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      Sandrine…

      The music was loud, the lights flashing, and the dance floor packed with gyrating bodies to the rhythm and the beat.

      I loved it. Lived for it. It was my favorite escape to just get lost in the music and the bass and forget whatever the hell was bothering me. Moving my body to the song and letting my heart open up and spill all its heavy contents onto the dancefloor to be trampled underfoot.

      I’d been finding myself in the French Quarter more and more often in whatever bar would offer me my dance therapy on any given night. I would just walk down either Bourbon or Decatur until I heard something that suited me and would duck into that particular bar, look for the dance floor, and just get lost in it.

      That’s how I’d found myself in some no-name hole-in-the-wall crammed on the dance floor with a bunch of bikers on a Friday night. But I didn’t mind at all, especially when the short one, who was exactly my height, danced up to me, a glass of what smelled like cognac in his hand, and smoothly joined in my rhythm.

      I smiled and delighted in how nicely we fit together, and how he didn’t hesitate to thrust his knee between my own jeans-clad legs, pressing the top of his thigh against the most intimate part of my body, like it was a perfectly natural thing to do. I mean, I knew, given my past with overbearing men in my life, that type of shit shouldn’t turn me on and make me melt, but it was just a different kind of vibe, you know?

      I liked it when he slid his hands around my body, slipping them beneath the hem of my cropped tee against my skin. It felt good, and I mean – it definitely didn’t hurt that this guy was easy on the eyes.

      He kept his beard neat and cut close, his eyes dark and sharp, and he just had this sexy, broody kind of demeanor. Shit, I liked it!

      I didn’t know how lit he was, or how long we danced, but I just stuck to water. I didn’t want to mess with my already fucked-up brain chemistry any more than it already was – because I hated feeling crazy. I mean, I was – but I wasn’t at the same time. That was neither here nor there on the dance floor. That was why I came here. So that I could be free, and let loose, and be unapologetically me for a little while before it was back to reality and the slog called life.

      The liquor flowed, the beat went on, and with every song, we grew closer, more familiar. He grew downright daring, his lips grazing the side of my neck in this almost ethereally light touch that sent a wave of gooseflesh sweeping over me, my skin rising and pebbling beneath his touch in an almost physical manifestation of longing. God, how I wanted to be touched like this. How lonely I’d been, and how I would have given anything for a man to see me… but I knew it wasn’t likely to happen. That was just my lot in life. Be a good daughter. Be a good sister. God has a plan for you. That plan was to make me into a good and obedient wife to a man I could and would never love. Be kept barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen, struggling to make ends meet and to watch my blue-collar husband drown himself in alcohol while our kids and I went hungry to pay for it – and you know what?

      No fucking thank you!

      I didn’t want it. I watched how my mother, my brothers, and I suffered, while my dad drank like a fish. How he’d quote scripture and shackle us all with his Bible verses and how the church bullied my mom the one time she’d tried to escape him into staying with him. I didn’t want that life. Fuck that life… but it was a different way my people had out on the edges of the swamp in their small community. I knew if my father or brothers ever found me that I’d be dragged right on back and put up in front of the preacher with the likes of Tommy Boudreaux across from me. Dim-witted and mean as a cotton mouth, and I didn’t want any of it.

      Hell, the only way ol’ Tommy would get married is with a shotgun pressed to the woman’s back – not his.

      I worried about my little sister. Mamma had had Stormy late in life, and she was her last behind me – only thirteen and pretty as can be. I wouldn’t put it past the lot of them to try an’ marry her off to Tommy, who was two years older than me at twenty-eight.

      It was a backwoods little place where religion had twisted folks’ minds and made them rotten to the core. I would have and did do anything to get out. I wasn’t stupid. I knew I had to hang on and get my high school diploma first, and I did. Only one out of my generation to do it, and Mama had been so proud of me.

      Neither one of my brothers had made it much past the ninth or tenth grade, but I knew that diploma was my ticket outta town. I would need it to keep and hold any kind of job once I made it out to the city – and boy, had that been an adventure. Scary as hell.

      I didn’t have a penny to my name, hardly anything but the clothes on my back, my backpack from school, a few of my favorite books, cheap costume jewelry, and that diploma, my birth certificate, and social security card on me when I climbed out my bedroom window on my eighteenth birthday.

      It was hard sneaking out, harder still running. Running ‘til my lungs burned, my legs ached, and the sweat poured off me, soaking me from the inside out. I didn’t know how long I walked, thumb out, hoping to hitch a ride. Hoping it wouldn’t be someone from town to pull up and drag me back to my daddy’s house.

