid into the booth opposite him and sniffed the air.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Marcus squinted at me.

      “Virgil said you were out back on the patio, so I was checking if you smelled like cigarettes.” I leaned back in the booth and placed my beer and phone on the table.

      “Hell no, Max. You know I quit that shit.” Marcus grinned. I noticed his eyes were bloodshot, and his face was the color of a ripe tomato. 

      “You feeling alright?” I asked, then sipped my beer. Marcus had a heart attack six months ago at the ripe old age of forty-two, and was told to give up smoking, drinking, and to lose weight. So far, he’d quit the smokes, but instead of quitting the booze he’d given up beer in favor of carb-free cocktails, usually involving vodka and gin. His weight was a sensitive subject, but from where I was sitting, he’d probably gained a few pounds.

      “Hey, Max, Marcus, look at this dude.” Ralph, the nighttime cook, slid into the booth next to Marcus, and handed him his cell. 

      “Damn.” Marcus’s eyes widened, then he handed it to me. 

      “No fucking way.” I chuckled, wondering how the naked blond man managed to fit into his pants. “His dick is huge.”

      Ralph took the phone back, and winked. “Just the right size for me, boys.” 

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Marcus shook his head, and I noticed Ralph’s face was as red as Marcus’s. Both men were in their early forties, and were reluctant to let go of the bad habits of their younger days. A bell rang, and Ralph got to his feet, and hustled back to the kitchen.

      A few moments of silence passed, then Marcus opened his mouth to speak, but Chip, a younger dude who hung out at the bar sat next to me.

      “Max, you should see this dude I’m going out with tonight. Fucking peach-perfect ass, black hair, bright blue eyes, his muscles instagram worthy.” Chip clapped me on the shoulder. “Thing is, I’ve got a problem. You see…”

      “Um, you still owe me fifty bucks from two weeks ago, if that’s what you were working up to, Chip.”

      Chip’s mouth opened and shut a few times, then without another word, he stood and walked out of the bar.

      “Jeez, that was harsh.” Marcus muttered. I shook my head, remembering what it was like to be young, horny, and perpetually broke.

      “So, whaddaya feel like doing tonight?”

      Marcus asked the same thing every Friday afternoon.

      “I don’t know, Marcus. What do you feel like doing?” A roar erupted from around the bar, and I guessed one of the teams had scored a touchdown.

      “It’s the weekend, man. I don’t wanna watch movies at your house again like we did last Friday.” Marcus sipped his drink, something clear with a wedge of lime. “When’s the last time you had a date, Max?”

      “If you’re asking me on a date, I’ll…”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. That would be like dating my brother.” Marcus put his glass on the table, and I noticed his fingers had a slight tremor. From the looks of things, he definitely needed to cut back on the booze. “What about those guys we met at the bowling alley a few months ago?”

      “What about them?” I replied, picked up my phone and clicked on the crosswords app I was addicted to.

      “Oh, come on, Max. The skinny dude with red hair and his friend, the chunky guy from Petersburg. Don’t you remember?”

      I kind of remembered, but didn’t care, so I shook my head no.

      “Let me call them up, and maybe we could meet them here, or somewhere else. We’ve gotta do something besides getting drunk and watching our lives march on by without us.” Marcus slammed his empty glass on the table, and waved his hand to the bartender for another. “I want the thin guy.”

      “He’s all yours, Marcus.” I drained my bottle of beer and got up from the table, but Marcus raised his voice.

      “Fuck this shit, Max. You’re getting old. Don’t you want to meet someone, like, a real man, instead of jerking off to internet porn?”

      Of course I did, but I was tired of rejection. I sank back down in the booth, and started peeling the label off the beer bottle.

      “I didn’t care for those guys. To be honest, I’m giving up on all that shit. Chasing guys, and nobody ever…”

      The waiter set a full glass in front of Marcus. “You never will meet anyone, Max, if you don’t put yourself out there. Christ, man, maybe…”

      “Stop.” I growled. “I’m not going out with those guys, or any other guys.”

      Silence settled between us.

      “So, what do you feel like doing tonight?” I mumbled, then signaled to the bartender for another beer.

      “Well, we’re back to that, huh?” Marcus sighed. “I ask what do you wanna do, then you say to me, ‘I don’t feel like doing anything.’ Then we end up back at your house drinking and watching bad sci-fi movies.”

      “Look, I’m just not…”

      “The stocky guy liked you, I swear.” 

      “And what makes you say that?” I sighed, then shut my eyes and tried to remember what the man looked like.

      “I could tell, that’s all. Let me call ‘em.” Marcus picked up his phone.

      “You can call them if you want, but I want nothing to do with it.” The sound of pool balls cracking punctuated my statement.

      “Oh come on, Max, we could…”

      “No, you can. Call them up for yourself, but I don’t wanna go out with them.” My phone buzzed on the table, and when I flipped it over saw that my mother was calling. “It’s Mom. I gotta take this.”

