
  
    [image: The Solstice Kings]
  


  
    
      The Solstice Kings

    

    
      
        Kim Fielding

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tin Box Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Kim Fielding

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      http://kfieldingwrites.com

      Cover art by Reece Notley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The potted lavender was dying. Miles had known it would; he’d warned Andy that their north-facing apartment wouldn’t give the plant enough light. But Andy had bought it anyway, plopped it onto the sill of their single window, and then ignored it. Miles had done his best for the poor thing, watering it dutifully even after Andy took off, but it was a lost cause.

      “Sorry.” Miles gingerly stroked a yellowing leaf. The lavender still smelled good, which made him especially sad. He sighed and hefted his battered duffel bag over one shoulder. Maybe he’d ask Deedee if she wanted the plant.

      He reached his spot on the sidewalk later than usual. Deedee had already set up her violin case, seeded with a little change and some ones and fives. She was waiting for a greater number of passersby before she’d begin to play.

      “Not in a statue mood today?” Miles asked as he began to hang his paintings on the wrought-iron fence. Deedee sometimes switched up her music gig with a bit of living-statue work.

      She snorted. “The body paint gave me a rash. Don’t know if I’ve got a new allergy or if it was a bad batch. You don’t like my music?” She lifted her eyebrows at him.

      “No, the music’s great. I thought you said your hands were sore, though.”

      She waggled her fingers. “Fucking arthritis.  But you know the drill, kid. We suffer for our art.”

      By the time he’d arranged the paintings and set up his easel and stool, Deedee had begun to play something slow and somber. Miles knew nothing about classical music, so he didn’t know the composer or the name of the piece, but he thought it suited the morning’s mood. The sky hung gray and gloomy, and the tourists looked hungover as they trudged in search of coffee and beignets.

      A middle-aged couple in matching Denver Broncos T-shirts paused in front of Miles and stared at his paintings. The man seemed attracted to one that depicted a giant oleander bush engulfing the Superdome. “Look at this one, Tabby. It’s funny.”

      Tabby rolled her eyes. “How much?” she asked Miles.

      “A hundred fifty.”

      “That’s too much.”

      He could have explained that the canvas and paint and brushes cost money, that he had to pay a city fee for his spot on the sidewalk, that it had taken him hours to create this particular piece. And that his rent was coming due. But he knew from experience that she wouldn’t care. “I can draw you guys a caricature instead. You and your husband as superheroes. Only twenty bucks.”

      Tabby wrinkled her nose. “I want souvenirs that are more New Orleansy.” She and her husband marched away, presumably to buy ersatz voodoo dolls and shot glasses made in China.

      Defeated, Miles sat on his stool. He’d hoped that sales would pick up with Christmas approaching, but things had been slow for weeks. It was supposed to start raining late this afternoon and not stop for two days, which would keep him at home.

      “Do you want a lavender plant?” he asked when Deedee finished her song.

      “A painting?”

      “No, a real one. Andy bought it, but it’s dying. Not enough light.”

      She propped her violin against the fence and picked up her enormous insulated coffee cup. “I could prob’ly find some room for it.” She winced as she sipped. She preferred her coffee with a lot of sugar, but her doctor said she was prediabetic and needed to cut back. She wasn’t happy about it.

      “Great. I’ll bring it tomorrow—or whenever the rain stops.”

      “Hmm. Maybe you oughtta think about rehoming yourself too. You’re looking kinda… meager.”

      “Meager?”

      She shrugged. “Like you need a change of scenery.”

      Deedee was right. He liked New Orleans, but he’d been here for almost two years, which was longer than his usual stays. And with Andy gone, there was nothing to keep him. The problem was that he had no idea where else to go. Nowhere except….

      “You look like you just swallowed a bug.” Deedee set down her mug but didn’t seem eager to pick up the violin again.

      Miles stayed silent while a tour group strolled by, all of them intent on the guide’s discussion of Mardi Gras. He thought about not responding to Deedee at all, but she was glaring at him, one hand on her ample hip. Besides, he felt as if he owed her, seeing as she was taking on the sickly lavender. “My mom called a couple days ago. She bought me a plane ticket home for the holidays.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “It’s…. Well, I haven’t lived there since I was a kid. Haven’t even visited in ten years. But it’s a little town on the Oregon coast. Kemken.” He hadn’t said the name in ages.

      “I hear the Oregon coast is nice. Wet, but nice. But you don’t wanna go?”

      He scrunched up his face. “No.”

      “How come? Are your people assholes?”

      “No.” Miles smiled hopefully at a family strolling past, but they barely glanced at him or his paintings. He’d skipped breakfast and now regretted it, his stomach clenching angrily. He couldn’t afford a lunch break, so he’d just have to hold out until the rain came.

      “Well, I know it ain’t because you’re opposed to traveling. So why not go if it’s on your mama’s dime? Ten years. I bet she’s dying to see you.”