      Fuck, I’d been scared. I knew what happened to girls like me who hitchhiked. I could be raped and have my arms chopped off with a hatchet, like that one girl who survived the awful attack in California. I’d read her survivor’s story from a battered paperback I’d found left on the bench at the gas station.

      Still, I’d rather her fate than to stay in that awful Podunk little town just across the state line in Mississippi.

      Better to wind up dead in a swamp somewhere than live the life waiting for me back there.

      Still, any time I needed to forget, any time I needed to feel free from anything and everything – be it the shackles of my past, or the prison of my own heart, mind, and loneliness – for a time I could escape them on the dance floor. Wouldn’t you know it? Tonight was one of those magical nights where I’d fallen into the arms of a wonderful dance partner and the magic of the beat suffused our souls and the liquor lowered our inhibitions enough that I could almost pretend we made some kind of real connection.

      An illusion that was shattered pretty quickly when he groaned into my ear, “God, I’ve missed you, Mia…”

      Mia?

      Shit. He was so drunk he thought I was someone else. Well, damn.

      “My name is Sandrine,” I told him. He shook his head and mumbled something like “Tonight I need it to be Mia…” and woof, did I understand that.

      How many times had I found myself in this same situation, but different? How many times had I found myself in so much pain, so achingly lonely and scared, that I needed someone, anyone, to just be there for me for a night and chase back the nightmares and all the heavy feelings with their touch? How many times had I used guys for the same comfort that this man was seemingly pleading for now?

      Well, shit.

      I guess Karma really was a thing. She was going to be one hell of a bitch tonight, serving me up the way I’d partaken in a lot of ways. It was a complicated story – that.

      At first, I thought men who’d picked me up and professed I was a rare beauty or whatever had actually meant it. I’d bought into their bullshit, hook, line, and sinker, time after time, thinking they saw me… but no. The first time had left me devastated, when I’d woken up in the middle of the night in the cheap hotel room he’d gotten us to him putting on his pants and telling me I’d been fun, but let’s not make it out to be more of a thing.

      He'd berated me when I’d cried. He’d told me love wasn’t a thing anymore when I’d professed that’s what I’d thought we’d been doing – falling in love.

      I couldn’t tell you how much my heart yearned for that… to be loved. For real. Just once. By anyone.

      But the years passed, and the more I got used for sex, the more I realized that love was just a fairytale told to small girls to keep them compliant. That if it did exist, it wasn’t what I’d been raised believing it was from all the cartoon movies with beautiful princesses and dashing princes. There was a reason they were called fairytales in the first place. Fairies didn’t exist. Neither did true love. It was all just another mechanism to keep women and young girls chasing after a man like we needed them…

      Which we didn’t. We wanted them. There was a difference. The sad reality being that none of them realized that the latter was far more precious than the former. To be wanted was far more important than ever to be needed… but alas, it just seemed to be how it was. The way of things.

      I’d had some really good lovers. Some really good partners… and I’d had some not so good ones, too.

      The common denominator to all of those short relationships and their utter failure was me, and I knew that. I was as my daddy always said. Too difficult to love. Too willful. Too obstinate. Too much of a pain in the ass. Not pretty enough, not good enough. And yet, I held the knowledge like a secret and projected confidence wherever I went, because for some fucked-up reason, I couldn’t stop believing in the goddamn fairytale that there was someone out there for everyone. That someday, all my monumental defects and malfunctions aside, someone would finally see me and want me, warts and all.

      It hadn’t happened yet, and I worried it never would, but I was determined for whatever reason to keep on keeping on despite how much it hurt to be rejected, time and time again.

      Despite how crestfallen I felt on the inside to have fooled myself into believing that I’d somehow connected with this guy, this biker, only to have him call me by another woman’s name.

      Damn my luck.

      Still, there was one thing that I knew in this moment on the dance floor. Whoever this Mia woman was? He loved her, and missed her, and longed for her in a way that called to the echo of sadness in my own heart, pulling on my heartstrings in such a way that it made me a marionette… a puppet, willing to do anything to soothe that hurt, that ache in his being. Because I knew I couldn’t stand hurting like I did on the regular, and his hurt called to mine in the moment. So, for right now, for tonight, I made the decision to be whoever he needed me to be – because goddammit, I was just too fucking nice.

