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To my readers


 

CHAPTER ONE

 

Eugene

Ring. Ring. Ring.

I groaned as my phone sounded in the dead of the night, awakening me from a lovely dream where I was sitting by the water with an unknown man. A younger man. I couldn’t make out his face in my dream, but we were having a lovely picnic as the lake breezes passed by us. The dream quickly faded from my mind as reality took over.

“Mr. Stanley?”

“This is he.” My voice was groggy and hoarse.

“Sorry to disturb you, but there’s been several calls to the building you own on Maplewood Avenue, and there was a raging party going on when we arrived. We found drugs in the hallway that nobody would claim, which we aren’t blaming on you, but we’ve had to bring one of your tenants down to the station.”

I cursed under my breath as I threw the covers off my body. My head pounded as the woman from the police station described more about what’d happened. I was disappointed when I found out that it was my tenant Jacob Skinner who’d gotten himself into trouble. He was a young guy, only twenty-five years old, with the whole world in front of him but a rough past in his rearview mirror. I took a chance on him when I let him move into my building on Maplewood Avenue a couple months ago, hoping his new job would give him enough stability to make his rent on time and get some wind beneath his wings.

“Is Jacob staying there overnight?”

“No, we’re about to let him out since we couldn’t pin the drugs on him, and we won’t be pressing charges on the issue since he swears the drugs aren’t his, but he’s gotten a ticket for noise violations. If you need us to write anything to start an eviction notice, please let us know. He probably violated every lease in the country with that party he had.”

“What’s the damage?”

“Some busted windows. Lots of stains on the walls. That’s just from what we could tell walking through the scene. Really, Mr. Stanley. We’re happy to help with anything you need.”

“Thank you, officer.”

“Officer Darden. Barbara Darden.”

“Thank you, Officer Darden. Can I pick Jacob up from the station? I doubt he has a ride home, and it’s late. I also want to see the apartment for myself, and he might as well be there.”

“That’s awfully kind of you, Mr. Stanley. If you ask me, this boy doesn’t deserve any pity.”

“He’s had a hard life,” I said.

Officer Darden didn’t seem impressed, sighing into the phone, but I couldn’t expect her to understand. She sounded hard around the edges, like she was ready to lock up criminals at their first wrongdoing, but I was much more willing to give people second chances. Maybe I was too nice, but I’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time before and knew what it was like to have the jaws of justice hooked into my back. I knew what it was like to have everyone think I was nothing other than a failure.

“You’re free to pick him up in thirty minutes, if that’s what you want to do,” she said doubtfully.

“Thank you again, Officer Darden. I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye,” she said and hung up the phone.

***

I was waiting in the lobby when Jacob came out from the back with Officer Darden by his side. She looked much kinder than I was imagining over the phone. She was pretty and petite with her hair pulled up into a tight bun. “You must be Mr. Stanley.”

“That’s me,” I said to her as Jacob kept his head hung low. “Thank you for releasing him to me.”

“I’ll come to you looking for him if he doesn’t make his court date.”

“That won’t be a problem, will it, Jacob?”

He grunted as he kept his eyes trained to the floor.

I shook my head as I met Officer Darden’s eyes, hating how Jacob was acting in front of her. If he were my son, I would slap him across the back of the head and demand that he apologized, but Jacob was only my tenant. It wouldn’t be right for me to discipline a man who paid me rent, would it? 

We turned and left the police station. My car was parked on the curb outside, but I couldn’t leave without saying something to him. “Are you kidding me, Jacob? What was that?”

“Why did you even come here?” he asked harshly. “Are you some type of freak?”

“I came because I got a call from the police in the middle of the night,” I screamed at him and slammed my hand on top of the car. I marched over to where he was standing and pointed my finger in his face. “It’s because of you that I had to come here. It’s because of you that there’s damage in my building! Did you even think about the other tenants when you had your little party? I bet you didn’t think about them at all because you’re a selfish little prick.”

“You don’t know anything about me!” he screeched.

I grabbed him by his shirt. “You better stop raising your voice at me before I smack that alcohol right off your breath.”

“I’ll sue you if you touch me.”

“You’re lucky I don’t sue you for damaging my property,” I said and shook him for a second before realizing that I needed to take a step back and catch my breath. Was he fucking stupid or just that arrogant? He was lucky that I didn’t whip out my belt to teach him a lesson, but he was an adult. I’d only get myself in trouble if I did something to him that wasn’t through the court system, but the justice system was exactly what I wanted to avoid. A life with papers against your name was much more tenuous than one without. 
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