      Guilt sat heavily on Miles’s shoulders, making him slump. His mother was eager to see him, as was the rest of the family. His dad, his grandma—who wasn’t getting any younger—his aunts and uncles and cousins and… and everyone else.

      “Honey,” Deedee said quietly. “I know you’ve lived rough. A lot of us have. But that don’t make you worth any less, and it won’t stop them from loving you. Besides, look at you now. You’re doing just fine.”

      Obviously Miles and Deedee had different definitions of just fine. Okay, sure, he’d been sober for quite a while now, but he was also broke. Close to being evicted from a crappy studio apartment. Unable to sell his stupid paintings. Single. Living the kind of existence that might have seemed daring and romantic if he were twenty. At thirty-two, it was just sad.

      Still, Deedee was right. His family wouldn’t judge him for his past mistakes or current disasters. If he returned to Kemken, they’d embrace him as fully as they always had, making extra sure to include him in everything, bending over backwards to pretend he was exactly like them.

      “My family is… weird,” Miles finally said.

      Deedee blew a raspberry. “Boy, I got one sister who’s on husband number six—or seven, I forget which—and every time she divorces one and marries another, she calls it trading up. I got another sister who thinks she can cure any sickness with essential oils and eating raw food, and another who’s in prison for stealing three hundred grand from her bosses. Like nobody was gonna notice that a bookkeeper was suddenly buying Benzes and boats and flying first class to Aruba! And my brother? Well, he got himself one of those MAGA hats and goes on about Benghazi and George Soros. Don’t tell me about weird.”

      Miles smiled. He could tell her a lot about weird, but she wouldn’t believe most of it. Besides, Thorsen family secrets had been guarded for generations, and Miles wasn’t about to break that tradition. Even if he wasn’t truly a Thorsen.

      “I’m adopted,” he said by way of partial explanation. “My biological parents died when I was six, and my parents—my real parents, the people who raised me—they’re great. But even though everyone always treated me exactly as if I were a blood relative, I… I don’t know. I never felt like I completely fit in.” There was more to it than that, but he wasn’t willing to go into those details. More Thorsen secrets.

      Deedee shrugged. “Maybe you’ll feel different now that you’re grown. And if not, you don’t have to stay with ’em forever. Just decorate a tree, watch the kids open presents, have a big dinner, drink too much, and get into arguments about politics. Or however your folks celebrate Christmas.”

      “Our, um, celebrations are also… weird.”

      A walking tour ended a half a block away, and most of the people were heading this way. Deedee shook her head at him and picked up her violin. With a pointed look in his direction, she began to play “O Come, All Ye Faithful.” Miles rolled his eyes and sat up straighter, Sharpie in hand.
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      By the time the rain set in, Miles had sold two small paintings and done three caricatures, bringing in a grand total of a hundred forty bucks. That wasn’t awful, but since he doubted he’d be able to set up for a while, he’d hoped for more. Oh well. He could buy a few groceries at least, and he had enough paint and canvas to keep himself busy until the weather dried up.

      He tucked most of his stuff into the storeroom of a nearby praline shop. The owner charged him a hundred dollars a month for the privilege, but it saved Miles from dragging his stool, easel, and all of his paintings across town and back every day.

      After guzzling a quick coffee, he trudged out of the French Quarter and caught the St. Charles streetcar, where he jostled with commuters and tourists to create space for himself and his duffel. He usually walked, but by now it was pouring. He’d gotten soaked while walking just a few blocks, and he shivered in his old denim jacket and sodden tennis shoes. He wished he had a parka—oversized and fluffy and warm as an embrace—and that he’d arrive home to a roaring fire and hot chocolate and fuzzy slippers. Or better yet, that home was located somewhere really warm. With sunny skies, broad sandy beaches, towering palm trees, cute guys in skimpy bathing suits.

      He fucking hated the cold, and yet somehow he’d never managed to spend a winter in the tropics. New Orleans was the closest he’d come. It was as if something inside him perversely insisted on keeping him chilled, at least a little bit. Some years he’d even stranded himself for a few months in Denver, Chicago, or Minneapolis, where he’d frozen his ass off and cursed himself freely for his stupidity. Compared to those places, even Kemken was balmy.

      God, Kemken. He used to know every inch of it, from the creek banks to the alleys in the small downtown. When he was a kid, he’d often escape his pack of cousins and wander into the thick woods behind his grandmother’s rambling monstrosity of a house. Bundled against the damp chill, he’d spend hours among the towering trees and dripping mosses with only wildlife for company. He never worried about getting lost. Looking back on it now, he realized he’d been searching for something in the forest, although he had no idea what it might be. Maybe just some peace and quiet.

      Or maybe….

      The streetcar jolted to a halt, and Miles realized he’d reached his stop. He squeezed his way to the door and, when he hopped out, twisted his ankle hard enough to make him swear and limp the three blocks to his apartment.