      Wouldn’t be the first, nor the last time it got me into trouble, I reckon.
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      Bennie…

      “Right here.” I gently led her by the elbow, guiding her into the back seat of the black SUV. She settled into the seat, smoothing her pencil skirt over her knees, and looked up at me with those wide, deep brown eyes of hers.

      “Thank you,” she murmured through those imminently kissable lips. I gave a curt nod and shut the door to the armored vehicle and swallowed hard, schooling my face into a blank slate from behind my aviators as I took a step back to allow the car to pull away smoothly from the curb.

      Two blocks up, the vehicle exploded, and I would never see my beautiful Mia smile again.

      I sat up in bed, panting, soaked with sweat, haunted by the trust in those deep brown eyes of hers as she’d looked up at me, as I’d put her in the back of that instrument of death.

      She’d trusted me, and she’d died for it. I’d trusted that her family only had her best interests at heart…

      But it’d been nothing but betrayal all around, and I’d been the one meant to protect her.

      I’d failed.

      I put my head in my hands and raked my fingers through my sweat-slicked hair, sniffing and clearing my throat.

      It was still something like three hours before I needed to be up and start the fuckin’ grind that was my independent accounting for several small businesses and to do a few books for some not-so-legal, underground enterprises – the club included.

      I’d gotten wrapped up in some of the illicit stuff after I got out of the Army. I’d served a few tours, had combat experience, and had come out with some serious PTSD and disillusionment, along with a few other injuries that’d been deemed “not service related,” which was bullshit.

      I’d tried getting hired on to some jobs once out, started college for accounting, but shit was expensive even with the college credits. Even though school was taken care of, living expenses weren’t.

      That’s when a buddy of mine from my unit overseas had reached out. Said there was some good money in the personal protection racket. Said the work was boring but steady and they were looking for a guy. He thought I might be interested.

      He’d been right about that. At the time it’d felt like a lucky break… even luckier that I was supposed to look out for the dude’s daughter and not dude. Mia Stephanopoulos was smokin’ hot, around my age, a spoiled Mafia princess, and with a stubborn streak a mile wide and six times as long. She punched my ticket in so many ways, but I knew I didn’t stand a chance with her. That wasn’t what I was there for, but Mia Stephanopoulos was just full of surprises and one of those surprises was that I fit her bill.

      The affair was secret and torrid, and right under her daddy’s and her brothers’ noses. Somehow, that just made things hotter.

      We carried on for over a year, and it was good. We were in love and trying to figure out how to get her out and to disappear, fade away, and live our dreams of a simpler fucking life when all hell had broken loose.

      She’d been targeted by a car bombing attack at shift change as I’d sent her and Tommy off to some gala thing like the Met or whatever. The attack had initially been blamed on a rival family, but they didn’t want anything to do with claiming responsibility – which was odd.

      Crazed with guilt and grief, I’d gone rogue. I’d gone digging… and I’d found the call had come from inside the house.

      Mia’s little brother was to blame. Some shit about removing his competition when it came to their daddy’s fortune well before it was even Daddy’s time to pass away. I mean, the old goat wasn’t even that old! Late sixties, early seventies – maybe?

      He’d tried to protect his son. I mean, I got it, but… it was the last thing he did.

      Took me a while, but I went through every last one of them. In a chef’s kiss perfect moment of cosmic divinity or karma, or whatever you want to call it, I took the last surviving member of the family out on the one-year anniversary of Mia’s death – which was coming up on five or six years ago now.

      I know, it sounded like something straight up out of an action movie – which was stupid, and also the reason I couldn’t watch that kind of shit anymore – but it’d happened and I still wasn’t over it. I never would be.

      I’d come to New Orleans because it’d been the place Mia and I had been the happiest. I was talking the best two weeks of our fuckin’ lives, where we’d come down here to party and I’d been picked as her round-the-clock protection – but it’d ended up being a two-week blissful break of us getting the chance to live almost as authentically as possible. No brothers, no daddy, no other bodyguards, or staff to whisper behind our backs – just her and just me.

      At the time, I’d wanted it to hurt. I’d wanted the memory of our happiest time to be around every corner of The Quarter. I wanted the acute pain of the ghost of our happiness dogging every single one of my steps. It was what I fucking deserved for not protecting her. For trusting her little brother’s detail when they’d said they’d checked the convoy for explosive devices. For not having done it myself.

      I rubbed my face with my hands and threw back the sheet over my lap, getting up and padding over to the master bathroom.