      I hurried outside to the patio, where a flock of twinks were puffing away on cigarettes in silence.

      “Mom, what’s up?”

      “Max, can you come home now?” She asked, and I wished I could get her used to text messaging.

      “Yeah, sure.” I sighed. “Is something wrong?”

      “Your cousins Ramon and Diego are here, plus Paula.” I heard the tea kettle whistle in the background. “Hold on.” Mom said, and put the phone down. She was always making this bizarre hibiscus and cinnamon tea she grew up drinking in Mexico. Tasted rancid. Moments later, she spoke again. “Paula and Ramon want to talk to you about something important.” Paula was Ramon’s wife.

      I almost responded with, ‘let them wait,’ but realized this could be an excuse to get away from Marcus’s badgering about going out.

      “I’ll be home in fifteen minutes, Ma.”

      When I got back to the table, I slugged back half of the beer. My house was a two-minute walk from the bar, so I was pretty sure I hadn’t had too much to drink to make it home safely.

      “You’re getting to be a real drag, Max.” Marcus sighed.

      “I’m thirty-eight years old, and I’ve spent almost every weekend of my life trying to meet guys. Everybody’s on my case to settle down, find a boyfriend, get married. Jesus,” I punched my thigh, ”...don’t you think I want to meet someone?”

      “I’m beginning to think you don’t.” Marcus leaned back in the booth and crossed his arms over his barrel chest.

      “Look, go out, have a good time, and I hope you meet a twink with a horse cock. Mom needs me at home, something to do with family stuff.” I finished the beer and threw a few dollar bills on the table. “Call me later if you want to hang out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Jude

        

      

    

    
      Sacred Heart Cathedral’s doors opened. A few men and women scurried out, some crossing themselves as they exited. It was Thursday afternoon, and these were the hardcore believers who went to mass several times a week. 

      “I miss it.” I sighed, then glanced away when a VCU student caught a frisbee in front of where I was seated in Monroe Park. It was lunchtime, and every bench was occupied, professors and students enjoying a brilliant fall afternoon.

      “Would you mind sharing your bench?” 

      I glanced up to see a tall, regal woman with red hair in a ponytail wearing a black turtleneck sweater and purple slacks. She smiled down at me, and for a moment I was blinded by the brilliance of her teeth.

      “Oh, yes, of course.” I moved my backpack, so she could sit.

      “Sorry, but all the benches are taken. Plus, I love staring at the cathedral. It’s one of the prettiest buildings in Richmond.” She opened a paper bag, pulled out a sandwich, then opened a bottle of what appeared to be lemonade.

      “It’s amazing what the church spends its money on, don’t you think?” The woman said, then took a bite of her sandwich.

      “What do you mean?”

      She blotted her lips with a paper napkin. “The Catholic church is very wealthy. Instead of these gorgeous cathedrals, wouldn’t it be better to spend the money on feeding the hungry, or nursing the sick?”

      “Well, they do that too.” I mumbled, wondering why I was defending the church. I pulled a newspaper out of my backpack and opened it to the classifieds. For the last month I’d been staying in an Airbnb while looking for an inexpensive apartment. 

      “I know they do.” She sighed. “But they are the most influential religious body in the world, and all I see is wealthy priests abusing their positions.”

      I snorted, then turned the pages of the paper until I found the apartments for rent section. While I totally agreed with her, I didn’t want to pursue this conversation. It hit too close to home.

      “Are you looking at the classified ads?”

      I turned to her and nodded, then was struck by how vivid her green eyes were. As green as grass, and I couldn’t detect any makeup. She appeared to be about forty-five.

      “I own an apartment building on Monument Avenue, and I never think to run ads in the classifieds.” She fished her phone out of her purse. “Okay, Google,” she spoke into the phone. “Remind me tomorrow morning to place an ad in the Times-Dispatch to rent out the upstairs apartment.”

      “Monument Avenue, huh? It must be an expensive place.” I sighed.

      “Actually, no. It’s a tiny apartment on the third floor. My nephew Tanner is moving out of it, and I need to find a suitable tenant. Are you in the market? You know, looking for a place to live?”

      I nodded.

      “Well, let me introduce myself.” The woman held out her hand, and I shook it. “My name is Elizabeth Beckwith, but my friends all call me Dottie.”

      “Nice to meet you. My name is Jude Cramer.” 

      The woman fished a card out of her purse and handed it to me. It was for a ballet school, the Heritage School of Dance. “The school is in the basement of the building, but the rest of it is apartments. That’s my cell phone number. Would you like to come see it? The rest of my afternoon is free.”

      I nodded. Something about this beautiful woman’s poise was comforting, almost motherly. “I’d love to.”
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      “I wish I could install an elevator, but the historical society, which I refer to as the hysterical society, won’t allow it.” Dottie breathed as we reached the top floor. 