      His single room was dark and smelled faintly of mildew. Even after he switched on the lights and turned the heat up high, the space didn’t feel welcoming. Maybe he should have redecorated after Andy left. Miles took in the putty-colored walls, now empty of Andy’s artsy photography. The stained and scuffed wooden floor. The battered frame of a Murphy bed and a few pieces of equally timeworn furniture that he and Andy had bought at thrift stores. The corner where Miles kept his art supplies. The dollhouse-sized kitchenette. And the poor dying lavender on the dreary windowsill.

      How had he ever thought of this as home? Had he ever been comfortable and happy here, even when Andy was still around? He couldn’t remember.

      After changing from his wet clothes into dry slouchy ones, Miles put a kettle on the electric burner and then turned on his Bluetooth speaker—last year’s birthday present from Andy. He randomly poked at his phone to start some music and ended up with a Spotify playlist in Icelandic. If he’d been paying attention, he would have chosen reggae or something else with a tropical island vibe. But fine, cold and remote it was.

      A short time later he sat in the too-soft chair near the window with his tea cooling on the rickety table beside him and the lavender plant in his lap. “I’m sorry. You deserve better than this. Andy shouldn’t have picked you if he couldn’t commit properly, and he never should have abandoned you. You shouldn’t be languishing here.”

      Miles was fully aware that he was projecting heavily, and onto an herb no less, but saying the words out loud made him feel marginally better. He wasn’t the only one Andy had left. And deep in his heart, Miles couldn’t even blame the guy. Andy liked noise and crowds and parties, all of which had been part of Miles’s life when they met. But for Miles, the gatherings had grown oppressive and the drinking and drugs were becoming too much. Becoming dangerous. Once he had sobered up and decided to skip the bars, he and Andy had very little in common. So when Andy was offered an advertising photography gig in New York, he took it—and he didn’t invite Miles to come along.

      “It’s all right.” Miles inhaled the lavender’s aroma. “Deedee will give you a good home. She has lots of windows at her place and even a little patio. You’ll have all sorts of plant friends.”

      Leaving Miles here in his depressing apartment. Alone and going nowhere.

      With a deep sigh of resignation, he picked up the phone and dialed his mom.
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      Deedee held the lavender in the crook of her arm. Lovingly, like a parent might hold a toddler. Miles thought the plant looked perkier already, although that was surely a trick of his imagination.

      “This is a mighty big change of heart over the other day, honey. What’ve you spent the past couple of days doing?”

      Miles straightened one of his paintings on the iron fence before sitting on his stool. “Moping, mostly.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “I’m good at it.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t have to pick up and leave for good. You could go visit your people and then return. New Orleans’ll still be here.”

      “I know. I just…. It’s time to move on. I don’t usually stick around as long as I have.”

      “Itchy feet, or searching for something? ’Cause it’s no use running off if you’re trying to escape yourself.”

      He nodded. He’d learned long ago that he was stuck with Miles Thorsen for good. “I mostly used to move around because I ran out of money. I’m sort of almost there now. But… I don’t know. This city reminds me too much of Andy.”

      She made a dismissive sound and carefully set down the lavender near her coffee mug. “Maybe you’ll get to missing us once you’re gone.”

      “I’ll miss you for sure, Deedee. And the city. But I doubt I’ll be back.”

      “Where will you go?”

      He shrugged because he didn’t know. California? Florida? He’d been trying to imagine himself in various places, but nothing appealed. Hell, maybe he’d just hop on a convenient bus and see where it took him.

      A gaggle of tourists came by, and Deedee played something jazzy and upbeat. They took videos of her on their phones and dropped coins and bills into the violin case. A tall woman with multicolored hair browsed Miles’s paintings. “I love this one,” she said, smiling at a depiction of a cypress tree strung with Mardi Gras beads.

      “Normally it’d be two hundred.” It was one of his larger works and had taken him over a week to paint. “But for you, how about a hundred?”

      Sold.

      Several other people bought that afternoon too, all at deep discounts, and he drew half a dozen caricatures. By the time the sun began to set, his wallet was full and his stomach empty. And sixteen paintings remained.

      “I don’t know what to do with them,” he told Deedee. “Maybe I should just toss them.”

      “You will not!” She glanced at the lavender, then up at the darkening sky. “I’ll keep ’em for you.”

      “You can sell them if you want. I don’t care.”

      “I’ll keep them for you.”

      He abandoned the stool and easel, which weren’t in great shape anyway, and tucked paper and pens into his bag. He and Deedee assessed which paintings they would carry back to her place; the rest he tucked away in the praline shop for her to collect later. His storage fee was paid up for another two weeks.

      Together they took a streetcar to the Garden District, where Deedee lived in a house she’d inherited from her mother. A black-and-white cat blinked at them from a chair on the front porch but didn’t bother to get up. “He ain’t mine,” Deedee explained as she unlocked the front door. “But he sure does like that chair.”
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