      I flicked on the light and winced at my rough appearance in the mirror. My beard was getting in need of a trim, and I needed to get my act together.

      I’d arrived in NOLA on my bike, with a few sets of clothes, my new set of governmental IDs to start over with for a year or two before I could resurface as my authentic self of Austin Irby – and last, but not least, a stack of cash.

      I’d gone to work roughing it in a trade, framing houses, and day laboring to stay under the radar for the first year.

      That was how I’d met Rusty, who’d invited me somehow, someway, to a cookout at the Voodoo Bastard’s clubhouse one Friday night after work.

      I hadn’t had anything better to do than what I usually did, which was sit in my shitty flophouse room and drink my favorite cognac until I passed the fuck out – which was getting old by then – and so I’d gone.

      That was when I’d met Baby Ruth and the rest of the guys. The rest, I guess you could say, was history.

      The club had given me something back, to be honest. Given me some core tenants to believe in for a while. The one I was on board with the most? Fuck the man… but just like any structured unit – be it military, crime family, or biker club – the corruption seeped in through the cracks and around the edges. It didn’t take me long to figure out the core of that rot was Ruth himself.

      I thought I’d been the first or the only one to notice that the emperor had no clothes, but then, one night, Hex and I were sitting outside the club and he brought it up. Said he knew the look I’d had and that he’d felt it, too – that things needed to change, or shift, and that shift needed to come soon.

      I’d agreed, and I think that night was the first night that things had started to shift. Had started to change track and had gotten us off the collision course that was coming if we didn’t act, and soon.

      I had no regrets about any of it. I wish I had known now back then… wished like a motherfucker that things could be different and that Mia could be here with me instead of in the cold ground.

      I hated that things couldn’t be different, and hated even more that I had a lot of years left to suffer and atone, and to make sure I never got complacent and to never make the same mistake twice.

      To that end, that’s why I stayed single.

      Not just for Mia, who I think would be disappointed by that fact – but for me – because my heart couldn’t take it a second time.

      I’d lose my fucking mind.

      I looked up in the mirror and sighed, staring into the abyss that was my eyes, watching my reflection stare back at me.

      I couldn’t honestly say I was sane, but I sure did have a lot of practice faking it.

      “You alright?” The voice was soft, lilting, with a very real edge of concern… and it was totally unfamiliar to me.

      I whipped around to find a woman I didn’t know, curled up in the old winged-back chair in the corner of the room I rented. She was pushing my old poncho liner off her and sitting up, stretching like a cat. All I could make out about her in the dark was long dark hair and lightly tanned skin.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I demanded and winced at the thunder of my voice in my ears.

      “Sandrine…,” she said on the tail end of her yawn, lowering her arms, her hands flopping into her lap as she blinked owlishly at me. “Everyone was calling you Bennie. Is that your name?” she asked.

      “It’s the only name you’re getting,” I said, scowling. “Why the fuck are you here?”

      “Woo boy,” she said. “That’s a story and a half. You must have been blackout drunk.”

      That would explain the pounding in my head… but still, where were the guys? What the fuck?

      “How did we get back here?” I asked.

      “Yeah, about that. I kind of unlocked your phone with your fingerprint and you had this place listed as ‘home’ in your rideshare accounts. I booked you a ride – your buddies weren’t thrilled, but they said they had your bike handled. I’m not a psycho, I promise. You just wouldn’t let me go and kept calling me Mia. No one could figure out what was going on. Your buddy, uh, Saint, nice but scary guy – he followed us here and helped me get you inside.”

      “Yeah, but why are you still here?” I asked, perplexed, as I moved aside so the bathroom light would hit her.

      The long dark hair and the lightly suntanned skin was honestly where the similarities between this woman and Mia ended, but that didn’t mean anything. I mean, she was a knockout by her own right.

      Her hair waved out around her narrow face with its high cheekbones, and narrow chin, her eyebrows winging perfectly over a set of wide and glittering emerald eyes. She was stunning, but she wasn’t Mia, so just how fucking hard had I tied one on last night?

      “What day is it?” I asked, squinting.

      “Sunday,” she said, and she sat perfectly still.

      Fuck, I didn’t have to be at work at all… not until tomorrow! What the hell?

      “You okay, Bennie?” she asked softly and I scowled at her, but then I tried to knock it off. I mean, shit, I was a stranger and she’d seen me home and stayed with me. I must have been in rough shape, judging by the compassion on her face.