      The building was stunning. It was at the corner of Robinson Street and Monument Avenue, made from tan bricks with huge columns holding two large balconies, one each on the second and third floors. She kept saying the rent was reasonable, but I couldn’t believe it would be. There were only three apartments on each floor, so they all had to be huge. 

      “So what type of work do you do, Jude?” Dottie pulled a set of keys from her purse, then knocked on the door at the rear of the hall. “I need to make sure my nephew isn’t here.” She explained with a smile.

      “I teach biology at Open High School, in Oregon Hill. I only started a month ago, but I’ve already fallen in love with it.”

      “Oh, that is a wonderful school. More public schools should be conducted like that one.” After no one answered the door, she turned the key, opened the door and gestured for me to go inside.

      “It’s not much.” Dottie said, and I was surprised at how tiny it was. Oddly enough, though, I preferred compact spaces. They made me feel more secure, somehow. “This is the smallest unit, and until recently I mostly used it for storage. But several of my children have called it home over the years.”

      “Oh, you have kids?” That would explain the maternal vibe I felt around her.

      “Oh, no, none of my own.” She laughed. “Sorry, but I’m very close with my tenants, and like to refer to them as my children.”

      As I walked through the apartment I instantly felt at home. Her nephew must be a musician, since there was a guitar resting in a corner and a keyboard of some sort was on the coffee table. 

      “The furniture comes with the place. I know it’s not much, but if you don’t like it I can place it in storage.” Dottie laid a hand on my shoulder and I flinched. She lowered her eyes and a demure smile spread across her face.

      “I know this might sound a little bit woo woo, but I’ve come to think of this apartment as a healing space. Every tenant who’s ever lived here has used it as a place to regroup, to get their head together, so to speak.” Her voice softened, and it was almost hypnotic. “While your business is your own, I have a feeling you would fit in here.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      A huge smile split her face, and without warning she opened her arms and hugged me. I wasn’t used to being touched, and it took me a moment before I realized I should hug her in return. Afterward, I backed out of her arms and felt pressure behind my eyes, almost like I was about to shed tears. 

      I swallowed, shook my head, then spoke, “Um, I know this might sound strange, but I’ve never rented an apartment before, so I don’t really know what you need to…”

      “Really? Let’s go downstairs to my apartment and you can sign the lease there.” She gestured toward the door and I walked through it back into the hallway. “How old are you, Jude?”

      I blushed. “Thirty-four.”

      “What did you do, you know, before becoming a biology teacher?”

      I glanced down at the floor, suddenly shy. There was no reason for me to be ashamed, but I hesitated for a moment. Dottie turned toward the door.

      “You don’t have to say a word, dear. It’s your business, and…”

      “I was a catholic priest.” I mumbled. “I left the church two months ago.”

      Dottie froze for a moment, then she spun around and winked.

      “Welcome home, Jude.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Max

        

      

    

    
      Ramon and Paula’s car was blocking the driveway, so I parked on the street and let myself in the back door. The kitchen was empty, and I popped a mint in my mouth and drank a glass of water to camouflage the smell of booze on my breath. 

      “Aunt Maria, I hate speaking ill of your sister, but she’s driving me crazy.” I heard Paula say from the dining room. Instead of joining them, I eavesdropped, wanting to know what was going on, and wondered why they needed me here.

      “Paula, I know my sister can be a pain in the neck, but…”

      “You don’t understand.” Paula’s voice thickened. “She’s constantly putting me down, saying I’m a bad mother.”

      “Regina has always been headstrong. When I was a little girl she always made sure I knew she was the boss. She…” 

      Paula cut my mother off. “She’s telling everyone I threw a bottle of formula at her. I didn’t, I swear!”

      I heard Mom sigh. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Cristian began to cry, so I leaned over the crib to check on him. Regina comes over, picks up the baby, and scolds me, saying I'm not feeding him enough. So I went to the kitchen to get the formula ready. She follows behind me, telling me that I waste too much money, that I am a bad cook, and the entire time I said nothing.” I heard a sob, and wondered if I should go into the dining room.

      “My sister is so controlling.” Mom said.

      “It gets worse. She called me a bad mother, and then…”

      “Regina was here last Wednesday, and I…”

      “I spilled some of the formula, because she was making me nervous. And of course she had to say something about that, too. Finally, I’d had enough, and I told her to shut up. Regina walked out of the kitchen and put the baby back in the crib. Then she came back, pointed a finger in my face, and I lost control. But I didn’t throw the bottle at her, it hit the door. She’s lying to everyone, telling them I’m abusing her, and neglecting my son. I don’t know what I’m going to do!” 

      Paula began sobbing, and Mom said something in Spanish, which I couldn’t understand too well. It was time to make my presence known. I took a deep breath and was about to walk into the dining room when the kitchen door flew open and my cousin Diego walked in.
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