      “No,” I grumbled, and it came out a little more fiercely than I intended, but she didn’t flinch. I liked that.

      “Sorry.” I went back over and dropped heavily onto the edge of the bed in just my boxer briefs and asked, “How did I get undressed?”

      “That would be me and Saint,” she said and had the grace to look a little flustered.

      “Why are you still here?” I asked again.

      “Um… well…” she gave a nervous laugh. “Listen, you were really drunk, and obviously this Mia person meant a lot to you…”

      “Oh, God.” I swiped a hand over my face. “What did I do?”

      “Cried,” she said meekly. “Like wouldn’t let me go and cried on me.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “I’m sorry.”

      “No!” she cried. “No, don’t be. I mean, how nice for her,” she said. “To be loved like that.”

      I shook my head.

      “She’s dead because of it,” I said, and her face fell. Another thing I liked about her – you could read her like a book. I could see why the boys felt okay leaving me in her care. Hell, they probably thought they were helping me get laid, but judging by her fully clothed state, things hadn’t gone that way… unless she’d gotten dressed.

      “We, uh, didn’t…”

      “No!” she quickly assured me. “No, I laid down with you and you cried and eventually passed out. I didn’t want to just leave you like that, so I got up and slept here so I could make sure you didn’t, you know, throw up or anything and like die choking on your own puke. I kind of thought your friends would be mad at me if I let you die and, honestly, I would be mad at myself. I know all about you, by the way – I mean, not you, you… but your club. You have quite the reputation and one I wouldn’t want to be on the bad side of so… um… here I am.”

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Oh, hey, don’t be mad at yourself.” She stood up and I looked up sharply and she froze, putting her hands out like I was some wild animal she was trying to calm. I couldn’t say she was precisely, wrong… but it made me feel like an even bigger asshole than I already did.

      “It’s okay,” she said soothingly as she came over slowly, almost painfully slowly, and lowered her shapely ass to the rumpled covers of the bed beside me.

      “Here, how about this?” she proposed. “Let’s start again. Hi, I’m Sandrine. My friends call me Sandy.” She held out her hand to me and I took it. It was chilled but soft in mine and I put my other hand to the back of it, sandwiching it between my paws to warm it.

      “Hey, Sandy, my friends call me Bennie.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Bennie. I know you don’t really remember a whole lot about last night, but you’re a really good dancer,” she said and that part came flooding back.

      “Only when I’m drunk,” I admitted, and she laughed.

      “Let me buy you breakfast?” I asked, looking her over, and she smiled a little shyly and nodded.

      “You don’t have to,” she said. “But I would like that. I’m kinda starving.”

      “Shit,” I said. “Gimme a minute to hurry up and get dressed.”

      “No, that’s okay. You don’t have to rush!”

      …but fuck that. For as awkward as this was, she’d stuck it out and been kind to me when she didn’t have to be. The least I could do would be to buy her some fucking breakfast. There were a couple of places that were open twenty-four hours near here. First Call being one of them. I mean, they didn’t have much food-wise but NOLA’s famous beignets, but something was better than nothing and I could use their fucking coffee right now.

      I also low key wanted her out of my place. Not because I was necessarily ashamed of it, but more because she deserved to be in nicer digs than this. I low key wondered where she’d come from and what the hell I’d ever done to deserve someone looking out for me the way she did.

      She seemed sweet. Ballsy, but with this cuteness that was her edge of shyness. My curiosity was engaged and I wanted to see where things could go. I’d be lying if I said otherwise.

      Just who was my little angel of mercy? It might be fun to find out.
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      Sandrine…

      He took some clean boxer briefs into the bathroom with him and shut the door. I heard water running from the sink and listened as he swished a toothbrush around in his mouth pretty thoroughly while I re-took my seat in the chair I’d occupied before.

      He came out in the clean set of boxer briefs, but pulled on his well-worn jeans from the night before. Still, he brought out a clean white tee from the second drawer of his chest of drawers and pulled it over his head. It couldn’t have been more than a medium – but hugged his chest and shoulders very nicely.

      He picked up his phone from the bedside table and looked to me as though asking if I’d been the one to plug it in. I nodded and he let out a huff of breath like he was frustrated but his muttered “thanks” told me it was with himself, and not with me.

      He shrugged into his leather vest with all of its brightly colored patches muted by grime and long wear and turned to me.

      “You look great,” I said, and he huffed a laugh and jerked his head toward the door to the hallway.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” he said, but it didn’t sound like he wanted me out of his space per se, but most definitely sounded like he was low key embarrassed by his living conditions and that I was too good to be in them – which wasn’t that laughable? I’d grown up in much poorer conditions in a room not half so nice. I mean, he had his own bathroom, and while things were a bit shabby and well used, his space was meticulous. Picked up. Uncluttered but with the age of things and how the carpet in here was all but falling apart and was probably much older than either of us? There wasn’t really anything that could be done to make the space feel clean, you know?

      I took up my things from the little table beside the shabby and somewhat lumpy chair, and he put his hand gently to my back to guide me out the door, locking it behind us with his keys.

      “Shit,” he swore and spun what keys he had left on the ring around his finger and into his palm.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Bike key is missing, so is my bike. I hope you don’t mind walking.”

      I laughed lightly and said in a hushed tone, lest we disturb his neighbors, or however this place worked, “Your friends told me to tell you that your bike would be at the club, and to call or text them for a ride to it when you were sobered up enough.”

      “You really didn’t have to stay,” he said, leading me down the hallway, past the kitchen, and what was, I guessed, a living room – at least once upon a time. It had been walled off into another room that was behind a closed and I imagine locked door, but the walls looked… flimsy. Like you could go right through them like the Kool-Aid Man. The way they sort of bowed lead me to believe there may be no actual wooden studs or anything.

      Interesting…

      “Yeah, well, I felt like I did,” I told him gently, going out past him and sucking in a lungful of cleaner greener smelling air. The place that he lived didn’t stink, but it did smell… stale.

      He went past me down the front steps and I followed, skipping down them lightly and landing into step beside him as he strode up the sidewalk with its weeds thrust up through the cracks. Both the intentional ones from where the concrete slabs were poured, and the ones created by tree roots and the crumbling passage of time.

      “Where we headed?” I asked and he made a little harrumph like he wasn’t happy about it, but answered my question.

      “There’s a First Call up here,” he said.

      “Best coffee and beignets in NOLA, and you can’t beat them being open twenty-four hours. Sounds perfect,” I said.

      He gave me some side-eye and I felt my smile grow into a grin.

      “You always this chipper?” he asked and I felt my smile diminish slightly and answered truthfully.

      “No.”

      He looked over at me, and his expression was a little rueful. “Sorry, I don’t mean to be a dick. I’m not much of a morning person,” he said.

      “I am, but technically you’d have to get more than ten minutes of sleep for it to be considered your morning.” I kept my tone light to try and take any sting out of it, but it sounded like I failed.

      “Fuck,” he muttered and I shook my head.

      “Nuh-uh, no way – you don’t get to do that,” I told him.

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Beat yourself up because I chose to stick around,” I said.

      He ran a hand over his face and nodded, sighing out and telling me, “You definitely didn’t catch me at my best.”

      “It happens,” I said with a swift one-shouldered shrug. “We can’t every day have good days.”

      “You’re like this walking inspirational poster,” he said with a chuckle.

      “I’m in a good mood!” I cried. “Sue me.”

      He laughed a little and said, “I can’t imagine why. Taking care of a drunk idiot can’t be at the top of your list on how you’d like to spend your Saturday night.”

      “Hey, if I weren’t hanging out with you now, I’d be at home. Alone. Probably asleep, yes but lonely. You’re doing me a favor,” I said.

      He snorted and what came out of his mouth next made be blush. “With the way you look, that’s hard to believe. You could have any guy on Bourbon if you wanted.”

      I thought about it for a second and shrugged both shoulders this time and said, “I mean, if that’s true, then I guess I choose you, Pikachu.”

      He laughed then, a real one. A good one. One of those laughs that echo from the bottom of your gut and paints the atmosphere with its vibrancy in sightless colors built of rich sound. The kind of laugh that makes everyone around you smile if not break out into giggles of their own. At least it did me.

      “You have a good laugh,” I said.

      “Thanks?” He cocked his head. “Pretty sure that’s the first time I’ve ever heard that one.”

      His faint smile was worth it. He was coming around and pulling out of whatever pit of despair he’d found himself in last night. At least just a little. I smiled on the inside but tried not to let anything show on the outside. But let’s face it, I had never been good at keeping my thoughts and feelings off my face.

      He kept checking in my direction as we spilled from the residential street onto a much busier one, and he jerked his head indicating we should cross the street he lived on but stay on this side of the busy thoroughfare.

      “Oh, I know where we are!” I said, startled, and he smiled and nodded.

      “Yeah, the digs I live in might be crap, but I can’t beat the convenience of its location.”

      I nodded and worked my way up the hill with him to the bright lights of the First Call across from the dark and sullen park that held the Katrina memorial and its modern ode to capitalism more so than the actual victims.

      I was bitter about that, but I couldn’t tell you why. I mean, I hadn’t known anyone personally interred there, but something about that place just didn’t feel right to me. Any time I’d gone through its gates, I’d felt it… like the spirits there were angry, sullen, and certainly none of them were at rest.

      I tended to avoid the place. It gave me the creeps like no other cemetery or memorial park in the city did.

      Bennie held the door for me and we passed into the warm glow of the First Call and got into line. It was busy, but mostly busy with blue-collar folk hustling to work with a mix of a few straggling tourists – the dregs of the nighttime partiers out of the French Quarter. Either that, or tired staff from a lot of the establishments.

      “Hey, Sandy,” a tired male voice said from behind me, and I turned my smile, brightening.

      “Heyyy!” I gave the guy a one-armed hug. I knew him as DJ Bass-In from one or two of the clubs or bars in The Quarter, and he always played my songs when I asked. Sometimes twice in a night if it was one he knew I really liked.

      He hugged me around the shoulders and asked, “Where were you at tonight? I didn’t see you.”

      “Oh, you know, some hole-in-the-wall on Bourbon. I go where the beat takes me.”

      “Yo, Clark!” someone called, and he looked up and over and threw them some chin.

      “See you later this week, shorty?” he asked me.

      I said, “You never know! Where you spinning?” I called as he made his way to his friends who were heading out the door, some of his dreads falling into his face.

      He tossed his head back and called, “Oh you know, girl! Follow wherever the bass is in!”

      I laughed and waved at the tall, lanky DJ as he made his way out and caught Bennie staring at me.

      “Friend of yours?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not really. He just knows me from the dance floor. He plays my songs for me sometimes when I ask.”

      “Who is he?” he asked.

      “I know him as DJ Bass-In – but I guess his name is Clark. I literally just learned it now from his friend calling it out.”

      “Oh, so really not that familiar?”

      I gave a halting laugh. “No, why?”

      He shrugged. “Just curious.”

      I eyed him and felt a quiver of something I couldn’t define… was he curious because he was interested? God, I hoped not. I was a hot mess and no one wanted to stick around for it. At the same time, I felt my insides perk up because he really was a great dancer and holy shit, was he easy on the eyes.

      Like, I didn’t normally go for bearded guys but for this guy it just worked. He kept it neat for the most part. I mean, it was starting to get a little overgrown, but not badly – just in need of a trim. He had these deep, soulful brown eyes that were just a shade darker than his hair and beard, and he kept his hair cut neat and businesslike, which was at odds with his rough biker exterior in the way that he dressed.

      I wondered, vaguely, what he did for a living and in a bid to change the subject off me, I asked, to put it back on him.

      “So, if you don’t mind me asking,” I said. “What do you do for a living?”

      We moved up in line and he cocked his head, looking me over and asked, “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Seemed as safe a topic as any,” I said blandly.

      The corner of his mouth twitched into a smile and he looked down, jamming his hands into his jeans pockets before pulling out a money clip from one side as we were next up. It was stuffed pretty fat with money and they weren’t small bills. I tried looking anywhere but at him and it, and listened as he said, “Actually, it’s pretty boring. I’m an accountant.”

      “Like, an actual accountant?” I asked. “Or a spicy one?”

      He laughed a little at that and said, “I’m flattered you could think I have an Only Fans or that I’m some kind of escort or something – but no, I’m legitimately a sit-behind-a-computer-with-a-bunch-of-spreadsheets-open boring-ass accountant.”

      I laughed lightly and said, “I would say ‘that sounds fun’ but…”

      “Yeah, no. It’s boring and tedious as hell, but it more than pays the bills and it’s fucking useful,” he said.

      “I bet,” I said as we moved up to the counter.

      “What’ll you have?” he asked.

      “Oh, I’ll just have a café au lait,” I said.

      “Two of those and two orders of the beignets,” he said. “I promised you breakfast,” he told me, when I tried to argue about having a whole order of the sweet, French style, square pillows of fried dough drowned in powdered sugar all to myself. That it was too much. “Besides. I fucking love these things,” he said, handing me the two coffees and taking up the two trays of beignets, one in each hand. “Whatever you don’t want, I’ll eat.”

      “Okay.” I laughed at him – not sure how he could present as so lean under the white tee that hugged his chest and shoulders when he put down so much sugar and carbs. I mean, he must practically live in the gym at the weight racks. Either that or he engaged in a motherfucking shit ton of cardio.

      I know I found most of my exercise walking everywhere and on the dance floor.

      When we sat down at a small table by the front window, it was just in time for one of the workers at the café to wipe it down for us, divesting it of the crumbs, and absolute massacre of spilled powdered sugar of the occupants before us.

      “Thank you,” I murmured and was rewarded with a quick smile from the much-older, iron-haired woman as she moved off.

      I admit, I flinched when I dragged my eyes back to Bennie and found him stone faced and scrutinizing me. His dark eyes quick, and thoughtful – still his inner workings were obscured behind high, impregnable walls that I couldn’t even begin to climb or find a door. A wall of cognac and secrets, but then again, I fully admit to having my own so it was alright. Still, I had my curiosity piqued.

      “What’re you thinking?” I asked with a halting laugh, stilling as I swirled the stir stick in my coffee after adding a touch of sugar to sweeten it.

      He was slowly raking me with that intense gaze and I felt small in that moment, intimidated, but… not unsafe.

      “You’re kind,” he said simply and took a sip of his own café au lait without sweetening it any.

      “Thanks,” I said softly. “I try to be.” I hadn’t expected that. Honestly, I hadn’t known what to expect at all, but that had definitely not been it.

      “Kindness can be a weakness,” he said and I looked up.

      Cocking my head slightly and raising my own paper cup to my lips, I said, “Or maybe I just know what it feels like to have people be unkind and I don’t want to be that for anyone else.”

      He looked at me like I’d said and done something very interesting then, and the corners of his mouth turned down and he gave a nod, sliding one of the trays of beignets toward me across the slightly sticky table.

      “Well,” he said with a sigh as I smiled and picked up my first one and he picked up his. “I’d hate to see anyone be unkind to you after the kindness you’ve shown me.”

      I tilted my head, raising my chin a little a I asked, “Why’s that?”

      “Because they’re going to be in for a real shitty day,” he said and he tapped his little puff pastry against mine, the powdered sugar falling like snow before pulling his hand back and popping it into his mouth.

      I laughed and said, “Cheers then.” I ate my own.

      He was an interesting man. We talked more, about all manner of small things and I found it to be… delightful. He was almost scarily easy to talk to for being so guarded and I found the dichotomy fascinating. Still, I couldn’t help but ask eventually…

      “So, who was she?”

      He went very, very still, and very, very silent, his eyes dropping to the cup of coffee between his hands as though he would find the way to answer my question in the milky surface, like some sort of scrying mirror.

      He cleared his throat and said, “Can we talk about anything but that? I was actually enjoying myself for a minute there.”

      I smiled and it felt brittle, mostly because I felt as brittle as he looked in that moment. My empathetic nature getting the best of me, and his pain coming off him in waves.

      “Sure,” I murmured. “I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      He sighed and that intense gaze of his flicked up to mine and he shook his head slightly.

      “No, you deserve an answer to that after the way I acted. Drunk isn’t any kind of excuse for that kind of thing. I’m the one who should be sorry.”

      I shook my head and said, “No. Nothing to be sorry about. I was glad to be useful.”

      He searched my face, nodding slightly, and said, “Useful… that’s an interesting way to put it.”

      I let out a breath and pushed back from the table a little bit, forcing a laugh.

      “I wasn’t always…”

      “Useful?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

      My eyes slid from his and I took in the bustling café. I finally nodded faintly but remained mute under his scrutiny. I was suddenly uncomfortable, feeling like I’d said too much. He didn’t say anything, just sat in silent contemplation of me.

      We finished our coffee and beignets a little quietly and, honestly, that was fine by me. I tended to trauma dump when I got too nervous and it just kind of compounded my anxiety. I always felt like I needed to explain myself when I did something awkward, and that just sort of begot more awkward. Which got my mouth running like speed racer and just made everything even more awkward and then it just spiraled down, down, down, and down into making everyone uncomfortable to the point that either I never saw or heard from them again or I was so embarrassed I made myself disappear out of their lives to spare them any more of my bullshit.

      I was trying very hard to do and be better, but it was hard. There was something about Bennie that made me honestly want to try even harder than that, because despite him being basically a total enigma – I think I liked him. I certainly would like to get to know him, given half a chance.
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